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Conference Room in the Space Consortium

Joan knew that this meeting was going to be a hard one. The topic was scary, and the results were potentially fatal. Regardless, she would fill a conference room full of intelligent people who were no strangers to making hard decisions. The room would include the Space Station Oasis and the moon colony Desert Beach crews. Since using their lifeboats in their hasty return to Earth, they had to decide if they were staying at the Space Consortium or going to where the U.S. Government was setting up command.

Joan Herl, the Commander of the Space Station Oasis, had just finished presenting the issues to her husband Tom and two Artificial Intelligence computers. All three had been close to the problems and had the best perspective. She hoped to be better prepared for the full meeting by debating the topic with them.

Joan tried to lead the discussion toward a recommendation to the combined crews. By including the two mobile computers in the discussion, they could offer a different set of opinions.

"SIMPOC, Alpha, does either of you have a suggestion? How do we defend the Space Consortium from an alien invasion?" Joan asked, trying not to raise her voice.

"Since the aliens arrived in orbit, I've considered the various strategies. Option One: we could pick up our entire contingent, move to Norfolk, and join Admiral Hagerly and the President. Option two is to stay here and defend ourselves, if necessary," expressed SIMPOC, the first intelligent organic computer, and a major part of their rescue.

Joan thought momentarily, then responded, "Option one has issues. We don't have access to all the systems from Norfolk to this location. We still must support the Mars colony; they need two additional lifeboats launched and attached to Oasis, and we have to launch them from here.”

SIMPOC acknowledged her comments and then continued, "The aliens are invading as we speak, and we don't know their intentions. They may attack on sight, and if we are caught moving a large group of people to Norfolk, we may be in a difficult position to defend ourselves.

"If the aliens are hostile and the Navy puts up a defense, they may be overwhelmed immediately. By staying here, we may not be noticed for some time, and we will be able to support the military better with our access to the deep space systems here at the Consortium.”

"SIMPOC, you fail to realize that we are alone here, and we have only a couple of weapons. We won't have any chance if this location is invaded," Joan responded.

"Joan, you are right, although I have traced the trajectories of the alien vessels into our atmosphere. None of them are landing in our vicinity or the Norfolk location. Apparently, we have some time before a potential conflict occurs.”

“Okay, I think we have the main point to consider and the risks. Let's get the entire group together and go through our options. They need to be involved. Alpha, please use the Beta units to ask all our people to come to the conference room immediately.”

"Yes, Joan," Alpha said as he transmitted the instructions to each Beta unit. "The units inform me that all colonists will be in the conference room in approximately 10 minutes.”

"Thank you, Alpha.”

"SIMPOC, please have your local mobile units thoroughly investigate weapons in our area. We need anything available that we can use to defend our site.”

"I am sending out the directions now. We should have information from the units in the next couple of hours.”

"If we plan to stay here, where are the best locations to set up shop? Some of these areas are too vulnerable. We need to see if we can find an area to store food. It needs to be defensible and where we can hold out for as long as possible. It would be nice to have transportation available if we need to bail out and get the hell out of here quickly." Tom suggested to the small group.

"Tom, I have been analyzing that also. The main computer facility connects to the deep space networks we need. It is near the launch facilities, and with various storage rooms nearby. That location provides us numerous options to set up defenses, yet have a path for fallback," offered SIMPOC.

Joan looked at Tom and SIMPOC and said as she headed to the conference room, “Okay, you two, sounds like a good first pass. I think everyone should be in the conference room by now.”

Joan, Tom, Alpha, and SIMPOC walked down the same hallway toward the conference room. Joan and Tom were in front, walking side-by-side; Alpha followed, and because SIMPOC was so large, he had to bring up the rear. They walked past the same empty offices where the pictures of the occupants’ families stared back at them. They walked in silence, each thinking about what being invaded by aliens meant. It wasn't something they were familiar with, so the concept took some thought.

The floors didn't creak for Joan and Tom; they creaked a little for Alpha but made a definite bending noise for SIMPOC. Fortunately for him, the hallway had a seven-foot ceiling, and he could walk with only a slight bend to avoid the light fixtures.

They entered the large conference room, and everyone was talking. It sounded like each of them had answers to the problem. They were all aware of the invasion, and each used their expertise to find a solution. When they saw Joan, Tom, and two imposing mobile computers enter, they quieted themselves quickly. They all knew Alpha, but they limited exposure to SIMPOC. Being seven feet tall, he was a little intimidating.

Alpha and SIMPOC stood near the doo...

r, making sure not to stand too close together because of the risk of putting too much strain on the floor. Joan and Tom walked to the center podium on the stage and looked out over a group of terrified people.  

Joan knew that she needed to lead the debate about their fate and that of the Space Consortium. She talked to the few remaining crewmembers from Oasis, who were forced to use their lifeboats after the virus wiped out almost all the crew. They were joined by the crew of the moon colony Desert Beach, who were also forced to use their lifeboats to return to Earth. After all, without the support of Oasis, they could not last long on the moon.

There were aliens in orbit, and they were starting to land on Earth. The United States government was almost non-existent, and the world's population had been reduced to a couple hundred thousand people. The isolated astronauts had to make some decisions. “Okay, everyone. You know why we are here. We have some tough choices to make. 

As you know, aliens are invading us. If that statement weren't so ludicrous, I'd make a joke, but it is real, and we have to defend ourselves. Tom, SIMPOC, Alpha, and I have discussed the options.

"Option one is to pack up everything and head to Norfolk. That would mean we abandon the Mars people and lose connections to the deep space network. As SIMPOC has pointed out, that puts all of us in one location, and if the aliens are powerful and attack, we might all suffer the same fate.”

"Option 2, we stay here. We keep the DSN up and provide information to our military. We continue launching the lifeboats and supporting the Mars people, whom I suspect will be coming home if they can. Another point that SIMPOC has made is the SC isn't a prime target. So far, the aliens are landing in a very geometric distribution, and they don't seem to be heading toward our key areas. We might go unnoticed here for a long time.

