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Introduction

This novel is the last story in my Virus/Earth II series. There is still so much that I want to say, and I want to tell more of the characters' individual stories. But I don’t like series that go on forever.

I want this book to be action-packed until the end. At this point, all the characters have been part of earlier stories, so the reader should be comfortable with how they’ll fit together. That said, I am introducing a couple of new characters that I think you’ll enjoy. I wouldn’t be surprised if they become the main characters in a follow-on series. I guess we’ll have to wait and see.
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A computer will run until its success criteria are satisfied or the computer ceases operation.


Chapter 1

Earth’s Defense Force ship, Burlington, was parked in a near orbit over Uranus. The last of the automated mining supply shuttles just docked. The Burlington was surrounded by a small swarm of drone ships and one control ship. All were providing cover for the mothership during the last of the mining operation.

“SIMPOC, has all of the material been transferred from the collection ships?” Admiral Darlene Drummond asked.

“Yes, Captain. The last supply ships are docked, the rare elements are moving into our storage bay, and we’ll soon be ready to depart for the Izod system.”

“SIMPOC, I’m glad that you came with me on this trip. This is the first time you and I have made a delivery in a long time,” Admiral Drummond thought to her computer friend.

“Glad to help,” was the response from the seven-foot computer.

“Has BG returned with his escort drones? He needs to board before we can launch,” the captain pointed out, using their alien material to share their thoughts.

Darlene thought briefly about when her friend Joan admitted that SIMPOC had embedded alien material in her. So, of course, Darlene demanded that she have some, too, and of course, Darlene’s husband, BG, had to have some. Sure, makes things easier, Darlene thought to herself before continuing.

“SIMPOC confirm with BG and Captain Hersch,” Darlene thought to her friend.

“Beta 1, check with BG and make sure he has all his drones stored before we depart. Then, check with Captain Hersch on the Antarctica and make sure their craft is secured,” directed SIMPOC to his automated Beta units that crewed the vast ship.

“Admiral, the last of our ships has entered and is being fastened. Captain Hersch reports that all their craft are secured. Commander BG has reported just entering the storage bay,” answered SIMPOC.

“Okay, coordinate with Antarctica and start accelerating to our jump point. Have them follow us and plan to enter the jump point two minutes later.”

“Yes, Admiral,” her friend and the first intelligent computer responded.

“Hey DD, all the drones are locked down,” BG announced as he entered the command section.

“Great, we’re almost to the jump point,” Admiral Drummond responded to her husband.

They reached out and touched each other’s hands as a quick welcome.

“Admiral, we are entering the jump point,” announced Beta 3.

“Thanks. Please confirm the transit time,” Admiral Drummond said.

“Per our schedule, we will arrive in the Izod system in two hours and twelve minutes.”

“Thanks. BG, are you ready for lunch?”

“Sounds good. SIMPOC, have you finished outfitting all my drones with the high-velocity rail guns?” BG asked SIMPOC.

“Yes, BG. All your ships have been upgraded. But unfortunately, only 82% of the drones onboard the Antarctica have been upgraded. Therefore, I have directed Beta 3 to continue using the onboard manufacturing and continue the process while we travel.”

“Beta Prime, what do we have for lunch?” Darlene asked.

“Admiral, I have prepared a selection of Chinese dishes from each major province.”

“Sounds good,” Darlene responded.

“When will it be ready?” BG asked.

“Now, if you prefer,” responded the lead Beta Unit.

Both took just a moment to walk from the command section to the small mess.

BG put his arm around his wife and said, “This should be fun; we haven’t been out of system in a while.”

“Should be fun, although we haven’t heard a bunch from the Izod lately. We make the shipments, and our ships come back. I’m curious what’s going on with our neighbors.”

“We’ll find out soon enough,” BG commented as they sat down. Immediately, the dishes were placed on the table by the kitchen staff of Charlie Units.

“Wow, this is good. I never thought that eating processed food would taste so good, but this is great,” BG said as he confidently used his chopsticks.

“I know, taking the building blocks of foods and putting them together is tastier than I ever imagined,” agreed Darlene.

“We haven’t made a delivery trip to the Izod system in a while,” mumbled BG between mouthfuls of noodles.

“In a way, it’s been too quiet. I don’t like it when I don’t know what’s going on with them,” said Darlene.

“We haven’t heard much from the Terest either,” pointed out BG after a sip of green tea.

“Something is going on,” replied Darlene.

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>

BG was busy running on the treadmill. Darlene rowed hard, aiming to complete her thirty minutes when their communicators announced the pending exit.

“Here we go,” announced BG as he pulled off the VR headset and met his wife at the door. They grabbed towels to wipe off the sweat and headed for the command section.

“Admiral, we are exiting the transit into the Izod system,” Beta 3 announced as they entered.

“SIMPOC, get the sensors up at once. I want to know what’s happening,” directed Darlene.

“Admiral, our sensors are functioning, and it appears that we’re entering a conflict,” the first intelligent computer, SIMPOC, said.

What? Darlene and her husband, BG, both screamed through their mental connection with the intelligent computer.

“It appears that we’ve entered a region of the Izod system where a battle is occurring. To our starboard and twenty degrees above our reference plane are three space stations that appear to be Izod design. In addition, there is a swarm of smaller attacking craft to our port,” said SIMPOC.

“When will our 3D display come online?” Admiral Drummond said in a voice exploding with frustration.

“It is forming now,” Beta 1 replied.

The image forming over the 3D table was dynamic. The movement seemed slow because of the distances, yet the near-constant red flashes from weapons discharge were clear. Near one of the space stations was a large debris field streaming away from the station.

“Who is attacking whom?” Drummond asked.

“It appears that the multitude of vehicles are the attackers, and the Izod stations are defending themselves,” pointed out SIMPOC.

“Are those ships Terest?” Drummond asked.

“Those crafts share no characteristics with any known Terest ships,” SIMPOC responded.

“Can we contact the Izod on a secure channel?”

“Yes,” answered Beta 5. “Channel is open.”

“Izod stations, this is Admiral Drummond, commanding the Earth Defense Force ship Burlington. Do you need assistance?”

“Admiral, Antarctica is exiting the transit.”

“Tell them to flank us on our port and wait for further orders.”

“Aye, Aye, Admiral,” Beta 5 responded.

