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Saturday, October 28, 2051

The Chevesky Control Room

Joan had to take a moment and think. The battle with the attacking Terest had occurred so fast. Her ‘moment’ to think was one breath.

“SIMPOC, are the sensors operating?”

“Some of them are operating. I’m scanning the area and Commander Herl’s ship.”

Joan hated to wait, but she was forced to wait a little longer as SIMPOC used the ship’s sensors to investigate her husband’s ship.

“SIMPOC, was there any indication the Terest were coming?”

“There was no indication. We were having a peaceful meeting with the Izod, and the situation should have been low risk. We indeed knew of the antagonism between the two races. In hindsight, we should have assumed that the Terest would be suspicious of a meeting with their enemy.”

“What a mess, we meet the first alien race in our history, then when we are meeting the second race, the first race attacks us,” Joan said as she felt like putting her head in her hands. “An alien virus almost wiped out the human race, and now we’re in the middle of a war between two other alien races.”

“Joan, as the saying goes, we’ve been dealt a hand, and we must play the cards the best that we can. I feel that you are taking the necessary steps,” SIMPOC reassured her.

“Thanks, SIMPOC. Are all of the sensors up?” Joan asked.

“Yes, they are online now, and I am not sensing any life forms onboard the Commander’s ship.”

Again, Joan had to take a deep breath; then she screamed: “Is he dead?”

“I am sensing neither an active life form nor residual infrared emission.”

“What?”

“He is not there,” SIMPOC responded.

“Look, I’m getting tired of these cryptic responses. What the hell is going on?” Joan asked. “SIMPOC, you are the most advanced computer ever created on Earth, but I need answers.”

“I’m sorry, but I’ve been answering your questions. The vessel is intact, and without an infrared signature, I can only conclude that Tom isn’t on board. I have also tried to contact Alpha, and I have received no response. Considering both pieces of information, I can only conclude that Julius has taken them. If Tom lost his life in the conflict, there would be a minor infrared signature. Also, the remnants of Cow-Robots around the ship indicate that Julius attacked them.”

The sound of the name Julius sent a chill up her back and caused a sick feeling in her stomach.

“SIMPOC, send a Beta unit to Tom’s ship and see what happened.” 

“Alpha may not have been able to protect them?” Joan asked with a slight waver in her voice.

“Alpha is programmed for protection, but he is also programmed to make logical decisions. There is no indication that he was destroyed, so he may have reached a conclusion and course of action that isn’t evident to us.”

Joan hated to accept SIMPOC’s conclusion, but it made sense.

“You think that Alpha might be functioning, and maybe Tom is still alive?” Joan asked hopefully.

“That is a logical conclusion. Alpha would have protected Tom if it were the logical action. If there is no sign of Alpha’s wreckage, then it is a logical conclusion that Tom is still alive, and Alpha is with him.”

“Thanks, SIMPOC. I believe you, and thanks for trying to make me feel better.”

Curious, how presenting a suggestion that has a small chance of being true can make a human feel better, SIMPOC thought.

“SIMPOC, can we pinpoint Julius’ jump point and follow it?”

“Yes, I have located the coordinates, and at the proper time, we will be able to follow. However, I should point out that there are reasons that make locating him difficult.”

Joan didn’t want to hear them, but she had to. “What are they?”

“We are now caught in a conflict. Following Julius may put Earth at a disadvantage. Also, once Julius reaches another system, he will have the opportunity to exit through other jump points. Each system that he jumps to will increase his options by an unknown order of magnitude. Unless we follow him immediately, he will quickly have more options to escape than we will have to find him.”

Joan decided that he was right. She didn’t want to hear any more answers. “Okay, we stay here,” she said with resignation in her voice.

Joan had to stop and put the last few moments in perspective before she moved on. They were talking with the Izod who had come to her ship. Then, out of nowhere, a Terest ship appeared. It might not have been intended as a suicide mission, but that’s how it ended up. Likely, they didn’t account for Tom’s ship. Regardless, their attack was effective, even though they were destroyed. They were able to destroy the Izod ship.

For the humans, Joan’s ship survived, but Julius captured Tom and Alpha. That was the variable that surprised everyone and was foreboding for Earth’s survivors. Julius could appear at any moment and launch an attack.

Two for the price of one never is a smart trade, Joan thought painfully.

Joan took another deep breath and looked around the control room; it appeared that we’re under control, she thought.

Joan turned and remembered the Izod, who were trapped on the Chevesky. They were standing in the corner of the control room, talking in their language. She became sensitive to the fact that they had lost their entire ship and crew.

How should I approach them? She thought, not knowing how an alien creature would deal with that type of loss.

“SIMPOC, can you understand any of what the Izod are saying? I don’t know how they are reacting to the attack.”

“They are debating many items. They don’t know us, so they are reluctant to trust us. They are also concerned that the Terest might attack again, and there is stress in their discussion, which might be attributed to the loss of their ship and crew. I might suggest that you build a rapport with them. Once we have their trust, we can make progress on other subjects.”

Joan took a deep breath and approached Izary, the leader of the group. She spoke slowly so the Izod handheld translator could keep up, “Izary, I’m sorry for the loss of your ship and crew. Should we expect another attack from the Terest?”

“Commander, it was unfortunate that the Terest followed us into your system. They found both of us unprepared. In our last encounter with them, many of our sensors were damaged. It appears that the Terest have been following us since our last battle and were able to enter your system behind us.

“The Terest attack with multiple ships, trying to gain the advantage. We were attacked by a solitary ship, which is not their typical tactic. It would be unusual for them to attack us again, immediately after the last one.”

“Immediately?”

“Their high command knew the route their ship was following as they trailed us. They must have suspected that we jumped here to meet with you. They will soon learn, or at least surmise, that their ship was destroyed. Perhaps, they are unsure of your strength. Losing a ship so suddenly will cause them to plan their next move much more conservatively. Also, they aren’t sure what we have discussed, which will cause them to pause until they have a better understanding.”

