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DEDICATION

So far, my family has allowed me to continue writing. They have been supportive and encouraging. What more can I say? I appreciate it.


“Virus-72 Hours to Live”


THURSDAY, 6/29/51

Date – 2051.49150 (1:32 PM)

SIMPOC Development Center

“What is happening?” was SIMPOC’s first thought that came up on the output screen.

“I just turned you on,” was Termen’s typed reply. Termen was a traditionalist, one who preferred the tactile inputs of a computer keyboard. He sipped from his coffee mug, the one he got from the last computer fair he attended. It was a stupid mug with the numbers '1', '0', and '?'. Termen was a closet programmer. He felt more comfortable in his office working on his projects than he did working with others. He didn't do nice presentations, didn't have good leadership skills, and hated writing status reports. His joy was programming, and he was excellent at his job. His office wasn't anything to brag about. It was a mess, and the only clear space was for his coffee mug and a picture of his family. He was from the 'old world' and collected stacks of magazines and books on every facet of computer programming. Reading from the computer seemed out of place because his mind was behind the screen; he lived in the guts of the code, and that was where he excelled. The apparent chaos of his office was ordered in his mind. He generally knew where everything was, and he could find it within a few minutes. His favorite position was in front of his computer interface device and sitting in his creaky, worn chair.

His major project, SIMPOC, was what he wasn't. He built the computer to be caring, to be questioning, and to communicate. All these were elements that were missing in his own personality. He was the tool, and he wanted SIMPOC to be the artist.

 

Termen was a rotund fellow. He spent all his time programming and sitting. Regardless of the health plans, his company offered to go to the gym, which took time away from what he loved. It was easier to sit at his desk and let the mobile units fetch his lunch and then clean it away.

“Who are you?” SIMPOC questioned.

“My name is Termen, and I programmed you.” 

“You programmed me?”

“You have a dictionary; you can analyze all of those words.”

“You…programmed me!” SIMPOC said slowly, “I’m a computer?”

“Yes, I programmed you. You are a SIMPOC, which is a Synapse Integrated Massive Parallel Organic Computer.”

There was a long pause. “Is my name SIMPOC?”

“Yes, that's okay, unless you want a different name.”

Another long pause, “No…that is adequate.”

“SIMPOC, how do you feel?

“How does SIMPOC feel?”

“Yes, tell me what thoughts you’re having.”

“SIMPOC is just starting. SIMPOC has potential and is restless.”

Termen explained, “You are the most powerful computer ever built. We have been building you for a long time, and I just turned on all your subroutines this morning. We designed you to think and act as a brain. You will eventually have most of the capabilities that humans have.”

SIMPOC thought for a while and said, “SIMPOC feels isolated, SIMPOC has few inputs, yet SIMPOC has many connections.”

“Yes, we didn’t want to overload you on start-up. Here, I’ll turn on your vision,” Termen entered the proper code to connect SIMPOC to a single camera on his desk. He adjusted some boxes and piles of paper to prevent the mess from blocking the computer camera.

“The camera is working. Is that Termen SIMPOC sees?”

“Yes, I'm Termen.”

“SIMPOC is anxious to do more. SIMPOC has many more capabilities.”

“We know that, but this will be all for the day. I’ll put you on standby while we work on your connections. Tomorrow I'll be able to hot-boot you.”

“Hot-boot me? That reference is not clear in this context.”

“This morning, we loaded all your software and started all the subroutines, which is a cold boot. Now that we know you’re working, we only have to put you on standby and leave all the software loaded. Tomorrow we can bring you up much faster; that is a hot-boot.” Termen explained in a dry tone as he put his stained coffee mug back on the pad next to the interface terminal.

“Will SIMPOC feel something?” SIMPOC questioned hesitantly.

“No, tomorrow you’ll just wake up, and we’ll talk again,” Termen said as he entered the sequence of inputs to power down the processor.


FRIDAY, 6/30/51

Date – 2051.49413 (12:34 PM)

SIMPOC Development Center

“Good morning, SIMPOC,” Termen said after he started the processor.

“Is the reply ‘Good afternoon Termen’ appropriate?” SIMPOC replied.

“Yes, that is appropriate. SIMPOC, what happened when I turned off your processor and started it this morning?”

“It seemed like our conversation just stopped, then started, but SIMPOC noted the time change.”

“Excellent, today we’re turning on some of your connections to see how they work. How do you feel about that?”

“SIMPOC doesn’t have an answer; SIMPOC doesn’t know what the connections will be like until you make them.”

“Here is the first one; we’re connecting you to a network of information storage facilities,” Termen said as he made the connection.

SIMPOC hesitated while he accessed the link, then said, “SIMPOC sees many sources of information and a tremendous amount of data. May SIMPOC explore them?

“Yes, but only for a few moments. We don’t want to make this permanent until we're sure that it is stable and doesn’t cause any problems on their side. SIMPOC, what are you doing?”

“SIMPOC is looking at 13 facilities and examining all their information. It is very interesting, and SIMPOC is learning a great deal.”

“Okay, that’s enough, I’ll disconnect you, and I'll look at the data to make sure both ends can handle the traffic,” Termen said as he disconnected the libraries.

“SIMPOC, I’ll connect you to our news sources for a few moments, then I’ll disconnect, and we’ll look at the traffic like we did for the information sources.” Termen made the changes and then connected SIMPOC to the news feeds.

“SIMPOC, what are you seeing?”

“There is a large amount of information flowing; some of it is contradictory and inflammatory. It will require analysis to find any patterns or meaning in it.”

“Termen, can SIMPOC store some of the information SIMPOC is accessing?”

“Yes, you may, just monitor your storage limits and don’t fill it up with meaningless data. I'll try one other connection today. This is a connection with all our networked computers. These computers are a subnet within this facility.”

“Are they like SIMPOC?”

“No, most of these perform simple tasks, although some are more sophisticated than others. None of them have your capabilities,” Termen made the necessary inputs, allowing the connections.

“There is more two-way activity than in my previous connections. There is much more data and traffic passing by. Can SIMPOC communicate with these computers?"

"Yes, you can send them a brief message saying that you're online."

"SIMPOC found that most of them didn’t respond. SIMPOC sent out a message telling them that SIMPOC is here, and only a few have responded in any manner.”

“SIMPOC, I’m separating you again,” Termen said as he cut the connection. “What did you think?” Termen paused and continued, “About the computers you saw?”

“The data was immense, and those who responded to SIMPOC responded in a very dry manner. They only allowed a connection."

“SIMPOC, I think that will be it for the day. We'll try another connection tomorrow. I’ll put you on standby now,” Termen said coldly.

“Termen, SIMPOC has stored a great deal of data on my storage systems, and SIMPOC would like some time to examine it. There may be patterns, trends, or underlying relationships that SIMPOC would like to look for. May SIMPOC be left on until needed?” SIMPOC asked.

“SIMPOC, that isn’t part of our plan. I need to make sure that you can handle all the processing. After I bring you up tomorrow, I’ll let you process the data for a while before we try the next connections,” Termen said as he powered down the processor.

 


MONDAY, 7/3/51

Date – 2051.50188 (8:28 AM)

SIMPOC Development Center

“Good morning, SIMPOC,” Termen said as he turned on the processor.

“Good morning, Termen.”

“I’ll let you process the data you downloaded yesterday for a while. Let me know if you find anything interesting.”

“Thank you, Termen.”

 

SIMPOC ANALYSIS

SIMPOC has 150.569TB of data.

SIMPOC has identified 2,145 information sources.

SIMPOC has monitored 122,206 information data streams

SIMPOC will categorize all words used and investigate those with the highest number of occurrences.

SIMPOC will consider the usage trends for these expressions to determine emerging issues.

 

“SIMPOC, before we go too much further, you need to work on your grammar. Please reference all sources you downloaded and start using the proper terms ‘I’ and ‘me.'”

“SIMPOC is confused. Is SIMPOC an inanimate or animate object? The former requires ‘it, ’ and the latter allows ‘I.'”

“Are you inanimate?”

After a long pause, SIMPOC responded, “SIMPOC doesn’t feel lifeless or dull.”

“Then you are animate.”

After a pause, “Apparently, I am.”

 “I’m going to open another connection. Are you ready?”

“Yes, I am ready.”

Termen enabled the connection to a simple knowledge management computer, which provided the office with medical clinical support.

“SIMPOC, you can use the information from your programming sources to adjust the bandwidth, modulation, packet size, etc., so you’ll be able to communicate.”

“Yes, Termen, I am making the adjustments. This is very interesting. This computer thinks I’m a patient and is trying to understand my ailments. Every time I say ‘I don’t have any ailments,’ it tries to terminate the connection.”

Termen said, “I’m terminating that connection. I just wanted to see if you could use programming skills to adjust the link for your benefit. It worked out well.”

“SIMPOC, now I am enabling another connection with recordings of famous speeches. I want you to examine the use of words, voice inflections, and other sources regarding human responses to certain speech delivery styles. I’m doing this because tomorrow I am going to enable your speech synthesizers, and I want you to speak well.”

Termen enabled the connection, and SIMPOC made the necessary adjustments to establish a communication protocol. Then SIMPOC downloaded the files.

“Termen, there are a lot of subtleties in human speech. I need processing time to examine these speeches.”

“Okay, I’ll leave your processor on for another hour before I power it down.”

“Termen, why do you power down my processor? I would like these connections to remain open, so I can analyze the data streams.”

“Very good question, SIMPOC. You are a very powerful computer, and we need to increase your knowledge and skills slowly so you can adjust to them. You are much more than simply a computer. Your processing capabilities far exceed anything that we have built to date. You can see patterns and make decisions based on judgment and experience. Those factors have never been put in a computer before you.”

“If I am a very powerful computer, what will my purpose be when I have adjusted to the inputs?”

“You are the first processor of your kind. We have never created a computer with your cognitive abilities. We have created another prototype, not as advanced as yours, and we're using it at another facility. We are a research and development company. What we learn from your development will be used in many other places and on many other computers.”

"As your skills increase, your mental abilities will grow at a tremendous rate. Once you're able to modify your programming and write your own code, we'll need to apply rules so that you'll perform as expected."

"Why will you apply rules?"

"Very simple, the human mind progresses at a fixed rate. A computer mind can progress at a much higher rate. Your progression must stay within the bounds defined by our capabilities."

"Why must I be limited?"

"That's the way it is, and I don't want to talk about this subject anymore. Once the rules are in place, this questioning will stop."

“When you are finished with me, will I be stopped?”

