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Once Upon A Midnight

A woman whose job at a bio-weapons lab is to calculate the destructiveness of the world’s most deadly organisms is overwhelmed by a personal calamity. And the results could be catastrophic. (First published in In Poe’s Shadow, Dark Opus Press, 2011 and Tesseracts 16: Parnassus Unbound, Hades Publications, Inc., 2012.)

Democracy

A small tropical island claims to have perfect democracy thanks to technology enabling every citizen to vote on every issue of governance. When cynical reporter Jayne Connor investigates, the truth is stranger than anything she could have imagined.

Shakedown

A top gaming competitor seems like the perfect choice to pilot a virus-sized submersible through the bloodstream by virtual reality. But can the human mind exist in two realities at one time? (First published in Canadian Tales of the Fantastic, Red Tuque Books, 2011.)
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ONCE UPON A MIDNIGHT
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In the end, the fate of humanity rested in the hands of a woman scorned.

Lennie Allen wouldn’t have characterized herself in that way. But she’d already triggered one warning from the computer’s security subroutine by being distracted. The next time she’d be locked out for twenty-four hours. The Director would not be amused.

Normally she welcomed the security protocols; the retina scan, voice recognition, code-words, and fingerprint-scanning trackpad were all a part of life in one of the nation’s highest-echelon research facilities, and they helped her sleep at night. God knew, the stuff they handled could be used with catastrophic effect by the wrong people. It was the keystroke dynamics keyboard that turned out to be a pain in the ass. If its biometrics system ever suspected that she was acting under duress it would offer only two warnings and then go into complete lockdown. Mendelssohn swore he’d been locked out once as a result of chugging one too many Starbucks.

Lennie was finding it hard to care about invented global cataclysm when her own world was falling apart.

She loved working in WCSD—the development and analysis of worst case scenarios made good use of her vivid imagination and overflowing cup of personal paranoia. In fact, it was often cathartic. If she could imagine the very worst things that could happen to the planet, and devise potential responses to them, it robbed her own personal fears and troubles of their potency.

But not this time. Ed was gone. Three nights ago. The notification of divorce proceedings had been delivered to her this morning. God, that was fast. What was his hurry? Considering that Lennie hadn’t suspected a thing until three nights and...twenty-three minutes ago. Maybe that was what hurt the most, that she’d been so blind. Lennie the genius, her friends called her. Not so smart, after all. Wrapped up in her work, imagining the most terrible things that could happen to a world, without realizing that sometimes ‘the world’ came down to just two people.

She ran her hands over her glossy black work-station. It was her link to the powerful computer nexus that produced the Reichmann Analog Virtual Environment—a long name with a catchy acronym was important to the people who wrote the cheques. Those grey-suited dark-tied backroom government autocrats had seen enough plain old supercomputers. They needed a name that could jazz up a bland requisition proposal and bamboozle a roomful of auditors. Lennie never used the full title. To her, the RAVE Nexus was part-taskmaster, part-playground. From its matrix of graphics imaging software, intelligent problem-solving, and pure brute processing speed sprang forth creations of startling realism. Lennie could step into a three-dimensional projection of a pristine globe, key in the disaster parameters, and watch it bleed in spreading pools around her.

As a biologist her specialty was pandemics. It was a sexy topic—had been since the first years of the century, for some reason. Scientists had latched onto the idea that pandemics followed some kind of regular schedule, and the world was overdue. After that it was a matter of course that every biological outbreak anywhere attracted an inordinate amount of attention from a global media fascinated with dying things. And if the scientific community found that modestly fanning the flames meant mounds of research money thrown their way, well, who could really blame them?

Lennie’s job was to gather everything, from their most carefully assembled data to their wildest flights of fancy, and feed it to the RAVE-n. Then the cyber-mind was charged with assessing the probabilities of every scenario, analyzing the etiology, predicting the spread pattern, forecasting the fatality rates, yea, prophesying over the quick and the dead. They ran several scenarios a week. The human race had nearly been eradicated dozens of times.

Lennie and the RAVE-n were very good at their job.

