
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
    Battle on the Marathon 
 
      
 
      
 
    John Thornton 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Copyright © 2017 Automacube Enterprises LLC 
 
    All rights reserved. 
 
    ISBN-13: 978-1541119253  
 
      
 
    ISBN-10: 1541119258  
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    DEDICATION 
 
      
 
      
 
    This book is in memory of my father, Slim Thornton.  He was in battle in World War II and seldom spoke about it.  He also battled some other issues in his life, but never wrestled with a Jellie, so far as I know.  I still miss you dad.  I do remember a lot of your jokes, and some of them I can even tell my church friends.  Thanks for the memories.    
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    This is a work coming out of my imagination.  The characters, places, and situations are fictional, duh!  If they remind you of real life people, well, that is just a coincidence, or some rumbling in my unconscious mind. 
 
      
 
     If you like this book I would appreciate a positive review. 
 
      
 
    This book will probably be the only one I write specifically about the Colony Ship Marathon.  If you want to read more stories taking place in what I call the Colony Ship Universe, check out the other twenty-six books which I have written.  They are in three series: The Colony Ship Eschaton, The Colony Ship Vanguard, and The Colony Ship Conestoga.  Each of those series is completed.   
 
    I do have plans for other books set in this same Colony Ship Universe.   
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    1  
 
    Indoctrination   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I vividly recall being indoctrinated into the militia.  It was my twelfth birthday.  And so I am recording this log of my battles on the Marathon. The Major says we have some down time before the big jump, so I will be giving my life story to you, Ryan.  Yeah, I know, you already know all about the beginning years, but here it is anyway.  Oh, I am not good at making logs, so forgive me when I mess this up.  I never could remember the official names for the various habitats.  I know I learned them sometime in school, before the militia, but I just do not remember them now.  So, as I relate what I recall, I will just use the names we commonly called them.   
 
      
 
    That day was warm, as the sky tube shone down on our farm in Kansas habitat.  The day before it had rained, so that indoctrination day was day one of the weather cycle.  The corn was just about ready for harvest, and those golden tassels danced in the breezes as I waited on the porch.  The air was fresh, the day was bright, and Kansas was alive and well. Mom and dad told me the night before that I would be gathered up for the assessment and evaluation, but as the oldest, I was unsure what that really meant.  Wow, would I learn.   
 
      
 
    Susie, Kristy, and Lacey would be having the same experience, only a few years later, or so I thought then.  Of course, you were going just a year behind me.  Mom and dad had shared breakfast with me, lavished some hugs on me, but were out in the sweetcorn field while I waited.  You and the girls were still inside, I think.  Mom and dad thought I would be home by lunchtime.  Mom was going to bake me a cake for my birthday, chocolate with coconut pecan frosting.      
 
      
 
    Elav was the only one with me on that porch.  He had just caught a rat coming out of the corn crib and was still excitedly bounding around.  His barking was ferocious, even though he had already defeated his enemy.  Oh, how he loved to hunt rats, rabbits, and racoons.  The white fur around his neck was all bristly from his battle.  He had more energy in his little legs than a lufi battery on full charge.  Our furry friend would run to the crib, stick his nose into every gap in the permalloy wire, nose all around it, and then look back for my approval.  His deep brown colored eyes were bright and alive.  He was quite the hero, Elav was, in his mind.  A few times he would run back to the porch and I scratched his back, you know that place where he had the tan spot.  The only tan place on that whole white dog, well except for his tan ears.  He loved having that spot on his back rubbed, but even that would not stop his excitement for long.  I would rub him for a bit, then he looked back to the crib.  He kept running back to his scene of victory.  Round and round the corn crib he would run, looking for another enemy.  I suppose I disposed of that rat, or maybe Elav ate it.  That part I do not remember.  Oh, those bright and happy eyes, full of the thrill of the hunt, and certain of his confidence of winning.       
 
      
 
    I waited.  That old man, Punana, with his scraggily, wild, red hair, came by in that rickety wagon of his.  Remember that broken down rattletrap? For the life of me, I cannot remember his horse’s name.  Along with him that morning were four other kids my age.  He waved to me, so I got on.  We were all sitting on burlap sacks filled with his already shelled corn.  I guess he had harvested his already.  Dad always said that guy was in too big of a hurry for everything.    
 
      
 
    We rode down into Colby, and the road was sort-of muddy in places.  That old horse kept plodded along.  The other children and I just rode on those corn sacks, but it was not too bumpy.  Were we really called aspirants then?  I think we were.  Well, we all sat there pretty quietly as old Punana babbled on and on.  He was telling one of his dumb stories about being at the launch or something like that, but I could not have cared less.  I was thinking about the test, that official assessment and evaluation.  
 
      
 
    As the wagon pulled up in front of the courthouse, that old man, Punana, well, he grabbed my shoulder before I could jump out of his crappy old wagon.  He glared at me and said, “Become a farmer.  Always have food.”  I mumbled something, but he would not let me go.  “You have a choice in what you do.  Be a farmer!” I shook off his grip and ran to catch up to the others.   
 
      
 
    Those big fancy courthouse doors were already open, and the tester lady had a table set up.  The testing booths were along the one side, and those other kids were already lining up.  I was last in line, but the tester, a lady about mom’s age, smiled nicely at me.  Her hair was stacked up on her head, but it was tidy and neat.  Mom would have said it was pretentious, or prideful, maybe?    
 
      
 
    Well, when I got to the front of that line, I told them who I was.  She checked it on one of those old conservation slates, the kind they all used to use.  She had me place my arm on that slate, and some goofy light shined on me.  She just nodded. Then had me go down to booth number five.  As I was walking down there, she called out to me, “Oh, and happy birthday.”  Then she checked the kid behind me.  I had thought I was last in line.      
 
      
 
    Some birthday huh?  
 
      
 
    Well, I sat in that booth and waited.  After a while the lady came and she unpacked a bunch of stuff from the front of that booth.  She put some headphones on me, and these goggle things, which were like wired-up spectacles.  She stuck my hands in those sensor gloves they make you wear. It was weird.  When I was hooked up, she went to the next booth, the door closed, and the test started.  My ears sweat as I went through all the test questions.  Lots of questions.  I thought I would get a grade, like at school, but nope.  I guess, from what I know now, I did get a score, and got noticed, but I never saw it.  I was hungry by the time all those questions were finished, and I snuck a bite of some jerky I had in my dungarees.  That helped a bit, but made me more thirsty, so it was sort-of a tradeoff.  I hardly knew about thirst then, right?   
 
      
 
    When the test was over, I pulled off the headphones, glasses, and gloves.  I tried to wind up all the cables and cords. I could not get them to fit back into the compartments.  I yanked the gloves off, and felt something snap in the wires. The door on that booth popped open, and testing lady was standing there.  But all the other children were already gone.  She had a smile on, but it was different from the one she gave me when she called, “Happy birthday.”  I could not tell what she was thinking, but, I am pretty sure I broke something.  I thought she was mad, but her face just looked different to me.  Not mad, or angry, just, well, I am not sure what. She told me she would put it all away properly.     
 
      
 
    She placed a hand on my shoulder, but not like old Punana.  Her touch was gentle, soft, and she just guided me toward the toilets.  You know, the public toilets there by the courtrooms.  The long urinal trough had water flowing through it, dribbling down along the white finish.  I was the only one in there, and I was glad.  I would rather use the trees in the grove than stand next to some man who was passing water.  Well, when I came out, she was still there, and standing next to her was a man in a uniform.   
 
      
 
    I was surprised.  That was the first uniform I have ever seen.  Well, except for the suits the ushers wore at the theater there in Colby.  But remember, we all used to think those ushers were just pretentious too?  Those dumb yellow hats which would sort-of glow-in-the-dark so you could see them in the shadowy theatre.  I guess, now that I think about it, the sheriff back then wore a uniform too, but I just always thought of her as the sheriff.  This new man was wearing an olive green colored uniform, and he looked like he was three meters tall.   
 
      
 
    With him was a red automacube, and for a bit I thought maybe I really was in trouble.  I knew I broke something in those fancy techie gloves.  Maybe the lady was not so nice as I thought, and I was going to be punished for breaking stuff.  I looked back and forth between that red automacube and the man for a long time.  I kept wondering about the jail in Colby.  I had heard about it, but I had never seen it.  Was I in that much trouble?    
 
      
 
    Those red automacubes are not like our Greenie on the farm.  Sure, they are all automacubes, so the basic pattern is the same, but the red ones are different. They look tougher. In school, I had read about the various kinds of automacubes, but that was the first red one I ever saw in real life.  It was much tougher looking than old Greenie, and bigger.  Where Greenie’s six drive wheels were all stained from working the fields, this red one’s wheels were just dull black.  Slick like nothing could ever stick to them.  Knobby treads stuck out on all six tires, but the big difference was that gun port on the front.  Greenie has spigots and coupling shoe mounts, and its bendy arm is good for digging and stuff.  Well, you know that, sorry.  But right in the center of the front of that red one was that three-barreled gun.  I wanted to reach over and touch it, as it looked like it had really been fired, but the man spoke to me before I could do that.   
 
      
 
    “Kalju Tasandikuelanik, I am going to be your new best friend. Oh, and happy birthday.  Only rarely does an aspirant actually come for testing right on his or her birthday.  That is an omen of great things.” 
 
      
 
    Yes, now I am sure we were called aspirants then.  That was before.  Well, I looked away from the red automacube, a security model, and looked at that man’s eyes.  The tester lady was watching, but with just a slight nod from this new man, she turned and walked briskly away.     
 
      
 
    “Do I tell you sir?  Are you the one that I tell what I want to be as my job?” Old Punana’s words about being a farmer rushed through my head, but I shoved those ideas aside.  I knew what I wanted to be.   
 
      
 
    That big man made a quick gesture, and the red automacube rolled away.  He then squatted down and was nearly as tall as me, even when he was squatting.  “Son, you are now part of the Marathon’s Militia.  I am your instructor.  You will call me Mister Fisher.”  He laughed just a bit and then went on. “You may hear some of the officers or flight crew call me Wild Bill, but none of you inductees should ever call me that.” 
 
      
 
    “I want to be an engineer,” I stammered back.  “I like building things, and repairing stuff.  My dad says being an engineer is a good choice.”  Looking at the floor was easier than looking at that man.  The floor was clean, neat, and polished.  I guess so was that man, but in a different kind of way and he was right there.  “I can get rides into Colby to go to the tech-school here.”  I stuttered as I spoke, but then got it out clearly.  “I chose to be an engineer.  Please?” 
 
      
 
    “Son,” Mister Fisher said.  “Choices are great, when we can make them.  One fact you need to understand is that people do not always get what we want.” 
 
      
 
    I thought I had failed all the tests.   
 
      
 
    “I guess I will just go home now.  My mom and dad are expecting me.”  I did not mention the chocolate cake with coconut pecan frosting. 
 
      
 
    With a calloused, but tender finger, Mister Fisher lifted my chin until I was looking right at him.  “You will have a new home now.  Your parents will be notified that you are in the Marathon Militia.  Always remember, we will win this together.” 
 
      
 
    His pale-gray eyes left no doubt in my mind about further argument.  The steel color of his mustache was only slightly different in shade from his eyes.  His black pupils were too intense to argue with. 
 
      
 
    “You will accompany me now as we depart for Raven Academy,” Mister Fisher stated. 
 
      
 
    “Sir, I am not sure what a Mishna really is.” 
 
      
 
    “Not Mishna. You are now part of the Marathon Militia.  Different words, but they do sound similar.  You are in the Militia, and son, you will learn.  Yes, you will learn.  Repeated learning in fact.” Mister Fisher said.  He was still towering over me, but looked a little more normal.  He took my hand in his large one, and off we went.  I wanted to go home, but I was still scared about breaking the glove things, so I went with him. 
 
      
 
    “Ravens are birds, right?  Like the crows and blackbirds which steal corn.”  I did not know what else to say as we started to walk away.  “Bigger than crows, right?”   
 
      
 
    “Son, believe me when I tell you that questions are good.  I encourage you to ask them.  Ask questions until your heart is content.  However, just think for a few moments before you ask each question.”  He took full strides and I had to walk fast to keep up.  “If you already know the answer, why ask the question?  Are you seeking confirmation?  Are you unsure?  Are you trying to get more and better information? Are you testing the person to whom you ask? Or are you filling your time with meaningless prattle?  Why did you ask about ravens?” 
 
      
 
    We had nearly reached the rear doors of the courthouse.   
 
      
 
    I hesitated, but Mister Fisher did not seem to be mocking me.  He was not like that annoying Dale who lived on the farm down by the lake.  Dale was a jerk, and teased people just because he thought he knew everything.  If Dale thought he could play a trick on you, he always did.  I learned long ago not to trust Dale with anything, after he dunked me in the lake when I was so little.  But this man was different.  So, I trusted this new man.  “You said we are going to some place called Raven Academy.  An academy is some kind of school.  Is being in the militia about taking care of birds?” 
 
      
 
    As Mister Fisher opened the door to leave the courthouse, he replied, “That is a good deduction, using a very limited amount of information.  Bravo on that attempt.  However, you are incorrect.” 
 
      
 
    Outside was a vehicle, like I had never seen before.  Sort-of a sandy-tan color, it had only four wheels, so two less than a automacube, but it also was large enough for people to ride inside.  Not like some horse-drawn wagon, but it was powered, motorized, like the tractor, only different.   
 
      
 
    “Son, climb inside.” Mister Fisher opened the door. 
 
      
 
    “I think I should go home,” I said quietly.  “My parents do not know you, and I do not know you.” 
 
      
 
    He turned to me.  “Again, I commend you on your security consciousness.  Bravo.  If you had just blindly obeyed me, I would have had doubts.  Will this help?”  He snapped on a small display on the dashboard of the vehicle.  “Lean in here and observe.” 
 
      
 
    I saw my parents on the display.  Dad turned to look right at me.   
 
      
 
    “Dad?” 
 
      
 
    “Kalju, I understand the test is completed.  We have people here now explaining it to us.  Go with that man, Mister Fisher.  We will talk later,” dad replied.  His voice was solid, but I could tell he was puzzled.  Like that time the cattle got sick.  Do you remember that?  You were really little then.  Dad spoke to a bunch of other farmer trying to figure out what was making the cattle sick.  His voice reminded me of that.  “Kalju, it really is okay to go with him.” 
 
      
 
    “If you say so,” I said with hesitation.  “Can we really talk later?”   
 
      
 
    “Yes.  Your mother too,” dad answered.   
 
      
 
    Mister Fisher switched off the display and gestured toward the vehicle.  Inside the vehicle, the seat was big and cushy.  The red automacube was already in the back just sitting there.  The whole cabin was sealed in, not like the farm tractor, not at all.  This was sealed in with clear permalloy windows, and a top and everything.  You could not even hear the outside once the doors shut.  Mister Fisher climbed in.  He reached over and strapped me in at my waist and shoulders.  That was kind of scary, but he did the same to himself and then pushed some of the controls.  The vehicle moved smoothly away, with hardly any sound at all.  It was my first ride in something new, but would hardly be my last.   
 
      
 
    We took that big road out of Colby.  You remember, that road mom and dad said we were not supposed to cross.  The one a couple streets over on the other side of the courthouse.  Well, I rode in that vehicle out of the town and past places I had never seen before.  Of course, Colby was the same as it always was, people walking down the streets, vendors selling and trading and buying, and little children running about, but I felt different.  I was riding in some powered vehicle.  When we went by, people stopped and watched us.  It was quite a thrill to be inside that vehicle, but I had no one to tell.  I suppose I could have told Mister Fisher, except I did not say anything to him.  He kept looking ahead, like it was all normal for him, and I guess it was.   
 
      
 
    Before long we left Colby behind, and that vehicle just kept going.  I wondered if we were going to the other end of everything, and tried to remember that other town’s name up there.  I know now it is Olathe, but on that day, I could hardly think.  Talking to dad helped somewhat, but I still had no idea what a militia was, or what I was to do.  But, some things about that first ride are crystal clear to me, even right now as I think back.  Well, we got across some river bridge and then we left that paved road.  We drove through a pretty meadow, and followed along next to the river.  I was really lost.  No cornfields, no beans, no rye, no barley.  No pens for cattle, emus, lamas, or pigs.  Just a big meadow that was not plowed or anything.  The grass stuck up as high as the doors on the vehicle, as it passed over.  I looked behind, and there was hardly any trail at all, well, at least to my twelve-year old’s eyes.     
 
      
 
    “Raven Academy was built just two years ago,” Mister Fisher said.   
 
      
 
    I guess he thought that explained it, but I was more confused than ever.  No farms anywhere to be seen, well, it just seemed so strange for me.  I was also watching for ravens, since we were going to Raven Academy, but I only saw songbirds, and sparrows.  Oh, there were some barbets which flew by, right in front of us.  I saw just a flash of their yellow, red, and black colors.  There were also some ducks on the river, and they hardly noticed us at all.  That vehicle was quiet and smooth, and as I looked ahead of us, I thought about why someone would use a vehicle to cross the land and not follow the road or ride a horse. 
 
      
 
    At a place where a bunch of trees made a forest, I could see what looked like a cattle trail.  The trees were pretty thick and dense, and I wondered if here I would see some ravens.  But all I saw were the regular kinds of birds, and a squirrel who scampered up a tree and chattered at us.  His fluffy red tail was bobbing as he gave us a stern lecture about invading his forest.  Mister Fisher took the vehicle onto that path, but I guess it was not made by cattle. We went into the woods, past that guardian squirrel.  A few minutes later, up ahead, I got my first view of Raven Academy. 
 
      
 
    A huge wooden plank was mounted on poles.  “Raven Academy” was burned into the front of that plank.  The vehicle easily passed under that sign.  That was when I noticed there was a wooden split-rail fence which stretched off in both directions, but the trees blocked me from seeing where that fence went.   
 
      
 
    “Welcome to your new home,” Mister Fisher stated with a touch of a smile.   
 
      
 
    I kept looking, and saw there was a glen where some big wooden building stood.  The trees were gone from all around that building.  Frolicking out in front was a dog.  I had seen dogs like that on some of the cattle ranches we sometimes traded goods with.  They were called blue heelers, but were not blue colored.  I do not understand why they had that name.  Most all of them, the few I had ever seen, were white and black.  This dog was just like that.  A speckled mix of white and black, giving it an overall grayish sort-of color.  This dog sat back on its rear legs and tipped its head to the side just a bit.  It had alert eyes, and watched us as we got there.  Its ears were upright, and perked forward.  The face was mostly black, with a white blaze down the nose, sort-of dividing the halves of the face, but not equally so.  The dog was muscular, and compact.  She was a bit longer than she was tall with a curved, hanging tail.  In a way, that dog looked happy and eager to see us.  It was not Elav, as that new dog was bigger and more muscular, but it was a dog, and that was a comfort to me. 
 
      
 
    “That my friend is Marie, our mascot,” Mister Fisher said.  “You will get to know Marie very well in your time here.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you have cattle here?” I asked.  I was still wondering where the ravens were, but knew that the kind of dog I had seen was used for herding cattle. 
 
      
 
    “There are wild bovines in the area, but no domestic cattle.  Marie is here for many reasons, but not for herding domestic cattle,” Mister Fisher answered.  He nodded at the building. 
 
      
 
    The sky tube’s light shined down on that lodge, but its brown sides just stayed that finished dull wooden look.  Kind of like the furniture dad made.  The light did reflect off the lodge’s big sloping roof.  The ground all around it was just bare, brown dirt.  Lighter colored than the building, but just bare ground.  I saw that the lodge building had a place jutting out over or into the river which I could see flowed behind it.  So, on three sides were the forest, and the other side was the river.  The building sat closer to the river than it did to the gate with the big plank sign.     
 
      
 
    That Raven Academy building was three stories high, not the wharf, the building, and had a bunch of square windows all along each floor.  Actually, it was six windows along each floor, but it struck me as a bunch, considering our farmhouse only had four windows in the whole place.  That lodge building was far bigger than our farmhouse.  At the end was that place where the bottom floor stuck out over the river.  I would learn that they called that a wharf, oh, I think I told you that, but for me it was a surprise.  Some boats were tied to it.  The river there was so much bigger than the creek which was by our farm.  I was sort-of surprised to see boats.     
 
      
 
    Then an even bigger surprise happened.  The vehicle stopped, and the ground right in front of it rose up.  Yes, the ground just opened up in a vertical wedge show a door which sprang open.  A big door, so big that the ramp under it was wide enough for the vehicle to just drive down.  It was like a giant wedge just lifted up out of the ground.  Once down inside there, the ramp lowered back into the ground, and lights came on.  There were about a half dozen other vehicles parked down there underground.   
 
      
 
    “You will not see the garage again for some time, so pull your eyes back inside your head,” Mister Fisher said.  He was not mocking me, but I must have looked pretty surprised.     
 
      
 
    As I got out, I looked for where the ramp was, and saw that the floor was painted with series of diagonal yellow stripes with the words, ‘Danger Ramp’ in bold letters.  That was the only thing which showed where the ramp would raise up.  Otherwise it looked just like the rest of the permalloy floor.  We must have been at least ten meters underground.  Over my head were all kinds of pipes, ducts, vents, and other stuff.  I thought that kind of stuff was only outside of the natural areas, in the shell, and I guess I was outside, in a way. 
 
      
 
    “Son, you will be seeing far more than utilities, so come with me.”  His voice was not harsh, but almost rather calm.  He was much more relaxed than I felt.   
 
      
 
    Everything was so different than I had expected.  No ravens, no picking my own job, and no birthday cake.  It was a weird day.     
 
      
 
    Mister Fisher had already gotten out and that security automacube had also left.  I guess I was too busy looking at that garage to notice.  Back then I hardly noticed anything around me, even when I was staring at stuff.  I wish it could be like that now.   
 
      
 
    Well, that was how I arrived at Raven Academy with Mister Fisher.  We walked up to the main floor of the building, taking a spiral stairway made from permalloy.  The lodge’s construction was from permalloy—mostly below ground—and natural materials above ground.  Mostly.  Unlike our farm house.  How many times did dad and mom complain about not being about to cut into the walls or open up new spaces because permalloy was too hard?   
 
      
 
    Well, by that time I was getting rather anxious and more than a little scared.  It was my birthday, and nothing had gone as expected.   
 
      
 
    “Son, how about we talk to your folks again now?” Mister Fisher said and laid a hand on my shoulder.   
 
      
 
    “They are here too?” 
 
      
 
    “Not here physically, no.  However, we did say you could speak to them later.  Now, it is later,” Mister Fisher said and walked me through the main room.  There was a big square table with chairs all around it.  I did not really look at that big room much then.   
 
      
 
    He tapped one of the control pads on the wall, and a door slid open.  Inside was his office.  He sat me down, and touched his palm to his desk.  A display turned on and lit up a screen on the wall.   
 
      
 
    “Mom!” I shrieked with released emotions.  Her face looked so good to me, even though I had seen her just that morning.     
 
      
 
    “Kalju,” mom said.  She was standing outside the farmhouse, and at the time, I did not wonder how I was seeing her.  I was just so thrilled.  She was holding her hands together.  Her dark hair had some strands which had come out of her hairband, and had fallen across her face.  “I am so proud of you.” 
 
      
 
    “Mom!  I am at some place I have never been before.  I am in…” I was stymied and did not know how to explain it, because I did not know what it was about anyway.  “I am in a militia.”  The word felt alien on my tongue.  
 
      
 
    Dad walked over from where the farmhouse was and into view.  He wrapped one arm around mom.  “They told us.  That new school you will be attending sounds amazing.  Only a few children get to go there.”  His eyes were moist and he rubbed at them, “Yes, we are so proud of you.” 
 
      
 
    “I made your birthday cake, but I guess it will have to wait until you come home to visit.”  Mom started crying.  Dad hugged her tightly.  She then straightened her back and spoke without a quaver in her voice.  “This is quite the honor for you, my young man.  I am proud of you.  Now, you be sure to eat right, get enough sleep, and learn all your lessons.  They told us you will be getting the best education of anyone in all of Kansas.” 
 
      
 
    “Actually dear, they said the education would be as good as anywhere on the whole Marathon, so it is right up there with the flight crew and their descendants.”  Dad kept wiping his eyes, but he looked right at me.   
 
      
 
    “Oh, yes. They did say your education would be equal to that of the cognatic succession heirs.  Just as good as those dynasties which run everything,” mom replied.  “You will be on par with those children of the captain, and flight crew, and their other descendants.” 
 
      
 
    I blurted out, “That sounds good.” I had no idea to what she was referring.  Well, at least then I did not.  “I am not sure how long I will be here before someone takes me home.  I guess we will have to fix up rides to get back and forth for school.”     
 
      
 
    “Your new school is where you will live,” Mom continued, but her voice caught.  She coughed a bit and then spoke again.  “You will stay there until your training is done.  So, Kalju, you are very lucky and blessed to be where you are.  Make us all proud of you.” 
 
      
 
    “I will mom.  I love you. I love you too dad!” I nearly yelled at the display screen.  I reached up my hand to the display, as it was so clear I thought I could step through and give them each a hug.  The cool permalloy of the interior wall stopped me from doing that.  
 
      
 
    “Kalju, study hard, work hard, and I guess they are going to be doing physical training as well.  That is far more than you would have gotten staying here and being a farmer, or even your dream of being an engineer.” 
 
      
 
    “You knew?” I was shocked. 
 
      
 
    “You are my son. Of course, I knew you wanted to be an engineer.  That new school is far superior to the technological institute in Colby.  You would have been a great engineer, but now you have this.  I am happy, if you are happy.”  He looked at mom.  “Yes, we are all so happy for you.” 
 
      
 
    Mister Fisher stepped over to me.  “Kalju, you need to say goodbye to your parents now.  You will be allowed to speak with them on occasion, but we still have a lot of processing to do.” 
 
      
 
    “Mister Fisher said I need to go now.”  I swallowed hard.  “I love you both.” 
 
      
 
    “Happy birthday Kalju!” They both said in unison. 
 
      
 
    The display went blank and the wall looked just like the other permalloy walls.  I blinked, as my eyes were wet for some reason.  Everything was blurry and I was afraid to look at Mister Fisher.  He just handed me some tissue and never said a word about it.   
 
      
 
    He then took me to the office next to his.  The door there also responded to his commands.  A white automacube was waiting inside there.  That was the whitest room I have ever seen.  The walls were white, the ceiling and floor were white, and the treatment table was white.  The only colored thing I ever saw in there was blood, but that was later on.  Well, I guess it was not totally all white, but that was my first impression.   
 
      
 
    “Hello, I am Doctor 12B.  Do not be afraid,” the white automacube said to me.  “Please sit on the treatment table.” 
 
      
 
    I had now seen a red automacube and a white one all in the same day.  Of course, I knew white ones were at the hospital there in Colby, but I had never been up close to one before.  Unless, it was back when I was born, and I do not remember that far back.  Well, I swung up on that table and sat.  I glanced at Mister Fisher and he just nodded. The machine’s triple-jointed arm reached out and that grabber at the end clutched my hand.   
 
      
 
    “This is to help you be as healthy as possible,” Doctor 12B said in its mechanical voice.  “You might feel some slight pain, like a pin prick.” 
 
      
 
    Before I could pull away, the whole back of my hand was numb and tingly.  I never did feel some poke, or stick, or maybe it was supposed to be sticky.  I was not listening as well as I could, what with seeing mom and dad and all.  I was wishing I had asked to talk to you, Ryan, or at least asked about you.  My hand was all goofy for a few hours after that. 
 
      
 
    “That is all we have for you, Inductee Kalju.  If you ever feel ill, or suffer some injury, I am here to help you,” Doctor 12B stated.  Those words would haunt me.    
 
      
 
    Four loud bells sounded.     
 
      
 
    “Excellent,” Mister Fisher said. “The others will be coming in for supper, and I can make introductions.” 
 
      
 
    I was rubbing my hand as we walked out of the medical office.  That was when I first met the others inductees.  I always think of them as my fellow students, well, I do when I think of that first year at Raven Academy. 
 
      
 
    Marie the dog came bounding in.  She just sat down right in front of me, and I reached out to pet her head.  She allowed that for a moment, and then turned sideways and rubbed against my legs.  As soon as I began to stroke her back, and up on her rear hips, she wiggled and moved in joy.  I scratched harder, and she rubbed her head from side to side and sort-of made cooing noises.  I knew she liked that.  It reminded me of Elav.   
 
      
 
    The boys came in next: Pilliroog, Brett, Everett, Timofei, and Kulm.  Mister Fisher introduced me to them.  They were all about my age, but a little older maybe.  I was pelted with questions and comments.   
 
      
 
    “Where in Kansas did you live?”   
 
      
 
    “Glad you are here.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you like our dog?” 
 
      
 
    “Now we have the same number of boys and girls.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you a good swimmer?” 
 
      
 
    “Can you swing a hammer?” 
 
      
 
    I did not know what all to say.  All the boys were dressed in the same color, khaki, and the same style clothing.  They wore short-sleeved shirts and pants with rugged shoes.  My clothes from home were pretty shabby compared to those machine-made clothes.    
 
      
 
    “Mister Fisher, you need to introduce us as well,” a girl said from behind where I was standing.  
 
      
 
    The dog rushed over and gave a single woof, and moved amongst the girls. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Bartlet, you are absolutely correct.” Mister Fisher replied.  He made the introductions. 
 
      
 
    Bartlet was shorter than any of the others, and her hair was very blonde.  The other girls were named Jane, Carol, Matkaja, Tudeng, and Radha.  Although, at that time I could not repeat their names at all.  They were wearing machine-made clothing too, just tailored a bit differently for girls.  I hardly got a good look at anyone’s face, as they all milled around me.  I had seen too many new things, and it was all whirling around in my brain like water pouring down the drains into the cisterns on the farm.  I was trying to sort it all out, but thinking just made the ideas and feelings get further jumbled up in my head.     
 
      
 
    “So, I do not get a room all my own,” Brett said and lightly slapped my shoulder.  Brett too had blond hair, but not as light as Bartlet’s.  I noted that the others’ hair colors were mixes of browns and blacks, but no one had reddish hair like mine. “You are I will be sharing the room, but I still get the top bunk.”     
 
      
 
    I nodded some vague agreement, and Brett smiled back.  “Now we eat.  What duty did you pull for today?” 
 
      
 
    “Huh?” 
 
      
 
    Mister Fisher came to my rescue.  “Kalju had no duties today, only testing.  He has not been informed of the roster.  I assume at supper you all can elucidate him on the workings of our fine establishment.  Tomorrow’s roster will be posted at the appropriate time.”  He then turned to me.  “There will be a package on your bunk.  If you have any concerns, please bring them up in the morning.  Your fellow inductees will assist, but remember, you are part of a team now, and none of them is better or worse then you.  They may have different skills, but you are all inductees.  We will win this together.  Enjoy the supper tonight, as it will be the last one the automacube will prepare.” 
 
      
 
    A couple of the youth groaned.  I flinched.  I wondered how Mister Fisher would take disrespect like that, or even if it was disrespect, but I was not sure why.  I thought I had heard Mister Fisher wrong.  It sounded like he said the automacube made food.  Maybe the others were moaning about some tired old joke, which I did not know.  Or maybe it was about something like machine-made food. I almost let out a chuckle at the thought.  I am sure glad I held my tongue then.  
 
      
 
    Mister Fisher ignored the groans and just stated, “Sleep well tonight, for tomorrow everything will begin happening.” 
 
      
 
    “Mister Fisher?” Bartlet asked.  “Does this mean our unit is now complete?  I know the Junior Class and the Senior Class each have twelve in their groups.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Bartlet.  The Sophomore Class is also now full.  Until graduation, Raven Academy is closed to new inductees.”  He smiled at her. “How could we ever deal with more than thirty-six of you at one time?” 
 
      
 
    No one seemed to answer, or even know for sure if he was expecting an answer.  I would later learn more of his rhetorical and Socratic styles, but right then, I thought he wanted an answer, but I did not speak up.  To tell the truth, I was still baffled about machine-made clothing and what sounded like machine-made food. That was just so foreign to what we had at home, right Ryan? 
 
      
 
    A tall and rolling metal door opened on a side wall, and the others all walked over to that.  A beautiful, buffet-style, meal was sitting behind that door on the counter, attended to by a silver automacube.  That automacube was setting out the foods with precision and care.  No people were in that kitchen.  It was machine-made food.  So, just that day, I had seen a red, a white, and a silver automacube.  None were like our old Greenie.  These were sleek and efficient.  For some reason, I was reminded of the difference between old man Punana’s wagon, and Mister Fisher’s vehicle.    
 
      
 
    “Is your name Kalju?” Brett asked.  “I want to make sure I get it right.  I have never heard that name before.” 
 
      
 
    “It is a family name, one of my grandfathers was named that.  I am the oldest,” I relied while we walked through the line.  I was not sure if I should tell him more about it or not.  My lips just started working on their own.  “I mean, oldest in my family.  Well, not as old as my parents or grandparents, but oldest of the children.”  I was jabbering from anxiety.     
 
      
 
    “I am the youngest, but the only son,” Brett replied.  “We get trays here.  The food comes out on the counter there, but as Mister Fisher said, tomorrow things will be changing.  I will show you the roster which is posted after supper, out by the bedrooms.  You and I will be sharing, I had the only empty bunk, as everyone else already has a roommate.  You get dishes under here, and the utensils are…”  He explained how it all worked as we walked though.  There was sliced ham, steaming vegetables, breads, pasta, milk, and lots of fresh fruit.  Every time I think of my first meal there at Raven Academy, I can still taste, smell, and savor that food.  I took a little sample of everything that was offered.  I remembered how mom and dad always said to never waste food, but I still had to try everything.    
 
      
 
    Sitting down at the table, there were three of us on each side.  I was not sure where to sit, but the others all took seats like they had been doing it for a while.  I sat in the last, the empty seat, which was between Kulm and Everett.  I was not sure what was expected, but all the others were talking, eating, and drinking, so I joined in.  The food was great.  As I was eating, I did wish I could have some of mom’s chocolate cake with coconut pecan frosting.  I did not tell anyone it was my birthday. 
 
      
 
    I listened to what the others were saying, but it was hard to follow any single chat in all those streams of conversation.  I got distracted by Jane telling about her father and how he was a policeman, but then Matkaja said something about raising dogs, and I tried to follow that.  I got lost in the conversations. 
 
      
 
    The dog, Marie, was underfoot almost all the time, going from one student to the next.  Each one gave her a bit of food, but only a small token.   
 
      
 
    When we were finished, we carried our utensils and dishes to the kitchen and cleaned them up ourselves.  My hand still felt sort-of numb, but I washed and dried my own dishes.  Then I followed Brett back to his room.  As Mister Fisher had said, there was a package waiting for me on the lower bunk.   
 
      
 
    Wow, I am rambling.  Sorry. I better explain about the room, since you never got to see Raven Academy.  Or did you?  Each room was home to two inductees.  Our window looked out toward the road, or I should say path, which led to the big plank sign.  Each dormitory room had its own window.  There was a bunkbed against one wall, and two study desks with comfortable chairs.  We each had a small closet.  A small lavatory was connected to each room with toilet, sink, and shower.  Two cabinets were in that lavatory. 
 
      
 
    “I have my stuff put away, so you can tell what is mine and what is yours,” Brett said with a good-natured smile.  “Except for the lower bunk, if you need to trade the other places, I will do that with you.” 
 
      
 
    “No, what you chose is fine.  How long have you been here?” 
 
      
 
    “This is my third night.  Timofei and Radha have been here five nights, and they were the first to come.  You were the last one,” Brett replied.   
 
      
 
    The package was easy to open.  It had a hard-shell case on the outside, with instructions telling me to remove everything inside and put the case out in the hallway.  There were three sets of clothing, all machine-made.  They were just like what the others were wearing and fit me perfectly.  There was a lighter colored set of loose pants and shirt which I figured was for sleeping.  Two belts, six sets of underwear, six pairs of socks, a pair of shoes like the others were wearing, two towels, two washcloths, and last of all was a funny feeling garment I did not recognize.   
 
      
 
    “That is a swimming suit,” Brett told me.  He must have seen the look of confusion on my face.  “We all have them.” 
 
      
 
    I rubbed the swimming suit’s material between my fingers, and even dragged it across my numb hand.  It felt smooth and firm at the same time, yet was very lightweight.  Its deep blue color was entrancing.  
 
      
 
    “Have you gone swimming?” I was again thinking of the rude neighbor Dale and my experiences in his lake, with its slimy green moss and junk in murky water.  No thank you, I did not care for swimming in his lake.   
 
      
 
    “Swimming?  Nope.  None of our class has, yet,” Brett answered.  “I did see the juniors and the seniors at the wharf.  They go swimming every single day.”  He said it with authority, and I wondered how he could know that when he had only been a Raven Academy such a short time.   
 
      
 
    “What else do you know about them?” I asked as I was putting my newly acquired things away in my closet.     
 
      
 
    “They have been here a year, for the juniors, and two years for the seniors.  The seniors are on the top floor, and the juniors are right above us on the second floor.  But their doors are weird,” Brett answered.  “So, they are older than us.  I will be thirteen in a couple months.  How about you?” 
 
      
 
    I did not want to tell him it was my twelfth birthday, so I fudged a bit and said, “I am about the same as you.”  Well, we were both twelve, right?  “So, who watches over us all?” 
 
      
 
    “You saw Mister Fisher.  There is an instructor for the juniors and another for the seniors,” Brett replied.  “And everything we do is being recorded.” 
 
      
 
    “What?” 
 
      
 
    “How else do you think they know what is happening?  No school is going to just let us be unsupervised.  I know for sure that the techie school in Colby has an artificial intelligence which watches everything.  My brother tried to pull a prank when he was there, and before he even got half way through it, automacubes, and the school counselor were already stopping it.  They watch everything.  You think this place would be less secure than that?” 
 
      
 
    I wanted to argue, but Brett made sense.  The display on Mister Fisher’s wall had looked just like regular permalloy before he had activated it.  There could be tiny cameras anywhere and I would never know it.  I felt watched, and creeped-out at the same time, but also, I did feel a bit better about having someone to help me.  It was all too weird.      
 
      
 
    Several bells sounded, but I did not catch how many.  I learned pretty fast that the number of bells indicated what kind of thing we were supposed to do.   
 
      
 
    “The new roster is up.” Brett got up and walked to the hallway.  I followed.   
 
      
 
    The girls had already emerged from their rooms which were across the hall.  A large display screen had appeared in what previously had been bare permalloy.  I looked at the walls and realized that permalloy was more prominent than I had at first thought.  Yes, cameras and displays could be anywhere. 
 
      
 
    Bartlet was standing before the illuminated display and she was reading off the roster.  “Breakfast, and then morning duties.  Followed by lessons, physical training, lunch, afternoon lessons, afternoon duties, and then aquatic dynamics.  After that is supper, and then reading.  Last is final physical training.” 
 
      
 
    “What does all that mean?” one of the boys asked.   
 
      
 
    “A busy day,” Bartlet replied.     
 
      
 
    Timofei pushed through.  “Food preparation? I will be working with Jane.”  He glanced over at her.   
 
      
 
    The others went through the individual duties and found who they were partnered with for that specific task.  Everyone got two duties a day, but was paired with a different person for each duty.  Most of them then wandered away and back to their rooms.    
 
      
 
    I was left in the hallway.  Brett had mumbled something about his duty, but I did not catch what he said.  I was looking at my name spelled out beside some duty called, “Food acquisition.”  Next to my name was Tudeng’s.  I looked around, and she was standing there next to me.   
 
      
 
    She said to me, “Have you ever gone hunting?”  Tudeng’s brown eyes were nearly too big for her face.  They were wide open, and her mouth held just a touch of a grin.  She had darker complexion than me, and with her thin, very dark brown—nearly black—hair hanging on either side of her face, she just looked remarkable.  It was like seeing a young version of my mom.  As I looked at her, I failed to respond so she said, “You do know what hunting is, right?” 
 
      
 
    I stammered some response, but really just missed my mom.  All I thought about was the chocolate cake with coconut pecan frosting I was not getting on my birthday.   
 
      
 
    “Kalju, I will see you in the morning.  If you need to learn about hunting I can show you,” Tudeng said.   
 
      
 
    I was standing alone in the hallway.  Everyone else had gone back to their respective rooms.  At the end of the hall was the stairway to the upper levels, blocked by a clear permalloy door.  I had not even noticed it before.  I was still thinking about how much Tudeng looked like mom.  As I walked back to Brett’s room, I had trouble thinking of it as mine. I wished I had responded better to Tudeng.  Of course, I know what hunting is.    
 
      
 
    As I walked into the room, Brett was at his desk.  He had a device strapped around his wrist.  “Yours is on your bed.” 
 
      
 
    I walked over and picked it up.  It was a technological machine which fit smoothly over my own wrist.  It had several straps, but they self-adjusted as I put it on.  My name was written on it, just beneath the long display. As soon as it touched by skin, the display lit up.   
 
      
 
    “A pretty fancy watch, if I do say so myself,” Brett stated.  “But that is an old term.  This is not as good as a conservation slate, but sweet anyway.  It has a medical monitor, a chronograph, a habitat locator, and probably a lot more.  Links into our implants, and has some user functions which are blocked off.” 
 
      
 
    “How did it get into our room?” I asked as I felt the watch on my wrist.  It fit perfectly.  I wondered what powered it and how it was constructed.  “Who brought them here, and how?”   
 
      
 
    “Hey, that is a good question.  We were all pretty busy with the new roster, and I suppose Mister Fisher sneaked in and put them in our rooms.” Brett was still intensely studying his new watch.  
 
      
 
    “He snuck into the rooms, each room, dropped off the watches, and then left and none of us noticed?  All while we looked at the roster?” I asked and wondered aloud.   
 
      
 
    “Mister Fisher must be a man of many talents.”   
 
      
 
    I wondered about that for a long time. 
 
      
 
    The ceiling lights flashed a few times as the bells sounded.  Brett had insisted on leaving the door to the hallway open.  That night, as I lay in my bed, I know I heard some of the other kids crying.  I hope none of them heard me.   
 
      
 
    Morning came, and the light from the sky tube shined into our window through the slats in the blinds.  Brett was sleeping soundly, but I awoke easily and quickly.  It had been a restless night.  The bells sounded not too long after I used the toilet and washed up.  My new machine-made clothes and shoes felt really nicely.  I strapped on my new watch and in the sky tube’s light it was more of a dull olive color.  I thought it was gray the night before.  Later, I would learn about chameleon enhanced equipment, but at that time I just thought my recollections were wrong.  I had seen so much that first day.   
 
      
 
    “You do not want to dawdle,” one of the boys said as he rushed by the doorway.  I think it was Everett.  I looked at Brett who was still sleeping, and I did not think he would want to be late.  I could not remember what his duty was, but I knew I was hungry.  So, I stepped over and just as I was about to touch his shoulder, he opened his eyes.  He jumped up in a fright.   
 
      
 
    “The others are all up and going,” I said.  “You sure sleep hard.” 
 
      
 
    He smiled and just replied, “One of the many joys of being the youngest.  All my brothers and sisters are always noisy.” 
 
      
 
    I left him to get ready and ran out of the room.  The others were lined up by where the rolling door near the counter was located.  That metal door was shut, and I remembered what Mister Fisher had said about machine-made food.  So, I walked over to a different door, which had a pull handle on it.  I went in and the kitchen lights came on.  There was no food out on the counter, but there were a lot of cabinets and various other storage compartments.  I opened several and found boxes of food supplies.  One container was marked ‘Oats’ and so I pulled that down.  Soon I found some pots and pans, filled one with water, and set it on the cooktop.  It was not too different from what we had at home, but there were about ten sections which could be used for cooking.  Soon it was boiling.   
 
      
 
    Before too long, a couple of the other students came in the kitchen.  They also started to open the cabinets and found supplies.  In addition to the ten cooktops, there was a refrigeration unit, a freezing unit, and a large number of food supplies which were in sealed boxes.  Those sealed boxes had labels with full meals described, but no one opened any of those.   
 
      
 
    My oatmeal was done.  I had made enough for our family, the seven of us, but that was only about enough for each student to have half a serving of oatmeal.  I had badly misjudged how much to make.  But some of the others had made other items.  So, we had cooked eggs, some fruits, and the oatmeal.  It was not nearly as good as the supper the night before, but we all ate our fill.  Just as we were finishing, the bells rang.  Also, each of our watches lit up and instructions scrolled across each one’s small display.   
 
      
 
    “Morning duty time,” Bartlet said.  “Finish putting the cooking gear away, and head out to your assignments.” 
 
      
 
    A couple of us looked at Bartlet with surprise as she was telling us what to do, but she was correct.  We did need to keep the kitchen clean, and no one else was going to do it for us.   
 
      
 
    Tudeng came up to me as we finished drying the bowls and stacking them away.  “Food acquisition meets in front of the building.  At least that is what my watch tells me.” 
 
      
 
    I looked at mine, and it was displaying those same instructions. “I do know how to hunt.  I did it with my mom or my dad.” 
 
      
 
    She smiled at me, and nodded.  “I am glad.  I am not sure what all this means, but I doubt being late would do us any good.” 
 
      
 
    “Right.”  She still reminded me of mom, but not nearly as much as that first night. 
 
      
 
    We walked out of the main room, and down the front steps.  The dog Marie was there nosing about the grounds.  She looked up and me and gave a brief happy woof.  I called her name back to her and she returned to nosing about.  The day was brisk, and there was a slight breeze.  As we reached the bare ground area in front of the building, I tried to see where that ramp to the garage would open, but I could see no seams or spaces or other indicators of anything.  The ground just all looked the same.  A few dried leaves rustled across the bare area.   
 
      
 
    “Good morning,” Mister Fisher said as he stepped out from the side of the building.  “I hope you had a nutritious and delicious breakfast.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir,” Tudeng replied.   
 
      
 
    “Excellent.  Please accompany me.  I will give you the tools for food acquisition.”  As he turned I noted he now was wearing a holster with some kind of weapon in it.  It was somewhat like the pistol the sheriff carried, but Mister Fisher’s holster had a top flap that was nearly completely covering the weapon.  All I could see was the butt of the weapon.   
 
      
 
    We followed him as he walked along.  I thought maybe he would open up the garage, but then I recalled he had said I would not be seeing it for a while, so I quit trying to guess where we were walking.   
 
      
 
    “At this end of the lodge is an armory,” Mister Fisher stated.  We were on the opposite end from where the wharf jutted out over the river.  “This morning, you will be using spears to acquire food.”  He pressed a series of buttons on a control pad which had nine different colored sections on it.  I did not catch the sequence he entered, and when he pressed the last color, a side of the building, which he had called the lodge, opened up.  The door was not completely hidden, but the exterior wooden materials did mask that door somewhat.  He stepped inside, and returned nearly instantly.   
 
      
 
    “Here are your tools for today.”  Mister Fisher handed Tudeng and me a spear.   
 
      
 
    The spear was a dull gray color, made from permalloy and had a spear tip which was about twenty centimeters long.  The entire length of the spear was just a bit taller than me.  At that time, I was all of about a hundred and fifty centimeters tall. The spear was not too heavy, but I was unsure how to use it.  I put its butt on the ground and stood it next to me, spearhead up.   
 
      
 
    “You may try to acquire food with your spears today.  Since this is your first duty like this, I will explain it more completely.  There are fish in the river.  Those can be speared and then cleaned and stored for food.  There are also wild animals in the forests around Raven Academy.  Those may be speared for food as well.  You will need to dress and clean any animal you acquire as food.  There is one square kilometer of enclosed area here.  You will find squirrels, boars, rabbits, sheep, and various other animals around here.  That is in addition to the turkeys, and all sorts of birds.  Are you familiar with any of them?” 
 
      
 
    “My family had swine on our farm,” I volunteered.  “Boars are just wild swine, I think.”   
 
      
 
    “Right you are Kalju.  However, I suggest you avoid the bovine and boars until you have had a lot more experience.  But the choice on how you do your duty is yours.  It is my duty to inform you that I believe you will fail if you try to take on a boar with spears and no experience.  One or both of you might also be injured or killed in attempting to take on a boar at this time.” 
 
      
 
    I did not like hearing about getting injured or killed.  But Tudeng spoke before I could say anything. 
 
      
 
    “Sir? What do you suggest?  It sounds like we are to be hunting these animals.  You are carrying a revolver, and that would easily stop a boar.” 
 
      
 
    “Great observation, Tudeng.  An alert eye, is a helpful eye.  Yes, I am carrying a revolver.  When the time comes, you too will be trained on proper use of this fine weapon.” He patted his holster very slightly.  “Yes, I could drop a boar.  However, will I always be with you?  Let me answer that.  No.  I will not always be with you, so do not rely on my armaments.  You will learn to rely on each other.  I am here to instruct and guide.  Today, what are you carrying?” 
 
      
 
    “A spear sir,” Tudeng answered.  She was always polite.     
 
      
 
    “So, you two, your duty is to acquire food.  What do your wish to do?” Mister Fisher asked.   
 
      
 
    “Kalju? What do you think?” Tudeng asked me.   
 
      
 
    I have often wondered if that was some kind of a turning point in my life.  How would things have been different if I had made a different choice?  Maybe nothing would have changed, or maybe everything.  As you know, Ryan, one little change can make a world of difference.   
 
      
 
    “I say we go for the fish.  I am not sure which river we are near, but it looked a lot bigger than any creeks back home,” I answered.  I was still haunted by him saying we could get killed by a boar.     
 
      
 
    “Kalju has said fishing.  Tudeng, do you agree?  For this duty, you are a team.  Teammates need to be in agreement.” Mister Fisher just stood there waiting for an answer.   
 
      
 
    “Yes sir, I agree.  I have fished with rod and reel many times,” Tudeng answered.  “How hard can using a spear be?” 
 
      
 
    “How hard indeed? I expect you will learn.  Follow me.” Mister Fisher turned and walked off.   
 
      
 
    We followed a winding gravel path which led into the woods.  The light from the sky tube was diffused by the overhead canopy. Numerous birds flew by, gliding from tree to tree.  Some were familiar, but some were different than I had seen on the farm.  Our small groves of trees were not as dense or thick as the forest around Raven Academy.  I eyed a couple of rabbits in the underbrush, and considered using the spear, but they were a long way away, and I had told Mister Fisher I chose spearfishing.  A noisy squirrel chattered at us as we walked along.  I knew spearing that squirrel would be near to impossible.  
 
      
 
    The smell of the river and the increase in insects told me we were getting close.  I would later actually miss the presence of flies, gnats, and even mosquitos, but on that day, they were just a common part of my life.   
 
      
 
    “Here is the river.” Mister Fisher made a wide sweep with his arm.  “Your watches are sealed against water, and vacuum, so do not worry about hurting them.  Your watches will also alert you to when it is time to return.  Do not be late for class, so please factor in time for cleaning your catch.  That can be done on the wharf where you will find the proper tools for cleaning any kind of game.”  He then walked off and disappeared down the trail.   
 
      
 
    Tudeng watched him go, and after he left she turned to me.  “I feel like this is a test, or something.  Do you know what is really happening here?” 
 
      
 
    “I think we are to spear the fish and bring them back to the lodge.” 
 
      
 
    “That is what our duty says, but I meant the bigger picture.  Why a new school for a militia?” Tudeng asked.   
 
      
 
    I just shrugged my shoulders and looked at the river.  It was about a hundred meters wide, and the water was really clear.  Not at all like Dale’s muddy lake.  Here, I could see down to the rocky bottom.  As I looked out, I caught glimpses of dark fish moving in the waters.  The light from the sky tube pierced the surface, and the fish all seemed to be heading in the same direction.  There were numerous pinkish-red rocks along the bank, and in scattered places across the river.  Weeds and some small bushes poked up from around the rocks on the bank, and some grasses and such grew on the sandy parts around the rocky islands in the water. The water flowed around those rocks, and moved with some speed.   
 
      
 
    Carefully stepping from rock to rock, I saw frogs jumping off.  I proceeded out to where a larger group of rocks made a platform about three meters wide.  I used the spear to test the depth of the water, and it barely touched the bottom.  I squatted down and tried to figure out how to spear a fish from where I was.   
 
      
 
    Slash! 
 
      
 
    I turned around and saw Tudeng.  She was still on the bank, but was lifting her spear out of the water.  From the end of the spear dangled a beautiful fish.  Her spear had caught it dead center.   
 
      
 
    “I got a tench!  First throw!” Tudeng cried in triumph.   
 
      
 
    The fish was different from the carp and bullheads I knew from Dale’s lake.  This fish was sort-of stocky, like a carp that way, but was a deep green on its top and a pretty golden color on its belly.  The fins were black or a deep gray color.  The tench looked like it weighed a kilogram or maybe two. 
 
      
 
    “Nice job!” I called.  I turned around and looked into the water.     
 
      
 
    I saw a fish which looked to be within range.  I pulled back my arm and threw the spear down.  I missed.  I also nearly lost my spear as it was sinking into the water.  I quickly stooped down and grabbed the end and pulled it out.   
 
      
 
    “Got another!” Tudeng called out.  “A bit smaller, but still a nice tench.” 
 
      
 
    I tried another throw, and while I lined up the spear for what I thought would be a certain hit, I missed again.  I did not lose the spear, so my throw was not really a throw, but was more of an extended jab.  I was thinking that a long cord tied to my hand and to the end of the spear might be a better way of spearfishing. As I thought more about that, I kept imagining throwing the spear, and then pulling it back in by the cord.  I stepped across some other rocks and found a calm pool, where some fish were just swimming slowly against the small current.  I aimed as carefully as I could and then thrust the spear.  I missing again.   
 
      
 
    “I have four now.  How are you doing?” Tudeng called over.  She was still on the bank, her catch lined up in the grass from longest to smallest.  None were very small.   
 
      
 
    “I keep barely missing.”  I was getting very frustrated.  I badly wanted an excuse for why I could not seem to get a fish.  I was about to mention the current as the culprit of my failures, Tudeng interrupted.  
 
      
 
    “Are you accounting for the water?  Remember there is an optical refraction event at the water’s surface?  That will make the fish appear higher in your line of sight than they are.  You might want to try aiming lower than you think, and see if that works.” 
 
      
 
    She was describing exactly what I had been doing.  Well, except for the aiming lower.  I had been aiming exactly where the fish looked to be. I did not really want to tell her that I had no idea what “optical refraction” really meant, but what she said sounded right. The fish did seem to be in a different place than where I aimed.  I struck the spear down into the clear water and just held it there.  Sure enough, Tudeng was correct.  The spear’s appearance changed right as it entered the water.  There were no fish nearby, as apparently I had been effective in one way.  I was scaring them away.  I stepped along on the rocks with my eyes on the water, looking for fish.  
 
      
 
    As I stepped down, my foot landed on what I thought was a rock, but it was a turtle instead.  The turtle slipped into the river, but I pulled back my foot.  I slipped, twisted, and cried out, but still lost my balance.  I fell with a huge splash into the river.   
 
      
 
    Before I had splashed too much, Tudeng was there on the rocks near me.  She was squatting down, hand extended out to me.  “Are you hurt?” 
 
      
 
    “No.”  I was not hurt, I was angry.  I was so angry, I could hardly speak.  The water was cold, and was up to over my waist.  My fall had kicked up some mud from the bottom, so the water was a bit murky. 
 
      
 
    I spied a fish, another tench, which looked bigger than any Tudeng had caught.  It was trapped, not half a meter from me.  The rocks made a sort-of curved-in place, and I was between the fish and the open river. It was swimming back and forth, looking for a way of escape.  I had my chance.  With all my might I raised the spear, adjusted my aim as Tudeng had suggested, and plunged the spear nearly straight down into the water.   
 
      
 
    “Youuucch!” I screamed out.   
 
      
 
    I had gotten this fish, and more.  The spear had pierced that fish, but then struck the smooth edge of the rocks.  It had bounced off those rocks and pierced into my calf.  The permalloy blade sank deep into my leg.  The pants had not offered any resistance to that extremely sharp blade, and neither had my flesh.  
 
      
 
    Bloody streaks floated all about the water, some from the dying tench, but most of the red staining the water was from my fileted leg.  Tudeng grabbed my arm and tugged my upward.  The spear shaft clattered onto the rocks, jarring the blade which was still imbedded into my leg.   
 
      
 
    Alarms sounded from my watch, and a brilliant light on the watch began flashing.  “Medical staff is on the way.” A mechanical voice stated from my watch.  I floundered onto the rocks. The spear slapping back at me, and hitting me in the face.  That did not hurt nearly like my leg.  Searing pain shot from the wound and down into my foot, making my heel and ankle throb.  Blood was gushing onto the rocks, and I grabbed at the spear point.  Wrapping my fingers around the shaft I was about to pull it out of my leg.   
 
      
 
    “Stop!” Tudeng barked.  “Let me put pressure on the arteries first.  You are hemorrhaging badly.”   
 
      
 
    I looked down and saw the rocks were covered with red, and my pant leg, soaked with water already, was just a maroon rag draped over my foot.  The flesh of my leg, near where the spear had embedded was pale, like a carp belly’s color.   
 
      
 
    Tudeng tied something around my calf, but I was getting lightheaded and dizzy.  I think I heard Mister Fisher’s voice, but it sounded far away.   I looked up toward the sky tube, and thought about how everything was getting lighter and dimmer. 
 
      
 
    I heard Marie barking, but then whiteness covered over my vision.     
 
      
 
    Next thing I knew, I was on the treatment table in the medical office and Doctor 12B, that white automacube, was spraying something on my leg.  The machine had apparently been speaking for a while, but I cannot recall what was said before I heard, “…into the tibia.  Regeneration in progress. Functional in one hour.” 
 
      
 
    Mister Fisher’s face loomed over me.  “You will live. We will win this together.  Your classroom studies will need to be made-up.  See you in an hour.” 
 
      
 
    No one else was in the room.  As I pushed up to my elbows, I saw Mister Fisher walking briskly away.  The table was covered in blood, and I wondered if I was going to be responsible for mopping all that away.  As I said, red, the color of my blood, was the only color besides white I saw in that room.  My spearing my own leg was my first injury fixed in that room, but not the last, not by a long shot.  And when I think of all the other wounds I have endured, that first one was pretty minor, but at the time it was huge. 
 
      
 
    When the hour had passed, my leg was sealed in a white, flexible coating.  Not cloth or some familiar material, but some sort-of thing the medical automacube had spayed on.  It was more firm than my skin, but flexible and could be moved as I carefully touched it.  It felt stuck to my skin.  There was almost no pain, and as I moved around, the wound just pulled a bit.   
 
      
 
    Doctor 12B stated, “You are released from acute medical treatment.  Your leg is mending, and when the sealant bandage wears out, you will be fully recovered.  You may resume strenuous physical activity tomorrow.  There are no other post-traumatic treatment requirements for this injury.  Please proceed to meet the other sophomores in your classroom.  It is toward the river end of the lodge.” 
 
      
 
    I found a new pair of pants sitting on a nearby chair.  My shoes and socks were laid out below the pants.   I dressed and realized that my underwear and shirt had not been removed, yet they were completely dry.  Maybe they had been taken off at one point, but I could not remember when that was.   I could see no sign of my first pair of machine-made pants, short lived as they were.  Additionally, there was no blood anywhere now.  The treatments table was sparkling and white.  How that happened, I did not know at that time. 
 
      
 
    “Did I lose that spear?” I asked.   
 
      
 
    “I am a medical automacube, not a security model.  Please refer your question to the appropriate people or automacubes,” Doctor 12B replied.   
 
      
 
    I walked out and turned down the hall.  Marie met me and her tongue lolled to the side as she stared at me.  I patted her a few times, and she sniffed my leg.  I guess I passed her inspection, so she trotted off.  My leg held my weight okay, but I was embarrassed.  I wondered what Tudeng would say, and how angry Mister Fisher would be if I had lost that spear.  Then I remembered breaking the fancy techie gloves during testing, and I was more nervous than ever.   
 
      
 
    The classroom had double doors, and it was labeled simply, “Classroom.” 
 
      
 
    I knocked on the door, and Mister Fisher called from beyond.  “You may enter Kalju.” 
 
      
 
    I stepped inside and saw the classroom for the first time.  It had six tables, with two people at each one.  A lectern was at the front, and Mister Fisher was standing there.  A graph and some charts were on a display behind him.   
 
      
 
    “Kalju, please take your seat with your fellow inductees.”  He made a sweeping motion to the class.  “Tudeng’s report of this morning’s incident is on file and accessible from your room’s desks, as well as the conservation slates.  I suggest you familiarize yourself with what happened to Kalju here, and read the summary report.  Be sure to review the instructions on proper emergency treatment of puncture wounds.  Tudeng did an adequate job, but utilized old-fashioned methods.  Which is a good place for us to continue in our lessons.”  He pointed to the display behind him.  “The next category are anadromous fish.  These species are those which spawn and hatch in freshwater.  Like our rivers or streams, but then travel to and live the majority of their lives in salt water basin at the bow.  They will return to freshwater to spawn. After spawning, some of these species will actually die shortly thereafter, but others do spawning in cycles.  Unlike on the Earth, the fish species on the Marathon are specifically designed to procreate in…”  
 
      
 
    I moved over and sat down next to Carol.  Her brown eyes met mine briefly, and her dark colored face was split by a very quick smile.  She turned her attention back to Mister Fisher.  A conservation slate was waiting for me.  I lifted the thin, flat, square device and it’s display screen lit up.  The whole slate was about twenty-five centimeters wide, and only two centimeters thick.  On its display was my name, but beneath that was a syllabus of readings, assignments, and lists of quizzes which needed to be completed.  A scrolled message moved across the bottom.  “Link with watch completed.” 
 
      
 
    I had missed the rest of what Mister Fisher had been saying about the fish going to the salt-water basin.  I had only heard of it, and never been that far from home.  I set the slate down and concentrated on the next type of fish he was discussing.  I was in no mood to listen to anything about fish, but I forced myself to pay attention.  And thus, the day passed.  At lunch time Mister Fisher dismissed us.  As we were getting up to leave, he called me aside.   
 
      
 
    “Kalju, you are on limited duty for the rest of today.  Please report to the kitchen and trade duty with Radha.  You will also be on food preparation.  Usually inductees are not on both food acquisition and food preparation, but this is your lucky day.”  Mister Fisher said that with a straight-face and I was not sure if it was intended as a joke or not.  I found nothing funny or humorous about my injury. 
 
      
 
    “Mister Fisher?  Did I lose the spear?  I could go back to the river and hunt for it.” 
 
      
 
    He placed a hand on my shoulder.  “Now, that is a good spirit.  Bravo.  Never leave a weapon behind if at all possible.  Tudeng brought back both spears and all the fish.  She gave you credit for half of the catch.”  He tipped his head down a bit as he said that, and sort-of gave me his famous look.  I would come to recognize all his various looks, but on that day, I was too new to it all.   
 
      
 
    “I did spear one fish,” I admitted, but then added, “Tudeng is a better spearer, than me.  Wait, is spearer the right word?  Well, she is better at spearfishing than I am.” 
 
      
 
    “Spearer is a word if it is in common usage,” Mister Fisher replied.  “Right now, spearer is not in common usage in my vernacular.  Perhaps it is used in one of the other seven habitats, but for now, I say avoid using it.  Precise language is important.”  He gave my shoulder a light squeeze and kept eye contact for a moment longer. 
 
      
 
    “Do I have to tell my parents that I hurt myself?” 
 
      
 
    “Only if you want to, Kalju.  I will leave that to you,” Mister Fisher replied.   
 
      
 
    For some reason, that made me feel a little less stupid.  I am not sure why.  We did eat those tench for supper that night.  I had to clean them, and cook them up.  Tench are better than carp, for sure.  Even the one I got while spearing myself.  I wonder if you ever got to try tench? 
 
      
 
    Oh, I have to stop here for now. The Major needs some help on preparations for the big jump.     
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    Training 
 
      
 
      
 
    Well, it has been a busy few days.  There have been unforeseen issues come up.  But the Major insists on us getting rest as needed.  So, again I have a little time to spend on this journal, before I fall asleep.  The big jump is still in the works, but it is complicated. 
 
      
 
    I told you about my first days at Raven Academy, back when I was twelve.  Yes, I started there on my birthday.  And I think I told you about that first injury of mine.  Let me check.  Oh, yes, I just reviewed what I wrote.   
 
      
 
    Well, training was a lot like regular school only more involved and more intense.  I think of it as in three basic parts.  First, was intellectual.  We studied a lot.  Second, was physical.  We did a lot of physical training.  Often, we ran, and with the two classes above us, we all made a pretty significant pathway through the forest, even though most times I ran I seemed to be with just a few others, or even alone.  Marie the dog ran with me as much as anyone.  We were allowed to workout wherever we wanted, but many of us preferred to run in the forest.  That made for a path all around Raven Academy’s perimeter.  I know the juniors and seniors used the track as well, but I almost never saw them.  And third, we did our tasks and duties.  Food acquisition was one of those many tasks, but not the only one.   
 
      
 
    I got better using a spear, but never quite as good as some of the other inductees.  Sorry if I use different terms, I sometimes think of them as fellow students, and sometimes as inductees, and usually as friends. Well, the spear was not the only weapon we learned to use.   
 
      
 
    Back to the intellectual training.  Textbooks were typical and we could read them on our watches, or on the conservation slates.  We each had one of those then.  Did I tell you that?  So, classroom work was where Mister Fisher led us in assignments, discussions, and lectures.  He was easy to listen to, and I liked that.  His tests were very hard, but fair.  We just had to know the materials to pass.   
 
      
 
    But outside of class is what I remember more.  I recall a conversation where we spoke about what we were learning.  It was early in training, and we had just been assigned to read an old book called, 20,000 Leagues Under the Sea by Jules Vern.  It is a book from way before the Great Event.   
 
      
 
    I was sitting with Kulm and Matkaja on a set of benches near the lodge.  Marie was sniffing around, and listening in on our conversations.  
 
      
 
    “Why are we reading some old fiction book?” I asked.   
 
      
 
    Kulm, with his big shaggy mop of brown hair, shook his head.  “It beats me.  Obsolete and farcical engineering.  It is so old, and pretty weird.  Have you read it?” He tapped his conservation slate.  “It was only a paper book for like two-hundred years, before regular printing.” 
 
      
 
    “It started as a paper book, as did all books from that era.  But it was not only as a paper book,” Matkaja corrected.  “It was an early offering in what those ancients called e-books, or Kindles.  Now it is on our slates.”  Her oval eyes twinkled as she spoke.  She brushed some of her long and straight hair back behind her ears.  “But you are correct, essentially, it was well over a hundred and thirty years when it was almost exclusively a paper printed book.  There are also several renditions of it in audio and in two-dimensional audio-visual formats.  The AIs can translate those into three-dimensional plays.  There are some major differences in the plot and characters depending on format.” 
 
      
 
    “But why is it required reading?” I pressed.  “It is old and like Kulm said, it is just weird.” 
 
      
 
    “I have a theory on that,” Matkaja said in a conspiratorial tone.     
 
      
 
    Kulm’s blue eyes opened wider.  He and I both leaned in to hear what she had to say.  Marie even stopped sniffing and alertly watched.    
 
      
 
    “I think we are reading this book so we appreciate the vastness of the old Earth.  You know, twenty thousand leagues is an enormous distance.  I had to look up the old measurement of a league, and it is five and one-half kilometers, or a bit more.  Measures back then were not really precise and the records from before the Great Event are conflicting.  So, figure that distance is 110,000 kilometers.  All of Kansas is only eighty kilometers long, and sixteen wide.  That book is teaching us about scale and vastness, getting us thinking about our destination world.”  Matkaja grinned her smug, all knowing grin.  Her grin was often well earned as she had a fine mind.     
 
      
 
    Kulm huffed and said, “None of us will live to see the destination world.  That is generations away.” 
 
      
 
    “You, Kulm, have just proven my point,” Matkaja said.  “They want us to think about a planetary body, not a colony ship.  That submarine travelled twenty thousand leagues, while we are traveling light years.  If we think about it and discuss it, and have it in our minds, then we can pass those ideas onto our children.  Well, if either of you ever get a chance to procreate,” She laughed a bit.   
 
      
 
    I guess my face was turning bright red.   
 
      
 
    “That makes sense,” I finally answered.  “Not the procreation stuff, but the thinking of a planet.  Could the militia just be a group who is going to work and be ready to pass along important traits to the next generation?” 
 
      
 
    “Kalju, did you ever look up militia?” Kulm asked.  He rolled his blue eyes at me.   
 
      
 
    “Well, yes, I did.  It is a military type of force that is raised from the general population for use in an emergency,” I answered.   
 
      
 
    “So, what is our emergency?” Kulm asked.  “It is not keeping alive some myths and legends of old-time Earth.” 
 
      
 
    “Better to prevent an incident that suffer an emergency.” Matkaja looked him over. “Learning and study prevents emergencies.  The best way is always to prevent something from happening, rather than trying to fix it after it happens.  Learning the old things from Earth will help us when our grandchildren get to the destination planet.” 
 
      
 
    “That book describes a vast submarine called Captain Nemo’s Nautilus. The engineering is all messed up,” Kulm stated.  “That Nautilus extracts sodium from seawater to power some goofy sodium and mercury batteries system.  Nonsense, or very primitive.  But those sailors do have the ability to farm food from the sea.  And that is the answer to why we are reading that book.  Read it like an extended allegory about the Marathon’s voyage through the stars.  We are the militia who are to fix and repair unforeseen engineering problems.  Maybe, there are already issues with the main drive or one of the habitat’s biomes.” 
 
      
 
    “That might be a secondary consideration,” Matkaja went on.  “However, one should not ignore the facts of scale and distance.  As I said…” 
 
      
 
    Kulm and Matkaja kept arguing their points back and forth.  Neither would win, but they had great fun in those discussions.  I could tell they both respected the other’s options, and it was all good-natured.   
 
      
 
    I wondered more about the kraken monsters described in 20,000 Leagues Under the Sea. I had just gotten to the point where the electric bullets did not work so good against the kraken, and they were chopping off tentacles with axes and stuff.  Maybe, that reminded me of my leg, and how I had speared myself.  I was not sure I wanted to inject my own thoughts into the conversation between Kulm and Matkaja.  They were both making good points, and I was just thinking about the adventure and fighting.  I did not want to look stupid to them, and I felt like I was missing some deeper meaning from the book.   
 
      
 
    In class, Mister Fisher let everyone have a chance to share what he or she thought.  In the classroom, the other students were less willing to ridicule and mock an idea.  I once asked him why we were reading fictional novels, and he replied in a cryptic manner.  “Much was lost in the Great Event, and the 90 Hour War, but we have to learn from the past,” Mister Fisher stated.  “We have a well-stocked library, and I have made these reading assignments for your edification.  Not all of life is gathering food, or learning simple quantum mechanics.  So, read the works on the syllabus, and we will discuss them in class.  There are also some pre-Great Event entertainment shows, movies to use that ancient term.” 
 
      
 
    “But what good does it do?” I asked in one of my more assertive moments.   
 
      
 
    “What good indeed?” Mister Fisher replied.  He said nothing more, and I did not ask for elaboration, as I knew he was telling me to find the answer in myself.   
 
      
 
    And so we talked on the benches as much as in class.  In class things were polite, civil, and very measured.  However, out at the benches, our impromptu debating society place, any idea which was brought up could be ripped to shreds by the others.  Not in malicious ways, or in personally insulting ways, but by pointing out the logical absurdities of the ideas.  So, at that time, when we were discussing 20,000 Leagues Under the Sea, I hesitated to bring up the kraken. I have often wondered how things might have changed had I discussed it more back then, with those friends of mine.   
 
      
 
    Well, Jules Verne wrote more than just that one book, and we read a bunch of his works.  Some supported Matkaja’s ideas about remembering the vastness of a planet.  One book was about traveling around the globe, and another one about venturing deep into the interior of the planet.  However, those other works by Jules Verne made me wonder about what was really happening and why we were told to read them.   
 
      
 
    Of course, ancient novels were not the only things we read.  Oh, heavens, no.  We read all sorts of engineering manuals, and mathematical textbooks, and agronomy texts, and ran simulations on biological breeding of plants and animals.  All those normal classes I would have taken in the regular school, only to a much more wide-ranging and comprehensive extent.  The engineering books always made me wonder and wish I had gotten to choose what I wanted to do.  But at least some my dreams of engineering were there at Raven Academy.     
 
      
 
    But back to Jules Verne.  I recall his writing coming up many times that first year as we sat on the debate benches.  One particular theme, submarines, came up again when we read his book, Facing the Flag.  This time it was a different era, sort-of, and a different machine for traveling through the water.  It was the HMS Sword.   
 
      
 
    “You know,” Everett said one day as we sat on the benches.  He had a habit of running his hand over his buzzed off black hair while he spoke.  He did it at the benches a lot, but had some self-control in the classroom.  That day was chilly, I recall.  It was later in the afternoon, and there was a crispy coolness to the air.  It must had been fall of my first year there.  Sometimes, the conversations are so vivid, but the chronology of when they took place is muddy in my mind.  Everett went on, “We have read at least three books about submarines, that Nautilus one, and that Tom Swift one with his underwater boat, and then the other one with that HMS Sword.” 
 
      
 
    “Do not forget that Choose Your Own Adventure, Journey Under the Sea,” Carol interjected.   
 
      
 
    He all laughed about that book which was the only one of its kind we read, but had over forty different outcomes.  It was more prophetic than I thought then.   
 
      
 
    “Everett, we all have read the same books, what are you trying to say?” Bartlet said to him.  “Be concise and precise, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Quoting an idiom does not make you the leader,” Everett snapped back.  “I was pointing out that those books all have a common theme.  They…” 
 
      
 
    I interrupted, “They all were assigned by Mister Fisher.” 
 
      
 
    I laughed harder at my own joke than the others did.  When I realized my humor had failed, I was quite embarrassed.   
 
      
 
    Everett went on anyway.  “I was going to say, that they are all about some kind of piracy or ship to ship fighting.  It varies a lot from book to book, but here is my point, are we reading those because there are some kind of kidnappers or pirates in one of the aquatic habitats?  Is that why the militia was formed?”   
 
      
 
    “Vodnee automacubes would take care of any kind of pirates, and security automacubes would track down kidnappers,” Bartlet replied with authority in her voice.   
 
      
 
    “So, you tell me, why is there a militia?” Everett asked.   
 
      
 
    And there it was.  That was the major issue around which so many conversations circled.  All twelve of us had about ten dozen different ideas on why the militia had been formed.  Even more ideas were speculated about what the purpose of the militia was going to be.  None of the speculations or inferences had any real solid backing.  We each had our own personal thoughts, ideas, and wild hares for the various theories.  Most of those concepts just floundered around like a fish on a spear tip.   
 
      
 
    One time in class, Radha, who of all of us was the most quiet and introspective, asked Mister Fisher about that very issue.  Now, all of us, except for Radha, had tried to pry an answer out of him at one stage or another.  A direct question would not work, nor would a trick question, or flattery, or gently prodding.  In fact, I think we had all asked him specifically about it, both in front of the others and privately, but he would always reflect the topic by giving us one of his famous lines.  He would say, “Why do you think the militia was formed?” or “What are your thoughts on that issue?” or ask the group something like, “Kalju brings up an interesting topic, address the various possibilities.” 
 
      
 
    So, for me, I had quit asking a while back.  Some others continued to probe about it, knowing we would just get into that same circular session of the various conspiracy theories.  Well, that happened every other time, except for that day when—for the first time—Radha, asked for herself. 
 
      
 
    It was in a government theory class when she asked.  I thought it was off-topic, but that was not uncommon. Mister Fisher had just finished a lecture on some forms of oligarchy, especially the strengths and weaknesses of that so-called Iron Rule of Oligarchy.  As he did at the end of his lectures, he opened the floor to discussion.  
 
      
 
    “Are there any additional questions?” Mister Fisher asked.   
 
      
 
    Radha raised her hand.  This was very unusual, as she seldom volunteered or asked a question.  She was laser accurate when called upon to give an answer.  She never fumbled for answers like I did.  However, I can count on a single hand how many times she initiated a question.  
 
      
 
    “Yes, Radha, what is your question?” Mister Fisher leaned forward placing his chin on an elbow.  His eyes were intrigued.  
 
      
 
    I looked over, along with the rest of the class, and saw Radha with her timid brown eyes, and her somewhat frizzy, medium brown, hair pulled back into its usual ponytail.  She spoke clearly and distinctly.   
 
      
 
    “Mister Fisher.  There has been considerable debate about the etiology of our militia.  Would you please tell me why the militia was created, why we are here, and what we are going to do in the future as a militia?” 
 
      
 
    A slight smile rolled across Mister Fisher’s face, and I have wondered ever since then if I actually saw that, or just imagined it.  He replied, “Certainly, I will tell you all I know.  The militia was created by direct order of Captain Francine Adams, and established roughly three years ago.  I and the other instructors were drafted immediately thereafter.  You are all here because you met certain parameters set forth by the captain.  As to what the future will hold, all I know is that we are all answerable to Captain Adams.  We will follow our captain’s orders.  She calls the shots, to use an old idiom.  The other instructors and I were told to prepare you for any eventuality. Any. If I had more information, I would share it with you.  That is all I can tell you.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Radha replied.   
 
      
 
    I sat there stunned.  He had not deflected back on us.  Nor had he turned it into discussion of some wild theories about pirates, or the main drive failing, or about civilian revolt in some rebellious habitat.  We could all tell, he was being honest, as he always was, but here he also gave the revelation that there were things he did not know.  For me, that was an epiphany.  I had sort-of thought Mister Fisher was omniscient. I kept asking myself, “If Mister Fisher did not know, could anyone know?” 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, that classroom exploded in other questions.  Mister Fisher, returned to his typical deferment and we ended up in another go-around of the various theories.  Nothing more forthcoming came from Mister Fisher.   
 
      
 
    Well, that answer to Radha, that we needed to be ready for any eventuality, made me study, work, and exercise even harder. 
 
      
 
    I read even more, and tried to decipher why we were reading the novels we were assigned.  The regular classroom assignments made sense, as they had direct and practical application.  But reading old fiction, some of it hundreds of years old, just did not seem to have a reason or an application. 
 
      
 
    When I read again, one of the books, another by that Jules Verne guy, I did start to think again about submarines.  My engineering ideas tried to make connections to my current situation.  The HMS Sword, the submarine machine in that book, sort-of reminded me again of my spearing my own leg.  Sure, I had done it with a spear and not a sword, but both of those were old-time weapons, and I just kept thinking about fish under the water, and a machine named Sword.  Jules Verne had written about that that submarine, commanded by a very heroic Lieutenant Devon.  The pirate leader was someone named, Ker Karraje, which reminded me of my own name, well at least a little bit, but I never lived in a cavern, or traveled under the ocean, or took people as prisoners.  No, back then I had not taken anyone as a prisoner.  Then I never thought I ever would.     
 
      
 
    I sat holding my conservation slate, with the story displayed, and I wondered what I was to learn.  Then part of the story jumped out.  A bigger submarine rams the smaller one, and a bunch of people died.  “Could the Marathon be about to ram something? Or get rammed by something?”  I pondered that as I reread the story again.  The ending of the story troubled me greatly, and I pondered it over and over. 
 
      
 
    In a way, Ryan, I wonder if I am like Simon Hart from that novel.  Oh well, those kinds of musings are not telling my story.     
 
      
 
    Yet, somehow, I was convinced that it was not just Facing the Flag which had a lesson, it must be something in the combined works which we were assigned to read.  So, I considered again, the Nautilus and its Captain Nemo, but that did not clear up anything, except that submarines were an early kind of ship which traveled in a hostile environment.  And what more hostile environment could there be than the desolation of space though which the Marathon made its trek? 
 
      
 
    We also read a book about some character named Tom Swift, by Victor Appleton.  When I check the historical records, that author seemed to have written for something like eighty years, but there were confusing accounts.  Was it one author, a single man, or a man and his son?  It was unclear. Victor Appleton II wrote some of those books.  There was also one apocryphal mention that the entire corpus of Victor Appleton was done by ghosts, but I dismissed that as folklore and mythology. Much of the historical record before the Great Event is a mess with gaping holes, and so many contradictions, it is hard to know what was happening.  I did recognize that all the novels we were assigned to read were originally written within about a two-hundred-year period.  The religious texts we studied were far older, some claiming to be two to three thousand years old.  Yet, even in them I found strange themes and wondered why we were instructed to read books like Enoch where there were angels battling with demons.  Perhaps, I told myself, it was all to prepare us for any eventuality, as Mister Fisher had stated.  Yet, that seemed too nebulous, and I wanted a tighter and better answer. 
 
      
 
    So, I looked back to the water theme which was in a number of the novels. Like the HMS Sword, and Nautilus, Tom Swift’s submarine had bizarre and unworkable technology.  I remembered I was not reading real engineering manuals, but novels.  In that story, the Advance was the name of one submarine, and it was involved in some contest between teams, over money, and a search for treasure lost at the bottom of the ocean.  I never did look up the values of those ancient currencies, as I did not think that obsolete economic system had any lesson to teach, but there in the novel was another submarine, the Wonder. 
 
      
 
    I thought about those novels a lot.  I pondered them while doing the physical training.  We had developed a running path around the perimeter of Raven Academy which wound through the trees, and in part was next to the wooden fence.  I ran that path so much, twice a day, each and every day, that I did not think about where to put my feet.  I just ran, but my mind thought, wondered, pondered, and speculated on all the readings.  I did not ruminate on the novels quite as much while doing the callisthenic drills, as I had to count off my repetitions.  Although, there were a few times I lost count because of some theory zipping into my mind and messed up by numbers.      
 
      
 
    Tom Swift’s Advance was a submarine with a triple-layered hull, which made me think about how the Marathon has the habitats, like Kansas, each of which was surrounded by its own shell.  That shell was far more than a triple-layer.  At that time, the closest I had come to being in the shell was when Mister Fisher and I had walked through that underground garage.  Nonetheless, I knew the shell of each habitat had corridors, compartments, rooms, hangers, and all manner of utilities and such. 
 
      
 
    Real life interrupted one of my ponderings.  I was running along during physical training, thinking about submarines. Marie was bounding along next to me.  Oh, how that dog loved to run!  I was something like a kilometer or two along the pathway on the sky tube side of Raven Academy’s grounds.  I came around a tree-lined corner, just lost in my own thoughts, and nearly fell over Jane.  She was just sitting in the roadway weeping.   
 
      
 
    “Jane, have you injured your ankle or something?” I asked.  Twisted ankles were not uncommon as the pesky gophers in the area made holes in our trail. 
 
      
 
    “No,” she snapped at me and wiped her eyes quickly.  She stood up and started to head off.   
 
      
 
    “Please wait!” I implored.  I had rarely seen Jane cry, and I could tell something was bothering her.  “What has happened?” 
 
      
 
    “You really do not know?” She glared at me, nearly with hostility.  But then her look changed to bewilderment.  “I guess you are pretty dense, everyone says so.  Obtuse, in fact” Marie had positioned herself next to Jane.   
 
      
 
    “Hey, I am…” I stopped myself.  Quarreling with Jane was not something I wanted to do, and it would only push her away.  I had seen what quarreling could do when others had had what they called spats.  Some students would not talk to each other for days, and a few had even taken swings at one another.  “Jane, I can be dense and miss stuff, so what am I missing?” 
 
      
 
    “Last night, Pilliroog and Bartlet tried to go home,” she sobbed a bit, but then steeled herself.   
 
      
 
    “When will they be back?” 
 
      
 
    She walked over and knocked on the side of my head, “Hello, dense in there.  I said they tried to go home.  Tried.  When they got to the big gates, that security automacube stopped them.  Their wristwatches had automatically alerted that red machine.” 
 
      
 
    “So, what exactly happened?” 
 
      
 
    “Bartlet just wanted to see her family in person, and Pilliroog supported her, as he always does.” 
 
      
 
    I was confused.  “What? Did they go?” 
 
      
 
    “No, they did not go.  The security automacube informed them that if they left they would not ever be allowed any kind of additional training, in any field.  Nor could they return here.  And, their families would lose educational opportunities for all their brothers and sisters.  Our being in the militia is a high priority, and families are punished if we leave.” 
 
      
 
    I just blurted out my first thought, “That does sound fair, since this is such a special opportunity for us.” 
 
      
 
    “Special opportunity?  Ugh!”  Jane’s eyes blazed at me.  “We are prisoners here, you block-head of permalloy!  My father is a policeman, and this is a violation of our rights as habitat dwellers.  How can they threaten to punish our families?  Just because we do not want to do this militia training?  That is coercion and blackmail!” 
 
      
 
    “Sorry.  I did not think it through,” I said.  I reached over and carefully touched her shoulder.  She slumped up against me.  Marie cuddled in and rubbed our legs.   
 
      
 
    “Kalju, what have we gotten into?” She asked me as I held her.  “What is this place?” 
 
      
 
    I did not have an answer then, so I just hugged her for a while.  Finally, I said, “I guess we will learn, as we go through this together.”  It was a lame and feeble attempt, but it was the best I could offer.   
 
      
 
    “Thanks, Mister Dense.  Do not tell anyone I said anything to you. Bartlet came back late, and Pilliroog will not share with anyone.” 
 
      
 
    “I understand.”  I did not really understand then at all.  So, I returned to my run.  Marie stayed with Jane.     
 
      
 
    Instead of thinking about going home, or what had supposedly happened to Bartlet and Pilliroog, I kept pondering submarines.  I guess, I was retreating into my denseness and did not want to consider all the implications which swirled around Jane’s revelations.  So, I thought again about submarines like the Sword. And the other things in those books.  The Tom Swift book had a battle, of sorts, between the submarine and other watercraft, or vessels, even with hints of ramming.  The Advance had an engine failure, which reminded me of some of the other student’s theories about the militia being ready for an emergency in the Marathon’s main drive.  Kulm was the primary proponent of that idea, but others supported it at the time.  It did make sense to me, on one level, but it seemed to not cover all the topics.  In that novel, they got captured by something called a battleship, which was a much bigger ship, but could only be on the water’s surface.  After a daring escape, they were off hunting again for more money stuff, a lost treasure.  The people before the Great Event sure were driven to chase after their financial worries.  But maybe I am not seeing clearly how they lived before the Earth was traumatized so badly. 
 
      
 
    I maybe should have paid more attention to what Jane had said.  However, she was right.  Back then I was a very dense person.   
 
      
 
    So yes, that novel’s description of an engine mishap made me reconsider again about Kulm’s idea that the Marathon had suffered an engineering failure for which we were all in preparation.  But if that was the case, I would have thought I would have been allowed to go to engineering school, rather than being inducted into the militia.  It was a very confusing time, and I just did not see a consistent theme which ran though all those novels.  Not then, anyway. 
 
      
 
    One other thing in those novels was weapons.  There were a lot of weapons in almost every novel we read.  Some of the weapons were nonsense, but others were primitive versions of what we actually had.  At Raven Academy, we learned about various weapons as the months went by in my training.  Oh, I had learned about the spear, that lesson was marked on my body and in my mind, permanently.  But we also worked with many other weapons. 
 
      
 
    Mister Fisher taught us about all sorts of hand-powered weapons.   
 
      
 
    Bartlet asked him why we needed hand weapons, while he instructed us on the use of an atlatl.  He had just showed us how to fit our spears into the half-tube surface of the atlatl.  It was made from a flexible material fabricated somewhere else.  I liked it, as that half-shaft with its cup at the end really let me toss the spear further and with more force.  By that point, I had tied a thin cord to the end of my spear and I attached the other end to my belt.  It was much easier to recover the spear that way.  But Bartlet objected.   
 
      
 
    “Mister Fisher?  Why are we using all these primitive weapons?  I mean we hunt fish, and turkeys, and rabbits.  Why not use an automacube to acquire food?  A security model could easily shoot down even the elk or other large game in the forest.  And a vodnee in the water would simple harvest the fish.  It would be like the agricultural automacubes that tend the fields for crops.”  Her blonde hair blew a bit in the wind as she stood there holding her own spear and atlatl.   
 
      
 
    “Bartlet, that is a good question,” he responded.   
 
      
 
    I thought he would reflect it back and ask her why she thought we trained with those weapons, but he surprised me.  I often thought I could anticipate his answers, but then he would just say something unexpected.   
 
      
 
    “An automacube is a fine piece of machinery.  It is the backbone of the Colony Ship Marathon’s Machine Maintenance programs.  Automacubes also are essential in many other areas—such as microorganism rotations—and as you pointed out, in growing and harvesting crops.  I am having you train with hand-powered weapons because there might come a time when you do not have access to automacubes.  Take for example your wristwatches.  You can summon up information on them, or access your textbooks, and assignments.  They are an important tool.  But could you clean a tench or pike with one?  Of course not.  You need a good blade, preferably a fillet knife to properly clean a fish.  Right Jane?”  He looked at Jane.  
 
      
 
    Jane, with her medium complexion, light brown, curly hair, and almost honey-colored brown eyes just looked back with a puzzled expression.   
 
      
 
    “Jane, no false modesty.  We all know you are the most efficient cleaner of fish here.  Would you want to clean a large tench with only your wristwatch?”  Mister Fisher’s voice was completely serious, and I too thought Jane was an expert when it came to cutting things apart. 
 
      
 
    “No sir.  Although someone could call up an instructional recording on how to clean that particular fish should the need arise,” Jane responded.  “Or smash the wristwatch apart and use the shards as a substitute knife.” 
 
      
 
    “Good observations!  Although I do not suggest smashing the wristwatch,” Mister Fisher replied.  “But if the watch was used to display a teaching lesson, the student would still need some kind of hand-tool to do it, correct?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “But why not do as Bartlet suggested?”   Pilliroog asked.  He often liked to take Bartlet’s side on arguments and discussions, even when I knew he thought a different way when she was not around.  “Just have the automacube catch the fish, clean the fish, cook the fish, and serve it to us.  Would that not be the most efficient manner to gain a fish dinner?” 
 
      
 
    Mister Fisher gave a wide smile.  “Is efficiency the goal of all of life?  What do you think Bartlet?  Should humans just sit back and let our machines be our slaves and serve our every need?” 
 
      
 
    And here I knew we were heading into another discussion.  But Mister Fisher had stated that there might come a time when we would not have access to automacubes.  So, I interjected to stop the tangential direction the class was taking.   
 
      
 
    “Excuse me, Mister Fisher?  You said there might be a time when we would not have access to an automacube.  Does that mean there is a risk we would be captured by some criminal?  And then be cut off from summoning help or assistance?”  I was thinking of the theories about kidnappers and pirates.   
 
      
 
    “Kalju asks if there is a risk of criminals?” Mister Fisher replied.  “Class, has there ever been a society that was free of rule breakers or people who chose violence?” 
 
      
 
    Several others voiced their comments at the same time, affirming that every society had criminals and law breakers.   
 
      
 
    Bartlet raised her voice above the crowd.  For a petite girl, she sure could command attention with her words.  “But how likely is it to be in a situation where there are no automacubes, or where there is not a structure of society?  All our habitats are integrated and codependent.  Unless, as Kalju suggested, some criminal did lock someone away, what are the chances of a being without access to the Marathon’s multiple systems?” 
 
      
 
    Mister Fisher tapped his fingers on his lectern.  “What chances indeed?  What chances were there for the old nation-states of the world when the 90 Hour War started?  Or, backup historically, just a bit before that.  Just before the Great Event, what did people think about the risk of losing nearly all food?” 
 
      
 
    “Are you saying there is an impending famine?” Carol asked.   
 
      
 
    Mister Fisher subtly shook his head.  “Bartley asked about likelihoods.  I am looking to history.  Shall we consider our own Colony Ship Marathon?  On August 31, 2070, old calendar, when Colony Ship Two, the Marathon was launched, what did the world say of our likelihood for success?”  Mister Fisher paused and looked from student to student.  
 
      
 
    Timofei and Tudeng answered at almost the same moment.   
 
      
 
    “There was a great debate, and no consensus,” Timofei stated. 
 
      
 
    “Scholars were divided on their predictions for success,” Tudeng said.   
 
      
 
    “And now we are sixty years into our flight.  Consider, our wonderful habitat, Kansas.  Here we have an overabundance of food.  Sure, we are second to Bread in our food exports to other habitats, but what would happen if, hypothetically, Kansas or Bread had a severe crop failure?” Mister Fisher asked. “Those people before the Great Event thought their tinkering with the genetics of food would produce bumper crops, on marginal land.  They were correct for a time, but we all know what happened.  What was the likelihood of that, from those people’s perspective?” 
 
      
 
    Carol pressed him.  “So, there is a present danger of some famine or crop failure?” 
 
      
 
    “Like Kalju and his criminals, there is always a danger,” Mister Fisher answered.  “Just consider, if Bread were to have a crop failure, would Kansas be able to meet all the needs for the other seven habitats?”   
 
      
 
    Students were busy calculating crop yields and production potentials in their minds, and began giving off answers.  But I had an illuminating thought.  
 
      
 
    “Not without the automacubes!” I said.  It came out more loudly than I expected.   
 
      
 
    “And there is your answer,” Mister Fisher spoke over everyone else who was contributing.  “And that gets us back to Bartlet’s original question.  She asked why we are learning about what she called primitive weapons.  The answer is so we are prepared and not reliant on only one method.  The Great Event happened because of many factors, but the food blight was a huge contributor, and I never want any of you to be so crippled by your dependence on technology that you cannot face whatever events come in your life.” 
 
      
 
    Several more comments were made, but eventually Mister Fisher ended by saying, “I believe we have chased this white rabbit down its hole long enough.  Back to mastery of the atlatl. Your throwing arm together with the atlatl acts as a powerful increasing lever. You will find that by holding it….” 
 
      
 
    Yes, we covered all sorts of handheld weapons, as well as basic projectile weapons like the bolo, the sling, the bow and arrow, and your simple rock.  I did adequately with all of those, and fortunately did not injure myself like, I had with the spear.  We used all of those weapons when we were on duty in food acquisition.   
 
      
 
    Of course, I did speak to mom and dad on almost every rain day, which was not too far apart.  Seeing them via the displays every tenth day made it easier to cope, but I did feel really separated from home.  I never did bring up the threats that Jane had told me about, for I saw no reason to quit the militia.  Some of the other students did not talk to their parents as often as I did.  But those private conversations between a student and a parent were one of the few topics which no one seemed to want to discuss.  I guess we all have our secrets and private things. 
 
      
 
    Once the routine was set, time seemed to really pass quickly.  We seldom saw the juniors or the seniors.  They had sequestered staircases and their own schedules of duties.  Once in a while we caught a glimpse of them, usually when we were doing our physical training in the river.  They used sophisticated equipment and gadgets which had not yet been introduced to us.  They looked so much older, but I knew it was just a year older for the juniors, and two years older for the seniors.   
 
      
 
    As my birthday was coming up, at the end of my first year at Raven Academy, I wondered if you, Ryan, would be coming with the next class.  You and I always did have similar outlooks, or so I remember.  I was hopeful to see you again, even if it would only be occasionally.  I dreamed we would be able to sneak away and do some talking or exploring on our own. I fantasized that the two of us would unravel all of Raven Academy’s mysteries.  No puzzle would have been too hard for us to crack. 
 
      
 
    Mom and dad explained what had happened, and well, I just accepted it, I guess. 
 
      
 
    Being promoted up to the junior level was rather anticlimactic.  I thought there would be some ceremony, or some ritual, or some acknowledgement like a graduation.  Nope, nothing so much like that.   
 
      
 
    Mister Fisher walked in one morning, after we had done our duties and such.  I thought it would be another typical class.  Instead, he came to the lectern and stated, “Today you will be moving to the junior level.  Go and gather your gear, and meet at the junior’s stairway entrance in five minutes.” 
 
      
 
    There were a number of questions and concerns expressed, but that time, Mister Fisher was adamant about moving quickly.  “You now have four minutes.  Please hasten the move.”  He then left the sophomore classroom and walked out the front of the lodge.   
 
      
 
    “Brett?  How can we move our stuff that fast?” I asked my roommate.   
 
      
 
    “I suppose we take only what we really need.” He was jogging toward his room.   
 
      
 
    When I got there, he had already emptied all his stuff into a blanket from his bunk.  He had that gathered into a bundle, and was heading out the door.  I admired his ingenuity, and followed his example.   
 
      
 
    We were not the first to be standing by the doorway to the junior level.  Several others had also bundled up all their belongings, but Carol had only a small backpack.   
 
      
 
    When all twelve of us had lined up, many with bundles like I was carrying, but some with only a few items, and Carol with only her backpack, Mister Fisher spoke to us again.   
 
      
 
    “I see you are all here, and that is commendable.  But what if I asked you all to now traverse the perimeter of Raven Academy?  Carol here could do it easily, but some of you others would be very burdened.  So, in that regard, Carol would have been wise.  However, what if the junior level here contains only bare frames and nothing else?  What would Carol do then?” 
 
      
 
    “I would loan her whatever I could to help,” Everett stated without hesitation.   
 
      
 
    “As would I,” added Bartlet.  She was carrying her items in a waste receptacle, but they looked organized and packed.   
 
      
 
    Mister Fisher turned around and stretched out his hand to the side of the door.  There he placed it on a sensor.  A green light shone over his hand and the door slid quietly back into its pocket.   
 
      
 
    “Head on up.  You may change roommates now if you both are agreeable to it.  Remember, we will win this together.” 
 
      
 
    The second floor, the junior level, was the same size as below, minus the stairwells, but it was vastly different.  The interior walls were permalloy, and reminded me of the garage which was under the ground.  I came to realize later that that junior level was a very close mockup of many of the places in the shell of the habitats.   
 
      
 
    Well, before I learned all about that floor, I should say I had to pass through a GAGS.  Nearly forgot to add that, sorry.  I suppose the GAGS became second nature to me.  Wow, that seems so long ago.   
 
      
 
    We marched up the stairs and were met by another door.  The door was labeled in large letters: “Gravity Alteration Gimbaled Sphere” what we all later called the GAGS.  I had never actually seen a door to the shell of any habitat before then, so I did not recognize it as a pressure door.   Beneath the large label the door had a warning sign posted to it.  That sign read, “Warning: Oblique Gravity Manipulation Adjustment Beyond This Point” in white lettering on an orange rectangle.    
 
      
 
    Bartlet, who was leading us up the stairs, stopped before it and called back.  “Mister Fisher?  What is this?” 
 
      
 
    “What does it look like to you?” he replied from down by the entrance.   
 
      
 
    She read the signs to him and repeated, “What is it?” 
 
      
 
    “It sounds like a door with a sign on it,” he replied.   
 
      
 
    “Should we open it?” Bartlet snapped back.   
 
      
 
    “Do you have another way to get to the junior level?” Mister Fisher asked.  There was little inflection in his voice, and I was not sure if he was serious or using some of his reflection-style of teaching.   
 
      
 
    “We could scale the exterior, and come in a window,” Timofei offered. A few chuckles followed his comment.  
 
      
 
    “Good idea.  Timofei, come on down here and get busy on doing just that,” Mister Fisher commanded.  “I heard Jane and Tudeng laughing at the suggestion, and I take that as support for his idea.  You two also come down and begin your work at scaling the exterior of the lodge.” 
 
      
 
    The two girls mumbled a few choice comments, including a profanity, as they followed Timofey down the stairs.  They had their gear with them.  I heard Mister Fisher strongly encourage them to make the attempt, but they would be limited to the supplies they were carrying.   
 
      
 
    “Hey Bartlet? What is your solution to this situation?” Mister Fisher then called back up the stairs.   
 
      
 
    “The other juniors came up here, and they must have successfully used this passageway.” 
 
      
 
    I noted that Bartlet had not called it a door. 
 
      
 
    Bartlet went on, “So, obviously, this is an egress point.  I would like to open it.  Do I have your permission?” 
 
      
 
    “You may attempt anything you feel will help you gain access to the junior level.  You have been at Raven Academy for a year now, and I trust your instincts.  However, your classmates here will also be attempting to enter, by scaling the exterior of the lodge.  Does anyone else have any ideas on how to get to the junior level?” 
 
      
 
    None of the rest of us offered any suggestions.   
 
      
 
    Bartlet looked at the nine-section control pad that was next to that strange door.  Its various sections were each glowing a different color.  She pressed the center section which was blue, and it flashed off as she touched it.   
 
      
 
    “Would you give me the correct sequence, or combination?” Bartlet asked.  “This door appears to be locked.”   
 
      
 
    “Ask me again in a few moments, your friends down here are struggling to find ways to climb up the exterior,” Mister Fisher said.  He then disappeared from view.  I could hear Marie barking, so I wondered what they were doing.     
 
      
 
    “Try pressing the blue three times,” Everett suggested.   
 
      
 
    “Why?” Bartlet replied.   
 
      
 
    “My uncle in Olathe keeps his alcohol locked up,” Everett answered, “and has a door with that kind of color pad.  He always just hits blue three times and it opens.” 
 
      
 
    “Why do you know how to get to his alcohol?” Carol asked, but her voice was low.  “Is it cane-cane, beer, vodka, or bourbon?” 
 
      
 
    Everett was blushing, and stammered some response.  “So, I like to pick locks, what of it?”   
 
      
 
    Bartlet hit the blue section three times.  It did not light up again, but a voice came from the door.   
 
      
 
    “Access denied.  Please entry proper security sequence,” the mechanic voice was annoying.      
 
      
 
    “Well your idea was stupid,” Bartlet said.  
 
      
 
    “Leave me alone with it and I will get it open,” Everett said, but scowled and looked away.  “I know I could crack it.”   
 
      
 
    “Right, just bragging again.”  She then pressed each corner, making a pattern. All of those colors went dark right after she pressed them.    
 
      
 
    “Access denied.  Please entry proper security sequence.”    
 
      
 
    Bartlet then pressed each of the remaining colored sections, which all also went dark.   
 
      
 
    “Access denied.  You have exceeded maximum attempts at entry.  The proper authorities have been notified,” The mechanical voice from the door stated.   
 
      
 
    Mister Fisher stepped back in at the bottom of the stairs.  “I was just notified that you have been locked out.” 
 
      
 
    “You were notified?” Bartlet asked.   
 
      
 
    “I am the proper authority for this class.  Your friends down here have not been able to scale the exterior.  I allowed them to even use a ladder.  Marie even tried to jump onto the ladder to help them, but even with the dog’s help, they could not do it.  They will be joining you.”   
 
      
 
    He adjusted something on his own watch, and the lights on the nine-section color control pad came on again. 
 
      
 
    “How many possible combinations are there?” Mister Fisher asked.   
 
      
 
    I answered that one, “It depends.” 
 
      
 
    “Kalju is correct.  You have insufficient information to give an exact answer.  It could be one to nearly infinity.  So, shall we run some mental gymnastics?  If the sequence is ten symbols long, and each color is used, how many combinations are there?” 
 
      
 
    No one wanted to answer.   
 
      
 
    “A quiet group.  So, Radha, how many possible combinations with the parameters I just set?” 
 
      
 
    She gave the correct answer. 
 
      
 
    “And if the sequence is only six letters long, but can use any color any number of times, or any combination of the nine colors?” 
 
      
 
    Pilliroog gave the correct answer.  
 
      
 
    Mister Fisher asked several more variations on how many combinations were possible, and we tried our best to answer them. Finally, he then suggested, “Try blue, yellow, green, white, white.”  
 
      
 
    Bartlet grudgingly tapped in that code. 
 
      
 
    “Access granted.  Be aware that gravity is altered beyond this threshold,” the mechanical voice of the door said.  
 
      
 
    The door slid open.  Inside was a sphere about ten meters in diameter.  I was astounded.  I knew the first floor where we had lived for the last year was only about three meters tall.  The second and third floors looked, from the outside, to be about that same height.  Yet here, the GAGS was too big for the lodge.  My eyes said that was what I was seeing, but my mind objected.  The doorway we entered was one of many pressure doors located at various places around that sphere.  The flat floor in front of the door had room for only about four of us.  Bartlet, two others, and I, stepped onto that flat space.  We grabbed onto hand rails which were located near the pressure door.   
 
      
 
    Mister Fisher’s voice came from our wristwatches, “This sphere is gimbaled to be able to pivot and align with other doors.  Gravity manipulation is variable in the gravity altered gimballed spheres.” 
 
      
 
    “This cannot be this tall,” Kulm said as he stared up at the ceiling.   
 
      
 
     Matkaja took a rolled-up pair of socks out of her bundle, and tossed it straight up.  It bounced off something about three meters high.  Although, what it hit I could not tell.  The sphere’s far wall looked like it was ten meters away in that direction.   
 
      
 
    “Is this all illusion?  Are these all just displays in the permalloy around us?” Matkaja wondered.   
 
      
 
    “An emulator, to visually simulate this type of room,” Kulm affirmed.  “Very well made.  I am impressed.  The designs behind a…” 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, the floor beneath me shifted, and I was jostled around.  Kulm was hanging onto the handrail.  The room was turning and the small platform we had been standing on was becoming a wall.    
 
      
 
    “I left my stuff on the stairway!” Bartlet cried out.  “The door is closed and moving away from us.” 
 
      
 
    “It feels very real,” Matkaja stated with awe in her voice.  She tried to say something more, but coughed.  Then she finally got the words out.  “Kulm must have it right.  This is a simulator.” 
 
      
 
    “I called it an emulator, but I might be wrong!  It is genuinely shifting gravity vectors!” Kulm cried out.  “This is more than just visual images.” 
 
      
 
    Right then, I tripped and dropped all my bundle.  “Hey!  This is real!”  My clothing, toiletries, and conservation slate flew in different directions, all following the new vector which was perceived as down.  “Grab that!” 
 
      
 
    Bartlet caught some of my stuff, but Matkaja snagged my conservation slate before it bonked into Kulm.  He had fallen to his knees to avoid my junk.  My bedding was flailing about like the proverbial sheet on the clothesline, in a wind.     
 
      
 
    A doorway aligned with where we were standing.  I gathered up my belongings and stepped to that door’s platform.  Then I looked around for the door where we had entered.  It slid back into its pocket, and the other students were peering at us from an oblique angle.  It was sure strange.  They were not quite upside down, but they were canted in a peculiar manner.  I felt like I was standing upright with gravity beneath my feet, but the students I saw looking at us, appeared to be standing with their feet to the floor, but it was way off how I was standing.  It made me dizzy.   
 
      
 
    “How can this place be this big?” Tudeng called over.  Her voice sounded far away.  “The physics from the outside prevent this much interior space.”    
 
      
 
    “Beware!  Do not fall!  It is real!” I yelled. 
 
      
 
    Kulm looked confused, but nodded his head.   
 
      
 
    “We are stepping out of here.  Would someone over there please bring my things?” Bartlet asked.   
 
      
 
    “Sure!” Pilliroog answered.  “I will bring all your stuff.” 
 
      
 
    Bartlet, Kulm, Matkaja and I left that GAGS and entered the junior level.  As the door shut behind us, it had those same warnings on it which were on the door at top of the stairs.  “Gravity Alteration Gimbaled Sphere” with the sign below it.  “Warning: Oblique Gravity Manipulation Adjustment Beyond This Point” in white lettering on that orange rectangle. 
 
      
 
    Now that I think about it, I am surprised I nearly forgot to tell you about the GAGS.  That was our only way in or out.  We soon learned that even though it did look to be a sphere of about ten meters in diameter, that was all illusion.  It was actually a chamber about three meters square, but it had extremely advanced gravity manipulation fields, and optical illusions within it.  Only four of us were ever allowed to enter it at a time.      
 
      
 
    “So, you made it to the junior level,” Mister Fisher stated.  He was standing behind us in the main dining area.  I never did figure out how he had gotten up there.   
 
      
 
    “Why is that GAGS there?” Bartlet demanded.   
 
      
 
    “Obviously, it is part of your training,” Mister Fisher stated rather causally.  “I will inform you that Gravity Altered Gimballed Spheres are located at key points throughout the Colony Ship Marathon.  I suggest you familiarize yourself with its operation.” 
 
      
 
    “Does it get zero gravity inside there?” Kulm asked.   
 
      
 
    “A reasonable question.  Did you feel like zero gravity?” Mister Fisher asked.   
 
      
 
    “No.” 
 
      
 
    “Kulm? How many times have you been in zero gravity?” Mister Fisher asked him.   
 
      
 
    “Never, but I would think I would know what that felt like, right?” Kulm asked, but his question lacked confidence.   
 
      
 
    “Familiarize yourself with that entry.  You will be using it often,” Mister Fisher stated.   
 
      
 
    By then four more students had entered, including Pilliroog who was carrying his own gear as well as Bartlet’s.   
 
      
 
    I looked around and caught Brett’s eye.  He nodded, and so we agreed to be roommates again.  Actually, no one switched, which sort-of surprised me, as I knew several of the other students who had complained at length about their roommates.  I suppose, sometimes the familiar just feels comfortable.   
 
      
 
    Our room had permalloy walls, as well as two standard beds, and desks which were similar to what we had before.  Brett complained about the lack of bunk beds, but not with a lot of energy.   
 
      
 
    I went to the window and looked out.  We had picked the opposite side of the building, or I guess Brett had, as I had just followed him.   
 
      
 
    That junior level year continued our training, but built heavily upon the prior things we had learned.  The basic classes were replaced by more advanced ones.  Major areas we studied were: science, marine biology, oceanography, anthropology, chemistry, sociology, several kinds of zoology, all manner of mathematics, astronomical plotting, stellar cartography, political theory, as well as some engineering classes.     
 
      
 
    I still liked the engineering classes best, even though Kulm had much more of a natural inclination for that than I did.  It all just seemed to click in his mind, like cogs in a giant machine.  I did adequately in the other areas, but was not stellar in any specific class.  There always seemed to be someone else who was just more talented than I was.   
 
      
 
    Physical training continued, and we did more in the river than ever before.  We still ran on the track, or pathway, but now we were swimming much more often, and even doing our calisthenics right in the river.  Some of those exercises were downright cold, but we labored on.   
 
      
 
    Seldom did we see the seniors, and only rarely did we catch a glimpse of the new sophomores.   
 
      
 
    Food acquisition got more complicated as well, as the spearfishing, and hunting of the easier prey was left to the sophomores.  As juniors, we took down the larger animals like the deer, elk, and boars.  Although we still did get turkeys, as that was the preferred meat of most all of us.  We were all really rather good with our spears, bows and arrows, darts, and flung projectiles.  
 
      
 
    Additionally, instead of hand-powered weapons, we began training with more long-range weapons.  These included the class of weapons which are projectile throwers powered by chemical explosives.  Those are commonly called guns, and yet Mister Fisher taught us specific names of the various forms and styles and types of firearms. 
 
      
 
    And that led to our first major injury.  Well, I guess my spearing my own leg was a major injury, but nothing compared to what happened in the incident with Everett.   
 
      
 
    It was a bright day with the sky tube shinning down.  When, I heard Marie barking crazily.  Oh, I guess, I should explain about the gimps, before I go any further.     
 
      
 
    We had been given the RSW model G1MP, or what we affectionately called our gimp.  But we never called it that while Mister Fisher was around.  Someone said the term gimp had an insulting and derogatory meaning, but none of us could find that in the historical dictionaries in the records on our conservation slates, so we kept it as a nickname.  Mister Fisher was the one who introduced that fine revolver to us, and our slates had all the specifications and information on the G1MP, and so we did christen it as our gimp.  It was the first firearm I ever had.   
 
      
 
    “This morning, you are being issued the RSW model G1MP.  This is the first-line lethal weapon issued to security and police forces on the Colony Ship Marathon.” Mister Fisher was holding up the weapon. “It is an old and reliable design, but do not think of old and reliable as weak and or obsolete.  I am old and reliable.  Would any of you call me weak or obsolete?” 
 
      
 
    No one responded.   
 
      
 
    “Class,” Mister Fisher pressed, “I asked you a question.  This time it was not for rhetorical thought provocation.  Does anyone here think that I am old or obsolete?” 
 
      
 
    “You are older than we are,” Bartlet replied.   
 
      
 
    “Some of the ideas here that we learn are even older,” Pilliroog added as he looked to Bartlet.  She gave him a brief but warm smile. “We study obsolete things often.”   
 
      
 
    “Those two facts are absolutely correct.  Learning from history is essential.  If we do not learn our past, we will only blunder into the future.  I would much rather you all be well versed and ready for the future.  I assume you want to learn about this weapon, right?” Mister Fisher looked down at the revolver in his hand.  It did look like what I had seen the sheriff carry, but she had never drawn it out, and I had only seen it briefly and in her holster. 
 
      
 
    Seeing it in Mister Fisher’s hands was different than seeing it on the displays on my slate.  Even the three-dimensional projections are not the same as holding an actual object in your hand.  I guess books might be an exception to that.  I have held a few paper bound books, and do not see any advantage to reading a paper printed book, as compared to one displayed on my slate.   
 
      
 
    He went on.  “The RSW model G1MP, is a six-shot revolver chambered for ten millimeter ammunition.  Now, speaking of old and obsolete, in some of your readings you will come upon antiquated caliber designations.  The G1MP ammunition is slightly larger than what the old world called .357 and .38 and .40 calibers.  It is slightly smaller than what the pre-Great Event people called calibers .41, .44, and .45.  Ballistic characterizes of all those old-style weapons are inferior to the G1MP’s ammunition, due in large measure to the better chemicals and components used.  So, as you are doing your readings, keep things straight. Do not, I repeat, do not get confused about those old measurements and designations from before the Great Event.  Just keep in mind that your G1MP is a very similar size, but it is fabricated here from superior materials, like permalloy.  It ammunition is vastly superior to what you will read about.  The operation of the G1MP is simplistic and functional.  Again, that is a characteristic you could apply to me.  It is a top load, break-action, revolver with automatic ejectors. The cylinder latch is located at the top, here, near the rear of the frame.  It is operated by this tab, or button, which can be accessed from either side.  It must be pushed inwards to unlock the frame.” 
 
      
 
    He thumbed that tab, the dark barrel folded down, and the cylinder was exposed.  He showed the empty cylinder to the class.  As the cylinder and barrel rotated downward, extractors pushed up to remove bullets or casings from the cylinder.  As I said, the gun was empty.  I liked the way the mechanical parts smoothly worked as the revolver was opened.     
 
      
 
    “Always, and I mean always, make sure you know the ammunition status of your weapon.  Know it at all times, and in every situation.  Especially, before you work on it.  So, what should you always do?” 
 
      
 
    We all repeated in unison, “Always know the ammunition status of my weapon.” 
 
      
 
    Even Everett said that.   
 
      
 
    Mister Fisher went on, “The G1MP weighs 1200 grams when fully loaded. Its barrel length is 150 millimeters, and its overall length is 260 millimeters.  That overall length is for the standard issue with stock grips.  Each of you will be issued grips which are custom fit to your hands.  Those grips will be changed periodically as you grow, so each of your weapons will have slightly different final dimensions, and weight.  The trigger pull is set at the standard, but that can be adjusted as we become proficient with these weapons.  The G1MP can be fired in single action, or in double-action, and it has impeccable cycling and timing. Unlike its ancestors, this newest generation revolver has a built-in sound suppressor, so there is very little report.  These weapons are easy to maintain, easy to learn, and deadly accurate when fired correctly.  And I will teach you to fire it correctly, including rapid reloading, and on the fly targeting.  I will explain now about the sights and targeting systems which are on each G1MP.  The rear sight has the laser range…” 
 
      
 
    I think Mister Fisher was more excited about introducing us to the gimps, than he was about nearly any other tool we had gotten up to that point.  Partway though his discussion, Tomofei interrupted him. 
 
      
 
    “Mister Fisher?  By giving us guns, does that mean we are now part of the police forces, like Jane’s father?”  
 
      
 
    “I am not ‘giving you guns’ as you so callously state.” Mister Fisher looked a bit disgusted, but then his face returned to normal.  He looked down at the dark revolver.  “I am instructing you in proper use of a tool, in this case one that has lethal consequences.  Shall we consider what other things we have learned?  I have given you detailed instructions on energy conduits, and cooling system repairs, along with vibration saws, vibration drills, welders, and engineering diagnostics.  Does that make you part of Machine Maintenance?” 
 
