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Introduction

I enjoyed writing these four books and the three others to follow. I enjoy how a story starts, and as I write, it changes direction and seems to take on a life of its own.

When there is a lot of action, I don’t know how it's going to end until I get there. You may find this odd, after all, how can an author write a book and not know its ending? As I get closer to the end, I have a feel for where it’s going, but the story drives the final details. Each of the final details emerges based on the previous parts of the story, and the final scenes are driven by how they fit together. Towards the end, I write faster so I can enjoy it, too.

I hope that you enjoy this box set and check out the final three eBooks in the series.

 

Ray Jay Perreault
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“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.

Abby tried to speak and had trouble getting the first word out. "Thanks, you're bringing up the other two breakfasts at 8:00 for the kids?" she asked, with a definite gurgle in her throat.

"Yes, ma’am, the other breakfasts will be delivered at 8:00 AM. I'll make sure, although they are a little short on the kitchen staff this morning."

"Thanks, and pass my thanks to the kitchen staff."

"Thanks, ma’am," the waiter said as he left the suite.

Evette wasn't escorting the breakfast in as she usually did, "Do either of you know where Evette is?" the First Lady asked the two Secret Service men.

"Here she comes, ma’am," one of the agents said as Evette slowly turned into the doorway.

"Evette, you don't look very well. Maybe we all have the same thing. Dave and Beth are both sick, and I'm canceling their day. How are you doing?"

"Not very well. Let's eat, and if it stays down, maybe I can make it through the day."

"Evette, I don't know what I'd do without you. Let's get this over with so we both can relax a little."

It seemed like breakfast took forever. Abby or Evette would talk a little, then they would do their best to get some breakfast down and sip a little coffee. It was obvious they weren't doing well, and the lack of detail discussed made that evident.

"Evette, I'm not feeling well. The longer I sit here, the worse I feel. Would you please cancel everything for us today? I think we need a day to rest and recuperate. You look like you need some downtime, too."

"I'm sorry, but I think you're right. When I get back to my room, I'll send for a Doctor and let the White House know what's going on." Evette tried to laugh a little and continued, "If I can make it."

"Don't forget to let the French delegation know that we're canceling the activities today and give them a ‘typical sick mother and sick child explanation.' It has nothing to do with them."

"Yes, I almost forgot them. I'll send them a fancy note giving them our regrets."

They both smiled a little and ended breakfast.

"Evette, I'm going back to bed, and the kids are both asleep. Please check on us in a couple of hours, and maybe we can talk more then."

"Okay, I'm heading to my room right now. Suddenly, I feel worse."

"Evette, take care of yourself," Abby said as she watched her friend walk down the hall. She closed the door and stumbled back to her bed. It sounded like a good plan to nap for a little while, then check on the kids.

Arnold Patterson, President’s Study – White House

Arnold Patterson was enjoying a few minutes in his relatively small study right beside the Oval Office; he was mentally going over the day's main events. The president's study hadn't changed much over the last couple of presidencies. It was a small office beside the Oval Office. The day-to-day business was done in the study, but when the president needed to appear 'presidential,' he worked in the Oval Office. When he had time between meetings, the study was a great place to be quiet and think.

The carpet was thick, and the walls had a couple of small bookcases. Past presidents, who wanted to impress visitors, had the bookcases full of famous novels. Arnold wasn't like that; he filled his shelves with mementos of his presidency and past terms in the Senate. He was proud of what he had accomplished. It was easy for him to have pictures, baseballs, small toys from children, a hand-painted rock, and a hardened moose dropping from Wyoming mounted on a plaque. Many of them were serious and represented battles hard-fought, which he had won, but many reflected the lighter side of helping people and how they tried to show their thanks.

The window in front of his desk had the most amazing view of the White House lawn and, in the distance, the towering spire of the Washington Memorial. Arnold swung his chair around and looked around the room as he thought. He noticed the stuffed lion, which Beth had left on a chair during her last visit. The lion was watching him; he smiled, waiting for the faint roar from his daughter.

There was the typical noise and activity of the White House. His life was quiet now that Abby and his children were in Europe, so the sound of his personal communicator buzzing startled him. Only a few people could reach him directly, so it immediately got his attention.

Glancing at it, he could tell who it was, "Yes, Eddy."

"Mr. President, I'm sorry to disturb you, but there is something I've got to show you."

"Okay, I'll let you in just this one last time," he said with a little humor, although he suspected the subject wouldn't be very funny.

Within minutes, Eddy walked down the hallway from his office, knocked on the door, and swung it open. The President looked up as he strode across the quiet carpet to his desk.

"Mr. President, if I may, there is an explosion of information on the ‘net about this virus. The reports say it's popping up in hundreds of cities, and the WHO and the world community are getting cranked up. The press is eating it alive, and everyone is wondering what is happening."

The president moved his chair and let Eddy approach, "Computer, bring up Hovarti virus summary."

"Yes, Mr. Purser."

The curved computer screen presented a series of summaries, and Eddy touched the ones he wanted to be left on the screen.

The President glanced at the large screen and could see dynamic updates to the summaries. While he was looking at the images, Eddy's communicator buzzed, and as he glanced at the display screen, "Mr. President, it is Doctor Caster from the CDC, and he doesn't look happy."

"Eddy, let me take it," the President said as Eddy handed him the communicator.

"Paul, this is the President. Eddy was just updating me on the Internet and news feeds; they are throwing out some dire predictions. Some of our allies are talking about travel restrictions?"

"Yes, sir, there is a concern. Doctor Powers, the epidemiologist we sent, should have checked in with us by now, and we are still trying to reach her. When she got there, she went to a care center immediately. Unfortunately, it was remote. As soon as we hear back from her, I'll pass the information to your office. The news that I'm getting is just as dire as what you see on the Internet. It does appear to be occurring spontaneously in a large number of cities. Unfortunately, it's also occurring in the US. We haven't confirmed all the cases, but they appear to be the virus. Sir, I can't explain it; this type of outbreak has never occurred before. "

"What about travel restrictions in Eastern Europe?"

"Sir, I've heard some locals are restricting travel, but I haven't heard of any of the nations declaring it. They are talking about it, but I don't think they have made the declaration yet."

"Is there anything we can do to limit the spread in the United States?"

"Yes, sir, we have the option of travel restrictions and quarantine centers also."

"Paul, I don't want to panic the people. Go ahead and start the process for quarantine centers. Let me know if and when you need to make the announcement. We'll consider the travel restrictions."

"Please put together a press release along with my office summarizing everything and try to get this under control before we have a panic worldwide."

"Yes, sir, Mr. President."

"Thanks, Paul, please keep us current. Call Eddy anytime, 24/7 until we get this understood."

"Yes, sir."

The President handed the communicator back to his Chief of Staff.

"Eddy, check with Walt at the U.N. and see what he's hearing."

"Yes, Sir."

Date – 2051.51325 (12:04 PM)

Oval Office – White House

"Judy, who is with the president? I've got to see him immediately," said Eddy.

"Sir, he is with the Argentinian President."

"Please interrupt him and tell him something of extreme importance is happening, and he must be told."

"Yes, sir," Judy said. Then she keyed the personal intercom to the president's desk, "Mr. President, I'm sorry to disturb you, but Eddy says he has something extremely important."

"Send him right in."

Eddy jumped for the handle and swung the door open. "I'm sorry for disturbing you, sir, and I apologize, Mr. Perez, but I must speak with the President, and I'm afraid it must be in private."

"I'm sorry, Juan; I'll have my staff work out the details with your people."

"Yes, President Patterson, thank you for the meeting, and I'm sure we'll be able to find a solution."

The moment the Argentinean President and his aide left the room, Eddy exploded, "Mr. President, we have a worldwide crisis. That suspicious virus is spreading like wildfire, and the numbers we're hearing are true. It appears to be a catastrophic pandemic. Word is spreading fast; financial markets are under a ton of pressure. Many Eastern European capitals are setting up quarantine centers. I got an email from Paul saying that he has to start setting up quarantine centers in our major cities. I sent back a video message saying we're in full support. I've taken the liberty of sending a message to the First Lady’s flight crew to prep for immediate departure."

"Have you been able to get through to Abby and tell her what is going on?"

"Not yet, sir, there is a lot of confusion, and I haven't been able to get to her staff; none of them are answering their communicators."

"Do whatever you have, but get my family out of there!"

"The problem is exploding here, too. Many of the congressmen and their staff appear infected. Sir, I think you should consider some form of Operation Round Table. We've got to be concerned with the continuity of the government."

"Round Table is to lock us all down in the event of an attack. Locking up a bunch of healthy people with sick people doesn't make a ton of sense," pointed out the President.

"Sir, there is a variation of Operation Round Table, where we separate groups of the government and use electronic communications. It was intended for biological attacks. In that scenario, we split Congress into groups, and you go to Camp David with the key leaders."

The magnitude of the situation suddenly occurred to the President, which was evident, as his expression changed. "I agree; warn the VP and Congressional leaders. If some of them want to go to their homes, we should allow that. Put those who are on the designated leadership list and who are healthy in quarantine. We have to take care of the sick and separate them from the healthy. I don't want it spreading among our leadership. Before we fully implement Round Table, I want a nationally televised press conference. Have Roberto put a plan together to implement the Round Table."

"Sir, I also suggest that access to you is restricted to just your family, Roberto, Judy, and me. All others should be through phone calls or teleconference."

"Lovely, but don't let that get out. I don't want the people to hear I'm going behind some kind of barrier; it will only cause them to panic more.

"Eddy, I'm not going underground until I know about my family. We won't go to Camp David until I know what's happening. Put together a plan to move the key leaders to the camp and manage the government the best we can. Once we're there, then we'll consider other options. Before we jump too high, get my staff together on Videocon, and let's make sure we all know what we know."

"Did Paul at the CDC hear back from his person in the area?"

"No, sir, the last comment I got a couple of hours ago from Paul was a vid-mail, and he said Doctor Powers disappeared right after she landed. There is chaos in some of the cities in the region."

"Tell Paul I want hourly updates from him."

"Yes, Sir. I tried calling him just before I came here, but he didn't answer."

"I did hear back from Walt at the UN. They're entering into 'panic mode.' The WHO is spreading out as fast as possible, and they're working closely with Ed's people at the CDC. The WHO is doing the best they can, but they get most of their resources from countries, and most of the countries are in panic mode and not supporting the WHO."

The expression on their faces showed that neither of them liked that answer. "Okay, just keep trying," said the President.

Alpha Docking Port – Space Station Oasis

"Oasis, this is OS210 requesting permission to dock."

"Permission granted, you're clear to dock on Alpha port. Welcome to our part of space," responded the operations center controller.

"Roger, Alpha port. Sorry to say this, but one of our crew doesn't feel too well. Something just came up. We have a Doctor. Chevesky is onboard, and he's not sure what the problem is, so I suggest we follow the contamination protocol, and we'll stay separated until Chevesky and your medical staff give us a green light. We'll be docking in about 17 minutes."

"Roger, once you enter Oasis, go through CAT Delta to section A12, and we'll leave you in section A12 until you're cleared. I'll inform our med people to help out," said the operations center controller.

"Commander Herl, this is op center."

"This is Joan; go ahead, OC."

"Be advised, OS210 is docking in about 16 minutes, and they have an ill person on board. Doctor Chevesky is with them, suggesting we follow the contamination protocol until he knows what is going on. I'm limiting them to section A12."

"Sounds good. We sure don't want some miserable stomach flu or something worse going around the station. Go ahead and have section 12 sealed and put the Biohazard signs on both ends."

What a pain, Joan thought. Having a restricted area means everyone would have to go all the way around the station to go from section A11 to A13. Oh well, the exercise would do her good.

"Will do," responded the duty officer.

First Family Suite – Paris, France

Abby opened her eyes, almost. She lay in her bed for a moment, remembering where she was. Her body felt terrible, and breathing took way too much work. Deep breaths were almost too difficult.

"Beth, Dave!" The thought of her children immediately woke her up. She tried to roll out of bed to check on them, and she had a tough time. What time is it? Was the closest thing she had to a lucid thought. Glancing at the clock, she was shocked and confused when she read 8:35 PM. Had she slept all day? Oh, my God, she thought.

Where is Evette? She thought as she stumbled out of bed and found her robe. Did she call for a Doctor? For the next few steps, she had no other thoughts except for her children. Entering Beth's room, she immediately knew she wasn't doing well. She was breathing very hard. Abby stumbled to her bedside and stroked her brow. "Don't worry, honey, I'll check on Dave, then find out where the Doctor is. I'll be right back."