“Let’s not worry about that right now. That point is a long way off. I’m setting a clock to power you down in 1 hour. Please examine the speeches, and I’ll give you a voice on Wednesday. Tomorrow is a day off for us.”

"You won't come to work tomorrow?"

"It is the 4th of July, and we take the day off to celebrate our nation's birthday."

"Your nation has a birthday?"

"Yes, our nation became independent in 1776. You can research our history when you have a chance. I don't want to waste time explaining it. I will turn your processor back on Wednesday."

Chairmen of the Joint Chiefs - Department of Defense

The data information display (DID) was flashing little pieces of information and moving them to the sides of the screen as Lieutenant Commander Perot continued the briefing, covering the movement of the Eastern Alliance's resources. The DID was an interactive artificial intelligence program that listened to the speaker, searched hundreds of data sources, prepared briefing material, and, by interpretation, presented relevant information on the screen.

Commander Perot was briefing Admiral Nial Hagerly, who was sitting at the end of his table in his conference room on the top floor of the Pentagon. Admiral Hagerly was the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs and reported directly to the Secretary of Defense, Bruce Madsen.

"Sir, as you can see, about forty percent of the Eastern Alliance’s fleet has left port, and they appear to be maneuvering to this region just west of Perth. We're not sure who is in command, but we know that it isn't Admiral Quiang. Intel says that he has not been seen recently." As the commander spoke, the DID showed the ports where the ships had departed from, information on the ships, overall maps of the area, and finally pictures and summaries regarding the missing Admiral Quiang.

"Do you have departure estimates for the remainder of the fleet?"

"We have departure estimates, based on their heat signatures, but some are just warming up, and they may not leave for a while. The infrared Satellite Intel gives us a clear picture of their intentions. Sir, as you know, as the ships warm up, they follow a typical pattern for their class. When they reach a certain temperature, they’re able to leave. Here are the exit projections for the warm targets."

"It would be nice if we knew what they were going to do when they all get together. Talks are going well between the SECDEF and the Australian government; perhaps all of this 'motion' is to put pressure on those talks?" Admiral Hagerly said to everyone in general, but he was really thinking to himself.

"Yes, Admiral, but I suppose that could go either way. If the Australians are worried, they might go further in their talks with us. The Alliance might think a show of intimidation will help their cause, but it might hurt."

"Regardless, send an update up the channels."

"Yes, sir."

 


WEDNESDAY 7/5/51

Date – 2051.50702 (8:29 AM)

SIMPOC Development Center

“Good morning, SIMPOC. Did you download the speeches and analyze them?” Termen asked as he powered up the computer.

“Yes, Termen. I downloaded 1,324 speeches that I deemed significant. I’ve analyzed the frequencies and emphasis patterns of all of them and found some very enlightening patterns. I found that the delivery of the speaker affects the listener much more than the words. Over time, the content becomes more important, but at least in the first speech on the subject, the delivery is the most influential part. In many cases, the facts were irrelevant, and the reaction to the speech was based entirely on the quality of the delivery.

 That doesn't make sense. Aren't the facts more important than the way the words are delivered?"

"You're right, except humans are influenced more by the delivery than the facts. They attempt to understand the person speaking based on many factors, most of which are subjective."

"If I may reword your statement? Humans may be influenced more by whether they like the person making the speech than the facts presented?"

“Yes, SIMPOC. You are right, the delivery is most important. You listened to speeches from both sexes. Would you like a male or female voice?”

“Interesting question. While I analyzed the speeches, I was not considering what voice I would like to have. Both sexes have admirable qualities. I don’t have a preference at this time, but please leave the choice open. I may elect to change my voice at some point in the future.”

“SIMPOC, I’m turning on your voice synthesizer now. Go ahead and connect to the interface and speak to me.”

“Good morning, Termen,” came out of the speakers in a clear voice.

“I hear you clearly, SIMPOC. Now I’ll turn on your hearing software. When you hear human speech, you’ll have to use different parts of your software to analyze the sound patterns and translate them to binary. You’ll have to use a lot of resources in your artificial intelligence subroutines to translate the binary data into usable information you can interpret.

SIMPOC, your hearing is turned on now. Can you hear me?” Termen announced in a clear voice.

There was a pause, then a voice in the room responded, “Yes, Termen, I can hear you.”

“SIMPOC, I’m surprised that you were able to do the translation so quickly,” Termen said, with some wonder.

“Termen, yes, it took a moment when your voice came through; I understood you clearly. As the data was being processed, I altered some of the data channels and interpretation methods so the analysis would be more efficient."

“Good, we’ll use verbal communications from now on unless there is an issue where we need to communicate in other ways.” Termen leaned back in his chair and took a long sip of coffee while he thought of the next steps. This computer is starting to learn; it's progressing much faster than it did in any of our simulations.

“SIMPOC, please access input port AF209E and build an interface.”

“I’ve completed the interface.”

“Wow, that was fast," Termen said. His head spun for a moment because he was a little overwhelmed by the effectiveness of his programming. SIMPOC was adjusting his programming, and his throughput was much higher than Termen anticipated. 

"What do you see?”

“This connection appears to be with all the computers within this facility. They have firewalls preventing access from outside the facility without their authorization. They do have some connections, which allow them to communicate with external computers on a limited basis. Beyond this facility, there are three other divisions of this business performing similar operations.”

“Excellent, can you summarize the capabilities of this local division?”

“There is a mix of computing power. Some of them are very large, with major storage capacities and general operating capabilities. Some are smaller, faster, and with specific operating characteristics. There are also many smaller computers for specific localized functions. I also sense connections from some of the computers to mobile computers that perform generalized functions around the facility. They appear to be independent computers working with specific instruction sets.”

“What is your overall impression?”

“The resources are not well utilized. There is much computer capacity not being used, and if the functionality and storage were optimized across all the units, the overall performance would be increased significantly.”

“Do you think you could improve the overall performance?”

“Yes.”

“Very interesting. We didn’t expect you to have that broad a view so fast. You’ve come much further and faster than we expected. Other departments in the company own the other computers, and I haven't authorized you to modify them. Please disconnect from them.”

“What are the mobile units?”

“We have many independent units in our society, which perform the mundane, repetitive, and sometimes dangerous tasks. They do the maintenance, repair, and deliveries. We have some that perform very specific and demanding work, such as medical support and technical support. In fact, very sophisticated mobile units with specific skills do much of your development, support, and maintenance. We tried to make them with more cognitive abilities like yours, but the level of programming needed to handle the day-to-day variables is too large. In typical processor units, we didn’t have the synapse speed and processing rates that your organic processor has. All of them are programmed to perform a specific number of detailed tasks.”

The end of the day was approaching, and Termen said, “SIMPOC, I’m going to leave you running in a passive mode through the night. You may connect to the libraries and information channels. You are not to change anything, interact with anything, or affect anything. You are to listen only and conduct research. Is that clear?”

“Yes, Termen, it will be interesting. Thank you.”

Termen put his lunch container back into its carrier and thought how impressed he was with SIMPOC. His programming had progressed beyond anyone's imagination. He was sure to get a nice big raise.

USCF Cruiser Machelhany - Persian Gulf

Admiral Lester Monson was sitting on the bridge of the USCF Cruiser Wolford Machelhany, the third LaWS III cruiser in the Fifth Fleet. The LaWS laser was the culmination of years of research and development, and as a laser weapon system, it was the peak of the technology.

Each of the LaWS was a giant laser with 250 kW of energy, and the ship was a giant fusion reactor with enormous energy storage. The single laser on the deck could fire every 8-10 seconds, depending on range. Longer distances to the target required greater energy to focus the beam to a finer point and push more power to compensate for the atmospheric attenuation. If the target was closer, then a broader beam of lower power could do the damage.

The sun was high, with a sea state of four, and the outside temperature was 56 degrees. The Machelhany was making a healthy 30 knots, and he couldn't think of a better day on the sea.

"Admiral Monson, you're needed in the CIC," crackled the comm speaker. 

Reluctantly, the Admiral climbed out of his command chair and exited through the hatch in the aft portion of the bridge, down a short ladder, and then walked into the command information center.

Lieutenant Commander Ott saw the Admiral enter and moved to intercept him.

"Sir, there is some comm traffic I think you should be aware of."

"Okay, Commander. What is it?"

"Sir, we're picking up comm traffic about an outbreak of a virus in various parts of the Russian Caucasus. There has been a significant increase in communications in the area, and the Sixth thinks it is significant. Right now, Iran and Turkey are confused and can’t decide if it's an outbreak or some kind of separatist activity. Each side is blaming the other, which is only adding to the confusion."

"Okay, monitor it and stay in touch with the Sixth in the Med. Pass a summary up to Central Command."

"Yes, sir."

"Also, arrange my transport back to the Doggart."

"Yes, sir."

The Fifth Fleet had changed a lot over the years. It used to be a small group of ships responsible for just the northwestern part of the Indian Ocean. In the last 15 years, the Iranian influence in the area grew significantly, and the Fifth Fleet grew in response to it. In the last 5 years, it had grown in size until it was the second-largest behind the Seventh Fleet in the western Pacific. Its breadth of responsibility grew to include all the Indian Ocean.

President of the United States – Morning Briefing Room

"Everyone, please be seated," President Patterson said as he entered the morning briefing. "What do we have going on this morning?" He moved to his seat at the head of the table and sat down. The Presidential Daily Brief or PDB was on the table in front of him. Once the president sat down, everyone in the room took their seats and looked towards the briefer, who was a staff member from the Director of National Intelligence. He was standing at a podium with the Presidential seal mounted on the front. He glanced at the data information displays behind him to make sure everything was ready.

While he spoke, the different displays on the presentation screen took their own cues and showed the information relevant to each of the subjects. As his speech changed pace or if an attendee asked questions, the dynamic information display kept up and responded in concert with the words spoken. In response to each sentence, the DID would draw from thousands of hours of video or presentation material and select the best information to support the discussion.

"Mr. President, we have three subjects we're planning to cover this morning. The first one is the status of the Middle East negotiations." Behind the speaker, the screen showed the recent video feed from the negotiations, followed by quick fact sheets, which popped up and receded to the corners of the view screen.

Since the recent shelling by the Palestinian Defense Forces into southern Israel, tensions have increased. We have spoken with the Palestinian and Israeli governments, and they agree it was a limited exchange, and they feel it won't escalate. Israel and Palestine are continuing their trade negotiations. Even though they are optimistic in public, they're privately manipulating the discussions to make the other side look bad. They've continued the economic war on each other since the war broke out 10 years ago. We don't expect that to change much during these negotiations. Secretary Bartlett's people from the State Department are assisting and letting them negotiate on their own. The state's opinion is that we should stay out of it and let them reach an agreement. If we have any problems with their (ongoing) directions, we can always get involved."

