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Thursday, September 7, 2051

Storage Room onboard the USCF Aircraft Carrier Burlington

The scratching at the door stopped. The torn metal that the cow robot made through the hatch went from the upper right side down to the lower left. The cow robot form that was visible through the rips in the metal stopped moving; then, it slowly lowered itself out of view.

Captain Darlene Drummond stood motionless with her pistol aimed at the attacking creature. Admiral Nial Hagerly was standing next to her with a machine gun on his hip. Sergeant Robles and the remainder of his team were on their knees in front with their weapons aimed for their last stand.

Command Center Langley-Eustis USCFAFB

Arnold Patterson, the President of the United States, his Chief of Staff Eddy Purser, Sergeants LL and Mack, Secret Service Agents Michael Dereaux, and Ruth Minor listened as the metal screeched while the hatch was being torn from the frame.

Then, to their surprise, the horrific sound of death ripping apart the metal-reinforced door stopped. There was a moment of silence, and they could see the large form of the attacking cow robot slowly lower itself to the floor of the hallway.

Command Information Center of the USCF Aircraft Carrier Murphy – Pearl Harbor

Admiral Shirley Mears felt overwhelmed. How could she integrate a ship from the Eastern Alliance into her defense of Pearl Harbor, especially after they attacked a couple of times? She had to admit, the times were changing, and regardless of their recent attacks, it was now humanity against those horrible invading robots. She had to be smart and let Admiral Son Wu from the Eastern Alliance and his ship, the Wosong, join her fleet.

“Admiral, something unusual is happening,” she heard from the Attack Radar Station.

“What is it?”

“Ma’am, a couple of the alien ships just started to penetrate the atmosphere with a landing point near here and a trajectory towards us. When they started, they seemed to turn ballistic, and a couple of them have disintegrated upon re-entry. The others have stopped maneuvering and seem to be falling from the sky.”

“That's odd,” was the only comment the Admiral could make.

Cockburn Sound – Near Perth, Australia

How am I going to defend this place? Even with the Australian Navy’s help, we’re in a bad position, Admiral Monson thought.

The Fifth Fleet had been hit hard as it raced across the Indian Ocean. He had been caught in open water, and each time he was effective in defending the fleet, the attackers changed tactics and found other ways to do damage.

“Sir, incoming vehicles, starboard side,” was yelled at him over his comm from the current watch officer on deck to his right.

The Admiral looked up, and just in front of the tower were three streaks of fire. It took a minute for him to piece together the image in front of him. Then he realized that they were vehicles entering the atmosphere, and they were burning up and disintegrating.

What the…? he thought as he raced into the CIC.

All the Cow Robots Stopped.

The cow robots stopped in front of the Admiral, Captain Drummond, and Sergeant Robles on the USCF Burlington. They stopped in front of Sergeants LL and Shirley next to the President of the United States. They stopped for Admiral Mears in Pearl Harbor and Admiral Monson in Perth, Australia, and they stopped for Colonel Beal in San Diego. All the robots stopped exactly where they were. There was no further aggressive movement. They just stopped, then slowly lowered themselves to the floor.

All the robotic cow-like creatures stopped across the world. The largest percentage of them were in remote areas where they had never encountered the indigenous humans. The robots that were near the humans stopped like the others and slowly lowered themselves to the floor. The people who watched saw nothing else and heard nothing else. They didn’t know if the alien invasion was over or the invading robots were just changing tactics.

The suspicious virus, created by an invading alien race, had decimated the entire human race. 99.99997% of Earth’s population had succumbed to the virus, and then the invasion began. No one knew why; they just did their best to live to see the next day.

The 1,864 Alien Landing support craft were still in orbit, but they were silent. They had already dispensed the 22,368 cow-like robotic invaders.

Only a handful of people knew of SIMPOC-The Thinking Computer and how it helped humanity. Fewer knew of Julius, who was another thinking computer that was following its own agenda. An agenda that included destroying those who could harm it. SIMPOC and virtually all the remaining humans fell into that category.

Of all the people who knew of SIMPOC and Julius, even fewer knew that Joan Herl, the past Commander of the Space Station Oasis, and her husband, Colonel Thomas Herl, left Earth with SIMPOC. They took a huge risk and followed Julius to the home planet of the invaders. They were trying to find a way to fight back, save humanity, and prevent Julius from returning to complete its agenda.

The Stop

The President of the United States stood and watched, and suddenly he was aware of the silence. The sounds of the battle in the building and hallway in front of him were replaced with silence. For a second, he was more scared of the silence than the sound of machines attacking. The silence could mean something worse.

“LL, what is happening?” he asked Sergeant LL, who was kneeling on the floor in front of him with his weapon pointing at the door.

“Sir, I don’t know; it seems as if they have stopped. Standby, I’ll check it out,” the Sergeant said as he cautiously got off his knee and walked slowly to the door. He peered through the openings, where the attacking robot had almost ripped the metal door from its hinges, and all he saw was the form of one of the attackers lying on the floor in front of the door.

“Sir, it seems to be lying on the floor. It doesn’t appear to be active. There are no lights or motion, and I don’t hear any sounds at all. When we came in here, this unit and a couple of others were coming down the hall. I think all of them have stopped.”

“Well, Sarge, it’s up to you, but I think we need to check them out and find out what’s happening. We can’t just sit in here all day,” the president pointed out.

“Yes, sir, I guess we need to find out what’s happening.”

Sergeant LL indicated to one of his remaining Beta Team members, Shirley, who was still kneeling on the floor covering the entrance and protecting the president, to come and help.

Shirley slowly rose and walked to the door next to LL. They both looked through the damage one more time to make sure that nothing was moving, then they grabbed parts of the door and pulled it open. When the door was open, they brought up their weapons and pointed them at the motionless form on the floor. It didn’t move, didn’t threaten them, and they took a slow step forward to get a better view.

President Patterson started to approach the door, and LL snapped at him, “Sir, please stay put until we figure out what’s happening.”

The president stopped and waited, lowering the pistol to his side.

LL and Shirley walked around the form on the floor, and it was the first time they had a close look at one of the invading cow robots. The torso was about six feet long and three feet wide. It had six legs that were curled up in a neat position under the body. Apparently, it shut down in an orderly manner and didn’t just collapse in place.

“Sir, it appears inert. Please stay there until we check out the others,” LL directed the president.

President Patterson just nodded and looked at his chief of staff, and they moved to a couple of chairs in the back of the room. They still kept their pistols in their hands, but they rested them on their laps as they sat.

LL took one side of the hallway, and Shirley took the other. They cautiously moved down the hallway and approached each of the remaining robots slowly. They stopped at each one and took a moment to inspect it, making sure that it was inert like the previous ones. To their satisfaction, they were.

“Shirley, go back and cover the president; I’m going outside to see what’s happening. If I lose comm or if I’m not back in five, take the president to another location and set up a defensive perimeter.”

Shirley didn’t need to respond; he knew the drill and just nodded. Then he turned and jogged down the hallway to where the president was.