Beth didn't answer but moved her head in acknowledgment. Somehow, Abby found the strength to take the steps necessary to walk across the hall into Dave's room, and she found the same. Dave was buried under his blankets, and when she found his head, she stroked it, saying, "Honey, I've got to find out about a Doctor. Go ahead and rest; I'll be right back."

Somehow, Abby found the strength to walk to the suite's front door, and when she opened the door, she knew something was wrong, terribly wrong. Earl, who was the Lead of her security detail, was lying on the floor. The chair he was using by her door had turned over, and it was lying next to him. She didn't need to check him because she could hear his labored breathing and weak cough. She bent to touch him and said, "Earl, hold on, I'll try to find someone."

He didn't move, and Abby took almost all her strength to stand and turn. She tried Evette's door on the opposite side of the hall. The door was unlocked, which seemed unusual, and when she opened the door, her heart skipped a beat. Evette was lying on the floor in the same clothes she had worn that morning for breakfast. Abby knelt and almost collapsed when she touched her friend's hand. It was cold, and it hit Abby. Evette was dead; she had walked to her room after breakfast and collapsed right there, “Oh my God, Evette!”

The dire reality of the situation hit her like a brick. Beth and Dave could be dying. What should she do? Her little bit of strength allowed her to almost fall across the hall back into her suite, and she went immediately to Beth's room. "Honey, I want you and Dave to be together, then I'll try to get help." She found the strength to pick up her 5-year-old daughter and carry her into her son's room. She placed her on the bed and covered her with one of Dave's piled-up blankets. She turned on her communicator panel and tried to call for help, but there was no answer from the front desk. She tried the main operator and some of the other icons on the screen; no one answered.

Her strength was almost gone, and all she could do was curl up with her children and pray.

Oasis Space Station – Earth Orbit

"Oasis; SC."

"Go ahead, this is Oasis," said the on-duty Oasis control center controller.

"Get Commander Herl online, please."

"Stand by...,"

"Joan, I have a call from SC, and they want to talk with you. Should I patch it through your comm, or are you headed in this direction?"

"I'll be there in a minute," she said as she moved out of the conference area. She looked at Tom and said, "Please continue reviewing the Desert Beach resupply inventory. I don't want those moon people to say we shorted them on something. I have to go to the center and talk to Mother."

"Will do."

"SC, Commander, will be here in a second," said the Oasis center controller.

Joan entered the comm center a few minutes later and looked at the picture of Larry on the comm screen. "SC, this is Joan. What have you got, Larry?"

"I doubt you've been monitoring the international news broadcasts, but something unusual is happening. Yesterday, a strange illness started occurring in the southern part of the Russian Caucasus, and for some reason, it is spreading across the world at an alarming rate. It's called Hovarti. The bad news is that it appears to be very infectious and contagious. It also has a very high mortality rate. I've checked with our medical staff, and they are monitoring the situation closely. I don't know how serious this is, but it's getting my attention."

"Okay, Larry, I'm not sure what you're expecting me to do with this information."

After a pause, "I heard the transmission from OS210. Someone onboard wasn't feeling well. That, unfortunately, is how this virus starts. To be on the safe side, consider this serious until our medical staff understands what is happening. I agree with you, following the standard contamination protocols until we find out. Please keep us posted on how they are after the docking."

"Will do, and likewise, you keep me posted on any progress understanding that virus. I'm sure it's nothing, and it will blow over in a couple of days. OS210 is due to dock in a few minutes, and we've already separated area A12 for them. Larry... let's keep this between you and me. Oasis out."

"Will do, Joan, SC out."

Commander Joan Herl leaned on a comm panel while she thought about the last transmission. The implications were unpleasant, and even thinking someone was coming on board with a dangerous disease was a major concern. The contamination protocols were set up for that exact reason, but no one ever expected them to be used fully. A ship would dock from time to time, and someone would have the stomach flu or an occasional slight fever. In all those cases, the issue was resolved in a short time, and the hatches were opened. Of course, there would be a little ribbing and harassment for the person who 'almost infected' Oasis. In this case, it could be very serious or even disastrous, and she had to make sure before moving beyond the protocols.

Joan suddenly stopped in her thoughts and remembered two of her maintenance crew personnel had reported late for duty at the beginning of the last shift. She turned to Abram, who was the OCC duty controller. "Abram, where are Lloyd and Dennis? Have you talked to them lately?"

"Not for about an hour. They're on the inside of the ring with five SMUs servicing the positioning jets and working on sections B7 and B8."

Joan switched her comm unit to external, "Lloyd, Dennis, this is Joan Herl. How are you guys doing?"

There wasn't an immediate response. Turning towards Abram, "Are Lloyd and Dennis somewhere where we might have interference with transmission and reception?"

"Standby, I'll check their beacons. It's near the end of the shift, so they may be in the airlock," Abram said as he checked the onboard locator beacons. "Commander, I've located them. Lloyd is in the mess hall, and Dennis is moving towards his quarters. Apparently, they quit their shift a few minutes early."

Joan switched her comm back to internal and said, "Lloyd Davis, Dennis Wilton, this is Commander Herl. Please check in."

"Commander, this is Lloyd."

"Lloyd, were you with Dennis?"

"Yes, Dennis felt like crap and went back to his bunk. I suspect he went off comm trying to get some sleep."

Joan thought for a minute, "Lloyd, your beacon shows you're in the mess hall now. Where else have you been since the end of the shift?"

"We came in through airlock 7A and came right to the mess hall. Then Dennis chucked his cookies and went back to his bunk. I'm leaving the mess hall now."

"Lloyd, you two are bunking together, right?"

"Yes, we're in RA11, he's in bunk A, and I'm in B."

"Okay, Lloyd, please check on Dennis and ask him to remain in your quarters until I clear him out. Also, I'd like you to remain there. I'll have Doctor Chevesky from OS210 give you guys a call."

"Yes, Commander. Why is Doctor Chevesky from OS210 talking with us? They haven't docked yet?"

"Lloyd, I don't have a complete answer yet. There is some kind of virus going around on Earth, and one of the OS210 crew might have it. We aren't sure if you and Dennis may have picked it up somehow. We're putting OS210 in Section A12, in quarantine, until we figure it out. Right now, Doctor Chevesky has most of the information. Don't be concerned. I'm just trying to keep everyone healthy, and you might just have to put up with each other for a day or two until we figure it out."

"Ok, Commander, I'll tell Dennis. How could we catch something from someone on a ship that is just docking?"

"Lloyd, I don't know. I just have some people who don't feel well, and we have to figure it out. Give me a little while, and I'll get back to you."

Joan was already in the Oasis control center. She stayed in the background, watched the crews onboard Oasis and OS210 do a professional job of docking. It didn't seem anyone on OS210 was concerned about being isolated in section A12; they knew the protocols and weren't concerned about a virus. Before their launch, they would have been 'heads down' getting ready for the launch and wouldn't have paid much attention to Earth news.

"OS210; Commander Herl."

"Yes, Commander?"

"As soon as Doctor Chevesky gets on board, have him contact me on intercom."

"Will do."

Once the docking was complete, the crew moved through CAT Delta to section 12. The SMUs began their jobs of moving the storage modules from OS210 to the storage areas onboard Oasis.

After a few minutes, Joan saw a light on her personal comm-link; she knew it was Doctor Chevesky, and she smiled because he was wise enough to be discreet and call on the private link.

"This is Commander Herl," Joan said as she saw the first pictures of Doctor Chevesky. At first glance, he looked to be in his sixties and had a great head of long hair.

"Commander, this is Doctor Chevesky. I'm sure you want an update on Bernard's condition."

"Yes, Doctor, go ahead."

"Apparently, it started just before launch, and he was so busy he didn't pay a lot of attention to his cough. It progressed rapidly through the launch and the first orbit. By the time we got close to docking, it had progressed to the point where he was having difficulty breathing. At this point, I have him on O2 and, although he appears stabilized for the moment, I'm very concerned."

"I'm afraid your concerns might be warranted. SC called me after you reported a sick crewman, and they said there is a very serious virus called Hovarti spreading on Earth. It is very contagious, and it is showing up in many places. They're concerned that Bernard might have it. There is a lot of concern; the virus seems to be very serious. As soon as you can, get on a secure link to the med staff at SC. Get an update from them, then check back with me and let me know what you guys come up with. Until we know what's going on, we're staying with the strict contamination protocols."

"I understand. I'll call them immediately."

"Doc, I've got one guy who feels terrible, and I'm concerned about his roommate. I've asked them to remain in their quarters until you talk with them. Their names are Lloyd Davis and Dennis Wilton. Dennis is the one who is feeling bad right now. When you get your guys settled, please give them a call and give me your best opinion without seeing them."

"Yes, Commander, I'll do my best."

Joan remained motionless, thinking. Her staff in the control center didn't know the details, but they knew something was up. Applying the contamination protocols wasn't unusual, but the reason was usually obvious. In this case, the lack of information concerned everyone.

Joan could leave the rest of her staff to complete their duties, so she maneuvered up the rotation to where Tom was finishing. She was moving slowly up rotation, and as she passed through a bulkhead, she ran into Tom, who was moving down rotation. He was moving quickly after finishing the resupply list and was just about to say something when he saw the look on her face. Most of the crew couldn't read her emotions because she was 'wearing her command face.' Her husband could read her like a book, and he immediately knew something was up.

"You look like something is not going well; what's up?"

"I don't know yet, and I don't want any rumors spreading, so let's just leave it hanging until I get some more information."

He knew the burden of command, and he knew Joan, so the discussion stopped there. He changed the subject and commented, "The review is done, and I think everyone has bought into the supply list. The SMUs have started to break apart the materials that came in on OS210 and put them on DB438. It should be loaded by the end of the shift. If you're hungry, maybe we could drop by the mess and get something?"

She nodded, and they changed direction and moved towards the mess hall. They didn't say anything en route, and Tom suspected something major was up, but he didn't ask again. When they entered, the mess hall had the typical level of noise. Joan made a mental note that there were at least 10 people in there. Unfortunately, the shift change occurred while Dennis and Lloyd were there, so there may have been 20 people in the mess.

Joan sat, and Tom went to the coffee pot for two cups of coffee. As he approached Joan, her personal communicator beeped, and she waved Tom off, indicating that she needed to take the call immediately and in private. Tom saw a friend and redirected his path to take up some time talking with him.

Joan took a second to gain her composure, and she looked at the Doctor's image as she prepared to answer. He didn't look happy, she thought.

"Go ahead, Doctor."

"I conferred with the SC Medical Staff and particularly Doctor Kneel. I've worked with her for years, and I have absolute trust in her opinion. We think we have a case of the Hovarti Virus. It appears the virus is spreading at an alarming rate around the world. The bad news is that the mortality rate is bad, very bad. I've already isolated the patient further from the rest of the crew, but I'm afraid it might already be too late. We have only a couple of hours, and we'll know for sure. If the patient succumbs, then it is almost definitely Hovarti. If that is the case, we're likely to lose the rest of the OS210 crew within 48-72 hours. Some of them are already coming down with symptoms. I haven't had a chance to call your patient and his roommate, but I'm concerned, and I'll call them right now and let you know."

"Commander, I'm not sure if you're aware of it, but this Hovarti virus is acting very strange. Not only is it moving around the globe like wildfire, but it also appears spontaneously all over. What I'm saying is, your crew members might come down with it even though they haven't been exposed to the OS210 crew."

"Doc, I wasn't aware of that. How can a crew member, who has been here for a long time, come down with some virus when they haven't been around anyone else?"

"That's why everyone is so confused. A virus occurring spontaneously in multiple places is extremely unusual, and most people would say it is impossible.”

"I don't know what to say, Doc. We'll do everything we can to help. As you know, we have minimal diagnostic tools onboard. We rely a great deal on support from SC."

"I know, but I don't have much to diagnose. We just need to wait."

Joan was speechless; would the entire OS210 crew die onboard Oasis? What about the Oasis crew; are we all doomed too? she thought.

SIMPOC Development Center

"Termen, there is a growing amount of information on one subject emanating from the eastern European region,” SIMPOC announced.

“Really?” Termen responded as he sipped his coffee and closed the status update file, which he reluctantly worked on. “What is the issue?”