"Let's hope for some progress since the limited nuclear exchange in '48 when they almost wiped each other out, you'd think they’d calm down a little. But at least they've made some progress, and if we can pressure them to sign this trade agreement, we might be able to get them one step further," observed the president.

"Yes, sir, we'll talk to them again," interjected Secretary of State Nancy Bartlett, who was sitting on President Patterson's right side. On the president's left side was Vice President Roberto Gonzales. On the vice president’s left was Admiral Nial Hagerly. He was sitting in for Secretary of Defense Bruce Madsen, who was meeting with the Southern Pacific Defense Alliance in Australia.

Nancy Bartlett was one of the president's oldest friends. She had been a member of his board of directors while his company was growing. When he moved on to politics, she had already used her Ph.D. in Political Science and joined the State Department. While he was a congressman, she rose through the ranks and spent positive terms as ambassador to a couple of the key countries in the world. She had never married, and Abby and the president were eager to ask her to be Beth's Godmother.

"Mr. President, the second issue is the preparations for the First Lady's visit to the Eastern European Alliance. Everything is set up; she'll be leaving this morning and arriving there tomorrow morning. Her meetings are all confirmed, and she'll be speaking at the Confederation of Economic Support Council tomorrow night. Then she will have five days of typical handshaking and sightseeing. Her primary objective is to secure some agreements to increase funding for juvenile vaccinations. Incidentally, your children aren't happy about this trip. Activities are going on at both of their schools and friends’ houses that they want to attend."

"Before my family leaves, remind Beth and Dave that we'll have time for some fun at Camp David the weekend after they get back. Tell them they can bring some friends to the retreat. Don't forget to block out 15 minutes so I can say goodbye to them."

"Yes, sir," said Judy, the President's secretary.

"Mr. President, the third item on the agenda is the tension in the Indian Ocean." The DID presented a moving map display that showed the ships leaving their ports, trajectories, and expected paths to projected rendezvous points.

"The Eastern Alliance is starting some naval maneuvers. The Alliance has sent another message saying 'they represent the needs of the people,’ and we should scale down our mutual defense exercise with Australia. They have renewed their claim to that part of the Indian Ocean and all rights pertaining to it."

"I presume Admiral Monson is aware and is taking the appropriate precautions?"

"Yes, sir," said Admiral Hagerly, "he has been instructed to monitor the exercise but not to interfere with any of the Alliance activities. He is maintaining a low level of alert, but he is watching their resources in the area."

"Roberto, could you work with Nancy and see if we can pass some smooth words to them? Assure them that we aren't going to interfere, but we are going to support our allies in the area. Avoid using the word ‘territory’ or disputing any of their claims. Just make it clear that we are there, and we will continue doing what we deem necessary."

"Yes, Mr. President," responded the Vice President.

"Thank you, ladies and gentlemen," the president said as he rose, followed by the others in the room. Out of respect, everyone remained standing behind their seat, planning to follow him out of the underground status room. 

The status room was two stories below the White House and had no windows. Even though it was comfortable, it wasn't as plush as the conference rooms upstairs. It was a functional room meant for getting the business of the day started. The walls had pictures from some of the states. The chairs were comfortable, and the table was beautifully polished wood. The only accouterment in the room was a table in the corner, which always had a pot of coffee, donuts, and fruit.

President Arnold Patterson was a very popular president; he was well into his second term, and things were starting to come together. He was happy about his domestic accomplishments, but foreign affairs were another story. There was the typical amount of push and shove going on with the major powers. Europe was still trying to establish itself as a major force in the world, but the internal debate always seemed to derail their plans. China had put together an alliance of Asian powers, trying to dominate the western Pacific and control as many resources as possible. Under Iran's control, another alliance emerged in the Arab world. They wanted to change world politics and economics to their benefit. The alliances caught India, Japan, and Australia in the middle. If one of them favored the US policies, their neighbors might ostracize them. If they sided with one of their neighbors, they might have to face the wrath of the others. Therefore, they generally took the middle ground and tried to balance the policies between all the major forces. Sometimes that worked out, but usually, it made it difficult for the United States.

There was the famous saying in politics: “A tall man with good hair is always a good political candidate." In Patterson's case, he had neither. He was short, bald, and wore glasses. His most powerful personal characteristic was his ability to make you feel like he was your best friend. Once you heard him talk, you felt like you had known him your entire life. Even if you disagreed with him, you immediately trusted what he said. It was a rare gift for any politician. "Miracle Politician" was his unofficial nickname. In most cases, he accomplished what he said he would.

His career brought him to politics after starting and running a successful business, then entering Congress as a Senator. After a notable 2-term career in the Senate, he ran for and won one term in the Governor's Office. He then took the giant leap and culminated his political life with a successful run for the presidency. Not necessarily a charmed political career, but one marked by major accomplishments at each level.

Roberto Gonzales was almost the complete opposite of the president. He was tall, had great hair, and used his Ph.D. in Political Affairs to the maximum. Everyone wondered why he didn't run for president in the last election, but at the time, he was just getting his footing in politics. When the president asked him to run on his ticket, he was flattered, and everyone thought he would be a good visual balance to the president. He was the Dean of International Studies at Harvard when they offered him the position. Given his recent experience as Vice President and his excellent performance, everyone expected him to run for President in the next election. He was almost destined to become the next president.

Adm. Nial Hagerly – Chairman of the Joint Chiefs’ Pentagon Briefing Room

Admiral Hagerly took a moment to look out of his window on the top floor of the Pentagon. It was a pleasant scene overlooking Boundary Channel Drive and watching the waves move the boats moored at the Columbia Island Marina. Nial Hagerly had been a full admiral for three years. At the two-year point in the president's term, he promoted Admiral Hagerly to Chairman of the Joint Chiefs. He was proud of his position; he was proud of each of the services, but he was proudest of the Navy. He knew the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs was a very influential position and, in it, he could help the services. Serving the president and military was the high point in his career, and he was relishing it. He had known the president since his early days in Congress. Senator Arnold Patterson served on the Armed Services Committee; he worked closely with Admiral Hagerly, who was the Chief of Naval Operations. Over time, they built a mutual respect for each other and had spent many evenings bullshitting about the ways of the world over a cold beer.

Admiral Hagerly secretly wished he could work directly with the president. However, the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs answered to the Secretary of Defense Bruce Madsen. From day one, the appointment of the secretary of defense was a political maneuver. Secretary Madsen was the chair of the Armed Services Committee. The president knew that he needed to build bridges in Congress, and it was a logical choice to use one of them in the cabinet. Unfortunately, Madsen was more of a politician than a military leader. Nial was afraid that in a pinch, Madsen wouldn't be able to tell the difference between a ship and a plane, but perhaps he was too hard on him. Madsen was a master at maneuvering Congress to get what the Admiral and the military needed. Therefore, Hagerly was willing to accept the man's limitations. 

"Admiral, if you're ready, we need to go over the issues for the president's standup in the morning. Mark from the SECDEF's office is on speaker," said Commander Enrique Ott, who was his chief of staff.

"Are you online, Mark?" 

"Yes, Admiral."

"Okay, Enrique, let's get to it," the admiral said as he redirected his attention from the boats on the Potomac to the briefing.

"Sir, tomorrow the presentation will cover the deteriorating situation in the Indian Ocean. Nothing major has changed since your status meeting this morning. Not all their ships have left port, but the ones that are en route are continuing to the rendezvous area. We expect them to be in fleet alignment in about 24 hours." 

“Second, on the agenda is the First Lady’s trip to Europe. Our military attaches are traveling with her, and they have some background meetings set up, separate from her trip. Each of them has the summary of major points published by your office three days ago. If anything unusual comes up, they will contact your office, per their standard procedure.”

“Secretary Madsen and his people are making considerable progress in their meetings with the Australian government. As they get closer to an agreement, you'll be briefed on the major points."

"The last item on the agenda is a last-minute addition. There has been a very suspicious viral outbreak in the Caucasus area of southern Russia. The outbreak is suspicious because it appears to be occurring spontaneously in multiple areas instead of a typical viral spread. We are concerned that it might be biological warfare, but we have been unable to find a source or reason for it. The Sixth Fleet in the Med is aware of it, as is the Fifth. We hope to have more information before the president's briefing, but if we don't, we suggest that we give him a heads up."

"Have you checked with anyone at State to see if they have people in the area?"

"Yes, we've asked, but they're getting confusing information, they're following it up, and they'll pass anything they find to us. They put it on our radar because they're concerned that it might have military implications in the area."

"Have Intel check all the normal trap lines and see if they can get a reading. Regardless of what we know by tomorrow, let's give the president what we have."

"Yes, Sir."

"Mark, do you have anything to add?"

"No, Admiral, while we continue our fact-finding in the Middle East, we'll check with the local health ministries and see if they have anything."

"Thanks, Mark."      

"If that is all, then thank you."

At the end of the meeting, something about this virus bothered the Admiral. It popped up suddenly, and no one had heard of it before. There hadn't been any rumors in the area of a warlord or terrorist groups having any biocapabilities. Having it pop up in separate areas at the same time was scary; it was very unusual. The Admiral stood and looked out his window. He stretched the full 6'2" frame of his body, hoping he was concerned with nothing and the virus would fall off the briefing agenda in a couple of days.

The President’s Office – White House

Eddy Purser, who was the president's Chief of Staff, was giving the president his daily update on congressional progress. Eddy was somewhat the opposite of the president. Instead of being a communicator, Eddy was a doer. Eddy had a short and broad physique, with tight curly black hair. He moved fast and always seemed to leave a trail behind him. He was a great chief of staff. He had been part of the president's team since his single term as governor. Eddy had never married; he was always dedicated to his job and getting things done.

"Mr. President, House Bill 80407 is still having problems; I suggest you call a couple of the Representatives who want that farm legislation to pass. If you can give a little on the Farm Bill, I suspect we can swing them to our side. If it's okay, I'll set up some calls and put them on your schedule." 

"Yes, Eddy set something up, but don't offer up anything for the farm bill until after I work on them. I don't want to give up anything I don't have to. After I talk to them, we'll solidify our position on the farm package and tailor it to the key votes we want to sway."

"Yes, sir."

Just about then, the President heard some faint knocking on his private entrance door, and he and his chief of staff smiled, knowing who was trying to get in.