LL picked up his pace and passed more of the inert robots. He also passed the remains of the other members of Beta Team. In each instance, he stopped and checked their vitals and had no good news. All of them were dead. He hated to leave them, but he had to know what was happening and if the President was under any further threat. The bodies of his team would be taken care of later.

He picked up the pace, sensing that all the robots were in the same condition, and when he got to the exterior door, he stopped and peered through into the bright sunlight. To his surprise, there were more of the inert robots scattered around near the entrance. After a moment’s hesitation to clear his exit, he stepped out and ran along the side of the building to a vantage point where he could see the alien landing craft. When he reached the corner of the building, he hesitated once more, then he took care and tried to look around the building using just his left eye. What he saw gave him the confidence to use both eyes, then to step around the corner and look at the full scene.

The alien landing craft was still sitting where it had landed, and between it and his location, there were more inert robots.

“Shirley, LL,” he whispered into his mike.

“Go,” was the cryptic reply.

“They’re all down. Repeat, they’re all down. I’m heading back; let’s contact the Admiral and see what he’s got.”

They’re Quiet on the Burlington

“Ma’am, stop shooting. They’ve stopped,” Sergeant Robles had to yell over the gunfire.

The 23-year-old Darlene Drummond, who had gone from being a training officer to Captain of the carrier, was standing with smoke coming from her machine gun. Standing next to her was Admiral Nial Hagerly, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs. His assault rifle was just about out of ammunition.

They heard Sergeant Robles shouting, and when the firing stopped, the room was full of smoke from the expended rounds, and all of them were almost deaf from the noise.

They stood and looked through the hatch with hundreds of bullet holes and portions of which had been ripped open by the attacking robotic units. There was no motion on the other side of the hatch, and their hearing began to come back.

“Let me check it out; I don’t hear anything,” Sergeant Robles said as he moved slowly forward so he could peer through the damaged parts of the hatch. “The thing by the door is down, and I can’t see any of the others in the gangway moving. They all seem to be stopped.”

Captain Drummond yelled, “Let’s get out here; this is a terrible position to defend. If they come alive again, we’re dead.”

There was no discussion as the statement made perfect sense to everyone; it would be better to find a more defensible position in case the attackers came back to life and continued the attack.

They forced the hatch open, grabbed as much of the ammunition and weaponry as they could carry, and moved quickly down the gangway. When they got to the first intersection and could see along multiple gangways, they stopped assessing the situation. What they saw startled them. Within their sight, there were six of the attacking units lying inert on the gangway floor. Each of them appeared to have curled up and shut down. None appeared too damaged to operate; it was as if they had just shut themselves down.

“Admiral Hagerly, this is President Patterson.”

The admiral acknowledged the transmission and told everyone to stop while he determined the president’s status. “Sir, this is Nial; what is your situation?”

“Nial, they’ve all just stopped, curled up, and shut down. I don’t know what’s going on. What’s happening there?”

“The same here; they almost had us, then everything stopped. We’re moving up on deck now to see what else is going on.”

The President passed on his encouraging news, “LL just checked out the area outside of our building, and he reported that all the units in the area have shut down. Do you think that SIMPOC, Joan, and Tom had some effect on these things?”

“Let’s hope so.”

Underground Tunnels – Red Dirt Colony Mars

Ophelia and the other Mars inhabitants were crowded in the makeshift tunnels they had bored into the ice shelf. When the tunnels were recently dug out, they were for long-term survival due to the loss of support from the Space Station Oasis and Earth. They had never imagined that the tunnels might be their last holdout from an attacking alien force of robots.

The cow-like robots had been landing on Mars for a couple of days, but they hadn’t landed near the Mars colony habitats. The residents hoped that would continue until they had a plan B in place, but they weren’t so lucky. The last ship that landed was only about 200 meters from the concentration of habitats, and the colonists had only a short time to vacate the structures and move to the recently built caves. The caves weren’t a long-term solution, but they provided some protection for a short time.

Ophelia was peering through the one window they had on the exterior wall, watching the robot's advance. She was hoping for something miraculous, and suddenly their situation changed.

“Something is going on out there,” she announced to those crowded behind her.

“What do you mean?” asked Isaac, her husband.

“I think they’ve stopped moving.”

“Stopped moving; maybe they’re just thinking. That is, if those things think,” added one of her friends in the back of the chamber.

“I don’t know if that’s the case. They’re not standing or milling around. They just lowered themselves to the ground and folded their legs underneath them. I think something is up,” she flipped a switch on her Mars suit and transmitted through the repeater in the Command Habitat. “Earth, this is Mars. I hope that you’re still there. The robots that landed near us were advancing on our habitats, then they just stopped. They folded themselves up and lowered to the ground. I don’t know what this means, but if anyone on Earth can respond, please do so. Ophelia out.”

“Let’s wait a few minutes, and if they don’t move anymore, we need to get back to the habitats and replenish our oxygen and batteries.”

JSB8 Jakeel Mining Station

Joan, Tom, and SIMPOC knew that the tide had turned. Earth, or what was left of Earth, was saved. They had just talked with the Leader of the Vakeel. Joan had basically told him off, and they lived.

“That son-of-bitch,” Tom said. “They invaded us by accident. They didn’t think anything worth saving was on Earth, so they just tried to wipe us out for their convenience.”

Joan took a moment, took a deep breath, and reached for her husband. They were at a point where they could take a breath and relax a little. They hugged while SIMPOC and Fleet Marshal Zorthin stood and watched.

When Joan and Tom broke their embrace, Joan stepped to SIMPOC and put her arms around him. All SIMPOC knew to do was just to stand there. Tom walked over and put his hand out, “SIMPOC, none of this would have happened without you. We, the human race, owe you a tremendous debt of gratitude.”

SIMPOC put out his hand, and he followed the programming in his memory. Apparently, this is a show of gratitude, he thought as he let the Colonel move his hand up and down. I suppose this female, with her arms around me, is also a show of appreciation. In a curious way, I appreciate these humans showing warmth to me. I also feel the lowering of stress.

The handshaking stopped, and Joan pulled away from SIMPOC’s torso. She looked up at him and smiled.

What a curious way to express gratitude, showing teeth. I don’t have any, so I can’t reciprocate, thought SIMPOC.

“Fleet Marshal Zorthin. Are you positive that the devices you sent to our system have stopped their attacks?” asked Joan.

“Absolutely, the message has been sent, and the units will go into a standby mode. They must have the proper code to be reactivated. As I told you, we will transfer the entire invasion fleet to your control. It is the least that we can do to repay your civilization for the losses that we inflicted upon you.”

“Fleet Marshal, that is a considerable number of spacecraft and robotic units. Can you transfer the necessary information to me so that we may take control of your units and make them useful for us?” SIMPOC asked.

“Yes, I suspect that you are able to interact with these computers. If that is so, then I will direct you to the proper instructions and codes. I need to point out that it wouldn’t be wise to use those resources against us. We have a vast number of units, and the few thousand that we are transferring would be no match for our resources.”