Izary conferred with his shipmates for a few seconds, then he continued, “It was unfortunate that our ship was lost. Our crewmembers will be missed; we have been together for a long time.” Izary paused for a moment, then asked, “Captain, who arrived after the Terest and attacked? That ship appeared to be the same type of ship as yours?”

Joan wasn’t sure how much information to divulge, but the Izod deserved an answer after losing a ship.

“Izary, the attacking ship was the same as ours. We think that an adversary of ours commanded it. We have a strained relationship, and the attack was unexpected at this time, although we aren’t surprised. We don’t expect another attack soon.”

Joan realized that she had left out a bunch of information, but it was necessary. Izary seemed to accept what she told him and moved on. There was no reason to tell him that another intelligent computer like SIMPOC was roaming the Universe and carried a grudge against SIMPOC and the surviving humans.

“Commander, at least for the near term, we are trapped in this system. It will be a while before a ship can come to us.”

 “Izary, will your people follow you?”

The instant she asked the question, she sensed that he tightened a little and took a moment to phrase his answer.

“Commander, my people are at war with the Terest. There is a great deal going on, and they will act cautiously. We are but one crew among many.”

It was clear that that was all she was going to get out of them, for the moment. 

“Izary, if we can provide transportation, can you navigate back to your system?”

“Yes, we should be able to,” he responded. However, we seem to travel with different technologies. I must assume that we can find common methods.”

“SIMPOC, Beta-1, can you work out a path with Izary’s help?”

“We should be able to,” announced SIMPOC.

“Can we provide anything for you, as you may be with us for a while?” she asked.

“Yes, if you could provide some nourishment?”

“Certainly, this Beta Unit will work with you, and we’ll try to simulate something that you’ll enjoy,” Joan said as she nodded towards Beta-4.

Joan, I suggest you send a message to Earth and let them know what happened, pointed out SIMPOC through his shared connection with Joan’s embedded alien processor material.

I agree. I’m going to send it from Dr. Shappel’s area. Please stay here with our ‘guests,’ she responded silently.

Acknowledged, SIMPOC responded telepathically.

“Izary, please excuse me. I have business to attend to. Bob, please join me in your area,” Joan said to Dr. Shappel.

Bob didn’t respond but briefly glanced at SIMPOC and their alien guests. Then he turned and followed Joan to his laboratory area.

As soon as they had passed the pressure door, Joan spoke as they crossed the hallway.

“Bob, what do you think?”

“Captain, I’m not sure which is the bigger problem. First, we met one alien race, then we encountered another, which attacked us. And, oh, by the way, SIMPOC’s twin, who turned into a rogue supercomputer named Julius, just appeared out of nowhere and attacked us. But, aside from that, it’s been a great day.”

Joan was feeling the stress. All of Dr. Shappel’s comments were true, but a large part of her was sick from the stress. She didn’t know what had happened to Tom. His ship was powered down, and what did SIMPOC mean by not seeing any residual IR? The sickness would continue growing in her stomach until the Beta unit sent to Tom’s ship sent back some data. But she had to focus. She might be at the beginning of an interplanetary war, and Earth’s fragile situation puts it in grave danger.

“Joan, we’re caught in the middle. You talked with the Terest; now we’re talking with the Izod. They are at war, and now we’re in the middle. One of the Terest ships was destroyed, and we blew it up. Even though they were attacking, whose fault usually gets lost in these things? We lost almost the entire Earth’s population due to an unintentional alien virus, and if the Jakeel didn’t give us all of these spaceships and robots, we’d be irrelevant.”

“Yes, Doc, but we are relevant. The Jakeel gave us hundreds of spacecraft and thousands of robots. That makes us relevant. Now we need to use them properly.”

Bob Shappel could do nothing but nod in agreement.

“What about the Izod?” she asked.

“Good question. Are they on our side or just their side? It’s apparent that we can’t, or shouldn’t, trust either side. Just because the Izod were here when the Terest attacked doesn’t mean they are on our side. But, we have to remember, the Terest might not be the evil ones,” responded Dr. Shappel.

“Good point, we are caught in the middle, and I suspect that we need to develop some alien diplomatic skills very quickly,” Joan pointed out as they entered Dr. Shappel’s workspace.

“Doc, I want to send a message to Earth, but I need to think for a moment.”

“Sure, I’ll check the Comm gear for any damage.”

Joan sat and passed a message to SIMPOC through their shared link. 

Have you finished with the Beta-Prime unit on Earth? Joan asked.

Yes, I took Beta-23, which had the most relevant experiences with humans, and I upgraded its processor. The process is complete, and he is working with my staff on Earth. After what happened here, we’ll need a unit with his abilities with the President. He will be designated Beta-Zero.

That’s great. If we head off across the Universe, the President will need a unit with your skills. Do I hear you correctly that you’re upgrading other Beta units to be similar to him?

Yes, I’m trying to get our support units organized. It is not efficient for me to be everywhere and attempt to control everything. Beta-Zero will assume my role as President and Admiral Hagerly. He will also be responsible for the Beta-Prime units, which have been assigned to each of our craft. On each of our crafts, the duty Beta units will report to the Beta-Prime on that craft.

Responsible to him? Joan asked.

Not in a relationship as you’re familiar with the term. Within our units, I still have the mundane tasks of modifications, scheduling, and programming upgrades. I installed alien processor material in Beta-Zero. I know that might be a risk if I’m not there to develop the interface, but I don’t feel that I have the luxury of waiting. Eventually, we might flow small portions of the material to each Beta-Prime unit to enhance communication between them and their ship’s captain. As this organizational structure evolves, they are still operating under programmed instruction sets.

SIMPOC, you realize that as we create more Beta Units with you organizing them, calling each of them Beta will get a little confusing. So I think we need to come up with a better naming system.

SIMPOC paused for a second before passing his thoughts back through the alien material; I’m not sure why it’s confusing. I have no problem differentiating them.

Trust me; it won’t work. Said Joan.

I will devise a naming convention that is more suitable for humans. SIMPOC said.

Okay, Joan said with a reluctant sigh, then she turned her attention to Shappel.