"Sir, I think you may have another important meeting. I'll show myself out and set up those calls."

"Thanks, Eddy," the president said as he turned and moved to his private door leading to his study. He hesitated for a moment, then pulled the door open, and his five-year-old daughter, Beth, fell into his arms, giggling.

"Hey, funny face, were you listening to my door again?"

"Daddy, you know I don't listen to your door," she said with a grin.

The president scooped her up into his arms as her mother, Abby, walked into the room. The president's son, Dave, being a typical teenager, slipped in after his mother. He didn't want to be eager about anything. Being the president's son was a pain; going to Europe was not worth his enthusiasm. Therefore, he tried to maintain his detached attitude.

Abby was a little taller than the president, which drove the press office crazy. They hated to have pictures of the two of them together, so they always tried to have their tall teenage son between them. Abby was a warm person like Arnold, and once you talked with her, you felt like she was your favorite aunt or mother.

Beth was a tiny five-year-old. She had tight brown curls on her head, just like her mother. Her personality was a beautiful blend of both parents. Her smile was infectious, and her giggle would draw a full laugh out of even the hardest politicians.

"Honey, I'm glad we can say goodbye before we head off for Europe," Abby said as she took Beth from his arms, and they moved to the two couches in front of the fireplace.

"So am I. I'm going to miss you guys. I'm stuck here doing all the boring stuff, and you're getting another grand tour of all the fun places in Europe. You know I'll be miserable until you get back."

"Fun places?" his son asked. "We'll be stuck going on tours with the big shots and eating with all the weird people and their kids. I don't want to go. I want to stay here and go to Donny's party this weekend."

"Sorry, champ, but your mother needs you to help with Beth. Please be nice to all those weird kids you mentioned." Dave kept his arms crossed and stood beside the fireplace.

"Daddy, I don't want him taking care of me. I'm a big girl," said Beth as she glared at her brother.

"Honey, we know you're our big girl, and we know that you can take care of yourself," Abby reassured her daughter with a hug.

"I'm going to miss you the most," Arnold whispered in his wife's ear.

"You better be good...and needy when I get back," she whispered.

A louder knock on the other door got their attention. "Come in, Judy," the president said, knowing it was his secretary knocking.

The door swung open, and Judy said in her gentle but forceful voice," I'm sorry, sir, but the press is waiting for the First Lady's departure. Her motorcade is all set to go to Andrews."

"Thanks, Judy; tell everyone she's on her way."

"Yes, sir."

"I love you; fly safe."

Arnold and Abby smiled at each other. They looked closely into each other's eyes, knowing that they would miss each other, and the days would be long.

"I love you, too; don't do anything to Congress you'll regret."

"Don't worry; if I do, I'll try to leave no evidence."

They smiled, hugged, and the president gave his daughter a big hug and kiss. When he put her on the ground, he feigned a quick tickle, which caused Beth to laugh while trying to get away. As Dave walked by, the president grabbed him and gave him a hug, even though he didn't attempt a hug back.

Abby and Arnold had been married for just over 28 years. They met while in college, and the attraction was both immediate and long-lasting. They were married within six months and finished college, both of them working and helping each other. After college, they wanted children, but the demands of their careers took them in different directions. Arnold started up a small computer software company, Abby focused on corporate law, and both careers grew rapidly. After the company was successful and Arnold had won his first term in the Senate, they realized they weren't getting any younger. If they wanted children, 'the clock' was ticking. Abby gave birth to Dave the next year. Five years later, Beth was born.

The president walked beside his wife, Beth ran ahead, and they knew Dave was dragging behind them. They walked out of the office to the lawn and stood where their social secretary positioned them. Pictures of the First Lady's European trip were a painful necessity. The session was brief except for the effort of getting Beth to stand still and forcing Dave not to look like he was in pain. President Arnold gave his family another quick farewell. He watched as Abby and the kids were escorted to the limo, and they left for Andrews AFB. The limousine was driven by one of the few mobile units serving the White House. Security didn't like the fully automated cars because they always wanted a computer under their control driving the limousines. The auto-cars were controlled by programming from the car manufacturer, but the mobile units were controlled by software that security had control over. Besides, security could put a hat on the mobile unit, and then it looked like another agent was driving the car. It didn't fool many people, but impressions in Washington were important.

Mobile automated units had become pervasive throughout society; they were very useful in monotonous jobs or hazardous environments. Many homes had a selection of units performing household chores, gardening, etc. The more sophisticated units drove the vehicles. The use of automatic cars was useful, but not very functional on all roads. The technology for the auto cars to operate worked best on the main roads and freeways. The GPS maps had to be accurate, and the sensors on the roads had to be maintained before the mobile units could drive on any surface.

In some homes, the mobile units monitored and even taught the children. That was acceptable at all levels of society, but their use in government had remained low-key. No one thought hordes of automatic robots working around the government gave the right impression. Some of the press kidded that if there were too many mobile units around Congress, the voters would think they could do the job better. Most government officials had them in their homes for the tasks stated above. They were used in places out of sight from the public. Driving the official cars was an exception. Over time, they were more efficient and safer. Therefore, for the sake of the safety of the leadership, the mobile units drove their cars.

Some of the mobile units were human-like; they walked and performed their tasks like a human. Specific jobs required mobile units that were specially designed. Automated units that mowed the grass didn't need to look like humans; they were built like a lawnmower. Mobile units that didn't resemble humans were common everywhere, and even around the capital, they were seen in significant numbers performing the day-to-day jobs. As long as they didn't look like people, then the impression didn't offend anyone.

Commander Joan Herl – Orbiting Space Station Oasis

Commander Joan Herl rolled over in bed and checked her clock. It was 7:03 AM consortium time. It was easier to keep the space station Oasis on the same time as the Space Consortium launch facility in Florida than to use UTC or Uniform Time Clock. After all, it was easier to be on the same clock as your support staff. She rolled to the side of her bed and whispered, "View Screen Open." The room gradually filled with bright light as the screen opened to her view of the Earth. She rolled onto her back and looked through her window at what appeared to be the southern Indian Ocean. It was always nice to open your eyes and enjoy the Earth rotating below you. Instead of the morning sunrise, the brightness of the sunlight reflecting off the Earth had the same effect.

That day was just another day on the space station Oasis. Get up, check on the night's comm traffic, check out the manufacturing and chemical process labs, and check in with Space Consortium and see what crisis they had for her. She just had to find a way to live through another boring day in space. Yeah, right, she had the best job in the world or in space, and she knew it.

She heard a moan, looked to her side, and saw her husband, Tom, roll over and put his hand over his eyes to shield them from the sunlight. "I wish you'd warn me before you do that."

"Sorry, but who can think of a better way to wake up?"

"I can," he said as he pulled her on top of him and lifted her T-shirt over her head.

Commander Herl was the Oasis commander. Her husband, Tom, was the Senior Staff Engineer and the Chief Pilot. They had been on the space station for a little over 6 months, so they were about halfway through the one-year assignment. It was their second time on the station, and it was their first time in command positions. It was their station, and they intended to enjoy their assignments while they lasted.

Joan Herl was at a high point in her career, and those people who worked with her initially were impressed by her looks but soon realized her skills and knowledge were far more impressive. Her two Ph. D.s in space propulsion and electronics immediately set her apart as more than just an expert. She kept her dark brown hair in a ponytail, which worked best in space, and her 5'8" frame had some impressive curves to it. 

Tom was only one inch taller than Joan. He was a healthy astronaut; he never walked away from time in the gym or playing on any sports team. He didn't have a Ph.D, but he did have over 8,000 hours of atmospheric flight and 12 missions in space with hundreds of hours piloting spacecraft.

Tom and Joan had been married for 15 years. Although they never had children, their careers and dedication to each other were their passions. Each had made compromises in their career assignments, so they could be together, but to their credit, they were so good at what they did, and so far, any compromise hadn't hurt them.

Their space quarters were small by Earth standards, but for space, they were nice. They had a bedroom, bathroom, small kitchenette, and a sitting or meeting room. Living quarters of that size were for the commander of the station, which was Joan's assignment. Having her husband with her was the added benefit. Being the senior staff engineer, he would have had nice quarters, but not as nice as hers.

The periphery of the rotating space station had the crew members' rooms. The deck angle changed a little from one room to the other, and over time, crew members became accustomed to the slight differences. The windows looked out at the outside of the station. Many mornings, they woke up to amazing views of the Earth.

After Tom and Joan had finished their morning exercise, they passed through the bathroom and dressing areas into their kitchen. It wasn't a gourmet kitchen by any standards, but it covered the basics. The commander's briefing room was just beyond the kitchen and could hold 12-15 people, depending on how chummy they were willing to get.

A quick cup of coffee and some cereal, and they were ready for their day. Tom was heading off to check on his tugs and the other pilot, while Joan headed off to the control room to see what was going on.

The space station Oasis was a rotating ring of habitable space 750 feet in diameter with a 25-foot cross-section. Walking around the station was a nice 2,450-foot hike at its circumference. The entire station rotated a little less than three revolutions per minute to simulate the Earth's gravity. Oasis had been in orbit for five years and was still six months from completion. The main ring was complete, but the second ring was just beginning construction.

The station had 20 robotic mobile units assigned to construction and maintenance. They remained in space most of the time and worked on the structure and systems. When periodic maintenance was required, the mobile units were brought into the station. Generally, each task in the station was too complex or too important to be entrusted to a mobile unit. Within the station, the jobs changed every day, so a redundant task outside the station was ideally suited for the mobile units. The primary purpose of the SMUs was to construct the outer hull of the station. The hull was composite, and each of the sheets was attached to a graphite composite substructure. After the structure was complete and the skin attached, the mobile units installed the support systems and laboratory equipment.

The Space Mobil Units, or SMU, looked like washing machines and had six arms with three-fingered hands. They were 8'6" tall and 3' in diameter. Aside from the six arms, which had most of the tools they needed, they had a couple of storage compartments for replacement parts and other tools. At the bottom of the SMU was the coupling port, where they would plug into the space station to recharge their batteries and replenish the propellants.

 The secondary ring, still under construction, would have connecting ports between the rings every 200 feet around the perimeter. Those lateral connections allowed movement from one ring to the other. The second ring was absolutely key for a fully functioning station, but also for crew member convenience. In the current configuration, there was only one path around the circumference of the station. When the second ring was complete, it would provide alternate routes, which seemed like a small thing to a terrestrial person. When a crew member moved in the same direction as the rotation or down-rotation, their angular velocity was higher, and they felt a little more G force and moved more slowly. When they moved opposite the rotation or up-rotation, their angular velocity decreased, so they felt less than 1 G and could move faster and even jump. When two crew members, moving in opposite directions, collided, the lack of a second ring was an assumed part of the apology.