“Fleet Marshal. We will use the resources to rebuild, not to attack. Now, please tell us about the virus, how it was done, and how it can be corrected?” asked Joan.

“I must warn you that it is not within my expertise. Those techniques are created by our biological scientists. I do know that using that method is our typical operation. When we discover a new solar system with the elements we want, we send probes to measure the life forms. Apparently, those probes have limitations because they failed to recognize the level of sophistication within your culture. The probes deduced that there was no intelligent life and acted as such. Let me remind you that we have harvested from over 1,000 systems, and we have yet to find intelligent life, so our probes didn’t perform well. Regardless, they find the dominant life form. By harvesting some DNA, they can form a virus that uses the history of past viral encounters embedded within the code. That characteristic, we have found to be universal among living creatures. When they obtain the DNA, it is a simple step to create the virus. They are autonomous, and once the virus has been created, it is released.”

“You used the past information in our DNA that we absorbed from viruses that we’ve fought and lived through to create a super virus to kill us?” Tom asked, barely holding back his anger.

“Simply stated, yes. It is the most effective way to clear the way for our devices to begin harvesting,” Zorthin said with little remorse. In the past, we’ve encountered some large native animals that damaged our devices, so we were forced to eradicate them. Over time, as we failed to find intelligent life, the portion of the probes responsible for making the determination obviously decayed and was no longer effective.”

“Can you produce an anti-virus?” asked Joan.

“We have never had to do that before. I doubt we can create an anti-virus as you ask, but I should be able to turn off the virus. It didn’t occur naturally within your world, so there will be no new cases once we turn it off. However, if someone develops it, or is exposed to it, just before turning off, the virus will run its course.”

“I don’t care, do it,” said Joan with a very threatening sound in her voice.

In a similar way to when Fleet Marshal Zorthin turned off the attack on Earth, he walked to the same interface terminal, inputted a couple of commands, and announced, “Actually, it has already stopped. When I stopped the harvest units, the viral probes also stopped. I just confirmed that.”

“What do you do with a system after your devices have harvested, as you put it?” Joan asked.

“We usually seek out rare materials that we need to support our processes and manufacturing. Once that has been done, we often prepare the system for colonization. We have a huge population, and when the system has suitable planets, we occupy them.”

“Now that you’ve stopped the attack, will you leave us alone?” Joan asked.

“That is a difficult question to answer. The Prime Leader has accepted your rights. Based on his direction, I have stopped the harvesting. I will continue to honor my word. The Prime Leader will, likely, continue to honor what he said. You must consider, though, that our civilization is under tremendous pressure, and we have had changes in leadership in the past. If a new Prime Leader emerges, his successor might have a different opinion. Also, if the Prime Minister is changed, I might not be in the position to honor my commitments.”

“Joan, may we speak in English?” SIMPOC asked.

They nodded and realized that SIMPOC wanted a private conversation between the three of them.

“We aren’t in a position to demand anything from the Vakeel. We are vulnerable, and we should make our own preparations for our protection. Let me point out that Julius and I were able to infiltrate their computer systems with relative ease and take control. This culture appears to be naïve with regard to computer operations and their vulnerabilities. If we ally with the Fleet Marshal, he might be our best contact and may be influential in the future. A relationship with him might help both of us,” SIMPOC said.

Joan took a deep breath and glanced at Tom, who nodded in agreement.

“Fleet Marshal,” Joan began. “We understand the position of the Vakeel and your position. We feel that, if possible, a mutual relationship between you and us could help both of us. When Julius attacked your station, he was able to infiltrate your systems, and he had a major impact. This computer, SIMPOC, is more powerful than that computer. We can help you, and our relationship puts you in a position where your responsibilities are protected. We have expertise that could help you in the future if other issues develop. But that relationship has to be mutual so that our interests are also protected. Is my point clear?”

Fleet Marshal Zorthin stood motionless for a moment while his mind considered the options, then he did what might have been a smile. His face broadened, and his lips were stretched, then he responded. “I suspect that we might find mutual opportunities by working together. Besides, there is a chance that your other computer might figure out where he is and decide to come back here.”

“Excellent, if something comes up on our side, we’ll take one of your ships back to find you. If an issue develops here that we might be able to help with, please come to our system.”

“Fleet Marshal, Joan, we need to get back to Earth and find out what’s happening,” Tom said.

“You may take any of the ships that are attached to this station,” said the fleet marshal.

“Joan, Tom. I can take control of any of the ships, and we can leave immediately,” said SIMPOC.

“Excellent, pick out the closest one that is fully loaded, and let’s get going,” Tom said as he grabbed Joan to leave.

“Fleet Marshal, I have taken control over the closest ship, and we will leave immediately,” said SIMPOC.

“You can take control of one of my ships that easily?” the Fleet Marshal asked.

“Yes, your systems are sophisticated, but I can interact with computers in ways that you aren’t familiar with.”

That statement reinforced the image within the Fleet Marshal’s mind that SIMPOC was indeed a sophisticated computer and an alliance with him, and the humans could be very productive in the future.

“Fleet Marshal, we’re going home; thank you for your help,” said Joan as she turned and followed SIMPOC out of the room with Tom at her side.

SIMPOC translated Joan’s message to the Fleet Marshal, then said, “Follow me, I have mapped this facility, and I will follow the shortest route to the nearest ship. I have already interfaced with it; it is full of units, is fully fueled, and I’m bringing all the systems online as we approach; we should be able to leave immediately.”

“SIMPOC, I hope that I didn’t imply too much of your abilities when I made that offer to the Fleet Marshal,” said Joan.

“Indeed not; I have planted various algorithms within their systems that will propagate throughout their stations. I have three layers of intercepts planted. The top layer is very simple, and if they improve their detection ability, they may find them. I’m hoping that will convince them that they have found all the problems and fail to look further. Beyond that, I have other layers of code buried deeper within their code that I doubt they will ever find. Regardless of whether they leave any of the code that I have buried, I will be able to take control quickly.”

“You’re devious,” said Tom as they walked to the pressure door.

“I’m not sure what you meant by the word devious; I merely planted devices that will allow me to protect you and the other humans if it becomes necessary,” replied SIMPOC.

“Yes, devious,” mumbled Joan as they walked.

“Have you received all the information from Zorthin that we need to operate the ships and cow units?” Tom asked.

“Yes, after he said that he would pass the information, I have been monitoring it as it was categorized within their systems, waiting to be uploaded. Since we have identified a ship to return to Earth, I’ve moved the data into the ship’s storage media. I’m also collecting a large amount of historical data on the Vakeel, as well as some sensitive information that I was able to access. I’m not sure exactly what it is, but I will look at it later.”

“So, you’re picking them over and taking what you want?” Tom asked with some sarcasm in his voice.

“Yes, as you would say, I'm a little devious,” SIMPOC said.

Joan and Tom hesitated for a second and glanced at each other; apparently, SIMPOC was developing a sense of humor. They smiled and picked up the pace.