      
 
    No one said anything, but a few heads shook a negative response. 
 
      
 
    “However, Timofei, I do see you point.  The militia is called to be ready for any situation, so while we are not technically part of the police forces of the Marathon, there may be times where your duties will overlap with those of the police forces.” 
 
      
 
    “We will need these guns to fight off the pirates,” Everett said smugly.   
 
      
 
    Mister Fisher turned and stared at Everett, but said nothing. 
 
      
 
    Everett’s smirk quickly disappeared under the intense gaze of Mister Fisher.    
 
      
 
    Finally, Everett’s visual chastisement had apparently last long enough, and he looked close to tears.  Then Mister Fisher continued, “So, just as you may have duties that require assisting in making repairs to the Marathon, there may also be times when you will need to be armed with lethal force.  For example, in food acquisition, your G1MP might be needed if you stumble across a bear, lion, or other big predator.  Of course, your first defense against any animal predator is your brain.  Using the fine brains you have, and the training you are going though, will prevent many situations which could be dangerous.  Lethal force against non-food animals is a last resort.  Unlike the ancients, we do not see any sport in killing animals just for the sake of killing, nor is it valuable for the sake of training.  Food acquisition from the feral boars is challenging, and so even in those cases, as you have seen, I have carried my own G1MP.  Fortunately, none of you have required me to use it to save your lives.  However, there might come a time where the G1MP is needed.  For those times, I will be making you proficient.” 
 
      
 
    Well, he passed out a gimp revolver to each of us, and we studied them for a long while.  Holding that revolver in my hand, as I said we called them gimps—but I am not sure who first coined that nickname—I felt like we had progressed to a new level.  Mister Fisher explained to us how we were to store and secure the weapons in the armory, and how they would be checked in and out for specific assignments and training.       
 
      
 
    As I look back over my remembrances and log here, I can see I am trying to avoid relating what happened with Everett.  Recalling that has brought back more pain than I expected.  After all I have seen, that surprises me, so I will just plunge into that horrible event.   
 
      
 
    I was on garden duty.  Not a fun job, but not hard by any means.  Just rather boring, usually kneeling in the dirt and assessing the growth of the crops.  Sometimes it involved reprogramming the agricultural automacubes, sort-of like Greenie back home.  I am again avoiding the topic, sorry.   
 
      
 
    The sky tube was bright and sunny, like I said, and it was shining down on me as I worked.  I was in the far vegetable garden, when I suddenly heard Marie barking madly.  Not in anger, or in play, or like she did when she caught and killed a rabbit or gopher.  I knew something was really wrong.  I jumped up and took off as fast as I could.  The pathway flew by beneath me as I ran.  My wristwatch started flashing white lights and its mechanical voice warbled out, “Medical Emergency.” It gave the coordinates, as well as displaying the spot on a map overlay shown on the small screen.  I glanced at that as I ran.  I was already sprinting that direction, following the sounds of Marie’s continuous barking.  The display showed that I was the closest person.  I heard Everett wailing, so I ran faster than I had ever moved before.   
 
      
 
    I came around a corner of the trail.  Several feral bovines were stampeding my way out of the woods and onto the path.  They were coming from the direction of Everett’s cries.  I stopped in my tracks.  The bovines rushed right at me.  I waved my arms around wildly.  I think I yelled something too.  Somehow, that worked.  They turned off the trail and crashed through the underbrush into the denser parts of the forest. 
 
      
 
    I went the other way, heading up trail they had blazed.  I could hear Everett up ahead somewhere.  Marie met me on the trail, barked a lot, turned and ran off.  The dog stopped every once in a while, and looked back to make sure I followed.  I pumped my legs as hard as I could, but there were all kinds of ruts, vines, and stomped down bushes to get over.  I remembered that Everett and Radha were on food acquisition duty, but I did not recall where they were doing that, nor what prey they sought.   
 
      
 
    I stumbled on, trying my best to run.  Reaching a clearing, I saw Everett kneeling down next to Radha.  He was wailing out.  Marie went past him and was running in circles around all of us.      
 
      
 
    “What happened?” I huffed as I leaned over and tried to catch my breath.  “Was she trampled?” 
 
      
 
    “I thought it would be easier.” Everett turned and looked at me with crazed eyes.  “I just thought…”  His words merged into another wail of anguish. 
 
      
 
    I looked down.  I saw blood.  Blood was everywhere.  Blood was all over the ground, and was pouring out from a huge wound in Radha’s abdomen.  Her eyes were rolled back in her head and had a dullness to them.  Her color was odd, ghostlike.  Too many times since then I have seen that look.  The feral bovines had horns, and I tried to picture Radha getting gored.  I choked down bile as it threated to make me puke.    
 
      
 
    “Where is your first aid kit?” I screamed at him.    
 
      
 
    “I never wanted…” he broke down sobbing and fell to the ground.   
 
      
 
    Under the blood, I saw what I needed.  I grabbed the first aid kit which was on Radha’s belt, and popped it open.  It was covered in her blood, but the inside pouches were intact.  I bit the top off one pouch and ripped it apart, spilling the trauma syringe.  I picked it up and jabbed it into her leg.   
 
      
 
    By then, Doctor 12B, the medical automacube rolled up next to me, sirens blaring, lights flashing.  It said, “I will take over.”   
 
      
 
    Ignoring it, I grabbed some bandages and jammed then into the gushing flow of blood in her side.  “Apply pressure to the wound” I remembered in my mind.  The chemicals in the bandages got firmer and sealed over where I pressed, but then several adult-sized hands pulled me physically away from Radha’s body.   
 
      
 
    I heard all kind of noises, voices, and words, but nothing was clear.  I stood off to the side, and just stared at my hands.  Blood was mixed all over my fingers and palms with the dirt from the garden.  Stuck into that brown and red mixture were bits of wrapping from the packages which I had opened.   
 
      
 
    Everett was crying hysterically, and babbling something.   
 
      
 
    More confused words came from multiple sources, but I did not understand what all was being said.  Next to the white automacube were three adults, all dressed like Mister Fisher.  Some kind of bag was inflated over the top of Radha, and I thought she was dead.   
 
      
 
    I fell down to my knees and looked at the ground.  I know this is weird to recall, but there were clovers all over the ground at that spot.  Some had white flowers on them.  Tiny little white flowers spread across a sea of green clovers.  I was shaking, as I smeared my hands across the clovers and tried to get clean.  I think Marie licked my face, but I might have imagined that.  She was such a good dog.     
 
      
 
    “Was she gored?” Someone asked, who was very near to me. 
 
      
 
    “He had a gun here!” Jane said from somewhere.   
 
      
 
    “He had a gun here?” Another voice answered.  “Really?”   
 
      
 
    Somehow, someone helped me up.  I think it was Tudeng and Brett, but everyone was there.  I even saw the red security automacube cruising around the area, but I paid it no attention.   
 
      
 
    “I should have run faster.  Maybe she would not have died,” I said as I was lifted up to my feet.   
 
      
 
    Mister Fisher’s face appeared out of the crowd, and got within just a few centimeters of my face.  “Kalju, you listen to me.  Hear me!  Radha is not dead.  Not right now.” 
 
      
 
    “Too much blood?” I asked.   
 
      
 
    “She is being taken to hospital,” Mister Fisher replied.  “She is being placed into emergency suspended animation.” I felt his hand on my face.  He squeezed my cheeks, harder than I expected.  “Kalju?  Did you hear me?” 
 
      
 
    “Bovines were in the way.  I had to cut through, but she was on the ground.”  I tried to look at Mister Fisher, but it was too hard.  “I should have gotten here sooner.” 
 
      
 
    “Kalju!” he barked.   
 
      
 
    I met his eyes. 
 
      
 
    He lowered his voice.  “You got here faster than anyone else, except Marie, and you did the right things.  Giving her the trauma injection probably saved her life.  You did well in a terribly hard situation.  I am proud of you, son.” 
 
      
 
    “But what happened?” I asked in a quivering voice.  “The wild bovines have horns?” 
 
      
 
    Mister Fisher somehow had gotten a moist cloth and was gently washing my hands.  “Her wounds were not caused by an animal.” 
 
      
 
    I looked beyond him, and saw that the security automacube was rolling next to Everett who was walking away.  Some other adults were around him.  I tried to see what was going on, but then other people got between us. 
 
      
 
    I never saw Everett again.  Not ever.   
 
      
 
    Somehow, Mister Fisher and I ended up standing there all alone.   
 
      
 
    “You should be with Radha,” I stated. 
 
      
 
    “I can do nothing more to assist her.  She will get the best medical treatment possible.  You will need to change clothing and then get back to the garden.  I believe you are still on duty.” 
 
      
 
    “I suppose so.”  I looked down and my hands were clean, but there was blood on my pants and all over my shoes.  “What will happen?” 
 
      
 
    “Indeed, what will happen?” Mister Fisher said.  He put his arm around me and gave me a hug.  “We will endure together.”  Then together we walked back to the Raven Academy lodge.  I think we just walked in silence, but the noises of the forest were all around us.  Everything sounded more acute, intense, and just louder.  As we passed some lilac bushes, I noted that their aroma was more pungent than ever.  That was one of the first times I recall my senses going into that super-sensitive mode I have come to know so well.  I often wish that had never been required.   
 
      
 
    The junior level now had two people with private rooms.  Timofei and Jane had each lost a roommate.  Some people said they were lucky to have a room all their own.  I thought it was sad and lonely.  I felt guilty.  Not just for being late getting to Radha, but I felt more guilt about the fact that I was glad I still had a roommate.  I should not have felt guilt over that, because I should have had more compassion on Jane and Timofei. 
 
      
 
    The next morning, Mister Fisher addressed the ten of us.  “You are all aware of the incident which happened yesterday.  The hospital reports that Radha is recovering but it will take some time.  Everett will not be returning to us.” 
 
      
 
    “Did he shoot her?” Bartlet blurted out.   
 
      
 
    “We have completed a full investigation.  Forensics from the site, and the logs from the two individual’s wristwatches, prove that Everett did fire a G1MP which wounded Radha.  I can tell you that I do not believe it was a deliberate act to try to hurt Radha.  However, and let me make this crystal clear, it was an incident which should never have happened.  I blame myself for failing to instill in you the very serious nature of the weapons you have been issued.  Everett apparently was able to crack the locking code to the armory and took a G1MP and six rounds of ammunition out without authorization.  His intent, or so I believe, was to kill a feral bovine with the G1MP.  However, he was not proficient in the use of that weapon and he inadvertently did fire and hit Radha.  The security on the armory has been heightened.  No one should attempt to get a weapon out without authorization.  The training with the G1MP revolvers will continue on schedule.  But be warned, do not attempt to break into the armory.” 
 
      
 
    Everyone was much more careful about the gimps after that.  But I really think the remaining ten of us would have already been just as cautious and safety conscious.   
 
      
 
    So, we trained and we trained and we trained.  We put hundreds of rounds through our gimps.  I never was as good as some of the others, but a few times I did score in the top one or two places in our matches.  But to be honest, I also sometimes was in the worst one or two in my shooting scores.   
 
      
 
    We also still physically conditioned ourselves through swimming, running, and all the other activities.  Rowing the boats on the river was a good way to burn off some steam and reduce stress, but I found just sitting there rowing was somewhat redundant.  Sit in class, sit and read, sit and hear a lecture.  I wanted to move more.  Sort-of like Marie, I liked to keep moving a lot.  So, exercise was a big part of what we did. This was all in addition to duties, our reading, study assignments, as well as classroom lectures. 
 
      
 
    Our assigned fictional readings took a stranger turn.  The prior year we had so many books about water, submarines, and about pirates and such.  That second year, our first fictional book was called, Gulliver's Travels and was over three hundred years old. Then came an even older book called, Micromégas which I just found strange.  Its astronomical facts were just so wrong in so many ways.   
 
      
 
    On the benches, we met to discuss things, especially the fictional writing.  We did not speak about Radha, or Everett, and I am not sure why.  I guess we all had an unspoken agreement not to mention them.  It was like how we seldom spoke of our parents.  Some parts of life are just private.  The conspiracies came up yet again as to why the militia was formed, and why we were required to read what I considered faulty books.   
 
      
 
    “You are missing the point,” Bartlet told me.  “These fictional works, which were mostly called science fiction, or sometime speculative fiction, are just that, fiction!” 
 
      
 
    “I agree with Bartlet.  I think maybe they are to divert our minds from all the serious study.  A sort-of pressure release valve, or an escapism fantasy.  Right Bartlet?” Pilliroog stated as he looked at her.   
 
      
 
    “Have you ever disagreed with her on anything?” Brett asked.  But he was smiling and did it in a pleasant joking way.   
 
      
 
    “Pilliroog has my permission to disagree with me anytime I am wrong,” Bartlet chuckled. 
 
      
 
    Marie barked repeatedly at that.     
 
      
 
    “So no, I have never disagreed with her.” He winked at her, but everyone saw it.   
 
      
 
    “The point is, they are fiction.” 
 
      
 
    “But does that mean fiction cannot teach a lesson or have value?” Brett asked.  “I think we are reading these for more than just entertainment or diversion.” 
 
      
 
    “Then why?” I asked.  “The science is so wrong.  Like in that War of the Worlds book?  Mars never had an advanced race on it, and the primitive ecology Mars once had collapsed long long ago.  Eons ago. All that science ever found were long dead remains.” 
 
      
 
    Tudeng added to the discussion.  “The biology in most of those old books is incorrect as well.  That Gulliver person meeting tiny little people, getting tied down, and all that.  It just makes no logical sense.  I think maybe we are to learn from that Emperor of Lilliput.  Is there some leader in one of the habitats who is executing people for no reason?” 
 
      
 
    Tudeng’s newest theory had not been shared before then, and we all discussed it in more detail.   
 
      
 
    “Maybe in one of the aquatic habitats like Foreigner or Styx?” Jane asked. “I know my father would not allow his police to abuse people.” 
 
      
 
    “Could it be the Captain herself?”  
 
      
 
    Everyone was quiet for a moment after that comment.  We had all been taught ever since we were born that the Captain was the leader of the flight crew and dedicated to our voyage and seeing us all safely through.  Our lives depended on that.   
 
      
 
    “It cannot be the Captain who is a threat, she set up the militia, right?” I asked.  “Mister Fisher would not follow or obey someone like that tyrant emperor in Gulliver.”   
 
      
 
    That seemed to calm things down for a while.  Marie even went off and sniffed on a rabbit trail.  That dog would eat a whole rabbit every time she caught one.     
 
      
 
    “The sizes in Gulliver must be mistranslations, or something.  Tiny little people, and some giant child?  Or is it all metaphors and similes?”  Timofei asked.  “People of good stature or people of bad stature?” 
 
      
 
    “In that Voltaire's Micromégas, there are those weird creatures from Saturn and Sirius.  They too are immense, even bigger than that daughter in Gulliver.” 
 
      
 
    “Except for the dwarf who was only slightly less than two kilometers high,” I added and laughed.  “But at least that book is short.”  
 
      
 
    Timofei went on. “Maybe size is truly a metaphor in those books?  We know nothing ever lived in Saturn’s gasses.” 
 
      
 
    “And in the real world, every attempt to set up bases on the moons of the outer planets were all dismal failures.  That was why the colony ships left Earth,” Brett said.   
 
      
 
    “I do not think any were headed for the Sirius system.  There are no earth-equivalent planets there, right?” Jane added. 
 
      
 
    “But in that book, War of the Worlds, there were invaders from Mars, which we know cannot happen.  But what about invaders?  Could there be some tyrant leader who has taken over one of the habitat, and is threatening to invade the others?” I asked.  “That would fit with why we read Gulliver and War of the Worlds.” 
 
      
 
    Around and around our discussions went, but we never reached a consensus.  The reason for the assignment of the fictional works was just an enigma.      
 
      
 
    And so, our training continued.  It took all sorts of forms, from the weapons training with the gimps, the hand-powered weapons used in the food acquisitions, to the ever-increasing physical training of rowing, swimming, calisthenics, and running.  Mister Fisher pressed us intellectually as well with the rigorous classroom study, discussion, and more education.  No topic was ignored, from all kinds of biology, to botany, to astronomy, to agronomics, to reactor dynamics.  From aeronautics to zoology we studied anything, and everything in between.  Yes, I think we covered every possible topic.  Well, I thought that then, anyway.       
 
      
 
    However, to this day, I still recall those discussion times around the benches as if they were just yesterday.  Somehow, those odd fictional works gnawed away at my mind.  Some months further along in our junior year, we were assigned some books which fired our conspiracy theories even more.   
 
      
 
    “These latest books are just about silly wars,” Kulm stated one late afternoon.   
 
      
 
    Marie barked a lot at that suggestion, or perhaps it was at a squirrel which ran across the side of the lodge. The dog happily took off on another of her adventures.    
 
      
 
    “They are cautionary tales from before the Great Event.  Too bad the world did not listen to them,” Kulm huffed at bit at his comment which was meant only partially to be humorous.  “Do you ever wonder why with billions of people, they spent so much time on entertainment and not on works which could have prevented all that death and suffering?” 
 
      
 
    “It was because of all those people.  The masses had to be entertained,” Matkaja added.  “Otherwise the war would have come sooner.  It was inevitable as the Earth could not support nine billion people.” 
 
      
 
    “But this Starship Troopers book, along with that Ender’s Game, are so wrong in countless many ways from an engineering standpoint,” Kulm added.  “They are just fairytales to scare people into right behavior.” 
 
      
 
    “The way some of those portray women is just dumb,” Jane said.  “But that Forever War, and the Eternity Brigade made me think more about police work.  War is sort-of just a massive security work, and when criminals are running whole nations or regions, then maybe a war is just a big confrontation between good and evil?” 
 
      
 
    “But the politics in Starship Troopers made me think both sides considered their causes to be right,” Kulm responded.  “Well, not so much the bug’s side, but the human had various sides, and lots of bickering and quarreling.” 
 
      
 
    “Ender’s Game was about children training for war, but not really training so much.”  I interjected.  “I mean Ender did not really know he was piloting real spacecraft, even as strange as they sounded.  And they too were fighting some giant insect-type enemy.” 
 
      
 
    Tudeng interjected, “We are here in training, are the books just to help us relate to a training experience?” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe.  But, I keep trying to see a common theme in all those books,” I replied, “and all I come back to is that there must be a habitat on the Marathon where some criminals, to use Jane’s terms, are in rebellion against Captain Adams and the flight crew.  That must be the reason why the militia exists.” 
 
      
 
    “But that book from just a year or so before the Great Event, Johnny Can’t March Home, was so eccentric,” Bartlet said.  She flipped back her blonde hair and smiled at Pilliroog.  “Too weird for me, and the officers in that book were just disgusting fools.”  
 
      
 
    “You just did not like it because of that stupid contraction in the title,” I joked.   
 
      
 
    Nearly everyone laughed. 
 
      
 
    “Antique contractions aside,” Kulm said, “that book at least got a lot of the engineering right, considering it was written in 2040, but all that violence and killing.  For what?” 
 
      
 
    “To show the horrors of some war?” Tudeng answered.  “Like that book Red Badge of Courage?  You know, that one we only had a fragment from.  It was filled with contractions and strange words.  Even the translators did not make out some of that.” 
 
      
 
    “A lot was lost in the Great Event,” Bartlet said with authority.  “I overheard Mister Fisher saying that many of the fictional books we have were saved by Captain Adams’ extended family, and our copies come from their private collection.” 
 
      
 
    “So, maybe it really is the Captain who wants us to read these?” I wondered out loud.  “Why?  Does that mean the Captain is not some emperor tyrant?” 
 
      
 
    “Nor a bug from Klendathu, or some bug-like queen, right?” Timofei laughed.  “Hey here are the buggers, I am burning them up!” He mockingly pretended to fire off some kind of flame weapon.   
 
      
 
    While I laughed along, I wondered about what Bartlet had said about our books coming from the Captain’s family’s private collection.  I considered asking my conservation slate about that, but decided not to bother.  I knew the history of how much had been destroyed in the atomic firestorms of the 90 Hour War, and how difficult the rebuilding had been.  Besides, most of the really interesting stuff in the databases was sequestered away from us students.  We could not even get direct access to the lattice of compeers, but had only the library system to utilize.  Back as a sophomore, I had been thrilled with the potential for “all the knowledge of the artificial brains on the lattice” and had tried to get some answers.  I had eagerly submitted my inquiries.  However, if they were not directly related to the lessons or the readings, I was denied an answer.  Then, I was shuffled around and got into too many peripheral areas.  Once, while trekking on a tangential, I was reading something interesting, when the slate interrupted.  A message scrolled across the display, “How is this related to your studies at Raven Academy?  Your instructor has been informed of your activity.” 
 
      
 
    I hated seeing that come up.  I was terrified I had done something wrong.  Mister Fisher never directly addressed me about it, but after that, I was very hesitant to make inquiries outside of the range of the lessons.  Everett had talked about how easily he could sneak around getting information through his slate, but I did not believe him that first year.  After the shooting, I wondered if he really had been able to unlock things in the nonphysicality as he claimed.  He unlocked a mess of trouble, for sure.   
 
      
 
    And so, we discussed our readings, all while sitting on the benches.  Over and over and over we deliberated the readings.  While we studied botany and its chemical applications, we were also reading, H.G. Wells’ The Stolen Bacillus.  That Wells author, you know, I never did learn if Wells was a man or a woman, that was a point we debated sometimes.  But anyway, Wells wrote about some anarchist lunatic thief.  That thief stole a vial of some ancient disease pathogen, cholera bacilli, and tried to poison the water supply of a major city.  Now, I had never lived in a major city, only on the farm, and neither Colby or Olathe could be called a major city.  So again, I was confused about why were had to read that odd story.  But then I remembered that the habitat called Chicago could be considered a major city, as it was dedicated to urban housing and whatnot.     
 
      
 
    One day on the benches I asked about that. “If someone wanted to murder a bunch of people, like in Chicago habitat.  What do you think of someone using water to poison a city?” 
 
      
 
    Jane was ready, as usual.  “Like in our reading?  Water has been a common theme, from submarines, to that Wells’ story.  I think criminals are making some kind of play to gain control of drinking water.  Maybe holding some habitat for ransom.  It could be Chicago.  But which habitat is trying to do that?  Not Kansas certainly.” 
 
      
 
    “Ransom?” Kulm asked. “For what goal?  To what purpose?” 
 
      
 
    “Who can know the motivations of a criminally insane person?” Jane said as if she had heard it many times before. Maybe her dad spoke that phrase as an idiom.    
 
      
 
    Kulm replied, “All the water systems in every habitat are filtered and purified.  The biomes are designed to automatically recycle the water.  The water on the command ship—the needle ship—is even more strictly monitored, as there are no biome filters. So, if some criminal dumped some germs in the water, it would be mitigated quickly by all the cleaning systems.  I tell you, from an engineering standpoint, it just could not be done on a large scale.  Sure, drop some poison in a drinking cup, or a closed drinking system in a facility, and maybe you could make a few people sick, but not some giant city.  The idea is just dumb.” 
 
      
 
    I admired Kulm and the way he understood engineering, as that was a love of my heart as well, but I also remembered history and another book we read.  So, I jumped in with my own ideas.   
 
      
 
    “Well, in that Germ Growers book, by Robert Potter, there was some kind of weird plague.  Lots of cities named in that book, some I have never heard of.  After the Great Event, there were mass starvations, and many diseases.  I know many major cities had numerous atomic detonations.  So, could both those books just be fictionalized accounts of the Great Event and the 90 Hour War?  Maybe a way for people to cope by reliving it in literature?” 
 
      
 
    “Great idea, roomie,” Brett interjected, “but absolutely wrong.” 
 
      
 
    Whenever Brett called me roomie, I knew I had said something stupid, that was just his way of good-natured joshing with me.   
 
      
 
    Brett went on. “The dates are all out of whack.  That Germ Growers, and The Stolen Bacillus were both written like way more than a hundred years before the 90 Hour War, and nuclear bombs were not even invented back then.  Good try though.” He smiled   
 
      
 
    “Nuclear weapons, initially called atomic bombs, were created circa 1940s during some war,” Bartlet stated.  “That was a hundred plus years before the Marathon launched.” 
 
      
 
    “But way, way, after those other books were written.  I checked. The old calendar is goofy, but I ran it a couple times.  Only a few of our fiction readings were composed near or after the Great Event.  While our textbooks are contemporary and modern, those fiction things are antiques.”  Brett yawned and got up and wandered off. 
 
      
 
    That was the way of our discussions on the benches. I think that was because we never got any solid answers to why the militia existed.  We all had our own ideas.  If I could go back and tell my young self what I know now, that junior student would never have believed it.   
 
      
 
    Junior year passed, and finally we got word about Radha.  She would rejoin us, for senior year.   
 
      
 
    I had been at Raven Academy two years and gone through thousands of hours of education, training, lessons, and work.  Yet, I still was unsure what the militia was for, or why I was putting in all that effort.  I had mastered the GAGS, by having to pass through it at least twice a day.  I was proficient with my gimp, as well as all the hand-powered weapons.  And I could hold my own in the duties we all shared.  From cleaning clothing to acquiring and preparing food. I was adequate to the tasks. 
 
      
 
    I even found some time to throw toys for Marie to fetch.  That dog was a very hard worker who seemed to love to be involved with us.   
 
      
 
    Mom and dad were just as supportive as ever, on the times I spoke with them.  Those interactions were on rain days, but I felt further and further from them.  They would tell me about stuff on the farm, and I spoke to our sisters, and they tried to fill me in on what was happening in their school, but it was so different from what I was doing.  Mom and dad knew even less than I did about why I was there. Of course, mom and dad told me about you.  I really do not want to talk about that yet.  Maybe, later.    
 
      
 
    And then senior year came.   
 
      
 
    Radha came back the same day we moved to the third floor.  It was very early that morning, and the sky tube was just starting to illuminate our biome.  The GAGS that morning was making us do 124 degree rotations and then dialing in a long sequence.  Luckily, the sequence had been posted on the daily roster in the dining area.  Some mornings the exit and entry code was a mystery, and we had to figure out some kind of mathematical puzzle, or answer some strange questions to get that sequence of colors.  Some days there were two different codes, one for leaving and another for entry. Other days, it was the same sequence code.  The emulator inside the GAGS always made it feel very real.  Yet, after a year of doing it, that strangeness was routine.   
 
      
 
    I do recall, now that I am looking back, at the series of questions for that day.  The day Radha returned.  They were much more important than I realized at the time.  It was my morning to “get the sequence” as we called it.  I walked up to the roster and there on the display were a series of questions.   
 
      
 
    “Please differentiate between octopodes, cuttlefish, and squids.  Below are questions you need to answer.” 
 
      
 
    At first I thought it would be just a question or two.  But, I went through a long series of questions, and called out to the others when I was unsure of an answer.  In some, I had to identify various marine life from images on the display. 
 
      
 
    After the first seven or eight questions, I said very loudly, “These questions are ridiculous!  Listen to this! ‘Unlike other mollusks, octopuses and calamari have lost their what?’” 
 
      
 
    “Lost their way back from the Foreigner?” Someone called out. 
 
      
 
    “Have they lost the sequence to leave habitat Styx?” Someone else joked. 
 
      
 
    “They lost their inhibitions and now are pregnant!” Matkaja surprised everyone by saying.   
 
      
 
    We all laughed hard at that.    
 
      
 
    “Seriously, I know that one, they lost their hard, outer shell,” Brett stated.  
 
      
 
    I entered the answer.  Then I read the next question.  “Now it says, ‘This structure is completely lost in the octopus, while the squid still retains what?’” 
 
      
 
    “A clean pair of underwear?” Carol suggested.  She and Timofei were on laundry duty for that day.    
 
      
 
    Kulm answered, “A vertebral column or backbone, but do not call it that.  They have a fairly rigid structure, called a pen, that gives them support.  Not a true backbone or vertebral column, but sort-of does the same thing.” 
 
      
 
    I entered the answer and he was correct. 
 
      
 
    I went on reading, “Oh great, it gets worse.  ‘Which of the following have arms, and which have tentacles?  Make your selections with the indicated buttons.’ And then it gives me a list of different types.  Here are some, Ancistrocheiridae, Sepia apama, Enteroctopus dofleini, and the list goes on.” 
 
      
 
    Carol spoke out, “There is a difference between tentacles and arms.  While they are both appendages, in the broad sense of the term, it is an important difference.  Tentacles have suckers only at the tips, while arms are generally considered to have suckers anywhere on the appendage.  Also, tentacles are much longer than arms, in most species.” 
 
      
 
    “But we are in Kansas,” I complained. “There are none of these things anywhere nearby.  Why ask me this?” 
 
      
 
    “It is the revenge of that tench that you caught,” Tudeng said with a big smile.   
 
      
 
    “He already got revenge on me.”  I rubbed my leg in mock pain.   
 
      
 
    “Let me help,” Carol said and stepped over and just started punching the buttons answering the questions.  It took her only a few moments, but then she smiled and announced, “It is finished.  The code sequence for today is blue.  Just a single blue.” 
 
      
 
    Everyone laughed.    
 
      
 
    As we took our turns moving out through the GAGS, we descended the stairs and there was Radha, along with Mister Fisher.  Marie was sitting next to Radha who was stroking the dog’s head gently. Her light-brown eyes were big as she saw us all approach.  She had her hair cut shorter than I remembered, but it was still a frizzy brown mess. 
 
      
 
    I was delighted to see her return, but was not the first to reach her.  There were hugs all around.  As we all embraced her, Marie barked a few times but then moved off to circle around us.   
 
      
 
    “Today, you will be moving to the third floor.  When you reach there, you will be seniors.  Our friend Radha has returned, as you can plainly see.  She was not idle in her convalescence.  She has met and surpassed all your training, including your physical fitness.  I do ask that you not inundate her with questions about the incident.  Now, follow me to the entrance for the seniors.” 
 
      
 
    I knew we had been getting close to advancing to seniors, but Mister Fisher had refused to set a date for us.      
 
      
 
    “Do we go back and get our gear?” I asked.   
 
      
 
    “Not at this time.  You will be getting some new equipment,” Mister Fisher responded.  “Your personal items will be brought up to third floor by an automacube.” 
 
      
 
    I turned and began to walk to the door we had always assumed was used by the seniors.   
 
      
 
    “Kalju?  Where are you going?” Mister Fisher asked.  There was a light-heartedness in his voice.   
 
      
 
    “To head up to the senior level.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, yes.  Fine, just go try that door.  Hustle up.” 
 
      
 
    I jogged over and looked more closely at that door.  It was set into the side of the building, and had an unusual, but not weird door handle.  There was no color control pad, nor any other buttons or levers.  I looked back at Mister Fisher.  He and the others were watching me.   
 
      
 
    “Go on, open that door.  You are a senior now.” Mister Fisher waved his hand at me.  
 
      
 
    I tugged on the handle, but the door did not open.  I pushed on the door, but it did not move.  I ran my fingers around the seam where the door and the frame met, and it felt very tight.   
 
      
 
    Frustrated a bit I called back, “I do not know how to open it.” 
 
      
 
    “Exactly.  That is because it is not a real door.  It is a maguffin, camouflage, a decoy, or a misdirection.”  He turned to the rest of the class.  “Does anyone else have an idea where the egress point to the third floor is?” 
 
      
 
    Everyone started carefully walking around the lodge, and looking at the various places. Long ago we had learned that the clear permalloy door to the stairway never opened.  So, we ignored that.  I was certain there had been rare occasions when we had seen seniors moving about from somewhere and going somewhere else.   
 
      
 
    Kulm finally called out, “I think I know where it is.  Here by the wharf.” 
 
      
 
    Marie came running at the yell from Kulm.  Her ears were perked forward, and she was looking intently around for whatever had caused him to cry out.   
 
      
 
    We all walked over and around to back there, but I was certain there were no doors there at all.  The opposite end of the building had the armory, whose doors were locked securely.  But the wharf end was just a blank wall.   
 
      
 
    “There is some kind of space within the wall here.” Kulm pointed to the blank wall.   
 
      
 
    “How do you know?” Carol asked.  “I see no controls or evidence of a door.” 
 
      
 
    “I have paced off the lodge several times, and compared it to the interior dimensions of the first and second floor.  The second floor has space for the GAGS, the actual space for it, not its perceived size.  The first floor does not have a space for the GAGS, but both are shorter on the inside than the outside demonstrates.  At the other end, the armory is about four meters deep. I took that into account, but the interior floor spaces are still too short on this end as well. Here at this end, there is a hidden chamber of some kind.  I think it is about four meters deep, and runs the whole width of the lodge.  Well, I do not know if it is hollow, or solid, but comparing outer dimensions to the inner ones shows something is here.  I suppose that the wall could be very thick here,” Kulm responded. 
 
      
 
    “There are no windows on this end. Not on the first floor, nor on the second,” Jane added.  “But you did it all by pacing it off?  Comparing the bedroom spaces, bathrooms, and everything? Why would you do that?” 
 
      
 
    “It was because of the armory and that GAGS.  I was trying to figure out how the GAGS was so big, well, it really is not so big, as it is mostly illusion,” Kulm explained.     
 
      
 
    “Utilities could be inside there,” Bartlet added. 
 
      
 
    “Right, but that would be a hug space for wiring, conduits, ducts, and vents,” Pilliroog said.  It was the closest I had ever heard to him contradicting Bartlet. 
 
      
 
    “Who knows how much tech and machinery is needed to run the GAGS, and whatever might be on the third floor?” Bartlet replied.     
 
      
 
    “So, how do we get inside?” Kulm asked in a low voice.  He reached out his hand to touch the wall.   
 
      
 
    A blue light lit up.  It was shaped like a hand, and waist high on the wall.  I saw that there was a small blue light shining on Kulm’s watch as well. I had touched that wall dozens of times, if not more, and that had never happened before.   
 
      
 
    “What are you?” Kulm asked and pressed his hand into the hand-shaped symbol.  A blue light engulfed his hand for a brief flash.     
 
      
 
    Hidden seams parted, and an elevator door hissed open.  The inside was not quite as deep as Kulm had guessed, but it was close.  The elevator car was about four meters wide.    
 
      
 
    “I found our way in!” Kulm stated.   
 
      
 
    Marie barked happily, bounding around and wagging her tail. 
 
      
 
    I joined the others as we all got into the elevator.  Marie, the dog, did not follow us in, although she really wanted to join us.  Inside the elevator, Kulm stood near the controls.  There was a column of buttons with common symbols on them.  The second from the top was lit up.  I assumed that mean the top button was for the third floor.  However, there were four other buttons below the one that was illuminated.  I wondered what that meant.   
 
      
 
    “Head up to the third floor,” Mister Fisher said.  He leaned in and pressed the top button which had the symbol of a bed on it.  “You may select individual rooms now.  Get dressed in the new uniforms, and be ready for new activities in thirty minutes.”   
 
      
 
    The elevator doors closed, after he withdrew his arm.  It was my first time to ever ride in an elevator, and it was really sort-of a disappointment.  We just gently rose up and the elevator opened onto the third floor.   
 
      
 
    “This elevator only took up a fraction of the space at the wharf end of the lodge,” Kulm said.  “I wonder what is in the rest of that space?” 
 
      
 
    “Mysteries, wrapped in riddles, surrounded by puzzles, and hiding an enigma,” Tudeng said in a bit of awe.  “I had no idea the end of the lodge contained an elevator.  Anything could be hidden around here.”   
 
      
 
    “Or maybe just simple and necessary stuff, like just more utilities,” Bartlet said.  “There has to be utilities for all these fancy things.  The GAGS on the junior level, and this elevator here.” 
 
      
 
    “I agree with Bartlet,” Pilliroog affirmed. 
 
      
 
    “Look there,” Timofei said as he walked off the elevator and up to a rack of hooks. 
 
      
 
    Hanging in a long row were specialized jumpsuits.  Each was gray and white colored.  They were hanging in alphabetical order, as the names were stenciled on them. I found mine, and snatched it off the hook.  It looked like it would fit me perfectly, but it was made from materials I could not recognize.  The jumpsuit was soft, and yet very tough.  As I rubbed my fingers over the materials, I found that there were tiny fibers embedded into the materials.  They were not quite wires, but somewhat of a grid of tiny things inside the material of the jumpsuit. I noted that stacked neatly below the jumpsuits were underwear, socks, and new shoes.  Some of the class called them boots, or hikers, but to me footwear are all shoes.  Those also had our names stenciled onto them.  
 
      
 
    “Private rooms now.  Is that what Mister Fisher said?  So, I guess that means no more roomies,” Brett clasped my back.  “You were a good roommate.” 
 
      
 
    “You too,” I replied. I had never had a room of my own before, as you know, and at that moment I was a bit afraid.  I refused to let that show, but in its own way, this move to the senior level was as odd as the GAGS had been roughly a year before.   
 
      
 
    The senior level was almost all just bedrooms.  Six bedrooms on each side of the floor with a long hallway down the middle.  There were some closets in between the bedrooms, but those closet doors were locked with color pad controls.  So, that meant there were twelve individual rooms, each having a private toilet, sink, and bathtub with shower.  I could not tell any difference between the rooms, as they all looked identical.  They were big! 
 
      
 
    Since all the rooms looked the same, bigger and nicer than I expected, I just let the others take their pick.  Some wanted to be on a certain side of the lodge, so as to get sky tube light at a certain angle, but that did not matter to me.  I did see that one room would not have an occupant, just as one of the hooks and small shelves had been empty as well.  That was Everett’s spot, and seeing the naked hook, and an unused room made me wonder about him.  But I asked no questions, nor did I share my feelings with anyone until telling you that here.  Gone was gone, as I learned so often later.   
 
      
 
    Well, my room had a nice bed, a bigger desk than my prior room, and its small window looked out over the river side of the lodge. That was fine with me, as I was not one to waste time gazing out of windows.  None of us had time for that.  Oh, did I say it had a private toilet and bath?  That was a nice surprise.  I suited up and the jumpsuit did fit perfectly.  Even those shoes fit well.   
 
      
 
    “It is almost the thirty minutes,” Bartlet called out to everyone.  She had tied her blonde hair back into a ponytail.   
 
      
 
    “You heard her,” Pilliroog added.  “Are we all ready?” 
 
      
 
    “But for what?” Timofei asked.   
 
      
 
    I caught sight of Radha and she was suited up.  Her face was not so much stern as it was sort-of just void of expression.  I wondered about her, and hoped she was really recovered.   
 
      
 
    Mister Fisher’s voice came out from each of our wristwatches.  “Seniors, please descend in the elevator to sublevel A.  There you will receive gear, and your first training session will begin.” 
 
      
 
    The elevator opened and we all stepped inside.   
 
      
 
    “What button is for sublevel A?” Matkaja asked.   
 
      
 
    “The glowing one, maybe?” Bartlet punched the button, but gave a slight grin to soften her sarcasm. 
 
      
 
    Down the elevator descended.   
 
      
 
    “Are you pacing off the distance?” Timofei asked Kulm.  “That was a pretty neat trick you did to learn about the floor dimensions.” 
 
      
 
    “Rather hard to do in an elevator going down,” Kulm replied.  “But I wonder what we will find down there.” 
 
      
 
    “The garage is below ground.  I was there when I arrived,” I added.  “Maybe we will be driving vehicles?” 
 
      
 
    I saw one student roll his eyes at me, but no one said anything more. 
 
      
 
    The elevator came to a rest, and I thought we were one level down from where we had gotten on, but my experiences in the GAGS made me question that.  A vast open chamber was before us.  It was only dimly lit. Sitting just in front of the elevator was a table with red handguns on it.   
 
      
 
    Mister Fisher’s voice came from our wristwatches.  “You will each take a training handgun.  They are charged and ready for this exercise.  Your mission is to cross to the other side of this room.  Your training handgun will function in the same manner as your G1MP does.  The training handgun does not shoot an actual projectile, as does your revolver, so I am using the generic term handgun.  However, you will treat the training handgun just as you would treat your G1MP.  You will need to open the training pistol in the same manner, and insert the training bullets. It shoots an old-style, laser of low intensity.  Once loaded, you will have six shots.    For this exercise, you will not be able to reload.” 
 
      
 
    “There is nothing to shoot,” Timofei observed. “So, this is all for the weight and feel of carrying the gun?” 
 
      
 
    Mister Fisher’s voice replied, “How do you know there are no enemies lurking in the dark recesses of this chamber?  Have any of you been here before?” 
 
      
 
    There were a few chuckles in the group, but I recognized that Mister Fisher was not making one of his rare jests.  I asked, “Do we have permission to shoot the enemy if we see one?”    
 
      
 
    “An excellent question, Kalju.  Yes, if you identify an enemy, you may engage that enemy with your training handgun.  However, be aware that in these exercises, the enemy will have the ability to inflict pain upon you.  Additionally, should you fire and hit one of your fellow seniors, that person will experience pain.” 
 
      
 
    I looked over to Radha and wondered how she was feeling about this whole exercise.  She had just returned from her convalesce after being shot by Everett and here we were in some kind of situation where someone might get shot.   
 
      
 
    She met my look, and then stepped over and picked up a red handgun and six bullets.  She had it loaded and pointed at the ceiling before any of the rest of us had acted.   
 
      
 
    “How can a low intensity laser hurt someone?” Jane asked.   
 
      
 
    “I can think of about a dozen different ways. The easiest would be to have it activate something in our suits.  Sort-of an on-off switch. I think there must be sensors in our suits,” Kulm said.  “Strike the suit with a laser, and the suit could inflict pain, if there are sensors and stimulators in the suit.” 
 
      
 
    “There are,” Radha said without further explanation.   
 
      
 
    Somehow, I knew she was right, and that she was speaking from experience.  I wondered again what all she had gone through before returning to us.  The time she had been gone was far longer than what had been needed for mere physical healing.  I reached out and picked up a red colored training handgun.  It was nearly exactly like my gimp, but lacked the customized grip. I tabbed the release, folding the barrel and cylinder down and open.  I inserted the six training bullets.  They too were red colored.  As I closed the cylinder on my training handgun, the others were arming themselves.   
 
      
 
    As the last cylinder was snapped into place, Mister Fisher voice came again from the wristwatches.  “Your mission is to walk to the other side of the chamber.” 
 
      
 
    The lighting decreased. A gloom settled over the entire area.  It was not as dark as night, being a bit brighter than on those nights when the sky tube was in full-moon mode.  However, it was dim enough to make the place spooky and filled with shadows.    
 
      
 
    I could just make out the side walls, as the blue lit hand-shaped symbol by the elevator still glowed.  So, I stepped forward, the newly acquired training handgun held up. 
 
      
 
    “What did he mean by enemies?” Jane asked.  “Criminals?” 
 
      
 
    “We did read a lot about pirates and kidnappers,” Brett added.  “But I thought the militia was not military.” 
 
      
 
    “Militia can serve as military,” Matkaja stepped next to me.  “If there is some tyrant who took over a habitat, would she or he have thugs as bodyguards?” 
 
      
 
    Kulm just huffed and marched forward.  As he did, something swung down from the ceiling.  It was a long, ropelike thing, and as it neared him, I saw it sparking with blue shimmers.   
 
      
 
    “Duck!” I yelled, but it was too late. 
 
      
 
    Kulm screamed out and fell down to the deck.  I rushed over to him, but several more of the dangling things dropped.  They were sparking and dancing about, so I dove underneath them.  As I scrambled over, I saw that Kulm was rubbing his shoulder as he crawled away.   
 
      
 
    “It is not a real injury,” Mister Fisher’s voice stated from all of our wristwatches. 
 
      
 
    “It feels real enough!” Kulm yelled out.   
 
      
 
    “Certainly, it does.  But it is just a shock from your suit.  No permanent damage is done, unless you fall and break something,” Mister Fisher stated. “I advise you to be especially careful about faulty equipment, or damaged machinery.  Broken technology can be your enemy as well.” 
 
      
 
    “But why hurt us?” Bartlet asked.  “That seems cruel.” 
 
      
 
    “Kulm will not forget what a live energy conduit can do,” Mister Fisher answered.  “Pain is not always a negative. Pain can be a very effective teacher, and I remind you, the choices in here are yours to make.” 
 
      
 
    “Realistic simulations,” Carol said.  “We all learned about avoiding those dangling wires.  I am not surprised.  Simulation training is a technique for practice and learning that has been employed since back after the Great Event, maybe even before.  It was in our readings of applied educational techniques.  It amplifies our real experiences with immersive and guided ones.” 
 
      
 
    “I remember that,” Pilliroog said.  Then he recited something from memory, “Realistic immersive simulations evoke faster and better learning in various areas.  Using substantial aspects of the real world in a fully interactive fashion, enhances student responses. These training techniques, tools, and strategies are targeted to enhance teamwork, competencies, and learning objectives. It is conducted in some simulated environment as an additive to the traditional didactic instruction, enhancing performance, and possibly also helping to reduce errors.” 
 
      
 
    “It is painful and is barbaric!” Kulm cried out.  He was still rubbing his shoulder.   
 
      
 
    “It works,” Radha stated coldly.  She walked carefully around where the dangling wires were sparking and jumping about.   
 
      
 
    “So, watch out for more wires!” Bartlet added.   
 
      
 
    I helped Kulm get to his feet.  His eyes were angry, and his lips drawn into a tight line.  He spat out the words, “Well, we know this is about engineering failures and mechanical malfunctions.” 
 
      
 
    As I looked ahead, I said, “Handguns would not defeat electrical problems.  There must be other things in here as well.” 
 
      
 
    Timofei was standing near the wall, and he called over, “I found a diversion power switch next to an Emergency Storage Rescue Cabinet.  I have shut down the fake damaged area here.  It is an interesting way around the problem.  I just shut it down.” 
 
      
 
    “ESRCs often have energy controls, or instruments behind them,” Bartlet commended.  Good thinking!  Everyone, remember to think about common everyday items as part of our inventory.  ESRCs might be key someday.” 
 
      
 
    I had learned about ESRC, and heard those initials defined in various ways.  One of the jokes was that they were the reason for the militia, as we had to fight the Extra Stupid Ridiculous Criminals.  I smiled remembering that joke.  
 
      
 
    Then something else happened.  On the wall near Timofei a door opened and a man rushed out. He was wearing camouflaged fatigues.  “You cannot proceed!” The man said and raised a weapon.   
 
      
 
    Radha dropped to her knee, fired her training handgun, and the camouflaged man was struck.  As he fell to the floor, his body fuzzed and sparkled.  Then it, and the door which he had use, disappeared.   
 
      
 
    Timofei was still trying to aim his own training handgun.   
 
      
 
    “A projected simulation,” Bartlet called out.   
 
      
 
    “Fully operative simulacrum.  A modern version of what used to be called holograms,” Brett added.  “Impressive.” 
 
      
 
    “He sure looked real to me.  I thought I was going to get shot,” Timofei whined a bit.  “I mean, this is intense.”  His eyes darted around the chamber.   
 
      
 
    “If you had been shot, it would hurt like a spear in the leg,” Kulm called out.  He was still rubbing his shoulder.  He looked at me.  “Sorry Kalju, but this really hurts.” 
 
      
 
    “No blood, right?” I asked.   
 
      
 
    “Nope, but I sure thought I would see burned flesh or some charred skin,” Kulm replied.  “Seriously, this hurts!”  
 
      
 
    “While we are all babbling here, we are not moving forward,” Bartlet said.  “If that gunman had friends, we might have all been shot.  I think we better stop talking and start learning.  I have a feeling this is just a very low level simulation.” 
 
      
 
    “Bartlet is right!” Pilliroog added.  “Except for Radha, none of us were ready for this.”  He then turned at winked at Bartlet.   
 
      
 
    That was when another simulacrum appeared.  It looked like it was rising up from a shaft out of the floor.  This one was not really a human shape, but more robotic and mechanical looking.  Its weapons fired quickly. 
 
      
 
    Bang! 
 
      
 
    Pilliroog cried in anguish as he was hit in the back.  His red training handgun flew out of his hands as he crashed down.   
 
      
 
    I tried to fire my own trainer, but I guess I missed.   
 
      
 
    Bang!  The simulacrum robot rotated and fired at someone else.   
 
      
 
    Blam!  Blam!  Radha was prone on the floor firing her own handgun.  Her aim was good and two hits registered on the simulacrum robot.  Its arm came flying off and before it struck the floor its disappeared by winking out of the projection.   
 
      
 
    Bartlet then fired her own trainer and also struck the simulacrum robot.  It was not destroyed, but instead looked like it dropped down to the floor.  I rushed over there, not knowing for sure what I was going to do.  I stood over the permalloy where I expected to see some shaft that the robot had descended.  The deck was solid, and I stomped my feet around, trying to find where it had gone.  It looked so real.   
 
      
 
    “Get everyone moving!” Bartlet called.  “Someone pick up Pilliroog with me.”  She was trying to lift him, but he was about fifteen kilograms heavier than she.  Timofei rushed to aid her.   
 
      
 
    “Oh, it hurts so bad!” Pilliroog said.   
 
      
 
    Radha nodded at me, and I took up a position on one side of our group, and she picked up Pilliroog’s dropped training handgun.  She then stepped to the other side of the group and had both weapons aimed around.  Her eyes were intense and alert.   
 
      
 
    Kulm was still rubbing his shoulder, but was trying to watch out as well.  The others were huddled in the middle as we all moved across the way toward the far side of the chamber. As we got to about half way across, some parts of the floor retracted.  They revealed a five-meter-wide trench of water.  Light reflected a bit off the water, and shimmered.  It looked very realistic.   
 
      
 
    “A good illusion, but a simulacrum of a pool should not stop us,” I said.  I then boldly stepped out onto the projection of the water.   
 
      
 
    Only, it was not a projection.   
 
      
 
    I sank down into the water, like a rock.  I gasped and water went in my nose, and made me cough, sputter, and spit.  I kicked my legs, but the water was deeper than I was tall.  It also was not particularly clean.  It reminded me of Dale’s stupid lake, as there was a slightly slimy feeling to the water.  Snot was running down my face, my eyes were stinging, and I was floundering, even though I had become an expert swimmer due to all the training we had in the river.  As I was splashing about, I heard someone above me firing one of their red training handguns. 
 
      
 
    Blam!   
 
      
 
    “Over there!” 
 
      
 
    “More on this side!” 
 
      
 
    “I am hit.”  
 
      
 
    That last was Kulm, who I actually felt badly for, since he had been struck by the electrical wire trap.  I finally got to my senses and stroked over to the far side of the pool.  My training handgun was missing, dropped somewhere in that murky pool.  I grabbed the side and pulled my head up.  I could not see any other enemies, be they broken mechanical devices, simulacrum of humans, robots, or whatnot.  Pulling myself out of the water was easy, but I remained prone on the floor.   
 
      
 
    “Kalju?  What is in the pool?” Bartlet called.   
 
      
 
    “Yucky water,” I relied.   
 
      
 
    “Nothing else?  No snakes, or alligators, or sharks?” Jane asked.  “I would expect anything now.” 
 
      
 
    “Just water, as far as I could tell.” 
 
      
 
    I heard several controlled splashes and soon everyone was lying next to me.  We were all wet, cold, and weary.  Kulm was moaning in pain, and Pilliroog was muttering about the muscle spasms in his back.   
 
      
 
    “The simulation is too real,” Carol said between clenched teeth as she was rubbing her right thigh and wincing with the pain. 
 
      
 
    “Just crawl over to the end, there cannot be much more,” Bartlet commanded.   
 
      
 
    We all crawled to the edge of the room, where we found a white line illuminated on the floor about a quarter meter away from the wall.   
 
      
 
    “A trap or a goal?” Bartlet asked.   
 
      
 
    “Either way, we need to know.”  I stuck my hand in and touched the wall.   
 
      
 
    The lights came up.   
 
      
 
    Mister Fisher’s voice came from the wristwatches, “Seniors, you completed your initial training exercise.  Had this been an actual encounter in real life, four of you would be dead.  Others would be gravely wounded.  Additionally, your team lost three of your weapons, and the rest of you are nearly out of ammunition.  Your chance of continued survival would be low, were this a real encounter.  Consider those facts.” 
 
      
 
    “Where would we ever meet some gunman, broken equipment, a hidden moat, a weird robotic guard, and giant spiders with ray guns?” Matkaja asked.   
 
      
 
    “I did not see any giant spiders,” I stated and looked around.    
 
      
 
    “I think they were supposed to be arachnids from that trooper book,” Timofei stated.   
 
      
 
    “I thought they were the Formics, or Martians,” Bartlet said.   
 
      
 
    “Me too,” Pilliroog affirmed.   
 
      
 
    “Who cares what they were supposed to be? I just asked where we would ever encounter something like this is a real, actual, life situation!” Matkaja slapped the side wall.   
 
      
 
    “Where indeed?” Mister Fisher’s voice answered.  “Where indeed.” 
 
      
 
    That was my first training exercise as a senior.  They seemed to get harder from there on.  At the time, I agreed with Matkaja, as the scenarios seemed farfetched, invented, and sometimes just downright silly.  Nonetheless, I pressed on, as did everyone else.   
 
      
 
    The underground levels were all basically just big training grounds.  We always wore the special suits, which we dubbed “pain pants” even though they were jumpsuits which covered most of our bodies.  The four levels all had some time of water obstacle which was about the only constant.  The first level down had the water trench which stretched across the whole width of the chamber.  The contents of that trench varied tremendously.  The second level down had a raging rapids which cut diagonally across from one corner to another.  The rate and flow of that raging rapids varied from scenario to scenario, but it was always there.  Sometimes we had to go with the flow, other times up against it.  The third level down had a twenty-meter-deep hole in the center.  We called it the black hole, even though that water was more of a deep green color.  On that level, we learned to do diving with equipment and stayed underwater for some extended periods.  The fourth level down, had a moat of water all around the perimeter of the chamber.  That water level varied, and we sometimes were in over our heads, and other times we were only in ankle deep.  That fourth level was also the hardest as the temperature varied there from well below zero, to scaldingly hot.  
 
      
 
    Through it all, we had imitation mechanical breakdowns, simulacrum enemies of countless types, and strange puzzles to work out.  Every mission was evaluated when completed, and as the months wore on, our survival rates increased, even as the scenarios got more complex, difficult, and tricky.  
 
      
 
    Through them all, water was about the only constant.  A huge percentage of the training exercises involved swimming of one type or the other. The consistency of the water varied, everything from crystal clear, to murky and brackish.  Yet, water was that one universal in all the training.   
 
      
 
    We also had our classroom lectures, and education.  Those involved even more reading, discussing, and debating.  Mister Fisher also revealed what was at the end of the lodge near the elevator.  Built into that section of the building were more simulators.  There was a tube transport simulator, a shuttle simulator, a funicular vehicle simulator, and a whole chamber which could depressurize which served as a pretend, but functional airlock.  That meant we used spacesuits for those training periods, and except for actually being outside of the Marathon, it sure seemed real.  I once asked Mister Fisher in class about the extent of the simulator training. 
 
      
 
    “Excuse me, but I have a question before we yet again put on the spacesuits and enter the depressurized chamber.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Kalju, what is your question,” Mister Fisher replied.   
 
      
 
    “With all the automacubes which can easily maneuver to the exterior hulls of the Marathon, and with Machine Maintenance overseeing all the repairs and upkeep out there, well, why do we need to know how to use spacesuits?”  He was looking at me with his encouraging face, and so I sputtered on.  “I know what the answer will probably be.  Oh sure, you can tell me it is for us to be prepared for any eventuality, and we are training to be ready to meet whatever needs there are, or might be, or can be imagined.  But seriously, we are generations away from reaching the destination planet, and I just do not see what practical purpose there is for training in vacuum.  Bulkhead doors, emergency containment curtains, and lockdowns, make significant pressure or atmospheric loss inside the Marathon almost an impossibility.  I guess, I do not understand it all.”   
 
      
 
    “That was quite a nebulous statement surrounding the seed of a question,” Mister Fisher replied.  “Kalju, let me try to slice out the core question you are asking.  May I?” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, and everyone was intently watching.   
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Mister Fisher continued.  “Your basic question is why are we training for something which has only a slight chance of ever occurring, is that correct?”   
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “It is a good question.  I know you students have ludo matches in your free time, as well as a variety of other games.  Are those a waste of time?” 
 
      
 
    “They are entertainment,” Carol replied.  “Leisure and rest are essential aspects of having a healthy lifestyle.” 
 
      
 
    “A precise and textbook answer.  You are correct.  However, what purpose does it all serve?  I think that is the core of Kalju’s question.  To what purpose is all this training, when it seems so unlikely to be needed.  Kalju? Is that a fair paraphrase of your intriguing question?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.  I guess I like to know the practical application of it all.” 
 
      
 
    “Great,” Mister Fisher replied.  “Practical application.  We will run with that for a while.  We have trained each of you on repairing the central memory cores for artificial intelligence systems, correct?”  He waved at the entire class.   
 
      
 
    “Yes,” we answered.  
 
      
 
    “Yet, a central memory core is one of our finest achievement of technology.  It has a failure rate of far less than one one-hundredth of one percent, due to its own self-diagnostics and mechanical healing properties.  Do you think we are wasting our time in training to repair a central memory core?” 
 
      
 
    The other students all looked around.  That was a subject we had discussed in our classes on artificial intelligence and machine sentience.  However, none of us wanted to say it was a waste of time, even though I knew several others had expressed that very sentiment.   
 
      
 
    “So, our friend Kalju here is the only one brave enough to admit that he thinks some of our training has been a waste of time.  That some of it has no legitimate and practical application.  Is that correct?” Mister Fisher probed.   
 
      
 
    Bartlet raised her hand and said, “I think some of the fictional readings have been a waste of time.” 
 
      
 
    “Another honest and brave soul.  Bravo for you, Bartlet,” Mister Fisher stated and gave her a hand clap of three.  It was not mocking, or sarcastic.  He quickly looked over to Pilliroog and said, “And I am sure you are about to agree with Bartlet.  Am I correct?” 
 
      
 
    Pilliroog blushed and nodded his head.   
 
      
 
    “Of course you were,” Mister Fisher said, this time his voice did hold a bit of condescension, but it was tempered by the look in his eyes.  He then addressed the whole class.  “Have any of you considered that perhaps the specific lessons, while focused on a specific task, are preparing you for more than just single-minded or simple linear thinking?  Can they all be parts of a great whole?  Is the practical application in being well-rounded and grounded in many fields?” 
 
      
 
    All eyes were on him. 
 
      
 
    “Looking at history, one of the major contributing factors to the Great Event was a lack of genetic diversity in the food crops.  Those scientists of that era thought that genetically modifying food, to use their own terms, would yield better production and streamline harvests.  Their ideas bore fruit—sorry for the pun—for some years, and that gave them confidence they were correct.  All until that overly specialized and extremely narrow focus allowed the blight to happen.  We know now that they were wrong, but the consequences left billions of people dead.  What other factors helped to make that catastrophe…” 
 
      
 
    I always felt strange when we talked about the world prior to the Great Event and the 90 Hour War.  I had trouble imagining billions of people, when Kansas had only about five thousand people in the whole habitat, and the Marathon itself only had about forty-one thousand active people.  Sure, there were one hundred and fifty thousand people in suspended animation scattered in the repositories all over the ship, but still, less than two hundred thousand people is not anything like the billions which populated the Earth before the Great Event.  Back then single cities were vastly larger in population than the entire Colony Ship Marathon.  It boggled my mind.   
 
      
 
    “Kalju?” Mister Fisher interjected.  “Are you with us?”   
 
      
 
    “Huh?” I replied.   
 
      
 
    He just smiled at me as I returned my focus to the discussion.  He then said, “Taking Kalju’s topic, the spacesuits and training in vacuum.  What factors must someone understand in order to properly use a spacesuit?” 
 
      
 
    And so, the discussion took off about tangential aspects of spacesuits construction and usage, the creation of a simulator which could mimic vacuum and zero gravity, as well as the dynamics behind remote power and all the associated factors in those fields.  I never did get a direct answer as to why we were training for those things, and in the end, I guess Mister Fisher did provide more information which I am honestly glad I learned.  It was just not apparent back then. 
 
      
 
    Not all our training was in those lower levels, or in the simulators which I once had thought were so cleverly hidden inside the end of the lodge.  Sure, the majority of our senior training was in those places, but we were still occasionally on the grounds.  We did do some night training in the woods around Raven Academy.  As we did that, the dog Marie accompanied us.  She loved to follow us, and could tell when we were being sneaky, or when we were being bold.  That animal just sensed the missions, and always was much more of a teammate than a working dog, or some pet.  She was thrilled to be with us at night.  Even the rabbits and squirrels did not distract her as she helped us complete our training missions.   
 
      
 
    Which leads me to the final part of my time at Raven Academy.  Ever since I recorded the incident where Everett shot Radha, I have been dreading telling you this next part.  Oh sure, after all I have seen, my intellectual mind tells me it was just another sad event in a long series of such things.  But that is my intellect trying to override my heart.     
 
      
 
    That fateful morning, Mister Fisher summoned us for a very unusual happening.   
 
      
 
    “All seniors please report to the grassy area near the wharf,” Mister Fisher’s voice came from each of our wristwatches. “Seniors, please report to the grassy area near the wharf.  Your attendance is required immediately.” 
 
      
 
    I rode down with the others in the elevator, and was surprised to see that the sophomores as well as the juniors were also gathering together.  They each had a preceptor with them.  Matron Hildegard was with the juniors, and Mister Nkrumah was with the sophomores.  Each of the other preceptors was dressed in a uniform similar to what Mister Fisher always wore.  I had seen them on rare occasions, but was not at all familiar with them.   
 
      
 
    “Class, queue up here,” Mister Fisher called out and gestured toward the grassy area.  Since there were only eleven of us, our line was somewhat shorter than the juniors and sophomores who each had twelve in their respective classes.   The lines formed three sides of a square. 
 
      
 
    “Why are we here?” Bartlet asked as we made our row. 
 
      
 
    “We have visitors,” Mister Fisher replied.   
 
      
 
    An engine noise came from the river.  As my back was to there, I had to turn around to see what was happening. Coming up the river was a boat like I had never seen before.  It was blue and gray stripped, with sharp lines, and a clear permalloy windshield, and side widows on its sleek body. I could not see inside the boat, but it’s wake was churning up the water to either side of it.  Some kind of small battlement on its top.  That structure reminded me of an automacube, without its drive wheels.  The boat made a quick turn in the water, and pulled up next to the end of the wharf.   
 
      
 
    Marie barked vigorously.  
 
      
 
    The class lines merged together as we all looked over to see this strange sight.   
 
      
 
    The side of the boat popped open, folding up and away.  A man stepped out.  He was about average height, for an adult, so somewhat taller than I was then, since I was a teen.  His build was wiry, yet somehow intense.  He quickly tossed a rope around one of the wharf’s cleats.  He was wearing some type of uniform, which had an odd pattern.  It consisted of mottled colors of greens, blues, whites, and browns.  I could not see how those swirled and blotchy colors would be effective as any kind of camouflage, but camouflage looked like the intent.  He had a gray hat cocked at an angle on his head, and a belt with pouches, shoulder straps, and a sidearm.  As he marched across the wharf, I heard his voice snap out.   
 
      
 
    “What kind of lame formation is this?” It was a man’s voice, but with an edge to it that I immediately disliked. 
 
      
 
    Mister Fisher approached him, as did Matron Hildegard and Mister Nkrumah.  Our three instructors stopped at the edge of the wharf, as the man neared them.   
 
      
 
    “Welcome to Raven Academy,” Mister Fisher said formally.  “We received your message.” 
 
      
 
    “And you turn out the inductees looking like this?” the man snapped back.  “Come on Wild Bill, even you know better than to do that.”  
 
      
 
    Behind him, several other people got out of the boat, and they had similar uniforms to the first man.  These other people took up positions on the wharf.  They had rifles drawn.   
 
      
 
    “Lieutenant Benton Adams, our students are still in training,” Mister Nkrumah stated.  “Your visit comes as a surprise to us, on short notice.  Had we been given more time we could have arranged a more formal reception for you.  We mean no disrespect.” 
 
      
 
    “So, you need time, and a warning, to do something correctly?” Lieutenant Adams snarled at him.  “The things I must endure to make this happen.”  He pinched the bridge of his nose and then quickly stepped over to Mister Nkrumah.  “I am not here for receptions, protocol, or etiquette.  I am here for results.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir, I understand that…” Mister Nkrumah began, but was interrupted.         
 
      
 
    “Our curriculum is quite structured.  Unexpected visits can disrupt essential training times, and that requires adjustments,” Matron Hildegard stated firmly.  “Lieutenant, we have made an accommodation for your visit.” 
 
      
 
    Lieutenant Adams turned from Mister Nkrumah and glared at her.  He was about her height.  Suddenly, he charged at her like someone much bigger and older. She stood firmly against his rush at her.  “I know your curriculum better than you do.” He spoke right into her face from a very short distance away.  His voice carried out across the river.  “I have allowed all the training facilities to try to meet our needs in their own manner and method.  I am the one who is making accommodation to these local habitat traditions and all.  Dwellers, oh, the headaches of you all.  However, there is a limit to my benevolence.  You do not want to press that limit, let me assure you.” 
 
      
 
    “I apologize if I spoke out of turn,” Matron Hildegard stated. “I was just reminding the lieutenant of our structure and how hard we are working to achieve our mutual goals.” 
 
      
 
    Lieutenant Adams’ green eyes flared up.  He increased the volume of his voice.  “Do not lecture me on what is happening here.  Nor try to tell me about the goals we have set.  Raven Academy is a small cog in this big machine.  From what I see here, it looks like you are about as useful as a broken tooth.” 
 
      
 
    She began to say something more, but he turned away from her with a dismissive gesture.  “Hildegard, yours are not the team I need.  Not now anyway.  Dismissed.  Take your children away with you.  If I inspect them now, I will just get depressed.  Maybe in the next cycle you can produce a crop worthy of my attention.” 
 
      
 
    Matron Hildegard, remained in control of her emotions, but his words were very insulting.  He put tones on the word children as if it tasted badly in his mouth.    
 
      
 
    Matron Hildegard and the sophomores walked away, back toward the lodge.      
 
      
 
    “Nkrumah?  Some of this rabble are your protégées?” It was not a question so much as another insult.  I could not tell who he was insulting more, Mister Nkrumah or the juniors.  “You too are dismissed. Get them out of my sight as well.” 
 
      
 
    “With pleasure, sir!” Mister Nkrumah said.  He made a few hand signals to the juniors and the happily trotted off.    
 
      
 
    Lieutenant Adams shook his head as he watched them walk away.   
 
      
 
    He turned to our preceptor.  “Well, Wild Bill, this sorry lot of yours are what I have to work with.  Fortunately, this entire nasty business is about to be concluded with Operation Barnacle.  Your, people, are promoted early. Oh, I hate to call them cadets—considering the other men and women who are proudly carrying that rank—but alas, these are the best that your habitat can produce.  So, your cadets, oh I do dislike calling them that, alas, I will again lower my standards.  Your cadets will have a very minor role to play in Operation Barnacle.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir.  I received your message, sir,” Mister Fisher replied.  His voice carried no emotion, but was a mere stating of facts.   
 
      
 
    “So, you have briefed them, and they still appear before me like this?”   Lieutenant Adams walked away from him toward the eleven of us.   
 
      
 
    “Listen to me, cadets.  If you are capable of following basic instructions, line up with your backs to the river,” he commanded.   
 
      
 
    We walked over to follow his instructions but I guess we moved too slowly.   
 
      
 
    “Hustle people!  My time is not for wasting on you.” 
 
      
 
    We all stood in line.   
 
      
 
    “I am Lieutenant Benton Adams, of the Marathon Defense Force.  I am your commanding officer, lucky me.  I have brought supplies and proper uniforms for you.  You are now promoted to the rank of cadet.” He stood there looking at us, as if expecting a reply. I saw that he was maybe ten years old than me, but much younger than Mister Fisher. His eyes glared over us all, but I had no idea what he wanted to hear.    
 
      
 
    Mister Fisher stepped in and said, “I am sure they would all thank you, but they are overwhelmed by these events.  I received the mission parameters in your message.” 
 
      
 
    “You will consider yourselves lucky to have been involved in this great event.  History will record you among the ones who took part in Operation Barnacle. While I am not at liberty to share with you the details of the whole operation, when it is completed, your names will be recorded in the official records as being part of my team.  You can look forward to telling your grandchildren someday that this was the highlight of your mundane lives in the habitats.” 
 
      
 
    “Sir?” Kulm asked. 
 
      
 
    Mister Fisher shot Kulm a stern look, but he missed it.   
 
      
 
    “What do you want cadet?” Lieutenant Adams sneered.   
 
      
 
    “That is an impressive watercraft.  I have never seen anything like it.  Will we be riding in it?” Kulm asked.   
 
      
 
    Lieutenant Adams huffed a mirthless laugh.  “No, you will not be riding with me.  As I said, you will play a minor role in this operation.  I have important things to do.  That watercraft, as you call it, is a MOP-1.  Maritime Operations Platform stage one.  Those of us in the Marathon Defense Force call it a MOP-1.  Those of you in the militia will not get the frontline armaments, as you are doing minor assistance missions.”  His negative emphasis on our roles was dripping from his words.  Then he looked out at the boat.  “The MOP-1 is far too much for you.  That is a specialized piece of finely crafted machinery.  It is equipped to remain on station with a crew of four—only officially trained MDF operators—and up to twenty troops.  The MOP-1 can track a threat covertly for up to eighty hours, in total darkness and has a range of six hundred nautical kilometers. It is powered by three onboard lufi amalgam batteries which recharge from the solar mimicry.  The engines can propel the MOP-1 at speeds you uneducated habitat dwellers could not fathom.  We in the MDF use the MOP-1 to perform multiple roles, such as: search and destroy, reconnaissance, and mission critical tasks.  It is not built for use by the militia.” 
 
      
 
    “So, why are you even bothering with us here?” Bartlet stated, overly loudly.  “We obviously are not up to your impeccable standards, and your superior status.  Why even annoy us with your vast perfection?  Is it just to humble us poor habitat dwellers who must bask in the shadow of your radiance?” 
 
      
 
    “Bartlet!” Mister Fisher snapped. “Sarcasm like that is totally out of place.” 
 
      
 
    “Fisher, relax.  This cadet wants an answer, and I will give the young lady one.”   
 
      
 
    Lieutenant Adams marched the few steps over to Bartlet.  He was taller than her, being about 1.8 meters tall, as compared to her 1.5 meter height.  Lieutenant Adams was also substantially heavier than Bartlet.  As he strutted up to her, she remained firm in her resolve.  
 
      
 
    “You are correct.  You habitat dwellers are inferior.  It is important you not forget that fact,” Lieutenant Adams said, but his voice was smooth and soft.  Before anyone could say or do anything else, he backhanded her viciously.    
 
      
 
    Bartlet dropped to one knee from the blow but did not go down. 
 
      
 
    I rushed toward my stricken comrade, but the dog was faster.    
 
      
 
    Marie, barking furiously, sprinted up and bit down on Lieutenant Adams’ arm.  Her teeth ripped through the tough fatigue materials of his clothing. However, before the bite could land fully into his flesh, he snaked his arm out, grabbed the dog with both hands, made some rapid grappling moves, twisted, and hurled Marie’s body up and over.  There was a yelp from the dog, and her eighteen kilogram body landed in the river.   
 
      
 
    “No, pets!” Lieutenant Adams spat out.  “Bloody nuisance to proper command.” 
 
      
 
    I took several steps and dove after Marie’s body.  I had heard some crunching sounds which deeply troubled me.  As I plunged beneath the surface of the river, I heard angry voices.  
 
      
 
    The river water was fairly clear, and luckily was deep enough where I dove that I did not hit my head on the bottom.  I kicked off my shoes, and swam with the current.  I was trying to find Marie.  My eyes were blurry when I looked under the water, but I did not see the dog.  I knew she was a good swimmer, as she liked to frolic in the water while we did exercises.  I came up for air, and saw her body being carried away.  I took some strong stokes and got to the dog. 
 
      
 
    “Marie!  Come on girl,” I called as I pulled next to her. 
 
      
 
    The dog was limp in the water.  Her legs were not moving.  I grabbed her with one arm, and swam for shore.  “Marie, wake up sweetie.” 
 
      
 
    Climbing the bank, and carrying Marie I slipped in the mud and finally got out of the river.  Matkaja was standing there and pulled me up.  I quickly sat Marie down on the soft grass, and looked her over.  In the distance, I heard the fancy boat roar away.   
 
      
 
    Marie’s eyes were glassed over.  Her pink and black tongue was hanging out, limp and floppy.  I pressed on her chest, thinking that maybe she had just inhaled some water, and that was the only problem.  
 
      
 
    “Kalju,” Matkaja said.  “Kalju, the bastard broke her neck.” 
 
      
 
    “No, it is just the water.  She was startled and sucked down too much water.” I pumped the dog’s chest, even though when I looked at the angle of her head, I knew Matkaja was correct.  “She cannot be dead.  No!” 
 
      
 
    Matkaja squeezed my shoulder.  “He killed our dog.” 
 
      
 
    I dropped my head to Marie’s chest and tried to hear a heartbeat.  There was none.  I will never forget the smell of Marie’s wet doggie fur.  I felt that fuzzy wetness on my cheeks as I cried.  My tears washing down to add to the river water she was soaked with.   
 
      
 
    When I finally looked up, I saw the others surrounding me.   
 
      
 
    Bartlet’s nose was bloody.  Pilliroog had an eye that was nearly swollen shut already, and was turning colors. Timofei and Brett were bleeding from their mouths, Carol was rubbing her ribs, and Radha was holding her right arm with her left.   
 
      
 
    Mister Fisher stepped over.  His face was stricken and deeply lined.     
 
      
 
    “Why did you let him do that?” I cried out.  “Why?” 
 
      
 
    “Lieutenant Adams is an officer in the Marathon Defense Force,” Mister Fisher answered.  “His actions were deplorable…”   
 
      
 
    “Shut up!” Timofei yelled at him.  “If his goons had not pulled guns on us, we could have taken him down.” 
 
      
 
    “Many of you tried, and never laid a hand on him,” Mister Fisher stated in a deep and slow voice.  “He could have killed any of you if he chose to do so. That is the kind of person he is.” 
 
      
 
    “But you let him do it!” I cried out.  “He assaulted Bartlet, and killed Marie!  Call the sheriff!  Turn him in to the authorities.”   
 
      
 
    “It would not do any good, and it would make matters worse for you, and for your families,” Mister Fisher replied.  “His mother is Francine Adams.” Mister Fisher stated abruptly.  “Captain of the Marathon.”       
 
      
 
    It was at that point, I knew I was in a deadly battle on the Marathon.  I just did not know for sure who the enemy really was.  Right then, I thought Lieutenant Adams was the most evil monster that ever existed.  I was wrong.   
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    3  
 
    First Mission 
 
      
 
      
 
    Well, Ryan, it has been a while since I recorded more of my thoughts and memories here.  I have been helping the Major, but the process has been much more difficult than either of us expected.  Integrating these systems is really as tough as a dog’s breakfast, and that has really slowed down our plans to make the big jump.  The Major again reminded me how important this all is.  One little mistake, and we are goners.  So, I have to pace myself more.  Perhaps by continuing this record, I will be able to debrief my mind, and clear my thoughts for what is ahead?  Well, Ryan, that is my hope.   
 
      
 
    I reviewed what I wrote to you about the Raven Academy, and it is woefully under reporting all that I did there, but alas, I think I will leave it as it is, for now.  Remembering Marie is still painful.   
 
      
 
    Our first mission did come out of that visit by then Lieutenant Adams.  He had left the mission briefing with Mister Fisher.  So, Ryan, I suppose I will continue my narrative at that point.   
 
      
 
    Mister Fisher named Bartlet as our squad leader, and I agreed with that choice.  She was a natural leader, but let me think about how to tell you of that first mission. I suppose a straight forward recounting is in order, but I will probably leave out a lot of details.  Some things I did not learn until years later.      
 
      
 
    Mister Fisher let us all cool off for several days after the killing of Marie.  Radha’s broken arm, more of Lieutenant Adams’ ugly handiwork, was healing nicely.  Doctor 12A, our medical automacube, had set it and given her bone stimulators to knit the fracture together quickly.  Radha never complained about any of her injuries.  The physical injuries of the other cadets had also been treated by the white automacube.   
 
      
 
    On that third morning, Mister Fisher told us our mission.  None of us, least of all me, were eager to hear about it.    
 
      
 
    During Adams’ visit, gear had been left for us all.  They were basic fatigue uniforms, a plain khaki color, but made from much studier materials than our typical clothing, and they were not wired to hurt us like the pain pants were.   
 
      
 
    “People, you are to report to Foreigner,” Mister Fisher said.  “Your mission involves transporting some portable communication equipment to Oceanography Station 16.  This will be a…” 
 
      
 
    “Is this for that man?” Bartlet interrupted. 
 
      
 
    “This mission is for the Marathon and the people at Oceanography Station 16,” Mister Fisher answered.  
 
      
 
    “Let an automacube take it,” Pilliroog snapped back.  Bartlet playfully blew him a kiss.  Both of their injuries were nearly gone. 
 
      
 
    “They have attempted sending several parcels via gravity conduits.  Those parcels were lost, somewhere in transit,” Mister Fisher stated. “Now, we could debate and discuss the merits of Lieutenant Adams, especially his profound lack of merit.  Or, you can let me brief you on the mission and you can be on your way.  This mission, even though it is a support mission, is important as that station has not been connected into the nonphysicality for seven days now.  They have not responded to any signals, and the parcels have not reached them.” 
 
      
 
    Kulm spoke out, “So, the militia really is about assisting Machine Maintenance.  We are just glorified mechanics fixing broken equipment, and doing basic repairs.” 
 
      
 
    “An engineering automacube paired with a transport automacube could do that task, easily.” Carol stated with a sneer.  “Why should we waste our time?” 
 
      
 
    Mister Fisher was patient as several other comments were made.  I empathized with them, but also was wondering why people were being dispatched, and what Operation Barnacle actually was.  In all my time at Raven Academy, I had yet to see a raven.  However, I still thought, back then anyway, that names should mean something.  So, I wondered what something was called Operation Barnacle actually involved.  I knew barnacles were a type of marine crustacean with an external shell.  They were known for attaching themselves very rigidly to a variety of surfaces.  I asked myself, “Are barnacles responsible for the mechanical and communication failures?  Foreigner is an aquatic habitat.”  I also knew barnacles were a metaphor and sometimes an insult about a tenacious, obstreperous person or thing.  Then it hit me.  
 
      
 
    “There are pirates or criminals which have sealed off that station,” I spoke too loudly, but I was convinced that I was onto something.   
 
      
 
    The other cadets looked at me, and a few nodded.   
 
      
 
    “I have no information about that being the case,” Mister Fisher stated.  “However, I am authorizing you to each take your G1MP sidearms with you.  One hundred and twenty rounds of standard ammunition will also go with each of you.  The mission parameters do not prohibit that, and I think your being armed with lethal force is warranted.”  He looked to Radha, and she just gave a slight nod.  “I would prefer you had body armor, but that requisition was denied.  You will also be taking repair kits, and individual rations to last a week.” 
 
      
 
    The gear was passed out, and the armory’s doors were unsealed and unlocked.  Mister Fisher then handed each of us a portable communication set which consisted of a macroactinide capacitor enhancer.  That device fit inside our backpacks. I was puzzled.   
 
      
 
    “We need eleven of these?” I asked.   
 
      
 
    “You may not need any of those,” Mister Fisher replied. “You may be able to just walk to your target and turn on the equipment.  Or you may have to splice in one or more of these devices to enhance signals.  Or there may be some other issues.  As part of Operation Barnacle, your mission was reviewed by the lattice of compeers.  Structurally, from what is available via the nonphysicality, Oceanography Station 16 is intact.  Yet, the personnel there have not responded to any communications.  The lattice believes, after assessing the situation, that there is a minor mechanical problem somewhere in the corridors leading there. Deck plans, schematics, and other pertinent data are available on your wristwatches. They made the recommendation you each carry a replacement macroactinide capacitor enhancer with you.” 
 
      
 
    I was impressed that the lattice of compeers was involved. That was the highest network of artificial intelligence systems, and one rarely ever heard of it intervening in everyday human affairs.  I was about to ask a question, when someone else jumped in.   
 
      
 
    “What is Operation Barnacle?” Bartlet asked.  “If we are part of this, I want to know the full details.  Has there been sabotage? Are there criminal elements who have destroyed equipment?  Have people been taken hostage?  What is the Marathon Defense Force’s part of the mission?” 
 
      
 
    Mister Fisher looked at her, and gave a small smile.  “Those are all excellent questions.  I would give you the answers, if I had them.  I believe you have the right to know, but unfortunately, I am not privy to anything other than what I have told you.” 
 
      
 
    “So, come with us,” Carol said bluntly. 
 
      
 
    Several of us nodded our agreement with that suggestion.   
 
      
 
    “That I cannot do.  I will drive you to the tube transport hub, and then I must return here.  My superiors have accelerated the training processes, and a new class of sophomores is due to arrive shortly.  The two classes behind you will be advancing upward.  I must remain here at Raven Academy.” 
 
      
 
    “What happens to us after we make these repairs?” Matkaja asked.  “Where do we go?” 
 
      
 
    “You will receive further orders via your wristwatches.  I know it sounds nebulous and vague.  I would not issue commands in this manner, but from what I understand, Operation Barnacle should set everything right.” Mister Fisher removed his hat and ran a hand through his hair.  He took a deep breath, and then blew it out slowly.  “Scuttlebutt says that perhaps in the near future, this whole thing might be cleared up.  It is conceivable that you may be released and allowed to return home.  I honestly, am not sure.  I wish I knew more.” 
 
      
 
    Yes, he actually said he thought we might be able to just return home after Operation Barnacle.  That cruel Lieutenant Adams had seemed really confident about Operation Barnacle as well.  Back then, I believed it was a possibility too.   
 
      
 
    Well, we marched down into the garage and Mister Fisher loaded us into a truck.  He drove and the rest of us rode in the open back, facing each other.  I buckled into my part of that bench seat, and just thought how odd it seemed, and how different I was, from when he had brought me there alone.  In some ways, it felt like I had been in training forever, but it also felt like only a few days or weeks.   
 
      
 
    He drove up the ramp and out of the underground garage.  Sitting in that truck, it hit me that I would be leaving Kansas.  I had not really thought about it much before then.  I would be going to a whole different biological habitat.  It seemed strange and surreal.  I watched the trees, and the grounds, and while several birds did fly over, none of them were ravens.  We passed under the large plank sign, and we on our way. 
 
      
 
    “So, Kulm was right,” Timofei said. “We are just glorified repairmen.” 
 
      
 
    “I am not sure,” Carol replied.  She patted her gimp in its holster.  “No repair mechanic I know carries a sidearm.” 
 
      
 
    The others bantered back and forth, and as usual Bartlet and Pilliroog sat next to each other.  We did not head back to the town of Colby, nor did we go to the other town of Olathe.  Instead, we got away from the forested area, and onto a main road.  That took us away from the center of Kansas and toward the sidewall.  That immense wall stretched straight up.  I knew in my mind that it was not really straight up, as I had done the mathematics computing the habitat’s arches and angles.  But from my perspective in the back of that truck, seeing that sidewall, it looked like it stretched up until it became the sky.  The light from the sky tube felt good on my head and the air had a tang of various junipers and some of the rarer aroma of Aztec Pearl. 
 
      
 
    Crossing several bridges, the road cut through another forested area and led right to an egress point in the sidewall.  I had never been that close to the edge of the habitat. It felt intimidated, and elated at the same time.   
 
      
 
    “Your wristwatches have been given the proper access codes to accept and assist you on your mission.  You also have communication links to the Marathon Defense Forces, however, use those only, I repeat, only in an emergency situation.  You are the militia, and while you are part of this Operation Barnacle, I advise you to keep a low profile,” Mister Fisher said as he stopped the truck.  “You are now leaving Kansas, and I salute you for your fine work.” 
 
      
 
    We piled out of the truck, carrying our supplies, which were strapped onto our belts, or in our backpacks.  As we walked toward the egress point, Mister Fisher snapped to a rigid stand and did give us a formal salute.   
 
      
 
    I felt embarrassed.   
 
      
 
    Bartlet grabbed Mister Fisher and gave him a hug.  Several others also touched him, and commented to him.  I wish I had done something, but I just walked on by.  I kept thinking about Marie, and I just held that anger inside. I directed it against Mister Fisher, and I was wrong. Right now, as I relate that, it all seems so petty and trivial.  Mister Fisher deserved better. 
 
      
 
    I looked away from Mister Fisher, and read the warning labels on the door.  “BEWARE: ANIMALS ARE NOT ALLOWED OUTSIDE OF THE BIOME,” was written in bright lettering across the door. “AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY,” was also written there, and also, “ONLY YOU CAN PREVENT CROSS-HABITAT CONTAMINATION.”  At the bottom of the warning sign the last line stated, but in much smaller lettering, “Air pressurization used to keep insects in.”  As I read all that, I was thankful it was not a GAGS which I was approaching.    
 
      
 
    I looked at my wristwatch as I walked up to that pressure door which was set into the permalloy of the side wall.  Some colors flashed on my wristwatch, and those were reflected on the nine-section color control pad.  The door opened, sliding back into the wall pocket.  A gentle breeze of air was pushing at me from the doorway.     
 
      
 
    Inside, I could see that there was a square chamber, roughly ten along each side.  I stepped in. Other pressure doors were on each of the three sides of the chamber.  On each of them was stenciled, “NO ANIMALS ARE ALLOWED IN THE SHELL.  THIS DOOR SHOULD NOT BE OPENED WHILE THE BIOME DOOR IS OPEN.  KEEP YOUR HABITAT SECURE.” 
 
      
 
    My wristwatch indicated the direction I was to go, but I also looked back and saw the others were finishing with Mister Fisher.   
 
        
 
    Finally, all eleven of us were inside that chamber.  The biome door shut, and Bartlet then pointed.  “The transport terminal hub is this way.”  She then tapped in a sequence on the appropriate door, and we all followed her down a corridor.  
 
      
 
    I was inside the shell for the first time.  I guess, maybe the levels beneath the lodge at Raven Academy were officially part of the shell, but I still felt like crossing that threshold was significant.  Perhaps, it was more that I was out of Kansas?  As I was thinking that, Brett said, “We are not in Kansas anymore.” 
 
      
 
    Several people groaned at his attempted humor, but the fact was true.  We were all on an adventure away from home.  Much later, someone told me that Brett had been quoting some ancient fairytale, but it was not familiar to me. 
 
      
 
    The transport terminal was very much like the simulator we trained on.  Except for our simulator had only two hatches, while this terminal had eight.  Otherwise the equipment, the controls, the indicator lights, and the feeling was exactly the same.  The round hatches, which sealed down the transport tube’s system were all locked and in place.     
 
      
 
    Bartlet walked up to the nearest hatch.   
 
      
 
    “Welcome!” a mechanical voice stated.  “I am Phil-4 and will be overseeing your journey.  Advance seating has been arranged for your group.  Please enter the transport tube vehicle.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” I replied.   
 
      
 
    Kulm nudged me in the ribs.  “You do not get extra points for being polite to an artificial intelligence system, even a minor one like Phil-4.” 
 
      
 
    “How many AIs have you spoken to?” I asked him.   
 
      
 
    “About the same number as you, something like fifty,” Kulm replied with a broad smile. 
 
      
 
    “How many in real life?” I asked. “Not the simulated ones in training.” 
 
      
 
    “Counting Phil-4 here?” Kulm asked and then answered, “One.”   
 
      
 
    We all entered the tube vehicle.  It was just like in the simulations.  It was a windowless vehicle to traverse the enclosed tube system of the Marathon.  It had two rows of seats, which faced each other, at the back, and two pilot seats at the front.  The cockpit had a display screen and some manual controls which I did not expect anyone to use.  Of course, Bartlet and Pilliroog took the two pilot seats, even though none of us would be piloting the vehicle. The rest of us sat down in the rows along the sides.  I dropped my backpack, sat down, and strapped myself in.  
 
      
 
    The mechanical voice came on again, “Please secure all loose items, and buckle your safety belts.  Your destination was to be Oceanography Station 16.  Unfortunately, there is a malfunction, of unknown origin, and communication has been lost with Oceanography Station 16.  Instead, you will be transported to the functional hub which is nearest that location.” 
 
      
 
    Brett was looking at his wristwatch.  “Hey, we have a display tracker here.  We can watch our progress on our watches.” 
 
      
 
    There were several groans about his attempt at humor, but I looked at my own wristwatch and saw the new information which was being received. Submenus and additional connections were now active.  
 
      
 
    “Phil-4?  Would you please elaborate on the nature of the malfunction?” I asked.  
 
      
 
    Before the AI could respond, Matkaja interjected, “Phil-4 is a subsidiary system to the artificial intelligence system Philippides.  That is one of the Marathon’s primary AIs, and the one which oversees all transportation systems.  Phil-4, here, will not have significant diagnostics.  You should be directing your questions to Diodorus of Machine Maintenance, or some of that systems subsidiary AIs, the Dio series.” 
 
      
 
    “Cadet Matkaja is correct, in so far as she goes,” Phil-4 replied with its mechanical voice.  “I am indeed a subsidiary system of Philippides.  However, we are all linked together via the nonphysicality.”  Then the Phil-4 system took on a condescending tone.  “That means we are all interconnected.  The subsidiary artificial intelligences do report to the primaries, but we are not limited to only that.  We have cross linkages and couplings.  That is in the basic fabric of the nonphysicality.  Therefore, when I stated that there was a malfunction of unknown origin, that was a comprehensive report.  It was not due to my individual reporting.  Nor was it due to my specialization and my inherent limitations, but rather it was a report which was approved by the lattice of compeers from all the available information.  That did include all twenty of the Dio series artificial intelligence systems which do report to the primary artificial intelligence system Diodorus of Machine Maintenance.  May I help you in any other subjects? Or should we progress to the destination?” 
 
      
 
    “Wow! Told off by a subsidiary AI.  Maybe it will teach you basic quantum mechanics or some other rudimentary area?” Timofei chortled.  It was much funnier to him, than to me.  “Maybe you should just ask for executive level access to the lattice?  Get all your answers there!” 
 
      
 
    Phil-4 replied, “I meant no disrespect to Cadet Kalju.  However, executive level access is not for cadets.  You have been granted the appropriate clearances for cadets of the militia. We are now departing.  Our destination is the nearest functional transport hub to Oceanography Station 16.  Please remain seated while in transit.” 
 
      
 
    “Foreigner, here we come!” Carol said.   
 
      
 
    Phil-4 then went on to lecture Carol about her calling that habitat by its common name and not the official designation.  I still cannot recall the official nomenclatures for any habitats, oh well.  While that vehicle carried us along, the others were arguing the merits of common names, as opposed to official names.  I know someone brought up our gimps and how that was easier to say than calling the sidearms a RSW Model G1MP, all the time. 
 
      
 
    Here I was on an adventure, and all I saw were the people I knew from the academy, inside a vehicle which looked just like the simulators.  I wished we had a window so I could see outside on my very first trip away from Kansas.     
 
      
 
    So, instead of gawking at scenic vistas, I kept thinking about our mission.  Something had gone wrong, somewhere.  It was unknown to the artificial intelligence system, well, at least the only AI with which I had ever spoken.  “Did Phil-4 actually have access to all the information?” I wondered. Apparently, that malfunction was of such low priority that we were sent.  So, it was not important enough for the Marathon Defense Forces, but it was not insignificant, lest no one would have been sent.  Then it hit me.  So, I asked myself, “Where were last year’s senior class members?  Where was the class the year before that?  Maybe they were all part of that Operation Barnacle?  Or could this all be an elaborate training exercise in the real world? Had we moved beyond the simulators, and needed actual experiences?  If we thought it was a real mission, we would act differently than if we knew it was training, right?” 
 
      
 
    Oh, how my mind spun like carousel.       
 
      
 
    Upon arrival at the hub, we unloaded, and on the way out, I said, “Thank you Phil-4.” 
 
      
 
    “There is no need to flatter the AIs!” Brett teased me.   
 
      
 
    “There is also no call to be rude, or ungrateful,” Matkaja surprisingly defended me. 
 
      
 
    “Do we make progress reports?” Brett asked.   
 
      
 
    “Mister Fisher said to maintain a low profile, and that is what we will do,” Bartlet replied. “Besides, we do not need any help to complete this mission.”  
 
      
 
    The hub was smaller than the one we had left, with only two docking hatches.  Bartlet had us check all the operations at that hub, and everything was functional.  She had us review our weapons, and our supplies.  Then we left that hub and heading down the corridor which would lead us to Oceanography Station 16. 
 
      
 
    Stepping out, I expected to see some totally different place.  It was disappointing.  I expected the shell of a whole different habitat, Foreigner, to look different.  But it looked pretty much like the garage and lower levels under the Raven Academy.  That made me think it really was just an elaborate training exercise.  Oh, how wrong I was.   
 
      
 
    Bartlet assigned Kulm and Radha to take the point positon, and Matkaja and I were assigned to trail along behind.  All of our wristwatches displayed the same information, meaning, where the malfunction was located.  As we walked along, I reviewed some of the deck plans for the area.  I knew we were under the aquatic portions of Foreigner.  Well, in Foreigner it was hard to not be under the aquatic portions, as it was composed of almost all water.  Foreigner, like Styx, was where vast amounts of water were kept.  Of Foreigner’s roughly thirteen hundred square kilometers of surface space, about a thousand were open water.  The rest was divided between the eight islands spread across that sea.  I know, it was not a sea like the Earth had prior to the 90 Hour War, but it was huge anyway.  Thinking about all that water, I involuntarily looked up.  As if somehow I could visualize that vast volume of water located over my head. The ceiling was just a ceiling, even though I knew somewhere up there was all that water.  As I thought about that, I realized I was mistaken.  I double checked my deck plans, and then remembered that we were on the unique subsurface level which traversed between the biome’s sea—above—and the water reservoir which was at gravitational bottom of the habitat.  So, I looked down, and saw only the floor, but knew there was a large reservoir of water, about two kilometers deep, beneath me, while the biome’s sea was about six kilometers thick above me.  I felt surrounded by water, knowing all that was there, and yet it looked just like a corridor under the lodge back in Kansas.  I really had wanted to see that other biome.  Being born a habitat dweller, a term I now understood a bit better, would always make me want to see natural stuff, and not the shell which surrounded the biomes.      
 
      
 
    “Keep alert for any dangers,” Bartlet called out.  “Do not bunch up.  We do not know what caused these malfunctions.  Nor do we know what might be down here.” 
 
      
 
    “Broken equipment?” I suggested.  That elicited some chuckles.  “Could this all be just some elaborate training exercise?  Like some fieldtrip testing?” 
 
      
 
    “You think so?” Timofei asked.  “I wondered about that.” 
 
      
 
    Bartlet’s tone was sharp.  “Do not diminish or mock this!  It is not a simulator, and remember, we have loaded weapons.  We are not carrying training handguns.  We have a mission to do, and we should do it right.” 
 
      
 
    I felt chastised, and rightly so.  I remembered Radha getting shot, and the killing of Marie, and mentally beat myself for not being more serious.  We walked onward, but the doors we tried, and the consoles we opened up all seemed perfectly functional.  Not even a flickering light anywhere.   
 
      
 
    Kulm and Radha stopped at an intersection where a bulkhead door was sealed.  We all halted where we were, without closing ranks.  I keep looking ahead and watched for what to do next.  Kulm and Radha were carefully examining the bulkhead door.  I checked my own wristwatch, and adjusted it to display more of the area.  I could see from my own readings, that we should be taking the left-hand corridor in order to get to Oceanography Station 16. 
 
      
 
    “This door is on backup power,” Kulm called out.  “I am trying to trace where the primary power was cut off, but it looks strange.” 
 
      
 
    Hearing Kulm say an energy or power system “looks strange” caught my attention.  He knew those things very well, and he should be able to identify the problem easily.  I could see he was taking apart a panel on the wall near the door to get a better assessment.  Radha was standing over him, alert and watchful. 
 
      
 
    “The whole corridor behind this bulkhead door is flooded,” Kulm called back.  “Some kind of polluted water.  Strange mix of contaminants.”   
 
      
 
    “Maintain position where you are everyone,” Bartlet commanded.  She flipped her head around and her blond ponytail swished from side to side.  She still looked like the teenager she was, but her command presence was shown in her voice.  “Can you repair it?” 
 
      
 
    Kulm looked over the panel and then popped open another one.  “That is the strange part.  Outside in the sea the pressure is roughly 1.08 × 108.  In the corridor here, it should be about that same pressure, if it was leaking in from the sea.  But from what I can measure, in the corridor, that junk is under much less pressure.  Check it out.” 
 
      
 
    I checked by wristwatch and compared the readings he was feeding to us through those links. 
 
      
 
    Kulm went on, “So, it must be from a water supply line or something.  Maybe a waste or sewage system ruptured near here?”   
 
      
 
    “What about water from the reservoir?” I called out.  “Could it come up from there?” 
 
      
 
    “Huh? That is all sealed, baffled, and secure,” Brett added.  “Well, it should be anyway.  How would that water reserve get from down there to up here?  Reservoir water is treated, stored, and then used as needed and the cycle starts over.  Besides, it is stored at typical pressures throughout the whole reservoir.”   
 
      
 
    A couple other people made some other suggestions, about possibilities, but I could only see three sources for the flooding: the biome’s sea water coming down from above, the sterile water of the reservoir bubbling up from below, or some plumbing or sewer system leaking.  
 
      
 
    Radha called out, “I set up macroactinide capacitor enhancer to link to that station.”  While Kulm had been assessing the corridor, she had rerouted some of the utilities and spliced in the supplementary module.    
 
      
 
    Kulm looked again at his diagnostic equipment.  “Great job Radha! I can run some more scans, but I think no matter where it originated, if I pump it out, it must go into some holding cell or tank.  That gunk must not go into the biome, or the reservoir.  It is toxic sludge.  Um… that is just too weird.” 
 
      
 
    I was adjusting the feed on my wristwatch, getting some new information.   
 
      
 
    Matkaja joked, “So, we do all that swimming and training in water only to come here to fix a sewer leak?  It does look like all the corridors, well, the three I have on the deck plans, all seem to be flooded in the same way.  Could be just a big, but random leak.” 
 
      
 
    Carol added, “Really?  Seems too targeted.  Since Radha connected in that link, I can see that those corridors are full of fluids, but the station looks intact and air pressurized.  It is too precise to be accidental.” 
 
      
 
    Radha replied, “Still no response to messages I am sending.” 
 
      
 
    “I found a way to pump out the one corridor and drain that… foul water.  I can shove it into a tertiary sewer holding tank which right now is empty.  Just enough to open that one corridor.  I think, well, maybe, the corridors filled from some ruptured sewer, but I cannot see where that was.  I do not see anywhere large enough to shunt all that foul gunk.  I can clear only a single passage, I think.  I have to use the return air ducts to channel the foul water.”  Kulm adjusted a few controls item and then shut the panel.  “The pumps are running.  It should be clear in about ten minutes, but I am not sure where the junk came from, or how fast it might refill.  I also set the air filters at maximum to clean and scrub what we will be breathing in there.  Pneumatics can fight hydraulics, but poorly.  Where did that sludge come from?  The air pressure, and hydraulic pumps will help force the sludge out, but it will be a short-term fix.  Air recycling must happen in there, but the return air vents are worthless now.  Major repairs needed. Way beyond what we can do here.” 
 
      
 
    “Listen!” Bartlet called out. “This seems to be some kind of mechanical breakdown, but was it accidental or deliberate?  I agree it looks too targeted to just be an accident, so, spread out and check every readout and link in this area.  If this was deliberate sabotage, and not just an accidental mechanical failure we need to know.  And where are the automacubes which should be automatically repairing this stuff?”  
 
      
 
    “Why would anyone cause flooding with filth?” Brett asked.   
 
      
 
    “A toilet pirate?” Pilliroog laughed, but no one else did.  
 
      
 
    I walked over to the nearest door and saw that it was still fully functional, and still connected into the nonphysicality.  I moved about a meter along to the next junction point, and reassessed.  That was where I ran into the first traces of the fractured nonphysicality.     
 
      
 
    “The corridor is now about half empty,” Kulm announced.   
 
      
 
    Suddenly, the bulkhead door he was standing near, shook.  He jumped back.  Then that door slid partially open. A waist-high surge of water came pouring out from the dark corridor.  The fluids were not much lighter in color than the dark space above.  Kulm nimbly jumped back and away, as did Radha, keeping out of the pouring torrent of brownish colored, soupy fluids.  Sparks shot out from where Radha had been working on the communication equipment.   
 
      
 
    Even back a distance from that spilling of fluids, I could smell the acrid air that was also wafting into the corridor.  My eyes stung.  It gave me a sort-of metallic taste in my mouth, and burned my nostrils. The others were running toward me, fleeing the muck pouring in. From where I stood I could see that the fluids were not going to reach me as they were spreading about the deck on my side of the door.  As the liquids poured in, the level was visibly dropping beyond the door, while pooling and flowing into the new corridor.  I had not realized until then that the corridor I was in had a slight slope to it.  I was somewhat uphill from the bulkhead door, and was thankful for that angle.  The gunk was a rotten mess.    
 
      
 
    I coughed from the putrid air.  
 
      
 
    Something was moving in the darkness beyond the bulkhead door, and it was more than the waters.  Flashes of light jumbled around.  My first thought was that I was seeing people in spacesuits.  For two figures were wading along with the flowing muck of water as it came into the corridor.  The bulkhead door was jammed about half-way open, and that was not quite enough space for the figures to both move through together.  Their shadowy forms were big and bulky, and jostled for position.  Finally, one turned sideways, and stepped through the doorway, as the water was slowing down.  Then I realized they were not spacesuits. 
 
      
 
    I never thought to draw my gimp, but others had.  I glanced around and saw that Radha and Timofei were aimed right at the figures.  Knowing they were my teammates, I drew out my weapon, but I was unsure why, except it was a reflex.    
 
      
 
    As I looked back, it was apparent that two people were wearing standard issue, Marine Pressure Suits, which in training we called MPSs.  Each MPS was white and silver colored and carried its own propulsion system for underwater use, magnetic boots for walking on surfaces, multiple tool compartments, and internal air recyclers.  Twice in simulations we had used those. They were self-contained with atmospheric pressures inside which were normal.  They were strong enough to resist any external aquatic pressures found on the Marathon.   
 
      
 
    For some reason, I thought of Captain Nemo’s crew and their submarine.  The MPS was sort-of a one-person submersible system, which had an roughly anthropomorphic form.  Whoever was inside those MPSs were moving out from that formerly flooded corridor.  The elaborate pressure joints of the MPSs allowed for articulation water or out of water.  They were amphibious.  The suit looked sort-of like a person surrounded in large, padded, bubbles, or like comfortable pillows had been wrapped around someone.  The snack food marshmallows came to my mind.  Unlike the real spacesuits, the MPSs could not function in vacuum, and did not have a full bubble helmet.  Rather, the MPS had a flat, clear permalloy faceplate in the front.  Inside, the wearer had heads-up displays which showed the surrounding area, even though their window to the world was small.  I could see that the first person was a man, and the next was a woman.   
 
      
 
    “Halt!” Bartlet commanded, and spoke into her wristwatch.  She too had drawn out her gimp and was aiming it at the people in their MPSs.   
 
      
 
    Radha adjusted her wristwatch, and then I heard their responses.   
 
      
 
    “…. here.  We have been trying to escape from the station,” a male voice said from Radha’s wristwatch speaker.  “We have essential information!” 
 
      
 
    I had not thought of the fact that being in a Marine Pressure Suit, the people would need to use some kind of communication to speak to us.  Where was my mind?  But Radha had anticipated that.  She gestured to Bartlet who understood.   
 
      
 
    “Step away from the bulkhead door and make no sudden movements,” Bartlet commanded, and did so again by speaking right into her wristwatch.  Her words were transmitted to the people.   
 
      
 
    “Children with guns?” a woman’s voice came from several of our wristwatches as we adjusted to the frequency Radha had established. 
 
      
 
    “You are not the defense force?” the man said.  He had his hands raised up over his head in the universal signal of surrender.  “We must speak to some adult.”   
 
      
 
    “Is anyone else in that station?” Bartlet asked.  Her weapon did not waver.   
 
      
 
    “No, we are the only survivors,” the woman replied.   
 
      
 
    “Everyone stay away from that water!  Kulm, get that door closed, but keep away from that poisonous goo.  Get this place filtered!” Bartlet commanded.  She had one hand over her nose, and the other was firmly aiming the gimp.     
 
      
 
    Kulm replied, “I am on it.”  He remotely sent a signal and the bulkhead door jiggled, rocked, and then, with a grinding noise slid shut.  The pool of gunk was about a half-dozen centimeters deep and about ten meters long in the corridor.  It was draining away, to somewhere.  As it flowed out, it left slimy, shimmery, stains on whatever it had touched.  “Pumps in here will drain this gunk away too.  Air refreshers at maximum.” 
 
      
 
    “Where are your supervisors?” the man barked.  His attempted intimidation sounded weak and tiny coming through the speakers on my wristwatch.  I know he intended it to sound tough and assertive, but it did not.   
 
      
 
    “We are assessing this situation.  I do not know who you are, but make no aggressive moves,” Bartlet replied.  “Step out of that reeking water, and shed the suits.  No games or tricks.  Then we will talk more.” 
 
      
 
    “What?” The man argued.  “Now listen to me little girl…” 
 
      
 
    “Shut up, and do as you are told!” Bartlet commanded.  “I will apologize later, if I need to, but for now, until I know who is who, you will obey us.”   
 
      
 
    Bartlet and the others kept their gimps aimed.  I guess I did too.    
 
      
 
    The man and woman followed her instructions, but the man grumbled a bunch about what was happening.  As they stripped out of the MPSs, I got a better look at them.  They were both in later middle age, about sixty or so.  Neither was very fit looking, but were wrinkly, overweight, and flabby.  He was mostly bald, with a ring of grayish scraggily hair around the edge of his head.  Her gray hair was short and in a rough bob cut.  They were careful as they shed the suits, and made sure not to touch the outsides which had been in contact with the foul waters.  The suits remained upright, with their centers gaping open, like a clam set on its side. 
 
      
 
    “Now, will you let us speak to your supervisors or chaperones?” the man demanded.  He had stepped completely out of the suit, standing in a dry part of the floor, and was holding a conservation slate.  He had only a loose shirt, shorts, and shoes on.   
 
      
 
    “We will move out of this area to a more secure, and less stinky location,” Bartlet stated. “We have no idea what caused the flooding here, and you will be debriefed.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, he needs to keep his briefs on,” Brett said.  “Please have him keep his briefs on.”   
 
      
 
    The others laughed, but I was not sure it was so funny.   
 
      
 
    “Why do you children have guns?” the man demanded.   
 
      
 
    “Earle, stop being obnoxious!” the woman said.  She too was holding a conservation slate, and was only wearing a floppy shirt, shorts, and shoes.  I saw they were very careful not to step in the muck which had spilled into the corridor.   
 
      
 
    “There is a storage room over here,” Matkaja called out.  “Some crates which we can use as chairs.  It is behind a pressure door, and has a back exit.  I am not sure I trust those bulkheads to keep back that filth.  If it came from the sea, the water pressure will be immense.” 
 
      
 
    “Very good!” Bartlet stated.  With her gimp still aimed at the older couple, she motioned.  “Go to that room and we will figure out what is happening here.” 
 
      
 
    “How dare children order me around?  I have never been treated in such a manner,” Earle stated, but he did move in the dictated direction.  “Sylvia, these toy soldier should not even be here.” 
 
      
 
    I was unsure what to do, but I followed Bartlet’s lead.  That was when I realized I had responded very differently in this real-life situation than I had in all the simulations.  In the simulations, I had not hesitated so much, if at all.  Yet, here I was second guessing everything that was happening.  The simulations had seemed so life-like and realistic, but during those I realized that simulations were just decorative games, while reality was far more complex and nuanced.   
 
      
 
    “We really must speak to some adults!” the woman was emphatic.  “Connect us through.” 
 
      
 
    “Making connections is part of our plan, but first I will find out what is happening.  As soon as we get some space between us and that gunk, we will talk more.  Now move!” Bartlet snapped.   
 
      
 
    The two went into the storage room, and the rest of us followed.   
 
      
 
    “Keep an eye on the corridor.  If that bulkhead door opens, or someone else comes, let us know,” Bartlet commanded me.  “Be ready to shut this door if that foul mess starts getting in here.”   
 
      
 
    “Understood.” I positioned myself at the doorway.  I could still hear all that was happening, but could also see down the corridor.  The pool of water was nearly gone now, but the slimy, shimmering residue remained on the floor, and on the discarded Marine Pressure Suits.  I was thinking about how those MPSs could be cleaned up and reused when the two older people began again demanding to be connected to someone else.   
 
      
 
    “We must talk to an adult!” the man screamed.  “Why are you so obstinate and insolent?” 
 
      
 
    “Insults will not get you my cooperation,” Bartlet calmly replied.  “Although how you can be so aggressive toward us, when we are armed and you are not, is rather amusing.  So, first, tell us your names and what is happening here.  I am Bartlet, and I am leading this squad of the militia.” 
 
      
 
    “Things are beyond your grasp, little girl.  I demand that we talk to someone appropriate!  Your game playing here must…”   
 
      
 
    The woman interrupted him, “I am Sylvia, and this is Earle. We are oceanographers.  We live and work in Foreigner. Station 16 was cut off, and so I thank you.  When we saw that the toxins were receding in that corridor, we thought we could make it across to where it had not yet flooded.” 
 
      
 
    “You said something about being the only survivors.  What happened?” Bartlet asked.  “What is with that toxic sludge surrounded that station?” 
 
      
 
    “It came about two, maybe three weeks ago, and we lost all communications,” Sylvia stated.  “The rest of our team died when the first corrido flooded.  Only the two of us were left alive.” 
 
      
 
    “And the dogs,” Earle added with a shrug.     
 
      
 
    “Dogs?” I called out.   
 
      
 
    “We use dogs as test subjects on some of our experiments,” Earle responded. “Important scientific work, beyond the scope of your children.” 
 
      
 
    “I am getting those dogs!” I yelled and slipped off my backpack.  I rushed down the corridor.   
 
      
 
    “Kalju, wait!” Bartlet called after me.  
 
      
 
    I ran down to where the MPSs were slumped in the corridor.  The smell was bad, but I stepped into the man’s suit.  As I expected, it self-adjusted to my size.  As I sealed it up, I activated its power system.  It had only nineteen percent charge on it lufi amalgam batteries.   
 
      
 
    A voice came over the speakers in the suit.  It was Kulm.  “Kalju, I will open the door for you, but be quick.  I doubt that corridor will stay empty for long.  How will you bring those dogs back?” 
 
      
 
    “Huh?” 
 
      
 
    “Use the other suit,” Radha advised.  “Put it in slave mode, and it will follow you.” 
 
      
 
    Bartlet’s voice cut in.  “Kalju, go check it out, but be careful.  I will finish with these two illustrious scientists.  Record everything you can.” 
 
      
 
    I accessed some of the controls from inside the MPS.  I linked it up to the other MPS, and as Radha had reminded me, I put it in slave mode.  I could smell the man who had been in that MPS before, and his sweaty, body odor was in its own way as bad as the smells from the polluted fluids.  For a moment, I wished I had chosen the woman’s suit.  Maybe it would smell better?  I flipped the filters to maximum, and a subsequent hum began.    
 
      
 
    “The door will open now,” Kulm said. “I will remotely go with you; the others can handle these science clowns.”   
 
      
 
    The bulkhead door did slide open, and the passageway beyond was clear.  It sloped upward at a steeper angle than I expected.  That explained some of the motions of the fluids which had come out before.  The lights from the MPS lit up the corridor and I saw it was only about twenty meters long.  The side walls were all shimmery and oily looking from the residue of the waters. Mechanical and utility works were melted away at various places, and some of the exposed wiring already looked rusted or corroded. 
 
      
 
    “Kulm, are you seeing this?  That sludge was eating away at the services and utilities in here.  No wonder we could not make connections,” I said.   
 
      
 
    “Right,” Kulm replied. “I am only reading you now because we put two more of our macroactinide capacitor enhancers together and I am beaming you a tight signal.  Be ready to haul your butt out of there fast.”    
 
      
 
    The other MPS trotted behind me, moving in its own mechanical and clumsy manner.  As I checked the slave unit, it had twenty seven percent power.  Again, I wished I had chosen that suit.   
 
      
 
    The next bulkhead door responded to Kulm’s remote command, but it did not open all the way.  It only made it about two thirds open, and then jammed shut.  I moved inside.   
 
      
 
    Oceanography Station 16 was a mess.  Those two scientists were not at all neat or tidy people.  Trash was covering tables, chairs, and workbenches.  Display screens we on and they showed various images from places in Foreigner’s seas.  Some were deep and dark, and others were closer to the surface where the sky tube’s light lit up the waters.   
 
      
 
    “Ask those people where the dogs are,” I sent out.   
 
      
 
    Kulm replied, “There is a testing lab in the backroom, with cages.  Our new friend, Earle, here says you are wasting your time.  He says the dogs are just animals, but I am with you Kalju.  Please bring them back.”   
 
      
 
    I could almost hear him say, Marie, when he spoke.  Maybe I just made that up out of my active imagination, but I doubt it.  I slipped out of my MPS, set it to power-down to save energy.  The slave unit was parked next to mine. At least it was still following instructions.  I flipped it to power-down as well.    
 
      
 
    The station was cold, and had a stale odor of old food and urine. I began opening the few doors that which connected to that main area.  The bulkhead doors refused to open, and I assumed the corridors behind them were flooded.  One pressure door opened and revealed a tube transport hub.  Both the hatches were flashing warning messages in brilliant red color.  I assumed those sections of the tube system were flooded with the foul waters.  My thoughts briefly wandered to how anyone would ever be able to clean that out.  Maybe by making an opening to space and allowing the whole system to be depressurized by vacuum, but that seemed extreme.     
 
      
 
    In the back of the station, another pressure door opened to a room with cold, stainless steel fixtures, countertop, and various testing equipment.  Even there, stacks of things were piled on the workspaces.   I did find the cages which held two dogs.  The poor animals looked half-starved, and terrified.  I walked over to the cages, and the first dog rolled onto her side, and showed her belly to me.  She was mostly black, with a gray muzzle and white colored fur on her feet.  I thought of her as Socks.  The other dog was barking at me, acting all tough, but as I extended out my hand to the side of the cage, he sniffed my fingers, then licked them, and wagged his tail.  He was mostly rust colored, and had a dark brown blaze on his face.   
 
      
 
    “Okay, Toughie and Socks.  You two are coming with me.”   
 
      
 
    I opened Socks’ cage and picked her up.  She licked my face.  I walked back to that second MPS and opened its front.  I had to be careful for the outside was still coated in the junk from the foul water.  I could see some deterioration of the exterior mechanisms.  Socks would fit inside, and she only hesitated a bit as she leaped in and curled around.  She looked back at me with her big eyes, and I felt she trusted me.  I sealed up the MPS and as I returned to the other cage, I looked back.  Socks was looking at me from the small viewport of the MPS.  She must have been standing on her hind legs.   
 
      
 
    “Toughie, I am getting you out of here.”   
 
      
 
    As I opened the cage door, Toughie jumped down and ran away for a minute.  I feared he would just flee.  I called out to him, and he hunched his back, and dropped some turds behind him.   
 
      
 
    “Holding it in all that time?  What a good dog.  I doubt you can make this place any more messy anyway.  Your poop will not make it smell any worse, that is for sure.”   
 
      
 
    When Toughie finished, I called to him, and he ran after me.  We went back to the slave MPS, and as I opened it up, again being very careful to avoid touching the exterior, Toughie jumped inside.  He took up the other side of the suit, and licked Socks on her face.  I took out some food supplies I had kept in a pocket and gave each dog a treat.     
 