Without warning, the Burlington’s computer translator came alive, “Burlington, this is the Izod Station Atonia. I am Captain Inton. Yes, we need aid. Many crafts came from the Terest system and attacked us. We suspect that the Terest have already been overwhelmed by these crafts. Please do what you can before we are overrun.”

“My sister ship is the Antarctica, commanded by Captain Hersch. We will do what we can,” responded Admiral Drummond.

 “Beta 5, tell Antarctica to deploy their battleships and drones and stay at our port,” Darlene said as she looked at her husband. BG knew what had to be done and sprinted for his battleships and squadrons of drones.

Darlene had a distraught look on her face. This was the first time they encountered real battles in almost fifteen years, and the first time the drones were used in combat. BG was at risk, and she had ordered him into action.

“Darlene, our drone software is effective. He is in the control ship to observe and direct. The drones will engage and do battle,” Darlene heard the entire thought from her friend, SIMPOC. She turned and smiled at him. Still, they were entering into a full-scale fight with two capital ships against an unknown enemy.

“Beta 5 moves us towards the attackers while BG deploys the battleships and drones. Don’t engage until all the drones for Antarctica and us have been fully deployed.”

“Aye, aye, Admiral,” Beta 3 responded to the command.

“Send a communications probe to our Sol System with the full FEBA and our plan,” directed Admiral Drummond.

“Probe is away,” the Beta 2 unit responded.

Darlene thought to her computer friend, “SIMPOC, I know we’re jumping into this. I don’t think we have any other options. We have had a good relationship with the Izod, and these attackers might be Julius. We've got to find out where they’re from. If we can help, we have to try.”

“Agreed. You are following the prudent path. If your leadership prefers a different direction, they will inform you. Until then, we are following the best course,” SIMPOC thought back.

“Admiral, all drones are deployed,” Beta 3 announced.

“Pass the word to Antarctica; to engage them,” Admiral Drummond ordered.

It took minutes for the battle dynamics to show on the 3D display. First, it was frustrating to watch the slow movement of green dots approach the red. Then, red flashes began to show the impact of their forces entering the conflict.

“Admiral, I’ve noticed a change in their tactics. Now that our ships are engaged, they have moved their attack profiles to include us. They changed their attack vectors at once, implying that they’re receiving direction from a third party,” said SIMPOC.

“Julius?” Darlene asked.

“Possibly,” responded SIMPOC.

Admiral Drummond was conscious of the entire battle. Still, she was most concerned with how her drones were doing and mainly the control craft that BG was in. BG was too far away to share their mental connection, and even SIMPOC didn’t have the power to cover that distance. Besides, having either Darlene or SIMPOC inject themselves into BG’s thoughts in the middle of a battle wasn’t smart.

“Admiral, they are changing tactics,” announced SIMPOC. “When we entered the conflict, the attackers were flying randomly. They assigned a reasonable number to continue a random attack on our ships as they sensed us. Now, they are changing strategies and forming small squadrons. I think they are merely testing our defenses. I believe they’re trying to find out which offensive strategy is most effective. I also think that if we hadn’t arrived, they would have overwhelmed the Izod defenses.”

“How are we holding up?” Admiral Drummond asked.

“We have lost 8% of our drones, and Antarctica has lost 10%. The Izod has accounted for 22% of the attacker’s losses. Our two EDF vessels have accounted for an additional 12%,” SIMPOC summarized.

“So, we’ve been holding our own,” the Admiral responded.

“Yes, we are,” SIMPOC said. “Admiral, the attackers are withdrawing and returning to the Terest system.”

“Beta 5, connect me with the Izod commander.”

“Admiral, the channel is open.”

“Captain Inton, this is Admiral Drummond. It appears that the attackers are withdrawing. Are your remaining stations operable, and do you need further assistance?”

“No, Admiral. As you can see, our Tonnary Station sustained considerable damage. We will have work crews begin repairing it immediately. We can defend ourselves if they return.”

“Captain, it seems that these craft came from the direction of the Terest system. Was the Terest system attacked?” Asked the Admiral.

“Admiral, our sources tell us that the Terest system sustained heavy damage, and we aren’t sure of their fate.”

“I’m sorry to hear that. If you don’t need further aid, we’ll launch our cargo containers and return to our system.”

“Thank you for your assistance.”

You’re thinking about something, Darlene thought to SIMPOC.

This attack was to test the Izod defenses. The tactics didn’t show an intent to defeat them. It was a test. I fear the main attack is yet to come. When we entered the conflict, adjustments were made, and the attackers gathered knowledge of our weapons.

I agree; Darlene thought back to SIMPOC. Then she said, “I want to haul a couple of the attackers on board and see what we’re facing. When will BG and all the drones be retrieved?”

“They are entering our ships now,” Beta 3 announced.

“BG, hang back. I want you to take an escort and find me examples of what you fought. I think they’re unmanned, but be careful,” directed Darlene.

“Roger, I’ll pick up some of the trash and load it,” BG responded.

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>

Joan Herl sat in her Commander’s chair in the EDF Space Station Patterson command section. Naming the Flag Station of the five EDF space stations after the deceased president seemed the right thing to do. Naming its sister station after Admiral and then President Hagerly also seemed more than fitting.

 The captured and rebuilt stations resulted from the conflict 15 years ago with the Terest. Being able to repair two of the three abandoned stations was a massive benefit to Earth.

The Patterson and Hagerly were the centerpieces of Earth’s defense force. They were upgraded with all the Earth Defense Force technology. The remaining three space stations had less firepower, but they were still impressive weapons.

The Patterson and Hagerly were massive stations. Each of them had two 1,000 Petawatt lasers, top and bottom. Equally spaced around the periphery, the stations had 500 Petawatt laser turrets matched with rail guns that fired one-pound projectiles at 5,000 m/sec.

Joan Herl’s hidden punch for the Patterson and Hagerly was a little weapon that SIMPOC had developed called the MARAUDER. 

From the top of both stations, they had Marauder Weapons, which fired 1–2 mg of plasma at 10,000 km/s (3% of the speed of light). Each shot contained the energy of 5 pounds of TNT.

The two larger space stations were the real battleships of space. They had no fighters. All the energy generated was to support the advanced weapons.

The other three space stations had less energy, and thus the weapons weren’t as powerful. They were configured the same, but they had less punch and included two 500 Petawatt Lasers on top and bottom. Three 250 Petawatt Lasers around the middle matched three rail guns firing 1-pound projectiles at 1000 m/sec. The powerful Marauder Weapons were reserved for the larger stations because of their substantial power requirements.