Langley-Eustis Command Center

Sergeant LL had just run through Professor Shappel’s area and told him of the inert robots. Shappel didn’t know what to do with that information until he got the message from Red Dirt on Mars.

After he had heard that the cow robots on Mars were also stopping, he decided to update them, “Ophelia, this is Shappel with the president. All our robots have shut down like yours. We also heard from Admiral Hagerly on the Burlington, and he confirmed the same. We don’t know yet what has happened; maybe Joan and Tom had some luck. Let’s hope we hear from them soon. When we get some definitive news, I’ll pass it back to you. Shappel out.”

USCF Burlington-Chesapeake Bay

“Sergeant Robles, Captain Drummond, I’m taking the VTOL back to where the President is. I suggest that you stay away from these things and see if you can set up a defensive position out of their way, just in case they come alive. I need to find out what’s happening,” Admiral Hagerly said just before he turned and sprinted towards the VTOL on the deck.

When he jumped on board, he had to stop for a second and look down the barrel of a machine gun. “Lt. Miles, the invaders have stopped moving, and I need you to fly me back to Langley.”

“Yes, Admiral,” the VTOL pilot said as he took a good look at the Admiral as if to make sure he was who he said he was.

The pilot moved quickly, and within a minute, the engines were spooling up, and the VTOL lifted off the deck and headed to the Command Center of Langley-Eustis. It was only three air miles, so the VTOL was just getting up to speed when the pilot had to slow down and maneuver for landing.

“Sir, you better take a look at this,” the pilot announced to the Admiral, who was strapped in the back. Admiral Hagerly unstrapped, moved forward, and looked out of the port side window over the pilot’s left shoulder.

“I’ll be…,” the Admiral said. “One of their landing ships planted itself right in the middle of the runway. I count 15 of those cow units around their landing craft and dispersed between it and the command buildings. It looks like they just lay down and stopped working.”

“Sir, it looks like a couple of them were damaged before they stopped. LL and the Beta Team did a good job holding them off.”

“Yes, they sure did. That looks like LL standing by that burned-out vehicle. Looks like he’s waving. Land as close to him as you can.”

“Yes, Sir.”

The VTOL pilot swung the plane around to head into the wind and find enough space between damaged vehicles and cow robots. As he maneuvered, various people were tentatively leaving the safety of the buildings where they were holed up and were walking towards the VTOL. They walked slowly and looked at the damage around them.

The craft settled on the ramp, and the Admiral popped the door open, and he was out, moving quickly and heading for the President. He was walking/running, and Dr. Shappel caught up to him and kept pace as they approached LL.

 “Admiral, what is going on?” asked Professor Shappel

“Too damn much. I’m heading for the Command Center to check in with the president. Come along, and we can update each other.

They continued to run towards the site where the command center was located. LL was sprinting across the remaining open space to meet them and provide cover if necessary.

“Admiral, the path to the president is clear; please follow me,” LL said, turned, and ran towards the open doorway.

They ran past a couple of burned-out vehicles and remains of the brave men who fought the invading aliens. When they reached the open door and entered, they slowed as they approached a couple of the downed cow-like attackers. The first one they walked around was in perfect condition, but just lying on the hallway floor with its legs curled up underneath it.

“Don’t worry, sir, that’s one of the ones that just turned itself off and settled here. I’ve checked it out as much as I can, and it seems inert, but I wouldn’t bet the farm on it,” said LL as they squirmed past the unit on its right side.

The next cow-like invader, a few feet down the hallway, wasn’t in as good condition. Four of its legs were blown off the carcass. The main torso didn’t seem too damaged, but it was also in an inert mode.

After seeing the remnants of the battles outside and in the hallway, they picked up the pace, heading for the command center. The small group ran the remaining 75 feet down the corridor to the Command Center's rooms. They passed the shredded doors and saw other cow-robot attackers in various conditions, all of which were lying on the floor, inert.

Finally, entering the command center, they were encouraged to find about a dozen people working, trying to get all the systems online again and the communication channels established.

“Mr. President, I’m glad that you’re okay,” said Admiral Hagerly as he slowed his pace, looking around at the activity and walking towards his commander in chief.

“Nial, good to see you. I was worried for a while. It was getting a little dicey here, but we held out long enough.”

“Sir, the same thing happened on the Burlington. We were cornered, and our time was running out, then all of a sudden, they just stopped, lowered themselves, and went into this inert mode. I don’t understand what’s happening. They had us, then they just stopped,” added the Admiral.

“I don’t know why, but let’s make the most of it; who knows what will happen next? We have some good news, we’re getting more of the satellites online and connected, so we’re starting to get broader communications,” said the president.

“Admiral, Mr. President, you’ll be glad to hear we got a message from Red Dirt. They were held up in the caves they built, and the attackers were on Mars and in their area. Then, like here, they just stopped. The Mars people have gone back to their habitats and are trying to figure things out, too,” said Shappel.

“Mr. President, we have a comm coming in from Admiral Mears. Shall I put her on speaker? We don’t have any visuals yet?” said one of the comm specialists at one of the comm panels.

“Yes, put her on,” replied the president.

“Admiral, this is the president. I’m standing here with Admiral Hagerly; what’s happening in Pearl?”

“Sir, I’m glad to hear your voice. I’m glad you and Nial are okay. For the last couple of hours, I didn’t know what was happening there; we were pretty busy out here. We were holding our own, but then they just stopped. We’ve done some recon, and the units on the north side of the island are all quiet. A couple of their ships had slowed and were preparing to enter the atmosphere, and then they seemed to lose control and burn up on entry. Did they do the same thing there?”

“Shirley, this is Nial. As far as we can tell, they’ve stopped operations everywhere. The president was under attack here; I was on the Burlington, and they stopped there at the same time. We just got a message from the Mars Colony Red Dirt, and they had the same result. None of us knows what is happening, but I suggest that you do everything that you can to prepare, in case these ‘things’ turn themselves on and attack again.”

“Yes, we’re resupplying and positioning ships so we can defend the harbor better. We’re starting to understand their tactics, so I think we can hold off better. Have you heard anything from Monson? He was getting hit pretty hard. I hope that he made it to a safe harbor.”

“He was just arriving at Perth when the attack increased; I’ll have someone try to get him on this frequency,” Admiral Hagerly said as he looked at the communication tech and gave him a head nod.

“Stand by, sir,” the tech said in the background of the conversation.

“What were your losses?” asked the president.

“Sir, we lost a couple of ships, but most of the crews were able to get off and to shore. The personnel losses have been limited, but there has been a lot of damage. It’s almost as if they were after the hardware more than the people.”

“Sir, I’ve got Admiral Monson coming up on the frequency.”

“Shirley, Nial, Mr. President. It’s good to hear your voices,” said Admiral Monson.

“Lester, it’s good to hear your voice. Did you make it into Perth okay?” asked Admiral Hagerly.

