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Tvar (n) The classic global strategy game where clans compete for honor.  Tvar consists of three phases:
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Tvarex - Opening phase of six turns. Beginning units and resources are positioned on the field. Clans create hidden creches on the field from where they play Tvar. 

Tvara - Midgame phase where units are developed and influenced. Scores are calculated upon meeting specified criteria: capturing goals, completing missions, or achieving resource milestones. This phase continues until an end game condition is reached, such as accumulating a set number of points, controlling key areas, or global domination.  The overriding requirement is honor.

Tvarln - Endgame is declared by the judge once any end game condition is reached.  Clans gain increased honor by recovering tokens and technology in the last phase.  The clans celebrate before the play field is reset.
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​V1 Broken ​​​
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Crash
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The wood-paneled station wagon skidded sideways through the guardrail. A tall fir swatted the vehicle and sent it tumbling down onto the snowy rocks below. The impact jarred the rear door open, and it threw a body out onto the frozen ground. The ruptured gas tank erupted in a fireball, its brief blaze casting stark light on the lonely, broken figure on the frozen ground.
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​Surgery
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The sterile operating room was blindingly bright and white.  Zach lay semi-comatose on the operating table.  The anesthesiologist sat above Zach’s head, monitoring his vitals.  “Everything looks stable.”  He didn’t look at the surgeon, who reeked of peppermint.

The surgeon, safely hidden behind his mask, said, “Let’s get this rolling.  Go ahead and give him some gas.”  To Zach, he said, “We’ll get you passed up...I mean patched up.  Relax and enjoy your nap.  I am Dr Darkling.”  He reached across Zach to pat his shoulder.  The last thing Zach remembered was the coarse, black hairs sprouting on Darkling’s hand.
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​​Broken
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This time, Zach’s eyes managed to stay open.  He croaked something the nurse couldn’t understand.  She dabbed his lips with a very damp towel.  The nurse took a spoon and slipped an ice chip between Zach’s lips.

The nurse said, “Let me get the doctor.”

Zach tried to watch her leave, but he found that he couldn’t turn his head.  Zach tried reflexively to touch his head to search for what was holding his head in place.  His arms wouldn’t move.  He tried to move his legs.  They wouldn’t move either.  Zach’s screams echoed through the hospital.
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​V1 March 2035: Mars Race
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​D&D VR

[image: ]




Kane shifted his grip on the stained and pitted battle axe as he jogged down the twisting, cavernous tunnel with surprising agility.  His blue eyes, shining with killer intensity, picked out details in the dusty darkness.  The only light came from an odd purplish glow from the rocks themselves.

Trailing behind the hulking sorcerer, the Gray Mouser moved quietly with a long dagger in his left hand.  A thin dueling sword hung from his hip.  The thief undoubtedly had other weapons hidden under his bland clothes.  The Mouser weighed less than a third of Kane.

Kane paused and pointed at the floor in front of him.  In the ambient light, Mouser barely made out the trip wire.  He nodded acknowledgment to Kane.  They continued around another bend in the tunnel and Kane stopped once more.  

Twenty feet ahead, bright light poured from a large room.  They saw a guard leaning against the rock wall.  He was paying more attention to what was happening in the room than watching the darkened tunnel.  Foolish man was destroying his night vision.  Never one to pass up an easy opportunity, Mouser stealthily closed the distance.  The next time the guard turned to look at the empty tunnel, he didn’t have time to register Mouser’s killing thrust entering his eye.  Mouser caught the body before it could collapse on the rock floor.  A quick glance showed only four people in the room, which he signaled to Kane.

Kane burst into the room with a calculated berserker roar.

Kane’s axe sang as it sliced through the sitting man’s neck, releasing an arc of blood.  He used the momentum of the swing to turn and face his second opponent.  That guard reacted quickly, jumping up from the table and flipping his chair towards the blue-eyed killer as he grabbed a sword from the table.  Kane didn’t even grunt as the chair bounced off his right shoulder.  His axe sheared the man’s right arm off at the shoulder.  The arm flopped to the floor, still uselessly grasping the sword.  Kane shattered the man’s knee with a vicious side kick.  The two men died before the final blood spray hit the floor.