The relationship between the Earth Defense Force and Earth’s survivors was strained. Thousands of robots and spaceships were given to the Earth after an alien race called the Jakeel invaded Earth. Their plan was to wipe out the dominant predator and harvest the planet. The one problem was that they were too arrogant to check for intelligent life. So, the Jakeel gave the resources to Earth’s survivors as reparations for their mistakes.

Joan and Tom Herl, along with SIMPOC, followed the other intelligent computer, Julius, to the home world of the Jakeel. When Jakeel gave the resources to Earth, the planet was in chaos from the pandemic. At the time, President Patterson decided to keep control of the resources. The Earth Defense Force (EDF) was created to defend Earth, and Earth’s other leaders were left to repair the damage of the pandemic within their countries. Few of the fledgling governments liked that arrangement.

Staffing the stations was a challenge. After the Jakeel virus wiped out so much of Earth’s population, there weren’t enough people left. So, pulling resources and talent from across the globe supplied the minimum necessary to staff the capital ships and space stations. But they still relied on the Beta and Charlie units that SIMPOC produced to do the work.

Each was run by a handful of talented people supported by the automated units. Captain Joyce Daniels was the captain of the Hagerly. She never thought that her doctorate in theoretical physics would lead her to run a vast space station. Asia was one of the space stations, and was captained by Leonid Dovsesky. He found his career going from a technical advisor to the Romanian Government to captain of a space station. The French space station was led by Dietrich Invannson. Before the pandemic, he was the Director of Immunology for a major hospital in Denmark. He found himself in charge of one of the most powerful weapons ever created in his new life. The last station was South America. Its captain was Dimetry Heinlen, who went from being the Head of the European Council to captain of a space station.

The support crews of the stations had between ten and 20 people in charge. They relied on Beta and Charlie units produced by SIMPOC to operate and maintain the huge stations. 

SIMPOC was the most intelligent and versatile computer, with Alpha being its second in command. The Beta Prime units supplied the coordination and leadership among the mobile units. But the backbone of the workers was the Charlie units. They had specific tasks and worked tirelessly to keep the enormous ships repaired and functioning.

In the fifteen years since the pandemic, the EDF has expanded and accepted personnel from any country. All they needed were adequate abilities and agreement to be led by the EDF leadership.

The relationship between Earth and its celestial neighbors was also strained. The Izod and Terest had generations of conflict. Eventually, the Terest staged a surprise attack on Earth towards the end of the pandemic, which Earth was lucky to win. Only because the EDF supplied critical materials to both and kept a functional peace between them, their tensions were still under control. 

The Izod and Terest’s joint technology was less sophisticated than the EDF, and Earth wanted to keep it that way.

The Lennari were a different matter. Their technology was comparable to that of the EDF, but they lacked resources. Julius attacked the Lennari late in the pandemic, seeking resources to remove the three threats to his existence. Those threats were SIMPOC, the first thinking computer, Joan and Tom Herl, and the surviving humans. It was during that last encounter with Julius that Joan was able to rescue her husband on one of the Lennari worlds.

The only unifying factor that kept the balance was the massive fleet of space vehicles that Earth got from the Jakeel after their misguided invasion of Earth. The resources Earth received from the Jakeel and the powerful Jakeel manufacturing facilities onboard the capital ships provided the balance for Earth to keep the alliances strong.

Joan was enjoying a nice hot cup of Muro, which was basically mud. But, of course, it was filtered. So, instead of Tea, simply pouring hot water over a selected soil from the Lennari home world resulted in an exciting beverage. Truly, one of the pleasant products of their relationship with the Lennari.

Joan sat for a moment and thought about the differences between her previous life of commanding the Oasis space station and her current job. Even though she was now the vice president, Earth needed her to wear the hat of commanding the space stations, leaving Darlene Drummond to command the EDF fleet. That seemed to make sense. The EDF tactics with the capital ships were totally different from how the space stations would be used. In a way, she chuckled, she was the Commander of the space station Oasis, and now she is the Commander of the five huge space stations. Each station was an order of magnitude larger than any weapon mankind ever created. Still, Oasis was the waypoint between Earth and the moon and Mars colonies. In a way, she missed the simpler life.

There was little discussion about her title. After all, the Vice President-Elect was important for the nation. But, on the stations, her title of just Captain seemed adequate.

Joan scanned around the station command section and enjoyed that all the key positions were staffed by people. She didn’t mind using the Beta units to control much of the functionality on the capital ships, but having a leadership crew of friends was much better.

Joan glanced at her steaming cup and thought, “Would rum or vodka go best in this?”

She glanced to her rear, and her Beta Prime was standing near the hatch. “I wish that SIMPOC were with me,” she thought. But I’m glad that he went with Darlene.

“Okay, crew, let’s go through a quick check out. Weapons?”

The Weapon’s Officer responded, “All primary and secondary lasers are functioning. In addition, all six of our rail guns are functioning on all stations, and the Marauder weapon is online.”

“Great, how’s our repair shop?”

“Ma’am, spares are at good levels, and all repair shops are functioning.”

“Okay, deck crew. It looks like we’re in good shape.”

Just as she said that, Beta Prime moved into her view.

“Yes, Beta Prime. What is it?”

“Ma’am, I just received a message from a communication drone from Admiral Drummond. When they reached the Izod system, they were immediately involved in combat. A large group of vehicles of unknown origin attacked three of the Izod stations. She decided to engage in the conflict. The attacking craft came from the direction of the Terest system. She will send an update when the conflict is over.”

The thoughts were racing through Joan’s mind. Open conflict, and Darlene and Antarctica were in the middle of it. They hadn’t been in a war since the attack from the Terest fifteen years ago. They all knew that it was coming, and Julius would likely be attacking. It appeared that it could be him, and the time of his return was coming.

“Comm, pass the message along to EDF command, then tell the Hagerly and the rest of the EDF fleet to go to Red Alert. Monitor all the jump points and tell me if you pick up any inbound radiation.”

“Yes, Ma’am,” the comm officer responded.

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>

“Ma’am, I have a spike in gamma radiation from the Izod jump point,” announced Beta 3.

I hope that it’s Darlene, thought Joan as she walked out of her quarters, putting her hair in a ponytail.