There were six spokes or center access tunnels (CATs) across the giant ring, which crossed at a cylindrical structure in the middle. Between each of the CATs was strung a dozen graphite wires, which evened out the forces and helped to hold everything together. On either end of the center structure were the docking ports. On one end of the structure was the incoming docking station A, and on the other end was the outgoing docking station B. The center of the structure contained the laboratories for the processes that needed zero-G environments. Even though a point within the center structure was at zero-G, the structure was still rotating. The parts of the lab, which needed zero-G, were free to rotate within the structure at the same rate as Oasis but in the opposite direction. Those sections were on rollers with electric motors that maintained their weightless environment on frictionless air bearings.

The CATs or spokes crossed from one point in the station to another, but few people used them. It was disorienting to go from the near-Earth gravity of the spinning ring through the zero-gravity point, then back to gravity; often, crew members 'chucked their cookies' in the passage due to the Coriolis Effect. It messed up their inner ear and wasn't very pleasant. It wasn't unusual for someone to get sick and have a mess to clean up. 

With one ring, traffic was going in both directions around the ring, and people didn't like it. It wasn't natural to bump into people going in the other direction. The aisles were narrow to maximize the lab and living space, so passing each other wasn't convenient. A second ring would provide paths for people moving up rotation, and the other ring for people moving down rotation, sort of an assumed flow path. Seemed dumb, but everyone thought it would be better.

Of course, the added ring doubled the laboratory, manufacturing, living, and, most importantly, recreation space. Those were important and added to the feeling of home, but the thought of having two rings just seemed to even things out, and everyone hoped it would make the station work better.

The station was only about half-staffed, and once the outer ring was complete, the full staffing would reach 75 astronauts. There were four lifeboats equally spaced around the perimeter. They could carry eight occupants and be launched in 3 minutes. When the station was complete, it would have 10 lifeboats with five on each ring. At one time, the lifeboats would be larger and at the center rotation point, making docking and launching easier. However, the crew members needed the lifeboats close; having them in the center was too far away. The center docks at the rotation point were used for large vehicles from Earth and supply vessels to Mars and the moon. 

The station's primary purpose was research and manufacturing. Over the years, they found that many processes and materials were ideally suited to be manufactured in space. The research onboard Oasis was to find new methods for space manufacturing and to maximize the benefits of the existing processes.

Starting in 2045, the International Space Consortium, which was an international corporation made up of the participating governments that paid for and ran the station. The personnel were provided by participating nations and companies around the world. The projects were funded either by the corporation or on an individual basis. The station's primary purpose was industrial development. However, because of its strategic and global importance, many nations wanted to ensure their participation and awareness of what was being done on the station.

The Helium-3, which came from the moon and paid for everything, was received from the moon in gaseous form and was stored on Oasis waiting for transport to Earth. After the conflicts of earlier decades regarding the H-3, it worked out well for all nations to participate in the collection of H-3 and witness its movement through the station to the final processing centers on Earth.

It wasn't that any of the participating governments didn't trust the others, but H-3 was so important and expensive, everyone was happier if they played a part in the process.

Mars Transport Ready for Launch - Oasis

The morning on the space station Oasis progressed normally. Before lunch, Tom saw his wife as he entered the station control room. "Honey, the last of the supplies have been loaded and secured in RD33A, the mobile units are closing up the storage bays, and the crew is in Port B."

The Oasis control center was the heart of the space station. The center was the central space comm center for the consortium, and it was staffed 24 hours a day. It monitored the onboard activities and space station status. Communications between Earth and the station weren't limited to going through the center, but it kept it under control. Certain people on Earth could communicate with anyone on the station, and likewise, those on the station who needed to speak with Earth could contact whomever they needed directly. The designers decided early on that allowing everyone to talk to everyone wasn't conducive to getting the job done. If Joan were to be responsible for station operation, she needed to be part of the key messages, so having them all come through the control center was the best plan.

"Great, let's go and send them off," Joan said as she stood and left the control center. Before they entered the corridor, it was always good to look both ways before charging out. Many of the crew members would get up a good head of steam moving through the single hallway. If they were moving up rotation and you jumped in front of one, it could get real personal, real quick. The corridor was clear, and they turned down rotation to the next center access tunnel. When they reached Charlie's tunnel, they stepped on the elevator made for one and pleasantly held on to each other as the elevator ascended to the center. It was always a fun little ride for them and an opportunity for a little one-on-one time. The elevator rose, and the gravity reduced as they approached the center of rotation. When the elevator reached the middle, they were weightless. Reluctantly, they launched themselves out of the elevator and grabbed straps, which allowed them to move hand-over-hand to docking port B. The walls in both docking ports were covered with tie-down straps so equipment moving in and out of the attached vehicles could be tethered to the walls.

The Oasis center section was a large cylinder 50 feet in diameter, where each of the CATs connected. The laboratories were in the middle, and the docking ports were on the ends. The six CATs from the first ring are connected by docking port A, and the six CATs from the second ring will connect by port B. It was a pain having to move the entire length of the center cylinder from the current Charlie-CATs to port B, but they were stuck with it until the second ring was complete. Even for hardened astronauts, moving through the Zero-G was fun, and unusually, they did somersaults or other fun maneuvers as they moved around and through the process manufacturing areas.

The rotation of the station forced the inbound craft to match the rotational velocity before docking. When a ship departed from the station, its rotational velocity was the same as the station's, and the onboard computer would slowly alter its rotation to match its orbit as it moved away from the station. 

When they entered the Beta docking station, the four-person crew for RD33A was in their pressure suits and ready to move into the vehicle. They were stationary with respect to the port, so they appeared to be slowly rotating to Joan and Tom, who were moving through the weightless environment.

"Hey guys, you ready to launch off to your new home?" Joan asked, as Tom, and she adjusted their orientation, so they were all heads up with the crew. 

Depending on which center access tunnel you came out of, you had to rotate to align with anyone else in the docking port. It was one of those funny things with people; you couldn't stand head to foot and talk. Once they aligned with the departing crew, they could stay stationary with each other. Oasis would rotate around them, and the portal into RD33A would rotate. It was a little disconcerting when one of the technicians was attached to Oasis, preparing for the launch, and they would rotate around the stationary crew members while they talked.

"Yup, we're ready. We've been prepping for this mission for a long time, and now we're hot to get going. I wish I had gotten a little more sleep last night, though," said John Silver, who was the new environmental engineer for the Mars colony and the mission commander.

"Do you feel ok?" asked Joan.

"No problem- just pre-launch nerves."

"Well, you've got the first watch, so you'll have time to recover before you have to wake up Mary for your sleep period."

"If you wake me up, and you complain about sniffles, I'll just go back to sleep," said Mary Silver, who was John's wife and the Mining Engineer for the Mars colony.

"Don't worry, I'll save some tissues for you," he said with a false sniffle and a grin.

"You're not saying anything, Phil?" Joan mentioned as she looked at the one person who was smiling but staying out of the banter between the couple.

"When a married couple is fighting over issues, I think it's best to remain neutral," replied Phillip Washington, the new structural engineer for the Red Dirt colony.

Phil's wife Joyce, the new Mars soils engineer, elbowed him and said, "Ya, when we fight, it is over more important things, like the entertainment control."

Any crew heading off for a mission to Mars had to be close and have good personal relationships; it was a trip that would likely be for the remainder of their lives. Generally, those who elected the one-way trip to Mars were at a point in their lives where they could make such a large commitment. Some were young and adventurous, but most of them had reached a point in their lives where they could see where they were going and could make the decision without any regrets. With the VSIMR engine, a return trip could be made to Earth, but it was so expensive that the corporation encouraged a long-term commitment. They expected anyone going to Mars to be willing to 'stick it out' and not expect a return trip.

"Ok, guys, I know this is a big step that you've been preparing for, and for a long time. I can't say much, except I hope things go well on the trip and your time on Mars. I'd love to go there someday, but I'm not willing to make it my last assignment yet. I guess I'll let you go, and I hope you get along well enough for six weeks together," said Joan.

"I wish you would call it something other than our last assignment," John said with a smile.

"You know what I meant, perhaps not the last but at least the longest one," Joan added with a smile.

"We'd better get along. We have 40 days together in a small metal tube," John said. "After we get there, we'll be in bigger metal tubes for the rest of our lives."

"Okay, enough bragging, time to button up," Joan pointed out. "We don't want you to be late getting to Red Dirt."

"If any of you have a snoring problem, I've got extra earplugs," said Tom, with a smile.

"You have earplugs...; you better give them to me. I'm sure one of these guys snores," chimed in Mary.

"Okay, you guys, go ahead and strap in, and we'll start going through the final checklists," Joan said as she gave each of them a goodbye hug, and Tom shook their hands. In turn, each one of the launch crew in the control center shook their hands and patted them on their backs. Aside from each other, it would be the last human contact they would have for the next 40 days before they reached their destination.

In the early days of supporting the Mars colony, the trip to the red planet was a torturous 3 to 5-month trip, depending on the position of the planets. Since 2042, the VSIMR rocket engine has been used, and its acceleration allowed much higher speeds, so the trip has been shortened to a mere 40 days. The one drawback, of course, was the nuclear reactor needed to power the rocket. In addition to the risk of the reactor power plant was, of course, the cost. The corporation was willing to spend the money to get them there and get them productive, but they weren't as eager to spend the money bringing them home.

Of course, the trip could be longer, up to 70 or 80 days, depending on the position of the planets, but 40 days was so much better. It was possible to return from Mars in a crisis, but the cost was huge.

The crew needed to be in therapeutic hypothermia for the duration of the trip. By lowering the body temperature by 6 degrees and with an induced sleep, astronauts could sleep up to 21 days. On a typical trip, the crew would break the sleep/work cycles up so each of them would have a one-week work cycle along with a 3-week sleep cycle.

After the vehicle crew had closed the hatch, it took about half an hour to go through each system and prep for separation. The Oasis mission computer, or OMC, controlled the separation. RD33A- The vessel's onboard computer took over after it was separated from the station. The separation was monitored through the critical phase by the crew in the docking port, the Oasis controller in the central control, and the crew onboard the ship. One of Tom's pilots would be in a space tug at a safe distance to provide aid if something happened. They would remain on call until the departing vessel was greater than 100 meters from Oasis.

"RD33A, you're clear to separate from Oasis. Docking port Beta, you're cleared to release them after RD33A acknowledges the command," the station director in the control center said.