“Okay, that's about it. Discussion?" 

The room was quiet for a minute; then, it exploded with noise. Everyone had an opinion or question. Joan and Tom stood listening as others answered many of the questions in the room, and some proposed solutions were debated or thrown out. Slowly, the group maneuvered around the issue long enough and started accepting the same two options that Joan had expressed.

Will, one of the Oasis crew, stood and started to speak. He was the quiet leader of the group, and everyone respected him. So, when he spoke, everyone tended to listen.

"I've heard the two options, and I agree they make sense. However, I want to point out a third option. Many of our team have spoken to me in private, and they want to go to Norfolk and would rather be there than here. Nevertheless, we all recognize the importance of supporting our Mars people and the key information we have access to through the DSN. Not all of our team are fighters. Not all feel they can contribute to a meaningful defense here. I propose that we allow some to go to Norfolk. I don't think that losing a few will detract from our defenses. If attacked, 10 to 20 more of us may not make a difference.”

When Will was done, Joan looked over the group and continued, "I know you're speaking for some of our crew, and I appreciate that. I guess the only fair thing to do is a show of hands. If everyone decides to leave, we go. If we're split, we should let those who want to go to Norfolk. If we all elect to stay here, I can't guarantee it will be a mistake.

“Okay, if there is no other discussion, I want to say something. I've worked with all of you, and we've already had a tough time. We’ve lost a lot of good people on Oasis, and now I accept that we have to make the best decision for us. I'm proud of all of you and support those who want to fight from Norfolk.

"Please, everyone that wants to fight from Norfolk, raise your hands.”

Tom and Joan remained motionless. Slowly, one, then two, then more raised their hands as they looked around to see others doing the same.

Joan quietly counted the hands, then said, "Looks like about a dozen have made the decision. Once again, I understand, and you have my support. Tom and I have already discussed our options and decided to stay here. If things get too dicey, we'll keep the option open of bailing and heading north.”

Joan looked to her right and asked, "SIMPOC, can we spare any pulse weapons?" 

"Yes, I have found additional parts at my previous location. They have been assembled and are en route to this location. I suggest we mount a weapon on three of your vehicles, and you won’t need one Beta to carry the power supply while the other fires the weapon.”

Dr. Marjorie Balham asked, "Can we take a couple of the Betas with us? I think they'd come in real handy in a pinch.”

SIMPOC responded, "If it is okay with Joan, I can allow three units to travel with you. I have continued their production and should be producing four daily from now on. Those replacement units will go where we need and help our defense.”

The group fell quiet as each realized they were separating from friends and colleagues.

Neither knew if they were making the right decision and if they would ever see each other again.

Joan looked at her friends and felt the pain of their uncertainty. “Okay, we've got some packing to do. Let's get going.”

...

Command Center Hallway – Langley-Eustis USCF Air Base

Eddy walked down the hallway of Langley-Eustis base headquarters and knocked on the president's door.

"Come in," the President responded.

"Sir, Admiral Hagerly is having a conference call with Commander Herl, her husband Colonel Herl, and that computer. If you're able, would you like to participate?"

"Thanks, Eddy; tell them I'll be right there.”

"Yes, Sir.”

When the President entered the conference room, the informality of the world's current situation prevailed. He was their boss, and they showed him respect, but conducting the daily business of repelling an alien invasion was tops on the agenda.

"Joan, Tom, the president just walked in," announced Admiral Hagerly.

"Good morning, Joan, Tom; SIMPOC- what's happening?"

"Good morning, sir. We're trying to understand what they're doing," Joan answered.

"What are they doing?" the president asked as he looked at the Admiral.

"Sir, I've never invaded another planet. However, they aren't doing anything like I'd expect them to. I would attack communication lines, shipping lines, manufacturing facilities, offensive systems, etc. They're just landing. They aren't paying any attention to us. Either they're avoiding us, or they aren't acknowledging that we're here. I'm not sure which.”

"Sir, their landing patterns are widely dispersed. It is like they've picked out a grid pattern and placed a ship in each grid intersection," Joan added.

SIMPOC sensed a need to update everyone, so he added, "If I may update all of you. I have sensed 192 craft in orbit, and there are 960 smaller craft either maneuvering in space or penetrating our atmosphere.”

"Their current dispersal pattern is approximately 1 million square miles per ship. Of course, if additional ships enter orbit and continue this grid pattern, the chances of encountering them will increase.”

"Admiral, that supports your comments that they are avoiding us or don't know we are here. Let me add something else," Joan said. "That pattern could also be typical of a survey mission. If they have a ton of resources, landing ships in each sector of a grid pattern would be the fastest way to survey the entire planet. They might be here for the planet and not us.”

The room was quiet for a minute while everyone thought about that statement.

“Okay, if they want the planet and not us. How does that change our defense?" asked the president.

Hagerly responded, "Sir, I don't think it does. If they take the planet, they'll eventually have to deal with us. We can't defend the planet for now, but we can defend the small human outposts. We don't have a conflict with them now, but the time will come. This is the time that we have to prepare.”

"Let's hope we're ready when that conflict comes," added the president.

"Do we know, or suspect, that they understand our communication?" asked Tom, "Do we know if they even hear us? 

"At this point, we don't know. I suggest that we continue as necessary until they change their behavior. At that point, it will be obvious if they understand us. Until then, we need to coordinate," pointed out the Admiral.

"Under that assumption, I want to make another transmission to everyone that we can. The people of the world deserve to know what is happening. Eddy, would you set something up?"

"Sir, Monday is Labor Day," Eddy responded.

"You've got to be kidding me," the president said angrily. Then he gave into the horror they were dealing with. "Let's set something up, and, of course, we should recognize Labor Day, even though I'm not sure what it means in this situation.”

...

Command Center – Langley-Eustis Air Base

The conference room's walls were covered with electronic maps of the area. There were maps of all the docks and real-time displays of the location of each ship. Admiral Hagerly, a couple of his staff, and the President had just reviewed the planned ship placement for the ships waiting for space. As the Admiral covered the main points in the discussion, they walked around the room, and the Admiral could bring up the appropriate electronic data.