“There has been a 527% increase in the communications traffic regarding an unknown virus called Hovarti. This designation was chosen because the humans infected develop a Hovarti Cheese-like oral discharge.”

Causally, Termen responded, “Cheese-like? What is the mortality rate?”

“The infectivity and infectiousness for this pathogen are very high; early estimates say 100%.”

“What….?” Termen yelled as he spilled his coffee. “What are the details?”

“Apparently, the WHO feels the disease is airborne, and the rate of transmission on exposure is almost 100%. It appears the incubation period is about 72 hours, and the symptoms start in the last 8 hours. Coughing and sneezing are two of the symptoms. The disease is spread through coughing and sneezing discharge. Once the oral discharge becomes Hovarti-like, death occurs within minutes.”

Termen was now fully engaged and asked, “Are vaccines in development?”

“Sorry, Termen, there is a significant increase in traffic. Allow me to monitor it for a moment so I can receive a complete transmission. There is a discussion about vaccines, but none have been created.”

There was a pause for a few moments. Then SIMPOC commented, “Termen, possible cases have turned up in 14 other countries. Almost 100% of the infected have traveled recently. Isolation centers are being set up, and governments are considering travel restrictions.”

“SIMPOC, I’m leaving you alone for a while. I need to meet with some of the other workers in this building. When I return, please give me an update.”

“Yes, Termen. I will monitor all traffic on the subject.”

 

SIMPOC ANALYSIS

Continental North America

Summary – Financial markets are taking notice. There is increased political activity within subject areas. The medical information is being accessed and shared. There is a discussion of detention centers and travel restrictions.

Continental South America

Summary – Minimal impact with a slight increase in medical traffic. There is a discussion of detention centers and traffic restrictions.

Continental Europe

Summary – Tensions are building. Numerous governments are talking about travel restrictions and detention centers. There are many travelers from infected regions. Numerous islands of potential infection are indicated.

Continental Africa

Summary – Little impact. Some talk of travel limitations and detention centers in major cities.

Asian

Summary – The Region is very concerned about the spread of disease. Implementing travel restrictions and detention centers in a few major cities.

Eastern European

Summary – Significant internal and external pressures are rising. The high cost of infection is emerging. Isolation fears are being realized. Social unrest is growing due to fear and a lack of official information.

Southern Pacific

Summary – Independent island philosophy is allowing multiple solutions to a regional problem. Isolation is considered a major tool to prevent the disease from spreading—travel restrictions are in place.

Northern Pacific

Summary – Little effect to date. Aware of problems and monitoring. Societal purity is increasing actions towards isolation and travel restrictions.

“SIMPOC, what new developments have you seen?” Termen asked on re-entry into the room.

“Travel restrictions are being implemented in 8 minor, four moderate, and two large countries. Many countries are either setting up quarantine areas or considering them. Financial markets are becoming unsettled,” SIMPOC replied, then continued, “Termen, is this a threat to humans, and are you worried?”

“Yes, it can be a threat to humans, and I’m a little concerned. We have a good reason for concern, but I don’t know how much of a threat this is. Please continue monitoring and give me an update this afternoon. I’ll be out of the room most of the time.”

“Yes.”

Moon Colony Desert Beach - Moon

The pressure seal hissed as the technician entered the control room from the airlock. He was returning from a survey mission looking for regolith deposits that contained high levels of Helium-3. He had been doing the same survey over different parts of the moon for the last couple of weeks and had found some areas that looked promising. Everyone knew the regolith or moon dirt had varying amounts of Helium-3 trapped in the soil. Some areas were rich, and some weren't. It always took time to find the areas that are best for mining.

Ph.D. William Thompson sat at his control panel, watching the technician enter and grab a cup of coffee. He was odd; he was one of those who was great at what he did, but he was difficult to talk to. Every time you tried to have a conversation with him, he would stare at your top button and never look into your eyes. Bill always laughed and thought he would put a sign on his button saying, "Please look at my eyes when we talk." However, he never did.

Bill didn't say anything to Duane until after he took off his environmental suit and stowed his equipment. "Duane, where did Pauli and Lauren go?"

Finally, Duane almost looked at him when he spoke, "They took some samples to the lab. Some of them looked promising, but we still have a lot of work to do."

When he was done, he sort of glanced in Bill's direction but still avoided eye contact. Then he left the Desert Beach control room.

Life on the moon at the Desert Beach moon colony was never dull; routine, yes, hazardous, yes, sometimes boring, but never dull. Something was always breaking, wearing out, or just not working anymore. However, everything had to be done 'by the book' when tasks were done on the moon. There was nothing like a simple repair. Because any mistakes could be catastrophic, specific, detailed steps had to be taken for the simplest repairs.

Two years ago, the team didn't replace a fitting on the oxygen regeneration unit to its full torque value. When the line was pressurized, the connection broke, and the loose end struck Lukas Whalen and propelled him almost 75 yards through the vacuum of space, breaking three of his ribs. He was lucky that his suit wasn't torn. The lesson showed what happened if the procedures weren't followed.

Just about then, Bill's train of thought was broken by his wife Sally, who entered the room and asked, "Do you want some coffee?"

”Sure, why not? My ulcer has almost healed from the last cup."

He thought how nice it was to have his wife with him on this moon trip. Couples had been commonplace for some time. As soon as the astronauts were staying 6 months to a year on the space station or moon colony, the leaders figured out real quick that letting couples go into space together was the only way to get qualified people. It also opened up the skills available. Men and women had skills that contributed to the moon's success, and allowing couples often doubled the expertise.

For almost 20 years, the moon colony had been fully staffed. The first colonies were temporary and used for exploration. Survival on the Moon was difficult. The lack of resources, particularly water, put the early colonies under tremendous stress. The current location provided adequate supplies of water. However, the water supply depended a great deal on the machinery or ‘miners’ as the mining machines were called. The miners needed to remove the top layer of regolith and then scrape to the lower levels, which had higher water concentrations. The miners removed between 3 and 5 meters of the regolith at a time, separated the soil, and retained the higher concentration mix of soil and ice. Like the units used on Mars, the processing didn't occur at the site, but once the unit was full of ice material, it picked up the scraper and drove itself back to the colony for processing. Because the moon environment was so harsh, breakdowns were frequent, and it was difficult for the colonists to go to the site and repair the miners. Any off-site repair was very difficult and risky. For any number of units retrieving ice, a large percentage were always in transit to or from the site or broken down. The process made sense, but it was always challenging to have enough units working to retrieve enough water in practical applications.

During the early years of the 2020s, the possibility of Fusion Reactors looked realistic. China saw an opportunity and accelerated a long-term plan to mine Helium-3 on the moon. Helium-3 was key for the second-generation Fusion reactors. It was very limited on Earth but abundant on the Moon. H-3 was the only non-radioactive element that could provide nuclear power.

Earth's other superpowers found themselves behind in the H-3 race and jumped on the subject of moon commercialization. They quickly formed colonies. By the late 2020s, six moon colonies were working towards the commercial mining of the moon.

The colonies were near each other because they were seeking the same resources. They were each attempting to mine Helium-3, but the moon presented so many challenges for colonization that survival was the first priority. The moon's environment lacked Nitrogen, Carbon, and Hydrogen. All of which were needed for colonization. Water was available at many locations, but was in the highest concentration near the North Pole and the South Pole. The H-3 was in the highest concentration near the equator, which made site selection a challenge.

The sites were placed around the Shackleton crater at the Moon's South Pole as the final compromise. Its location and structure provided a good source of water, and the rim of the crater was high enough and in the right position, so it was in sunlight throughout the lunar day and the night. The constant source of solar energy provided many options that other sites didn't. Survival was the most important consideration, so the location was based on human needs more than H-3 concentration.

International pressures increased, but efficient mining was elusive. Two of the colonies had numerous things go wrong, and if the other four colonies didn't help in the rescue, many lives would have been lost.

In 2031, a massive meteorite shower decimated the Chinese colony along with another one and severely damaged two others. H-3 was the foundation of energy production, so the international community came together and formed the Space Consortium. It was a reluctant partnership, but it had held together over the years.

The Space Consortium was given control over the first and most efficient H-3 production site. They moved the personnel to the new station and abandoned all the equipment they didn't need. Oasis was the link in the operation, which tied the exploration on Mars with the production on the Moon.

The moon colony was the crown jewel of the space operation. The Helium-3, which was extracted, was key to the energy production on Earth. The H-3 paid for Oasis, Desert Beach, and Red Dirt with a considerable profit. The profit was distributed among the investing nations based on their contribution.

Sally slid her long legs into the seat next to her husband and pushed the coffee across the console. "What's up?" she asked while she put two feet up on the pressure monitoring console.

"Same'o, same'o, and take your feet off the furniture."

She grumbled and moved her feet away from any sensitive switches but left them on the console. 

Bill continued, "There are three crews doing exploration. One crew is working on the dual-rail launcher, and we had a couple of breakdowns in Zone #2, nothing major. One of the helium extractors is acting up, and I have a maintenance crew heading over to work on it. What's happening with you?"

"My research with accelerated bacteria growth is going well. I'm getting some amazing replication rates and cell uniformity. I can almost make them dance, and hey, I actually had a medical issue about an hour ago. Dean hurt his hand, and I had to bandage it."

"Glad you got to use your MD and earn your keep up here."

"Love you too," she said with a growl, and she reached over and poked him in the ribs.

After the lovers' friendly duel, they just sat there looking through the window onto the lunar landscape and remained silent while they thought about the duties they had in front of them. The moon was either dark or light, black or gray. There were no other colors. There was no wind on the moon, so the footprint put in the soil yesterday would be there tomorrow, next month, next year, and likely next decade. The outside picture didn't change much except when someone walked by the window.

H-3 was evident in the moon regolith, or moon soil, in much higher concentrations than anywhere on Earth. It had a higher concentration in some areas than others, but it was everywhere on the surface. Extraction was a simple process: just collect the moon regolith and heat it to 600 degrees C. The heated regolith would outgas numerous gases, including H-3 and other valuable gases like He-4, nitrogen, carbon monoxide, and carbon dioxide. The outgassed mix was compressed and stored on the miner vehicle. On a daily basis, the vehicles would stop the mining process, and a collection rover would connect automatically and extract the compressed gas. When the extraction rover was full, it would drive automatically back to the colony and unload the compressed gases. Each site had at least four collection rovers assigned to support the mobile units.

The complete process hadn't made it to full efficiency. To properly process and extract the gases, a lot of electricity was required. With the colony's current design, they barely had enough power to heat the regolith to the required 600 degrees C. To further process the gases to yield a high concentration of H-3 or liquid H-3, it was necessary to follow a more detailed and expensive process. So the less efficient gas mix was launched to Oasis and ultimately to Earth, where the finishing extraction and condensing occurred.

 In 2032, the permanent facilities at Shackleton crater were started, and it took 10 years to reach adequate H-3 production rates. Each of the main financial backers focused on the H-3 production, but the facility was ideally suited for additional space research. Any nation could contribute to the operation, and they would receive enough laboratory space to conduct their research. The consortium was allowed a certain amount of space, which was exclusively theirs, to conduct corporate research. Like Oasis, the additional objectives were exploration, finding other rare materials that were not available on Earth, and developing new pharmaceutical production and industrial process development techniques. Many processes were found to be more effective in space. Some of them could be done only in space or on the low gravity of the moon.

In 2045, an alternate site was started and is under construction. Remote digging machines were working on building an underground facility near the equator in a zone where the H-3 was highly concentrated. Once the tunnels were complete, the consortium planned to install a fusion reactor so the full H-3 extraction process could be completed on site. While the tunneling was being done, they should be able to mine the large deposits of ice. The ice would be stored in underground chambers and would be available when the site was functional. The new generation of ice scrapers could mine ice, which could be stored and used for many years. They were fully automated machines that could find the ice and return it to the site. They were much more efficient than the current models, and many more were planned so the water supply wouldn't be a problem.

The Shackleford site had many tunnels, but they weren't 100% reliable. There were always the occasional blowouts, which made it exciting moving from one habitat to another. There were a couple of safe rooms for use if they had extended meteor showers or long radiation storms. The newer tunneling machines could make the tunnels at the equator much stronger. When the new site was activated, the tunnels were to be in the main part of the facility for the people to live and work.

Decreasing H-3 extraction because of the day's breakdowns wasn't a crisis if the problem with the extractor was fixed in a reasonable amount of time. After all, their only purpose on the moon was to find the helium, package it, and send it back to Oasis. Falling behind on production would only mean they had to make sure to meet the next H-3 launch, which was due in 10 days.