      
 
    “You are such good dogs.  Why anyone would leave you here, I do not understand.  Dumb bastards.” 
 
      
 
    I resealed the dogs’ MPS, powered it up, and then got back into the one I used.  It now had only five percent energy reserve.  Its power unit should not have been dropping energy as fast as it did, but I figured the gunk on the exterior was ruining the suit.  I was thankful I did not have to wade through anything foul.  The slimy junk on the floor of the slopping corridor would be bad enough. 
 
      
 
    “Kulm, I have the dogs in the slave unit, and we are heading back,” I reported.  There was a lot of static and while Kulm did reply, I was unable to make out his words.   
 
      
 
    I headed back.  The door to the station would not close, no matter what I entered on the color control pad.  I tried calling to Kulm, but the static was so bad, I doubt he heard me.  If he did respond, I heard nothing.  So, I left that door alone.  The slave unit followed me along, but power levels were dropping in both of the MPSs fast.  There were pits developing in the slanted floor of the corridor.  They were ringed by oily rainbows of residue.  It might have been pretty in a different context. All I thought about was that it was corrosive and toxic.    
 
      
 
    Reaching the bulkhead door, which was standing open, I saw that Kulm was up some ways in the corridor.  He was waving frantically, and pointing at his ear.   
 
      
 
    I walked up and out from where the slimy goo had touched the floor.  As I was worried about the dog’s paws, I made sure the deck area was as clear as possible.  When I got there, I shed the MPS just as the power level was flashing a red “Critical” warning in the popup display.   
 
      
 
    “Kalju, we need to go now!” Kulm yelled, as soon as my suit was even partially off.  “The others have already headed out.  More of that toxic mess is coming in from various corridors.  The pressure gradients are too high, and systems are failing.  I have all the pumps working to keep this one clear, but I am not sure how long they will keep going.” 
 
      
 
    “Get the dogs out!” I yelled back, as I shed the MPS. 
 
      
 
    Kulm was already doing that and both Socks and Toughie had leaped out.  They were wagging their tails happily as Kulm squatted down and petted them.  All were careful to stay well away from the stained parts of the floor.   
 
      
 
    “So, what is with this gunky polluted water?” I asked as I grabbed up my backpack.   
 
      
 
    “Nasty stuff. Strange story,” Kulm replied.  “The clowns are liars.”   
 
      
 
    We ran up the corridor, away from the bulkhead door.  The dogs were happily trotting along with us.  The bulkhead door was sputtering and trying to close, but it looked jammed and canted in its frame.  
 
      
 
    “Those two clowns claim to know nothing about where the noxious water originated, but they are liars.  Shifty eyes and avoided answering questions.  We found them some basic jumpsuits, and we will extract them with us, but I do not trust them,” Kulm answered.  “Lying idiots.”  
 
      
 
    “Who would leave a dog to die like that?” I agreed.  
 
      
 
    “I know that is true! That was bad, but they also said something had killed every architeuthis and every mesonychoteuthis hamiltoni in Foreigner’s sea.  They were going to use the dogs as test subjects to find out what did that,” Kulm stated.   
 
      
 
    “Both the giant and colossal squid?  Two whole species extinct?” I asked in wonder. “They should have been monitored closely, and with the suspended animation genomes, any whole species should never have been wiped out.  Proper care of the biome would enhance species viability, not allow any species to die out.  Let alone two similar species.  All dead?”   
 
      
 
    “That is their claim.  I know those clowns are lying.  They claim to have recordings from orca conversations.  Sure, orcas are smart and talkative.  You and I both know that.  People have understood orcas and other sea animals for decades.  But can you believe they are blaming the orcas?  Those nutty scientists said that the orcas are talking about some wild monster.  That monster is flooding the corridors and killing all the squids.  I think these clowns just got really sloppy and messed up their jobs.  I think they botched up and dumped toxins somewhere and are trying to cover it all up.  Making up orca conversations to blame some sea monsters!  Using poor orcas as some support for a fairytale. Nonsense.  Sounds like some of the fiction we read at the academy, only these jokers are trying to pass it off as real.  Must be covering their own crimes. I hope they go to prison,” Kulm replied.  He also tossed the dogs some of his food.  “At least maybe we found out what this was all about.  Some incompetent imbeciles failing their jobs and ruining Foreigner’s ecosystem.  Bad deal, but maybe that was what this was all about.” 
 
      
 
    “So, was Operation Barnacle to restore the giant squid through enhanced cloning or something like that?” I asked.  “Or some massive program to save the sea in Foreigner?  An ecological salvage program?” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe.”  
 
      
 
    The next door was open, and I could see the others up ahead.  They were near the tube transport hub.  The two scientists were at the center of the group, clearly being escorted by the militia. As we passed, that door slammed shut with a resounding clang.   
 
      
 
    “I cannot contact connect with Phil-4.  The manual overrides will not function, as there is flooding in the tube system.  A lot of flooding,” Bartlet stated.  She looked over at me and smiled. “Glad you saved the dogs.” 
 
      
 
    Sylvia and Earle looked at me with disgust.   
 
      
 
    The dogs would not go near them, but were staying close to Kulm and me.   
 
      
 
    “That gunky water was very corrosive and ruining everything it touched,” I said.  “The Marine Pressure Suits barely worked long enough for me to get the dogs out.” 
 
      
 
    “Why do you think we had to wait until someone came for us?” Earle sarcastically said.  “Under normal circumstance we could have used those pressure suits to just swim to the surface and get help.  Now, get us out of here.  I want to talk to some responsible adult.” 
 
      
 
    My hand dropped to my holstered gimp.  “You deliberately left dogs to die.” 
 
      
 
    “So?” Earle snapped back.   
 
      
 
    Bartlet stepped over to him.  “You will shut up, or you will be left behind.  Do you understand me?  We only need one person to make a report.  Maybe not even one, if the records on your slates are complete.” 
 
      
 
    Earle looked incredulous.  His mouth hung open in astonishment. He started to say something, but Sylvia put forth a restraining hand.  She said, “How do we get back?” 
 
      
 
    Matkaja had been reviewing the controls over the portal hatch.  A small display was open showing diagrams and charts.  “Bartlet is right.  This shows some of the tube system is experiencing a ‘malfunction of unknown origin’ which reminds me of what Phil-4 called the problems with reaching that station.  I would agree that more of the tube system is flooded.  Even manual overrides are refusing to operate.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, then we have a long walk,” Bartlet stated matter-of-factly.   
 
      
 
    “What do you mean, a long walk?” Earle whined. “We cannot walk all the way to the surface of Foreigner.”  He clutched his conservation slate to his breast.  “I have essential information.  The captain must hear this!” 
 
      
 
    “About your eavesdropping on the orcas?” Bartlet asked. “Or about how you ruined Oceanography Station 16?  Or what?” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe these two are responsible for all that gunk,” Pilliroog added.    
 
      
 
    The two dogs were cowering near my legs, and I squatted down to caress them and sooth their fears.   
 
      
 
    “It is not for little girls, and brats who are playing army.  Now again I order you to connect me to a responsible adult.” 
 
      
 
    “No.  Nothing you have shown me has convinced me to violate the rules.  We were told to only make contact in an emergency.  Sure, the tube transport is malfunctioning, as it was when we came here.  It is just a more wide-spread problem now.” 
 
      
 
    “Because of the flooding done by the monsters!” Earle screamed at her.   
 
      
 
    “Monster you have not seen, right?” Bartlet asked.   
 
      
 
    “The orcas reported it!” 
 
      
 
    “According to your translation of their sounds.  But have you personally seen this monster?” Bartlet asked. 
 
      
 
    “The orcas are smarter than children playing at adult roles!” 
 
      
 
    I had to hold tightly to the dogs, and they wanted to run away from Earle’s bluster and huffing.  I was getting to the point of wanting to walk over and slap him.      
 
      
 
    “Just answer my question.  With all the technology at Oceanography Station 16, did you ever see, or directly detect this monster?” 
 
      
 
    “No.  However, the orcas are highly intelligent. They have one of the biggest brains among all ocean mammals, weighing up to six or seven kilograms,” Earle sputtered in frustration.  “Oh, why am I lecturing pugnacious children!” 
 
      
 
    “Insulting me, yet again, does not make me want to help you more.  You do realize that, right?” Bartlet asked.  “All I asked was if you had seen one of these monsters you are raving about.  You have scanners, and monitors, and all sorts of equipment.  Using any of that, or all of that, have you seen the monster?” 
 
      
 
    “I have not. I am not a sea dwelling mammal, are you?” Earle spewed out his words. 
 
      
 
    Pilliroog looked ready to explode.     
 
      
 
    Sylvia interrupted.  “I know it sounds fantastic, and bizarre.  I did not believe it at first, but I ran numerous checks on our findings.  None of our equipment is anywhere nearly as sensitive or attuned to the sea as what nature made.  We had that station, a fixed point, to monitor hundreds of cubic kilometers of sea.  Orcas are highly intelligent and supremely aware of their surroundings. They freely roam all of Foreigner’s sea. To them, the sea in Foreigner is not vast like the oceans of Earth were.  The community of orcas in the sea used to be in three separate pods.  But over the last year or two, they have coalesced into a single pod which is highly organized and always alert.  They have been on the defense for a long while now.” 
 
      
 
    “Against what?  You claim they call it a monster, but you have not seen this monster either, right?” Bartlet asked.   
 
      
 
    “No.  I do trust what the orcas have reported.  Their brains are well-endowed with a multitude of memory cells.  Their communication is complex and we do understand what they are saying.  They make at least five types of vocalizations: clicks, whistles, chirps, bubbles, and pulsed calls. They communicate complex messages, sing songs, and share information with each other.  They are talking about the monsters that have come.” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe the orcas are talking about the toxins in the water?” Bartlet asked.  “To them it would be a monstrous thing.  That foul water was sickening.  But that does not mean some biological monster is roaming the sea.”   
 
      
 
    Timofei interjected, “I agree with these scientists that orcas are smart, but how do you know those orcas are not just telling parables?  Warning their young to stay out of the polluted areas?” 
 
      
 
    “I am right in my interpretation!” Earle yelled.   
 
      
 
    “But you claim to not know where the toxins originated?” Bartlet pressed.  “Your job was to monitor the sea, and yet now people are dead, and species are extinct, and you blame some unseen monster?  Maybe the orcas are bored and just telling entertainment stories?  Stories to amuse each other?” 
 
      
 
    “They were talking about the killings of the squid!” Earle screeched. 
 
      
 
    “And you claim they said a monster did it?” Bartlet asked again.  “Could it be a morality tale for their young?  Trying to teach them to avoid the poisons you let in the sea?  Your own people died!  Why?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, bother!  Impertinent girl!  Just obey me and put me in touch with a supervisor, or some other responsible adult.”   
 
      
 
    Bartlet was much more patient with Earle’s insults than I would have been. 
 
      
 
    Earle tried to raise his height up and tower over Bartlet.  He said, “Give her a gun and you make her a tyrant.  Just connect me!” 
 
      
 
    Sylvia again put her hand on Earle’s arm.  She looked at Bartlet.  “Two species of squid are all gone, extinct, and you must take my word for that.  But you saw the flooding and the noxious water.  Please let us call about that.” 
 
      
 
    “Bartlet?  The readings show the tube system is continuing to flood.  I do not know if these two, scientists, are responsible or not.  I suggest we move out.  We are pretty deep in the corridors here, and even with the bulkheads sealed, I am not sure what is causing that flooding,” Matkaja said.  “I am really surprised the emergency containment curtains have not fallen in some of these places, but the readings here are limited.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you.  Lock down every bulkhead door you can, and maximize the pumps and air filtration systems,” Bartlet ordered.  “Then we move out.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, you foolish child.  Just make the connections!” Earle was screaming again.   
 
      
 
    “The flooding is spreading, and I suppose that does constitute an emergency,” Bartlet said with a deep sigh.  She raised her wristwatch and made some adjustments.  “This is Cadet Bartlet with the militia.  Please connect me to the Marathon Defense Force.” 
 
      
 
    Several odd clacks resounded from her wristwatch.  “Unable to connect,” a mechanical reply sounded.  “No available links or couplings.” 
 
      
 
    “That is odd,” Bartlet stated.  “I used the emergency channel.” 
 
      
 
    “You dimwitted and silly child!” Earle cried out.  “You have waited too long!  The information I have must get to someone responsible!  I have much more to analyze from the orca’s songs.  I only scratched the surface of what they were saying.  I cannot believe the captain only sent children to help me.  Children!” 
 
      
 
    “Ready to move out,” Matkaja reported.  “Commander.”   
 
      
 
    “At the next junction, set up a macroactinide capacitor enhancer and I will boost a signal,” Bartlet stated.  “We should report all this.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, so now you think to make a connection, but it is too late.  Such brilliant leadership!” Earle snickered.  “Children with guns, and I am stuck with them in the middle of the worse crisis ever.” 
 
      
 
    Pilliroog’s eyes were bulging in anger, but he restrained himself.   
 
      
 
    Bartlet ignored the comment and gestured for us all to depart.  As we walked along, I accessed my wristwatch and surveyed the deck plans.  There were elevators not too far away.  Being beneath the sea and over the reservoir was a somewhat barren part of foreigner.  The reservoir blocked our passage to the hull sections where the funicular vehicles ran on their tracks.  Being beneath the sea meant that there were only limited access points, beneath the few islands of Foreigner, where we could take elevators up to the biome’s surface.  Most of the compartments around us were used for long-term storage.  I then got the idea to review more about the reservoir as we walked along.  I still kept my eye on the two dogs, but they were happily following Kulm and me.  It was probably because of the food I had given them, but I like to think they liked me.  
 
      
 
    Looking at the deck plans, I saw we were approaching a junction where a causeway intersected with the corridor we were following.  Matkaja and Radha quickly set up two of our remaining macroactinide capacitor enhancers.  They wired them into a section of the wall where a panel allowed access to the ship’s power system.   
 
      
 
    Bartlet directly connected her wristwatch to the first of those mechanisms.  “This is Cadet Bartlet of the militia.  Please secure a connection to the Marathon Defense Force.” 
 
      
 
    Static resounded from her wristwatch, but was then broken up by a lot of strange noises.  Voices were in heated debate about something, but it was hard to make out the words.  Then it cleared for a moment. 
 
      
 
    “…uttles crashed into hull.  No joy on launch!  No joy on launch!” some woman sounded determined, but with an edge of fear.  “Lenore said…” 
 
      
 
    A more distance male voice replied, “Press on! Beat it down!  Beat it down!” 
 
      
 
    “System not respo… ther… anign…en… ore. Now! It is…”  Her voice was lost as static cut in again.   
 
      
 
    Bartlet boosted in the second macroactinide capacitor enhancer and tried again.  “This is Cadet Bartlet, with urgent message for Marathon De…” 
 
      
 
    She was cut off by a different voice.  “Cease transmissions cadet!  Cease immediately on…”   
 
      
 
    More static came on and smothered over the rest of that man’s words.     
 
      
 
    Bartlet reached over and shut down the system. “Take it apart and bring it with us.” 
 
      
 
    “You are not quitting now!” Earle yelled.  “You had them.  You should have told them I was sending a message!  Tell them it was me, you fool!  Why are you such an idiot!” 
 
      
 
    Pilliroog rushed over and pushed Earle up against the wall.  “I am sick of you!  Now, leave her alone or I will break out your teeth!” 
 
      
 
    The man struggled against Pilliroog, and even though he was older and heavier, he could not escape from the teenager’s grasp.  “Get your hands off me boy!  Leave me alone!  Someone has to lead this motley group of children!” 
 
      
 
    Pilliroog grabbed his face in one hand and squeezed his cheeks.  “Call me a child again, and I promise it will be the last thing you say with a full set of teeth!” 
 
      
 
    Earle struggled against him for only a moment, but then locked eyes with him.  They stood there, the taller, heavier, and older man staring at the flushed with rage teenager.  
 
      
 
    I really was not sure what would happen.   
 
      
 
    “Pilliroog, let him go.  I think he got the message this time,” Bartlet said.  “Besides, I got the order to cease transmissions, and we will follow that.” 
 
      
 
    Earle started to say something, but Pilliroog cocked his fist back.  The man refrained from saying anything.  As Pilliroog released him, both dogs barked in approval.   
 
      
 
    Bartlet then said, “Something is happening, and I think it is more than just this weird flooding.  We need to get to a safe base of operations.  The elevators ahead will lead us up to the surface.  From what I can tell, it will be on one of the islands, but not near either the town of,” she looked at her display, “Baltia or Meropis.  Once we reach that island’s surface, or some suitable place in the shell, we can better assess our options.  Anyone, other than our friends Sylvia and Earle, have any ideas?  I am open to suggestions.” 
 
      
 
    “Sounds good to me,” Pilliroog said.  “Just so long as that worm keeps his tongue from flapping some more.” 
 
      
 
    “I think we should make sure to lock down every bulkhead door along the way,” Kulm added.  “If those noxious waters do keep flooding in, it would help to slow that down.” 
 
      
 
    “Good idea, and it will not take much time.  Divide up into teams of two, I will stay here with our two guests.  Follow the deck plans outward from here.  If you run into a flooded section, just secure the nearest doors.  If not, proceed at least three bulkheads away, then return, sealing each one on the way.  If necessary, use the local link for communications, but do not use those command bands or frequencies.” 
 
      
 
    Matkaja grabbed my arm and pulled me with her.  As I was going, I looked at the dogs, and then at Bartlet.   
 
      
 
    “Yes, they can stay with me.”  Bartlet’s smile reassured me.   
 
      
 
    “You are wasting time by…” Earle began to say. 
 
      
 
    Before he could speak any more, Pilliroog slapped his face.  “I warned you.  The next time will be much harder!” 
 
      
 
    Earle’s cheek was bright red from the handprint.  His eyes blazed with anger and hatred, but he remained silent.     
 
      
 
    “Use the command code—blue, blue, blue.  That will be easy to recall if we have to come back this way,” Bartlet commanded.  She had pulled out several packets of food and was offering them to the dogs, she also poured out some water so they could drink.   
 
      
 
    Matkaja and I jogged down a corridor, past a series of doors which looked to be one of the suspended animation repositories, and came to our first bulkhead door.  It was clear beyond it, so we continued onward.   
 
      
 
    “More is happening here than we know,” Matkaja said.  “What did you make of that transmission from the Marathon Defense Forces?” 
 
      
 
    “It was short,” I replied.   
 
      
 
    “They were in trouble,” she stated, “Serious trouble.”   
 
      
 
    We jogged past the second bulkhead door.  It had been standing open, and the corridor beyond was clear.   
 
      
 
    Reaching the third bulkhead door, I knew we had reached the end by the smell.  That dark fluid was so stinky, and the smell was emanating from somewhere.  Matkaja sealed the bulkhead door, without opening it.  We then ran back, sealing and locked each of the other bulkhead doors.  My mind told me that the bulkhead doors should stop any kind of fluids from migrating from one place to another, yet the smells made me think it was all futile.  If odors could get around, then the system was failing in bigger ways than a mere bulkhead door would stop.   
 
      
 
    “The emergency containment curtains will come down if it gets too bad,” Matkaja said.  It was almost as if she was reading my mind.  “Nothing can get through them. But what was happening on that transmission?  What had failed at launch?  Did they say shuttles had crashed?  Where would they be using shuttles?” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe up in the biome?  The runabout models can be flown in a biome,” I replied.   
 
      
 
    We locked and sealed the next door and returned to the junction where Bartlet was waiting.  Earle’s face had almost returned to normal color, but his attitude was still terrible.  I wanted to walk over and slap the scowl off his face, but then I saw that Pilliroog was coming back from another hallway where he had gone with Jane.   
 
      
 
    We all made our reports, and I filed the information into my wristwatch and had it display the flooded and locked areas on the updated deck plans.  From what I could tell, the level we were on was part of a circular region which had not yet flooded.   
 
      
 
    “So, now we head up to the surface,” Bartlet commanded. 
 
      
 
    We walked to the location of the elevator bank, the dogs followed Kulm and me closely.  I guess we were their new best friends.  They still stayed wary of Sylvia and Earle.  The elevator bank had three hand shaped symbols glowing in blue.  We activated one of them, and the car was already there waiting.  Our group fit in, but the dogs were hesitant.  I squatted down and comforted them by rubbing their backs.   
 
      
 
    The ascent up to the surface took a while, as we were deep below Foreigner’s biome’s surface.  The only place lower would have been the access tunnels around the reservoir, and the places in the shell.  Although, the places in the shell would have had gravity manipulation applied to them, so that they would not feel like the bottom.  The entire shell was that way.  Heading out toward the hull always felt up, and heading in toward the biome felt down.  That was why the GAGS were needed, so that people who moved from place to place could reorient themselves.  Anyway, that was some of what I considered as I stroked and petted the dogs in that elevator.  I was also somewhat excited that I was finally going to be able to see a different new biome.   
 
      
 
    The elevator opened up, and the light from the sky tube was dim.  Nighttime was falling.  A cool breeze struck my face as I looked out.  It was about ten degrees or so, not below freezing, but a bit chillier than I expected.  I could smell something, which was not unpleasant.   
 
      
 
    “Well, we are on the surface anyway,” Earle said gruffly.  He pushed past us and went out of the elevator.   
 
      
 
    Sylvia followed him.  “We can access one of the public terminals and upload our findings.” 
 
      
 
    They were walking away, down a winding gravel pathway.  The sea was visible in the near distance, and greenery covered the ground down to where the rocky coastline met the waves of the sea.  The water was louder than I expected, as the waves washed onto those gray rocks.  The dogs bounded away from me, and began sniffing the ground all around.  A few buildings were scattered about along the gravel pathway.  One was red and another was white.  I stepped out and saw that the building where the elevator had opened was a permalloy structure barely big enough to house the elevator car.  Above the open door was an inscription.  “Maintenance Elevator to Lower Levels. Authorized Personnel Only.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, I am glad we are authorized,” I commented.  “But where exactly are we?” 
 
      
 
    Brett slapped my shoulder and said overly loud, “This is Foreigner.  Smell the salty air, feel the cool breezes, and enjoy a vacation!”   
 
      
 
    “This is Andorja island, according to the information here,” Jane added.  “Small population, but currently I am not able to access anything other than basic library services.” 
 
      
 
    “Bartlet? What do we do about them?” Pilliroog asked as he nodded at the oceanographers who were walking away.  “We were supposed to make connections, and we did rescue them.” 
 
      
 
    “They might know more about this place than we do, and I think we have completed our mission,” Bartlet smiled.  “No losses, and two recoveries.  Not bad for our first mission.” 
 
      
 
    “Plus, two clowns as well!” Kulm said.  “I think you were counting the dogs as recoveries, right?” 
 
      
 
    We chuckled at that. 
 
      
 
    I wondered if our mission was done, but said nothing.  I was getting chilled.  Some birds flew over the sea and veered toward where I was standing. They were not the kind I saw in Kansas, but from the training, I knew they were Manx shearwater birds. They pulled up short as they approached and made five syllable raucous croons, howls and what was almost a scream.  I found it eerie and foreboding, but others made some funny comments about us not being in our home habitat anymore.  
 
      
 
    “We will need to find somewhere to stay, and get inside.  Although this place is pretty in its own way,” Timofei said.  “I say we follow those scientists and see where they go.  We are still not sure that they are innocent of causing that toxic mess down below.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, we should find the local police and report them,” Jane added.  “My father would know how to handle this, and there must be some local authorities.” 
 
      
 
    Carol added, “Maybe not on this island.  The library report says the last census showed only two hundred and five people on this whole island.” 
 
      
 
    “So, we follow them, and see where that leads.  I agree the local authorities need to know, even if only to report that flooded mess.  Machine Maintenance will have quite the chore in cleaning that up.” 
 
      
 
    “I bet Operation Barnacle was part of that,” Brett said.   
 
      
 
    As we trotted along, the others discussed various ideas about what had caused the flooding, and even more somberly shared their views on the short audio we had heard from the Marathon Defense Forces.  We easily caught up to the oceanographers.  The light was getting dim, and they were both hugging themselves with their arms, clutching tightly to their conservation slates.  They were walking right toward a small, wooden structure.  There was a light on inside which shone out from the window.   
 
      
 
    Sylvia went to the door and knocked. 
 
      
 
    A porch light came on, illuminating the porch and the surrounding area in warm yellow light.  A man came and opened the door.  He was dark haired with a deep cocoa colored complexion.  His eyes took us all in, but without malice or fear.  “May I help you?  We do not get strangers here very often, and I did not hear a boat.” 
 
      
 
    “I am Sylvia and this is Earle…”  Sylvia went on and explained who they were and even gave a brief overview of our coming up via the elevator.  She did not mention the flooding down in the corridors, nor the deaths of her colleagues.  She did say, “This group came to our aid.  May we use your access to send some information? AI Artaphernes must be notified of our findings.”   
 
      
 
    “Oh really?  Must be some big news.  That elevator seldom gets used, I nearly forgot it was there.  Sometimes the vodnee automacubes might use it, but I pay that no attention.  They are all automated.  But, well, to contact a primary artificial intelligence?  Now that must be some import stuff!  From way down at the bottom of the sea and all.  Wonder of wonders.  Oh, I am Rolf, and fishing is my occupation.  Not deep down in the sea, like where you folks were.  I never fish deeper than ten meters of so.  Fishing has been very poor as of late.”  He scratched his head.  “I do not have much by way of access. I never had a need to contact any of the Art series AIs, let alone their supervisor, that AI Artaphernes.  Of course, I have the basic system which allows me to link to the library, and make an emergency call for medical or fire or whatever.  You are welcome to use that.  Otherwise, to get full access to things like the lattice, you will need to travel to Meropis.  Not too much happens here on Andorja.” 
 
      
 
    “We will need to contact the local police forces,” Bartlet said.  “There was an incident down in the corridors, and it must be reported.”  She gave Earle a stern look, and he did not say anything to refute her.   
 
      
 
    Rolf now looked a bit perplexed.  “I do not want any trouble. I certainly do not.  Well, um, I thought you might be with the police, being as you have all that equipment and sidearms.  I have not seen a police officer, here, ever.  Not that I can remember.  Just nothing much ever happens here.  Nothing to go bothering the police about.”  He looked closely at Bartlet “You can make whatever connections you want.  There are a lot of you, and some of you are welcome to stay here.  I just do not have room for all of you.  Jandrea down the path, with the green house and white shutters, well, she will give the rest of you hospitality, if you do not mind.” 
 
      
 
    “Men,” Bartlet said, “head down to this Jandrea’s place.  I will make sure the reports to the authorities go in from here, but please also do so from her place.  It is important enough for a double report.”  She made some adjustments on her wristwatch.  “We are still on a proximity link, but I cannot get beyond the basic library system here.  Try to find out what you can, and link it back to me.” 
 
      
 
    Pilliroog patted Bartlet affectionately and then all us men walked down the gravel pathway.  Jandrea’s home was nearly identical in structure and design to Rolf’s, but it was green and white.  She answered the door, and was a bit more wary.  She did not let us in, but made a quick connection to Rolf via an old-fashioned audio communication link.  After he had explained what we were doing there, Jandrea let us in.  She was a nice woman, about middle aged, with curly brown hair and a ruddy complexion.  She too had a career in fishing.  She insisted that we leave the dogs outside.  Since Marie, the dog at Raven Academy had always been around the lodge, I did not question that.  We stored our gear, and made places for ourselves to sleep.    
 
      
 
    And so, my first visit to another biome came at dusk, on a chilly night, on a small island in the sea of Foreigner.  Little did I know what was in store for me on that island.   
 
      
 
    I awoke in the middle of that first night to the cries and barking of Socks and Toughie.  Jandrea had let us sleep on the floor of her front room, there were only two bedrooms, and she was in one, and the other was filled with a sewing center and all the assorted things that go with that.  I was nearest the front door, so I grabbed up my gimp, and strapped it onto my waist as I ran out the door.  The others followed me. 
 
      
 
    “What is going on?” I called out.  “Socks!  Toughie!  Come here dogs!” 
 
      
 
    The barking was down by the coastline.  It was chillier than when we had entered the house, not down to freezing, but something like four degrees, with a brisk and cold breeze blowing off the sea.   
 
      
 
    I could not see anything out over the dark water.  The sky tube was barely gray colored, not quite the completely dark night which happens only once a month, but a far cry from moon-night where the sky tube is at its nighttime brightest.  I could see the waves lapping against the rocky coast, but beyond a few meters out, the sea looked black and foreboding.   
 
      
 
    “Those dogs are up that way!” Timofei pointed in the direction of Rolf’s house.   
 
      
 
    I could hear the barking and growling, but could not see the dogs.  They were making a terrible ruckus.  Sprinting along, I wished I had a jacket or a coat, and thought about how wet and chilly it was.  Even more on my mind was concern about what was causing the fear and odd emotions which I could hear in the dog’s barking.  Something was really wrong, and in my mind flashed images of Lieutenant Adams and Marie.   
 
      
 
    “Are the dogs with you?” Bartlet called from up ahead.  She was racing toward us from Rolf’s house.   
 
      
 
    “No!” 
 
      
 
    We all spread out, looking for where the sounds were originating.   
 
      
 
    I ran down toward the water, but the barking seemed to be echoing from the houses, off the waves, or up inland somewhere.   
 
      
 
    Floodlights came on from Jandrea’s house and then a moment later from Rolf’s house.  That showed me several black fins sticking up from the water.  Then I saw the dogs barking and running along the surf.   
 
      
 
    “Something in the water!” I yelled.  “Come here dogs!” 
 
      
 
    Socks looked back at me, but turned around and again began growling and barking at the water.  Toughie was standing his ground, the water about halfway up his legs.  His ears were back and he was barking furiously.  The noise was echoing off the waters, and still sounded weird.   
 
      
 
    As I ran toward the dogs, I saw that Radha was closer than I.  As she reached Socks, a huge black thing came sliding up from the water.  She grabbed the dog and leaped out of the way.   
 
      
 
    I saw a bright white oval on the side of the huge black thing.  Water was sloshing off the side of it, but it kept on. 
 
      
 
    “Orca!” Jane yelled.  “After the dogs!” 
 
      
 
    Kulm pulled Toughie up and out of the water, just as a second orca slid onto the beach.  This one was even bigger than the other, but was not coming at Kulm and the dog, but was ahead of them by a meter of so.  
 
      
 
    “There is another over there!” Pilliroog yelled.  “Nothing else around.” 
 
      
 
    “But what is that?” Carol called back, and pointed.   
 
      
 
    A strange hump appeared in the water.  It was a different shape than the orcas, and further out from the beach.  As it rose up from the depths, there was a strange glow on the water.  I thought it was a reflection from the floodlights, and the search lights some of the others had turned on.  It was a deep color, that sort-of stung my eyes, but a lot of sea water was slashing about as well.  The three orcas were flapping their tails, and wiggling their immense bodies, but not to get back into the water.  That was so strange.   
 
      
 
    Then as I looked back to where Carol had been pointing, the hump in the water was gone.  At the time, I thought I had just seen an odd wave, or a fourth orca which had not beached itself.  By then, Rolf and Jandrea had gotten down to the shoreline and they had bright lights aimed at the orcas.     
 
      
 
    “Oh, mother-of-pearls!” Sylvia exclaimed as she too approached the closest orca.  “Blood and thunder what has happened to this poor creature?”   
 
      
 
    With the oceanographers there, I felt even more unsettled.  The lights shone on that thrashing orca, and there were deep gashes in its black sides, and some even across its white underbelly.  The raw flesh was a dark red, and just seeing those wounds made me clench with empathized pain.   
 
      
 
    Earle was there as well, and he rushed to see the injuries.  “This animal will not survive.  Tragedy strikes again!  Oh, bahala na!” 
 
      
 
    “Earle, we have no medical facilities here!  If we were at Baltia or Meropis we could use some of their marine facilities, but here, in this fishing backwater, we have nothing!” 
 
      
 
    “I have tried to make connections, but can only reach the automated library service,” Bartlet said as she again checked her wristwatch.  “Kulm, try to link in some of the remaining macroactinide capacitor enhancers to boost my signals.” 
 
      
 
    “Understood.  Do I link to that MDF frequency?” Kulm asked.   
 
      
 
    “Give me all the options,” Bartlet replied.  
 
      
 
    Jandrea stepped forward, “I will try to summon medical personnel.  They might have to come from a nearby island, but I will ask.”  She hurried away to her home.  
 
      
 
    Rolf brought a box of supplies down from his house, and inside were some basic first-aid equipment.  “I tried to call for help, but could not make any connection off the island.” 
 
      
 
    As I looked at what Rolf was offering, I knew I had my own first-aid kit with me.  It was more comprehensive than what Rolf had, but nowhere near enough to treat the horrific wounds on the orcas.   
 
      
 
    Jandrea returned a while later, “I cannot reach anyone.  I have brought what I have.”  She was carrying a portable hydrophone device, as well as a single-shot rifle.  I knew she was being realistic about the chances the orcas had.     
 
      
 
    I wondered a lot about those injuries, especially as I looked at the other beached orcas.  They too had the deep slashes across their bodies.  The smaller one had a big chunk of flesh missing from its flank, and it had rolled onto its side, exposing that wound upward. 
 
      
 
    “We must get them back in the water,” Sylvia cried out.  “Their bones will break if they are out too long.  They will die under their own weight.” 
 
      
 
    We tried to get close enough to help, but the orcas kept thrashing about.  Several of us got knocked down, and we could never get enough of a grasp on the animals to even try to move them back toward the water.  They kept squirming away from the sea, and resisted our every approach.     
 
      
 
    And so, we waited.  The dogs were no longer barking, even though the orcas were flopping and wiggling about on the beach.  I pondered just what the dogs had been so upset about before.  Maybe it was just when the orcas were in the water, but I know I had seen something else out in those dark waves.   
 
      
 
    That night was cold, wet, and humid.  The two oceanographers tried their best to comfort the orcas on that beach.  Earle ran and got his conservation slate, and it made some noises which I recognized as whale calls, but that did not seem to help much.  By morning, only one of the great animals was still alive, and it was so weak that is was barely breathing. Throughout the night, all three had tried; desperately and persistently, with immense willpower, to keep wiggling up and onto the shore, away from the water.  It made me feel they were frantic to escape, yet their home was in the cold seas of Foreigner. 
 
      
 
    “She need to be back in the water!” Sylvia yelled.   
 
      
 
    The last orca had stopped flailing at us as we approached it, but its deep gouges were many, and there was just a certain doomed look it had.  I cannot explain it any more than that.  
 
      
 
    All of us got around it, and tried to move the orca.  It was about ten meters from the water, and even though we all heaved and lifted, and did our best, we could not move that orca.  I estimated that each of us would have had to lift something well over a hundred kilograms, and we just could not get that job done.  The orca’s flesh had no real handholds, and its body was not rigid.  If we had had some gravity manipulation nullifiers, or an automacube or two we might have been able to do it.  If there was a sling big enough we might had been able to lift the poor creature, but we had no sling, and no way to quickly make one.  Kulm, Carol, and Matkaja tried to dig a trench to bring the water up to the orca, thinking that maybe we could float it back to the sea, but the sand on the beach was not very deep, and beneath that was a large layer of rocks which were too heavy to move. 
 
      
 
    As the sky tube began to shine down on Foreigner, the day dawned, and I could see out across the waters.  It was surreal seeing the great orcas just lying there on the beach.  Two dead, and one just about dead.   
 
      
 
    Earle was angry and ranting about us in the militia and how we had not made the proper connections for him.  Even with the macroactinide capacitor enhancers linked together, we had been unable make contact.  It looked like we were sending transmissions properly, and we heard a few strange conversations, none of which made any sense, but no one answered our hails.  We tried the local civilian networks, seeking medical, or firefighting, or police forces, but to no avail.  We even sent several messages out on the emergency frequency used by the Marathon Defense Forces.  No one responded to us.   
 
      
 
    When the last orca died, which was shortly after daybreak, the group of people sort-of broke up into smaller groups and walked about.  Jandrea went back to her home, Rolf went with her.  My friends walked up and down the beach looking around. Earle took Jandrea’s hydrophone and walked down to the water.  He connected it to his conservation slate via a cable.  
 
      
 
    “I must tell the rest of the orcas what has happened here,” Earle said.   
 
      
 
    I wanted to question the state of his mind, but held my tongue.  I knew orcas were family oriented, and intelligent, but I wondered how they would receive a message from people saying that three of their kind had beached themselves and then died.  But Earle was the expert, and Sylvia, the other expert, did not seem to see anything wrong with what he was doing. So, I just watched.  He then placed the end of the hydrophone apparatus on a float with the speaker and pickup dangling down into the water, and pushed it out into the waves.  I could see he was doing something with his conservation slate, but I did not know what exactly he was trying to do. 
 
      
 
    As I was watching Earle and his use of the hydrophone, Bartlet walked up, “Come with me.” 
 
      
 
    I got up and followed her and I could see by the look on her face that something else had happened.  The militia gathered together, out of earshot of the two oceanographers, and she told us what she had discovered.   
 
      
 
    “I walked over to that elevator we used,” Bartlet informed us. “I thought maybe we would need to descend to a lower level and hike beneath the sea, or find some other spot.  Well, anyway, that elevator is destroyed.  Something smashed, well, looked more like crushed, the permalloy of one of the walls.  The whole thing is inoperable.” 
 
      
 
    “Crushed the permalloy?” Jane asked.  “Did some ship or shuttle crash into it?  I did not hear a crash, explosion, or anything like that.” 
 
      
 
    “Neither did I,” Bartlet replied.  “It is a strange thing.  It looks like it was crushed from inside the elevator, not from outside.  The damage pushed out the wall.  It is just a pile of rubble there.  No way down, and not even open, but a wreck.  I cannot figure out what did that.” 
 
      
 
    “Decompression? Or explosives?” Kulm said out loud.  “More likely faulty permalloy construction.  If it was spun in the wrong way, then the fibers might not…hum… but it was working when we came up in the elevator, right?” 
 
      
 
    “It looked fine to me,” Brett answered.   
 
      
 
    “Like I said, I do not have an answer to that,” Bartlet replied.   
 
      
 
    “I found something strange as well,” Tudeng said.  “These people claim to work catching fish, and yet I walked up the beach to that boathouse, where they are mooring watercraft.  Every boat in that place is sitting on the bottom.  I could see them through the water.  Holes in their hulls, and sides.  One was even split down the side so much it was like two halves.  It is only about five or so meters deep of water, but every boat sunk?  Debris floating around besides the moorings.  Some of those boats bows were still tied off to the cleats on the dock.” 
 
      
 
    “Did the orcas do that to the boats?” I asked, and immediately felt stupid.  I could feel my face turn red with embarrassment. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe, since the boats were in the water, but no aquatic mammal, no matter how big, destroyed the elevator,” Bartlet replied.  She was kinder than I expected.  I guess my statement was not as stupid as it sounded.  She then went on, “But something is happening.  That was not accidental damage.  So, who is sabotaging this island?  And why?  Someone flooded the lower corridors.  Why?  Someone destroyed the elevator.  Why?  Someone sank the boats.  Why?” 
 
      
 
    “To cut off our ways of escape,” Jane commented. 
 
      
 
    “We still cannot make contact either,” Brett said.  “I mean, well, did someone follow us up from below?  Were we wrong to not post guards on the elevator?” 
 
      
 
    “We cannot change the past, but we will learn from it,” Bartlet stated firmly.  “What we need to do now is assess this whole island.  Pair off and see how many boats were damaged.  The library says this island has a small population, and I want everyone questioned.  If someone did follow us up using the elevator, and then destroyed it, I want to know why and who that was.  Pirates? Criminals?  Thugs? Terrorists?  Someone did this, and we must not be caught unaware again.  Tonight, we post guards, but for now, divide up the island and check it all out.  Check every boat, every house, and talk to every person.  Someone must have seen something while we were busy with those dying orcas.” 
 
      
 
    Tudeng asked, “Did the orcas die because of something related to this?  Those slashes on the orcas could have been a propeller on some kind of submarine.  I know it would be old technology, but it would fit the wounds, and explain the boats being sunk.  Using an unauthorized submersible vehicle would be an ingenious way to sow discord, fear, and civil unrest.  Or an abusive tyrant might use a submarine to carry out raids against those who challenge being oppressed.” 
 
      
 
    “Smugglers and criminals could use a submarine to commit crimes,” Jane added. 
 
      
 
    “But propeller technology is really dated,” Kulm interjected.  “Sure, it is fairly easy to make and maintain, but it is noisy, inefficient, and there just are so many better ways to propel a boat, even underwater.” 
 
      
 
    “The orcas said there were monsters,” Radha reminded us.  
 
      
 
    If anyone else had mentioned that, I would have thought it was a joke, or a wisenheimer remark.  From Radha, it was deadly serious.   
 
      
 
    “Earle claimed that.  I will check with him and see how serious he was,” Bartlet answered.   
 
      
 
    “He likes you so much already,” Pilliroog said.   
 
      
 
    “Well, pair up and head out.  Remember, we are dealing with someone who is willing to destroy property, and maybe deliberately flood corridors.  If it is the same person, or group, then our enemy has already killed several people.  So, watch out for each other.  Our local links are still working so check in with each other often.  This island is small, but who knows how many hiding places there are?  I am sending you each a map, with selected segments of the island highlighted on it.  Search out your section and check everything.  Stay together.” 
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Bartlet headed back toward where Earle and Sylvia were working with the hydrophone.  The rest of us moved out in various directions, depending on what part of the island was highlighted.     
 
      
 
    Tudeng came with me as we both had the same section to search.  She smiled as we walked off.  “No spears with us this day, and those orcas are bigger then tench.” 
 
      
 
    I was not sure if she meant that as a joke, or what.  “I hope no one, or nothing else, gets hurt today.” 
 
      
 
    The greens of that island, Andorja, might have been pretty, as the sky tube’s light shone down on it, but I was thinking that someone was on that island who was our enemy.  It was not some simulated training exercise.  The dead orcas testified to that fact and convinced me of its reality.  Tudeng and I walked along the pathway, and studied everything intently.  The day was getting warmer, but I could tell I was in a different biome.  The air smelled unusual, the sky tube’s light was a different hue, and the foliage was just unfamiliar, different.  Sorry, I said different too much here, but that was my feeling in Foreigner.  It was different, foreign.   
 
      
 
    The first house we came to was similar to Rolf’s but no one was there.  It had been empty for some time.  We checked a small boathouse which was on the shoreline there, and it too had boats which were destroyed, sunk, and ruined.   
 
      
 
    “Someone does not want people to leave here,” Tudeng stated.  
 
      
 
    We kept on, and saw some sheep, which were grazing on the small hills at the center of the island.  There we met some children who were startled by our appearance, but who had not seen anything unusual the night before.  Those children, roughly about six years old, led us to their parents.  The parents also had not seen or heard anything strange.  They did not know about the boats.  They raised the sheep for wool, meat, and also tended some gardens.  I was unsure if we should tell them about the orcas, but Tudeng went ahead and explained what we had already seen.  Those people were shocked and scared.   
 
      
 
    Another boathouse further along the way was just empty.  
 
      
 
    At around noon, we stopped to eat a meal, and made a report. 
 
      
 
    “Bartlet?” Tudeng called in.  “We have found more ruined boats, but nothing else.  The locals we have encountered know nothing more than we do.” 
 
      
 
    “That is what the others are finding as well,” Bartlet relayed.  There was a catch in her voice which alerted me to something.  
 
      
 
    “Is there more?” I asked.   
 
      
 
    “Matkaja and Kulm found something else, just a few moments ago,” Bartlet replied.  “I am sorry.” 
 
      
 
    “What?”  I could barely look at the images coming in on the display.  I was dumbfounded and confused.  I flipped off the visual images, and checked for where Matkaja and Kulm were located.  I took off running. 
 
      
 
    Tudeng kept up with me, but was glancing at her wristwatch display.  The pathways which crisscrossed that island were easy to run along, and that island was pretty small so I got to Matkaja and Kulm quickly.  It seemed like forever, but my wristwatch said it was a short time, and that I had run very rapidly.  Not that running quickly made any difference to what I found when I got there, but I do remember the readings from my wristwatch.   
 
      
 
    I rounded a bend in the pathway, and there was a small cove.  The rocks which were ubiquitous on the shore were piled higher around that cove.  The sandy part of the beach was only about two meters wide there.  Matkaja and Kulm were standing by what they had found.   
 
      
 
    Lying on the sands, water lapping all around, were Socks and Toughie.  Well, at least, what was left of them were there.  Each dog’s body was shredded with slashes and tears.  Their pretty fur was matted with blood and torn flesh.   
 
      
 
    I fell to my knees and cried out, “Why do they kill dogs!  Why!  I hate it!” 
 
      
 
    Matkaja and Kulm had reddened eyes, and I knew they had been crying as well.  Tudeng patted my shoulder in an attempt to comfort me, but I shrugged it off.   
 
      
 
    “Why kill the dogs?” I asked again.   
 
      
 
    “I suppose the dogs were able to track the criminals,” Jane said as she ran up from a different direction.  “Last night they were alerting us about the enemy, not about the orcas.  Families around here say their dogs are missing, and now we find these two dead. Dogs are excellent guards.” 
 
      
 
    I stood up and looked at the sands around the bodies.  My own footprints were there, as were what I assumed were Matkaja’s and Kulm’s.  But I saw no dog footprints.   
 
      
 
    “They were not killed here,” Jane said, just as I came to the same realization.  “The rocks around this cove conceal and hide this place.  The bodies were dumped here.” 
 
      
 
    “But I see no evidence someone carried them,” Matkaja added.  “When we got here, there was nothing in the sand around them.”   
 
      
 
    “Then they were carried on the waters.  More evidence of some kind of submersible vehicle,” Tudeng said.   
 
      
 
    “But why throw them up on the beach?  They could have been dropped into the sea?” I asked.  “This was done to torment us.  Deliberate, cruel, wicked torment.” 
 
      
 
    All of our wristwatches alerted and Bartlet’s voice came on from each one.  “Would you please come back here.  I think we have some more evidence.” 
 
      
 
    “Returning,” Jane replied.   
 
      
 
    Tudeng and Matkaja departed with her.  Kulm and I buried the dogs.  We said nothing to each other, but he grabbed up Socks and I picked up Toughie.  We walked a way up the hill and found a spot where the earth was soft. Kneeling down, we dug the grave with our bare hands.  Then we carefully laid each dog into it.  Then we piled some of the stones from the cove over the top so that no scavengers would disturb them.  That was one of the few burials I was ever able to give my friends.   
 
      
 
    We trotted back to Rolf’s place is silence.  I know I cried as we ran.  Bartlet just looked briefly at us and nodded.  She was in the middle of some explanation, but Earle and Sylvia were standing behind her.   
 
      
 
    “… agree.  But he claims this is true.  Unless we can make a connection, so that the lattice of compeers can confirm this, I think it is best we accept it for now,” Bartlet stated. 
 
      
 
    “Bartlet is right,” Pilliroog affirmed, as everyone expected.  “So, what do we do now?” 
 
      
 
    “Just wait a moment, or ten,” Brett said.  “I know we read about sea monsters and things like that, which sank boats, and killed things.  That was in fiction, here we have some real-life boats that were sunk.  We have dead orcas, and now…” he looked over at Kulm and Me.  He did not finish what he was about to say.   
 
      
 
    Jane interjected, “It seems that the island’s dogs are missing.  The criminals must be doing that for a reason.  To hide their activity.” 
 
      
 
    I blurted out, “I hate it when they kill dogs.” 
 
      
 
    “Right, but who?” Timofei said, “This clown of a scientist makes outlandish claims which cannot be verified.  They are so outrageous, well, I just think Occam’s razor applies.  We have a set of facts, evidence, and the simplest answer is that some renegade people are doing criminal activities. That theory has the fewest assumptions and seems far more likely to be accurate.” 
 
      
 
    Earle sputtered and shook his fists. “I just explained it all to you impertinent children, including the messages from the orcas, and you want to debate long dead philosophers and their ideas?  We must take action now!” 
 
      
 
    I felt the dirt under my fingernails, and looked out beyond where the discussion was happening.  Seeing the beach, I just bluntly asked, “Action?  So, when will you bury the orcas?  Or what happens to them?” 
 
      
 
    Earle turned on me with a sneer.  “I am not a manual labor…”   
 
      
 
    “Normally, we would call in a removal crew, and vodnee and botanical automacubes would come and rectify that,” Sylvia interrupted. “Without being able to contact anyone, those corpses will decompose naturally, and that could take years.  Burial might…” 
 
      
 
    Earle interrupted her.  “Do not give credence to that child’s blather! Rotting flesh is of no concern right now!  The orcas said there is a monster…” 
 
      
 
    I was incensed.  “You said that yesterday, and now the orcas are dead.  Prove what you are claiming!  I say those poor orcas dealt with a submarine and called it a monster.  Your spouting off fairytales will not stop these criminals.” 
 
      
 
    “Agreed!” 
 
      
 
    “I know that is right!” 
 
      
 
    “You tell him Kal!” 
 
      
 
    I was not looking for support, so much, but it felt good to have the others back me up.  So, I pressed the point, “You call for action, but take no action yourself.  I ask you again, what action do we take?  What do you expect us to do?  No boats.  No communication links.  No idea where this enemy is located.  What is your plan?” 
 
      
 
    Earle looked sternly at me, but then averted his eyes.  “I must talk to someone in authority.  You bad-mannered children must have messed up the communication links.  I have vital information about the monster, which is not a submarine, for your information smarty-pants, but something else…”  He trailed off as he looked away. 
 
      
 
    “What?  What is it?” I barked at him. “Your insults are not taking action.  What is the monster if it is not a submarine?  How would an orca describe a submarine of unknown construction or design? So, just answer the simple question, what action do you propose?” 
 
      
 
    “I will talk to someone of proper stature and not unpleasant children who do not know their proper place!  How dare you think to lecture me?  I will tell you, little boy…”  
 
      
 
    “Earle stop.” Sylvia put a hand on Earle, and led him away.  He was muttering something about whale songs, and translations, and how his slate would run a conversion program or something about orcas’ songs translated into human speech, but I could not follow all he was jabbering about.  Maybe I was just too angry, or he was, or whatever.     
 
      
 
    “Bartlet?” Tudeng asked.  “Kalju is right.  Something does need to be done with the dead whales.  They will begin to stink, and then there will be problems with diseases, or scavengers.” 
 
      
 
    Carol spoke up. “I did a survey as we walked.  On this island, there are three horticultural automacubes, one engineering, and one transport.  From what I learned, until a few weeks ago, there were a dozen vodnee automacubes working with the fishermen and helping them out.  Then those vodnees were just gone.  Disappeared.  Jandrea said when they requested information on that, the Marathon Defense Force said it was classified.  My guess is those vodnees went on that Operation Barnacle, and are deployed elsewhere.” 
 
      
 
    “Or they were destroyed like the boats,” Brett chimed in.  
 
      
 
    Bartlet made a decision.  “Carol go and repurpose those existing automacubes to come and dismember and bury the orcas.  If they are unable to do that, our backup plan will be to dose the dead bodies with combustible materials and burn them, although that is less than ideal.” 
 
      
 
    “I will get right on it,” Carol replied.   
 
      
 
    “Brett, go with her.  No one goes anywhere alone.  No one,” Bartlet said. 
 
      
 
    “I will stay by you, Bartlet,” Pilliroog said and stepped over next to her.  “Always.” 
 
      
 
    Carol and Brett took off.     
 
      
 
    “So, when they get those automacubes on the job, that should take care of the dead whale problem.  We are still out of contact with everyone else.  The local network functions, but I can send nothing off this island.  Well, except for the automatic library replies.” Bartlet spoke what we all knew.  That was her way of leading, and I liked it.  “I linked up all our macroactinide capacitor enhancers and we have power.  I should be able to connect to anywhere on the Marathon.  Well, it looks like I am sending properly, but no one is answering.  Our sending system checks out, so I do not know why we have not been about to make a link to someone.” 
 
      
 
    “Use a signal fire,” Radha suggested.   
 
      
 
    I looked to her.  Radha’s face was serious.  She looked back at me and I could see firm determination in her eyes. 
 
      
 
    “People do love to come and see a fire,” Jane added.  “And it may alert the firefighting authorities, but will it be visible from the nearest island?” 
 
      
 
    “Back to basics.  It is worth a try.  Good thinking, Radha.  Kulm, you go with her and set a signal fire at the highest spot on this island.  Start it shortly before dusk, so people can see the smoke and the flames.  Make sure it is a contained fire.  I know the people here do not seem to have much by way of supplies, other than for fishing and subsistence farming, but see if someone has some optics or even old fashioned binoculars.  Use those to scan the sea for other islands or boats.  Send out our fire signal.  If you find some large flood lights, those might serve that same purpose, but I have not seen anything large enough to work.”   
 
      
 
    “I compiled what we learned about the locals.  There are two hundred and five people here, not counting us.  Those are the ones we counted.  That is about right with what the automatic library says the population here should be.  It does not include us or the clown scientists.  The people here are frightened badly by what has happened,” Timofei said, “and I am not sure if it is just the destruction of the boats or our presence.  They are not used to armed people being here, and that has raised their anxiety levels terribly.”   
 
      
 
    “Well, we cannot leave right now,” Bartlet said.  “Unless we swim, and I am not planning on doing that.  Timofei, you and Matkaja go around to the locals and see if any of them have boat building abilities.  I imagine someone here has ways of doing boat repairs, or building an all new boat.” 
 
      
 
    “Unless Reproduction and Fabrication just sends them down here, as needed,” Brett said.  “The boats that were wrecked were manufactured, and not hand-made.  I keep trying to understand why the criminals want to strand everyone here.  Are the criminals based here?  Or is there something about this island that is special to them?  Any ideas?”   
 
      
 
    “Those are good questions.  Brett, you also go with Timofei and Matkaja.  Ask the people what they do for general repairs, and do not accept simplistic things like, ‘We just call Machine Maintenance’ as an answer.  We all know not every repair goes through official channels.  Find the person who does hands-on work, customizations, and modifications.  I am sure someone here has modified a fishing boat or other equipment.  Find that person and see if we can get a boat built.  Otherwise, we might be stuck here for a long while, and frankly, I do not like that idea.”  
 
      
 
    “Kalju and I will go check out the elevator,” Jane volunteered.  “I think whatever did that is connected to the boats, the orcas, and the dogs.  It all happened about the same time, and there must be clues somewhere.  Maybe the crew of that submarine used the elevators, and the craft was anchored somewhere off this island?  I doubt that this is all just a coincidence.  If we find the common threads, we will find a way to track down the criminals.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded my head.  What Jane was saying made sense, but I was still upset and angry.  Her comment about the dogs reminded me of the burial I had just done, which, in some odd way, made me think of Earle and his wild ideas.  So, I spoke, “Bartlet?  Check on that oceanographer.  He is convinced about his crazy notions, but maybe beneath his nuttiness there is something?  They both were down in that station when the corridors flooded, and now the troubles have followed them up here.  Is that connected?” 
 
      
 
    Bartlet flipped her blonde hair and looked at me.  “Sure, Pilliroog and I will go talk to them.  I am not his favorite person now, but I think you are his least favorite one.”  Her grin softened her words a bit.  “I ran a background check, and the two of them are who they claimed to be.  The library search I did confirmed their identities.  They are indeed Sylvia Ledbetter, and Earle Delevane, both hold advanced degrees, and are considered as specialists in marine dialectology, linguistics, and nonwritten aquatic philology.  I also know neither of them left Rolf’s home last night.” 
 
      
 
    I was impressed.  I had not thought to check their stories with the automatic library.       
 
      
 
    “Come on Kal,” Jane said and tugged at my arm.  “This mystery will be unraveled by all of us doing our parts.” 
 
      
 
    Walking back toward the ruined elevator, I wondered what more we could find out by examining the damage, but Jane was insistent.  I had no other ideas and was still fuming about the dead dogs.  
 
      
 
    The elevator was still ruined, and even though we searched all around it, we did not find anything else.  The ground did not have tracks or anything like that.  It still looked like the damage was all done from inside of it, somehow. 
 
      
 
    “It takes immense pressure and strength to break permalloy this way,” Jane said.  “But maybe they did something to weaken it first?” 
 
      
 
    “Someone said the permalloy might have been faulty,” I replied. But I climbed the rubble and looked around.  I poked my arms down into cracks and holes, but found nothing but the bent, crumbling, and broken permalloy.  The mechanisms for the elevator were beyond my reach.  “I see nothing new, do you?”    
 
      
 
    Jane was looking at the inscription, her light-brown eyes intensely focused.  She read it aloud, “Maintenance Elevator to Lower Levels. Authorized Personnel Only.”  Her face was pinched in concentration, while her curly hair framed her head.   
 
      
 
    “Jane? What are we looking for, exactly?  Clues, I know, but this is all just ruined here.  No residues, no blast marks, no chemical stains, nothing but brute force, or so it seems to me,” I said.  “I suppose with enough tools, or a couple of engineering automacubes we could move the wreckage away, but I doubt the elevator will ever work.  The shaft might be open, somewhere under that, but what good does it do?” 
 
      
 
    “What good indeed?” Jane muttered.  “What purpose did destroying this serve?  I am trying to think like the criminals.” 
 
      
 
    “I will play.  They blocked our way of escape, just like sinking the boats,” I said.  “Seems simple enough.” 
 
      
 
    “Or they blocked anything more from coming here.  What if that was the real goal?  To prevent something for getting up and out from the corridors.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, except for that flooding of the toxic gunk, those corridors connected to all over this habitat.  Could the flooding and the destruction of the elevator be part of some plan?”  Then it occurred to me. “Is it part of Operation Barnacle?  Once we got back, bringing those scientists, then the elevator damage happened, the orcas died, and the boats were sunk.  That effectively locks us onto this island.  Especially since we cannot contact anyone else.” 
 
      
 
    “Are we prisoners, or in protective custody?” Jane wondered.  I could tell she was letting her thoughts flow and trying to brainstorm for other options or ideas.   
 
      
 
    “Is the elevator the only way to the subsurface?  Automacubes often are sent out by various routes.  The elevator is one.  The boats are another.  Gravity conduits would be a third way.”  I had climbed down from the pile of junk, and was pacing about, looking down at the ground, the pathway, and even in among the nearby growths of various vegetation. 
 
      
 
    “Most places have a tertiary system for ambulation.  Some kind of stairway, ladder, or something,” Jane stated.  “I did not see anything like that on the deck plans, but they were not detailed schematics, or design plans.  They are more like general guidelines for visitors or tourists.”         
 
      
 
    We searched all afternoon, and it was really pretty boring.  We did find a doorway which led to a staircase.  I thought that would lead somewhere, but it only took us down to an underground supply room, which aside from a gravity conduit platform, and some storage crates filled with gardening supplies, it was a bust.   
 
      
 
    As I think about that now, it was the last boring time I had on that island.  It almost seems strange and unbelievable for me to record that here, but that afternoon of just searching around was one of the best moments I had on that island.  Well, anyway, as the sky tube began to wane, and dusk settled, we ate some of our food supplies, and decided to walk back toward Rolf’s home.   
 
      
 
    As we approached there, I heard the work of the automacubes.  Their engines were purring away as they toiled on the removal of the dead orcas.  The three green ones were busy digging a large hole.  Each green automacube had six drive wheels, three on each side, and the green versions, designed for horticultural work, also had shovel devices which extended out from their fronts.  Usually that was used for plowing, or planting trees, or moving foliage, but Carol had repurposed it to do a sort-of strip digging.  They were following each other, rutting out the ground and making a deep depression.  Three automacubes working side by side, stripping off the soil and moving the dirt up onto a temporary pile.   It was inland only a short way from where the dead whales were.  The hole they were making would accommodate the carcasses of all three orcas.   
 
      
 
    The engineering automacube was using a cutting saw on its multijointed mechanical arm to sever the orcas’ bodies into transportable chunks.  The saw was not designed for use on biological materials, but it was adequate to the task.  Again, that was due to Carol’s repurposing commands.  As it sectioned off parts of the dead whales, the yellow transport automacube was hauling them up and placing them into positions in the hole.  It was a fairly efficient arrangement they were doing, although the smell was wafting out over the whole operation.     
 
      
 
    Just as the busy automacubes were turning on their own lights, I saw that on the hill at the center of the island, a blazing bonfire was going.  The smoke rising up from that was making ribbons floating up and away.   
 
      
 
    “Someone should see that,” I said and pointed.   
 
      
 
    Jane nodded her head.  “I hope it is the right people.  We are exposing ourselves to the criminals as well.  They do probably know we are here, if they destroyed stuff to trap us.” 
 
      
 
    Apparently, the others had all had the same idea of meeting back at Rolf’s house at roughly the same time. Except for Radha and Kulm who must have stayed to tend the signal fire.  They were lucky.    
 
      
 
    Pilliroog and Bartlet came out of Rolf’s house, followed by the two oceanographers.   
 
      
 
    Each team reported what had been found. 
 
      
 
    Timofei spoke for his group.  “No boat builders.  There has not been a need to build a new boat, as these were here since launch.  They tell me that what few repairs are needed are done with simple mending kits, and those are hardly capable or restoring one of the sunken boats.” 
 
      
 
    “They did say that supplies most often come via the boats from the other islands.  Rarely, things come up on the elevator, and there is a single gravity conduit platform in a supply room somewhere where parts and the like are shipped in from Reproduction and Fabrication.  The biggest repair I found out about was not on a boat, but on someone’s kitchen stove.  A heating element went out, and Reproduction and Fabrication sent out a replacement.  That homeowner just unplugged it and plugged in the new one.  Anything bigger than that, and Machine Maintenance sends out a message to that engineering automacube outside which goes and does the repairs,” Matkaja informed them.  “They have a pretty sedate and leisurely life here, well, they did until this mess.” 
 
      
 
    “We found that gravity conduit platform,” Jane stated.  “Up in an underground supply room near the ruined elevator.  No new clues on that elevator, sorry.” 
 
      
 
    “Up in the underground?” Brett laughed.  “Was there a GAGS there altering gravity manipulation?” 
 
      
 
    Jane scowled at him, but not in a mean way.  “No GAGS.  I should have said down in an underground room. The point is we did find it.” 
 
      
 
    Just then someone pointed out past where the automacubes were working.  Something was coming in fast from out on the sea.   
 
      
 
    “That is one of those MOP-1 boats!” Bartlet called out.  “The Marathon Defense Forces use those.”  She did not need to remind me that it was the same kind of boat Lieutenant Adams had used.  I truly hoped he was back in Kansas where I had last seen him, and not on the boat that was racing toward shore.   
 
      
 
    A voice called out over the waters.  “Shut down those automacubes!”  It was barely audible, but the urgency in the voice was evident.  “Shut them all down!” 
 
      
 
    “Why should we do that?  They are just getting the dead buried.  What harm is that?” Carol asked.   
 
      
 
    “Do what he says,” Bartlet commanded, and she ran toward the beach.  “Shut them down!” 
 
      
 
    Carol ran toward the beach as well.  I was not sure why Bartlet thought it was so important, but I too ran toward the automacubes.  As I did I looked out over the sea. The boat that was approaching was like that other one we saw at Raven Academy in style, but was green and gray stripped.  It was using some hydrofoils and nearly the entire hull was slightly above the water.  It was moving really fast.   
 
      
 
    Carol was shutting down the closest horticultural automacube by accessing the panel on its rear section.  She had dropped into the hole to do that.  Bartlet vaulted in next to her.  Several of the others were also nearly there, when that voice boomed out from across the water.   
 
      
 
    “Clear the beach!  Clear the beach!”  I could tell the voice was magnified and coming from the boat, but the urgency of the new command was even more extreme.  “Get away!” 
 
      
 
    “They are insane!” Brett said.  He was running next to me.   
 
      
 
    “Right, make up their minds,” I replied as I stopped my running.   
 
      
 
    Brett also stopped, as we saw that Timofei had reached the engineering automacube.  Jane was working on the yellow transport automacube.  The lights on all the machines went dark a moment later.  In the dusky light, I could still see the boat as it rapidly swung in near the shore.  The wake from it hydrofoils was white in the dim light. 
 
      
 
    Blam!  Blam!  Blam! 
 
      
 
    The small battlement which was just in front of the MOP-1s windowed cabin began firing.  Bright yellow muzzle flashes erupted and cast a brilliant sheen on the sleek contours of the boat.  Those flashes revealed that the boat had large scrapes and dents all along its side.  The damage must have been significant since I could see it from shore.     
 
      
 
    “What are those idiots shooting at?” Someone yelled.  
 
      
 
    “It must be the submarine!” Pilliroog roared out as he and Bartlet climbed up out of the hole.   
 
      
 
    That got us all interested, but instead of listening to the words from that boat’s crew, we all rushed forward to see the expected submarine.  I have often wondered how things would have been different if only we had listened.   
 
      
 
    Well, I ran to one side of the partially dismembered orcas, and I saw something was in the water, out about thirty meters from the shoreline.  It was a lump of something, with a purple overcast to it.  Like there was some illumination down in the water. Why the water was not running off the lump troubled me, as it looked so unnatural.  
 
      
 
    Blam!  Blam!  Blam! 
 
      
 
    The water spouted up where the projectiles struck.  It was all around the lump, but I still could not see what exactly was down in the water.   
 
      
 
    The MOP-1 boat raced right toward the lump, its main battery still firing round after round.   Just as the boat reached that spot in the water, the lump disappeared, and the water flattened out.  The boat roared over that spot and several canisters dropped off its stern.   
 
      
 
    Kabloosh! 
 
      
 
    An explosion took place just under the surface of the water.  Splashes flew in all directions, and water rained down on me.  It was not a cool sprinkle, but warm and almost hot.  The MOP-1 sped off.  It tilted on the water, its hydrofoils tipping and modifying its course.  The weapon battery rotated around and fired again right into where the explosion had been.  
 
      
 
    Blam!  Blam!  Blam! 
 
      
 
    More fountains of water lurched up, but the lump was nowhere to be seen.   
 
      
 
    The MOP-1 curved back and rushed again at the same place, but suddenly, something caught the port side foil.  There was a purplish glow which shone from the depths.  The hydrofoil strut was ripped off, and the craft twisted about.  The boat slapped down into the water, hard.  Its speed was lost, and it rocked and shook back and forth as it skidded and whirled across the surface of the water.  A human body cartwheeled away as it was thrown from the cabin of the MOP-1.  Something grabbed that person and it went under the water.  
 
      
 
    “What was that?” I whispered as I could not believe my eyes.  Some purplish-blue string or something had grabbed that body.  “Maybe it was an optical illusion?” I wondered at the time.    
 
      
 
    Brighter bluish-purple light grew in intensity under the water.   
 
      
 
    Blam!  Blam!  Blam!  Blam! 
 
      
 
    The battery kept firing, but the barrels could not lower enough to effectively shoot down into the water where the glow was located.  Someone leaped up and out of the cabin, stumbled as the boat rocked, but then began firing an energy weapon straight down into the water. The sailor was fairly nimble as the boat was at a canted angle, being that one of its foils had been ripped off.    
 
      
 
    Zing!  Zing! 
 
      
 
    A yellow lance of energy burned into the water, steam rolling up around it.   
 
      
 
    The purplish glow shut off like a light switch being pressed.  Then a whine of an engine on the boat started.  Apparently, the motor had cut out when it was damaged.  The remaining hydrofoils retracted and the boat settled into the water and the hull sank down a bit. The sailor with the energy weapon kept firing down into the water, but I could not see what the target was.  The engine coughed and sputtered, and then engaged.  The boat began to move, but much slower than before.   
 
      
 
    Something came up from the opposite side of the boat.  A long, purplish-blue slithering thing.   
 
      
 
    “Look out!” I screamed.  Several of my friends also called out warnings, but our voices were not amplified, and we did not yell the same words.   
 
      
 
    The sailor looked in our direction, which was a fatal mistake.  I wish I have never yelled.  Oh, how I wish I had not yelled out.  Maybe my calling made no difference, but to this day, I think it did.   
 
      
 
    That purplish-blue thing wrapped around that sailor, and suddenly, the body was squeezed.  It popped apart like a crushed banana.  The legs stood for a moment on the deck of that boat, while the shoulders, chest and head dropped into the waters.  Bright red splattered all over, and I clutched my stomach as bile regurgitated up into my mouth.   
 
      
 
    The engine noise increased, and the boat jetted right toward the shoreline.  Another canister was hurled up from its stern, and exploded almost upon contact with the water.   
 
      
 
    Kabloosh! 
 
      
 
    That explosion lifted the back of the boat and caused a surge of water to fling the boat right toward the shore. That boat flew out of the water, and tumbled directly onto the beach.  That was when I saw that while I had run to one side of the dead whales, several of my friend had gone to the other side.  That was where the boat crashed into the shore, and as it hit the rocky coast, the boat exploded.   
 
      
 
    Boom!  The weapon battery detonated and showered the beach with shrapnel.   
 
      
 
    Voomp!  The stern part of the boat exploded in another detonation, this one was bigger than the first.  Sharp shards of fractured steel and chunks of permalloy blasted out across the beach.  And yet the cabin of the boat remained relatively intact, but rolled end over end across the beach.  
 
      
 
    I was thrown onto my back, the wind knocked out of me.  I tried to get up, but was groggy, dizzy, and my ears were ringing.  I tried to yell, but could barely hear my own voice.  
 
      
 
    Someone’s leg was poking at me as I turned over.  “Hey? Are you hurt?” I asked.  There was no one connected to that leg.  I threw up.  Over and over and over I retched out everything I had ever eaten in my entire life.  Then I stumbled to me feet, my ears still resounding.  I looked around.  I wondered if I had been knocked unconscious, my ears were ringing, things were dark, and I was disoriented.  I pulled out a small flashlight from my belt and turned it on.  I strapped it next to my wristwatch.  Its beam showed me things I cannot never forget.     
 
      
 
    “Tudeng?” I yelled as I saw her pulling herself up from the hole where the orca bodies had been placed.  The wrecked yellow automacube was on its side next to her.   
 
      
 
    I rushed up and helped her to her feet.  My ears and head were ringing.  Tudeng was bleeding from a cut on her forehead, and her clothing was torn in various places.  “Back there.” She gestured behind her.     
 
      
 
    “Oh no!” I screamed as I saw what else was in the hole.  “No, no, no!”   
 
      
 
    By the illumination of my small flashlight, I jumped down into the hole, and rushed over, hoping it was not as horrific as it looked.  Pilliroog was lying across Bartlet, but neither was moving.  Singe marks were all over his back, and a huge piece of metal was embedded in his shoulder.  His arm was ripped, twisted, and broken.   
 
      
 
    I squatted down next to him, trying to assess what had happened.  He was still breathing, a little bit.  Through the ringing in my ears I heard his muffled words.  “I tried to block… tell me…  she is ok?” 
 
      
 
    I looked at Bartlet’s face where she lay underneath Pilliroog. The gray color of her face told me all I needed to know, but still my mind cataloged her condition. Bartlet’s right eye was gone, and over half of her blond hair, scape included was ripped from her skull.  The bloody remains of what had been the back of her head were not even bleeding, but just clotted over with a grisly mixture of blood, brain tissue, and dirt.   
 
      
 
    “Bartlet… help her… Kal,” Pilliroog pleaded.  “I cannot see her.” 
 
      
 
    Pilliroog was turned away from Bartlet, and I then understood his back was broken.  How he was still talking was a wonder to me.  Kneeling down close to him, I lied.  “You saved her!  She will be fine.”  I kissed the side of his face.  His curly hair smelled of smoke and burnt flesh.  “You are a hero.” 
 
      
 
    His eyes blinked.  Some tears ran down his dirty cheeks.  “I… love her.” 
 
      
 
    “She knows that.  You rest now.  You are my inspiration,” I told him.  The words he spoke, and what I said were jumbled in the ringing of my head.   
 
      
 
    His eyes glazed over, but there was a wisp of a smile across his lips.  He was not breathing anymore.  As I tried to stand up, I slipped in the wet mess. I wish it had been water, but I fell to my knees.  Dark red muck covered my legs, but I pushed away from my dead friends.  Then I crawled a short way, and clambered up and out of the grave.   
 
      
 
    Tudeng was kneeling near Carol.  I saw that it was Carol’s leg that had struck me.  Her other one was missing as well, but Tudeng was tying off tourniquets on the stumps.  “Old-fashioned first-aid,” I said to myself, but could not think of anything right then that would be better.  Tudeng glanced at me, and then looked over toward the shoreline.   
 
      
 
    Brett was clutching his abdomen and writhing in agony.  Matkaja was trying to hold him down and get some bandages on him.  Jane was face first on top of one of the orca’s bodies.  A short way off, Timofei was beneath the remains of the MOP-1 boat.  Its cabin had crushed him into the beach as it landed.  I recognized his face as his mangled body was trapped beneath it all. The striking contrast between his black hair and his pale complexion were even more vivid, by the light of the beam on my flashlight.  
 
      
 
    I rushed over to Brett.  He was crying in anguish, but Matkaja had gotten a rough pressure dressing on his belly.  It was already soaking through with his blood.  I pulled out my own first-aid kit and gave it to her.   
 
      
 
    “Check Jane,” Matkaja said.  Her clothes were covered with blood, and I was not sure whose it was.   
 
      
 
    Nodding, I stepped over and saw that Jane, while on the large chunk of dead orca, was still alive.  One of her arms was obviously broken, but she was breathing, despite being face down on that whale’s corpse.  I lifted Jane up, and carried her over to where Tudeng was working on Carol’s legs.   
 
      
 
    “Jane is alive,” I said. “Unconscious, but alive.”  I set her carefully down, and tried to awaken her.  There was no response.  I shined my light into her eyes, but one pupil was huge and dilated, while the other was a pinpoint in size. I knew that was bad, but hoped the medical automacubes would arrive soon. “Did my moving you cause more trauma?” My mind flashed me the idea that I probably should have waited to move her.  The medical automacubes would come and render emergency medical care.  They had done that for Radha, so they would soon come and help us.  They would move her safely and take her to hospital.  Then, I recalled where we were, and pushed a button on my wristwatch to summon emergency medical help.  There was a flashing red light.  I looked at it more closely, and the red light was flashing a message.  “No connection available.” 
 
      
 
    “Help us!” I screamed as I looked straight up. There was ringing in my head, but I screamed even over that, “Somebody help us!” 
 
      
 
    Sometime later, Kulm and Radha appeared, as well as some of the local people.  The rest of that night is a blur of confusion.  Some of the local fishermen took Carol to their home.  I heard someone saying something about knowing how to do cautery.  My mind was foggy.  I felt my head, but then everything got fuzzy.  People were all around, with piercing lights, and a jumble of voices.     
 
      
 
    When the sky tube lit up the next morning, Jane was dead.  She never did wake up.  Brett lasted a bit longer, but he suffered the whole of that next day.  The analgesics we used did nothing to alleviate his pain.  His belly leaked blood the whole time, and everything we did to slow it down, failed.  I think he had shrapnel inside him, but there was no way to check.  Neither did any of the locals know of a way to help him with such a horrible injury, even though I screamed, and yelled, and pleaded, and begged them.  I think I did that.  I know I tried over and over to call Mister Fisher or someone to come and help.  My wristwatch never did make a connection to call for medical help.  All I got were error messages.     
 
      
 
    I think it was the third day after that horrible incident on the beach, when I was outside of Rolf’s house, that I noticed that the orca bodies were all buried together in that grave the automacube had made.  The ground was all covered over, but the big grave was visible from where the dirt was repacked.  I walked up to Tudeng and asked her about that.   
 
      
 
    “When did they cover them over?” I babbled.   
 
      
 
    “Kalju, you helped do that.  Remember?” she asked me.  Her own injury on her face was dried out.  “Our friends are in there too, the ones who died.”   
 
      
 
    “What?  When?” I asked.  “Who?”   
 
      
 
    She lifted a gentle hand to my forehead.  “You poor thing.  We did that yesterday.  That concussion you took scrambled your memories.  We all did that together, you, me, Kulm, Matkaja, and Radha.  The locals helped with shovels. None of the automacubes are working. You really do not remember?” 
 
      
 
    “Buried them, our friends, with the orcas?” My ears were still ringing, and that reminded me of the katydids from back in Kansas.  Well, when I thought about it, after Tudeng asked me, it was like katydids, but only to my ears it sounded like an entire church choir of katydids, crickets, and some cicadas.  The buzz was an annoying rolling constant.  It was hard to think.   
 
      
 
    “Yes, Kal, that was the only way,” Tudeng said carefully and compassionately.  “It had to be done.”       
 
      
 
    “We buried them all, together?  Kulm and I buried dogs?” I asked and lifted my hand to my head.  I then felt the bandage on my forehead.  “What is this?”  I started to pull at what was stuck to me. 
 
      
 
    Tudeng grabbed my hand and stopped me.  “You got a nasty gash in, well,  sort-of down across your eyebrow.  Good thing it did not blind that eye.  We had to put in stitches, you know, medical care like it was a hundred years ago, but we sterilized the thread and needle.  Gave you meds to reduce the swelling and protect you from infections.  That is about all we have for medications.  You really do not remember that, either?”   
 
      
 
    “No.  Did it happen when that boat exploded?  Wait, who all is dead?  Carol?” 
 
      
 
    “No, not Carol.  She is fighting bravely, but she lost both her legs.  Do you remember that?”  
 
      
 
    “Yes, I think so.  Things are cloudy in my mind.” 
 
      
 
    “You did conk your head badly,” Tudeng affirmed.  “If we could get you to a hospital, we would.  Carol needs a hospital too, but we cannot get through to anywhere, not even with that transceiver.” 
 
      
 
    “You mean the wristwatches?  I tried that, was it this morning?  It always says no connection or something like that.” 
 
      
 
    Tudeng looked at me again, and the compassion radiated out from her.  “The transceiver was salvaged from the cabin of that military boat, the MOP-1.  You remember that, right?” 
 
      
 
    “I remember the boat and the explosions, with…” I could not talk more about the carnage.  I began to cry.  
 
      
 
    She gave me a hug and patted my back. “Yes, all the deaths.  But Kulm was able to recover a transceiver from that cabin.  You actually helped him haul it from the wreck.  Anyway, it does make one connection, with an AI called Lenore, but she says nothing is available to pick us up.” 
 
      
 
    “Lenore?” I asked. “I do not remember that system, but I also do not remember helping Kulm on that boat.  I guess I did get some kind of concussion.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, Kal, that system is new.  Something called the Isolated Artificial Mind, an IAM, but it calls itself Lenore,” Tudeng said.  “You did help Kulm.  You worked like some draft horse would, back in Kansas.  You even thought of how we needed to recover all the gimps and their ammunition, even that on our friends’… bodies.  You were great, but I can see you got hurt worse than we thought.  Kal, Kalju, listen to me.  We all went through this horrible thing, and we are cut off, but we need you.” 
 
      
 
    I saw her trembling smile, and nodded.  “I am glad I helped, I just wish I remembered it. I just do not feel like myself right now.  I keep hearing my pulse in my ears, with a constant buzzing.” 
 
      
 
    And that was how I felt for days after that slaughter on the beach.  I slept a lot, but sometimes I would lay on the floor in Rolf’s house and just stare at the ceiling, unable to drift off to sleep.  It did not help anything that the five of us were rotating a duty of walking patrols every night.  So, every second or third night two of us would walk a patrol around the island.  I remember doing those, but it is not really clear who I walked with, or what exactly we did.  I think we rotated shifts, but that is fuzzy and even after all these years, I cannot clearly recall those nights.   
 
      
 
    Something like three months went by, maybe more, and then the katydid chorus just faded out one day.  The ringing in my head was gone, my mind cleared, and I was back to what I thought was my normal self.  However, my memories of that time were still, and have been forever, fragmented.  That same afternoon, as I was walking along, I saw Kulm sitting at a small workstation place which had been constructed near the shoreline.  With him were Earle and Sylvia.   
 
      
 
    “Kulm, what are you doing here?” I asked.   
 
      
 
    “Kalju, you look better, and sound better.  I am honestly relieved.  This is the place these two are using for monitoring the sea.”  He looked at me funny and then motioned to the oceanographers.  “You do remember Earle and Sylvia, right?” 
 
      
 
    I almost got angry, but realized he was not mocking me, or teasing.  I must have been really hard to converse with over those months, and it struck me then how really messed up I had been.  “Yes, I remember getting them out of the station beneath the sea, and I remember they wanted to abandon Toughie and Socks.” 
 
      
 
    Kulm looked down, and I regretted saying the names of the dogs.  When he looked back up he went on, “Well, they built this workplace, and are using those monitors, hydrophones, and equipment.  They are reviewing what is happening in the sea.” 
 
      
 
    I looked out and saw several buoys floating on the water, as well as a mesh fence which was just on the land-side of those floats.  The fence was sticking up just a short way from the surface of the water.  Smaller floats held up cables that connected the buoys to the table where they were sitting.  On that table was the transceiver I had heard about, and had apparently helped to move.  The frame it was housed in had rough edges where a vibration saw had been used to cleave it out of the cabin.  Wires, cables, and a linkage to lufi-amalgam batteries came out of the transceiver and the conservation slate which sat atop it.  Those were also coupled to a macroactinide capacitor enhancer as well.  The whole apparatus was bizarre looking, but my mind did a scan of the components and I had a general understanding of their purpose.  
 
      
 
    Earle turned to me.  “We are listening to the death of everything in the sea.” 
 
      
 
    “The submarine?” I asked.   
 
      
 
    Kulm shook his head sadly.  “Oh, Kal, we thought it was a submarine, in that battle.  But, oh wow, you really do not remember, do you?” 
 
      
 
    Again, I just nodded dumbly.   
 
      
 
    “Earle and Sylvia here, well, not them exactly, it was really the orcas who did it, well, they…” 
 
      
 
    Earle interrupted Kulm.  “The dolphins tried as well, but they are gone now too.  Evil hateful things!” 
 
      
 
    “Dolphins?” I asked.  “Evil dolphins?”   
 
      
 
    “Stupid child, no!” Earle snapped at me.  
 
      
 
    Kulm got right into his face. “You will never call Kalju that again, do you understand me?  He had a severe closed-head injury and still did more work to save your skin than anyone else.  You apologize to him now.” 
 
      
 
    I had never, ever seen Kulm so angry.   
 
      
 
    “Yes, I apologize.  I am overwrought with sorrow,” Earle stated quickly and turned away.   
 
      
 
    Sylvia then explained.  “We had recordings of orca songs we brought up from the station.  We have been analyzing them and monitoring what is now happening.” 
 
      
 
    “Your monster?” I asked.  “Not a submarine?  A mutation or freak?” 
 
      
 
    “They are called Jellies, but are not mutations or freaks of nature.” She looked at me with a bit more admiration. “It was named by the orcas after they encountered them.  Of course, that was in the orca’s songs, and not our language.  Jellie is our language’s word, translated from the orca’s language. Those poor, but noble mammals.  They tried to save us all.” 
 
      
 
    “Now, I am lost again,” I said.  “Sorry, but what are you talking about?”   
 
      
 
    “The orcas are extinct here in Foreigner.  All due to an invasive species, the Jellies,” Sylvia responded. “The orcas tried to talk to the Jellies, and that is how we learned about them. Cetacea—aquatic mammals, and their associated species like squids—all types conversed about this threat, and we have the recordings of those interspecies conferences.  At first I thought it might a rogue or mutant, or even the submarine metaphor. To use ancient terms some kind of Tiamat, a Rahav, or a Leviathan.  However, that was incomplete.  Reality here is far worse.  What we called a monster, we now know are a species, a race, a threat, an aggressive predator.” 
 
      
 
    Earle joined in, “Cyanea capillata were the first to be exterminated.  Oh, let me see, you would not know that name,” his condescending manner was toned down, but not gone.  “Jellyfish.  A natural jellyfish, also known as the giant jellyfish, lion’s mane jellyfish, or the hair jelly, is, well, it was, the largest species of jellyfish on the Marathon. The orcas said that they were targeted first and thus the mass murders began. Unberufen! Then the orcas tried to negotiate and dialog with these invaders, the Jellies. The Jellies are cruel and vicious, schadenfreude extreme!  Now, all the great whales are gone, along with squids, octopus, sharks, and countless others. The water is growing more and more toxic, to natural life.” 
 
      
 
    I rubbed the scar on my forehead and eyebrow, which I still did not remember getting, but it was there.  “So, some monster, you call it the Jellie, is killing all the marine life?” 
 
      
 
    “Buffoon, oh, I just…” Earle sputtered, but stopped as Kulm glared at him. 
 
      
 
    “Kalju,” Kulm said as he put a hand on my elbow.  “Not a solitary monster, a species.  Kal, they are not from Earth.  The Jellies are some kind of alien life form.” 
 
      
 
    I almost laughed, but could see how serious he was.   
 
      
 
    “Jellies?” I finally said.  “Alien life, called Jellies?”  
 
      
 
    Earle answered, gesturing at his conservation slate.  “Yes, the orcas called them that, well an equivalent name, in whale song.  I am still not exactly sure why the orcas chose that name, but it is what we call those invaders.” 
 
      
 
    “Who knows this?” I muttered.   
 
      
 
    Kulm reported, after again glaring at the oceanographers who were starting to answer.  “I have told all the remaining militia, and we have reported it to IAM Lenore.  IAM, is Insulated Artificial Mind, or Integrated Assault Manager, or Isolated Accumulated Memories, I have seen it various ways in the limited interactions we are allowed.  It calls itself Lenore.” 
 
      
 
    “Not a system I remember, but I have heard the name, I think.  What am I forgetting now?” I asked.   
 
      
 
    “Right,” Kulm slapped my shoulder and smiled.  “We heard it in that brief contact we had with the MDF, oh, right, the Marathon Defense Force.  Lenore is a military artificial intelligence system, supposed to be secondary to the lattice of compeers, but we have not been able to contact any of the lattice systems.  The nonphysicality is not as it should be.  Only Lenore, and only through this military transceiver.” 
 
      
 
    “Defenses? Operation Barnacle?” I asked.  Fragments were coming back to me, but more like frozen single images, than fully connected memories in context.   
 
      
 
    “I asked Lenore about Operation Barnacle, once.  That was all it took.  We in the militia are not authorized to even know about Operation Barnacle, but from how snappish Lenore was, and how messed up Foreigner is now, I think Operation Barnacle fouled up beyond all recovery.  But maybe I am wrong?” Kulm shrugged his shoulders.   
 
      
 
    Earle interjected, “That IAM Lenore has been given all my findings, but gives me no feedback.  None! It is outrageous!  Dealing with incompetence at every turn.  I just know my system will allow us to communicate with those Jellies, and we can eavesdrop on them.  Inside knowledge about the enemy could be essential in any battle.  Am I right?”   
 
      
 
    “Right, you keep saying that, but how?” Kulm said.   
 
      
 
    “The translator we made is functional.  With the hydrophones, we can hear anything those Jellies are saying, anywhere in Foreigner.  It is a very low frequency and it travels a long distance in the water,” Sylvia said.  “By using our translator, we can also locate where in the sea the Jellies are.  Although, we cannot know what they are doing in the reservoir, down under the sea.” 
 
      
 
    “Wait! You are saying an alien species is in Foreigner’s sea, and in the reservoir as well?”  I was astounded.  “A violent, murderous alien species?  Jellies?” 
 
      
 
    “Kalju, that is what they said, and all the facts point to that.  That thing in the water which battled the boat.  That was a Jellie,” Kulm said.  “But that is about all we know.  Lenore does not give us informational responses about the Jellies.  I keep getting a reply that say, ‘Data is being collated,’ and the talk that these two translate does not give us a self-portrait, except that they are killing everything in the sea, and poisoning the reservoir.  The Jellies are who put that toxic gunk in the corridors.” 
 
      
 
    I rubbed my temples, and again felt along the scar on my eyebrow.  “Is this just part of my head injury? Or a delusion?” 
 
      
 
    “No. I wish it were,” Kulm responded.  “Now for the bad news.” 
 
      
 
    “There is bad news? How can things be worse?” I asked.   
 
      
 
    “Our fresh water supply, which comes up in that peaceful spring at the center of the island and runs down that brook to the sea.  It is starting to show traces of toxins.  But we do have a plan for that.” 
 
      
 
    “Another boat?” My mind was seeing the explosion on the beach and I was sweating a lot.   
 
      
 
    Kulm stood up and led me away from the oceanographers.  “No, a boat is not a good idea.  We have heard how other boats are being destroyed on the sea.  The Jellies rejoice in doing that.  I did get Lenore to send us some supplies.  We will be receiving gravity nullifiers, and inflatable rafts.  Reproduction and Fabrication is unavailable and apparently committed to making other stuff.  I image it is battle related items for the MDF.  But, I did convince Lenore to send us supplies which were already made and just sitting in storage.  Two twenty-person rafts, contained in canisters, are due to be delivered through the gravity conduit.  The twenty sets of gravity manipulation nullifiers came yesterday.  They were designed for use in emergency medical situations, with stretchers, and I will connect them to the rafts.” 
 
      
 
    “Floating rafts?” My mind was thinking about the idea and how to control, maneuver, and guide something like Kulm was envisioning.  I could see how it might work, but it would be unwieldly.  “We really cannot get some real flying machines?  Runabout shuttles can fly inside a habitat.” 
 
      
 
    “If we had one we would use it.  I was lucky to find the inflatable rafts and the gravity nullifiers.  And, if the translations those clowns have done are even halfway accurate, no one should be in a boat on the water.  Terrible things are happening.  Just terrible.”  Kulm patted me on the shoulder.  “I hope you remember this tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    “Did you already tell me about it before?” I asked, genuinely confused.   
 
      
 
    “Only a few parts, like when we set up the hydrophones, and some of the things about the Jellies, but hey, I will repeat it as needed.  You are better now.  You look better, and you sound so much better.  If I need to tell you about it a dozen more times, that is not a problem.  Kalju, we need you.  We must get everyone on this island out of here.” 
 
      
 
    “Kulm?  Do we know where to go?” I asked him.  I was trying to recall the general geography of Foreigner, but my mind wondered off on whether I should be thinking of it as geography, seascapes, or as deck plans, or what.  For some reason, I was thinking about a class long ago where geography was defined as the characteristics of the Earth, while the characteristics of the planet Mars were called aerography, and the characteristics of our target world were to be called…. I lost my train of thought. 
 
      
 
    “Kal?” Kulm snapped his fingers in my face. “Kalju?  I thought you were fading out there for a minute.  The other surviving militia people decided to head to the town of Baltia on the island of Bokn.  That is the closest town, and the island had access to the sidewalls of the habitat.  We should all be able to escape into the shell from there.” 
 
      
 
    “That will take several trips, right?  How many can fit on those inflatable rafts?”  
 
      
 
    “Twenty people on each.  I figure two of us on each raft to steer and maneuver it.  We can do that using the gravity nullifiers. So, six trips there and back.  One of us will need to stay here, to manage things, but I think we can alternate all of that.  Of course, Carol goes with the first group.  She needs a hospital badly.  That Lenore says there is no way to get medical automacubes here, and I suppose that it true.  The corridors beneath us are flooded, and there are no safe boats.  Lenore refused to send automacubes through the gravity conduit.  I really think the inflatable rafts are our only option.” 
 
      
 
    “Just some weeks in a balloon? Huh?”   
 
      
 
    “Right Kal! That was one of those fiction stories by that Verne fellow.  Not hydrogen gas balloons, but a similar concept.  And not across an unknown continent, only across the sea for a few kilometers.  Mister Fisher would be proud of us, I hope,” Kulm said.  Then in a low voice he confided, “I am scared witless of those Jellie things, and only a little less frightened by this scheme we have.”  
 
      
 
    That night I was not on watch duty, and fell into a deep slumber.  The next morning, I felt even better physically, and mentally.  I remembered everything from the day before, at least I think I did.  I did not hear the tinnitus or the pulsing in my ears.  I rubbed the scar over my eyebrow, and tried to concentrate on recalling getting that wound stitched up, but that still evaded my mind.  The scar was somewhat firm, and about as wide as my little finger. 
 
      
 
    I knew that some canisters were to arrive though the gravity conduit, so after I ate a bowl of oatmeal, and asked Rolf what was happening, I left his home.  He had told me the night was uneventful, and I suppose that was good news.  I had sort-of hoped that some real flying craft had landed on the island, or that some armored military boat had come to rescue us.   
 
      
 
    The sky tube was shining brightly, but it still looked off to me.  It just was not the same color as the light in Kansas, even though I had been months under it now.  I also asked myself when rain day would happen, but as my memory had been unreliable, I was not sure at all when the last rains had come.  I recalled walking in the rain on that island, on a patrol, but could not put down exactly how long ago it had been.  
 
      
 
    Reaching the underground storage room, I descended the stairs. I saw that Kulm, Matkaja, Radha, and Tudeng were already there.  Radha looked tired, and I assumed she had been on patrol the night before.  The parcels had already arrived, and Kulm and Matkaja were lifting one to carry it outside.   
 
      
 
    “Let me help!” I pushed in, but the job really only allowed two people to grab hold.  The canister was about a hundred centimeters by thirty centimeters, and weighed about seventy kilograms.  It was somewhat bulky and clumsy to move.    
 
      
 
    So, I grabbed the other canister and with Tudeng we carried it up the stairs and outside as well.  Kulm and Matkaja sat their canister down.  He gestured for us to place the other one about ten meters away.   
 
      
 
    “Might as well open them here, as anywhere,” Kulm said.  He unlatched the canister top, and withdrew a long cord.  Backing away he got to the end of the cord, and looked around.  “Everyone ready?” 
 
      
 
    He pulled the cord, and the canister’s sides split open and the raft was deployed.  The inflatable parts lifted over the sections of the canister as they were pulled apart, becoming sort-of like legs beneath the inflating raft.  It was bright orange color, with yellow trim.  It flipped about and unfolded as gas filled its compartments.  Less than thirty seconds later, the raft was fully inflated.  It was oblong, and resting on eight solid permalloy pylons.  The pylons had been the sections of the canister, but they had disconnected from each other during deployment.  A rounded roof was over the top, and had openings at each end of the oblong.   It was four and a half meters long, by three meters wide, by not quite two meters high.   
 
      
 
    “In all our scenarios, we never practiced with this kind of raft,” Tudeng commented.  “And now we are going to attach gravity manipulation nullifiers to it?” The skepticism in her voice was thick.  “I know we need to get to the other island, and get these people away, but will this work?  What about aerodynamics?” 
 
      
 
    “I have that worked out, I think,” Kulm replied.  “We attach the gravity manipulation nullifiers, and alter their fields.  Eight variables, on the pylons, will give us some maneuverability in the air.  We do not have to get far above the sea level.  Just enough so that those things, the Jellies, do not detect us as a boat.” 
 
      
 
    “So, more like an old-fashioned hovercraft, or an air-cushioned vehicle?” Matkaja asked.  “We are back to technology of a hundred years ago? Are you sure that will be high enough off the sea?  That MDF boat was on foils and was mostly off the water.  We saw what happened to it, and they were fighting back with better weapons than we have.” 
 
      
 
    “This will not be an air-cushioned vehicle, as the gravity nullifiers will eliminate any need for lift. Yes, it will be a pain to drive, and it is a cobbled together affair, but I am pretty sure it will work.”  Kulm pointed to the yellow cover over the raft.  On it was stenciled “20 Persons Maximum Rescue” in black.  “If it can carry that load on the sea, it can carry that load in the air.” 
 
      
 
    “You will need to reinforce the bottom of the raft,” Radha stated.   
 
      
 
    “You think this will work?” Kulm asked.  
 
      
 
    “Yes.”   
 
      
 
    I looked at the configurations on the pylons beneath the raft, and saw what Radha was thinking.  If we stretched a permalloy bar from each of those former sections of the canister, it would make an interlaced frame beneath the raft.  That would add stability.   
 
      
 
    “Well, we have some work to do, I guess.  There is a vibration saw in a shed behind Rolf’s house.  Scrap permalloy is all over in the ruined boats,” Kulm said, but he made a squished-up face.  “But we will have to pull one of them from the water to do it.”   
 
      
 
    “No, we should stay away from the water.  Strip Rolf’s shed instead, or tear some of the old elevator apart,” Matkaja said.  “No need to risk more than we must.  Come on Kal, shall we go get some supplies?” 
 
      
 
    I nodded and followed.  We trotted to Rolf’s shed, and asked if we could use his tools.  He agreed, but was not happy when Matkaja asked if we could disassemble his shed.  So instead, we carried the vibration saw and a welder back to the ruins of the elevator.   
 
      
 
    We cut the bracing for the raft, long strips of permalloy which we could weld together.  We did not have the ability to actually spin new permalloy, only cut and shape it.  But we did use some softer metal, steel, to make collars which we wrapped around the permalloy rods to make our frame.  We then took everything over to where Kulm, Tudeng, and Radha were installing the gravity nullifiers on the first raft.  The second was still in its canister.    
 
      
 
    By connecting the parts together, using the steel, and straps for the inflatable parts, the raft was much more rigid, and looked rather strange.  The gray colors of the permalloy contrasted with the bright orange and yellow of the raft.  Kulm had wired up some rough controls for the gravity nullifiers to a place at the bow of the raft.  The raft did not have any self-contained propulsion system, and I still was wondering how it would hover, maneuver and fly.   
 
      
 
    As I rubbed my scar, I asked, “A test flight might be a good idea.  An attack on our balloon, our flying raft, by condors, would be a disaster.” 
 
      
 
    “I have not seen condors in Foreigner,” Tudeng said.  “Some sea-hawk type ospreys, but that was months ago.  Now that you mention it, I have not seen many of the birds which were first here.” 
 
      
 
    I had been trying to make a joke, remembering some incident in a novel we had read where condors attacked a balloon and some character named Joe, or Joel, had to leap out.  Tudeng did not recognize my reference, and I thought maybe I was mistaken in my recollection.  I doubted my memory, so I just mumbled, “I have not seen as many birds either.  Still, a test flight is always a good idea.” 
 
      
 
    “Funny and strange about the birds,” Tudeng said.  “I wonder what that means?” 
 
      
 
    “When a biome changes, it affects everything,” Matkaja said.  “Kal is right, we must have a test flight.” 
 
      
 
    After we had the whole contraption assembled, and Kulm had reviewed the work, we ate a small meal.  Sitting there, on the greens of the island, working with a raft, modified so it looked like a cage was all around it, seemed almost comical.  We ate and drank, and just appreciated being with each other.   
 
      
 
    Kulm broke that silent moment. “I think two of us should try the test flight.  I would ask Kalju, but he already knocked his brain about too much, so how about you, Radha, help me?” 
 
      
 
    She nodded and stepped over the inflated side and into the raft.  I noted that without Bartlet as our leader, none of us really gave commands.  We all sort-of asked each other, and looked for consensus and mutual support. 
 
      
 
    “Engaging the nullifiers,” Kulm said as he sat at one end of the raft, and Radha sat at the other.  “Manipulating gravity here.  I will give them a five percent negative induction.” 
 
      
 
    The raft slowly lifted up off the grass.  As it got about two meters up, Kulm called down, “See it is working!”  He waved and smiled broadly. 
 
      
 
    He adjusted a few controls, and the bow of the raft tipped slightly downward and it began to move ahead.  As it did, the top roof, the canopy, began to buck in the breezes.  It flapped against the permalloy frame we had constructed.  The raft canted sideways, dropped down, and then picked up speed.  It narrowly missed the wrecked elevator building, as Kulm made corrections on the nullifiers.  It shot upward about ten meters, but was still tilted sideways.  I could no longer see Kulm but could hear him cursing the controls.  The aerial raft twisted and dipped, and Radha dove out from the stern as the raft dropped suddenly.  She rolled across the grass and was safe.  Kneeling there she looked back at the rocking raft.   
 
      
 
    “Land it!” Tudeng cried out.  “Shut it down!” 
 
      
 
    The raft’s stern smacked into the ground, the frame ripping a divot of turf loose.  Then the bow plopped down hard.   
 
      
 
    I rushed over, and Kulm was sitting on the inflated cushions rubbing his ankle.  He looked at me with sad eyes. “It is tough to keep under control.  Too many variables on the nullifiers.” 
 
      
 
    “What about some mechanism to help?” I asked.  “If some feedback mechanism just kept it up and off the ground, we might be able to design some kind of simple propeller system to get us moving.” 
 
      
 
    “Those destroyed automacubes,” Tudeng suggested. “Any one of their processors could easily handle the eight nullifiers.” 
 
      
 
    “They were all really busted up in that incident at the beach,” Matkaja stated.  “But maybe?” 
 
      
 
    “More problems,” Radha said and gestured down the pathway.   
 
      
 
    A crowd of locals had been watching us.  From the looks on their faces, they were not at all pleased.  Many were downright hostile.  Rolf emerged from the crowd and walked over to us. He said, “I need my tools back, hopefully in good condition.” 
 
      
 
    “We will still need them for a bit longer,” Kulm stated.  “I know this test looked bad, but we are doing what we can to find a way to move everyone off the island.”   
 
      
 
    “Cripes! Since you have come here, nothing has been the same,” Rolf stated and walked away.  As he walked away he was gesticulating at the crowds.  “They can use the tools as long as they want, I do not care anymore.  Fishing is gone, life is worthless.” 
 
      
 
    I looked in the crowd for Jandrea, as I knew Carol was staying at her home, but did not see her.  In the whole crowd, no one looked even the least bit sympathetic, let alone supportive.  I knew we would never get any help from them.  I had serious doubts about what was to happen.   
 
      
 
    After the crowd dispersed, we walked down to the beach where our friends had died. I remembered that part, the deaths, way too vividly, and have ever since.  I did not recall stacking the wrecked automacubes off to the side of the grave, but maybe I had helped in that.  The horrors of the deaths were etched into my mind, but some of the aftermath and cleanup was gone.  Nonetheless, the automacubes were stacked in a pile.  Each of them was charred, blackened, and had holes ripped in their chassis. It looked like nothing usable would come out of them, but it was something to try. 
 
      
 
    We all tore into them, carefully dismantling each one and seeking what components we could utilize.  One of the green automacube’s processors was still functional.  The engineering one, which, originally, was the most structurally solid of them, was a total loss.  It had been peppered with large chunks of shrapnel, and all its systems were just junk.  From the yellow one we did get a usable battery pack, a drive motor, and a drive wheel shaft.  An internal cooling fan had blades that would serve as a propeller.  We stripped wires, cables, and relays from all three, but had to go through those carefully because so much had been damaged.   
 
      
 
    We worked on that project for days, alternating with each other on doing the patrols.  Food was getting somewhat more meager, as no one had caught any fish at all for days, and the supplies of stored food were dwindling.  The flock of sheep had all been killed for fresh meat, and the gardens were not really producing like I thought they should have been.  I passed that off as my ignorance on how things grew in Foreigner, but I also knew the loss of the automacubes might have contributed to the failures of the crops.  No rains came.  The fresh water supply was tasting strange, even after we filtered and boiled it.   
 
      
 
    Like I said, we worked for days to figure out exactly how to repurpose the processor and get all eight of the gravity manipulation nullifiers into a feasible series.  After accomplishing the synchronization of the nullifiers, via the processor, we still needed a way to activate and control it. We connected in a small console which we crafted from the manipulation arm off one of the automacubes.  The plan was to make a home-made, simple, old-style joystick.  Once that was assembled, installed, and tested, our flying raft, as we began to call it, would ascend and lower on command.  In that simple up and down function, it was fairly stable.   
 
      
 
    Getting a propulsion system made was not much more difficult.  We had one of the drive wheel motors from the automacube.  The axil would spin at a variable speed depending on how much energy we supplied into it.  The lufi amalgam battery, the motor, and the propeller we connected together and then mounted it on a pivot to allow the propeller to be rotated, and tipped.  It was not ideal, nor pretty, nor cutting-edge, but it served its purpose.  Well, it sort-of worked to give us forward propulsion, but no brakes and no reverse.   
 
      
 
    During those days of building our flying raft, none of the local population came out to ask about our endeavors.  We still continued our patrols.  One of us walked the occupied parts of the island both all day and all night, yet the local people were increasingly standoffish.  I frequently checked on Carol to see how see was.  Jandrea, was cool and aloof, each time I visited. 
 
      
 
    I am pretty sure others felt that too.     
 
      
 
    The day we departed, I wondered how the people would react.  Kulm took it upon himself to walk all over the island announcing the fact that we were going to offer rides to the island of Bokn where one of the two towns in Foreigner was located.   
 
      
 
    “Attention everyone!  Listen to me!  You must leave here.  We will take everyone to the town of Baltia on Bokn!”  Kulm called out as he walked.  “We will take everyone to the town!” 
 
      
 
    No one responded to him, and several people turned their backs and retreated into their homes.   
 
      
 
    Kulm was determined, “You can escape today!  We are leaving today!” 
 
      
 
    Only Earle and Sylvia answered that call.  Even when we picked up Carol, with a stretcher to carry her to our flying raft, Jandrea did not want to come.   
 
      
 
    “You need to flee from here,” I told her. “We are taking Carol to hospital, and you should come with us.” 
 
      
 
    “I am not going in that bizarre thing you have built,” Jandrea said.  “I have shown you hospitality, generosity, and compassion.  I have tended to your wounded friend as if she were my very own daughter.  Her stumps are healing.  But I must speak out.  I think it is supreme foolishness to try that thing with Carol.  She insists on going with you, but what will she do when you crash?  Have you thought of that?” 
 
      
 
    “I have, actually.  I worry about that too,” I replied, “but staying here is dangerous.  Carol must to get hospital.  Will you please come on the first ride with us?” 
 
      
 
    “First ride?  No.  Not the first ride, nor the last ride, for that first ride you take will be your last.  I will never get in that contraption, it is unfit for man or woman, and not suitable for children.  It is foolishness!” Jandrea scolded me.  “If you must use it, just send one of you, and have that person send back the officials in a boat.  If that person even makes it across the waters to that town.  No, I doubt that thing will even get off this island, let alone reach anywhere else.  Crash on the land or crash in the water, it will be the same.  You will die.  The only safe way is to wait for a boat to take us away.” 
 
      
 
    I just shook my head.  Over and over Earle and Sylvia had explained how their findings showed that the Jellies, whatever they were, had been attacking boats.  But the local people refused to believe it.  Yet, I tried one more time.   
 
      
 
    “There are enemies coming, and they already sank all your other boats.  That defense boat was destroyed.  Sending back a boat would be risky,” I stated.   
 
      
 
    Jandrea laughed a humorless laugh.  “Risky? Flying in some ridiculous life-raft built by children is more than risky. It is plain foolishness.” 
 
      
 
    “But the drinking water supply will probably run out soon.  We can carry everyone to Baltia.  In that town, things must be better.”  I told her that, but had no idea at all that it was true.  I had tried asking that IAM Lenore for a status report on the towns or islands, and all I got back was refusals to answer.   
 
      
 
    “Dunderhead! I heard about your crash in that thing before.  And that defense boat blew up when you were at the beach.  You claim it was some creature in the water, but that is foolishness.  It was a shipwreck, tragic, terrible, sure, but not the result of some creature from a dark lagoon or whatever foolishness you claim.” Jandrea threw up her hands and turned away.  “Do what you will, but I will have no part in it.  Fools and idiots, claiming creatures no one sees and building contraptions no one could control.  Be gone with you all!” 
 
      
 
    I replied, and I think I kept the doubt out of my voice, “We will ask whoever we find to send back help.  Maybe a boat, or maybe someone could drain out and reopen up the corridors beneath the island.” 
 
      
 
    Jandrea ignore my final comments. 
 
      
 
    We carried Carol out toward our flying raft.  As we did she said to us, “Jandrea is terrified by all this.  Do not be angry with her.  She took good care of me, but is overwhelmed by all this.  I wish I could have helped you more with building the vehicle, but I just do not have the legs for it.”  Her smile and attitude was amazing.  I really wanted everything to be good for her, but had my worries.  
 
      
 
    No one from the island would come with us.  No one.  Not the children, or the youth, or the adults or the elderly.  The two hundred some people did not even come out to see us off.  All that we had were the five of us intact people, Carol with her stumped legs, and the two oceanographers.   
 
      
 
    “I have supplies packed.  Water, food, and the other raft canister.  We might as well bring it along,” Tudeng stated, as she brushed her hair back over an ear.  “No one here will need it, and well, if we do go down in the sea, it would be a backup.” 
 
      
 
    “I have my conservation slate, with all my translation programs on it.  The recordings are still being translated from Jellie talk, into orca song, and then into our standard language so we can understand it,” Earle stated as we loaded Carol into the flying raft.  “The hydrophones will transmit to us for a while, so we can get the remaining conversations, but I am many hours behind in decoding it all.” 
 
      
 
    “Earle, we have done well,” Sylvia stated and patted his arm.  “We have also been sending everything to that IAM Lenore system.  I wish we would get some kind of response from that.  It is nothing like the lattice of compeers and our usual communications.” 
 
      
 
    Carol was belted into a corner where she would not slide around.  She insisted on being armed with a gimp.  “I can still shoot if need be, and my stance is good, right?  It was hard when I lost my legs, I had been rather attached to them.” 
 
      
 
    I almost laughed, but caught myself.   
 
      
 
    As we all loaded up, the oceanographers just sat toward the back, and they too used straps to restrain themselves.  Radha took up the navigation position at the stern, and Kulm sat before the joystick controls.   
 
      
 
    “They should come with us,” Kulm stated.  “It is the only way.” 
 
      
 
    “Fly over some of the houses on our way and let them see how stable we are,” Matkaja advised.  “Maybe they will change their minds?” 
 
      
 
    “Good plan,” Kulm stated.   
 
      
 
    The flying raft lifted straight up, and Earle gave out a gasp as it rocked and shook a bit.  The propeller at the stern began slowly, with Radha directing it.  Kulm our pilot, and Radha our navigator.  Even though Kulm maneuvered the flying raft over the pathways, and around past Rolf’s house, and Jandrea’s house and over many other places where we knew the people were, no one came out.  So, our flight took off in the direction of that island called Bokn, where our destination, the town of Baltia was located.   
 
      
 
    At first, we tried flying at about two to three meters off the surface of the see, but there was a lot of wave action, and winds buffeted us.  That happened almost immediately after we got out over the water.  I check my wristwatch, and could see on the general geography that we were heading in the right direction, but none of us had any idea what we would find.   
 
      
 
    “I am taking us up another two meters,” Kulm yelled out over the howling of the wind.   
 
      
 
    The raft shook and bucked, and Earle cursed under his breath.   
 
      
 
    From the stern opening, I could see back to the island we were leaving behind.  As our flying raft got higher up in the air, I could see out across the sea. Some distance from the island, there was a dark brown smudge on the sea stretching for as far as I could see.  The sky tube’s light was shining down on the sea, and around the island the sea looked normal, but beyond that, the strange brown color was not reflecting the light like the regular water did.  Then it hit me, that brown stuff looked like what we had seen down in the corridors.   
 
      
 
    “Nearly the whole sea?” I said and gestured out the back.   
 
      
 
    Radha glanced over and she just solemnly nodded.   
 
      
 
    Foreigner now looked even more foreign and strange.  Kulm directed our flying raft even higher, as he thought there would be less air turbulences, and so we climbed upward.  I could then see way off in the distance behind us, and beyond the island.  In that brownish discoloration, there were some spots which glowed an irritating purplish color.  It was not very distinct, or really definite, but something was lighting up the brown from below and it cast a deep bluish or purple cast to it.   
 
      
 
    “Kulm? How does it look ahead of us?” Matkaja asked, just as I was thinking the same thing.   
 
      
 
    “Odd, we will be coming up on that other island soon, but the water does not look right,” Kulm answered.   
 
      
 
    “Is it that same kind of toxic junk we saw in the corridors?” Carol asked.  “That was nasty stuff.” 
 
      
 
    “More nasty than you children will ever know,” Earle stated.   
 
      
 
    Tudeng gave him a stern look, but I think he either missed it or did not care.  He focused on the small display on his conservation slate.  “I have another ten of the orca’s cantos translated.  They claim the Jellies are poisoning all the sea, and from what I saw outside, they are correct.” 
 
      
 
    “How current is that?” I asked.   
 
      
 
    Before he could answer, the entire raft was struck by a strong gust, and tipped sideways at a disconcerting angle.  Kulm and Radha brought it back under control, but we rocked and shook and were quite jostled about.  Earle never did answer that question, and I did not ask again.   
 
      
 
    The voyage, or flight I guess would be a better term, seemed to take forever, as the winds occasionally threw hard gusts at us from various directions.   
 
      
 
    “We are coming over Bokn Island, but something bad has happened,” Kulm announced. 
 
      
 
    I wanted to crawl forward, but the ongoing jostling and bucking of the flying raft prevented me from doing that. 
 
      
 
    “Burned-out rubble in some buildings I can see.  Also, and it is weird, but showers are pouring down on it.  Reminds me of a severe rain day in Kansas.  Does each island on Foreigner get different rain times?” Kulm said to himself.  He sounded very stressed.  
 
      
 
    “Burned-out?” I started to ask, but was interrupted by a jarring and rocking of the raft.   
 
      
 
    And that was when the rain hit us.  But it was not normal water rain.  It was raining some of that toxic brownish slush stuff.  It was somewhat washed out brown, but I did not want to touch it at all.  Fortunately, the canopy over us was blocking that out, but some of the spray was bouncing into the raft’s interior.  The smell was terrible.   
 
      
 
    “Land quickly!” Radha stated.   
 
      
 
    “Agreed,” Kulm called back.  “This junk is hard on the raft.” 
 
      
 
    “What?” Earle cried out. “I must get to the authorities!” 
 
      
 
    “I am doing my best!” Kulm snarled as he wrestled with the joystick.   
 
      
 
    I looked over and saw sweat running down Radha’s face.  She was gripping the propeller controls firmly, and switching the systems in quick and sudden movements.      
 
      
 
    As the flying raft descended I saw, out the back of the raft, the tops of sunken and wrecked ships protruded from the brown waters of the sea. The sea coast was not normal.  Brownish sludge was all around the island.  As we actually moved over the land mass of that island, I looked down to see the town we had reached, but something was drastically wrong.  The buildings below were not from a living and active town.  They were obscured somewhat by the brown rain, but I could still see what Kulm had meant by calling them burned-out.  The noncombustible permalloy was charred to a charcoal-like black in many places.  Roofs were caved-in, and walls were missing.  Windows and doors hung on swinging hinges, fluttering in the winds.  The town was crumbling.  No lighting was anywhere.  What had once been decorated gardens, artfully placed around the buildings, were now ugly. The gnarled trunks of dead trees reached upward, but they were leafless, and looked more like the fingers of dying people raised upward in a forlorn attempt to grab at something just out of reach.  Other things, shrubs, bushes, and foliage was also naked and dead in the toxic rains.  It was a weird skeletal landscape of dead buildings, dead landscaping, surrounded by a dead sea.  Just a soggy, wetness enclosed by creepy shadows. 
 
      
 
    Wind gusts smashed against us, and we jumped, or dipped, or flopped around.  I could tell we were only about ten meters above the buildings, but what with the brown rain and the destroyed look of the buildings, I wondered why we had even come.    
 
      
 
    “I see the sidewalls of the habitat.  I will try to land us…” Kulm’s voice was cut off as the entire raft flipped over and rolled in the winds.   
 
      
 
    Whatever had not been tied down, flew about.  We all screamed, except for Radha, whose face I could see was set firmly as she quickly tried to adjust the propeller drive.  It was no good, yet she remained steadfast at her task, trying to regain control of our flying raft.  
 
      
 
    The top of some building snagged the raft as it was being blown about, and the inflatable materials ripped with a shriek.   
 
      
 
    We tumbled out of the sky and crashed. 
 
      
 
    The permalloy frame of the raft absorbed some of the impact, but if it had not been for the still-inflated parts serving as cushioning, we all would have been smashed to death.  As it was, the raft rolled over and over as it struck down onto a small field.  The frame shattered, coming apart at our welds.  The steel collars snapped, and frame buckled.  The inflatable parts completely shredded from the impact, but they lasted long enough for us to stop rolling.  I ended up hanging upside down, belted to a section of the permalloy frame that had broken away from the rest.  My leg, the same one that I had speared, got twisted badly in the wreckage, but while my knee bent sideways far more than was comfortable, my bones did not break.  I did knock my head against something, and blood poured into my face from my nose.     
 
