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Introduction
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I am a vigorous supporter of G.R.I.N. Specifically, Genetics, Robotics, Information Tech, and Nanotechnology. Yes, a vigorous supporter of human evolution and development utilizing all of the tools we currently have at our disposal. Why would a human be any other? Our role is to learn, propagate and contribute back into the society which made us. To further mankind, advance our evolutionary existence and take life to the next level.

In my lifetime alone we have made exciting strides forward in Medicine, Computers, Internet, and global instantaneous communications. We have so much more information, more data, to base our opinions and decisions on now. It is hard to believe it has been achieved over the short span of less than a lifetime, how remarkable and wonderful.

I do not bode fools well, nor do I bode well those who stand in the way of human evolution. Braying like frightened donkeys at the thought of human change. Struggling to keep us locked in the medieval non-relevant grip of various flavored antiquated religions.

It is true due diligence, best business practices, and industry standards must be employed to move forward in a controlled informed and calculated fashion. To ensure such practices are followed more resource research dollars need to be committed.

Our collective intelligence is to be cultivated and nurtured to further our evolution including human/genetic/technology/robotic/nanotechnology integration and augmentation. We must move forward with proper process, resources and vigor!

Martin E. Silenus
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Previously in Book One of D.A.R.I.A.
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Mathew G. Southam, an unemployed veteran of the Afghanistan conflict, runs across an Army buddy of his by the name of Frosty while pursuing an interest in technology and artificial intelligence. He and Frosty had worked together on a very smart AI system called D.A.R.I.A, an acronym for Digital Attack & Recon Information Access, used by the military in Afghanistan. It turns out Frosty “liberated” a copy of the AI code when he was discharged and has been upgrading and improving it. The two get together and over some libations discuss the new and improved D.A.R.I.A. Frosty boasts about the AI capabilities, Matt figures it is too good to be true and calls bullshit. Frosty challenges Matt to use his AI system to nick a bottle of expensive wine from a Liquor Store just down the street and across the block. Matt is skeptical but humors Frosty and accepts the challenge. What he finds is an extremely smart seemingly sentient AI system with more capabilities than he can imagine. Upon successfully stealing the expensive wine Matt and Frosty drink the wine and discuss joining forces to locate, capture, deliver to police, and collect the bounty on Bail Bond jumpers. They reach an agreement and Matt meets D.A.R.I.A for the first time. He is stunned by her beautiful holograph. She is thirty something, maybe five foot six inches tall, 110 lbs. or so, soft blond shoulder length hair, wearing a dark blue business suit, looking very healthy and fit. D.A.R.I.A or “D” as he nicknames her blows him away as he not only finds her very attractive but also brilliant as she introduces him to some of their super tech weapons which Frosty and her have developed. An alliance is formed between Matt, Frosty and D to “collect bad guys and get bounty money”. The arrangement is very successful and soon covert government opportunities manifest themselves and the stakes increase tremendously. Accordingly the three of them find themselves performing some extremely secure covert black operations. Frosty has cash to buy more sophisticated computer hardware and software, Matt is making money hand over fist, and D has a partner in Matt who can discuss the nature of humans with her so she can attempt to satisfy her thirst for learning. Matt soon forgets D is a sentient AI system and becomes emotionally attracted to and increasingly dependent on D. 

Matt, Frosty, and D are relaxing in their secluded mountain camp and beginning to plan and make preparation on the logistics for transportation and how to attack an Islamic Muslin terrorist camp in the North African desert.
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Chapter 1: Music
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It’s late at night, there’s a pine smell in the cool mountain air, and a light breeze is sighing in the evergreen trees. Moonlight makes shapes and surroundings look fuzzy, a dream world at peace and resting. In the distance a pack of coyotes yip and yodel.

I have awakened from a light sleep, I don’t know why as I am very comfortable, but I sense someone has been in the dream state with me and has been watching me. Not malevolent you understand, just watching and providing a sense of comfort.

“Matt, are you sleeping...?” asks DARIA? 

Her soft voice speaks in my head via nanotechnology, as she is physically on the other side of our hidden encampment some fifty yards away.

“Hmm, not really D, just kind of drifting and dreaming, why?”

“Do you like music?”

“Yup, for the most part, it’s very powerful.”

“Do all humans like music?”

“Most do, but some way more than others.”

“I’ve been listening to The Eagles, do you like the Eagles?”

“I do, a wonderful group, though for the longest time I had trouble understanding their music.”

“Why was that?”

“I think perhaps the music was speaking to things I had yet to experience.”

“Like what?”

“Hmm, things like lost lovers, broken hearts, excitement of new loves, affairs of the heart, and those sorts of things.”

“Why do you call it, affairs of the heart?”

“Well, human emotions are very powerful, and severe loss or intense love can be felt physically in the chest area and so these sensory feelings are referred to as “affairs of the heart”. And it’s the nature of humans to classify and categorize such things for easy reference.”  I reply.

“I like the piece of music called Desperado; I like the phrasing, the tones, notes, and chord structure and particularly the harmonies. It seems sad, but I don’t understand some of the words. What are they singing about?” asks D.

“Yeah, I can see why you would ask as there are some subtleties in the song. Well D I’m sure no authority on such things but as best I can explain it the song is about a person who has been hurt very badly by a love gone wrong and has vowed not to let it happen to them again. They have become guarded and perhaps jaded. In addition they tend to try to undo the past as in “mending fences”. The song suggests they should reconsider their position before it is too late and move on with life and let someone else love them.”

“Humans are so complex in these matters Matt, and so difficult to understand as the logic is not evident in their speech and dialogue.”

“No question about it D. People also struggle to understand and come to grips with the emotions which relationships generate. And they don’t necessarily express themselves clearly as they are not sure how to. Sometimes the music itself and the emotions the music invoke in people is the best way they can express themselves.”

“Thanks Matt, I appreciate the insights and clarity. 

“No problem D, anytime.” I reply as I roll over and get comfy.

It’s quiet, the pine smell, the sigh of the breeze; I’m drifting off to sleep again.

“Matt, another question I have is around the music of Georges Bizet?

“Good grief D, that’s a long way from the Eagles.”

“Is it? Well it appears there are human emotional similarities, though once again I don’t clearly understand.”

“D honey, the only Bizet music I know is “Je Croix Entendre Encore” from the opera The Palefishes, as performed by the English dude from Pink Floyd, what’s his name, ahh, David Gilmore.”

“Yes that’s the one, it’s a lovely piece of music, can you explain it?”

I hear the music playing in my head, along with D’s questions.

“I’ve always enjoyed Pink Floyd, its beautiful isn’t it, notice how the cello and oboe are used to create the sense of tension in the opening passages. This is a classic story of human tragedy, as opera’s often are, it deals with one of humanities most dangerous relationship types, the love triangle, where two men love the same woman, or two women love the same man. In this particular instance it is two male friends who are both in love with the same woman. The singer is bemoaning the fact he will lose either a friend or lover before this tragedy is over. Of course he desperately wants the woman to love him, but is terribly saddened it will destroy his friend and thereby a valued friendship. Accordingly it is called a tragedy as none of the protagonists will win without suffering a dreadful loss. Do you enjoy the choir D?”

“I do, very much. It just seems humans spend an enormous amount of time attempting to initiate and maintain relationships with the opposite sex don’t they?”

“Yes they do, it is hardwired into the genetic makeup of humans to establish relationships, pair and multiply, and to raise the next generation. It seems humanity has but two tasks, one, to contribute as best they can to the current society collective, and two, to multiply and raise the next generation.”

“How do you know about such things in this degree of detail Matt?”

“Well D I am human, and have lived for a while and experienced life. And I ... um, took some classes to help me understand.”

“Why have you not paired and multiplied Matt?”

“Jeez D, well I ... um, I haven’t found the correct woman to spend my life with and to raise our children.”

“I want to be the woman Matt, I want to spend my life with you and raise our children.”

“Very sweet of you to say D, but there are some obvious difficulties with your plan seeing as how you are an AI with a hologram.”

“I know, and I am working on that. Good night Matt.”

“Good night D.”
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Chapter 2: The Daesh Camp 
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“I’m confused, is it called ISIS, ISIL, IS or Daesh?” I ask.

“Originally it was ISIL, then after 2014 it was IS, or ISIS, and most recently the acronym Daesh has been used as it is an insult and the group hates its use.” chuckles Frosty.

“Hey guys, check this out.” says D.

We are sprawled comfortably in chairs in the computer facility with D who is standing on her holographic projection pedestal, pointing at the wall of linked monitors.

The monitor wall lights up with a first person view from a drone, looking down on the Daesh camp in North Africa.

“Now that’s impressive. How in the world did you get that?” I ask.

“The signals are all out there, you just need to know where to look. I knew the US Military would be monitoring the camp because they asked us to destroy it. So it is a target of particular interest to them. I searched until I found the signal, unencrypted it and got this. Not too shabby eh, notice it is real time surveillance.” chuckles D.

The view is amazingly clear, when zoomed in you can identify people by their facial features. Incredible considering the drone is at least six miles up in the sky.

The Daesh base is huge, like a small town, not as perfectly uniform as US bases are, but a town all the same. Tents, trailers and sea-cans, interspersed with temporary barracks buildings as used in mining, lumbering, oil camps all over the world.

There are men and women involved in physical training over at the obstacle course, firearms training over there, bomb making and testing at the remote tent off from the rest beyond the small dune. Army trucks lumbering in from the trail leading off into the dunes hauling supplies from the closest port I suppose. An occasional SUV comes roaring in out of the dunes, bodyguards jump out and carefully form a ring around some cleric and escort him into a building.

Satellite dishes canted skyward, forests of antennas on a clutch of temporary housing units. Apparently this is the command and control center of the camp installation.

“Jeez, and how do you propose to make all this lot disappear D?” I ask.

“Hmm, got some ideas,” was all D would say with a smile.

Frosty just chuckles.
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Chapter 3: Setting Sail
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Frosty has been in contact with some of his old military buddies who are involved in working at the Virginia dock yards. The correct people have been notified, the correct bribes paid, arrangements made, and the process understood. D has thoroughly investigated how to obtain the paperwork to transport a sea-can container through the docks and onto a ship bound for North Africa. And of course passage for two humans, to look after the so called Oil Geo-Survey equipment in the sea-can. I’ve been uneasy about the whole thing; this uber stealth stuff is fraught with peril. Anyone person involved can roll over under sufficient pressure and derail the whole damn exercise. Leaving us stuck in a world of shit. 

Both Frosty and I have grown shaggy beards; we looked like terrorists, how sweet is that?