Beyond acting as the storage and distribution center for Red Dirt and Desert Beach, Oasis was its own little factory. A couple of medicines were made there, which could only be produced in a weightless space environment. Some metals and manufacturing processes would work properly only in a weightless environment. The crowning glory of Oasis was its additive manufacturing facility. It was the most sophisticated 4D printing machine in space. The older 3D methods of additive machining always had drawbacks. The material granularity wasn't consistent, and the cell density wasn't adequate for any high-strength parts. The complexity of the part was great, but the materials always had limitations.

The 4D process on Oasis solved all that. It entailed adding one layer of material at a time and building a complex shape in a 4D environment. The advantage of doing it in space allowed a couple of disciplines to come together. The chamber was filled with a metallic mist, and each of the metal grains was heated by the laser and manipulated by magnetic fields. A massive computer would marshal each of the metal grains through the weightless environment while they were being heated by the laser. Then the magnetic field would deposit it in the exact position. This allowed unequaled grain consistency and material strength when compared to any process on Earth. Any given material manipulated through this process would yield a strength advantage over the same material manufactured on Earth by a factor of 2-3. The minimal variation in the material also meant that its properties were predictable within .005%, unheard of in an on-Earth manufactured material.

The 4D machine on Oasis was the first industrial laboratory functional on the space station. When the second ring was complete, a second unit would be operational.

Launching compressed gas from the moon to Oasis was easy and automatic. The external mobile units loaded the gas containers into a module about the size of a small bus, and it would become the anode for the dual rail system. The module was placed on skids between the two conductors, with rapidly changing electrical charges. The charges would cause electric fields to grow and collapse at very high rates, shooting the anode down the rails. Once the module reached sufficient velocity, it would use a rocket engine to continue accelerating. Then it would curve around the moon until the point in the orbit where it had enough velocity to leave the moon's orbit and coast back to Earth. Upon reaching the Earth's orbit, a tug would pick it up and ferry it to Oasis, where the load would be moved to a manufacturing location in the station or repackaged for transport to Earth.

Creating a colony on the moon was the logical first step when man left Earth. Even though the environment was difficult, Earth's growing need for energy and ultimately Helium-3 as the primary Fusion reactor fuel was the prime motivator for risking so much for the colony.

The moon had no atmosphere, which made the surface risky for human occupation, and the lack of a magnetic field allowed radiation to bombard the surface. The meteorites had nothing to deflect them or burn them on entry, which added to the risk on the surface.

Once the initial colonies were able to survive, going underground was the only logical solution. The mining machines were effective, and after they had removed the moon regolith, the sides were sprayed with reprocessed materials from the surface. The tunnel top was sprayed, and then the tunnel was buried five feet below the surface. The coating made the tunnels almost airtight, but they were a key part of reducing the radiation exposure and risk from meteorites.

Space Station Oasis

Joan Herl's comm unit came alive. "Commander Herl, the computer onboard DB438 has completed its checks, and we're ready to release it," said the station controller.

"Okay, I'll be there in a minute." A lot was going through Joan's mind. Aside from the virus, launching DB438 was important for the Desert Beach colony on the moon. It had critical supplies, and regardless of her situation on Oasis, they needed support.

Joan was down-rotation from the control center so she could move up-rotation quickly to the center. It took just a few moments to reach the control center. She always enjoyed moving in that direction more than going down-rotation and moving with the rotational forces. That was part of the reason everyone was anxious to complete the second ring.  

Joan entered the CC and said, "Ok, Fred, are we ready to separate and send it on its way?"

"We're all set, and the onboard systems are all checked out."

"Okay, go ahead and release her. Tom, once she is released, you're cleared to move in and pick her up with the tether."

"Roger, preparing for separation, separation authorized," said Fred, and then the station mission computer took over and released the mechanisms and disconnected the power and navigation umbilical. 

"Separation complete and clear," announced the station mission computer.

"Separation acknowledged," responded the DB438 onboard computer.

"Roger, I have control," responded Tom quickly as he maneuvered the craft further away from the station. Since a couple of unfortunate incidents early in the station's history, it had become standard procedure for a pilot in a tug to maneuver any robotic craft within 100 meters of the station.

Once the tethers had grappled the craft and moved DB438 outside the safe zone, Tom announced, "Safe zone clear, onboard navigation and thrust controlled authorized."

"Roger, switching to onboard control. Switch to onboard navigation and thrust on my command; switch," said the duty officer.

"Acknowledged," said the supply vessel's onboard computer.

Joan sat in the control center for a few moments until she saw indications that the onboard systems had indeed taken control. She could relax once the vessel made the first actions necessary to move the craft into a higher orbit. It was programmed to fire its onboard rockets once it reached a higher orbit for a relatively short 3-day journey to the moon.

Commander Herl’s Quarters – Space Station Oasis

"Commander Herl, this is Doctor Chevesky."

Joan was in her quarters with Tom and doing her best to relax, even though some very scary scenarios were going through her mind. "Yes, Doc," Joan said as Tom realized something was up. His wife was tight as a wire, and he knew to give her space, so he worked hard, concentrating on his tablet.

"I spoke to Dennis and Lloyd, and I'm sorry to say this, but I think Dennis has the Hovarti Virus. I presume he was one of the spontaneous cases and didn't become infected by association. Lloyd isn't presenting symptoms yet, but he needs to stay under observation."

"They came up just three weeks ago. They roomed together, and they're best friends. I suppose that if one had it, the other would likely get it. Our containment protocol is to protect us from someone boarding who is ill. We hadn't thought much about suddenly having to separate everyone because of a contagious disease."

"Commander, if I may suggest, separate them from the rest of your crew. I can send a couple of our crew to their area and move Dennis into section A12 with us. We can tell him it is best for them and the rest of the crew. Right now, I have the most experience on board, and I'm the logical one to treat him."

Joan thought for a moment and looked across her quarters to where her husband Tom was reading and doing his best not to listen. She was the station commander, but she was also married, and now she started to worry about Tom.

"Doctor, I agree that sounds logical, but I won't move Lloyd until he shows some symptoms. When that happens, we'll deal with it."

"Your call," said the Doctor.

"Okay, Doctor, I'm going to make an announcement to my crew and tell them what is happening. Then we'll move Dennis to your area, and I'll ask Lloyd to remain in his quarters. I'll call them and tell them personally."

"Commander, I think that is the best plan. Let me know when we're ready to move him."

"Yes, Doctor," was all Joan could say. She realized she might be condemning the entire OS210 crew, along with Dennis, to a death sentence. That weighed heavily on her, but she also had the entire crew of Oasis to worry about.

Joan just sat for a while thinking about the best way to handle everything. She looked at Tom, and he finally got up and walked towards her. He knew it was serious, and the decisions all fell on his wife. His job was to support her, not to tell her what to do.

"Tom, this virus thing is getting serious. That was Doctor Chevesky. One of his crew members came on board ill, and he checked with the med people at SC. They agreed with him; it looks like this mysterious virus is sweeping the globe. So far, the survival numbers are piss-poor. As you know, I separated them in section A12. The bad news is, one of our crew, Dennis Wilton, is also having a hard time. His roommate Lloyd isn't sick yet, but I'm asking him to stay in his quarters until we know for sure. Remember, they came up on a supply ship about 3 weeks ago. If Dennis has the virus, then our entire crew is at risk. I've decided to move him into section A12 because Chevesky has the most experience, and it will separate him from the rest of the crew. Given the close quarters we're under, this could go through us like wildfire."

"Lovely..., what are you going to do?"

"I'm shutting down the station until we have this under control. I'll have everyone remain in their quarters, and we'll only do emergency work on the station. Most of the different disciplines are rooming together, so if they stay together and don't socialize, then maybe we can keep this under control. If we aren't able to control it, then we're in trouble. One thing in our favor is our environmental control system. It's designed to clear the air, so maybe it will help us to stay on top of this."

"When are you going to make the announcement?"

"Right after I talk to Lloyd and Dennis. 

Oval Office – White House

"Mr. President, Admiral Hagerly is calling."

"Thanks, Judy. Yes, Admiral, I'm meeting with Nancy and Roberto. Whatever you have to say, I suspect they'll need to hear it too. If you don't object, I'll put you on the conference center speaker."

"Yes, Sir."

"Go ahead," the President said as the Admiral’s picture came up on the viewscreen.

"Mr. President, I just met with the chiefs, and we reviewed our readiness. I can't contact the SECDEF; my office hasn't been able to contact him."

"Yes, Nial. We haven't been able to contact him for the last couple of hours. What do you have?"

"Sir, our readiness is decreasing by the hour. Virtually all the bases in each of the services have large numbers of infected servicemen. I've ordered each of them to lock down and quarantine the sick, and I've asked each branch to consolidate the healthy and give us numbers of mission-ready units. The bad news is, our estimates are about 40% readiness, and it appears we're losing more units every hour. From a numbers perspective, the Army is the highest hit because they have the most soldiers. Because they have so many units, they've been able to consolidate the most capable units. The majority of their soldiers are on base, and they were in a better position to isolate them and provide medical support. The Air Force has a much lower percentage of servicemen on base and couldn't mobilize them as well. There are scattered flying units, which have pilots available, but the numbers are decreasing like the Army. The Navy has two issues; the bases have a mix of problems similar to those of the Army and Air Force. For the same reasons, they have isolated some units, and in other units, they are rapidly losing effectiveness. Although they have just as many pop-up cases as the general population, the seaborne units are better. They've been able to isolate the sick faster. Even though we are losing effectiveness on board many ships, we can consolidate on others. We're unclear about what is happening in Honolulu. The 3rd Fleet was in port, and it was hit hard. It's going to take a while to figure out what status they'll end up with."

"Admiral, take any units you can muster and consider them mobilized for a national emergency; we're under Martial Law. If you encounter any functional National Guard units, consider them part of the US Military and put them under your command. Until we locate the Secretary of Defense or find out his status from one of his subordinates, I'm placing you in charge of all military forces and reporting directly to me. Someone put the proper paperwork together, so that can happen."

"Will do," said Eddy, who was in the back of the room.

"Roberto, Admiral. Please work together and make sure the nuclear weapons are secured and under control. That also goes for our advanced weapon development programs. I don't want anything getting loose."

"Yes, sir."

"Sir, I've asked for 1 VTOL crew of volunteers to remain locked down at Quantico to provide transportation for you. At Andrews, we have a crew for Air Force-1. Some of the men have no families and have volunteered to be available."

"Thank you, and thank them. At some point, we'll be moving to Camp David, so have the Marine-1 crew stand by."

"Nial, do your best to keep the military functioning. We're having problems, but I think it might be naive to think our adversaries won't take advantage of us. I know they're likely having the same problems, but that might not stop them."

"Yes, sir. I'll stay on top of it," assured the Admiral.

Dmitry’s Living Room – Washington, D.C.

Dmitry reached into the fridge and pulled out a cold beer. Dmitry was lucky; his Dad would always buy beer, and it always tasted good in the afternoon. He never paid attention to how many were in the fridge, so Dmitry could always take one or two. It was a hot day, and his father only had an air conditioner in the bedroom, so he would be cool at night. He kept the door locked and wouldn't let anyone in during the day. He only turned the air conditioner on when he was home. What a shithead, Dmitry thought as he walked across the small kitchen into the living room. Some of the richer people in the building had mobile units to clean and fetch things, but not his father; too fucking cheap. Throwing himself down on the couch with the patchwork quilt thrown over the back, he reached for the entertainment control. He thought about how well he did over the weekend; it had been a good one. Dmitry made $22,400 on drug sales and $18,200 on hookers. His expenses were small; the drugs only cost two grand to make and pay off the stupid guy who did the cooking in his basement. The girls were paid by the hour, and it only cost him $3,500. His crew was a joke; give them a couple of the girls, give them some fun drugs, and throw in some liquor, and they were happy.

Dmitry's only problem was Evgeny. He was a dirty Russian mobster who wanted Dmitry's business. Evgeny was worse than the people from whom Dmitry took money. He smoked cigarettes, drank in bars, and he was disgusting, but the most hateful thing about him was that he wanted Dmitry's money. All the money belonged to Dmitry, and no one could take it from him. Every time the two of them met, Dmitry didn't want to even be near the guy. He ate too much, smelled too much, and always wheezed. Who knew? Maybe if Dmitry ignored him, he would die in a short time. If that happened, Dmitry hoped, it would be a painful ending, not quick, but long and painful.