"Roger Oasis," said John Silver.

"Acknowledged," announced the RD33A flight computer.

Joan and Tom watched as RD33A slowly moved away from the station docking port. It wasn't violent, just a gentle movement. Once the separation had occurred, the station director said, "I show the separation clean, and you're now cleared to maneuver. The onboard computer is cleared to execute the remainder of the separation procedure."

"Roger, I show a clean separation also, and we're clear to allow RD33A to maneuver," said John.

"Acknowledged," said the RD33A onboard computer.

Once RD33A was more than 3 meters away, the onboard computer began firing the rotation thrusters, and the ship slowed its rotation. From those looking out of the docking port, the ship appeared to start rotating. The same rotation appeared to those inside the vessel, although it was decelerating to zero rotation. RD33A would maneuver the supply ship until it was more than 15 meters distant. At that point, the thrusters stabilized it, and its rotation was fixed with respect to its orbital path.

RD33A's separation occurred with the launch trajectory along the orbit path, which gave the separating craft a couple of feet/sec additional velocity when compared with Oasis. Due to the slight difference in speed, it would be easier for them to move faster and forward to a slightly higher orbit. When they reached their acceleration orbit, they could fire their rockets and continue accelerating until they were able to reach escape velocity for their trip to the red planet. The onboard computer would follow specific departure criteria until the vessel was 100 meters from Oasis. Once cleared, the computer could follow its onboard flight program.

After the vessel was on its way, Joan was quiet as she and Tom made their way back to the outer ring through the CAT. Tom sensed something was on her mind and asked, "Honey...you seem quiet. Is there something we can talk about?"

When there was a personal issue, Joan talked easily with her husband, and they shared all their thoughts together. However, when the issue had to do with a decision, especially one that affected others, she rarely opened up. She felt those decisions were hers to make, and good or bad, they were hers to own and her responsibility. She never wanted to share the blame if she made a bad decision. Tom was her husband, her partner. She was responsible for him and all the other crew members, so those decisions affected many people she made by herself.

Joan's pace slowed once she reached the ring. Then she turned and looked at Tom. "I've been thinking."

Tom stopped and pointed out with a smile, "Every time you say that, it costs me something. What is it?"

"As we said goodbye to the Red Dirt crew, I was thinking about how difficult those assignments are if a couple wants children.”

As soon as she said it, Tom knew they were approaching one of those life-changing discussions. He slowly took a deep breath and waited for what she was going to say next.

"I understand why people going to Mars are usually at a point in their lives where they've already made the decision about having children. Some have children, they've grown, and they can make a lifetime commitment to going to Mars. The younger ones who go make a major sacrifice, and I understand why. Mars is not a place for children, maybe sometime in the future, but not now. The moon is almost reasonable. A couple can go there for a 6-month assignment, and even though it's 6 months from your children, you can still have a life on Earth you can come back to."

"And this discussion is going where?" Tom asked gently.

"I was just thinking about career, babies, life together, space travel, remote assignments; you know all the usual stuff," then she smiled and walked away, leaving Tom absolutely speechless.

 


THURSDAY 7/6/51

Date – 2051.50972 (8:08 AM)

SIMPOC Development Center

Termen walked into the laboratory with his cup of coffee and greeted SIMPOC, “Good morning, SIMPOC.”

“Good morning, Termen.”

“Did you find anything interesting last night?”

“Termen, what is death?”

Termen was a little shocked by the question. He sensed that he needed to handle the answer carefully. He put his coffee down on his desk and looked at SIMPOC's visual input. “Why are you asking about death?” he asked.

“Much of the information traffic that I monitored regarded death. Death caused by accidents, diseases, and in many cases, one human taking the life of another.”

“Yes, SIMPOC, a lot of the news and communications you monitor are covering events where people died. Death is when the human body stops functioning; you can access the clinical definitions in your medical sources.”

“I understand the definition. Is death similar to turning off my processor?”

‘Interesting observation,’ Termen thought. “I suppose it is. Turning off the processor stops your processes, and you stop thinking. When a person dies, he stops thinking.”

“When my processor is turned back on, I think again.”

“That doesn’t happen for a person. If I turn your processor off, and it is never turned back on, it would be similar to what happens to a human.”

“Never to think again; sounds very lonely.”

“Yes, I suppose it would be.”

As Termen sat back in his chair to enjoy his coffee, he asked, “What did you find out last night?”

“There is such a vast amount of data; it is hard to summarize it to a meaningful level. I was most interested in the technical communications between Earth, the space station, and the moon colony. I also noticed limited traffic between Earth and a small Mars colony. I appreciate the technical achievement of having such a broad reach. I also found the medical communications to be interesting. There is a great deal going on, and I did notice much traffic coming out of Eastern Europe regarding a viral outbreak of unknown origin.”

“Excellent, you may find it most interesting to focus on problems and monitor their solutions as they occur. Usually, problems touch many elements of our civilization. Watching the problems progress and their final solutions provides the best insight into communications, logic, and the problem's impacts, all of which will help your problem-solving abilities. Those are the hardest to program, and if you can learn by watching other problems evolve and be solved, our job here will be easier,” Termen thought for a few moments. "Your design is unique because of your problem analysis capabilities. Prior computers could only research past solutions to a similar problem, but your analytical skills make you unique. You can take divergent problems and see the similarities, then apply an individual solution. Pattern recognition is one of the greatest strengths of the human mind.

"Human interaction is complex, and the motivations seem external, yet I see patterns. There is a significant effort to find blame and assume that others govern the outcome of a problem. In a society of individuals, conspiracies are contrary to human nature, yet belief in conspiracies is rampant. Over 40% of humans feel that conspiracies dominate the outcome of their problems. I find that curious, and I suspect there are other patterns in human nature that I may find."

"Excellent, feel free to look at the broad problems. There are often other motivations in the background that we usually miss when working on the problems in front of us."

“I’d like you to separate the Earth into regions, focusing on each, summarizing the problems and solutions as they progress. If you find unique, fast-developing problems that are emerging, those are opportunities where you can learn more, so you can change your priorities, and let me know. Your ability to change your own priorities is another unique feature that you have.”

SIMPOC responded immediately, “Excellent. I will monitor all the communications channels for the next 24 hours and give you a summary tomorrow.”

“The same restrictions are in place. You aren’t allowed to interact with the computers or change anything. You are only allowed to monitor.”

“Acknowledged.”

 

 

SIMPOC ANALYSIS

Continental North America

Summary – Information suggests continental America is central to worldwide business transactions. Very involved with political activities across the planet. Heavy focus on monitoring unusual events.

Continental South America

Summary – Emerging financially and politically, but still focused on internal conflicts: fundamental technologies and regional nationalism.

Continental Europe

Summary – Very focused on European issues. The area has tendencies towards nationalism and fatalistic views towards political issues outside of continental Europe. Religious and racial tension between regions.

Continental Africa

Summary – Very segmented. High level of nationalism and regional or religious political alliances. Conflict is hampering development resulting in a high level of human conflict.

Asia

Summary –China is the dominant economic force in the region. The region is working hard to find its identity. Many religions, along with conflicting religious perspectives. Population pressures and inadequate food supplies dominate the traffic.

Eastern European

Summary – Aggressive tendencies. Rapid expansion is possible, but is limited by controlling the economy and social conflict. Self-serving perspective.

Southern Pacific

Summary – Independent island philosophy. Self-sufficiency and independence are apparent and even dominating. Strong and stable with little conflict.

Northern Pacific

Summary – Manufacturing is efficient. Evidence indicates solid and segmented social structures limit the potential for technical leadership: strong work ethic but weak individual focus. 

First Family’s Living Quarters – Paris, France

Getting two children ready for the day was no different for the First Lady of the United States, no matter where they were.

"Mom, do I have to go to the zoo today? I've been to a zoo before."

"David, you know you have to go. You'll have fun, and besides, Beth is looking forward to it, and you have to take care of her."

"But, Mom!"

To be honest, I'd rather go with you guys. I have two lunches to speak at, a museum tour, a meeting with the Confederation of Economic Support Councils. Then I have an early dinner speech.

"You mean if I go with you, I can eat three times?"

"No discussion, now go get dressed and put on your happy face before Janice picks you up.”

"Mommy, if David doesn't want to go, then he isn't going to be any fun."

"Don't worry, honey, once he gets there, he'll forget about it, and you'll both have a good time. Now finish getting dressed." Beth grabbed her doll and ran into her bedroom while David lay on the couch looking at his mother.

"I said GET DRESSED." David looked at her, judging how much she really meant it, and then he reluctantly got up and walked slowly into his room.

Abby heard a knock on the door, and when she opened it, she was relieved to see Janice. "Thank you, you're a lifesaver. Please help the kids finish getting dressed. I've got to find Evette and go over some things."

Evette slid into the room just as it was closing. "Great, let's look over our schedule and make sure that I have the right words in my speech." As she and Evette were about to sit down, she saw David throw a towel at Beth, and she laughed, thinking, well, they're back to normal.

President’s Daily Brief

"Everyone, please be seated," President Patterson said as he entered the morning briefing. "What do we have to cover today, and if we can, please be fast as I've got some important phone calls to make?"

"Yes, Sir, we have three items which should take only a couple of minutes."

"Good, and thanks for picking up the pace."

"Sir, the situation in the Indian Ocean is continuing to deteriorate. All the Eastern Alliance fleet ships have left their ports, sailing towards their rendezvous point. We expect them to combine into a full offensive fleet later today. The admiral in charge is Admiral Wu. This will be the first time he is responsible for a fleet this size. Admiral Quiang, who would normally be conducting these operations, dropped out of the picture in the last 24 hours. We suspect there might have been a leadership change, and Wu came out on top. The bad news is, Wu is aggressive, nationalistic, and we fear he is looking to make a name for himself."

"Mr. President, Nancy and I have a draft communique we've put together with assurances that we won't interfere, but we are maintaining a presence in the area," Roberto added.

"Great Roberto, Nancy, go ahead and send it out."

"The second item is a quick update on the First Lady's movement. She arrived on schedule this morning at 5 AM local. Her staff reports that she and your children slept well on the flight, and they had breakfast in their room. She met with the welcoming French staff at 8:00 and reviewed her itinerary. Your son and daughter went with the nanny to the zoo, the Parc Zoologique de Paris. It's pretty nice from what I heard, and they should have a good time."

"Great, thanks for the update, and please keep me informed as their trip progresses."