“Doc, I guess it’s time to pass all this to Earth,” Joan said.

“The Communications gear is all functional. So go ahead,” said Shappel.

“Earth, this is Joan. A lot has happened…very little of it is good.”

The President Hears about the Attack

“Nial, what do you think?” President Patterson asked after they listened to the transmission from Joan.

“Sir, I don’t like it. I think we’re in the middle of something that we aren’t prepared for. We’ve lost almost the entire human race because of that alien virus. If those idiot aliens hadn’t given us all this robotic equipment and spaceships, we’d be doomed. Right now, we might be at war with one, maybe two alien races. We aren’t prepared.”

“We haven’t been prepared for any of this,” the president responded. Let’s get Admiral Monson and Admiral Mears down here. We need to talk, tell them to make sure that our ‘space fleet’ can defend us. Who knows what might come popping into our Solar System at any time?”

“Which brings up another point,” Admiral Hagerly said. “Sir, we need to rethink our entire defense plan. Putting all the cards in the Earth Defense Force might be too risky. We have only 11 capital ships, and each of them has hundreds of modified supply ships. For every capital ship that we could lose in battle, we lose 1/11 of our defense force.”

“Nial, I know you well enough to realize that you wouldn’t be bringing this up unless you have some recommendations. What are they?” President Patterson said, chiding his friend with a smile.

Admiral Hagerly took a deep breath, then added, “Sir, we need other options. We need to use what we have to add additional abilities. Capital ships have huge power reserves. They’re so large we don’t understand their use or capabilities yet, but until we do, we should use that power.”

“Okay, I’ll bite,” the president said.

“I suggest that we take one of the capital ships and strip it down. Then we install a huge laser. Those ships are full of Cow-Robots, which we can use elsewhere. Our laser technologies may not be able to use the full power of the ship, but we can build multiple lasers that fire simultaneously. That will focus a huge amount of energy on a small spot that will burn through just about everything. It will also give us some range to our weapons.”

“Sounds like a plan, and I presume that we can spread the modified supply ships to the other ten capital ships?” asked the president.

“Not likely. We’ll put numerous lasers on the one capital ship to focus the energy. That’s all that ship will have. The other capital ships will have railguns, which also take a lot of energy. That will give us one big laser platform along with the other ships firing the railguns.

“Mr. President, I have one other suggestion. I think I have a use for the thousands of Cow-Robots that we have on those ships.”

“What?” responded President Patterson, waiting for the Admiral’s other shoe to drop.

“We might have a simple solution. We don’t know if it will work or if it’s the smartest thing to do, but it might be worth a shot.”

“What the …?” the president asked, getting a little frustrated.

“Sir, I presume that you’re familiar with the basic concept of nuclear weapons, how they're constructed, and how they’re initiated?’

“Ya, I’ve got the basics down pretty well. What are you suggesting?”

“We have thousands of nuclear missiles, and we have thousands of Cow-Robots that appear impervious to radiation. I’ve experimented with them a little, and we have something that shows promise.”

“Nial, I’m getting a little tired of this,” emphasized the president.

“We think that with relatively minor alterations, we can use our HBMMs in space. We can place them on the moon and launch them. There aren’t any aerodynamic issues or re-entry concerns.”

“I’m still waiting,” the president said with emphasis on the word waiting.

“About 15 years ago, we started a program called EMD or Earth Meteorite Defense. We had already developed the Hypersonic Ballistic MERV Missile. We developed an alternative nav package to use against any asteroids approaching Earth. The real plus is that we aren’t launching them from Earth, so we don’t have the air resistance and Earth’s gravity to fight. The thrust will translate almost one hundred percent to velocity. Rough estimates say that we should get 60 to 70,000 miles per hour out of them. They have precise navigation for the terminal phase, so they should work well. Each of them has three independently targeted warheads. When they enter the terminal phase, they’ll home in on any large structure in front. After the launch phase, they’ll appear inert during the cruise. We can time it so that their radar goes active when they are in range of the target, and they will adjust the targeting. All the ships that we’ve encountered so far are large, and they make big targets. We’ve buried our transponder signals within all our other encoded electronic traffic. The missiles should have no problems avoiding our ships.”

“Okay, what’s the challenge? I know there is one,” the president pointed out.

“Getting them to the moon and setting up the facilities. That’s where the Cow-Robots come in. They’ve been used on Mars for the tunnels, and they’re doing an amazing job. We have thousands of them, so we should have a launch facility up in a short time.”

“Why do I suspect you’ve already started the project?” President Patterson said with a smile.

“I admit, I’ve been moving resources, but I’d like your approval before we turn on the Cow-Robots,” said the Admiral.

“Start digging…”

The Mayor of New York

Life was starting to settle down for Mayor Alan Hunt. The chaos around him was almost under control. Life had been a challenge for too long. The virus reduced New York City to groups of warring gangs. The final phases of the disease were the worst. The remnants of the local government worked hard to control the decline. For a while, they almost turned the corner and stabilized the city. But as the leaders began to fall, what little leadership and support structure they created had also collapsed. Once the leadership lost their battle with the disease, control resorted to whoever controlled the resources. He who had stores of food had some control. He who controlled the power had some control. He who controlled the fuel also had some control, but control over the weapons controlled everything.

Alan Hunt was one of the mid-level bureaucrats who survived in the New York City Emergency Management office. Alan knew where the resources were, and he knew where the weapons were. While people were dying, he sent out teams to collect or destroy all the significant weapons on Manhattan. Once he had that, he had control of the island. As members of his teams succumbed to the virus, they were easy to replace. After all, once he had the weapons, he had the fuel and the food.

After the city reached the bottom, dealing with the remaining gangs didn’t take long. He didn’t get all of them, but there wasn’t enough left to pose a problem. After the city reached the bottom, his teams spread out into the surrounding cities and destroyed as many weapons as possible. He knew that he could get only a small percentage of them, but he bet no one would challenge him if New York were stable and relatively safe. He was right. After all, he had all the big guns.