      
 
    I unstrapped myself, and tried to shield my face from the rain.  The brown fluids were mixing with my bleeding nose, and covering my chest with a strange concoction.  The rain was not as concentrated as the brown toxins which had so corroded the suit down in the corridors, but it had the same smell, and where it touched my skin, it burned.   
 
      
 
    “Carol?  Carol!  Help Carol!” I yelled as I untangled myself from the wreckage.  “Carol, where are you?” 
 
      
 
    “We have her!” Tudeng yelled.  “This way!  Everyone come to me!” 
 
      
 
    Tudeng and Radha were hauling Carol between them, dragging some of the straps which they had used as restraints. They were heading toward the open doorway of a large building.  Brilliant white floodlights were beaming out from there, and piercing the storm.  That building was set right against the huge sidewall of the habitat. 
 
      
 
    I stumbled over to a different clump of wreckage.  I could hear someone trapped there.  Matkaja was caught beneath some of the inflatable materials which had wound around her, and held down by the weight of the back-up raft’s canister.  I pulled and heaved, and got her free.  The two of us looked around, and then saw that the oceanographers were running after Tudeng and Radha.  
 
      
 
    “Where is Kulm?” I yelled out.   
 
      
 
    Matkaja spied the bow part of the wreckage, and together we ran toward that.  Most of the permalloy supports had snapped off at the weak welds we had made, and the resulting jumble of rods were frightful.  We found Kulm.  The control joy stick, which he had labored over and wrested with on our flight, was still in his hands.  His body was slumped over the console.   
 
      
 
    “Get him up!  We have to get out of this poison rain!” Matkaja ordered.   
 
      
 
    I gently grabbed Kulm, but his body was limp. He flopped back onto me, and except for the grip he maintained on the joystick, his body felt flaccid.  I saw his leg was badly broken with bones sticking out of his flesh and even through the pants he was wearing.  There was some blood, but not much.  Matkaja carefully unwrapped his fingers, and put his arm across his chest.  She then cradled his legs tenderly while I lifted him by his shoulders.  Kulm’s head dropped back and his glassy eyes looked at me.  I smiled, but I knew something was terribly wrong. 
 
      
 
    “They will have a hospital here, and medical automacubes!” I hollered out.   
 
      
 
    Together we carried Kulm over to where the others were standing in the open doorway.  Some people in uniforms were vigorously assisting the oceanographers to strip off their clothing.  Another person, clad in that same kind of uniform, was holding a hose and blasting it all over my friends.   
 
      
 
    As we got to the door and rushed inside, I yelled, “Medical emergency! Kulm needs medical attention now!  Medical emergency!  Hurry!” 
 
      
 
    I did see a white automacube approach, but then some very rough and strong hands virtually tore my clothing off of me.  I was stripped of everything: holster for the gimp, supplies, shirt, pants, belt, shoes, and even my undergarments were ripped from me.  I saw that the clothing and materials was disintegrating as it hit the floor. 
 
      
 
    “Do not struggle!” a woman commanded.  “Let me take it off you!” 
 
      
 
    “Help Kulm!” I insisted, but stopped fighting.   
 
      
 
    “The doctor is seeing him.  Keep your eyes open!  You must be thoroughly flushed out, and all over.” The woman sternly commanded me.   
 
      
 
    I was struck by a blast of freezing cold water.  I began shivering, and that spray, it smelled of some chemicals, and maybe some kinds of herbs. 
 
      
 
    “How is Kulm?  Who is helping him?” I yelled.   
 
      
 
    Someone else sheared off all my hair.  My red locks of hair fell to the floor and were whisked away by the spray of water.  I saw my brown hairs, and black hairs, from my friends, in that mix as well.   
 
      
 
    “Who is helping Kulm?” I demanded.  I grabbed the woman who was standing in the uniform.  I noted her clothing was water repellant, and did not seem affected by the brown sludge.  “Tell me what is happening!” 
 
      
 
    The woman, who was an adult, shoved a tube into my mouth, and a wad of stuff oozed out.  Her eyes were fierce, but in a determined manner, and not an angry one.  “Swallow that all down.  It is a decontaminant and detoxifier,” she said.    
 
      
 
    “What?” I tried to say, but she covered my mouth and pinched shut my nose.  Blood ran down from my nostrils.  I nearly gagged, but swallowed.  It did not taste so bad, but left a fruity or minty sort-of flavor in my throat.     
 
      
 
    “Doctor 930 is working on him,” the woman said.  She rudely pulled the tube out of my mouth, and released my nose.  “Do you know how stupid that was?” 
 
      
 
    “To swallow that junk?” I asked in bewilderment. 
 
      
 
    She stared at me.  “Do not be obtuse.” 
 
      
 
    “What?” I asked.  I looked closer at her uniform.  It was some kind of armored suit, colored in grays, blues, blacks and whites in a blotchy pattern.  “You told me to swallow it.” 
 
      
 
    “Right.  It is medicine, and you must listen to me,” she affirmed.  “It was stupid to be out in the toxins.  The tunnels under the town are still open, why not come that way?” 
 
      
 
    “We came from…” I could not remember the name of that other island.  “… from over the sea.” 
 
      
 
    “What?” she was genuinely shocked.  She turned to the others and said something about me and my friends.  
 
      
 
    I tried to see what had happened to Kulm, but I could not see him anywhere.  I saw Tudeng, Matkaja, and Radha getting bundled into white robes.  They looked really different as they too had been shorn of all their hair.  Spinning about, I saw that the door to the outside was closed, and then caught sight of Sylvia and Earle who also were now bald.  They were just leaving through a side door.  I heard one of the uniformed people say something about the information on the conservations slates was intact and being transferred.  Looking down, I noted that all the water, hair, and scraps of clothing had been flushed away.  At the side of the room, there was some kind of machine that another uniformed person was loading with our gimps and other tools.  A flashing light lit up with the word “Cleansing” in bright yellow.   
 
      
 
    “What about Kulm?” I yelled at the top of my lungs. 
 
      
 
    “The girl without legs?” The woman who had forced me to swallow that stuff she called medicine turned back to me.  “Or the one you carried in, with the severely broken leg?  Was his name Kulm?” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean was?  His name is Kulm!” I shrieked out.  I pounded my fist out at her, but she caught it in her own hand.   
 
      
 
    “Sorry, kiddo.  That one died.” I looked at her, and noted her short brown hair and light hazel eyes.  Her complexion was darker than mine, and I am not sure why I even noticed that.   
 
      
 
    “Not dead.  No, he is not dead,” I stammered.  “Not Kulm.”  
 
      
 
    “Kiddo, it was bad.  Traumatic injuries might have been healed, but he got way too much of that toxic stuff in him.”  Surprisingly, she pulled me into an embrace.  “Losing people is crappy business.  I hate it, but that girl without legs made it to hospital.”  Her strong hands patted me through the white robe.  It strung, but felt comforting in an odd way.  “Now head along with the others.” She patted my butt as I walked off.   
 
      
 
    I turned around, “What is happening?” 
 
      
 
    “Kiddo, you just met the last of the Hellcats, for what we are worth.  Yeah, kiddo, my people are all that is left of Foreigner’s proud contribution to the MDF’s Operation Barnacle.  We tried to scrape them away and now we are a navy without any ships,” she responded.  I then realized her uniform was armored, and she had more weapons, grenades, and equipment stuck into place on her uniform than I imagined.  “Foreigner is a loss, kiddo, a total loss.  Now go get yourself treated.” 
 
      
 
    “I told the people on that island, Andorja is the name.  Water around it is clear.  There are two hundred residents there.  Can you send a boat or a runabout?” I asked, but I was getting light-headed, and feeling dizzy.   
 
      
 
    “No ships to send.  No shuttles in Foreigner.  Those people are lost, just like Foreigner.” The woman actually looked like she was about to cry.  “This war is a long way from over.” 
 
      
 
    That was the last thing I recall before I passed out. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    4  
 
    Attrition 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well Ryan, I am again back to making this journal or recording.  Call it what you will.  I missed for a while, looking at the date stamps on this record, but not that you would ever notice, not from where you are, right?  The Major is keeping us all busy, as some things are not cooperating, and the big jump had to be put off yet again.  There are ways of getting what we need, but they are not my favorite type of work.  So, here I am reviewing what I have recorded for you.   
 
      
 
    Yes, Kulm died in that crash in the town of Baltia.  Foreigner was a graveyard for too many people.  I found some old library records once and they showed how pretty that town was before all this happened.  I forget just when I accessed those files, but Baltia was a beautiful place once, long ago, in a different world than I will ever know.     
 
      
 
    I told you about how my friends died, a lot of them anyway, and that was when Foreigner was lost.  I spent a long time in hospital, on the needle ship, in a decontamination ward.  That was a sort-of twilight time for me.  I never did get a straight answer on how long that actually was.  The alien toxins I had inhaled, over those months on that island, and especially in our flight on the raft, had to be purged from my body.  Back then, we only knew the old procedure to do that.  The slow and tedious process of alternating hypobaric chambered sleep with hyperbaric pressure therapy.  I know it might sound like all we did was lie around, sleep, eat, and rest, but I tell you, it was grueling.  My body ached every single day for that entire time.  My favorite foods tasted dreadful, and when I was awake, my mind was sluggish and foggy.  I hate to admit it, but my concussion was probably mentally easier to deal with than that protracted decontamination.     
 
      
 
    The worst part of all of that was the interrogations.  I was put in that pressurized isolation chamber, and I could access the library, but was not allowed to contact my friends, parents, or others.  I had one display, and limited controls over what I could observe, and no way to contact anyone.  Oh sure, I could summon medical assistance, and that resulted in the white automacube adjusting whatever was needed, but it was not human interaction.  I was sick, tired, in pain, and lonely.    
 
      
 
    I am not sure how long it was after the decontamination started, when Colonel Gehlen first came to my room.  He was very skinny, with a pinched face, and was older than dad, but by how much I could not tell.  His complexion was as pasty as anyone I have ever seen, and his hair was thin, but slicked down so that it was flat against his head.   
 
      
 
    “Cadet Kalju, I am Colonel Gehlen, and you will answer my questions completely, and thoroughly.”  He spoke to me from beyond the clear permalloy barrier that kept me from leaving.  He was standing near the window, with his voice from coming from the display near my bed.  I could see his lips moving, but hearing his words from a different direction made for a strange sensation.  It was not the strangest thing about Colonel Gehlen, not by far.  “I need to understand what you went through.  Who ordered you to go to Oceanography Station 16?” 
 
      
 
    “Mister Fisher gave us our instructions.” 
 
      
 
    “This is the same man who you claim was training you as some kind of militia? On what island was that located?” Colonel Gehlen asked.  I noted his uniform was gray with black trim, and no equipment.  No sidearm, no pouches for gear, but just a small minicomputer hooked onto his belt.  It did not look right, as it broke up the sharp lines of his attire.   
 
      
 
    “We were trained in Kansas, not in Foreigner.” 
 
      
 
    “You should use the proper designations for locations, not those colloquial local slang expressions,” Colonel Gehlen scolded me.  “Be more precise and quit wasting my time.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “Now, you claim to have been on…” he recited my experiences, probably better than I remembered them.  Well, maybe not better than I remembered them, but he had a chronology which sounded very precise.  If I recall, he even had numbers and names for the people I saw die on that hydrofoil boat. With my memory loss, I did not doubt he was correct, and it sounded like he had spoken to the others. I wondered why he needed me to answer any questions.    
 
      
 
    “… which leads us to your stay here.  The medical staff tells me you will recover. After that…”  
 
      
 
    I interrupted Colonel Gehlen.  “How are the others?  What is happening with Carol’s legs? Where are Radha, Matkaja, and Tudeng? I want to speak to them.” 
 
      
 
    “They are not your concern,” Colonel Gehlen replied, with no concern in his voice. His pale gray eyes were as emotionless as his words. “As I was saying, when you are sufficiently recovered, you will be placed in one of the Marathon Defense Force units.  That means…” 
 
      
 
    “My family?” I asked.  Tears were running down my face.  “Can I at least talk to them?” 
 
      
 
    “They are not authorized to speak to you.  Now, refrain from interrupting.  Your deployment into a new unit will…” 
 
      
 
    I stopped listening, and was too weak to protest.  He babbled on for quite a while, but I do not recall anything more about that first encounter with him.  I had learned that I was cut off from my family, that I could not see my friends, and that I was going to be placed into some other type of unit, part of the Marathon Defense Force.   
 
      
 
    Days dragged by, but I did get treatment.  I also had another visitor, another person with the title of colonel.  She was called Colonel Caldwell.  She was just as bizarre as that other colonel, but in a different way.  She had a fake friendliness that dripped with sugar so much the bees making honey in Kansas would have gotten sick from it.  I first met her about the same time as Colonel Gehlen, I do not remember exactly who came in first.   
 
      
 
    Colonel Caldwell’s smile was as phony as her compassion.  It was plastered on her dark complexion, as she stood up next to the clear permalloy.  On that arrival, I was in the small toileting room next to my bed.  I heard her voice from my display.  Honestly, at first I was so desperate for human companionship, I had hopes she would be someone I could like.  It only took a few dozen words for me to see that would never happen. 
 
      
 
    “Cadet Kalju? I have excellent news for you!” That was Colonel Caldwell’s initial greeting to me.   
 
      
 
    “I am in here, ridding myself of bodily wastes, in the old-fashioned manner.  Be out in a moment.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, just take your time.  You have been through so much, but I am about to burst at the seams with the news I have for you.  You will just adore it!” 
 
      
 
    I came out, weak, dizzy, and tired.  I climbed onto my bed and pulled up the covers.  “Sorry, I was busy.” 
 
      
 
    “A brave cadet like you does not need to apologize for being a bit under the weather, not at all.  I am just so pleased that I was assigned to get to meet and work with you.  Oh, how brave you all were!” Colonel Caldwell said.   
 
      
 
    I studied her face, and while her mouth turned in the right direction for a smile, it did not reach her light-brown eyes.  I did not know what to say to her, and her forced cheerfulness was irritating to me.  At the time, I thought maybe it was just because I was in decontamination, and recovering.   
 
      
 
    “I am here to talk to you about what you experienced.  I understand you actually saw them?” Colonel Caldwell said.  “Tell me all about it!  Oh, I wish this window were not here, so I could give you a hug.”  She put one hand on the clear permalloy window, and I could see her palm pressed against it.  The thought of her hugging me was repulsive, but I did not say that.  “So, what were they like?” 
 
      
 
    “My friends were great.  I want to talk to them.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course you do.  That is perfectly understandable,” Colonel Caldwell quipped.  “But tell, me what they were like?” 
 
      
 
    “I want to talk to me friend,” I repeated.  
 
      
 
    “That is not possible, I am so sorry,” the smile never changed.  “Tell, me what you thought when you first saw them?” 
 
      
 
    “Do you mean the people on that island?  Did any of them get rescued?  The Hellcats said they were not going back, but did anyone else escape?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh dear, no.  Every island in Foreigner was lost,” Colonel Caldwell stated.  “It was a real shock, I tell you a genuine shock, I say, when I learned you got out at the last moment like you did.  Shocking.  Just shocking.” 
 
      
 
    “So, who are you asking about?”  I was rubbing the scar which ran through my eyebrow.  Some of my hair was starting to grow back in, I remember now, so maybe I met Caldwell, after meeting Gehlen.   
 
      
 
    “Why, the aliens of course!”  Then she put both of her hands on the window.   
 
      
 
    “The Jellies?” I asked.   
 
      
 
    “Oh dear, yes.  You were part of Sylvia’s and Earle’s team who figured out how to speak to the aliens.  Yes, tell me what you know about the… Jellies.” 
 
      
 
    My emotions were bristling up, but I was weak.  I did not like thinking I was part of those oceanographer’s team.  We had rescued them, after all, and they had left those dogs down there to die.  So, I just spat back a response, “Why do you want to know?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, my dearest, that is my job.  I am a specialist in understanding life on other worlds.” 
 
      
 
    “Except for the dead remnant of ancient life on Mars, and Triton, no life has ever been found outside of Earth.  So, how can you be a specialist?” 
 
      
 
    I saw a brief flare of anger in her eyes, but she said, “Of course, you are absolutely correct.  Such a bright and intelligent boy you are.  And so brave too.  I am trained to anticipate what kinds of life we will find on the destination world.” 
 
      
 
    “A sleeper?” I asked.  Now I was shocked.  “I thought all the cryptozoologists were sleepers.” 
 
      
 
    “A better description is xenobiologists, exobiologists, and astrobiologists.”  With that, I was certain the anger flared behind her eyes, but that smile never wavered.  “Yes, we were in suspended animation, until not long ago.  Oh, yes, you are a bright one.  You may call me a xenophobologist, if you need a fancy word.  That is my field of expertise.  I study how well humans interact with these aliens.” 
 
      
 
    “What?  Humans die.  That is how we interacted.  I saw a bunch of my friends die.  Do you want to know how that feels too?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, I am sure it was a terrible experience, just terrible,” Colonel Caldwell said.  Her eyes and face, except for the smile, told a totally different story. “I do feel for you and all your pain, I truly do. You know, Kalju, this is so hard for me as well.  I do not enjoy seeing you suffer as I ask these question, not at all.  Oh, no, no, no.  How could I want such a sweet and brave cadet to be in angst and anguish?  This is the worst part of my job, that is a certainty, to expose you to those alarming memories.”   
 
      
 
    “You sure seemed pleased with it all, at least to me,” I said.  “You said I would adore what you were to tell me, or something else utterly ridiculous.  What is it you really want?” 
 
      
 
    “I just stopped by to introduce myself to you, and to let you know I am here to listen and help.  I have been assigned to your case, and I know we will be best chums.  I just know it.” 
 
      
 
    “Doubtful.” Then it occurred to me, so I just blurted it out. “They woke you up for this battle on the Marathon, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Cadet, we are all in the same ship.  We are literally in the same boat, to quote an old idiom.” Still the smile never faded or flickered.  It was just stuck on her face, much like my scar was stuck on mine.  “Now, if you could just describe to me what…”   
 
      
 
    “They woke you up, en route, right here, to help battle the Jellies, and you did not get to stay in suspended animation until the end of the voyage.  You must feel so cheated.”  I gave her my own faked smile, but it did nothing to rock her composure.  Those brief glimpses of the real Colonel Caldwell, and the seething pit of anger which brewed in her soul, did not show up again.  Not ever.   
 
      
 
    “So, what was it like when you first saw the enemies?” she pressed after an answer.   
 
      
 
    I blew out a frustrated breath, and repeated what I thought I had already told her.  “I never really saw them.  Just some object in the water, and some odd glowing purple colors.” 
 
      
 
    That mention of color sparked a huge barrage of additional questions.  She asked me so many about that color purple, that I cannot even relate how many or what they all were.  Finally, she relented as I repeated for the billionth time the fact I had not seen the Jellies directly.   
 
      
 
    I was sweating, and feeling nauseated by the time she finished.  Just as she was stepping away from the window, I said, “I did not like this, not at all.  I do not know why you ever thought I would.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, yes, the present I have for you.  You are no longer a cadet. You are now Private Kalju.  You have been promoted, young man.  Bravo and well done!  I just knew you and I would be a match.  I must take my leave now, but fret not, I will be back again, really soon, and we will begin some psychometric testing.  See you then, Private Kalju. Cheerio!” 
 
      
 
    “I want to talk to my friends!” I yelled, but it did no good.     
 
      
 
    Both those colonels came to visit me during my decontamination and treatment.  Neither answered questions about my friends or my family.  Neither of them got any better, no matter how long I endured their sessions with me.  Colonel Caldwell was always probing, prodding, and pestering me about what I saw in my encounter with the Jellies.  She called them, “aliens” or “exotic entities” or some other silly name.  I knew them as Jellies.  Colonel Gehlen kept telling me about chain-of-command structures, and how the Marathon Defense Forces were organized.  I already knew about military organization from the lessons by Mister Fisher, yet Colonel Gehlen droned on and on about it.  His history lessons were boring, and besides, Mister Fisher had covered the material already.  I knew that the structuring of the Marathon Defense Forces was hierarchical.  The Marathon’s Captain was at the top, then generals, colonels, although I doubted if either of the colonels I knew could lead anyone across a simple bridge, but they were followed by majors, lieutenants, sergeants, corporals, privates, and cadets.  It was old news, as Mister Fisher had taught us that the use of formalized ranks, in various forms and a myriad of different titles, set in a hierarchical structure had existed for millennia.  As I thought about it, I did wonder about the quality of the leadership on the Marathon.  The two colonels I had met, and that one dog-murdering, cruel lieutenant, made me wonder about a more anarchistic approach.  I never shared that with Colonel Gehlen, as he did not want to listen to much of what I said.  The rule with him was, he dictated, and I was supposed to listen.  
 
      
 
    I stayed quiet with him, or just kept reciting the same things I had said previously.  At one point Colonel Gehlen said, “I see you are doing a broken record again.”  
 
      
 
    “I want to talk to my friends!” 
 
      
 
    “A broken record deserves no attention,” he answered.  “It goes round-and-round but gets nowhere.”   
 
      
 
    After that strange comment, he just left.  I guess that was some kind of phrase about the log entries he was making or something.  How could broken recordings be anything I was doing?  Again, with him I did not ask.   
 
      
 
    If I asked Colonel Caldwell anything, on those rare times I did ask, I would just get some fake sincerity, and a nebulous reply that contained nothing of substance.  I would have been better to ask the library access point on my display.  It would either give me an article or recording, or just flash, “Access Denied” to my inquiries.  I respected the automatic library system more than either colonel.  Some leaders, huh? 
 
      
 
    The decontamination treatments continued, and I was also put into exercise programs by the white automacubes.  A treadmill for walking, and then running, as well as a muscle training machine which I could adjust for my arms, back, abdomen, and overall stamina.  Days passed, and I improved.    Finally, my day of release came, and that involved a different situation. 
 
      
 
    “Private Kalju?” a new voice spoke to me.  It was a quiet whisper.    
 
      
 
    I glanced at the window, expecting one of the two colonels, but neither was there. At first I thought it was the woman solder who had stripped off my clothing, but that was just a superficial similarity because this new person was wearing the same kind of uniform.   
 
      
 
    As I looked at him, he spoke more forcefully.  “I am Corporal Lazlo, and I am here to get you out of this godforsaken place.” 
 
      
 
    The man was wearing the blue, black, gray, and white speckled uniform I had seen before, or something much like it. But what drew my attention was his thick, but curly, brown beard and mustache.  He had an olive colored beret on his head, with a red patch on its front.  Set into the red patch was a silhouette of a blue cat.  At the edge of that beret, I could tell his hair was cropped very short, nearly down to his skin.  That made the beard and mustache even more prominent.  His eyes were a bit close together, but overall his face had a look of muscular strength.  I guessed him to be about father’s age, although at that time I had not seen our dad for a long while.   
 
      
 
    “Private?” Corporal Lazlo asked.  “You are recovered enough to leave, correct?  That was the report I was given.” 
 
      
 
    “No one told me,” I managed to say.  “I expected Colonel Gehlen or Colonel Caldwell to be here.” 
 
      
 
    He snorted a bit.  “No officers here at the moment.  Come along private, we have a job to do, and not much time to get it done,” Corporal Lazlo stated.  “First to the armorer, and then back to the post.  Come along now.” 
 
      
 
    A side of my compartment rotated open.  It was a door I never expected.  I looked down at my simple sweat suit, one of three I had alternated wearing while in decontamination.   
 
      
 
    “Private, you will be fitted up properly.  Suitable clothing, weapons, and equipment.  Now, come with me.  You are now part of the Blue Tigers of Styx.  We are Eight-Squad.” 
 
      
 
    I rolled off the bed, and walked out the door.  The chamber sealed shut behind me.  “So, I am going to Styx?”  I was kind of excited to see a different biome, and was going to be very happy to leave decontamination, but the way he said Styx made me cringe just a bit.  I recalled that Styx was the other predominately water habitat, and that worried me.  “Will I meet my friends there?  Matkaja, Tudeng, Radha?  How is Carol doing?  When may I see them?” 
 
      
 
    He placed a hand on my shoulder.  “You are physically younger than I expected.  I have no orders to pick up anyone else.  I know nothing about the people you mentioned, sorry.” 
 
      
 
    I turned away so he would not see me start to cry.  “May I talk to my parents?” 
 
      
 
    “Communications are very limited right now.  The nonphysicality suffered much damage, but I am not sure the full extent.  Again, I am sorry to tell you that.  I thought you already knew,” Lazlo stated.  “I did find out about you, Private Kalju.  You are one lucky troop.  From the reports, you are well trained, and battle hardened.  As part of the Blue Tigers, we are guarding the routes out of Styx, especially the tube transport system.” 
 
      
 
    I wiped my eyes, and snuffed up some snot that was threatening to run out of my nose.  It sounded garbled, but then I spoke, “So, we are not going into Styx itself, but just stopping the Jellies from getting into Styx?” 
 
      
 
    Lazlo answered, but my mind was elsewhere.  I missed my friends, and it felt like forever since I spoke to mother and father.  So, I looked around, and stretched my body.  Even though I had exercised regularly, it was still refreshing to walk and see somewhere else.  It distracted me from the anguish and loneliness in my heart.  I should have asked the date, but I did not think of it.  I looked into the windows as we proceeded onward.  We walked along the bright and sterile corridor, and turned a corner.  I did not realize how big the hospital was, or how many other patients were there.  I was momentarily distracted by room after room of patients, many of whom were in far worse condition than I had been in.  Some were floating over their treatment tables, surrounded by a gravity manipulation field, with a myriad of life-support equipment connected into them.  Others were amputees, and had limp regeneration devices on them.  I thought of Carol, but did not see her.  A few of the other patients made eye contact with me, and that was disconcerting, dark, and dismal.  Their eyes revealed hardship, haunted, and hallow.   
 
      
 
    “Private?  Did you hear me?” Corporal Lazlo asked. 
 
      
 
    “Huh?  Oh, excuse me sir.  I did not hear you.” 
 
      
 
    “You need not call me sir.  I am a corporal, and not much of a stickler for rules and regulations.  Besides, officially only officers need to be called by a fancy rank.  You just call me Lazlo,” he replied.  “But what I did say was important.  We are not keeping the enemy out of Styx, we are trying to keep the aliens contained within Styx.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean keep them in?” I asked.  “The Jellies are in Styx?” 
 
      
 
    “Private Kalju, you keep saying Jellies. Is that what you call the aliens?  The enemy?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure, absolutely.  The oceanographers said that was the name of that species, or race, or whatever they are.  The Jellies,” I replied.  I almost said the orcas had named them, but caught myself.  It sounded sort-of strange to tell that to this new person who had just taken me away from decontamination.  I feared he would think I was mentally unbalanced, and send me back.  I was still trying to figure out where my friends were.   
 
      
 
    “Interesting.  I have heard rumors about some scientists who were in Foreigner before it was flooded.  Gossip says they made some breakthroughs, but nothing is official.  Rumors say the enemy has been here for decades.  Yes, the aliens are in both Styx and in Foreigner, where you battled them before,” Lazlo stated.  He took a deep breath.  “Both biomes are lost to us.  The people you see here are almost all refugees from Styx.  The Blue Tigers got them out before we blew the connections and causeways, but the alien enemy—those Jellies—to use your term, are trying to get past our barricades.  And that, my dear Private Kalju, is what we are going to go prevent.” 
 
      
 
    I spied a white automacube rolling toward a patient’s room.  I rushed over to it and jumped in its way.  “I must know about my friends.  Carol had lost both legs, and my other friends were brought here the same time I was.  Please tell me where they are and how I can find them!” 
 
      
 
    “I am Doctor 72N.  You are Private Kalju, recently released from our care. I am unable to give you any information about any patient status as that would violate confidentiality, and reduce Marathon security consideration.  You have been discharged, and I suggest you continue on to your new assignment.” The white machine’s mechanical voice basically gave me a variation of the same answer I had heard every other time I had asked.  I was not surprised, only disappointed.    
 
      
 
    Lazlo put one of his big hands on my shoulder and led me away and to the armorer.   There he entered in a sequence on the nine-section color control pad.  He then also inserted an antique looking key into a box which was sloppily welded onto the seam between the door and frame.  “Added security since the lattice went down.”  
 
      
 
    “The lattice went down?” 
 
      
 
    “Wow, you are behind the times, but I guess being that long in decontamination will do that.  Yes, the lattice went down during Operation Barnacle,” Lazlo answered.  “Now, in we go.”  He twisted the key, and the door unlocked and slid open.   
 
      
 
    Inside there were several people standing or sitting behind a counter.  They too were wearing the same kind of uniform that Lazlo wore, except here they were also carrying automatic rifles slung across their backs.  I looked around, and there were racks with weapons, shelves with uniforms, and hangers with armor, along with multiple other stacks of supplies and gear.  All the uniforms were the same spackled colors of blues, grays, black, and white.   
 
      
 
    “Here is Private Kalju.  He was in Foreigner and just got out of decon,” Lazlo stated.   
 
      
 
    “So, one of the Hellcats comes to join the Blue Tigers? How fitting.  Eight-Squad gets a transfer,” the seated man said.  He too had a full beard, a bit darker in color than Lazlo’s and his head was shaved.  His olive colored beret sat on the counter.  “Welcome.” 
 
      
 
    “Hellcats?  I came originally from Kansas, in the militia,” I replied.  I thought of that soldier who had stripped me of my clothing.  She claimed to be a Hellcat.  I looked at the man who was sitting there.  He was roughly the same age as Lazlo, and I was feeling very young compared to those people.  “Yes, I am from Kansas.”   
 
      
 
    The seated man looked at Lazlo.  His face was puzzled, but grinned a bit.   
 
      
 
    “Do not give me that look, Kensington. My orders came down from the LT.  She told me to pick up Private Kalju.  The info just lists him as from Foreigner, trained, and having battle experience.  I just ran it through IAM Lenore, and I found out he got out with some of the last to escape Foreigner before it was flooded,” Lazlo said.  He had a device in his hand.  It was a somewhat smaller version of the transceiver I had seen before.  It had a bigger display than the wristwatches, and some additional functions.  He turned to me.  “You were in Foreigner, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir!”   
 
      
 
    The others chuckled and I somehow knew they were laughing at me.  Then I recalled Lazlo’s comments about titles and rank.  “I mean, yes, Lazlo, I was in Foreigner, but before that I came from Kansas in their militia.” 
 
      
 
    “These are Prezsky, Kensington, and Ella, with you they make up our squad,” Lazlo said. 
 
      
 
    “Is the LT our lieutenant?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Better not let her hear you call her our lieutenant.  It is not like we own her or something,” Ella said.  She too was about the age of my parents. Her black hair was pulled back and tucked under her olive beret.  It had the same red patch with the blue animal silhouette.  Her smile was genuine, not at all like Colonel Caldwell’s, and her smile was reflected in her deep, brown eyes.     
 
      
 
    “I apologize, I mean no disrespect,” I quickly said.   
 
      
 
    “Lieutenant Harpy would understand,” Prezsky added with a chuckle. 
 
      
 
    I wondered for a moment if the name was a joke, or real.  “Lieutenant Harpy? As in the mythological monster?” 
 
      
 
    A guffaw rolled across the room from everyone except me. 
 
      
 
    “That comment, the LT might not understand too well, but after she picked you up off the floor, she would tell you her name really is Harpy.  Bridget Harpy to be precise, but no one calls her Bridget.  I do not even think her parents called her Bridget. Just stick with calling her LT and you will be safe.  Welcome to the Blue Tigers.”  Prezsky was about the same age as the others, and her light brown hair dangled around her shoulders in curly ringlets.  The beret on her head was the same as the others.  I was beginning to understand it was a mark of this new unit I was assigned to join.  She reached over and shook my hand.  “Pretty young, but you will do.  So, did you see the aliens in Foreigner, or just turn tail and haul your butt out of there?” 
 
      
 
    “Both, in a way…” I started to say, but Lazlo interrupted me. 
 
      
 
    “This troop needs supplies, clothing, and weapons, and we need to cut the chitchat and head out,” Lazlo stated. His tone of voice was different, and I immediately saw how the others understood he was giving a command.   
 
      
 
    “Battle armor coming right up,” Kensington stated.  “Looks like a men’s medium ought to work, and you can grow into it.”   
 
      
 
    “I will get him a transceiver, and then link it into the system,” Prezsky said and stepped to the back of the room.    
 
      
 
    “Weapons coming right up!” Ella gave me a smile. 
 
      
 
    “May I have a gimp?” I asked.   
 
      
 
    Ella looked puzzled. 
 
      
 
    I recalled my training.  “A RSW Model G1MP, to be exact.  In the militia, we called them our gimps.  I am trained on other weapons too, but that one I am comfortable and proficient in using.” 
 
      
 
    “A G1 it is, for a start,” Ella replied.  “Although, gimp is a pretty good name for that basic sidearm. Hum…gimp, yup, good name.” 
 
      
 
    “He has a name for the enemy too,” Lazlo stated while the others went about getting the gear.  “Those scientists who scuttlebutt says actually talked to the aliens, well, Kalju here calls them Jellies, and he was with those scientists when they broke out of Foreigner.”  
 
      
 
    “We got them out.  The rest of the people on that island refused to come with us.  How many of them were rescued?” I asked.   
 
      
 
    None of the soldiers answered.  They looked away.     
 
      
 
    Finally, Lazlo said, “Few people came out of Foreigner.  Like I said, you were lucky, or maybe it was skillful?  I would bet on skillful.”  His smile assured me he was not being sarcastic.   
 
      
 
    I was issued the uniform—battle armor—which did not fit too well. It was bigger than needed, but as I was told, I would grow into it.  It was fairly comfortable, after I made some adjustments, and the slots in the material where the body armor plates slid in were adjustable.  I had to shorten all the straps and adjustments to make it work, but it did.   
 
      
 
    Prezsky brought out the transceiver and showed me how it fit on, and how I could see the display.   
 
      
 
    “So, it works like the wristwatch?” I asked.    
 
      
 
    The others laughed a bit.  Then Prezsky said, “Pretty much, but more voice activated, and linked in with our squad.  Just flip it down here, to see the display.  Wire it on, and you will be all set.”   
 
      
 
    I nodded, and saw how easy it would be to use, even though it was mounted on my chest.  Two thin wires led from the body of the transceiver to small patches which stuck onto my skin over the bone behind my ears.  Through those patch, I could hear the others, and it sounded like they were right next to me.  Also, alerts and warning signals were sent through those patches.  Then I strapped the belt onto my waist, and connected the holster for the gimp.  Extra speed-loaders with their rounds were connected into pouches on the belt.   
 
      
 
    “And now for your bullpup,” Ella said to me as she handed over a black rifle just like the one she had on her back. “You are familiar with the MDF-14, correct?” 
 
      
 
    I remembered the lectures from Mister Fisher and quickly recited, “The Marathon Defense Force Model 14 rifle is a gas operated, selective fire, including fully automatic, ambidextrous rifle.  It is designed for use in all environments including vacuum. The selector toggle is this rotating disc located just in front of the trigger mechanism. The fire selector toggle secures the firearm against accidental discharge, thus protecting the user.  The three modes are ‘N’ for non-firing, ‘1” for single shots, and ‘B” for bursts, lasting as long as the trigger is depressed and ammunition is available. The cocking handle is atop the receiver, and can be operated with either hand, or by depressing the single-handed button here. The cocking handle slot is fully sealed from the exterior. The barrel, hammers, and group pins, are permalloy while all other components are from carbon fiber composites. The shell of the rifle is made in a honeycombed pattern allowing the weapon to float in water.  It is fed by box magazines, each with a fifty-round cartridge capacity using 4.5×45mm ammunition.” 
 
      
 
    “You sound like the library.  Now, show me how you would field-strip it,” Ella stated.  “On the off chance it had a jam or feed problem.”  I saw her wink at Lazlo, who nodded his head.   
 
      
 
    Thirty seconds later the MDF-14 was in it component parts, and was as disassembled as would ever be needed, short of a compete rebuilding of the rifle.  It had been a long while since Mister Fisher’s drills, yet it all came back to me.  All but one thing.  I asked, “Why do you call it a bullpup?” 
 
      
 
    The others all laughed.  Lazlo then said, “Well, finally, the Blue Tigers have a nickname for something.  For a while, I thought only our newest private had all the cool names.  It is called a bullpup because of its legacy.  Back prior to the Great Event, some weapon designers decided to call this format, or configuration, with the rifle’s action behind the trigger, a bullpup.  Not sure exactly why that first designer did that.  Maybe he or she liked bulls or puppies?  We just continued the tradition.” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe those older styles, with their longer overall length, and less efficient design, were called cow-whelps?” Ella joked.  “Or steer-kitties?” 
 
      
 
    “Mister Fisher never called it a bullpup, but I like that name,” I added.  I reassembled the weapon, holding it by the front handle and the handgrip near the trigger.  It fit snugly in my arms.  Little did I know them how much I would be using that bullpup.   
 
      
 
    “He did not mention the grenade launcher, so we should give him a demerit,” Kensington stated, but with a smile.   
 
      
 
    “I can tell you all about it, if that will remove the demerit,” I replied.  “It is located right here, and consists…” 
 
      
 
    Lazlo interrupted me.  “The test is over, Kalju.  You know your stuff.  Now, to see if you can ever grow a beard!  Do you even shave yet?”  He turned to Prezsky. “Get his transceiver into our local batch for Eight-Squad, and then off we go to stop the enemies… wait… stop the Jellies from getting any further into the Marathon.  Yes, Jellies is a good name for these beasts.” 
 
      
 
    I was issued ten grenades—concussion and fragmentation—for the bullpup’s launcher, five magazines with fifty rounds in each, for the rifle, and slipped all of that into the compartments on my battle armor.  It fit securely and the ammunition was easy to reach and access. I patted my gimp, which in a way was my favorite, even though its style was old, and its firepower was limited. 
 
      
 
    We hiked along, and stopped at a restaurant, well, that place was more like a cafeteria, where they had boxed meals set up for soldiers.  I guess for us.  Regular people were working there, with some older folks helping to distribute the meals.  I was called various names; troop, soldier, marine, guard, and some others.  I learned that the MDF forces were not well understood by the general public.  I wondered at the lack of automacubes, as those would have been more efficient, at passing out the food, but none were in sight.  We each grabbed two meals, loaded them into backpacks which were also sitting there, and kept going.  
 
      
 
    Along the way, numerous times, I almost brought up my friends from the militia again.  I knew someone, somewhere knew where they were, but I did not ask.  I kept thinking of the friends whose bodies were in Foreigner, buried in a grave meant for dead whales.  Then I thought of Kulm’s body.  He had not died in Foreigner, or had he?  I did not recall if we were carried out of Foreigner to the hospital for decontamination, or if I had spent some time in that habitat’s shell.  I guess it did not matter to me, but I wondered if Kulm had a grave somewhere, or what had happened.  I almost asked, but just did not. The other members of this squad were laughing and joking, and I was overwhelmed.  “Where is the place of sorrow in battle?”   
 
      
 
    After a few hours of walking we arrived.  
 
      
 
    The location was clearly a military checkpoint.  A banner with a silhouette of the blue tiger was hanging over the entryway.  While the other corridors had looked pretty much standard, here I could see engineering work had been done.  Thick plates of permalloy had been welded onto the walls.  The new permalloy was brighter and less smoothly finished than the original permalloy of the Marathon.  It looked like the location had once been a transport terminal or hub, but now was a reinforced bunker of sorts.   
 
      
 
    “Our post,” Lazlo stated, and walked over to the soldier who was standing at the doorway.   
 
      
 
    “Lieutenant Harpy, we are here as ordered.”  
 
      
 
    That was my first look at her. “Adams,” I swore under my breath. Immediately, I thought of that other lieutenant, the one who had killed my dog. “Adams,” I muttered again, but then clamped my lips shut.  For this officer was wearing a uniform like what he had worn.  Instead of matching our uniform’s colors, her uniform was that mottled collage of greens, blues, whites, and browns.  I could not get the memory out of my mind.  Then I saw, that instead of a regular hat, this woman had an olive colored beret with the Blue Tiger emblem on it.  Also, her shirt was unbuttoned a bit, and an undershirt was revealed.  That was white with olive colored horizontal stripes.  Only by looking at those two things, was I able to repress my disgust.  I guess it still showed on my face.   
 
      
 
    Lieutenant Harpy returned Lazlo’s salute, but then turned and marched over to me.   
 
      
 
    “Private Kalju.  Welcome to my squad,” she said.  She was about a dozen years younger than the others, which put her at about the same age as Adams.  “Something is troubling you.  Spill it soldier.” 
 
      
 
    “I am fine,” I grunted out.   
 
      
 
    She slapped me with the back of her hand.  It was not hard enough to knock me down, but it stung.   
 
      
 
    “Let that be the last and only time you ever lie to me.  I gave you an order, Private Kalju, and you will obey it.” 
 
      
 
    “And if I refuse…” I got out, but then regretted it. I fully expected her to slap me again. 
 
      
 
    She did not. 
 
      
 
    Instead, she stepped up close to me.  Her bright blue eyes were staring at me.  She had a bit of a smirk on her face, and I noted that a few tendrils of light brown hair had slipped from beneath her beret.  “If you refuse, that might set into motion a series of events where we all die.” Her voice was calm and collected.  “For this unit, Eight-Squad, runs on trust and honesty.  With the enemy we are facing, we cannot afford anything except trust and honesty.  I promise you that I will lead us in what I see is our best efforts in all things.  That means our best chance to survive and win each and every battle we enter.  However, if you are a liar, and refuse to obey orders, then that puts us all at risk. You will not be sent anywhere else, for that is not my style.  You are needed here.  You are assigned here.  I will do my best to lead you, but, if you refuse and are a liar, then you will be the weak link in our chain.  Weak chains break.  Hades on a hotplate, even strong chains can break.  So, when that chain breaks, those alien misbegotten abominations will kill us, get through our lines, and kill others.  Is that what you want?” 
 
      
 
    I just looked back at her.  My thoughts were a jumble.  She was roughly ten years older than me, but the authority she carried, and the sincerity in her voice, pushed out my thoughts of Adams.  Here was a different kind of leader.  A true leader.  A legitimate leader.  She reminded me of a grown-up Bartlet, but then I knew Bartlet would never grow any older.  My eyes got wet, but I held back the tears.  Also, I did not want anyone else to die, and I felt guilty that maybe that would happen. 
 
      
 
    “I ask you again, Private Kalju, what is the problem.  Tell me the truth.”  There was no screaming or yelling, just a very big push of her intensity. 
 
      
 
    So, I responded, “You reminded me of Benton Adams.  I hate him.” 
 
      
 
    “You mean Major Benton Adams? Are you referring to the son of Captain Francine Adams?” 
 
      
 
    A severe silence fell on all of those around us.  It was a silence that was tangible, felt, thick. 
 
      
 
    “It was Lieutenant Adams. I hate him. He killed my dog, for no reason.  He also beat up my friends,” I snapped back.  I consciously put as much disgust into the rank as I could.  Just saying his rank and name was repugnant to me.  “Lieutenant Adams is a belligerent buffoon.” 
 
      
 
    The LT’s face changed remarkably.  Her eyes softened, and her smirk vanished.  “So, you knew him when he was a mere lieutenant.  Must have been some time back, before the debacle.” 
 
      
 
    There was a shudder from the other soldiers as they understood to what she was referring, but I ignore it.   
 
      
 
    I spoke out.  “Yes, it was a while back, before so many of my friends died in Foreigner. I was at Raven Academy, and he killed my dog, beat-up my friends, and is a maggot brain.  I do hate him.” 
 
      
 
    She looked closely at me.  “Private Kalju, I apologize for slapping you.  That was wrong.  I was in officer training school with the very same Benton Adams, I emphasize with your feelings.  You are not insulting him, you are accurately describing him, in ways that I appreciate.  Let this incident be forgotten.”  She stuck out her hand to me.  “Welcome to the Blue Tigers, I am leader of Eight-Squad.” 
 
      
 
    I hesitated only a moment and then shook her hand.  “I should not have judged you by him. Sorry, LT.  I am glad to be part of squad eight.” 
 
      
 
    “Not squad eight, nor Eighth Squad, we are Eight-Squad.”  She gave me a brief smile. “The Blue Tigers still have our twenty squads, but now, instead of each squad having twenty people, we are lucky to get five to seven troops per squad.  I am also platoon leader over all of the Blue Tigers since the rest of our officers are gone, so Corporal Lazlo is the subleader here.  Kalju, I know you have seen death in Foreigner, but we have seen it in Styx as well.  Let us stop it here.”  She turned to Lazlo.  “You are to rotate with Nine-Squad and Ten-Squad on joint SNS-5.  Head out there now.  Those troops need relief.”  Then she turned back to me, “Kalju, we need you.  Stay sharp!” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, LT.” 
 
      
 
    Lazlo led us away.   
 
      
 
    “The funicular system is still functional, and that will get us up to our position quicker than walking,” Lazlo said. “The tube transport is down everywhere.” 
 
      
 
    We climbed several flights of stairs, and then reached a corridor that connected up to a very familiar looking door.  I smiled as I called out, “A GAGS!” 
 
      
 
    “The troop knows his stuff,” Ella affirmed and patted my back.  “Beyond that is the funicular.  Do you have a nickname for that too?” 
 
      
 
    “No.” 
 
      
 
    Entering a real Gravity Alteration Gimbaled Sphere, I felt more at home than I had for a long while.  It was not exactly like the one we had practiced in so many times, but the differences were very minor.  As we rotated around, and got into proper alignment I could was still pondering our leader, the LT.  She reminded me so much of Bartlet, who I so dearly missed.  I wiped the wetness from my eyes before the other Blue Tigers saw me.  Maybe they did see me, but no one said anything.   
 
      
 
    The pressure door slid open after the chamber finished rotating, and we stepped out into another corridor.  A sign pointed ahead and read, “To Funicular” in yellow lettering on the pale green wall.   
 
      
 
    “Why is the LT younger than all of you?” I blurted out.  I was trying to divert my mind away from Bartlet’s death, and the fact my still-living friends were missing.  I wished I had asked the LT about them.  
 
      
 
    “I think because we were born longer ago than she was,” Ella laughed at me.  “That is how age works.” 
 
      
 
    “No, I mean, well, why are none of you officers, and she is?  I would guess some of you would be officers by now.  What is that about?” I replied. 
 
      
 
    Lazlo answered.  “We were police officers in Styx until the aliens… sorry, the Jellies – I do like that name – it is the perfect name, by the way.  Well, we were police before they invaded.  Then we volunteered for the MDF, and here we are.  We were already serving as troops, and we survived that debacle.  Battle-hardened troops are scarce and hard to find.  Officers, on the other hand, were in training when that debacle happened.” 
 
      
 
    The funicular bulkhead door was also sealed with the nine-section color control pad, as well as the crudely welded on key lock.  Lazlo again unlocked both and we walked out past the exterior hull of the Marathon.   
 
      
 
    “You cannot see the Jellie’s ship from here,” Kensington said.  “It is on the far side of Foreigner.” 
 
      
 
    “If it is the only one,” Prezsky added in with a somber tone.   
 
      
 
    “Ship?” I asked.   
 
      
 
    Before us stood clear permalloy walls and ceiling.  It felt like we were standing on the edge of a huge building, but I knew it was the view from the hull.  The black curtain of space, sprinkled with its twinkling stars was visible, but so were other parts of the Marathon.  I had seen it in simulations, and it looked no different now.  The bulkhead door shut behind us, and an alert tone chirped several times. A display lit up across the clear permalloy with a flashing message, “WARNING: THIS VEHICLE IS NOT FUNCTIONING AS DESIGNED. RIDE AT YOUR OWN RISK” 
 
      
 
    “Machine Maintenance refuses to remove the warnings, even though we have been over this how many times?” Prezsky commented.  Her voice held scorn. “Broken lattice, dumb machines.”  
 
      
 
    What had been the wall behind us sealed over with clear permalloy.  Then gravity manipulation took hold, and the compartment we were in moved.  It was not as profound a movement as inside the GAGS, but still significant.  The whole cuboidal cabin shifted and tipped into position as it locked down onto the treads on the track.  We made a ninety-degree tip, and in a way, were now perpendicular to the Marathon’s hull.  My mind quickly adjusted to what was now up and what was down, and what was sideways.  The vehicle then sped away, as we watched the vista of the hull of the needle ship.  Above us was mostly the Styx habitat, and it was enormous. The needle ship was long and skinny in comparison to the more squatty cylinder of Styx.  In the distance, I could see portions of some of the other habitats as well. Of course, not all were visible.  I wanted to see Kansas, even just from the exterior, but I knew it was not visible from that location.  Just that fact made me sad.  
 
      
 
    The vehicle sped up and raced along the tracks, winding between the structures of the hull.  I held onto the handrail which was at about waist height.  The journey was not long, as the vehicle made good speed, and soon we came to the distal connection of one of the large constituent joints which connected the giant cylinder of Styx to the needle ship.     
 
      
 
    The vehicle tipped again, shifting smoothly as gravity manipulation altered my orientation.  The side again became the floor, and the doorway opened.  We left the funicular and headed the short distance to where the Blue Tigers had set up the barricade.   
 
      
 
    “We will relieve the other squads and…”  Lazlo was interrupted by the ringing of alarm bells.  They sounded like they were ringing right next to me, but it was being transmitted through my ear patches.     
 
      
 
    “Incursion in 27Y!” Prezsky called out, with a normal voice. 
 
      
 
    The others sprinted off, and I followed.   
 
      
 
    Bang! Bang! Bang! 
 
      
 
    Gunfire sounded from head of us.  
 
      
 
    My transceiver chest component slipped out as I ran.  I stopped briefly to reconnect it in, and that made the difference.  The wall right near where I was stopped, started to bulge inward.  I knew permalloy was not supposed to do that.  It was astonishing, so I leaped back a few meters, and brought up the bullpup.   
 
      
 
    An irritating purplish glow pulsed from the wall.  It was like light was being forced through the super-hard metal, yet I could not comprehend how that could be.  Opaque permalloy was tough stuff.  It was different than I had ever seen.  I dismissed the idea that the purple was some kind of shadow, or part of an informational display, or signage, or viewport.  Permalloy should not bulge, and that light hurt my eyes.  Then the wall sort-of melted right before me, in a roughly circular shape.  Brownish goo oozed down, mixing with the newly liquefied permalloy.   
 
      
 
    “I need help here!” I screamed.  I tapped my transceiver to send.   
 
      
 
    The purplish light intensified, and had an eye stinging bluish tone to it.  The light cast about the corridor was not normal, but left after-glows on my mind as well as my eyes.   
 
      
 
    A thin, ropelike…something, whipped out from the expanding hole in the wall.  It too was purplish, but was sort-of fuzzy or unfocused.  My eyes smarted as I looked at it.   
 
      
 
    “Jellies!” I screamed.   
 
      
 
    I toggled my bullpup’s switch to ‘B’ and let fly a burst of bullets.   
 
      
 
    Bruup! Bruup! 
 
      
 
    My aim was true, and the rounds ripped into the purplish, long, whip thing.  I saw them strike, and some parts splattered off, but that thing drew back quickly.  Then a huge circular mass stomped into the corridor.  The bluish-purple glow was intense, and my eyes were smarting, watering and just plain painful.   
 
      
 
    Bruup!  Bruup!  Bruup! 
 
      
 
    I fired several more bursts as I leaped back and away.  I stumbled, and that mishap saved my life.  A whip of purple snapped through the air right where I had been standing.  I felt the air rush past my face, but that whip missed me, barely.  A foul odor was left in its wake.  The side wall was struck.  Plaster, metals, and other materials were ripped from the permalloy underneath the veneer.   
 
      
 
    I rolled backward into a prone position and fired again.   
 
      
 
    Bruup!  Bruup! 
 
      
 
    The purple thing was about two or three meters tall, and roughly oval or oblong, sort-of like a pumpkin or gourd.  It had four stumpy legs beneath it, and they were holding it up and moving it ahead.  It was walking, sort-of.  Its purple glow was irritating, and I thought I could see something moving around within that glow.  I concentrated my fire on the center of the thing.  I saw a blur of movement, and some kind of long skinny thing again whipped out from the purple blob.  My bullets tore into that appendage.   
 
      
 
    Teewank! 
 
      
 
    Something extremely cold exploded next to me on the floor.  My face felt frozen, and I rolled away. 
 
      
 
    Teewank!  Teewank!  More icy detonations took place in the corridor, as I rolled away.  Freezing shards flew all around.     
 
      
 
    “Keep down!” Someone yelled from behind me.  Or maybe it was on my transceiver.    
 
      
 
    Plop! 
 
      
 
    I knew that sound from so many simulations.  It was too close to me.  I covered my ears and put my face to the floor.     
 
      
 
    Kaboom! 
 
      
 
    An explosion took place and the corridor rocked with the noise, debris, movement, and concussive waves.  Lights flickered overhead, and everything was a jumble.   
 
      
 
    I grabbed my bullpup, and rolled away from where the worst sounds were.  I could not tell what was happening.  As I looked around, the hole in the sidewall was a misty cloud of smoke and dust.  Nothing purple, or blue, or strange.  Well, besides having a grenade go off somewhere in the back of that hole.  I looked for the thing, but all that remained were some gooey chunks which were wiggling about as they slid down the nearest wall.  Their purplish color faded quickly as they pooled into clumps of tan gel.   
 
      
 
    “You alive?” Someone yelled in my direction.   
 
      
 
    I looked back, and forth, trying to see the thing which had melted its way through a permalloy wall.  It was gone. Not much for remains, and certainly not a body or chassis or mechanism.  My mind was jarred about as I wondered if I was looking for a creature or a machine or what? 
 
      
 
    Some soldiers I did not recognize rushed past me.  They were wearing goggles-like things and had ear pads in place.  The first two were armed with bullpups like mine, and they took up positions around the hole.  One had her hands on the grenade launcher, and she looked like she was ready to fire another one into the tunnel in the wall. 
 
      
 
    Behind them came two more troops, one had a canister on his back.  He began to spray liquefied permalloy around the hole.  Another soldier was throwing meter-long rods across the opening in a haphazard manner, while the other applied the permalloy.  It reminded me of rose bushes and their prickly thorns.  However, here it was solid permalloy rods which were sunk into the newly sprayed liquid permalloy, bonding it all together as it solidified and hardened.  It was a messy and hasty repair, but they were fast.  Soon the hole was covered over, with what looked like a permalloy cocklebur.     
 
      
 
    “Kalju?”  
 
      
 
    I heard my name, and looked back.  Lazlo and the other soldiers I knew were there.  His face was startled, and he was limping.  His bullpup was in one hand.   
 
      
 
    “Kalju?  How badly hurt are you?” Lazlo asked.     
 
      
 
    “I am unhurt.  What happened?” I replied.   
 
      
 
    Ella came up next to me.  She patted me on the shoulder.  “You went toe-to-toe with an alien.  With one of your Jellies, and lived!  I am impressed!” 
 
      
 
    “Who?” I gestured toward the other soldiers.   
 
      
 
    “These troops are Ten-Squad, and we are lucky we were all here together,” Lazlo stated.   
 
      
 
    “Check the seal we made over that hole, and then put vacuum between the panels!” the soldier with the rods yelled out.   
 
      
 
    “Got it!” Someone else was opening an access panel on the wall, and fiddling with some controls.   
 
      
 
    I stepped back, and looked around.  I was afraid to see dead bodies, but there were none.   
 
      
 
    “Corporal Lazlo, we have this last breech sealed now,” the man with the canister stated. “Good thing too, as this patching compound is nearly exhausted.  The enemy broke through in four places.” He hooked a thumb at the hole nearby.  “This one being the nearest to the needle ship. 
 
      
 
    “A Jellie out of the water?” I asked.   
 
      
 
    Canister-man looked at me, then back at Lazlo.  “Did the kid hit his head?” 
 
      
 
    I interjected, “Not this time.  I thought the Jellies were marine animals, like giant jellyfish, right?  Live in the water.” 
 
      
 
    He dropped the handle on the canister and looked at me more closely.  “You trying to bamboozle me?  You saying you got close enough to one of the aliens to see its unaided form?  You saw a naked alien?  Out of its armored carapace?” 
 
      
 
    “No one does that and lives,” one of the other soldiers stated.   
 
      
 
    Lazlo’s voice carried out.  “He was in Foreigner, and he was with that group of scientists we keep hearing rumors about.  His team came out with the scientists.  They called the aliens the Jellies, and I am pretty sure they know what they saw.  He checks out.” 
 
      
 
    Canister-man whistled.  “I thought the stories of someone being able to talk to the aliens were just myths and legends.  Hey kid, so you can talk to the aliens? Converse with these things you call Jellies?” 
 
      
 
    “Tell the aliens to commit suicide!” A troop from Ten-Squad called out.  She was holding her bullpup, and looking down the corridor toward where the connections to Styx were located. 
 
      
 
    “Or just go away!” Someone else yelled out, but added some very colorful sexually explicit profanities.  
 
      
 
    “I never said I actually talked to them.  The oceanographers had…” I tried to explain, but the transceiver on my chest began flashing an alert.   
 
      
 
    “All squads!  Attention!” the LT’s voice came though.  “Attention!  We have had breakthroughs in three of the eight joints.  Each incursion was stopped.  Well done troops! However, no one leaves.  Rotation is cancelled.” 
 
      
 
    The members of Ten-Squad all groaned, but from what I could see, none of them were surprised. 
 
      
 
    “Keep alert, and good hunting!” The LT stated.  “We did not see any attempts at flooding this go-round, so these—Jellies—are using some new tactics.  Keep them out men and women.  Keep them out!”     
 
      
 
    “Come on, I need to refill the patching compound,” Canister-man stated.  “Eight-Squad, spread out and take point, unless you are hurt.”  He looked over at me.  It was only then I realized that there was some blood running down my face.  I had been wounded on the same side as my scar.  I felt my face and discovered some small puncture wounds, which stung a bit as I touched them.  Looking down, I saw my battle armor had torn in a few places, but none of the frozen projectiles had pierced it.   
 
      
 
    “I am not incapacitated,” I stated, as I rubbed a healing towel across my face.  It dried up the blood, and sealed the wounds.  It took only a moment.   
 
      
 
    Canister-man nodded, “Listen up!  Ten-Squad, cover the rear, but we are tightening this place down. I mean down!  Make sure to arm up and be ready.  We got zero warning on that last one, be ready for another.  Looks like these aliens, these Jellies, have shifted out of the flooded tubes and into the corridors.  We know they love their sludge, but they are now coming out to play in the air.  Seal up everything.  If you can, decompress the compartments behind where they broke through.  Shut down gravity manipulation back there too, where you can.  Let they try to survive in that next time they open a wall.  I hope it is a fun surprise.” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe spread the Jellie all over, right?” Some called out.   
 
      
 
    “Right!  Just make a big squish!” Someone replied and hustled off behind me.   
 
      
 
    I looked at Lazlo, and he shrugged his shoulders.  “He is senior corporal, so listen to his orders.  We are in this together.” 
 
      
 
    I never did find out the name of soldier I called, Canister-man.  We all hustled along and as we passed bulkhead doors which led to side passageways, we slammed them shut and locked them off. Not everyplace could be depressurized, but I guess about half of them could be.  We did that.  As we worked, I looked around and there were eleven of us. 
 
      
 
    Prezsky, Ella, and Kensington kept near me, at first, and did not let me get separated from them.  I wondered about that, but was still reviewing what I had seen.  It was the same purplish color I had watched under the water, but it had much more form and substance.   
 
      
 
    “Lazlo, it had four legs, and I think two appendages up front,” I commented.   
 
      
 
    Before he could answer, Canister-man jumped in.  “Typical, but that is not always the case.  These aliens seem to be using some kind of a flexible – I am not sure what to call it – an enviro-suit, or something.  Tough and hard, a carapace.  We saw some were just round balls, but others had arms and legs sprouting wherever. You did good kid.  You laid several bursts right into it.”  
 
      
 
    “So, I killed it?” 
 
      
 
    “No, but you slowed it down some, so we could hit it with a grenade.  Our bullpups will tear chunks out of their skins—exteriors?—but they seal really fast.  These Jellies have strong tech stuff, but ripping into their suits, well, that does not seem to kill them.  The grenades annoy them enough they retreat.”  Then he tapped his goggles.  “Oh wow!  I bet you did not even see that.  Not in their purple glare.  Not with bare eyes you did not.  Oh, we need to get you some eye coverings.  Come along.  We have been using the ESRCs as storage drops for ammo and other supplies.  Check those out, and grab a set of tinted safety glasses.  First time they came through a wall, a few days ago, it was with a flood of their sludge, but that terrible glow of theirs is hard on the eyes.  We find these safety glasses help block it out.” 
 
      
 
    “So, you are still getting supplies?” Lazlo asked.   
 
      
 
    “Yes, some.  We send in orders, but every Reproduction and Fabrication facility is way slow.  We lost the ones in Styx and Foreigner, and the other six are trying to play catchup.  Every R-and-F is backed up, trying to replace all the security automacubes which were lost, not to mention vodnees, and everything else.”  He said R-and-F so fast it took me a moment to know what he was talking about.  He went on, “Sure, they take our requests, but delivery is spotty, and may come from any of the other six R-and-Fs. We still can access a gravity conduit, which brings us some stuff, but only intermittently. Machine Maintenance is not much better, but they at least tap into existing supplies of spare parts and such.  Like the safety glasses. These safety glasses were in storage, in case that future destination world of ours had too much sunshine, hah! But we were able to get them shipped here.  Not perfect, but better than bare-eyed.” 
 
      
 
    He walked over to a cabinet in the wall.  It had previously been an ESRC, with the standard resources typically stored there, but now it held racks of bullpup ammunition, grenades, and at the bottom, near the fire suppression equipment, were several cartons of what I called goggles.  They were marked, “One set safety glasses with eye shields: tinted” on the side of the carton. 
 
      
 
    Canister-man grabbed a carton and tossed it to me.  “They will not protect you from much but the light.  I have put in orders to get some real helmets to protect our heads, ears, eyes, and whatever, but R and F has it backlisted for production.  Offensive weapons get top priority, defenses are backed up.  Food gets sent in regularly.” 
 
      
 
    I pulled on the safety glasses, and they had a flexible band which snugged up against my head.  They covered most of my eyes, and looked to be the kind that automatically adjusted to glare, bright light, and those kinds of things.   
 
      
 
    Lazlo put on a pair as well, and then reached over and fingered the holes in my battle armor.  The permalloy armored part had actually been dimpled a bit from what had hit me.  The cloth was shredded.  “What kind of weapon did this?  The cloth is bullet resistant, and the permalloy is damaged.” 
 
      
 
    “Those aliens – the Jellies – use some kind of frozen liquid which explodes on contact.  Nasty stuff.  Ranges from small pops, to big explosions.  The kid’s face wounds are from fragments which probably had already ricocheted off several surfaces before hitting him.  We just started seeing them using these weapons too.” 
 
      
 
    All of the Eight-Squad Blue Tigers got safety glasses, and some muffs which covered our ears.  I felt strange, as these new people were calling the enemy by the name they had heard from me.  The name Jellie just seemed to stick, and I do not think I ever told them about the etiology being with the orca’s language.   
 
      
 
    I learned more about how we were defending that constituent joint, as we began our patrols.  Our transceivers would show us our locations, as compared to the deck plans, and while they were bigger displays than what I had used with the old wristwatches, I still missed those.  Yet, I adjusted and used the gear we had.  The display showed the still pressurized decks in green, the flooded ones in an appropriate brown color, and the depressurized and vacuum areas in red.  The green corridor was straight and connected between the needle ship and Styx. Overall, it was a small part of the whole constituent joint.  There was no telling where the Jellies were, exactly, but the tube system had been shut and locked down at our location.  No place closer to the needle ship had there been any breakthroughs. 
 
      
 
    As I looked over the plans, I could see the decoupling locks were where the flooding happened and the Jellies had been stopped.  I knew those places were made from the thickest permalloy, and I hoped that would be enough.     
 
      
 
    The base of operations was an old storage room which had been converted into a barracks of sorts.  Fifty people could have slept there, but most of the bunks were made up and unused.  We had beds, a lavatory, and kitchen areas.  Lazlo sent Kensington, Ella, and Prezsky to patrol the corridor, and he then sat me down in what he said would be our section of the barracks.  I could see five bunks which had personal belongings around them, and figured that was for the others from Eight-Squad.  The remaining bunks were just stacked with clean and folded blankets, pillows, and sheets.    
 
      
 
    “You did good today, but treat those wounds,” Lazlo stated.  “Get some food and rest.  You lost blood and energy out there, so take the first shift of downtime.” 
 
      
 
    “I am good to go.” 
 
      
 
    “You are eager to go, but you are not good, not right now.  We all will be rotating down time, and yours is now.  Do not waste it.  Someone will come and get you when it is your turn.” His tone did not allow me to argue with him.  So, I just nodded.   
 
      
 
    Several of the Ten-Squad were already lying down in their bunks, on the opposite side of the barracks.  In a way, the emptiness of that place was sort-of creepy and foreboding.  It felt like too many people were already lost.  I thought again about Kulm’s body and wondered where it had gone.   
 
      
 
    I selected a bunk next to the other others, and then took off my battle armor.  Unpacking my stuff was easy, as I did not have much.  I washed and treated my wounds, by looking in a foldout mirror from the headboard on the bunk. I never much like looking at myself, and as I did, I noted how many more scars I had.  These new wounds from the Jellie’s frozen blast should heal better than my scar through the eyebrow, I told myself.  I finished the treatment, then ate some food and made up my bunk.  I fell asleep faster than I expected. 
 
      
 
    I awoke when the transceiver went off with another alarm.   
 
      
 
    “More incursions!” the LT stated.  “All of Ten-Squad head toward the needle ship connection point.  All of Eight-Squad, get to the Styx connection.  Move!  Move!” 
 
      
 
    I grabbed at my battle armor, and my fingers went through some of the holes in the material. I slipped it on as fast as I could.  The permalloy plates of armor were cool to the touch.  I glanced over and the members of Ten-Squad were already on their way out.  They must have been sleeping in their body armor.  Rushing to get ready, I felt like a fool.  I should have thought of that.  I was ready faster than I ever got ready before, but still felt guilty.  With the battle armor, and weapons ready, I rushed out of the barracks.    
 
      
 
    I wondered where the next incursion would happen. I checked the transceiver display and saw that the corridor outside the barracks was still reading as green, from one end to the other. Outside the walls of that – where I thought the Jellies were must like to be – were the areas marked in brown.  I doubted they would be in the red areas where the vacuum and depressurization had happened.  
 
      
 
    I was wrong.   
 
      
 
    A huge crash shook the whole corridor.  I could not imagine what that was, but it was immense.  Running along toward Styx, I heard gunfire.  I saw the purplish glow as I approached, and was thankful for the protective eyewear.  I could see the area, even though the colors were all muted.  
 
      
 
    Blam!  Blam! Blam! 
 
      
 
    Someone was firing in single round mode.  But that troop was taking cover behind a collapsed wall which covered about half of the corridor.   
 
      
 
    “They will probably break through from where they flooded!” Lazlo’s voice came to me.  It was the same thought I had, but the figure ahead of me did not look like him.   
 
      
 
    “Who is up here?” I screamed.   
 
      
 
    “Ella.  Have you come to join the fun?” she responded as she squeezed off several more rounds.   
 
      
 
    Blam!  Blam! 
 
      
 
    I fell in next to her and huddled behind some of the shattered wall. I could see the permalloy had been ripped into large chunks with jagged edges.  I marveled at the strength that would take.   
 
      
 
    “Decompressive explosion, but stopped by an ECC slamming home,” Ella chortled a bit.   
 
      
 
    “An Emergency Containment Curtain deployed?” I was surprised.   
 
      
 
    “You did not hear it?  Biggest sound yet today in this melee. The ECC crushed one of those aliens, a Jellie as it fell.  Two more of those Jellies got trapped on our side of the curtain.” 
 
      
 
    I pumped a grenade into my launcher, and peered over the rubble.   
 
      
 
    “No grenades!” Ella cautioned.  “We have people down there!  Lots closer than you were yesterday.” 
 
      
 
    I took my finger off the firing stud, and left the grenade locked and loaded.  Instead, I looked down the sights at what was before me.  
 
      
 
    I saw the two Jellies, but they were mostly hidden from view behind some large sheets of perforated permalloy which had fallen out of the ceiling.  I could see the purple glow through the neat and orderly holes in the permalloy, but I doubted a round would pass through those sheets. Then I looked more intently for the troops.  Kensington was squatting in a corner next to the newly deployed and thick wall which the Emergency Containment Curtain had created by slamming down to stop the atmospheric leak.  Those ECCs are nothing like the curtains in mother’s windows, but rather are like a solid wall once deployed.  He was hidden from the enemy’s view.  He had his rifle ready, but he had marginal cover, at best.  
 
      
 
    Teewank! 
 
      
 
    The Jellie’s projectile weapon struck right near where Kensington was crouched.  An explosion of icy shards peppered all around him, but he seemed to be relatively safe for the moment, but trapped.  
 
      
 
    Blam!  Blam!  
 
      
 
    Ella fired, but I could see sparks where the rounds caromed off the perforated permalloy.  Her next round also was deflected away. 
 
      
 
    Blam!  My shot careened up and into the ceiling.  I missed as well.   
 
      
 
    I kept scanning the area, and saw that Prezsky was nearby, hiding behind a bunch of ventilation equipment which was in a jumbled pile.  She was holding only a handgun.  Her rifle was sticking up from part of the rubble some distance away.  The whole area looked like a nightmare scenario from my training exercises at Raven Academy, but I knew this was all deadly serious, and my mind considered that there might not be a solution to this puzzle.  I looked down at my transceiver and saw that it was still showing this entire area in green, and I wondered how accurate the deck plan reporting really was.  It did not show that the ECC had fallen.   
 
      
 
    Blam!  Blam! 
 
      
 
    Ella fired again at the closest Jellie.  
 
      
 
    “Hit you this time!” Ella chortled.  A chunk of purple was ripped from the end of an appendage and it snaked out from behind where the Jellies were lurking.    
 
      
 
    From the outlines, I could sort-of tell that each Jellie was a lumpish round globe, again reminding me of a pumpkin, standing there on its four legs.  Two – arms I guess you would call them – were projecting out from its front.  Those were long and tentacle-like and were picking up chunks of rubble and lifting them up.  Each time a tentacle secured a chunk, Ella shot at it.  For only as the tentacles reached outward, were they extended past the perforated permalloy.  I could see the purple stuff erupt where the Ella’s bullets entered.  The tentacle would retract or shake, but then it sort-of reformed, and went back again to moving the debris.  I think it was building a wall of debris or something.   
 
      
 
    “Lazlo!” the LT’s voice came through the transceiver.  “Ten-Squad is not answering and no readings on telemetry.  Send someone to check on them.” 
 
      
 
    “We have two hostiles trapped,” Lazlo’s voice barked back.  “No one in position to assist.” 
 
      
 
    “Understood, but I see Kalju and Ella are closest to Ten-Squad.  One of them must go,” the LT commanded.  I could almost hear her add ‘sorry’ under her breath.  “I must know what has happened.  I get zero, repeat, zero telemetry from Ten-Squad.  Send one of them now – Kalju, take off for the needle ship coupling.  Hustle.” 
 
      
 
    I wondered why the LT had been speaking over the squad-wide band, but snapped back a reply, “Two of the troops are pinned down here!” 
 
      
 
    Lazlo’s voice cut through, “Go Kalju.  The LT knows our status.” 
 
      
 
    “Affirmative!” I replied.   
 
      
 
    Ella looked at me.  Her eyes were big, but she smiled anyway.  “We only have to save Kensington and Prezsky.   All of Ten-Squad is your damsel in distress.  Go off and be a hero.  Outdo John McKinney.” 
 
      
 
    I had no idea to what she was referring, but from the look in her eyes, it felt like she was saying goodbye.  I sprinted away down the corridor, hearing gunfire behind me.   
 
      
 
    “Kalju,” the LT stated. “You are now linked into Ten-Squad’s tactical network, and directly to me.  Telemetry still showing negative on all of Ten-Squad.” 
 
      
 
    “I hear you.  Equipment failure?” 
 
      
 
    “Doubtful, Kalju,” the LT said.  “Stay alert.  Get a situational report and watch yourself.”   
 
      
 
    I felt like a deserter, but was following orders.  As I got to the barracks, I rushed inside and grabbed another pack of grenades from the ammo locker.  I am not sure why I did that, but I thought it was better to have more ammunition than I needed rather than not enough.  I glanced only briefly at Ten-Squad’s bunks, but that image stayed in my mind.  They needed me.   
 
      
 
    The corridor was eerily quiet as I headed away from the barracks at a dead run.  I kept thinking I should have been going the other direction.  I did not know any of the people in Ten-Squad, except Canister-Man and I did not even know his name.   
 
      
 
    I smelled the vile, toxic, Jellie gunk before I saw it.  I hugged one side of the corridor but continued onward.  I had my bullpup ready, and a grenade was already loaded.  I saw jumbled wall sections, and places were repairs had been made.  The fresh permalloy was hardened, and had stopped the inrush of the polluted waters, but the sludge was in small pools scattered all the way across the corridor.  I tried to step only where chucks of debris were sticking up out of the liquids, or where the floor looked dry.  I hoped my boots would protect me for a while, but I was not tempting fate if I could avoid it. 
 
      
 
    One troop was lying face down in that gunk.  The brown was mixed with red.  I did not stop to assess further, because the huge gaping wound in that person’s back was something no one could survive. 
 
      
 
    “LT,” I reported, “Some of Ten-Squad are dead.  Visual confirmation.” 
 
      
 
    Then the bluish-purple light blazed in front of me, distracting me from what the LT said.  Out from a side passage which should have been sealed by a bulkhead door, a Jellie lumbered.  Even with the eye protection the glare was immense.  In one of its tentacles was Canister-man.  His face was staring at me, and his eyes flickered.  I am not sure if it was recognition. I hope not.  The pain was evident in the deep wrinkles and furrows of his face.  The purple tentacle was wrapped tightly about his body, the uniform in shreds, and the battle armor plates were gone.  His left arm had a smaller tentacle wrapped around it, and the hand sticking out from there was flapping about like a bag of cherries.  Almost as if every bone in his arm, wrist, and hand had been crushed.  His other hand was holding onto his rifle, its sling wrapped about his wrist, but it too was just flopping about without purpose.  I stared into his eyes.       
 
      
 
    I tapped the grenade launcher’s firing stud.   
 
      
 
    Plop!   
 
      
 
    I pumped another grenade into the launcher. My first grenade flew true right for the Jellie.   
 
      
 
    Boom!  I sure hope Canister-man was already dead when it exploded.  If not, at least I ended his suffering.  The detonation of the grenade obliterated the human remains the Jellie was carrying.  The Jellie’s front arms, the tentacles, or whatever you would call them, broke into large fragments, and the smaller one which had been crushing the soldier’s arm fell like a coil to the floor.  The changed from purple to tan as they struck. The stumps of the tentacles sealed over, as the purplish glow faded from the truncated parts.   
 
      
 
    Plop! 
 
      
 
    Boom!  The second detonation went off right where the stumps were sealing themselves off.  Purple splatters rose up and smacked into the ceiling.  I raced forward while I pumped in another grenade.   
 
      
 
    Plop! 
 
      
 
    That grenade struck right where the stump had just been blown open.  Somehow it slipped into the purplish mess as it was sealing over.   
 
      
 
    Vooump! 
 
      
 
    That detonation was not nearly as loud as the others, although my ears were ringing, so maybe that was part of the reason it sounded different.  Yet, the results were also vastly different.   
 
      
 
    The front part of the Jellie, right where the stump emerged from the main body, cracked and split.  Brownish fluids slavered out.  It stunk so badly.  The legs under the Jellie disappeared and the pumpkin shape dropped to the deck.  I ran at the thing, and flipped my hand to the bullpup’s trigger assembly.  I toggled it to ‘B’ and pulled the trigger. 
 
      
 
    Bruupuupuupuup!   
 
      
 
    I kept my aim right on the section where the brown fluids were leaking out.  I knew I was too close to detonate another grenade, but I poured every round in the magazine into that section of the Jellie.  The split grew wider, and more fluids dribbled out. 
 
      
 
    A tentacle, from who knows where wrapped itself around one of my legs and pulled down on me.  “No!” I yelled as I slammed in a new magazine.   
 
      
 
    Bruup!  Bruup!   
 
      
 
    I fired burst after burst after burst into that split on the Jellie, ignoring the squeezing pain in my leg. The tentacle was wrapped tightly around my leg and thigh, and its tip was ripping into the materials of my pants.  I could feel the permalloy armor plates in my uniform slowly bending in on me. 
 
      
 
    Bruup! 
 
      
 
    The split kept trying to seal over, but my bullets kept ripping into it again.  As I changed magazines, the split sort-of quivered and then tore downward.  The leaking brown fluids because a rush.  I saw it was coming right at me, and I tried to step out of the way.  The tentacle made that difficult as it was still squeezing my leg, and like a vise was preventing me from escaping.  I jammed the bullpup into the gap and fired again. 
 
      
 
    Bruup! 
 
      
 
    The top of the Jellie caved in on itself, the split widened, and the interior waters poured out in a cascade of filthy, foul smelling, gunk.  The purplish glow was fading as the fluids were spluttering out.  I could see that the thing in front of me was like a nearly solid bag, or carapace, or shell.  There was something inside, and I did not think it was internal organs, so much as some internal organism.   
 
      
 
    Then the whole thing went dark, and collapsed onto itself.  Something writhed about inside of what looked more like a deflated balloon, than a pumpkin, or sphere.  The pressure on my leg was lessening, and I stomped down hard on that tentacle, until the coils dropped from around my leg.  As they fell off, it was only then I realized that I had not been watching anywhere else.   
 
      
 
    I whipped my head around, and looked, but fortunately, there was not a second Jellie anywhere around.  As I looked back toward the split in the side of the Jellie’s casing, I saw a last bit of moment.  Sometime lunged at me.  A dark blue stem shot out at me.  On its end was a very sharp looking curved spike.  I dodged out of the way, and it fell just shy of striking me.  I put several more round into it, before I was convinced it was not going to move again.  It lay there, sticking out through the split in the purple casing.  I was convinced that the outside of the Jellie was not its skin – so to speak – but was rather some kind of suit or covering.  For as that stem was sticking out, I could see a visible difference in the texture, composition, and construction of it, as compared to the appearance of the rest of the Jellie.  That stem part looked more organic, or biological, than the carapace of the exterior.  Glancing down I saw the buckled permalloy plates which had armored my leg, I and just knew I was inside a protective suit, so why not the Jellie as well?     
 
      
 
    “Ten-Squad!” I yelled out, but kept my eyes on the dead Jellie.  “Sound off anyone!” 
 
      
 
    There was just the slushy sound of the fluids still dribbling out of the Jellie.  It was bleeding its equivalent of blood, or losing its atmosphere, or something.  It was a large lump of dark purple whatever, sitting in its own brown slushy muck.   
 
      
 
    I really wanted to run away, but I also felt a strange compulsion to see what was at the other end of that thick stem.  The orcas had called them Jellies for some reason, and the thing I had just killed did not look like any jellyfish I had ever seen, or read about.   
 
      
 
    Quenching my curiosity was my concern for Ten-Squad.  So, I left the carcass of the Jellie and searched.  I knew two members of Ten-Squad were dead, and as I hunted around the area, I did find the remains of the rest of the squad.  The last ones I found were probably the first to have been killed.  Parts of their bodies were still under the rubble where the Jellie must have broken through the wall.  My anger boiled up as I realized that the bodies had been dismembered by brute force, and not be explosions.  There were some marks of the frozen explosive weapons I had seen the Jellies use, but one of the bodies was clearly torn limb from limb.  I am still not sure why that bothered me.  Dying by explosion, or dying by dismemberment, was still dying.   
 
      
 
    “LT?” I signaled through the transceiver.  “The Styx coupling…no, that is not right… no wait… the corridor near the needle ship, where I am now, is secure… Ten-Squad… they are all dead.” 
 
      
 
    “Kalju?” the LT asked in a soft voice.  “How badly hurt are you?” 
 
      
 
    “I killed one of the Jellies,” my voice sounded weird to me. “Is Eight-Squad alive?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.  Stay where you are.  Help is on the way,” the LT stated.  
 
      
 
    “Help?  The only help needed here is mortuary services.  I said they are all dead! And I want to know where the bodies go this time!” I screamed out.  “Where is Kulm’s body?  My other friends are with dead whales!  Is that forsaken island accessible to anyone now?  Where are Tudeng? Or Matkaja? Or Radha?  Did Carol get her legs?” I walked back away from the scenes of death and carnage.   
 
      
 
    “Kalju, we are here for you.  Are there any other enemies in your area?” The LT’s voice was calmer than I expected.   
 
      
 
    “I killed the only Jellie here.  Just one, but it killed everyone else.  I killed it.” 
 
      
 
    “Good.  Then find a secure position and wait.  Eight-Squad is on the way.” 
 
      
 
    “They had two Jellies to kill.  I only had one,” I stated.  I looked around and carefully stepped on the dry parts of the floor to avoid the mush and gunk on the deck.  I did collect a few unused grenades, and a full magazine for the bullpup.  I could not identify whose uniform those came from, as it was in a pile up against a wall.  The battle armor plates were bent, and the fabric had been torn apart.  It was partially soaked in blood.  I think it was a shirt and part of a belt, but even that was unclear.  A boot was soaking in the brown sludge not far away.     
 
      
 
    Instead of finding a hiding hole, I walked around looking for where the Jellies had broken in.  I found two spots which had been sealed over using the method Canister-man and his associate had used.  Checking the transceiver, I could see that behind those spots were areas which while I watched the display shifted from the brown color of flooded areas, to the red of decompressed areas filled with vacuum.  I wondered idly who was doing that work, but did not care enough to ask.  The face of Canister-man still haunted me.  I am sure he was dead when I fired the grenade.  I hope so.  Yes, he was dead before I fired.  Right? 
 
      
 
    “Kalju?” Lazlo’s voice came through the transceiver.   
 
      
 
    I turned and saw him running toward me.  Not far behind was Ella, and back a ways Kensington and Prezsky were holding each other up and limping toward us.   
 
      
 
    “I am here!  I killed the Jellie,” I stated and gestured toward where the deflated purple carapace was.  The internal stem was still sticking up out of it.   
 
      
 
    “LT! Kalju did kill one enemy.  Its body is here!” Immense excitement radiated in his voice.  “We can get the sample the officers ordered!” 
 
      
 
    “Dispatching security and transport automacubes.  Highest priority.  Sample everything.  Protect that find!” the LT’s voice was even more thrilled than Lazlo’s.   
 
      
 
    “You could have sampled the two you killed,” I said, as I looked at him.   
 
      
 
    “We did not kill those, although we tried, oh how we tried.  Kalju, we retreated and sealed that area.  We were lucky to get Kensington and Prezsky out alive.  We exhausted all our grenades, and most of our ammo in covering the retreat.” 
 
      
 
    “Are they following you?” I spun about and pulled up the bullpup into firing position.   
 
      
 
    “No.  The whole section was vented into space.  The Jellies along with everything in that compartment.  I think your kill here is remarkable!” He slapped me on the shoulder.   
 
      
 
    “Lucky, I guess.  All of Ten-Squad is dead,” I said and looked down.  “I was too late.” 
 
      
 
    Lazlo pulled off his backpack.  He pulled out a small can and sprayed me all over with it.  “That should stop the gunk for eating your battle armor.  Kalju, once these things get inside, they are deadly.  It is not your fault at all.”  He then pulled a small yellow box out.  As he tipped it open, I saw it had numerous vials, and other bottles and jars inside it.  There were also thick and heavy gloves.  “Want to help me sample?  It might take that vibration saw to cut off some sections.  Put on some of these gloves, and there are also slip covers for your feet.  That toxic stuff is corrosive.  And I have little deactivator spray left.”   
 
      
 
    “Kalju did the hard work, let me help,” Ella suggested.  “If he does not mind.” 
 
      
 
    “No.  He needs to do this,” Lazlo said in as stern a voice as I had ever heard.  “Come on Kalju, let us do some dissection of that Jellie of yours.” 
 
      
 
    Not only did the yellow box contain the gloves and foot covers, it also had facemasks.  I donned the protective gear and removed the vibration saw from the side compartment of the collection box.  It was charged and ready to go.  I noted that Lazlo had a set of metal sheers which he was carrying.  
 
      
 
    “You sure you want to do that?” Prezsky asked.  Her voice was husky and rough, and she had a bandage patch on her neck.   
 
      
 
    “That toxic junk is nasty stuff,” Kensington added.  “Why not wait and let the automacubes remove it?” 
 
      
 
    Lazlo sort-of nodded, as he considered what they said.  Then he looked at me.   
 
      
 
    “I want to see what a Jellie really is,” I replied. 
 
      
 
    We walked over to the lump of purple which was not glowing, but was slimy and wet with the brownish liquids.  I was glad the slip covers were over my feet, and I hoped we were protected enough.  I actually longed for a spacesuit, just because of the smell.  The reek was worse than I had smelled anywhere else.   
 
      
 
    The stem, with its sharp and curved hook on the end was still protruding from the tear in the outer covering.  I kept thinking of a turtle’s carapace, and I am not sure why.  Maybe because of the turtles in annoying Dale’s lake, but it was more than just that.  I could not see anywhere on the lumpy surface of the dead Jellie where its legs, arms, or tentacles had been.  It was like a deflated balloon, and was just smooth and dull purple.  All except for the slit and that strange stem which was jutting from it.  The stem was about as big around as my thigh, and quite long.  That was turning a tan color.     
 
      
 
    “What do we sample?” I asked.   
 
      
 
    “The LT said get a sample of everything.  Start with cutting a section of the skin of this thing.  I will lop off some of that barb.  It is far too big to transport all of it anywhere, but take a bit from everything that looks unique or special.”  Lazlo grabbed hold of the stem, just below the spike.  With the metal sheers, he chopped down on the spike itself, and the bottom five centimeters or so came free.  He had to exert a lot of pressure on the sheers to get them to bite through the spike.  He slid it into a specimen container. 
 
      
 
    “I am remotely measuring it all, and recording your work,” Prezsky stated.  She sounded weary to the point of exhaustion, but was helping as she was able.  “I will send the information along with the samples.”   
 
      
 
    I took the vibration saw and cut a small cube of material from the exterior.  It cut slowly, even with the vibration saw at maximum.  I placed that cube into a container and tossed it to Ella who was standing nearby.  She was wearing gloves and a mask too.  I then felt the stem, and it was rough and bumpy under my touch, even though I was wearing the gloves. I expected it to be smooth like the exterior was, but it was more like tree bark, well sort-of like bark.  I cut a section from that as well.  It cut easily.  I placed into a container and tossed to Ella.   
 
      
 
    “I cannot get this ripped place opened up any further,” Lazlo complained as he tried to cut the exterior with the sheers.  “I do see some of our rounds embedded into the flesh here, but they are all surrounded by a deeper purple colored stuff.  Try opening up this slot so we can dissect the inside of this thing.  There seems to be a space between the inside and the skin.” 
 
      
 
    Using the vibration saw, I cut the slit open more, while Lazlo pulled on the stem.  Adjusting the cutting force, I found how to slice it more quickly, but it was slow and tedious work.  Finally, the opening was big enough that I could peal back part of the carapace.  
 
      
 
    “I do not see where the stem is connected at all to the carapace.  It is not like our skin and muscles, not at all,” I observed as I cut.  “The stem is thick and heavy comes down from the middle of a dome thing, like a mushroom.  That is not connected to the skin either.”   
 
      
 
    “It is the alien’s spacesuit.  That is why,” Kensington called out.  “I have been thinking about this a lot.  They flood places, because, as Kalju here said, they are marine animals.  Not animals like we know, but creatures, or beasts, or whatever.  So, to use his term, it is a Jellie’s spacesuit, or hydro-suit.  We carry around our own stuff, so they do too.  Drag that beast out of its hydro-suit and you will see it real form.” 
 
      
 
    “I think that is right.  They are called Jellies for a reason, and this does not look like a jellyfish,” I answered.  And so, I cut the exterior open even more, and tried to avoid vomiting from the horrid odors.  You know I have smelled all kinds of dead things back in Kansas.  Opossums stink bad when they die. Skunks use their smell as a defensive weapon.  And a rotting carcass does reek.  None of that compared to the smell of the Jellie, even though my mask.  But finally, I got the carapace cut widely open, and actually lifted a triangle of it away to expose what was inside.  As Lazlo had observed, there was a gap between the stem and the carapace.  But that had not prepared me from what we saw.   
 
      
 
    The stem got thicker as it attached to some kind of body, that dome thing.  Wrapped all around, and in various states of damage were tentacles.  Lots of tentacles of various shades of blue or purple. I could tell the explosion of the grenade inside the carapace had sent shrapnel into the flesh of the Jellie.  Rips, punctures, and tears were all over those tentacles.  Most of the tentacles emerged from under a collapsed half circle which reminded me of a mushroom’s top.  Maybe, like a half dome? I think I said that already.  Well, anyway, the stem met up to that top thing which had segmented parts.  Some parts were darker purple, and some were lighter, a few were even blue.  I looked for an eye, like on a squid, but nothing like that was there.  At the very top of the Jellie was a ball, or knob.  Roughly the size of a grapefruit, that thing looked to be at the center of the body, or what might have been at the upper portion of it, if it was standing on its stem.  I kept trying, in my mind, to visualize it in water, like a jellyfish, but it was hard.   
 
      
 
    Lazlo was busy snipping off samples from various places on the Jellie.  “This is a creature, and that outer coating is its technology.”  His voice sounded amazed.  He took a part of a tentacle, then a part from the crown, as he called it.  He tossed the collected specimens back to Ella.   
 
      
 
    As I looked closely at that grapefruit-sized knob on the crown, I saw that it had been pierced by a chunk of metal from the grenade.  For some reason, seeing that fragment of metal, made me feel immensely blessed to still be alive.   
 
      
 
    “Some of these limbs — tentacles — are differentiated for various tasks.  These have a broad and flat tip.  See how it is rolled up on that one,” Lazlo pointed.  “While these others are pointy and taper to almost a hair’s width.  I bet this thing has incredible dexterity and can do extremely fine manipulations with these digits.” 
 
      
 
    “Lazlo?  Do you see its weapons?  How it shoots those icy bombs?  Any ordinance inside there?” Prezsky asked.  
 
      
 
    “Or controls on its hydro-suit?” Kensington questioned.  “Maybe some kind of machines or technology?”      
 
      
 
    “Nothing I can identify.” 
 
      
 
    I added, “Just lumps and bumps inside the shell thing.  The inside is sleep and smooth like the outside, but had to know what its shape is supposed to be.  I know it had arms and legs. I saw them in use.” I did not explain about how it had been carrying Canister-man.  “It must have a way to stretch or manipulate the carapace.” I stepped back and then walked alongside of the Jellie’s body as it lay there exposed.  “If it was upright, from top to bottom, the Jellie is a little bigger than a person.  I would think it would weigh maybe a hundred kilograms.” 
 
      
 
    “In our gravity,” Ella called over.  “I wonder if its home world has gravity like ours?  If that is a hydro-suit, and I think Kensington is right, then who knows what the planet is like where this monster evolved.”   
 
      
 
    From down the hallway, a bulkhead door opened. 
 
      
 
    Prezsky and Kensington had their bullpups aimed and ready, before I could even turn at the sound.  They pulled up nearly immediately as they saw a security and transport automacube enter.  The security automacube was in really tough shape.  It red chassis was dented, scraped, and marred in countless places.  Two of its six drive wheels were missing chunks from them. The main gun mounts at the front looked worn out from repeatedly being fired.  The multijointed arm on its top was folded flat, but looked in no better shape than the rest of the machine.     
 
      
 
    The yellow automacube was spotless in comparison, although it was much smaller.  The two machines rolled up to us, and I noted they too avoided the brown fluids on the deck as much as possible.     
 
      
 
    “This is IAM Lenore,” a mechanical voice came from the red automacube.  “Please load the samples and specimens into the transport automacube’s cargo hold.” 
 
      
 
    Something inside of me reacted to hearing from an artificial intelligence system.  I rushed over to the red machine.  “I demand to know where my friends are now!  What happened to Carol, Tudeng, Matkaja, and Radha?” 
 
      
 
    “Private Kalju, those people are part of the Marathon Defense Forces, and are not assigned to your unit.  They are not your concern,” IAM Lenore replied.  “As soon as the specimens are stored, this automacube will dispose of the alien’s remains.” 
 
      
 
    “You will tell me where my friends are. Right now!” I screamed.   
 
      
 
    “Personnel distribution and allocation is not your concern,” IAM Lenore responded. 
 
      
 
    “They are my friend!  Where are they!” I screamed again.   
 
      
 
    A man’s voice came on, “Private Kalju, you will stand down immediately!” 
 
      
 
    “Drop dead Adams!” I hollered.  “You worthless piece of scum!” 
 
      
 
    “Corporal Lazlo, Private Kalju had battle psychosis.  Please restrain your soldier, and complete this mission.” 
 
      
 
    Lazlo threw off his gloves and stepped over to me, “Kalju, now is not the time.” 
 
      
 
    “Adams knows where my friends are?  Just tell me!” I cried out.   
 
      
 
    “Major Adams, it might be simpler to just supply the information,” Lazlo said.   
 
      
 
    “Major Adams is addressing urgent issues,” IAM Lenore interjected.  “Send the samples.”  
 
      
 
    I stomped away, as I knew I would not get any help.   
 
      
 
    Ella and Lazlo packed in the specimens, and the yellow transport automacube spun around and left. Ella commented, “Maybe you should take the entire carcass?”    
 
      
 
    “Representative samples are sufficient.  We lack containment equipment for larger specimens, and there is rick of contamination. Please clear this area,” IAM Lenore ordered.  “Incineration will commence in sixty seconds.  That will be followed by depressurization and vacuum cleansing.” 
 
      
 
    “There are dead people here!  They should be treated with respect, reverence, and honor!” I yelled.  My throat was hoarse from screaming.   
 
      
 
    “The casualties will still be deceased no matter what kinds of rites, ceremonies, or religious rituals are performed.  Clear the area now,” IAM Lenore commanded.  “Failure to leave this area may result in injuries or death.”  Then the mechanical voice began a countdown, “You now have sixty seconds to reach minimum safe distance.  You will only be safe beyond the Emergency Containment Curtain line.  Go now.”   
 
      
 
    Lazlo grabbed me by the shoulder.  He pointed to a flashing light on the floor.  “We must get beyond there, and quickly.”  He, along with Ella, forcefully pulled me away.  Kensington and Prezsky also hustled, even though limping, and retreated to where an Emergency Containment Curtain would fall.  Moments after we crossed that line, the ECC slammed shut.   
 
      
 
    I pounded on that thick wall of permalloy which the ECC had created.  “I just want to know about my friends!”  Its dull green finish did not show any signs from where I hit it, but my hand smarted.  
 
      
 
    The LT’s voice came through our transceivers.  “Eight-Squad, I have linked in a view from the transport automacube.  You deserve to know what happens to that Jellie Kalju killed.  I wish I could do more.  Kalju, I have no information on your friends, if I did, I would give it to you.” 
 
      
 
    On the small display on my transceiver I could see the red automacube and the carcass of the Jellie.  Incendiary gel shot out from the front of the security automacube and coated the entire Jellie.  Then it erupted in flames.  The flames danced all across the carapace, without doing much to it at all.  The body we had exposed from the inside however did burn and char with the high heat.  It was good to see that alien shriveling up.  The automacube poured more gel onto the body until it was just a black husk.  Still, the carapace was undamaged.  I wondered again what that was made from, and nodded as I agreed more and more with the idea it was some kind of alien technology, a Jellie spacesuit.   
 
      
 
    The signal cut off.  
 
      
 
    “Those automacubes are now leaving the entire area, which will be vented into space,” the LT stated.   
 
      
 
    I looked at the display and shifted it to the deck plans.  The area where we had been was now labeled as red.  Decompression and vacuum had already happened in that part of the constituent joint.  I looked at the red areas, and there were many more of them than the brown flooded ones.  Our green area looked tiny in comparison.  I wanted to ask Kulm for his engineering assessment and what he thought of the red areas which snaked about and were open to space, but then my mind again told me Kulm was dead. That reminded me again, even though I was trying to push their images out of my mind, of the dead people from Ten-Squad.    
 
      
 
    “So, all those soldier from Ten-Squad just get tossed out like garbage?  Lost into the cold and void of space?” I stated flatly.   
 
      
 
    “We could not save them now.  They will not be forgotten,” I know there were tears of sorrow in the LT’s voice, but what she said angered me anyway.  
 
      
 
    “I will never forget this, or anyone who dies,” I muttered.   
 
      
 
    Lazlo asked something more of the LT about getting security automacubes to assist us.  He was arguing for how it was essential, but was hearing how few there were and how none were available, or something like that.  I did not pay much any attention to that quarrel.  I looked at Kensington and Prezsky and neither of them were in any shape for further combat.   
 
      
 
    “Where will the Jellies come next?” I asked Ella.   
 
      
 
    “Could be anywhere, but both ends of this corridor are open to space,” Ella responded.  “Help me get these two back to the barracks.  When the Jellies come, that might be our most defensible place right now.  There are four ECCs which can be dropped between here and there.  Two on the Styx side and two on the needle ship side.  Might slow down the Jellies.”   
 
      
 
    We helped them get to the barracks, where I set about giving them medical treatment.  I sent in several requests for medical automacubes, but I think those applications for assistance just went floating off into the cold and void of space as well.  Wherever the submissions went, no medical automacubes ever came to help us.  All my transceiver was linking to was the library and its automated responses.  Sure, it seemed to take my requests, but no response was received.  Lazlo was still arguing with the LT, but that conversation ended shortly after we got to the barracks.  Lazlo’s demeanor was to say the least, upset.   
 
      
 
    I applied the medical treatments, using the supplies we had in the barracks, to Kensington and Prezsky.  Ella resupplied herself with grenades and other ammunition and stood watch at the doorway to the barracks.  Lazlo was with her.  I fully expected alarms bells, or the sounds of ECCs crashing down, or even to see a wall buckle in with the purplish glow of a Jellie behind it.  Instead, it was calm and quiet.   
 
      
 
    Kensington and Prezsky did not want to be out of the fight, but they knew they needed to heal, and quickly.  So, they consented to sedation and treatments.  When they awoke later, they were much improved, and no Jellies had attacked.  I was certain it would not be long.   
 
      
 
    Again, I was wrong.    
 
      
 
    For the next 18 months, we continued to patrol and watch that corridor.  We got weekly supplies, mostly suspended animation food containers, that came through the gravity conduit in the barracks. A few boxes of medical treatments and one supply of ammunition did come through as well, but they had not been ordered.  The LT occasionally checked in on us, but she had no news, and no matter how many times I asked, I was never allowed to contact anyone in Kansas, and still had no idea what had happened to my friends.  For a long while, during that waiting, I blamed the LT for failing to help me.  I always thought she could have done more, but it was, what it was.   
 
      
 
    Anxiety was always high.  We did our patrols fully expecting a Jellie to come bursting in from some flooded hallway or connected corridor.  The deck plans on the transceiver changed colors once in a while, usually from brown to red, but it did go the other way as well.  I never did figure out who was controlling that stuff.  Maybe it was the officers, or maybe it was the Jellies?  Both?  Neither?   
 
      
 
    As I walked, I knew that if a Jellie would have opened up a wall from one of the decompressed areas, I would probably die immediately.  We had no spacesuits, and the Emergency Containment Curtains were designed to drop immediately if a significant decrease in atmosphere was detected.  That would seal off the section where that breach took place, regardless if one of us was inside it or not.    
 
      
 
    During that entire time, there were no Jellies attacks.  We worked two shifts, and that meant two of us on one shift, and three on the other.  We changed up the rotation, just to keep from boredom.  The Eight-Squad did our job, but there was nothing to do but watch and wait.  On duty, we patrolled that corridor.  Off duty we ate, slept, played ludo, or oware, or chess, and read books we could access from the library.   
 
      
 
    Being the youngest member or Eight-Squad was hard in its own way.  The other four had a long relationship with each other, from when they were in the police services.  Those four had their private moments, and when a pair of them separated off for a night or two, by dividing off some of the barracks, we respected that.  Once Ella invited me to be involved with her, but it was more out of pity, and I felt so strange I just ran away.  She and I never spoke of it again after that.  I had no one who knew me from before, and no common link to those other soldiers. One day passed like the rest, and as Prezsky and I were coming off patrol, Lazlo met us at the doorway to the barracks.   
 
      
 
    “The LT has news,” Lazlo stated. “We are all here now, LT.  Why did you want us all together?” 
 
      
 
    “This is Lieutenant Bridget Harpy of the Blue Tigers.  You are patched into the new Military Complex 001 artificial intelligence,” the LT was being very formal, and that in its own way was frightening. “It can be addressed as MC001, and it is a subsidiary of IAM Lenore.  The Blue Tigers, all squads, are to immediately report to Queen for deployment.  A safe passageway to the needle ship will be pressurized and heated, but only for the next three hours.  You must proceed there via that passageway.  Further orders will be given once you reach the needle ship.” 
 
      
 
    “LT? What do we do about the barracks here?” Lazlo asked.   
 
      
 
    My transceiver made a noise I had not heard before.  “Message from MC001.  Answer: that position is no longer needed. Each of you is being tracked, and when the final member of each squad passes a bulkhead, the doors will be shut and everything behind that will be decompressed and vented into space,” a strange and mechanical voice came through the transceivers. 
 
      
 
    “That was MC001, so troops, head out now.  We will be joining battle in Queen, so take all the munitions you can carry,” the LT stated.  
 
      
 
    I looked at my transceiver, and I saw the passageway turning from red to green on the deck plans.  It was a serpentine pathway from our position into the needle ship, but it looked passable.  I just hoped the Jellies were not monitoring the decks. 
 
      
 
    And that, dear Ryan, was the final time I spent in that constituent joint.  Was I in Styx, not really.  Was I in the needle ship?  Nope.  I forgot to mention, I was able to grow out my beard there, but it was scraggily and not very thick.  It also made my face itch.       
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    Campaign for Queen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Well, I am back to record some more on this journal for you, my dear Ryan. I thought we had all the kinks worked out so we could make the big jump, but sadly, more unexpected problems arose.  It will take several more days, at least, and some additional advanced calculations to make it go.  Stridell and Samuels are working with the Major on that, but wait, I have not even told you about them.  I am getting way ahead of myself.  So, let me take a few deep breaths, of some clean air, and review what I was telling you. 
 
      
 
    Oh, right, I was just getting to where the Blue Tigers moved to Queen.  Wow, that seems so long ago, and I guess it really was long ago, and far away.  In some ways, it was so much better than it is today.  I guess today’s problems are enough for today, but back then, I thought I knew about problems, but I was really just a dumb kid.   
 
      
 
    Sure, I had put down that one Jellie, there in that corridor, but many fruitless patrols down that corridor had happened after that, and before we hiked to Queen.  The pathway which had been re-pressurized was indeed a strange and twisting journey through back corridors, up and down ladders, access shafts, and companionways.  But we did make it into the needle ship without incident.  And yes, the bulkheads were shut down as soon as the last of our squad passed those doorways.  That whole hike we were each laden down with as much ammo, grenades, and food as we could carry.  I also brought several boxes of medical supplies, since I had yet to see a single medical automacube since I was discharged from that hospital.   
 
      
 
    As Eight-Squad got into the needle ship, everything changed.  There were people around again.  Civilian people.  They looked at us in odd ways, but they were going about typical business.  I wondered why they were not armed, and if they had had any incursions by the Jellies.  I was about to approach one of them and ask, but the transceiver interrupted me.  It made that new sound.   
 
      
 
    “Message from MC001.  Proceed to tube transport station as indicated on deck plan.  Take transport to Queen.” 
 
      
 
    The display showed a flashing blue arrow which was pointing at a location not far away.   
 
      
 
    “Corporal Lazlo?” I asked, using his rank.  I guess with the regular people nearby, I felt the need to show them he was the one in charge.  “I thought the tube system was flooded.” 
 
      
 
    “Apparently, the flooding was contained to Foreigner and Styx.  After all, there is a limited supply of liquids on the Marathon.  Not everything can be flooded, right?” Lazlo looked more confident than I felt.   
 
      
 
    I did not answer.  I knew how much water was originally in those two aquatic habitats, and if that was diverted to the tube system, then it would easily saturate every tube on the Marathon.  But then my mind asked, “But if the Jellies need to live in a fluid environment, then how much can they afford to expend liquids by flooding areas?” But that thought made me compare the idea of Jellies and water, to humans and air.  “We saturated nearly everything with air, perhaps the Jellies saturate nearly everything with their version of water?” My mind spun, but I followed Lazlo and the rest of Eight-Squad to the transport hub.   
 
      
 
    Arriving in Queen, I felt a bit of that little-kid excitement creep back in. I was going to see another biome.  I knew Queen, whatever its official designation was, consisted of, well, sort-of, a ranching type ecology with orchards and dairy farms.  Like all the habitats, it had two towns, and I recall their names: Nuwa, Sheba.  Thinking back, I wonder if someone will one day liken Nuwa and Sheba to towns like Alexandria, Jericho, Stalingrad, Dresden, Kanpur, Nagasaki, Cincinnati, and Kumasi.  How long would the list be if every city ravished by war was listed? 
 
      
 
    Well, that is for future historians, if there are any, and if we can make this big jump happen.  Sorry to digress, I was telling you about my going to Queen, right? 
 
      
 
    We unloaded from the tube transport vehicle into the town of Sheba.  The transport tube terminal was in the basement of what they called their chatelet.  It was a lot like the courthouse in Colby where I took those tests on my birthday so long ago. The town’s mayor, the police forces, governmental offices, the church’s sanctuary, and the courts were there.  As we unloaded our gear from the vehicle, some soldier in more advanced body armor met us.  He had stripes of red around each arm, which contrasted with the deep and glossy blue color of his armor.   
 
      
 
    “You are the Blue Tigers?” He said.  “MC001 ordered me to meet you here.  I am Sergeant Ethan Hidalgo of the Queen’s Red Guard.”  The helmet, with its faceplate open, revealed most of his face, but the tones in his voice were anything but welcoming.  A snigger crossed his lips, “I will assist you.”   
 
      
 
    Lazlo made introductions.   
 
      
 
    “Make sure your weapons are unloaded, and all explosive ordinance is secured safely,” Sergeant Ethan commanded.  “You are in Queen now, and this is not some wild-west or sideshow.” 
 
      
 
    “Have the Jellies attacked this biome too?” I asked.   
 
      
 
    Sergeant Ethan turned and gave me a brief appraisal.  He dismissed my question with a wave of his hand.  Turning to Lazlo he said, “This boy of yours, he is one of those kind?  You allow that?” He shook his head sideways just ever so slightly. “Conspiracy theories and bizarre rumor-mongering will not be tolerated here. Talk of strange beasts or fantasy monsters is not helpful.  The common people do not need to be subject to fearful fairytales.” 
 
      
 
    “Fairytales?  What do…” I blurted out, but was interrupted by Lazlo. 
 
      
 
    “Sergeant, let me make this perfectly clear.  You may count all of the Blue Tigers, each of us here before you, as ‘one of those kind.’ For we have seen the enemy. The Jellies are real.  Did you receive any information from MC001?” 
 
      
 
    “Real?  Oh, I see your game.  You expect me to play along with this training exercise?  Be one with the scenario,” Sergeant Ethan responded.  “Yes, I suppose for the sake of mock realism and training I can play pretend with you as well.  MC001 is in prototype mode, and needs to have the bugs and glitches worked out, so I suppose this method is as good as any other.  Waste of time for Queen’s Red Guard, if you ask me, but I am an obedient man.  So, you are calling this fictitious enemy, the Jellies.  Oh, how charming.  To answer the question, yes, MC001 said mobilization and concentration of some forces from other habitats was happening.  That prototype, MC001 said that those…” he looked scornfully at our beards, one by one, “… I suppose soldiers—to use the term loosely— would congregate here.  I am to give you instructions on where you can bivouac.  Outside here is a lorry.  On it you will find tents and other supplies.  Come, let us play pretend and I will show you the ground transportation.” 
 
      
 
    My anger was rising, but the sergeant was clearly a fool, or at best a stubbornly ignorant man.  Then it struck me, maybe the Jellies had been defeated, and our battles were over.  So, I spoke up quickly, “I would like to contact my parents in Kansas.  Will you arrange that for me, please?”   
 
      
 
    “That one is certainly brazen,” that sergeant stated, and looked again to Lazlo.  “This battle exercise will be in Queen.  The Red Guard will be coordinating these tactical schemes and exercises.  Call them wargames if you want, or whatever.” 
 
      
 
    Lazlo pressed him, and I was surprised, “Private Kalju asked you a direct question.  Is it possible to give him a direct answer?”   
 
      
 
    “Oh dear.  Mollycoddling your underlings, how quaint.” He turned to me. “There is no contact allowed outside of Queen for the duration of these schemes.” 
 
      
 
    “When was the last time you contacted someone outside of Queen?” Lazlo asked.  “With all due respect, sergeant, we have not been in much contact with anyone for some time, besides our LT.  I would like to know when you last contacted someone in a different habitat.” 
 
      
 
    Sergeant Ethan huffed a bit.  “I have never contacted anyone outside of Queen.  I get my orders from my superiors in Queen’s Red Guard.  I have no need, nor any desire, to sully myself with folk from the other habitats.” 
 
      
 
    “He does not know Foreigner and Styx are lost,” Prezsky stated under her breath.   
 
      
 
    “Of course, I know about Styx and Foreigner.  Terrible business that mechanical breakdown.  Terribly sad when lives are lost.  While repairs are made, the refugees from there have been given shelter and hospitality.  Yes, that part is true.  I know the water systems in both those habitats were polluted, and that is a tragedy.  But all our reports show it was clearly a mechanical failure in Styx and Foreigner.  That much is obvious, since we have refugees here in Queen.  However, the ridiculous rumors about space monsters are just nonsense.  Machinery breaks, and admittedly, that was a tragedy, but repairs are underway, and now we are doing a simple military exercise.  No need for fanciful and imaginative gossiping.” 
 
      
 
    “I understand your position,” Lazlo stated with a finality in his voice. He also conveyed in those few words the fact that he disagreed, but did so without explicitly stating that.   
 
      
 
    By that time, we had risen to ground level, and the sky tube was shining down on a landscape which made me cry.  It was beautiful.    
 
      
 
    “The lorry on loan to you is right there,” Sergeant Ethan stated.  “Be careful with it.  After you are done playing wargames, it will be used for productive work.”   
 
      
 
    I barely glanced at the truck, which was just like the one Mister Fisher had used to haul us around.  Instead, I looked at the biome.  It was not Kansas, but it was close.  Bright yellow light, a sky tube high overhead and running as far as I could see.  And a town of clean and pretty buildings.  Some birds flew over, gliding their way across the air and making little dives around the houses and shops.  Small insects bussed around my nose and ears.  I could smell the fragrance of flowers, and the air felt so fresh and pure.  I inhaled deeply, and let out a long sigh of contentment.  I could taste the natural world, and savored it.   
 
      
 
    I noted that the others from Eight-Squad, were also taking in the sights, sounds, and smells.  The town of Sheba was located in the corner of the habitat, and it consisted of winding roads, and assorted houses and buildings.  Each was unique but most were a taupe or light brown color.  Darker brown sloped roofs covered most of the structures, but at a myriad of different angles and pitches.  Then there were also some flat roofs, and tops of buildings which were decks, terraces, or gaming areas.  The tallest structure was the chatelet we had just exited.  It had four stories above ground, plus at least one basement level.  At the top was a bell tower with twin widows, on each side, beneath a pyramid roof.  
 
      
 
    Laughter echoed down from some people playing a ball game on one of those flat roofs.  Other people were walking about, doing their daily routines.  Children skipped, whistled, ran and played.  Two old men sat at a table playing a board game with small wooden tokens, I could not see what game it was, but I wanted to walk over and join them.  A dog ran up to me, and sniffed at my legs.  I squatted down and that dog licked my hands.  He was a bigger dog than Marie, and was completely black with floppy ears and short hair.  His pale brown eyes looked happily at me. 
 
      
 
    “Charcoal!  Come on, you silly dog!  I have a treat for you!” a child called, and the dog’s ears perked up and he gave me a quick final lick, and trotted off after the child.   
 
      
 
    Sergeant Ethan barked at the child and dog, “Keep that mongrel away from us, or I will teach it a lesson.  Foolish child!  The Queen’s Red Guard does not need to be bothered by pets nor children.” 
 
      
 
    I almost drew out my weapon and shot him, right there.  Lazlo’s glare helped me restrain myself, as did Prezsky’s hand on my shoulder.  I had the shot all lined up in my mind, but it was not this stupid sergeant I was thinking about so much as it was Lieutenant Adams.   
 
      
 
    “Load up the truck,” Lazlo commanded.  He turned to the sergeant.  “I assume the navigation system has our destination plotted?”   
 
      
 
    “But of course, I cannot expect foreigners to know where they belong, can I?” The way he said foreigners rankled several of the others, and I saw a flash of anger cross Lazlo’s face. 
 
      
 
    With tight lips beneath his beard, Lazlo responded very formally.  “Thank you, Sergeant Ethan. I will not keep you from your more pressing duties.” 
 
      
 
    That sergeant huffed and smartly turned and walked off.  As he did he made a final comment, “Keep the weapons safe, and avoid spreading rumors, if you can.”  He muttered something else demeaning which I chose not to hear.   
 
      
 
    We climbed into the truck, and Prezsky got into the driver’s seat.  “May I drive Lazlo?  Perhaps I can accidentally run down that Red Guard?” 
 
      
 
    Lazlo laughed a bit.  “I am afraid it would not be an accident, and I would have to answer to some Red Guard officer.” 
 
      
 
    “It might also make a mess on this truck, and that would be the only downside I can see,” Kensington added.   
 
      
 
    “The armor he wore was better than what we have.  I would gladly strip his dead body for the armor,” Ella said.   
 
      
 
    I climbed into the back, and looked at the tents and other gear.  “They did give is camping equipment, which is decent quality.”  I tried hard to ignore my anger at that sergeant, but swallowing it down was tough.  “Maybe the Jellies have been defeated, and this is just a final mustering before we are discharged?” 
 
      
 
    “I hope you are right, Kalju.  I hope you are right,” Lazlo stated.  
 
      
 
    I sure wish I had been right, but I was not. 
 
      
 
    Prezsky drove us along the winding roads and away from Sheba.  Some of the local people waved, and all our hopes were rising.  One small child, maybe about five years old, was standing in the roadway and waving one hand.  In his other hand was a wicker basket. Lazlo ordered the truck to stop, and I hopped out of the back and walked over to that child.   
 
      
 
    “Standing in the road is dangerous.  You need to watch out for the traffic,” I said.  
 
      
 
    “Lorries never go too fast here, and they stop when I wave,” he said.  His cute face was very dark and his bright brown eyes were endearing.  “I have a gift for you.  The apricots, plums, and cherries are good.” 
 
      
 
    “Fresh fruit?”  I squatted down and hugged him. The fruit looked delicious.   
 
      
 
    “You are going to kill the beasts, right?” the child said.  
 
      
 
    “What do you know about the beasts?” I asked.  All thoughts of the fruit were gone.  I hoped he was referring to some local predators, but the way he said beast, made me worry.   
 
      
 
    “The purple beasts.  I believe the stories. The new people talk about them.  How all the waters were poisoned by the beasts, and now those people had to come live here.  You warriors will save us from the beasts, right?” 
 