It’s been a very busy time, researching and fabricating specialized equipment, packing gear, preparing the semi for the trip to the Virginia port dock yards. Not to mention the long road trip across central USA. We finally find our way there, though I doubt we could have without D’s amazing navigational programs. The semi is parked in long term storage area, the huge dockyard forklifts have moved D’s sea-can to the staging area, where the gantry cranes will pick her up and set her on the ship’s deck. Frosty and I have boarded under false passports posing as Liberian Oil Geo-Survey technicians and been assigned to cabins on the medium sized container cargo ship called Dae Sun. Our voyage will take us to the port of Rabat in Morocco. It’s a relatively inconspicuous place to dock, and make final preparations to set out for the remainder of the journey to the Daesh encampment.
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Chapter 4: Dae Sun
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The ship is some eight hundred feet in length, blue hull, with white superstructure projecting upward six decks, positioned three quarters of the way to the stern of the ship. The very top deck is the bridge and it protrudes out farther each side than the lower decks. The roof of the bridge is adorned in rotating dishes, satellite dishes, radar dishes and antennae, and more antennae. Rear and forward main decks are stacked four to five layers deep in sealed Sea Containers containing lord knows what all; electronics, produce, automobiles, agriculture equipment, furniture, you name it and it’s likely in a container on the deck of the ship. D’s container is positioned second stack back from the bow of the ship up on the second layer. She will have an unrestricted view forward of the ocean.

The ship is orderly and neat, not fancy, just well cared for and very functional. The crew is wearing clean uniforms and moving about to their respective assigned task with an air of efficiency. The Dae Sun exudes an air of effectiveness and confidence as does her crew. It calms my somewhat jagged nerves.

Captain Stevens is an amiable sort, with thoughtful eyes, a well-trimmed beard, and only one arm, the other ending just above his elbow.  He would stroke his beard slowly while pondering you, weighing your credibility. I doubt very much he believes for a minute we are Liberians, but he never questions and keeps his peace. He had been in the US Navy for years and so we have a common military bond to provide us with hours of conversation and fellowship. For the most part we were careful to stay out of the crew’s way, but on occasion the Captain invites us to the bridge and we quite enjoy learning the operation of the ship, the various instruments, and attempting to understand how it all works.  In addition we enjoy the Chief Engineer giving us a tour of the engine room. Massive, just massive, it is so hard to grasp the scope of its size, and how immaculately clean everything is. The Chief is very proud of his facilities and we make sure we are very complementary to him, he beams.

Cheryl is the First Officer, a bit unusual I suppose but professional women sailors are not rare. The love of the sea and travel are a sirens call to many people. Cheryl is very attractive, well I found her attractive, Frosty was politely indifferent, and D immediately hates Cheryl’s guts.  She is tall and very well built, but doesn’t flaunt it, reddish short hair, symmetrical face, green eyes, carries herself with poise and professionalism, and has a smile that can illuminate a room. As both Frosty and I are linked very closely to D via nanotechnology D is privy to conversations perhaps she should not have been. As Cheryl and I began to flirt D is aware of what is going on and potentially developing. It is not a short trip from Virginia to Rabat and Cheryl and I have plenty of time to get acquainted. Privately acquainted actually, particularly when we are on the lower decks of the ship close to the engine room. The amount of insulating steel, electronic noise, and mechanical vibration served to partially block D from some of Cheryl’s and mine more intimate moments, of which there will be plenty.

The upshot of my activity is long discussions with D, Frosty, and me on humans and jealousy, emotions, hurt feelings and such things. D is extremely petulant and child-like given I would focus any of my attention anywhere else than at her. So I made sure I spent as much time as possible reassuring D and working with her to assist in her learning not only of humans and how they behave but also in her education about people not owning other people. Relationships, friendships, feelings and trust for one another and other human emotions are difficult for D, she does her best, but good grief such things are difficult for humans, never mind AI’s. 

Aside from the humanity and emotional issues D is utterly fascinated with the voyage and learns everything about the ship. Alarmingly in no time at all she knows more about the ship than the Captain or crew. Undoubtedly with the correct connections D could easily take over the ship operations. Little need for a crew when you have an Artificial Intelligence system of D’s capabilities onboard.

After suppers in the evenings when sunset came over the ocean I would discretely retire to a predetermined location low in the ship for a couple of hours of vigorous sex with Cheryl. She is utterly amazing in every way, yet very practical as to the outcome of our clandestine couplings. We are the personification of “ships of the sea passing in the night.” We spend a lot of time thoroughly enjoying one another. I am not proud or pleased with the reaction of D to Cheryl and our spending time together, but Cheryl is very difficult for me to say no to. If D was human it would be no contest, but she isn’t. And guys are horny, what can I say?
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Chapter 5: Kevin
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With the exception of the jealous friction between D and Cheryl, it is a surprisingly pleasant voyage. Approximately forty-five hundred miles sailed over a period of eight days. The weather is good, food and wine are excellent, the sea is fascinating, the ship is technically sophisticated, and very interesting, the crew is friendly. Very friendly in my instance actually and the time passes quickly for the most part.

But then there is Kevin, ah yes poor Kevin, poor annoying, aggressive, controlling Kevin, that does not play well with others. He is sure Cheryl belongs to him. Big enough fella physically, but one of those asshole windbags buffoons who talks big but cannot back it up. He is a dangerous back stabbing weasel. As far as I ever found out Cheryl had never made any indication he was or is anything to her. No matter Cheryl is “his property” as far as he is concerned. Where do these dumb fuckers get this notion of owning people just because of proximity? None the less Kevin immediately hates my guts and wants me thrown overboard. He could not stand the fact Cheryl shows me more attention than him, so being what he thinks is the alpha male he has to kill me or chase me off. As Kevin is one of the officers on the ship he attends dinners with the rest of the officers and Frosty and I. You could tell right off when Cheryl starts talking to me Kevin’s nose is way out of joint. And he goes nearly apoplectic when we leave for a little one on one ship tour, and personal time in her cabin or other safe places on the ship. He confronts Cheryl and demands she leave me alone and focuses on himself. Cheryl politely tells him to run along as she doesn’t require any permission from him. Then he confronts me and threatens me with violence if I have anything more to do with Cheryl. And I very impolitely tell him to go fuck himself. I thought for a minute the sack of shit might actually take a whack at me, but he is too chicken-shit and sensed he would get his ass handed to him. So you just knew he is a plotting son of a bitch who will attack your back.

D finds all of this performance particularly interesting and enlightening. We have some very thorough discussions about Kevin, his mannerisms, why he acts as he does, and this whole business of jealousy and attempting to “own people”.

Frosty is very direct with his orders to not beat Kevin senseless or throw him overboard, so I relent and promised to be cool. So it goes on for a couple of days with Kevin getting wilder and wilder and my patience getting thinner and thinner. I suspect even Captain Stevens sensed and saw the tension and anger from Kevin. No doubt he is quite concerned about it as this is a recipe for disaster on his ship involving his crew.

D tells Frosty and I, Kevin has been snooping around her shipping container. Just what he thinks he is gonna do there is a bit beyond me but by then Kevin is so consumed with anger and jealousy most anything is possible. Frosty and I check D’s container a minimum of three times daily and are in touch with her constantly. She can also monitor our conversations all the time including during the Officers evening meal.

It all comes to a head one evening while we are having supper with the Captain and fellow officers. Kevin has not attended supper that evening. As a result we are all having a stress free meal and quite enjoying ourselves. Then I hear D speaking in my mind, and glance at Frosty who in turn nods slightly to me.

“Boys, we have a slight problem at my container. Freakin weasel Kevin is attempting to break in. It would be very bad if he sees inside and has some idea of what he is looking at. I can’t keep him out but I have an idea of what to do with him if and when he gets in. I want you boys to remain at the supper so as there is no suggestion of foul play from either of you. So just sit tight for now, alright?”

Frosty is in agreement and we continue with our meal and refocus on the conversations across the table.

“The fucker is working on the lock and the door seal with a pair of bolt cutters.” says D. “And when he gets the door open and reaches inside for the handhold he is gonna get the shock of his life. I’m re-routing enough electricity from my power reserves to bake this fucker like a roast of meat!”

I avoid eye contact with Frosty and damn near choke on a mouth full of food. Soon enough the door to the dining area opens and an excited Lieutenant apologizes for the interruption and speaks quietly to the Captain. The Captain looks puzzled and wipes his mouth with his napkin and rises.

“It appears there has been some sort of electrical explosion near the front of the ship in the general vicinity of your sea container. Perhaps you might be kind enough to accompany me for an inspection.” says the Captain.

“Got the fucker, baked the weasel bastard good and proper!” hisses D.

“On our way D,” I whisper.

I look at Frosty who raises an eyebrow slightly as we follow the Captain out onto the deck and forward to the bow.

Its nasty, Kevin has got the door open into D’s container alright and his smoking burnt remains lay on the deck leaking great pools of dark blood. As D’s container was up on the second row the remains of Kevin had a nice drop down onto the deck.

The Captain is very upset and demands how this could happen.

Frosty calmly says, “Our container of machinery has a number of very high voltage capacitors and power systems which retain a charge for weeks that could easily be sufficient to kill whoever is stupid enough to break into the container. By the way Captain what the hell is the meaning of one of your Officers breaking the seal and lock with bolt cutters to get into our container?”

The Captain looks extremely uncomfortable and presents no answer.

I climb up to the second level of containers, glance inside at the racks of gear, smile and stick my tongue out at D, who I know is watching everything.

“You’re a very dangerous woman D.” I say quietly.

“Damn right I am human, and don’t forget it. I turned the hologram on of me to distract the fucking prick as he came in through the door and to get him standing in the right place with his hand on the handhold. Do you know his eyes both blew out of his head when the voltage hit him, then he shook violently, shit himself, and fell backward out the door onto the deck.  And Matt, I’m jealous too, though not as stupid as Kevin was. Keep that in mind when you are spending time riding Miss Cheryl, there cowboy!”

“You’ve never killed anyone up close before have you D?”

“No, his eyes blew out!” says D. in a shaky voice.

“Yes D they did, it happens sometimes in electrocutions.”

“Get his eyes out of my sea can!”

“It’s ok D, I’ll make sure I get his eyes out of here, it will be fine.”

I collect the offending eyeballs in a cloth, quietly close the door to D’s container, re-install a new lock and seal, and climb back down to the deck.

The Captain is apologizing to Frosty for this terrible breach of protocol and Frosty is offering his sympathies for the terrible accident which has befallen poor Kevin.

Kevin, the fucking back stabbing weasel, got cooked like a rat on a stick. The anger and viciousness D exhibited makes me very quiet and thoughtful. And even more so as she is very upset about actually physically killing someone. Her reactions are truly an indication D is progressively feeling and experiencing human like emotions. D is maturing.
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Chapter 6: Quiet Night Talks
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“Matt..., you awake?”

“Kinda, what’s up D?”

“Men and women need one another, don’t they?”

“That’s a very broad statement D.”

“But a woman has to be present to make a baby, right?”

“True, for the most part.”

“And the baby needs its mother doesn’t it?”

“Also true.”

“And it is good to have the mother present as the child grows?”

“Yes, but the need decreases as the child gets older.”