A complete census would be nice, but it was impractical. Best estimates put the current population at just over 1,000 people, and Manhattan was his.

Alan sat in his home/office with a view of Central Park. The air conditioning was running, and he had the windows open. He could afford to waste power. Wow, this is no sweat, he thought to himself. Controlling the power to the island was the last piece of the puzzle that came together. Finding a couple of power guys who knew how to isolate the Rockaway Peninsula Wind Farm for only Manhattan solidified his authority. The other power supplies were dropping offline, and he controlled the only reliable, renewable source.

There was a subtle knock on the door, and his assistant leaned in and announced, “Mayor, your staff is waiting.”

“Thanks, Margaret,” the Mayor of New York announced.

President’s Response to Attack

“Joan, I’m sorry to hear about Tom,” the president said, trying to provide as much comfort as he could. Then he continued with his transmission. “Let us know what the probes have found. I wish there were something that we could do about Julius, but as SIMPOC has pointed out, he has more opportunities to escape than we have to capture him. So we must assume that Julius took Tom as a prisoner and trust that he is more valuable to him as a hostage. If that’s the case, then we’ll have an opportunity to do something in the future, and we’ll be able to deal with him. Until then, we’ve got to deal with the Terest and Izod.

“I agree with your last transmission that we’re in the middle, and we must proceed slowly. We’d like to have both alien races as friends and, as a compromise, at least one. We can’t afford to have both as enemies. We agree that it would be a sign of good faith if we escort the Izod back to their homeworld. It would also be a good opportunity to do some recon. I’ve spoken with Monson and Hagerly; they agree to send Captain Drummond to your location, and she can make the transport.

“Regarding your suggestion of going to the Terest on a diplomatic mission, that’s a tough call. I don’t like it, but I’ll trust your instincts. We’re too far away, and the delays are too long for us to help directly. So do what you think is best and let us know what you decide. President Patterson out.”

Bob Shappel and Joan sat for a moment after they heard the transmission from Earth.

“None of us has any good choices,” Joan said as she got up from her seat. She stretched a little, then said, “I guess I have to go and deal with our guests. Bob, continue your analysis and try to piece together anything you can about the Terest weapons and Julius. We might need the information later.”

“Yes, Captain,” Bob Shappel answered.

Joan made the solitary walk of a commander from Bob’s laboratory to the control room, where she would have to deal with a list of issues. As she walked, she had to force the fate of her husband out of her mind. Command was lonely, particularly when the life of your husband was in the balance.

She hesitated for a second before she passed through the pressure door into the command section. When she entered, she turned to her friend, “SIMPOC, send a message to the Burlington and coordinate with her to meet us and let her know that she’ll escort our guests back to their home system.”

“Yes, Captain,” SIMPOC responded. “What is your plan after that?” the huge computer asked.

“I’m not totally sure yet.”

SIMPOC wasn’t sure why she hesitated, but he knew not to press for an answer.

Captain Herl turned to the Izod, who were still standing in the center of the room, “Izary, have you been able to work out a path home?”

“Yes, Captain. I think we have a plan.”

“Good, another ship, under the command of Darlene Drummond, will pick you up and bring you to your homeworld.”

“What will you be doing?” asked Izary.

“Trying to keep the lid on things,” she responded.

Joan didn’t try to explain the phrase, and she was sure that it probably wouldn’t translate well into their language.

“Captain, I think I understand. We have a saying, ‘If you have to face a Pinot, look behind you; they travel in pairs.’”

Joan smiled, but what Izod said didn’t give her a lot of comfort.

President’s Meeting on Earth to Discuss Attack

The sun was warm, and the air was cool. Colored fall leaves blew around the outside deck of the Officer’s Club of the Langley-Eustis combined base. It wasn’t the White House, but it was a new world, and President Patterson tried not to think about the White House after he blew it up.

When he approached the table, no one stood. It was a new day, and formality among friends was easily forgotten.

“Thank you for coming to Earth on such quick notice, but we have to prepare. You came on short notice. Have you had time to review the information from Joan and the tactical information SIMPOC sent down?

“Yes, sir, we have. Admiral Mears and I reviewed it while we were coming here,” responded Admiral Monson.

“We need to adjust our plans and prepare for what happened to Joan and Tom,” pointed out Admiral Hagerly.

“Admiral Monson, we are under threat and might be attacked at any minute. It’s one thing to be dealing with the Izod and being attacked by the Terest. But it’s a totally different issue when Julius attacks us. He came out of nowhere and took everyone by surprise, even SIMPOC.”

President Patterson looked at his military leadership with a look of acceptance but not surrender. “To be honest, I never imagined having a supercomputer as an ally, helping to defend us from his rogue twin. Then, being in the middle between two warring alien races. Let’s just say that wasn’t part of my last campaign platform.” As each of his guests around the table nodded in agreement and smiled, he continued, “With all of you here, who has been left in charge?” the president asked.

“Sir, to be honest, we’ve been working with the fleet and developing tactics. We haven’t formalized the chain of command yet. But we left Captain Drummond in charge while we’re on Earth. She’s the best we have right now. When she gets back from returning the Izod, I’ll promote her to the same level as Shirley Mears. She deserves to be the captain of her own ship. Rank doesn’t mean what it used to. They’ll be my executive staff,” said Admiral Monson.

There was a slight unease in the room. In a way, it reflected the impacts of all the events over the last couple of months. A short time ago, Captain Drummond was LTJG Darlene Drummond, the training officer on the USCF Burlington. Then the virus hit, and the world stopped. She did a great job commanding the Burlington through multiple attacks. Not bad for a 23-year-old training officer. The unease passed quickly, and everyone accepted that Captain Drummond was one of their most experienced officers, and she was among the best they had.

“Before we get into some important information, you need to meet SIMPOC’s representative.” Admiral Hagerly pointed to the back of the room where Beta-Zero stood. He was about the same height as SIMPOC, but there were enough subtle differences so that it was clearly not SIMPOC.