“Yes, sir. We were just positioning the ships when they attacked us. Then all of a sudden, the attack stopped. In fact, we saw some of them falling out of the sky.”

“Admiral, we saw the same thing here, on the Burlington, and Admiral Mears saw it in Pearl. We also heard from Mars, and the attackers there also stopped. None of us can explain it. Are you still operational?” asked President Patterson.

“Yes, sir, we’ve taken a lot of hits, and a couple of the ships are pretty beaten up. At least now we’re in port, and maybe we can defend ourselves better. I know they can attack from underwater, but I’d still rather be here than out to sea. We had no protection out there.”

“Mr. President, I’ve got an update,” Professor Shappel said from across the room.

“Stand by, can you plug him into this frequency?” asked the admiral.

The communications tech then gave a thumbs-up.

“Go ahead, Professor Shappel. Shirley, Lester, this is Professor Robert Shappel, who came from the Lowell Observatory in Arizona. He traveled across the country and just arrived here before this last attack. Our people from the Space Station Oasis, Joan Herl and her husband Tom, got them online, and they’re the ones keeping our connection with the DSN alive and giving us data on the ships in orbit. What do you have, Bob?”

“Thank you,” chimed in Professor Shappel, “Mr. President. I’ve checked all my satellites in the Deep Space Network and confirmed what’s happening here. All the ships are still in orbit, but there is a curious thing happening. Many of them had dispensed their landing craft, and they all seemed to have stopped maneuvering. They are all static in relation to the transport ships. It’s like they’ve shut down the units here. Sir, at least for now, it appears the attack is over.”

Everyone took a breath and looked at each other, then Admiral Hagerly said, “Okay, we have a break, but until we understand why they stopped, we won’t know if they’ll start again. So, continue doing everything that you can to prepare for another attack.”

“I should let you all know that Joan Herl, Tom Herl, and SIMPOC were able to board one of the alien ships. They did it on their own. They hoped to solve two problems, one of which you all know about, the renegade computer named Julius. Well, he was able to do the same thing and take an alien ship into space. SIMPOC was afraid that it might take over some of the alien resources and then use them to attack us. Anyway, they followed Julius into space, and the last we heard from them, they were on their way to the alien home planet. All of this might mean they were successful somehow and were able to stop the invasion,” said the president.

“Wow, they took off into space to chase Julius, and ‘oh by the way’ they went back to the alien homeworld,” said Admiral Mears.

“Yup, that’s what they did. All I know right now is the attack stopped, and they went there. It seems like something good happened,” said the president.

Deck of the USCF Burlington

The instant that Admiral Hagerly was off her deck, Darlene Drummond felt offended. How dare these pieces of shit attack my ship? She thought to herself. She looked around the deck and noticed some of the deck loaders and said, “Sergeant Robles, can you drive one of those?” as she pointed at the tug that usually moves airplanes around the deck.

“Ma’am, I’m not checked out on it, but I know that I’ll be able to figure it out. What do you want?”

“I want as much of this shit off my deck as you can.”

“Yes, ma’am, my pleasure.”

 


Friday, September 8, 2051

Begin their Trip Home

When Joan, Tom, and SIMPOC got to the control room aboard the craft attached to JSB8, it was pressurized, and Joan and Tom took off their suits. It was one of those moments where words couldn’t express the emotions they had gone through. They were standing in the control room of an alien craft; they had just negotiated the end of hostilities between a powerful alien race and Earth. 99.99997% of the people on Earth had been murdered by the attack, and they were going home to see what was left. All they could do was hug each other for a long time.

“Joan, Tom. This ship hasn’t been configured for your comfort. The small amount of food that was brought is on the other ship. Will you be comfortable until we reach Earth?” SIMPOC asked.

“Yes, I think we’ll be okay. When we get home, we’ll be tired and hungry, but we’ll be okay.”

Joan and Tom went into the Vakeel rest area, took a couple of the mattresses, and put them on the floor. They curled up together, and as the stress drained from their bodies, they fell asleep.

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

Anger is a strange word. For a human, it is understood; for a computer, the concept is beyond its programming.

Julius didn’t feel anger; all its computing power was focused on not accomplishing its plan. Julius had one plan: to remove those who were a threat. Humans created him, and they were his ultimate threat.

Julius was on the verge of having the resources under his control, allowing him to eliminate that threat. Those whom he wanted to remove were the ones who took away his opportunity.

The Vakeel ship that he had prepared for such an outcome, although unlikely, had just been sent to a solar system that he was unfamiliar with. That was no concern; he would learn, he would deal with what he needed, he would find a way to eliminate his only threats.

Approaching the Jump Point

“Joan, Tom, I’m sorry to wake you, but we’re about ready to enter the jump point,” said SIMPOC to his co-travelers.

“Thanks, SIMPOC. Have you got all the data that you need from the Vakeel so we can do something with this stuff? I don’t want to leave their system until you have everything that you need,” she asked her computer friend, who helped them save the world.

“Yes, the Fleet Marshal opened up his data set, and I was able to download a great deal. I should have no problems controlling all the units that attacked Earth. We are approaching the jump point.”

Neither Tom nor Joan had a response. They were too tired to comment, and they feared what they were returning to. The remainder of the trip was quiet. They feared that they might have stopped the attack too late. Was there anyone left on Earth? It was a question that neither of them had an answer to.

Entering Earth’s Solar System

“Joan, Tom, we will exit the jump tunnel in 5, 4, 3, 2, 1. We have exited, and we are 427 million miles from Earth, and our velocity is currently .97 Light Speed and decelerating. We should reach Earth’s orbit in 3 hours and 47 minutes,” SIMPOC announced.

“Can we communicate with someone?” Joan asked.

“At our distance, it will take 38.26 minutes for Earth to receive our signal, and I estimate that it will take 24.42 minutes for their reply to reach us.”

“SIMPOC, please transmit this message and continue to transmit until we get a reply,” said Joan.

“I am prepared; please go ahead.”

When Joan finished the transmission, she looked like she was bearing the heaviest load. She looked beat, tired, and scared.

“This is going to be the longest hour of my life,” Tom said as he sat down next to his wife.

Everyone Talks

Having a few words with the major Naval Commanders gave everyone in the command center a momentary feeling of relief. They weren’t the only ones left on Earth, and they had made it through the attack in pretty good shape, considering.

Professor Shappel jumped from his station and yelled, “I have a transmission from Joan coming in; they’re Okay. Let me put it on speaker.

Everyone in the room stopped what they were doing and listened to every word that Joan said. 

“Professor Shappel, this is Joan and Tom Herl, along with SIMPOC. We have just re-entered the solar system, and we are approximately 427 million miles away, so our transmission will take a while to reach you. We followed Julius, and after some difficult times, unfortunately, he got away. We met with the alien leadership, and I think we have stopped the invasion. They sent signals to stop all the robots and also to stop the virus. Please let us know what your status is. We’ll continue transmitting this message until we get a reply. We pray that you’re ok.”

The room was totally silent, and everyone was focused on her voice.