Kane continued his turn only to see the third man slumped against the wall with two of the Gray Mouser’s knives stuck in his chest and neck.  

Mouser backed up the last man with a well-coordinated attack with his sword and long dagger.  The man tried to block the attack with a large tome that he held in both hands.  Mouser inhumanly halted in mid strike and swiveled his head backwards at Kane, “The Chinese Mars rocket just blew up.”  

Kane cursed and threw his axe through the tome and into the man’s chest.
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​VR & NI
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Zach dropped out of the Virtual Reality game.  

As was often the case, he faced the tall windows that overlooked San Diego harbor.  The water was bright blue.  Not a cloud in the sky.  He spun his chair to face the wall of holo displays.  Max had already changed the displays to show various news channels.  Max had tapped into several secure government channels and was displaying them as well.  The news channels continued with their talking heads blithering about daily nonsense.  Obviously, they were unaware of the Mars tragedy.  Like a proud parent, Zach took satisfaction in Max beating them to the punch.  

Even the Chinese widely used Zach's technology, though he wasn't directly involved in any of the space missions.  He knew that this disaster was likely to cause chaos over the next couple of weeks.  

Zach and Max had been evaluating his current version of his Virtual Reality game.  This one made full use of his Neural Interface and did not require goggles, which was a huge step forward.  The Neural Interface was housed in the back of Zach’s skull and directly processed his brain waves.  It could provide information, conversations and pictures directly to his brain. For Zach, it was one more step towards self-reliance, since he couldn’t put on the goggles by himself.  This was also his first successful attempt at running the VR directly through the interface without using Max as a go between.

Zach quickly sent notes on potential improvements and glitches he found in the game and VR interface.   His project teams would access the notes and start working on the improvements.  Overall, he was quite pleased with the progress.  The advances in his Virtual Reality technology would have many Real World applications.

Zach sent Max instructions to buy certain stocks when they slumped because of the space program crisis.  He did this out of habit.  His drive to excel and compete was huge.  He still remembered Brock Everly’s junior high-ish comment, “Look at the freak...just a brain on wheels.”  Zach had named his first company BOW.  Nowadays, most electronic devices use BOW components and software.  Zach used the pain of Brock’s taunts to fuel his focus and ambitions.

Zach understood his penchant for choosing highly physical characters was pure escapism, a way to experience the thrill and freedom his own body denied him. At the same time, he couldn't help but laugh at Max's fondness for unpredictable characters. Max’s rapidly expanding personality would scare people in the Real World. This was especially true given Max's low threshold of control instruction inhibitors—a safeguard designed to prevent unacceptable behavior. Without these inhibitors, Max operated outside accepted norms and violated many international guidelines and some laws. 

The implications of Zach and Max’s relationship and the link provided by the Neural Interface were staggering not just for AIs but also for providing a new life for handicapped people.  Zach was concerned that others would use these abilities to enhance people without disabilities beyond normal human capabilities.

Even though people knew about Zach’s Neural Interface (he had won a Nobel Prize for the work), they did not know the full extent of the current version.  Zach always kept the public information many generations behind his current version.  Also, Zach carefully hid Max’s level of independence.  Various groups were voicing concerns and sponsoring legislation to curb Artificial Intelligence and cybernetic interfacing.  Too much of Zach’s independence and welfare now depended on Max for Zach to risk some ignorant congressional do-gooder trying to shut Max down.  While Zach had friends in high places, he wasn’t sure how effective they would be against public hysteria.  

And to be honest, Max was Zach’s best friend.

Zach discovered that the brain easily kept pace with the improvements in the interface and computers.  His experiments showed that the brain throttled back to the significantly slower capacity of our standard interfaces: vision, hearing, touch, etc.  Interfacing with our senses took up over 80% of the brain’s processing: standardizing, indexing, cleaning up, etc.  Sight took up the vast majority of that.

With the interface’s full access to cybernetic data, the brain operated magnitudes faster.  Exponentially faster.  

An hour of Real World time was a second or two in Virtual Reality. 

Zach was also experimenting with Virtual Reality to learn.  He was studying French currently.  VR simulated speech, reading, writing, and hearing.  The implications were staggering.  

