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“Okay, now the next items on our list are incoming patients. Our first patient is a man named Will Carson, age seventy-five. Per the paperwork, he came down with a severe case of pneumonia after a double bypass and had to go on a ventilator because he was getting too weak to breathe on his own. The small-town hospital who had him previously thinks he doesn’t have much longer to live, so they sent him to our ICU. As with other cases like these, we’ll make him as comfortable as we can, but we’ll not go above and beyond. Are we in agreement, Doctor Kirkland?” asked Gina Dodd, the government overseer for this hospital.

Doctor Neal Kirkland spent another moment wishing he had retired when the federal government took over the healthcare system over a decade ago, but he liked the money he made and didn’t want to give it up. He continued to wonder if other government overseers at other hospitals were as cold and black-hearted as Dodd was towards dying patients. When she was lit a certain way, she sort of reminded him of the wicked witch in the old Disney cartoon Snow White. Kirkland thought that for a forty-five-year-old, she looked decades older than she was, and looked used up, probably from all the nicotine and alcohol she’d consumed over the years. 

As for himself, although he was a little older than Dodd, many people assumed he was in his late twenties to mid-thirties, which was both an insult and compliment depending on his mood at the time. He figured that he didn’t look his age because it was either from his good genetics or because he was a teetotaler. Not that it mattered all that much to him. His job was now his life since his wife died a few years ago and his adult children were scattered across the country living their lives.

From what Kirkland could observe of Dodd, she seemed to enjoy telling families that the government was not going to spend the money to keep their loved ones alive, even if that loved one was the breadwinner of the family. It was a shame really; decades ago a person could survive a quadruple bypass and be none the worse for wear, but now...

“Doctor Kirkland, can you get your head out of the clouds and care to join me and the rest of your staff in this important discussion that we have every single day?” 

Kirkland looked at the obviously irritated Dodd, who was tapping her fingers on the table. He replied, “Sorry, my mind wandered. Uh, we’ll definitely make Mr. Carson as comfortable as we can. I do have a question, if I may?”

Scowling, Dodd asked, “What is it?” 

“I know a man his age rarely ever survives the kind of pneumonia he has, but what-if Mr. Carson pulls through? We’d have to get him a bed in the recovery wing, so does he have the kind of insurance that’ll allow him to stay?”

“Well, if the impossible happens, Mr. Carson is a retired government employee, meaning he has the best insurance in the land. So, we’ll drain his medical account dry until we’re required to release him, simple as that,”

“I see. Are you going to talk with the family about accepting Mr. Carson’s eventual death?”

“Of course. Let me see what their religious preferences are and I’ll talk to them about preparing for his death.” Dodd shuffled through the paperwork and found what she needed. “Ah, here it is. According to the previous hospital, his wife basically spent twenty-four hours a day by her husband’s side, watching his vitals like a hawk. Well, she won’t be able to spend the night here, so she won’t interfere nearly as much. Anyway, they’re Christians, apparently from a much stricter denomination than most we encounter. I’ll tell them I’m a chaplain and if they need me, I’ll be around, even though I won’t be,”

“Don’t you think they’ll see through that? Do you even know if they accept women chaplains?”

“Honestly, I don’t care. Just do your job, Doctor, and the same goes for you nurses. Got it?” The nurses around the conference table acknowledged the order. “Okay, who are these other patients we need to discuss?”

Hours later, Doctor Kirkland came into the private room of Will Carson. Carson was on a ventilator, deep asleep, probably from all the drugs pumped through the IV’s, and he looked like he was on the edge of death. His skin was very pale, almost translucent, and he had apparently lost a lot of weight. Carson’s wife, Laura, was sitting by the bed, with her eyes closed and holding her husband’s hand. Neal cleared his throat and Laura looked up at him with red-rimmed puffy eyes, giving Neal the impression that she’d been crying for hours.

“I’m sorry to interrupt, but I’m Doctor Neal Kirkland, head of the ICU at this hospital. You must be Mr. Carson’s wife, Laura,”

“Uh, yes, I am.” Laura got up from her chair, approached Doctor Kirkland, and offered to shake his hand, which he did. “How do you think he’s doing?”