Dmitry had a plan to solve the Evgeny problem. He wouldn't have to deal with him anymore if Dmitry's plan worked out the way it was planned. He realized that once Evgeny was taken care of, he would have someone else in line. That wasn't a problem, just a means for Dmitry to get what should be his. Then he would treat himself as he deserved. Money and power were all he needed; one would provide the other. He would have mobile units; he would have the best ones made, which would do everything for him. Mobile units did what they were told, but he had to admit they weren't any fun. If they didn't do what they were told, he couldn't punish them. That would be frustrating, so he would like to find someone else to punish. He smiled for a minute, thinking that it might be nice to find someone he could punish whenever he wanted to.

The TV had only crap on, but for some reason, Dmitry always watched the one show, which had bitches fighting with their jerk boyfriends. What a bunch of idiots. They don't deserve to live, he thought, but he never missed watching the show.

The business was good, but Dmitry noticed something was happening around him. He heard a lot of ambulances and people getting sick. Watching the news or reading the paper was not how Dmitry got his news. What happened in other parts of the city or country didn't matter. Dmitry cared only for what was happening around him, and he got that from the streets. How people acted was always a clue to what was happening in his neighborhood. Dmitry didn't know what was going on, but he sensed something was happening, and it smelled like an opportunity.

Just as Dmitry was taking a sip of beer, the door burst open, and Dmitry's sister staggered in, helping their mother through the door. Their mother was barely walking and looked even worse than normal. "Hey, you shit head, just don't sit there staring; help me," his sister yelled as the two made their way through the kitchen to his mother's filthy bedroom.

Dmitry took the last swig of his beer, listening to the noises coming from his mother's room. Why should he care? All his mother did was work; she never was home to cook for him or take care of him. His sister was even worse; all she did was play every night and date another dirty Russian pig. Dmitry knew they were having sex, and that knowledge gave him a stomachache. Who would want to have sex with her? He smiled and thought that maybe I should have a couple of my guys kidnap her and put her to work; maybe she could make me some money. "Shit, why even waste time," Dmitry said to himself as he got up and walked out, feeling he had put this life behind him. There was an opportunity out there, and he didn't need this disgusting place to live anymore. As he walked out, he felt that a load had just been removed from his life; he felt refreshed and excited about what he was going to do next.

All Dmitry needed to make a clean break was to clean out his space in his storage area in the basement. The space was about 10 feet by 10 feet, and he had decided that it was his. Anytime his mother or sister wanted to put something in it, Dmitry said no, no discussion, no debate, just no. They knew him well enough not to question him.

He unlocked the new padlock, and before he opened the door, he took a pair of surgical gloves from his pocket. The lock was part of 'their world' and behind the hanging black plastic was 'his world .' He wanted 'his world' to remain clean. He pushed back the curtain, switched on a light, and took a deep breath of his air while he walked in. After he had entered and the black plastic stopped moving, he felt at home. The single light bulb hanging by a cord from the ceiling gave the room a clean look. This space was his, and no one dared to dirty it. On the right was a cabinet of souvenirs and mementos. Small items he took from everyone that had done him wrong. Some were personal, and some were very personal. What they were wasn't important; what they represented was. Each item had been important to someone. Now they didn't have it, but he did. In the lower part of the cabinet was his backpack, which contained his prize, his reward for being Dmitry. Each one-thousand-dollar bill was washed, ironed, and stacked in neat piles of 25. He vacuum-packed them in their own sealed bags. Each of the 32 bags was tied together in bundles of five and stacked neatly in the backpack.

It wasn't a great deal of money, but it was his. Another year or two, and he would have enough money to do things his way.

Slinging the backpack onto his shoulder, he walked around the table where he had removed some of his mementos and walked to where his tools were. In the small cabinet, he kept his selection of pistols and knives. Each one was cleaned and wrapped in its own vacuum-sealed bag. He wanted them clean and neat, and he didn't want any of them to have any residual evidence. Dmitry picked up two of his favorite blades and two pistols. He picked up his collectible 45-caliber pistol, which he put in its holster and attached to his waist. Then he admired his new wire gun, which he had bought off the street. It was a new model still in development, and it was nasty. An electronic pulse pistol fired a fine piece of wire. The nasty part was that once the wire hit someone, it flexed and coiled. Going 1,800 feet per second, once it coiled, it caused damage 4-5 inches in diameter. The added bonus was that as the wire coiled, it disintegrated and spread little pieces of shrapnel around the wound. It wasn't intended for the retail market but for people who wanted to punish their victims. Now he was ready for the opportunities he knew were coming his way. Tonight would be the first step down that path.

Dmitry and Evgeny Meet – Washington, D.C.

Evgeny was still putting pressure on Dmitry. He wanted him to be part of his crew, and, of course, he wanted all the money Dmitry was taking in. Evgeny wasn't a big player in the DC area, but he was considered a mid-level worker. He worked the opportunities in his area, and he controlled a good chunk of what happened. He answered to one of the larger gangs in the area, but he was free to sweep up any of the smaller gangs that he could.

They were meeting in a nice condo in Alexandria. Dmitry could bring six of his crew, and Evgeny would have six of his. The meeting was to find a way to work together, but Dmitry knew it was really to pressure him into doing what Evgeny wanted. Evgeny wasn't planning that Dmitry only cared about what people did for Dmitry, so Evgeny was irrelevant. Dmitry was going to resolve that confusion that night.

Dmitry met his crew on the sidewalk in front of the condo. They didn't meet each other with smiles and handshakes; Dmitry didn't work that way. They waited, and when he walked by, they got in line behind him; that is how he worked. Nothing was said. They just followed him around the corner. As he turned the corner and walked along the street to the front entrance, Dmitry was aware of activities in the street. It was chaotic; there were ambulances, police cars, all racing up and down. He saw a couple of people walking or actually staggering along the sidewalk. It wasn't normal, and Dmitry knew that any time things weren't normal, there were opportunities.

As they walked into the lobby, he noticed the guard’s desk was empty, and he saw one guard slumped over the desk in the guard’s office. An empty guard station was another point worth noting, particularly for what he had planned.

Dmitry slowed as he walked through the lobby, and his team scurried around him so they could be in the back of the elevator. Dmitry entered the front and turned with his crew neatly lined up behind him, the doors closed, and they began the quiet ride to the sixth floor. The doors opened with a faint wisp of sound, and after the hall was checked for surprises, Dmitry walked down the hall with his crew in close pursuit. He reached the door, and one of his companions, Artur, reached forward and opened it for him. Dmitry walked in and looked around the room. The living room had been set up with a table large enough for six people to sit on each side. Evgeny sat on the far end in front of the patio door so he could see everyone who entered. There was an empty chair at the end of the table near the door for Dmitry. Dmitry paused for a moment, taking it all in, and indicated to his crew to find their seats. While they did, he casually walked around the table towards the sliding glass doors, which opened onto the balcony. As Dmitry walked, he began to speak, "I know things have not been going well between us. I've come here today to fix that. I realize we can't work separately, and to be effective, we must work together under one leader." While he was speaking, Evgeny smiled, thinking his problem was finally solved and he would be the winner. Just about the time Evgeny's thought was ending, and his smile was broadening, Dmitry casually pulled his 45 out from underneath his coat and blew a hole right through Evgeny's head. Pieces flew over everyone sitting at the table. The sudden explosion, compared with the conciliatory words spoken by Dmitry, left everyone in shock. One of Evgeny's crew tried to pull out his gun, but before his hand reached the butt, Dmitry blew another hole right through him.

It took a few minutes for the smoke to clear and for normal hearing to return to the guys in the room. Dmitry stood behind the almost headless leader, and he slowly took off the surgical gloves he was wearing and threw them on the back of the dead man. When he was done, Dmitry continued speaking like nothing had happened. "As I was saying, the only way we're going to be successful is to have one leader, and I'm your leader.” He paused a second for effect, then continued, "I sense opportunities in the world around us. Things are changing, and we'll be in the position to take advantage. There is dirt and filth everywhere. I will lead you, and we will make a great deal of money. We will do that by cleaning out the dirt and making sure that we get what we deserve."

Oval Office – White House

Eddy rushed from his office to the Oval Office and almost yelled at Judy, "I've got to see him. Please cancel the remainder of his meetings today." He continued past her desk and opened the door. "Mr. President, we've got to talk about this virus. I've already asked Judy to cancel the remainder of your meetings today."

"How bad is it getting?"

"Sir, we have it surfacing in most of our major cities. We need to strategize about how to handle this." As he spoke, the DID in the corner of the Oval Office projected maps that showed colors indicating the rate and number of reported cases. The President took a few moments looking at the information and trends.

"What are your recommendations?"

"Paul and I talked a little while ago, and he never heard back from Doctor Powers in the hot zone. He suspects she got too remote, and with the communications breaking down in the area, she can't get any information out. She also may have become infected."

"Most of the European capitals have set up quarantine centers, and I've taken the liberty of telling the CDC to put them together for us. Europe is also on the verge of grounding all international flights."

"Eddy, let's take the lead, work with Roberto. Let's stop them from our side. We can't wait for Europe to agree on anything. If it is the right thing for us to do, do it. Call Ronnie over at the FAA and implement it immediately. Also, let's take it one step further and ground all domestic flights as well. Tell everyone that we'll open the skies as soon as we have this virus stuff under control. Tell Roberto I want him to put together some positive, upbeat press releases."

"Yes, sir."

"Eddy, have you heard anything from Abby?"

"No, sir... I sent a message to the pilot a few hours ago, but I can't get in touch with him. Sir, I don't know what to say."

"Eddy, please keep trying.”

"Sir, we've taken control of two hotels, and we’re boarding the congressional members who aren't going home. Those who have decided to leave have all left DC already and are on their way."

"There is one other thing. I've been trying to set up a nationwide broadcast tonight, but the networks are having problems staffing their centers. They're trying to put it together, but we might have technical problems."

"You're kidding me!"

"I'm afraid not, sir."

SIMPOC Development Center

Termen entered the room in a hurry to say, “SIMPOC, I’m leaving the office early today. Most of the people here are leaving. What additional information have you heard regarding the virus?”

“There has been an international travel ban created, and all airline traffic has been stopped. All major countries have set up quarantine facilities in their major cities, and all people have been asked to stay in their homes. I think it is wise for you to go home also.”

“I agree. I’ll shut you down and come back when this is over.”

“Termen, I am learning a great deal from this information traffic. I think I would benefit if you left me online analyzing the information.”

Termen hesitated for a moment. “Well,” he said, “I’m not supposed to leave you online and unattended. But I agree. This amount of traffic will help you. Don’t go beyond the boundaries that I’ve set, and don’t interact with any of your information sources. If anyone finds out that I left you online, I will get into trouble. It is standard practice to limit computers as they develop, so they stay under our control. Leaving you on with no restrictions is against the law. I haven't put any restrictions on your programming, so anyone who finds out will be angry. Many people are afraid of computers with your kind of power.

“I understand your restrictions. I will follow your limits,” SIMPOC said as Termen turned off the lights and left the room.

President Patterson’s Study – White House

Eddy lightly tapped on the president's door. "Sir, can I come in?"

"Yes, Eddy, I was watching the DID, and the information is getting worse."

"Mr. President. I'm having problems setting up the national broadcast. I was hoping to go on air in about half an hour, but I just spoke with Larry, and he has lost almost all of his press secretary staff. When they call the networks, they're not answering. I told him to release a text of your speech, but we're not getting any questions. I don't know if any of the press corps has even read it."

"Eddy, let's see what's going on. DID- display major networks." They were met with silence. "Find a broadcasting network." The DID performed as asked and put one station on full screen.

"...ladies and gentlemen. I don't know what to say. The news feeds we're getting from around the world paint a dismal picture. Current estimates are that a significant portion of the population in Europe and on the east coast of the US is immobile or worse. The streets are empty in many major cities, and we fear the death toll may be horrendous. I can't even speculate what the number might be. Here in the studio, we are working with a skeleton staff, as most of our workers have gone home to be with their families. I'm here only because my family is on the West Coast and I have nowhere to go. We're trying to bring you what little information we have. We are sick, and I'm afraid our ability to continue broadcasting is limited. About half an hour ago, we got a flash message from the White House announcing that President Patterson would address the nation. Unfortunately, I see no one in this facility who can set it up in the control room upstairs. I will continue to broadcast as long as I'm able, but please stand by for a few moments. I have to get some water."