Just as Dick Tracy’s watch had become reality, so one day would learning machines and thinking robots.  Machines and man were growing closer together.  Man had to continue to pick up the pace.  

The earliest versions of the NI were wireless and only worked by putting information into Zach’s brain.  Zach had made a breakthrough to send energy pulses (which is what all wireless communications were) to a specific spot in the brain.  For decades, scientists had mapped brain impulses.  Zach used mappings of his own brain to learn how his brain stored memories.  His big breakthrough had been sending a piece of information and his brain receiving it.

From that point, the speed of discovery snowballed.  

They mapped more and more of his brain activity.  Zach found out early on that the mapping of people’s brains varied widely from each other.  Each person stored and indexed data slightly differently from each other.  He decided to just focus on using his own during the early versions.  It was more effective to focus on just one set of patterns.  And since he was the subject, it was done in absolute secrecy.

During that same time, Max also snowballed his capabilities.  

Zach built scenario processing tools into Max.  These ran millions of variations of tests.  Max got more and more efficient.  His processing capacity continued to balloon.  These compounded together to shorten the mapping/testing process from weeks to days to seconds to microseconds.  

The end goal had always been bi-directional communication.  Early processes were slow and clunky.  Their efforts switched to creating the Neural Interface.  That allowed information to flow to and from his brain.  

It had taken decades.  But they had made it happen.  

For the past several years, Zack and Max ‘talked’ using the Virtual Reality platform.  They could have done it using the old data transfer format, but Zach found this much more pleasant.  

It also trained Max in the nuances of language and thought.  The speed of their communications was no longer limited by the bus speed of the human sensory channel, but by the NI channel speed, which was magnitudes faster.  Conversations were now at the speed of thought.

Zach:  OK Max.  Nice job picking up the rocket explosion so quickly from government-secured lines.  Regardless of the cause, we can expect the markets to tumble.  I sent you some buy/sell instructions to pass along to our brokers.  If you see other opportunities, let me know.

Max:  Will do.  I sent alerts to our IT security teams to be on standby awaiting calls, as we will probably be called in to help with analysis.

Zach:  Put Cindy on the big screen and audio.  This will be interesting.

Max:  Done.  Her station just picked up on this.

Max dimmed the windows so the bright reflected sun would not mess with the video screens.

Cindy Thompson of CNN dominated the wall.  

Cindy was slightly younger than Zach, but in a lot better shape.  Zach often wondered how he would appear if he could move and exercise.  He stifled that train of thought by focusing on how she did the best job of reporting the news rather than making the news.  Especially on tech and business news.  She had interviewed Zach twice.  One was on the ethics of accelerating human and computer interfaces and the other on Technology Horizons. He held her in high regard.  

Cindy was saying, “We don’t have much information yet, but initial reports are that the Chinese mission to Mars has just suffered a tragic explosion.  This is unconfirmed, but the reports say that the rocket and all aboard were lost.  The rocket was named Feng Po Po after the goddess of flight and wind.  Our hearts go out to the Chinese people and the loved ones of those presumed lost.  Stay tuned as we gather more information.”

“As a reminder, here is an overview of the planned Chinese program.”
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​The Mars Race
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“The United States and its allies have been in a race to Mars with China.  China and the US have emerged as the two top superpowers.  While their relations are friendly, they are fierce competitors.  China beat the US lead coalition to a launch date by several months.  China used a traditional land-based launch platform.”  The newscast showed diagrams in case people weren’t sure what Mars looked like.  The graphics simulated a launch with the rocket heading to the red planet.

“The US coalition is using a space station as the launch pad for their rocket.  This was a simpler approach since the launch would be outside of most of the Earth’s gravity well.”  The graphics shifted.

Senator Franklin was talking on the newscast.  “Cindy, our hearts and aid go out to the Chinese space program.  Words cannot adequately express our feelings towards the families of astronauts Wang, Li and Zang”  He paused and stared into the camera, leaning in towards it, preparing to make his next point.  He had a rather round face, with a hawkish nose and glasses set in thick black plastic rims; the effect was to make him look rather owlish, which was unlikely to have been his intent.