“Well, right now, your husband is not doing so well, but I hope that changes. We’ll do what we can for him though,”

“Thank you, I appreciate the hard work you and your nurses are putting in to help my husband get better, and I hope God blesses you,”

“Thanks, I guess. All right, I’ll check his vitals and if any of his IV’s need replacing, I’ll send the nurse in. Remember Mrs. Carson, you need to take care of yourself. Do you have any children that can help?”

“Yes, my sons and their wives are on their way, they’ll be here in a day or two, since they live in other states. Do you have any idea when my husband might get out of ICU?”

“I really don’t know at the moment, Ms. Carson, but we’ll do what we can for him, and we’ll see in a week or two how well he’s doing. I’ll go ahead and check his vitals and then I’ll leave you alone.” Kirkland listened to Will Carson’s heart and lungs, and what he heard wasn’t encouraging. He hoped the Carson family was prepared for their patriarch’s death. A few minutes later, he left the room to visit with other patients.

Laura could tell that Doctor Kirkland was worried, so she prayed, “Heavenly Father, please continue to watch over my husband and please continue to heal him. I pray for Doctor Kirkland’s ability to help restore my husband’s health and if he doesn’t know you as his Lord and Savior, I ask that you help me lead him to you. In your name, I pray, amen.”

A few hours later, Gina Dodd came into the Carson room prepared to act like one of the hospital chaplains. This time, Laura was reading from what looked like an e-reader while sitting at her husband’s bedside. Dodd cleared her throat, Laura looked up, and Dodd said, “Hi, I’m one of the hospital chaplain’s, Gina Dodd, do you need someone to talk or to minister to you?”

Laura thought she could sense some kind of evil presence around Dodd, which gave her the shivers, but she ignored it, and replied, “Thanks, but I have a pastor, and he’s coming tomorrow,”

“I just thought you might want to discuss your husband’s possible death and what you can do to prepare. The government tends to be very stingy when it comes to matters like this,”

“I don’t believe Will is dying, because if he was dying, God would give me peace about his going home to be with Christ. I don’t feel peace about being without him, so I know he’s not going to die,”

Dodd wanted to roll her eyes, thinking, Man, this woman’s crazy for believing that, but I guess she has to cope some way. Out loud, she replied, “I’m sure God will do what you need, but are you prepared to face your husband’s death in case it does happen and the bills that follow?”

Laura felt her ire rising, so she asked God to help her to be calm with this so-called chaplain. “Miss Dodd, I am prepared, including being prepared for the inevitable bills that’ll come, but as I said, my husband will get well. I appreciate your concern, but I really don’t have need of your services. Thank you for visiting.”

The nerve of this woman to dismiss me like that. Well, I tried, whatever happens is her fault. Dodd thought. “Okay, well, I wish you the best, Mrs. Carson. Goodbye.” The two women shook hands and Dodd left the room.

A few days later, Doctor Kirkland returned to the Carson room to find the family praying around the older Carson’s bed, alongside a man around Kirkland’s age the doctor wasn’t familiar with. Even though he was skeptical of prayer, Kirkland decided to wait before he interrupted the family. He patiently listened as Laura, her two sons, their wives, and the pastor prayed for Will Carson. He hoped praying gave the family some peace, since last Kirkland had heard, Mr. Carson was still critical, but wasn’t better or worse.

“Our God in Heaven, we come to you to ask that you intercede on Will’s behalf. We ask that you restore Will’s health to what it once was and that he maintains good health for many more years. I pray for Laura’s health as she deals with this, and please give her the strength and wisdom to help her husband recover later on. I thank you for their children, who have been a great help to their parents, and you reward them as you see fit. Thank you for the doctors, the nurses, and everyone who works in this hospital, please help them to have the knowledge to heal Will. In everything we do, we give thanks to you, Lord. In Jesus’ name we pray, amen.” Prayed the man who Kirkland didn’t know.

The family all said amen, and that gave Kirkland the opening to say, “Hi, I’m sorry to interrupt, I just came over to check on the patient.” Kirkland walked up to the man who just prayed, extended his hand for a handshake, and asked, “I haven’t met you yet, I’m their doctor, Neal Kirkland,”

“Hi, Doc, I’m their pastor, Sam Rogers,” Rogers replied as he shook Kirkland’s hand.

“How’s he doing today, Mrs. Carson?” Kirkland had the latest vitals on his tablet, but thought it was better to show the family that he cared about Mr. Carson.

“I think he’s getting better, he actually opened his eyes twenty or so minutes ago and even squeezed my hand. How great is that?” replied Laura.