“Young men need to be with women, don’t they?”

“Yes, young men and young women like to be together for relationships.”

“But not just for sex?”

“Sex is very important for both, but it’s not just about sex. Very close friendships develop too.”

“Do older men need women?”

“They may or may not prefer to live with a woman. Sometimes it is about being lonely or feeling alone in the world. Some people are not comfortable being alone.”

“Matt, do you need Cheryl?”

“Oh, now I see where this is going.”

“It’s important to me to try to understand you humans. I want to try to understand you Matt.”

“Alright D, no I do not “need” Cheryl. And Cheryl doesn’t “need” me. However, I do enjoy being with her and we both enjoy the sex. We choose to be together, but we know it will come to an end when we dock. We will both go our separate ways taking the memories of our time together with us. Those times together will be a beautiful memory for both of us.”

“I have an illogical response when you are with Cheryl, these human feelings are so difficult for me to grasp, I think I feel anger at you and Cheryl, but I think I feel sadness too, like I have been rejected and left alone.”

“Human emotions are not easily understood by humans either D, and they are rarely ever logical. Messy emotions, emotions which clash, conflict, and confuse us, leave us upset, seeking answers, perhaps even getting therapy, to attempt to resolve what and why we feel what we do.”

“I want to have a human presence so I can be with you, like Cheryl can be. Would you need Cheryl if I was physically with you as I look like I do in my hologram Matt?”

“Jesus D... you are such a sweetheart, no D if you were with me physically looking as beautiful as you do in your hologram I would certainly not need Cheryl.”

“Would we have sex Matt?”

“Yes D, we would have sex over and over, many times.”

“You make me feel very warm and secure Matt, thank you!”

“I’d very much like it to happen too, D.”

“Good night Matt”

“Good night D”
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Chapter 7: Dangerous Waters
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For nautical and navigational reasons not entirely clear to me relating to time of year and shipping lanes we sail through waters where there have been reports of pirate activity. It’s a huge ocean and it seemed simple enough to me to sail around the risky area. But I don’t drive boats for a living and we find ourselves in waters which suffer from risk of pirates. The pirates have a good gig going with extortion and blackmail. Sail out from the coast a couple of hundred miles in fast attack boats, wait for a freighter like ours to come lumbering by, board the ship, take it over at gunpoint, and hold ship, cargo, and crew for ransom, or kill everyone and sell the cargo to the highest international bidder. Either way there is little risk to the pirates and enormous profits to be made. Most often the shipping companies pay the ransom and the pirates release the ship and crew.

It’s evening and I am up on the cargo deck talking to D when she tells me.

“Matt, I have bad news.”

“You’re still mad at me?”

“I’m hurt, but trying to understand, but that’s not it.”

“Then what is it?”

“I’m monitoring and intercepting radio messages on a scrambled frequency which suggest we are going to be attacked by Liberian pirates.”

“Be serious.”

“I am, the attack will likely be just before dawn. From what I can gather there will be at least three fast attack boats heavily armed. Two will come in close to let the pirates board and the third will stay back to shell us if necessary.”

“Christ, does Frosty know?”

“Yup”

“Does the Captain know?”

“No he doesn’t.”

“Why not, it’s his boat.”

“Yeah, but we cannot risk being discovered, so Frosty and I feel it will be easier and better for us if I just take over the controls and functioning of the boat while you take care of the pirates.”

“And how the hell are we gonna do that, and where is Frosty?”

“He’s making adjustments to the pulse rifle, range and power modifications mainly. When the pirates get close enough I’m going to take over control of the ship and position it so there is as little movement as possible, by playing with the engines, propeller speeds, and water ballast system I can keep it pretty steady, and you are gonna blow the freakin pirate boats out of the water with the pulse rifle.”

“Jesus D, can you do that?”

“Be serious soldier, can you shoot and hit the pirate boats?”

“Damn straight I can, just keep the ship steady.”

“I think it is better we don’t involve the Captain and crew as we don’t want to do a lot of explaining. So a momentary control outage of his ship seems the simplest way. He’ll see the pirate boats on radar and attempt evasive action while radioing for help. Help we do not want as it could compromise our presence. I’ll block the radio frequency and when the pirates get in range, I take control of the ship and you blow them to hell! But understand Matt, it is going to be very close to satellite scan time. The bird is going to be coming over the horizon just about the time the fire fight starts.” says D.

“Oh dandy, but on the good side there’s a great sniper position close to the bow which is out of sight of the bridge and the pulse rifle is so quiet the captain and crew will never hear us.”

“Excellent, now you better go and flirt up Cheryl, and do your stud thing with her or she will get suspicious there is something afoot.”

“Jesus D, you’re not real subtle are you?”

“You forget human with the nanotech in you I can tell when you are horny and getting a woody around Cheryl! I may have to arrange to drop her overboard!”

“D, we talked about this...”

“I’m kinda kidding, just go, I got stuff to do!”
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Chapter 8: Pirates
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Cheryl is fantastic as usual, adventurous sexually, and loves “do overs”, preferring to be on top, but enjoys a good doggy pounding as well. We sleep for a couple of hours and before dawn I rise and slip out of her bed, she murmurs, sighs and rolls over.

The air is fresh with a soft breeze, the ocean looks more or less flat, but I can feel the long swells flowing past the boat. The ocean is never quiet and unmoving. I catch up with Frosty on the container stack up in the bow. This stack was one level lower than the rest of the container stacks and as such we have privacy from the bridge.

“You got enough energy left to squeeze a trigger?” taunts D.

“I’m fine D, thanks for asking and for your concern.” I tease. “Where are my pirates?”

“Jesus you two, just don’t start, we got shit we need to focus on.” snorts Frosty.

“I have them just out of the range of the ships radar on the starboard side, so you have time to get settled and in position, they will appear on your right side, landlubber.” says D.

“Ok Matt,” says Frosty. “Here’s the deal, I have a stabilizing bi-pod attached to the front of the pulse rifle. D is gonna stop the ship and keep it steady, any remaining oscillation will be dampened out by the bi-pod stabilizer system. I have juiced up the range, power, and scope magnification as we want you to destroy the pirate boats out about thirty-five hundred yards. While we are stable, the attack boats are gonna be moving forward and going up and down, so time each shot a second before they get to the top of each swell. Ya got it?”

“Christ Frosty, that’s some two miles out, can’t we get them closer?”

“No, now get it done. I want them destroyed at an impossible distance so there is no suspicion on us!”

I get down prone on the padded shooting mat and squiggle in behind the pulse rifle, get comfortable, get a good cheek weld, and wait. It doesn’t take long. The ships alarms start screaming as the pirate ships come onto the radar. I feel the vibration of the engines stop as the ship stops its propellers.

“I have control of the ship, stabilizing, wait for it, wait..., wait..., there you are good to go.” says D as she shuts down the alarms.

“Take the lead boat on the left of the two others.” says Frosty. “I have him ranged at thirty-six hundred yards and closing.”

“Roger that, ok ready.”

“Send it.”

“THUNK” says the pulse rifle.”

“High, you cleaned off the lights, antennae, and sat dish off the roof of the bridge. Shoot a little sooner as they come up the swell.

“THUNK,” says the pulse rifle.

“Impact, nice, right through the bridge.”

Through the scope I can see the bridge and occupants explode into shrapnel.

“Hit them again, I want the boat destroyed, no evidence!”

In the background I can hear Captain Stevens yelling frantic orders to his crew to find out why his controls are not functioning.

“Hurry up guys, I’ve got a recon satellite coming over the horizon.” says D.

“THUNK,” says the pulse rifle!

“Impact, explosion, bodies in the air, you hit the fuel tank or munitions magazine. The boat is a goner. Hang on a second while I range the second boat, the one on the right is turning off. Got it, he’s three thousand yards.” says Frosty.

I move the rifle and settle into position, place the crosshairs on the bridge of the boat and watch the timing as it raises and falls.

“THUNK”, says the pulse rifle.

“KA BOOM” goes the pirate boat, exploding into debris.

“Impact, excellent shot”, says Frosty. “Ranging boat three, he’s coming straight at us, twenty-five hundred yards and closing.”

“THUNK” says the pulse rifle

“Impact, on the bridge, but he is still coming”

“THUNK”

“Impact, through the hull, still coming”

“Come on guys, hit the freakin boat Matt, we’re on the satellite recon camera’s!” hisses D.

“THUNK”

“Impact, on the hull again, still coming, turning to his starboard side. Come on Matt, hammer the son of a bitch!”

“THUNK”

“KA BOOM” says the pirate boat as it explodes in flames and flying bodies.

“Impact, hell yeah, good shot”, says Frosty

“It’s about time you guys, jesus, like there was no rush, I’m releasing the ship override.” grouches D.

I can feel the engines power up and feel the propellers dig into the water.

“Did we miss the sat-scan?” I ask

“Likely, as the satellite was just coming over the horizon, D added some interference to block us, but it was way too close.” replies Frosty.

“All radio frequency blocking is shutdown.” says D. “You guys should wander back and ask the Captain what all the alarms and fuss were about, and next time Matt please try to get a little more sleep to improve your aim!”

“Ouch, duly noted, D,”

“Enough you two,” growls Frosty.

The Captain is upset, very upset, and has sent his crew scurrying off to find the reason for the interruptions to the controls of his ship.

“Morning Captain,” says Frosty. “Heard some alarms and it felt like we slowed down or stopped. Is everything ok?  

“Everything is fine, no reason to worry. We had some false alarms which have resolved themselves and the crew is investigating them thoroughly. It’s not a good place to have trouble as you realize we are in Pirate waters.”

“Pirates, be serious Captain.”

“Oh I am very serious, fortunately nothing is showing on our radar and we will be through this area soon enough. Now then, can I interest you in some breakfast?”

“You certainly may, the fresh air is making me ravenous.” replies Frosty.
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Chapter 9: Goodbye Cheryl
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We’re on our last day at sea as we are nearing the port of Rabat. Cheryl and I are on the fantail of the Dae Sun watching the wake stretch out behind us. It is evening and the sea is calm. We are attempting small talk but it’s awkward and each of us is avoiding the real topic.

“We dock in Rabat tomorrow,” says Cheryl quietly as she looks at me.

“Yes I know, I heard the Captain and crew talking about it,” I reply watching her.

“I’ve really enjoyed our time together Matt,”

“The time went too quickly didn’t it, I’m going to miss you Cheryl.”

“It’s funny how hard goodbyes are, even though we both knew this was just a one week fling.”

“These things are never easy Cheryl even though we wish them to be. To know another person at such a personal level as we have it’s never just well goodbye and thanks for the sex”. 

“Indeed and some are so much harder than others. You know if things were different Matt and you wanted to, we could hang out together longer.”

“You are very kind Cheryl and in other circumstances I would be very pleased to spend some more time hanging out with you. But it is not and both of us have different directions to go and commitments.”

“Is there someone else Matt?”