      
 
    I hugged the child, and just held him for a while. 
 
      
 
    “I got this fruit to help you.  Take it all, so you are strong to fight off the beasts.” 
 
      
 
    “Which fruit do you like best?” I asked him.  
 
      
 
    “Apricots are my favorite,” he answered.  His smile was missing a front tooth.   
 
      
 
    “Then those will be my new favorite too.  Before I take these, you better keep a couple of those nice apricots for yourself.” 
 
      
 
    “You take these.  We have plenty more.  A warrior needs good food to fight the beasts,” he answered very seriously.   
 
      
 
    “Do you know where the beasts are?” I asked.   
 
      
 
    “No one does, but they are here.  They chased everyone out of those other homes, and now they live here with us.  But you warriors will stop them, right?” 
 
      
 
    Again, I just hugged him and held him close.  When we separated, I picked up his basket of fruits, and tousled his hair.   
 
      
 
    “You must promise to kill the beasts.  Promise me?” 
 
      
 
    “I promise to kill the beasts.” 
 
      
 
    He grinned and ran off.   
 
      
 
    Walking back to the truck I thought of the difference between these two people I had encountered in Queen.  First, was that sergeant in his fancy armor and his mocking, condescending, and doubtful attitude.  Next was that child, barefoot, and in simple clothing, but worried about purple beasts.  One of them was right.  Perhaps the Jellies had been defeated, and that child was just hearing the true accounts from refugees out of Styx and Foreigner, but in my heart, I knew the purple beasts were still a real danger and that many battles were yet to come.   
 
      
 
    That fruit was as delicious as it looked, and the five of us consumed most of the basketful by the time we made it to our camp. Our bivouac camp was already established with toilets connected into an underground sewer system, a large kitchen tent, and cleared places for our sleeping tents.    
 
      
 
    Lieutenant Bridget Harpy was there waiting for us, along with twenty-seven other members of the Blue Tigers, from the various surviving squads.   
 
      
 
    “Corporal Lazlo, and Eight Squad, welcome to our new home,” the LT said as we parked the truck next to two others.  Someone had placed a handmade sign which read, “Lorry parking only—Absolutely no boats,” which I assumed was someone’s attempt at humor.  It struck me as sad, and reminded me of the boat which I had seen the Jellie destroy when so many of my friends died on that blasted beach.   
 
      
 
    “Lieutenant Harpy, what is our status here?” Lazlo asked.  “We met someone from the Red Guard who was, shall I say, less than fully aware of the threats we know to be true.” 
 
      
 
    The LT, pushed some of her hair back out of her face and said, “Well, now that you are all here, I can make a briefing to everyone.”  She swept her arms in a wide gesture.  “This is all that remains of the Blue Tigers.  Stow your gear over there, and head to the kitchen tent.  I will explain and answer your questions.” 
 
      
 
    Lazlo looked like he had been punched in the gut.  “All that is left?” 
 
      
 
    I dropped my pack, and secured my weapons in a spot which was designated for a future tent, and I guess that claimed that place for me.  I kept my gimp on in my holster and slung one of the bullpups over my shoulder.   
 
      
 
    The kitchen tent had cooking equipment and seating for about fifty people.  Ella, Kensington, Prezsky, and Lazlo were greeting others they knew from before.  I scanned the crowd of faces, hoping to see Tudeng, Carol, Radha, or Matkaja.  I even looked for Mister Fisher, or someone else from Raven Academy, but all those faces were strangers to me.   
 
      
 
    After a generous round of handshakes, hugs, and far-too-brief reunions, Lieutenant Harpy called everyone to order. 
 
      
 
    “Blue Tigers!  Your attention please,” the LT stated.   
 
      
 
    Immediately, everyone gave her their attention.   
 
      
 
    “We are all that remains of the Blue Tigers.  I am the only surviving officer, so there will be some reshuffling of the chain of command.  Many of you have asked about our situation here.  There are about three hundred refugees from Styx here.  That is all who survived.”  She stopped and let the soldiers murmur a bit at that news.  “Foreigner fared even worse than Styx, I am afraid.  From my understanding, and it is tentative, but there are only about a dozen Hellcats left, and about a hundred refugees from Foreigner.” 
 
      
 
    “LT! LT, what about my friends?  The militia from Kansas?  We brought out those oceanographers, Sylvia and Earle.  Where are my friends?” I yelled.   
 
      
 
    Someone said something, which I am pretty sure was an insult about me, but was quickly shut down by a sharp rebuke.  “He is the one who killed a Jellie.”  I glanced over, but could not tell who made either remark.   
 
      
 
    “Private Kalju, you are the only person in the Blue Tigers who was born in Kansas.  As to the others who came out of Foreigner with you, I have not gotten any answers about that.  Believe me, private, I have asked.  Repeatedly.  If I learn more, I promise to tell you.”  Her eyes met mine, and I knew she was telling the truth.  She turned to address everyone else.  “So, let me give you all the straight load.  The Marathon is in trouble.  Big trouble.  Now, you will not hear this from official channels, like from IAM Lenore, or that, umm…. dropling AI, MC001.” 
 
      
 
    I was surprised at her swearing about the new AI, as the term dropling was one of the biggest insults I ever heard in Kansas. 
 
      
 
    The LT went on.  “You all were in Operation Barnacle in one form or another, but there have been no really official conclusions given.  Here is what I know.  Our mission in that goat rodeo was to secure and hold the tube transports in the towns of Tartarus and Charon.  We knew legions of vodnee automacubes had been sent in underwater.  They never returned. What no one told us though, was that much of the rest of the MDF was using shuttles to attack a Jellie spacecraft attached to the exterior hull of the Marathon.  Also, an army of security automacubes approached that ship going both over the exterior hull, and along the corridors inside the shell.  The pre-battle plan I finally got hold of said it was to be a ‘Three pronged, classic pincer attack, via shuttle, exterior security forces, and internal security forces.’  What a farce!” 
 
      
 
    There was a collective gasp.   
 
      
 
    The LT licked her lips, and looked around, as if she was fearful someone was listening, but then her face hardened and she continued.  “I could get sacked for telling you this, but things are such a mess now, I do not care.  This is not, I repeat, is not the official word, but I have a friend in the flight crew, who told me what is happening.  The battle goes badly. The Marathon is in trouble. Operation Barnacle gives added gravy to the old meal featuring entrees of fubar, imbroglio, fiasco, group-cluster, and debacle.  Call that dinner whatever you want, but we ate it.  Oh, did we eat it all.  No word or phrase will do justice to the royal morass of Operation Barnacle.  From what I have learned, nearly every shuttle on the Marathon was thrown against the Jellie ship, or ships, that is unclear.  The result?  A bunch of dead officers, lost flight crews, and nearly every shuttle is gone.  Destroyed. Nothing worked right.  Few, if any, automacubes survived the attack on that Jellie ship, and worst of all, the soldiers of the MDF, who were going with the security automacubes along the exterior hull, they were in typical spacesuits.  No real armor there at all!  Good men and women died, because they underestimated the enemy, the Jellies.  Command thought the Jellies were some space-born animal species.  They are not animals, but intelligent, sentient, malicious aliens.  Now Styx and Foreigner are flooded toxic wastelands.  Both their shells are inhospitable to us, and what used to be living biospheres are now dead cesspools.  The Jellies brushed away out attacks, then launched some kind of multiple offensives against the ship’s nonphysicality, shattering it in various places, and knocking the lattice of compeers entirely out of action.  It is only now being restructured and repaired, and that is using secondary systems.  The MDF is a mere shadow of what it was.”  
 
      
 
    There was a silence which descended on all of us, as we stood there under that kitchen tent, hearing about the massive death toll of our defense forces.   
 
      
 
    Then the LT stated, “There might be some survivors and some shuttles which escaped, but it was a madhouse.  A true nightmare.  So, now we are gathering here.  The official word is that Operation Barnacle had some setbacks!  Can you believe that blather!  Bloody hellish mess, not a setback.  So, here we are.  We will be training for a ground offensive to retake one of those two habitats, since the shuttle campaign was a fiasco.  We will be getting armor, which the Red Guard already have, but their leadership is another sad story.  Despite what we know to be true, thanks to our own Private Kalju here, the Red Guard doubt everything. So, do not look to them for assistance.  Denial? Or arrogance? Delusions? I do not know.  But you all know we are facing an alien enemy, the Jellies.  Kalju proved that for us.” 
 
      
 
    I must have had a really puzzled look on my face.  For the LT walked over to me and shook my hand.  “Kalju, you made the only confirmed kill of any Jellies in any of the battles so far.  We have blasted them out into space, we have hit them with our best weapons, and we have tried to burn them away.  None of that made any confirmed kills.  You, Kalju did it!  Your single-handed kill is the only one where we got any specimens or samples.  That physical evidence proves what these things are.” 
 
      
 
    “Our seeing them, and a host of troops dying is not evidence enough?” I asked.   
 
      
 
    “Be as flabbergasted as you want.  I know that feeling,” the LT replied.  “As soon as the armor comes, we will have a short training period, and then we move to retake those habitats.  Captain Adams, IAM Lenore, and what is left of the senior staff believe that the Jellies are trapped in those two habitats.  They believe we hurt them badly in Operation Barnacle, I am not so sure.  Queen will be our training base for a push to retake those two habitats.  For now, until our equipment arrives, make camp here.  Post guards, but relax for a while.  Eat, rest, and get some down-time. That is all for now.” 
 
      
 
    “LT?” I called out. 
 
      
 
    She walked away from the others and came over to me privately.  I felt embarrassed a bit.  “Private Kalju, what is it?” 
 
      
 
    “I am from Kansas.  Is there any possible way to contact my parents?” 
 
      
 
    “Communications is spotty, but I will see what I can do for you, our hero.” She placed a hand on my shoulder, and I felt her squeeze.  Again, I could tell from her eyes that she was genuine.  
 
      
 
    “How many in the Red Guard here?” I asked as she started to turn away.   
 
      
 
    “They have five hundred in armor, but their leadership is refusing the authority of Captain Adams,” the LT replied.  She shook her head.  “I can understand that, at least.  But the Red Guard have some scientists who claim the Jellies are just a mutant species of Earth life, and that mechanical breakdown caused the problems in Styx and Foreigner.  They will not help.  They will not leave Queen.  We are lucky, in a way, to have gotten their Reproduction and Fabrication facility to build us the new armor.” 
 
      
 
    She walked off, and I could almost see the burden she was carrying across her shoulders.  Then she turned around and came back to me.  “One last thing, you are now Corporal Kalju, and Lazlo is being boosted up to sergeant.” 
 
      
 
    My jaw just about hit the ground.  I stammered something incoherent.   
 
      
 
    “You are a hero, and we need heroes badly.  Congratulations, Corporal Kalju.  You earned it.  Oh, sorry to tell you, but with the new armor, you will need to lose the beard.  Lazlo and Kensington will not be happy.” 
 
      
 
    I set up my tent, and then went back to the kitchen.  They were serving a buffet-style meal, and it was invigorating to have something fresh and different to eat.  Everyone I saw, gave me a wide berth and it felt weird.  
 
      
 
    It took several months, for the armored suits to arrive.  During that waiting time, I spent many hours wandering around Queen.  The Blue Tigers’ camp was nice enough, but I barely knew Eight-Squad, even with the months of patrols, and I did not know anyone else there.  No other person was from Kansas and I grew tired of the stories of Styx and how they missed it, and how it was going to be when they recaptured their home habitat. 
 
      
 
    So, while I slept at camp, and did the mandatory drills, exercises, and practices, on my free time, I traipsed about Queen.  It was not Kansas, but it was a decent enough habitat.  There were six lakes, all about the same size, each was about one-half kilometer wide, and nine kilometers long.  Spaced about ten kilometers apart, and oriented sideways across the habitat each had a river connecting into the lake which flowed down from the bow direction.  So, from stern to bow, there was a lake with its river, then another lake with its own river, and so forth.  Different than Kansas, especially with the rolling hills between the lakes, but nice enough.  The lakes were clear and pure, unlike Dale’s pond back home.  I found myself thinking of Kansas often and comparing the subtle differences and similarities between my home, and the biome of Queen.  Some different grasses, but much the same.  A few different birds, but some of the exact same animals.  The sky tube was very similar, but nights were different.  The full moon night cycle just was off, as the Queen sky tube varied on moon-nights, with some of those nights having the silver illumination being from the middle, while others it was from either end.  Unlike, Kansas where on full moon-night, the silver ribbon of the sky tube was stretched across the entire length of the sky, from stern to bow.  I hiked all over Queen and made sure to stay on the roads and marked paths.  Dairy farms were nearly everywhere, with their white and black cattle.  The only wilderness areas were a small band around the perimeter edge of the habitat.  The two major towns were in opposite corners, of the biome. Both towns, Nuwa and Sheba, were nice and had their own distinct flavor.  As I hiked, I was always armed, but most often only with my gimp, and I kept it concealed. 
 
      
 
    The people who lived in Queen were friendly and nice, except for the occasional member of the Red Guard which I encountered.  Those Red Guard soldiers often just mocked me.  A common taunt was some kind of comment like, “When are you going to be done playing army, my foreigner guest?” Or annoying pseudo-offers of assistance like, “Did you lose your way?  I know Queen has more landmass than a fish-finder person like you could understand.  Do you need a guide?” 
 
      
 
    I ignored all those jibes, even though from what I estimated, Kansas and Queen had about the same ratio of land to water, but of course, the Red Guard had no idea I was from Kansas.  They assumed every refugee was from Foreigner, even though nearly all were from Styx.  Those few Foreigner soldiers, the Hellcats, had set up a small camp at the end of the lake closest to the stern.  They were a nice bunch, and I even spoke to the woman who had assisted my when I escaped.  She was Corporal Claudia, and she did not even remember me.  I guess I was just part of that horrible evacuation she helped with.  I thought she would remember Kulm, or Carol, but she claimed she saw too much suffering to recall anyone specific.  That sort-of depressed me, but now I understand why she was like that.  
 
      
 
    For those few months, I kept coming back in my mind to the inkling that the Jellies had been driven off in what the LT had called that fiasco of Operation Barnacle.  I envisioned a better outcome had really happened.  I conjectured that all the dead pilots, the destroyed shuttles, and the broken automacubes must have been effective, and that the Jellies had been defeated.  After all, I rationalized, the captain and leadership seemed to think that.  We had had only a few skirmishes with them since, and mine was the only one killed.  Did that mean those were the last of the Jellies, and that the others had been killed in space, or in battle with the MDF troopers, soldiers, and automacubes?  Had the Jellie retreated away from us?  I hoped, I prayed, I wished, that that was the case.   
 
      
 
    I was wrong.   
 
      
 
    It was a dog who taught me how wrong I was. 
 
      
 
    Late one evening, I was running along the main roadway, taking an easy pace, so that I could enjoy the night air and the crispness of the twilight time.  It was a partial moon-night and the sky tube far overhead was dimming to the evening’s illumination.  I heard barking, and it was not the occasional woof I had heard before, this was aggressive barking, and the hairs on my neck stood up.  Changing directions, I took off down a dirty road toward a dairy farm.  I could see the fences which encircled the fields where the cattle grazed.  The barn was in the distance, and it was a long building.  The roof was steeply slopped.  It was like the dozens of others I had seen all across Queen.  
 
      
 
    The dog was barking ferociously, and as I sprinted up toward the barn, I pulled out my gimp.  I heard a cacophony of cattle noises.  I did not have a transceiver, or a wristwatch communications system, or anything else with me.  I had grown complacent.  I do regret that, now, yes, I do. 
 
      
 
    Bang!  Bang! 
 
      
 
    I heard gunfire coming from inside the barn.  My first thought was that someone was having to euthanize some bovine for whatever reason, but as I got closer to the barn, I saw that same, never-to-be-forgotten, strange purplish-blue glow coming from around the large sliding door at the end of the barn.  I knew then that whatever was happening was due to a Jellie.  
 
      
 
    I ran as fast as I could, but the pitiful dirges will haunt me forever.  Those poor dairy cows with their anguished bellows stirred me to my heart. Knowing that the purple glow was a threat, I yelled out warnings.  I am not sure if anyone heard me over the bellowing, snorting, and grunting coming from the barn.  Someone was inside the barn with the cows and the enemy. 
 
      
 
    Bang!  Bang! 
 
      
 
    Gunshots came from inside.  Just as I got to the barn door, I heard a wretched yelping from the dog.  It sickened my stomach, but I charged ahead, and pulled open the door.  The purple light blazed against my eyes, and I covered them with one hand, and aimed my gimp with the other.   
 
      
 
    Shadows were in the purple light, moving about.   
 
      
 
    “Watch out!” I screamed, hoping whoever was firing the gun would hear me.   
 
      
 
    A battered black and tan dog’s body crashed into the dirt and slid across the floor to stop only a few centimeters away from me.  The ripped open flesh reminded me of the orcas.  The dog lifted its head a bit, pawed at the ground with one of its front legs, and growled back toward the light, but then the head dropped with a clunk into the dirt.  I noted one of the dog’s rear legs was missing, and there were deep, ugly slashes along its flank where its fur and skin had been peeled away from the muscles beneath. 
 
      
 
    “I hate it so much when they kill dogs!” I said.   
 
      
 
    I leaped over the dying animal and rushed to the side of the barn.  The main milking parlor was about twenty meters ahead of me, and pens were on either side.  I glanced over a half door and saw that beyond was a small wooden pen where more than a dozen wide-eyed and confused calves stood.  I guessed them to be about four or five months of age.  The door to the outside, from their pen, was open.  However, they were just standing there looking at me, bathed in the reflections of that wretched purple light.   
 
      
 
    “Get out you dumb cows!” I yelled, despite knowing the cows thought of the barn as their safe place.  “Run away.  Get out!” 
 
      
 
    A woman and child rushed toward the big sliding door, away from the purple light.  I saw a glowing tentacle lash out from the light and strike at the child.  The mother turned and threw herself in between the child and the purple light, but the tentacle bated her away like she was nothing.  She hit the other side wall of the barn and slid down to the dirt floor.  The tentacles snapped back onto the child as he was trying to crawl toward the woman.  “Momma!” He cried.   
 
      
 
    I rushed out, but was too slow to help the stricken child. The purple tentacle smacked down on him again and again.  Blood gushed from his crushed body.   
 
      
 
    I grabbed the fire alarm on the wall nearby and pulled it down.  Water poured from overhead sprinklers in a steady shower.  Sirens began to wail, their noises howling up and down the scale in an ear-hurting scream.  Recessed lights flashed rapidly and brightly from the ceiling of the large barn. 
 
      
 
    As the white flashes of light pierced into the barn, the shadows in the purple light jolted and rocked.  The source of the purple light moved away.  It was then I could make out the rough outline of a Jellie standing there in its pumpkin-shaped carapace.  The four stumpy legs were moving it toward the opposite end of the barn.  At least two long tentacles were waving madly about over its body.   
 
      
 
    Bang!  Bang! 
 
      
 
    Someone was firing down at the Jellie from a straw-filled loft.  Even with the bright flashing overhead lights and the purple glow, the yellow muzzle flashes stood out.     
 
      
 
    A white ball emerged from the Jellie and rushed upward toward that person.  The cold icy detonation happened and the side of the loft was torn off.  Splinters flew in all directions; wood, metal, icy gunk, and human flesh.  A figure fell from there, but I could not see where the body landed.  I only knew he was alive as he fell.  His scream competed with the sirens blaring.   
 
      
 
    I fired my gimp as fast as I could, doubting it would do any good at all.  I emptied the whole cylinder of rounds, and dropped in the only reloads I had with me.  The clip for the speed loader was now empty, but the gimp was full.    
 
      
 
    Right then, as if of one mind, the herd of the surviving dairy cows, probably sixty of more, bolted out of their milking parlor stalls. They rushed away from the flashing lights in the ceiling, and toward the same exit where the Jellie was heading.  It looked to me like that was their typical entry and exit.   The door I came in was smaller and the central aisle, was narrower where I stood, than at that opposite end.  The combined mass of cows bowled into the Jellie and knocked the Jellie off its legs.  Its carapace, roughly oblong or roundish, was shoved out the door with them.  I saw it tumbled end-over-end, and its legs retracted or disappeared or something, as it was rolled along propelled by the stampeding dairy cows.   
 
      
 
    I checked the boy on the ground, and, as I feared, he was dead.  The woman who had been thrown into the wall was also dead.  Her head and neck were twisted in an obviously fatal compound fracture.  The bright overhead lights continued to strobe down as I rushed over to where I had seen someone fall from the loft.  There I found a man lying on the dirt.  His legs were crushed, but he was still holding a shotgun.  He was trying to reload the tube with additional shells.   
 
      
 
    “That thing killed my cows!  Did my… wife and son… get away?” the man huffed as he shoved in another shell.   
 
      
 
    I looked at him, and just said, “Is there only one of those Jellies?” 
 
      
 
    “Just one creature… if… that is what… you mean.  I hit it full in the side… with the ten bore, but… nothing happened.” The man’s arms were shaking as he pointed the shotgun down the long, and now empty, passageway between the milking stalls. “The flashers worked… I trained the cows… to leave…the barn… when flashers came on… in case of fire…  My wife? Son?” 
 
      
 
    “Help is on the way,” I offered.  I hoped the fire alarm was connected to some automatic summoning system.  “I must follow that Jellie!” 
 
      
 
    “Kill it!  Kill it for me!” the man said.  He tried to hand me the shotgun, but I waved it off.   
 
      
 
    “You keep the shotgun.  Your wife and son appreciate you fighting it off.” 
 
      
 
    He nodded and gave me a hint of a smile as he licked his lips.  He coughed up some blood which ran down his chin.  “You are… one of those… foreigners… thank you.  You…go… kill that thing…” 
 
      
 
    I just nodded, and glanced another time at his twisted and shattered legs.  I had no first-aid kit, nor anyway to realign the bones which had torn through his pants from the inside.  By the hemorrhaging, and lack of medical equipment, I figured he would join his wife and son, before anything could be done anyway.   
 
      
 
    Sprinting down the long aisle, I saw a number of cows which had been slashed to death while they stood in their stalls. Blood was soaking all across the dirt floor making a ruddy and muddy mess. Maybe twenty cows in all had been slaughtered, on either side of the aisle.  I saw no other signs of the icy detonations.  The flashing light’s rapid blinking made the whole place look surreal, but I was glad the purple light was gone.  As I left the end of the building, I heard other sirens in the night from outside.  They were coming from a different direction than I had come.  Some low moos and groans floated in the air, from cows in distress somewhere.  
 
      
 
    I could not see where the herd had gone.  The Jellie was missing as well.  I looked at the ground, and in the dim light of the sky tube, it was a partial moon-night, I could see a cattle trail which led off. I could hear the sirens approaching, help was on the way.  That made me glad I had told the dairyman that.  “Perhaps he does have a chance?”  The sirens sounded closer.  I could not see what was making it, just hear its siren and see the flashing light approaching.  That light was flashing much more slowly than did the strobing ceiling lights in the parlor barn. 
 
      
 
    Between the sirens in the barn, and those approaching on the roadway, it was hard to hear the dairy cows, but their agonized cries were discernable.  Following the animal path, I reached where it came to the bank of a lake.  There, it was clear the cows regularly used the area to drink, but none were visible now.  I looked at the water, and squatted down.  A slight purple glow came from the waters, and then I saw something in the lake.  Some of the cows where swimming in the lake.  Their heads bobbing about as they were frantically moving away.  Then a purple tendril came up and dragged a cow down.  Then another was pulled under the water.  The others were moaning and trying to turn away, but before I could do anything, all the cows which had been swimming were gone.  No bodies, no floating debris, they were just gone.     
 
      
 
    I turned around and walked back to the barn, and as I approached, a lone cow, wide-eyed with terror, was wandering around lowing and calling out for her calf. I wished I could help her find it, but I had no idea how.  So, I hurried back to the barn.  
 
      
 
    On the outside of the barn was a pen, which I had run past in my hurry to try to catch up to the Jellie.  I had not seen what was in that on my pursuit, but now I looked into that adjacent pen.  The strobe lights flashing from the barn’s inside cast silvery images over that pen.  Inside, was a very gruesome sight.  A large, and quite dead bull lay crumpled on the ground.  One of its large horns was broken off, giving its head a lopsided appearance.  Its body was covered by slashes and gashes.  The wounds were so intense that I could not tell the color it was originally.  It was disgusting.   
 
      
 
    I walked inside the barn and saw about a half dozen Red Guard soldiers in their full body armor.  Someone had shut down the sprinkler system, and the flashing lights turned off.  I holstered my gimp before any of them could see.     
 
      
 
    “You there.  Be off with you now!  No need for foreigner scum to come to a crime scene,” the closest of the Red Guard barked a command.  “Be gone!” 
 
      
 
    “But I just…” I started to say.   
 
      
 
    “You just want to see the victims, eh?” the Red Guard snarled at me. “Morbid curiosity has no place here.  He comes to see how a man kills his family so he can go and talk to the other exiles.  Gossips the lot of them.”  He threw his hand in a dismissive gesture.  “Depart now.  You just scurry back to your little camp like a good like rat.  Be gone!” 
 
      
 
    “It was a battle with the aliens, the Jellies!” I yelled.   
 
      
 
    The Red Guard huffed, and said, “Get away with your fairytales.  I know a crime when I see it.  Ignorant foreigner!  Be gone with you!” 
 
      
 
    I walked back out the barn and cut through the field.  As I headed back, I finally spotted some of the missing cows which had survived.  This group must have run the opposite way from those who went to the lake.  They were in a huddle in the corner of the field.  In the light, I could see some of their sides were gashed open, but they were all still standing.  They all turned and looked at me.   
 
      
 
    “You and I know what happened,” I said to the cows.  “I wish you could tell those Red Guard soldiers, but even if you could speak, I doubt they would believe you.” 
 
      
 
    I climbed the fence and set myself to a steady jog to get to the camp as quickly and effectively as possible.  It would take me some time, and I was kicking myself again for not bringing some kind of communication device.   
 
      
 
    As I ran along, I considered what had happened to the cows, and that reminded me of the orcas.  Those animals had greater sense than the Red Guard, and I hated to see the animals suffer.  Another dog was killed, and I was powerless to do anything about it.   
 
      
 
    No matter how I tried to concentrate on the cows, or the orcas, or even that pathetic killing of the dog, I could not keep my mind from the other horrors.  I tried to push the new, and additional images of dying humans out of my mind.  They were the latest addition of the death rollcall in my memory.  I hoped, the farmers and their son would at least get someone to mourn them, and give them a memorial service.  Thinking that, took my mind back to my militia friends, and that whole squad who had died.  Then, I reimagined the scene of Operation Barnacle.  Questions raced and I quietly verbalized some of them. “How many shuttles had carried how many more men and women?  How many soldiers were in spacesuits without armor? What became of their bodies? How many people are now just shattered corpses left to rot in a toxic corridor somewhere?  Or are floating alone in the cold blackness of space?” 
 
      
 
    The run back felt like it took years.   
 
      
 
    As I got close to camp I yelled out, “Urgent news!  Urgent news!” 
 
      
 
    People came out of the tents. 
 
      
 
    “The Jellies are here in Queen!  I have seen one!  The battle is here!” I called out.   
 
      
 
    Men and women grabbed their bullpups, and other weapons, and in a matter of moments were ready to head back.  We were still waiting for the delivery of our armor, but others were quickly equipped and ready to go.   
 
      
 
    “Kalju?” Lieutenant Harpy called out as she too emerged from her tent with weapons in place.  “Where are we heading?”   
 
      
 
    I described the location, and what had happened.   
 
      
 
    “It went down in a lake?” the LT asked.  “Sergeant Lazlo, take ten of the Blue Tigers up there and fully assess what happened.  Stay connected on the transceivers.  I wish we had our armor, but it is not here.  We have no way to pursue them down into water.” 
 
      
 
    “The locals must have vodnees, boats, and submersibles,” someone called out from the crowd.   
 
      
 
    “The Red Guard claimed it was a crime scene,” I explained what I had seen and heard in my brief encounter with them.   
 
      
 
    “You did well Kalju,” the LT stated.  “Stay here with me while Lazlo heads out.” 
 
      
 
    “On our way!” Lazlo cried out.  He quickly chose a number of soldiers and they trotted off.   
 
      
 
    “I am going with them,” I said, but the LT held me back.   
 
      
 
    “Kalju, I need you with me.  I need a much greater and detailed briefing of what you encountered.  And, we cannot concentrate all our forces in one place.”  She tapped her finger to her nose.  “If the Jellies are in one lake, they might be in others as well.  Come with me.” 
 
      
 
    The LT led me into her private tent, where there was a workbench, chairs, and her other supplies.  “We need to connect in, and I did not want to do it in front of everyone else.  First, we will report to the Hellcats.”  She made an adjustment on her transceiver.   
 
      
 
    “Corporal Claudia, this is Lieutenant Harpy.” 
 
      
 
    “This is Claudia,” came the response.  The image of that soldier from the Hellcats was on the LT’s transceiver display.   
 
      
 
    “I am putting you on a fully scrambled and encoded link.  Then we have something to discuss,” The LT stated.   
 
      
 
    “Understood.” 
 
      
 
    A panel in the top of the workbench folded upward, and a large display was revealed.  On the screen was Corporal Claudia.  She said, “The link on my end is secured.” 
 
      
 
    “Mine as well.  There is a Jellie in Lake Three.” 
 
      
 
    “What?” The shocked look on Corporal Claudia’s face was vivid.  “Here in Queen?  Is this confirmed?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, one of my most trusted soldiers saw it.  There are human casualties, two adults and one child, all dead.  Numerous livestock killed as well.  Have you seen any evidence of Jellies around Lake One?” 
 
      
 
    “No.  We monitor the lake’s shoreline, and take water samples daily.  No hints of anything irregular,” Corporal Claudia stated.  “I take it you made this a secure link due to the Red Guard’s hesitation to accept reality.”  It did not sound like a question to me.   
 
      
 
    “My soldier involved the Red Guard, and they are claiming it is a crime scene or something like that.  I know they never respond to my requests for joint operations, or sharing of intelligence information.  Do you have any better luck in that regard than I do?” 
 
      
 
    “No lieutenant, we do not.  We are barely tolerated here.  We can stop patrols around Lake One, and be at Lake Three in about four hours, if you want us.” 
 
      
 
    “The Jellie was last seen descending into Lake Three.  I have soldiers on the way there now, to arrive in roughly an hour maybe less.  They are quite motivated.  However, there are Red Guard on that site already.  Have you recorded anything in their transmissions or chatter?” 
 
      
 
    Corporal Claudia consulted with someone out of view.  “There is a minor report about a barn fire, and a domestic violence incident.  That was not long ago, but no reports of Jellies or anything like that.  I am not sure what they would say if a Jellie walked into their camp and murdered their own personnel.  The report looks benign enough, no report of deaths even.” 
 
      
 
    I realized then that the Blue Tigers and the Hellcats were eavesdropping on the Red Guard and the local communication network.   
 
      
 
    The LT stated, “Remain at Lake One, and stay alert, as you always do.  The Jellies are here, but how far have they penetrated?  I will see what our people find, and report back.” 
 
      
 
    “Lieutenant?  Do you want to make the report to the MDF, or should I?” Corporal Claudia asked.   
 
      
 
    “I will submit it immediately.  Have you gotten your armor shipment yet?” the LT asked.   
 
      
 
    “No.  I assume you have not either.  The Red Guard should be called red-loafers, if you asked me.  Let me know how the Hellcats can assist.  If we see anything related to a Jellie here at Lake One, you will be notified immediately.  Thank you for the heads-up!  Is there anything else?” 
 
      
 
    “Not now.  Thank you.” The LT closed the connection.   
 
      
 
    She motioned me to sit down in the chair as she took the other one.  “Kalju, I can see on your face you understand more than was verbalized here.  The Hellcats and Blue Tigers will take your sighting very seriously.  However, as you already know, the Red Guard will not.  We do not have enough personnel to monitor all six lakes, but I might be able to at least get some Red Guard to be present at those lakes.” 
 
      
 
    “Kalju, I am going to interface with IAM Lenore, but have to do that through MC001.  This channel is supposed to only be for officers, so I am trusting you to be discrete,” the LT stated.  She then proceeded to open a section on the display screen and tapped in a sequence of numbers and letters.   
 
      
 
    “Access granted.  Lieutenant Harpy recognized,” a mechanical voice stated.   
 
      
 
    “MC001, I need to report an incident for investigation,” the LT stated.  Her voice was subdued and quite different than I had heard her use before.   
 
      
 
    “Does this concern the threat from the Jellies?” the artificial intelligence system asked.   
 
      
 
    I nearly yelled in excitement as that AI, called MC001, acknowledged the Jellies.  I suppose the doubt cast by the Red Guard had annoyed me more than I expected.  That was why I was shocked by the reply the LT gave. 
 
      
 
    “It is about our armor shipment.  We are awaiting…” Lieutenant Harpy began.   
 
      
 
    I yelped out a complaint, but she turned and glared at me so sternly I backed down.   
 
      
 
    “…pardon the interruption.  We are waiting to commence training with the armored spacesuit, yet they are not here.  Will you investigate where they are?  We are now falling behind your training schedule for Operation Assorabarb.” 
 
      
 
    MC001’s mechanical voice replied, “Training of personnel is essential.  The armor shipment is at Sheba and Nuwa.  I will inquire why it has not been distributed to you.  Thank you for bringing this concern to me.” 
 
      
 
    The LT asked, “As we wait for the armor, would you ask the Red Guard to set up training centers at the six lakes here in Queen?  I believe using the armor in those lakes would be the closest approximation we have to the conditions we might face in Operation Assorabarb.  Am I correct in that assessment?”  
 
      
 
    “Yes.  I will send the instructions to Governor Fournier.  The Red Guard will set up training stations at each lake.  Expect to be summoned to those within twenty-four hours,” MC001 replied.   
 
      
 
    The LT glanced at me with just a slight grin.  “Are communications possible with Kansas?” 
 
      
 
    The AI, MC001 responded, “You have asked about this repeatedly.  No private communications are allowed between habitats.  The flight crew, senior staff, and IAM Lenore have instituted this to prevent another disruption to essential services.  Secondary systems are in place but primary nonphysicality modes are still disrupted.  You will be notified if that situation changes.  And, before you ask yet again about those militia from Kansas, I will repeat, you do not have clearance to inquire about personnel outside of the Blue Tigers.  That is all.” 
 
      
 
    I could just about hear an audible click as that AI cut short the link.   
 
      
 
    “What did you just do?” I asked.   
 
      
 
    “I got that dropling AI to order the Red Guard to do something,” the LT replied.  “Oh, bloody rocks in their heads, let me explain.  Colonel Guzzoni, the leader of the Red Guard, will hear from Governor Fournier.  Neither of those men would act on anything we say.  They will only take action through the commands issued from IAM Lenore.  I know this bloody bureaucracy is a mess, but something will happen now.  The Jellies are here, and now there will be eyes and ears at the lakes.” 
 
      
 
    “Why not just tell MC001 about what I saw?” 
 
      
 
    “If I had just told MC001 that, I fear one of two things would have happened.  First, the AI would have ignored it.  Rumors, delusions, and whatnot are common, and even some chumps are causing hoaxes with homemade creature suits to scare their neighbors.  Fools and idiots!  One more report would have been ignored, even though you and I know what you saw is true.  Second, and this is worrisome, an extreme reaction could have happened.  This habitat might have been vented to space.”  She shook her head.   
 
      
 
    “What? With everyone inside?” 
 
      
 
    “That was ordered for Styx and Foreigner, but with the nonphysicality down, MC001 could not institute it.  Now they are giant cesspools of Jellie sludge.  But at the constituent joints connecting Styx and Foreigner, we still had command.  So, those spaces were completely vented and opened to space.  You saw how that worked.  No gravity, no heat, no atmosphere, and that seemed to have stopped the Jellies.  Well, we thought so anyway.  But you have proven they are here.”  She pulled her hair back over her ears.  “The only effective weapon we found, was to depressurize and vent.  There are nearly six thousand people in Queen, but less than six-hundred fighters for any battle.  Oh, bloody hades in spades!” 
 
      
 
    “Lieutenant Harpy, I think I understand better now,” I stated, but I was more confused than ever.      
 
      
 
    “Go get some food, and try to sleep.  Lazlo will report what he finds.  I will get the rest of the Blue Tigers ready to disperse.  You proved we can kill them, but it is massively hard to get through to the beastie inside their own armor, that carapace.  If we get our own armor soon, we will go after that Jellie you saw, down into that water they like so much.  Pray it is the only one here.” 
 
      
 
    I knew I was dismissed, but my mind raced with confused and disjointed thoughts. After leaving, I ate something and went to my tent.  I kept thinking about those bleating cows as those purple tentacles dragged them under the water. Reclining on my cot, I turned onto my side, but the memory of that purple glow still irritated my eyes even after I closed them, and the agony of the dairy cattle echoed in my ears.  The pillow was too soft to resist. 
 
      
 
    I sat strapped into a jump seat on a Model 9 shuttle as it roared toward the hated purple glare.  The interior of the shuttle was inundated in that awful light as it came in from the front viewports.   
 
      
 
    “Twenty second to contact!” an officer cried out.  He was piloting the shuttle, and I heard his voice over the speakers in my helmet.   
 
      
 
    Looking around, I saw we were all in power armor, but I did not know what kind it was.  My heart was racing.  “What is this?” I screamed out, but the officer did not respond.  I looked at the pop-up display which showed on the inside of my faceplate.  Ammo was full.  Missiles were marked in green.  Several other lists were there, but I did not recognize names of some items.   
 
      
 
    “Contact!  Deploy now!” the officer barked.  For a moment, I thought he was Colonel Gehlen, but then his voice sounded more like Mister Fisher. 
 
      
 
    The side of the shuttle split open, and I felt my suit’s boosters kick in as I was flung outward.  The power armor carried me away from the shuttle, but only in the briefest moment before a stabbing pink lance of some kind of energy ripped into the shuttle.  It parted like cheese being sliced my mother’s sharpest knife.  Then the shuttle’s thruster fuel lines caught fire, and the blast sent me tumbling end-over-end in mad summersaults. Internal gyroscopes righted the suits, and I could see the rest of my battalion scattered about.   The vast Colony Ship Marathon stretched out before me, but its dull bluish-gray was tainted by the purple of the Jellie spacecraft.   
 
      
 
    “Engage all weapons!” some unnamed officer called out. 
 
      
 
    Other armored soldier unleashed a torrent of missiles, rockets, and bombs.  They whooshed, zipped, and whizzed toward the glowing purple ship.  Its contours were indistinct, and its exact position was unclear.   
 
      
 
    “Kalju!  Bloody rot! Shoot that accursed thing!  Shoot it.  Kill it for me!” The dead farmer’s voice rang in my ears. 
 
      
 
    I flipped some switched and every weapon I had was launched.   
 
      
 
    A blinding flash of brilliant white overloaded my optics, and I was cast into darkness inside my power armor.  I could hear the boosters and maneuvering jets firing, but I could not see my own position.   
 
      
 
    I spoke some commands, and the faceplate flickered into life.  It was only in black and white, and around the edges it was fuzzy, but the tertiary optical system had restarted.  Before me was a debris field in all direction, and beyond that, the still glowing purplish mass of the Jellie ship.  Somehow purple still was shown on my optics, while everything else was a myriad of shades of gray from nearly pure white to the blackness of space.      
 
      
 
    Coming right toward me, spinning erratically, was another soldier in power armor.  The boosters on that combat suit were blurting out small jets of gas trying to correct its flight. 
 
      
 
    “Can I help?” I asked into my built-in transceiver.   
 
      
 
    There was no answer.   
 
      
 
    I kicked on my own booster, and reached that soldier.  Grasping the nearest arm, I spun that person’s power armor around, and inhaled in horror.  
 
      
 
    The faceplate of that armored spacesuit was broken.  A triangular shard of clear permalloy was missing.  Behind that brokenness was something far worse.   
 
      
 
    “Bartlet?” I yelped.  
 
      
 
    Her dead face was within that broken helmet.  Her light hair was loose and floating about, but dried blood was clotted into it in ghastly chunks.  For some reason, the dark red of her blood showed up in color.  One eye was gone.  Her mouth was open in a voiceless scream of death. 
 
      
 
    “You could have killed them!” I heard coming from the speakers in my suit.  “Where were you?  Why did you fail us?” 
 
      
 
    “I tried!” I flung Bartlet’s dead body away, and the armored spacesuit bumped into other bodies and body parts.  “I am sorry.”  One of the bodies was a dog which looked a lot like Marie, but I turned away to avoid knowing for sure.  “I tried!” 
 
      
 
    “Do more next time!” someone yelled.  “Do more!”   
 
      
 
    My weapon’s display flashed “operative” in bold letters, so I toggled that switch.  Missiles and bombs launched off my armor.  Those jerks and jolts were compensated by opposite thrusts from booster jets.  The weapons left residual white traces behind them as they raced toward the Jellie ship.   
 
      
 
    Odd beams of energy flared up from the alien vessel and intercepted my weapons, which exploded in white flashes.  The Jellie was unharmed, undamaged, and intact.   
 
      
 
    I felt my feet make contact with the hull, and the magnetics activated.  I squatted down, and reassessed my munitions.  All the missiles were gone.  All my rockets were spent.  I pulled a gimp from a holster at my waist, but the spacesuit’s armored gloves were too large for me to pull the trigger.   
 
      
 
    “We are counting on you!” Tudeng called out.   
 
      
 
    I spun about looking for her.  “Tudeng?  Where are you?” 
 
      
 
    More body parts floated toward me, smacking into the hull, and rebounding off various structures around me.  No person was intact.  Spacesuits and human remains were mingled into a jumble of disgusting junk.  Only the blood on the stumps was colored, everything else was shades of gray.   
 
      
 
    “You killed one before,” Kulm said.  He sounded like he was right next to me.  “Why were you the only one? Why Kal?  Why you?” 
 
      
 
    “I do not know!” I screamed.   
 
      
 
    A flash of something darted back and crashed into me.  Icy pain cut into my leg.  I looked down and what looked like a white, spiky, cocklebur—the size of my head—was embedded in my leg. The spacesuit was penetrated, and the seals were ruined. 
 
      
 
    “NO!  NO!”  
 
      
 
    A Jellie detonation weapon was locked into my leg.  Each icicle was like a spike sticking out of it. I swatted down, and knocked a barb off.  A small explosion immediately followed.  I swatted and another small blast happened.  As those detonations were taking place, a portion of my armor went flying off into space.   
 
      
 
    Those fragments of my spacesuit floated away in graceful arcs, never to be reconnected to me.  I knew decompression was coming, yet still I hit the thing on my leg.  Each blow resulted in another explosive going off, and more of my power suit being lost.  Readings on the heads-up display were flashing critical, yet they were not showing in red.  Only the red of the blood of my friends floating around me was in color.  I looked over toward where the Jellie ship had been, and all I saw were jagged holes in the Marathon’s exterior hull.  One skinny, lone, tentacles pulled slowly away and into those gaping breaches in the colony ship. 
 
      
 
    “Why did you fail to stop them?” Carol said to me.   
 
      
 
    “Carol?” I turned my head, but all I saw were disjointed legs floating away from me.  “What is happening?” 
 
      
 
    Cracks snaked their way up my own faceplate, and the displays on it flicked and died.  A fractured segment dropped away. Air was gushing past my nose and mouth, leaving the spacesuit.  I could hardly breath, my eyes blinked and blinked against the coming darkness as the faceplate gave way, and a multitude of shattered pieces burst away from me.  The stars looked cold and deadly against the velvet blackness of space.  I closed my eyes.  No one was there to hear my final sighs.   
 
      
 
    “Armor!” I heard someone cry out.  “Armor!” 
 
      
 
    I opened my eyes, and salty sweat ran down into them, blurring my vision.  I wiped it away.  I sat up as fast as I could.  My cot was a mess, and my sheets and blankets were twisted around me.  The pillow was caught in the crook of my arm. 
 
      
 
    “Armor!  The armor has finally arrived!” 
 
      
 
    Light from Queen’s sky tube was peeking past the flaps of my tent.  My heart was beating a rapid cadence in my ears.   
 
      
 
    “Everyone come out!  The armor is here!”  
 
      
 
    I slipped on some dry clothing, and tossed my sweat-soaked garments onto the messy bed.  Rushing outside, I saw two trucks pulling up to the kitchen tent.   
 
      
 
    Pulling on my belt with the gimp in its holster, I staggered outside.  “Just a dream.  It was a nightmare.  Just a dream.” 
 
      
 
    A Red Guard was standing in the back of one of the trucks.  “Come out my dear special guests.  We have presents for you.  Come and see yet another act of generosity from your benefactors.”  He was in his typical armor, and the helmet and faceplate covered over him, yet the smug smirk on his face was clearly present, even if hidden by the technology.  “Come on foreigners, come and see the blessing given to you.” 
 
      
 
    The LT emerged from her tent.  She was still wearing the same uniform as when I had seen her the night before.  She looked frazzled, but took control of the situation.   
 
      
 
    “Thank you aspirant,” our LT said as she looked at the symbols of rank on his armor.  I understood that aspirant was the lowest rank of officer in the Red Guard, and that our LT outranked him.   
 
      
 
    “Well, yes, Lieutenant Harpy, I am glad you appreciate our efforts here.  All fifty armored spacesuits are here.  Our Reproduction and Fabrication facility even customized them to suit you, foreigners.  No corps colors, for you.  Oh dear, that would be the red markings on the armor, and no symbols of Queen for these.  You can colorize them as is fitting to own, shall I say, your own your fine unit.  I am told those others, the ones living down by Lake One, the Kitties or something like that, will be coming here to claim their gifts as well.  Alas, that is as it should be.  It is so good for you to finally have quality products made in Queen and not inferior stock, am I right?  Of course, I am right, we are the Red Guard.  The trucks, however, they are not part of this gift, so you soldier boys and girls, you hurry and have your underlings unload our generous gifts.” 
 
      
 
    With a nod the LT indicated that our people should take the armor off the trucks.  In a mere few minutes, fifty parcels were stacked neatly on the ground.   
 
      
 
    “Goodbye Lieutenant Harpy,” the aspirant saluted.  His hand was twisted and not in a formal position, and as he dropped he salute he made a subtle gesture of disrespect.  “When your little soldiers are ready, we have set up instructional bases at each of the lakes.  You can learn from our expertize about how to properly walk about in armor.  You will have plenty of time to master it, and no one expects you to be proficient.  After all, you are foreigners.”  He repeated his sloppy salute, and departed.  His vehicle followed the first in driving away from our camp.  
 
      
 
    I remembered Lazlo and his team were at the lake.  I rushed back to my tent, and hooked in my transceiver.  I scanned for messages, but none were there.  Keeping it on and active, I came back and found the others were distributing the armored spacesuits.  I expected them to look like the armor which the Red Guards wore, but there were differences.  These armored spacesuits were all a dull and drab brown color, while the Red Guard’s armor was glossy blue colored with red piping.  
 
      
 
    I walked over to the LT who was helping unpack the armored spacesuits.   
 
      
 
    One of the other Blue Tigers, I do not remember his name, said, “They give the Blue Tigers brown armor, which is their not-so-subtle way of insulting us again. Might as well call us turds or dung while they are at it.  Snooty supercilious sots.” 
 
      
 
    The LT upbraided that soldier, “We got the armor, and they have set up bases at each lake.  Ignore the insults.  Let them be that way.  It is their habitat, and we are guests here.”  She winked at me as I approached.   
 
      
 
    “LT? Any word from Lazlo?” I asked 
 
      
 
    “Yes, but they found no Jellies there.  A lot of suspicious tracks by that farm, a multitude of dead dairy cows, and some barriers set up by the Red Guard.  Local people already have a beef processing facility set up there to make those dairy cows into meat, but as I expected, the Red Guard claim it was some domestic disturbance where a man murdered his wife and children, and tried to kill all his own cows.  Not the truth as you related it.” 
 
      
 
    “I know what I saw!” 
 
      
 
    “Kalju, I know that.  Your account best fits the facts as I know them, and as Lazlo reported them.  But like I am telling everyone here, we must work within the parameters of the Red Guard’s limits.”  The LT looked thoughtful.  “When can you be ready to go?” 
 
      
 
    “I can leave whenever I get suited up.  May I go to meet Lazlo?” I asked.   
 
      
 
    “I am dispersing the troops to all six lakes.  You will transport enough armor for all of Lazlo’s team.  Start diving in that lake as quickly as you can.” She looked thoughtful for a moment.  “We still are lacking in effective weapons.  However, overnight I considered what you described with your latest encounter.  This new armor has a built-in headlamp.  Consider setting it to strobing, when you catch up to that Jellie.” 
 
      
 
    “You think it was the lights in that barn?” I asked.  “Just light?” 
 
      
 
    “It is a guess, I admit that.  I sent in a summary to my friend in the flight crew.  He covertly suggested the idea.  I thought the sirens might be part of it, but he said the lights were what to try.  Well, I just got word that in some simulations, done by some oceanographers, they found a possible connection.  Deep sea creatures shun light, sometimes.  No proof, no certainty, and no promises.  But think about it Kalju.  Those Jellies seem to darken the water with their thick toxins.  Maybe that is like a shade for them?  Just a wild hare of a guess, but you saw something happen.”  She patted me on the shoulder.  “On land, we have some other weapons, and from a watercraft we can drop charges.  When you go deep in that lake, some vibration saws on poles might be all we can offer for now.  Cutters, for all intents and purposes.  Those are being assembled right now, and not by Reproduction and Fabrication.  I have four people assembling those as we speak.  No range, but you cut through a Jellie with one before, so maybe again?  Everyone will get one.  We are robbing ESRCs to get the vibration saws.  Anyway, take one of our few trucks, and head over there as fast as you can.  The rest of the teams will disperse to the other lakes.” 
 
      
 
    I sprinted over to my tent, quickly gathered all my possessions, and then hustled to the truck.  
 
      
 
    “Corporal Kalju!” a soldier ran up to me carrying three long poles.  “I have the first of the cutters.  These will work underwater, and are powered by the best lufi amalgam batteries I could get my hands on.  The LT says you are to have the first.  Kill that thing for me!” 
 
      
 
    His words brought back recollections of my nightmare as well as my memory of the dairy farmer.  “Make more of these quickly, we will need one for everyone.” 
 
      
 
    His eyes were bright as he looked at me.  “Understood.  We do have designs for an underwater gun, of sorts.  It fires darts, which measure 7mm by 100mm, and are somewhat effective underwater to about fifteen meters near the surface.  That range and accuracy drops rapidly the deeper you descend into the water.  It has multiple barrels each with a single jet propelled dart. Like a needle-gun or flechette thrower.  That weapon is a complex design, to overcome the hydrodynamic effects, and with the pressurized gas needed, and projectile shapes, it must be made by Reproduction and Fabrication.”     
 
      
 
    His eagerness and obvious engineering knowledge reminded me of Kulm, and so I just nodded as he went on.   
 
      
 
    “We made the cutters instead, because, well, the underwater gun does not have as much ballistic impact in the water as the bullpup rounds do on land.  You know how ineffective the bullpups have been against the Jellies, so we did not consider the underwater gun as an effective weapon.  I am thinking of some other way to strike back at the Jellies, but the cutters are the best I could make right now.  Sorry, if that is not enough.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you.  I will put them to good use.  Keep up your efforts!”  Even though he was older than me, I felt he was looking up to me.  It was sort-of weird.  He hustled off and I drove that truck back to where the armor was stacked. Then I loaded in the right number of suits and left. 
 
      
 
    The truck made good time to Lake Three, and as I was pulling up to that, I saw that barriers had been set up blocking the way to the dairy farm.  There were signs which read, “Crime Scene: Do Not Enter” in vivid colors.  I ground my teeth in anger, wishing there was something I could do to let the world know that that dairy farmer had not murdered his family.  I could not think of any way to get that message out.   
 
      
 
    Lazlo had put sentries all around the lake, but they were spread thin.  The instruction base the Red Guard had put up was on the bow end of the lake, by the river, opposite from where that solitary Jellie had attacked that dairy farm.  I tried not to think of the child that was killed, but that image floated in the center of my thoughts.  I wish that was the only child I had ever seen killed, but alas, wishes are like fog that has no substance.  I took the armored suits to each of the Blue Tigers who were in position.  In turn, each soldier put on the armored spacesuits.  Lastly, I drove to where Lazlo was, as he was nearest to the dairy farm.  
 
      
 
    “We have looked all around for that Jellie of yours,” Lazlo stated, “but the shoreline is clear.” 
 
      
 
    “I know what I saw.”   
 
      
 
    “I am not denying that in any way.  I know you saw a Jellie, if for no other reason than you said you did.  I believe you, I just do not know where it has gone.” 
 
      
 
    “With these armored spacesuits, we can pursue it in the water now,” I said. Looking at Lazlo, I was still surprised by how much his lack of a beard changed his appearance.  I missed the old look, but accepted that lack of facial hair was a requirement for us to be safe in the armored spacesuits.  My own red hair was chopped very short, and what little beard I had grown was gone.     
 
      
 
    “I tried to get a vodnee automacube assigned here,” Lazlo said as he looked across the lake toward where the Red Guard had set up their instruction base.  “But our hosts say none are available.  They are less than congenial.  But one of the others did trick them into giving us a hydrology chart.  That has been fed into the transceivers.  Serves us as a diagram for the underwater channels from the lake down to the aquifer deep underground.” 
 
      
 
    I glanced at the transceiver.  The armored spacesuit’s fit and finish were nice, and the controls were just like what I had practiced with back at Raven Academy, with just the added layer of the armor.  It sort-of reminded me of the Marine Pressure Suits, but that might have been because I knew I would be taking it deep into the lake.  The display on the transceiver showed the outlines, depth, and characteristics of Lake Three.  I was surprised at how deep it was in its center.  While the lake’s average depth was about one hundred meters, a narrow trench which ran along the center of the lake dropped to a depth of eleven hundred meters.  That chasm was only three hundred meters wide, so it was deep and narrow.   
 
      
 
    “It will be dark down there,” Lazlo stated as he saw what I was reviewing.  “The sky tube’s light will penetrate the water only to about one hundred or so meters.  So, at the average bottom of this lake, it will be rather crepuscular, but in that chasm, it will be pitch dark blackness.  Our armored suits have lights, and can handle the water pressures, but that chasm is a good place for anything to hide.” 
 
      
 
    “Can we drop lights in there from up here?” I asked.  “Maybe add some motion sensors and survey equipment?” 
 
      
 
    “Excellent ideas, Kalju, and doable,” Lazlo hesitated, “but our guests there had problems with just letting us use the fishing boat Ella is on, and when I asked about acquiring some probing equipment for use on the lake’s bottom, they laughed and refused to even discuss it.  They claimed all our training can take place in ten meters of water or less.  Something about a bathtub for us children.  Their exact words do not bear repeating, but they were quite insulting.  We are on our own going down that deep.  No deep-water explosives, no combat equipped boats, and no help from the Red Guard.”  
 
      
 
    “If a Jellie comes out at their position, they will change their minds.  That might be too late.” I had saved the three cutters, as I knew I would be on that first dive into the lake to chase down that Jellie.  So, I gave one to Lazlo, and asked, “Who else is going with us?” 
 
      
 
    “Like I said, Ella has outfitted a boat, and Prezsky is nearby.  Kensington is on the opposite side and overseeing the Blue Tiger sentinels there,” Lazlo replied.  “I think three of us will be about all we can spare, unless you want to leave the coast unmonitored.  If the Jellie comes out somewhere we need to know it.”  He activated the transceiver by voice command and summoned Ella and her boat.  “The fishing boat does have some large nets.  This lake has abundant fish and supplies a lot of food for the habitat.  Each lake is a unique biome of fish.  Not as impressive as Styx’s warm water seas, but a decent lake for fresh water.  The six lakes here in Queen are all basically the same designed shape, but by alterations in alkalinity, subsurface temperatures, and aquatic flora, they all are unique.  The aquifer beneath them is filtered, baffled, and strained to prevent cross contamination from one lake to another.” 
 
      
 
    “But all the lakes are connected by the water?” I asked.  “A watery passageway?  So, the Jellies could contaminate them, like they did in Foreigner and Styx?” 
 
      
 
    “That is my fear, so shall we go hunt this one down and eliminate that threat?” Lazlo asked.  “Ella and her boat will be here shortly.” 
 
      
 
    The noise of the boat drew my attention, and I saw Ella standing by the controls.  It was not a big boat, and nothing at all like the military-style boat, the MOP-1, which I had seen fighting the Jellie in that horrible time by the beach.  This boat was obviously used for fishing.  It had a small cabin very close to the bow, and an open cargo area behind.  Being only about twelve meters long, it bounced a lot in the waters.  Its cargo hold was empty.  A small boom and crane arrangement was at the stern where it could lower nets into the water.  It was a nice pearly white color with some festive decorations around the cabin’s windows.   
 
      
 
    “Ella, anchor the boat.  I will bring you a set of armor.  Suit up.  Then I want you to just follow us with the boat on the surface,” Lazlo commanded.  “Prezsky is down the shore a bit, and she will be suited up by the time we get there.”   
 
      
 
    “All the Blue Tigers I saw on the way over here were putting on their armor.  Hair is flying off!  Barbering has been done on a wide scale!  When suited up they are keeping their faceplates open and atmospheric gear at minimal,” Ella replied with a smile.  Her own dark hair was cut very short in anticipation of wearing the armor.  The shorter hair made her smile appear even bigger, and she looked younger to me.  “I thought I might be left out, but I cut my hair back anyway.” 
 
      
 
    “We will never leave you out, Ella!” Lazlo said as he met her by the shoreline and passed over a container with the armored spacesuit.       
 
      
 
    “Beardless Blue Tigers.  I never thought I would see the day,” Ella laughed, but unpacked her own armor and began putting it on.     
 
      
 
    I walked out into the water after checking the seals, adjusting, and properly fitting on my armor.  Even though it was made in Queen, and the Red Guard had said it was some kind of superior quality suit, I just made sure to double check it all.  Mister Fisher taught me well.  The transceiver connected me into Lazlo, Ella, Prezsky, and even Kensington on the other side of the lake.  Lazlo had set up a private channel for just us, but we would be alerted by any emergency call from any Blue Tiger.  With those connections, we began to search for that Jellie which had attacked the dairy farm.   
 
      
 
    Entering the lake, I set the armor to have zero buoyancy, so I could just walk on the lake bed.  There were some rocky parts near the shoreline, but beyond about ten meters out, the large rocks were gone and the bottom was fairly smooth, but steeper than I expected.  As my helmet and faceplate went partially underwater, it was a strange sensation to see the line of the lake’s surface cutting across my vision.  The air above and the water below made for an unusual vista, but I only kept it that way for a short time.   
 
      
 
    Underwater, I could see the beauty of Lake Three.  The sky tube’s light shone down and illuminated the sandy bottom of the lake.  As I walked, I kicked up some materials which clouded the water, but otherwise it was very clear.  Plants grew up in various places, and there was an abundance of fish.   
 
      
 
    “Communications check,” Lazlo’s voice cut through as his words rang from the speakers in my helmet.  
 
      
 
    We all checked in. 
 
      
 
    “Kensington?  Make sure to have all the Blue Tigers watching the waters.  If we scare that Jellie out, let us know right away,” Lazlo commanded.   
 
      
 
    “Already alert and doing that,” Kensington replied.  “Wish I was in the water with you, but if that alien emerges, we are prepared to hit it with everything we have out here in the air.” 
 
      
 
    That lake certainly would have been a pretty sight, under different circumstances.  For I saw a multitude of fish.  No tench, but there were many perch, at least three kinds of trout, shad, chub, zander, and pike.  As I think back, maybe I did not see all of those species on that first foray into Lake Three, but I vividly recall being impressed by the fish in that lake on that first excursion.  
 
      
 
    “Keep an eye on the bottom,” Lazlo instructed. “We saw some tracks which led into the lake from that dairy, but unless the Jellie left tracks on the bottom, which I doubt, we are going to have a hard time finding it in this much water.” 
 
      
 
    “We checked all the way around, but no signs of where it got out,” Ella reported back from the boat.  “There are a couple spots where it could have walked out without leaving much of a trail, but my bet is it is still in the lake.” 
 
      
 
    “I am in the water now as well,” Prezsky added.  “If we link our systems, especially with Ella in the boat, we can do a rough sonar sounding.  It should show up anything substantial in size.  Certain a Jellie would show up.” 
 
      
 
    “Excellent idea.  Ping us when you are ready.  I will link it into the transceivers,” Lazlo replied.   
 
      
 
    As I progressed deeper into the lake, the makeshift sonar that Prezsky set up rippled through the water, across the chasm at the center of the lake, and up the slope to the opposite shoreline.  My transceiver started to show various images.  In the display, the lake’s shoreline was a rough green rectangle, and the sonar ripples floated through that as yellow lines.   
 
      
 
    “I see it!  The Jellie is out there!” I exclaimed.   
 
      
 
    My transceiver showed a flashing red blob on the small display, where the yellow rippled had passed.  Then another came blob came on, and another, and another, and another.  I counted eight red blobs of various sizes, all about our section of the lake.     
 
      
 
    “There is a legion of Jellies out there, hovering over the chasm,” I cried.   
 
      
 
    “Hold on,” Prezsky cautioned.  “This lake apparently has some large fish.  I just saw a sturgeon swim away, and it was probably five meters long, and over a thousand kilograms.  It showed up on the transceiver sonar just like what we are seeing out in the middle.  Let me fine tune this emitter.” 
 
      
 
    “I just checked the library, and got an automated reply,” Ella related.  “I tried to access the lattice to speak to an AI from fisheries or something like that, but only the library responded.” 
 
      
 
    “Why does that matter?” I barked.  “There are Jellies in here!”  I was rushing as fast as possible underwater toward the nearest red blob on my display.   
 
      
 
    “Kalju, it matters because according to the library, Lake Three here, has not only sturgeon, but also stingrays, paddlefish, and taimen.  Those can all get about human sized, and some can get very large,” Ella replied.  “Those sonar marking are not necessarily Jellies.” 
 
      
 
    “How will we know?” I sighed out.  I switched to semi buoyancy so I could use the boosters to propel myself faster in the water.  It was not like being in vacuum or even in air, but much quicker than walking.  Sort-of a powered swim.  
 
      
 
    “I got the sonar adjusted to only register things over four meters in size,” Prezsky said.  “That should screen out a lot of the fish.” 
 
      
 
    All but two of the blobs on my display disappeared with the next ripple of sonar pings.  I still continued toward where that blob had been.  I caught sight of something swimming quickly away.  I think it was a paddlefish, but I am not sure.  I know it was not a Jellie.   
 
      
 
    Well, that first underwater chase ended in nothing but frustration.  There were no sightings of Jellies, not even a hint of their strange purplish light.  I did have a greater appreciation for the immense amount of megaliters of water that Lake Three held.      
 
      
 
    “We need a systematic method of searching,” Lazlo ordered.  “Head for the Red Guard instruction base, and we will coordinate our efforts there.” 
 
      
 
    “Why those people?” I asked.   
 
      
 
    “Because Kalju, while we have been searching here, and having nice conversations on our private channels, our LT has been in a heated debate with some officers from the Red Guard.  I have been asked repeatedly about what we are doing here.  Those Red Guard are worried about disruption of aquaculture and loss of fish eggs, and that we are messing up their habitat.  Their precious caviar extraction is not to be disrupted.” 
 
      
 
    “What?” I snapped out.  “You would think the killing of that dairy farmer and his family would show them the Jellies are deadly.” 
 
      
 
    “I agree with you Kalju, but we have nothing to show for our search yet.  Meet with those Red Guard, and we set up training sessions which will take us to each part of this lake.  The LT got that approved, so we will keep up the search.” 
 
      
 
    Months went by, and all of us Blue Tigers searched Lake Three in teams. We found nothing but lots of fish, some very big, a sunken fishing boat, and a deep, dark chasm which had nearly vertical walls in its lowest parts.  I was convinced that somewhere in that lake there was some passageway, or something, which the Jellies had used, but despite those months of daily searches, we found nothing.  The other lakes were also being searched, or so I was told, but with less than fifty of us who were actually looking, a comprehensive search was impossible. Sure, there were ten Red Guard supposedly helping us, but all they did was sit in their armor up on the docks at their instruction base.  They made rude and mocking comments, which did nothing but annoy me.  Had they been searching, maybe what happened might have been prevented.  I think it would have been.   
 
      
 
    A little over a year we searched those lakes, and then it all fell apart.  But it did not start in the lakes, but rather in the towns.  Yes, I saw it happen in Sheba.  I was there when the Jellies struck. 
 
      
 
    I was just coming off my shift.  I had again been deep in the chasm at Lake Three’s bottom.  The intake and outflow ports were a reference place in that dark chasm, and we had set up a grid search pattern from those spots.  The permalloy grids across those aquatic tunnels had been intact every time we checked them, and the water flows had tested normal.  Well, anyway, I had searched again for some hidden passageway, but found nothing.  So, I was just off shift, but had not yet taken off my armor, when the sirens rang out from the towns.  It was far louder than when I had pulled the fire alarm in that dairy barn. 
 
      
 
    We had set up a temporary camp on the shore of Lake Three, and I heard the sirens.  A trunk went rolling on the roadway past the abandoned dairy farm.  Oh, I forgot to tell you that.  The dairy farm, where the Jellie attacked, was never reoccupied.  There had been wild rumors about cattle mutilations in the area, and strange sightings of things, but nothing was ever confirmed.  We lacked the personnel to fully investigate everything.  The Red Guard could have done a lot more, but did not.  Well, anyway, at that dairy barn, the surviving cows were sent off somewhere, and the barn just sat empty.  Well, that truck rolled by coming from across a field, and I ran out to it.   
 
      
 
    “What is happening?”  I asked before the truck picked up more speed.  The faceplate of my helmet was locked open, as I kept it that way whenever I was out of the lake.      
 
      
 
    “This lorry is moving onto the road, foreigner. What is that to you?” the Red Guard said. 
 
      
 
    I jumped up on the step and grabbed onto the side.  “You might need help.”  The footing was tenuous, and my grip on the side of the truck was not secure.   
 
      
 
    “Oh, bother with you,” the Red Guard said, “get inside before you fall off and hurt yourself.” 
 
      
 
    I really was surprised he did that, but I climbed in.  There were only two others in the truck and the three of them all gave off some seriously nervous tension.  The truck could hold up to twelve people, and I wondered where the others were.  I knew these Red Guard were from the instructional base they had set up, as I recognized their voices.  I never did learn their names.   
 
      
 
    “So, is it a fire in town?” I asked.   
 
      
 
    The man who had opened the door pulled up the faceplate on his helmet. “Foreigner, I am… I have watched you going into that lake every day, and you are determined.  I admire that, but…” he hesitated and then he said, “there is some incident in the town.  A sewer main line has exploded, and people are injured.  We are going to offer our aid and assistance.  If you do not get in the way, you may help.” 
 
      
 
    The driver pushed the truck to what I thought was a reckless speed, but we arrived quickly in the town of Sheba.  Smoke was billowing up from somewhere beyond the outlying houses.     
 
      
 
    “Lazlo!  Lazlo!  There is something bad happening in the town!” I used my transceiver to report. 
 
      
 
    “We heard the sirens,” Lazlo reported back.  “There is also brown sludge pouring in from the inlet valves at the bottom of the lake.  Gushing in from the reports.  I have two people trying to weld off those inlets, but I doubt we can succeed.” 
 
      
 
    “Sludge? Like the Jellies did before?” 
 
      
 
    “Exactly.  Stay in town and report back to me what you find.  You are the only Blue Tiger there,” I could hear something in the background.  “The LT just told me every lake has sludge pouring in.  I am shifting a direct channel to the LT for you.” 
 
      
 
    On my transceiver a blue light flashed.   
 
      
 
    The truck turned a corner, and I saw where the smoke was originating.  A wooden building was a jumble of shattered splinters and broken parts.  Fire was raging in that pile.  A blue engineering automacube was trying to spray fire suppression foam on the ruins.   
 
      
 
    Screeching to a halt, the Red Guard soldiers jumped from the truck.  They pulled some hoses from a compartment in the truck’s bed, and rushed over toward a water hydrant.   
 
      
 
    “The Jellies are flooding the lake with toxic gunk!” I called out.   
 
      
 
    One Red Guard made a dismissive gesture with his hand as they connected in the hose.  They all snapped down their faceplates, and set to the task.  As the valve was turned, the house swelled and the other Red Guard pointed it toward the burning building.  Globs of brown goo dribbled and spurted out of the nozzle.  
 
      
 
    “It is the Jellies!  They must be attacking!” I tabbed the common communication link, but kept my faceplate open so I could see and hear the outside.    
 
      
 
    “Not working!” the Red Guard said in disgust and his words came through my helmet’s speakers.  He just threw the hose down.  It continued to leak out the brown sludge, and the hose was throbbing with built up pressure.  He looked around for another source of water or some other way to fight the fire.  His associate was trying to shut down the valve, but I could see it would not budge.   
 
      
 
    I heard screaming.  The Red Guard did not appear to have heard it, probably because they were sealed in, but maybe they just ignored it.  One of the nearby buildings was a three-story apartment complex.  The screams were coming from there, so I ran toward it.  As I did, I thought about how I was lacking in weapons.  I had the gimp which I always carried, but no bullpup, or cutter, or anything else.  I had left those by the lake.  Then I wondered where all the people were.  Usually, people flock out to see a fire, but except for the person who was screaming somewhere in that apartment building, there was no sight or sound of anyone else.   
 
      
 
    The entry door was locked, but I kicked it in and rushed inside.  The foyer was small with steps leading up and down as well as a hallway toward the back.  The screams were coming from the lower level and I bounded down the stairs.  In the basement apartment, I saw the glowing purple light I hate so much.  I flipped down my faceplate, turned on the image filters, and set my external audio pickups to maximum.  I drew out my gimp. 
 
      
 
    A dozen people or more, I am not sure exactly how many, were strewn around the basement apartment.  Most were dead.  Their crushed bodies had been recently dismembered and splattered against walls, ceilings, and across the furniture and floor.  In the corner of the main area there was a large and gaping hole from ceiling to floor with jagged edges.  A rough tunnel extended downward at a slope.  The purple light was coming from there.   
 
      
 
    “Help me!” The scream did not come from the hole, but rather from off to the side.  A child was sitting inside a crumpled permalloy cabinet.  Its doors were not quite closed all the way, and I could see her eyes as she looked at me.   
 
      
 
    I turned and sprinted over to that cabinet.  As I did, I was struck in the back by a purple tentacle.  I felt the impact, and was knocked almost off my feet, but my armored spacesuit held up against it.  I spun about and fired the gimp right into a tentacle as it wrapped itself around my leg. 
 
      
 
    Bang! 
 
      
 
    The bullet popped into the tentacle, and as it struck that small, narrow part of the appendage, it had some effect.  The tentacle quaked a bit, and I pulled my leg away quickly.  I looked up and the Jellie was lurking there in the tunnel opening.  The faceplate’s filters made the purple glow tolerable, but it was still annoying.  This Jellie was nearly a sphere in shape, but had four legs it was resting upon, and two tentacles coming out from the main body.  The one I had shot did not show any damage, and was coiling like a spring ready to strike me.  That was when I remembered the lights in the dairy barn, and so I flipped on my helmet’s flood light and set it to rapid strobing.   
 
      
 
    The brilliant white light pierced into that purple glow.  The effect was more than I had any reason to hope for.  Both tentacles retracted very rapidly and just sort-of were absorbed into the sphere.  The legs moved and the Jellie disappeared down the tunnel.   
 
      
 
    “Lazlo!  LT!  The strobe lights work!” I yelled into my microphone.  I had it set to broadcast on all bands and frequencies. 
 
      
 
    I heard the child screaming again, and I turned back. 
 
      
 
    “Are you a person?” the child asked in a quaking voice. Her dark face and brown eyes were shaking in terror.  Her hands were trying to block out the strobing light.   
 
      
 
    I shut down the flood light, flipped open my faceplate, and said, “I am a person.  Come with me!” 
 
      
 
    “My mommy and daddy?” the small girl cried out.   
 
      
 
    I wrenched open the broken cabinet, and lifted her into my arms.  She was younger and much lighter in weight than I expected.  Her eyes were wide as she tried to adjust to the lack of my flashing lights. 
 
      
 
    “I will get you outside now.  Come on honey,” I said and headed for the stairway.  She wrapped her small arms about my armored neck and hung on.    
 
      
 
    Just before I reached the stairway, a tentacle yanked my legs out from under me.  I rolled to keep my armored body between me and the purple glow which had just returned with a vengeance.  I flipped on my strobe light again as I held tightly to the girl, and fired the gimp with my free hand. 
 
      
 
    Bang! Bang! Bang! 
 
      
 
    The purple light flared, and my legs were released.  But then tentacle whips smacked down on my shoulders in two quick smacks.  I hustled up the stairs, and burst into the foyer. 
 
      
 
    “No! Oh, not her too!” I yelled as I looked at the girl in my arms. 
 
      
 
    A tentacle whip had slapped across her face, ripping loose skin, muscles, nerves, and breaking bones.  I shouldered open the door to the outside and yelled into the common communication link, “Medical emergency!  Red Guard! Anyone! Help this child!”      
 
      
 
    The fire was raging, and the blue automacube was lying on its side in a crumpled heap.  The Red Guard were nowhere to be seen.  I rushed over to the truck, and tossed the girl into the front seat.  I looked through the compartments for some kind of first-aid kit, and finally found one.  It was in a yellow box, and as I opened it, I could see the purple glow reflected off the seats in the truck.  My helmet light was still flashing, but out under the light of the sky tube it was diffused and seemed feeble.   
 
      
 
    Taking a bandage out, I quickly and crudely wrapped it around the girl’s mangled face, spreading medical gel all over her.  I saw it congealing and stopping the bleeding.  I strapped her in and vaulted over her into the driver’s seat.  The truck surged to life, and we sped away.   
 
      
 
    “I need the nearest hospital!” I called into my transceiver.  “Right now!” 
 
      
 
    There was no answer.   
 
      
 
    As the truck spun around a corner, I saw a hole opening up in the road.  The pavement was crumbling and cracking and falling in.  The purple glow outlined the cracking roadway, and I accelerated the truck past that.  More houses and buildings were on fire, and yet I still saw no other people.  I flipped down my faceplate and scanned the deck plans and street plans for Sheba.  I located what looked on the plans to be a hospital and drove toward there.   
 
      
 
    I was too late.  That poor little girl died in the front seat of that truck before we reached the hospital.   
 
      
 
    Not that getting to the hospital would have her done any good anyway.  As I pulled the truck up to the hospital, the side wall of that building collapsed.  It was pushed out from the inside.  The permalloy wall struts bowed and then melted as the wall fell away.  The purple glow emanated from inside. A Jellie was spraying some kind of liquid all over the wall.  The liquid was lumpy and a tawny, sort-of orange color, but I was seeing it through the filters on my faceplate.  The effect it was having on the permalloy was terrible.  The hardest metal humanity had ever created was being melted away, like it was butter melting on a hot day.  I glanced down at the dead girl who was strapped into the seat by me, and my rage boiled.  I swung the truck away as quickly as I could, since I had no weapons beside the gimp.  
 
      
 
    “Where is anyone?” I called out as I toggled the transceiver to send on every channel I was linked with.   
 
      
 
    Static came back, and there might have been a voice in it somewhere, but nothing was understandable.  I checked the display in the popup images inside my faceplate and wondered where I could go.  I again thought of the dead girl, and all the dead people in that basement.  Looking back, I could see the hospital was collapsing, not only that one wall, but its roof was sagging down as well.   
 
      
 
    A bright glow suddenly appeared in front of me as the roadway erupted upward.  A sewer grille cover flew off and clattered away as another Jellie rose out of yet another tunnel.  I swerved the truck, but with the roadway bucking upward, the truck tipped up onto the driver’s side wheels.  I barely got it under control as it flopped back down.  Blood from the dead girl spilled all over the front seats of the truck.  Her body was just flopping in the restraints.   
 
      
 
    The streets were now more cluttered with falling buildings, walls, and other structures.  A few dogs ran across the road in a panic, and yet I saw no people.  I hoped the Red Guard had taken them to some secure place.  I checked again on the street plans for the town, and while it was not a huge city, like I had read about back on the Old Earth, the streets were winding and somewhat erratic.  I spied where I thought the tube transport hub was located, and headed the truck for that spot.  Then, I saw a small city park.  There were beautiful white birch trees in clumps of three or four trunks.  Flowers were arranged underneath and around the bases of those clumps of trees.  I looked to the dead little girl, and I had to stop.  I just had to.  I tenderly lifted her body from the seat and carried her over to the middle of the park.  It felt more like a garden than it did a wildlife area.  There was even a small fountain at the center.  I knelt down next to the prettiest flowers and spread out the girl’s body.   
 
      
 
    “Oh, dear little one, may you find peace, comfort, and joy in the life to come.”  Lifting up the faceplate, I bent down and kissed the top of her small head.  “These battles for you are over, and the Jellies cannot hurt you ever again.  Rest in peace and comfort.” 
 
      
 
    As I stood up, I saw that across the street from where the truck was parked, a Jellie had just emerged from yet another opening in the ground.  That opening was between the foundation of a house and the street.  Its purple light hurt my eyes until I dropped the faceplate again.  My anger was worse than I have ever experienced, up to that point, and I rushed back to the truck.   
 
      
 
    A white ball of icy junk exploded off to the side of where I was running.  The Jellie had fired at me.  I leaped into the truck and snapped the restraints around my armored body.  Then I slammed the controls in forward and accelerated as fast as possible right at the Jellie.  The tentacles tried to swipe at the truck, but it was not fast enough.  The front grille of the truck struck the Jellie hard.  It toppled over, reminding me of what the dairy cow stamped had done.  The truck kept pushing at the Jellie as its tentacles flailed about.  I slightly turned the wheels so as to not shove the Jellie back into the hole, but instead to crush it between the truck and the still intact section of the house.  As the Jellie impacted that permalloy, the truck’s wheels kept spinning as I did not release the controls.  The legs of the Jellie disappeared, and there was a sudden loud burping sound as the carapace of the Jellie cracked under the stress the truck was putting on it.  The tentacles darted forward, and actually ripped into the metal of the hood of the truck and tried to tear it apart.  Brown liquids were oozing out of the cracks in the carapace.   
 
      
 
    Finally, the truck’s engine failed, and so I locked all the wheels and jumped out.  The Jellie was trapped between the truck and the wall.  It was trying to shove out a leg against the ground, or up against the truck, but the carapace was leaking badly.  I rushed over and stuck the gimp into the biggest crack I could find and fired.   
 
      
 
    Bang!  Bang! 
 
      
 
    I reloaded and fired again into another crack. 
 
      
 
    Bang! Bang! Bang! 
 
      
 
    The legs quit jutting out, and the tentacles quickly retracted and quit flailing about.  I tried to put the gimp’s muzzle into where there had been a crack, but it had sealed over from the inside.  The carapace was visibly smaller, but still glowing.  It was contracting and I saw that when it got a bit smaller, it might be able to slip out from where it was pinned by the truck.   
 
      
 
    With a glance over my shoulder toward the park where I had left that dead girl, I sprinted away.  I kept toggling the transceiver channels trying to contact anyone.  None of the links were working.  I could contact the library, and acquire basic deck plans and schematics, and some automated replies, but no connections to anyone else.  I kept the light on my helmet flashing, checked my energy levels—they were adequate—and pressed on toward that tube transport terminal.   
 
      
 
    Smoke from burning buildings was settling over the whole town.  It masked the sky tube’s light, and gave a hazy, weird look to everything.  Added to that was the filters on the faceplate to keep that blasted purple glow from making my eyes hurt.  To me, the town of Sheba looked surreal and ghostly.   
 
      
 
    As I got close to the transport hub, I finally saw one of the Red Guard.  The person in armor was ambling along, and carrying a rifle.  I quickly approached.     
 
      
 
    “Where can I get weapons?” I asked, both over the transceiver, and through the speakers on the outside of my armored spacesuit.   
 
      
 
    The Red Guard did not respond.  So, I punched at the Red Guard’s helmet, tapping at the faceplate.   
 
      
 
    “A foreigner!” she screamed at me.  “You are the ones who brought these abominations to our home.  How dare you sully us with your genetic mutations run amuck?”   
 
      
 
    “What are you talking about?  We need to fight the Jellies.  I need weapons.  Where is everyone else?” 
 
      
 
    “Weapons? Phooey!  I emptied by rifle’s magazine into one of your foreigner creations, and it did nothing.  You stop them!  Your kind created these monstrosities,” she hurled words at me like they were rocks trying to down some kind of small game.  “We should have banned all you scum from coming here.  How dare you bring those things to my homeland!”  She threw the rifle at me and walked away.   
 
   
 
  

   
 
    “Where is everyone else?” I called after her.  She had only responded through my external audio pickups, and not through the transceiver.   
 
      
 
    “Dead, mostly.  Killed by your creations.  The blood is on foreigner’s hands.  This is how you repay our generosity and hospitality.  A plague on all you foreigners.” 
 
      
 
    I picked up the rifle and noted it was a variant of my own bullpup, with just a slightly different configuration of the shoulder stock, and minus the grenade launcher.  It also was empty.  “Where can I get more ammunition?” 
 
      
 
    “Curses on your whole family.  Curses!”   
 
      
 
    “Try using strobe lights if you can.  It bothers the Jellies, especially in tight quarters,” I called after her, but there was no further response.   
 
      
 
    I made my way toward the tube transport, figuring that maybe people had escaped through there.  The haze was getting thicker and thicker and I was glad to be in a spacesuit where I had a steady supply of fresh air.  The darker brown, sloped roofs, covering many of the structures, showed signs of collapsing from within.  The gaily decorated decks, terraces, or gaming areas were silent, ruined, and wrecked.  Everywhere I looked was devastation.  The tallest structure was the chatelet and when that came into sight, I was appalled.  It had four stories, but at each level there was a wall missing and floors exposed. At the top was that once pretty bell tower with twin widows, but now it looked more like a broken tooth sticking up from a skeleton. 
 
      
 
    The tube transport terminal was a slaughterhouse.  There was a huge Jellie hole in the roadway just outside the chatelet, and that hole showed a tunnel which came up from some sewer lines and then proceeded into the basement.  I do not think the Jellies intended that hole to open up, but the roadway had collapsed over their tunnel.  It looked like they knew they were going into the basement where the tube transport terminal was located.  I rushed inside the chatelet, and down the steps.  The Jellies must have surprised a large group of people.  Bodies were everywhere, and none were intact.  I am thankful I had the spacesuit on, for blood was congealing on the walls, ceiling, and floor. I can only imagine what the smell was like.  The hatches along the wall were all sealed and red warning lights were flashing over the top of all of them.   
 
      
 
    There were dead people of all ages, and from various lines of work.  A few were dressed in what looked like police uniforms, and I thought of my associates in Eight-Squad who previously had been police officers.  I tried my transceiver again.   
 
      
 
    “Can anyone pick up this transmission?” I asked on all links and channels.  All I got back was static.   
 
      
 
    So, I stepped over the bodies, and approached the controls near the portal hatches.  I pressed several, but few things worked.  I finally found a working display and manually pressed the buttons to access the artificial intelligence system which should be overseeing the tube transport system.   
 
      
 
    “AI Philippides?  Report status of tube transport system,” I commanded.   
 
      
 
    “If you want music, get a canary,” the mechanical voice replied from the display.   
 
      
 
    Again, I commanded the system, “Emergency!  Connect me to any Marathon Defense Force units.” 
 
      
 
    “Yackety yackety talk talk gab gab gab,” the voice stated. 
 
      
 
    I keyed my transceiver again, withdrew a small cable from the forearm of my armored spacesuit and made a physical connection into an access port near the display. “MC001, can you hear me?  Emergency!” 
 
      
 
    The static was thick, but a small beeping sound pierced that.  Then the beeping altered into a steady tone which grew louder and louder.   
 
      
 
    “Message from MC001,” that AI stated.  “Audio link established.  No visual or telemetry. Link will survive less than ninety seconds.  Intense battle.  Resistance is disorganized.  Alien attack devastating.  Rally point at town of Nuwa.  Nonphysicality damaged severely.  Counterattack planned.” 
 
      
 
    “Where can I find weapons and ammunition?” I asked.   
 
      
 
    “Bigger guns nearby.  Red Guard munition depot in chatelet, third floor.  Present condition unknown...” Static broke through the mechanical voice making it difficult to understand.  “Rumors…exh… for… ive casualties… some units reporting… based on th… obstrep… with optical strobe lighting.  How many in your unit?” 
 
      
 
    “I am alone.  Where are the Blue Tigers or Red Guard?” 
 
      
 
    “Red Guard units have….” The static became loud and did not waver.   
 
      
 
    “MC001?  MC001?”  I pounded my fist against the wall.   
 
      
 
    “My grandfather was an eagle,” that previous mechanical voice said from the display. 
 
      
 
    “Shut up!” I barked as I yanked the cable out of the access port.  It retracted into my armor.  I noted I had received a five percent increase in my power reserves.  I shut down the strobe light, as there did not seem to be any Jellies in the immediate area.  So, I reconnected the cable and turned around. I leaned against that wall, so I could see what was around me, and just stood there thinking while my armored spacesuit replenished its energy.   
 
      
 
    I needed a better weapon than my gimp, which only had two shots left in it, and no more reloads.  I did have the rifle from that Red Guard, however, its sole magazine was completely empty.  I had no grenade launcher, and no grenades, either for launch or to be manually thrown.  My suit had one ration of food still in place, and about a half liter of water which had been recycled from my own body fluids. 
 
      
 
    Keying in specific links on the transceiver I attempted numerous calls to the Blue Tigers, Eight-Squad, the Hellcats, MC001, and even directly to the LT.  There was nothing but static in response.    
 
      
 
    “Well, if it is going to be, it is up to me.  First, weapons and supplies.  Then see if I can find anyone else, and head off for Nuwa.”   
 
      
 
    Then a thought occurred to me.  I spun around and tapped some commands into the display. 
 
      
 
    That corrupted AI responded.  “Silly bird, ha ha ha you are a funny bird!” 
 
      
 
    “Let me into the shell!” I barked as I entered the command again.   
 
      
 
    “I can talk.  Can you fly?” the corrupted AI responded.   
 
      
 
    I pounded my armored fist on the wall.  “So, I cannot leave this biome at this location, not even to get into the shell around Queen.  Overland I must go.” 
 
      
 
    Checking the transceiver’s display, I noted I was in the basement of the chatelet, the same building where MC001 had said there was a munitions depot.  So, I walked out of that abattoir of horrors and tried not to look at the faces of any of the dead bodies.  The stairs up were intact, although seeing them from that new view showed that some of the Jellies’ icy detonation weapons had exploded in the inside of the doors.  I ascended as quickly as I could, but there was some rubble on the second-floor level.   
 
      
 
    “Is anyone here?” I yelled through my speakers.   
 
      
 
    There was no response.   
 
      
 
    The third floor had “POLICE PRECINCT” labeled across its entry doors.  Tragically, those doors were hanging askew and looked like they had been wrenched apart with great force.  Traces of bullet impacts were everywhere I looked.  Gouges in the softer metals, panels, and veneer.   
 
      
 
    “Someone put up a battle here.” 
 
      
 
    The police station had three dead bodies which were strewn about, all of which were in uniforms.  One exterior wall was missing, and I could see out across the town of Sheba through the rubble.  Fires were burning in countless places, which surprised me a bit as most structures were permalloy or at least permalloy framed.  I wondered if the Jellies had some way to ignite the metals in permalloy.  They obviously had messed up communications, water systems, and somehow attacked the nonphysicality again.  Not to mention the physical attacks and murders of so many people in such a short time.  I peered out through the space where a solid wall should have been.  
 
      
 
    At four or five locations, I could see the purple glow of Jellies, but none of the aliens themselves. Well, none of their carapace suits anyway.  The glow rose up from the street level, and was emitted from somewhere behind buildings as I looked toward them. Maybe the Jellies were inside some of the ruined buildings and the glow I saw was coming out from windows, or collapsed roofs, or ceilings.  I did not see any people, but the haze from the fires, and the now dimming sky tube light made visualizing the town a bit difficult.  It was hard for me to believe night was settling in.  There was so much to do.   
 
      
 
    The police station did have the munitions depot at the back side of it, but someone had already been there.  The weapon storage lockers were all empty.  I scrounged through the supply cabinets and in the last one found a drawer that was jammed shut.  I could not get the drawer open, so pulled on it, kicked it, and yanked on it as hard as I could.  It would not budge.   
 
      
 
    Heading back out to the front of the police station, I saw that in the hallway, toward where two holding cells were located, was a door marked ESRC.  I went to that and opened it up.  Inside were some containers of preserved food, a tool kit, and the fire suppression hose.  The first-aid kit and medical supplies were missing, and the clean spots in the dust showed they had been there not long before.  I packed up all the food supplies into compartments on my armor, and connected my water hose to the wall.  Before I turned on that water, I unconnected my supply hose and then turned the water on to see what it looked like.  It was clear and clean.  I filled up my armored spacesuit’s water supply. 
 
      
 
    With that tool kit in hand I returned back to the munitions depot and the jammed drawer.  The kit had a vibration saw in it and using that I carefully cut the surface of the front section of the drawer.  I set the blade for less than half of the depth I thought would be needed, because I was afraid there was ammunition or something else dangerous in that drawer.  Cutting right through and into it could have been catastrophic, and that was the last thing I needed. I was in a hurry, but did not want to be reckless.  
 
      
 
    With the front of the drawer weakened, I then used another tool to spread that slot I made.  With a grinding snap, the drawer popped open and slid forward.  Inside were five fragmentation grenades, five magazines for the plain bullpup rifle, and three boxes of ammunition.  Each box held one hundred rounds, so I was able to load each magazine, as well as the empty one I already had.  Loaded up with all that ammunition, I was about to set the vibration saw aside.  Then I said, “If a Jellie gets hold of me, I will cut my way free.”  I put the vibration saw in a compartment on my armored spacesuit where I could get to it quickly.  “Better than a sword from the Nautilus.”  
 
      
 
    Heading out, I glanced at one of the bodies, and that police officer had been using a gimp.  It was clutched in her cold, stiff fingers.  I flipped her body over, trying not to see her face, and searched her belt and pockets.  I found ten rounds for my gimp.  I reloaded my own weapon, and left.   
 
      
 
    My flight out of Sheba was just sheer confusion, as the sky tube was dimming rapidly, and the smoke from so many fires obscured the air.  I avoided any of the purple glowing areas, and kept my own helmet lights off.  I saw no other living people, but did see a lot of dead bodies, and signs of battle.  I saw nothing to indicate any Jellies had been killed, or wounded in the battle for Sheba.  I hoped that the Jellie I had hit with the truck was dead, or at least badly wounded.   
 
      
 
    I made it into the wooded area along the wall of the biome.  I knew there were hiking trails there, but had not used them.  We had been too busy searching Lake Three.  When I got there, I opened my faceplate, and turned down my interior atmospheric controls.  I wanted to save them for as long as possible.  I was not sure when I would be able to replenish my supplies.  The woods smelled of smoke, but also, I smelled the damp dirt which was combined with old fallen leaves. That was a smell our parents used to call earthy.  Do you remember that? 
 
      
 
    That earthy smell had a somewhat calming effect on me. A balsam poplar was in bloom and its rich, sweet, aroma reminded me of honey.  Even there in Queen, after the Jellies launched their horrific attack, the biome still was a sort-of sanctuary for me.  Not only in Kansas do the trees smell nice, but also in Queen.  As I trotted through those woods, making decent time following the well-marked paths, I saw the dark greens of the tress at night, and heard the rustling of woodland animals.  My goal was the far other end of Queen, some eighty kilometers away.  As I travelled, I noted various aromas which were more distinct the further I got from the fires in Sheba.  There were the sweet, almost sour, bitter, and pungent scents of those woods.  Animals scurried away, and night birds took wing.  The sounds of the woods were as varied as were the fragrances.  I wished those birds and animals peace, but knew they would not find it.  The Jellies were on a rampage, and the Queen biome was the anvil for their war hammers.   
 
      
 
    About half-way across the biome, I came to a cabin in those woods.  The first thing that alerted me to its presence was the sound.  Music was playing and it was not good music.  Some antique style of music which was more noise than pleasant.  However, there I also saw two living people.  They were sitting outside of their cabin, lit up by the illumination of a porch light.  Some kind of smoke was around their heads, and at first I thought it was a fire and that the Jellies had been there.   
 
      
 
    But as I approached closer, I saw that the two people, a chubby man and an even heavier woman, were blowing smoke out of their mouths.  When I got close, I saw that they were sucking on small burning tubes.   
 
      
 
    “Hello!” I called.   
 
      
 
    The couple made no real response, although I knew they heard me calling.  But with the loud music, maybe they did not understand.  So, I repeated my greeting. “Hello!  Who are you?” 
 
      
 
    The man turned in his chair and looked away, the woman just sort-of glared at me.  I could see a plague of some kind which was hanging on a post by their porch.  It read, “Home of Heith and Barlys” and had some odd kind of cartoonish character drawn under it.     
 
      
 
    “There is a great danger here in Queen,” I announced.  “Could you shut off that music, please?”   
 
      
 
    The man made some adjustment and the noise lessened but did not go off.  “It is not that loud,” he refused to make eye contact with me.  He inhaled and the white stick in his mouth glowed at its burning end.   
 
      
 
    “Right.  Someone is always yapping about something.  What is it this time?” the woman said as she turned away.    
 
      
 
    I was tired and frustrated.  “The town of Sheba has been attacked.  Many people are dead.  Have you seen anything strange out here?” 
 
      
 
    “You,” the woman snapped and blew out a long stream of gray smoke.  
 
      
 
    The smell of those burning tubes was disgusting.  I wanted to close my faceplate to escape the foul stench.  If I did that I could also shut down the external microphones and cut off the dumb music, but instead I tried to explain.   
 
      
 
    “I am Corporal Kalju, and there is a battle going in.  Many people are dead, and that includes Red Guard soldiers, citizens, and others.  Do you have access to the shell from here?” I had noted a walkway which led toward the sidewall of the biome.  “I need to make contact with some artificial intelligences, or some authorities.”   
 
      
 
    Puffing more on that white stick the man replied, “Could not get the doors to work this morning.  I had just topped the plants in one field.” 
 
      
 
    “We needed to get some fish emulsion fertilizer for plants, but the doors would not open,” the woman answered in a way that seemed to finish the man’s sentence. 
 
      
 
    “The sewage treatment access door was locked up too,” the man said and barked a productive cough.  “Really need to treat the plants soon.”  He inhaled a long draw on that burning stick.   
 
      
 
    Since my childhood was on a farm. I asked, “What crops?” 
 
      
 
    He still would not meet my eye, and instead just sucked in more of that stinky stuff from the burning stick, and ignored me.  The woman, who was also still puffing away just nodded and stared into the dark woods.   
 
      
 
    “There are real dangers here in Queen.  Do you have some place safe to hide?  Have the Red Guard been here?  Have you tried to contact anyone?  Do you have an escape plan? Do you need anything here?” 
 
      
 
    “The curing house needs more leaves!” the woman said and cackled at what to her was some kind of a joke.   
 
      
 
    “Maybe this man can speed up a leaf’s aging process?” the man giggled a bit, but it was a rough and harsh sound. His voice was gravelly. “Plants will not age properly if the temperature and moisture is off by much.  Gets too dry it is ruined.  Gets too moist it rots. Takes four—five years for a good aging and curing.  Otherwise the flavor is bad.  Can you do anything to speed that up, or make it easier?” 
 
      
 
    “What are you talking about?” I demanded.  “There are Jellies here who are killing people.” 
 
      
 
    “We all got to die of something.  Never heard of someone dying from eating jelly,” again the woman cackled.  It was no more pleasant than before.  “There is a display by the exit door, up the trail, help yourself if you got to talk to someone.” 
 
      
 
    “The Jellies are vicious aliens who have invaded the Marathon.  They put off a harsh purple light.  If you see that, run!  Do not wait.  See a purple light, leave!  You need to find a way to escape or to hide.  Weapons are not very effective.  The town of Sheba is in ruins. Troops are heading for Nuwa.” 
 
      
 
    The man shook his head in dismissal of what I was saying.  The woman rolled her eyes, and then just looked away.  She muttered something under her breath, but I did not catch what it was. Before I could say anything more, the man turned the music up and it was louder than before.   
 
      
 
    I considered arguing more with them, but then I realized that would be useless, futile. So, I hustled up the trail toward the sidewall and away from the strange couple and their odd habit of deliberately sucking in smoke.  After seeing the fires and destruction in Sheba, I could not imagine why anyone would want to inhale something toxic like smoke.  But I just moved on.   
 
      
 
    Several hundred meters from the cabin, I reached a place where the woods had been cut back to make a wide glen, or meadow.  Much of that had been cultivated and a crop planted.  Row upon row of plants were growing there.  Those plants were about shoulder high, with very broad leaves.  I did not recognize what they were. Of course, it was night, and the only illumination was from the ambient light off the sky tube, and some reflected light from the dim lamp at the roof edge of a nearby shed.  That shed looked like it was designed for automacubes, having a garage-like open area, but none were there.  Two other small buildings, set back a distance, were present, but they were not lit up at all.  I moved on. 
 
      
 
    At the biome’s wall, there was an egress doorway, but the display failed to respond to anything I did.  I connected in via the cable off my armored spacesuit, but that did not give me any response either.  The door would not respond to any command.  I even popped open the manual overrides, but no matter how much force I applied to the hand-crank wheel, the door remained sealed.     
 
      
 
    While I was pulling on that hand-crank, I noted the music had stopped.  I then recalled that the man had said something about a sewer door.  A chill ran down my back.  I sprinted back toward the cabin, only to see that purple glow radiating out from somewhere ahead of me. 
 
      
 
    “Run away!  Jellies!  Alien monsters!” I yelled as I flipped on the strobe light on my helmet.  “Run away!”  I readied the bullpup, wishing it had a grenade launcher on it.  The purple glow was intense, but I adjusted my faceplate’s filters.   
 
      
 
    As I got near the cabin, I could see the purple light was moving in the woods just to the side.  The trunks of the trees were silhouetted by that alien illumination.  I charged right toward it, but I honestly am not sure why I did that.  As I passed the porch, I saw the cabin’s light had been smashed away, and the porch was a wreck.  Neither of the individuals were on the porch.  My helmet was sealed, so I did not smell their filthy smoke.  It is strange I still remember that detail, how odd. 
 
      
 
    The flashing white light from my helmet cast gloomy shadows into the woods as I entered it.  The trees lit up in strange ways, but the filters on my faceplate compensated for that.  I switched on an infrared sensor so I could look for the couple.  The purple light was still there, but mitigated by the filters so it was only mildly irritating.   
 
      
 
    I found a path and came upon the first body.  It was the woman, and she was spread out across the path for about ten meters.  The sensors in my suit showed her remains were rapidly cooling off.  Running onward, I came to another clearing, and there I saw what had been the doorway to the sewer treatment facility.  There was a triangular shaped structure where it looked like a stairway came up from underground.  The purple light was coming from the newly created hole in the ground next to that.  The door to that structure was crumpled and had been cast aside.  I then heard the screaming.  
 
      
 
    A Jellie came into view, its tentacles waving something about.  The diffuse glow and my strobe lights made seeing what it was holding difficult, but my ears told me the man was in its clutches. 
 
      
 
    Blam!   
 
    Blam!  
 
    Blam! 
 
      
 
    I fired the bullpup in single mode, as I could not tell exactly where the man was, and so I aimed carefully at the Jellie’s midsection, and not where it was flapping its tentacles.   
 
      
 
    A white blur emerged from the side of the Jellie, and I dove to avoid the icy explosive ball as it flew right at me.  It detonated behind me, and I heard some of the fragments deflected off my armored spacesuit.  
 
      
 
    Blam!
Blam!
Blam!
  
 
    Something dark came flying at me, and on my faceplate’s sensors it glowed red color.  I ducked away, and that torso landed near me.  Another object was thrown by the Jellie, and I dodged that was well, seeing it was another part of that man.   
 
      
 
    I increased the flashing rate of the strobe light, and knelt down.  I flipped the bullpup to continuous fire and emptied the rest of that magazine into the Jellie as it retreated down the tunnel it had created.   
 
      
 
    Brruuuuuppppp! 
 
      
 
    I no longer needed to worry about hitting the man.  How many rounds actually struct that Jellie? I do not know, but it moved quickly down the tunnel.  I ran up and tossed a fragmentation grenade into that purple-lit shaft. 
 
      
 
    Kablam! 
 
      
 
    My hand went to pump the grenade launcher, only to realize that rifle did not have one, so I grabbed another fragmentation grenade from where I had stored them.  Looking into the tunnel, I saw that the walls and ceiling had collapsed and dirt was crumbling into it. The purple glow was gone, either by the passage being blocked by debris, or by the Jellie scooting away.  I did not care why. 
 
      
 
    I realized that there was no reason for me to stay engaged in that battle, since there was no enemy in sight, and I was not sure I had even hurt the Jellie.  I was more convinced it retreated because of the strobe light than because of my weapon’s fire.  Perhaps the grenade had done something to it.  I only had a few left, and did not want to waste another.     
 
      
 
    So, I shut down the strobe and took off as fast as I could. I did not look back at that cabin, or consider the two strange people who had died there.  I had tried to warn them, and they refused to listen.  I had no guilt about their deaths.  I found a trail marker and then headed on toward Nuwa. 
 
      
 
    Trying the transceiver again, I sent out a message, “Jellies are using the sewers!  Beware all underground water passageways.” 
 
      
 
    Static was all I heard back, even though I transmitted it on all the channels.  The library connection was all that still answered with its automatic replies for basic information.  I pressed on, but was quickly becoming totally exhausted.  I did hear distant echoes of gunfire a few different times, but I could not tell from which direction.  Those noises bounced around the trees and seemed to come from different places each time I heard it.  Several large explosions resounded as well, and afterward the forest was eerily quiet.  After a couple hours more walking I had to take a break.  The trail from that cabin had not been as straight as it had been before getting there.  It appeared that the cabin was roughly midway—on the edge—of the biome and that the hiking trails from there toward Sheba were straighter than they were from that cabin toward Nuwa.  Or at least the end of the biome where Nuwa was located.  I called up deck plans and got a rough layout of the biome.  It did not show the specific trails, but it did show the location of Sheba, Nuwa, all six lakes, and their rivers.  Nuwa was diagonally across the entire biome from Sheba.  I roughly guessed at my position.     
 
      
 
    Knowing I still had something like sixteen more kilometers to go, I found a place where several trees made a fairly secluded spot.  It would offer little by way of cover, but some decent concealment.  I laid down in that spot and again tried the transceiver.  There was still nothing on it but static.  I listened for sounds of battle, but it had been some time since I heard any weapons or explosion.  Checking the time, I knew there were about two hours until the sky tube would light up and day would break across Queen.  I had to get some sleep, so I set my armored spacesuit to wake me at dawn. 
 
      
 
    I ate some of the food, which I had gotten from the ESRC, and settled in to try to sleep.  So many thoughts raced through my mind I thought I would never be able to rest.  My exhaustion was worse and I drifted off wondering where my militia friends were, and if Eight-Squad were in battle.  I fully expected to wake up with purple tentacles crushing me. 
 
      
 
    The suit’s alarm awoke me, and there was no sign of anything purple.  The sky tube’s light was beginning to brighten the canopy of leaves and needles which was over my head.  I opened my faceplate and put the interior atmospherics at minimum again.  The sounds of the woods were typical for what I expected, but there was a hint of smoke in the air.  It was not only some haze, but also a lingering burnt smell.   
 
      
 
    I decided to cut across the remaining section of Queen rather than stay within the woods.  The trees had given me some measure of concealment, but now that it was day, I could see across the farm lands and ranches of the biome.  Cutting across would also involve less travel time, and I did feel some guilt about sleeping while the battle raged on somewhere.   
 
      
 
    “This is Corporal Kalju.  Does anyone hear this signal?” I sent out on the transceiver.   
 
      
 
    This time the static was pierced.  “Message from MC001.  All troops rally at Nuwa armory.  Repeat.  All troops rally at Nuwa armory.” 
 
      
 
    “MC001, I hear your message.  I am on my way,” I replied.   
 
      
 
    I found a trail that took me out of the woods toward the middle part of the biome.  I knew I was closer to the end where Nuwa was located, and so I hustled to get to the rally point.  
 
      
 
    Coming out from the woods I stopped in shock.  I could see across the farmlands, and every building in sight was either smashed or on fire.  Black smoke billowed up from several places that had been ranches or dairy farms.  Off in the distance I could see Lake Six, but it was a brown smear across the landscape.  It reminded me of the poisonous gunk where we had rescued the oceanographers.  Why I thought about them, I just do not know.   
 
      
 
    “Earle and Sylvia, you are also lost somewhere.  Are Matkaja, Tudeng, Radha, and Carol with you?  What happened to Eight-Squad?”   
 
      
 
    I pushed aside those thoughts as my mind calculated the size of Lake Six.  I knew Lake Three intimately well, and all six lakes in Queen were said to be the same rough size and shape.  Lake Six, that brown quagmire before me was far bigger.  The lands around it looked flooded with the brown crud.   With the magnifiers in my faceplate I scanned and saw no one close to the route I was planning.  I also checked out Lake Five, which was much further away and mostly obscured by some hills.  It too looked brown from what I could see.  That was not in the direction I was heading, so I gave it only a cursory overview.      
 
      
 
    I kept a careful watch, but saw no signs of any Jellie activity.  During the daylight hours, I figured my own strobe light would be less effective—even though I was unsure why it was effective at all—and I also wondered how bright the purple glow of the Jellies would be in the full light of the morning sky tube.  “How much warning will I get that they are close?”  So, I fast marched onward and about three hours later was getting to the opposite side of the biome.   
 
      
 
    Everything I saw was ruined.  Every building was crushed down in one way or another.  Jellie made tunnel opening were in various places, and I tried to give them a wide berth.  None were glowing, but I did not want to take any unnecessary risks.  I saw signs that some livestock were running loose.  The hoofprints showed a wild stampeded.  I knew they were terrified, and when I caught up to where they were, they bolted as they saw me.  Many of them were wounded with open slashes on their flanks.  They had encountered the Jellies, somewhere.   
 
      
 
    As I rounded around Lake Six, I caught sight of a battlefield, or the aftermath of one.  Several engineering automacubes, two trucks, and a scattering of clothing were spread across a hay field.  All the machinery was damaged.  The hoods on the trucks were open, and the motors had broken parts hanging out.  The automacubes were busted open, and one was still smoldering from some kind of fire.  The clothing that was scattered about was in fact, more dead bodies.  That included two people in Red Guard armor.  I checked those bodies, but there was no additional ammunition or a better weapon.  It looked like the guards had been killed by a Jellie ripping their heads off while they were still in their suits.  Their helmets were in place, intact, but the faceplates of the armor were open, and the bodies inside were horribly mutilated.  I wish I had not looked as closely as I did.  
 
      
 
    Trotting away from the battlefield, I again tried the transceiver.   
 
      
 
    “This is Corporal Kalju, does anyone hear me?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes!  You must be within two kilometers of Nuwa.  MDF forces are in place in Nuwa.  Proceed here as quickly as possible,” the LT’s voice replied. 
 
      
 
    “Where are the Blue Tigers? Lieutenant Harpy, where is everyone?” I answered, and was surprised at the relief that was filling my heart just by hearing the LT 
 
      
 
    “Corporal Kalju, you are the first one to make it here,” the LT replied. “I have taken command of the MDF forces here in Nuwa.  Make your best time to Nuwa.  Do not engage any enemy forces.” 
 
      
 
    “Flashing strobe lights seem to be an effective defense!  Inform the others.  LT, I am not sure why that works, but it does.  The helmet light, when set to strobe, somehow causes the Jellies to back off.” 
 
      
 
    “Good confirmation, Kalju.  Thanks.” 
 
      
 
    “Where are Lazlo and the others?  Have you contacted them?” 
 
      
 
    “Negative, Kalju.  Get into Nuwa as fast as you can.  We have some new weapons.  Do not engage the Jellies until you get here.” 
 
      
 
    “Understood, LT.” 
 
      
 
    As I approached the town, I saw a wall had been made of toppled over trucks, buses, and farm machinery.  Between those vehicles, permalloy bars had been welded and heavy spikes of permalloy had been driven into the ground giving the wall a strange appearance.  It reminded me of historical stories I had read about the ancient time called the middle-ages when parts of the old Earth had castles made of bricks and mortar.  This new wall had tall poles about every hundred meters, with a set of flood lights at its top.  Those flood light were aimed out and away from the town.  From what I could see, that cobbled together wall stretched from the habitat’s side wall in a diagonal manner up to the end wall of the habitat.  Perhaps three meters tall, on average, the wall was jagged, ragged, but intact.   
 
      
 
    The road which led toward Nuwa let up to the wall, where there was a large gate which obviously had been hastily erected.   
 
      
 
    Engineering automacubes were furiously working at digging a trench, or to use an antiquated term, a moat, next to that wall.   
 
      
 
    “Lieutenant Harpy?” I asked through the transceiver.  “I am outside the gate.  How did this wall get built overnight?” 
 
      
 
    “I am on the wall, and see you.”  A figure stood up and waved.  “Come inside quickly.”     
 
      
 
    The gate’s mechanisms moved it sideways along tracks which had been anchored down into the ground.    
 
      
 
    Inside that crude barrier, there was a span of several hundred meters before the first houses of Nuwa.  I did not see any fires burning, and the buildings looked to be intact.   
 
      
 
    The LT rushed over to me.  Her own armored spacesuit had several large dents across its plates, and some rips in the fabric.  She had seen battle, and her faceplate was open.  Her now very short hair looked soaked in sweat, and her face was haggard.   
 
      
 
    “Glad you made it here,” the LT said.  “No one else with you?” 
 
      
 
    “No.  There were some farmers, I suppose you would call them, but they were killed by a Jellie.  It came from a sewer system.  Otherwise all the way from Sheba I saw no one else. No one alive anyway.  Again, how did you get this built so quickly?  And from what I saw the Jellies are coming underground, so will this wall of vehicles and metals stop them?” 
 
      
 
    “Again, you are giving valuable confirmation.  Well done, scout!  There was a garage for trucks here in Nuwa, and some locals started placing that barrier after the first sirens.  They just drove the trucks out and started building the barrier.  For a long while, there had been frightening rumors of some kind of monsters in Lake Six, and the local civilians took it much more seriously than the Red Guard.  I guess the locals were prepared and ready.  I was not far from here when the attack happened.” 
 
      
 
    “And the Blue Tigers who were searching the lake?” 
 
      
 
    “No word on them, sorry.” 
 
      
 
    “Just how bad was the attack here?” I looked up at the town and could see no real damaged places.  “Back in Sheba it is a shambles.  Countless dead in the streets and buildings.” 
 
      
 
    “Some locals reported seeing Jellies moving from Lake Six into a sewer treatment access system.  They found me, and I took action.” Her blue eyes looked far older than they were.  “I blew stuff up, right away.  From what we can tell, the Jellies are using the sewer systems for movement.  They only tunnel out from existing sewers, or maybe other underground waterways.  Gravitationally, Nuwa is at the uppermost level of the biome, and all sewage flows downward from here.  That means the piping is smaller diameter.  I decided to blow up and destroy every sewer passage that connected to this town.  There were only six, and I had enough explosives to completely collapse those.  I might have squashed a Jellie or two in those sewers, but I did not stick around to find out.” 
 
      
 
    “They can be crushed with enough brute force.  But it is very hard,” I replied.  “Very hard.”  
 
      
 
    “With the sewers gone, there are no operational toilet facilities anywhere in town now.  An automacube is digging some slit-trench latrines for the population, and for MDF forces.  I have ordered water rationing and food conservation measures as well.”  She gestured at the tall poles with the lights.  “A local fisherman suggested the lights, and we got those erected last night and turned them on. I am not sure how he knew, but he said something about creatures from the deep lagoons, or whatever.  Now you confirm the strobes are effective. No Jellies approached very close.  I hit the few who did pop up with the last rockets we had and launched grenades at them.  Did not kill any of them, but with the strobe lights and the bombs, they kept away.” 
 
      
 
    “How many forces are here?” I wondered how long the barrier could be defended, as I looked at its length and saw only three other soldiers, and they were all Red Guard.  I wondered how they would do in battle.   
 
      
 
    “The general population here is about two thousand, give or take.  Counting you, Kalju, we now have about twenty combat troops in armor.  You and I are the only Blue Tigers, but I still have hopes the others will make their way here.  No Hellcats, and no officers from the Red Guard.”  She hesitated a moment and then said, “The Red Guard officers abandoned their armor and fled somewhere.  I saw three sets of armor that had been discarded.” 
 
      
 
    “Like the Jellies will differentiate between combat forces and regular people?” 
 
      
 
    “Come with me,” the LT said.  She snapped off a few commands to the Red Guard who were on watch, and to my surprise they responded in a positive manner. 
 
      
 
    We walked away from the barrier and its now sealed gate, and got to a small shop which was on the outskirts of the town.  Inside was an eating establishment, with tables and chairs, and a kitchen area.   
 
      
 
    “There is a working gravity conduit here.  MC001 has been sending me prototype weapons,” she approached the back of the shop where there was a pedestal with the controls for sending and receiving items.  “Cooking equipment and other assorted items are usually what comes through this conduit, but MC001 has modified that.”  
 
      
 
    The LT tapped in a sequence on a nine-section color control pad on the side of that hexagonal pedestal.  The top dilated open and some items floated up from the interior.  They were resting on soft cushions.   
 
      
 
    She picked them up and set them aside.  Then she tapped in a command on the controls.  The conduit closed.  “Good!  Another shipment of amvexs is on the way.”   
 
      
 
    “Amvex?”  I did not recognize the devices.  They were each a bit larger than my fist in a generally roundish shape with a ten centimeter tail on the bottom.  Overall each was a light blue color with a gray lever on the top.  Below that small lever were three red lights.  My mind told me this was some kind of weapon, but it was so different from hand thrown grenades, or launched grenades, I just was unsure what it was.   
 
      
 
    “Like I said, prototype weapons.  These are anti-matter variable explosives, meet the amvex.  You can anchor it with the leg, or throw it.  But be sure to set the timer here,” she showed me how to twist the top ring which rotated just under the trigger.  “It has three setting.  The red lights indicate a small, medium, or large explosion.  That range, the dead zone of the weapon, is two, ten, and twenty meters for the concussion and fragmentation blast.  Nothing should be able to survive inside that dead zone.  Nothing.  They say it will work underwater as well.  So, make sure you set the timer with sufficient time to get away, or get behind cover, from the destruction radius.” 
 
      
 
    “Antimatter bombs?” I asked.  I thought of Kulm and how he would have loved to see the engineering aspects of containing even small amounts of antimatter.   
 
      
 
    “Right, the prototype amvex grenade.  It should crack the shells, the carapaces, of those Jellies alright.  It will also peel your own armor if you are too close.  The concussive force is immense in the blast radius.  I have yet to use them in battle, but the Jellies are in for a surprise.” 
 
      
 
    “Who is making these?” 
 
      
 
    The LT smiled, “Reproduction and Fabrication here in Queen.  Although I have not been in direct contact with MC001 since the Jellies launched their attack. I believe that AI is aware of our plight here.  I am able to send in requests, but obviously, the menu does not have antimatter grenades on it.  I put in a generic supply order using my MDF identification codes, and these came through with a small and a printed instruction manual.  Before the attack MC001 was researching new weapon systems, and IAM Lenore had approved field tests,” she slapped my shoulder.  “I suppose we are the field test!” 
 
      
 
    “How many amvex grenades do you have?” 
 