“Ma’am, there is a second spike in the radiation. It appears to be a second ship. The profiles are consistent with the Burlington and Antarctica capital ships.”

Joan let out a deep breath.

“Ma’am, two capital ships have entered through the Izod point. We have a message coming in from the Burlington,” announced the Beta unit.

“Connect her,” responded Joan.

“Darlene, it’s good to have you back. What’s your status?”

“We’re in fine shape. One of the Izod stations was shot up pretty badly, but they’re repairing it. We lost drones, but neither of us took any damage. SIMPOC is confident that it was a test of the Izod defenses. I think we caught them off guard when we arrived. Our forces, combined with Izod, got the situation under control quickly, and the attackers withdrew. We picked up the wreckage, and SIMPOC will investigate after we’re back. They went back to the Terest system when they left the Izod system. The Izod has heard that the Terest got hit hard. If the attackers were able to come out of the Terest system, I doubt there is much of the Terest left.”

“Do you think it was Julius?” Joan asked.

“SIMPOC thinks it is,” Darlene answered.

“I think you’re right. Julius is out there, and I think we can expect him,” confirmed Joan.

“Joan, I suggest that we send a high-speed drone through the Terest system to see what’s happening,” added Darlene.

“I agree. Beta Prime sends the drone that we have by the Terest jump point. Send it through at maximum speed, and I want to know what’s going on in that system.”

“Yes, Ma’am,” the robot responded.

“Darlene, hurry back here as soon as you can. I want you in a position in case something happens. Don’t forget we have an inauguration to go to.”

 




Chapter 2

12:00 PM, January 20, 2066. About a hundred people and an assortment of creatures were dressed in formal wear and sitting on lawn chairs in front of a modest white home situated on the eastern half of the Ellipse in Washington, DC. The spring cherry blossoms hadn’t budded yet, and a gentle breeze spread an occasional scattering of leaves over the crowd. The sun was bright and warm, but there was a slight chill.

Across Constitution Avenue, a strange assortment of vehicles was parked on the grassy area north of the Washington Memorial. They didn’t look like vehicles that could fly and generally had no wings. Nevertheless, they remained parked silently on the grass.

On the east end of the line of vehicles stood a group of what appeared to be statues. They were intelligent statues, some of which had helped save Earth. Even though they had been instrumental in humanity’s survival, many in attendance weren’t comfortable around them. However, they weren’t offended when asked to stand to the side and not be too obvious.

It was a solemn yet exciting day. A camera operator on either side of the audience pointed their cameras toward the stage. Overhead were video drones that were moving gently over the crowd.

To the rear of the audience, a small orchestra played a selection of springtime music. Again, there were minor mistakes, but none of those in attendance cared or even noticed.

A group of people of various ages was seated on the stage. They briefly spoke among themselves and occasionally waved to friends in the audience. In the center was a frail-looking man in a wheelchair. They were all waiting for the orchestra to play a particular tune.

To the left of the stage was an impressive figure. It stood seven feet high and remained motionless. Because of its contribution to many events, it was afforded the honor of being part of the ceremony. The lack of apparent motion didn’t mean that it was inactive. Its programming was always listening, watching, and protecting.

The front row had a mix of individuals. There was a scattering of uniforms and people dressed in civilian attire. But there were also unique creatures in attendance. A massive fur-covered creature sitting on a specially designed chair to carry its weight was on the left. The creature was wearing a uniform that showed medals and decorations, and it sat impassively looking forward.

Six chairs to the right was a similar creature, massive, it appeared less formal, perhaps in civilian clothing. Instead of formal military attire, it appeared less formal and possibly civilian. However, it still had the look of a traditional dress. Finally, to the far right of the first row was a tall, spindly creature sitting in an oversized chair built for its comfort.

The remaining rows had a mix of people. Some were wearing formal attire, and others were in more comfortable clothing. The one positive part of the audience was that there were at least two, three, or sometimes four children for every adult watching the ceremony.

Finally, the orchestra began the first bars of the United States National Anthem. Everyone who was able stood, and earthlings put their hands over their hearts.

When the music stopped, the audience sat, and a tall man wearing a black robe remained standing. Then Joan Herl stood and faced him. Next, Tom Herl moved from the background and held out a bible, on which Joan placed her hand.

“Please repeat after me,” the tall man said in a loud voice; the woman repeated the phrase.

 “I,” and the chief justice just nodded. “Joan Herl.”

Then he continued, “Do solemnly swear that I will support and defend the Constitution of the United States against all enemies, foreign and domestic; that I will bear true faith and allegiance to the same; that I take this obligation freely, without any mental reservation or purpose of evasion; and that I will well and faithfully discharge the duties of the office on which I am about to enter: So help me God,” said the man in the black robe and repeated by Vice President Joan Herl.

The small group of people applauded, and there was some cheering.  The new vice president waved to the crowd, then turned and surrendered the podium to a small woman, who stood in front of the justice.

Shirley Mears placed her hand on the bible that Tom still held, and the Chief Justice led her through the same pledge. When she was done, the cheering from the crowd was louder than before, and the orchestra began playing Hail to the Chief. The group of people on the stage all stood and crowded around the new leader. She hugged each of them, and they passed congratulations as the crowd on the lawn continued their applause. Next, Vice President Joan Herl took her time for a long hug with her husband, Thomas Herl, and their daughter, Josephine. Finally, she turned and spoke with the man in the wheelchair. Then the attendees on the lawn quieted as the new President of the United States stepped to the podium and prepared to make her first official speech.

“Ladies, gentlemen, and our distinguished visitors from the Terest Federation, Izod System, and Lennari Empire. I want to welcome you to Earth.

“First off, I want to honor two great men who were instrumental in our nation’s survival. President Arnold Patterson found himself thrust into the most significant attack our world has ever received. He led our country and survived attacks on his life. I am sad to say that we lost him just a short time ago. He will always be remembered as one of our nation’s greats.

“I also want to remember President Nial Hagerly, who served as Vice President. Then, as President Patterson’s health declined, he became President for years until President Patterson’s untimely death.  He was instrumental in our defense and rebuilding.”

“As President Patterson’s health deteriorated, Vice President Hagerly assumed the office. He then appointed Lewiston Monson as his vice president, who assumed the presidency when President Hagerly passed away.”