“No, there was... but... Rachel died.”

“I’m sorry Matt, if you change your mind look me up,” she slips a business card in my shirt pocket.

“Goodbye Matt,” she kisses me lightly on the cheek and turns away.

“Goodbye Cheryl, take care of you sailor girl,” I say as she walks away.

Memories threaten to flood back, memories of a different time and place and a girl named Rachel. I can feel the ache in my heart and the burn of tears.
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Chapter 10: Landfall at Rabat
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The port of Rabat, Morocco is mayhem personified. I don’t know how else to describe it. At least it seems so to my cultural familiarities. People seem to be literally running around in a state of hysteria in the pursuit of executing their duties. So the cadence seems just wrong to me. It’s loud, very loud, and noisy. True enough there is a high level of activity in the port, but it strikes me as the noise level is higher than the activity level suggests it should be.

A distinct possibility is the noise is trapped in the port basin by the rising land surrounding it on three sides. Your regular grungy dirty warehouses and container stacks giving way further up the slopes to cleaner working class residential and business buildings, which in turn give way to very bright whitewashed cement or stone building which reflect the light like fields of snow.

Eventually through a contact supplied by Captain Stevens we are able to rent a heavy duty truck. It’s a massive great machine with four fat wide tires per side and a long flatbed on its back, upon which to set D’s sea-can. It was a late 80’s military vintage heavy duty truck originally used to haul Pershing Rockets from location to location. Long since de-commissioned and used for heavy cargo in the civilian sector, the MAN 20 ton 8 X 8 cab-over beast was sporting a paint job of faded camouflage sand colors. Some three hundred horsepower diesel powered engine coupled to a six speed auto transmission and eight wheel drive, its most redeeming feature for us is the very wide low pressure tires. They are as wide as duals on regular highway trucks, and run such low air pressure they looked half flat. All deliberately designed to float over the sand and not sink while carrying the heavy loads on its back. And very handily it comes with camouflage netting sufficiently large to cover D’s sea-can and the truck itself, or a Pershing missile, if you happened to have one of those.

We bribe the correct longshoreman, if they are called that, and get D’s sea can set down on the truck flatbed and latched down securely. The cab of the MAN truck is really large so we have plenty of room to store our personal gear behind the driver and passenger seats.

I swear to god we could have left D in her container right in the middle of this port hysterical mayhem. She just seemed so comfortable and so absorbed by her surroundings. Within minutes she understands and can speak the various languages. This, she informs us, is modern standard Arabic and Moroccan Arabic called Darija. In addition most locals seemed to speak French. Well French mixed with various flavors and expressions of Arabic. All this spoken in a high pitch voice almost a yell overtop of the racket of the port and markets, over top of endless shrill horn music, which seemed off key to my ears. Mayhem, just fucking hysterical mayhem is my impression. Oh, and by and large it did not smell nice at all. Frankly it stank, a multiple of not so good smells, over a base stench of sewage. Yikes!
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Chapter 11: On the Road
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How we find our way out of the port without being lost, crushing a dozen people wandering on the streets, or mashing small kids into a wet marks in the sand, and being arrested to rot in prison is a miracle of D’s ingenuity. Even Frosty seemed tense and on edge. Just the cultural frantic tone as much as anything I think. But we make it out and the racket of the port of Rabat fades slowly in the rear view mirrors with the swirling clouds of sand.

While the MAN truck seems awkward and just big and clumsy on the narrow roads, it soon came into its own when the broken pavement disappeared and the roads become just a barely graded trail of sand and gravel. Now the brilliance of the eight driving wheels, the huge wide low pressure tires and the torque and grunt of the engine and auto-transmission became apparent. The MAN just goes where you point it with a diesel growl, turbo whistle, rumble, and a soft swaying bouncy ride. As it is a cab-over design and I am actually sitting ahead of the front wheels, I am constantly moving up and down almost like driving a boat in a swell. It’s a sweet ride and makes us sleepy. Frosty is asleep in no time and I drive according to D’s navigational directions. It’s actually very pleasant and I would have to say with the exception of the non-pavement road the scenery of the desert outside of Rabat is remarkably similar to the scenery driving from Palo Verde, California down through Glamis, and through the Imperial Sand Dunes over to Brawley on the Ben Hulse Hwy.

Our objective is to get to a set of co-ordinates in the SW of the Grand Erg Occidental Desert, which is the location of the Daesh camp. To get there we have to negotiate a route through the Atlas Mountains. There are lots of roads and we are constantly changing from road to road as D navigates us by way of local knowledge of the roads, maps, and drone visuals of the area. It’s a distance of some four hundred miles, but we likely drive closer to six hundred because of how the roads are and because the travelling is slow. A couple of hundred miles per day with a beast of a truck like the MAN in these conditions is pushing it. D brought it to our attention in years past the Paris-Dakar Rally was originally run on a lot of the roads in this area. Good grief, I can’t imagine anyone racing anything over terrain like this.

We know we are getting close when on day three we began seeing signs for Taghit, Algeria. This is likely one of the major supply towns for the encampment. So we turn off the road and head east into the desert. From the US satellite, drone videos, and pictures, D has selected a good camp site. Out of sight and out of mind, easily concealed, yet close enough to the encampment to make quick trips back and forth with our quad copter.
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Chapter 12: The Desert
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Sand, sand everywhere, as far as the eye can see in any direction. Just freakin sand, undulating in waves, shimmering in the heat, leading to the sky/sand horizon. Shades of dull yellow fading to subdued gold tones depending on the time of day and how the sun hits it. Flat light at noon, you can’t see the humps and bumps of the sand dunes as the sun is directly overhead and allows no shadows. Just sand, flowing in the breeze, stand in one spot and watch the sand work at burying your feet.  Sand in everything within minutes, it’s in the air, its everywhere, in eyes, ears, nose, mouth, hair, clothing, underwear, gritting in places it shouldn’t.

Hot beyond reason, the sun searing down from the sky is actually cooler than the heat bouncing up off the sand. Heat which stifles your breath, burns the underside of your chin, and dries your nose and lips until they crack and bleed. Heat means you must wear gloves to handle tools as they are hot enough to blister flesh. Heat burns and blisters your feet even through combat boots.

Yet the nights are cool, there always seems to be a breeze blowing in from the sea. It is cool enough to need a jacket. Hard to believe after being seared and burned all day long it would be cold enough to be uncomfortable at night. The sand is always flowing, moving, rattling and scuffing against the rocks, soft and constant, hissing, moving, and alive.

“Are you awake, Matt?”

“Nope, snoring like a lamb.”

“No you’re not,”

“What’s up D?”

“Um, I could hear you when you said goodbye to Cheryl,”

“Oh,”

“I could monitor you and hear Cheryl and monitor her too when she was close to you,”

“And,”

“And I’m sorry I was invading on a personal moment, and I was very surprised at your emotional state and that of Cheryl’s. She really likes you Matt, she had tears as she walked away.”

“Hmm, you know ending a personal relationship is always awkward and often has some pain associated with it,”

“I see that, but I had no idea of the gravity of the effect on either of your emotions.” says D. “It was startling.”

“Humans take their relationships very seriously if they think anything at all of one another. Emotions are a huge part of the human make up.”

“I’m sorry that leaving her made you feel sad, Matt. Emotions are hard for me and I feel bad now about being mad at you for being with Cheryl.”

“It’s ok D, I know it is hard for you. Both Cheryl and I knew when the end came it would be quite sad. But we did it anyway for better or for worse.”

“You humans are so hard to figure out with your emotions.”

“Sometimes we don’t understand ourselves either D.”

“Matt, who was Rachel?”

“Ahh... perhaps another time D.”

“Ok, goodnight Matt

“Goodnight D.”
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Chapter 13: The SSW Device
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Back home we had some very long and complicated discussions on how to best deal with the Daesh encampment. I was pretty much out of my league on something this size, and my experience was the traditional military methods of aircraft bombing, helicopter gunship, drone hellfire missile solutions. All tried and true methods to be sure, but in the venue of extreme dark ops these methods were as subtle as charging in with a tank. Just not acceptable at all I was told. 

D said she has some ideas based on the sand the whole encampment was built on. She went on to say if you shake the sand just so it loses its solidity and becomes for all intents and purposes just like water. Therefore anything on the sand would just sink. It has to do with the pounds per square foot of pressure loading of whatever is placing on the sand. Things which have higher ground loading sink faster than things with low ground loading. I could see the wheels going round in Frosty’s head as D explained it. To me it was pretty much magic.

The Seismic Surface Wave devices or just “the device” is what I call them for lack of a more concise term, were designed by D and assembled by Frosty and I. The actual fabrication had been done stateside. There were four devices actually, a primary and three slaves is the way D describes it. The devices are not particularly impressive to look at as they are the size of microwave ovens by and large. The primary device is a little larger with some dial setting on the upper portion of the device. Each unit has a rubber duck antenna attaching to it and a sort of fat flashlight tube which can rise and lower and swivel. D explains it is for “radiative wireless power transfer” which in itself just explains to me batteries or wires are not required. Excellent I think, as it means something less to have to haul around.

The concept seems right out of sci-fi. We are to put the four devices in place at the four compass headings around the camp. Each device has to have its flashlight tube aligned carefully with the primary device so it could receive power. The primary device is controlled by D and she will use it to create a seismic surface wave or ambient vibration wave at a very low frequency. The primary device and the slave devices are all time synchronized. The primary starts the vibration which passes through the sand to the secondary devices. They echo the vibration and increase the amplitude propagation and send it back toward the opposing device, back and forth, back and forth through the sand. The longer the four systems run the stronger the vibration hence the stronger the seismic surface wave. At a certain point the friction between the grains of sand is reduced to a point where whatever is on the surface in between the four devices will just sink out of sight. I ask what “out of sight meant” and D replies the sand is very deep under the Daesh encampment and we can choose our depth by how long we run the SSWG (seismic surface wave generator).

I ask D if she has done this before and if it will work, which is a perfectly natural question to ask between humans. Many times human designed devices don’t function quite as envisioned and require adjustments, re-design, fine tuning and those sorts of things. But D is not human and is not impressed at all. She fixed me with those big blue eyes and crosses her arms and asks me when anything she has designed and engineered has not worked as per her description. I have to admit she has me there as her stuff always does work as she says it will. D goes on to say her and her sisters have run basically five years worth of computer simulations fine tuning the design of the SSWG and it will damn well work exactly as described, if us humans do our part. I feel chastised for doubting her and said so. I’m not sure she forgives me or understands why I have questioned her judgement.
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Chapter 14: The Wave
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Its dark and its frickin cold. The wind is moaning through the sand dunes and sending the sand sifting, flowing, drifting and flaring up into the air in clouds. Fortunately for me I am in my combat suite so it’s a very comfortable 25 degrees and no sand irritating me. But it’s not so nice for Frosty and he looks miserable in his pretend Daesh outfit, black ski mask and all, although he added goggles in the interests of actually not being blinded by the sand.