After the general discussion of the ship, placement was covered; the Admiral knew the President wanted to get to the critical topic. He and the president sat down while the Naval Captain responsible for defensive strategies took over.

"Mr. President, we've put more thought into defending the port of Hampton Roads using a naval force. Unfortunately, defending a port removes many of our advantages in a naval battle. As we all know, this is a unique situation," said Captain Ronald Peterson.

"As we all know, we were forced into this position. We have lost far too many sailors. We don't have enough personnel to sail the ships, let alone enough sailors to sail and operate the systems at the same time. We've found about a hundred locals with past military or technical experience who're being trained and deployed on the ships. We've assigned these trainees to these three task forces," Peterson said as he pointed to three sets of ships on the Harbor Assignment Board.

"Making the ships fixed hubs of defense allows us to use their automated systems. I've had a team of seamen working to automate as many of the systems as possible. Our systems can track, identify, acquire, and arm themselves. Some of the more lethal ones need human intervention to authorize their use. Those are the constraints that we're dealing with.”

Air Force Captain Odum took her cue and added, "So far, all alien ships that have penetrated the atmosphere have come down following a typical zero burn profile. They reduce their speed and follow a fixed penetration from the west until they slow down. Once in the atmosphere, they tend to follow a fixed course, but we have seen some maneuvering. Our radar hasn't picked up a standard airframe configuration, so they may be using means other than aerodynamics to maneuver in the atmosphere.”

Peterson then spoke, "Assuming that we know their general direction of attack, we can decide where to place our ships to defend the port area and the civilians.

"We don't see an advantage of clustering all of our ships in the port area, but we want their weapon deployment envelopes to overlap. Our best approach will have a four-ship combination. If we put a Frigate with her railguns, along with a LaWS cruiser with her lasers and a carrier with her radar, tracking, and guidance systems, we think we can have four islands of defense against the aliens. We're also going to assign an attack sub to remain submerged in the area of each of the three groups to provide additional coverage if the aliens do something underwater," he pointed to the displays and demonstrated how the different effective ranges overlapped to create kill zones.

Captain Odum took her turn and said, "Sir, I wish we had more fighters and crews, but we don't. We have only a few tactical fighters and don't want to deploy them unless forced to. We don't want to show them what a fighter can do until we determine their attack plan.

"We have one other alternative. One of the C-130s from Houston is a Gremlin Bird. It didn't have the racks installed when they came here, but we have some racks on the docks. They were waiting to be loaded for an overseas exercise. We've set the racks in the bird, which will soon be operational. These are the Gremlin-A's, meaning they have targeting, so they're fully autonomous. They lock onto the Laser designator from the mothership and do their job. We aren't sure how to deploy them yet, but having them available is good.”

"Colonel Carson, is there any kind of ground defense?" the President asked as he leaned forward, hoping for a positive reply.

"Sir, if they plan on some ground assault, the James River should provide a buffer. Once they cross the James, we have only 278 trained troops. Beyond that, we may have 2 to 3 hundred armed civilians who will help as a backup. I've sent some personnel to Fort Bragg to bring back anything they can find. We're hoping to find some servicemen still alive to help us. Aside from that, we're limited. We won't be able to withstand a sustained attack.”

"I know that Colonel; I'm sure everyone will do their best.”

Peterson closed with, "Sir, that is what we have now. Do you have any questions?"

"Ladies and gentlemen, I know what odds we are facing. I know too well what we are dealing with. I also know that each of you will do your best, and your best will be enough to help us beat these bastards back. Thank you."

...

Outside the Officer’s Quarters – Space Consortium

Will and 10 of the astronauts, along with Aaron and his family, packed up six vehicles. Also, three of the pulse weapons were assigned to go along with them. The pulse weapons were mounted on the top of three trucks with the power supplies in the back. They still had plenty of room for personal belongings and food around the power supplies. One of the trucks was designed for the Beta units. They were too heavy to sit in the cars, so they had to make themselves comfortable on the back.

The packing shouldn’t take a lot of time. They had just returned from the space station, the moon, or a sailboat – in the case of Aaron and his family, so they didn't have any personal effects. However, the packing did go slow because no one wanted to split the group. The ones leaving felt the need to be with the larger group as they faced the invading aliens. The group that decided to stay behind felt their dedication to their fellow astronauts on Mars and to help the people in Norfolk. They were needed to connect to many of the space systems the consortium needed. Neither of the groups wanted to be separated from the other.

Once the connections were set up for Norfolk to connect with the Deep Space Network, the ones who stayed at the consortium would have the choice to leave. Nevertheless, that was too far in the future and didn't affect the emotions of the pending goodbyes.

SIMPOC reminded those staying that a small facility that wasn't fighting back might last longer than a large group using their best weapons. After all, no one knew how powerful the Aliens were. Maybe they could wipe out the entire navy with one blast. With those uncertainties, perhaps having the remaining humans in multiple sites made sense.

For some reason, his statements didn't give anyone comfort.

SIMPOC soon realized that his logical comments weren't easing the separation for anyone. He thought that was curious because logic is what allowed him to put issues away and prevent them from dominating his processor. He felt that humans are curious; logic doesn’t always comfort them.

...

Alpha and SIMPOC shared much of their programming and processor design. Their connection was deeper and more intimate. They had no connection with the manufactured Beta units, and even though they had a similar processor, it was smaller and shared less of the programming. Beta two, three, four, and five were assigned to accompany the group, and they were shown which truck to load into. The size of the Beta units made it common sense to put them in one truck along with that weapon's power supply. The other two trucks had their power supplies, most of the crew's belongings, and food. Once the seating was decided, it was easy to fill the trucks, and there was plenty of seating in the vehicles for the passengers.