There was a brief pause as the president turned a little and made a small hand motion to indicate the man in the wheelchair. As she did so, there was a healthy round of applause.

President Mears continued, “Admiral, then Vice President Monson, was here during that horrible attack. He led us during our defense and survival. As our vice president, his contribution will never be forgotten.”

President Mears turned towards the man and initiated loud applause.

“I also want to thank my good friend Joan Herl. After a distinguished NASA career, she was more than instrumental as she fought the alien invasion in space and within their home system. I am honored to have her as my vice president.”

President Mears turned and indicated for her vice president to rise. Joan Herl rose and gave a warm wave to the audience. Then she sat after the brief applause ended.

President Mears continued with her acceptance speech, “Today is a special day for the United States. Today, we must acknowledge our history and our traditions. Our lives have changed so much that it is essential to remember who we were, who we are, and how we got here. Since the horrible pandemic, we have had our presidential election for the first time. I am proud that we have made it to the point where we are clearly a democracy once again, by the people and for the people.”

“We are seated in front of our new White House, and as I look to my right, I see where we have removed the scars of difficult days behind us. Where the previous symbol of our great country once stood, we now have a beautiful park, which I hope you will take the time to enjoy later. To your left, we have an assortment of spaceships. That’s a funny thing to say. Not too long ago, I would have bet all of you that using that phrase would never occur to me.”

There was a slight hint of laughter through the crowd.

“Those ships symbolize who we are now and where we are going. We now have a huge fleet of ships defending our solar system, and we have strong alliances with our neighbors.”

“Our leaders helped our nation through the horrific alien attack and the social turmoil as we tried to recover. Then they led us through our rebuilding. We are slowly rebuilding ourselves from the United States of America to something new. Our country is fractured, and instead of the previous 52 states in our great country, we now have only six.  Our country has concentrated its survivors on the East Coast, the West Coast, the Gulf Coast, the Great Lakes, Alaska, and Hawaii. As the government of our nation, we are fulfilling a different role. Our major concern now is to provide support and coordination between our states. Sadly, they still must provide care for their local citizens. I hope that soon we’ll be able to provide more support and bring all of us closer together.”

She paused as the crowd applauded and nodded their heads, sharing her vision and the need to unite as a nation.

“As we rebuild, we are fortunate to have rebuilding efforts occurring in Europe, Africa, the Middle East, and Australia. So much work is to be done; there are still large portions of our planet where people struggle to eat and be safe. But we are making progress.

“As we deal with the problems on our planet, we must also face challenges from space. After we received thousands of robots and spaceships from the Jakeel, we were faced with new challenges, challenges that we must face. However, we have been fortunate and found neighbors with whom we can work and share mutual benefits. We have overcome difficulties dealing with our celestial neighbors and found common ground.

“We are fortunate to have the representatives of our friends from our neighboring star systems. We look forward to expanding our relationship with our neighbors.”

President Mears nodded and scanned her eyes quickly across the front row. There was a healthy amount of applause as she acknowledged the three visiting ambassadors.

“Today, I want you to celebrate our nation, and we have come a long way.” President Mears paused, then looked over the crowd and announced, “Now it’s time to eat.”

With that comment, the entire crowd rose and applauded. Then, the video drones swooped rapidly around the moving crowd to capture individuals and the facial expressions of the dignitaries and attendees.

“Joan, I’m so proud of you,” Tom whispered in his wife’s ear as they hugged. “Or should I call you Madam Vice President?”

She smiled at her husband and said, “Madam is fine.”

They hugged again while laughing intimately.

Joan then turned to her daughter, Josephine, and heard, “Wow, Mom. You’re the VP of the United States.”

“Yup, I sure am. Now I just need to figure out how to be a vice president. Things are a little complicated if you haven’t noticed.”

“I know, Mom, but I know that you’ll be able to handle it. Can I go? Scott is waiting for me.”

Joan gave her a mother’s smile and accepted that being with Scott was a higher priority for her daughter.

Joan turned and saw her friend Darlene Drummond standing in the front row, talking with her husband, BG, and their son, Scott, standing next to them. Clearly, he had one eye on the stage, waiting for Josephine to join him.

Darlene glanced at Joan, and they gave each other a slight nod. Joan said to Josephine, “Go ahead, just don’t go too far.”

“Okay, see ya in a while,” Josephine said as she jumped off the stage.

Josephine and Scott are meeting up; please keep an eye on them; I’m a little busy. Joan mentally transmitted to her long-time friend SIMPOC through their shared alien material.

The giant robot standing beside the stage moved just a little and responded, Sure, I will, and I’ll keep my distance.

Joan’s message to her friend was almost instantaneous, and his response was the same. But, as they exchanged messages, Josephine stopped mid-step, turned her head, and gave her mother a perplexed look.

Joan was startled. The look was too obvious to ignore. It seemed like her daughter had heard Joan send the mental message to her friend. She glanced at SIMPOC, who hadn’t moved, then she glanced back at her daughter, who had turned and headed for Scott.

Rapid thoughts flashed through her mind. After SIMPOC implanted the alien processor material in her body, and it began to fuse with her brain, she didn’t know the impact on her unborn child. At the time, Joan had little choice. The survival of Earth and her fellow survivors depended upon her. So soon after rescuing Tom, it was only natural for him to get implanted pieces of the foreign material. Since Josephine was born, the alien material in Joan had fused well, and it had helped on many occasions.

When Joan’s friend Darlene asked to have it implanted in her, she wasn’t pregnant, so it wasn’t as much of an issue. Later, Darlene told her boyfriend and soon-to-be husband, BG, about the material; it was only natural for him to receive an implant. At the time, they were in the middle of huge conflicts in space, and the humans were fighting for their lives. Joan knew that she had to take the chance, and Darlene felt the same. They agreed that for many reasons, they would keep the alien material between themselves. After all, they were in conflict with aliens. Letting others know that they had alien material connected to their brains wouldn’t go well.

Then Darlene found herself pregnant, and Joan found Tom and rescued him. Once Tom knew of the implant, he knew he needed to share the risk with his wife. The two couples had the alien material, and that was how it remained until their children were born. SIMPOC realized that both children had foreign materials inside. However, the parents still felt that keeping it to themselves was the best choice.