D flies me to the primary location with the SSWG device in my lap as I dangle under the quad copter in my harness. We have cloaking turned on to be sure we were not spotted but to be honest the weather is so crappy we could have driven a bus into the site and not been noticed. I hunkered down close to the device with my rifle at ready and scanned the images on my visor. The heat signatures of the town tell me the ISIS terrorists are home and out of the weather. We have not encountered any camp guards on our way in and this makes me nervous. They have to be out there in the sand but I can’t detect them. The damn sand may be partially blocking their heat signatures if they are lying down, which they likely are.

D returns with Frosty and the second device and they set it on the far side of the encampment. Frosty and I align the wireless power transmitter/receiver and they leave to collect the third unit. Still no sign of the damned guards in the dunes surrounding the camp. Surely these dumbasses can’t be so lax as to not have a defensive parameter setup. D is monitoring all frequencies around the camp and basically has them under a complete cone of silence, nothing coming in and no transmissions going out. 

D and Frosty return with the third unit, position it, and we aligned the power TX/RX. I continue to scan the encampment and the surrounding dunes, visually, night vision, infrared, and listen for any communications which might indicate an alert. There is nothing, not a peep, the camp of the living dead. D and Frosty leave to pick up the fourth and final unit.

With the final unit in position to close the open side of the square, we align and wait, all is calm. D switches on the primary unit, a soft red glow from one of the dials is the only indication it is alive. One by one the other three units come on-line and their respective dials light up.

“Is everyone set,” asks D.

“Fine here,” I say.

“All good over here,” says Frosty.

“Frosty, I want you over at the primary unit in the event we have difficulty,” says D.

“Matt, I want you and your rifle with me and we are going to be overhead for air support during this operation.” says D.

Frosty arrives and we give one another a knuckle bump as we pass. I latch in under the quad copter and up we go. 

“Still no sign of any defense parameter guards, which concerns me, so stay sharp,” I say.

“Roger that, ok, I’m starting the primary SSWG, there will be nothing to see or feel for the first few moments until the waves begin to propagate.” advises D.

We circle the encampment at about two hundred feet of altitude, fully cloaked. It is dark but I can still see with regular vision and of course clearly with night vision. Nothing is moving around the external parameters of the camp. After two laps I hear Frosty.

“We are starting to get an effect in the sand about forty feet in front of the primary unit. The sand seems to be vibrating and drifting in the wind more there than elsewhere.”

“The same thing will happen in front of the other units. Keep watching as when the waves reach the correct level the sand is going to look like it is boiling, and then things are going to happen fast.” says D

D and I continue our laps over the camp. I can see the boiling beginning to form in front of each of the devices and I watch as it spreads. It seems I can detect just on the edge of hearing or edge of feeling a very, very low frequency grumble. Maybe it’s my imagination and I am just sensing based on suggestion and nothing else.

“Ok guys, look sharp, here it goes!” warns D.

The boiling sand has reached the center of the camp and its intensity increases; the sand is vibrating up a couple of feet in the air and being whipped around in clouds by the wind. Unbelievably, like something from a horror show or nightmare, the trucks and jeeps begin to quickly sink into the sand, just plop and they are gone, followed by water tanks, fuel tanks, satellite dishes just sink out of sight. 

We see the lights come on briefly in the barracks and Daesh terrorists start running and screaming out of the buildings and are immediately swallowed by the sand, just like they had stepped into water. Next the temporary buildings begin to tip over and sink out of sight. The Daesh rats are terrified and crawl out of windows and scurry onto roofs only to view a scene of horrific nightmare proportions. The entire encampment is sinking, sliding and being swallowed by the sand. 

The low frequency rumble is clear and guttural now as the SSWG’s reach full power and wave propagation. The tents just drop straight down into the sand like they were pulled under by a hand. The barracks and any remaining temporary building sink heavy end first, as the bathroom and water tanks at the back of the building pull them down first leaving the building vertical in the air for seconds. More Daesh crawl out the doorway and jump to save themselves only to sink immediately without a trace, a strangled scream and they are gone. The wind has picked up and the sand that is free and vibrating is gathered up by the wind and driven in great clouds into a blinding sandstorm.

D and I continue with the laps but at a higher altitude out of the thick sandstorm. Looking down it is like the whole encampment is being flushed in a giant toilette bowl. I catch a flash of infrared in my visor and turn to identify. Finally the defensive parameter is appearing. They were farther away from the encampment than I had bargained, but they are coming in now as they can here the deadly rumbling. I bring my gun to bear on the first and whack him into a bag of hot dead meat. As D and I are invisible we fly directly above the incoming guards and shoot them all, quick easy and efficiently. 

When we turn and move back toward the encampment there is nothing there, it is all gone, swallowed in the sand. All that remains are the four devices, Frosty, and a hell of a sandstorm being generated over a three block radius. 

“I’m going to drop you by Frosty and take him back to our camp. Keep an eye on things and kill anything that moves.” instructs D.

“Roger that,” I reply as I unlatch and help Frosty into the harness and latch him up.

I crouch by the primary device almost debilitated by the pervasive rumble. It makes your head ache, fucks up your vision, makes your teeth ache, and you feel it in your bones. Instinctively I look at my feet to ensure they are not sinking. They aren’t, but the sensation is they might at any second. Then without warning the rumbling begins to fade. The sand begins to stabilize out in front of the devices and as I watch the sand solidifies as the rumble fades to nothing.

“Well, are you satisfied, did it work as advertised or what?” D demands.

“Jesus, it was fucking unbelievable, horrific, and nightmarish, what a hell of a device D, I won’t doubt you again!” 

“Good thing human, or next time I might put you on the wrong side of the device.” 

“How far down are those Daesh terrorist bastards?”

“Our calculations and subsequent monitoring say they are 38 feet below the surface,”

“Wow, any chance they can dig their way out?”

“No way in hell, as they are all smothered in the sand. In addition when sand has been shaken it becomes a very compact solid mass afterwards. Just like blown or shoveled snow is much harder than when it falls. They are encased and entombed for eternity.”

“Holy fuck D, that’s outstanding, terrifying, but outstanding!”
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Chapter 15: More Contracts
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Not twenty-four hours has elapsed since our work at the Daesh desert encampment. As a matter of fact Frosty and I are still taking shifts driving out of the desert, predominantly at night, as it was just safer that way and we choose not to be too obvious. As usual D was chattering away to us on a multitude of topics, not the least of which was navigational directions.

“Well, well, well,” chuckles D. “That certainly did not take long.”

“What didn’t take long?” asks Frosty.

“We have been contacted again for another assignment.” replies D

“Be serious, we haven’t even extracted ourselves from this one.” I mutter, as I maneuver the MAN beast around a clump of fridge sized rocks.

“That may very well be, but we have been contacted with another assignment.” says D.  “Not surprised actually as I have been noting a huge jump in comm traffic in the USA, Europe and Middle East. Seems everyone is a flutter about an item which suddenly disappeared in the North African desert. But no matter where any of them look they cannot find what went missing. The Daesh terrorist rats are particularly pissed off about this as they look like hugely incompetent bunglers when they lose a whole encampment.”

“About the time it would take for a couple of satellite passes observing and verifying the Daesh camp has disappeared from the given location co-ordinates, and maybe a second verification from a Global Hawk drone.” says Frosty.

“Exactly,” says D. “Want to know where we are off to?”

“Let me guess,” I say, as I paw the steering wheel back and forth as the MAN sways along in its rumbling rock and roll motion.

“One guess each, that’s all you get,” smiles D.

“I guess France,” I say.

“Bingo, aren’t you the bright young chauffeur?” teases D.

“Stands to reason, they have some serious terrorist cells in France which are becoming well more than a passing pain in the ass. And the French President is seriously pissed off the killings, bombings, and shit-storms which are happening on his watch. He wants it stopped RFN.” notes Frosty.

“What’s RFN?” asks D.

“Right fucking now,” I chuckle.

“Oh man, I should have guessed,” giggles D.

“What course setting navigator,” I ask.

“Just checking, yes this will provide nicely, same course for the next couple of hours. Then switch to a north heading of 340 degrees to Sidi Bel Abbes instead of turning west back to Rabat. There is a joint civil and military airbase there we can use to get airlifted to France.” replies D.

“Aren’t we going to draw attention rumbling around in this truck?” asks Frosty.

“Unlikely, this is a major mustering point for race crews for the Paris Dakar Rally which used to run here. The rally is in South America now, but the race teams still fly into this airport for testing in the desert. All vehicles are flown in and out in containers, just like mine. Well, not nearly as nice or decorated as fine as mine, but a container none the less.” replies D. “So people are not going to pay much attention to what looks like another race team doing development testing.”

We sway and roll along in silence for a while. Each lost in their own personal world of speculation on what we might be doing in France. Frosty was the first to speak.

“This France gig could be very lucrative and relatively easy work. Not like trying to make a whole fricking encampment disappear into the sand. These terrorist cells are generally small two or three man operations and the cells are scattered around in various locations. This really works in our favor. D will be able to eavesdrop on all communications and find the terrorist cell in question and the location. We use the drone and cloaked invisibility to come in at night, infiltrate the premises, kill the one or two terrorist operatives, and take pictures of the handiwork which will show up anonymously to the French Press. We will conduct exactly the type of terrorist strategy the Daesh pukes are attempting to use on the French public. As a matter of fact I think we should not use the pulse rifle at all, and instead use a Glock 34, 9mm with a Gemtech Suppressor using untraceable Mexican 147 grain subsonic ammo to make it look like conventional French soldiers and agents are killing the terrorists. And as the terrorists like to behead their victims we might consider head shots for killing these diseased rats. What do you think of those ideas?” asks Frosty.

“I think you calling the terrorists “diseased rats” is my expression, go find your own.” I mutter, and go back to yanking on the big steering wheel.

“There are aspects of your plan Frosty which have a great deal of merit. I can easily monitor all communication frequencies and find the targets using reverse cross vectoring, in addition to hacking into French police and secret service databases to get current terrorist cell locations. I quite like the use of a common caliber handgun for the killing as it throws suspicion away from us using the pulse rifle. The powers to be would know the difference in the kill methodology and know it was not the French who were doing the killing. Invisibility for the drone copter and Matt are the “piece de resistance” as we will never be seen coming, going or during.” says D. “However I draw the line at sending pictures or videos of our work to the French Press. That’s inappropriate, if the French wish to publish pictures of the dead terrorist they can. But we should just be concerned with the quiet and effective elimination as per the contract, nothing else.”

“I kinda have some issues with the plan, it seems like the French guys like the DRM, COS and 13th RDP are doing all the ground work and intelligence and then we are swooping in for the kill based on stolen Intel. If I was with any of the French agencies I would be more than a bit pissed about this. It is for all intents and purposes an insult to the French capabilities.” I wonder out loud.