      
 
    “Including the three here now?” she nodded at the bombs.  “We have five.  The first two came in last night, and now these three.  Here, you take two of them.  You are handy with weapons, and you seem to have been born under a lucky star, or something.  You are the only one with a confirmed kill of a Jellie, and you made it across Queen on your own.  I am impressed.” 
 
      
 
    I fitted the amvex grenades into my armor where I could easily deploy them, yet where they were secure.   
 
      
 
    “Kalju, get back to the barrier and stand watch with those Red Guard soldiers.  The ones that are here are decent enough warriors, but their leadership just stinks, and they are disillusioned.  I am not sure who they are more puzzled about. Is it the Jellies?  Or is it their leaders who were so ignorant?” 
 
      
 
    “What area of the barrier wall is most vulnerable?” 
 
      
 
    The LT squeezed her lips with her fingers.  Then she replied, “Up by the end wall, the wooded area comes right up to where we stacked some trucks.  The engineering automacubes are digging our moat, which I intend to fill with anything I can find which is flammable.  But that wooded area up there will be tougher for the automacubes to dig through because of the roots and trees.  If I was planning an attack on Nuwa, that is where I would send my forces.” 
 
      
 
    “With all due respect, LT, but if I were the Jellies I would find a way to tunnel under us all and come up inside the town somewhere.  I know you blocked off the sewers, but I also know the Jellies can dig.” 
 
      
 
    “Agreed.  That is a problem, but with so much space, we cannot personally cover every square meter of the town. I have got all the other automacubes, what few we have—some transport, a few animal husbandry ones, and a couple of food service models—sitting at various locations, monitoring as best they can.  They are sensing shifts in underground vibrations, mostly though touching pipes which lead down.  It is a really rough approximation, and hardly covers the whole town, but it is all we can do.  They are set to alert to any excessive vibrations.  The general population is also watching.  They are anxious to an extreme degree.  They will report anything they see, and like you know, our transceivers will pick up messages from within a two kilometer area.  Not the best, at all, but the best we have.”  The LT adjusted some controls on her own transceiver.  “You will now get an alert signal when the automacubes pick up suspicious vibrations.” 
 
      
 
    “Any connections outside, like to Kansas, or to nonphysicality systems?” I asked again.   
 
      
 
    “As soon as I make some coupling or link like that, you will know,” the LT stated.  “The nonphysicality was shattered again.  They hit us hard.”  
 
      
 
    I turned to march out toward the location on that barrier wall, but the LT’s words stopped me.  “Kalju?  You are the only soldier here I fully trust.  I am putting you as second-in-command.  The rest of the MDF here will answer to you.  I am sending out that appointment.” 
 
      
 
    “I am barely a corporal.  The Red Guard, are useless…” I stopped myself.  “I will do my best.” 
 
      
 
    I hustled over to that section of the barrier wall near the end of the biome.  The wall there was less dense and more of a junk pile.  Doors, bedframes, furniture, and other assorted items were wedged in between the trucks and trailers which made up the wall.  A human could easily have scampered around or beneath or over the barrier, but as for a Jellie, I did not think they could get through as easily since their carapace mass was much larger than a human’s.   
 
      
 
    Scanning the situation, I saw that the habitat’s wall extended far upward to where it met the sky tube and the biome’s ceiling.  The light reflected off the end wall in ways I remembered from Kansas on the few times I visited the end of that biome.  I saw along the barrier that the nearest pole with the flashing spotlights was about two hundred meters from the biome’s end.  That was an excessive gap.  I wished we had floodlight and strobes every meter to keep the Jellies away.   
 
      
 
    I set up my watch post in the front section of an older truck.  The roof of the cabin had been roughly cut off to allow someone to be inside the cab and have permalloy around and yet still be able to see out over the top. 
 
      
 
    All that first day, I waited and waited.  Yet, nothing happened.  The most excitement I had was when several deer came out of the woods, and looked at the barrier wall in surprise.  They darted away after briefly glancing around in puzzlement.  Toward nightfall, the blue automacubes had worked their way along the barrier, digging the trench, and were coming close to my position.  The trench would offer another obstacle to the Jellies just coming directly up to the wall, but I did not know what the LT was going to fill the trench with.  She had mentioned flammable materials, but I wondered what items the town would have that could work for that idea.  Or if flames would be any deterrent on the Jellies.   
 
      
 
    As the sky tube darkened, I noted the light overhead had a grayish tint to it, probably from the many fires that had taken place.  The air was hazy and looked thickened somehow.   
 
      
 
    “Corporal Kalju?” The LT asked through the transceiver.  “The night shift Red Guard will be there shortly to relieve you.  There is a set up just on the outskirts of town where you can bed down for the night.  A recharging station for the armor, as well as fresh foods, water, and a place to sleep.  It should now be marked out on your town map.  The automacubes will still be working on…” 
 
      
 
    Her voice was interrupted by an alarm.  A yellow automacube had sensed some vibrations emanating from an underground pipe it was monitoring.  I was the closest troop to that location.   
 
      
 
    “LT, should I check that?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, your relief is only five minutes away.  Set the wall’s strobes on, and head over there to where the disturbance is located.  It might just be another false alarm.  Rats in water lines have set off other automacubes already several times today.  I also chased down one very ornery racoon, which showed up in the ruins of the sewers.  The wildlife seems to somehow be aware that they are safer behind our barrier.  Let me know what you find,” The LT responded.  
 
      
 
    I wondered about her statement that there had been other false alarms.  The system must have been set to only alert the closest solider to the questionable finding. 
 
      
 
    The blue automacubes were still excavating the moat, but had made considerable progress in clearly that trench through the wooded area.  They had stacked up the wood, and were letting that dry.  I flipped on the pole mounted lights, and sprinted off.  The flashing of those strobes made the place look unwholesome, in some way.   
 
      
 
    Nuwa’s buildings were different than those in Sheba, but of similar colors.  The floorplans, architecture, and layout was more uniform and consistent.   It was not as grid-like as the towns in Kansas, but the streets were more straight than winding.   Reaching the spot where the yellow automacube was located, I came up to it fully alert.  Its manipulation arm was attached to the pipe which came up from below and was right next to a two-story house which looked to be made into twin living quarters.  Some people were dressed in casual clothing and were on a balcony above where the automacube sat.   
 
      
 
    “Have you seen or heard anything unusual?” I called out.  My faceplate was still up, and I was trying to save my armored suit’s energy.   
 
      
 
    “No attacking aliens,” a man called back.  He had a holster around his waist, but he did not look like he had much by way of training.  What I assumed was his family were standing around on that balcony.  They reminded me of sheep in a field in Kansas who had been caught out in the rain.  They just looked lost and leaderless.   
 
      
 
    Squatting down next to the yellow automacube, I felt the pipe with my own hand.  It was vibrating in a way that my suit’s fingers could even register.  The transport automacube was very limited in what it could do, and the sensitivity of my spacesuit was not much better for tactile receptivity.  Whatever was causing the vibration was unknown, but something was there.  I looked back up to the people on the balcony. 
 
      
 
    “Does this structure have a basement?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.  We have a basement, and a wine cellar.  Why?” the man asked me.   
 
      
 
    “How do I get in there?” 
 
      
 
    “Come in the front door.  I will show you.  Is there a problem?” 
 
      
 
    “Send everyone else away for now.  It might be nothing, but better to be safe.” 
 
      
 
    A woman near the man hustled the other members of the family away from the balcony as I went around the front.  “LT?  The automacube here is definitely picking up something.  I cannot tell what.  I am investigating.” 
 
      
 
    “That racoon was a pest, and it showed a lot of movement which was picked up as vibrations.  I wish I had people to spare to send and assist, but our lines are stretched thin already.  Keep me informed on what you find,” the LT signed off. 
 
      
 
    The house was nice.  It was more luxurious than our place in Kansas, but I did not admire the décor for very long.  The man, who I identified as the homeowner, met me at the door and showed me where the staircase to the basement was.  He was visibly terrified.  The stairway was not in a logical location. 
 
      
 
    “Stay up here, and if I say run, you move as fast as you can and warn the others,” I ordered.   
 
      
 
    “Okay, well, I understand, okay, yes.” 
 
      
 
    “Take some deep breaths, and remain focused,” I said to him.   
 
      
 
    Descending the spiral staircase to the basement I wondered why things always seemed to happen after I was finishing a day-long shift.  The basement had game tables, couches, and some exercise equipment.  As I walked around the billiard table, I heard a scratching noise.  I saw no purple light, or glow, or anything like that, but there was a distinct scratching sound coming from the only door in the room.   
 
      
 
    “The wine cellar is off to the back, behind the kitchenette,” the man called down to me. “Have you found anything?”  The quivering in his voice was bad. 
 
      
 
    “Still searching.  Be ready to run if I call out to you.” 
 
      
 
    I checked the amvex grenades on my belt.  I wondered how big the concussion would be in such a confined space.  My armored spacesuit was tough, but if the whole house fell on me, I could be trapped in the suit and might never be able to dig myself out.  Just to be safe, and to save a few moments—which in battle might be badly needed—I preset each grenade for a small explosion. 
 
      
 
    I adjusted the strobe light on my helmet, and it flashed all around the basement.  As I approached the door, behind which I could hear the scratching, I looked under it, and all around it.  No purple light was sneaking out—and the door was not a sealed, bulkhead, or pressure door—so I was fairly confident that if there was some alien illumination coming from back there, I would see it.  Unless, the Jellies had figured out a way to mask their presence.   
 
      
 
    I had my bullpup in one hand, and with my other hand I reached for the door.  Turning the handle, I pushed the door in.  A reddish-brown blur rushed past me.  I pulled up the bullpup at the last moment, as I recognized that it was a squirrel which was fleeing from that wine cellar.  
 
      
 
    “How did a squirrel get in here?”  I entered and looked around.   
 
      
 
    On the wall, a ventilation grille was loose, and hanging by a single screw.  The shaft behind it was small, and the airflow was not moving.  I wondered why the circulation was off.   
 
      
 
    I toggled my transceiver, “LT?  LT?  I think this was a false alarm.  There was a squirrel in a wine cellar here.” 
 
      
 
    “I am getting reports of odd behavior from wildlife and even domestic animals.  Animals are invading all kinds of strange places,” the LT replied.  “I think something else is happening, and that this is a symptom.  We need to look for the cause, and not just these behaviors.  What is driving these animals to do this?” 
 
      
 
    I was just turning to leave the wine cellar when I heard it. 
 
      
 
    Kaaa-vooomph! 
 
      
 
    That wine cellar rocked and shook.  Bottles bounced out of their neat little holders, and crashed to the floor.  Their shattering sounds were drown out by the creaking and groaning of the house itself.  I rushed into the basement, and saw that part of the ceiling was collapsing so I darted up the stairs and outside before the whole thing caved-in on itself.   
 
      
 
    People were running in the street in a panic.       
 
      
 
    Kaaa-vooomph! 
 
      
 
    There was a white blur and the building next to me exploded.  The top half of it was just splintered into near nothingness.  The permalloy frame held up slightly better than did the softer metals like steal and other alloys.  So much was blasted away, it looked like a bare skeleton of a house.  I glanced back, and the building I had exited had also been hit with some new kind of bomb.  The wreckage rained down upon me, and I was unhurt because of my armored spacesuit.  Tragically, the people running in the street were not so fortunate.  Several of them were killed by the debris crushing them, and others were severely traumatized with multiple broken bones, lacerations, and puncture wounds.   
 
      
 
    “Medical emergency!” I called out.  “Numerous human casualties!  Medical automacubes needed!”  I gave my exact location.  
 
      
 
    From the transceiver came a mechanical reply, “All medical units have been dispatched.  Your need it noted, however, response time is less than ideal.” 
 
      
 
    It was some system, an artificial intelligence, or maybe even just a medical automacube, I never did learn which.  I rushed around to the injured people and did what little first-aid I could.  My limited supplies were soon gone, and still some of the wounded people were lacking.  Other people, just general population people, rushed out of their residences and businesses, and rendered aid to the wounded.  Without medical equipment, it futile, but it was something.   
 
      
 
    “LT?  What is happening?  Several explosions have hit near me,” I transmitted.   
 
      
 
    There was no response.   
 
      
 
    “Any troops in Nuwa report your status,” I commanded.  I put as much authority into my voice as I could.   
 
      
 
    “The is Private Boyer, on the barrier wall.  I saw three explosions in the town, but none at the wall.  I have been unable to reach that officer from the Blue Tigers.” 
 
      
 
    “Boyer, you mean Lieutenant Harpy?” 
 
      
 
    “Right, no word from her.  The barrier is intact, but this is weird.  Who are you?” 
 
      
 
    “This is Corporal Kalju.  Do you see any Jellie activity?” 
 
      
 
    “The wall in my section is intact.  Flashers are going.” 
 
      
 
    “Maintain position and keep alert.  If you see the enemy sound off immediately!”  I looked all around at the carnage of that bombed street.  I was uncertain how the explosions had happened, but my instincts told me it was the Jellies.  Tragically, a number of people died there in the street who would likely have been saved had the medical automacubes been able to reach them.   
 
      
 
    “MDF forces in Nuwa report in!” I barked out. My transceiver was set for all links and couplings.  I feared Boyer would be the only one who reported back, but then I got seven others who all checked in.  They had varied levels of enthusiasm, but reluctantly were telling me what was happening.  None had directly seen any Jellie activity, but all had seen some of the explosions from diverse parts of the town.  I could not see a pattern in the explosions.  None had heard from the LT, or anyone else in command.   
 
      
 
    “Soldier?  Soldier?” a woman approached me as I tried to use some ripped clothing as a makeshift bandage for a wounded man.  “Where do we go?” 
 
      
 
    I looked at her.  She was terribly frightened.  An icy piece of shrapnel had ripped open her arm, but she had a bloody bandage wrapped around it.   
 
      
 
    “Anyone who is injured, but can still walk, should head toward the hospital.  Report what is happening here, but you should get there to get treatment,” I stated.  
 
      
 
    The woman nodded, and other nearby people spread my idea.  They started helping each other to walk to the hospital.  The stronger people helped the wounded, and some were carried on improvised stretchers.  Old, young, men, women, and children all worked together and made a sort-of procession through the streets.     
 
      
 
    Most of those who were still alive, departed.  Only the dead bodies remained, accompanied by several people who were weeping inconsolably as they hugged their newly killed friends and family members.  I saw there was nothing more I could do to assist the townsfolk, so I hustled off toward the hospital.  In my armored spacesuit, I could make a better pace, and was soon arriving at the hospital. 
 
      
 
    When I saw it, I wished I had not suggested that people go there.      
 
      
 
    The hospital had received a direct hit from one of explosives, whatever they were.  I was thinking of it as a bombardment.  There was nothing left except the permalloy frames, and the ground level flooring.  Everything else was a pile of debris.  Two white automacubes were working on patients across the street in what had been a garage of some kind.  Injured people—at least fifty—were standing outside of that area.  Everyone had injuries of one kind of another.   
 
      
 
    Then I saw the pile of severely damaged armor.  I rushed up turned the corner, and saw who had occupied that armor. A kindly woman with brunette hair and a gentle face was kneeling on the ground.  Lieutenant Harpy’s head was in her lap.  The woman was softly stroking the LT’s blood-streaked face. The LT’s short hair was matted with blood and part of her head was misshapen, her face was ashen colored, and her lips were purple.  Blood oozed from numerous spots on her armor.  One of her feet was bare.  Her helmet was absent.   
 
      
 
    I could hear the woman murmuring soothing words, “Bridget, you have fought the good fight.  You have run a good race.  You can go to your peace.” 
 
      
 
    A slight smile crossed the LT’s face, and some blood ran down from the side of her mouth.   
 
      
 
    I knelt down beside them.  “Few people call the LT by her first name, right Lieutenant Harpy?” 
 
      
 
    Now she smiled a wide smile, but only one side of her mouth came all the way up. I saw several of her once intact and pretty teeth were broken.  Her eyes flickered open and one pupil was enormous, the other just normal.  “You are in command, Kalju.”  Her words were slurred and indistinct. 
 
      
 
    “I am no leader,” I replied.  “You are the leader here.” 
 
      
 
    With a deep breath, she then spoke, “I am nearly dead.  I order you to take command.”  Her words were stronger, and less slurred.  She tried to sit up, reached out, but her arm trembled and she was unable to grasp my suit.  “Transceiver?” 
 
      
 
    I pulled a cable out of my suit, and routed a microphone to it through my suit’s controls.  I handed it to her.   
 
      
 
    “Harpy 27-90-RG5.  Battlefield appointment to sergeant for Kalju.  He is now in command,” the LT’s words were clear and precise.  If I had not watched her twisted mouth form those words, I would have never known the anguish it took her to make it sound normal. “Good hunting. Stay strong.  Kill the Jellies.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks, LT,” as I spoke, I saw Bartlet in my mind’s eye.   
 
      
 
    A mechanical voice replied, “Message from MC001.  Alternative vector acknowledged. Voice recognition: Lieutenant Harpy, confirmed. Code accepted.  Designated command transferred to Sergeant Kalju.” 
 
      
 
    I am not sure if the LT even heard MC001, but I hope she did.  The brunette woman laid her head back, and massaged her face tenderly.  “Goodbye Bridget.  May grace surround you, may comfort be around you, and my eternity be a joy for you.” 
 
      
 
    Wiping a tear from my face, I flipped down my faceplate and saw a new set of controls on the pop-up display.  I toggled them down to a command level setting, and asked, “MC001?  This is Kalju.  What is our situation?” 
 
      
 
    “Message from MC001.  You are to remain in Nuwa and prevent further advances by the enemy.  Supplies, weapons, and munitions will be sent as available.  Make use of local resources as much as possible.  No further information granted.” 
 
      
 
    Through my suit, I adjusted the faceplate’s display and activated a town map with symbols for all soldiers.  There were now eighteen of us.  The LT’s suit was not registering, and I assumed that indicated the eighteen on my display were still alive and active.   
 
      
 
    I rummaged through the LT suit, and took the other amvex grenades, and all the ammunition she had.  I also too her bullpup since it did have the grenade launcher, and she had been carrying ten of the launch grenades.   
 
      
 
    Walking back to the place where the medical automacubes were working, I saw they were extremely busy.  Checking the automacube vibration detecting network which the LT had set up, I saw that no places were currently indicating any underground vibrations.  So, I headed back toward the barrier wall. 
 
      
 
    Over the next three days, we had a few other Red Guard make their way to Nuwa, as well as about another fifty people from the general population.  All reported similar stories.  The lakes were all polluted with the brown toxins, and flooding.  Many buildings and outlying structures were in ruins.  Most people came to Nuwa hungry and thirsty.  I tried to get them out of the biome, but all three of the egress passages from Nuwa into Queen’s outer shell showed vacuum and decompression behind them.  I did try the tube transport hub, but it showed that the tube system was flooded and inoperative.  I considered using one of the amvex grenades as a trap there.  I planned it in my mind to set the amvex for a large explosion, and connect it with a tripwire.  My plan was that if a Jellie should open one of those transport tube hatches, the grenade would detonate.  But as I considered that, I was unwilling to risk it.  Should other Marathon Defense forces find a way to drain the flooded toxins from that tube system, and then dock a vehicle there, I did not want friendly forces to face an antimatter explosion.  So, instead, we set up a motion activated alarm system in that hub, and then welded shut the permalloy bulkhead doors to that hub.  Should anything move in there, I would get a visual and audio warning.  I considered leaving an amvex in there on a remote detonator, but I only had five, so I did not leave one there.  I hoped that the alarm would give us time to respond, but with only about twenty soldiers, we were spread way too thin. 
 
      
 
    We were trapped in Nuwa, so I tried to make it a fortress for us.     
 
      
 
    I found that none of the water inflow pipes were functioning.  We had several full swimming pools in Nuwa, one inside an exercise complex, the other behind an apartment building.  I made sure those supplies were secured as best we could, to keep the water.  It would need minor water treatment to be drinkable, but that was a small matter.  I estimated we had about thirty-five million liters of water that way.  With that much supply, I figured our drinking water situation was adequate, but I still made sure everyone understood to not waste water.  I assigned a team of the local people to work as dispensers of water.  The general population had to walk to get it, and carry it off for use, but that supply was as secure as I could make it.    
 
      
 
    Food was also not of an immediate concern.  There were stored foods in Nuwa, and I advised everyone to take an accounting of what was available.  I knew some people were hording food, but that was a minor issue.  Most welcomed the stragglers into the town and were eager to hear what news those people carried.   
 
      
 
    On the fourth night, I noticed something important.  There was an increase in underground vibrations, picked up by our monitors, just before the bombardments resumed.   
 
      
 
    Kaaa-vooomph! 
 
      
 
    “Kalju!  We have an explosion on a house by my sector!” one of the Red Guard reported.  He was nearly in a panic.  “Kalju, the roof is gone!”  Most all of the Red Guard refused to use my rank, but they did report to me, mostly.  They also did listen to, and follow, most of my commands, although they called them suggestions.   
 
      
 
    “Lights on!” I sent out the command to all the soldiers.  Then I switched back to the private channel to address that Red Guard, “Is anyone hurt?  One of our two medical automacubes can be dispatched, if there are wounded.” 
 
      
 
    “No injuries.  That house was unoccupied,” the Red Guard reported back.  “The roof is just gone.  The strobes are going.  No other sightings.” 
 
      
 
    Kaaa-vooomph! 
 
      
 
    Another explosion took place, but this time there were some minor injuries as the bombardment struck into a roadway and the icy splinters flew through a wall and hurt a family inside.  I sent the automacube there.  I only had one to dispatch, because the other needed to stay and tend to the wounded people in our improvised clinic.   
 
      
 
    From then on out, the town of Nuwa, and the people who had taken refuge there, were subject to bombardment.  It was not every single evening, but it was the vast majority of them.  Evenings were the worst, but a bombardment could come at any time of the day.  It did follow a pattern, and that had to do with the monitoring of the underground vibrations.  Those would happen, and often—not every time—the explosions would take place within a short while.   
 
      
 
    On the tenth night, we caught sight of Jellies in the woods along the end wall of the biome.  One of the Red Guard called to me, and I hustled up there to see for myself.  
 
      
 
    “Kalju, that purple light off in the woods just showed up.  I cannot make out exactly what is out there.” 
 
      
 
    “It is a Jellie, but obscured by the trees,” I answered.  Checking my bullpup’s grenade launcher, I sighted in on the range finder.  “Nine hundred meters out, so beyond the grenades, and the bullpup’s not going to make a difference from here.”  I did not tell the Red Guard that the bullpup made little difference even up close.   
 
      
 
    “That purple light hurts the eyes,” the Red Guard stated.  “They should just go away and leave us be.  If not for the foreigners here, we would have been fine.  Dirty and stinking people bringing their…” he stopped midsentence. 
 
      
 
    “The Jellies would have come here no matter what,” I stated simply.  “Our job is to keep the population here safe.  If a Jellie gets within range of the grenade launcher, plant a few rounds on it.  Discourage it from getting any closer, and keep the strobes going.” 
 
      
 
    “Right.” 
 
      
 
    I wondered how long that Red Guard would remain at his post if the Jellie approached, but we had no one else to replace him with.  As I walked away, I knew I had to go see if the amvex grenades were going to be effective.  We had not received anything more via the gravity conduit, and I checked that every day.  I also sent in frequent requests to MC001, and all I got back were terse statements like, “Situation acknowledged.”  
 
      
 
    I reached the barrier wall, and stated to climb over it.   
 
      
 
    “Kalju?  What?  Why? Where are you going?” the Red Guard asked.  His voice carried shock and surprise.   
 
      
 
    “Do you want to go see what that Jellie is doing?” I answered, but did not look back.   
 
      
 
    The moat had been completed for a few days, but I did not have it filled with flammable materials like the LT had desired.  I was unsure what her plan for that was, and I had reassigned the engineering automacubes to building a new hospital to care for the wounded.  I slipped down into and then back up out of the moat. My armored spacesuit had a full charge, and I had all five of the amvex grenades.  Heading into the woods, I shut off my own helmet’s flashing strobe light.  I wanted to use stealth and be covert in my approach.  The large strobes from high on the poles still blinked their stabbing white light into the woods, but the shadows got deeper the further into that forest I pressed.  I got as close to the wall at the end of the habitat as I could.  That limited the direction from which a Jellie might attack, but also inhibited my own options for fleeing.  I took that gamble.  With my exterior microphones on maximum, and my faceplate’s filters set to mitigate the purple glow, I could perceive the woods.  They were too quiet and far too still.  No animals, or birds, or even insects were anywhere close by.  I came upon an egress point which would lead out of the habitat and into the shell.  It was showing a red negative-function indicator and when I checked closer, it showed vacuum beyond it. I knew I could probably enter there, being I was in the armored spacesuit, but the consequences for the biome would be devastating.  If those corridors and hallways were open to space, depressurized and cold, the effect of forcing that door open would be catastrophic.    
 
      
 
    I pressed onward, toward where the glowing purple showed the Jellie to be located.  The woods were still bizarrely quiet.  I found out why.  Underneath a copse of blue spruce trees, I found a large pile of dead animals.  Deer, groundhogs, racoons, along with several of the small kind of monkeys which lived in Queen but not in Kansas.  There was even at least one human in that pile.  He was an older man with gray hair, both his arms were missing.  I nearly cried when I saw that man.  I did not rummage through that pile, what use would that have been?  The pile of bodies made me sick, but not surprised.  They had been haphazardly tossed there, and on the top of the pile was a fluffy white dog.  Well, it had once been white and fluffy.  Now, its white fur was stained and its body was broken.   
 
      
 
    “I hate it when they kill dogs.”  I wanted to spit, but my armor was sealed and secure.  Instead I swallowed down, and ground my teeth.  The movement of my jaw resulted in some undesired menus being activating on my pop-up display, so I shunted them off.   
 
      
 
    I patted the amvex grenades and moved onward. Sneaking along, I carefully made my way closer to where the purple light was glowing.  Something, a Jellie most likely, had crushed down the foliage, making a trail through the woods. I looked for ways to slither and sidle around the trees, shrubs, and bushes.  My brown armored spacesuit was not much for camouflage, but I used as much stealth as possible.  I moved quietly, carefully, and slowly.   
 
      
 
    I reached a point where there was a large oak tree.  The local people called these oak trees, “Sully Trees” but I had no idea why.  It had about a two-meter diameter trunk, so I could hide behind it.  I extended out my armored hand, and connected in a camera aperture from my fingertip.  The view was somewhat indistinct, due to the glow of the purple light, the filters on the camera, and the overall fuzziness which the Jellie projected.  Nonetheless, I set my suit to record all that I was seeing through that lens. 
 
      
 
    The Jellie was standing in an area where trees had been smashed and cleared out.  This one was more round than oblong like some of the others had been.  It had two tentacles which were manipulating some kind of dark blue device that had been anchored into the ground. The device consisted of rod-like things which were about half as tall as the Jellie and arranged in a cone with its wide end up.  The tip was twisted like a screw and had been augered into the dirt. As the Jellie did something to that blue cone, a white globe sort-of plopped out from the side of the Jellie and slid underneath that dark blue device.  That whiteness disappeared and the object was hidden.   
 
      
 
    My vibration monitors started to alert in my helmet.  Somehow, back under the town of Nuwa, the vibrations were happening again.    
 
      
 
    “Bombardment,” I said to myself.  Then I clicked the transceiver and sent a wide message. “Incoming bombs!  Seek shelter!” 
 
      
 
    The top of the blue cone lit with a deep red glow and there was a flash of white.  The thing streaked away. I almost doubted I had seen anything.  Then all that was left was the irritating purple light of the Jellie. 
 
      
 
    “Kalju!  There was an explosion at a food warehouse,” one of the Red Guard reported.  “Two dead.” 
 
      
 
    “Understood,” I replied.   
 
      
 
    I set the amvex grenade for a large explosion, and a timer of two minutes.  I hoped I could sprint for four or five hundred meters in that time, but through the woods I was unsure.  I knew the trees would absorb some of the blast.  I wondered how much, and what effect the amvex would have.  I just could not let the Jellie shoot off another of those bombardment things.   
 
      
 
    I stepped out and heaved the amvex.  The trajectory looked perfect.  I turned and sprinted away, trying to keep the large oak tree between me and the Jellie.  The timer was clicking down in my helmet’s display.  It felt like the longest two minutes of my life up to that point.  A myriad of questions raced through my mind.  “Would the Jellie see my attack?  Would it somehow disarm the amvex? Would I get out of the blast radius? Would the Jellie flee before the amvex exploded?  Would that tough carapace of the Jellie withstand the amvex’s maximum power?” 
 
      
 
    As the timer reached ten seconds left, I had covered three hundred meters of distance.  I threw myself down to the ground behind a grove of evergreens.  I then felt sorry for the huge oak tree which would absorb the blast.   
 
      
 
    Three… two… one… 
 
      
 
    Kablammmm!  
 
      
 
    Debris drizzled down over me.  It was mostly parts of trees, and dirt, but several chunks of still glowing carapace also fell nearby.  I jumped up and rushed back toward where there was now no longer any glowing purple.  The mighty oak tree was striped completely free of all but the thickest branches.  The bark on that tree’s side which was toward the Jellie was also missing.  In the cleared area, the Jellie carapace was split into several large chunks, the biggest of which was like a bowl which still held some of the vile brown sludge—I was thinking more and more of that brown gunk as the Jellie’s native environment—which was also scattered all across the clearing.  I rushed over to the segments of carapace, and saw that the Jellie inside had also been ripped apart.  Its long and ugly stem, with its sharp hook was shredded.  Tentacles pieces were scattered about, and the dome-like top of the Jellie was split and ragged along its edges.   
 
      
 
    “Die!  Die, you murderous scum!” I yelled.   
 
      
 
    The bombardment device was nowhere to be seen.  It might have disintegrated in the amvex blast.   
 
      
 
    “MC001.  Essential update.  Amvex grenades effective at maximum setting.  Jellie kill confirmed!” I sent in via the command channel.   
 
      
 
    “Message from MC001.  Information received and catalogued.”  
 
      
 
    “That is it?” 
 
      
 
    There was no further reply.   
 
      
 
    A white whir sped past me and an icy explosion struck the remains of the big oak tree.  I looked over and saw several purple glows moving in the woods coming my way from the opposite direction of the town.  My position was exposed.  I flipped on my own strobe lights and took off.  Concealment was no longer a concern, and I wondered if the strobes from my helmet might be as irritating to the Jellies as their own purple glowing light was to unprotected human eyes.  I sprinted away, toward the town.  As I ran I pondered leaving behind me another amvex grenade, on a timer, but I was not sure which route the pursing Jellies would take, and did not want to waste any of the only truly effective weapons I had.   
 
      
 
    The small white icy blasts kept hitting near me, but none actually struck me.  Trees were shattered, and furrows were dug into the ground, but I rushed through the woods.  I considered that perhaps the bombardment explosions were just an enlarged and enhanced version of the icy blasts which the Jellies were using against me now.  
 
      
 
    “I am coming in on the barrier wall.  Do not shoot me!” I commanded on all channels.   
 
      
 
    As I emerged from the woods, the more intense strobe lights set on the poles washed over me.  I sprinted as fast as I could, dove into the dry moat, and with my bullpup in hand roll over and looked back.   
 
      
 
    Nothing was following.  I could see no more purple glowing.   
 
      
 
    “Give me a report from the barrier wall.  Is there any Jellie activity?” I asked.   
 
      
 
    One of the Red Guard responded, “Not nearby.  Off toward the center of Queen I saw some purple glow moving away.  Nothing now.” 
 
      
 
    “MC001?  I am sending in a visual recording of the effectiveness of the amvex grenade,” I relayed.  
 
      
 
    “Message from MC001.  Information received.” 
 
      
 
    “What is the status of the Marathon?  When can we expect help? What should we do?”  
 
      
 
    “Message from MC001.  Maintain current status.” 
 
      
 
    And so, it went on.  Intermittently, the bombardment would happen.  I watched for opportunities to take the battle to the Jellies, but they did not reveal their positions.  The bombardments followed a similar pattern.  We would get a brief warning from the vibration monitors, and then a few explosions would happen in the city.  I knew the Jellies were somehow lobbing those explosives in, but they came so fast that they were not observable.  The most explosives in a single bombardment barrage was eight, and the least was when a bombardment came as only a solitary explosion. 
 
      
 
    Anxiety was always high, but the town sort-of settled into a routine.  We still had water, pulled from our swimming pool reserves.  The town people had built up some rain water collection systems which added to our fresh water supply, by channeling the rain into cisterns.  We still had adequate food stores, and some of the houses in town had vegetable gardens which supplemented the stored food. 
 
      
 
    After about six weeks, several Red Guard and about fifty people from the general population told me they were leaving the town and heading for Sheba. They were convinced that help was waiting there, or that they could escape into the habitat’s shell, or that there were better Marathon Defense Forces there, or something else.  They believed various stories despite what I had seen, and the fact that there had been no contact with anyone there.  They needed hope, and I guess false hope was better for them, than no hope at all.   
 
      
 
    It was a test of my leadership, and I just let them go.  I made sure the two Red Guard soldiers were fully equipped with ammunition and basic grenades.  I did not give them any of the remaining amvex grenades.  None of the vehicles that had been in Nuwa were functional, as they had all been used in building the barrier wall, but I did let that group take several transport automacubes.  That limited our vibration monitoring network, but it allowed that group to have something to carry all the food and water supplies they might need.  The two Red Guard both promised to find a way to get word back to us, and I hoped they would.   
 
      
 
    The morning they left was the last time I ever saw them.   
 
      
 
    The bombardments continued, and some people died. Never again did we get a chance at attacking bombardment launchers, as the few times we saw the purple glow from the Jellies they were too far away to safely approach on foot.  Yet, the Jellie bombardments were still able to explode in our midst. No matter how we plotted out where the explosions took place, the impact sites seemed random.  We did build some reinforced underground bunkers, and most people began to sleep in those sublevels.  We tried to go deeper and find a way to escape there, but we could not get access below the second sublevel down. The elevators refused to descend, and the stairway doors were sealed.  As I personally checked on those, each one showed that beyond the sealed bulkhead and pressure doors, there was only vacuum and depressurized corridors.  It was disheartening.   
 
      
 
    After three months, we were losing more people to suicides than to the bombardments.  There were also people who just disappeared.  I guess they thought going over the barrier and trying to find somewhere else in Queen was better than staying trapped in the ruins of Nuwa.  One of those people did come back.  His name was Patmal. 
 
      
 
    “Kalju!  We have a man coming toward the barrier wall,” one of the remaining Red Guard announced.   
 
      
 
    I raced to that location, which was near the gate.   
 
      
 
    “May I please come back in?” Patmal asked.  His clothing was in tatters, and he was limping.   
 
      
 
    “Oh course!  Open the gate!” I commanded.   
 
      
 
    The gate rolled back, and Patmal stumbled through the dry moat and walked back into town. I sat him down, gave him water and food, and listened to his story.  I was unaware he had even left, as his family and friends did not report it.   
 
      
 
    “I left a week ago.  I slipped over the wall during the day, and thought I would just go back to our family farm.  It is by Lake Four, and I just had to get out of here.” 
 
      
 
    “What did you find?”  I encouraged him to go on.   
 
      
 
    “Nothing.  There is nothing living out there.  Lake Four is dead.  Just brown sludge.  I saw no animals anywhere.  Nothing.  No people, no birds, no life.  Even the trees around the lake were all withered and dead.  Vast stretches of what had been grassland, where our dairy cattle grazed, is now just dried up desert.  It is a wasteland.  We are all that is left in Queen.  We are doomed.”  He cried for a long time.   
 
      
 
    His family came and led him away, but I did not know how to give him any hope or reassurances.  I think word spread about what Patmal had seen.  The disappearances dropped off, but the suicides increased.  Many of the bodies were incinerated, but we also started out doing weekly burial services at a ranch not far outside of the barrier wall.  That had been a dairy farm with some acres of crops.  The crops were long dead.  The engineering automacubes served us well to make graves out of that former cropland.  I insisted that the families say their goodbyes and do their memorial and religious services at the barrier wall gate.  Then two Red Guard and I supervised the burial of the bodies.  We were never attacked on any of those burial details, but the threat was always present.  After a few months, we had to increase it to two burial trips per week.      
 
      
 
    I gave up hope for more advanced weapons coming through the gravity conduit, as no more amvex grenades arrived, and only sporadically did we get other equipment.  My requests for help from higher levels in the MDF were always answered by MC001 with dismissive comments.    
 
      
 
    Months passed by.  We filled an acre of that ranch with bodies.  We shifted the slit trench latrines several times, but that solution could not go on indefinitely.  We were living in what was becoming and increasing unsanitary town.  Above ground were the ruins of Nuwa.  Virtually every house and structure had some level of damages.  Below ground we had moved as much of the food supplies, the sleeping quarters, the medical clinic, and the nursery.  Fortunately, the power was still connected, so our armor was working.  Additionally, we did have as some basic services for the general population.  Had the power not been working, the strobes on poles would have not worked, and I am convinced that the Jellies would have just stormed into Nuwa.   
 
      
 
    About nine months after the LT died, the first brown rain came.  I knew then we had reached a breaking point.  
 
      
 
    Oh, I guess I never told you about living for months in an armored spacesuit.  Obviously, I did not spend each and every moment in the armor, but it sure felt like I did.  I would take it off every day for a short period.  I used that time for cleaning, maintenance, inspection, and recharging.  I also used that time to clean and groom myself, which involved keeping my hair short, and using sanitizers.  At that time, I had not pressed the armored spacesuit to its design limits, but I sort-of thought I had.  A person can stay in one of the armored suits almost indefinitely, as long as energy can be resupplied to the suit.  Recycling of wastes into water and a food source is roughly ninety-four percent efficient, if not particularly tasty. So, some external food and water eventually becomes necessary, but that take a long time.  Well, anyway, when the brown rain came, I knew something had to change. 
 
      
 
    Both our major water supplies were exposed to the rain.  One swimming pool was already uncovered, and the one in the exercise complex was vulnerable since the roof of that complex had been severely damaged.  Also, all our cistern collectors were funneling water into storage.  When that brown toxic rain came, our water supply was ruined.  Our filters could not handle the removal of those toxins.   
 
      
 
    I sent an emergency report in calling MC001’s attention to our water supply issue.  For those sixteen of us in armored spacesuits, we could go on for some months, but the general population of Nuwa—numbing one thousand four hundred eighty-four men, women, and children—did not have more than about ten days’ worth of drinkable water.   
 
      
 
    “Message from MC001.  Situation understood.” 
 
      
 
    That was it.  No suggestions, no offers of help, no compassion.        
 
      
 
    The brown and toxic rain continued for three days.  That was far longer than the typical rain in Queen.  If there was any good side to that brown junk pouring out from above, we did not have a single bombardment during that rain.  Perhaps the rain itself was the Jellies’ newest way to bombard the town?  Pools of toxic sludge were in the craters left from the prior bombardments, and that brown gunk soaked into everything.  The underground bunkers were not even safe as some of those brown fluids found their way down through ventilation shafts, air exchangers, and any number of the multitude of cracks in the structures above.   
 
      
 
    Then, after the poison rain stopped, the air got foul.  Again, this was not such a problem for those with armored spacesuits, with our self-contained atmospheres, and the suit’s air regenerations systems. However, the general population was struggling severely.  Asthma, new-onset emphysema, and other respiratory problems were more than the two medical automacubes could handle.  The youngest children and the elderly people suffered the most, but no one was immune.  Well, except for those of us in the armored spacesuits.  I sent in more requests for help, on every possible channel, including through the ordering process on the gravity conduit, but there was no reasonable reply.  I just got back the same nonsense.   
 
      
 
    “Message from MC001.  Situation understood.” 
 
      
 
    When the sky tube began flickering as dawn happened, I took action.   
 
      
 
    “MC001, this is Sergeant Kalju in Nuwa.  I will be cutting into bulkhead door, 278665-U80, in the next hour unless we receive assistance,” I transmitted.  I was in the transport tube hub.  It had two sold doors on it.  The one which led to the biome, and another, the one I threatened to cut open, which led into the shell around the habitat.  I knew that beyond that egress door it was showing vacuum and no pressure, but I thought that by cutting that door open, the backlash or explosive decompression might be contained by the bulkhead door between the hub and the biome.  I was unsure if my own armored spacesuit could tolerate and endure that uncontrolled decompression, but I hoped it would.  What little I had for a plan was to use a vibration saw and cut open that door, then, if I survived the explosive decompression, and if the biome remained sealed, I planned to transverse through the vacuum and find a way to re-pressurize some corridors and evacuate the people into the shell.  It was a wild guess whether it would work, but that was my plan.  “I am serious about cutting this open, unless you can offer us a better plan of escape.” 
 
      
 
    “Message from MC001.  Do not damage 278665-U80.  An alternative route is being arranged.  You will be contacted with further information.” 
 
      
 
    “I will cut the door open in one hour unless I hear a workable plan by then,” I responded.  
 
      
 
    “Message from MC001.  Your insubordination has been reported.” 
 
      
 
    I laughed.  Then I waited at that hub, and forty-three minutes later, a new voice came through my transceiver. 
 
      
 
    “Sergeant Kalju?  This is Lieutenant Rita Gonzales.  I have a route for your team to follow in leaving Queen,” she sounded young but I was relieved to hear her voice.   
 
      
 
    “I am ready.  How do we get out of here?” 
 
      
 
    “Proceed to elevator T56Y-908 at this location,” Lieutenant Gonzales stated. A blinking light appeared on the deck plans on my popup display.  “I can get that shaft cleared and your team can descend to my location.  I am in Repository Q-93.” 
 
      
 
    “Understood.  It will take me some time to get all the townsfolk to that spot.” 
 
      
 
    “What townsfolk?  MC001 said there were sixteen combat troops needing extraction.”  There was genuine surprise in her voice.   
 
      
 
    “There are about fifteen hundred people here in Nuwa, and they all need to get out.  We are dying from toxic water, fouled air, and Jellie bombardments,” I stated.  “We all are coming out.” 
 
      
 
    There was a pause, then a decisive tone was in this new officer’s voice.  “Agreed.  I assume none of the townsfolk have spacesuits, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Correct.” 
 
      
 
    Gonzales’ hesitated just a moment, “Get everyone to that elevator as soon as possible.  I will make this work.” 
 
      
 
    Behind Gonzales’ voice, I heard the mechanical voice of MC001, but could not clearly discern what the AI was saying.   
 
      
 
    “Attention all Red Guard,” I said into the full broadcast system of my transceiver.  “Everyone, and I mean everyone in Nuwa, must go to this location immediately.  No exceptions, no excuses, no one left behind.  This is our only chance to escape the Jellies.  Use every means possible to spread the word.  Hurry!” 
 
      
 
    I rushed up from that transport hub and emerged into the ruins of Nuwa.  I switched on my external speakers and began broadcasting the instructions for people to move toward that elevator.  It was located in what had been a supply warehouse, not far from the town’s center. 
 
      
 
    “What is happening?” someone asked me.  
 
      
 
    “We have a way out, but everyone must go now, and we really must hurry!” 
 
      
 
    He rushed off, yelling and calling on others.   
 
      
 
    Flashbacks in my mind were slamming my emotions around.  I saw Foreigner, and my dead friends.  But I shook them off and continued the job.  I heard a Red Guard making broadcasts from a few streets over.  She was giving accurate instructions about how to leave.   
 
      
 
    And so, the people gathered and moved toward that warehouse.  I must give them credit, the townsfolk moved quickly and helped each other get there.  I got there and saw the roof was caved in.  At some point in the recent past one of the bombardments had collapsed that section of the roof, but the rear part of the warehouse was still mostly intact.  On that rear wall, I saw the blue hand-shaped symbol of a freight elevator, and next to that was a nine-section color control pad.  Pressing my hand on the symbol, the wall’s door opened, revealing a door, and I looked at the empty elevator car.     
 
      
 
    Using the command channel, I called out, “Lieutenant Gonzales?  I am at the elevator shaft.  I can start sending down groups.  The elevator can hold fifty adults.  Is the shaft clear?” 
 
      
 
    “The shaft is clear, but below sublevel two it is not pressurized, and the elevator is not airtight or sealed,” Lieutenant Gonzales replied.  “Hold for a minute.  I am working on the problem.” 
 
      
 
    I ordered the Red Guard who were showing up to head back out and make sure everyone was getting the message.  Several of them balked at my command, but when I repeated it, they finally took off to obey.   
 
      
 
    “Sergeant Kalju? The elevator will take approximately ten minutes to reach the repository and about that same amount of time to return to your location.  Time is an enemy in this battle. There is no way to make something like twenty trips back and forth to get everyone out,” Lieutenant Gonzales stated.  “But I have a solution…” 
 
      
 
    She was interrupted by MC001, “Message from MC001.  Combat troops are to evacuate immediately.  No others are authorized to depart.” 
 
      
 
    “What?  They will die if they stay here!  We are getting everyone out of here!” I screamed at that artificial intelligence system “No one is left behind.” 
 
      
 
    “Kalju,” a Red Guard called to me, “the town has been swept, and all are here.” 
 
      
 
    “Confirmed!” another Red Guard stated.  “What do we do?” 
 
      
 
    Not being on the command channel, the Red Guard had not heard my conversations with that AI, MC001, nor with Lieutenant Gonzales. 
 
      
 
    “I will get you out of here.  Just give me a few moments!” I barked.     
 
      
 
    The crowd began murmuring and then calling out in fear.   
 
      
 
    “Sergeant Kalju, you must trust me,” Lieutenant Gonzales’s voice sounded confident.  “My plan is…” 
 
      
 
    Again, she was interrupted.  “Message from MC001.  Biome personnel currently in Nuwa have a low probability for survival.  The risk to Marathon Defense Forces is unacceptable.  The mission by Lieutenant Gonzales should not be interrupted by any futile efforts.  Combat forces are to evacuate now.  Collateral damage acceptable.” 
 
      
 
    “Not to me!” Lieutenant Gonzales snarled.  “Kalju, switch to communication frequency 14G.” 
 
      
 
    I made the switch on my transceiver, even though 14G was a tertiary communication link.  It took me a bit of time to establish that link, but after a moment or two I did.     
 
      
 
    “…. of the townsfolk.”  
 
      
 
    “Please repeat! Lieutenant Gonzales, I did not hear all of that.” 
 
      
 
    She privately advised me, “I can only keep the shaft open and pressurized for about thirty minutes, that is THREE ZERO minutes. At that point it must be sealed again.  To get all those people here at the repository will be dangerous, but we can rescue all the townsfolk.  Send down the elevator with anyone who is injured, elderly or small children.  My team is setting up inertia dampeners and I am adjusting the gravity manipulation inside this shaft.  The air will be thin and cold, but they can all make it, shall I say, down to me.  I have also locked MC001 out of our conversation.” 
 
      
 
    I had a weird feeling about what this never-before-met officer had in mind, but I had no alternative.  Staying in Nuwa was a death sentence. 
 
      
 
    Turning on my external speakers, I called out, “Elderly people, mothers with children, and those with serious injuries get into the elevator now!  Move!” 
 
      
 
    Sixty-eight people stuffed themselves into that elevator, despite the fact that it was listed as capable of carrying fifty adults.  I did rough calculation on the weight and it was about the same, since a fair number of those in the elevator were children.  I pressed the button for the level of the repository and away the elevator went.   
 
      
 
    Then I got blunt.  “Are you suggesting the others all free-fall down that shaft? At terminal velocity?”  I asked this new officer on that private channel. I suspected that was what she had in mind.  I disliked using the word terminal.   
 
      
 
    “I like you Kalju, you are a bright one,” Lieutenant Gonzales replied. “Yes, but not a complete or uncontrolled free-fall.  I am lowering gravity manipulation, and thinning the air.  That should allow them to make the distance in time, taking the bends in the shaft without hitting the sides, and also survive the stop at the bottom.  It is a fall, but a controlled fall.  Have them drop in and they should reach the desired transit speed after about twenty second.  Near the bottom, as they pass the last several levels, they will feel inertia dampening and altered gravity fields which will slow their descent to an acceptable rate.  It will feel only like a meter drop at impact.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure?” I asked.   
 
      
 
    “Check my mathematics, we have a few minutes until that elevator is here.” Figures lit up on my faceplate’s display.  “It will be rough, no doubt about that, but I doubt anyone will die.” 
 
      
 
    I did as she suggested.  The math looked good, certainly strange, but good. I agreed with her conjectures.  “It looks doable, but those bends in the shaft will make it a scary fall.”  I wondered if I could actually get the townsfolk to leap into an open elevator shaft? 
 
      
 
    Kaaa-vooomph! 
 
      
 
    The street just outside of the warehouse exploded.  The Jellie bombardment had begun again. I hoped that was all the motivation the crowd needed.  I stepped over and punched in an override code to the nearby nine-section color control pad.  The elevator shaft’s doors slid open.  The shaft was lit by amber emergency lighting.     
 
      
 
    Lieutenant Gonzales’ voice came to me through my helmet, “The elevator has arrived.  The inertia dampeners and the gravity manipulation is activated. Send down the people!  The clock is running.  I cannot keep the shaft open longer than twenty-nine minutes from now.  Move!” 
 
      
 
    I turned on my external speakers, “Everyone must jump into the shaft!  The elevator shaft has been modified to allow you to all descend quickly to where we can escape!” I ordered and gestured at the same time.  
 
      
 
    One of the Red Guard came rushing up to me.  He was using the transceiver as well as his external speakers, so everyone could hear him. “You are out of your mind, stupid foreigner!  Why should anyone jump in that hole?  We will just wait…” 
 
      
 
    I grabbed him, twisted, and kicked him in the stomach as hard as I could.  I knew his armor would protect him from the kick, but it caught him by enough of a surprise that he fell into the shaft.    
 
      
 
    “We have to go now! No more waiting!”  I turned to the other Red Guard who was standing nearby.  “Will you help or do I kick you in next?”  He and everyone around had seen what I did and heard my commands. 
 
      
 
    Kaaa-vooomph! 
 
      
 
    A building blew-up across the roadway from the warehouse.  The bombardment was continuing.  The crowd was silent, but then that new lieutenant’s voice came on my transceiver.  I flipped a setting and it was projected out from my external speakers.    
 
      
 
    “The first soldier is here safely.  He is fuming in anger, but unhurt.  Not much time left!” Lieutenant Gonzales stated.  
 
      
 
    The nearest Red Guard nodded his helmet, and then I heard his voice, “Everybody needs to evacuate.  This is our only chance.”  
 
      
 
    “I am not waiting here to die!” a teenager, who was probably not much younger—chronologically—than me cried out.  She rushed forward, and several of her friends followed.  They all yelled various things, many of them vulgarities, as they jumped feet-first into the shaft.  I have never been as revoltingly cursed as I was at that moment.  They were screaming as they fell, but not so much in terror as in a mix of other emotions, like anger and even elation. Well, maybe there was a lot of terror in their screams.   
 
      
 
    Then the Red Guard I had kicked called up, “These foreigners are right.  The fall is safe!  Come on and escape from Queen!” 
 
      
 
    The remaining Red Guard soldiers rushed to herd the people toward the elevator shaft.  Nearly every face glared at me as they went past, but they went past and dropped into that shaft.   
 
      
 
    “People are landing safely.  Keep them coming!  Not much time!” Lieutenant Gonzales reported.  
 
      
 
    The warehouse was emptied faster than I expected, and I was left alone in that strange place.   
 
      
 
    Kaaa-vooomph! 
 
      
 
    The front half of the warehouse was demolished by a Jellie explosion.  Dust was everywhere and debris was tumbling down from what was left of the building.  And that was when I saw a tannish, sort-of golden colored dog come racing into the warehouse from out in the street.  I have no idea where that dog had been hiding, but it looked forlorn and sad.   
 
      
 
    I flipped open my faceplate, and called out, “Come on Marie!” I had no idea why I called that dog that name.  It looked nothing like the other Marie.   The air was very foul, and dust-filled.  There was also a burnt taste to the air.   
 
      
 
    That dog ran toward me and leaped up into my arms.  It was a big dog, some mixed breed, and weight probably forty kilograms.  I caught it in my arms, and it tried to lick my face inside my helmet.  Its slobbery tongue did catch my eyebrow, where the scar is, and sort-of left a gooey mess on my face.  I held on tight to that dog with one arm, flipped down my faceplate with the other and stepped over the edge on the elevator shaft.   
 
      
 
    “I am the last one, Lieutenant Gonzales.  On my way!” 
 
      
 
    “Make it fast, I am closing down then shaft!  We are losing seals!”  
 
      
 
    The fall was worse than I expected.  It went fast.  Level after level sped by me.  Amber emergency lighting flashed as each deck was passed.  It was sort-of like the strobes we used to keep the Jellies away, but with an element of being out of control in the fall.  I was thankful for my armor, and sympathetic toward the people who did not have it. I was buffeted around by the gravity manipulation fields, and kept tight hold on the dog.  That poor dog was whining constantly.  I considered kicking in the suits own stabilizers, but was unsure how that would interfere with what Lieutenant Gonzales had set up.   
 
      
 
    I glanced down, and saw the bottom was coming at me quickly—or so it appeared—and it was frightening.  Then inertia dampening hit me, and the gravity manipulation fields shifted. The last several decks went past more slowly, and I landed with only a hard thump.  I did not even drop the dog.   
 
      
 
    A solider in speckled gray and black camouflaged body armor, much more advanced than my armored spacesuit, grabbed onto me and pulled me inside.  The dog rushed off and was lost in the crowd.  I noted the emblem of a lieutenant on her shoulder.  The door behind me snapped shut with a metallic clang.  I glanced over and saw the huddled masses of the people.  Many were clutching their stomachs, or down on their knees heaving.  Scattered among them were other soldiers dressed like Lieutenant Gonzales.  But there were countless stains of vomit on nearly everyone’s clothing, along with the deck, walls, and ceiling.   
 
      
 
    “Go! Go! Get us out of here!” Lieutenant Gonzales commanded.  “Emergency blast away!  Blow all the restraining bolts!” 
 
      
 
    “Everyone hold on,” an authoritative man’s voice came over an area speaker.   
 
      
 
    The whole world around me shook, rattled, and groaned.  The floor shuddered as the entire repository, lurched.  More people vomited as there were additional changes in gravity manipulation, and in the inertia dampening systems.  It was a wild ride, in some ways as bad as the fall down the elevator shaft.   
 
      
 
    “Lieutenant Gonzales, Repository Q-93 has been jettisoned from the habitat.  All ten thousand cocoons stable and secure.  Refugees in place.  Docking with Chicago in twenty minutes,” that same male voice stated through my command channel.   
 
      
 
    “Understood.  Thanks Colonel Hayyon,” Lieutenant Gonzales answered.  She then turned to the people all around.  “Well done everyone!” She looked at me. “Kalju, I am one of your new commanders.” 
 
      
 
    That was how I left Queen.    
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    Poison Bread 
 
      
 
      
 
    I guess I babbled on and on about Queen.  I see that as I look back over my last log entry.  That was a while ago when I recorded all that, and I am sorry of I went on too much.  I was exhausted when I made that recording, maybe later I can edit it down some, but why?  Queen was a weird time in my life, and in this battle, it was in a way a turning point for me.  But, as I think about it, there have been too many turning points.  Most turned sour, and Queen was one like that.  That dog I rescued, well, it ran off after we docked Repository Q-93.  Last I saw of the dog, it was running after some of the children from Queen as they dispersed into the Chicago habitat.  I hope it had a good life, but I doubt it did.  Sorry, I am depressed right now.  The big jump plan ran into another wrinkle, and I had to do some ugly work, and, well, enough said about that.   
 
      
 
    Oh, I guess I did not explain about Lieutenant Gonzales’ mission.  I initially thought she was the top leader in her unit, but at that time she was a junior officer and part of the team whose job it was to figure out a way to disconnect suspended animation repositories from their original habitats and relocate them to what was considered a safe habitat.  If only there had been a safe habitat.  Well, Ryan, Q-93 with its ten thousand suspended animation sleepers, was moved from Queen to Chicago.  Engineering automacubes had created pods on the external hull, cannibalizing some hanger bays, which allowed the repositories to be docked into Chicago.  Those pods made docking the easiest part of the move.  Getting a repository cut loose from another habitat was an immense undertaking, but was possible.  The original designers had put in place wedge sections to allow repositories to be shifted around after making planetfall, or even during final orbit around the destination target planet.  Those designers counted on a fleet of shuttles, and crews of engineering automacubes to get the job done.  We had only a fraction of what we needed, and it took us a lot longer to make the alterations.  Too bad we were late in getting that done.  That repository, Q-93 was the only repository which was still intact from the three habitats the Jellies had already destroyed.  One repository from all of Foreigner, Styx, and Queen.  Tragic.     
 
      
 
    Moving a repository is a huge undertaking, and Lieutenant Gonzales’ team did that to Q-93.  Not only once, but twice, but that second move comes much later in my log and I am trying to relate this in roughly chronological order.  Sorry, I get jumbled up in my recollections, and you can always cross reference with other people’s accounts.  
 
      
 
    Before I go on, let me take a moment and ventilate some feelings I have about the big jump we are planning in the near future.  This sure better work!  I mean, to go through all we have endured and end up obstructed and unable to make the big jump, well that is unacceptable.  To be backed against a wall because of technological incompatibilities and lack of understanding.  Oh, how frustrating that would be.  But I trust the Major, and if anyone can get it done, our Major will do it.   
 
      
 
    So, I escaped from Queen with those fifteen hundred or so refugees and about a dozen Red Guard.  Sadly, most of the Red Guard just shrugged off their armored spacesuits and slipped away with the refugees and into Chicago’s habitat.  I found the abandoned armor scattered about the repository.  Yes, in and around those suspended animation cocoons, the Red Guard had shed their own chrysalises, so to speak, and their true selves emerged.  At that time, I suggested that we track them down, each and every single one of them, through their biometrics.  However, Lieutenant Gonzales reminded me that forcing a coward to fight is not worth the effort.  She was right.  We sent the Red Guard’s armor in for refurbishment to be used by those brave enough to wear it properly, and proudly.   
 
      
 
    Well, Chicago was a habitat-in-waiting.  It was supposed to be the major city when we got to the destination world.  Oh, there were the two thousand or so habitat dwellers who lived in Chicago, and were to spend their entire lives maintaining the city-in-waiting, but the habitat was built to house one hundred and fifty thousand people.  The plan was to land it on that destination world, then revive all the suspended animation sleepers—they were scattered in various repositories in all eight habitats—and then those people would all move to Chicago where they would have a ready-built place to work, live, and contribute to our new colony world.  It was a decent plan, I guess.  The Colony Ship Marathon never got a chance to try that out.  Maybe it would have worked.  I sometimes dream about a peaceful trip to that destination world which we thought could be a new home.   
 
      
 
    So, after Q-93 was docked into a pod and linked into Chicago, I thought I too would be going into Chicago, but the MDF had other plans for me.  I had turned in my brown armored spacesuit—it was considered obsolete by then—and was assigned new reactive armor.  That was the same kind of gear that Lieutenant Gonzales and her team used, but I will get to that in a moment. I also was put through numerous medical scans, more decontamination procedures, and even given a bit of time to relax.  But not much.  
 
      
 
    My old friends Colonel Gehlen, and Colonel Caldwell interviewed me, including some hypnotic sessions by Colonel Caldwell which were about as bizarre as anything I had experienced.  As usual, neither of those officers answered any of my questions, and only gave me nebulous and generic statements about how the battles were going. 
 
      
 
    The worst of all was when Colonel Caldwell would say, “We are all doing our part, and we all fight personal battles to make this mission a success.”  I would have rather had her spit on me than slobber me with her insincere platitudes and sugar-coated banalities.   
 
      
 
    So, I found out nothing about my family, about Kansas, or about my missing friends.    
 
      
 
    “Sergeant Kalju?” Lieutenant Gonzales asked me as she knocked on the small cubical of an apartment I had been assigned.  I had been there something like ten days, about eight of which were taken up by the medical testing, decontamination procedures, and the ever-inspiring talks with the twin colonels of comfort.   
 
      
 
    “Hello Lieutenant Gonzales,” I replied.   
 
      
 
    “Are you ready for our next adventure?” she asked.  She was not wearing the reactive armor, and was just in basic camouflaged fatigues.  They were the same colors and patterns of splotchy grays, blacks, and whites as that on her reactive armor.  Her rank emblem was on one collar, while an emblem of some weird animal’s head was on the other.  She was of medium build, muscular, with a moderately dark complexion, and pale blue eyes which had shades of gray in them.  Her hair was brown, nearly black, and was neatly fashioned.  Around her waist was a combat belt with a holstered sidearm. 
 
      
 
    “Ready to get some answers and get away from here, for sure,” I replied.   
 
      
 
    “I know you are not getting answers to where your militia friends are, or what has happened with your family.  I have checked with MC001, as well as IAM Lenore, and the latest battle report is that Kansas is not involved,” she sort-of huffed at that, but did not elaborate.  “I need you on my team, and we are leaving today.  You have been assigned to me, and I am glad.  Welcome to being a Biloko.” 
 
      
 
    “A what?” 
 
      
 
    “Your history shows you were in the militia—under Mister Fisher, a great man by the way—then a Blue Tiger, and now you are in my brigade, the Bilokos.” 
 
      
 
    “I do not know that term.” 
 
      
 
    She pointed to the animal on her lapel’s image.  “This is a Biloko of myth and legend.  Biloko are restless ancestor spirits who resent invaders of their realms.  They zealously protect their homes with long sharp claws and sharp-toothed mouths that can open wide enough to swallow an enemy whole.  They never lose in battle.  Bilokos bewitch and eat their enemies in battle, well, at least according to some ancient old-earth legends from before the Great Event.  In practice, here on the Marathon, we are combat engineers, battling the Jellies.” 
 
      
 
    “Where are we going?” 
 
      
 
    “Major Adams wants us to go to Bread and move another repository,” Lieutenant Gonzales replied.  “It is an operation much…” 
 
      
 
    “Major Adams? The son of the Marathon’s Captain?” I asked.   
 
      
 
    “Yes, he is part of special operations, and my brigade is under that section.  I should not call it my unit for our leader is Colonel Hayyon, and then Major Adams, and immediately above me are Senior Lieutenant Sharma, and Senior Lieutenant Begay.  I am the logistics and acquisitions officer for the Bilokos, but I think of them as my unit.”   
 
      
 
    “Adams is your supervisor?” I nearly spit.   
 
      
 
    “Major Adams is in the chain of command, yes.  I take it you have met the man, right?” Lieutenant Gonzales asked, but she said it more as a statement. 
 
      
 
    “Unfortunately, yes I have.  He was only a lieutenant then.” 
 
      
 
    “After Operation Barnacle, any officer that survived was promoted,” Lieutenant Gonzales replied.  “Right now, we need to get to the armory and get you equipped with our latest weaponry.  Your use of the amvex grenade is required education for new trainees.” 
 
      
 
    My face felt hot, so I changed the subject, “So, how goes the battle against the Jellies?” 
 
      
 
    “There is an old saying that no news is good news, but that is malarkey, in our situation.  It does not apply in our battles here against the Jellies.  You know better than anyone what has been lost.  Our moving of Q-93 was a success, but those are few and far between.  Three complete habitats lost, and well, we are finding traces of poison and toxins in water everywhere.  It seems these alien creatures have been aboard for a lot longer than you or I have been alive.” 
 
      
 
    “How long have the Jellies been on the Marathon?” 
 
      
 
    Lieutenant Gonzales pondered a bit as we walked along.  As we got into another elevator, she said, “I am only given information about the missions to which I am assigned.  Officer training did not give me any background on the Jellies, only about generic combat skills and leadership.  Your killing that Jellie changed a lot of things, and the scientists are working on those samples you acquired.  That is my understanding.  Now about the men and women under my command, I get a basic background, but no more.  You are the only one from Kansas, and you have more combat experience than anyone in the Bilokos.  Therefore, you and I are going to be working closely together.” 
 
      
 
    “You really have not been able to find out about Tudeng, Radha, Carol, or Matkaja?  I asked Colonel Caldwell and Colonel Gehlen, repeatedly, but I get nothing from them.  I might as well try cutting permalloy with a toothbrush.” 
 
      
 
    “Kalju, just so you can trust me, I will again run those names for information and you will see what I get.  It is one of my many jobs, as the junior officer of the Bilokos, to arrange staffing.  We have time while we walk, and I do have opening in the Bilokos,” she smiled in a hopeful way.  “Maybe this time will be different?”  She adjusted the transceiver which was clipped onto her fatigues.  “MC001, I request assignment of soldiers named, Tudeng, Radha, Carol, and Matkaja to my unit.  Make it effective immediately.” 
 
      
 
    “Message from MC001.  Request acknowledged.  Lieutenant Gonzales, there are no available personnel with those names.  Additionally, there are no replacement forces available for your brigade.  End transmission.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for trying,” I sincerely said.  
 
      
 
    We walked along in silence after that.  She really had done a search for them, for me, but had no more luck than I did.    
 
      
 
    “Here is the armory, and once we get you provisioned, we will head out to join the rest of the Bilokos,” she tapped a sequence into a nine-section color control pad. 
 
      
 
    The door opened.  I discovered that the armory was automated and small.  As we entered, I expected to see racks of weapons, or shelves, or some kind of storage arrangements.  None of that was there.  It was just a tiny room with a countertop workstation.  It was so different than where Lazlo had taken me.   
 
      
 
    Lieutenant Gonzales laid her hand on the small work station which was just inside the door.  “This is Gonzales.  I authorize full combat equipment for Sergeant Kalju.” 
 
      
 
    “Working,” a mechanical voice came from the wall. 
 
      
 
    A beam of green light washed over me from head to toe. 
 
      
 
    “Identity confirmed.  Fabrication begun,” that same mechanical voice replied.    
 
      
 
    “The lattice of compeers is repaired?” I marveled.   
 
      
 
    “No, but IAM Lenore has made direct access to Reproduction and Fabrication a priority for officers.  Weapons, ammunition, and armor are high priorities and get preferential services.  That voice is Reproduction and Fabrication’s audio service module.  Just a dumb order taker, not an artificial intelligence.  The lattice of compeers has not worked since before Operation Barnacle.  Now we have IAM Lenore, MC001, and some other new military command systems.  I honestly am not sure what became of the old lattice of compeers.”  She smiled at me again, “But the audio service module does do the job.  Your gear will be at station when we leave for Bread,” Lieutenant Gonzales replied.   
 
      
 
    “What gear will I get?” 
 
      
 
    “Walk with me and I will explain.  Two parts, defensive and offensive.  Reactive armor, like you saw me wearing when we moved Q-93. Reactive armor is combat gear which will be more convenient than that armored spacesuit you had on, and do more as well.  The tight-fitting helmet has built in strobes, like you have used, filtered eye protection against lasers, and that nasty purple glow from the Jellies, and full body protection.  Reactive armor is as effective in vacuum and zero gravity as that more clunky spacesuit.  So, in its own way, it is a spacesuit.  Reactive armor wears and works much easier.  It also will protect you better with enhanced defensive dispersion of force when struck.  You will not be invulnerable, and we have lost good people even in reactive armor.”   
 
      
 
    “You said we also have offensive weapons?” 
 
      
 
    “The MDF-14 is standard issue…” 
 
      
 
    “And the bullpup is not effective against Jellies.  Their carapace seals up, or heals, or repairs itself—whatever you call it—too quickly after impact.” 
 
      
 
    “Kalju, that is correct, and the basic grenades are not much better.  Basic grenades irritate the Jellies, but unless you get a very good shot in, like you did, the damage is minimal.  Now an amvex grenade will easily kill the Jellies, but delivery of them is problematic.  We tried some amvex tipped rockets, but they were ineffective.  The Jellies remotely detonated the warheads before they got close.  Unsure how they did that.  Too far away and the Jellies see it coming.  Come in too fast and the Jellies see it coming.  Their perception is hard to overcome, even with the strobes.  Only way to really use an amvex is to plant it as a mine with a proximity detonator, or do like you did and hand deliver it.  Frankly, we have lost too many soldiers who got too close trying to recreate your achievement.  Sure, it killed the Jellie, but we lost the soldier too.  Not a tradeoff we can win.  I think they breed faster than we do.” 
 
      
 
    I felt guilty, and lucky at the same time, but her comment also worried me. “The Jellies are breeding on the Marathon?”     
 
      
 
    “I think so.” Lieutenant Gonzales noted my facial expression.  She tapped me on the shoulder, “Do not start second guessing or questioning yourself.  You have excellent instincts, so keep doing great in the battle.” 
 
      
 
    “So, we have no really effective ranged weapon?  I considered using a vibration saw when up close.” 
 
      
 
    “Your reactive armor has a vibration saw built into each glove, along with a variation which does vibration drilling, which you will see when you get suited in.  However, you are correct we need a ranged weapon.  On this next mission, we are taking with us the MDF-A1.  It is a directed energy weapon, which I am told will work,” Lieutenant Gonzales smiled again at me.  She then went on and explained the working details of the MDF-A1 which were very technical, and it was abundantly clear that precision details were very important to her.   
 
      
 
    “MDF-A1 is a clumsy way to refer to this weapon.  Does it have a nickname?” I asked. “Like the gimp? Or the bullpup?” 
 
      
 
    She looked at me and her eyes lingered on mine longer than I expected.  “These are new weapons, and I suppose a common name might be appropriate, do you have a suggestion?” 
 
      
 
    My mind went back, for some reason, to that dairy farmer in his barn.  I shook my head, “No suggestion, as long as it kills the Jellies.  That is all that really matters.  Kill the Jellies.” 
 
      
 
    “Indeed.  Our shuttle is up ahead in the hanger bay.  Your gear should have already arrived there.  We will all suit up and head out.” 
 
      
 
    “Lieutenant Gonzales?  Will Adams be there?” I had meant to ask about the shuttle, but the other question slipped out first. 
 
      
 
    “Major Adams, as he should be addressed,” she gave me a quick wink that I might have imagined, “is on the bridge in the needle ship.  Major Adams is our connection to combat operations. Our liaison to the flight crew.   Colonel Hayyon will be on the shuttle.  He is our pilot.  The two Senior Lieutenants will also be onboard with the rest of the Bilokos.  Your suit will have the entire roster.  As a sergeant, you will be placed into the chain of command, but so far down, it is nothing for you to worry about.” 
 
      
 
    The hanger bay inspired me to ask, “I thought the shuttles were all lost in Operation Barnacle, was I wrong?” 
 
      
 
    “Your gear has arrived,” she pointed to a gravity conduit which was at the end of the observation platform.  “As to shuttles, well, indeed far too many were lost.  Operation Barnacle was bad, that is for sure.  Not the entire fleet lost, but nearly.  I know of five shuttles that are still in function, but there may be a few more scattered about the Marathon.  A junior officer only hears so much.” Again, there was a wink.  I got the impression she was not flirting but was trying to convey more than just the meaning of her words.     
 
      
 
    I walked over to the gravity conduit, but kept looking at the shuttle.  It was a Class PS2 shuttle, and was supposed to be in storage until we reached the destination world.  This one had obviously seems some action.  A strange pinkish scar—for lack of a better word—was etched on one side of the shuttle. It marred the creamy white color of the craft.  My mind was humming with the facts Mister Fisher had made us memorize, but knowing its length, height, and width did not comparing to seeing it parked there in that hanger bay.  It was oozing power as if it wanted to leap off and fly.  It reminded me of a hawk I had watched one lazy afternoon years ago in Kansas.  That hawk had been perched on the limbs of a willow tree in early spring.  Its muscles were tensed and ready.  That shuttle had the same eager look of imminent flight.  Its large delta wings, were painted with a blue color over their front sections, and that matched the angular twin rudders at the stern of the shuttle.  The side hatch was open, as was the one at the rear.  Soldiers were streaming into the shuttle hauling equipment and other supplies.   
 
      
 
    “Are you going to watch all day, or gather your gear?” Lieutenant Gonzales yelled at me.  “Double check the fit on your suit, then inspect your weapons, and the ammunition supplied.  Hustle!” She clapped her hands together.  “If you are shy, the lavatory is off to the side, but remember your reactive armor will recycle whatever you expel.”   
 
      
 
    I retrieved the various parcels from the gravity conduit and stepped into the lavatory.  The reactive armor suit was a perfect fit.  Its supple movements felt too gentle and soft to be protective.  I guess I expected rough steel like an ancient knight, or the heavy iron-like metal diving apparatus from 20,000 Leagues Under the Sea.  The suit fit snuggly, and its ear covers came up from the neck, instead of being connected into the helmet.  That allowed me to make subtle interfaces with my chin and with nods of my head.  The helmet slipped on over that and had no faceplate to lift.  In fact, the helmet only had optics.  Outside, where eyes would be were oblong dark gray sensors.  On the inside, were displays which showed me what the view would be like, but automatically protected my eyes from anything too excessive or dangerous.  When activated, the visual apparatus was wonderful as it showed me what I would have seen with my naked eyes, but also gave me information and graphics of my condition, my suit’s status, and a range of factors about whatever I was seeing.  It was truly an enhanced situational awareness.   
 
      
 
    The reactive armor suit was smaller, less bulky, and more flexible than I expected, and I liked it a lot.  I checked all the seals, systems, power-plant, batteries, and recyclers, and even turned on the vibration saw which was on each glove.  The camouflage pattern was the grays, with splotchy blacks and whites.  I fit the weapon’s belt onto the suit, and adjusted the straps and clamps.  Grenades had their own places.  These were handy and accessible and made for both the basic grenades and amvex grenades.  There were places to store magazines for the bullpup, and even a spot specifically made for a gimp.  One holster, which was on the thigh, was new to me.    
 
      
 
    I opened the weapons containers and found a standard bullpup with underslung grenade launcher, and a gimp.  I put those into their respective places.  Then I opened a separate box which was marked, MDF-A1. 
 
      
 
    That energy weapon was gray and blue colored, and only slight larger than the gimp.  It was a similar weight, and there the similarities ended.  The gimp was an antique compared to what I held in my hand.  Just like the shuttle had oozed power, so too this small device in my hand just radiated strength and lethal ability.  The weapon’s indicator lights were easily read.  They were on the back side, just a glance away from the targeting sight picture.  Red and green indicators were just beneath the charge bar.  On the side were the adjustable settings which allowed variation of energy intensity level, spread of the diameter of the energy beam, and length of time for each report.  I set it for medium on all three variables.  At that setting the weapon showed me it had one hundred twenty discharges possible before recharging.  The other setting had less or more depending on energy usage.   
 
      
 
    Strapping that energy pistol into its holster, I returned to the hanger bay and the shuttle.   
 
      
 
    “Everyone get into launch positions,” said a voice, which I thought was Colonel Hayyon, the Biloko’s commander, and shuttle pilot. “We are departing in five minutes.  Take your seats ladies and gentlemen.”  
 
      
 
    I followed the others into the shuttle and saw that it was heavily modified from the design specifications I had learned.  The rear hatch was open, and was flanked by the main thruster engines.  As I stepped up to that big shuttle, I noted how the wings looks too short for its wide-bodied fuselage.  Then I got inside, and saw the seats for the troops.  Running some quick calculations in my mind, I estimated that the shuttle could carry about four hundred soldiers, and all their gear.  A storage compartment was slung beneath the passenger section, and above was a cargo bay.  As the doors to them were sealed shut, I caught a glimpse of engineering automacubes which were stored in both of those areas.   
 
      
 
    Flipping my chin, a very nice display appeared before my eyes, and gave we a rundown of the personnel roster for Lieutenant Gonzales’ unit.  I always think of it as her unit, even though back then, she was the junior officer.  The information shown told me that at full strength the Biloko Brigade would consist of four hundred soldiers, which included the five officers, as well as ten sergeants, and forty corporals.  We were roughly at about eighty percent of full strength, but did have a complete compliment of officers.  I tried to cross reference those strength numbers with other Marathon Defense Force units, but I got a red flashing response that said, “Classified Information.” Thus, I could not compare how that unit compared to the others in the MDF.  I saw I was assigned to a specific seat, and walked over to it.  All the sergeants were on aisle rows, near the seating assignments for their teams.  The seats were nearly all facing backward.  The chair was equipped to hold my body in my reactive armor, with all my weapons in place.  As I sat down, the cushions around me molded and shifted to accommodate my exact shape.  Even though I knew the shuttle possessed its own inertia suppression systems, and some limited abilities in gravity manipulation, I was surprised at the sophistication of the seat.   
 
      
 
    “Sergeant Kalju!  You are not a tourist here.  Secure your soldiers, each member of your team, and only then lock yourself in.  Your role is to make sure your team is secured and safe, not to gawk at this shuttle,” Senior Lieutenant Sharma’s voice cut into my ears.  His voice was cultured, relaxed, and strong.  I knew it was his voice because my display showed his name in small letters at the bottom of my field of vision.  That had been activated when I had opened he roster.     
 
      
 
    Glancing around, I thought all the other soldiers had hear his rebuke of me, but none seemed to have paid any attention.  I still was unsure where he was located, and turned and tried to find his position.   
 
      
 
    “Sergeant Kalju, if you are looking for me, I am in the officer section, which is toward the nose of the shuttle.  I am monitoring all the activity and am addressing you in private.  Use your roster to identify your squad, they are marked in yellow, then get them packed into their seats.  Lastly, secure yourself.  Do not worry son, you will get the hang of it.  I am sending you a training tutorial which you can run while we are in transit.  Now, get your people secured.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir.  Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    I looked and saw the soldiers who were in yellow on my display were seated.  Nearly all of them had already restrained themselves in place.  I looked over at them, and as I did, their names were displayed on by visuals.  None of the names were familiar, but I still looked for Tudeng, Matkaja, Radha, and Carol.  I walked from soldier to soldier and spoke a few words over the common channel.  I basically introduced myself, until one soldier interrupted me.  
 
      
 
    “Sergeant Kalju, excuse me, but Lieutenant Gonzales already told us about you,” a soldier named Pinnate said.  “Pardon me, if I am out of line, but I believe you should get restrained yourself.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks,” I went to my seat, and strapped myself in.   
 
      
 
    “Now that everyone is secured,” Colonel Hayyon said, “we will be launching.  Check your tutorials, instructions, and links are on your personal displays.  Our ETA to Bread is forty-five minutes.” 
 
      
 
    As I sat in that seat, I imagined all that was happening in the hanger bay.  The depressurization, then the shutting down of gravity manipulation, the external doors would open, and we would fly out.  It then hit me that I was part of an engineering company.  Sure, it was combat engineers, but I was getting my wish to be an engineer.  That made me smile.  I sure wish what I had imagined as a job of being an engineer would have worked out. The combat part of combat engineers was where the emphasis was to be.  But for a moment, sitting there in that huge shuttle as we left Chicago, I fantasized about engineering.  Then I cried as I thought of Kulm and how gifted he was in that area.   
 
      
 
    The inside display, what I thought of as my sight, had a flashing red light.  I clicked on that and heard, “This is your tutorial on the reactive armor.  Care and use as a sergeant.  Congratulations.  You are now in a command position as a sergeant.  Your new reactive armor will provide you with…” 
 
      
 
    The tutorial droned on, and while it was pretty dry and felt a bit condescending, it was certainly informative.  By the end of the tutorial I knew how everything on the reactive armor suit operated.  It was fairly intuitive and well designed.  The mission itself was simple, we were to dock at a hanger bay on the habitat called Bread, and proceed to a suspended animation repository designated B102. There we would use the automacubes to sever the entire repository, and make it portable.  It was immense, but by carefully segmenting and sectioning out the specific corridors and hallways, it could be self-contained.  It was designed to do that once planet-fall happened, and it was just a matter of making some alterations and overrides to allow that to happen while in flight.  Then, the shuttle would connect to it and move it to the Chicago habitat.  The biggest wrinkle I could see was in shifting the energy flow which powered the artificial intelligence.  The repository had an AI system which oversaw all 10,000 of the cocoons and their human occupants.  My team was not on that particular aspect of the mission, but it had been done with Q-93, so I figured they knew what they were doing.  So, I was ready for both combat and for engineering.  And none too soon.   
 
      
 
    The shuttle flight took much longer than I expected.  Sitting backward in a large passenger compartment without viewports or anything else to see outside, I did not feel like I was moving from one habitat to another.  The excitement I once felt for seeing a new biome had been lost somewhere.  I pondered why we were moving the repository, but that was not included in the mission briefing.  I was not the pilot, nor the commanding officer.  I just did not feel like asking more questions.  From what I knew of the biome of Bread it consisted of lovely rolling plains with wheat, corn, rice, barley, quinoa, other grains, and additional food crops.  It had two towns, which was typical of Marathon habitats, and in a way, it did remind me a bit of Kansas by description.   
 
      
 
    There were a few bumps and jolts, and then Colonel Hayyon announced, “Landing complete. The hanger bay is pressurized.  Go get me a repository.  Build tenaciously for function!”    
 
      
 
    We unloaded, and the soldiers streamed out into the hanger bay.  The cargo and storage compartments were opened, and our crew of engineering automacubes rolled out and headed toward the repository.   
 
      
 
    Clearing the bulkhead doors to the hanger bay was the last positive thing that happened on that mission.  The Bilokos were split by platoons.  So, each of the five platoons got out into the corridors, and headed toward the repository, B102.   
 
      
 
    EEERRRRiiicccckkkkkEE! 
 
      
 
    An ear-piercing noise sounded through my helmet.  I shut down the audio links, but the ringing in my head continued.  I was not near the front, where the engineering automacubes were rolling along, but I saw a flash of white light which was tinged by purple.  My mind waited to hear the explosions, which my eyes identified as a Jellie icy detonation, but the audio of my suit was off.    
 
      
 
    In the narrow confines of that corridor, several soldiers were blown backward as the explosion took place.  I saw their reactive armor attempting to compensate for the huge influx of energy, and their bodies shivered with the dissipating kinetic energy.  Still, they flew through the air toward me, and their bodies were tumbling out of control.  Broken automacube parts followed them, streaking fluids, and fractured metal chunks behind them.  The soldiers’ bodies, the shattered automacubes, all bowled into the troops behind, knocking them down as well.   
 
      
 
    Several loud clicks came through my helmet’s audio system and then I heard someone scream, “Jellies!” 
 
      
 
    My visual display identified that voice as coming on the command network from Senior Lieutenant Begay.  She was in a different corridor, but was also under attack.  I tried to tune into the command channel for audio.  Some other voices came on, but the words were jumbled and garbled.  My suit could not identify who had spoken.  Audio systems were flashing damage reports on my display.  
 
      
 
    Activating the strobe light on my helmet, I gestured to the soldiers around me, and they moved into rooms and corridors nearby, all drawing out their bullpup weapons.  Looking down the corridor I saw that those injured and knocked down soldiers faced another series of icy detonations.  One blast took out a section of wall, and shrapnel flew in all directions.  One of the soldiers, who was trying to get up, was struck square on by the Jellie’s white globe projectile.  The explosion was devastating.  The reactive armor—good as it was—could not take such a direct hit in those tight confines.  Its seals ripped, and seams came apart.  Blood gushed from several of those spots as the reactive armor failed.  That was the first of many soldiers to die there.   
 
      
 
    “Find cover!” I sent out on the command channel, hoping someone would hear. “Return fire as targets become visible!”  
 
      
 
    My external audio was returning to some level of functioning, and I heard the rapid crack of several bullpups firing.  Using that rifle was my initial instinct as well, but I stopped myself, and drew out the MDF-A1 energy weapon.  I knew the bullpup was ineffective, but that energy weapon might be better.  I was hunkered down in a doorway, protected somewhat by the wall next to me.  A few injured soldiers crawled into the side passage near me, but I saw others lying still amidst the wreckage of our engineering automacubes.  More reactive armor had failed.    
 
      
 
    A soldier stepped next to me, ready to heave an amvex down that corridor.  I grabbed the soldier’s arm, and yelled, “Not inside here!  Too close!”  
 
      
 
    “…ion.  Use en… y p…ols.  No gren…s i… is concuss…,” Lieutenant Gonzales’ voice came through the command channel.   
 
      
 
    I squeezed hard on that other soldier’s arm, and Gonzales’s words, or my actions, or my words got through.  That soldier stepped back, put away the amvex, and then pulled out the energy pistol.  
 
      
 
    “Use only the enpols!” I commanded and waved the MDF-A1 at them.  I guess that was where the nickname, enpol, originated.   
 
      
 
    I could see a blur of purple down the corridor.  There was no eye irritation, but the purple color was still otherworldly, even though my visual optics were protecting my eyes.  The display showed a retile targeting site—shown in a contrasting color—over the purple glow.  I knew that indicated the suit had recognized a Jellie.  I fired the enpol. 
 
      
 
    Zing! 
 
      
 
    The flash and blast of energy cut through the dusty, particulate-heavy air.  I am not sure if I hit the Jellie, but the purple glow suddenly faded away 
 
      
 
    Gesturing to those behind me, so that some would assess their fallen comrades, I rushed forward seeking to see if the MDF-A1, my enpol, had ripped open a hole in the Jellie’s carapace.  I looked at the enpol as I ran, and just doubled checked that it was set on medium on its three variables.  A few of the soldiers behind me were checking the wounded, but more were following my lead by aiming their energy pistols down the corridor.  The tightness allowed only about five of us at a time to move ahead. 
 
      
 
    “To any officers!” I yelled on the command channel. “I am engaging Jellies with MDF-A1 fire.  Effectiveness to be reported soon!  My unit has causalities.”   
 
      
 
    Zing!  Zing! 
 
      
 
    I fired several more times, even though I did not see any evidence of the Jellies.  Dust, smoke, motes, and other junk was floating in the air, obscuring even my suit’s enhanced vision.  I just knew we needed to get through that narrow bottleneck to get to a place where we could spread out.  The deck plans came up on my display and a large storage area was not far ahead.     
 
      
 
    “Diffuse your team and spread out into adjacent passageways!  Do not bunch up!” Senior Lieutenant Sharma commanded.  “Pull the wounded back to the hanger bay.” 
 
      
 
    My audio was now blinking “marginal” but it was working.  I rushed forward, vaulting over the smoldering chassis of several automacubes.  The corridor beyond was short and there I saw a splattering of oils, hydraulic fluids, and several scorch marks.  My shots had missed. 
 
      
 
    Lying face down, was half of one of the soldiers.  I am not sure how he had gotten ahead of the automacubes, but there his remains were.  Steam was coming from his savaged torso.  The storage area had rows of stacked cargo crates, and my strobing lights flashed onto them causing a strange mixture of shadows.  I adjusted the filters on my visual field, and the armor’s optics removed the strobing effect.  The instrument icons on the display still showed the strobes were working, but my visual fields now were not so distracting.  The suit was learning what I preferred.  I could see some shades of purple glowing at the far side of the storage area.  The display told me the far wall was three hundred meters away.  
 
      
 
    The soldiers behind me spread out behind the cargo crates, and I holstered the enpol, and swung the bullpup up and pumped in a basic grenade.  Firing that over the top of the cargo crates, I saw it make a perfect trajectory toward the purple glow at the far side.  Several other trajectories joined it as my fellow soldiers followed my example.  A moment later about ten grenades exploded almost all on the same targeted spot.   
 
      
 
    “You two, take that far aisle, engage with enpols when you can!” I commanded.  Those two soldiers sprinted off. 
 
      
 
    I gestured and two more soldiers rushed ahead down the center aisle. “Keep your eyes open!”  While I said that, I wondered if it was appropriate since we were watching everything through optical projections made on the inside of our helmets.  It was strange to think that, at that precise moment, but I vividly recall asking myself if that figure of speech was proper.    
 
      
 
    While part of my mind wandered down idiom avenue, physically I led the rest of the soldiers nearby around to the other side of the storage area.  The aisles were large and wide, and we leapfrogged from one row of crates to the next, watching and waiting for a Jellie to appear in one of those spaces.  We all had the enpols aimed and ready.  Mine was set at medium, but from the potshots some of the other soldiers took while laying down covering fire, I knew theirs were set at maximum.     
 
      
 
    “Sergeant Kalju!  Enemy retreating out double doors,” someone reported.  My helmet showed the soldier was named Jorgenson and was on top of the cargo crates, about twenty meters ahead of us.  “I have some clear shots!” 
 
      
 
    “Kill them for me, Jorgenson!” I barked.  
 
      
 
    “Engaging!” Jorgenson called back.   
 
      
 
    I sprinted forward, and came to where the grenades had detonated.  The remains of about a half dozen cargo crates were there, along with their busted up and burned contents.  Much of that area was on fire, and the flames were consuming whatever was combustible in those crates. 
 
      
 
    Jorgenson leaped off the top of the crates, a height of about ten meters, and landed near the exit doors.  She was still firing her enpol even while she dropped.  She nearly fell to her knees with the impact of the landing, but wobbly kept her feet.    
 
      
 
    Fire suppression foam came jetting out from nozzles in the ceiling, soaking down everything in that section of the storage area. The burning debris was extinguished but it still smoldered.    
 
      
 
    “Shuttle departing with only some of the wounded.  Hanger bay under concentrated attack!” Colonel Hayyon announced through a general-purpose call to all soldiers.  “Fall back to protect the wounded who could not get to the shuttle.  The blasted Jellies are inside the hanger bay, despite being depressurized and no gravity manipulation.  I thought emergency decompression would crack their shells, the tough bastards!  I am saving this shuttle, and the wounded while I can!” 
 
      
 
    “Back to the hanger bay,” I commanded. “This was a ruse to lure us away!  Hurry!”  
 
      
 
    To Jorgenson and three others I said, “Stay here, set up an ambush.  If those Jellies come back hit them with whatever you can, even set up an amvex if you can be safe from its effects.” 
 
      
 
    “Right Sergeant!” Jorgenson stated.  Her voice was eager.     
 
      
 
    We rushed back the way we had come, passing the dead, the debris field of automacubes, and then some wounded soldiers.  As we approached the hanger bay’s bulkhead doors, I saw the warning lights above them which indicated that the bay was depressurized.  Several intact soldiers were guarding the door. 
 
      
 
    “Where are the Jellies?” I demanded.   
 
      
 
    “We did not see any on the way back but they might be inside the hanger bay.  We cannot open this without risk of explosive decompression.  No controls here are working.” 
 
      
 
    I tried to access the hanger bay cameras through my displays, but nothing came on.  It kept reading, “Link not found” which was troubling.  So, I jacked a cable from my suit into an access port and ran a diagnostic on the hanger bay.  It had zero gravity manipulation, was in vacuum, and was very cold.  The exterior doors were open, one was canted at an angle which suggested there had been explosions of immense strength.  All the docking clamps were open, indicating that the shuttle was probably gone.  When I tried to raise Colonel Hayyon, I got no reply.  The decks and bulkhead doors around the hanger bay were intact and pressurized.  I assumed the Jellies were still inside the hanger bay, unless they had gone out into space after the shuttle.     
 
      
 
    “Any officer!  Any officer!” I called out on the command only circuit.  “I am at the hanger bay, but its exterior doors are jammed open.  I believe the enemy is inside, but that is unclear.  No information on the shuttle, but it is not in the hanger bay.  Please advise!” 
 
      
 
    EEERRRRiiicccckkkkkEE! 
 
      
 
    Again, that strange noise pierced through my audio system.  I wanted to rip my helmet off to escape from it. When I looked at the soldiers around me, I understood they were not hearing that.  So, I shut down the command channels, and switched over to the local general audio, as well as external microphone and speakers.   
 
      
 
    “Soldiers, are you hearing me?” I asked.   
 
      
 
    “Yes, Sergeant Kalju, but only through our trooper feed.” 
 
      
 
    “Command links are down, disrupted.  I cannot reach any officers.  The Jellies are jamming us.  The hanger bay is open to space, and I cannot get the exterior doors to close.  None of the controls from out here are working.  I assume the shuttle with the wounded got away.  We need to retake this hanger bay.  Bulkhead doors are all sealed.  The enemy is probably still inside, protected by their carapaces.  They need to die.  I am open to suggestions,” I said.   
 
      
 
    A soldier named Private Samuels spoke up, “The observation deck has a manual lever for an emergency containment curtain.  Drop that ECC, and you can pressurize the hanger bay again.  That lets us in, prevents the Jellies from escaping, but ruins the hanger bay for a while. More than a while, a major repair undertaking.  With the whacking our engineering automacubes just took, that might be a very long time indeed.” 
 
      
 
    I was trying to follow that information on how to get inside, when she continued.   
 
      
 
    “Sergeant Kalju, the observation deck, which is just beyond this bulkhead door, has a pressure door from it to the bay itself.  It automatically seals when the bay is depressurized.  A safety precaution.  It is not a bulkhead—so it cannot hold for long—but it should hold long enough if we pop the bulkhead door to the corridor here,” Samuels stated.  “Evacuate everyone except me behind those pressure doors, then I override that bulkhead door.  Two sets of pressure doors should hold against vacuum for a minute or two.  Time enough to get in, shut that bulkhead door, and drop the ECC.” 
 
      
 
    It made sense, but I added, “Good plan.  But both of us go.  If a Jellie is waiting inside that observation deck, or blasts one of us, the other can still get the job done.  Everyone, back up past the pressure doors there.  Make sure the wounded are in a safe location, with guards.  Jellies are still around here somewhere.  Samuels and I will get inside, and when the bay is re-pressurized, you all come and join the fun.  Move people!” 
 
      
 
    They obeyed my commands.   
 
      
 
    Samuels and I stood at that bulkhead door.  She had a wall panel open, and had jury-rigged some energy circuits as well as connected in the manual override wheels.  I again tried the command channels, but that horrible noise was still there.  I snapped it off.  Not only was that screeching causing my ears to hurt, it was genuinely making me enraged with fury.  I knew being so angry would not let me make good and clear decisions, so I stuffed that anger down and calmed myself.  It was hard to do.  I again thought of that dairy farmer, and his request of me.      
 
      
 
    “Ready to go Samuels?” I asked.   
 
      
 
    “Yes!”  
 
      
 
    “You go for the ECC controls, and I will shut the bulkhead door.  
 
      
 
    “Yes!” Samuels sounded excited and enthusiastic.   
 
      
 
    “Pop the bulkhead open!” 
 
      
 
    She twisted one of the manual wheels, and then connected the spanner to flood the door with energy.  The door moved about a third of the way open.  I was rocked by a rush of air moving past me and into the observation deck.  I knew the reactive armor was designed to serve as a spacesuit and was—theoretically anyway—more efficient than the old-style spacesuits, but I still had a moment of fear.  Not much stood between me and the vast wasteland of space.   
 
      
 
    Samuels quickly slipped past the bulkhead door, and I saw her floating beyond.  There was a purple shade to the light in there, so I dove in, knowing I would encounter near zero gravity conditions.  There was no Jellie on the observation deck, but the light was coming through the clear permalloy viewing window.  Pulling myself around the doorframe, I pulled open the manual access panel and extracted the wheel.  I spun it as fast as I could.  The bulkhead door snapped shut.   
 
      
 
    “ECC deployed!” Samuels yelped in triumph.   
 
      
 
    A deep grinding noise rattled me.  I drew out my enpol, flipped its settings to maximum and pushed off toward the pressure door which led to the hanger bay.   
 
      
 
    “Pressurization happening!  Seals look good!” Samuels reported as she floated by the manual controls on the workstation.  “Gravity manipulation will come on shortly.”   
 
      
 
    The pressure door snapped open as I reached for it, and the air flow buffeted me into the hanger bay. I kicked my feet against a side wall to avoid slamming into it and that took me upward quickly. There I saw four Jellies, floating in their carapaces.  I aimed the enpol at the nearest one and fired.   
 
      
 
    Zing. 
 
      
 
    There was no recoil, thankfully. The beam of energy struck right in the middle of the Jellie.  An orange glow spread out around where it hit.  A mud-like brown hue appeared in a ring around that impact spot.  I fired again. 
 
      
 
    Zing!     
 
      
 
    The burnt sienna colored ring grew larger as the second energy beam hit.  Then a split happened, and brown globs began to bubble from inside the Jellie’s carapace.  A white globe flashed past me and detonated against the wall to the side.   
 
      
 
    Zing.  Zing.  Zing. 
 
      
 
    Samuels was firing from near the doorway to the observation deck.  Her impacts were on the same Jellie.   
 
      
 
    Suddenly, I fell crashing down to the deck.  That probably save my life, for just as I fell, several white icy detonations took place exactly where I had been floating.  I have never been so thankful for a sudden initiation of gravity manipulation in my life. As I struck the deck of the hanger bay, I saw a different bulkhead door across the way burst open.  Soldiers came pouring through, firing their enpols at the Jellies.  
 
      
 
    I lost track of which Jellie I had fired upon first, as they were rolling about on the deck.  Tentacles were whipping out and smacking the soldiers closest to them.  Those soldiers were knocked around, but they were bouncing back into the fight quickly.  Energy weapons’ fire zinged across the hanger bay, not always impacting the Jellies.  A thruster fuel tank exploded in a brilliant yellow ball of flames, ignited as an energy bolt pierced a fuel hose at its top.  Flaming shards rained down from above for a moment, and then fire suppression foam was squirted out from various places, making the whole scene look like a winter storm in Kansas.  Well, except for the large purple glowing aliens, that is.   
 
      
 
    I saw one of the Jellies had grabbed a soldier in its muscular carapace tentacles, and with another tentacle it had wrapped a coil about that soldier’s head and neck.  The thrashing about was so rapid I dared not fire a shot, so I leapt over and straddled that specific tentacle.  The vibration saws in both my gloves activated, and as I squeezed down on that tentacle, they cut through the glowing carapace.  Brown ooze slipped between my fingers, as the coil came loose and the trapped soldier fell to the deck.  The body was motionless after it struck.  The truncated part of the tentacle writhed about and its purple glow faded, while the stump retracted back into the main body of the Jellie’s carapace. I put my enpol right against the side of the Jellie and fired. 
 
      
 
    Kerbaaang!

The enpol exploded in my hand, rocketing me up and away from the Jellie.  Pain racked up my arm as if I had been cleaved with a huge, sharp blade.  My reactive armor was shimmering all over with the powerful force it was trying to deflect.  The visual displays flickered before my eyes as they were nearly overloaded.  All color on the display was lost, and it reverted to a tertiary black-and-white system which kept my situational awareness and views intact, but lost all supplementary feedback and information.  I crashed into the sidewall of the hanger bay, near some cranes which were folded against the wall.  I then slumped down the wall as my armor dissipated the explosion.  The pain in my hand and arm were horrific.   
 
      
 
    Looking back toward the Jellie, which in my displays now looked a shade of light gray, I saw other soldiers backing away as the alien’s carapace split and the thing inside slithered out of that crack.  A bullpup’s bark sounded as rounds hammered into the long organic stem with its curved spike.  The organic tentacles flailed about in pain as the bullets ripped it to shreds.  A soldier grabbed one of the bigger tentacles and yanked hard, and the Jellie itself flopped out of the broken carapace, surrounded by gushes of fluids.  Again, with my damaged visual equipment it all showed up in shades of gray, black, or white.  The dome at the top of the Jellie was riddled with bullets as others shot their bullpups into it.   
 
      
 
    One Jellie was dead, but three more were fighting viciously.  At that point, I thought the battle was ours to win!  I tried to stand, and get back into the fight, but my legs did not respond.  Warnings flickered all over my displays and then went off, and I was left with just basic visual and audio.  White globes detonated against soldiers, and tentacles struck down hard sending soldiers recoiling away.  I tried to bring my own bullpup into play, but my armor was still trembling and shaking with the remnants of the explosion.   
 
      
 
    Someone appeared next to me, “Kalju?  Can you answer me?” 
 
      
 
    “Kill it for me!” I cried out.  “Kill it for me!” 
 
     
 
    “I am taking you out of here!” that soldier said with force.  I looked at the helmeted head right before me, but it was only in shades of gray and black, and no name or information showed on my display.  I could not tell who it was, just a soldier in reactive armor.  “Put your arm around me.” 
 
      
 
    “Go join the battle!” I commanded.  
 
      
 
    The solder laughed a bit, “I am in battle.  Saving my sergeant!” 
 
      
 
    I tried to lift my arms up, but only one responded.  Throwing that arm around the soldier, I was lifted up.  I was thrown over a shoulder, and that was when I realized my own reactive armor was sealed off at the elbow of my right arm.  The twisted, burnt, and steaming stump looked surreal, and I wondered how it had happened.  My mind was whirling, as I looked down at my own armor.  It just did not look right.  I could feel my hand, but I could not see it.  Errors were happening somewhere.     
 
      
 
    “I have to kill the Jellies!” I cried out.  “For Bartlet and Kulm and Brett.  Wait? I have to kill them! I promised that milkman I would.” 
 
      
 
    “Kalju, I have you.  Shut up now,” the soldier replied. “Please, just shut up.”  
 
      
 
    “Sorry Mister Fisher, sorry.  Lazlo?”  I was bouncing along but saw a Jellie carapace shatter under the combined strikes of several energy weapons and a basic grenade going off.  This time the Jellie inside did not slide out, but instead several other grenades were launched right into the cracks in its carapace shell.  I think I heard it go boom, but I am not sure.  My visual circuits were fading out, or was it my eyesight?  Something was wrong.  I thought I saw “Multiple system failures” flash across before my eyes, but maybe I imagined that? 
 
      
 
    “Be out soon, sergeant!”  
 
      
 
    “Bartlet, we need to get away from this island.  The orcas,” I stammered, “they can talk to the Jellies.  Those ocean guys…”  
 
      
 
    I somehow saw the top of a bulkhead door pass by me, or I passed by it, I am not sure which. 
 
      
 
    “Bartlet?  I hate it when they kill dogs!  I just hate that!” I was blubbering as I arrived in the corridor.   
 
      
 
    “Right Kalju, so do I.”   
 
      
 
    Then I heard a sound I never heard before.  Ripping permalloy combined with a feral cat hissing sort-of describes that sound, but not really.  With that sound came a brilliant pink light.  My first thought was that my reactive armor was restored and the visual displays were working again.  But why was it so luminously pink colored?  I remember saying something like, “Mom?  Dad?  What is that pink light?” 
 
      
 
    “Everyone get out!”  
 
      
 
    That was the last thing I heard during that battle in the hanger bay.   
 
      
 
    As I relate that battle, I guess toward the end of it, I was raving and hallucinating.  Well, I wish I could tell you how I ended up in the Bread biome, but all that is just a blur of confused and strange images.   
 
      
 
    The next truly coherent memory I have is waking up to a mechanical voice, “Good morning. I am Doctor 328.  How are you feeling?” 
 
      
 
    I looked over and saw a medical automacube sitting on its six drive wheels right next to me.  Its multi-jointed arm was holding a self-filtering squeeze bottle of water up to my lips.  I took a sip of the cool and refreshing water, and looked around.  I was on a medical treatment table, and my right arm was surrounded by a stasis field.   
 
      
 
    Swallowing the water and taking another sip I asked a really awesome question, “Where am I?” 
 
      
 
    “Sergeant Kalju, you are in Bransdale Medical Clinic, in the biome of Bread.  You were severely injured in battle.  Do you not remember this?  We have had this conversation several times over the last few days.” 
 
      
 
    “Seems like the first time to me,” I replied, but then my mind did have shadows of images and recollections of something like that.  Perhaps they were real memories or déjà vu or a dream.  So, I said, “How long have I been here?” 
 
      
 
    A different voice came on, and it was from over the top of the medical treatment table.  “I am AI Vaska the medical overseer of this clinic.  Before you ask, let me just inform you again that I cannot access medical or military records to search for your lost friends.  The lattice of compeers is not functional, and I am limited to my patients and those who have recently visited this clinic.  I am unable to secure any links or couplings to Kansas, or any other habitat, so I am unable to arrange communication between you and your family. I am also unaware of how the battle against the Jellies is progressing, so to save time, please refrain from asking about those issues.  I apologize if this is brusque, but I have other patients to attend to, and we have covered this several times already.  I will, however, now answer your next question which is regarding your health status.  You were severely injured by an energy blast.  Your right arm was destroyed, but has been regenerated.  It is currently eighty percent functional and will reach the restoration point in about twenty hours.  You have been here for eighteen days, during much of which you were heavily sedated due to the arm injury, and your multiple secondary injuries.  All the secondary injuries have been healed.  You have an excellent prognosis for a full physical recovery.  Psychological, emotional, and spiritual issues will need to be addressed at future sessions and treatment periods.”    
 
      
 
    I wiggled my fingers on my right hand, and while they felt weak, they did move adequately.  When I tried to pinch my index finger to my thumb, I missed, and there was a bit of a hesitation in my muscles.   
 
      
 
    AI Vaska went on, “You will experience some lack of coordination in your new appendage until restoration is complete.  Therapy is progressing as expected.  Please cooperate with Doctor 328 for future care.” 
 
      
 
    The automacube then addressed me again, “I do have a transceiver here and an ongoing order to connect you to your commanding officer when I feel it would be beneficial.  I believe you should attempt that now.  Do you feel up to speaking to your commander?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, please!” I responded, but then I wondered which officer that would be.  “Unless it is Adams, or Gehlen, or Caldwell.” 
 
      
 
    “Establishing link to Senior Lieutenant Gonzales,” the white automacube stated.   
 
      
 
    A display screen appeared on the far wall.  “Sergeant Kalju, it is about time.  I am pleased you are better.”  Gonzales was in fatigues, but her reactive armor was hanging right behind her.   
 
      
 
    “How is it going?” I mumbled, still somewhat in shock at the news I was hearing.  Then I remembered something important.  “Lieutenant, please thank whoever carried me out of that hanger bay.”   
 
      
 
    “Already done, Kalju.  That was a kitty and goat rodeo of constipation if I ever saw one.  We lost far too many good people in there, and I am thankful to still have my sergeant.  Now, I will come and get…” 
 
      
 
    “Lieutenant, how many soldiers are dead?” 
 
      
 
    “Kalju, we lost one hundred seventy-seven killed, another ninety-one wounded, some permanently, and fourteen that are uncounted for.  Those fourteen do not show up on biometric tracking anywhere on the Marathon.  I assume they were lost in space, since we are unable to scan out there for them, but it is possible they were taken prisoners.  The AI Vaska tells me you and forty-nine others will be ready to go by day after tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    “How could that be? We had the Jellies beat.  I saw at least two of them die, and there were only two more in the hanger bay,” I was flabbergasted at the losses.     
 
      
 
    “We had those four cornered, and except for your stunt with the MDF-A1, which is now unofficially called the enpol, we were holding our own pretty stinking well.  Then, we got galloped from outside.  The Jellie spacecraft opened us up like a jar of fruit preservatives.  Let me show you,” she switched something and my display showed a visual recording.  “This is from an approach aperture camera just outside that hanger bay.  I have filtered out some of the Jellie’s purple glow.” 
 
      
 
    The video showed an elongated lozenge shaped blob of purple—the Jellie spacecraft—as it approached into view.  Its outline was fuzzy and indistinct.  I could see the hanger bay’s exterior doors, one side of which was buckled and unclosed.  Behind those were the emergency containment curtain.  The Jellie spaceship unleased a strange pink beam of something.  Not a typical laser or particle beam, but something else.  It sliced through the remains of the hanger bay doors, and carved open the emergency containment curtain.  Explosive decompression took place, and I saw soldiers in reactive armor flung into space, along with four Jellie carapace globes.  Two of them were still glowing and those were absorbed into the Jellie spacecraft.  It then zipped away quickly.   
 
      
 
    “So, we are down to what, eighty some soldiers?” I asked.  
 
      
 
    “Eight-eight combat veterans in our Bilokos, when the last of you wounded warriors rejoin us.  We lost both Senior Lieutenant Begay and Sharma.  I am now our Senior Lieutenant, but we have no officer replacements.  You, Kalju, are our only sergeant.” 
 
      
 
    “Did the shuttle get away?” I asked.   
 
      
 
    “Colonel Hayyon survived, but none of those wounded made it.  That Jellie spacecraft used the pink destruction beam on the shuttle and blew open its passenger compartment.  The Colonel made an emergency docking to an exterior repair station, and got inside, barely, and only because the shuttle’s cabin could seal itself off from the passengers.  The shuttle is a complete loss.” 
 
      
 
    “So, what now?” I asked.  It was a lot to take in.   
 
      
 
    “Kalju, you sleep one more night there, I will come and get you tomorrow and the next day we get the other recovered soldiers out of that clinic.  Then we make a plan to fight back.  Today, you rest a bit more.  I am counting on my sergeant to be at full strength as soon as possible.” 
 
      
 
    “Lieutenant? We lost a lot of people, but also a bunch of our automacubes.  How will we finish the mission without all our equipment?  I only have this.” I pulled at the thin material which made up my sleeping garments.   
 
      
 
    “The Jellies have stayed away from the gravitational top of this habitat.  Roughly they own everything from ground level and below.  We own the top and the biome.  The shell is a wasteland.  I think it is because the Jellies prefer fluid-type environments as opposed to the gaseous ones.  That is only a guess.  With the GAGS at various places, up and down is sort-of irrelevant. However, we have kept Reproduction and Fabrication running here in Bread.  Weapons and armor are being replaced.  You even contributed to that.” 
 
      
 
    “Huh?” 
 
      
 
    “Your use of the enpol, with its muzzle blocked by the Jellie, revealed a design flaw.  The new generation, the MDF-A2 has a safety which prevents it from discharging if anything substantial is blocking the muzzle for a distance of one meter.  Too bad you had to give a hand and part of your arm to find that out,” she replied with a genuine smile. “But do not try to change the nickname.  Everyone is calling them enpols now, so we are stuck with that.  The original versions are being traded in for the new ones.  Those old models are being refitted and returned to us.”   
 
      
 
    “Lieutenant?  Is there any word on my friends or family?” 
 
      
 
    “Not really.  Last I heard, Kansas was intact, but that was days ago.  I honestly am not sure what is happening.  MC001 and IAM Lenore ignore my requests.  Bread is a mess, most of the water here is contaminated, and it takes repeated filtering to make it potable, not portable, but drinkable.  The biome will not be getting rain for some time, as the filters are not adequate for that wide a scale filtering and cleaning.  So, our situation is grim.” 
 
      
 
    “Lieutenant Gonzales?  What is the plan?”   
 
      
 
    “In two days, our team, the Bilokos will do one errand and then will join Bread’s MDF forces.  Together, the combined force will fight our way down a constituent joint to rejoin the main MDF forces in the needle ship.  You will like the MDF forces here, they call themselves the Bakers.  Bakers in Bread, sort of a joke, but they are fiendishly good fighters.  They are a far cry from the Red Guard.  Bakers are good troopers. Now you rest.  See you tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    As the Lieutenant shut down the link, I had a slew of other questions.  If the fighting forces were leaving Bread, what would happen to the general population which lived here?  Were there roughly the same number of residents in Bread as in the other habitats?  We were moving the repositories?  
 
      
 
    I suppose Doctor 328 gave me some analgesics, sedation, or something, for I fell asleep again.  When I awoke, early the next morning, I recalled the prior conversations and the discharge plans. I suppose I was healing.  Unfortunately, I had other visitors I wished to never see again.  They were not actually in my room with me, but came visiting through the display and my transceiver.   
 
      
 
    “Sergeant Kalju? This is Colonel Caldwell,” her phony smile was plastered on her face yet again.  “I am so happy you are recovered enough to assist.  I need your help.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you want?  I know you are not here in Bread.  That proves there are connections which can be made from my position to some other locality.  Where are you?  Why do you get to make connections, but I am not?  I want to talk to my parents or family in Kansas.” 
 
      
 
    “I am certain you do.  A perfectly reasonable request, yes, it is.  Oh, yes, that is very understandable.  You have suffered more traumatic events, and family is very important,” she dabbed an eye as if a tear would actually appear there.  “Unfortunately, I cannot make a connect to them for you.” 
 
      
 
    “Big surprise, you refuse to help me again.  Just what I expected,” I snapped back.  I should have been more diplomatic, but I was angry. 
 
      
 
    “I know this has been terribly upsetting to you.  It has been to all of us.  War is hard, yes it certainly is.  Each battle is a personal affront to one’s dignity.  Now, where was I?  Oh yes, I cannot make any connections for you. However, your help in needed in evaluation of the sonic weapon which our enemy used against you.  Please answer the following questions about your experiences with that sonic weapon.” 
 
      
 
    My interest was piqued so I did answer all her questions.  I got no answers myself, but I did cooperate.  She finished that interview with some platitude of wishing me a swift recovery and safety in future battles.  I honestly am not sure if I said, “You can join me in battle.  There is always room for more cannon fodder.”  I think I did, but maybe I just wished I had said that. 
 
      
 
    Later, I went through a similar rigmarole with Colonel Gehlen about that same sonic weapon.  The display came on, and he just began speaking at me.  His pasty-white face and emotionless, pale gray eyes looked even more pathetic than before. The questions he asked were more technical than those asked by Colonel Caldwell, but I cooperated.  He was less than courteous when I asked about contacting my family, or if he had information about my missing friends.  His only response to those questions was, “That topic has been addressed, and you are well aware of the limitations in communication.  There is nothing new to report.”  I had expected nothing less.  He was not openly hostile toward me, so maybe that was enough.     
 
      
 
    At the very end of that interrogation, Colonel Gehlen did ask me an unexpected question.  “Sergeant Kalju, what are your impressions and thoughts about Sylvia Ledbetter and Earle Delevane?” 
 
      
 
    I was confident that I had covered all that with him before, and I did not like thinking about those oceanographers from that mission where my friends died.  I snapped a reply with as much sarcasm as I could pour into my words, “That topic has been addressed.  There is nothing new to report.”  Then I added, “They are oceanographers who my friends died saving.  It better have been worth it.” 
 
      
 
    “Sergeant Kalju, I assure you it was,” Colonel Gehlen answered cryptically and shut down the connection.   
 
      
 
    At lunchtime, Doctor 328 removed the stasis field from my arm, and I could eat with both hands.  My new arm looked unusual, and not like what I remembered.  Sure, it was a normal looking human arm, but there was a marked coloration change where the new limb had been regenerated.  Its skin pigmentation, my new arm’s pigmentation, was not an exact match to the rest of my body. Nevertheless, it functioned.  Oddly enough it was completely hairless and that felt strange.  I caught myself rubbing the scar in my eyebrow several times.  Life can be measured out by the roadmap of scars one’s body carries.     
 
      
 
    In midafternoon, Senior Lieutenant Gonzales arrived, this time in person.   
 
      
 
    “Sergeant, I have a set of gear for your use.  AI Vaska says you are free to go.  Tomorrow morning the last of our soldiers who are going to recover enough to join the battle will be ready.  So, this evening you and I need to plan our tactics and strategy.” 
 
      
 
    Moving out from the clinic was odd.  I felt abandoned, and my new arm was still strange looking and feel different.  Oh, sure, it functioned just like before, but there was a distinct lack of muscle-memory, if I can call it that.  Everything I did with that hand felt new, even though the motions were well practiced with my old hand and arm.  So, when I dressed, my handed worked well, but it felt like I was doing it for the first time.  I guess, maybe that does not make much sense, and I doubt anyone who had not had a new limb forcefully regenerated in a short span of time can understand.  I was tempted—for a moment of two—to go and ask AI Vaska about it.  Regenerating limbs was not a typical procedure known in Kansas.  At that moment, my prior life in Kansas seemed to be so long ago and so far away.  Life in Kansas had been so much better than it was that day I was discharged from the clinic in Bread.   
 
      
 
    “Sergeant, you and I will be responsible for getting the Bilokos to complete this mission.  The whole details will be in your new reactive armor, which is arriving in the morning.  Basically, the MDF forces here in Bread, the Bakers—nice idiom, right? Well, they will be rounding up and escorting all the inhabitants of Bread to evacuation centers.  The people know this is coming and are working together.  Our job, is to deliver a package to the bow end of this biome, drop it in the river there, and then meet up with the Bakers as they fight their way to the needle ship.” 
 
      
 
    “That sounds easy enough,” I replied. “But what are we delivering, and why?” 
 