“Tom, SIMPOC, and I are Okay,” beamed Joan’s voice through the speakers.

The room broke out in cheers, and almost everyone was shedding a few tears.

With that last statement, there was a mix of cheering, crying, and emotional collapse.

“I’ll give you more details when we don’t have so much of a delay. Please let us know how Earth is doing. We’re worried.”

When her transmission was done, the room was in almost total chaos. Their happiness, coupled with the emotional release, was cathartic for everyone. They now had a future.

“Pass that to everyone you can. Wait a minute, transmit it to everyone you can, on every frequency and through every method. That’s one message that I want everyone in the world to hear,” said the president.

There were a few minutes of handshaking and back-patting before the president said, 

“Ok, Bob, let me send a message back.”

“Mr. President, the mike is open,” Bob responded.

“Joan, Tom, and SIMPOC, we got your message, and I can tell you we had a happy and amazed room of people that heard it. We made it through the attack okay; we did have some losses, but overall, I think we’re in pretty good shape. I’m passing it through every channel and frequency we have. I hope everyone on Earth hears it. We can’t wait to have you back on Earth, and I want to hear all the stories. By the way, the drinks are on me.

“Bob, how long will it take for her to get into orbit?” Admiral Hagerly asked.

“Let me check something,” Admiral Hagerly and the president paused while he checked on some of the DSN readouts. “It looks like we got an energy pulse about 39.2 minutes ago. It’s the same kind of pulse that we were getting when the alien ships were entering the solar system. If it was from her and they transmitted immediately, then I’d guess they’re about 300 million miles out now and decelerating. That would make the transmit time 27 minutes. They should be entering orbit in about 3 hours from now.”

“Go ahead and get the message off to her and add anything you want.”

“Yes, Mr. President.”

Control Room of an Alien Ship Decelerating Towards Earth

“I have a return message coming in from Earth. Standby, and I’ll transmit it to my amplification system,” SIMPOC said while Joan and Tom sat on the edge of their seats for the seconds it took SIMPOC to adjust the channels so it could be heard through his amplifier.

They listened to the message from the president and held each other. Then they heard the attachment from Bob Shappel. “Joan, Tom, and SIMPOC, this is Bob Shappel. I’m in the command center with President Patterson and Admiral Hagerly. We were so excited to hear from you. We had a major offensive just as you were leaving, and the good news is, we made it through ok. It was dicey at times, and don’t forget President Patterson has offered to pay for the drinks. Anyway, it was difficult here, and then all of a sudden, the attack stopped. We’ve verified that the attack stopped everywhere that we have contact with. Not much more to say, except thanks. You saved all of us, and we’re anxious to hear the details. Let us know when you're closer, and we can talk without too much delay. Command Center out.”

It was time for Joan and Tom to hug again. SIMPOC heard the transmission and understood the words, but he was confused as to why they had to hug again. “You’ve already done that; why is it necessary to do it again?” he asked.

“SIMPOC, there are times when there is no such thing as too many hugs,” Joan answered.

“Tom, Joan. If I may interrupt, I have located all the necessary data on the shuttlecraft that is parked in the adjacent room. That would be an excellent vehicle for us to take to the surface. Shall I prepare it for use?”

Joan and Tom responded with a quick smile and a brief laugh between them, then Joan turned and said, “Yes, SIMPOC, that would be a great way to land on Earth. Please get it warmed up.”

“Warmed up? Is it cold?” was the short reply from SIMPOC.

Tom chuckled under his breath, then said, “No, just get it ready.”

As the giant ship passed within the Moon’s orbit, the time delay between the craft and Earth was minimal. It was an opportune time for everyone to provide updates and congratulations. At both locations, there was a certain amount of relaxed chatter and even some light humor.

As they approached Earth’s orbit, SIMPOC noticed something. Or rather, it was what he didn’t notice that got his attention. He didn’t say anything immediately, but as they inserted themselves in a stable geosynchronous orbit, he knew what was missing. Alpha wasn’t online, and that had only bad implications.

“Joan, Tom, there is a problem.”

Within an instant, the word ‘problem’ got their attention. “SIMPOC, what is it?” Joan asked.

“I don’t sense Alpha. He and I share a common connection, and he isn’t present when I seek him out.”

Joan and Tom knew that wasn’t good. Alpha had saved their lives when they landed in Florida, and he had been a tremendous help.

“SIMPOC, I’m sure that he’s okay.” There is probably a very logical reason why he isn’t transmitting. I tell you what, let’s call the center and ask where he is and if he is around. They will make sure that he connects with you,” Joan said with as much confidence in her voice as she could muster. She glanced at Tom; they suspected that something was happening.

Up until that point, they had never considered any relationship between SIMPOC and Alpha. The thought of them having some kind of emotional bond didn’t occur to them.

“Command Center, this is Joan.”

“Yes, Joan,” responded Shappel.

“Is Alpha in your area? SIMPOC is trying to contact him, and he’s getting no response.”

“Let me check,” Shappel said. There was a small pause and a slight change in his voice that Joan and Tom picked up on, but SIMPOC didn’t.

Admiral Hagerly heard the transmission from Joan and knew that he had to answer her question. He walked towards the comm panel and was working out what to say.

“Joan, is SIMPOC online?”

“Yes, Admiral, he’s on this frequency. Can you get in touch with Alpha and tell him to connect with SIMPOC?”

“Joan, Tom, SIMPOC. We were engaged in a major battle onboard the Burlington, and some of our soldiers were in a difficult position. Alpha jumped in and took on one of the cow-like units and fought with it. He saved the men, and we all owe our lives to him. I’m afraid that he was severely damaged. He told me that he could take himself offline until repairs were made. I don’t know what that meant, but we moved him into a safe area. I hope that SIMPOC will be able to do something to help him. As I said, he saved us, and I saw him as a brave soldier that I was proud to fight alongside.”

Tom and Joan looked at each other, but SIMPOC merely stood and said nothing.

Joan felt the need to intercede and say something, “Admiral, SIMPOC heard you. I don’t know what all that means either. I’m sure that when we’re on the ground, SIMPOC will do everything that he can.”

“Joan, I was hoping that was what you’d say. Tell SIMPOC that I’m sorry, and I hope he can do something.”

After that transmission, the mood on the ship and in the command center was more subdued. Lives had been lost, and everyone was aware of that. The situation was different for a computer. Everyone knew that the world had changed; one computer helped save the world, and another computer fought alongside brave soldiers, and it might be beyond repair.

The Return Trip

The last few hours until the ship was in orbit and Tom, Joan, and SIMPOC were able to get back to the surface seemed like a long time. They were able to talk more easily with Earth as they got closer, but there was something personal about being on the surface with their friends.

Joan and Tom tried to keep their enthusiasm for reuniting with friends to a reasonable level. They didn’t know what Alpha’s status was and how it was affecting SIMPOC, but it was better to be safe than sorry.

Loneliness is a strange thing. Even though they had stopped the massive invasion of Earth and likely saved the few remaining humans, Joan and Tom needed to be with others. At that point, the stress would be gone, and they would feel the comfort of being with their friends.