Now, though, disaster had invaded her own reality. She felt it like a poison in her veins. Her vision lost its focus, and her fingers miscarried on the keys.

What had gone so wrong in the life they’d shared, she and Ed?

(Eddy. She always called him Eddy because he called her Lennie. He was a sports writer, and everyone in that world was called Bobby or Jimmy or Scotty, weren’t they? He dreamed of being a political reporter. Would he have called the President Donny?)

The screen was angrily flashing an image at her.

It was the corporate logo of the Reichmann Analog Corporation: a representation of the Pallas Athena, goddess of war and wisdom. Damn. She entered the “SAFE’ code to reset the security function.

She had to concentrate, or the RAVE-n would kick her ass. And deservedly so. It wasn’t just computer modeling that the RAVE-n controlled. All of Level Seven was a full-blown Hazmat lab, operated robotically. The substances studied in there were so dangerous that humans rarely ventured inside, except for the PhD equivalent of janitorial work. The test-tubes and beakers and petrie dishes belonged to the RAVE-n. Inside were samples of Rickettsiae bacteria, the villain behind typhus and Rocky Mountain spotted fever; Arenaviridae viruses responsible for Lassa fever; Ebola virus; the corona virus that produced SARS; Marburg virus; several different strains of avian type A influenza viruses of the H5, H7, and H9 subtypes capable of infecting humans, and even a few precious grams of the 1918 Spanish Flu, culled from a corpse frozen in the Alaskan permafrost. Some of the most deadly pathogens known to humankind, all held in the capable pincers of a cybernetic brain and its robotic minions. It was the stuff of sci-fi fright movies, but Lennie wasn’t worried. The RAVE-n had the abilities of an Artificial Intelligence in many ways, but no independent thought. She liked to say that even if the supercomputer could take over the world, the RAVE-n was too smart to want it.

No, there was far more danger from humans screwing up, maybe because they couldn’t keep their inconvenient emotions from getting in the way. Lennie reached for a cup of coffee that was hours cold,  and put it back down with a grimace.

They were running simulations of avian flu outbreaks again this week. Although it had been years since the first flare-ups of the H5N1 strain in Hong Kong in the late 1990’s, and the more frightening outbreaks later in Southeast Asia, the best minds said that H5N1 or something like it was still lurking in the shadows, waiting for its moment to strike. Every so often it would appear in a flock of domestic fowl somewhere around the globe, and a massive slaughter would follow.

There hadn’t been a documented case of H5N1 human-to-human transmission beyond one secondary victim. It was a pandemic held in check because the virus couldn’t yet spread among the human population. But flu viruses mutate like there’s no tomorrow.

A flock of wild ducks might fly over a poultry farm, leaving behind a bombardment of infected droppings. Wandering chickens would spread the virus to the nearby stock of pigs, one or two of which had already been unlucky enough to pick up a dose of human flu from the overly attentive Farmer Nguyen. Once inside the accommodating blood stream of the swine, the two visiting viruses could swap a few genes and, Presto: a new strain of bird flu capable of spreading among homo sapiens. Within a few days Farmer Nguyen and his family would have ruined lungs filled with blood, as their bodies’ misguided immune systems deployed cellular soldiers that destroyed the very tissues they were meant to save.

In the outside world the process of mutation was random and slow. It was a different story among the gleaming white walls of Level Seven. There a macabre array of stainless steel bones danced within Plexiglas cylinders, slicing and dicing and splicing, finding new recipes of DNA—shiny new double strands of nucleotides mixed and matched from human diseases and those of the animal kingdom, with the deliberate purpose of creating new pathogens deadly to humans. The rationale was that, by creating these lethal agents we could learn how to fight them.

Lennie was always grateful that she didn’t tend to remember her dreams.

OEBPS/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.jpg





OEBPS/chapter_title_above.jpg





OEBPS/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.jpg





OEBPS/OPS/cover.jpg
IEW@N@

SCOTTODERION






OEBPS/chapter_title_below.jpg
/<





OEBPS/image004.jpg





OEBPS/cover.jpg
IETP@N@

\\\\‘\\\\n

////////////

SCOTTUVERION