      
 
    Lieutenant Gonzales answered, “The Jellies have control of virtually all the water beneath the ground.  They have also been seen in the lakes and river here in Bread.  They have poisoned the water in the aquafer, the reservoir, and the pumps.  That toxic water is killing the biome.  So, the new mission is to take detergent enzymes to the bow end of the biome, dump them into the river, and then we get out.  That detergent carries catalytic enzymes which will attack the Jellie’s gunk in the water.  They actually attack the physical composition of the Jellies’ carapaces as well.  Something about a molecular target on the alien organic materials.  I was told these detergents have been in development for over ten years, and they should work to drive out the Jellies, and then restore the water to purity.  The location for our dump is right over where the water drops down into the recycling chambers which lead to the reservoir and beneath that into the sublevel aquafer.” 
 
      
 
    “So, we are hitting the Jellies with some kind of bio-chemical weapons, spread via the water?” I asked.  The surprise and dubious support must have been in my voice.   
 
      
 
    “I am told the best and brightest on the Marathon designed these enzymatic detergents.  They break down the alien materials, and that works as a purifier for the water.  We still have control of the rain systems, so only when the detergents are in the system will it rain again in Bread’s biome.  The rain will soak into ground, and the hydrologic cycle will spread the detergents to all aspects of the biome.” 
 
      
 
    “How long will this process take to complete?” I was starting to see some major problems in the plan.   
 
      
 
    “As usual, Kalju, you understand, and cut right to the point.  Bravo.  Best guess from what I was told is that it will take five years for the detergents to work completely through the biome.  During that span, it is expected that the toxic Jellie water will have killed every living thing in here.  But, once the hydrologic cycle is purified, then massive microorganism restoration can be started, and after that, restocking of the biome.  Everything necessary to restock Bread is available in storage; soil microorganisms, soil biota, soil fauna, edaphon participates, all that stuff.  All the organics—saved from old-earth—will be stocked to rebuild Bread.  Everything, like earthworms, nematodes, protozoa, fungi, bacteria and different arthropods. The decomposition of organic matter will need several more years to establish a solid base to build upon, but soil fertility, plant growth, flora and fauna, all depend on the basic foundation of clean, and recyclable water.  The detergents will be the first step in doing that.” 
 
      
 
    “So, Bread is dead, and our plan is to give this biome an injection to cause a future resurrection?” 
 
      
 
    “Succinctly put. That is the plan, yes.  The human population will reside in the unused portions of Chicago, which are being readied for occupation.  Then the humans will return to Bread years from now,” Lieutenant Gonzales stated.   
 
      
 
    “If the Jellies are all gone.” 
 
      
 
    “That is the plan.  When it works to drive them out of Bread, we will do the same thing in all the other habitats.  Well, that is my assumption.” 
 
      
 
    That night I slept in a small apartment near the clinic.  I did not see much of the town of Bransdale.  I heard a lot of people who were packing, loading, and arranging things for their journey to the evacuation centers.  I knew the egress door to the shell, which was just off the main street of Bransdale was one of those evacuation centers.  Just before I dropped off to sleep, someone knocked at my door.   
 
      
 
    It was a child of about ten years old.  He was pulling an old-fashioned wagon.  On that was a parcel which obviously had come through a gravity conduit as it was sealed and packaged in that specific manner.  
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” I told the boy.   
 
      
 
    “You are one of the heroes who will kill the monsters.  I have brought you all that you need.  Mommy says than when we come back, everything will be new and the monsters will all be gone.” 
 
      
 
    “I hope so.”  The package was lighter weight than I thought.   
 
      
 
    The boy was looking at my odd arm, as well as my scarred face.  He then said, “The monsters killed my dog.”   
 
      
 
    I squatted down and hugged the child.   
 
      
 
    After that he turned and pulled his wagon away.   
 
      
 
    “A monster killed my dog too!” I called after him.   
 
      
 
    He looked back and just nodded.  I am glad he did not ask more about that, for I did not want to explain about Marie to a child.  I had trouble enough just thinking about it.   
 
      
 
    So instead of rehashing all those memories which were entangled with Marie’s death, I opened the package.  Inside was a new set of reactive armor, a disassembled bullpup, a new version of the enpol, and a sealed box with “Ammunition” stamped on the side.  I marveled that a child had been given this package to deliver to me.  As I looked more closely, I realized that the sealed box was locked with a biometric latch.  The energy weapon lacked its battery, so it was harmless as it was.  Placing my hand against the sealed box’s lid, a green light flashed over me.  The box unlocked. 
 
      
 
    “I guess it recognizes my new limb.”  I lifted my new hand and stretched out its fingers.  Looking at the nails, they were different than the ones I had previously trimmed so many times.  My hand clenched into a fist and then relaxed.   
 
      
 
    I assembled the bullpup easily and quickly.  I had three magazines, and enough rounds to fill each one.  The box also contained four basic grenades for the launcher, and two amvex grenades.  The enpol’s energy power-pack was at the bottom of the ammunition box.  It had a battery for the enpol and a connection cable for my reactive armor.  The enpol would recharge itself each time I put it into the holster.  That would drain a bit of my reactive armor’s energy, but that was minimal.   
 
      
 
    I considered putting on the reactive armor, but decided not to do so.  The bed was too inviting, and I reclined back, propped my head on my hands, and fell asleep.   
 
      
 
    I awoke to a clip-clopping outside of my room which I knew was horses.  I quickly dressed, used the small toileting room connected to the bedroom, and stepped outside.  I was eager to see a horse, since Kansas had a lot of horses, mules, donkeys, and some oxen who all were used in various manners on the farms and ranches.   
 
      
 
    “Whoa Gold and Champagne!  Stop here big fellows!” an elderly man called from the seats on a wagon. “You must be the hero known as Calhoun.” 
 
      
 
    “Kalju, sir.  My name is Kalju, not Calhoun.  How may I assist you, sir?” 
 
      
 
    “My team and I are here to assist you, big hero.  Forgive me for messing up your name.  That young lady, Rita, she asked me to come by and get you.  The delivery of these barrels of chemicals came, you know about them, right?  Right. Of course, you do. She said you were her right-hand-man.  So, I came here,” the elderly man replied.  He was very wrinkled and had a fairly large belly which jutted out in front of him.  His coppery colored face was weathered and worn, much like the older men in Kansas I had known.  His eyes were of an indeterminate color, but they met mine with confidence. He held the reins for the horses with practiced nonchalance.    
 
      
 
    I looked from the man to the horses, as they were not like any horses I had ever seen before.  They were beige, sort-of a creamy color, with short hair, except for the long, thick, white-colored, manes, tails, forelocks, and heavy hair feathering around their large hooved feet.  As I walked up to the horses, I could see around their nostrils that their skin was pinkish, and they had soft, gentle, amber-colored eyes.  The pair of horses was nearly identical and made me wonder if they were clones, but as I looked I saw subtle differences, so they were probably from the same sire, or dam, or both.  I admired the horse’s broad chests, sloping shoulders and short, strong backs. Those well-muscled animals were natural for draft work.  I earnestly wanted to tell our father about these horses and ask him if he knew what type they were.  I felt like I was an eight-year-old again. 
 
      
 
    “Hero Kalju?  Did I say it right this time? Your name?” the old man interrupted my pondering and staring at his beautiful animals.   
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir.  That is my name.  Your horses are fine, simply fine!  Are all the horses in Bread like this?  We have no horse breeds in Kansas this color or exactly this shape.  Strong, powerful animals, so very fine. Oh, well, we have teams of horses, of course we do, it is just… that well… oh, I am blathering. I am sorry.” 
 
      
 
    “Hero Kalju, nothing to apologize for, but this load of chemicals needs to get on its way, and that lady asked me if I could be your drayman for this job.  She was getting the other fighters from the clinic, and asked me to help by being the drayman.  I said that, right?  I told her I sure could, since the MDF did not see fit to allow me to fight.  I was just a wee little kid when we launched, so long ago, but have been a drayman here in Bread since I was eighteen and finished my formal schooling.  Nothing like being out in the biome helping my neighbors.” 
 
      
 
    “Sir?  You were born on Earth?” I asked in even further awe.  If that man was born on Earth, before the launch, then he was more remarkable than the draft horses.  “Were you born on Earth?”     
 
      
 
    “Not that I remember, not that I remember.  But my folks, they told me I was.  My name is Evan, Evan the Drayman.  Now, I am no hero, like you are, but I think you may be needing some equipment?  From what the other fighters are wearing, they have that super fancy hyper-armor stuff, and weapons.  You, my new friend, you only have just those clothing.  Or, do I need to haul you somewhere to get your things?  Are they at the clinic?  I see you got a new arm on you, and wow, that is a big to-do.  Seems like just the last ten years or so they got going on that growing of new limbs.  Hot-to-trot that is.  Why, I recall times, back when Bread was new—trees all short and crops still getting settled into proper rotations and such—and there would be some accident, some tragedy with a baler, or a hay-cutter, or something.  Well, no new limbs grown back then.  Amputees got a mechanical prosthetic limb, not some regenerated one.  Of course, the harvester automacubes did most of that really dangerous work, but the farmers and ranchers still sometimes got hurt, yes, they did.  But now, people getting arms and legs grown back.  I read that was because of some breakthrough in medicine where they…” 
 
      
 
    “Excuse me. Yes, you are right!  I need my reactive armor and my weapons. Be right back!” I cut the old man off, and felt badly about that. “Sorry sir.  I do not mean to be rude and interrupt, but as you said, my lieutenant is waiting for me and your load of enzymatic detergent.  I will be right back.” 
 
      
 
    “Hurry back and we will get going.  I think hero Rita has those others ready.  I can see them lining up in the courtyard of the clinic.” 
 
      
 
    I slipped into the new reactive armor, but kept the helmet off.  I put the weapons, grenades, and other gear in their respective pouches, holsters, and holders.  Then I came back outside.  The sky tube was shining down on Bread, and the light made the horses look almost golden colored. 
 
      
 
    “I am ready Evan the Drayman.  I see the Bilokos getting into formation.  Thank you for alerting me.  Do I just drive the horses from here or what?” 
 
      
 
    “Nope.  I am driving them.  The load of chemicals here needs to get to its destination,” Evan replied with a lopsided grin, “and who better than a lifetime drayman to finish this task.  Then, I hear we are all leaving.  Come on Gold and Champagne.”  Clicking his mouth, he guided the horses with a gentle flip of the reins.   
 
      
 
    I jogged over to the formation of troops where people were lining up.  I slipped my helmet on and sealed it in place.  The display lit up and showed me too much information, so with a few moves of my jaw and chin I rearranged the information feed to what was needed and left the rest in backup positions.  My situational awareness and perspective was excellent.  Maybe better than the old suit.  I glanced at my new arm, and tried to push the memory of that arm as a ruined stump out of my mind.  What the old man had said about amputees, sort-of haunted me.   
 
      
 
    Auditory systems were functioning well, and I could hear all the other soldiers discussing general things.  Then a surprise happened.  Over my display flashed a message, “Encrypted From SN LT Gonzales: ACCEPT?” 
 
      
 
    I indicated that I wanted that message.   
 
      
 
    “Excellent Sergeant Kalju.  We are now linked on a command-only frequency.  Colonel Hayyon and Major Adams are part of this network as well. I see Evan found you.  He is a likeable sort, and the best transportation of our detergent as I could arrange.  He is far older than he looks, which is amazing.  There are no automacubes available for our use.  The MDF forces are using them to herd up the people of Bread,”  
 
      
 
    “I can see why the Bakers of Bread would need the automacubes, but I was wondering about the animal life here.  Surely some provision has been made to evacuate the animals of this biome as well.” 
 
      
 
    “Kalju, that would be impossible.  The needle ship is not a biome, and was never designed for as many people as we will fit into it.  Chicago can house the humans, once we get them there, but the animals of Bread have nowhere to go.  Let me rephrase that, there is nowhere to put them all.” 
 
      
 
    “Kansas could take them all,” I said without thinking it through.  As the words tumbled out of my mouth, I realized the impossibility of mixing two diverse biomes, even if they were as similar as Kansas and Bread.  The homeostasis of Kansas would be threatened by a huge influx of wildlife, not to mention the associated bacterial and viral contaminations which would happen on such a large scale. 
 
      
 
    “Decisions like that are not mine to make, nor are they yours, Kalju.  I am switching to address all the Bilokos.  The encryption alert will not happen now that we have made a secure connection on the command-only frequency.  That is our defense against another sonic attack.” 
 
      
 
    There was a distinct difference in the sound of her voice as it was on the full-unit frequency.  I noted that there were ways my armor could connect to individuals or that I could make subgrouping for communications.  I listened carefully to what was said.   
 
      
 
    “I am Senior Lieutenant Rita Gonzales, as each of you already knows.  We went through a lot at the hanger bay, and we lost good friends and fellow Bilokos.  Now is not the time to mourn.  That time will come, although we each will grieve in our own way.  Today, we have a job to do.  Our numbers are small, but our cause is just.  We will be taking the enzymatic detergent barrels to the bow and dumping them in the river there.  This will....” 
 
      
 
    She went on to explain in detail what was happening, and what our role in using these bio-chemical weapons against the Jellies would be.  
 
      
 
    “Lieutenant?  Why not just dump this stuff in the river near here?” a soldier named Stridell asked.  His name appeared over his image on my display.  “The locals say the river is just about a kilometer away from here.” 
 
      
 
    “Our orders are to dump it in the river at the bow, which is about eighty kilometers from here,” Gonzales replied.  She was not at all bothered by the question.  “The scientists behind this plan believe the location at the bow is vital for the success of the mission.  From my understanding, if the initial dump happens anywhere else, the concentration will be lowered as the enzymatic detergent enters the reservoir and aquifer.  It would still be lethal to the Jellies and their toxins, but the process would be slowed down considerably.  Reclamation of Bread would take years longer, if we just dump it nearby.  And I tell you all, I want to kill these Jellies as quickly and as efficiently as we can.  Our friends deserve that.” 
 
      
 
    “Lieutenant?  Why were the barrels not delivered to the bow after production?” another soldier, this one named Varbama asked.  “I would think transport through the shell by way of slide-walks, or conduits would have been faster and easier.”  
 
      
 
    “If we occupied those sections of the shell, that territory in between the bow and where the detergent was fabricated, we might have been able to do that.  However, the Jellies flooded some of that, the gravitationally down areas, and other spots have been opened to space to stop the Jellie advance.  No runabout shuttles are available to fly it over the biome either.  Therefore, our best and fastest route is across this biome.  We saw what the Jellies can do in a confined space, let us show them what we can do out in the open.  Now, this wagon must be protected.  So, I want soldiers on the wagon at all times.  Your reactive armor will serve as shields against Jellie attacks.  Set your reactive armor to Hernes-muster 47.” 
 
      
 
    We all adjusted our reactive armor’s settings.  I noted there were ten different camouflage patterns.  Looking down at my armor, it had become more a collage of greens, tans, browns, and taupes.  The pattern was tight and dotted in roughly pea-sized blotches. The holsters, belts, pouches, and assorted places to store weapons and gear remained unchanged in color, but they did not stand out in contrast, so the overall effect was good.      
 
      
 
    “Excellent, you will blend in better that way.  So, twelve soldiers on the sides of the wagon.  Set your suits to hover mode so those poor horses do not have to haul more weight.  Divide into squads, as per your assignments which will be appearing now.  Sergeant Kalju and I will alternate point, and the squads who are not serving as shields will fan out to the side to watch for and destroy any Jellies which might be lurking waiting to attack us.  Samuels, a word with you.  Snap to it Bilokos!” 
 
      
 
    The squad assignments showed up on my display, with me being in charge of one of them. 
 
      
 
    I saw Samuels walk over to Lieutenant Gonzales, and then I was linked into their conversation.   
 
      
 
    “Samuels, take the three soldiers assigned to your reconnaissance unit and scout ahead of us,” Lieutenant Gonzales was instructing.  “Set up your special macroactinide capacitor enhancers with the encryption protection every five kilometers along our entire route.  Something got into the command channels at the hanger bay, and I will not allow that to happen again.  No sonic weapons hit us this time.  Communication are essential for our success.” 
 
      
 
    “Understood,” Samuels replied.   
 
      
 
    I interjected, “What was that interference, that horrid screeching?” 
 
      
 
    “Sergeant,” Samuels answered, “If I may, I believe that sonic weapon was the Jellies who jammed our signals.  They used weird ways to do it.  I designed these encryption systems to prevent outside attacks like that again.” 
 
      
 
    “You designed that?” I was nonplussed, but beginning to understand who Samuels was. 
 
      
 
    “Samuels is the best technician on the Marathon, Sergeant Kalju.  That is why I recruited her.  I trust her with my life.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Lieutenant, I will not let us down.”  Samuels rushed off, barking some commands to her recon unit.   
 
      
 
    We formed up and moved out.  The town of Bransdale was left behind us as we traveled the main road.  The horses easily plodded along, while the squad who was shielding the wagon adjusted their suits and stepped onto the sideboards.  Since those soldiers were in hover mode, the wagon did not drop on its springs at all.  The barrels, all blue and yellow colored, were hidden by the soldiers in their reactive armor.  The sight looked strange, but I could figure no better way to protect the precious cargo.  
 
      
 
    Evan the Drayman saw me assessing the soldiers and he gave me a knowing smile and a off handed salute.  The beautiful horses seemed not to have a care in the world.  They were fine with all the fuss about them, and just continued to pull their wagon.    
 
      
 
    The road descended down from Bransdale and came alongside the river.  That river was flowing away from this end of the biome, and its waters were about a kilometer wide, and shimmering in the light.  I saw no traces of the brown sludge which was polluting the river, but the lack of insects, birds above or on that water, as well as the lack of any sighting of fish in those waters confirmed to me something was wrong.  Every river or pond in Kansas had a swarm of bugs flying around it, and birds who would swoop over those waters to feed on the bugs. Water was life, and that was true for the fish in it, the birds who swam on it, and the insects who fluttered in around and through it.  Yet, here in Bread, that balanced ecology was missing and that alarmed me.  Bread was poisoned.   
 
      
 
    Bread’s geography was somewhat different from Kansas, as it consisted of rolling hills and fields which covered the land on each side of that central river.  That wide river ran the length of the biome, directly parallel to the sky tube far overhead.  Small tributaries ran perpendicular to the river and joined it.  Those streams, or tributaries as the locals called them flowed down from where forests grew along the perimeter of the biome.  Those forests were roughly a hundred meters higher in elevation than the river, but as I said, there were rolling hills between the river and the forest at the biome’s edge.  Vast fields of wheat, rye, sorghum, millet, corn, rice, barley, quinoa, and other grains crops stretched as far as I could see.  My Kansas-raised eyes told me all the crops were in need of rain.  Which again confirmed that something was wrong.  For the biomes automatically responded to the needs of the specialized and hybridized crops to make for spectacular harvests.  Someone had told me once that the biomes on the Marathon were the most biologically efficient ecosystems ever.  Rain-day should come once every ten days.  Well, that was before the Jellies started their battle against us.  Now the crops were dying of thirst, or being poisoned by what was in the ground water.  I doubted that the people of Bread were any better off than the crops, but at least the people had somewhere to go.  The crops, flora, and fauna did not.     
 
      
 
    Theoretically, the trip should have been straight forward as the road ran along alternating sides of the river, with bridges spanning the river, every five or so kilometers.  So, the mission was simple, just travel five kilometers on the starboard side, cross the bridge and continue the trek on the port side for five kilometers to the next bridge.  Just repeat that until we reached the far end and the town of Arcadia.  It would have been serene had I not wondered what was lurking in the depth of that large river.  It reminded me too much of the sea in Foreigner.  Something was amiss, the river looked clear, but looked forlorn and abandoned.  It was creepy in its isolation from what should have been a living, diverse, and active ecological system.      
 
      
 
    “Soldiers,” Lieutenant Gonzales announced, “we will be crossing sixteen bridges on this mission.  Be especially alert at those places.  The Jellies hide in water, and I would expect an attack to come up from the river.  But that is not the only place to watch for our enemies.  Remember, they were alive and well in a vacuum without gravity in that hanger bay.  Sergeant Kalju also saw them tunnel in the ground.  Be alert to anything.  We will rotate our squads off of shield duty at each bridge. Squads not on shield duty spread out in two directions.  Make sure there is a line of soldiers near the river as our first defenses, but also another squad spread out beyond the road and hiking parallel to us, keeping alert for where the Jellies might be approaching or hiding from out in the biome.  No surprises on this mission.” 
 
      
 
    The first bridge crossing was uneventful.  We went across in small groups, and then sent the horses and the wagon, surrounded by the soldiers on shield duty.  Of course, Samuels and the recon team had already crossed some time before and I saw the modified macroactinide capacitor enhancer which they had set up.  It was at the height of the bridge, and just sat there doing its job keeping our communication lines intact.   
 
      
 
    Just as we reached the far side, was when I heard an explosion.   
 
      
 
    Kaboosh! 
 
      
 
    “This is Samuels!  We have encountered a Jellie in the river.  Dropped an amvex on it!  It never fired at us! Hurrah!  Splash one Jellie!”  
 
      
 
    “Good work. I see you are at bridge six,” Lieutenant Gonzales stated.  “Press on and get all the macroactinide capacitor enhancers set up.” 
 
      
 
    My own display in my helmet showed me the map of the road, bridges, and the two towns at either end of the river.  Samuels team was shown as small lights on that display.   
 
      
 
    After crossing that bridge, we rotated squads and the ones riding the wagon were relieved, I kept thinking about the mission, and was haunted by the acoustic sonic thing that had happened in the hanger bay with my audio system.  I wondered how the Jellies had known our communication methods, or if it was just some broadly applied disruption.   
 
      
 
    As the next squad was getting ready to step onto the wagon, I approached it.  “Evan?  What special needs or accommodations do we make for your horses?” 
 
      
 
    The old man looked at me strangely, “Is that you Calhoun?  In your armor, you all look so much alike, and your voice comes out strange and machine-like.  You all sound just the same to my old ears.” 
 
      
 
    “It is I, Kalju,” I nearly pulled off my helmet, but refrained from doing that.  “If I set a different shade of color on my armor, will that help you know which one is me?” 
 
      
 
    “It would help, but all you heroes are nice enough,” Evan replied.   
 
      
 
    I adjusted the reactive armor so that my own suit was a different shade.  It was more gray with less brown or green mixed in, it was called Mora 1.  I never considered what might happen with me being a different color scheme from the rest of the soldiers.   
 
      
 
    “Thank you, hero, Kalju.  My horses only need occasional clean water, and I have a tank of that on the wagon.  Well, they need their feedbags as well.  I brought those with enough food. I will strap them on when we change over at the next bridge.” 
 
      
 
    With the squads switched, we continued onward.  The squads not on shield duty spread out or walked down by the river’s bank.  We proceeded onward.  I was again struck by the lack of wildlife.  In Kansas, I would have seen flocks of birds—of various different kinds—maybe even some ringnecks who were in among the crops.  There would also probably have been some deer running through the fields.  I expected to see them raise their wary head and peer at us from out in the crops, but I saw nothing like that.  I was alert to any movement, any shifting in the plants, or any signs of a threat.  All I saw was the gentle rustling of the parched grains in the empty breezes.  The lack of sound was also creepy.  The horses’ hooves made a plodding noise, but the soldiers moved quietly along, especially those spread out away from the river.   
 
      
 
    I monitored the full-unit frequency and while some of the soldiers were talking quietly, there was not much discussion or conversation there.  Those talks involved more a pointing out of possible suspicious activity and a confirmation or explanation from someone who had a different perspective.   
 
      
 
    Listening to them, I felt like an outsider—a foreigner to use the insult the Red Guard had thrown at me—and yet, I also felt like part of the unit.   
 
      
 
    “Sergeant Kalju?  There is a stream coming in on the opposite bank,” one of the soldiers reported.  He was out front and along the river’s bank.  “I cannot get a clear view from my optics, but it looks brown.  I think it does, but would you confirm?”   
 
      
 
    “I will check it out, keep alert,” I responded on the private frequency.  I looked around and saw the tallest of the rolling hills nearby.  Racing to that, I gained that vantage point.  Looking across the river, which was a bit more than a kilometer wide, I zoomed in with my own optics and the view crystalized in my helmet’s display.  The water coming into the river was darker and that was diffusing out from the conflux of the two water passages.  Downstream the brown was less noticeable.   
 
      
 
    I switched to the full-unit frequency. “Attention!  On the far side, poisoned water has been sighted and confirmed.  The next bridge crosses about a half kilometer beyond that spot.  Keep alert as we cross.” 
 
      
 
    As the leading soldiers got to that second bridge, Senior Lieutenant Gonzales ordered them to cross and investigate the tributary.  They did not get that far before they were attacked.   
 
      
 
    The purple glow erupted in the water, and almost immediately a number of white globes flew from that location.  The closest soldiers dove for cover.  Icy white detonations peppered them with shrapnel.  I could see it bouncing off their reactive armor, and they opened up with their bullpups.   
 
      
 
    “Cease fire! Save ammunition!” Gonzales commanded.  “Only fire when they are in effective range and out of the water.  Pull back and let them come out of the water.”  She was standing on the middle of the bridge with a squad around her.  The soldiers on the river bank near me were intently watching the firefight which was across the river.   
 
      
 
    “Outside squad!  Watch the biome!  Beware of a diversion!” I commanded.   
 
      
 
    The purple glow in the water disappeared.   
 
      
 
    “Get the wagon across the bridge now!” Gonzales commanded.  “Kalju, keep your squad back and be our rear and guard as we cross.”   
 
      
 
    Evan snapped the reins and the two fine horses sped up.  They trotted onto the bridge with gusto. 
 
      
 
    I halted my forward progress and watched from behind.  That was a different direction then where we had spotted the Jellie, but I trusted the Lieutenant.   
 
      
 
    As the wagon cross the bridge and was nearly off on the other side, the purple light came on again, but this time it was on my side of the river and directly under the bridge.  Tentacles lashed up and out of the water, and pulled the globe-shaped Jellie over the side and onto the bridge.   
 
      
 
    Zing!  Zing! Zing! Zing! 
 
      
 
    Several enpols fired from behind the wagon, and some of those energy bursts missed the Jellie and struck around where my squad and I were standing.   
 
      
 
    I joined the battle and returned fire with my bullpup, since I was less than a hundred meters from the enemy.  I did not want to use the enpol, and I was unsure if I would hit the wagon, horses, Evan, or the precious cargo.  The Jellie let fly two white globes which detonated into the bridge itself, ripping chunks, cables, and pavement away.  The soldiers on shield duty kept their position, as the wagon sped away, the horses now galloping in fear.   
 
      
 
    “Grenades!” someone cried out.   
 
      
 
    Plop! Plop! 
 
      
 
    The explosions took place right where the Jellie had been, but it had rolled over the side of the bridge and dropped to the water below.  We rushed forward, hoping to get more shots at the fleeing enemy, but the purple glow was gone, and the water below the bridge looked cloudy, but no sign of the Jellie was seen.   
 
      
 
    Someone fired several energy bolts into the water, and it steamed up where they struck, but I doubted they did anything except evaporate a good bit of water.   
 
      
 
    “Cross the bridge!” I commanded.  “We will keep to the mission.”  I sorely wanted to chase that Jellie, wherever it had gone, but I resisted that.  “Keep the unit together, no stragglers, no running after them.  Not yet!” 
 
      
 
    We crossed without further incident, but the horses were badly winded and terrified.  Lieutenant Gonzales had moved with the wagon, and the procession was about a half kilometer along the roadway away from the bridge.  Surrounding the wagon was the shield of soldiers, and then a layer of soldiers running along.   
 
      
 
    “My horses need water and food!” Evan cried out.  He was having trouble getting the panicked horses under control.   
 
      
 
    As we all ran along, finally two soldiers got in front of the wagon, and by gently caressing the horses, they slowed down to a walk, and finally to a stop.  By then we were about two kilometers away from that bridge and a good distance—maybe three kilometers—from the next bridge.  I spotted a farmstead nestled among the rolling hills.  There was a two-story farmhouse, a machine shed, and a wooden barn.  At that point, Bread reminded me a bit of Queen.  The rolling hills of both were so different from the Kansas’ flat lands which looked like they went on forever.  Well, we made for that farmstead.   
 
      
 
    A yellow automacube, its six drive wheels dusty and grimy was just exiting from that wooden barn. I was surprised to see that. 
 
      
 
    “We have habitat dwellers here!” the closest soldier to that barn reported.  “Hiding in this barn.  Lieutenant Gonzales?  What do we do with them?” 
 
      
 
    Three men, four women, and about a dozen small children stepped out from the barn.  They were dressed a lot like our family back in Kansas.  It made me so homesick for you and my sisters.  I wanted to wipe my face, but my helmet blocked the way, and besides, the tears were soaked up by my armor just like the sweat always was.  I knew I would be drinking that again, along with my urine, spit, and any other body fluids when they had gone through the recycler.     
 
      
 
    One man, who was in late middle age, with gray hair and a tight mustache stepped forward.  “This is our farm, and I know we were told to leave it.  The transport automacube has repeated the instructions over and over, but you did not need to send out the military to evict us.  We will just stay here until all the troubles are over.”   
 
      
 
    He seemed to be directing his comments toward me, and I then understood that only my armor looked different.  But Lieutenant Gonzales rushed over and pulled her helmet off.  
 
      
 
    “I am Senior Lieutenant Gonzales, the leader of these soldiers.  We are not here to evict you.  I was told all the inhabitants were being moved to safety. We are on a different mission.” 
 
      
 
    Kaaa-vooomph! 
 
      
 
    At that point, the machine shed to the side exploded in an immense blast of icy white spray.  Its permalloy frame withstood the blast, but the softer metals like steel were shredded by the Jellie’s bombardment.  Fragments, dust, and clots of melting munitions rained down on the farmstead.     
 
      
 
    With his hand over his head, the man rushed toward Gonzales.  “We will go!”  
 
      
 
    “You will be leaving immediately!” Gonzales said and put her helmet back on.  Her armor suddenly changed to the same pattern I had used for mine.  “Dietermeyer!  You take the ten soldiers who I anoint and hustle these people out of here as fast as possible,” Gonzales ordered.  She knelt down and made some adjustments to the back of the yellow machine.  “I am cross loading the parameters from this transport automacube into your suits.  These people are to go to the nearest evacuation point.  That is just over eight kilometers to the port side.  Get them safely out of here and then cut cross country to meet us at Arcadia.  Do not engage the Jellies unless you have to.  These people must escape.”   
 
      
 
    “Yes, Lieutenant!” Dietermeyer snapped back.  “Thank you for the anointing!”     
 
      
 
    I could hear a smile in his voice, even through the suit’s communication system.  I would learn later that he and Lieutenant Gonzales had a secret joke about the difference between an appointing and an anointing.  
 
      
 
    I fully expected more bombardments, and was anxious about when the next one would go off.    
 
      
 
    “Troopers, on me.  Habitat dwellers, line up.  We will physically carry the children to make better time!” Dietermeyer announced.  “We are leaving now!” 
 
      
 
    “No need to carry the children, we have a wagon,” the older man said, “in the barn. It can be pulled by the automacube.  We really should have left already.  I apologize for not listening to instructions.  I was stupid not to listen.”   
 
      
 
    “Detail, you heard the man.  Find that wagon, get it hitched to the automacube here, and get these people loaded.  Move it troopers!  Move!  We will be delivering these people, and then getting back.  We do not want to miss the battle by the river.” 
 
      
 
    The ten soldiers under his command efficiently arranged things, and only moments later the dispatch of soldiers, led Dietermeyer, took off at a fast pace.  The yellow transport automacube was pulling the wagon with all the adults, teenagers, and children on it.  Three soldiers stood on each side of that wagon, doing their own version of shielding, this time for humans.        
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, Evan the Drayman had fed and watered his own horses.   
 
      
 
    Kaaa-vooomph! 
 
      
 
    Another bombardment landed, but this one was on the far side of the farm, just blasting a large circle of crops into oblivion.  It did rattle my nerves and brought back—shall I say, unpleasant—memories.   
 
      
 
    “Lieutenant? Sergeant? Recon has finished with the macroactinide capacitor enhancer placements.  Checked out the area. Arcadia is nearly vacant.  The habitat dwellers are clearing out fast.  Those Bread Baker soldiers are efficient, but not staying around,” Samuels voice came through the links.   
 
      
 
    “Good work.  Find a secure spot and provide us with covering fire.  I think we may be coming in fast,” Lieutenant Gonzales answered.  “Be advised, Dietermeyer has a detail on a side mission.  He will be coming to your position via a different route than the main road.  Cover their approach as well.” 
 
      
 
    “Understood.  Bridge sixteen is higher and wider than the others, we will set up defensive positions,” Samuels replied.   
 
      
 
    Gonzales walked over and again pulled her helmet off.  She spoke so quietly to Evan the Drayman, that I did not hear what was said.  I imagine she wanted privacy.  Evan looked none-too-happy, but nodded.   
 
      
 
    We again switched positions, and a different group rode along as shields.  The horses trotted at a faster clip than before.  Remembering what horses could do, I knew that they would not be able to maintain that pace for the whole rest of the journey, but maybe these animals were more hardy than the horses I knew from Kansas.   
 
      
 
    I personally scouted out the third bridge, but there was nothing there.  We all crossed that one without incident.  Then turned and continued onward.  We were spread out more because of Dietermeyer and the others being gone.   
 
      
 
    The fourth bridge was much the same, although the water was murky, and we assessed it even more carefully.  Yet nothing showed.   
 
      
 
    “Lieutenant Gonzales, we have arrived at the sidewall of the habitat,” Dietermeyer reported a short time later.  His transmission was coming in over the command channel, and I was glad Gonzales had linked me to that.  “We saw several burned-out farms, and some piles of dead livestock, but no other living people.  A squad of Bread’s Bakers were at the egress point.  They are escorting the habitat dwellers away.  Between us and Arcadia there are a few tributaries, and the Bakers warned us that Jellies have been seen in those waters.  The Bakers say there are only fords across those tributaries, and not actual bridges.  I think with our boosters we can bounce over them. Please advise.” 
 
      
 
    Lieutenant Gonzales answered, “Proceed to that first tributary, use your discretion on the safety of crossing.  If in doubt, stay out of the water and use the main road instead.  I trust you, but we are moving as quickly as possible toward Arcadia.  Meet us there as fast as you can.” 
 
      
 
    “Understood.” 
 
      
 
    On the way to the fifth bridge, Evan called out and told us we had to slow down the pace.  So, the horses were again watered, and our speed went down to the walking of the horses.   
 
      
 
    Lieutenant Gonzales ordered us to spread out even more, but to stay within normal visual range of each other.  This was easy to do for those near the river, but for the soldiers who were out beyond the road, they had to walk up and down the rolling hills and that took more effort to stay in visual contact.   
 
      
 
    Kaaa-vooomph! 
 
      
 
    One of our soldiers just disappeared as a bombardment landed in the gulley where he was walking.  He did not even let out a yelp or cry as his body was blown into a multitude of parts.  The reactive armor flickered a bit in its individual fragments as they sailed off in all directions.  A secondary explosion of one of his amvex grenades took place, but luckily it had been thrown away from anyone else.  The bombardment must have set it on its smallest yield, which was still a potent explosion.   
 
      
 
    We came under random bombardment from that point onward, but no others landed right on us.  Not then.  A few even landed in the river, and that sent sprays of frozen water, as well as revealing that the brown Jellie gunk was coating the bottom of the river.  For those detonations from the bombardment caused plumes to shoot upward, and the surface water was fairly clear, but the junk from the bottom which was blasted upward was the toxic poison from the Jellies.   
 
      
 
    The light was fading from the sky tube far overhead, and I knew we were more than halfway to our destination.  I expected the usual activity of birds and animals which occurred at dusk, but I had yet to see anything like that in all of Bread.  Not even stray dogs or cats.  It was strange, and bothered me more than the bombardments.  I felt like I was already in a dead biome.   
 
      
 
    We crossed more bridges without incident, but by then the light was faded out, and the sky tube was just a bare sliver of silver across the high ceiling of the habitat.  I wished it were moon-night, but alas it was not.   
 
      
 
    “Soldiers, be prepared to activate your strobe lights,” I sent out the message on the full-unit frequency.  “We might give away our positions if we activate them too soon, but…” I switched to the command-only link and asked Lieutenant Gonzales, “What do you think?  Using the strobes now might scare the Jellies off.” 
 
      
 
    “I do not think Jellies get scared.  They are wily, wary and at most irritated by us.  Not frightened of what we can do,” she replied.  “I have been debating in my mind what to do with the strobes as well.  If there are other habitat dwellers waiting in here they might see us, but the risk of the Jellies zeroing in their artillery is too great.  You started that conversation, so you tell the soldiers to activate the strobes only if we see that abominable purple glow.” 
 
      
 
    I switched back to the full-unit frequency and finished, “Use the strobes the moment you spot the Jellies’ purple lighting.  Not until then.  Keep alert and sharp!” 
 
      
 
    We proceeded onward, and the dark had a soothing effect on my nerves.  The occasional bombardment happened, but they landed far off and not nearby.  I wondered if the Jellies were just randomly tossing around munitions.   
 
      
 
    “This is Samuels!  We are under attack.  Jellies from across the fields!  Returning fire! Th… au….ing and are…”   
 
      
 
    The transmission went dead.  We had just crossed the fourteenth bridge.   
 
      
 
    “Lieutenant? Should I take some soldiers and reinforce Samuels?” I asked hastily.   
 
      
 
    “Go!” Gonzales commanded.  “The Jellies cannot occupy that location.  We must dump the cargo up there for it to be effective.  Beware of some ruse!”   
 
      
 
    I sent word out to six other soldiers and we sprinted along.  I heard Lieutenant Gonzales telling Dietermeyer of the situation. 
 
      
 
    Running in reactive armor is not so bad.  Unlike the armored spacesuits, the reactive armor assisted in movement and enhanced performance.  The boosters gave us a slight bounce, and so, we could make good time.  Soon the horses and wagon were left behind. 
 
      
 
    I took the lead in crossing bridge fifteen, but there was nothing there.  I kept checking my helmet’s display, but Samuels and the recon team were not showing up on it.  Just like the soldier who had been killed in the bombardment, there was no signal from any biometrics.   
 
      
 
    Reaching the sixteenth bridge, I saw the glow of a Jellie in the river’s dark water.  It was about midway across the river, and roughly two hundred meters upstream from the bridge.  The glow was diffuse, and that meant the Jellie was hiding underneath the water.  Our weapons would be less effective because of that.   
 
      
 
    “If that one stays put out there, fine.  Do not waste ammunition on it.  Varbama you keep an eye on it.  It if moves, no matter what direction, report it to me.  The rest of us are heading up to that bridge.  From there we might get a clearer picture of the battle that happened.” 
 
      
 
    “Understood!” Varbama responded.  His voice was nervous and a bit on edge.   
 
      
 
    “Stay alert.  You know where that one is, stay situationally aware.  The cargo is coming up the road, it must get through.” 
 
      
 
    The rest of us spread out and approached the bridge.  I put an infrared scanner filter on my optics, but that showed nothing at all.  I quickly glanced over the crops in the fields, thinking maybe one of the solders had gotten out of the reactive armor and was hiding.  Nothing was in the crops.  No people, and not even a rabbit or a racoon.  Weird.   
 
      
 
    The bridge showed signed of multiple explosions.  The side we were on was still connected to the bank, but just barely.  The girders, cables, and roadway were a twisted and jagged mess.  I saw that the horses could never pass over that bridge.   
 
      
 
    “Sergeant, an amvex grenade or two did this,” Wanagi reported.  She was squatting down and fingering some of the wreckage.  “There are remains of a Jellie carapace here.  Maybe more than one.” 
 
      
 
    “Reactive armor too,” one of the others said with controlled emotions.  “Human remains.” 
 
      
 
    I kept scanning, hoping to find something more intact, but nothing was showing.  Then suddenly, on my helmet’s display a biometric signal flickered on.  I was nearly right on top of it.   
 
      
 
    “Sergeant!  I am here! Do not shoot!” 
 
      
 
    “Samuels?” I looked toward where the display indicated she should be.  It looked like just part of the wheat field. I switched to the full-unit frequency broadcast and said, “Samuels is out here, alive.  Watch for her!”  
 
      
 
    The signal winked off.  Then it winked back on.   
 
      
 
    “Sergeant, I am moving out in the crops, but do not shoot me!” 
 
      
 
    The signal turned off.  It was bizarre.   
 
      
 
    “Jellie approaching!” one of the soldiers yelled.  “No purple glow!  I see its shape in the shadows!” 
 
      
 
    Bruppp!  A bullpup fired.   
 
      
 
    Samuels’ signal winked on. 
 
      
 
    “Cease fire!” I barked the command.   
 
      
 
    “Right!  It is me!  It is me!  I will flash the purple twice.  Just watch!”  Samuels voice was elated, not frightened or in panic.  I wondered if she was in shock and terribly wounded.  Were her reactive armor and her biometrics failing?  Was she delirious or hallucinating? 
 
      
 
    Her signal shut off, but then the purple glow of a Jellie turned on in the field.  It flashed twice and shut off. 
 
      
 
    “Sergeant!  That Jellie is down some hole over here!” a soldier replied.   
 
      
 
    Samuel’s signal winked back on.     
 
      
 
    “I am here.  I cannot move much, but I am down here,” Samuels stated.   
 
      
 
    “Everyone hold positions!” I snarled.  I thought it was some strange alien trap, but I rushed to that position anyway.   
 
      
 
    The field was waist high, and only a few meters into it, there was a tunnel opening.  It was about four meters across, and dropped down a few meters.  Looking down in there, I could see the rough outline of a Jellie, but there was no glow.   
 
      
 
    “Samuels, where in the bloody blazes are you?” I yelled out.   
 
      
 
    “Inside this Jellie!” 
 
      
 
    I switched on the spotlight from my helmet.  In the hole was a Jellie carapace, which still looked dark purple in the light, but was not glowing at all.  Along one side of it, I saw a deep crack, and an arm waving out from inside it. 
 
      
 
    “Purple light coming on, then off.  It is me!” Samuels stated.   
 
      
 
    The glow came on, and luckily my optics filtered it somewhat.  It then shut down. 
 
      
 
    I called the others, “Secure the bridge, give me long range information on that town, Arcadia.  The dump site must be ready when our lieutenant and the cargo gets here.” 
 
      
 
    “Understood!”  Wanagi responded.    
 
      
 
    I slid down the dirt side of the tunnel and was ready to let loose with every weapon I had, but I walked over to where the carapace was cracked.  I knew I had seen a human arm waving from there.   
 
      
 
    Shining my beam of light into that crack, I saw the reactive armor of one of my solders.   
 
      
 
    “Samuels, what is happening here?” 
 
      
 
    “Sergeant, my recording equipment is kaput.  If I let go of these—controls, I guess we call them—I might not be able to grab them again.  We must figure out how to repeat this.  Record what I am doing.” 
 
      
 
    “Samuels, how did you get inside there?”  I had already checked the recording apparatus and the components in my suit were working well.   
 
      
 
    Samuels’ was nearly ensconced by the Jellie’s carapace.  Nonetheless, I stuck my head in and with all my recording devices going, I surveyed what was happening.    
 
      
 
    “The Jellies got the drop on us, and the rest of the recon team is dead,” now Samuels’ voice ached with grief.  “As she was dying, Sarah set off an amvex while they were ripping her body apart.  Tiny tentacles snaked inside her helmet while thick ones restrained her body, but Sarah never gave up.  That finished all the nearby Jellies.  One jumped into the river, and then this one wobbled off to this hole.  As this one retreated to its hole here, it was leaking that brown gunk and its light was sputtering.  I followed it in and stomped its tentacled, disgusting, alien body to death.  This is like some Jellie environmental or spacesuit.  Controls and all.  Still somewhat functional.  But it apparently blocks all our signals. I had to stick my arm back out to send a signal.  I can make this thing turn on the purple light, roll side to the side, and probably a lot more.  But the amvex blast did damage my gear.  See, if I pull on this protuberance, the light comes on.” 
 
      
 
    Samuels manipulated some of the knobby things inside of the carapace.  The irritating purple light came on and off as she pulled on it.   
 
      
 
    “I found one thing and when I pull on it—I only did it once—that horrible audio interference blasted by communication gear.  I thought that might have ruined my whole suit.  But, you give me enough time, and I will drive this thing up and out of this hole.  It will be like my own personal servant.” 
 
      
 
    I carefully recorded all that Samuels was saying and doing.  Looking back outside, I saw in the light the remains of the organic Jellie.  It did look like Samuels had literally ripped it out of the carapace and stomped it to death.  The only part not crushed down into the mud was the hooked spike from its central stem.   
 
      
 
    “They killed my friends, and I got payback with this one.  Plus, this is a bonanza of information on how these disgusting creatures work,” Samuels said.  “Our friends did not die in vain.  Not this time.  I have a key to the Jellie technology.”   
 
      
 
    “Where are the other soldiers’ bodies?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Sarah went up with the blast, Rodney and Alinani died in the initial attack.  Hit us with their bombardments right as they emerged from this hole,” Samuels replied.  “I was on the bridge, and could not get to them fast enough.  Sarah tried, but three Jellies grabbed her, but she showed them.  The last two were this one, and the one that jumped in the river.” 
 
      
 
    “Sergeant Kalju!” Dietermeyer’s voice came through.  “We are about a kilometer out from your position.  We have seen Jellies burrowing into the ground.  Those buggers look like a prairie mole funneling dirt.” 
 
      
 
    I clicked it into the full-unit frequency, “Beware, Jellies are underground in hidden places.  Not just in the water.” 
 
      
 
    “Sergeant Kalju?  Is the drop site secure?” Lieutenant Gonzales asked.  “We are coming in fast and furious.  Jellies on our tail.”    
 
      
 
    “Wanagi give me a situational update!” I barked.   
 
      
 
    “Bridge secure.  Town looks empty.  No sight of Jellies, except that one in the water, but it is immobile,” Wanagi replied.  “I could drop some grenades on it from my position.” 
 
      
 
    “Did you catch all that, Lieutenant Gonzales?  Site is secure!  One Jellie under observation in the river, we will eliminate that threat.  Moving on it…” 
 
      
 
    Samuels interrupted me, “Hold on, Sergeant, that one might be wounded or disabled too.  The amvex was at maximum and they were nearly on top of Sarah when she let them have it.  If we can just get inside its cracked shell, we can have a second one of these carapace suits to make into our personal robots.  Kill the wretched, squirmy things inside, but steal their technology.  It will serve the scrum right if we take their engineering skills and use it against them.” 
 
      
 
    Lieutenant Gonzales’ voice cut through, “We are coming in with enemy on us.  Plan for a dump and run.  Covering fire appreciated.” 
 
      
 
    “We have you covered!” I replied.   
 
      
 
    Without warning a protuberance jutted out from the bottom of the carapace Samuels was inside. It missed me, but it moved fast and in a jerky way. 
 
      
 
    “Oops! Found the leg activator.  Maybe more of an emitter as it looks like this works via alien organomimetics.  I stimulate a cluster of stuff inside, and by some connection—not sure what, maybe chemical, electrical, or ethereal—the exterior carapace is instructed to alter its appearance.  See, with my two hands I can form two legs.”  She grabbed a different section of the interior of the carapace.   
 
      
 
    Another appendage jutted out from the opposite side of the blob. 
 
      
 
    “Why is the inside malleable, while the outside so tough we can barely scratch or cut it?” I asked as I continued to record all that was happening.    
 
      
 
    “That brown gunk is some kind of disgusting lubricant.  It is still coating the inside here, and I think that is what keeps these controls usable.  It is also like air to us for the organic Jellie.  Drag them out of their gunk and they are a fish out of water, literally.” 
 
      
 
    A white globe materialized out of the front of the dark carapace.  I dove behind it as the icy detonation blew up against the wall of the tunnel.  A shower of dirt, roots, and icy fragments fell down around me. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, sergeant!  I was shifting my legs around and it looks like that is where the weapon ejector systems are located.  With so many stinking tentacles, the Jellie inside here could work all sorts of stuff.  I think with two or three of us inside here, we could really make it work.  I can envision retrofitting some type of remote devices and making this a drone or probe.  Sweet possibilities.” 
 
      
 
    “Including weapons?” I asked as I picked myself up.   
 
      
 
    “Absolutely, well not absolutely, absolutely, but I am pretty sure I can do that.  Well, let me try.  Climb in and I we will work it out.” 
 
      
 
    “Samuels, I am going to get you another specimen to add to your toybox. I will send someone else back to help, but I am getting that other Jellie.” 
 
      
 
    “Nasula, get over here and help Samuels!” I ordered.   
 
      
 
    “I am already here,” Nasula said as she looked down from the edge of the hole.  “How can I help?” 
 
      
 
    “Get inside this thing and follow Samuels’ instructions, but do not kill any of us!”  I climbed up and out of the hole just as Nasula jumped down to assist.  “Oh, and Samuels, keep the purple off until I tell you.  We need to talk, and that seems to block our signals.” 
 
      
 
    “I noticed that too!” 
 
      
 
    I rushed over and found the rest of my team spread out in effective defensive positions.  The four of them were in the best concealed and covered places around, although there were limited emplacements.  
 
      
 
    “Yaakov, you and I are going swimming,” I instructed to the nearest soldier.  “That Jellie out in the river needs investigating.  Alia, you keep all our amvex grenades except one each.”  I unloaded my amvex grenades to another solider.  She said nothing but pocketed all of them except the one I put in my front pouch. “These are really our only effective mass weapon right now, even with the enpols being able to burn through the carapace. Yaakov give all but one of your amvex grenades to Jurgen.” 
 
      
 
    He did that and hustled back to me.   
 
      
 
    “Sergeant, that Jellie in the river has neither moved nor done anything.  Is it dead?” Yaakov asked.   
 
      
 
    “That is what we will find out,” I then explained what Samuels had discovered and how the Jellie in the water might just be wounded, or its technology had failed it.   
 
      
 
    “Now listen up.  We need to move fast.  Yaakov and I will check out this Jellie in the water, but remember Dietermeyer and Lieutenant Gonzales are heading here.  Watch for them, but keeping this site secure.  The detergent dump is essential.  If something goes wrong out there with this Jellie—like it is laying a trap for us—hit it with an amvex, even if we are out there.  Nothing must stop this mission.” 
 
      
 
    Wanagi replied, “Understood.”  The remaining soldiers agreed.   
 
      
 
    Yaakov and I jumped off the bridge and into the river.  I knew my suit was water tight, and would be as buoyant as I needed it to be, so I adjusted it and sank to the bottom of the river.  There were a couple meters of space above our heads, but the river’s bottom was irregular, rocky, and with more debris than I expected.  That debris included a sunken boat, several broken automacubes, and some permalloy beams.  My reactive armor kept me upright, and I began to move toward where the purple glow was located. Yaakov followed my lead.  The water was fairly clear, but there were tainted threads of brown— dancing in the water—which seemed to not mix with or dilute into the water.  I was reminded of how oil and water were hard to put together or blend.  The brown ribbons snaking in the flow had the same color as what I had seen leaking out from Jellies before.  Again, I was thankful for the reactive armor which protected me.   
 
      
 
    Swim-walking along the bottom, my optics allowed me to keep watch on what was ahead, and moving against the current was a bit more tricky than I expected.  I knew none of my weapons would have any range under the water, and I doubted the enpol would even fire.  My new hand and arm tingled as I thought about that.  I patted the amvex grenade and knew it would work if I was close enough and it came to that.  Soon we were nearing the purple glowing sphere of the Jellie. 
 
      
 
    The streaks of brown were leaking from cracks in the Jellie’s carapace.  It had no tentacles extended, and no feet either.  It was just sitting on the bottom of the river, glowing its purple menacing light.  I walked around the Jellie, and the streams of brown were being carried downstream, but none of the cracks were big enough for me to insert my fingers into.   
 
      
 
    “Yaakov, this Jellie is busted, and might be dead, but beware!” I said over the full-unit frequency.  “If we can open that crack more, we can assess if the organic thing inside is stunned, wounded, or dead.  Watch for me while I cut it with a vibration saw.  I still wonder if this is a trap.” 
 
      
 
    “Agreed, Sergeant!  I see nothing else around here, except for all the junk.  Must have already been a battle here, the wrecks show detonation damages, and that security automacube was shattered,” Yaakov replied.  His deep voice was reassuring. 
 
      
 
    Putting my gloved hand against the biggest of the cracks, I saw how the flow of brown gunk was disrupted by the pressure of my hand.  That made me think the crack went all the way to the inside of the carapace shell.  I activated the vibration saw in my hand’s armor—it was my new hand, by the way—and it began to cut into the carapace of the Jellie.  Slicing a slot at an angle away from the crack, I made a straight line about a half meter long.  Brown stuff bubbled out along where I cut, so I was reaching the interior.   
 
      
 
    “This shell must really have been damaged,” I stated.  “Carapaces do not usually cut this easily.” 
 
      
 
    “Sergeant? You have done this before? A lot?” 
 
      
 
    “No.  Not a lot,” I replied as I adjusted the vibration saw’s cutting angle to make a new line which would connect back to the crack and form a rough triangle.  That was my plan, but the Jellie had a different agenda. 
 
      
 
    As I began cutting that second slot, a side of the Jellie struck out and knocked me away.  I was shoved through the water, but Yaakov thrust his fingers into the slot as it widened a bit.  His reactive armor was sparking and flickering as it distributed the pressure on his hand.  Suddenly, the two sides of the triangle cut I had been making folded out, and a flap of carapace opened.  Organic tentacles, not the glowing purple of the carapace suit, but the dull blueish purple of the Jellie itself shot forth and wrapped around Yaakov’s hand and arm.  By then I was back and grabbed that tentacle.  With all my strength, I pulled.  Yaakov, instead of trying to get away, also grabbed the tentacles with his other hand and pulled too.  More tentacles squirmed out from inside, and I considered severing them with the vibration saw.  Instead, I just grabbed them as a handful and squeezed.  They entwined around my arms, but the reactive armor kept them from exerting too much pressure.  Unlike the glowing purples tentacles which I had seen previously stretch out from the carapace, these organic tentacles were not nearly as strong.   
 
      
 
    Yaakov and I yanked, pulled, and wrestled with that Jellies until it was wrenched out from its protective carapace.  The purple glow faded out as the Jellie squirted into the river.  Brown gunk came with it, and the whole thing reminded me of a giant pimple bursting out, or the lancing of a boil done in a crude and unsanitary manner. 
 
      
 
    With the Jellie out of the carapace, I saw that its bell-shaped top was torn and part of the ball at its apex was a yellow color, which did not match the rest of the Jellie’s blues and purples.   
 
      
 
    Its long stem jutted up and the hooked spike at its end slashed across my optics.  Had they been real eyes, I am certain I would have been blinded, yet the spike did not damage my reactive armor.   
 
      
 
    Yaakov ripped a large tentacle off the Jellie and it floated away with the current.  The other tentacles went wild, thrashing in the water, squeezing down on our bodies, but not doing any harm.  I joined him in tearing and squeezing down on the tentacles and tendrils which connected to that Jellie.  The carapace was now just a dull purple, and the brown gunk was steadily flowing out from the triangular flap in its side.   
 
      
 
    Twice more the Jellie struck with its spike, but each time was weaker and less coordinated.  We stripped off the rest of its tentacles, and its bell and stem were all that remained.  It wiggled around in the water, but in a pathetic manner.   
 
      
 
    “Samuels!  Samuels!  We have captured the carapace suit!” I called triumphantly.  “Yaakov, hold this thing still!” 
 
      
 
    Yaakov restrained the dying organic Jellie while I peered into the carapace.  “Samuels?  What do I do inside here?”  
 
      
 
    “Inside you will find seven large lumps, set in a rough arrow pattern.  Three of those are larger than the others, and make up the arrowhead,” Samuels replied.  “This sounds weird, I know, but I think that is the control interface.  The largest of those bumps, the point of the arrow, is what controls the purple light.  The others are for motion.  Beware the square thing which juts in.  That is for weapons, I think?” 
 
      
 
    I crawled from that bottom of the river, into the Jellie carapace.  It was sort-of a reverse of being born.  Wow, why I think of it that way, I will never know. 
 
      
 
    Inside, my light shined, but the brown fluids made it tough to see anything.  So, by feel I massaged the inside of the Jellie’s suit.  The tough outer carapace was not at all like the gooey, soft, and pliable inside.  I found the arrowhead which Samuels had described.  I squeezed the biggest knob. 
 
      
 
    Brilliant purple light came on.      
 
      
 
    “Samuels?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    There was no response.  I let go of the gooey knob.  The purple light faded. 
 
      
 
    “Samuels?” I called again.   
 
      
 
    “I can hear you now.  Remember when the glow is on, communication is out!  It blocks our signals.  I think it does a whole bunch more, but this is all weird and new.  Try getting it to move.  Mess around with the other bumps.  I got my shell up out of that hole.  Crazy stuff!” 
 
      
 
    “Sergeant Kalju?” Yaakov asked.  “I think this thing is dead, this Jellie from inside.  That yellow spot on its crown, it has spread all over the top of that mushroom-head.  Sort of a tan color now.  I do not know what to call this thing’s anatomy, sorry.  It has not moved at all.  I bagged its body for containment and study.  Had to snap the stem thing in half.  I can push on this big old shell to get you up to the riverside if you want.” 
 
      
 
    “Step back.  I will try to walk it there,” I answered. “Tell me what you see happening, for I am blind inside here.”  I squeezed on two of the bumps at the same time. 
 
      
 
    “You made a leg, or arm, Sergeant!”  
 
      
 
    By pulling and squeezing and shoving on those bumps, I got some kind of appendage to extend out.  I could extend it and contract—retract—it.  Using that, I sort-of levered the rest of the globe up and was able to move it along.  Yaakov guided me, and shoved on the sides of the Jellie suit whenever it raised up from the river bed.  Between the two of us, we got it into the shallow waters by the river’s edge.  Rolling it over, we left the triangular flap up and that gave me a view of the air above, and kept the gunky brown fluids inside.  Well, mostly inside.  The thing was still leaking badly.  Popping my head back out, and looked around.  The positon was about ten meters out from the riverbank, and at the side where the lieutenant was bringing the rest of the soldiers.   
 
      
 
    “Lieutenant Gonzales?  We have captured two Jellie shells, and are using them.  Do not fire on us.  My position, and Samuels’ position are friendly.” 
 
      
 
    “Got it marked down,” Lieutenant Gonzales replied.  “We lost the horses and Evan to a bombardment.  Those accursed Jellies landed a bomb right in front of the horses.  Killed them instantly, and Evan almost as fast.  We are manually hauling the cargo.  ETA five minutes to your location.” 
 
      
 
    “I hate it when they kill animals!” I cursed, and wanted to say more about the Jellies killing an elderly man and his horses, but swearing and profanity would not fully express my outrage.  “There will be payback.” 
 
      
 
    “This is Dietermeyer, my detail is also about five minutes away.  We can see the Jellies coming behind you lieutenant.  Five of them, all on the road, pacing you.  We can now hit them with enpols and soon with grenades.  Nearly in range.” 
 
      
 
    “Slow them down as much as you can,” Lieutenant Gonzales responded.  “Those soldiers hauling the cargo are heading for the dump site.  They must get that stuff in the water!  I will stay back to give them cover as well.” 
 
      
 
    Moments later, soldiers, manually pulling the wagon came over the slight ridge and were in sight of where I was in that Jellie shell.   
 
      
 
    “Sergeant, that box thing can aim their icy blaster!  It aligns with the arrow, well, nearly perpendicular to it.  Compress the two opposite sides of the box, and one of those white globes will shoot out.  Not sure on range, power, ammo, or whatever, but that is how you aim and fire this crazy thing.” 
 
      
 
    “Yaakov, get up on the shore, but stay out from in front of this thing.”  I pointed out of the flap at what I was calling the front, even though it was a rough globe shape.  “The alignment on this Jellie weapon looks pretty decent for spewing some of their own icy detonation at that hillock.  Warn the wagon pullers that I will be opening up with weapons from this shell here, but on our enemies.  Tell them too about Samuels in her shell!” 
 
      
 
    “Right!  On it!” 
 
      
 
    “We can catch them in a sort-of crossfire,” Samuel reported.  “I have the aim on that hill.  Well, sort-of, anyway.  I must figure out how to see out from inside here.  Sticking my head out and looking around is inefficient.”       
 
      
 
    As the soldiers hauling the wagon passed along the river, I could hear in the command frequencies that Lieutenant Gonzales and Dietermeyer’s detachment had engaged the enemy.  The Jellies were spewing their icy detonations, and trying to get close enough to use tentacles and such.  None of their long-range artillery bombardments were falling now.  The battle was just beyond the hill and out of my line of sight.   
 
      
 
    “We cannot get the wagon itself up the bridge,” one of the soldiers commented. “So, we hand carry the cargo.  We dump it in at the top of the bridge anyway!  That is our destination!” 
 
      
 
    From my display, I could see that the soldiers were moving the enzymatic detergent barrels up onto the bridge for dumping.   
 
      
 
    “Lieutenant!  We made it!  The dump is happening!” several soldiers reported.  There was elation in their voices.   
 
      
 
    “Lieutenant Gonzales, Samuels and I are in position with a nasty surprise for the Jellies.  The hillock will be the primary target area.  Get everyone back and let us try this!”  
 
      
 
    Lieutenant Gonzales did not directly respond to me, but she sent out the command, “Lay down a suppressing fire with energy weapons.  Incinerate the area, and then fall back toward the bridge.” 
 
      
 
    The soldiers crossed over the bridge, carefully covering each other with shots from the enpols.  One soldier was burning the roadway with incendiary gel.  I wondered how well the Jellies could see through the smoke that was starting to billow up from there.  I pondered what I would see when I popped my head down into the Jellie to fire its own weapons.   
 
      
 
    “Samuels?  Does the purple glow need to be on to shoot this thing?” I asked.  
 
      
 
    “It seems so.  I did fire one blaster without the glow, but could not recreate how I did it.  Sorry!” 
 
      
 
    The soldiers moved past the hillock and started to sprint toward us.  Their strobes were flashing, all in unison with each other.  Those lights cast shadows in the smoke and the streaks from the enpols.  Beyond that was an increasing purple glow.  That whole scene was surreal.  The last soldier over the hill was Lieutenant Gonzales.  I could tell by checking the popup display in my helmet, and by the different colored camouflage pattern she was using in her reactive armor.  
 
      
 
    Estimating her speed, and knowing about how long it would take me to drop into the Jellie shell, squeeze the knob, and then compress the square, I called out, “Lieutenant Gonzales?  Give the word and our own barrage will begin in thirty seconds.  While firing, we cannot hear anything on the links!  Everyone remember, the two nearby purple glows are Samuels and me, not Jellies!” 
 
      
 
    “Engage when ready!” Lieutenant Gonzales said.    
 
      
 
    I ducked down into that black cave of the Jellie carapace.  My helmet light just showed its murky and watery interior.  I wrenched my body to where I could grab the big knob with one hand, and sort-of straddle the box projection with my legs.  It was awkward and difficult to move that way. I activated the purple glow, and that altered my perceptions as I felt enclosed, trapped, and uncertain. Squeezing my knees together around that square and gooey lump, I fired the icy blaster weapon of the Jellies.   
 
      
 
    The white globe appeared for an instant to my optics in that tomb of carapace, and then it was gone.  I shoved my knees together again, and hoped the detonations were falling somewhere near where the Jellies were on that hillock.  I was locked into that dark cave of the Jellie’s shell.  I could only see out through the triangular flap where I had entered.  That only showed a lighter gray color, and even that night sky was obscured by the purple glow from that Jellie illumination.  My heartrate increased and my breathing was labored as I fired again.  
 
      
 
    “What am I hitting?” I nearly panicked thinking of my friends who had been killed by Jellie weapons and wondering if I was adding to that death toll.     
 
      
 
    Letting go of that knob, the purple glow ceased.  I just had to look out.  I could not blindly fire yet another blast from the Jellie’s carapace.  Pulling my legs back to a more anatomically normal position, I popped my head up.  I fully expected to get slapped down with a tentacle, or have an icy detonation take off my head, but that did not happen.  The hillock was crowded with the five enemy Jellies.  Two of them were split open with their purple glows flickering.  Brown gunk was oozing from them as if they were pumpkins that had been dropped off a wagon.  One was wobbling around and around, while the other two were just sitting there, inert, while their own irritating purple light was fading.   
 
      
 
    “…ing.  Samuels, Kalju, cease firing!”  Lieutenant Gonzales was charging toward the Jellies.  “Everyone help me drag these monsters out of their shells!” 
 
      
 
    Yaakov rushed toward me, but I waved him away.  Someone else was jumping up and down next to where Samuels had parked her confiscated Jellie carapace.  It was still glowing purple, but then shut down.  I quickly turned back to see Lieutenant Gonzales ram her bullpup into a crack on the side of one of the immobile Jellies.   
 
      
 
    A muffled sound of rapidly fired bullets reached my external microphones.   
 
      
 
    “Look out!” a bunch of voices screamed out.      
 
      
 
    The wobbling Jellie projected out several tentacles and stabilized itself.  The tentacles whipped around and narrowly missed crushing down on Lieutenant Gonzales.  I zoomed in my optics and saw that some of the icy shrapnel was sticking out from that Jellie.  At the same time, I drew out my enpol, and took aim. 
 
      
 
    Before I could fire, a myriad of energy bursts impacted into those tentacles.  The tips, and middles of which turned a burnt sienna color and then sloughed off.  The amputated stubs withdrew a bit and that Jellie began to wobble and spin about in an erratic manner.  Soldiers from all around were rushing up to our leader and shooting at any tentacle which got near to her.   
 
      
 
    Vibration saws were activated and the Jellies’ carapaces were severed open.  The brown fluids were splashed about as soldiers dragged the still struggling Jellies out from their carapace suits.  Those Jellies were dismembered in short order into more parts than I could ever count. 
 
      
 
    The last Jellie to be pulled out was the wobbling one.  I got in on doing that, and when it was pulled free, the last thing it did with its disgusting tentacles, was to project some kind of signal.  That signal screeched over all our communication gear.  I thought my ears would disintegrate from the shrill and piercing noises.  But then, even more troubling than that confounded noise, was the phrase, “Gas breathers die!”   
 
      
 
    I thought it was some hallucination, but every single one of the Bilokos heard that same message.  Yes, the Jellie had spoken to us.  Our communication links—every set of reactive armor—had been fried by that Jellie’s last act. 
 
      
 
    Well, that, my dear Ryan, was how we acquired seven Jellie carapace suits.  They were mostly intact—well they were damaged, but better than anything we had ever captured before—and I had no idea how important that battle by the bridge in Bread really was.   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
    7  
 
    The Long Journey 
 
      
 
      
 
    It has been a while since added to this log report.  The Major and I had to use excessive force to get something done, and while it worked, I still find that distasteful.  Well, maybe not as much as I would have once.  Oh, Ryan, of course the Major is right in what is happening, no question about that.  It just has taken much more than we expected.  The big jump is coming together, but getting these mixed technologies to work is tough.  Thankfully Samuels and Stridell are geniuses at that stuff.   
 
      
 
    As I review what I recorded, I see that I did not relate the fate of Bread.  To be brief, the enzymatic detergent did what it was supposed to do.  It would have been nice to see how it would have all worked out. 
 
      
 
    Well, we manually hauled those seven Jellie suits out of Bread by using that wagon.  Without the organic Jellie inside it, the carapace shell could be folded down as long as there was sufficient brown gunk inside it to lubricate it.  The wagon was overloaded, sure it was, but we made it out of Bread, by pulling it by hand into Arcadia. We exited through that abandoned town of Arcadia and into the shell.  Once in the shell Lieutenant Gonzales contacted her superiors via communication systems built into the shell.  It was not the lattice of compeers, as the nonphysicality was still smashed, but Lieutenant Gonzales did make contact with MC001.  Adams, of course, was still somewhere on the needle ship.   
 
      
 
    “Kalju? We have been ordered to take our trophies to Journey,” Lieutenant Gonzales informed me.  She had removed her helmet and spoke quietly to me directly, face-to-face. “MC001 consulted with IAM Lenore, and neither has any idea how the communication links in our armor can be repaired.  Samuels figures it was from that sonic weapon that last Jellie hit us with, and I concur.  But we are back to yelling and listening.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, ma’am we are,” I laughed a bit.   
 
      
 
    “We will have to walk this stuff to Journey, as no transport is available,” she added what I already suspected to be the case. 
 
      
 
    “Evans’ horses died as heroes.  And we can still use his wagon.  There are thirty-eight of us to pull it,” I replied.  I bit my lip as I said that number.  Not because of the number itself so much but because I could not remember all the names of the dead we had left behind in Bread.  Lieutenant Gonzales has those names memorized, and I admire her for that.   
 
      
 
     She looked into my eyes, and I think she understood.  “It will take us several days of travel through the back corridors.  Send out scouts to find what food and supplies we can glean from these corridors.  The Bread inhabitants probably took most everything, but see what our people can find.”  She started to turn away.   
 
      
 
    “Lieutenant? Did the dwellers here go to Journey as well?” 
 
      
 
    “No so much.  Most of those dwellers were escorted to Chicago by the Bread soldiers—the Bakers.  They saved a lot of their people.  And no, I did not learn more about Kansas when I interfaced with MC001 or IAM Lenore.  I will tell you when I do learn anything about that.  However, in Journey, we will be meeting some old associates of yours, Sylvia and Earle.  They want to run tests on what we captured.” 
 
      
 
    “So, that is why are we going to Journey.  Did they have any idea about that Jellie who talked to us?” 
 
      
 
    “Kalju, I heard that message, and you heard that.  I know that is right.  We all heard that, but I did not tell MC001 or IAM Lenore about it.  Nor did I report it the other officers over us.”  She did not say Adams’ name.  “You will not tell them either.  Understand?  Our orders are to take these carapace remains to those oceanographers you once knew.  You told me they figured out how some whales talked to the Jellies, right?  Those oceanographers are the first people we are going to tell about that message we all heard.  We run it past them first.  What do you think Colonel Caldwell would do if she heard about this?” 
 
      
 
    I nodded my head, but my thoughts were swirling.   
 
      
 
    “Or Gehlen, or… Adams?  Do you think they would take it seriously, or what?  Kalju, some things we take up the chain of command, and some things we evaluate on our own and decide if those leaders need to know it or not,” Lieutenant Gonzales stated.  “The proper care and feeding of ‘superior officers’ is a delicate affair.” 
 
      
 
    Startled, I responded with some sputtering, “So, I should not always report everything to you?”  I was honestly wondering what exactly to do.  
 
      
 
    “Do you report every bit of minutia to me?  Of course, not.  I trust you to report significant things to me, and I in return report what I know to you. It is a mutually supportive relationship, even though I have the final say.  Sure, the fact that the Jellie know our language, and were somehow able to ruin our communication links and couplings is important.  The upper echelon already knows about the sonic weapons and interferences.  What have they told us?  Nothing!  So, I want to get to the bottom of this, and not let it be handled by incompetent bureaucrats, trigger-happy loose cannons, or people who should still be in suspended animation.  When we know how this works, and how to counteract it, then we will report it.  This is too important to be botched by bunglers.”  Lieutenant Gonzales had never been more intense in her speech.  “Our lives depend on getting this right.” 
 
      
 
    “But what about…” I started to ask, but then remembered Adams and what he did to Marie.  Did I really want him making decisions?  And the twin nincompoop colonels, Caldwell and Gehlen, well, I just did not trust them at all.  Perhaps had they ever told me about my lost friends, or my family back in Kansas, I would have had some measure of respect for them.  But after what they had done, especially Adams, I agreed with Lieutenant Gonzales.  But then I reconsidered, “Should the artificial intelligences know?  They are logical, efficient, and trustworthy.  Or am I missing something?” 
 
      
 
    “Kalju, they may already know.  I am not sure how much they monitor the reactive armor and our communication systems.  Seriously, even Samuels is not clear on that.  With the lattice in tatters, it is a mess. I have limited access to those AIs.  You have even more limited access.  If I just feed the information there, through these general population links in the needle ship, well, I am not sure it is any different than turning it directly all over to Colonel Caldwell to be debated on forever, or giving it to Major Adams so he can run amok yet again.  Also, there is no encryption or security on these intercoms.  None.” 
 
      
 
    I must have had a bewildered look on my face, for Lieutenant Gonzales reached out and stroked by eyebrow—the one with the scar.  She said, “What if the Jellies are listening in somehow?  We will discuss it with those oceanographers, in person, first.  They should be better able to tell us what happened.  Otherwise I feel like we are throwing away a golden opportunity to win some of these battles.  You and Samuels did not ask those bureaucrats to grant their sanctified permission before you used those Jellie weapons against the Jellies.  And that saved all of us.” 
 
      
 
    “I am with you in this.  We do this together,” I replied.  I knew I trusted Gonzales more than anyone else I had met since Mister Fisher.  I remembered one of his idioms, “We will win this together.” 
 
      
 
    The journey to Journey did take time, about three days and two nights.  Our scouts found some food stuffs in ESRCs, but that was suspended animation stored foods, and not like regular cooking.  We ate while we walked, and the slept at night.  Although, what I counted as a night was a four-hour sleep period between our long walks.  We moved along the corridors and hallways getting into remote sections of the needle ship as we traversed its length to reach the habitat known as Journey.  Typically, the needle ship had only the flight crew stationed on its great length.  There were only a few small biomes on the needle ship, and they were used for recreational parks, exercise areas, or rarely as supplemental gardens.  Virtually all the food consumed by the thousand-person flight crew was hauled in from the eight biological habitats.  Well, that was how it was during normal space flight.  It was a good system, but no colony ship designer had ever anticipated the Marathon being invade by alien enemies.  And the Jellies were a supremely malevolent and hostile alien species. 
 
      
 
    I counted it lucky that the dwellers from Bread had left any supplies behind as they moved toward Chicago.       
 
      
 
    Several times each day, Lieutenant Gonzales made progress reports about our trek through the needle ship.  She did that at various locations along the way where she could jack into access panels and directly send in verbal reports via the public intercom.  In normal times, the lattice of compeers would have been monitoring us, and those artificial intelligence systems would have been available at just a call from anywhere.  Normally we could have used any number of slide-ways to move quickly from place to place.  However, on that trip, we were isolated.  Machinery was broken, and connections were severed.  If the Jellies found our group, we had no way to immediately summon aid or assistance.  It was disconcerting, but that was a feeling which was becoming more and more my new state of normalcy.   
 
      
 
    After one report, I asked, “Lieutenant Gonzales?  Are we getting any replacement parts for the reactive armor?  There are a couple of gravity conduits ahead on our route.  Ammunition supplies are adequate, but the lack of communication links is a prime hindrance to our efficiency.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, it is.  I agree.  However, even though they know our status, they tell me, ‘No replacement supplies are available at this time’.  That, Sergeant Kalju, is yet another reason why we need to get to Journey quickly.  They have not said it, but something else is happening.  Something big.  That old idiom, ‘no new is good news’ is a lie.  When I do not get news from my superiors, it almost always means something bad is happening.  Operation Barnacle is a prime example of that.  We still have not gotten the full story on all that, but you know as well as anyone about seeking information and being denied.” 
 
      
 
    And so, we pressed on.  About midday on the third day we reached one of the constituent joints which led to the Journey biome.  There we met a squad of the Journey Jabberwocks. 
 
      
 
    “Halt and be recognized!” an amplified voice came from a barrier which was across the corridor about a hundred meters away.  
 
      
 
    “We are the Biloko coming from Bread bringing specimens to Journey,” Lieutenant Gonzales yelled back.   
 
      
 
    “Why have you failed to reply to our transmissions?” 
 
      
 
    “All our communication systems were knocked out.  I will meet you in the middle up here for your inspection, if you wish?”  she called back.   
 
      
 
    “You have Jellie remains?” 
 
      
 
    “Not the remains of the organic creatures, just their exterior technology, their shells,” Lieutenant Gonzales called back.   
 
      
 
    “Huh?  I did not think there was a difference,” the other trooper called back.  “I just checked with MC001 and you are cleared.  I must see this thing you have.” 
 
      
 
    “Things, seven of them.” 
 
      
 
    The trooper emerged from behind the barricade.  He, and several others, were outfitted in reactive armor which was much like our own—except I assumed their communication links were still functional—but they had them set to an odd form of camouflage.  The splotched colors were green, browns, and some bright yellows.  I wondered how effective that would be, but did not ask.  The leader, the man who spoke, had a similar color pattern, but instead of the bright yellows, his had stripes of bright purple.  It mimicked the purple of the Jellie’s glowing light.   
 
      
 
    “We are the Journey Jabberwocks.  I am Commander Terrance.”  On his should was an emblem with a dragon-like cartoon image. I assumed that was some artist’s rendition of that fabled Jabberwock from that old story.  For a moment, I smiled and was thankful to Mister Fisher for making us read all those strange old books. 
 
      
 
    Commander Terrance walked down the corridor toward our wagon.  His weapons were very similar to what we carried, although I did not see too many amvex grenades, as his armor had more flaps over what was in his pouches.  “Never seen a dead Jellie up close.  We have killed some, though.  I thought this hard shell was their skin, and the slimy, tentacled stuff inside was their version of intestines and guts.” 
 
      
 
    “Pleased to officially meet you.  I am Lieutenant Gonzales.”  They shook hands, and slapped shoulders.  I was unsure where that rank ‘commander’ fell in the chain of command, but Gonzales and Terrance were treating each other as equals.  That was good enough for me.  
 
      
 
    The other Jabberwocks followed up and closely examined what was on our wagon.  Samuels gave a brief overview, including the fact that the Jellies had used some kind of sonic weapon to knock out our communication links and couplings.   
 
      
 
    “We heard about that.  Rumors say some of these Jellies are sending out verbal messages as well, but they have not talked to me,” Commander Terrance said with a scoff that was part doubt, part mystery.  He pulled off his helmet.  He was older than I expected, but had a kind face.  “MC001 says we are to escort you to the lake where the scientists are working.  We have food supplies, and water.  Water is a problem in Journey, as the Jellies have poisoned much of it.  We have filters installed in the lake, rivers, and the subterranean river.  The Jellies have occupied the stern half of Journey, but we are containing them.” 
 
      
 
    Several yellow transport automacubes rolled up from behind the barricade.  They took over for the soldiers who were pulling the wagon.  I wished they were the beautiful horses that Evan the Drayman had, but then I recalled that he and his horses were killed, and I never said goodbye or even saw their bodies.  The faces of Kulm, Bartlet, Timofei, Jane, Brett, Pilliroog, Kulm, and even Marie showed in my mind’s eye.  I brushed tears away and did not care if anyone saw them.   
 
      
 
    The constituent joint was in far better repair than the one I had patrolled so much.  We passed quickly along that, even moving through a large GAGS.  As we did, Commander Terrance kept up a commentary about what was happening in Journey.   
 
      
 
    “We engineered dams and dikes to stop water from heading into occupied territory.  The Jellies’ advance was halted by our deploying amvex grenades as mine fields in a two-hundred-meter-wide strip across the whole biome.  We considered putting sound emitters around them, to hopefully scare off the wildlife, but sadly the Jellies have already killed off almost anything living in the part of Journey they occupy.”  He added some very profane descriptions of the Jellies.  I knew how he felt.   
 
      
 
    “So, the Jellies occupy the lowlands, and you have stopped water from flowing down there.  Trying to dry them out.  Good idea,” Lieutenant Gonzales affirmed. “And those oceanographers are by this new lake that was formed?” 
 
      
 
    “Correct.  We call it Big Lake now, as it used to be farmland, with a few ponds for livestock.  But it serves as our water supply now and is fairly secure,” Commander Terrance replied.   
 
      
 
    We emerged out of the constituent joint into the shell of Journey and soon entered the biome itself.  There were checkpoints along the way staffed by various people.  They were older biome dwellers who must have volunteered for that service.  Few had any armor, but many had firearms.  Armed mostly with gimps and shotguns, they looked more ready for wild-game hunting rather than battling with the Jellies.  Able bodied young adults were off somewhere else.  I supposed they were in Journey’s Jabberwocks and on the front lines of the war.    
 
      
 
    “Welcome to Tulgey Wood,” Commander Terrance announced as we entered the biome.  “Broceliande, my hometown, is at the far end of my homeland.  The Jellies have leveled it to the ground.  I was born there and have a score to settle with these invaders.”  His swearing punctuated his words frequently and vigorously.  
 
      
 
    I recognized the reference of the town’s name, but the town was not much different than the other towns I had seen in Queen, Bread, or even back in Kansas so long ago.  The domiciles in Foreigner were different, as that place had been islands surrounded by sea. 
 
      
 
    As I looked between the houses and shops I saw the lake down the hill from where we were.  It was nestled in a valley and from the trees which were sticking up from beneath the water at various places I could tell it was not a natural phenomenon.  Well, not an original design of the biome.  It was serene enough, but in the far distance I saw the rough line of dams and dikes.       
 
      
 
    I could almost feel a bit nostalgic about that town with its permalloy houses, and straight streets.  For a flickering nanosecond, I nearly forgot about battling the Jellies, especially when I saw a happy dog running down one of the streets playing with some small children.  Their laughter made me smile, but then I caught sight of some security automacubes perched on the rooftops.  Those red machines had some kind of rack on their backs.  It was a configuration which was new to me.   
 
      
 
    Catching my glance, Commander Terrance answered my unasked question, “They are Mobile Energy Rocket Launchers.  Our merls blast those bloody Jellie bombs out of the air.  They get most of them, but the early days of this battle were terrible.  That was when we lost so much of the biome to the Jellies.”   
 
      
 
    Samuels spoke up, “They fire small rockets, and those rockets explode and send out energy waves which counteract the Jellie bombardments, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes!  Yes, that they do.  Blasts those frozen bombs into tiny and harmless bits, high up in the sky.  The bloody Jellies seem to have figured that out and they only launch a few bombs our way now and again.  Maybe every day, or twice a day.  It does tie up all these security automacubes, so we cannot make a counter-offensive and push the scum sucking beasties out of my homeland.” 
 
      
 
    I then asked, “Commander Terrance?  Do you have word about Kansas?” 
 
      
 
    He turned and looked at me.  “Son, is that your homeland?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir.  Any word at all?” 
 
      
 
    “We did get some refugees from there long ago, but nothing since then,” he replied.   
 
      
 
    My face revealed by emotions, and he caught my look.   
 
      
 
    “Son, they were only refugees because they got trapped here when the tube system was flooded.  They knew nothing about any fighting or whatnot in Kansas.  You can sure talk to them if you want to.” 
 
      
 
    I looked to Lieutenant Gonzales. 
 
      
 
    Commander Terrance interjected, “The scientists who are waiting for you are only a few blocks away, down at that big building near the lake.  It once was a mill for grinding grain, but now is our ‘science academy’ as well as our watch tower for Big Lake.  So, if your sergeant needs to go, he can easily find his way back here.  The Kansas refugees are right in town.” 
 
      
 
    She nodded at the commander, then turned to me.  “Go Kalju.  Just come and find us at that Big Lake place where the oceanographers are.  I will deliver these shells to them.”  She gestured at the wagon.  “I also think any of the other Bilokos can take a bit of time off here in Tulgey Wood, if the Commander gives his approval.  We have had a hard go of it, and some of my people really need to bathe!” 
 
      
 
    “The town is pretty well packed full, but the Civic Auditorium does have showers set up and a buffet line.  Your people are free to use that,” Commander Terrance stated.  “Simple and basic food and some sleeping rooms.” 
 
      
 
    “Tell my sergeant where to meet these people from Kansas, and then we will get these Jellie suits to the oceanographers.  Kalju looks like he is about to jump out of his reactive armor,” Lieutenant Gonzales said with a smile.  
 
      
 
    Commander Terrance described the house where he knew the family from Kansas was staying.  I listened carefully, and then sprinted away as fast as I could.  I regretted not asked about my militia friends, but all I was thinking about was our family.  I rushed around the corner, and followed the simple directions I was given.  Two streets over, and around another corner I reached a block of tenement houses and that was when I heard a voice I never thought I would hear again.   
 
      
 
    “Kalju!”   
 
      
 
    I looked up and there stepping out of an open doorway was a beautiful woman with flowing auburn hair.   
 
      
 
    “Kalju!  It is me!  Lacey!”   
 
      
 
    “My sister!” I was too thrilled to say anything more.  My mouth hung open, and then she disappeared back into the doorway.  I blinked my eyes, and shook my head.  I seriously thought I was hallucinating.   
 
      
 
    “Kalju!” the door burst open on the ground level, and that beautiful woman rushed out into the street.  “How in the world?” 
 
      
 
    “Lacey?” I stammered.  The woman standing in front of me had ringlets of gorgeous hair falling to her waist and a soft and pretty face.  Her slightly pouty lips and upturned nose did have a resemblance to the little girl I remembered, but here she was, a woman.   
 
      
 
    “Oh, merciful glory, what happened to your face?” Lacey threw her arms about me, and pulled my head next to hers.  That was the only part of me which was exposed.  The reactive armor was between us otherwise.   
 
      
 
    “I got wounded,” I stuttered, “a few different times, in fighting the Jellies.” 
 
      
 
    She pulled back slightly and gently caressed my eyebrow scar.  “My big brother, the battle-hardened soldier.” Tears were flowing down her face.  “Now you have made me cry, you big oaf.”  
 
      
 
    As I looked into her eyes and the upturned edges of her smile, I knew it really was my little sister, although she was not little any longer.  She was probably about one-hundred-seventy-five centimeters tall, with a curvy but athletic frame.  Dressed in a simple shirt and pants, I could tell she was an adult.  I wondered where the years had gone.  
 
      
 
    “Stop gawking and staring at me like you have seen a ghost or something.  Come inside, and we must get you out of that armor so I can properly see my big brother.  She then threw her arms around me again, and pulled me cheek to cheek.  It felt so good to hold her, even though the armor was in the way.  
 
      
 
    “I have no other clothing,” I murmured.   
 
      
 
    “My husband has some spare…” 
 
      
 
    “Husband?”  I spewed out some spit as I was astounded.  “Husband?” 
 
      
 
    “Kalju, it has been years since you left Kansas.  Come inside and let me get you some clothing, and we can discuss what has happened. You know about Ryan, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, mom and dad told me.  But you got married?” 
 
      
 
    “My husband and I met on a design team trying to figure out how to stop the Jellies from shelling places with their frozen artillery weapons.  Now come inside,” she pulled me along and into the tenement. “We are on the second floor, and have a one bedroom flat.” 
 
      
 
    I walked up the stairs with her and was trying to calculate how much time had passed since I left Kansas, and with the reactive armor’s systems being discombobulated, I was trying to do it in my head.   
 
      
 
    The apartment was small, with two rooms, and an attached toileting area.  One room was for sleeping, and the other was for everything else.  It had the doorway to the outside deck.  Lacey hustled into the bedroom and came back with a shirt, pants, underwear, and some sandals.   
 
      
 
    I must have turned red, for she said to me, “Oh come on, I am your sister, but peal out of that armor.  I will take a look at it while you clean up and put on these clothes.  I can already see that some of the relays are fried while the others are obsolete models, which never did well in field tests.” 
 
      
 
    I pulled the armor off, but kept my back to Lacey, and hesitated to remove the lower sections.   
 
      
 
    “Kalju, I saw you naked in that lake by Dale’s place on more than one occasion, and you were never too shy then.  Besides, you will need to wash anyway.  You can use my gray-water ration for today.”  She walked to the toileting area and entered a code sequence into a nine-section color control pad which was near the faucet and basin.  Her eyes landed on my new arm.  She tenderly reached out and took that hand and lifted it to her lips and kissed it.  I felt loved so much, but I also really felt exposed and naked as I stepped from the reactive armor.  The air circulating around me was different than that inside the armor, and my skin sort-of tingled and tickled all at the same time. 
 
      
 
    “You know about reactive armor?” I asked as I passed it over to her.   
 
      
 
    “Among other things, yes, I do.  I specialize in lighter-than-air reconnaissance targeting platforms for the defensive systems.  The merls use those for early detection and activation.  We have those spread out all across Journey above the dams and dikes.” 
 
      
 
    “Those security automacubes with the rockets?” I asked as I stepped into the bathroom, and partly slid the door out of its pocket and sort-of hid behind it while the basin filled up.  “I saw bombardments myself.  How are mom and dad?  What has happened at home?  You are married?  What about Susie and Kristy?  How did you get to Journey?  You really are married?”    
 
      
 
    “I am almost twenty now Kalju, and yes, I am married.  Grant is my husband and we met while designing the defenses against what you call bombardments.  I was recruited the year after you left, about the same time as Elav died.  That dog was never the same after you left.  You know you were Elav’s favorite, right?” 
 
      
 
    “I hate it when dogs die.” 
 
      
 
    “I understand,” Lacey answered.  She paused for a while, and it became uncomfortable.  Finally, she said, “My husband is named Grant.  He is from Journey.  I came here after the wedding, and that was when...” 
 
      
 
    “When the Jellies flooded the tube transports?” I offered.   
 
      
 
    “Sure, that was about that same time.  We tried to contact you, Kalju.  I wanted you at the wedding, but all we ever heard was ‘Kalju is not available for contact’ and that was the only sad part of the whole wedding.”  There was a catch in her throat.  I thought she was going to say more, but she did not.   
 
      
 
    I stuck my head out of the bathroom, and she again looked at my new arm as it rested on the door frame.  Glancing down at that I said, “Wounded a few times.” 
 
      
 
    “I see that,” Lacey replied.  She was working on my reactive armor on the small table.  She had a set of precision tools out.   
 
      
 
    Not knowing what else to say I added, “I wish I could have been at your wedding too.  You were a beautiful bride, I am sure.  I have tried to make connections with you so many times, but I never could.  How are mom and dad?  Our sisters?” 
 
      
 
    She sniffled a bit.  “I have not heard from anyone in Kansas since I got here.  I almost said ‘was trapped here’ but that is not precise.  I moved here with Grant, but could never go back.  I honestly do not know what has happened in Kansas.  Even being in research and development, neither Grant nor I can contact other biomes.  The MC artificial intelligence systems scrutinize everything.” 
 
      
 
    “MC001 is blocking you as well?” I asked.   
 
      
 
    “MC001?” she laughed a bit, and it was delightful.  “Now that is an obsolete system. That was the prototype for all the MC artificial intelligences.  It stands for Military Computer, which goes back a couple hundred years to an antique term.  Anyway, the MC line is now up to about three-hundred models, and some are getting miniaturized with their central memory cores being less than a meter high.  Compactness, mobility, and agility is at a premium now.” 
 
      
 
    “So, you do not know much else about mom and dad, and our sisters?” 
 
      
 
    Lacey looked at me with her soft green eyes, “When I left, Kristy, Susie, mom and dad were getting by.  Kristy and Susie were working in Colby in research and development of weapon systems.  So, where have you been?” 
 
      
 
    I finished washing and I did feel better.  Grant’s clothes were a bit short in the sleeves and pants, but would do.  Not knowing exactly what to say I just mumbled, “I have been in some battles.” 
 
      
 
    “Obviously, you still have a gift for understatement. This is two generations old,” Lacey said as she assessed my armor.  “It took some serious damage to its communication systems, not to mention the scores of physical impacts it has suffered.  What did all this” 
 
      
 
    Smiling at her I joked, “I fall down a lot.” 
 
      
 
    “Still my funny big brother.  Seriously, I have not even heard about damage like this.  The Journey Jabberwocks do not seem to get hit with this kind of alien weapon.  What happened?” 
 
      
 
    I explained as best I could what had happened in Bread, and then I blurted out, “The Jellies can talk to us.” 
 
      
 
    She dropped her probe and it clattered onto the armor and rolled off the table.  As it hit the floor it clanked a few times.  “What?” 
 
      
 
    I related the message which had come through our communication system before it was all addled and busted up.  
 
      
 
    “They told you, ‘Gas breathers die!’ and everyone in your unit heard that?” Lacey asked me.   
 
      
 
    “Yes.” I then just rapidly explained all that had happened with the oceanographers Earle and Sylvia, and how the orcas had learned the Jellie’s language.  I did not mention all my dead friends, even though I trusted Lacey.  Those words just would not come out.  I did tell her about the Jellie carapaces which we had brought and how Lieutenant Gonzales was delivering them. 
 
      
 
    “Those two, Sylvia and Earle, would be the ones to make some breakthrough like that,” Lacey replied. “They have been in seclusion down by Big Lake.  We all know they are down there, but none of us knew what they were doing exactly.  This is very interesting, but as to you, big brother, have you eaten any real food?  Grant is a pretty good chief, and even though we do have rations on food here, it is not all from suspended animation storage, nor is it recycled.  I have some real pineapple, tomatoes, kohlrabi, and artichokes.  Last night we grilled a bit of pork, and you can have what is left of that.  I also have half of a loaf of rye bread.” 
 
      
 
    Salvia literally was dripping from the corners of my mouth.  I nodded enthusiastically.   
 
      
 
    “Well, it is in the refrigerator, so help yourself.  I want to make a few patches to your reactive armor’s systems.  It might hold up better until you get replacements.” 
 
      
 
    I spread out the food that she had, and only took a third of what I really wanted.  What she had was excellent, but I still felt guilt taking food from my sister, when I knew times were hard for her.  Still, the grilled pork, vegetables, pineapple, and bread were amazing.  It might have just been being with my sister that made it all taste so very good.         
 
      
 
    “I got one channel up and running on your reactive armor,” Lacey stated.  “It is the weakest, and lest secured, but it also has the broadest frequency and, well, it was the only one that was repairable.  You can both receive audio and send audio.  Only while your helmet is on.  The lufi amalgam power sources I added will give this worn-out old suit a bit of a reprieve.  Here try them on.” 
 
      
 
    I wiped the last remnant of food from my lips, and then licked my fingers.  I looked at my sister and knew my time to depart was coming.  “Lacey, I do not know what to say.  I must get back to Lieutenant Gonzales, but I want to stay and help you.  I did not even get to meet Grant.” 
 
      
 
    “I know.  I feel that same way, Kalju, but you must go.  The battles are not yet over, and now we at least know each other is well.  Whichever one of us talks to our family next, we promise to relate this moment.  Right?” 
 
      
 
    I hugged her close to me and held her.  I should have held her forever, but I had to let go.  “I will greet everyone back in Kansas for you, when I get back there.” 
 
      
 
    “And when I make contact, I will tell them all my big brother is a fine warrior winning the battle against the Jellies.  Go out there Kalju and win the battle on the Marathon!” 
 
      
 
    We hugged again, and I then stepped into the bathroom and put my reactive armor back on.  Lacey had cleaned it so well, some of the systems were like new, and even the ones that were terribly worn down were working better.  She was the engineer I always wanted to be.  I sure wish I had told her that then. 
 
      
 
    Lifting the helmet, she went to put it on me.  As she did, she said, “Activate the basic communication link, it can stay on and open for as long as needed.  I love you my dear brother.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you.  Lacey, I love you too.” 
 
      
 
    As my helmet locked into place, I saw Lacey though the optics on my armor.  It was not the same as seeing her face-to-face.  I did a fancy bow and curtsey and then waked out of her flat.  I waited to activate the communication system until I got to the street.  I am certainly glad that I did.   
 
      
 
    With a wave, I saw my sister Lacey for that last time.  She was there at the doorway, and she waved back.  For a few moments, we had shared an almost normal event.   
 
      
 
    Heading down toward where the Big Lake was, I turned on the communication link.  A multitude of voices came on, and I wished I could filter it in some way.  By concentrating on specific voices and conversations, I could follow some of what was happening. Most was typical day-to-day talk about life in Journey.  A few people were discussing some current events of the town and region, but the names, people, and places were unknown to me.  They were the voices of a town at the edge of a battlefield, with an uncertain future.  It was such a hodgepodge that before I got to the location with the oceanographers I shut it down.  That also let me cry for my sister without the voices of strangers echoing in my head.   
 
      
 
    The building where the oceanographers were located was obvious.  It was three stories high, made from permalloy of a dull tan color.  The windows were square and set in pairs along all three stories.  Surrounding that building were earthen dikes which kept the newly-made lake away from the building.  A narrow strip of dirt made a sort-of isthmus from the higher ground to the area around the building.  A water wheel which in normal times would be turned by the steady flow of water through a sluiceway, was now disconnected and idle, as the dikes had blocked off the old course where the river flowed. Several Journey Jabberwock troopers walked around what looked to have been a hastily constructed chain-link fence, of an antique style.  That steel fence was at the top of the dikes, on all sides except for the isthmus. Obviously, permalloy would have been much stronger, and I wondered why they chose a weaker metal. The Jabberwock troopers were on guard, moving in the slow and pondering manner of most men and women who are walking as guards.  They kept facing out over the lake.  
 
      
 
    On the side of the building was inscribed “Queen Bee Mill” but I knew it was now going by the name which was draped on a banner across the fence, “Science Academy.” 
 
      
 
    I pulled off my helmet and walked up the isthmus of dirt.  Smelling real air was nice, and even though the odors from the Big Lake were not pleasant, they did remind me of that pond Dale had.  I wiped the snot away from my nose, and spit onto the ground.  At least those liquids I would not have to drink again after they were recycled.  Somehow, just being able to spit and have it land somewhere away from me felt refreshing.  One of the guards gestured for me to go on inside.   
 
      
 
    The front entryway led to a large foyer which was three stories high, and about a quarter of the width of the building.  The sky tube’s light shone down in and lit up the entire area.   
 
      
 
    “Lieutenant Gonzales?” I inquired as I looked around.  The gears, drive shafts, spindles, pistons, and milling areas were still visible, but their partial disassembly was evident.  In their place were cargo containers, workbenches, and the seven Jellie carapaces we had brought. Busily working with those carapace suits were two engineering automacubes, with their shiny blue colors, and their manipulation arms examining the alien materials.  Also, there were three yellow transport automacubes, functioning as assistants to the engineering models. It reminded me more of a large shop floor or small factory than the mill it had once been.  Along the edges were additional testing equipment.   
 
      
 
    “Sergeant Kalju, over here,” Lieutenant Gonzales called from a doorway.  She was now wearing just basic fatigues, and I wondered where her armor was, and how she had acquired a fresh and clean uniform.  “Join us please.” 
 
      
 
    I walked through that converted mill and into an officelike science laboratory.  And there I saw again, Earle and Sylvia.  I rocked back a bit because of the flood of emotions which accompanied seeing them.  I wished to know of Klum, and what had happened to his body, and I longed to know where Radha, Tudeng, Matkaja, and Carol were.  I bit my tongue and refused to ask them.     
 
      
 
    Both the oceanographers looked in poor health.  The last time I had seen them they had both been overweight, but now they were thin.  Not slender in the good way of physical fitness, but they were thin in the way of illness or exhaustion. 
 
      
 
    “Sergeant Kalju, did you learn anything about Kansas?” Lieutenant Gonzales asked me.   
 
      
 
    “Yes, thank you,” I did not elaborate because my sister’s memory was too precious for me to share.   
 
      
 
    “Well, you remember these people,” Lieutenant Gonzales gestured toward the oceanographers.    
 
      
 
    “Yes.  A lot has happened since I saw them last,” I replied addressing my comments to Lieutenant Gonzales.   
 
      
 
    Sylvia turned to me, “I do remember you.  One of the children who helped us.” She looked like she had aged twenty years.  I felt pity for her.   
 
      
 
    “Never mind the introductions.  Who cares about some return of a toy soldier!” Earle said.   
 
      
 
    Lieutenant Gonzales put a restraining hand on my chest.   
 
      
 
    Earle did not notice, he babbled on, “We need to move quickly.  Very quickly.”  He too looked much older, and he turned back to stare into a conservation slate which was showing a three-dimensional image of the Marathon.  “Time is fleeting now.” 
 
      
 
    “What does he mean?”  I looked to Lieutenant Gonzales.  That was when I noted her uniform was not marked by the emblems of a lieutenant, but now she wore the symbols of a major.   
 
      
 
    She glanced down at her collar emblems and just said, “I told these two about the message we heard from the Jellies.  They confirmed it was from the enemy, and they have been trying to get IAM Lenore and the Marathon Defense Force leadership to listen.”   
 
      
 
    “I told that Colonel Caldwell that there were ways of speaking to the Jellies,” Earle whined.  “Would she listen?  Would she admire my years of hard work?  Imbeciles and strutting pompous demagogues.  Would she even understand interspecies language? Or dialectology, linguistics, and nonwritten aquatic philology? Oh, no she would not.  Kept asking me about parrots and mina birds.  But now I have proof.” 
 
      
 
    I screwed up my face in confusion.  I thought of Bartlet and what she might have done.  I missed her badly.  So long ago she had handled this pair better than I could.     
 
      
 
    “Those reactive armor suits of yours recorded that message.  Not directly,” Sylvia interjected, “but through the systematic damage which was done.  The orcas predicted that would happen, and they knew the Jellie’s language.  The truth is that the Jellies at first thought that the marine life on the Marathon was the dominant species, and that humans, what they call ‘gas-breathers’ were a parasitic infestation.  But sadly, our great friends, the orcas and dolphins revealed our language to the Jellies.  Only too late did the orcas and those great species understand the real danger.  Now the Jellies seek to expunge us from the Marathon.  They have virtually destroyed the nonphysicality—for all practical purposes—and left the lattice of compeers a shambles.  We had to reconnect many things just to be set up this science academy.” 
 
      
 
    “But now we can go over to that Jellie ship before it is too late!” Earle squealed.  “We beg them for mercy, and as intelligent, sentient, and evolved beings they will work with us to a mutually advantageous settlement of this dispute.” 
 
      
 
    “Earle, that will not work!” Sylvia snapped at him.  “These aliens are evil, malicious, and deadly.” 
 
      
 
    “They are misunderstood and we tried to kill them with that Operation Barnacle!  Do not lecture me about malicious and deadly!  Oh, no you do not!” Earle countered as his voice grew in pitch and volume.  “The pugnacious toy soldiers tried to kill them, and now they will not listen to reason.  Of course, not.” 
 
      
 
    Gonzales interrupted the quarrel.  “Stop it now.  You two have a method for talking to the Jellies, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Soldier girl, do you have a hearing or comprehension problem?” Earle said.  “I told you we have a translator unit which we just have to put into place.  Now with those carapaces we can fly over to that Jellie ship and make contact.  Let me talk to them and they will soon see that we are their intellectual peers.  I have studied their messages to the marine life, and these Jellies are sentient.  Discussion, dialogue, and debate is the only course of action among equals.   From that, understanding will come, along with mutual recognition, and respect.” 
 
      
 
    “Earle, that never happened on Earth with humans trying to seek peace, even though we are one race,” Sylvia retorted.  “It will not happen now.  Those aliens killed all the orcas, dolphins, and how many other species in my oceans.  That happened because the orcas were not a threat to them.  These aliens must be shown their best course of action is to leave.  A firm stand will deter a predator.  They will depart, and then seek an easier prey, as any child would know.  We stand up to them, tell them that we are fighting back, and they will leave.” 
 
      
 
    It was clear to me that both Sylvia and Earle were mentally unbalanced and perhaps even delusional.  Their agendas did not make sense to me, and their quarreling felt like an old and tired track they were emotionally running around.   
 
      
 
    “Oh, Sylvia, come on now.  A highly intelligent species who has broken the light-speed barrier must have also evolved higher ethics, standards, and morality.  I have told you, repeatedly, that sentience brings with it morality and a sense of obligation to others…” 
 
      
 
    “Earle, you forget the natural urges!  Predators are designed for the hunt!  They are indwelled with instincts to seek the weak and vulnerable.  Yes, we are dealing with an advanced species, but they evolved from carnivorous ancestors, not prey, not—omnivores.  They will be evolved to a supreme degree, certainly, but not like you think.  Your presuppositions are blinding you to the cold, hard, facts of reason.  A predator always turns away from an aggressive defender and seeks easier prey.  That is a basic law-of-the-jungle, if you remember any fundamental biology, but you are so fascinated by your projection of sentience into…” 
 
      
 
    “Pardon me, please,” Gonzales’ voice became smooth as honey and just as sweet. “I admire both of you, but I am just a common soldier, so would you help me by answering a question?  I just do not understand what we are facing.  You are both speaking beyond my abilities, and at the bottom of it all, I am afraid for you both.  The Marathon needs you!” 
 
      
 
    That stopped the arguing and the oceanographers turned to look at Gonzales.   
 
      
 
    “You are the best hope the Marathon has, and you must be kept safe.  Could we establish a remote way to address the Jellies?  How about we send a delegation over to present the idea of a conference?  Both of you are too valuable to endanger with that trip, but if we send a small military force over—expendable, unsophisticated people like me—not to talk to the Jellies, oh no, that would you your places, and I would never seek to intrude on that, but rather just to set up the link.  Then from here, where you are safe and secure, you could voice your ideas to them.  That way, then, we can find out who is right.  Of course, I will need the two of you teaching me how to do it.  Being a soldier, I only know to follow orders, and stuff like that.  But could I learn to set up the mechanics of a conference for you with the Jellies? Just a small force, nothing important.  Just some mechanics setting up, what might be described as an old telephone or internet connection?  I could go and establish links so that both of you can remotely talk to these Jellies.  By establishing remote connections, you could both present your ideas and a dialogue can happen. Then, from a position of safety, then, you both can know what is happening. How about a mission to do that?  Am I capable of doing that?  It would be my way to help you both.”  
 
      
 
    “I will go too!” I volunteered before I knew what I was saying. “To keep you two out of harm’s way.”   
 
      
 
    Earle stated bluntly, “A trained monkey could set up a link, so some boys and girls playing soldier should be able to follow orders adequately enough, I suppose.  That would allow confirmation I am right.” 
 
      
 
    “Or wrong, again,” Sylvia replied.  “But it will prove that they are predators which can be scared away by another predator—a human one.  Do this, quickly, without wasting more time and effort.” 
 
      
 
    “Excellent!  But I will really need your help,” Gonzales sounded like a school girl who had just been told she could go to a picnic.  “How do we do this?  Can we use the Jellie carapaces as spacesuits?” 
 
      
 
    “I told you, imbecile, that they are suitable for all environments,” Earle snapped. 
 
      
 
    “She is only a soldier, Earle, she probably does not think of vacuum and space as a separate environment,” Sylvia retorted with no concealment of her condescension.  “I know how to fix those Jellie technological suits. I will establish stimulators inside each one to repair the slashes made in those—yes, carapaces—as the soldiers call them.  I have already established methods which cause the alien materials to reunite together.  It is a simple matter to install stimulators in the seven carapaces to knit them back together.  Fill them with treated liquids which are the equivalent of the Jellie fluids, and they will be set to go.” 
 
      
 
    “And I have the translation device ready.  It will need to be in an aquatic environment to function.”  Earle glared at Gonzales.  “You do know aquatic means a watery place, right?” 
 
      
 
    Gonzales just nodded and kept a slight grin on her face.  I wanted to punch Earle.   
 
      
 
    Earle just shook his head sideways a bit.  “The people I am forced to work with, I never.  Anyway, I will set that up, and Sylvia here can put in her stimulators so the cracks and breaks you made in that alien technology are healed.  It should only take us a few hours.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, wow, this is so exciting!  Thank you for letting me be a part of this!” Gonzales giggled and clapped her hands together.  “What can I do to help?” 
 
      
 
    “Just leave us to work.  Take this toy soldier there with you and get out.  You have a wrist communicator, and I will summon you when we are ready,” Earle waved a hand in a dismissive gesture.  “I suppose I will need to speak again to your superiors, although I doubt they will understand.” 
 
      
 
    “I would be happy and pleased to do that for you.  Your time is too valuable to waste on just sharing information.  I will dictate to them what you told me, if that is acceptable to you?” Gonzales sounded almost like someone else.   
 
      
 
    “Just relay the simple facts,” Sylvia interjected. 
 
      
 
    “Right.  No need for those officers of the MDF to try to understand what we are doing.  Run along and make your little report like a good lap doggie,” Earle added.     
 
      
 
    “Will we be able to take all seven of the shells?” Gonzales asked.  “That would give us better chances of having your plan succeed.  Oh, I so want this to work!  This is so thrilling!  What a joy to work with the two of you, I am so honored.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, yes, I will set up seven of the translators, the mechanics are not difficult to replicate.  It is the translation program which is key.  Once I figured out how to do it, the rest is just setting up the physical components.  Now, skedaddle.  I am weary of your presence,” Earle turned and walked away.  
 
      
 
    Sylvia put her hand on Gonzales’ shoulder and whispered to her, “I know what you did.  Thank you for helping me prove him wrong.  I appreciate you being on my side.  When I talk to the Jellies, they will see we too are predators and not prey. Then they will go away, and our problems are over.” 
 
      
 
    Gonzales just winked at her in a conspiratorial manner.  I had barely heard what Sylvia said, but the body language from the old woman was yelling out her contempt for everyone else. 
 
      
 
    “I will get the stimulators installed in all seven of those carapaces,” Sylvia said.  “That will not take any longer than Earle building those translators.  Then we will see.”  She stormed off and mumbled something else to herself.     
 
      
 
    Gonzales looked at me and her eyes were like daggers piercing into my soul.  I knew not to say a word.  She then led me back outside.  Once there, she watched closely to make sure no one was nearby. 
 
      
 
    “Lieutenant, what…” I began. 
 
      
 
    “Minor correction, I got promoted,” she laughed a bit.  “The MDF was thankful for the carapaces being delivered, and there is a shortage of officers, but that does not really matter.  What does matter is what we are doing here.” 
 
      
 
    “What are we doing?  Those two oceanographers are losing their minds, and you played along?” 
 
      
 
    “Kalju, with these carapaces, we can take the battle right to the Jellies themselves,” Major Gonzales replied.  “I would have done anything to get those two to cooperate.  They are the only ones who have the translator devices and know how to use the stimulators on the carapaces.  Samuels checked it all out just before you got here.  She said those systems do what they said they will do.  Samuels and Stridell have some ideas about how to see out from inside the carapace as well. Using a vibration drill, we can make a small hole in the carapace. Then, using a sort-of permalloy reinforced periscope pushed though that carapace while it is weakened, and then sealed back over by the healing—repairs—that Sylvia knows how to initiate.  That will give us some views.  Not ideal, but not blind.” 
 
      
 
    “But are we really going over on some delegation to establish conferences and discussions with the Jellies?”   
 
      
 
    “The Bilokos are designing some surprises for our trip over there.  We can take four of us per each carapace, five if we really cram ourselves in,” Major Gonzales said.   
 
      
 
    “But what is our mission?  Surely not following the cockamamie schemes of those two, right?” I asked 
 
      
 
    Major Gonzales’ voice was back to her normal one.  “Sergeant Kalju, we will go over there and kill them all.  I have requisitioned all new combat armor suits for all of the Bilokos.  It was approved.  Those should be arriving within the hour.  Gather up our men and women, and have them meet back here.” She pulled a wrist communicator from her back pocket.  “These are old, but they were available.  I loaded into it a list of all the extra supplies we need.  So, go get our gear, and meet back here with the unit. I have to go and convince General Adams to approve this plan, and frankly, I would ran trick those oceanographers again than convince General Adams of anything.” 
 
      
 
    “General?  Adams was promoted too?” 
 
      
 
    “Says how much I value my promotion, right?” Major Gonzales answered. “Colonel Hayyon was killed in battle.  That was a genuine loss, but yes, Adams is now Commandant of the entire Marathon Defense Force.  I will speak with him about our mission here.  I am not sure what kind of support we will get, but we have the carapaces, the technology, and the personnel to carry out an attack on the Jellie ship.  Check your list, gather the troops, and meet back here.  Keep this mission within the Bilokos.  The Journey Jabberwocks are good people, fine troops, but they are stretched thin keeping the line here.  I just learned they are fighting a trench style battle up by the dams and dikes.  Jellies making raids both above ground and underground, trying to break out.  They have seen a lot of loss here as well.  So, it falls on us to do this.  Colonel Hayyon would have been very helpful, as he was a superb shuttle pilot.” 
 
      
 
    I paused for a moment as the news of Colonel Hayyon’s death sank into my mind.  I added him to the growing list of officers who I respected, but were now dead, the LT—Lieutenant Harpy—and now Colonel Hayyon, not to mention Bartlet, Klum and the others.   
 
      
 
    “Will we really do this?” I asked.  “Really kill them all?  Not just some holding action or some strategic retreat?” 
 
      
 
    “This will be the best trojan-horse attack since that phrase was coined thirty-five hundred some years ago,” Major Gonzales said with a smile.  “With the translation device, and using their own equipment, these Jellies are going to get plastered. Payback day is coming.” 
 
      
 
    I left and walked across the isthmus of land and into the town.  I checked the list Gonzales had given me, and saw that most of the equipment had been approved by Journey’s Reproduction and Fabrication facility and it was being sent via gravity conduit to a location in town.   
 
      
 
    Walking over to the closest guard I asked him a question, “Will you be able to summon our people back here?”   
 
      
 
    “The public address system can do that.  Use the general access code, red, yellow, blue, on any control box, and that will get you in.  Just make sure it is for official business.  No pranks, jokes, or lewd descriptions of what you are looking for in a companion,” he laughed a bit, and I found I laughed along with him.  “Check the store a block over, they have access there.”   
 
      
 
    After thanking the guard, I walked back up the street, and wished I could return to my sister’s home again.  Instead, I went to the location for the gravity conduit, and that must have been the same store the guard had suggested.  It was a shop that had been focused on pets and pet supplies before the Jellies had invaded.  Now it was converted to serve as a sort-of all-around general store and distribution hub.  The gravity conduit pedestal was at the corner, and some half-shelves were stocked with various goods and supplies.   
 
      
 
    I nodded to the proprietor, as I entered, and saw a nine-section color control pad on the sidewall.  It had an antique looking microphone hanging on a hook, connected into the wall via a coiled cable.  
 
      
 
    “Is this a functional public address system?” I asked.   
 
      
 
    “My grandchildren like it,” he replied.  “Sometimes having a hard-wired connection is really an advantage.  When the nonphysicality was destroyed, this system still worked.  Helped us get the dams built, the aerial flotilla up and established, and the merls set into place.  Defenses are important, but I can see you are a man who knows that already.  You are one of those Bilokos, not a Jabberwock, but I thank you for your service to me, my wife, and family.  Please use this if you need, and take whatever supplies here, with my compliments.”   
 
      
 
    “Thank you.  I am awaiting shipments coming in via the conduit,” I replied.   
 
      
 
    “With Big Lake just down the way, we should be sending shipments via ship, and then send cargo via a car, right?” the man smiled at what was obviously a joke he told many times.   
 
      
 
    “Thanks again,” I walked over and picked up the microphone, and pushed in the sequence on the color control pad.  A green light lit up on the microphone. 
 
      
 
    “Your attention please.  This is Sergeant Kalju.  Will all the Bilokos please return to the science academy.  Will all the Bilokos please return to the science academy as soon as possible.” 
 
      
 
    “Set it to repeat that message every fifteen minutes for the next hour,” the proprietor advised.  “That way your people will hear the message.  The public address gets to most everywhere in town, but some might be engaged in some other business and miss a single message.”   
 
      
 
    I looked at him, and he just stepped over and entered a different sequence into the control pad.  The green light flashed several times, and a small display appeared on the wall which read, “Repeat X3 Q15.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you again.” 
 
      
 
    Just then the gravity conduit beeped and a parcel rose up from inside it.   
 
      
 
    The proprietor stepped back and started to unload the parcel.  “For Major Gonzales, is she your leader?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes sir, she is.  A very good one too.” 
 
      
 
    “Looks like you are getting a series of parcels coming in,” he said.   
 
      
 
    “Sergeant Kalju, thought you might need some help with all our gear,” Samuels said as she walked into the shop.  Behind her were a half dozen other member of the Biloko Brigade.  All were dressed in clean and new fatigues.   
 
      
 
    “What happened to the reactive armor?” I asked.   
 
      
 
    “Major Gonzales had us shed it at the science academy, I guess you missed that.  Did you get some answers about your home?” Samuels asked.   
 