As the children were growing, the potential impacts of the material were on their parents’ minds, but no one knew what to expect. As SIMPOC and the parents knew, the material would adjust to the person in whom it was implanted. Joan was able to read emotions. Darlene picked up languages well, and BG’s coordination and physical skills improved. He wasn’t any kind of superhuman, but he became an expert in hand-to-hand combat. Tom found that he could sense and control computer systems like SIMPOC. What would develop in Josephine and Scott was a mystery to all.

As the children grew up, they weren’t told. It wasn’t clear if they would notice any difference, and if they knew, they might tell their friends. To them, how they responded would seem natural.

Today, Joan suspected that her daughter’s alien material was activating. So, it would be time to have that ‘other’ kind of talk with her.

The rapid thoughts and memories passed by quickly as she saw her daughter running to be with her friend.

Tom touched her and said, “Is something going on?”

“I’ll give you the details later, but I sensed something with Josephine; she’s changing.”

“I know. She’s growing up fast,” Tom responded.

“Yes, she is. But that isn’t what I meant. I think the alien material is active.”

“Tom had buried the idea of the material embedded in his daughter deep in his memory. It wasn’t something he worried about as he watched her grow up. Seeing the routine changes as a child grows and approaches her mid-teens was overwhelming enough. So, he pushed thoughts of the alien material out of his mind. Suddenly, Tom’s world took on an entirely different mood.

“Oh, boy,” was the only response he had available.

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>

Josephine ran to meet up with Scott. He wasn’t her boyfriend; he was just Scott. She enjoyed being with him, and he seemed to like being with her. However, the term ‘boyfriend’ carried more baggage than she wanted to deal with.

There wasn’t anything said between them when Josephine reached Scott. Instead, they ran off to a tree on the side of the ellipse to get away from the crowd. As they were jogging out of the way, Scott could tell that something was going on.

Scott asked, “Hey, what’s up?’ when they finally stopped. When you left your mother, you had a strange look on your face?”

“Something happened, that’s all,” Josephine said back. She was quiet, and Scott knew that she had more to say. Then, after a couple of moments, Josephine asked, “Have you ever heard someone’s thoughts?”

The question was a little confusing and difficult for Scott to answer. But it did bring up something that he had thought about.

“What do you mean, thoughts?” he asked.

“Do you ever feel like you’ve heard what someone else was thinking?” She finally asked.

At first, Scott didn’t know how to answer. It was a question that could lead in difficult directions. So, he said what he thought was a safe answer, “Sometimes.”

Josephine thought, “Coward.” Then the look on Scott’s face showed panic.

“What’s the matter?” Josephine asked.

“That was weird. I watched your lips, and they didn’t move, but I heard you say, ‘Coward.’ His face was white when he finished that sentence.

It was clear to Josephine that Scott didn’t look well.

“I’m okay,” Scott finally mumbled.

“Scott, I didn’t ask,” Josephine whispered.

“Something weird is happening. I think I can hear your thoughts.”

“I know; I think I hear yours too,” Josephine said.

There wasn’t much to be said. Josephine and Scott just stared at each other, sensing that they had just crossed a significant boundary. For two young teenagers, sharing their thoughts was a frightening concept.

Scott was uncomfortable, and he tried to change the subject. “I’ve got an idea,” Scott whispered, and Josephine’s eyes got big.

“Keep your computer friend busy, and I’ll get a bottle of wine,” Scott thought to himself as a test.

To his surprise, Josephine whispered back, “That’s a good idea,” she said with a twinkle in her eyes.

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>

The guests enjoyed the potluck meal, to which everyone had contributed. There wasn’t a long day of festivities planned. The Presidential Inauguration wasn’t like it had been before the virus. Now, events were uncomplicated and local. The images of the swearing-in were broadcast to the other states of the new union, but times had changed. The relationship between the major population centers of the country was much different. Each was relatively independent, but the leadership under President Mears controlled the largest remaining Military in the world and the Earth Defense Force. Because of that, President Mears received respect and deference.

Vice President Herl received a slight tone in her hearing. She gently touched a spot behind her ear. Her assistant Toran Tvor appeared on her optical device, which presented images embedded in her retina.

“Yes, Toran? What is it?”

“Ms. Vice President. The Izary and Terest ambassadors would like private meetings with you before they leave. I don’t think either of them is comfortable as long as the other is present.”

“I understand; set up some time with them.”

“Ma’am, both are sensitive to the other. I’m afraid that if either thinks that you met with the other first, they might think that you showed them preference.”

“Fine, set up the meetings quickly and let each think that they were first, and the other hasn’t left yet. Then, maybe we can get them out of here without noticing.”

“Yes, Ma’am. The meeting with the Izary Ambassador will be in 10 minutes in the White House conference room. After that, the Terest ambassador will meet you onboard their ship. Is that acceptable?”

“Yes, Toran. Good job.”

Joan passed thoughts to her friend Admiral Drummond and her husband, warning them of the meetings. 

“SIMPOC, what are Josephine and Scott doing?” Joan passed to her friend as she made her way into the president’s residence.

Being teenagers. Was his cryptic response.

You’re not helping any.

Don’t worry, I’ll tell you if they burn down something.

Thanks.

Just as she finished the update on her daughter, Darlene Drummond caught up to her.

“Do you know where they are?” Darlene asked.

“SIMPOC is keeping an eye on them. I don’t think they’re into too much trouble.”

“And that’s supposed to give me comfort,” Darlene said with a laugh.

The Secret Service followed discreetly as the Vice President and Commander of the EDF left the main grouping of people.

“Darlene, I’m glad that you made it back from the Izod system. You deserve to be part of this. I wish we could have had a full debrief about your little encounter before meeting with the Izod Ambassador, but we don’t have time.”

“Ma’am, the quick debrief we gave you before the swearing-in ceremony covers the main points. We’ll give you and President Mears the full run-down as soon as possible.”

“Okay, this should be interesting,” Vice President Herl added.

Within a few steps, Joan noticed the security detail.

“Do you need to stay with me? Wouldn’t you rather be enjoying the celebration?”

“Ma’am, now that you’ve been sworn in, we are obligated to stay close while on Earth,” one of the agents said.

“You’re the VP now. Having Secret Service following you is part of the package,” Darlene said under her breath.

Joan was momentarily frustrated but willing to accept the security. “Please, make sure that you get something to eat.”

“Yes, Ma’am,” the other agent agreed.

They approached the small white house, and Joan’s assistant Toran stood at the front door with Tom approaching.