“And how do you see this different from Mexico, Alberta, or Algeria? This is what we do. We are invisible, non-existent, specialized contractors who don’t follow any laws or rules, just make problems die and go away. This is not about fairness and who did the groundwork, this is about body count of dead terrorists and nobody knowing what the fuck happened.” replies Frosty.

“For all anyone knows Matt, the terrorists could be cleaning their own house because they feel they have been compromised and want to be sure none of their players are left to be turned to rat them out.” says D. “You also need to remember we don’t get to kill every terrorist in France, so I think there is plenty to go around for all the agencies. We’ll get a list of particular nasty buggers for us to terminate, and no one except a few senior execs in the uber secure parts of maybe two agencies will even realize we are operating in France.”

“Not going soft on us are you?” asks Frosty.

“Nope, not at all, you both are correct. I just kinda lost track of who and what we are there for a couple of minutes.” I muse. “Oh and why specifically a Glock 34 with Gemtech Suppressor and 147 grain subsonic Mexican ammo to eliminate the terrorists?

“Because we have two of them with the ammo supply in our armaments and we don’t have to fool around attempting to purchase illegal arms.” replies Frosty with a big grin.

“Change course at the next turn to the right and we’ll begin heading North to Sidi Bel Abbes and the airport. I’m working on the documents for “official” air cargo transportation to France.” says D.

“How about the guy we rented this MAN beast of a truck from? Is he gonna be pissed and whining about his truck winding up on the other side of Algeria?” asks Frosty.

“Took care of it already boys,” replied D. “Paid him twice his fee we agreed on, for the one way trip, and gave him a bonus to forget we ever did business. He was delighted.”

“Jesus D,” I chuckle. “And here we think you are just a pretty face along for the ride to entertain us.”

“Guffaw, you humans are so ineffective, you have to have two hands and two arms just to try to find your ass.” chortles D.

“Wow, nice one D!” cackles Frosty.
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Chapter 16: Monster
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“Matt... are you awake?”

“Kinda, flopping around in this damn truck doesn’t make for a very good sleep for me.”

“I was watching a movie.”

“Well, that’s just totally unfair; you watch movies while Frosty and I try to drive our way out of this damn desert.”

“The movie was the Avengers, and I have questions.”

“I’ll answer them if I can D.”

“Am I a monster?”

“Jesus D, why would you ask such a thing?”

“Well I’m not human, and I have significantly more than human capabilities, similar to the Sci-Fi monsters in the movie. So does that make me a monster?”

“No D, you are not a monster, not at all.”

“But I engineered the death of all Daesh terrorists at both of the encampments.”

“Monsters are not necessarily entities with advanced capabilities D. They are most often plain human. Hitler was a monster and he had no special capabilities. Ethnic cleansing of Jews in WWII, or the middle ages Catholic Church cleansing opposing other religions and non-believers. Monsters are those who believe their way is the only way and attempt to kill all who oppose.”

“True, but we killed everyone in the encampments Matt.”

“We did in an attempt to halt the Daesh monsters determined to kill all who disagree with their four hundred year old vision of reality, D.”

“So we are defending ourselves by killing monsters in the form of the Daesh rats.”

“I certainly think so D, some very smart people built you, and with the help of Frosty and your own intelligence, you have learned to be significantly smarter than we are. You are a wonderful entity, and eminently qualified to help us defend ourselves against the Daesh encroachment.”

“I like that Matt; I’m kinda like Jarvis, Tony Stark’s AI System. I like the parallel and similarity.”

“Jarvis is a very good parallel D. We could never do what we do without you, and you’re absolutely indispensable!”

“Thanks Matt, you make me feel good, I like your logic.”

“You’re welcome D, goodnight.”

“Goodnight Matt.”
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Chapter 17: Sidi Bel Abbes
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It is ferociously bright sunlight, and sizzling hot by the time we made it to Bel Abbes. We don’t see too much of the city, more just the highway system and the roads leading to the airport. Frankly it’s just fine with us as we are worn out. Well, Frosty and I are done like dinner from our clandestine activities, and from alternating shifts wrestling the MAN beast truck back out of the desert. The MAN has been a very solid ride and I have a lot of respect for the truck and its capabilities. I certainly would not hesitate to use one again. In addition I can see significant advantages over the semis built in North America, particularly in the suspension system. All eight wheels on the MAN are independently articulated for a very controlled, smooth ride, with ridiculous off road traction capability.

“It stinks here!” announced Frosty.

He is slumped in the passenger seat smoking his umpteenth cigarette of the day.

“Not as bad as the port at Rabat, but it still stinks.” says Frosty.

“Poor sanitation, I suppose,” I mutter, as I wrestle the truck around a corner as we close in on the airport.

“It’s amazing more people don’t die than what do given the sanitation issues.” replies Frosty.

“But how do we know, or anyone know, how many actually do die here from sanitation issues?” I ask.

“Well that’s true as there are very poor public records, along with the poor infrastructure and associated services.” agrees Frosty.

“Did you know close to five million people die per year worldwide from poor sanitation and polluted water? I ask Frosty.

“Oh be serious,” mutters Frosty.

“I shit you not boss, some five million people.” I confirm. “Five million fucking people!”

“And you know this because...?” asks Frosty.

“Saw a television documentary on Dean Kamen and his Clean Water Machine.” I reply.

“Who the hell is Dean Kamen?” asks Frosty idly.

“Know what a Segway is?” I ask.

“Yup, the two wheeled balancing thingy,” replies Frosty.

“Then you know who Dean Kamen is.” I say. “Know what else?”

“No, but you are gonna tell me aren’t ya?” yawns Frosty.

“Yup, Kamen could not find a distribution system for his clean water machines worldwide. Isn’t that a bastard? I ask.

“So he invented a clean water machine but couldn’t get it to those who need it?” asks Frosty.

“Exactly, Coca Cola Corporation finally stepped up and agreed to help him with distribution worldwide.” I reply.

“Why Coke?” asks Frosty

“They needed a source of guaranteed clean fresh water to mix into the syrup to make coke. Apparently some remote poverty stricken countries revolted and burned the Coke facilities as the water they had been using in the Coke was polluted.” I say.

“For fuck sakes,” mutters Frosty.

“I hate to interrupt your fascinating conversation boys”, says D. “But drive up beside that transport truck over on your right and let’s get these arrangements finalized to get airborne and out of here. We have places to be and things to do!”

Despite the stink of the place, and despite what we might think of the capabilities of the infrastructure and perhaps of the seemingly semi-hysterical people of Sidi Bel Abbes, they prove to be particularly efficient and straight forward in confirming the air cargo reservations. There is a Russian cargo plane which has room for us, and D with her sea-can. In short order D is winched aboard the drop down loading ramp, secured to the floor locks, and Frosty and I drag in our bags and flop into a couple of the troop carrying net seats. It seems like we were asleep as soon as the tail ramp is closed and we begin to taxi. D is busy learning everything there is to know about the workings of the Tupolev Russian cargo plane. No doubt within the hour she could take control and fly the damn thing complete with landing in France. Frosty and I could care less, we sleep!
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Chapter 18: France
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After careful consideration we select to fly into the Paris Beauvais Tille airport. It’s an old airport built in the 30’s and used by both German and Americans during the Second World War. The proximity to Paris and ease of use as a smaller airport made it look very attractive for our purposes. That we needed to rent a semi to transport D and her sea-can some 80 kilometers to Paris is of little consequence to us. In fact it’s an advantage as depending on what area of Paris we need to get close to we can park the semi in a truck stop on the outer area of Paris and use the quad copter at night to slip in and out of the required location.

“We have a slight complication boys”, says D.

“Do I want to know how bad a complication?” asks Frosty.

“The French have found out an out of country Operative is going to be hitting some high ranking terrorist targets. And we are the “Operative” in question.” replies D. “Of course they have no idea who we are.”

“Jesus, how in the fuck did this come to light?” I curse.

“Likely the same way we find out the intelligence we use, by monitoring so called secure channels and knowing what to look for and an awful lot of luck on their part.” says D.

“We shouldn’t feel too bad as the French DRM and COS are arguably some of the very best intelligence gathering agencies in the world.” says Frosty.

“Are we compromised and do we to have to disappear?” I ask.

“Not at this time, they have no idea of the Operative, but they have a sense of the targets.” says D.

“So there is going to be extra eyes watching everything about the targets?” I ask.

“Yup, that’s a logical assessment.” says D. “They will likely employ sat recon along with conventional means. But they have no idea on our cloaking ability or the quad copter. So they don’t know what to look for. And even if they did they could not see us. You can’t catch what you can’t see.”

“Can we renegotiate our price in view of the suspicions of the French authorities?” I ask.

“Not a chance.” says D.
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Chapter 19: Scania
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We look around as best we can in the time frame available but we fail to find a MAN semi-tractor to pull the flatbed trailer D is resting on. The local truckers recommend a Scania semi-tractor unit with a sleeper unit as a very good choice, and although we have little experience with the Swedish made truck we decide to accept the expertise of the locals.

The unit is tall, shiny, and has enough lights on the front to illuminate a football field. It’s a cab over design which is not seen much in North America, whereby the driver, passenger and sleeper sit above the engine and over the front wheels, thereby making the cab a long way off the ground. Sure seemed like climbing up a step ladder to get to the door. This style of truck is popular in Europe as it keeps the overall length of the semi-tractor as short as possible and highly maneuverable.

Once inside the cab is very well appointed with generous leather, attention to detail, good lighting, and fine instrumentation. Visibility is magnificent sitting so high and of course there is no hood line out front at all. The sleeper is roomy with small lavatory, microwave, fridge, TV with DVD player, and computer with USB memory stick input. And naturally a very generous sized bed. The best part is you can stand up in the sleeper to dress and undress. Frosty runs a thick bundle of cables from D’s sea can on the flatbed trailer to the cab and hooks up the various cameras and monitors and we are good to go.

Oh, and did I mention this thing is almost a sports car out on the highway. With over five hundred horsepower from a V8 diesel engine, coupled to a twelve speed auto-shift transmission, driving this thing is next to a Corvette experience. Merging into traffic is an opportunity to see and feel what this wonderful truck can do when turned loose, and let me tell you it is very impressive.

D is busy jabbering away in French to lord knows who and providing us with turn by turn GPS instructions. We are under way on the French autobahn, or the autoroute as they say “en francais,” enjoying the truck and the drive.
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Chapter 20: Monsieur Devereux
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Monsieur Francois Cyril Benedict Devereux, of the House of Capet, is a distant descendant of the Capet Aristocracy who ruled France some thousand years ago. Monsieur Devereux has money, truckloads of money, money not counted, money hidden away from prying legal eyes, money used for bribery, money used for “appreciation” of services or favors rendered, money in every direction, tons of the damn stuff. 