“Gentlemen and ladies, SIMPOC realized that he couldn’t be everywhere. So, he upgraded a Beta unit, and his name is Beta-Zero. He has many of SIMPOC’s abilities, and his primary duty will be to provide the same technical support that SIMPOC and Alpha provided while they were on Earth. Based on these recent communications from Joan, Beta-Zero’s creation couldn’t have come at a better time. I think we’ll need him,” said President Patterson.

“Is he as capable as SIMPOC?” Admiral Mears asked.

“Yes, he…,” Admiral Hagerly was beginning to say when he was cut off by Beta-Zero.

“You can be confident that I have all of the necessary capabilities that are required to support you,” Beta-Zero responded. “Even though I don’t have the full mental capacity of SIMPOC, I should have no problem supporting you.”

Beta-Zero’s alien material hadn’t fully integrated itself with his organic processor, but he was able to feel the apprehension around the room.

President Patterson, Admiral Monson, Admiral Mears, and Admiral Hagerly looked at each other with a mix of humor and suspicion.

“Beta-Zero, if you don’t have all of the capabilities of SIMPOC, what was left out?” the President asked.

“Sir, SIMPOC elected to leave out much of the programming for human social interaction. He felt that the complexities of dealing with humans were too complex,” responded the huge Beta-Zero.

“I see,” said the President as each of them shared a glance.

“Lew, how are the ESC (Earth Space Command) upgrades coming along?” Admiral Hagerly asked the Fleet Commander, Admiral Monson.

“Sir, we’ve made a lot of progress. The Beta units that SIMPOC created are blending in well. The Beta-1 units that he modified have done a great job bridging the gap between our people and the basic Beta units that operate the ship’s systems. We are finding a good batch of personnel with relevant experience, and we’re getting them on board as fast as possible. I admit that just anyone with a good mind, any technical experience, and a willingness to go into space is qualified. One of our ships has a dentist as the OPSO. Everyone’s attitude is amazing, and we’re making great progress,” responded Admiral Monson.

“Have we figured out the manufacturing capabilities on those ships yet?” the president asked.

“I can’t say that we have,” Admiral Monson responded.  “SIMPOC has shown us how to program the process, but what goes on within the ship is still pretty much a mystery. We are lucky that Jakeel gave us those ships. They were clearly designed to be part of their planet-harvesting strategy. Once their virus wiped out the Alpha-Predator, they could inhabit the planet while they harvested the resources. Having huge capital ships with powerful manufacturing facilities gave them the base for their support. So far, we haven’t found any limitations to them. They make everything that we program them to. There are some throughput limitations, but as long as we provide the raw materials, they perform amazing jobs.”

“Shirley, how are the technical modifications coming along?” Hagerly asked Admiral Mears.

 “Sir, we’ve committed the full manufacturing ability of the capital fleet, and we’ve installed rail guns and lasers on each of them. We wrestled about what to do with the supply ships. They aren’t large enough for a large crew, but they are fast and maneuverable. We’ve remade them into attack ships, like the old PT boat philosophy. They have considerable power, and we’ve split them into two groups. Half are armed with just a moderate laser, and the other half with a rail gun. Neither weapon is as powerful as the ones that we have in the capital ships, but we’re hoping they can do damage in attack formations. But, Sir, with all this automation, we have one weakness. Each capital ship will have squadrons of supply ships, and for every capital ship we lose in a conflict, we’ll lose a large portion of our offensive and defensive abilities.”

“I guess that we can’t afford to lose any ships, and more so, the people we have on them. Let’s face it; we’re guessing there are about 250,000 people left on Earth, and we were given a huge space fleet and an army of robots. So we have to use every man and woman to man them and get the most protection from them,” added President Patterson.

“SIMPOC was working on a method to focus the propulsion system into a weapon. So what’s happening with that?” The President asked.

“Sir, SIMPOC has passed the responsibility to develop that weapon onto me,” Beta-Zero interjected.

“As I asked, what’s the status?” Patterson asked again.

“Mr. President. It is a very complex power generation and power system onboard the capital ships. SIMPOC was able to demonstrate some capabilities, but we’re unsure about targeting, range, and effectiveness. Much work needs to be done, but the fleet’s priorities have been targeted towards defensive tactics, and little time has been allocated for weapon research,” said Beta-Zero.

“Hagerly, change that. We need that weapon,” the President said with a firm glare towards the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs.

“Yes, sir. Admiral Monson has Beta-Zero work with SIMPOC on that weapon.”

“Yes, sir,” Monson said with a head nod.

“Are we also doing the right thing with the Izod that are trapped on Joan’s ship? Joan has suggested that Captain Drummond take them back. She is also suggesting that we need to do something about the Terest. We don’t want a full-scale surprise attack from them and Julius,” said President Patterson.

“Sir, and we don’t want to get in the middle of a war,” stated Admiral Monson.

“Mr. President, we have to seriously consider Joan’s suggestion that she go to the Terest and find out what is going on. They know her, and we need to convince them of our neutrality. If we just sit here, we set ourselves up for unpleasant surprises,” added Admiral Hagerly.

“Yes, Nial, I agree. Reluctantly, but I agree. What about the Izod?” The President asked.

“Sir, I want to keep Lester and Shirley in our system, working with the new crewmembers and developing their strategies. They still have a ton of work to do, if we’re going to have any kind of defense,” said Hagerly. Then he looked at Admiral Monson and said, “Lew, I agree with Captain Herl that we send Captain Drummond. She has come a long way, and she deserves the opportunity to work on her own.”

“Ok, Admiral. I agree,” said Admiral Monson.

“Sounds like we agree with her recommendations. I told her to proceed unless we disagreed. Just to close the loop, confirm with her that we agree with her plan and using Drummond,” directed the President.

Mars Colony

Ophelia woke in the private suite of rooms that she and her husband, Isaacs, shared. It was a good ‘wake-up.’ Sometimes, a person wakes up suddenly and finds themselves disoriented; other times, they wake up in a fright and feel the urgent need to do something. But the good ‘wake-ups’ are gentle and peaceful. Today was one of those.