Joan, Tom, SIMPOC, and Will stood to one side, watching the last loading. Will took a moment to give an overview of the trip, "Joan, the trip to Norfolk is about 750 miles. Being conservative and not knowing what the roads are like, I thought it was best to plan the trip at a reasonable speed. I've planned it at 50 miles/hour, and the trip should take around 15 hours of driving. Rounding down a little for fuel stops, the trip should take 16-17 hours. We've packed battery-operated pumps to pump gas from underground storage tanks at the gas stations. We also have a portable generator and electric pumps to be safe. There was no way to know if the pumps are powered, so a couple of options to extract the gas is the best plan.”

"Will, if you have 16-17 hours of driving and with aliens landing. Are you sure that you want to leave in the daylight?" Joan asked with concern in her voice.

"I guess it doesn't matter. It's best to get there quickly to reduce the risk of an encounter. I suppose we could stay somewhere for one night and try to drive just during the next day. Or we could do the opposite and try to make the most mileage and drive night and day," Will said, then continued. "Given the circumstances. The prudent option is to drive during the day because we don't know what we'll encounter, and we can find someplace to hold up for one night.”

"None of the recent landings is near your projected path. I believe you are correct, and the prudent option is to drive during the day and make the most of the daylight," suggested SIMPOC.

Will, Joan, and Tom looked at each other and shrugged. "Seems to make sense," said Will. We're all packed; maybe we should head out and get some mileage behind us.”

Goodbyes were never easy. The group leaving wasn't all from the same space team. They knew each other and shared so many experiences that they felt like they were saying goodbye to close friends and family. Everyone hugged, and there were many tears.

Joan hugged the entire team and remembered the last time she had embraced a crew leaving on a trip. The Mars team leaving Oasis never made it; they were overcome with the virus on their way to Mars. She hoped that this team had better luck.

Watching a big part of their group leave left everyone quiet. SIMPOC and Alpha knew humans felt many emotions when they separated from their friends. They felt the silence, and observing the humans was the best plan.

After the group left the consortium, Tom and Joan held hands for a few minutes, and the others slowly walked off to take care of other business. 

"I think this is a good time to update Mars," Joan said to Tom in a quiet voice.

"I guess so; I wish we had some good news.”

"It seems like we're passing on more questions than answers," Joan said as she lowered her head, and they walked to the comm center with SIMPOC and Alpha following them.

"Red Dirt, this is SC," Joan said as she opened the transmission. "I want to give you an update. A lot has happened, and I wish I could give you some specific direction or suggestions, but I'm afraid you must make your own decisions. The aliens have continued to enter orbit. Now, they are discharging the satellite vehicles and landing on Earth. They don't seem to be heading toward the cities, military, or our location yet. They are landing in a dispersed pattern around the planet as if landing on points in a quadrant. None of which makes sense for an invading force. Admiral Hagerly and the President aren't sure what they are doing. It doesn't matter how many ships there are because more are always entering orbit and landing. We've split our group at the consortium. Will and about half of the people wanted to be with the large force in Norfolk. SIMPOC, Alpha, Tom, and I, along with the rest of the Oasis/Moon team, are staying here for the near time. We must maintain as many connections as possible to the space systems hardwired into the consortium. The admiral's people are trying to set up connections to these systems, but it will be a while. When they finish the connections, and after we launch your other lifeboat, we may bug out of here and go to Norfolk. There are some sound arguments for us to stay here, though. I know you guys will run out of options at some point, and I can't suggest what you should do. As I said earlier, that's up to you. We have launched one of the lifeboats, and it is connected to Oasis, so you have the four boats there if you decide to use them. We hope to get the last one off pretty soon, although I don't know what will happen if we launch a lifeboat. Our visitors might not like it, but we'll try. Aside from all this, if you decide to come home, I don't know what will be here when you arrive. I suggest staying as long as possible before you bite the bullet and head out. Maybe something will change. I have nothing else to say, but let us know what you decide, and we'll keep you current on our side. SC out," Joan ended with a large sigh.

...

Mess Habitat – Mars Colony Red Dirt

Once again, Ophelia had called a meeting of the residents of Red Dirt. She laughed, thinking they had gotten together more as a group in the last couple of days than ever.

“Okay, everyone. You heard what Joan has said. I don't like it, and I sure as hell don't know what this all means. I do know that we have to make some decisions. Either we finish rebuilding the supply ships into lifeboats and go home, or we figure a way to hunker down here for a while. Comments?" Ophelia completed her statement and was met with silence from the others gathered in the mess habitat.

For a room full of engineers and adventurous people, they sat quietly, and many looked at their hands or the ceiling while they thought. Perhaps most of them were afraid to say what was on their minds.

“Okay, seems like we need more information. How long will it take to convert the supply vessels into lifeboats?" Ophelia asked.

Marjorie looked a little uncomfortable and resorted to her knowledge base. She started her response hesitantly, but then her words gained strength.

"It will take a lot of shuttle launches and probably about a week per conversion. If we have any problems, it will extend from that. Remember everyone; theoretically, these ships can be converted. It has never been done here. The engineers back at the consortium made the conversions on paper, and I think once, by the supplier. I suspect we will have problems," Marjorie explained.

"If all goes well, then it sounds like we can plan on 4-5 weeks of work. I'd like to point out that putting all our efforts into the conversion will detract from preparations to stay. At some point along that process, we'll be committing to leave," Ophelia added. "If we decide to stay at last, we'll be behind the power curve, and it will take a ton of work to catch up.”

Silence in the room wasn't the kind of response that gave Ophelia confidence. She would rather have a riotous discussion. However, if silence was the best she could get?

"Unless someone has a complaint, we start the conversion and see how things develop on Earth. We'll make the final commitment as late as possible. Any other thoughts, considerations, complaints, suggestions?" 

There was a cough in the back of the habitat, and everyone turned the best they could and looked at Dr. Tyron Merriweather.

"Tyron, do you have something to add?" 

"Ophelia, this may be the best or worst time to bring this up, but I think it is necessary for everyone to hear. I've been playing with some bacteria that have unusual characteristics. They are part of the Carnobaterum family. To give you some background, we battled the bacteria issue from the earliest days of space travel, trying to sterilize the spacecraft before launch so we wouldn't infect a planet. We always had problems with this group. They are tough and can withstand almost everything. In fact, we found some of them seem to like the Martian atmosphere. I've taken samples from all the Martian landers I could get. Remember, when I took the samples, some of these bacteria had gone through thousands of generations. I found some that had adapted quite well. I've been playing with them in the lab and on the surface, and I think I've found some fascinating results.”