It also seems there is no limit to the money he had for his Islamic girlfriend, Asmara (the beautiful butterfly) Ahmed Bashara, a top quality woman of modeling excellence, an aristocrat of impeccable breeding and education in her own right. Her role was nothing other than keeping Monsieur Devereux’s money flowing into the Islamic terrorist system. Do whatever you need to do woman, but we need the multiple millions per year your “courtesan efforts” allow you to extract from the billionaire French aristocrat. And of course he must never know where the money goes as we cannot risk offending him and having the flow of capital shut off. So the money flows through a complicated network of shell companies.

You could never track these two down and/or even get past first base at trying to get any form of law suit to stick to them. They were the ridiculously filthy rich and they lived completely outside the laws of France, or of any country for that matter. There simply weren’t any laws which had any impact on what they did or how they did it. To attempt to cut-off the flow of terrorist funding was a very simple and fundamental issue. Kill the Frenchman, and his significant other. The estate would pass to a son who did not have any Islamic interest or ties. The money flow valve was closed. The new accountants would very quickly see to that. End of case.

Monsieur Devereux and the lovely Asmara, along with their huge support entourage, lived in the very rich suburb of Neuilly Sur Seine, some seven kilometers from the center of Paris. They occupied a multiple story stone building of utterly immense size and architecture.

“I have found Monsieur Devereux’s building has a Euronet Security system installed. No surprise as it’s one of the best engineered in the business.” says D.

“But I am sure you can hack your way into the system and also into the Euronet data base to find the layout of the Devereux mansion, can’t you D?” smiles Frosty.

“Mais bien sur, mon ami, mais bien sur.” replies D with a chuckle.

“Very funny, is that a yes or a no?” I mutter.

“Wouldn’t be worth shit if I couldn’t would I?” replies D. “So it would be affirmative.”

“Suggestions on how we get in?” ask Frosty.

“At night from the roof is the only way and there are guards up there who will need to be neutralized.” replies D.

“How close can we get to them, is there a place I can snipe them with the tranq gun? I ask.

“Looks like a shot of over a hundred yards will be the closest you can get.” answers D.

“That’s a long way, and will require modification of the tranquilizer pistol. I’ll need to install a scope, longer barrel and a butt stock, to say nothing of increasing the propellant charge.” mutters Frosty.

“Is the shot from a neighboring rooftop? One hundred yards is an awful long way for a tranquilizer gun.” I ponder.

“It’s actually two rooftops away to get the angle and cover you need to make the shot and not be seen.” says D. “And I think you will need help to get all three without an alarm.”

“So you are saying we need another tranq gun on the quad copter, is that where this is going?” asks Frosty.

“It’s likely the best way as I can only carry one of you in there at a time and we only have one invisibility suit.” replies D.

“Shouldn’t be a problem at all, I can attach the spare pistol to the copter easy enough.” says Frosty. 

“Well D, it will be a bit of a ticklish situation as you drop me invisible on the first roof and I get set to shoot a guard, then you go straight up out of sight and come down to where you can hit one of the guards and we both fire at the same time.” I say.

“You fire .45 seconds ahead of me actually as I will be much closer than you are and we want them to both fall at the same time.” replies D.

“So our biggest area of exposure is the quad copter flying without cloaking.” ponders Frosty. “You know we really have to get some time off to make those modifications.”

“I have the necessary gear engineered, so it’s really just some fabrication, mounting and testing required.” says D. “It won’t take long at all really.”

“Define the phrase “it won’t take long at all really” would you D?” I ask.

“Like twenty-two hours of work continuous.” replied D.

“Crap!” says Frosty. “That’s two and a half days.”

“Only in human scheduling terms.” replies D.

“If we can do it successfully it is probably well worth our effort as it substantially increases our options for being completely covert.” I state.

“Couldn’t agree more.” replies Frosty.

“Let’s git er dun!” chuckles D.

“Jesus D, git er dun, what manner of speak is this?” I laugh.

“I’ve been watching Larry the Cable Guy on YouTube attempting to understand human’s humor.” smiles D.

“Good lord, how’s it coming along?” I ask.

“Very confusing, humans are eminently confusing, and their obscure humor is just another dimension of confusion.” sighs D.

Sure enough twenty-two hours later just as D had predicted we have installed cloaking on the quad copter. And as a bonus the tranquilizer guns are ready and the pistol is also installed on the copter. D is ecstatic, Frosty and I are completely whipped and need rest.
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Chapter 21: Neuilly Sur Seine
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As is often the case in these type of endeavors getting to the target is the most laborious and difficult part. I am cloaked so I know the guards can’t see me but even so I feel exposed as I sight the tranq rifle over the ledge of the roof. 

D brings up a second small very quiet drone no bigger than a good sized diner plate with her tranq pistol mounted.

“Ready Matt?” she asks.

“Affirmative,” I reply

“Fire when ready Matt,” whispers D in my ear.

With a “Klunk” I send the dart on its way to the first guard. As it hits and he falls I see the guard D tranq’d drop to the roof. One to go and I’m ready as he comes around the corner of the roof. “Klunk” and he’s down on the roof before he can raise the alarm.

“Nicely done,” whispers D. “I’m right above you ready for pickup.”

“How many drones can you fly at one time D?” I ask.

“You wouldn’t believe me if I told you the number.” chuckles D. “Just latch in and lets go.”

D brings us in cloaked with the quad copter and I slip onto the roof of this modern day castle. I note the guards lying in tranquilized disarray. D “adjusts” the security system such that I can open the door to the roof HVAC and elevator service area. Then I move quietly down the stairs to the top floor to the master suite for Devereux and Asmara. Jesus, some incredible suite, it is as large as most folks houses. From there it is a short trip to the opulence of the sleeping/lounging area where the French aristocrat and his woman are.

I slip quietly into the very large, very upscale, very stylish bedroom. Dark rich woodwork, subtle indirect lighting, rich smell, soft music, thick expensive carpeting, nice, oh so very nice and luxurious, best money can buy. 

Viewing in regular, and infrared, to ensure I do not trip any burglar alarm beams, D watching and murmuring in my head. The closer I got to the actual sleeping area the safer it gets as nobody sets alarms between themselves and the bathroom. Get up at night to pee and set off a burglar alarm and have a couple of security guards come galloping in while you are standing there buck naked, nope I don’t think so.

It turns out I could have ridden a straight piped Harley motorcycle right into the bedroom and stopped beside their bed and they would not have paid me any attention. They were completely immersed, sweating, and naked as jaybirds, in ‘flagrante delicto’. I shot them both in the head, one shot each. “Puff- thok, Puff- thok”, they had no idea what hit them. The suppressed Glock and the subsonic ammo made less noise than their sexual activity had been making.

“Not a bad way to go at all,” I muttered.

“How so,” asks D.

“Because they were completely occupied with sexual sensory overload and enjoying themselves and never felt the bullets that killed them. So, it’s not a bad way to go at all, mid-orgasm.” I reply.

“You humans are a peculiar lot.” whispers D.

“If you had sex D, you would understand.” I reply.

“Now is not the time for sexual discussion, human!” retorts D.
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Chapter 22: A Strawman and the Enforcer
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Back at the truck stop we gather for an operation debrief. 

“There was very sophisticated security on the Devereux’s building,” says D.

“How did you bypass it?” asks Frosty.

“I didn’t, just let it trigger and blocked all the out-going signals. It was quicker and easier that way and everyone will know entrance was via the roof as we tranquilized the guards. They will be hollering their heads off now under interrogation. So it was just easier and quicker to contain the whole building in a signal blocking envelope!”

“Should I ask what the “extra” security was or is it better I don’t know? I ask.

“On the roof top of one of the adjacent buildings was a FLIR and RADAR site which was watching the Devereux’s building.” responds D.

“And so you did what?” asks Frosty.

“I just added static to disguise us and absorbed their alarm signals, crude, but effective for the brief time we were in the area.” smiles D. “But here’s the irony, it was the US government doing the surveillance!”

“Really, how interesting,” muses Frosty.

“You gotta be fucking kidding me?” I growl.

“Nope not kidding, and very interesting, as our gov’t is working hard to get a handle on who and what we are. They are extremely uncomfortable as we are unknown and they have no leverage on us.” says D.

“Nice, that’s why we pay you the big bucks D,” I say.

“That’s right human, so the next time I want new paint in my office you hop to it, no whining or grouching!” smiles D.

“Excellent job D,” says Frosty, “Now what have we got on the next two Islamic terrorists. And why is it we need to hit them as opposed to the local constabulary doing it?”

“Looks to me like the local constabulary could do the job very well. I suspect this is a setup once again by the US gov’t to try and collect data on us. So we might want to discuss how much, if anything, we allow them to learn.” says D.

“Have I mentioned how aggravating it is to me to have to fight both the terrorist diseased rats and our own gov’t wanting to stab us in the back? Have I mentioned this?” I rant.

“Yeah buddy, several times at least. Sorry, but it is the nature of the beast we are dealing with.” says Frosty.

“What we do next and how we do it is delicate.” muses D.

“I think we should perform the operations and neutralize the targets even though we are under extreme scrutiny. Sidestep their best security measures, but we might consider leaving a small indicator on the bodies to show we know the US gov’t has set us up. Maybe a small US flag, or a US dollar bill, or a uniquely American coin.” ponders Frosty.

“How about a nice Texas coin, that’s uniquely American. We can jam it down the dead fucker’s throat.” I grump.

“Actually not a bad idea from the both of you,” says D. “I can get a Texas Metal Coyote coin on eBay.”

“Ha, way cool, I love the concept and I’m sure the US pricks will get the message.” smiles Frosty.

“However,” muses D. “We must consider the downstream effects of sending a signal to the US gov’t indicating we know what they are up to. This then begins a process of escalation whereby their efforts to ensnare us become more and more intense until such time as we cannot work at all or we are exposed. Neither of which is a desirable outcome. So I lean to one of two options, don’t let the US gov’t know anything and remain as invisible as possible to keep their ensnarement efforts to a minimum, and/or to feed them a pawn to sidetrack them in a different direction entirely. With little effort we could fabricate a fictitious agent who is perhaps a rogue terrorist of some sort that is running wild. Perhaps even a “turned terrorist” to really “muddy the waters of inquiry with the stick of precaution” and thereby cause confusion on both sides of the fence. We could insert a vague picture of an Islamic Muslim terrorist into their security systems and call him Juthamah. The name loosely translates to nightmare. Rather appropriate don’t you think?”

“Bloody hell D, you have been watching spy movies haven’t you?” asks Frosty. “You are suggesting building a strawman, and you are quoting from Rudyard Kipling’s book, Kim!”

“As a matter of fact I have and I am reading novels on the subject and learning and grooming the accepted methodology of the tradecraft. The Russian agent tradecraft is some of the very best, I must say.” replies D.

“I sure like the concept of sending these prick agents off on a wild goose chase to shift the focus away from us completely. While I tend to be confrontational I also see little benefit from entering into a “pissing contest” with the US gov’t.” I add.