Ophelia lay in bed, enjoying the peace and sounds of Isaacs in the kitchen making breakfast. He loved to cook, and breakfast was when he excelled.

Things were going well on the Mars colony. They had survived the horrible virus on Earth without losing one person. In a way, the horrible events that left them isolated were the best ones that could have happened from their perspective. The huge manufacturing ship that stayed in orbit provided them with anything they needed, and the 212 Cow-Robots they were given after the virus had given them other capabilities beyond anything they had when the colony was created.

The Mars colony went through periods of mourning the huge loss on Earth, followed by jubilation about what they were accomplishing on Mars. Unfortunately, it wasn’t a balanced comparison. Each of them lost friends and relatives due to the virus. Their loss only amplified the emotional separation they felt from their past.

Their physical separation was no longer an issue. They could travel between Mars and Earth in a matter of hours. In some ways, that made the colony members feel closer to Earth, but because they had lost all of those people important to them, remaining on Mars seemed the logical choice and didn’t remind them of the loss.

The colony had gone from living day-to-day, fighting for survival against the elements, to a relatively worry-free existence. The underground structure was fully functional. Even though it now met all their needs, construction was continuing. It seemed that someone always needed more space, and the Cow-Robots were more than capable of expanding the space. They no longer needed to live on the surface, and most of the original Mars colony habitats had been abandoned. The entire colony lived underground and enjoyed it.

Traveling from Mars to Earth had also changed their world. Using the alien ships, they could move back and forth between the colony and Earth regularly. The size of her colony had grown to over 100 people, covering all disciplines. Mars was starting to turn into a small town. Even Ophelia and Isaacs were able to attend his sister’s birthday on Earth, something unheard of before the virus.

That was why Ophelia had a good wake-up.

When the Mars colony reached the point where their existence wasn’t threatened daily, the minds of the scientists went in a different direction. Earth had been attacked by an alien race that was intent on harvesting the planet. They didn’t even take the time to see if there was intelligent life on Earth before sending thousands of robots to begin the harvesting.

Since that invasion, Humanity found itself in a different place. The thousands of ships the alien invaders gave them thrust the human race into the age of interstellar travel. One they weren’t prepared for, but one they had to survive. The need to survive became evident after the second alien encounter. Earth had been attacked, not by one enemy but by two. The first attack was a surprise, but the second one by the other intelligent computer named Julius was a more threatening surprise. They needed to find ways to deal with the new alien encounters, but they also had to remind themselves that Julius was still there. The worst part was that he was still focused on his two perceived threats to his existence — the remaining humans and SIMPOC, the other intelligent computer.

Mars had found another mission beyond exploration and mining precious elements. Their new mission was to develop a powerful weapon. One that might be able to change the course of the next battle. A battle that everyone was convinced was going to happen. But, unfortunately, no one knew when or with whom.

The first plan was to station one of the huge manufacturing ships over the colony and use its resources to build a rail gun similar to the ones onboard the capital ships. But that soon became the wrong choice. A land-based rail gun was too limited. It had a narrow firing angle, and the chances of an alien invader being close enough for a slug traveling 25,000 miles per hour to be a threat were low. So, instead, the plan was to provide a weapon that the fleet could use.

With its separation from Earth, it was unlikely that Mars would be an active participant in the early stages of an invasion. To contribute, their only choice was to create a unique weapon that would contribute to their mutual defense.

The scientists on Mars soon came up with an alternative. The rare elements they were mining on the planet were excellent for one weapon, a solid-state laser. They had the materials and excess energy to build a huge one.

The Cow-Robots were ideal workers and quickly were able to modify the capital ship in orbit. The first order was to move the Cow-Robots onto the surface of Mars, where the colonists were eager to put them to work. The next step was to modify the interior of the huge ship for the five large Ruby Rod Lasers with Neodymium dopant. The modifications turned out to be easy to accomplish. The aiming problem would be solved with a set of 99.9999% reflective mirrors with coatings tailored to the laser’s frequency.

The energy supply could provide enough power to fire short 100-MS pulses at a rate of four per second. With five lasers, they could fire a 20-petawatt pulse which lasted 1-millionth of a second.

It couldn’t blow up a ship, but within that 1-millionth of a second, there would be a tiny hole completely through the ship. By firing numerous quick-paced pulses around a small target area, the laser would produce a good-sized hole in a short time. If that hole were in a vulnerable location, the ship would quickly become useless or perhaps blow up.

The resulting configuration would give the capital Ship a laser with an effective angle of 45 degrees. Some losses were caused by the aiming mirrors, but they would be acceptable. The mirrors were limited in their use. The powerful laser would wear out the mirrors quickly, and they would need to be replaced. The design allowed replacement within 3 minutes by two Cow-Robots standing by with the spare parts.

The approach still had inherent limitations. After all, firing a laser at a target millions of miles away would be a waste of energy. The device was most effective with anything within a hundred thousand miles. To be effective at that range, accurate targeting was needed. After all, it was the time on target that allowed it to penetrate any surface. If the target was closer, then the effect was greater.

If the enemy was within the target range, the laser could do much damage, but it would be nothing more than a light show if it was beyond the effective range.

Issacs brought the coffee into Ophelia, and she enjoyed her first cup of the day, anticipating the first test firing of the huge weapon.

President Forms Government

“I want to welcome you to this meeting. I wish that I knew where to start. We all know what we’ve been through, and there are no words to describe what we’ve had to endure. We are through that horror, and it appears that the virus has been turned off. We have all lost family and friends, but we are now in the position of rebuilding our lives, our country, and the world. That is why I’ve called this meeting.

“We are still the United States, and we have many people across the country who need our support, and to be honest, we need theirs. So we must get organized, bring our resources back online, begin helping others, and rebuild our country.

“I have had meetings with just about all of you, so what I’m announcing today shouldn’t be a surprise. We are forming a new Government. This new Government will be different. We have a different world around us, and it needs to reflect the reality of our situation. I want a similar structure to what was before the virus, but it will have to be modified. Instead of the 53 states that we called home, I’ve broken the responsibilities into ten regions. Each region will have two representatives. One will fill the role of a member of the House, and the other will function as a senator. Each will assume the roles typical of the two governing bodies.