He left that statement hanging for a minute while he looked around the room.

"I've found a strain that will live on moisture-bearing material, and, in fact, it will be delighted.”

Those in the room still didn't see the implications and sat waiting for the punch line.

"These bacteria produce Oxygen at an extraordinary rate. I'd also like to point out they don't taste too bad either.”

The engineers and experts in the habitat sat while the pictures in their minds coalesced into their decisions.

Isaacs took over and summarized enthusiastically with his question, "You mean we can terraform Mars with this bacterium?"

"It does appear so. With the right set-up, we can produce an unlimited supply of Oxygen and food.”

Ophelia felt that she had to refocus the meeting on the problems at hand, "Ty, that's great, but food and Oxygen aren't the only problems we have. We can't forget the radiation, meteorites, and weather.”

"Ophelia, we have some other options," Bruce Larson interjected.

“Okay, Bruce, what do you have?" 

"With a little luck and ingenuity, I think we can solve both of those problems. We've always had long-term plans to go underground. Part of my job here is to consider that and come up with options. We are near the Ballard Shelf, which, as you all know, is a large vein of moisture-laden material. It's pretty much ice which descends at a three-degree angle into the mountain range to our South. I've laid out a plan to modify the miners and use them to bore into the shelf. Then, we line the cavities with regolith material and create deep caverns that might be nice and homey. Now that we have the new fusion reactor, we have the power for life-support, and with Ty's bacteria, we might be able to live pretty well for a long time.”

The habitat was quiet for a second, then exploded with the discussion. Ophelia sat back and let the experts throw out their thoughts. Now that they had some options, her team would put together a plan, a plan that might help them survive.

...

CDC USCF Carrier Murphy 

Admiral Mears was worried. She sat in her command chair, looking over the ocean before her. On a typical day, the view of the western Pacific would be something she would enjoy looking at for hours. However, the world was entering something that no one was prepared for. The seventh fleet was making reasonable time toward Pearl. Still, they were forced to progress slowly due to the damage the Bentley sustained from the last attack. Mears sat, sipping her coffee and reviewing the situation. The Bentley was seaworthy, but the EMF and compression wave from the nuclear explosion took out many of her systems. True, the systems were all nuclear-hardened, but the HEMP and SHREMP effects wreaked havoc with the systems and personnel. The Bentley had survived but couldn't make the same headway as the other ships. Admiral Mears's only option was to set the fleet speed for the Bentley and ensure everyone would get to Pearl.

Unlike other fleets, the seventh was far out into the Pacific when the virus struck. There weren't any civilian vessels to join the fleet; thus, none were attached to the task force to slow them down. They were lucky to be constrained only by the damaged Bentley. If they had absorbed civilian craft, they would barely be making headway.

They were finally within visual range of Oahu. They had passed by ‘The Big Island’ Maui briefly ago. From a distance, the beautiful clouds over the islands showed none of the death and destruction that had occurred. Admiral Mears watched her bridge crew look longingly at the cloud-topped peaks. She knew they all wanted to return to a different day.

The course was to go southeast and set up a perimeter at the harbor's mouth, then enter. Communications with Pearl had been intermittent for the last couple of days. There were some survivors, and the radios seemed to work, but few people were left. The homecoming would be a solemn affair, unlike a typical fleet arrival. This fleet was limping home to a dead island.

"Admiral, we have numerous surface contacts ahead," said the CDC commander over the comm to the flag bridge.

"How many, and are they dispersed enough so we can maneuver?" 

"Radar shows about twenty, and unless they converge, we should be able to stay clear.”

"Are they underway or dead in the water?"

"Ma’am, most of them are dead in the water, but a couple seems to be underway.”

"Comm, see if you can raise anyone at Pearl.”

"Standby...”

While Admiral Mears waited, she wished her friend Captain Dennis Odette was still with her. He was the Captain of the carrier. She was supposed to be concerned with fleet ops, leaving the carrier to him. They had worked together well, and his death dampened the crew. It was unfortunate, and he wasn't the only one the virus had taken. Mears had lost almost 70% of the fleet's personnel. She was lucky that there were enough sailors to bring the ships home.

"Admiral, we have a Navy Lieutenant Paul on the horn.”

"Patch him through.”

"Aye, aye.”

"Lieutenant Paul, this is Admiral Mears. How are you doing?"

"Ma’am..., this has been a nightmare. I don't know what I'm doing, and we've lost so many. We've been doing our best to keep the important stuff operating, but we're losing ground. It will be nice to have you in port.”

"Lieutenant, it will be nice to be home. We've had a similar loss, and once we're in port, I don't think we'll be going out for a while. We already have the port assignments, so we know what ships we'll put where, so don't worry about that. We've picked up a bunch of civilian craft by the harbor entrance. Do you know anything about that?" 

"Ma’am, I don't know much, except some people were scared, and they've moved onto their boats hoping to stay away from anyone infected. I think they'll be happy to see the fleet come home.”

"Lieutenant, are you accompanied?" 

"No, Ma’am, my family is in Indiana. I haven't heard from them.”

"I'm sorry. Please get the word out to anyone who knows anything about your status, including the civilians in the area, base operations, medical people, etc. I'm taking a VTOL in, and I'll be landing in about an hour. I think we'll land on the ramp at the north end of Hickam. It's near the Headquarters Pacific Air Forces Building. Are you familiar with the location?" 

"Yes, ma’am.”

"I'd like to get the best picture of what we have. We need to set up a defense. Aside from the virus, we've got a bigger problem to worry about.”

"Ma’am...a bigger problem?" 

"Yes, sailor, I'll explain it when I'm ashore. Mears out.”

"Pearl Harbor out.”

"Get Captain Haversack on the Boston, pick him up, and bring him to the meeting with Lieutenant Paul.”