“Madam Vice President, Ambassador Itaop from the Izod system is in the conference room.”

“Are their ships parked separately from each other?”

“Yes, they shouldn’t be able to see who leaves first.”

“Thanks, Toran. Tell Beoon that I’ll meet him on his ship in 20 minutes.”

“Yes, Ma’am,” Joan’s assistant said before he turned and looked for the Terest Ambassador.

“Do you know what the Izod and Terest want to talk to you about?” Tom asked.

“Nope, I hope it’s just the typical handshake and false promises,” Vice President Herl added as she entered the small White House.

The large Izod was standing in the middle of the conference room. His head barely cleared the ceiling. When Joan saw him for the first time in a familiar setting, she thought, “Boy, am I glad that we built this house with high ceilings and doors.”

“Mr. Ambassador, it’s a pleasure to meet with you personally,” Vice President Herl said as she graciously reached up to shake his hand.

The custom was still unfamiliar to the Terest and Izod. Still, he did a reasonable job of reciprocating and wrapping his massive hand around hers and making awkward movements before shaking Darlene Drummond and Tom Herl’s hands.

“Thank you for inviting us to this event. I must admit that this tradition is very different than how we do things.”

Joan knew that the transfer of leadership in the Terest and Izod societies was more complicated than they had just witnessed.

 “So, what would you like to talk to me about?” The vice president asked.

“First off, I’d like to thank you for the rare element shipments we received. They have gone a long way to help us stabilize our power systems.”

“Thank you, Admiral Drummond’s ships have been working hard to provide you and the Terest resources to help your societies. I suspect you have something else you’d like to talk to me about?”

“Yes. There is, we have had an increase in stress with the Terest. We have heard that they have had a series of attacks, and we fear that they might use that as a pretext to attack us.”

“Was that the first?”

“Madam Vice President. We have had a series of minor conflicts, but the one you got involved in was the first of that magnitude.”

“Ambassador, I need to point out that we got involved only because we saw the attackers weren’t Terest. If they had been from the Terest system, our neutral status would have been put under pressure,” Admiral Drummond pointed out.

“Yes, Admiral, we understand. We are thankful for your support,” the Ambassador added.

“You mentioned attacks on the Terest; we haven’t heard of any?” Vice President Herl interjected.

“We have heard little, but it appears that they have been attacked many times and not done well. So, there may be another world involved.”

That statement was disturbing news to Joan and Darlene. The thought that another intelligent alien society might be involved was a significant and unpredictable development.

“Why do you think that?” Vice President Herl asked cautiously.

“The information that we’ve got from traders is that the Terest have been attacked suddenly and with technology that is unknown to them. We’ve been trying to get samples of the remnants of the Terest battles, but we’ve been unable. We fear that the Terest will use the attacks as a reason to launch a major attack on us. Since they attacked you in the last major conflict fifteen years ago, we have been relatively peaceful and rebuilding our technologies. I fear that neither of us is prepared for a large-scale attack from an unknown alien species.

“Of course, we are concerned that if the Terest do attack us, what will your role be?”

Joan had to pause for a second before answering. “Ambassador, we have worked to have a balanced relationship with you. We have supplied both societies with crucial resources so you can rebuild. However, if a major conflict occurs between you and the Terest, we will remain neutral.

“Thank you for that information. But, of course, we would prefer to have your help. But, if that isn’t possible, then not aiding the Terest will be sufficient. We’ll keep our eyes open and let you know if we find out anything about who is attacking the Terest.

“Thank you, Madam Vice President. But, unfortunately, now I must leave immediately for my home world,” the Izod ambassador announced, then bowed.

Vice President Herl, Admiral Drummond, and Tom Herl escorted him to the front door and made sure that he turned in the direction away from where the Terest ship was parked.

“Tom, Darlene, what do you think about that?” Joan asked as the small group left the residence and headed for the Terest ship.

“A little scary,” Darlene said. “My crews noticed an increase in security on the last delivery trip to the Terest territory last month; we’ve been monitoring it. What he said explains a lot. I don’t like the idea of meeting another aggressive alien race. That’s something we’ll never be prepared for.”

“This was the first time that I’ve heard from either of them. However, it seems that the Terest have become more cagy than normal lately. It will be interesting to hear what the Terest ambassador says,” Tom added.

“I know, it scares me,” Joan said, then she stopped and looked at Darlene and her husband. “We haven’t heard from Julius in a long while. Do you think it might be him?”

“Oh, boy. If it is, then he knows about the Izod, Terest, and our relationship with them. So, he might be testing them and us,” Darlene pointed out.

“It’s been almost fifteen years since he attacked. SIMPOC always tells us that his program is relentless and will return when he thinks he has enough resources. After all, he is almost as powerful as SIMPOC, and his program will drive him. I suspect soon we’ll have a battle on our hands if this is him,” Tom pointed out.

“Let’s see what Beoon has to say. Why don’t you bring up the added security if he doesn’t mention it?” Joan Said to Darlene.

I’ll bring it up. It might pressure him to tell us more, Darlene sent back through her mental connection.

They picked up their pace, heading for where the Terest ship was parked, and Darlene wanted to check on her son.

“SIMPOC, where are Scott and Josephine?” Darlene passed to her computer friend, and Joan gave her a side glance as she received the same transmitted thought.

To their surprise, the giant computer’s response was quick.

“I think they tried to remove some wine from the beverage table, but they saw me watching them. So, I believe they are working on a plan B,” SIMPOC passed back to both parents.

Darlene and Joan gave each other the typical frustrated look that any teenager's parent would recognize.

Joan just glanced at Tom, and he saw the expression of a frustrated parent. Tom had to take a deep breath, expecting the next problem with their daughter.

BG finds Scott and Josephine; they’re up to no good, and Darlene sends telepathically to her husband.

“Will do,” was the quick thought that came back. 

“I just sent BG to find them and get them under control.” Darlene passed to Joan and Tom.

Then Tom remembered the earlier issue between Joan and Josephine. That worried him more than the two of them getting into trouble.

“Darlene, I had an incident with Josephine a few minutes ago. I think her alien material is active. I think she read my thoughts,” Joan mentioned as they walked.

“I guess we need to sit them down and have a talk with them. I’ve noticed some things with Scott also,” Darlene said.

“Let’s do it right after we meet with these ambassadors. I want them to know before it gets out of hand,” Joan said.