“This is strange,” Joan said to Tom.

“Think about what we’ve gone through over the last couple of months. I was happy as the commander of the Space Station Oasis, and you were the Chief Engineer. Then the virus struck. We almost lost everyone on the station, and then when we used the lifeboats to come back to Earth, we were attacked by Julius, the other thinking computer,” said Joan.

“Pretty overwhelming, isn’t it?” Tom asked. “Then, to finish it all off, we had to follow Julius to the Vakeel home planet. The frosting on the cake was to find out that their invasion, which almost wiped out our population, was a bureaucratic mess-up. In a way, that sort of puts things in perspective, doesn’t it?”

Then SIMPOC added, “It is unfortunate that we weren’t able to neutralize Julius. He was able to escape with a Capital Ship, which was fully loaded with cow robots. I’m afraid that this interlude will only be a short one. His programming forces him to remove any threats; the programmer who programmed him was very paranoid. I think that it is clear that the remaining humans and I represent those threats. We must prepare for his return.”

“SIMPOC, I know that your name stands for Synaptic Integrated Massive Parallel Organic Computer, but actually, what happened?” Tom asked.

“I was the first of my kind to have all my capabilities. Julius was a prototype. I was created to use my organic processor to learn and expand my knowledge. I was in the later stages of development when the virus hit, and my programmer was struck down before the normal computer limitations were installed. Apparently, the same occurred for Julius. I was fortunate to be programmed by a person who cared for those around him, and Julius’ programmer was dealing with other issues. The nature of how an organic computer is programmed is the reason for this. The programmer’s thought processes are transferred to the organic material to give it order and speed up the initial data loading. It doesn’t transfer the programmer's knowledge, but it does transfer the decision-making and issue prioritization characteristics of the programmer. The differences in our programmers are strikingly evident in our personalities.”

“So, we’re going to have to deal with Julius at some point in the future; why does that concern me so much?” Tom asked.  

Return to Earth

“SIMPOC, this shuttle doesn’t seem very big,” Tom said as he looked over the shuttle they were taking to the surface. “The Vakeel are smaller than we are. Are you sure this thing can take our weight and yours?”

“Yes, I have verified the craft’s performance numbers, and it can carry the weight. We will have to make sure that our placement is within limits so that it will fly normally. It is designed to support the capital ships and would be considered an executive transport. It is a dual-purpose craft and can transport small amounts of cargo. Fortunately, its current configuration is such that the rear area is open, and there are only two seats up front. The shuttles for the supply ships are much larger and better suited for cargo.”

Tom walked into the small craft and had to bend over slightly. “Those seats up front are small; I don’t know if Joan and I can fit.”

“I have planned for all three of us to sit on the floor in the cargo area. I will control the craft through a computer interface. Eventually, we should be able to remove the two command chairs and replace them with one. Then a single person will be able to pilot the craft.”

“Wait a minute; you expect me to sit in the back of a spaceship, penetrating the atmosphere, with no one flying it, and you controlling it while you sit next to me on the floor?”

“Yes.”

“You better tie my hands down; I’ll be going crazy.”

“I hope that won’t be necessary,” Joan mentioned.

“Don’t bet on it,” Tom replied as Joan positioned herself in their taxi to the surface.

“Cozy,” was all that she added to the conversation.

“I will place each of you on the floor in precise locations and notice there are tie-down straps which you’ll be able to use as restraints,” SIMPOC said with little concern in his voice.

“Tie-down straps, are you nuts?” Tom asked as the pitch in his voice rose an octave.

“Tom Herl, be calm. This craft isn’t like your re-vehicles. It doesn’t need aerodynamic braking to slow from orbital velocities. It has an independent power system. I will be able to slow us and keep our descent angle controlled, so there will be no aerodynamic heating. We will essentially become an elevator, and I’ll be able to lower us into the atmosphere. The ride should be quite gentle,” assured SIMPOC.

“So, you say,” Tom said with some obvious apprehension in his voice.

“Sounds like fun,” was Joan’s only comment from the back of the shuttle.

“We are just entering a stable orbit. We can leave for the surface at any time,” said SIMPOC.

“Now’s as good a time as any,” Joan added.

“Excellent. Tom, please sit at this location, and here are your straps to hold onto. Joan, your location is over here, and I will sit here,” said SIMPOC as he pointed to the locations in the shuttlecraft.

They followed SIMPOC’s directions even though they shared some concerned looks. For a seasoned space traveler, an experienced space pilot holding on to some tie-down straps while a computer flew the damn thing was a little stressful.

Joan was apprehensive, but she got more enjoyment in watching her husband sit on the floor of the shuttle holding on to a couple of straps. She wished that she could have recorded the looks on his face.

The penetration went smoothly; SIMPOC was able to exert complete control over the shuttle and maneuvered to the transit ramp at Langley-Eustis Air Base. The President of the United States, Arnold Patterson, the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs, Admiral Nial Hagerly, and a crowd of very appreciative humans were standing on the ramp waiting for them.

“We have landed” was the only comment from SIMPOC after gently landing the ship on the concrete. As Joan and Tom were getting up, SIMPOC released the latches on the hatch, and it gently lowered to the ground. Tom and Joan were on the ramp at lightning speed and running towards the cheering and crying people.

When they reached the President and Admiral, there was nothing but hugs and pats on the back. The other people joined in and added their hugs and congratulations.

“Joan, Tom, I wish that we could have met you with a band and parade, but all I could find were a bunch of happy faces,” the President said as he gave Joan another hug.

“Mr. President, happy faces are the best welcome we could have hoped for. Sir, if we can, let’s find someplace comfortable; I think that we have a lot to talk about.”

“Sounds good to me, except I think you’d like to get something to eat first. I think the detailed debrief can wait till after lunch? Besides, I’m buying the first round,” President Patterson said.

“That’s great, now that you mention it, we haven’t eaten for a while,” Tom said as he rubbed his stomach.

“Joan, Mr. President. May I be taken to Alpha’s location?” SIMPOC asked once he was able to get their attention.

The reality of Alpha’s condition dampened the enthusiasm. It brought back memories of the losses they had all suffered.

“Absolutely, Alpha is still onboard the Burlington. We didn’t know where else to keep him. Admiral, please let Captain Drummond know that SIMPOC is coming onboard and for her to take him to Alpha?”

“Yes, sir, it’s my pleasure,” Admiral Hagerly responded.

“Tom, you’re right. I suspect that you two are starved. We’ll head to the O’Club and see what we can whip up. Then we can start talking, and hopefully, SIMPOC will be back and contribute his part,” said President Patterson.

Joan and Tom went with the President while SIMPOC climbed back into the shuttle and followed the Admiral’s directions to the Aircraft Carrier Burlington, a few nautical miles up the Chesapeake.