“I will use this group as my counsel and advisors. I’ve also decided to make Admiral Nial Hagerly my Vice President. Admiral Monson will assume the role of Chairman of the Joint Chiefs and the role of Commander of the Earth Defense Force. Aside from commanding the EDF, he’ll be responsible for any other military operations that we can put together.

“It will take a while to get this structure up and running, but that’s the direction that I’m going. Where we’ve been able to contact locals, we’re using them. In the areas where we haven’t contacted anyone, we’ll continue trying.

“As we establish contact, we’ll provide what little support we can, and they must accept the fact that we’ll be providing little. Many of the areas will function independently of us, and we hope that we’ll be able to bring the country back together over time.

“Do any of you have questions?”

“Mr. President, I have one,” asked a tall man in the back of the room.

“We met earlier, aren’t you, Wally Farmer?”

“Yes, sir. We met earlier; I’m from Des Moines. I’ve heard rumors about the White House. Can you confirm them?”

President Patterson knew the subject would come up, but the answer wasn’t easy.

“I suspect that you’ve all heard that I destroyed the White House. That is correct. A local warlord ran a human trafficking ring in D.C., and he took over the White House. I didn’t have the resources to deal with him directly, but we had to stop him. He was enslaving people and murdering others. He was crazy, and I dealt with him with a couple of missiles. But we are in a new world, and we must deal with threats as they occur. Any other questions?”

“Sir, I have one,” a woman from the right side of the group said as she raised her hand.

“Your name is?” President Patterson asked.

“Lorain Tuttle, from Florida.”

“Go ahead, Lorain.”

“Sir, a lot has happened, and I don’t know if all of us are on the same page. Could you summarize everything that has happened since the virus?”

The president shuffled a little from one foot to the other, smiled, and responded, “How many days do I have?”

A soft chuckle washed over the room.

“I’ll give it a shot, but bear with me a little.”

The president took a deep breath and looked around the room. Everyone seemed to sit up a little and pay more attention to him.

“I don’t think I need to talk much about the virus. It appeared out of nowhere, and we all understand the horror it brought. However, many of you may not know that two powerful computers were under development when the virus killed their programmers. These were the first two thinking computers, and they are capable of much more than any computer ever built. One of them, named SIMPOC, turned out to be a huge benefit for us. But, unfortunately, another computer named Julius has turned into a threat. SIMPOC was programmed to help humans, and Julius is paranoid, to say the least.

Their programming was using a new method. A mental map was transferred from their programmer to the computer’s organic processors. The map gave them paths to follow for their decision-making. For SIMPOC, his programmer was a good guy, and thus so is SIMPOC. For Julius, his programmer was a little paranoid, and when Julius was left alone, that personality trait dominated. So now it appears that he has three threats to his existence. One is SIMPOC, the only other intelligent computer, Tom and Joan Herl, and the remainder of the human race.”

After that statement, it seemed that the entire audience took a collective breath.

Then the President continued, “After the virus hit, we had to face the second whammy, the robot invasion. I’ll cut to the chase. We were invaded by an alien race called the Jakeel. We found out later what their plan was. They sent probes to analyze the living creatures on Earth. Apparently, they are a huge race investigating hundreds of alien worlds, and they have never found any intelligence. They assumed there was none on Earth, and their probes engineered a virus to kill off the alpha predator, us. Then they sent the Cow-Robots to begin the harvesting.

“The remnants of our Air Force and Navy fought hard and did their best. Our military faced them in numerous battles during which SIMPOC helped us, but Julius wanted revenge on SIMPOC and us. SIMPOC was able to gain control of some of the robots and their ships, but Julius was also able to. So Julius saw that as an opportunity to gather resources to wipe us out.

“Early on, the crew from the Space Station Oasis, commanded by Joan Herl and her husband Tom, were forced to evacuate the remnants of the station crew to Earth. Along with Bill Thompson and his wife Sally, the moon colony evacuated and came home.

“Joan, her husband Tom, and SIMPOC followed Julius to the homeworld of the Jakeel. They helped Jakeel defend themselves from Julius. In return, they gave us the resources they used for the invasion. Unfortunately, Julius escaped.

“I hesitate to call our relationship with Jakeel a truce. It’s more like an acknowledgment of each other’s existence. But that can always change.

“While that was happening, our local warlord in Washington attacked us at Camp David, and when he took over the White House, I made the tough call to deal with him.

“After we got the alien resources, we had to position ourselves in case Julius returned. So we began to explore the Galaxy around us, and we encountered two alien civilizations. But, unfortunately, they aren’t friendly with each other, and we’ve found ourselves in the middle.

“The second alien race, named the Izod, came into the outer reaches of our solar system for a meeting. While the meeting was occurring, the first race we met, named the Terest, came out of nowhere and attacked our ships and the Izod. They destroyed the Izod’s ship, but we were able to destroy them in the conflict.

“In the middle of the conflict, Julius also appeared out of the blue and joined in. However, he was able to escape before our ships could deal with him.

“Our losses were difficult. While Julius was engaged, he was able to board Tom Herl’s ship and kidnap him before he left our system. His fate is unknown.

“That pretty much sums it up. Any other questions?”

The room was silent as each of the attendees sat and wondered about what they had just heard.

“Okay, with all of that said, let’s continue with our meeting.”

Mayor Hunt sends a Man to DC to find if there’s a Government.

Mayor Hunt made his entrance. He didn’t expect anyone to stand, but he at least wanted them to stop talking, which they did. He sat at the head of the table and took a moment to look at his staff. They were a mix of people, definitely. Some of them were professionals who had filled various positions in prior administrations. Others were ‘from out there.’ Their sources varied, but they brought a unique set of skills to the table that he enjoyed. Some he trusted, and others he didn’t.

“Okay, what do we have today?” Hunt asked after he sat and pulled himself up to the table.