“Maybe, we should have talked with them sooner,” Darlene pointed out.

“Maybe so, but I didn’t know if it would become active, and there is so much going on with the two of them, I thought it would only complicate their lives,” Joan said. “Telling two teenagers that they have alien material connected to their brains didn’t seem like the right thing to do.”

“I agree with you, but I don’t think we have any choice now,” said Darlene.

It was a hectic walk to the Terest craft, interrupted with congratulations from well-wishers. Many of the guests had comments, issues, observations, or just opinions they wanted to share with the new Vice President, Earth’s Ambassador, and the Admiral of the Earth Defense Force.

Earth’s delegation finally made it to the craft. Joan’s assistant, Toran, was standing by the entrance, and he looked small compared with the Terest guard standing next to him.

“Beoon is waiting, Ma’am,” Toran said as they approached.

“Thanks,” Vice President Herl said as she glanced up at the towering Terest guard by the hatch. Then she, Admiral Drummond, and her husband, Earth’s Ambassador, walked in.

The large Terest immediately stood and approached the vice president.

“Thank you so much for coming to my ship so that we can speak. I’m sorry that I have to leave quickly, but I have many demands on my home world.”

“I’m glad that you were able to attend our ceremonies,” Vice President Herl said as she reached up and shook the giant paw of the creature in front of her. It was clear that something was up, as he didn’t try to greet Darlene and Tom.

“It was my pleasure, although I’m still confused about your traditions. However, it is obviously important to you and for you to invite me meant a great deal.”

“So, Ambassador, what do you need to speak to me about?”

Immediately, Darlene and Joan sensed the change in the creature’s demeanor. He tensed up and worked to express what appeared to be a rehearsed statement.

“My leadership wants to express its appreciation for how well our relationship has developed. We have seen significant benefits from the materials that your ships have been providing. We plan for our relationship to continue for our mutual benefit.” Then the Ambassador stopped abruptly.

Joan and Darlene could sense that there was more, a lot more to be said.

“Is that all that you want to say?” Joan asked.

“Yes, that was the official statement from my leadership. We must keep our relationship strong,” the Ambassador said.

Joan glanced at Tom and Darlene, and she gave a slight nod.

“Ask about the security,” Joan passed to Darlene.

“Ambassador, delivery two weeks ago to your system, noticed an increase in security in your system. Is there anything that we should know about?” Admiral Drummond asked.

Again, Darlene and Joan felt the tension and confusion in the Ambassador. He was dealing with something.

“Admiral, there have been a couple of incidents we will deal with on our own. However, you have no need to be concerned. You have many more powerful ships than ours, and you should have no concern for your safety.”

Again, Joan and Darlene knew that was a canned response, but there was still something he was hiding. He just stood in front of them without adding anything else.

“Are you aware of the incident that Admiral Drummond was drawn into a short time ago in the Izod system?” The Vice President asked.

“Our forces did not attack the Izod,” was all the Ambassador said. However, Admiral Drummond and Vice President Herl could feel the increase in the Ambassador’s stress level.

“Ambassador, you’ve been here on a goodwill tour for a week. When was the last time you communicated with your leadership?”

The giant creature hesitated, then said, “There is a great deal going on, and communications have been sporadic. I have received limited information,” was his guarded response.

“Well, Ambassador, if that’s all that you wanted to say, I appreciate that you were able to join us today. If there are other official communications, feel free to pass them through my ambassador,” Vice President Herl said as she motioned her hand towards Tom, who was standing next to her.

“Thank you, Madam Vice President,” the Terest said. Then, after a moment’s hesitation, he said in a less formal tone, “Madame Vice President, I have wondered if you’ve had any problem with that intelligent computer that I’ve heard of?”

It was like a lightning bolt that hit Joan, Darlene, and Tom. After a brief hesitation, Vice President Herl responded, “No, we’ve had no contact with him for several years.”

“That is good to know. Now I must return to my home world,” Beoon said with a slight bow.

“If you find that returning to your home system at this time is difficult, you’re welcome to return here until the journey is convenient,” Joan pointed out.

The Terest just nodded his head.

Joan returned the gesture, and they left without saying a word. As soon as they left the ship, Toran fell in alongside them, and they walked briskly so the ship could take off. 

“Did I just hear that?” Joan passed to Darlene and Tom.

“I think we have a problem,” was Darlene’s answer.

Tom didn’t need to respond; his stomach was already upset.




Chapter 3

Ophelia kept her breathing steady, and she concentrated on each step. Isaacs was only a few feet behind her. Their intercoms were voice-activated, so the other wouldn’t hear their labored breathing unless they spoke.

Their target was about 50 meters ahead, and they could follow a rut in the regolith they had worn over the years. The wind on Mars wasn’t strong enough to fill it quickly; it just kept the edges rounded.

Their steps were slow and deliberate. The Mars Environmental suits were bright yellow, and both had discoloration from their knees down from the Mars regolith.

Finally, the pair reached the top of a small hill about a kilometer from the Mars-Base America. Ten kilometers to the north was the Mars-Base Europe, and fifteen kilometers to the west was Mars-Base Asia. The European and Asian bases made the sub-assemblies and sub-systems. The United States base made the large structures and handled the assembly station in orbit. Finally, they turned and looked over the sprawling American base. 

“I’m glad that we make the trek up here once in a while. Seeing how our base has changed over the years helps me keep everything in perspective,” said Ophelia.

Isaacs didn’t have much to say immediately because he shared his wife’s feelings. Then he said, “I can’t believe that our base has grown to twenty floors and almost five hundred people. I came here to be a researcher and to live on another planet. I never thought that we’d be running a spaceship manufacturing center.”

“Neither did I,” added Ophelia. “Our first trip was on a one-way mission. Now, we have people and materials coming and going on daily shipments.”

Just as she finished her statement, a group of shuttles lifted off with towlines attached to a massive piece of structure. The movement was slow and calculated as the piece of the fuselage was lifted out of the assembly crater and carried into orbit, where the last of the assembly would be done.

“Wow, it’s still impressive,” Ophelia said.

As the colossal structure and towing vehicles were ascending into the Martian sky, the scheduled supply vehicles from the Asia and Europe bases resumed their delivery schedule. Then, one by one, they maneuvered to their respective landing pads, where the small army of cow robots would move the sub-assemblies into one of the staging areas around the larger pit.
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