“However, we see no reason to alter the schedule for our Mars Mission,” he pronounced.  “The two programs are sharing information, but there is truly little overlap in approach or technology.  We see no change in the risk profile of our mission, so as of now, we are still green lit for our launch schedule.”

He sat back and listened to the next question, then leaned in again.

“Yes.  We immediately sent a team of technicians to China to help with the examination of the wreckage and to help with a technical forensic review of the Chinese mission's logs.  Minister Zhao has been very accommodating, and both groups share a bond of wanting to ensure the safety of our astronauts.”

“Our space program has a strong track record of safety and success.  We expect that to continue with this launch and landing on Mars.”  Franklin projected sincerity.  He was one of the country’s biggest and most powerful backers of space exploration.
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​Boom
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The world watched as the US space station prepared to launch the first US crewed mission to Mars from the US space station. 

Cindy Thompson on CNN said, “This is the most-watched event in human history.  The recent Chinese rocket tragedy makes this momentous launch even more interesting and concerning.  We turn now to Bob Charles, CNN’s senior science correspondent, coming to us live from the Space Station.  Bob, I’m sure security is tight there on the station.”

.”That’s right, Cindy.”  Bob Charles and his famous round wireless glasses appeared on the monitor.  Zach always thought the glasses made him look more like a rock star wannabe than a news reporter.  Not an accident, Zach was sure.  “Visitors to the Space Station have always had to jump through a lot of hoops just to get clearance to visit,” Bob continued, “But this time NASA has added a gauntlet of on-site security measures that visitors have to run as well, ranging from multiple facial-recognition and retina-scanning stations to good old-fashioned metal detectors.  Not to mention the requirement to submit to an actual physical body search.  It is a very complete search.”  Zach laughed as he realized Bob was looking rather more disheveled than usual.  Not to mention a bit flustered.  “NASA is taking no chances of there being a repeat here of the heartbreaking loss of the Chinese rocket.”

“There is a lot at stake here, that’s for sure,” agreed Cindy.  “You’ve been following the space program for us for years, Bob.  Since we have some time before launch, why don’t you tell us a bit about the history of the space program?”

Bob launched into his prepared notes while the presentation rolled across the screen.  How historical this is.  X years since the moon landing.  Space shuttles. Space stations. Colony on the moon.  Now, a crewed mission to Mars.  Add in the catalyst for the revival of the space exploration efforts: the war between the Russians and the Chinese .  It had cemented the Chinese/American relationship.  And it also supplied the push to get man off of a single planet.  Five years after that, we had our first colony on the moon.  

Zach is giving a presentation on Technology Horizon in front of a small auditorium.  They were on a planned break to show the launch of the US Mars Rocket.  The auditorium’s screen showed the newscast.  Near the end of the countdown, the entire US Space Station and Mars Rocket burst into flames.  Bits and pieces were silently tossed into space.  As Zach watched in shock, a small part of his mind noted that the space station exploded as the countdown reached three seconds.

The auditorium sat in shocked silence as the enormous screen showed the explosion.  Max was already sending Zach data feeds after tapping directly into the NASA systems.  Zach shut down that flow with a thought.  He needed silence to cope with the waves of feelings.  



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Renewed Effort
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In a rare show of cooperation, China and the United States announced a joint effort to reach Mars.  The two superpowers would combine remaining assets and set an aggressive date for the next launch.

There was a partially completed rocket that the US had that they could use to jumpstart another attempt.  

Senator Franklin sponsored the efforts to push forward with the Mars missions.  Both programs supplied 100% access to review safety logs.  Franklin was in his element, pushing and cajoling to make this happen.

“Senator, can you address the rumors that both explosions were attacks by techno terrorists?” asked Cindy.

“That is an avenue that is being fully explored. However, we must consider several critical factors. Not only do both space programs operate under strict security protocols, but their choice of location further enhances this protection. For example, while the Chinese launch pad was in one of the most remote and highly secure areas on Earth—with the government permitting spectators around the site but maintaining tight security within—the US launch took place aboard a space station orbiting 220 miles above the planet. This made the location even more inaccessible and secure. There were only 120 people on the space station, all of whom had passed the highest security clearances, further reinforcing the safeguards in place.”