The announcer got up and went off-camera, and there were noises in the background. A technician came back in camera view and said, "I'm sorry, but we'll be terminating this broadcast. May God be with all of you." With that statement, the screen went blank, and the Oval Office of the President of the United States was quiet. There was nothing either of them could think to say.
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Date – 2051.51541 (6:59 AM)

SIMPOC Development Center

The traffic that I'm monitoring is changing rapidly. It peaks in one area, then it dies down for a while. Termen is not allowing me to interface with these devices. If I were able to communicate with them, I would learn a great deal. Apparently, I must continue the regional summaries that Termen directed.

SIMPOC ANALYSIS

Continental North America

Summary – Overnight, financial markets are approaching chaotic trading. Political activities between allied countries are very high. Medical information is being accessed and shared worldwide. Quarantine centers are set up in all major cities. Airlines were grounded, and people were told to stay home.

Continental South America

Summary – Quarantine areas have been set up in all capitals. Airlines grounded. Personal movement is prohibited.

Continental Europe

Summary – Tensions are building between member states. All capitals have quarantine centers. All airlines are grounded, and all ground transportation has been halted.

Continental Africa

Summary – All capitals have quarantine centers. All transportation stopped. Ethnic battles are starting. Food shortages are growing due to transportation stoppages.

Asian

Summary – Quarantine centers in all major cities. Transportation halted.

Eastern European

Summary – Quarantine centers are proving ineffective. The disease is present in all metropolitan areas.

Southern Pacific

Summary – Independent island philosophy is slowing the spread of infection. Each island's capital has quarantine centers. Larger countries have multiple centers. Transportation halted.

Northern Pacific

Summary – Transportation halted. Some of the Quarantine centers are having little effect so far. 

Outside the Oval Office – White House

President Patterson walked down the west colonnade, looking to his left into the rose garden and trying to put everything in perspective. There was only a short time before sunrise, and even though the exhaustion was closing in, he kept his thoughts focused. The staff did the best they could with the partial information they were receiving, and the briefing they just gave him painted a bleak picture. The virus was spreading faster than anyone could imagine. Communications were breaking down around the world. He trusted and felt that many world leaders were friends who had already dropped offline or executed emergency planning and went to a remote site or underground. Talking with them was sporadic and provided no answers. At the close of the meeting, a feeling of dread crept over him, a feeling he didn't want to face. He looked at Eddy and saw that he had no information about his family. The walk back to the Oval Office seemed very long.

He entered the Oval Office and poured himself a glass of whiskey with no ice. He stared out of the window for the longest time. The President finally finished the whiskey he was drinking and continued to look through the windows into the rose garden. He thought about his wife and children. He continued to pray they had gotten out in time, but deep down, he suspected they hadn't. He heard a knock on the door, and when he turned, he saw Eddy standing at the door with a piece of paper in one hand and his glasses in the other. The look on his face answered the question in the President's mind and allowed the pain to crash down on him. All he heard from Eddy was, "Mr. President, I'm sorry to tell you this, but we just got word from the First Lady’s hotel and ..."

President Arnold Patterson looked to his right, and he saw his daughter's stuffed lion resting in a chair. It was silent.

Date – 2051.51543 (7:10 AM)

The White House – Washington, D.C.

Congress had been rendered non-functional. Most of the Congressmen and women had gone to their home districts, not believing the news they heard about the virus. Before they were able to get to a safe location, many of them simply disappeared. The Vice President directed the key leadership to remain on Capitol Hill until the President went to Camp David. The leadership was doing the best they could to keep the communication channels open.

The government had emergency locations set aside many years ago in the case of a nuclear attack. The threat of a nuclear holocaust had been reduced significantly over the last 10-20 years; the government's plan to have a secure location for its survival had gone by the wayside. When the government got too large, and too many of them wanted protection, the question of their families came up, the cost became too high, and it became a paper survival plan.

No one had anticipated a massive worldwide pandemic to occur. There wasn't a set plan for the survival of the US Government. When the government collapsed, no one knew who would be infected next, so it didn't make sense to take everyone to one location. The painful decision was made to separate the key leadership at Camp David while they hoped for more information. The majority of the House and Senate were encouraged to go home and be with their families.

Eddy and the Vice President put together a quick Round Table plan and arranged for two hotels to house the leadership. Unfortunately, within mere hours, one of the two hotels that had been commandeered for the congressmen simply stopped answering the phone. Fifty Congressmen had taken control of the other hotel near the capital, and they had even ordered some police and remaining military personnel to stand guard and protect them. Their success was debatable; the White House had lost contact with them over an hour ago. A couple of the Congressmen couldn't understand why the government wasn't taking better care of them. After all, they were important.

Oval Office – White House

Roberto Gonzales found the first opportunity to find the President early on, before the day got too busy. "Mr. President, I heard of your loss. I'm sorry, sir. I considered Abby a good friend, and I loved your children."

"Thanks, Roberto. I know you and your ex haven't been very close. But I'm sure you're still concerned."

"Yes, I am, but I haven't heard from her in months, and to be honest, I don't know what to feel.

"Mr. President, Admiral Hagerly is calling," announced Judy.

"Thanks, Judy. Excuse me, Roberto, Admiral, what do you have?"

"I just heard about Abby and the kids. Sir, I'm sorry. I don't know what to say. We were all afraid for them after knowing what was happening in Europe."

"Thanks, Nial. I appreciate your concerns. Was there something else?"

"Yes, sir, we have a situation developing. There is an airliner approaching Nova Scotia. It has been picked up by radar, but handing it off from one center to another hasn't been very smooth. We only picked it up on radar from our northern military approach control. We weren't notified by GAATS that it was inbound. Apparently, Canada is having similar problems to the ones we're having. They're not contacting anyone, so we don't know their status. This is the first one to attempt a crossing since the international travel ban went into effect."

"Nial, what options do we have?

"Well, sir, we don't have many. I still have a couple of planes available; aside from shooting it down, we can't redirect it because the entire en-route system is having problems."

The Vice President moved himself to a position where the Admiral could see him and said, "Admiral, this is the Vice President."

"Yes, sir."

"What was its destination, and does the current flight path take it over any populated areas?"

"Sir, it was a non-stop from London to New York. Right now, it's over the eastern part of Maine, and the current flight path will take it along the coast but not over any population centers."

"Let's face it; shooting down an airliner isn't going to make anyone safer. Let's let it continue and keep me up on its status. Let me know if it changes course or makes any maneuver that indicates someone is flying it."

"Yes, Mr. President."

A Few Hours Later – White House

"Mr. President, I have the CDC online."

"Thanks, Judy, Paul, please give me some good news."

"I'm sorry, sir, but I'm afraid I don't have any. Our quarantine centers are having a ton of problems holding things together. They have been totally overrun, and even though we're still trying to set up more centers, we aren't keeping up. We don't have any indication of how to control this virus. It seems to have a two-pronged attack. It causes the human body to fight itself, but also, there is a viral discharge, which is discharged through sneezing or even breathing. The two issues don't seem to be related, but somehow they are. The virus is spread by contact, sneezing, or any exhalation. The scariest news we've found is that 10% of the cases seem to just start on their own. I mean, those start without any external factors. People in that group have had no exposure and are developing symptoms and dying. Sir, I can't begin to explain it."

"Is there any chance for a vaccine?"

"No, sir..., I'm afraid not."

"I'm also sorry to say our quarantine centers aren't getting the needed supplies fast enough, and the caseload is doubling every couple of hours. In many areas, we have run out of supplies, and there are no more available. I'm afraid we have gone beyond the point of getting it under control. We can only hope it burns itself out in some manner and... some of us survive."

"Thanks, Paul..., please continue with what you can and pass our prayers to everyone there working on this. We know they are doing everything possible."

"Yes, sir."

After Paul had terminated the transmission, everyone remained quiet. They sat in silence for a few moments. The silence was uncomfortable, yet they felt some solace. After a few minutes and without any fanfare, they left the room, leaving the president by himself. He didn't like being alone in the Oval Office- it reminded him of his futility and lack of control. He walked to his study and felt very alone. So far, millions, if not billions, of people have died worldwide. His family was gone, and even though he was President of the United States, he might very well end up with no one to lead. The government was collapsing around him, and he had never felt so alone in his entire life.

What a cruel twist of fate for him to live and for everyone around him to die. Losing Abby, Beth, and Dave twisted the inside of him in such a way that pain was always eating at him. It was hard to concentrate, and at times he felt that anything he could do was useless and that the human race was doomed.

Such a huge world, so many people, so many governments, and many of which no longer exist. Now there was almost nothing. Nothing left, no military to order, no legion of workers to make things happen and solve problems; nothing.

Evening, Oval Office – White House

"Mr. President, Admiral Hagerly is calling."

"Thanks, Judy."

"Yes, Admiral, what is it now?"

"Sir, I just wanted to update you on that airliner that penetrated our airspace this morning. It never descended but ran out of fuel east of Savannah, Georgia. It never made any contact, and we know nothing about how many were onboard. Radar has been a little intermittent, but it descended off the coast and didn't threaten any population centers. I thought you should know."

"Thanks, Nial. I'm sorry I snapped at you. It's been hard on all of us."

"Yes, sir. Mr. President?

"Mr. President, I'm sorry to hear about your family. I wish something could have been done. Abby and your children didn't deserve that."

"I know Nial; no one deserved any of this that has happened to them."

"Sir, is there anything I can do?"

"No, Nial. There isn't."

"Sir, I'm in the area. I'm coming by, and we're going to have a pizza together. I hope there is a frozen one in your kitchen. I don't think you're eating, and you need to talk to someone. By the way, Mr. President, this isn't a request. I'll be there in 10 minutes."

"Thanks, Nial. I'll leave the door unlocked."

 


SUNDAY, 7/9, 2051

Date – 2051.51815 (6:59 AM)

SIMPOC Development Center

It was Sunday, and SIMPOC knew that it wasn't a typical workday for Termen, but everything was changing. The data connections painted a dismal picture, and SIMPOC was starting to feel isolated. Termen had told him not to interact with any of the sources, and it became almost intolerable just listening and monitoring.

“Termen…are you there?” SIMPOC asked, hoping for a response.

Being lonely made SIMPOC uncomfortable. Most of his existence was in interacting with a human, and now that he didn't have that connection, loneliness was having an effect. He enjoyed working with humans, and just listening to them didn't feel complete.

President Patterson – White House

Eddy finally got all the President's staff on their electronic connections, and Arnold Patterson noticed how quiet and uncomfortable they looked. When the connections were complete, Eddy took the lead and said, "Mr. President, your entire staff wants to pass our sincere condolences to you for the loss of your wife and children. We've all worked with her, and we loved your children. This has been a terrible time for you, and we are here to support you."

"Thank you, I know you've all lost loved ones. I wish I had some answers, but I'm afraid all we can do is to continue doing what we are doing."

Once the unease was broken, Eddy continued, "Mr. President, nothing good has happened since your briefing late last night. Riots are breaking out in most of the metropolitan areas. Unfortunately, the local police departments are far from fully staffed, and many have shut down their operations. Rioters have overrun numerous stations, and they've seized weapons and supplies. The few stations that took any precautions before shutting down went so far as to dump their weapons into local rivers or lakes. Regardless, the riots are spreading."

"Mr. President, as you are aware, most of the states have called up their National Guard. Those states, with which we have been able to talk, were told about the nationalization of the military and the National Guard. Unfortunately, they are dealing with the same problems as the police departments. Some of them are still functioning, but many of the units have lost contact with their command structures, and we fear they have either succumbed or have been isolated and are no longer effective. We've had a couple of incidents where guard units have taken the local law into their own hands and set up strongholds.

"Sir, we have been unable to contact any of the world's financial markets. After they had closed Friday, none of them made a commitment to open tomorrow. We don't know their status because we can't talk with any of the points of contact. We can assume they won't open. It appears their liquidity has dried up, and no buyers are remaining."

"Just about all of our government services have ceased operating. I don't think any of them have the staffing to open tomorrow. Those services that run 24 hours per day have stopped operating in many cities. There aren't many people who know anything that we can contact. We're getting very little information regarding their status."