      
 
    “Yes, it was great,” I said no more, as that memory of my time with Lacey was precious, private, and personal.     
 
        
 
    The group of us carried the parcels, with the help of a small wheelbarrow which the proprietor lent to us, back to the science academy.  It took about an hour to make all the trips, but we moved everything that was sent. 
 
      
 
    The new combat armor was a hybrid of design and function.  It fit even better than the reactive armor, and had more options, redundancies, and protection.  The communication systems were encrypted, reinforced, hardened, and quadrupled in redundancy.  I was the only one still in reactive armor, while everyone else was in clean fatigues or some even in plain and ordinary clothing. 
 
      
 
    “Sergeant, strip out of that old armor.  It will be send out with the Jabberwocks to their front lines.  They have people who will quickly refurbish it and be thankful for better protection,” Major Gonzales ordered.  “If you are shy, just step back in that office, there is a lavatory to the side.”  Her cheerful chiding made me smile.   
 
      
 
    I pulled off the reactive armor and put of a set of fatigues which were tossed at me.  I ignored the comments that flew with the clothing.   
 
      
 
    “Now, I see we do have thirty-five of us left.  Our friends, the oceanographers, have gone to town for a short while, thanks to a convenient meal being arranged for them, so we must talk quickly,” Major Gonzales announced when the last of the soldiers arrived. “No one is to tell them about our plans.  Kalju or I will speak with them.  If they ask any of you what our mission is, you play the part of a dumb soldier.” 
 
      
 
    “An easy role for me!” someone called out, and several others agreed.   
 
      
 
    “Seriously, this is essential.  Those scientists are giving us tools, but we are deciding how to use them. Our official mission, and this is all you repeat to those scientists, is that we are going to that Jellie ship to set up equipment.  Nothing more needs to be said.  Nothing more.  And it is absolutely true.  We are a small brigade, certainly, but we have an important mission.  Samuels, step up here and explain our trojan-horses.” 
 
      
 
    Samuels outlined how we would revitalize the Jellie carapaces, and partially fill them up.  Then we would load five of us into each one.  After finishing the refill, it would be roughly the same size as they had been in battle.  Shapes were still somewhat of a mystery, but a basic globe shape could be managed by a massaging of the bumps inside it.  We used the point of the arrowhead as an orientation position.  Those carapaces, after we were inside, would look about the same as how we had seen them in action.  The carapaces were flexible and moldable, and by installing the stimulators—that Sylvia had rigged up—we could open and close the tears we had made in them.  
 
      
 
    “Do we have to sit in a pile of sludge inside that thing?” a soldier asked.   
 
      
 
    “Yes.  Sit, stand, lie down, whatever position you want, but yes, you will be immersed in the Jellie gunk,” Samuels replied.  “I am working on a way to put an inner lining inside, but for this mission, we go with the proven thing.  The shell must be filled with Jellie sludge, or a substance as close as I can recreate it.  Otherwise the carapace fails, and we have no transport.” 
 
      
 
    “How will we see out?” I asked, remembering firing the Jellie’s weapon blindly.   
 
      
 
    “Before we re-inflate, refill, whatever, the carapace, we will punch a permalloy reinforced periscope though it.  Then when it is sealed and inflated, that will be a fluid-tight fixture and allow a measure of sight to the outside.  Your combat suit will be linked via insulated cable and the views from the periscope will be on your optics display.  The combat suits will protect you from the gunk, and work as your spacesuit once you are outside the trojan-horse.  You each will get a crash course in operating the carapace.  Think of it a Jellie’s spacesuit.  They like sludge, we like air.  So, us gas-breathers will be masquerading as Jellies returning to their ship.” 
 
      
 
    There were some moans and groans from the Bilokos, but overall, they looked to me to be intrigued.   
 
      
 
    “Just how do we fly it?” 
 
      
 
    Samuels looked to Major Gonzales who stepped over and said, “We can make them stumble about on the ground, and sort-of swim in liquids.  Flight in space, well, that we have not figured out yet.  Right now, in the appropriate hanger bay, three engineering automacubes are building a sling shot, or call it a catapult.  With that, we will be launching each trojan-horse in a free flight shot across Journey’s shell to the Jellie ship.  It is currently attached to the exterior hull of Foreigner, and we are not sure when it will be moving again.” 
 
      
 
    “How do we know where the Jellie ship is located?” one of the soldiers asked.  “Will they just see we have highjacked their carapaces?”     
 
      
 
    Major Gonzales answered, “Someone at the MDF has observed that Jellie ship for some time.  It is located at an advantageous place right now but we need to move quickly.  We will turn on their own purple lights, and impersonate the movements which have been recorded of Jellies in space, and their speed is not excessive.  The sling will mimic that as precisely as we can.  You will be shot directly toward the Jellie ship.  Once contact is made, we expect the Jellie ship will open its sides and allow us inside.  Apparently, the Jellie ship has been under observation for some time, and I am told this will work.  In the Jellie’s minds, they will just be welcoming back their own.” 
 
      
 
    No one said a word.  It was an awkward silence, but Major Gonzales let it happen.  She did not rush this mission briefing, even though the oceanographers could come back at any moment.   
 
      
 
    And that, Ryan, leads me to where we did our greatest mission.  I will tell you about that when I next get time to record in this log.   
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    Trojan-Horses 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chicago was an urban setting.  I think I told you about that before, right?  Well, Ryan, I have some time again to relate my story.  The big jump is planned and a date has been set.  Not much longer to wait, and then we will engage in that.  I like our chances of success.  The Major, Samuels, and others have triple checked everything, and now it is just a matter of waiting for the right time.   
 
      
 
    I did not really review what I had been recording, but it was back about a month ago, I see from the date stamp.  I know I had told you basically about the trojan-horse plan.  If I repeat myself, forgive me.  I am really tired right now, and sleep escapes me, so I might cover the same recollection.  
 
      
 
    In that science academy, Major Gonzales laid out our plan, and we put it into operation.  There were thirty-five of us who could go, and the seven carapaces.  We got some gravity nullifiers and put them on sledges and built a better method to carry the carapaces.  We had two yellow transport automacubes which had been tasked to serve as our haulers.  After we had installed the periscopes, the stimulators, and the translation devices, those carapaces were more filled out than when we had brought them.  I suppose if you want all the details of the various technologies, Samuels might have made a log about that.  She is great with details.   
 
      
 
    We tested one carapace to make sure it would work as we planned.  We filled it with the synthetic sludge that Samuels had devised, and I volunteered to be the solder to test it out.  I climbed inside and activated the stimulators which caused the rip in the carapace to heal over.  That was more than a little creepy, but I figured I could use a vibration saw and cut my way out if I needed to.  I turned off the stimulator, and the rip reappeared.  It was not a permanent healing or even like a weld.  I pulled and squeezed on the bumps, being careful to avoid the square one that fired the weapons, and turned on the purple glow.  I could still see via the periscope, but with a limited angle of sight.  The communication links also were able to punch messages through that carapace, using the periscope as an antenna, and I could speak to Major Gonzales.   
 
      
 
    “Looks like it is sealed inside here.  Claustrophobic, for sure,” I reported, “but the periscope helps.  Is it sealed enough for use in space?” 
 
      
 
    “Sergeant Kalju, I see no leaks out here,” Stridell replied.  His voice was excited, but not as thrilled as Samuels.   
 
      
 
    “Do a communication check with each Biloko,” Major Gonzales ordered.  “No mistakes, and no isolation this time.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” I ran through the entire roster of all of the others.   
 
      
 
    “Excuse me Major,” Lawrence said in his deep and husky voice, “Would it be wise to inflate a second one, just to test communication links between two of these things?  I mean, maybe it would be fine, but I sure would feel more secure if we knew you could hear each other while inside separate trojan-horses.” 
 
      
 
    “Good idea, private.  A very good idea,” Major Gonzales affirmed.   
 
      
 
    “In my simulations, and dry runs there is no problem,” Samuels softly said back, “but whatever you want to do Major.” 
 
      
 
    “Do a quick test with two,” Major Gonzales replied.   
 
      
 
    Sometime during that test, Dietermeyer came back from the gravity conduit with three additional parcels.  I did not see him, for that periscope gave only limited views, but when the second communication test was over, and I had slipped out of the first trojan-horse, he was standing there with three miniature central memory cores. 
 
      
 
    They were about a third or less the size of a regular central memory core.  Each was about thigh high, twenty-five centimeters in diameter, and shaped like a column.  Inside that was the liquid where the intellectual activity of an artificial intelligence did its processing.  Unlike, the typical central memory cores I knew, these housed a greenish fluid, along with the swirling rhombus at its center.  Vigorous bubbles traveled in the middle of that conductive fluid, and I always think of those bubbles as ideas in the mind of the artificial intelligence system.  I know, that is a silly thought, but I visualize it that way.  On the outer surface of that clear permalloy column were four brass colored rings encircling it.  Those horizontal rings were evenly spaced about its height.  The top of each memory core had a small array for broadcasting wirelessly, as well as an access panel, and access port.  At the base was the energy unit which powered the memory core.   
 
      
 
    Dietermeyer was still in fatigues and said, “Meet our companions, MC12, MC87, and MC223.  They just arrived.  The MDF ordered them, and we have orders to find ways to take them along.   
 
      
 
    “Understood,” Major Gonzales replied.  She was wearing the new combat armor, but had her helmet hooked on the suit, not over her head.  “We will link them in a network to give us a replacement for the nonphysicality’s lattice.  One will go with me, one with Kalju, and the other with Samuels.”  She went over and adjusted all three of the central memory cores.   
 
      
 
    Her movements caused me to order everyone into their combat armor.  Something was happening, I could tell from her body language.   
 
      
 
    Earle and Sylvia came out from their laboratory and stood looking at us.  Major Gonzales went over and spoke to them, and there was a lot of arm waving, gesticulating, and angry faces on both the oceanographers, but after a few moments, they settled down.  Whatever the Major said had mitigated their anger, and while they were still glaring at each other, they were not hostile toward her.   
 
      
 
    As the Major approached me I asked, “What did you say to them?” 
 
      
 
    “What they needed to hear.” 
 
      
 
    “And?” I prodded.   
 
      
 
    “And we will hook up the translation devices.  I got a short phrase-list from them of things we can say to the Jellies to open conversations.  I then promised to link directly to this laboratory after placement of the translation devices,” Major Gonzales was firm and kept walking right past me.   
 
      
 
    “You lied?” I asked.   
 
      
 
    She turned around quickly.  “Sergeant, do not offend me, please.  I did not lie.  I fully intend to do just as I said, but I did not say all that I intend to do.  If we take prisoners, they can talk to them.  If not, well, then I will still link the translation devices in place.  There are Jellies all over the Marathon, and not just on that alien vessel.  Those people will get their chance to talk to the Jellies.  The battle, however, will be on the Jellie’s ship this time, not mine.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
      
 
    Major Gonzales snapped her helmet into place and addressed all of us on a frequency that I knew the oceanographers would never hear. 
 
      
 
    “We are leaving as soon as everything is loaded.  Make sure to secure those compressed air tanks.  Bring all your ammunition, gear, and whatever else you need.  I doubt we will be coming back here anytime soon.” 
 
      
 
    Just then from outside, one of the security automacubes with the rocket launcher on it, the merls, fired off a volley of defensive rockets.  It was loud, and I used that noise to adjust my own exterior microphones.   
 
      
 
    “The Jabberwocks are being attacked again,” Major Gonzales reported.  “The local commander says we need to move quickly.  Our passage to the shell is open.  Bilokos, head on out!”  
 
      
 
    And so, we loaded up those portable central memory cores, twenty-eight canisters of compressed atmosphere, and all our other gear.  The sledges were overloaded, with three Jellie carapaces on one, along with the three central memory cores, and four Jellie carapaces on the other.  The carapaces were all three-quarters of the way filled with that imitation Jellie gunk fluid Samuels had invented.  Each sledge also had a tank of that stuff to top off the carapaces when we got to the hanger bay.  Thus, we moved out of Journey’s biome, and into the shell, heading for the hanger bay.   
 
      
 
    As we moved, several more of the merls fired off defensive rockets.  The battle was continuing in Journey.  I set my optics to follow one of those rockets and it raced so quickly into the sky.  I could never have followed it with a naked eye.  Then, because of the magnification I could use, I saw one of the lighter-than-air defensive reconnaissance targeting platforms.  A Jellie weapon detonated some distance away from that, just after the streak of that defensive rocket shot past.  “Good job Lacey!” I said, but my communications were shut down, so only I heard that.  I was proud of my sister’s accomplishments.   
 
      
 
    Reaching the hanger bay was a boring trek through the corridors.  We took a main gangplank which usually is not ever used, as it was designed for opening when the habitat made planetfall in some distant future.  But we used it and took two freight elevators to move us up, over, and around to the proper level of the hanger bay.   
 
      
 
    The transport automacubes tirelessly pulled the sledges—which hovered about a half meter over the deck—and when we got to the hanger bay I was ready to start the operation.  My deck plans and schematics of the Marathon showed that from that hanger bay, the Foreigner habitat was just across the way, at a bit of an angle.  I was eager to get into battle with the Jellies, instead, there was a huge surprise. 
 
      
 
    Major Gonzales had just opened the large doors at the back of the hanger bay to move all of us and the sledges inside.  As those doors opened, I spied a runabout shuttle locked down to the nearest stall.  The runabouts are just two-seat shuttles and are not much of a spacecraft.  The presence of a shuttle was not what surprised me.   
 
      
 
    Standing there, next to that runabout were Colonel Caldwell and Colonel Gehlen.  They were in some kind of flight suits, unarmored, and with just a gimp in a holster on their belts.  Even such a minor weapon looked out of place on either of those officers.   
 
      
 
    “Major Gonzales,” Colonel Gehlen stated with his usual air of indifference, “We are here to supervise this operation.” 
 
      
 
    “Indeed, with us overseeing this, your success is enhanced,” Colonel Caldwell added.   
 
      
 
    I looked at them and realized that time had not made me like them any better, nor did they look improved from how I remembered them.  Gehlen was still skinny, and now looked frail.  His pinched face had no warmth, and was the pastiest complexion I have ever seen.  Those emotionless, pale gray eyes, just bore into Major Gonzales.  
 
      
 
    Major Gonzales replied, “The plan is for thirty-five soldier to be in the trojan-horses, as you are well aware.  Whose place do you want to take?” 
 
      
 
    Colonel Caldwell laughed a mirthless croak.  “None.  We are supervision to make sure this is successful, not going in on the first wave, so to speak.” Her phony smile was still glued to her face, but it never made it to her eyes.  For whatever reason, her eye color struck me as very much like the watered down Jellie gunk we had filled the trojan-horses with.  I nearly laughed out-loud as I made that connection.  I missed whatever she had just said.     
 
      
 
    “…like you.  This calls for a xenophobologist who has a background in astrobiology.”  She flipped her straight black hair off to the side and shoved her smile at Major Gonzales again, while she tapped her own shoulder.     
 
      
 
    “So, if you are not going in the trojan-horses, what is the plan, Colonels?” 
 
      
 
    “Once you have secured that Jellie ship, General Adams has an operation that will commence.  The details of that will be relayed to you at the appropriate moment, and not before.  You do not have the proper security clearances,” Colonel Gehlen stated flatly. “We will then come over, in the runabout, to the captured alien vessel and set up our observation post.  You will secure the vessel before we come over, is that understood?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir,” Major Gonzales replied stiffly.   
 
      
 
    “Did you two fly here in that runabout?” I blurted out.  I remembered Colonel Hayyon and how he had been attacked while flying a shuttle.  I was shocked to think that these two officers had actually risked their lives in using a runabout.  From what my schematic showed, the Jellie ship would be in direct line-of-sight from the hanger bay once the exterior doors were opened.   
 
      
 
    “You are out of line, sergeant,” Colonel Gehlen snapped.   
 
      
 
    To Gonzales Colonel Caldwell quipped, “Your non-commissioned people really are lacking in understanding.  That is a significant reason why we are here.  Militia are not professionals. They need a strong hand and firm direction.” 
 
      
 
    “Forgive my First Sergeant,” Major Gonzales replied.  “I trust him with my life, but yes, he is lacking in etiquette and protocol.  Sergeant Kalju, consider yourself officially on report. Now, apologize to these officers.” 
 
      
 
    I had not missed that I had just been promoted to First Sergeant, and rebuked at the same time, in the same few sentences. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, ma’am.  Colonel Caldwell I apologize. Colonel Gehlen, I apologize,” I stated as seriously as I could.   
 
      
 
    “First Sergeant Kalju, now attend to our people.  The engineering automacubes that will be doing the launching should be in the far corner of this hanger bay.  Assess them for functionality, and make sure you do it correctly.  Get Samuels and Dietermeyer to assist.  Our launch angles must be perfect.  We all remember the tragic attack on Colonel Hayyon’s shuttle.  That must not be repeated.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
      
 
    I left the three officers to their discussion, but walked away feeling very pleased, not rejected, nor rebuffed.   
 
      
 
    The engineering automacubes had built three catapults.  I wish Kulm could have seen the fine design of those.  The Jellie trojan-horses would fit down in a small track, and that would then move forward and fling it right toward the destination.   
 
      
 
    Colonel Caldwell and Colonel Gehlen took up places on the observation deck behind a wall of clear permalloy.  We lined up the carapaces, and readied them for launch.   
 
      
 
    “Sergeant Kalju assign the troops to each of the Trojan-horses.  Just make sure that I am in the first launch.  Samuels in the second, and you will be in the third.  We must get inside that alien ship,” Major Gonzales commanded me on a private channel.  “Once inside, we initiate our surprise for the Jellies.  But here is what I need from you.  Sergeant Kalju, if my trojan-horse fails, and then Samuels’ attempt fails, save the rest of our people.  Have them bail out and use their combat armor as spacesuits.  Shed off the carapaces, and make for the hull of the Marathon.”   
 
      
 
    I double checked to make sure we were speaking privately, and then said, “You think this might fail?” 
 
      
 
    “Kalju, the Jellies have kicked us around at almost every turn.  So, yes, there is a chance for failure.  Someone in the MDF studied the Jellie ship and we are following patterns which have been recorded when Jellies returned to that ship.  I think it was IAM Lenore, but I am not sure.  These military computer AIs are an unknown as well.  But back to the Jellies.  Mostly, we have seen them inside the Marathon, but somehow, we got recordings of Jellies in their carapaces floating back to their ship.  We are copying that, and I believe it will work.  But, I am also not willing to throw away my people for something worthless.  If I die, and Samuels dies, then call off the attack.  That is a command!” 
 
      
 
    “I understand.” 
 
      
 
    “Good.  Now when we arrive and the Jellies do let us in, here is what we do,” Major Gonzales said.  “Oh, the surprises they are going to experience!”   
 
      
 
    Plans and details arrived in my helmet on the display.  I noted the exact same plan had been set to every single one of the Bilokos.  I shuffled the names around and assigned five each to the seven trojan-horses.  I hoped they all would succeed.  I looked hard and long at the names I put in with Major Gonzales, and with Samuels.  Then, I affirmed those selections and sent it off to the unit.   
 
      
 
    Major Gonzales then opened the audio channel to all the soldiers.   
 
      
 
    “We are setting off shortly. I am very proud to be one of your leaders, and right now we have the honor of serving under Colonel Caldwell and Colonel Gehlen.  They are our strategic new leaders, while First Sergeant Kalju and I will be your tactical leaders in the field.  Let us show the cursed Jellies what the Bilokos can do!  To your assigned trojan-horses!  Once we are all secured and ready, then I will use MC12 to cycle the hanger bay.  Today we win!”   
 
      
 
    Loading in was odd.  I watched as everyone filled the trojan-horses with the compressed air canisters, four in each trojan-horse, and then the five soldiers per carapace climbed in.  Major Gonzales’ was in the first one set to be launched, and with her was that small central memory core, MC12.  I stood over her as she lowered down into the carapace.  I tapped on her helmet and send a message over the private channel.  “I will do as you commanded, but it will not be needed.  We will win this!” 
 
      
 
    “Right!”   
 
      
 
    The seam on that trojan-horse sealed over and Major Gonzales activated the internal stimulators.  Her Jellie costume was working, and the globe began to glow that sickening purple color.  I moved to Samuels and watched as she and the other four other soldier got into that second trojan-horse.  I knew hers had MC87, along with all the other gear.   
 
      
 
    As Samuels’ trojan-horse sealed up and began to glow, I moved to get into mine.   
 
      
 
    “Sergeant, get in and I will make sure all the others are ready to go,” Dietermeyer said.  “I am in the last one, and as such I will make sure all seven are ready for launch.  So, in you go!” 
 
      
 
    I dropped into the carapace, and knelt next to the four other soldiers.  It was a tight fit with the four compressed atmosphere canisters, the central memory core of MC223, and all our weapons and gear.  I turned on the periscope, and that showed up on my optics, but all it was showing was the purple glow which was emanating from the trojan-horses which were already lit up.   
 
      
 
    “Audio check,” Major Gonzales’ voice was clear and crisp.   
 
      
 
    One by one all the others checked in.   
 
      
 
    Finally, Dietermeyer announced, “Major Gonzales, the last trojan-horse is ready and secure.” 
 
      
 
    “Initiating our mission,” Major Gonzales stated.   
 
      
 
    “Good hunting to you all,” Colonel Caldwell said.   
 
      
 
    I was shocked.  She sounded sincere. 
 
      
 
    Major Gonzales cut in, “This is the last communication message until we are aboard that Jellie ship.  They might be able to detect our communication links or couplings, so everyone shut up until you hear from me.  The illusion of their own coming come must be complete.  The hanger bay is cycling.”   
 
      
 
    My periscope was only able to see part of the hanger bay doors.  But I did feel when the gravity manipulation ended. Not that I floated up or anything like that, but I could tell the hanger bay was cycling.  Checking my helmet’s displays for one last time, I emphasized the reading for the five soldiers in that first trojan-horse. They would show up when they launched.  The speed would not be excessive, so inertia would not be a significant problem, and our combat armor had some inertia suppression systems built into it.  I shut down the display and just peered out via that single periscope view, and waited.     
 
      
 
    I could see the darkness beyond the exterior doors as they retracted back.  Then Major Gonzales and her crew were moving away.  A minute and forty seconds later, Samuels and her crew were launched.  The next minute and forty second were some of the longest time in my life.  None of the others trapped inside that Jellie carapace with me could see anything, and I felt for them.  At least I had the periscope to see something outside.  They were situationally blind and deaf to what was happening.   
 
      
 
    Then came a thump and a jolt and we were launched.  The periscope’s view altered a bit as we moved out of the hanger bay and off toward the vastness of space.  I knew we would be flying across from Journey to Foreigner, and that distance was not terribly far, but I also had seen that pink beam weapon when it was used against the shuttle. 
 
      
 
    One of the other soldiers in that carapace with me tapped on my helmet.  It was a distant and small sound, but it was reassuring.  I never did find out who thought of that.     
 
      
 
    After a few moments of flight, we had cleared the exterior doors and we were in space. I could see through the periscope’s view that we were moving right toward the enemy Jellie spacecraft.  The huge expanse of the Marathon’s hull around the Foreigner habitat stretched off in both directions.  The Jellie ship was small compared to the Marathon, and I was only seeing one part of one section of the colony ship.  At first, the hull was not flat or horizontal, in my mind, but at an obtuse angle.  I was still thinking of what had been gravity’s up inside the trojan-horse.  Without gravity, it took me a moment to reorient myself to what was up and what was down.  I used that Marathon hull as a reference, and thinking of it as level helped me to visualize where we were. 
 
      
 
    That enemy Jellie ship was a small target against a huge colony ship, set against an immensely large background of deep space.  If our trajectory was off by even a small amount, we could miss the Jellie ship, or even miss the Marathon itself.  That would be a long and lonely death by suffocation when our combat armor gave out.  I shoved those thoughts away.   
 
      
 
    Moving at the rate copied from the recordings of the Jellies themselves, it would take about fifty-three minutes to cross from the hanger bay to where the Jellie ship was anchored onto the Marathon’s hull.  I could see the Major’s trojan-horse off in the distance, and then Samuel’s following behind that. 
 
      
 
    We waited.  
 
      
 
    I was nearly holding my breath as I saw the Major’s trojan-horse approaching the Jellie ship which was still anchored there to the exterior hull of Foreigner.   
 
      
 
    It was hard to tell all the details, as the periscope’s view was limited and its filters were barely adequate to prevent that purple glow from frying out my eyeballs.  Yet, the Major’s globe was merged with the Jellie ship and then just sort-of sucked inside.  I counted that as a success.  Less than two minutes later, Samuel’s trojan-horse was similarly gobbled in.  I was reminded of microbiology classes long ago which taught us about amoebas taking in nutrients via phagocytosis.  Were we just being eaten by the Jellie ship? 
 
      
 
    As our own carapace drew close, the light from the alien ship was so bright I could not look through the periscope much longer.  Then, suddenly we were inside the Jellie ship.  The view showed only dark brown liquids outside.  I checked the timer and knew the next trojan-horses were impacting the Jellie ship.  When my estimate was that Dietermeyer’s had been absorbed—for lack of a better term—I acted.   
 
      
 
    Turning off the stimulators, and releasing my grip on the bumps, I saw that the seam in the carapace slid open.   It was about ninety degree off of what I felt was up.  The Jellie ship had some kind of gravity equivalent, but I did not take time to measure it then.   
 
      
 
    “Go now!  Lock down your trojan-horses.  Use the combat armor’s echolocation, radar, lidar, and sensors at maximum. Set charges on the Jellie ship’s exterior walls,” Major Gonzales commanded through the audio links.  “Bombs will be in position in one minute, set each with a thirty second countdown.  Be locked into positon twenty-five seconds later!” 
 
      
 
    My optics showed only brown fluids, but my radar and echolocation worked and gave me an animated display showing the dimensions of the Jellie ship, and its basic contours.  The display showed a purple outline of the ship which was oblong shaped.  All the trojan-horse carapaces were in what looked like a sort-of cargo hold, along with many others.  I swam, bolted, and wiggled up and out of the carapace, followed quickly by the four others soldiers who had been inside with me.  Two of them found the nearest Jellie wall section and screwed into it with anchoring studs, and then used a permalloy cable to connect back to the trojan-horse.  We did not want to lose our supplies.  I clipped my own cable onto that, reinforcing the tie-down.  I remotely activated the stimulator, and that sealed the trojan-horse behind me.      
 
      
 
    Moving along through that brown gunk, as fast as I could, I reached what my display showed to be an exterior wall.  I slapped an amvex grenade with a spike deep into that.  The wall felt a lot like the inside of the carapace did, but I took little time for close examination.  The amvex grenade was set at maximum yield, with a thirty second delay. 
 
      
 
    I moved away as quickly as possible.  Some tentacles wrapped around my legs.  My optics still did not penetrate much of that gunk, but I hit my strobes anyway.  The bright white light reflected off the thick brown soup around me, but the tentacles slacked a bit, so I ignored them.  I rammed my fist into some other wall and screwed in an anchoring cable.  Tentacles wrapped up and around my body, but the combat armor prevented any damage, so they were merely annoying.  An organic Jellie was trying to squeeze down on my body, but without its carapace suit and the enhanced strength which their technology imparted, the organic Jellie was just a nuisance. 
 
      
 
    “Brace for explosions!” Major Gonzales yelled out.   
 
      
 
    Wham!   
 
      
 
    Whomp! 
 
      
 
    Voomph! 
 
      
 
    Sssshblamm! 
 
      
 
    Baroomph! 
 
      
 
    Kaaoomm! 
 
      
 
    Explosions happened all around that cargo hold, and the sounds came through my external microphones.  Luckily, the audio system had built in safeguards so the sound volume was alleviated.  Then a huge rushing flow of brown gunk moved past me, and flew out into space.  I got just a glimpse of the organic Jellie’s tentacles as they were yanked away from me.  The exterior hull of the Jellie ship had been breached.  They were open to the vacuum of space.  
 
      
 
    My white strobe lights were flashing on the cargo hold, while many of the Jellie carapaces rocked around in the explosive decompression.   
 
      
 
    There were additional sounds I will never forget, no matter how hard I try.  In my helmet came the cries of the men and women of my unit who had not been properly secured down as the explosions happened.  Several of them were ejected out with the brown gunk.  From the anguished cries, I knew some of them were dying from the pressures exerted on their bodies as they were forced through the breaches.   Major Gonzales was giving them instructions on using the combat armor as spacesuits, but I wondered if that was just a sort-of offering for those of us who were secured in.  The limited maneuvering thrusters the combat armor had, would hardly be able to overcome the sheer force of the explosive decompression as my people were expelled into space.  I really hope none of them survived passing out through the breaches.  Better to die in a quick smash, then to die hurling through space waiting for your energy, supplies, or air recyclers to fail.   
 
      
 
    “Message from MC0001.  Colonel Gehlen reports that the Jellie ship is secured,” a mechanical voice came through my helmet.   
 
      
 
    “This is Major Gonzales, the Jellie ship is NOT secured!  The attack is underway!” 
 
      
 
    My displays showed that the breaches were still open in several places of the Jellie ship, and I could use my optics to see, since the brown gunk was gone.  I switched my strobes to a steady beam of light.  The wall next to me was hard, and my anchor bolt was stuck fast into the wall.  The carapaces were bouncing about and rolling in that cargo hold, except for the seven trojan-horses which had been restrained.     
 
      
 
    “Move!  Now punch holes through at these locations!” Major Gonzales commanded, and the displays showed interior walls which seemed to have compartments behind them.  “We will drain this whole accursed place, and see how Jellie like it without their watery sludge!” 
 
      
 
    I moved to the nearest indicated location and set the vibration drill on it.  
 
      
 
    “Ready to drill!” I yelled.   
 
      
 
    “Go Kalju!” Major Gonzales ordered.  “Varbama and Pinnate have already made other exit holes.  Do not wait.  Push as deep into this ship as possible!  Charge ahead, and drain everything!”   
 
      
 
    I activated the vibration drill and it punctured into that chamber beyond.  When that happened, the brown gunk came shooting out of that hole, spraying around in the vacuum.  The alien ship’s gravity was still working, but that only meant that the gunk spit out quickly and then pooled at my feet.   
 
      
 
    A tentacle from a carapace slapped down hard on my shoulder as I moved to drill into another spot.  I turned and there was a brightly glowing Jellie, tentacles extended and fighting mad.  I jumped to the side, as another powered tentacle slapped down on me.  My combat armor absorbed most of that, but it still hurt.  I drew out my enpol and fired right at the Jellie.   
 
      
 
    A tentacle wrapped around my arm, and I lost the energy weapon.  In my other hand, I still had the vibration drill and I slammed that into the Jellie’s main body.   
 
      
 
    A hole burst open, and some brown fluids drained out, but the hole sealed over quickly.  I pulled the trigger on the vibration drill again, and another hole was punched through the carapace of the Jellie.  Again, a small burst of brown gunk came out, but that hole too sealed quickly over.  A tentacle slapped me hard, and I was knocked back and away.   
 
      
 
    Jorgenson fired her own enpol at the Jellie, and this time the energy burst struck home.  An orange glow appeared at the impact site, and then a tentacle from the Jellie wrapped around Jorgenson’s leg.   
 
      
 
    I heard her scream as the Jellie’s enhanced strength constructed in on her leg.  The combat armor was fighting it, but the pain in her voice was incredible.  Leaping over toward her I activated the built-in vibration saws in my gloves and cut into that tentacle.  It split open, and fell away.   
 
      
 
    Just then another energy bolt struck that same orange spot on the Jellie.  This one ripped into the inside, and the brown gunk gushed out into the vacuum.  The inhabitant of that Jellie suit, the organic Jellie, came out with it.  Its tentacles, tendrils, and spiked stem were flapping about, but the vacuum cured that in just a moment.  I wish it had taken longer and a been more tortuous death. 
 
      
 
    “Scratch that one off,” Stridell commented as he headed away.   
 
      
 
    “Thanks!” Jorgenson said.    
 
      
 
    “Jorgenson, how bad is it?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Hurts really terrible, Sergeant!  The combat armor sealed off that leg, but I can still feel it.  Running the medical program now,” Jorgenson answered.  “I will deal with me.  You go kill these abominations!  Kill them for me!” 
 
      
 
    My command functions confirmed that Jorgenson’s combat armor was running medical treatments.  Her leg was broken in a couple places, but she would not lose it.  The injury was being stabilized and she was getting analgesics, but she was mostly out of the fight.   
 
      
 
    “Jorgenson, keep this cargo hold secure.  Most all of our gear is in the trojan-horses.  Guard this!” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Sergeant!  I am on it,” her voice was weak, but the commitment behind it was fierce.   
 
      
 
    So, I rushed away.  I looked for any other functioning Jellies in the cargo area, but could not find any.  I hoped Jorgenson would be safe.  
 
      
 
    “Keep draining this ship!  I want the whole thing opened to space as soon as possible!  Move!” Major Gonzales barked.   
 
      
 
    I moved ahead, and saw that several openings were now revealed which had not been there before.  Somehow the Jellie equivalent of doors were being opened.  As I stepped through, I saw several more organic Jellies at various points, all dead and now a sickly tan color.  That is what happens to a purplish-blue alien when it is in vacuum.  It turns tan and dies.  I hope it is a very painful death.     
 
      
 
    Checking my display, I saw that there were only thirteen of us who were operational, and Jorgenson’s signal was flashing with a warning indicating her injuries.  
 
      
 
    We moved as fast as we could, drilling holes into any compartment which showed on the displays as still having liquid behind it. As I closed in on the center of that Jellie ship, I realized its deck plan was oblong rings inside rings.  At the center was an oblong ring that was still filled with fluids, and had no other rings within it.   
 
      
 
    Major Gonzales was there as I approached.   
 
      
 
    There was an unexpected flipping and shifting of everything around me.  My orientation of up and down went crazy, and I was extremely dizzy. I nearly vomited inside my helmet.   
 
      
 
    “Message from MC001.  Jellie ship is moving and has detached from the Marathon.” 
 
      
 
    “Commence Operation Peanut Butter!  Immediately!  Command override General Adams 16TJ48, execute!”  
 
      
 
    I recognized that voice, and thought of the dog Marie.  Adams had ordered something. 
 
      
 
    “Message from MC001.  Operation Peanut Butter initiated, despite IAM Lenore’s objections,” the mechanical voice said.   
 
      
 
    “Just do it now!” General Adams yelled.  I tried to envision his face, but I could only think of Marie.   
 
      
 
    Much more vigorous jostling and twirling happened all around us.  The floor lurched, bucked, and then seemed to drop.  The world around me was spinning and flipping and I had no idea what exactly was happening. 
 
      
 
    A calm settled in, and the ship was stable again.    
 
      
 
    “Major Gonzales, I have isolated this central section,” Samuels called out. “It is like a lifeboat or something, and there are twelve Jellies inside it.  I have them isolated from the rest of this Jellie ship.  They are trapped here.” 
 
      
 
    “Well done Samuels!” Major Gonzales congratulated.  “You sure they cannot do anything from in there?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, ma’am, I think so.  There are no areas around it with any of their liquid gunk, and without that lubricant, their technology is pretty worthless.” 
 
      
 
    “I am tempted to just drain this place as well, but prisoners can give us information, if those oceanographers were right about that translation device.  Pinnate and Nasula, go get those translation devices.  Everyone else, start securing the rest of this ship.”  There was some undertone in the Major’s voice which concerned me.   
 
      
 
    “Major Gonzales?  What is Operation Peanut Butter?  Some kind of morbid joke or failed humor?” I asked.   
 
      
 
    “Sergeant Kalju, I have not heard of it before, but I will find out.”  She paused for a moment.  Then I heard her calling on the command channels.  “General Adams?  Colonel Gehlen?  Colonel Caldwell?” 
 
      
 
    There was no response.   
 
      
 
    Major Gonzales then said, “We need connections to the Marathon.  All the command channels are unlinked.  Samuels?  Can you network up those central memory cores we brought?  I am only getting interference now.  Maybe being this deep inside the Jellie ship is playing havoc with our equipment?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, ma’am, but I do not think the Jellie ship would block our new signals.  It was not doing that a few moments ago, anyway.  Are all the command channels down?” 
 
      
 
    “Mine all are.  Sergeant Kalju, what about yours?” Major Gonzales asked.   
 
      
 
    “None working.  Last thing I got was that order from Adams.  What does this mean?” 
 
      
 
    “We will find out as fast as we can,” Major Gonzales replied.  “But I have a very bad feeling about this.” 
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    Operation Peanut Butter  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Well Ryan, I am back to this log again.  We had another setback on the big jump.  We thought we were ready, but then the destination coordinates slipped from the system, so that mean redoing the computations.  So, I have a bit more time to keep this record going.  Last time I explained how we captured the Jellie ship, but as I reviewed my record I see I did not explain much about what actually happened.  Of course, at the time I did not know what had happened, so I will try to lay it out as best I remember.  It was chaos for a while.   
 
      
 
    We did trap twelve Jellies in their own version of a lifeboat, or saferoom, or bunker, whatever you want to call it.  They were cut off from the rest of their ship, and Samuels, bless her brilliant mind, had also prevented them from ejecting that escape pod.   
 
      
 
    By carefully drilling a hole almost all the way into that chamber, we were able to insert a sealed probe which we could use with the translation device.  All it needed at the end of that probe was a transducer to pick up the vibrations and waves in the brown Jellie fluids.  Also on that probe’s tip was another instrument by which we could send out signals on corresponding waves and vibrations.  I helped in getting that set up, connected into MC87, and we began listening to what the Jellies were saying to each other.   
 
      
 
    At the same time, Samuels and Major Gonzales were establishing our small network of MC generation AIs.  It was only three, so I hesitate to call it a lattice, but that was its purpose—to allow an interconnection between the systems and make a new committee of compeers.    
 
      
 
    I had been unable to access anything via the communications links or couplings, outside of the thirteen remaining Bilokos.  We had no visual observations beyond those weird walls of that Jellie ship.  I felt trapped, isolated, and set apart.  Had I been alone in that Jellie ship, it would have been horrifically dreadful.  With the others, I tolerated what was happening, knowing we would soon link up again and get some signals from the Marathon.   
 
      
 
    As Samuels worked to set up that MC AI network, I listened to the Jellies we had captured.  Their language consisted of strange squeaks, clicks, and other bizarre sounds.  It was not like any language or animal sounds I have ever heard before.  I recalled the way dolphins and orcas sounded, and the Jellies were not like them.  The Jellies were truly alien, and my appreciation for what Earle and Sylvia had done increased dramatically, but then I remembered it really was the orcas who had figured out the Jellie’s language.  
 
      
 
    Those eerie Jellie sounds came through the probe and were heard inside my helmet via the speakers linked into that conservation slate.  That is, until I altered that speaker system and turned down the sounds which it relayed.  I could not stand to hear the actual Jellie’s language, and so I set the slate to just analyze the language, and then scroll out the translation on my helmet’s internal display screen.  I did not want to even hear imitation speech.  I needed insulation from the Jellies, and by reading their conveyances, I was able to maintain some protection.  Of our twelve captives, five conversed with each other. 
 
      
 
    It took several hours for the translation device to achieve more than an occasional word, and then some fragments.   
 
      
 
    “The gas breathers…escape….have us….trapped,” the Jellie I named Number One conveyed.      
 
      
 
    “Study continues…space going…” another, which I called Number Two replied. 
 
      
 
    “…weapons…dead…dying…kill…” Number Three interjected.  Number Three was always very difficult to translate in those early days. 
 
      
 
    “Escape…gas breathers not thinking…nothing…no…reverse,” Number Four conveyed.      
 
      
 
    “Food…eat…consume…excrete…study specimens and then kill.”  Number Five related.   
 
      
 
    That went on for a while, and I was not getting much of a picture of what was happening or what the aliens were about.  I knew we needed information, but I did not want to give away the fact that we were listening in. 
 
      
 
    Major Gonzales came into that room, and as she walked in, I knew something had happened.  With her combat armor in place, I could not see any facial expressions, but something about her movements and demeanor spoke volumes. 
 
      
 
    “Sergeant Kalju, I have reestablished contact with the Marathon.  IAM Lenore is linked in with MC12, MC87, and MC223.  I thought I should tell you first.” 
 
      
 
    “That is good news, right?” I tried to be hopeful, but her words were loaded with emotions.  “We can set them to the task of translation, and that will speed this up.  Even with all that the oceanographers did, it is a slow and tedious process.” 
 
      
 
    She grabbed my shoulder, and even though we were both in our combat armor, speaking through a private channel, I somehow felt her hand’s presence on me.  Maybe I imagined it. 
 
      
 
    “Kalju, Styx and Foreigner are gone,” Major Gonzales stated flatly.  “Here is the latest visual feed I could find.  It is from an aperture outside an external repair station on Chicago.” 
 
      
 
    The video showed up on my display.  At first I thought it was some ancient movie from the twentieth century when there was a craze for disaster films and end-of-the-world entertainment venues—something I never did understand, being that the Great Event was only a few decades later.  But then I examined the visual scan and knew it was genuine live feed.   
 
      
 
    Stubs of constituent joints jutted up from the needle ship.  They were twisted, bent, broken, and frayed.  A massive sense of loss settled in on me as my mind reconstructed where the two aquatic habitats should have been.  The near one would have been Styx, and Foreigner should have been mostly hidden behind that, as it connected into the needle ship from a different angle than how Styx connected.  Floating debris was scattered about, but less than would account for the mass of those giant cylinders which contained the shells and biological habitats.   
 
      
 
    “How did the Jellies do that?” I muttered.   
 
      
 
    “They did not.” 
 
      
 
    “What?” 
 
      
 
    “It was Operation Peanut Butter,” Major Gonzales replied.  Now emotions were surging into her words.  “We were docked on Foreigner, remember?  The Jellie ship was stuck to Foreigner’s hull.  The Jellies had been going in and out of Foreigner from this Jellie ship.” 
 
      
 
    “Right, and we flew across from Journey,” I thought of Lacey, her beautiful face and bouncing hair were foremost in my mind, but then fuzzy images of my parents and other sisters also zipped into my thoughts.  “Kansas?” 
 
      
 
    “IAM Lenore, display for Sergeant Kalju and me the mission objective for Operation Peanut Butter.” 
 
      
 
    “As ranking officer, I remind you that I did not support Operation Peanut Butter,” the artificial intelligence system Lenore responded.  Its voice had a sort-of nasal twang.  “Operation Peanut Butter mission objective are as follows.  Primary objective: destruction of the Jellie deep-space research vessel.  Major objective: destruction of habitats commonly known as Styx and Foreigner.  All other considerations suspended.” 
 
      
 
    “Who ordered this?” I sputtered.  “We were on Foreigner!  Attached to its hull.” 
 
      
 
    “May I respond to Sergeant Kalju’s inquiry,” IAM Lenore asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I order you to grant all clearances to Sergeant Kalju.  He is my second in command,” Major Gonzales barked out.  “No more secrets.  Reveal it all to him.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Captain.  Operation Peanut Butter was designed and implemented on the direct command of General Adams,” IAM Lenore replied.   
 
      
 
    “I again instruct you that I am to be addressed as Major Gonzales, even though I accept that I am now Acting Captain of the Marathon, what is left of her.” 
 
      
 
    Mister Fisher’s training from so long ago kicked in and I just asked, “Give me battlefield assessment of Operation Peanut Butter.” 
 
      
 
    IAM Lenore replied, “Operation Peanut Butter failed to meet its primary objective.  The Jellie ship has been captured, and the unit known as the Bilokos has occupied it.  Secondary objective of destruction of Styx and Foreigner were achieved by causing an overload of each biome’s solar mimicry reactors along with simultaneously setting off thermonuclear weapons at each end of each habitat, while locking bulkhead doors open, and disabling Emergency Containment Curtains.” 
 
      
 
    I choked, swallowed hard, and then gave a command, “What is the current status of the Marathon, and current battle assessment of the conflict with the Jellies?” 
 
      
 
    The AI answered, “The Marathon has lost Styx, Foreigner, and Journey.  Journey was lost when Jellie ship’s pink destruction weapon was fired against the hanger bay from which the assault on the Jellie ship was launched.  Pink destruction weapon caused massive destruction of hanger bay, shell, and penetration into the biome.  Journey biome was destroyed by explosive decompression to space.  Emergency Containment Curtains were disabled.  All life lost.  Biome Eagles has severe combat happening, and severe loss of life.  Shell is intact, but alien radiological weapons have been deployed inside Eagles.  Eagles biome considered unfit for human life, and is being flooded with Jellie fluids.  Kansas biome also has suffered a radiological attack by the Jellies to a similar extent to that of the Eagles habitat.  Kansas biome considered unfit for human life and is being flooded with Jellie fluids.  Chicago biome is currently under attack by concentrated Jellie forces.  Human resistance to Jellies is failing.  I conjecture total collapse of human forces in Chicago within ten hours.  High probability of Jellie deployment of radiologic weapon in Chicago at any moment.  No human survivors expected. The needle ship suffered from massive bombardment from Jellie forces inside it.  The command bridge is gone. Operational systems are at nineteen percent and failing.  Command and control of the Marathon is questionable.  Major Gonzales is senior officer known to be alive.  Main drive offline and the Marathon does not have capability to do repairs.  Life support…” 
 
      
 
    “Stop!  How many humans are alive on the Marathon?” I blurted out.   
 
      
 
    “Current readings show 10,847, and dropping.” IAM Lenore replied. 
 
      
 
    “Include all those people in suspended animation!  How many humans are on the Marathon!” I yelled.  My fears were skyrocketing. 
 
      
 
    “Current readings show 10,367, and dropping.  That includes the 10,000 people in repository Q-93 which was moved to Pod 4 on exterior of Chicago habitat.  That repository is the only one still intact,” IAM Lenore replied.  “Jellies have been recorded specifically destroying repositories.  It is a safe conjecture that the repositories are being deliberately targeted.  Battlefield assessments show the Jellies are using much more hostility, larger weaponry, and with more deadly efficiency.  Projected outcome is that the Jellies are aggressively converting human sustaining biomes into Jellie sustaining biomes.” 
 
      
 
    “How do we reverse that trend?  Journey had defense automacubes, and advanced weaponry.  What do we do?” I screamed out.   
 
      
 
    “I can conjecture no effective way to reverse the outcome of these battles to allow for human victory,” IAM Lenore replied.  “I explained this as a strong possible outcome of Operation Peanut Butter, but General Adams rejected my concerns. I presented my concerns to Captain Francine Adams, and her senior staff, but they opted to follow General Adams proposal.” 
 
      
 
    “Sergeant Kalju, I asked Lenore the same questions, and got the same answers,” Major Gonzales stated. “I had MC12, MC87, and MC223 run separate evaluations, and all came to the same conclusion.  The Marathon is lost.” 
 
      
 
    I could not accept that.  I asked, “IAM Lenore, report to me anything which is not in my database but was extreme, unique, or out of the ordinary which has happened in the last three months, even if unrelated to the Jellies.” 
 
      
 
    “Message sent to Earth,” IAM Lenore reported.   
 
      
 
    “What?” Both Gonzales and I asked at the same time.   
 
      
 
    “You must mean a routine progress report on our flight, right?” Major Gonzales asked.   
 
      
 
    “Negative,” Lenore replied.  “Message sent via probe which landed on Kansas habitat.” 
 
      
 
    “Probe?” I asked.   
 
      
 
    “Explain what you are taking about!” Major Gonzales snapped.  
 
      
 
    “A robotic probe arrived and made contact with me.  It was from Dome 17 on Earth.  I sent the following message to its inquiries.  ‘This is Insulated Artificial Intelligence Lenore.  Marathon is in flight. Attacked by hostile aliens. Counter-attack begun.’  That was sent via a system on the robotic probe.” 
 
      
 
    “How did a robotic probe get here from Earth?  The light barrier is impenetrable, or so I thought.  How did they manage it?” I asked.  “Besides, Earth was dying when the Marathon left.” 
 
      
 
    “It obviously did not die!” Major Gonzales whooped.  It was clear I had tapped into something she had not heard about.  “Like the Jellies they must have faster-than-light transportation.”  
 
      
 
    “Where is that probe now?  How can we use it?  How did it get here?  What messages were along with it?” I had a million questions, and they burst forth at once. “What is Dome 17?  What kind of military do they have? How can this be a coincidence?  Can they send us a rescue mission?” 
 
      
 
    IAM Lenore replied, “Many of your questions have overlapping answers.  Shortly after that probe from Dome 17 arrived, I sent the return message.  The Jellies then attacked that probe with their pink destruction beam, disintegrating the probe and its technology.  I was not able to ascertain its mode of operation, nor its mode of communication.  I was able to virtually confirm it was of Earth origin, as it had no alien elements, and used accepted access codes which had been in use at the Marathon’s launch.  I have no further information about what Dome 17 is now, but there are historic records indicating that Dillion Vermeer founded a group called Dome Survival Systems.  At the time of the Marathon’s launch, they had built twelve domes, with the nomenclatures Dome 1 through Dome 12.  It is reasonable to assume Dome 17 is part of that system.  Dome Survival Systems had plans for 10,000 domes with 10,000 people living in each one.” 
 
      
 
    “See, Earth is alive and well and looking for us!” Major Gonzales proclaimed.   
 
      
 
    “And they have ways of getting here!” I added my own exuberance.  “This changes everything.  What is their system for breaking the light barrier?” 
 
      
 
    IAM Lenore replied, “I am sorry I cannot describe that probe’s superluminal or faster-than-light capabilities. The evidence strongly supports the conclusion that on Earth they do have some technology which allows for both transmission of mass at superluminal speed, and message transmission at superluminal speed.  Current hypothetical concepts for how to accomplish that are usually around quarkite tunneling and…” 
 
      
 
    “Forget the hypothetical,” Major Gonzales snarled.  All joy was gone from her tones, and an urgency was deep in her words.  “There is no time for that.  Did the Jellies detect the fact that you sent a message back to Earth?” 
 
      
 
    “You think they learned Earth’s location?” I immediately understood what she was getting to. 
 
      
 
    IAM Lenore did not answer.   
 
      
 
    “Lenore!  Did the Jellies know where the probe originated, and did they know you sent a message back to Earth?” 
 
      
 
    “I conjecture a sixty-one percent possibility that the Jellies did detect my message being sent via that probe.  They had penetrated the lattice of compeers many years ago, and were clandestinely witnessing all that was happening on the Marathon since their arrival.  I also conjecture a ninety-seven percent chance that the Jellies are aware of the Earth’s location.  Not just from the probe, but also from the records in the lattice of compeers, and from simply backtracking the course of the Marathon.  The Marathon leaves a discernable trail through space, and the level of technology known in use by the Jellies renders their ability to follow that trail at a near certainty.” 
 
      
 
    “They must be stopped here!” Major Gonzales stated.  I could not see her face, but the determination in her words was ferocious.   
 
      
 
    “And we must save those 10,000 people in suspended animation,” I added. “They cannot be left to die.” 
 
      
 
    “Agreed,” Major Gonzales affirmed.  “Lenore, funnel lists of all available resources to Sergeant Kalju for his mission to go get that repository. I am ordering all the MC AIs to help him as much as possible.  We will just tow it along behind this Jellie ship if we have to, but it is not to be left behind.  Lenore, you and I will plan how to kill the rest of the Jellies.”     
 
      
 
    “Yes, Major Gonzales,” Lenore responded.  “I conjecture the most likely method to eliminate the Jellies is by nuclear detonation of the remainder of the Marathon.  That can be accomplished by overloading the solar mimicry fusion reactors of the remaining biomes coordinated with unrestrained release of the accumulated energy in the main drive’s Shah of Persia Energy Concentrator.  Even the tough Jellie carapaces will not be able to withstand explosions of energy of that magnitude.” 
 
      
 
    “So, we will need to be somewhere else as well.  That means we must learn to fly this bird with the repository,” Major Gonzales said.  “Amend my previous order.  Link MC12 with me, and Put MC87 in a link with Samuels, and have it work here to decipher the way this Jellie spacecraft works.  This will be our home, and if we can get it back to Earth and warn them, then we will do that.  If those accursed Jellies can fly it, so can we!  Kalju, you take MC223 and go rescue those people in the repository!  You can take three other Bilokos with you.  Move fast!  Bring back whatever you think we will need, but get those sleepers.” 
 
      
 
    I heard Major Gonzales switching over to summon Samuels, and I shifted some communications to Dietermeyer, Lawrence, and Wanagi.  “You three meet me in the cargo hold, where we left our trojan-horses.  Hurry, we do not have much time!” 
 
      
 
    “On the way, Sergeant!”  
 
      
 
    “Sergeant Kalju, this is MC223.  I have been instructed to assist you.  I have located a Class 5 shuttle which is in a hanger bay of Kansas.  May I bring it to this location?” 
 
      
 
    “MC223, will that be able to tow the repository here?” 
 
      
 
    “A Class 5 shuttle is not designed for engineering type applications,” MC223 replied.  “However, it is the only functional shuttle I have located.” 
 
      
 
    “Is it radioactive?” I asked, recalling that the Jellies had set off some kind of radiologic weapon. 
 
      
 
    “That shuttle shows normal radiation levels,” MC223 replied.   
 
      
 
    “Then excellent!  Yes, bring it here.  We will make it work.  Are there any survivors in Kansas?” I asked, but my voice cracked and my lips trembled.  I was finally getting information about Kansas.    
 
      
 
    The mechanical voice of MC223 just replied, “Biometrics show there are no signs of living humans in Kansas, my condolences.” 
 
      
 
    I briefly thought of my parents, and family, and even of Mister Fisher. I wish I could have wiped my eyes, but inside the combat armor that was impossible.  “Get that shuttle here fast.  We will fly it to get that repository.  Give that shuttle the designation as the Raven.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Sergeant Kalju.  The Raven is launching now.” 
 
      
 
    In the cargo hold, I saw that others had been busy.  Somehow a section of that cargo hold had been sealed off, and all three of the central memory cores were securely fastened into that compartment.  The soldiers had used the stimulators, as well as vibration saws to cut and then seal back together the three carapaces which had hauled those memory cores.  It was a rough work at best, but it was functional.  That did mean we only had four carapaces which were still functional.  I looked at the racks of unused Jellie carapace suits which were suspended over our heads.  There were probably a hundred or more, but none of them had the periscope, and all were probably filled with the disgusting brown Jellie fluid.  So, our battered and repurposed trojan-horses would have to do.   
 
      
 
    Dietermeyer, Wanagi, and Lawrence were waiting for me.  That cargo hold was lit by the helmet lights from the soldiers, but still seemed to be dark and shadowy. Maybe that was from the holes which were gaping to the exterior and the blackness of space that was beyond them. The three soldiers were standing by one of those holes in the exterior of the Jellie ship.  I walked over to join them, amazed that the artificial gravity the Jellies used was still working, even though most of their ship was now open to space.   
 
      
 
    “You would think that a ship that glowed purple all the time would have some interior lighting, right?” I offered as I approached.    
 
      
 
    “Sergeant?” Dietermeyer asked, “I think if some of the other soldiers will pick me up and throw me outside, I could escape this ship and then fire my maneuvering jets enough to try for the Marathon.  Looks like it is only a few hundred kilometers away.” 
 
      
 
    I looked out through that ripped gap in the Jellie ship, and saw the Marathon through my optics.  It was a huge ship, but really a mess.  I considered using the magnification on the optics, but rejected that.  Instead, I just sort-of gazed at the stars which were behind it, and wondered which one was the home sun of the world the Jellies had come from, and which one was Earth’s star.  I did not waste much time, only a moment with those thoughts.  The stars were pretty, the Marathon was a wreck.   
 
      
 
    “MC223 is bringing us a shuttle.  I guess one survived all that destruction,” I answered.  “I am hooking all three of you into my command links.  That means there is a link directly to Major Gonzales, but only open a channel to her in case of drastic need.  She is working a big issue right now.  Otherwise, what I hear, you will hear, what I say you will hear.  We are a team, and we must make this work.  MC223 will be working with us.  Our goal is to go get that repository, Q-93, and bring it back to the Jellie ship.” 
 
      
 
    “Sergeant? That is a big task.  Would it not be better to leave it docked in Pod 4 on Chicago?” Lawrence asked.   
 
      
 
    “I wish we could, oh I really do.  The Jellies are overrunning all of the Marathon,” I gulped as I had to force myself to relate the bad news.  “Repository Q-93 is the only surviving repository, and I think that is because we moved it once before.  The Jellies seem to have studied the nonphysicality and know where things were.  All the others have already been destroyed.” 
 
      
 
    “Bloody rot! There were 150,000 sleepers in those repositories!” Lawrence’s voice sounded as dazed as I felt.  “All those people dead?” 
 
      
 
    “And many more.  The habitats are being systematically turned into death chambers for humans, and breeding grounds for Jellies,” I gestured over to the Marathon in the distance. “Styx and Foreigner are gone. Major Gonzales is going to have to destroy the rest of the ship to kill the Jellies.  They must be struck down before them can figure out that we have their ship, and wage a counterattack on us!” 
 
      
 
    Jorgensen spoke up, even though she was not in on our network.  “Sergeant, pardon me for intruding, but you told me to keep this place secure.  I cannot do much with my leg all messed up, but that will not inhibit my sniper ability.  If those Jellies globes come off the Marathon and approach this ship, may I blast them out of the galaxy?  The enpol can hit them from extreme distance, and if they do not move any faster than our trojan-horses did, I can pick them off from here one by one by one.  That tear in the hull over yonder will be cover enough for a decent sniper nest.” 
 
      
 
    “Great idea!  I am hooking you into our team,” I replied.  Then I switched over to the private channel to Major Gonzales.  “Major, I need Jorgenson as my sniper to cover us, is that acceptable?” 
 
      
 
    “Go for it!  Now get that repository,” Major Gonzales answered.  “I am busy with this mess, so use your own discretion, and remember I trust you.  Go get them!” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, ma’am!” 
 
      
 
    “Your shuttle, the Raven, is approaching your position,” MC223 announced.   
 
      
 
    “The Raven?” Lawrence asked.   
 
      
 
    “For an old friend,” I replied.   
 
      
 
    “I thought it might be so we nevermore have to deal with the Jellies,” Wanagi chuckled a bit. 
 
      
 
    The shuttle was on a fast approach.  It was a delta-winged spacecraft whose overall color was orange with a green trim.  The fuselage was a triangular tube with rounded nose.  The wings were slung under that tube.  It was sleek and I wondered how it had survived all that the Marathon had endured.  Its twin propulsion engines at its rear on either side of the tall rudder were glowing slightly at their front, and probably brighter at their rear.  That shuttle barrel rolled and altered position several times. Doing an end-for-end flip in its flight.  As its stern became visible, I saw in the glow of its engines that there was some damage to its upright rudder.  The markings of ‘KN-209’ were barely visible through the damage as the back section of the rudder had been charred off.  I knew it would never function properly in a planetary atmosphere, although it looked like it was adequate in space.  Thruster nozzles were visible at various spots on the Raven’s fuselage, and they were firing at intermittent moments bringing it into position alongside of the Jellie ship.  The wingspan was something like twenty meters, and overall height about twenty-five meters.   
 
      
 
    “The Raven is as close to your position as I can make it.  Ready for boarding,” MC223 announced.  “Remote links and couplings to the Raven are secure for now.” 
 
      
 
    The Raven was about fifty meters away from where we stood looking out from that hole in the Jellie ship’s side.   
 
      
 
    “Let me make the crossing,” Dietermeyer called out as he ran along and dove out the hole.  He used his combat armor’s small jets to correct his own trajectory as he floated out and over toward the Raven.   
 
      
 
    “That was not a request, was it?” I laughed a bit, despite the grimness of our situation.  “I am supposed to be the leader here.” 
 
      
 
    “That was why I jumped, Sergeant.  You are too important to risk!” Dietermeyer answered.  “I am trailing a line, so if I miss you can fish me back out.”  His flight path was taking him right toward the Raven, and I was thankful for that.  His combat armor was spooling out a thin wire behind him.  He made a few minor adjustments with his jets, and then landed precisely on the shuttle’s side, near where its hatch was located.  “The Raven has been captured.” 
 
      
 
    With the line that Dietermeyer had connected, we all journeyed across and got onto the outside of the Raven.  Looking back, I saw the Jellie ship’s outer hull was far more irregular than I had expected.  It was still glowing that irritating purple light, but now it was blotchy and misshapen.  Some part of the hull were thirty or forty meters recessed down from other places which jutted outward.  I guess I expected it to be a more conventional and smoother surface, like the Jellie’s carapaces were.   
 
      
 
    We opened the side hatch, after using the onboard air compressors to remove the atmosphere from the cabin and store it in the compression tanks which ran under the floor.  Once inside, I floated over and strapped myself down in the pilot’s seat.  The sixteen others seats were arranged in four rows of four seats each with a central aisle.  Wanagi took the copilot’s seat.  I reviewed the Raven’s systems, and most areas were listed as marginal under their operations status.  “Gravity Manipulation” was listed in red as dysfunctional, as was “Atmospheric Aerodynamics.”  A red warning light was flashing which read, “Report to Machine Maintenance Immediately.”  Thruster fuel levels were at thirty-eight percent.  I thumbed the controls and the interior lighting came on, and the atmosphere refilled the cabin.  Checking the life support readings again, and linking our communications into the Raven’s systems, I called to my team, “You can open up your armor inside here.  An air exchange might do us all good.” 
 
      
 
    “Nothing like smelling each other on a mission, right Sergeant?” Dietermeyer joked.   
 
      
 
    “I can smell you even with my combat armor on,” Wanagi replied.  Her voice had deadly serious tones, but I knew she was teasing him.   
 
      
 
    The air was stale, but breathable, and it was good to be out of the helmet for a bit.  The displays on the cockpit were showing our position, the Jellie ship’s position, and the Marathon.     
 
      
 
    “Jorgenson?  Can you still hear me?” I asked.   
 
      
 
    “Yes, Sergeant. I have you covered.  I see no Jellies anywhere, but if I do I will try to keep them off of you.” 
 
      
 
    I checked and the others were already secured in seats, so I said, “MC223, plot me a safe, but fast course to Q-93.  This screen shows a lot of debris floating around the Marathon.” 
 
      
 
    “Plotting,” MC223 replied. “Course on your display.  I agree, the debris concentration around Chicago is less than idea.  IAM Lenore has not been able to engage repulsors, or microparticle turrets.  Those were some of the first systems destroyed by the initial Jellie landing on the Marathon.” 
 
      
 
    “When was that?” Lawrence asked.  “No one ever told me.” 
 
      
 
    The AI hesitated for just a moment.  “You have all been cleared by IAM Lenore for full access clearance.  The Jellies exact arrival date is unknown, but the microparticle turrets and repulsors have had significant problems on the exterior of Foreigner’s hull beginning forty-seven years ago.” 
 
      
 
    We all sat in stunned silence. 
 
      
 
    “So, the Jellies have been here many decades?” I asked.   
 
      
 
    “The presence of the Jellie deep-space research vessel was not confirmed until twelve years ago, but it is accurate to….” 
 
      
 
    “Research vessel?” Dietermeyer asked in puzzlement. “That thing is a warship, not a science vessel.  We have been in battle against alien warriors, not scientists.” 
 
      
 
    “I heard it called a research vessel before,” I added.  “That did not strike me then, but you are right.  We have been fighting battles against military forces.” 
 
      
 
    MC223 answered, “The best evidence supports the classification of the Jellie spacecraft as a deep-space research vessel, not a warship.  Had it been a warship, the Marathon could easily have been destroyed without the Jellies ever revealing their presence.”   
 
      
 
    “It does not matter now,” I said, but in my heart I was troubled.  If this was a research vessel, and they knew about Earth’s location, from that Dome 17 probe, then had they already sent military forces to Earth?  I pushed out those thoughts and focused on what needed to be done in the immediate future.  “We agree the Jellies are enemies, and we will kill them, but first we rescue those sleepers.”   
 
      
 
    I locked onto the course which was plotted, and watched as the Raven maneuvered along.  The inertia suppression system in the Raven was working, but that only dampened the sensations, and did not eliminate them.  Even with the added help from our combat armor, it was a bumpy and jerky ride as we moved toward Chicago and Pod 4.   
 
      
 
    As we flew toward Chicago, I set the Raven’s scanner to look for signs of energy use, hoping that I could spot a pocket of survivors.  I knew the readings had said few people were alive, but I still hoped to find some of my friends from the militia.  They were smart and skilled, and some of them had to still be alive somewhere.  Yet, I saw that many parts of the Marathon were registering as dark regarding energy use.  A shadowy blue-gray had settled over much of the needle ship, at least via the analysis shown on the displays.  I knew that meant those sections were without life-support, atmosphere, gravity manipulation, or even the ship’s main energy flows.  Like a medical scan of a recently deceased person, the readings I was getting on the parts of the Marathon we flew over were showing it too was dead, or about to die.    
 
      
 
    “MC223, what is the quickest way to disengage that repository?” Lawrence asked.  “I sure do not want to get caught over here with just the four of us.” 
 
      
 
    “Every available engineering automacubes has been dispatched, but none of them arrived at Q-93,” the AI responded.  “None of those are active anymore.  None are linked into any system.  I conjecture that they have been destroyed by the Jellies.  Without engineering automacube support, the fastest way to disconnect the repository is by severing the locking bolts at these locations.”  A diagram appeared on the screen. “Those locations have been transmitted to your combat armor.  The locking bolts can be severed by vibration saws.  The main energy cables can then be unplugged and separated.  After that, Q-93 will again be on its own internal reactor power.  That tertiary system is designed to supply more than enough power for all 10,000 cocoons of the repository.” 
 
      
 
    “That solves the combat suit energy issue I worried about,” Wanagi said.  “We should be able to tap into that suspended animation repository’s reactor to recharge our suits.” 
 
      
 
    “Dietermeyer, you and Wanagi will go and cut those locking bolts as quickly as possible.  Then get inside the repository.  There are two airlocks at the rear of Q-93.  Check it for aliens!  Do not let any of those Jellies inside.  Lawrence, you will need to find as much food, medical supplies, and anything else you can think we will need to make that Jellie ship serviceable for our own needs.” 
 
      
 
    “I will need to get in via an external repair station,” Lawrence said.  “The plans show there is one about two hundred meters from where you will be docking the Raven.  I can get there, and then use one of the side umbilicus egress points to move whatever I can find.  Leave that passageway open as long as you can.” 
 
      
 
    “Excellent!  I will make sure the shuttle is secure to the repository, and ready to move out.” 
 
      
 
    “You are on your own now,” Jorgenson communicated.  “You are out of my line of sight.  Good luck!” 
 
      
 
    “Just do not shoot us when we come back.  We will be towing a bunch of sleepers!” Dietermeyer reminded her.   
 
      
 
    “Lucky them.  Will you tell them about it when they wake up?” Jorgenson joked back.  “That will be a shocker for them, for sure!”   
 
      
 
    I had not really thought much about when those sleepers would awaken, or where.  Just another series of questions I shoved off into an unanswered file in my mind.   
 
      
 
    As we flew closer to Chicago, I was pleased to see that initial energy readings were coming from the proximal end of that habitat.  We did a flyover of Q-93 and it was lit up on the displays in every area.  It was functioning, but not too far beyond it, the distal end of the Chicago habitat was sputtering and on the display whole sections of it were winking out. 
 
      
 
    I maneuvered the shuttle as close as I could to the end of repository Q-93, and saw where the previous shuttle had docked to it.  The Raven was a Class 5 shuttle and far smaller than the one which had been used to initially move the repository.  I thought of Kulm and how he would be doing the mathematical calculations on mass and power ratios.  I just looked to see where the docking clamps would fit.   
 
      
 
    I hovered near the docking area.  “MC223, use all available means to scan this repository.  Are there any Jellies present?” 
 
      
 
    The artificial intelligence system responded, “No evidence of Jellie presence in Q-93.  All its systems are still functional on tertiary settings.  It is in virtually the same condition as when docked here.” 
 
      
 
    “Excellent.  Then we will rescue it.  Keep scanning for any signs of the Jellies!” I then fired the thrusters to settle the Raven onto the attachment clamps.  Only one of them locked into place. 
 
      
 
    “Suits on.  I will depressurize the cabin, then we all head out.  Call out as you cut each bolt.  Before we cut the last bolt, I want Lawrence back inside,” I ordered.  “Work fast.  We have no idea how close the Jellies are, or how long this habitat will stay intact.” 
 
      
 
    “MC223, do you have an access code for that external repair station?” Lawrence asked.  I listened briefly as the code was given, but trusted Lawrence to find what was needed.   
 
      
 
    We secured our helmets, and depressurized the cabin.  Then the soldiers headed out.  Using their magnetic boots, they hopped across the surface of the repository, and went about their tasks.  I considered suggesting tether lines, but then figured if they needed one, they could attach it themselves.  I was not their mother, and it was no one’s first mission.   
 
      
 
    I set about securing the docking clamps from the Raven to Q-93.  On the Class 5 shuttle the docking clamps were a cohesive part of the landing skids.  The left side one had connected properly into the attachment anchor on Q-93.  The permalloy buckles had meshed and meshed together.  However, Q-93 had been modified to be towed by a larger shuttle, and that meant the other anchors were not in alignment.  In fact, the Raven had only two clamps, but the repository had three places where the previous shuttle had attached.  Opening a storage compartment in the side of the Raven, I checked for some mechanism to make the modification.   
 
      
 
    “First locking bolt cut!” Dietermeyer called out.  “There are accommodation ladders to get to these.  Should be easy on this side.” 
 
      
 
    “Second is severed!” Wanagi called out.  “This side is fairly clear.  Some debris has crashed here, but I should be able to clear it out.  No sign of Jellies.”   
 
      
 
    The storage compartment did not have anything that would help me make the connections.  Having only one third of the clamps in place was worrisome to me.  Not because of weight, but rather because of the movement of the repository’s mass.  Pressure forces and inertia could be overcome, but if the repository would become unattached during flight, I feared it would never be recovered.   
 
      
 
    “MC223, how do I secure the second and third docking clamps?  The alignment with the cleats is off!” 
 
      
 
    “There are hawser lines just off of Pod 4 near the bollards,” MC223 instructed. “Those could serve as attachments.  They are of braided graphene fibers and while only about thirty percent as strong as the permalloy of the docking clamps, I conjecture they will decrease the risk of disconnection.”  A schematic appeared in my helmet display.   
 
      
 
    I got to my feet, with the magnetic boots securing me in place.  Bounding along, I made it to the edge of where the repository met the reconstructed hanger bay which was now Pod 4.  The huge external doors of the hanger bay had been retracted, and indeed the bollards were there.  My mind told me that those large columns were to have one day been vertical when the habitat made planetfall and the hawsers would be used for anything needing a strong cable to be secured to the exterior hull.  The image of a sailing ship on an ocean came into my mind, sort-of a mixture of so many of the stories Mister Fisher had us read.  Then I began to cry, as I realized that Chicago, and all of the Marathon would never make planetfall, and these hawsers and bollards would soon just be junk floating in space.  Shaking my head, I activated the coiled hawser and the graphene cable unrolled easily.  The Marathon’s energy still flowed into those winches.   
 
      
 
    “MC223?  How much line will I need?” 
 
      
 
    “You have extracted a sufficient quantity,” the AI replied.  “Your vibration saw will easily cut the graphene cable near the winch.  Then bring it back to the Raven for attachment.” 
 
      
 
    My right glove’s vibration saw did cut through the hawser and I then returned to the nearest cleat. In the meanwhile, Dietermeyer and Wanagi had informed me that they had cut through several more of the locking bolts.   
 
      
 
    Taking the length of graphene cable, I set it against the Raven’s skid and then hit the manual clamp for that skid.  The clamp bit down onto the graphene cable and secured it.  I then wrapped the long end around and made a proper knot.  When force was applied, that knot would just pull into itself and tighten.  Taking the other end, I passed it down and around the second anchor cleat, and hit the switch for that clamp to close.  It was not a tight fit, but the coil I made would not slip loose from that clamp.  At the third anchor cleat I made a knot similar to the one on the Raven’s skid.  There was not a way to tighten it all up, but the single official docking clamp now had a backup system to keep the Raven secured to Q-93.   
 
      
 
    “Ready to cut the last locking bolt!” Wanagi called out.  “Is Lawrence finished?” 
 
      
 
    “I just passed into the repository through that umbilicus with the last load of supplies.  Sergeant, I raided every ESRC close by and got us all several weeks’ worth of suspended animation food, a substantial amount of medical supplies, and found a permalloy sprayer and three tanks of liquid permalloy.  Oh, there were four unused suspended animation cocoons in a locker just outside here, past a GAGS.  I brought them into the repository as well.  I grabbed everything I could find. Spare parts are essential, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Right!” I replied.  “Dietermeyer, get inside the repository.  Wanagi, cut that bolt and get yourself inside as well.  Then, I will haul Q-93 away.” 
 
      
 
    “Right Skipper!” Dietermeyer called back to me.   
 
      
 
    “Bolt will be sheared in five, four, three, two, one!” Wanagi called, her voice triumphant.  “Heading to the airlock now.” 
 
      
 
    I climbed quickly inside the Raven, and shut the hatch.  Strapping myself into the pilot’s seat, I said, “MC223, confirm we are detached.  Show me the status of the airlocks, and the position of my people.” 
 
      
 
    The display showed the rectangular deck plans for the repository, with three glowing blue dots indicating where the soldiers were.  Lawrence was inside the repository, Dietermeyer was inside the airlock and it was cycling.  Wanagi was heading toward the other airlock.   
 
      
 
    “Sergeant Kalju!  I just reached the airlock, and the controls here have been crushed.  They show active power, but no way to access the controls.  The control pad’s interface is really messed up.” 
 
      
 
    I looked at the display and saw it would take her a few minutes to hustle over to the other airlock.  
 
      
 
    “MC223, cycle that airlock for Wanagi.” 
 
      
 
    “The airlock is cycling,” MC223 replied.   
 
      
 
    “No, it is not!” Wanagi stated.  “The colors are flashing, but the lock is not working.” 
 
      
 
    “The exterior door of the airlock is open,” MC223 stated. 
 
      
 
    “Sergeant!  It is not open!  MC223, it is not open!  The door is still sealed.  The colors are just flashing on the controls, but the door did not open.” 
 
      
 
    “Wanagi, get to the other airlock!” I ordered.   
 
      
 
    “Heading there now.” 
 
      
 
    “Proximity alert!” MC223 announced.  “Jellies approaching from outside of the Chicago hull.” 
 
      
 
    Another display turned on and showed a panoramic view of that location.  The Jellies were marked in purple dots, and a swarm of them were indeed heading toward us.   
 
      
 
    “I have my airlock open and waiting!” Dietermeyer called out.  “Hurry Wanagi!” 
 
      
 
    From the pace she was making, I saw that the Jellies would be upon us quicker than she would make it to the airlock.   
 
      
 
    “Wanagi, anchor yourself to the hull somewhere right now.  I am moving this repository out of here!” 
 
      
 
    “Magnetics locked, physically secured!  Get us out of here!” Wanagi replied.   
 
      
 
    MC223 showed me a visual display of Wanagi’s position.  She was wedged into a crevasse between several large ducts and struts.  She was facing outward.  My readouts showed her magnetic boots were on maximum, and she looked about as secure as I could hope.   
 
      
 
    I hit the thrusters with a tap.   
 
      
 
    A vibration shuddered through the Raven, and that was translated by my combat armor as some weird groaning sound.  The cockpit displays showed that the repository was moving out from Pod 4. 
 
      
 
    “Wanagi?  Are you in place?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Sergeant!  There is a lot of debris being cast off of the repository as we are moving.  Nothing big enough to do damage, but lots of space junk floating about out here.” 
 
      
 
    “Sergeant Kalju?  I swept the interior of the repository, and no signs of Jellies.  We are in the clear!” Lawrence added.   
 
      
 
    “Only inside!  We have Jellies approaching from along the outer hull.” 
 
      
 
    The display showed that Q-93 was pulling away from Pod 4 and had nearly cleared that modified hanger bay.  The Jellies were still on an interception course, and I had nothing in the Raven to fight with.  I pounded by fist down on the seat of the chair, for all the good that would do.     
 
      
 
    I increased the thrusters and the speed of our escape accelerated.  I had poor maneuverability at best, but the Raven was towing Q-93 away from that habitat.  However, the Jellies were gaining, as seen on the displays.   
 
      
 
    “Engaging the enemy!” Wanagi yelled out.  
 
      
 
    “How?” I asked.  
 
      
 
    “I can get some shots in as well!” Dietermeyer called. 
 
      
 
    “With what?”  
 
      
 
    “My energy pistol!” Dietermeyer yelled out.  “Plenty of range.  Does it matter if a miss hits the Marathon now?” 
 
      
 
    “Use the bullpups!” Wanagi barked.  “Ballistics will play havoc with the Jellie carapaces.” 
 
      
 
    I recalled how Mister Fisher had taught us about using the MDF-14 in vacuum.  The bullets would smack hard, but not enough to puncture the carapaces.  At first I was about to correct Wanagi, but thinking a bit more on that, I agreed that the bullpup’s bullets might very well drastically alter the approaching Jellie’s flight, just through the blunt impacts and transferred forces.   
 
      
 
    “MC223, give me any visuals you can on what is happening with Dietermeyer and Wanagi!” 
 
      
 
    A split screen showed feeds from both of their optics.  That point-of-view perspective allowed me to see what they were seeing.  The muzzles of each one’s bullpups were firing, and the purple glows in the distance were reacting.  The bullets were making impacts, and slowing down the approach of the Jellies.   
 
      
 
    A white glob emerged from one of the nearest Jellies.  It had fired its icy detonation weapon.   
 
      
 
    “Hold on!” I commanded, as I kicked on the Raven’s main engines.  Being clamped in a makeshift manner onto the repository, the shuttle pulled unevenly.  The flightpath I had projected did not materialize, but was rather a slow arc to my left.  I watched all the screens and displays, and saw that the white detonation struck a rear part of the repository, perhaps twenty meters away from Wanagi. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Sergeant!  Great flying!” she enthused. 
 
      
 
    I never told her it was all an accidental movement, but was thankful she was spared.  Our speed was increasing, and I saw the Jellies were not matching our velocity.  I was busy using the thrusters to compensate for the uneven pull the main engines caused.  There must have been some slack or slippage in the hawsers or something because I could not figure out why the repository was not following a smooth and direct path.  Maybe some of the debris was causing some impacts.   
 
      
 
    “MC223, plot me a course back to the Jellie ship.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Sergeant Kalju.  Flight characteristics are erratic and the trajectory can only be plotted in general terms.  The coupling between the Raven and Q-93 is unstable.” 
 
      
 
    “Unstable is an understatement.  It is rickety, wobbly, shaky, and wonky!  But we have the repository!  Connect me to Major Gonzales!” 
 
      
 
    “This is Major Gonzales, I see you are bringing the bacon home.” 
 
      
 
    “I wish it were bacon, that makes my mouth water,” Dietermeyer interjected.  “Recycled food is getting old.” 
 
      
 
    “I have a whole lot, maybe months’ worth of stored food,” Lawrence added.  “We can have a feast.” 
 
      
 
    “I was not aware this was an open link,” Major Gonzales said, but I could hear the smile in her voice.  “Sergeant, switch over to a private channel.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, ma’am.  Before I talk to the Major, Wanagi, can you get inside here via Dietermeyer’s airlock?” 
 
      
 
    “Already heading that way, Sergeant.  Thank you again for your flying us out of there.” 
 
      
 
    “Major Gonzales, this is Kalju, on a private channel.” 
 
      
 
    “Sergeant, well done getting that repository.  Samuels and I have been talking to the prisoners here.  I think we can stretch the Jellie ship to encompass that entire repository, but I have had to use extreme measures to figure out how to do that.  Keep this between us for now.  As to the Marathon, the Jellies seem to be swarming on it into Eagles which they are flooding with all the remaining liquids.  I am waiting for you and the repository to get here, but as soon as we get those sleepers secured, I am ending all this.” 
 
      
 
    I knew what she meant, but swallowed and gulped a few times before I could answer.  She did not press me.  Finally, I said, “That will mean losing IAM Lenore, as well as all the stored information on the Marathon.” 
 
      
 
    “That is correct.  Right now, IAM Lenore is functioning at 147% of operational capacity to keep the MC network functioning while you are in flight, as well as preparing the solar mimicry reactors for our solution.  I am not sure if Lenore can keep up that pace much longer.  The few remaining security and military automacubes have surrounded Lenore’s central memory core and are defending it against Jellie attack.  Those defenses are failing.” 
 
      
 
    “So, no one else is alive on the Marathon?  Nobody, anywhere, no one?” 
 
      
 
    “That is what Lenore says.  I am sorry to not get you the answers you wanted, and needed,” Major Gonzales replied.   
 
      
 
    “Thank you.  I think we can merge with the Jellie ship soon.  Is that the right term?  Merge?  Not really docking, is it?” 
 
      
 
    “We will call it merging.  Bring those 10,000 people home, and then we will talk more.” 
 
      
 
    I followed the flight pattern, and when we reached the Jellie ship, I saw that it was glowing a steady and bright purple.  I could see no more gaping holes in its sides.  Stopping the repository took most of the remaining main engine’s fuel.  Thrusters maneuvered it close to the side.   
 
      
 
    “Major Gonzales, what do I do now?” I asked.   
 
      
 
    “Hold steady at that spot.  We will be extending the Jellie ship momentarily.” 
 
      
 
    “Safe voyage, humans!” IAM Lenore’s voice came through my helmet’s speakers.  
 
      
 
    I watched on the displays as the Jellie ship quivered and glowed more brightly.  It then seemed to snap, or lurch, or jump.  At that exact moment, a nearly blinding flash from that horrible purple light struck my eyes.  It was just a mere meter in front of me, and cast purplish shadows all about me.  I was so startled I sneezed, and globes of snot ran down my face.  I instinctively reached up, but then caught myself as the combat armor’s interior recycling system wicked away the mucus to be divided into liquids and organics which I would later be offered as my suits nourishments of water and food.   
 
      
 
    I tried to focus, but the light was painful.  The cockpit displays and screens were black, and only after my optics adjusted several different times could I make out exactly what was happening.  The readings I got from the popup display inside my helmet made no sense.   
 
      
 
    My eyes were watering and I blinked rapidly trying to clear them and make sense of my surroundings.  The popup displays in my helmet were unreadable due to the afterimages in my eyes.  Everything was blurry.  The pilot’s seat was beneath me, but the roof of that shuttle was gone.  The entire top of the Raven had been sheered away at a bizarre angle.  The purple sidewall of the Jellie ship was just a meter or so over my head.  Like slicing a cheese with a sharp knife, the exterior of the Jellie ship had cut right through the permalloy of the Raven, leaving me sitting in the lower half of a ruined shuttle.  I could reach out and tap the wall of the Jellie ship in all its ugly, glowing glory.  Nothing in the shuttle was functioning, but there I sat, strapped into the seat.   
 
      
 
    “Kalju!  Kalju?” Major Gonzales yelled out.   
 
      
 
    “Yikes!  What in all the universe just happened?  Is the repository safe?” I mumbled out.  I wanted so badly to rub my eyes, but the armor prevented that.  Blinking was all I could do.   
 
      
 
    Major Gonzales swore a long while, using many graphic and anatomically impossible phrases.  That surprised me almost as much as what the Jellie ship did.  Then she coherently said, “Sorry! There was a miscalculation regarding shape and size.  My connections show your combat armor is intact, mercifully.  Can you get out of that wreck and down to the repository?  Oh, and yes, the repository is safe.  It was fully encompassed.  The shuttle was not fully appraised and estimated by the alien sensors here.  That mistake will not happen again.” 
 
      
 
    “Because we do not have any other shuttles,” I mumbled, as I tried to get the restraints unhooked.  
 
      
 
    “There is that, too.  We engulfed the repository with room to spare, but this crazy alien tech, just did not register the shuttle as part of the repository.  Get out of there and down into the repository,” Major Gonzales’ voice was getting back to her typical calm and confident self.  No more swearing. 
 
      
 
    “What about IAM Lenore? Are we blocked because of the Jellie ship’s hull?” 
 
      
 
    “No.” 
 
      
 
    “What then?” A creeping realization was coming to me, but I did not want to accept it. 
 
      
 
    I looked around, the afterimages were fading, but my eyes smarted. I set the filters on my optics to block all the purple glow of the Jellie materials.  That shifted my situational perception to more shades of grays, yellows, and sepia tones, but those colors did not make my eyes hurt.  The hatch of the shuttle was only two-thirds in existence, but I moved over to that.  I was not sure what I expected to find outside of that hatch, be it the repository or vacuum, I knew my combat armor would protect me.  The hatch would not move, so I used the vibration saws built into my gloves to sever its hinges.  The gaskets and seals then slipped apart, and that partial hatch door tumbled sideways and down.   
 
      
 
    “I have gravity in here,” I said, not knowing what else to report.  I had been too stunned to recognize that I was no longer in zero gravity.  “Is it in alignment for the repository?” 
 
      
 
    “Kalju, just work your way to that repository’s airlock,” Major Gonzales replied.  “Dietermeyer is standing there.  Look for his infrared light.  Shift your optics to that spectrum.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
      
 
    Going to infrared altered my perceptions, again, but I knew which direction to move.  The repository looked and felt like the permalloy it was, but somewhat overhead and to the side of me, at a weird angle was that wall of the Jellie ship.  The intervening space was a sort-of limbo area between what had been the exterior of the repository and what was now the Jellie ship’s new exterior wall.  My helmet light reflected back from the Jellie wall, but with the optical filters on, I was unaware of what color everything actually was.   
 
      
 
    “Major? What have you done with the Marathon?” I asked.  “I am not reading anything at all from IAM Lenore.  I got a message, but it was odd.  What is going on?”  
 
      
 
    “I took care of it, Kalju. Just get yourself inside.  Do I need to send Dietermeyer out to get you?”  There was no sarcasm in her words, but there was gentle concern. 
 
      
 
    “No ma’am.  I am making it.  I can do this.”   
 
      
 
    Climbing hand over hand, and finding footholds, I made it to the spot where Dietermeyer was standing.  He looked like he was standing on the sidewall at about a thirty-degree angle.  It was strange.   
 
      
 
    “Sergeant, watch out for the gravity gradient.  Weird stuff in this Jellie ship,” Dietermeyer called out.   
 
      
 
    I slipped through the alteration of gravity vectors, what he had called a gravity gradient, and it gave me the memory of the GAGS and somehow of Mister Fisher and how he had moved from one level to another of the Raven Academy.  Thinking of that place made me turn around and look at the shuttle I had named Raven.  It was a wreck, and I was shocked I had survived being inside that.  A large section of the front and roof of that shuttle was just gone, while the Jellie wall abutted against it.  
 
      
 
    Dietermeyer and I used the airlock and entered the repository.  While it was cycling, I realized that the Jellie ship’s gravity was oriented in alignment with that repository.  Wanagi and Lawrence were waiting inside the repository.   
 
      
 
    “Major Gonzales?  What happened to the Marathon?” I asked again.   
 
      
 
    “I will make an announcement in a few minutes,” Major Gonzales replied.  “Sergeant Kalju, will you please make sure you are not injured, and then meet me at my location.  Samuels, stay with me.  Everyone else, move toward the repository.  Start inventorying all our supplies, and triple check the mechanical status of the repository.” 
 
      
 
    The airlock opened to a part of the repository which was about fifteen meters tall and roughly one hundred meters long.  I switched my optics back to normal view and saw that the Marathon’s lighting was working in the repository.  I was so glad to see normal light.  I noted crates and crates of supplies piled neatly along one side of the aisle.  As I walked down that aisle I glanced at the rows and rows and stacks and stacks of suspended animation cocoons.  And that was only the one aisle of Q-93.  Each cocoon held one sleeper, and I knew I had helped to save them all.  The rectangular end caps were lit in a soft amber glow.  That indicated they were functioning within standard operating parameters.  I was too tired, and worried to consider running diagnostics beyond my cursory visual inspection.  I hurried down that aisle, and found where the repository’s main doors had been.  They were now sealed.   
 
      
 
    “Major Gonzales, how do I get to you?  Is it safe to open the main doors?  The Jellie ship was in vacuum.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.  We have used the compressed atmosphere we brought along to re-pressurize the Jellie ship’s epicenter ring—we will need to redefine better names for our new ship to avoid confusion—but the repository is latched onto that, so you can come in.  The main doors, and both side entrances are safe to operate as regular pressure doors. The left-hand door and that far-left aisle is filled with Lawrence’s handiwork. He found crates and crates of food supplies, and other things.  I think he grabbed everything that he could carry, and some things that he cut loose from the old habitat.  Anyway, the Jellie ship does not have bulkheads, as we think of them.  Just proceed into the main ring, and you should find Samuels and me.  We are at the very center, where the translator is located.” 
 
      
 
    “Major, what did you do?” I asked.  
 
      
 
    “Sergeant, report as ordered, and we will do some brainstorming,” Major Gonzales stated firmly through a private channel.  
 
      
 
    As I passed out of the repository, I again felt the alienness of the Jellie ship. The walls were not permalloy, but were irregular and not smooth.  My mind could not fathom how those walls could shift and move like they did.  That deep inside the Jellie ship the structure was no longer glowing brilliantly, but was a dull but luminescent purple.  I really hate purple now. I moved along, and several other soldiers were walking past me heading for the repository.  They gave me gestures of appreciation, and camaraderie, but I still wanted answers.  IAM Lenore was not showing up on any of my equipment, even though the other three AIs were.  I briefly considered consulting one of the MC AIs, but then thought I would just talk to the Major.   
 
      
 
    Doorways, or thresholds were more oblongs, or ovals than rectangles like on the Marathon.  I passed into that place which surrounded where the last of the Jellies had been trapped in that inner chamber.  The equipment which we had set up to speak with them had been modified and enhanced.  A workbench had been installed against the wall, as well as a chair which must have been brought from the repository.  Samuels was seated at the workbench, busy at some kind of efforts with the conservation slate which was the main part of the translator.  Several other holes had been punched in the wall, and additional cables led from the equipment up and into those holes in the wall.  Permalloy patching had been hastily done around those cables.  That was not Samuel’s usual precision style, and I wondered about how emergent that work had been.   
 
      
 
    “Sergeant Kalju, you have asked about the Marathon.  Before I tell the rest of the Bilokos—I should now call them our flight crew—I wanted to tell you personally,” Major Gonzales said.  Then she turned to Samuels.  “The air in here is fit to breath, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Major.  Adequate pressure, gas blend, and temperature, for us.  It will stink.  With the equipment in the repository, as well as all the compressed air we released, us gas-breathers will be fine in here.  It will take many days to re-pressurize the rest of this Jellie boat, if we want to.  Yes, ma’am, there will be a stench, but I am setting up the filters in Q-93 to remove that smell as well.  It will take time for it to all be re-filtered.  Pinnate, Kelly, and Boro did a good job moving the dead Jellies out before we expanded the perimeter.  I think we got rid of most of the dead Jellies, but body parts might be littered about.  They do stink!” 
 
      
 
    “That is part of what I need to tell Kalju about as well,” Major Gonzales pulled her helmet off, shutting down the communication links.  She also unhooked her gloves and hooked them onto her combat armor.  Her face was set.  She shook out her hair, and yawned.  “Open up Sergeant, you too Samuels.” 
 
      
 
    I removed my helmet, as did Samuels.  It felt like an eternity since I had seen someone face-to-face without the optics in the way.  Lacey, my sister, came to mind.  A few tears dribbled down my cheeks.     
 
      
 
    Major Gonzales walked over and touched my face with her hand.  “You asked about the Marathon, and I will tell the crew most of what we will talk about here.  Just before Samuels and I got the Jellie ship’s perimeter hull to expand, which again should have not cut through your shuttle—sorry about that—I sent the final orders to IAM Lenore.  Overloading the remaining solar mimicry reactors, along with opening all the gangways allowed for complete….” 
 
      
 
    “You blew it all up.  Oh my, Major, it is true,” I said as I saw on her dark face what she had ordered.  “All this time, fighting the Jellies, it was a losing battle.  Did we finally really do it?  Did we kill them all?” 
 
      
 
    Major Gonzales just stared back at me, her brown eyes full of emotions.  I looked over at Samuels but she was pale and exhausted looking.  Her blonde hair hung in her face, and I could tell she too was traumatized.   
 
      
 
    “Yes, I blew it all up.  Not since the Great Event and the 90 Hour War has such a thing happened.  Were we maniacs?  Did we blow it all to hell for no reason?”  Major Gonzales asked, and I was unsure if it was rhetorical, real, or some kind of prayer. 
 
      
 
    “Are the Jellies all dead?  I told several people I would kill them all.” 
 
      
 
    “From what we can tell, none of the Jellies inside the Marathon survived the blast, and we only survived because of our distance, and the fact that we got the Jellie exterior hull functioning again, before the radiation wave hit us,” Major Gonzales answered.  “After General Adams nuked the aquatic habitats, which broke the back of the needle ship, there was no hope to salvage the Marathon.  Our long race on her is over.” 
 
      
 
    “At least Adams is dead too, right?” I wanted to spit.  “But did we win?”  
 
      
 
    “Yes.  I saw the last two nukes blast it apart.  Explosive decompression did the rest.  I am fairly certain it at least killed the rest of the Jellies.  This ship is all that survived.  We are moving away from the wreckage now.  We might scan the debris fields and search the wreckage, but we must leave before more Jellies come.” 
 
      
 
    “And go where?” I asked.   
 
      
 
    “We will need to make a big jump.  Back to Earth,” Major Gonzales replied.  “A big jump.” 
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    Homeward Bound 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Well, Ryan, that gets us to the present, well nearly.  I just reread my account to you, since we are on final countdown for the big jump.  In this log I rambled and ranted, and left out a whole bunch of stuff.  I sure wish I could have rescued a dog off the Marathon.  But we did find a small genetic storage bank in Q-93, and that has the genome for a basic canine.  I doubt it will look like Elav, or Marie, but at least it will be a dog. 
 
      
 
    It has been a while—longer than we wanted to stick around—since the Marathon was destroyed.  The big jump is going to happen in about ten hours, and only because we finally got things figured out.  Samuels is brilliant on engineering things, I sure wish Kulm could have met her, they would have made a cute couple, and nothing would have been impossible for them.  Nonetheless, she could only get so much of the Jellie’s alien technology working through her own figuring it out.   
 
      
 
    And that leads me to talk about the captured Jellies we have.  Samuels, the Major, and I, made a tank out of clear permalloy sections.  We had to cannibalize some of the spare parts in the repository to do that, and then we had to rig up a water tight tank, along with the translation device.  That was not so tough, but filling it with a clear solution which contained the toxic elements of the brown Jellie gunk, enough to allow them to survive, but in a weakened state, was a bit harder.  But we got that done.  The other soldiers all worked at what they termed, “housekeeping” by getting sleeping, eating, and toileting areas prepared for us.  The repository is all that is left of the giant Colony Ship Marathon.  They did a fine job making us a home, but back to the Jellies, our captives.   
 
      
 
    Talking to them when they were still in their own brown slush, behind solid walls was less than ideal.  We knew they were fiddling around with the interior walls of that chamber, and we just had no idea what all they might be trying to do, so they had to be moved.  The Major and Samuels had conveyed messages to them and did convince them to show Samuels how to extend the Jellie ship’s exterior wall, but mostly because they recognized that they too would have been killed if they had not done that. The Jellies are who set the wall to slice through the Raven.  They paid for that trick.  Those Jellies are really miserly about sharing information and operations on the ship.  They needed persuasion.   
 
      
 
    Which brings me back to the tank we built.  It held liquids, but not water like in a biome, no insects, bugs, mosquitos or flies.  I miss nature, here in this awful Jellie ship.  We built the tank in two sections, with a retractable wall between them.  Then we flooded it with our concocted fluids.  Those fluids look, on visual inspection, to be mostly clear, but they are not water.  Not water like we know it.  Into the end of that tank we built a water-lock, which allowed us to enter that tank whenever we wanted, but would prevent the Jellies from escaping, as they could not just come out into the air. Without their carapaces, they are very much dependent on an aquatic environment.  Much like we are dependent on a gas environment.  
 
      
 
    Then, I went inside the tank when it was filled and drilled holes in the wall between the tank and the compartment where the Jellies were trapped.  My combat armor worked well in protecting me from that fluid.  I installed a one-way door into that wall, and increased the pressure in the clear fluid tank to match the brown sludge the Jellies preferred.  The brown sludge did not mix with the clear fluids, sort-of like oil and water do not really mix, so at the one-way door, there were only some small bubbles of brown which we could see had come in from the other chamber. I exited that tank though the water-lock we had created.  The door in that water-lock sealed and the clear fluids were pumped back inside the tank, and normal air filled that room.  I could then just walk out and remove the combat armor.  I stored it in the corner where we had set up a charging station.  The Major’s armor was there, as was Samuels, and Dietermeyer’s.        
 
      
 
    Then we told the Jellies they had to move into that newly constructed tank.  I will never forget that conversation. Samuels had refined the translation device, and it gave us a pretty fair understanding of what the Jellies were saying, and they understood what we were demanding. 
 
      
 
    Major Gonzales began by addressing the artificial intelligence which was overseeing our interactions with the Jellies.  “MC87, is the system ready to communicate with the aliens?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Major Gonzales. Enter your message and it will be put into the Jellie’s language,” MC87 replied.  “Their answers will be scrolled on your display screen.  Right now, we are about seventy percent in translating their messages.  Whatever is not understood will be shown as (unable to translate) on your scroll.”  
 
      
 
    “Jellies, I know you can perceive me, and understand,” Major Gonzales taped into the display on the translation device.  She then held her finger down on a button. 
 
      
 
    The display screen showed a flutter of colors and then some sounds were heard echoing through the brown liquid behind the wall.  Our microphone pickups were turned to maximum for that event.   
 
      
 
    A moment later similar sounds came back, this time from the Jellies themselves. 
 
      
 
    The translation device scrolled across the display screen.  “We kill you all.  We hate you.  Free us now.  Free us now.” 
 
      
 
    “No.  You answer questions, and you obey, or you suffer,” the Major lifted her finger off the button and then commanded, “MC87 alter the temperature in that chamber.  Decrease it by ten degree.” 
 
      
 
    “Decreasing temperature,” MC87 replied. 
 
      
 
    The tip of the translation probe was not the only thing we had shoved through that wall.  We had other instruments poking into that chamber, like a temperature regulator, and spouts for injecting various elements.   
 
      
 
    More bizarre sounds came from the Jellies, and then the translation was revealed.  “—(unable to translate)—Stop cold.  Stop cold.” 
 
      
 
    “Move through the door, and the cold will stop,” the Major typed into the display. 
 
      
 
    Two of the smaller Jellies slipped past the one-way door.  They floated in the clear fluids, and radiated a bit of blue and purple colors.  Each had a dome shaped top with a stem that came down from the middle of it.  That main stem had the curved spike on its bottom.   At the pinnacle of the dome was a ball about the size of a person’s fist.  Underneath the dome were trailing tentacles wiggling around the central stem.  They both whipped their tentacles at the clear permalloy which enclosed them. 
 
      
 
    “All of you move, or we will freeze you all,” the Major tapped into the display.  “Samuels, spray a burst of liquid nitrogen into their midst.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” she replied.   
 
      
 
    Suddenly, there was a mass of ten other Jellies rushing into that clear tank we had built.   
 
      
 
    “I know your leader is still inside,” Major Gonzales transmitted.  “Move now or die.  I am draining that tank.”   
 
      
 
    “Die gas breather.  You will all die.  None can oppose my pod.” 
 
      
 
    “We have twelve, that is enough.  Drain out the large chamber,” the Major stated to MC87 as well as tapping it into the translation device.  
 
      
 
    The pumps we had installed began to quickly drain out the brown sludge.  There were a couple holding tanks in the repository we had decided to use to store that gunk, although I was all for just jettisoning it into space.   
 
      
 
    As the chamber emptied, bizarre sounds came out from there.  The translation device tried to make sense of it.  “Cruel gas breathers, (unable to translate) Mean and cruel.  We will kill you all.  Our oceans are deep with life.  Your gas will be blown away.  (unable to translate) (unable to translate) Make you die.” 
 
      
 
    Finally, the largest of the Jellies squeezed through the one-way door and into our tank.  It was about double the size of the smaller ones.  Underneath that Jellie’s dome the tendrils and tentacles were thrashing about viciously, all around that main stem.  It swam up right against the clear permalloy, and was obviously enraged.  It arched that stem and jabbed the curved spike at the clear permalloy over and over. It tentacles were thicker, deeper purple colored, and more ropy.  From top to bottom the creature was a bit taller than Major Gonzales. 
 
      
 
    “MC87, completely drain out that other chamber, we need to examine it and see what controls or operative systems were in there.  Samuels, will you kindly walk down to the repository and check on the status of our interfaces?  I want to make sure the sludge we are draining from here is being stored properly.” 
 
      
 
    “Major, I can easily assess that information from the conservation slate, as well as the readouts we have put into place.  Those show up on the wristwatch,” Samuels nodded down at her own wrist.  Like most of us, after about the first week, she had taken to just wearing fatigues, and using the wristwatches.  Fortunately, Lawrence had hauled in an entire crate of fatigues when he was rummaging for supplies, and the repository itself had about three dozen wristwatch communicators in storage around it.  We had appropriated those for our use. “So, should I just run another diagnostic from here to check on that flow and storage status?”   
 
      
 
    “Samuels, I prefer you do a personal onsite inspection.  Take about an hour I think,” Major Gonzales answered with an odd tone in her voice.  “Grab a meal while you are away.  You have done an excellent job here, and you deserve a break.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Samuels responded, but she understood more than she said.  As she left she asked, “Anything I can bring back for either of you?” 
 
      
 
    “No, but thank you anyway,” Major Gonzales said. 
 
      
 
    After Samuels left, I inquired, “Should I leave as well?” 
 
      
 
    “No Sergeant Kalju, I will need your assistance.  You will be outside here, while I go in and teach that Jellie some manners.  We need more cooperation, and I intend to make sure we get in from here on out.” 
 
      
 
    “You are going in that tank?”  
 
      
 
    “Kalju, of course I am.  You will run the translation device from out here and relay my requests, and that Jellie’s answers.” 
 
      
 
    “But Major, there are thirteen of them?” 
 
      
 
    “And this time around, I have armor, and they do not.  They are in their native environment, or as close as I will allow, and I am in the combat suit.  Shall we see what they think of facing an armored enemy while naked?”  Major Gonzales walked over and pulled her combat armor on.   
 
      
 
    I took my place at the controls of the translation device. I made sure my wrist communicator was linked into the private channel of Major Gonzales’ armor.   
 
      
 
    The Major then walked to our water-lock and cycled it.  Atmosphere filled the lock.  The outer door opened and she stepped inside.  I had a clear and unobstructed view of nearly the entire tank as it was almost all from clear permalloy.  The only spots which were opaque were some of our seams, and along the ceiling where we had installed recessed lights of various wavelengths and intensities.   
 
      
 
    The water-lock cycled, and Major Gonzales stood inside as the fluids were pumped into it.  “Tell the Jellies I am coming inside.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, ma’am.”  I conveyed the message.  Nearly immediately the biggest Jellie made some noises which were picked up by our device. 
 
      
 
    The scrolled message displayed the translation. “It says it will kill you.  Are you sure you want to do this?”  I asked the Major.  
 
      
 
    “Sergeant Kalju, for the next few moments, I only want you to serve as a conduit for messages.  You relay what I say exactly as I say it, and then read back to me what these Jellies reply.  Understood?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
      
 
    “Attack me at your own risk,” Major Gonzales stated.  I relayed that.  
 
      
 
    “I will kill you.”  
 
      
 
     Major Gonzales opened the inner door of the water-lock as soon as the system was ready.  She stepped inside the tank with the Jellies.  The largest Jellie swam over nimbly in the fluids.  Its organic tentacles stretched out and wrapped around Major Gonzales’ legs.  It then pulled itself directly at her and with its curved spike struck right into her armored chest.  The organic spike caromed off the combat armor.  The big Jellie struck again and again.   Each time, Major Gonzales just stood there in the fluids, letting the Jellie jab at it.  None of the Jellie’s attacks did anything, except to enrage it further.  It tugged at the Major with its tentacles, but the Major had her gripper boots locked down to the floor, and she was immobile.  
 
      
 
    The translation device scrolled out, “You are prey.  I am predator.  I kill you.” 
 
      
 
    “I am a predator also.” 
 
      
 
    “Swarm, attack.” 
 
      
 
    Several other Jellies rushed at the Major, but their combined attacks were no more effective than had been the vigorous attacks by the largest Jellie.  After about a half dozen more jabs by the curves spikes—to every spot on her armor—all of which were deflected, Major Gonzales grabbed the tentacles which were still wrapped about her legs.  Those belonged to the largest of the Jellies.   
 
      
 
    “Here is how our armor works.”  Major Gonzales started the vibration saws in her gloves.  Both of the tentacles she held were ripped up and their tips floated loose in the fluids.  Globs of something dark were scattered in the fluids, but the ends of the tentacles sealed over.  The largest Jellie tried to pull away, but the Major grabbed the nearest tentacle and squeezed. 
 
      
 
    “Free me now.”      
 
      
 
     “No.” 
 
      
 
    The Major pulled the Jellie toward her, and kept using the vibration saws to hack parts of those large tentacles away.  Chunks were dislodged, and then more chunks were lacerated off.  The other Jellies swarmed around her, but their combined efforts were no match for her enhanced strength and the combat armor.  I thought of how I had seen people trying to wrestle against the Jellies in their carapace armor, and now the roles were reversed.   
 
      
 
    “We kill you all. (unable to translate) We kill you.  We kill you. (unable to translate)  None can stand against us.” The Jellie swarm chorused out against the Major.   
 
      
 
    “I am standing against you.  Just me,” Major Gonzales said. “And I killed all the rest of your kind.” 
 
      
 
    “We are many.  Many oceans full of us.  Gas breathers all die.  Your (unable to translate) weaknesses will (unable to translate).” The large Jellie conveyed.   
 
      
 
    Major Gonzales brushed aside the threats, and grabbed the large stem of the Jellie leader.  With her armored hands, she crushed down on it until there was a flopping around of the curved spike.  The other Jellies retreated back to the corners of the tank.  I was shocked to see them moving away from the Major.   
 
      
 
    “This one will die slowly,” Major Gonzales said, as she twisted the broken stem about.  The bell shape of the Jellie leader was billowing back and forth, and its tentacles were still thrashing about, but in an uncoordinated manner.  “Unless you tell us exactly how to operate this spaceship.” 
 
      
 
    “No, no, no, no, no,”   
 
      
 
    Major Gonzales suddenly released her grip on the busted stem, which was oozing some dark fluids, but they did not mix with the clear fluids in the tank.  The Jellie leader swished away with obvious difficulty, as it sort-of swam, but its stem was flopping about without direction.  Like a broken leg on a crippled calf, the Jellie did not move well.  Chunks of the severed tentacles were turning tan and settling down to the floor of the tank.   
 
      
 
    “Since the big one will not answer, I will begin removing tentacles from the smallest one here,” Major Gonzales said, and lifted the gloves.  The vibration saws were running and the clear fluid was shimmering around that.  “One tentacle comes off the littlest one each time you say no.” 
 
      
 
    “Evil monster (unable to translate) you will all be killed.” 
 
      
 
    “Last chance.  Tell us how to operate everything on the spaceship, or the little one loses a tentacle.  When it dies, I will begin with the next littlest one. I will use the cold to cut off the tentacles.” 
 
      
 
    “Ask your questions.  I will answer.”   
 
      
 
    “If you lie, or say no, the little one will be hurt.” 
 
      
 
    “May your oceans dry up, and your water always be foul.  Ask, and I will answer.”   
 
      
 
    “Explain your basic drive system.  Then you will tell me everything,” Major Gonzales stated.  “If you fail to answer, I will come back in here, or shoot cold in here, or find some other ways to hurt you.” 
 
      
 
    “I understand.  The ship is…”     
 
      
 
    And I entered it all in the translator device.  The Jellies would complain and threaten, but they did always answer, even though we sometimes had to persuade them to do so.  I even went into that tank to help with the persuasion, and I never regretted what I did to those Jellies.  Most of them are still alive now, and they answer questions more rapidly now.      
 
      
 
    Before too long, MC87 had a better than 95% understanding of the Jellie’s language, including scientific items.  We found that the Jellies could somehow see images which we displayed on the clear permalloy, although I never did figure out where their eyes were located, if they have eyes as we think of them.  The three artificial intelligence systems—the MC network—also began to be able to extrapolate and make accurate conjectures on how the Jellie systems and the ship itself ran.  We own this ship now, including all its carapace pods which we think we can use as our own probes and for activities outside the ship.     
 
      
 
    And so, Ryan, that does now lead us to this point.  I keep thinking back to that book, Facing the Flag.  In a way, Ryan, I wonder if I am like Hart from that story.  Oh well, those kinds of musings are not telling my story, and I wrote this for you.  We have plotted the course of the big jump, using the Jellie ship’s faster-than-light drive.  Samuels understands the mathematics behind it, but that is way beyond me.  We are heading back to Earth to that Dome 17 place.  They launched that robotic probe looking for the Marathon, and they must be an advanced society.  It is good to know Earth recovered from all the horrors the Marathon ran away from, and that dome system must be doing very well to come looking for some old colony ship.  I only wish we had more records from that probe, but the Jellies destroyed it before more was understood.  But we know they came for us, so we are making the big jump back there.  In a way, the Marathon is going home again.  At least part of it is.  The 10,000 people in suspended animation are going to be very surprised when they awaken on a rejuvenated Earth.  We could not go forward to the target world, for that is where the Jellies originate, and we are just hoping they never learn where Earth is. 
 
      
 
    Oh, also, after we got things settled a bit, I did access MC87 and ask about my friends from the militia.  The records show they all died in various battles on the Marathon.  I checked each name carefully, but details were skimpy.  The records were spotty, and some just were listed, “Missing in action, presumed dead.” Which left me pondering what might have been.  I did stumble across why we had the first mission to get the oceanographers, Earle and Sylvia.  Apparently, then Captain Adams did not believe anything Earle and Sylvia had reported, and sent us militia to get them as a cover story to show something was done, but we were expected to all die in that attempt.  The Adams family were instrumental in the downfall of the Marathon.  I wonder what would have happened if we had competent leaders?  I think about the what-if questions a lot now.  Mister Fisher tried to prepare us for any eventuality.  How well did he do?            
 
      
 
    So, my brother Ryan.  I often wonder what we could have done together, had these Jellies never found the Marathon.  Would you have still died in that accident when you were trying to create your own militia training, there on the farm?  I doubt it.  Mother and father told me how much you wanted to be like me, and I hope I lived up to your expectations.  What if you had not followed in my footsteps?  What if when the Jellies first came we had had a competent response?  What if you had not died?  Oh, how I just wish you had not died way back then.  Even more, I wish the Jellies had never found the Marathon.   
 
      
 
    Maybe you and I would have adjacent farms.  Farming looks really good to me right now.  We could have had horses, cattle, crops, and automacubes like Greenie.  I think it would have been fun to have emus, lamas, and pigs.  I know being a farmer would have been good.  I might even have been an engineer on the side.  I know we would have had dogs to throw toys for and who would chase rats, rabbits, and racoons.  Then you and I would have married some beautiful farm girls from Kansas and had own kids.  Our sisters would have been great mothers, and innovators, and we all could have laughed, loved, and lived.  Just a bunch of wonderful dwellers in that biome we called Kansas.  If only the Jellies had never found us.  One can dream.  Right Ryan?  Dreams are all I have of you now.  I sure miss you.   
 
      
 
    Well, I will add more after we reach Earth, and remember Ryan, I will always miss you.     
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    Legacy 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A whistle cut through the air and echoed off the exhibits.  A dozen children knew that signal, and they rushed back to the grand lecture hall.  As they entered the gallery, they passed by tables where they eagerly grabbed up packages with their names on them.  They then sat down in the plush theatre seats, and ripped into the packages.  Squeals of joy and awe sounded from them as they discovered souvenirs, beverage containers, and boxes of treats.  Some of the children were stuffing their mouths with the goodies, before even looking at all they could take home with them. Their happy faces were soon smeared with chocolates, cakes, frostings, and berries.  Crumbs and drips splattered over the children’s school uniforms, but the materials absorbed that so there were no stains.   The statues which lined the sides of the lecture hall were all but forgotten in the children’s eagerness to consume the delicious food.    
 
      
 
    “Children, our visit at the Jellie War Heroic Museum is about to end,” a pleasant man with a sweet voice said as he walked out on the floor in front of the elevated stage.  His red coat had huge pockets on its sides, and was lined with white.  “Please take your assigned seats, and keep with your buddies.  Be careful not to spill your snacks or make messes.  This beautiful museum should be kept tidy.”  His smile indicated that he knew it was already too late for that.  He glanced up and saw a silver automacubes was already carefully and quietly cleaning up after the youngsters.     
 
      
 
    “Teacher?  Teacher?”   
 
      
 
    “Locran, do you know I have a name?” the man asked with a chuckle.  It was his standard response to being called “teacher.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Tutor Clyde, I know you have a name,” Locran responded.  His dark hair and brown eyes were huge with his attempt to hold back a bursting question. 
 
      
 
    “Locran, you have something to share?” Tutor Clyde asked.   
 
      
 
    “I got to see a real shuttle from the Eschaton!  Is it really over a hundred years old?” Locran exclaimed.  
 
      
 
    “Yes, Locran, that shuttle is real, and it came from the Colony Ship Eschaton.  Everything in this museum is real, or an exact reproduction of what came to our planet one hundred and seventy-eight years ago.” 
 
      
 
    “Tutor Clyde? What about that log record of Kalju?” Olivia asked.  “We all listened to it, but it is not really finished.  What happened?” 
 
      
 
    “Let me pass that question over to Curator Rebecca of the museum,” Tutor Clyde responded.  He gave her a wink as she walked over to join him.   
 
      
 
    “Oh, you just are doing that because you two are married,” Eversyn, one of Locran’s classmates chided.  
 
      
 
    “That was how we got to come here when the museum is closed to the public,” Asher added.  “And thank you for the treats and snacks!” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, thank you Curator Rebecca!” the children called out in various ways, all with grateful hearts. 
 
      
 
    “But what exactly happened to Kalju?” Albertine asked.  Her hair was in long cornrows, and accentuated her face which was about the same color as the chocolate she was eating.   
 
      
 
    “That is a common question, and almost everyone asks about it when they visit the museum,” Curator Rebecca gave Tutor Clyde a sly smile, “The log of Kalju, commonly known as the ‘Battle on the Marathon’ is the best surviving record of what happened on the Colony Ship Marathon.  Kalju is considered among some of the first heroes of the Jellie War.  His log is as complete as it will ever be.  If he recorded anything more, it has been lost to the ages.  However, I have included in your gift bags a data stick. On it you will find several scholarly articles, displayed at your grade level, explaining what happened after Kalju’s log ended.  In brief, we all know that they made the big jump to Earth, but it was not what they expected.  So, they jumped again to the Colony Ship Eschaton.  Also, next time you come back you can check more about that in the exhibit on the Colony Ship Eschaton.  You can find out more about our founders, Jamie and Michael, as well as about Kalju, Major Gonzales, and so many others.  When you come back, you might want to check out our interactive genetics directory.  That is where you can trace back your own personal history and find out which one of the people who landed on our planet Bounty was your founding ancestor.  But you will need your parents to come along to do that, as children cannot access that part of the museum without a parent being present.  So, children, I thank you for taking a field trip to the Jellie War Heroic Museum.  Remember, this museum is the largest and best museum on all of the planet Bounty.  Thanks again for your visit, and I hope your teacher will bring you back another time.  Included in your packets are discount tickets for your next visit.  Remember, your parents can bring you here during our regular hours, but at those times, there are almost always large crowds of people.” 
 
      
 
    The children applauded, laughed, and ate their treats.   
 
      
 
    The End. 
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