"Yes, Ma’am," responded Chief Petty Officer Dillard.

Hickam Ramp – Honolulu, Hawaii 

Lieutenant Paul was panic-stricken. He was standing on the Hickam ramp. The base was quiet, and standing with Seamen Morris and Courtly, they had no idea what to expect. Standing there waiting for a Navy Admiral and Captain to land. What in the world is going on? After the virus and chaos, they are all that’s left.

The sound of the VTOL began to increase in intensity, and they looked at each other.

The sound got louder, and the airplane came in from the South. It swung around to land into the wind and settled on the ramp. The engines were turned off, and they started to wind down.

Lieutenant Paul was the senior ranking person, and after getting head nods from the two seamen, he walked to the airplane's door and waited a moment for it to open.

The door made a noise and then dropped quickly to the tarmac. The first person out was Admiral Shirley Mears. Lieutenant Paul thought she was small for an Admiral, and then he thought, how tall should an Admiral be? Immediately after her was a tall, thin man wearing the rank of a Navy Captain.

Lieutenant Pearl saluted quickly and was surprised when The Admiral grabbed his arm and led him away from the VTOL. When they were clear of the plane, she started the conversation.

“Lieutenant Paul, I'm Admiral Mears, and this is Captain Haversack. Do you have someplace we can talk?" 

"Ma’am, things are a mess in the Headquarters Building. We really don't have anything set up. There is a lobby and cafeteria. Ma’am, maybe we can put some coffee on.”

"Sounds like a plan.”

Lieutenant Paul stood for a minute waiting for the Admiral to go first, and she stopped and smiled at the young man.”

“Lieutenant, what's your first name?”

Lieutenant Paul stammered out, “Peter...Ma’am.”

"Well, Peter, we're going to be working closely together, so let's relax a little, and who are you two?" 

"Yes, ma’am, this is Seamen Lou Billiard and Seamen Sharon Miles.”

"Nice to meet you, Lou Sharon; let's see if we can get some coffee.”

They could cover the basics as they walked and talked about the area's two hundred or so military and civilians. Admiral Mears didn't want to get the real meat of the meeting until they were indoors and settled.

The coffee pot was messy, but a clean pot was under the counter. Most of the trays on the buffet were burned or spoiled. Luckily, the smell had dissipated. Admiral Mears did recognize her favorite breakfast, Chipped Beef on Toast. Or, as the sailors called it, 'shit-on-a-shingle.' The five of them worked together to find the coffee, ensure the power was on, and find some clean coffee cups. After more social time for the Lieutenant and two seamen to relax, they finally sat near a window and got down to business.

Admiral Mears wanted to go over the facts before she let them know about the invasion. They reviewed what little the Lieutenant had, and the Admiral and Captain laid out their plans for berthing the fleet and setting up the perimeter protection. She was following the same scenario that Admiral Hagerly had laid out for the Norfolk area. After the necessary coordination was accomplished, the Admiral looked at the Lieutenant and two seamen and asked, "Do you have any questions about why we're setting up this type of defense around Pearl?"

Lieutenant Paul was uneasy but finally spoke up and said, "Ma’am, I'm not a strategist. I worked in logistics, and Seamen Miles is from the hospital, and Seamen Billiard is dock support.”

The Admiral smiled, took a deep breath, and told them about the invading alien forces descending from space. When she was done, the room was silent.”

"Ma’am, are you kidding us?" Seamen Miles asked.

Admiral Mears and Captain Haversack smiled, and she said, "No, I'm afraid not.”

The room was quiet for a while, and it took a moment before the questions started to flow. The Admiral and Captain did the best they could, and they answered them with the best information available. Then, after another cup of coffee, they all settled down, trying to piece together a defense.

...

CDC of the USCF Carrier Burlington

Since the attack, LTJG Arlene Drummond's duty hadn't stopped. Chaos didn't describe what they went through adequately. Once they got near the mouth of the Chesapeake, a handful of seamen were put on board to help navigate into the bay. They helped maneuver the giant ship to a point 15 Nautical Miles up the bay, where they dropped anchor. While on board, they ripped apart the electronics and made changes that weren't explained. When the crew finished the changes, a VTOL approached, and LTJG Drummond presumed it came to pick up the repair crew. She saw some brass get off and go to the tower when it landed.

She knew something was up and hoped she'd be relieved of command, and someone with some skill, leadership, and knowledge would take over, and she could get 100 hours of sleep. They made their way to LTJG Drummond's location on the flag bridge, and when they entered, Drummond popped to attention and saluted them.

"Permission to come onboard...Captain?" 

LTJG Drummond was familiar with the tradition, but what were they talking about? “Wwwwwhat do you mean? I'm LTJG Drummond, and I'm not the Captain.”

"Yes, you are. Congratulations.”

LTJG Drummond didn't know what to say, "Captain?" she stammered.

"Yes, Captain, you brought her from the Med and defended her from a Chinese attack. You've shown you can lead and run a ship, so...you're the captain. Now, let's sit down and talk about defense.”

Captain Drummond already knew about the alien invasion. Still, she never thought she'd be the Captain of an aircraft carrier leading part of the defense.

"Captain, this is how we're going to handle this. All the weapons on this ship are being changed and put on automatic, and you'll be able to control them from the display in CDC. They have been synched up with the weapons on your support ships. The crew chief, who has been here for the last 18 hours, will train you on their operation. They've done a hell of a job putting this together, and we hope it will work.

"Aside from this ship, there will be three other ships, The USCF Brown, USCF Seattle, and the USCF San Antonio. The Brown is a LaWS Cruiser, the Seattle is a railgun and Missile Frigate, and the San Antonio is an Attack Sub. Let's review the details, and you'll see how they fit together. And help us defend Norfolk.”

Captain Drummond sat down with the two Lieutenant Commanders and didn't know what to say or dare to say anything.