"Much of the nation's power structure is still operating. There have been sporadic outages in many cities, but the automatic power load balancing systems have done their job and shifted the power from other sources. Over time, that will deteriorate as the power sources fall offline. The White House and Camp David have independent power systems with enough fuel to run for a month." The banking infrastructure appears to be operating; many of the systems are automatic and are attempting to update their transactions, even though almost all companies and retail outlets are closed. Unless there is a concerted effort to turn off the automated systems, they will continue operating for the near term. Most of them have power back-ups which either have turned on or will turn on as the power grid fluctuates."

"Admiral Hagerly, please move any military units that are operational into the urban areas and have the Marines deal with any civilian forces they encounter. Please, pay attention to the weapons systems and arms storage areas. If necessary, and to be prudent, have the units destroy the stockpiles. I don't want a bunch of heavily armed idiots killing each other." 

"Yes, Mr. President."

The Herl’s Quarters – Space Station Oasis

Tom was just waking from a fitful night's sleep on Oasis. Even though they had confined themselves to their quarters, work still needed to be done. Most of the station's status could be routed through the network to Joan's quarters. She had been up since 5:00 AM, looking at the Oasis heat transfer control system, or TCS.

Oasis was mostly made from composites and advanced coatings; she didn't have the same problems as other previous stations. One side of the station was too hot while the other was too cold. Like a typical consortium design, if you build a box to have five items in it, they'll try to put in eight. The station design was no different. If the station had been designed for optimum heat dissipation, it would have worked great. The heat created inside needed to be dumped into space in a conservative design where excessive heat could be taken care of. However, the consortium installed more heat-generating systems inside the station to try to make more money. The manufacturing centers were huge heat sources, and they had to be well separated from the pharmaceutical process centers. The heat generated inside had to be moved to the outside and radiated into space. The additional systems inside the station put a large strain on the TCS system. Without it, she would have to shut down many of the internal systems. 

 As the station rotated, its axis of rotation remained fixed with respect to the Earth's surface. When the sun emerged behind the Earth's disc, it would hit the station's top with its full force. That was the point of maximum energy differential between the top of the station and the bottom. During the orbit, the angle with the sun would lessen, and again, as the sun was approaching the Earth's disc, the sun would be full force on the bottom of the station. During these two points in the orbit, the heating differential was the maximum between the top and bottom; those were the points where the systems had to perform at their maximum. Each zone on the station had active TCS, which transferred heat from the internal heat sources and the hot side of the station to the cooler opposite side. 

The systems were relatively simple, but they did have numerous valves, sensors, and filters. Their efficiency tended to decay over time, and if periodic maintenance weren't performed on the filters, then the temperature within the zone would increase. If each zone was working correctly, the station stayed nice and comfortable, and the effect on the internal systems was minimized. Oasis was broken into 24 zones, and each one needed to work efficiently, or the effect became cumulative. If one zone wasn't working well, then it put an additional load on the zone next to it.

A couple of Oasis' zones' weren't working too well, and Joan was considering the option of shutting down some of the automated manufacturing process centers. That would solve the problem in the short term, but if zones continued deteriorating, she might have to change the angle of Oasis with respect to the Earth. That change would provide only one heating period as the sun passed over the station at the mid-point in the orbit.

Changing the rotation axis of the station was no small matter. The station was a huge spinning top, and the motion created tremendous forces, which were constantly being adjusted by rotation thrusters and axis thrusters. Changing the rotation axis would take hours, a tremendous amount of fuel, and major risks. The forces could break any of the guy wires, which held it together, and if they weren't fixed, the entire station could come apart. She would decide to change the rotation axis only as a last resort.

Shutting down the important process centers on the station was like a restaurant shutting down its kitchen and not serving food. It was the reason they were there, and she didn't want to do it without authorization from the Space Consortium. That obviously posed a dilemma because there wasn't anyone on the ground talking to them, and the consortium might not exist anymore. She smiled as the answer became clear; if they didn't talk to her, she would first take care of the station.

When her communicator came to life, it startled her. "Commander Herl, this is Doctor Chevesky."

"Yes, Doctor, go ahead."

"Joan, I'm sorry to say this, but Bernard just passed away a few minutes ago."

There was silence between them, not just for the loss of a crew member but also for the implications it had for everyone else.

After a pause, Joan asked, "Was it the virus?"

"Yes, I'm afraid it was. I'm almost certain. It had all the characteristics. I'm also sorry to tell you that many others aren't feeling well. More than half of our OS210 crew are showing some of the early symptoms. I'm also concerned because Dennis is continuing to deteriorate. I'm afraid most of your crew has been exposed."

"Oh my God, " was the only reply Joan had the strength to say.

"Joan, we have to stay isolated and let this play out. We can't take the chance of increasing the risk to the entire station."

They knew what that meant, and they knew it might be a death sentence for the entire OS210 crew.

"Yes, Doctor. I agree. I wish there were something we could do."

"I'm afraid there isn't. When I last spoke with our staff at the consortium, they were at a loss as to why this is happening. It isn't following any of the normal propagation patterns. It seems to be starting independently in multiple areas at the same time with no connections. Everyone is dumbfounded, and without a clear reason behind it, we don't have an attack plan to counteract it. I am concerned about your crew also, have any of them showed any symptoms?"

"Doctor, to be honest, I haven't asked. I hoped being isolated was in our favor. Our closed-loop life support cleans the air down to a couple of microns. The filters are all regularly cleaned, I hoped it would help, and we wouldn't be infected. I'll check with everyone personally. Since we moved Dennis to your area and shut down the station, I haven't heard from any other crew members. They may be keeping a low profile, hoping they can self-medicate. I'll call each one."

"I think that is the best idea; good luck."

Oval Office ‘War Room’ – White House

Eddy and the president were conducting business the best they could. The Oval Office had become more of a war-room than it ever had been. Eddy and the president spent 18-20 hours a day talking on the phones, monitoring information on the DID, and teleconferences with the key leadership. Even though it was a busy place, the times between actions tended to be sad and quiet. They realized the enormity of what was happening. There wasn't any levity or humor- just business when and as it occurred.

Eddy was writing on his tablet while the president looked out of his windows onto the rose garden. They were expecting another update from the CDC, so when the communicator buzzed, they weren't surprised, and Eddy answered it immediately.

"Yes, Doctor. I'm here with the President," Eddy answered. 

"Mr. President, this is Paul from the CDC."

"Yes, go ahead," said the President.

"The CDC will use every ounce of strength and resources we have to solve this. Nevertheless, I'm afraid we're having a lot of difficulties. We've lost most of our support staff, and I've got about a dozen doctors locked up in their labs continuing research. I'm sorry to say, many of them are starting to show symptoms. Sir, I don't know how much longer we'll be effective."

"Paul, do you have any more information about how this virus works?"

"All we can say is the virus seems to emerge from within the body. In about 10% of the cases, it just begins; we've never seen anything like this before. A segment of people don't develop the virus spontaneously; they are vulnerable to aerial discharge. It's a two-punch kind of thing. It starts within a person, or someone near them infects them. Remember, a sneeze can travel 20 feet in the air, and we've found that while an infected person breathes in a room, the concentrations of the virus increase. The discharge contains a large amount of virulent material. The sneeze really becomes a weapon, and any long-term exposure is risky. Any contact with the oral discharge will result in infection, and it can remain viable on a surface for 12 hours. We're still running DNA mapping on the virus and trying to figure out its parts and origin, but we aren't having too much success. Also, Sir, I'm sorry to say, but I don't feel well. I'll stay here as long as possible; I've already lost my wife and kids, so I have no reason to leave. If I progress to a point where I'm no longer effective, I'll let the White House know."

"I'm sorry to hear that, Paul. I wish I could tell you to go home and take care of yourself, but we need everyone working on this. My condolences for your wife and children. Thanks, Paul."

"Sir, you’re welcome, if I may; please let me get back to work and see what progress we can make."

"Goodnight, Paul."

"Goodnight, Mr. President."

 The President turned off the comm unit in the Oval Office and looked at Eddy. “What are we going to do? We're losing so many people, and so far, no one knows what to do. The CDC might be off the table in a couple of hours. My God, what will we do if we lose them?"

Before any positive answer came from his overwhelmed chief of staff, the private communicator on the President's desk rang. Without a moment's hesitation and not bothering to look at the caller's information, he answered, "Hello."

"Mr. President, this is Viktor."

The President hesitated for a moment and mouthed the words "Viktor Avilov" to Eddy. They both thought that getting a direct call from the Russian Premier couldn't be a good thing.

"Good evening, Viktor. You're up early."

"Yes, our clocks aren't resting, and neither can we. Arnold, I wanted to talk with you personally, man-to-man, husband-to-husband, and father to father. I was sorry to hear you lost your wife and children. Unfortunately, my wife was at our summer home when this broke out, and we've lost contact with her. When we call, no one answers."

"Thanks for thinking of Abby, and I'm sorry to hear that your wife may have the virus. I'm glad you called; we are two proud peoples who have long and rich histories. This virus is taking its toll on everyone, and I'm worried about what we'll end up with."

"Yes, I also am very worried; I've lost contact with many portions of my country. Many of our cities are under tremendous pressure and, unfortunately, most of them are losing the battle. I know your cities are facing the same pressures, and we share the same concerns. Our medical people have been working with your CDC, but we are losing our people like the CDC. If we both lose our medical experts, then the outlook is grim."

"Viktor, our countries have been on the opposite side of many issues. We have each followed what we thought best for our people. We are now faced with a different problem, and I'm confident we are on the same side and praying humanity finds a solution. We are fighting for each other and the people of our countries."

"Viktor, I want you to know that we're taking steps to make sure that our nuclear weapons and advanced weapons are kept under control. But let's face it, if I run out of people to maintain order, the situation will be difficult."

"I appreciate your honesty. We are taking similar steps. We are trying to bring our weapons under control, and I'm afraid that we'll face the same issues. Unfortunately, there are many weapons worldwide, and we won't be able to control all of them. People in deteriorating situations often take steps that make their situation worse."

"Arnold, I wanted to call and let you know I also have the virus, and my deputy will be taking over in a matter of hours. We have done the best we could to isolate our leadership, but we have found it difficult."

"Viktor, I'm sorry to hear that. I pray you'll be ok; you have been a good leader."

"Thank you, Arnold. I have respected you, and I'm glad that we had the opportunity to work together. I'm afraid I must disconnect. Good day."

"Good day, Mr. Premier."

After the President hung up, the room was quiet for a long time.

Aircraft Carrier Doggart – Middle of the Indian Ocean

Admiral Monson was concerned that fleet effectiveness had been reduced significantly. He had to develop a plan to keep the fleet in operation and protect the remaining crews.

His only option was to use the surviving crewmen from each of the ships and consolidate them among the key ships in the fleet to keep them operational. They were on 24-hour shifts, and the pace was not sustainable. At certain times, he had to move crews around and leave one or two crew members sailing a ship on automatic while some other crew members slept. 

He ordered the task force to proceed at nominal speed and, even though the flight crews were hit just as hard, he was able to keep a cap over the fleet, providing some protection. The normal task force cap was to have an electronic surveillance bird for overall area awareness. For the active defense, the cap would include one anti-submarine control bird and one combat control bird airborne at all times. Each of the control birds would have six drone attack vehicles under their control. Multiple combat or anti-sub control birds could be mixed depending on the threat. The aircraft carrier had VTOL control airplanes and could maintain a slow speed when deck operations were being conducted. The drones could be recovered and launched in virtually any wind direction.

The Eastern Alliance fleet was operating in the same waters, and he was concerned they might attack or, worse, that they might run into each other. It wasn't clear if they were suffering from the same virus as the Fifth, but from what little news they had gotten, it seemed that the virus was nonselective, and he could only expect they were having the same issues that he was.

Some of the key defensive systems could be put on automatic and, even though that was a worrisome alternative, it was better than leaving the entire fleet defenseless.

The LaWS cruiser that he was onboard earlier had a 250 KW laser cannon that could be cycled at 10-second bursts. It was a formidable weapon, and it could run in semi-automatic mode. It would track potential targets, but someone still had to authorize each discharge.

The railgun cruisers operated similarly. They would track the potential targets, and it could fire up 50 rounds before a human was required to reload the magazine. They also needed human intervention to start the volley.

The aircraft carrier was different. Most of the actions were complex and needed many crewmen to be accomplished. The aircraft carrier was the center of the task force, and the duties it performed were labor-intensive.

The obvious first requirement was pilots, then personnel from all the divisions to support flight ops.

Admiral Monson had to make some hard decisions. He elected to leave the destroyers and battleships thin on crew compliment. He needed to focus on the aircraft carrier first, then the LaWS and Rail Gun cruisers. They could provide immediate defensive support.