Kirkland didn’t expect to hear that, and asked, “Even though he’s on a ventilator, did he try to say anything?”

“No, he seemed really groggy, but I told him everything would be all right and that we’re praying for him. He went back to sleep right after,”

“Well, being groggy is expected. I’m glad he’s beginning to respond to our care. Did you inform the nurses when that happened? They might be able to provide better care if they know he’s beginning to respond to it,”

“I would, but they ignore me when they don’t act like I’m annoying them, and they usually tell me to go home,”

“I’ll speak to them about their attitudes towards a patient’s family, especially yours. Okay, I’ll go ahead and check his heart rate and lungs,”

Kirkland listened to Will’s heart, which sounded much stronger than the last time he heard it earlier in the week. Meanwhile, the rumbling in the lungs from the pneumonia sounded like there was less fluid on the lungs, giving the doctor some hope that Will was on the mend. Standing up straight after using the stethoscope, Kirkland looked at the Carson family, and saw that they were hoping to hear good news, so he said, “His heart sounds stronger and I think his pneumonia is starting to clear up, I’ll have an X-Ray ordered for him so we can find out for sure. All in all, it looks like things are looking up.”

“Oh, thank God!” exclaimed Laura, as her sons and daughters-in-law started hugging her. “Thank you, Doctor Kirkland, for helping him to get better,”

“You’re very welcome. If there’s anything else I can do, don’t hesitate to ask. I have to check on my other patients, so I’ll see all of you later.”

They bid him goodbye and as he walked away, Kirkland wondered about their beliefs in God. He never denied there was a God, he just hadn’t thought about a higher power than him since he was a child, as his family were far from the church-going types, maybe visiting a church around Christmas or Easter. The church his family visited was usually the type that put on a stage show, but the pastor never preached anything that would make anyone mad or uncomfortable. It was obvious to Kirkland that prayer worked for the Carson family. The elder Mr. Carson was getting better in spite of people like Dodd not wanting to do their best to help the sick get healthy again. Kirkland made a mental note to ask the Carson’s about their faith and belief in God when he had the time. Meanwhile, he had fifty patients to check up on and there were only so many hours in a day.
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Across the country at a private lab, a group of scientists worked on various ways to transmit lethal viruses, including manipulating the genetic codes of those viruses so the viruses could be even more lethal than they already were. One engineer/scientist, Steve Thacker, came up with an idea, so he went to his boss, John Warren. Once he was in Warren’s office, the scientist told him. “Mr. Warren, I think I know of a better way to have a transmittable virus that is nearly one hundred percent lethal,”

“What’s your idea, Steve?”

“While I think genetically modifying viruses is a good idea, I propose we use nanotechnology to spread it quicker,”

“You mean we should use nanobots to spread the viruses?”

“Yes, sir. We could program a bunch of the little guys to make it look like the person infected has so-and-so virus, and the only way to cure the problem is to remove the nanobots, hack into their programming, or for someone to figure out how to short out the electronics. Since we and the government would be the only ones who know exactly what’s happening, no one would be able to stop anyone from dying,”

“How would these nanobots spread?” John was genuinely interested in the idea and wanted to know more.

“First, they’re programmed to replicate. Secondly, they’ll also be programmed to infect other people, through contact or fluids. Sort of similar to how the Borg does it in Star Trek, but without all the extra tech required to physically interact with the other person to spread the bots. What do you think?” 

“I think you have a great idea, Steve. Do you have any figures on how many would die in such a scenario?”

“Well, my simulations show that at least one-third of the world’s population would die off if we unleashed the nanobots. In the real world, those figures could be either smaller or greater than the simulations conducted on my computer.”

“Okay, that’ll help when I speak with my superiors about this idea, so be ready with your presentation when the time comes for you to speak to them about it. Good job.” John patted Steve on the shoulder, giving the scientist a smile as he escorted Steve out of the office.

Steve was relieved. He wasn’t sure if his boss would take to the idea, but he did, and now all he had to do was wait for John to talk to the higher-ups. If they approve of the initial idea, I wonder when I’ll get to present the full idea for the project to them? he wondered. In the meantime, Steve went back to his lab to conduct more simulated tests, while he hoped the higher-ups would allow him to conduct live tests on humans to see if his idea would work in the real world.

John closed the door, went back to his desk, and through email informed his superiors that
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