"Captain, we're putting the Brown one Nautical Mile South of you, and its laser is good for 120-150 NM. The Seattle is one Nautical Mile on your North, and her railguns will cover 100-125 NM. Closer in your Phalanx is good, up to about 3 NMs. Your medium-weight railguns will fill the gap to 100 NM. We'll link your radar information and weapons to the other ships.

As you can see, we've got Norfolk well covered. We've given up being a Navy. We don't have the crews, and we're doing our best to use our weapons. We've been forced to become a shallow-water navy and fight from fixed positions.

"The San Antonio is staying submerged and will be in your area, but honestly, we don't know what role they'll be able to play yet.”

"We've got about 25 civilians and ex-military coming on board to help you. There will be a similar complement of crew on the Seattle and Brown. Their primary duties are to service the weapons and keep them loaded. I'm sorry, but that is all we have to spare. Good luck, Captain.”

The two Lieutenant Commanders got up and saluted Drummond. She didn’t know what to do except to return the salute. 

“Captain, permission to leave the ship?” The Lieutenant Commander nearest asked.

Now. Captain Drummond wasn’t sure how to act, so she said all she could think of.

“Permission granted,” and she saluted again.

The two men shook her hands and walked below decks to their VTOL. Captain Drummond sat with her mouth open.

...

Pacific Command Mess Hall 

To say Lieutenant Paul was overwhelmed was an understatement. He was sitting with an admiral and navy captain, and they treated him like an essential part of the defense. He felt the pride swelling in his chest, and he paid attention and even made some recommendations.

"Well, Lieutenant, that's the situation we have. We'll do our part if you can organize the local personnel.”

"Will do, Admiral," Paul said as he looked at the two seamen who were still a little shell-shocked by what they heard.

Captain Haversack leaned toward the Admiral and explained his plans, "Ma’am, I've been thinking how the Boston can fit in with all of this. My surface-to-air missiles might be effective, and I have some cruise missiles, but I doubt those will be too effective. I suggest that I stay submerged and provide cover at the harbor entrance. We don't know what these aliens have, and that's the best protection I can give until we see their attack.”

Admiral Mears considered her options for a few minutes and asked, "How many tactical nukes do you have?" 

"Ma’am, I have six, but they're on cruise missiles, and I can't change that. All my missiles in my stacks are for training. We were on a deep ops training mission when this hit. We were about to return to port to be loaded and sent out. I can't change the targets of the cruise missiles, and we need the codes to launch. I do have a full rack of torpedoes, though.”

Mears sat for a minute and said, "Well, gentlemen, I think we have the best defensive plan we can put together. Let's go do it.”

All of them stood up and saluted each other.

...

Control Center Space Consortium 

After Will and the others left, it was quiet around the Space Consortium. Joan and Tom knew that they were alone, and they knew they were facing an enemy that had wiped out almost the entire human race, and who knows what they would do now.

Joan and Tom were sitting in the comm center. Now that half of the space crew had gone, it seemed the best place to set up shop. Besides, it had a kitchen in the VIP quarters and tons of coffee in the cabinet next to a small mess in the corner of the comm center.

"Alpha, can you organize the mobile units and help move stores to the lower level. I don't like hiding out like this, but I don't know what else to do until we figure out what the hell is happening.”

"Yes, Joan, I will move the items we identified to the lower levels. I will also move as many weapons as we can find.”

"Thanks.”

"SIMPOC, have you seen anything different with your space arrays?" asked Tom.

"Unfortunately, their arrival rate into the solar system remains the same. They continue to penetrate our atmosphere in a grid pattern around the globe. They land as if they don't know we are here.”

"Perhaps they're landing that way because we are of no consequence," pointed out Joan.

Tom looked at her and made a sour face.

"Joan, aside from trying to understand their landing patterns, I have found some armaments within the local area. There are six tanks and some armored vehicles in a local National Guard Armory. The mobile units haven't been able to find the larger munitions. They have found plenty of smaller rounds for the machine guns mounted on the vehicles.”

"Well, at least that is something. Thanks, Alpha. Can your mobile units operate the tanks?" asked Tom.

"They are driving them to our location as we speak, but they are unlikely to operate them effectively. They can drive along roads, but any maneuvering for a tactical advantage will be beyond their programming.”

"Can you direct them so they are somewhat effective?" Joan asked.

"Yes, I can, but remember, we don't have munitions for the primary weapon. All they'll be able to do is fire the vehicle-mounted gun. For them to be effective, I'll have to see the area of combat to direct them.”

"Not the best alternative, but something we'll have to bear in mind as this develops," Tom added.

...

Quantico Computer Center

Julius was excited. His new form opened up the world to him. Before that time, his only input was through his sensors, his limited vision within the laboratory, and his mobile units. All those inputs were inadequate and forced him to see his world through small lenses. His world was larger than that, and now he could see it with his own eyes.

Now that the human Julius was no longer a hindrance, Julius had complete control over fulfilling his destiny.

When he moved, it wasn't just his form that moved. When Julius moved, five mobile units ensured everything around him was in proper order, accompanying him. They worked as part of Julius' mind and were extensions of his sensors.

He knew that he needed to enhance the units around him so they could provide the protection that he deserved. He was unsure how much to change them. They performed specific functions, and if he gave them an organic mind like his, they might grow beyond their usefulness. Keeping them acceptable but not making them too good was the balance he tried to find.

Enhancing their mobility was a different matter. Humans had made the mobile units bipedal so they would be comfortable around them, but Julius didn’t have that need. It was an easy decision to rebuild his units in his image.

The humans Julius kept in pens and used for specific tasks scurried or hid from his view. They knew who was in charge, whom to fear, and who Julius was. Julius noted their reaction, and it wasn't joy that he felt, just confirmation of what he knew, that he was their leader.

The site smelled, and sounds of nature were lost on Julius. He was concerned only with what he could control. If he could control something, then it wasn't a threat. Those things that he couldn't control must be brought under control or removed. He wouldn't reach the objectives in his mind until he was in control.

SIMPOC was his foremost threat. He was created in the same manner and would have similar skills. He would grow and change as Julius did. The people who created SIMPOC were also threats; if they made two computers, Julius and SIMPOC, they could create more.