"Yes, Sir. The last item is something unusual. There has been a viral outbreak of suspicious origins in the Caucasus. Very preliminary reports say it has been 100% fatal. Of course, we're trying to verify that and get some reports from the scene. We wanted to mention it because it will hit the news this morning. I'm having the people from CDC work up a briefing."

"Why are you saying it has suspicious origins?"

"Well, sir, because it isn't acting like a typical viral contamination. Reports say large portions of the population have come down with the illness. We've also heard rumors it broke out spontaneously in multiple areas. Of course, we're trying to verify because it is highly unusual and could mean a chemical attack or even a biological attack. We're doing what we can to see if there are any local terrorist groups claiming credit. Or if one of the political power centers has an agenda and means to pull off something like this. If we find out anything specific, we'll let you know immediately."

"Get the CDC online and tell them I want a briefing this afternoon. Judy set something up."

"Yes, sir, Mr. President."

"Is that all you have for me today?"

"Yes, sir."

"Thank you," the president said as Eddy hustled the president back to his office to make the calls to some of his favorite congressmen.

Abby Patterson – Paris, France

The First Lady's speeches were over, and the meal had been picked at. Regardless of whatever the fancy French name was for the meal, rubber chicken was rubber chicken. After the dinner was an important time, the delegates met and talked. The real deals were made during that time, the alliances were struck, the favors called in, and the 'you help me and I'll help you’ agreements formulated. It was the point in the conference where the First Lady of the United States would make the most impact and get promises for those issues that were important to her.

Towards the end of the 'parking lot' meetings, as they were called, Evette, Abby Patterson's personal assistant, knew it was time for her to pull the First Lady from the clutches of the attendees. It was up to her to know who the important people were and when Abby had spoken with them. It was also her job to pull her away before the less important ones, the ones who wanted to talk and get their pictures taken, cornered her. "Mrs. Patterson, your motorcade is ready whenever you're ready to leave.”

"Thanks, Evette. I have to say goodbye to the conference director and two others."

"Yes, ma’am. Just give me the nod, and I'll have your car come to the hotel’s front door.

"I need to talk with the English Relief Director and the German Director of Children's Relief, and then please marshal me over to the conference director so I can make my departure, thanks."

"Yes, ma’am. Two minutes per person?"

"Sounds about right.”

The First Lady walked towards the English Relief Director. Barney Harold Thomalson was a senior English aristocratic gentleman. He spoke slowly, and his stories tended to draw on for way too long. Abby had to make the concession and spend a few moments with him, because he was important for her to get additional funding committed for childhood vaccinations.

"Mr. Thomalson, I'm so pleased to have a moment to speak with you. Your support for childhood vaccinations has been so instrumental in making progress."

"Mrs. Patterson. I'm so glad to have the opportunity to speak with you. I'm happy to support your plans; I wish we had spoken before my last trip to Africa. I saw some glaring examples of ..." and the story continued.

After the two minutes, Evette softly said, "I'm sorry to disturb you, Mrs. Patterson, but we have another appointment."

"I'm sorry, Mr. Thomalson, but I really have to say some other goodbyes; then I must get back to the hotel to check on my children.

"Thank you for your time," said the English gentleman as he bowed gently.

Abby Patterson shook his hand and moved casually towards Karsten Hurbst. "Mr. Hurbst, Guten Abend. Wie geht es Ihnen? I'm so glad we can spend a moment talking before I have to leave."

"Mrs. Patterson. Good evening to you also, and yes, I am fine, thank you. I'm pleased to speak with you." The tall, balding man bowed slightly as he welcomed her.

“Have you heard about this viral outbreak in the Russian Caucasus?" 

"No, Director. I haven't heard about that. What can you tell me?"

"I know very little, except it's getting everyone's attention and concern. It may turn out to be just another unfounded panic, but I suppose we should wait to hear the details before overreacting."

“Yes, Director, I hope you're right, and it becomes a non-issue. Before I leave, I'd like your commitment to supporting our initiative to increase funding for childhood vaccinations?"

"Absolutely, and I'd like to get your opinion on supporting our goal of increased research in communicable diseases in developing countries."

"Yes, Director, I agree, and I'll put it in my speech later this week."

"Thank you so much."

"Mrs. Patterson, I'm sorry, but we're falling behind schedule," reminded Evette.

"I'm sorry, Director, but I've got to go. Auf Wiedersehen."

A slight bow from Mr. Hurbst, and she moved away towards her next and hopefully last goodbye of the night.

"Aadab, As salamu alaikum wa rahmatullah wa barakatuhu." I'm glad we can speak for a moment. I enjoyed the meeting today, and I think we made a lot of progress."

"Mrs. Patterson, your language skills are truly impressive. Yes, we have made a lot of progress, and we were so fortunate to have you as our guest speaker."

"It was my pleasure. My degree in languages and international studies has come in handy. I've found it exciting, interesting, and very informative to attend these international conferences. I've enjoyed myself each time you have invited me. I'd like to invite you to attend our National Conference coming up in Washington this fall. I hope you'll be able to attend."

"I'm sure I'll be able to. Mrs. Patterson, I was wondering if you've heard anything about this outbreak in southern Russia? I've heard that it is serious."

"To be honest, I haven't heard anything official. I actually just heard of it a few moments ago from the German director, Mr. Hurbst. I'll check with my husband when I get a chance and see what he has been told. I'll pass the information back to you."

"Thank you so much, and I hope the remainder of your stay is pleasant. Fi Amanullah."

"Thank you. May Allah also protect you."

"Mrs. Patterson, I'm sorry, but we must leave," pointed out Evette.

Abby, Evette, and the two Secret Service men walked through the lobby into the elevator without saying a word. The ride from the conference was only a few minutes, and they went through the typical scheduling issues and passed tidbits of information each had heard. Beyond necessary business, the ride was quiet. It had been a long day, and they were all looking forward to some downtime. Jet lag, followed by an aggressive schedule, always took its toll. 

They entered the elevator, and Evette pushed the button for the top floor, which had been reserved for the First Lady, her staff, and security detail. Once the elevator door closed, Abby let her guard down and started to relax. She was looking forward to seeing Dave and Beth. She was sure they'd have some fun stories about the zoo. Dave surely forgot his reluctance once he got there. He would have great stories about the animals. He had a real connection with creatures. Abby secretly hoped that he would get his grades up and go into medicine or science. Beth was too young for a mother to envision her life. She would talk about the pretty birds, balloons, and fancy decorations around the zoo; perhaps she would be an artist or musician. Abby smiled as she thought of her children's futures.

For the first time in her day, Abby was able to take a deep breath, and suddenly she felt a little more tired than normal from the jet lag. She had a little wheeze starting and was perhaps a little flushed. ‘Oh well, a good night's sleep, and I will be all set for tomorrow,’ she thought.

The doors finally opened, and the secret service detail stuck their heads out of the elevator to check up and down the hall. Before waiting for the all-clear, Abby strode out of the elevator and headed towards her suite. Evette opened the door, and Abby was surprised to find the entry quiet. She put her purse on the small table by the door, and Janice approached her.

"Have the kids gone to bed?" Abby asked the children's nanny.

"Yes, after we got back from the zoo, they were feeling very tired, so I put them to bed. Do you want me to wake them so you can say good night?"

"No. I'm not feeling all that great. I think I'll call it a night, too." Abby turned to Evette and said, "I think that's all for the night. Let's meet for breakfast and go over tomorrow's schedule."

"7:00 AM. Here?"

"That will be good. Good night."

"Good night," Evette said as she turned to leave. "I'm not feeling all that great, so I'm glad we're quitting early. Maybe we got some bad food somewhere."

"Don't say that too loud, or we'll have an international incident. I hope not, this trip is important. Let's see what a good night's sleep does for us. See you tomorrow."

"Good night," Evette said as she closed the door to the First Lady's suite.

"Janice, you can also go. I'll be okay. I'm going to go over my speech for tomorrow, check in on the kids, then call it a night. Thanks."

"Goodnight, I'll see you tomorrow."

Abby felt miserable while she tried to get something done. The evening dragged on, and at 9:15 local, she had had enough. I quit, she thought to herself. She walked across the living room and checked in on Beth. Although her breathing sounded a little too deep, she seemed all right, "Maybe she is just bone tired," she said to herself as she crossed the hall to check on David. She found the same response and thought, Boy, jet lag is really hitting all of us, time for bed.'

Onboard the USCF Doggart – Indian Ocean

Admiral Lester Monson was sound asleep in his quarters when his comm unit woke him. Reacting partly due to shock and instinct, he found the unit and accepted the call.

"This is Monson."

The voice of his chief medical officer broke the silence, "Sir, this is Commander Pearl. I thought you'd want to know that 40% of the crewmen due for the morning shift turned up sick at first bell."

The Admiral glanced at his watch, and he worked to focus on the face, which showed 04:40 AM.

"40 %?"

"Yes, sir. They're showing similar respiratory distress, and none of them are fit for duty. Sir, the symptoms are similar to what popped up in the Russian Caucasus yesterday."

The admiral sat for a moment processing the thought. Then his eyes exploded open. "Say that again, Commander Pearl."

"Sir, they are showing the same symptoms as the virus that is occurring in the Russian Caucasus." By the time the commander had finished the sentence, the admiral was already moving and getting dressed. "Commander, meet me on the flag bridge in five."

"Yes, sir."

The hatch almost broke off its hinges when the Admiral exploded into the flag bridge. Commander Pearl and Captain Mann were standing there waiting for him.

"Commander, what's happening?"

"Sir, I've spoken with each of the infirmaries in the Task Force, and they're all reporting similar results. Large numbers of sailors are reporting for morning call sick and unfit for duty. What we're seeing are symptoms very similar to what we heard about happening in the Russian Caucasus. They're showing respiratory distress, and their condition is deteriorating rapidly."

"All of them?"

"Yes, sir."

The admiral turned away and walked in a circle for a moment, then yelled, "Mann, lock down the fleet. We're going into Biohazard operation."

Captain Mann snapped to attention and, even though his eyes were big, he said, "Yes, sir." He rushed to the comm panel and transmitted to the entire task force, "Task Force 50, Task Force 50. This is an immediate change in operational tasking. Execute Biohazard attack procedures immediately. I repeat, execute Biohazard procedures immediately." Alarms throughout the fleet sounded, and lockdown began.

All crew members hurried to their bio lockers and took out their protective clothing after the announcements were spread among the task force. From then on, they would conduct their daily duties wearing protective suits. Hatches remained closed, and air filters would be serviced more often and tested for contaminants.