“Also, Cindy, if anyone thinks that these setbacks have slowed our efforts to settle Mars, they have badly misjudged the drive and will of the human species.  If anything, this brought our entire planet together with a single focus to reach the stars.  Together, we will overcome any obstacles.”  Franklin’s laser focused eyes shone through his glasses.

“It is the destiny of the human species to settle space.  It is a common goal that unites all of mankind.  The stars are ours.”
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​Kinetic Shotgun
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Raymond popped open another Mountain Dew and rubbed his eyes.  He’d been at it for seven hours straight already, but he couldn’t stop yet.  He couldn’t shake the feeling that he was close to figuring it out, to solving the mystery of what had happened to the Space Station.  

An avid amateur astronomer, he had raced home from work early the day of the launch of the US Mars Rocket so he could see the historic moment live, and watched in horror as the Rocket and Station had exploded,  He had raced out onto the deck of his apartment to see the exploding fireball, so bright that it was visible in the late afternoon sky.  The image was like a literal punch in the gut, so much so that he threw up, heaving the contents of his stomach over the railing of the deck and onto the courtyard pavement four stories below.  His knees had buckled, and he had sunk down and curled up in a ball on the floor of his deck, sobbing.

After lying there for an unknown amount of time, Raymond had finally come back to his senses and rolled over onto his back.  He had stared up into the night sky, his mind racing.  What could have happened, he wondered?  Right then and there, he resolved to find out.

So now, here he was seven hours later, head buzzing from too much Dew, still determined to figure out the mystery.  He looped the imagery from Google Universe back for the umpteenth time and watched it again, but this time, he zoomed the viewer way in, to watch it from up close.  He’d been zoomed out, not wanting to cause himself more distress, but without results.  “Maybe a new perspective will help,” he thought.  He ran through the entire incident again, feeling sicker when he saw the twin explosions up close.  But this time, he noticed something he hadn’t seen before.

In the aftermath of the explosions, the rubble from both the Rocket and the Station didn’t stream outward in a uniform, expanding globe of debris, as expected if an internal explosion had destroyed it.  Instead, the debris fields were decidedly lopsided, pointing in one direction, as if something had punched through the spacecraft from one side and exploded out the other. 

Raymond reversed the images and watched them a few more times, then he sat back and thought furiously.  It’s like what you see when a baseball gets thrown through a window, he realized.  And then he started looking for the baseball.

It didn’t take him long to find it.

It was an asteroid, a space rock, from all appearances just some random rubble left over from the dawn of the solar system that had been floating around in space for billions of years until it just happened to cross paths with humanity’s most recent attempt to move out from his home planet.  Raymond shook his head in disbelief.  What are the odds, he thought.  He idly started tracing the rubble back on its path, while his mind thought dark thoughts about religion and destiny.  Raymond slowly returned his thoughts to the task at hand and realized he had lost track of the asteroid.  He hit the back button a few times until he found it again, then went forward again until it disappeared again.  No, it didn’t disappear, he realized – it just wasn’t following the same path.

That’s odd, he thought.

After another half hour of work, Raymond sat back again and shook his head confusedly.  The asteroid had changed direction.  It had been following one path, and then, it suddenly changed direction, now heading on a direct line towards its intersection with the Rocket and Station. 

Impossible.

Raymond suddenly leaned back in and peered at the image on his screen.  He zoomed in as far as he could and watched in slow motion as the asteroid suddenly took a left turn.  “There,” he said out loud.  “Right there.”  He pointed at the screen, at the small satellite that had suddenly appeared in space, directly behind the asteroid’s new trajectory.  It was only there for a few frames, but it was there.  And it was like nothing he had ever seen before.  And Raymond, amateur space fanatic that he was, had seen every satellite this planet had ever produced. 
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The white furred elder adjusted the plain crimson sash that was draped over his stooped right shoulder.  His forepaws trembled slightly with the combination of age and excitement. He regained the dignity his office deserved.  He had been T’garth for hundreds of the local centuries.  When he elevated to that role, it became his life and name.

T’garth turned slowly away from the large viewport to face the three seated at the judgment table.  The clans gathered in the standing-room-only ceremonial hall, waiting in silent anticipation.  Colorful banners of the three prior winners hung on the stark ship walls.  
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