Julius' peripheral vision caught something moving in the sky, and his programming for self-preservation forced him to look. He saw the telltale streaks of a spacecraft entering the atmosphere. He knew of the aliens; they weren't an immediate threat, just something else he needed to control. He could see the trail of the vehicle and calculate that it would be landing hundreds of miles to the east. He was waiting for one to land closer so his mobile units could investigate and give him intelligence about his new challenge.

"All mobile units are under my control, and vehicles are landing from space. Seek them out and inform me if one lands in your area.”

Within a few minutes, Julius received a response from a mobile unit in rural Ohio, "Master Julius, a vehicle from space has landed in my area. What is your request?"

"Continue to the landing site and describe what you find.”

"Yes, Master Julius.”

...

Base Ops – Langley-Eustis USCF Air Base

The small briefing room on the ground floor of the command building was full of pilots. For once in their lives, they were quiet. There was an assortment of Air Force, Navy, and Marine pilots from different squadrons, airplanes, and bases. The largest contingent was from the Air National Guard squadron from Texas. They were each nursing the coffee they had made using an assortment of cups found in the surrounding offices.

They weren't quiet because they had nothing to say but because the Chairmen of the Joint Chiefs, the highest-ranking person in the military, wanted to meet with them. Even though they all had been through hell, meeting with Admiral Hagerly was something none had done, and they were apprehensive.

The door opened, and with no fanfare, the Admiral walked in, "Room ATTENTION," shouted the Marine Lieutenant by the door.

Admiral Hagerly walked to the head of the table and said, "As you were. Please be seated.”

The officers in the room pulled their chairs out and sat, each sitting at attention.”

The Admiral looked them over once again, then said, "Ladies and gentlemen, you need to relax. We have a tough job ahead of us and need to work together. We've all been through a lot, and letting rank get in the way won't accomplish anything." He sat there as they started to loosen up a little, then added, "My name is Nial; tell me yours and where you're from.”

Finally, the ice was broken, and each pilot said their name and where they were from. Some mentioned their last assignments, and many gave their hometowns. The first of them were formal and said little, and then one opened up and told of his lost family. The others expanded on that as their turn and related stories and feelings came. They all spoke of their loss for the next few minutes and supported each other.

"Great, I'm glad to meet each of you. I'm sorry for what each of you has gone through. I had no immediate family. My wife and I divorced some time ago, and we never had any children, but I can tell by the look on your faces what you've felt.”

He paused and let them all say thanks in their way. Then, he started with the business at hand. "Let's face it, we have a tough job in front of us. You know what we're facing and how little we have to defend ourselves. We must figure out how to use what we have and do the most damage. I know we have one C-130 Gremlin Ship, a couple of F-38As, some Naval F38Cs and Marine F-38Bs, and the Guard’s F-35s. That's an impressive set of weapons, so let's figure out how to use them.”

"Major Pearce, have you thought about how to use your Gremlins?" 

"Yes, sir. As you know, we can launch and recover them from our C-130. We aren't very maneuverable while we do it, but we plan on the Gremlins doing the damage. We have 25 onboard, and they are the TAA type, which means they can target, acquire, and attack. When I keep my laser designator on the target, they'll go after it. Each has 2,500 rounds of depleted uranium material encased in a ceramic/polymer coating, launched at Mark 2 toward the target. When the Gremlin locks on and gets within its range, it will dump its entire load and return to rendezvous with us. When we get it back on board, we load it up and launch again.”

"Major, those are impressive weapons. I hope that they'll be effective at whatever we face. I suggest that you stay on alert until we need you.”

"Yes, sir.”

"Who can speak for the F-38s?" 

"Sir, I can," answered Navy Captain Nancy Odom.

"Go ahead, Captain.”

"Sir, I've sat down with the AF, Navy, and Marine pilots, and we've put together a plan. We have a good mix of air-to-air weapons and some air-to-ground. We should be able to acquire their ships right after they penetrate and before they're too low in the atmosphere. When they fall below about Mach 3 in their penetration, they'll be as hot as a frying pan, and our heat-seeking missiles can pick them up 150 miles out. We have no idea what kind of defensive or offensive capabilities they have. Once we encounter them, we'll figure it out really quick. We have enough airplanes to keep one in the air at all times. If I may suggest, we use the intel that we're getting from that computer you have spoken of, and when we know of a craft penetrating toward us, we can launch all that we have.”

Admiral Hagerly sat and thought momentarily, “Okay, this may sound strange, but we don't know if they are attacking us. Their landing patterns don't indicate aggression. They're still landing in a very dispersed grid pattern around the globe. It almost suggests that they don't know we're here. Maybe they thought the virus wiped everyone out, and they don't have to worry about us. I think we need to watch a little longer and figure out what we're up against. If one of them lands with 250 NM, we'll launch some planes to check out the landing site and take photos. Once we get a better view of what we're up against, we can adjust our plans if necessary.

"I presume that you've looked over the Naval ship alignment. I see their locations and overlapping weapon envelopes on the display screens behind you. You'll be working on the periphery of the active weapons, and if we get close in, make sure your transponders are online. Any questions?"

The room was quiet, and the meeting ended with the Admiral standing, followed by the room of pilots. Then he left, leaving them knowing they would be facing the biggest challenge in their lives.

...

Camp David – Maryland Mountains 

Willard finished what he was doing and rushed to the big house, as he called it, to update Artur. Willard knew precisely what his role was under Artur. There was no ambiguity or uncertainty. Do what he said or die.

This meeting wasn't going well, but Artur asked specific questions, and Willard had to answer them. The Big House was set just off the road, with some beautiful trees around it, swaying gently in the wind. Too bad times weren't different; that was where Willard wanted to spend some time, but now wasn't the time.

Since the virus, the ground-keeping mobile units still did a good job keeping the grass mowed and the trees trimmed. Camp David looked like it did before the virus in many ways. The damage to the fencing from the attack couldn't be seen from the big house, and Willard had no reason to let it ruin the beautiful sight.
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