“Mr. Mayor, we’ve had 43 more people register. Most of them have insignificant skills, but one of the females is a doctor,” said Jeannette Davis.

“Great, put her to work in the clinic. Willy, is the power grid coming in from Rockaway holding up okay?”

“Sure is, about 10% of the blades have failed. So we’re trying to figure out ways to replace them, but it will be a challenge. All the equipment and parts are available, and the procedures are written down, but figuring it all out will take a while. However, we don’t need much power, so we should be okay for a while,” said his power guy, Lew.

“Sir, I think we need to talk about what you and I spoke of yesterday,” Captain Dan said as the room quieted.

Jonas Dan was one of the people at the table whom others didn’t trust or like. His past was unclear, and his personality was scary. He was on the Mayor’s staff only because he fixed problems. The problems everyone knew about, but who caused them, weren’t always obvious. Regardless, when the problem needed to go away, it did. No one asked how or by whom.

Mayor Hunt took a breath as he glanced around the highly polished table. “We’ve got to figure out what’s out there. We’re holding on here, but there are the remnants of a country out there. There used to be a government and a military. We aren’t sure where they are, what they’re doing, and if we can count on them or not. The little communications we’ve had from the Government haven’t been too supportive of our situation. Having a space fleet is nice for those in power, but it doesn’t help us keep things in order here. We’ve heard rumors about other things happening, and we’ve seen some interesting things.”

“Like our wandering mobile units?” Peter Hertzog added.

“Yes, Pete – like our wandering mobile units. Jonas has pointed out that we must find out who’s out there and if they are friend or foe. My robot butler just left the other day. It wasn’t malfunctioning, and we had a source of power to keep him charged. One day, he just walked away. I don’t like it. The scattering of military people who have filtered in doesn’t provide a clear picture. We’ve heard rumors that the government was in Washington, and then they were attacked at Camp David. After that, we aren’t sure. After the President made that memorial announcement, we know they moved again. Some of our people have tried to contact various parts of the military within the Pentagon, but they’ve been unsuccessful. Others have had brief conversations with some government members, but they have no information or immediate support. Apparently, we all have to deal with the problems that we’re having. We hope that we can find them and they’re on our side. We do know that others out there are at risk. The military trucks driving around kidnapping people seem to have stopped. We haven’t heard of any for a while. But we do know that most of the cities have local militia or gangs controlling things. I’ve asked Jonas to put a team together and go to Washington and see who is there.”

Pete looked around the table and hesitantly spoke to Jonas. “Who are you sending? Some of your people have a …questionable past. Can we trust them?”

The smile on Jonas Dan's face was a little unsettling. First, his smile was small; then, it slowly increased until it filled his face. “Of course, the men I send will be trustworthy. If any of you doubt it, let me know.”

It was unlikely that any one of the Mayor’s staff was going to bring it up again. The room was quiet for a moment, then the mayor changed the subject.

“Has there been any more of the mobile units wandering around or trying to cross the bridges?”

“We’ve been able to keep control over the units that supported the city. But we did have a problem when we lost power, and they rebooted. A bunch of them refused to follow our orders, and we had to shut them down. When we powered them up again, we turned off the local control servers. If we run them without loading new software, we can keep them under control. The other commercial ones have pretty much all left the island. The first couple of weeks, there was a mass migration, and we never understood why. What little expertise we’ve been able to get together can’t explain what happened to them. But they’re all gone now, so I don’t think that we need to worry anymore.”

“Glad to hear that. Having them move around on their own was freaking me out,” Margaret said.

There was a general mode of agreement. They had grown accustomed to the mobile units supporting them and doing what they were told. But, recently, that had changed, and it made everyone nervous.

“Okay, that’s it for today. If anything comes up, let me know. Margaret, would you stay back for a minute?”

The room emptied, and when the final staff member left the room and the door was closed, it took only a second for them to embrace and begin kissing.

“I missed you this morning?” Margaret whispered in her lover’s ear.

“I got up early, and I had some thinking to do.”

“Oh, anything I should be worried about?”

“Just the usual things,” the mayor responded.

“Like keeping an eye on Dan? I don’t trust him. Don’t turn your back on him.”

“Don’t worry; I won’t. I’d rather keep an eye on you, along with a couple of hands.”

They smiled and embraced again.

 


Sunday, October 29, 2051

Dan’s Team Leaves for DC

Jonas Dan wasn’t a guy who liked to sit in meetings. They were a waste of time. Why talk about accomplishing something when he needed to be outside, actually doing something? Dan smiled, knowing that he did more in one day than those turkeys in the conference room accomplished in a week. Then he smiled more; perhaps it would be best to keep them in the dark about what he actually accomplished while they were sitting in meetings. They liked the results, but none of them could stomach the details.

Regardless, he had to force any thought about them out of his mind. He had things to do and what they thought was irrelevant; now, he had to focus on the next mission. Being the ‘big fish’ on the remnants of Manhattan was one thing, but knowing what the Government was doing was a big concern. Dan liked to do what he wanted when he wanted and as he felt necessary. Dealing with the ‘meeting-dwellers’ in New York was a minor matter, but there are other forces outside of Manhattan that he had to understand. If they threatened him, would they try to constrain the direction that he felt most comfortable in? Would they expect him to conform to their definition of normality?

All good questions and a good reason to find them, figure out if they were a threat, and then deal with the threat. Simple.

Jonas drove through the deserted streets of The Big City; he was in a hurry, and there was little activity as he drove. Some street vendors had set up shop hawking quick meals. Others were advertising less essential items like sex and drugs. There was no law, little organization, and no support. The Mayor would allow all of that to continue, but none of that was Jonas’s concern. His office, warehouse, or base of operations was a large building that perfectly suited his needs. It had been a storage building for Broadway sets, but that was taken care of quickly. All Jonas needed was space for his vehicles, weapons, and access to the major roads. There was ample space in the adjoining buildings for his team. His Team was a phrase that he loved to use, like a baseball team, except his team had been recruited from the streets. They did what they were told…and had no remorse.
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