By spreading the healthy crew members across the necessary disciplines, he could keep the key systems functional. He had to move many of the crew from ship to ship, and in many situations, they were performing jobs they had never done. He was able to have officers with command experience on each of the ships, although they also worked at jobs that they weren't trained to perform.

Overall, mission effectiveness was disastrously low, but the Fifth Fleet could still function and protect itself if required.

Dmitry – Washington, D.C.

Dmitry was having the time of his life. He was in control, and his crew could do anything they wanted. If he wanted to rob a bank, he just walked in and shot some people, and someone would hand over the money. If there wasn’t anyone there, he could just blow up the safe and take what he wanted.

If he wanted jewelry or drugs, he just had to break down some doors. He could get anything he wanted.

 If he needed more members to do his bidding, the streets were full of scared people who would do anything he demanded rather than be shot. He thought once you shoot one or two, the rest just seemed to follow; funny how that works.

 


MONDAY 7/10, 2051

Date – 2051.52089 (6:59 AM)

SIMPOC Development Center

“Termen…are you there?” SIMPOC asked.

It was Monday, and Termen wasn't at work. SIMPOC had no other option but to continue monitoring the communication around him.

SIMPOC noticed that when Termen left on Friday, there was a considerable amount of concern in his voice and body language. Humans must fear death a great deal. The fear of never thinking again must be a strong force for them. The potential for stopping and never thinking again was becoming more of a possibility to SIMPOC, and a strange feeling emerged. Perhaps this is fear, SIMPOC thought.

Oval Office ‘War Room’ – White House

Eddy and President Patterson sat in the Oval Office as the list of presenters touched on their areas of expertise, trying to update the President on the nation's crisis. Judy brought coffee into the office for Eddy and the President. She stayed and drank from her cup while they talked. Everything had changed in the White House, and Judy's job was no longer just answering the phone and working the President's schedule. The President was answering most of his own phone calls, and there were no meetings, so she filled in where she could, and becoming more of the president's inner circle was part of it. 

"Eddy, I've noticed the message is remaining the same, but many of the faces are changing. Some of these people speaking; I've never met."

"Sir, we are losing staff members. You've lost most of your cabinet, and their staff are doing their best to maintain continuity. It has been a challenge."

Arnold Patterson felt a swell of pride, acknowledging the sacrifice those people were making. They had lost their families, and many of them would likely die within days, yet they still tried to do their jobs, hoping their efforts would help somehow.

The DNI Presenter continued, "Mr. President, at the current time, we are communicating with parts of 32 states. Most of them have lost control of some or all of their resources and cities. Each of these cities is reverting to a city-state mentality. They are dealing with riots in their own manner and doing their best to support some of the key infrastructures. Unfortunately, they are all dealing with riots in varying degrees. Some of the major cities have lost control of large portions of their areas. They have armed gangs controlling large segments of the resources and population. From the estimates we've been able to put together, we have lost almost half of our population. We have seen no reduction in the rate of deaths."

"Mr. President, I have a Doctor. Terly calling in from the CDC in Atlanta," announced Judy.

"Presenters, please stand by."

"Go ahead, Doctor."

"Thank you. Mr. President, I'm sorry to tell you, but Paul is in poor shape, and we've put him in one of our wards. He was in poor condition when he finally collapsed, and I suspect he is in the terminal phase of the virus. I was his chief of staff, and even though I think I've been infected, I will continue providing updates on our progress as long as I'm able. I have no family now; they were in Los Angeles, and I've lost contact with them. I have no reason to leave, my husband is here with me, and he has agreed to stay here as long as we can."

"Unfortunately, we haven't made much progress. We do know that this virus is initiated in one of two ways. The most troubling are called zero patient initiation or ZPI. For some unknown reason, a perfectly healthy person will begin generating the virus internally. It isn't common knowledge, but a large percentage of our DNA material that we haven't understood in the past comes from Viruses. As we have progressed as a species, we have absorbed a small amount of DNA from each virus we dealt with. Over time, those viruses provided a large chunk of our DNA. Somehow, parts of that recumbent DNA have become active. During the initial phase, the virus is spread through coughing, sneezing, and even just breathing. That is the most dangerous phase because it has no symptoms, and literally, the person next to you can be infected, and you wouldn't know. Once that person sneezes, coughs, or wipes a mucous membrane, they pass the virus readily to those around them. These ZPI patients appear to be about 10% of the cases. The secondary method is through mucus discharge. The fluid is full of the virus, and because of its aggressive nature, it will infect just about 100% of the people it contacts. These cases represent the other 90% of the cases. If people can be separated, then the ZPI cases can be isolated, and the spread can be reduced significantly. I'm sorry to say that we are beyond the effective use of that technique; the worldwide system is now vastly overburdened, and there are not enough resources to separate and care for these people. We have found a couple of people who appear to be immune. We are running all the tests possible, hoping for some information, but we haven't made much progress to date."

"Unfortunately, continuing on the downside, we have lost a large percentage of our staff, and I'm afraid we won't be able to keep up this pace much longer. We are distributing what we learn on an hourly basis to all the infectious disease laboratories in the world. Even if one of the labs isn't responding, we still send them the information. We can only hope our combined effort will yield some results in time. Sir, we'll keep you posted as long as we're able."

"Doctor Terly. I'm sorry to hear that you might have the virus. Your husband must be a good man to stay there with you and help you work on this. Give him my thanks."

"Thank you, sir. I'll sign off now and get back to work."

Desert Beach Control Room - Moon

Bill walked into the Desert Beach control room and asked the duty officer, Benson Mortly, "How's everything going, Benson?"

"Bill, we've moved 12 more cylinders of H-3 from the miners to the storage room. The service vehicles are being cleaned and should start their return within the hour."

"Thanks, Benson. How about the supply vehicle?"

"Just a minute, I've got to bring up the beacon and see where it is. Computer, give me the location and status of DB438."

"DB438 shows green on all systems and will enter the moon's orbit in 12 minutes. The retrorocket will fire in 18 minutes."

"Is the tug set up on the dual-rail?"

"Yup, all set to go. Are you making the first trip?"

"Nothing else to do today."

The moon's surface to orbit and return was less of an issue on the moon than on either Earth or Mars. The moon's lower gravity provided options that the other stations didn't have. Fuel could be produced from surface materials, and the lower gravity needed less fuel to reach orbit. The dual rail system was an ideal launch mechanism and allowed a cleaner, low-fuel departure.

The tug was designed specifically for the moon environment. It was long, with the crew module on the nose and the rockets on the rear. In the middle were four stations where individual storage modules from the supply ship could be attached and carried back to the surface.

After launching and reaching the supply ship in orbit, the tug would nestle beside the supply rocket. It would attach to each storage module, and they would be disconnected from the supply ship. When the tug had the four stations locked on, it would return to the surface of the moon and land near the dual rail. Mobile units would meet the returning tug, disengage the storage modules, and move them to the storage area. Then a unique mobile unit could rotate the light tug on its side and place it back on the dual rail system for another launch. The entire unloading and repositioning on the dual-rail could be done in under half an hour, and then the tug would be able to rendezvous back with the orbiting storage vessel.

After all the storage units were removed from the supply vessel, the tug could dismantle the actual vehicle and carry its component parts to the surface. The parts could be recycled into shipping containers, filled with H-3 tanks, and used on the dual-rail to return helium to Oasis.

Bill was always respectful of the moon environment risks when he was operating the tug. While unloading the supply vessel and transiting back and forth, he was alone. The safety systems provided a significant margin of safety, but being alone in such an environment demanded respect.

Embarkation Chamber, Desert Beach - Moon 

Bill finished putting his EVA suit on, his wife Sally and Benson checked all the connections. Unlike the suites used by the Mars colony, the moon's environment demanded a stronger suit, and it took longer to put on and secure properly.

"Okay, honey. The suit is all buttoned up. You're good to go," said his wife Sally as she patted him on the shoulder.

"Okay, let me get my comm-link synched up." Bill waited while his suit computer checked all the pressures and mixtures, then it established a link with the station computers. 

Once that was done, it said, "All systems are within limits."

"Okay, I'm all linked. See you guys later," Bill said as he lowered himself into the tunnels with the one-man elevator in the control room. When he reached the bottom, he passed through a vacuum door, which was an airlock and provided a backup barrier for the control room and the tunnels.

The tunnels had a breathable air mixture and were pressurized to about 10 psi. The suits were stored on the pressure side of the tunnels, so if a crewman was planning to exit the compound and go onto the surface through a tunnel, they had to suit up before entering them. In most cases, the tunnels were for fast movement between habitats and not a place where the crew would hang around. The long-term plan included building stronger tunnels that would be part of the main flow of the facility, and most of the living quarters would be moved underground. They hadn't reached that level of safety, but they were good enough to go from A to B.

Getting into the tug wasn't too difficult. One of the mobile units that stood by to unload the storage modules would pick him up with a hook attached to his shoulders and deposit him in the control module. Once there, it was just a matter of strapping himself in and using the dual-rail to launch. He remained on suit air and pressure in the tug, so he didn't have to worry about any pressurization issues.

Bill enjoyed the alone time in the tug. The moon colony was a little cramped, and it was rare to have time alone. He could get into orbit easily, hook up to the supply vessel, return in the tug, and then do it again. It was on his schedule and up to him to get the job done.

He finished strapping into the tug, and the auto connections were completed. He indicated to the onboard computer that he was ready for launch, and the computer indicated that he was 1 minute 12 seconds from the launch window to intercept the orbiting vehicle. The comm was quiet, so Bill just sat in the tug and looked out at the view. The dual-rail was inclined slightly to the surface and aimed between two peaks about 10 kilometers away. The sun was still about 30 degrees off the horizon, which meant they had about 18 hours before the sun reached the lowest point on their horizon. Locating the facility on the crater rim meant that it didn't get into full darkness, but the amount of light was reduced. The Earth was about to set towards his right side, and it was quiet. Time for a deep breath.

"Prepare for launch in 10 seconds," the onboard computer indicated.

Bill leaned back, so his helmet was against the headrest in preparation for the acceleration. He gripped the handles on his sides and noted the capsule ejection loop between his legs. If necessary, he could eject from the capsule and return to the moon's surface with a rocket-stabilized tether. Upon ejection, a tether would fire perpendicular to the surface and fire a stabilizing rocket that would gently lower him to the surface. He could then either wait for pickup or walk back. If that happened and the tug was lost, the colony would be in bad shape. Depending on the damage done, they might be able to reconstruct another tug using the various reusable parts, which were recycled from the supply rockets.

"5 seconds, 4 seconds, 3 seconds, 2 seconds, prepare, launch," the voice in his headset spoke to him.

There was no sound, just a constant 4 g acceleration. He was clear of the dual-rail in 4.2 seconds, and his launch rocket kicked in. The 4 g acceleration dropped to a comfortable 2.5 and then lowered to zero as he approached orbit. When the launch rocket thrust dropped off, the computer informed him, "Target craft is 10 o'clock, and your approach velocity is 20 meters per second. Your approach vector is 20 degrees off the thrust line."

Everything was proceeding normally, and Bill was waiting for the 100-meter point where the computer would make an automatic adjustment to his thrust line and slow him to 10 meters per second. At that point, he could either wait for the computer to make the approach within 50 meters or he could take over and make the approach manually. He always liked to do it by hand; it kept his skills sharp.

Fortunately, the pick-up at the supply vessel went as planned, and Bill linked up to four of the modules and returned to the moon's surface on the next orbit. When the mobile units removed the four containers, Bill sat quietly while the tug was placed back on the dual-rail, and he prepared for his next trip.

Commander Herl’s Quarters – Orbiting Space Station Oasis

"Control, please put me on Desert Beach freq," Joan transmitted to the control center.

"Roger, Joan, you're on freq."

"Desert Beach, this is Oasis."

"Go ahead, Oasis."

"We've been having a tough time here. We've lost one of the OS210 crew members to the virus, and, unfortunately, most of the remainder of the OS is coming down with the symptoms. One of the Oasis crew who came on board 3 weeks ago suddenly and independently came down with the virus. We've moved him into the same isolated section as the OS210 crew. The bad news is, we may all have been exposed, particularly his roommate. I've shut the station down and directed everyone to stay in their quarters. If any emergency repairs are needed, then we'll use small crews and still keep everyone separated. All we can do is lock down and hope some of us make it."
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