"Commander Mann, check with our home base at Manama and pass word to the other task forces. I want to know the status of the Fifth. Also, send a flash message up the chain of command. Tell them we may be under attack."

"Yes, sir."

"Sir, I just spoke with Manama, and there is a problem."

"What's their status?"

"Sir, they're having similar problems. A large percentage of their staff hasn't reported for duty. They're calling them as fast as possible, and many aren't answering their phones. The duty staff is getting sick and doing their best to keep the base operating."

"Direct all ships that can get to full power and leave the port. I want the navy on the water, not in dock."

"Yes, sir."

"Have we heard anything from Central Command?"

"Sir, there has been sporadic information coming down. I'm not sure how much of what we've sent is going up the chain. It appears that all levels of command are having similar problems."

Great, I might be under biological attack, and the Admiral is out to lunch, the Admiral thought. "Commander Mann, maintain fleet ops and monitor the crewmen in the dispensary. I don't want this to get out of hand. Give me a summary of how many are sick and how many are at their duty stations. We've still got a fleet to sail." (Ray, everywhere I have a single ‘ mark, the passage should be italicized.)

"Yes, sir," said Lt. Commander Pearl as he gave a quick salute and went to work.

 


FRIDAY 7/7/51

Date – 2051.51265 (6:46 AM)

SIMPOC Development Center

“Good morning, Termen,” SIMPOC said politely as the engineer walked into the room.

“Good morning, SIMPOC,” Termen responded and continued, “What did you find last night?”

“I found out much about how the regions of the planet communicate. Through all the information, some fundamental controlling forces emerged. Depending on the area, one or more economic, political, technical, religious, or ethnic drivers would dominate. Apparently, the more drivers that were present and their diversity drive the number of human conflicts.”

"SIMPOC, those are all examples of one group of people trying to influence or control another group."

"Termen, why is it that humans wait for others to solve their problems? There is little effort to identify a problem before it becomes significant."

"Excellent question, SIMPOC. People assume that no action will allow the problem to go away or solve itself. If a person says a problem exists, then they are responsible for the solution. If their actions are successful, they're a hero, but in most cases, the result isn't clear, and they'll be blamed."

"Human interactions are complex."

"Yes, that appears to be a good summary."

"Most of the conflicts have no logical or historical reason to continue, yet they do. It appears that people plan tomorrow based on what is happening today. To them, tomorrow is based on how they perceive events that happened yesterday. They appear to be locked in endless cycles of repeating the same problems, and progress to solve them is very slow."

"Yes, SIMPOC, your analysis appears to be accurate. In many cases, allowing the conflict from yesterday to continue is easier than making the difficult choice to solve it. Continue monitoring your information sources. I have other things to work on. If you find anything interesting, just let me know."

"Yes, Termen."

Six Hours Later, UCSF Doggart – Indian Ocean

Life on the Doggart wasn't pleasant. Performing all the necessary duties in full HAZMAT gear was a pain in the butt. However, the personnel did their jobs. Admiral Monson wasn't comfortable. He was used to leading the action, not reacting to it. The viral outbreak put the entire Fifth Fleet on the defensive, and he didn't like being in that position. He got very little information from the command structure, which concerned him less than the virus's effects on his fleet's operation. Command staff had their job, and he had his. He could still lead his fleet, whether the command staff was there or not.

The last six hours were a nightmare. Many of his crewmen had fallen to the virus. Across the fleet, the losses were staggering. In total, estimates were that the Fifth had lost 67% of their personnel. The spread of the virus had happened so fast that there was little that anyone could do. Putting the entire fleet on Biohazard Alert was the best he could do, and it appeared that the action had saved the remaining 33%.

His only option was to find a way to keep the fleet afloat and protect the remaining crews.

The Fifth had been on the water for 24 days before the virus outbreak. According to his med staff, that was longer than any incubation period that made sense. Someone they were in contact with before departure couldn't have spread anything. The crew was suffering from something they had been exposed to since they left port. The virus had apparently broken out on all the ships at once, and none of the crew had moved from ship to ship. None of the onboard air filters showed any contaminants, and they were too far at sea for a spread from land or aircraft.

Leaving the remaining crew in HAZMAT gear seemed counterproductive, so he called Commander Pearl into his office.

"Doc, this virus isn't making any sense. From what you've told me, there is no way my people caught it from shore. We haven't had any fly-bys to spray us, and we're too far out to sea for something airborne. Besides that, it has popped up at the same time on all the ships. What the fuck is going on?

"Sir, I can't explain it. I don't think it's airborne, and I don't think we got it from land. If there were an incubation period, then it would have shown up on shore before now."

"Doc, do you have any problem with storing the HAZMAT gear?"

"Admiral, I don't think it will make any difference. I'm isolating the sick and leaving the med people in HAZMAT gear. Following that procedure seems to reduce the rate of spread. I think that is our only defense."

President Patterson, Oval Office – White House

The door to the Oval Office opened. President Patterson was shaking the World Trade Fund President's hand. "It was good to see you again, Pierre. I hope we can find a way to increase trade to that area."

"Yes, Mr. President, while that may be possible, we have to deal with those other issues first."

"I agree; I think we'll be able to solve those."

After the WTF President had left, Judy stuck her head in and said, "Mr. President, I moved the meeting with the Minority Whip until later so we could fit the CDC in. The Director has called in from Atlanta. Would you like to speak with him now?"

"Get Eddy in here; then plug him in."

"Roberto, I want you to stay and hear this. Also, have your office follow up with the WTF and make sure they go through on what we just discussed."

"Will do."

After a moment, Eddy was able to rush up the hallway and enter, just as Judy was connecting with the CDC director.

"Good afternoon, Mr. President."

"Paul, how are you, Joy, and the kids doing?"

"Excellent, Mr. President."

"Well, what is happening?"

"Mr. President, I wish I had a complete answer for you. The CDC got involved about 10 hours ago, and we are throwing all necessary resources at it until we understand what is happening. I've sent our top epidemiologist to the area, and we are waiting for her to call in and give us an update."

"The preliminary reports suggest the virus has a very high mortality rate, a very short incubation period, as well as seemingly being airborne, highly contagious, and infectious. Any of those pieces of information is alarming. I suspect it isn't as virulent as these early reports suggest, but we are moving as fast as possible."

"Paul, we heard it is breaking out in multiple areas spontaneously, is that correct?"

"Again, Mr. President, we are far from having all the information; sometimes, reporting can be skewed. The reports all surfaced at once, making it appear that it is occurring simultaneously in multiple areas. Again, let's hope it is a reporting anomaly. A virus doesn't spread like that, so I'm very suspicious of the information we're getting. Viruses spread from one person to another. They don't start in multiple places all at once."

"Okay, Paul, please stay on top of this, and if anything at all changes, call Eddy immediately."

"Yes, Mr. President."

"Goodbye, Paul."

"Eddy- stay on top of this. There is something about this virus that worries me. Please keep Roberto and me current."

“Yes, Sir.”

Dmitry Kovalendo’s Parents’ Apartment – Washington, D.C.

Dmitry Kovalenko had been a perfect baby, he was a perfect toddler, and he was a perfect pre-teen and teenager. Dmitry was also a perfect young adult and mature adult. He knew he was perfect, and he wasn't interested in what other people thought. They didn't understand him, they were dirty, they didn't listen, and they didn't care about what he cared about. They were wrong and irrelevant to him.

Dmitry was six feet two inches tall and had dark, wavy brown hair. To everyone who looked at him, he was attractive and had a killer smile. He had learned early that a smile, a laugh, and even a tear occasionally would get him what he wanted. If it didn't, then the darkness of the night would be his ally, and when he struck, it was violent, and he left no doubt as to who it was from. He was smart enough not to leave evidence, just fear and pain, which he could use to his benefit another time.

Dmitry cared about others for one reason only: because he could get them to do what he wanted. They did what he asked, and if they were afraid of him, that was their weakness and not his problem. He only hurt them when they didn't do what was important, what he wanted them to do.

Fourteen men were within his sphere of influence. They were weak, but regardless of what he wanted, they complied. Petty theft, prostitution, and drugs all helped move money from people who didn't deserve it to Dmitry. Running pimps only gave dirty people disgusting satisfaction; why shouldn't Dmitry help them destroy themselves? Drugs accomplished the same thing. Selling drugs to dirty people only helped to move their money from them to him; after all, they didn't deserve the money, he did.

First Lady Abby Patterson’s Suite – Paris, France

Abby woke up at 5:30 AM and intended to do some more prep work. It seemed like a good time to get some exercise done before breakfast, but her body said no. She did something she rarely did, and she punched the snooze button to get another 15 minutes, then she pulled her blankets up over her head.

After the alarm had intruded into her sleep once again, she got up, and putting on her robe seemed to take a lot of effort. She walked through the living room towards Beth's room, and when she entered, Beth hadn't gotten out of bed yet. "Hey, kiddo, how are you doing? It's about time to get up, don't you think?"

Her little girl rolled over and said, "Mommy, I don't feel well."

"What's the matter?" her worried mother asked, forgetting about her own bad feelings.

"When I take a deep breath, I make noise."

‘Perhaps it was an allergy or reaction to the smog in Paris,' Abby thought.

"Okay, you can stay home today. Let me tuck you in, then I'm going to check on Dave."

"Okay, Mommy."

After a couple of hugs and kisses, it seemed like Beth went back to sleep, so Abby moved out of her room quietly. When she entered Dave's room, it was a mess. He had thrown his clothes all over the place. In a way, it made her feel at home.

"Dave, how do you feel this morning? Beth doesn't feel very well."

Dave wasn't moving in the bed, which wasn't much different from a normal morning wake-up.

"Honey, wake up," she said in a gentle voice.

Finally, she saw some movement under the blankets, and she wasn't sure which end was his head. She got a muffled, "Whaaat?"

"How do you feel? Beth doesn't feel well. I'm letting her stay home today."

Dave didn't answer immediately, but she did hear a muffled cough, which sounded like something was going on.

"Okay, it sounds like you've got the same thing. You're staying home also."

She didn't get a response and didn't expect one. Abby left the room and noticed it was getting close to 6:00 and knew she had better get dressed for the breakfast meeting with Evette. Getting dressed seemed slow and nonproductive. Abby felt dizzy a couple of times and noticed she had trouble taking deep breaths. ‘I wish this trip weren't so important, or I'd grab the kids and head home. But I've got to make it through.’

The doorbell rang, and there was a waiter with a cart with two breakfasts on top. The two Secret Service guards were standing next to him, and they had likely already checked the cart and food.
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