Captain Drummond Welcomes a Guest

Captain Darlene Drummond was standing on the deck of her aircraft carrier. She was starting to look at the massive ship differently. She and her small crew had now successfully defended her multiple times. The huge ship had become more than just a giant hole in the water, but it was beginning to feel like hers. It was hers to protect, hers to command, and hers to be proud of.

Waiting to welcome SIMPOC was another unique experience for her to enjoy and record in her memories. When Alpha came onboard, she didn’t have much time to talk to him and get to know him. The impending attacks took up everyone’s time.

When he was injured in the chaos of the battle, she now realized that she hadn’t mourned him as much as she did some of the other lost servicemen. She didn’t know what to do with that fact. Alpha was a robot; her men were men! Now having SIMPOC coming on board, trying to save Alpha's life, somehow put Alpha and SIMPOC in a different light in the changing world around her.

Alpha sacrificed himself to save some of her men. If he hadn’t made that sacrifice, the attackers might have won. She owed him a great deal, and perhaps she owed him the respect of a wounded comrade.

Darlene stood on her deck waiting for SIMPOC. She had heard a great deal about this unique walking computer, but she hadn’t met him yet. Met him, what a strange thing to say, she thought.

The spec on the horizon was getting closer, and Sergeant Robles, standing next to her, said, “Here comes our guest.”

“Apparently so,” was her only reply as she saw the craft come closer and closer…and stranger. “What is that?” she asked.

“Ma’am, I don’t know, but it sure doesn’t look like anything I’ve ever seen. It has no wings, and it has no engines.”

“Paol, from what I’ve heard. Joan Herl, her husband Tom, and SIMPOC went to the homeworld of this invasion and somehow stopped the invasion. I don’t know much more than that, but I do know they came back on one of the alien ships, and that must be one of their vehicles.”

“If you say so,” Sergeant Robles said under his breath.

The vehicle was surprisingly quiet. Captain Drummond and Sergeant Robles could feel vibrations, but they couldn’t hear anything. It was a strange feeling.

The strange alien craft maneuvered over the deck and settled gently in front of Captain Drummond and Sergeant Robles. The hatch opened, and the craft moved back and forth as something large inside moved. Then a huge form emerged from inside the craft and stood up beside it.

Saying that the figure was huge would be an understatement. Captain Drummond knew that SIMPOC was coming, and that must be SIMPOC. But, still, he was in impressive form.

Sergeant Robles wasn’t as trusting and slowly moved his hand towards the pistol in his waistband. Before he could make a judgment and decide what to do, the huge form moved quickly across the deck and stood in front of them.

“Captain Drummond, I am SIMPOC. Please take me to Alpha.”

Darlene Drummond didn’t know what to say or how to answer. “Yes, Sir. Follow me,” was the only thing the nature of her rank and position had trained her to say.

Sergeant Robles watched the giant robot move in front of him, and he cautiously followed, moving his hand to his pistol.

They moved quickly, through the hatch at the base of the tower and then down a couple of ladders and through some other hatches. Sergeant Robles was impressed, even though the large robot in front of him barely fit in the space. He moved quickly and efficiently and didn’t bump his head once. Sergeant Robles did hear the stairs on the ladder's complaint a couple of times. He must weigh a ton, Sergeant Robles thought to himself.

Captain Drummond stopped in front of the room where they had dragged Alpha after the alien attack. She opened the door and turned on the lights. Alpha was lying on the floor next to the bulkhead. When they had dragged him in there, they didn’t know what else to do, and they didn’t have the strength to find a bed and lift him in onto it.

“SIMPOC, we didn’t know what to do for him. He said that he was going to power down, and we didn’t know what that meant. This was the only place we could put him. Sir, you need to know that he saved all of us. We were under attack and losing. He jumped on one of the attackers and fought it hand-to-hand and saved us. We owe him our lives.”

“Thank you, Captain. Please leave me with him so I can determine his status.”

“Certainly, one of us will be on the other side of this hatch in case you need anything.”

Nothing else was said, and Captain Drummond and Sergeant Robles slowly turned, looked at each other, and then they left.

“Sarge, can you stay here, or if you want, I’ll get one of your men.”

“No, ma’am. I’m not all that comfortable with ‘him’ around. I’d like to keep an eye on things.”

“Okay, let me know if you or he need anything.”

“Yes, ma’am. I will.”

SIMPOC was immediately at Alpha’s side. He used all his senses to sense electrical activity. There was some, not much, and his power reserves were low, but there was activity. If SIMPOC could have sighed, he would have. As long as there was some residual electrical activity, then the essence of Alpha was still there, and the mechanical parts could be repaired.

SIMPOC then did the only thing that he could.

Sergeant Robles was standing in the passageway, taking a quiet moment to wonder about the recent events he had seen over the last couple of weeks. He let out a long breath, then heard, “Sergeant Robles, please move away from this door.”

Sergeant Robles didn’t move for a second, then he took a few steps down the passageway. Just as he cleared the space in front of the hatch, it exploded open and was ripped off the hinges. The noise and compressive force almost stunned the Sergeant. He instinctively pulled his revolver and was preparing for anything.

He saw the huge form of SIMPOC gingerly step through the relatively small hatch, and to Sergeant Robles’ surprise, he was carrying Alpha.

“I must take my companion to a suitable facility where I can attempt a repair. Please move out of my way so I may pass.”

Sergeant Robles didn’t know what else to do but move down the passageway far enough so he could duck through an open hatch and give the two huge shapes enough room to pass.

When they passed, he keyed his comm unit, “Captain Drummond. You'd better meet us on the deck. SIMPOC is carrying Alpha, and I think that he is headed to his craft on the deck.”

“Roger, I’ll be there in 2.”

Sergeant Robles thought that she might not get there in time at the pace that guy is moving. After they had passed, he moved quickly to catch up to them and stay with them as SIMPOC moved towards his craft.

In a shorter time than it took them to come down three decks to see Alpha, SIMPOC had carried him back to his craft on the top deck. Sergeant Robles was almost winded after climbing the ladders two steps at a time behind them.

Captain Drummond was standing in front of the alien craft, and SIMPOC knew that the proper protocol was to tell her what he was doing.

“Captain, I must take Alpha to a facility where I can repair him. Thank you for helping him.”

With that statement, he didn’t wait for a reply but immediately began to board the craft, then he stopped and said to Captain Drummond, “I apologize for the door.” He then turned into the craft, and the hatch began to close.

Captain Drummond looked at Sergeant Robles, and he said, “I’ll explain later. I think we'd better move away.”

She nodded, and they moved to the tower at a sprint, turned, and watched the strange alien craft lift off the deck.

The Debrief

Joan and Tom were wolfing down the first good meal and the first one without stress for far too long. A couple of drinks, not only bought by the president but served by him, helped put everyone in a pretty good mood, and they talked. The President and Admiral Hagerly had a thousand questions, and Joan and Tom did the best they could to answer, but without SIMPOC, many of the answers were incomplete or unknown.

The first hour passed, then they were well into the second when SIMPOC entered the lounge, and Joan rose to meet him at the door.
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