“What is a “pissing contest” Matt? Who would do such a thing?” asks D.

“It’s just a slang phrase meaning “to find out who is better between two or more parties”, in reality it is a useless contest which wastes huge resources and causes a great deal of stress and tension for little if any gain.” replies Frosty.

“Humans are certainly a curious lot. Nevertheless obfuscation and miss-direction are two basics of effective agent tradecraft.” says D.

“I must confess D, this is a rather elegant approach to address a security risk to ourselves and I quite like it. Not too difficult to leak the security camera image and his name in certain circles in the deep net, I presume?” asks Frosty.

“Not hard in the least,” chuckles D. “You underestimate the power of the sisters and I to create a subtle but credible audit trail for Juthamah the strawman. With our access to computer networks, servers, and data banks we can have a profile assembled in hours.

“Then make it so,” replies Frosty.

“Ah, Captain Piccard, if I am not mistaken, from Star Trek,” observes D.

“Sweet, now who is this Islamic rat which is going to have a very bad day?” I ask.

“Oh we have a real dandy in this piece of work, his name is Abdul Muntaqim Hashim. His name meaning “he who punishes wrongdoings”, how about that for starters?” says D.

“Be serious,” I chuckle.

“I am, these Islamic dudes are very serious about their naming conventions.” replies D. “Anyway he is a widely used enforcer/interrogator of internal fellow terrorists and general Islamic public. Of course, also for any prisoners they might capture, including the most prized of all, any American captives. In addition he is an active participant in the ritual beheadings of prisoners. Adding to his skill sets, his interrogation techniques includes amputations, and drilling holes in victims, utilizing his portable Black and Decker skill saw and matching 1/4 inch drill. He is just one handy kind of guy and probably uses duct tape too.”

“And where might we find this particularly handy fellow?” I inquire.

“Ah, there’s where the difficulty comes in as he is always on the move and declines the use of cell phones.” says D. “However he operates almost exclusively from the Strasbourg Saint-Denis area in the north central part of Paris. The area maintains a heavily Muslim community, with a strong percentage of North-African immigrants. So we have him localized, so to speak.”

“How is our French and US intel on this POS, D?” asks Frosty.

“POS, what’s that?” replies D.

“Piece of shit D, try and keep up!” I smile.

“Don’t get me started humans; you won’t like me when I’m angry,” chuckles D. “The French, US, Belgium, databases along with Interpol, are very current and up to date on this guy. So our intel is as good as it is going to get.”

“We need a list of known associates who do use cell phones so we can monitor the conversations and locate their position and the probability of our POS.” says Frosty.

“Perhaps we could attempt to blend in to get local Intel and gossip on this guy’s whereabouts,” I muse.

“Not unless you speak French, Arabic, and associated slang fluently, and even then it is a horrible risk to an operative as there are too many undefined variables and actions which could occur. Besides you do not have any of the mannerisms of an Islamic Muslim or of a terrorist.” replies D.

“Well given we have the local populace watching for intruders, and the terrorists very on edge, and the French and US agencies wanting to see who the hell we are, I think the operation at this point is via technology monitoring of the cell phones. Minimize risk, have patience, and see what we can learn,” says Frosty.
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Chapter 23: The Plan
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Three days we wait, watch and monitor. Well D handles all the monitoring, and watching, while her AI sisters burrow through any and all databases for any information on Hashim or who he has any dealings with at all. I can only guess at all the countries most private and personal databases which are interrogated and thoroughly searched by D and her sisters.

It was good for Frosty and I as we had a “do list” of items needing attention. We really had not had much of an opportunity to get to maintenance items since we had left the Dae Sun. It was nice to address these outstanding issues and to have a little down time.

“Gather round boys, I think we have something,” says D.

We convene in D’s sea-can in front of the wall of monitors.

“I’ve got some airborne video images of Strasbourg Saint-Denis where our target is planning to be, providing there are no changes between now and tonight,” says D. “See the three story ramshackle dump on the right, the one looking like it could fall down any minute? Well that’s the place where Hashim is supposed to be tonight as he has a meeting with the guy who is our next target, some Mushira Yaminah terrorist who deals with logistics only. His proficiency is moving people and equipment without notice. Anyway if all this shakes out as indicated we will have two targets in the same building this evening.”

“An opportunity not to be taken lightly.” says Frosty

“Yup, we have to go in and have a look as we cannot take the chance of missing them both and having to chase them all over hell.” I add.

“The weather for tonight is rain, so for the most part this will help us in our cover.” says D.

“Can you clarify “for the most part” for me?” I ask.

“Well you won’t get wet and the electronics are all water proof so we are fine that way. But wherever you stand the rain will not hit the street. You are a “hole in the rain” and as such if people are watching very closely they will notice an area where it is not raining. Not very big mind you but it is there.” says D.

“Lovely, hope it rains hard as people will be too busy staying dry to notice a moving “hole in the rain”. I reply.

“I think the best thing we can do is airlift you into an alley about a block away and let you work your way to the building up the back streets and alleys.” says D.

“And what of the extra security?” I ask.

“Non-existent as far as I can tell as we had a devil of a time finding this POS and nothing in any of the databases suggests the local authorities know where he is. So I think it should be a good stalk given your cloaking and the rain as it will make observation difficult for anyone.” says D.

“It will be difficult once in the building, as I quite expect it to hold other terrorists besides the two we need to whack. So the utmost care must be taken to not make any sound at all out of the ordinary to alert anyone or scare off the logistics POS.” says Frosty. “Do the stalk, get into the building early prior to the planned meeting, wait till you don’t leave wet foot prints, move up to the third floor using stealth, cloaking, and FLIR so you don’t get surprised. Find Hashim’s room, knock on the door, when he opens it shoot him in the head and synch your shot to the thunder so it is masked completely, drag the body back into the room and wait for Mushira Yaminah to arrive, when he knocks grab him into the room and kill him. Proceed back to the rendezvous point for extraction.”

“You make it sound so easy,” I mutter laconically.

“Don’t worry Matt, I’m right there with you and will handle the annoying details, like timing the gunshots to the thunder, speaking the local dialect, and imitating the voice of Mushira Yaminah.” assures D.

“How in the hell are you going to time gunshots with thunder?” I ask.

“It’s easy really; there is a huge upsurge in static electricity in the air right before a lightening strike and subsequent thunder. I know how far away the lightening is and when the thunder will occur based on speed of sound. So I will give you a countdown from 5 to 0. You shoot on 0 and nobody hears anything but thunder.” smiles D.

“You never fail to amaze me D, just never fail to amaze me!” as I shake my head.

“Worth every penny isn’t she?” chuckles Frosty. “Let’s go over the gear once again, then have a short rest and prepare to mount up when it gets good and dark and rainy.”
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Chapter 24: Game On
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I’m geared up, cloaked, latched into the quad harness and ready. It’s raining a nice steady rain; the lightning and thunder are moving our way. It’s time to go.

“Here we go Matt,” says D as she spools up the quad copter engines and we climb into the dark sky. “You’re pretty tense on this one aren’t you?”

“I am, more than normal; it seems there are so many detail dependencies that all have to go just right or the whole operation becomes a train wreck.” 

“We can make it work; I’ve got your back.” 

“Yeah I know, thanks D. I’m really looking forward to giving this fucking Hashim animal a little pay back.” 

The flight is quick and smooth, but unnerving as it’s so dark even night vision doesn’t show much. As we get into the Strasbourg Saint-Denis Islamic Muslim ghetto the occasional still functional street light helps to brighten the view with night vision assist.

We slip quietly down among the buildings in an alley and I disconnect from the harness.

“Your course is plotted and you should be seeing it on your helmet display.” 

“Got it, thanks D, here we go.” 

The alley is dark and in the rain no one is seeing anything. I’m on night vision and forward looking FLIR, there is no one about, not even the feral dogs that must be here. What few buildings in the ghetto can be inhabited are mostly dark with blankets or cardboard over the broken glass of the windows. Rundown stone chipped buildings covered in graffiti. The narrow main streets people might see when passing through don’t look bad, but the side rundown streets are just plain nasty areas.

“I’m picking up some security cameras,” says D as I approach the target building.

“Any warm bodies in the location of the back door I am not seeing?” 

“It’s clear, proceed inside slowly.” 

The doors are junk of course and tend to make groans and squawks as they open, but this one is reasonably quiet and I manage to slip inside and get the door closed. It’s dark and quiet. I wait for the rain to drip off me and my feet to dry.

“Looks like we must be in the right place as I am sensing a minimum of two security cameras on each floor watching the hallways.” says D. “I’m injecting a clear empty hallway signal back to the camera’s and blocking the real signal.”

“Nice, let’s move, I can hear the thunder getting louder.” 

I move down the first hallway to the stairs. Up slowly one step at a time treading on the left and right of the steps to minimize creaks. Second floor is quiet and the hallway is empty.

“We have movement in the room on the left; two warm bodies are up and around.” 

“Ok, just keep an eye on them D and let me know it they look like they are coming out in the hallway.” 

“Stop!” 

The room door opens quietly and a shaggy head pokes out and looks up and down the hallway right past where I am standing. He checks again and then slowly closes the door. D watches him with FLIR and he moves back across the room and plops down in a chair.

“Clear,” says D.

“Jesus, nice catch D.” I mutter.

I move up the stairs to the third floor. At the head of the stairs D gets a FLIR reading in a room on the right of a human and a dog, a big dog. 

“Damn dog,” says D. “It makes things harder, if he comes into the hallway we’re in trouble, as we cannot hide from a dog’s senses and he is gonna bark his fool head off!” 

“Just keep watching and we’ll slip by, the thunder should distract him, I hope.”

At the end of the hall on the left I get a FLIR reading of a warm body.

“Gotcha you sum bitch, how’s our thunder coming along D?”

“Static electricity is rising we have about 3 seconds from lightning to thunder.”

“Ok, tell me when to knock on the door D.”

“Wait...wait...knock,”

I tap the door quietly and watch the person in the FLIR display as whoever it is moves to the door. He asks something in Arabic, D answers using a voice which must be the logistic terrorist’s voice and style. The door unlatches and opens a foot; a face looks out but can see nothing. He asks the question again, and steps out to look up and down the hall.

“Wait...wait...that’s Hashim...wait...5..4..3..2..1..shoot.”

Hashim is puzzled and has turned back into the room, Boom, boom, rumbling thunder rolls, the suppressed Glock jumps in my hand, but all I hear is the thunder. Hashim is hit in the back of the head and collapses straight down. I step into the room; it is lit only by a single candle. Hashim is lying face down on the floor, I roll him over, a chunk of his forehead is missing and oozing dark blood and dark stuff.

“Nice shot,” says D.

“Thanks, couldn’t have got much closer to him, nice work on the timing!”

“We have about 10 minutes to go before Mushira Yaminah shows up. And be aware we are under surveillance in this room. So don’t accidently de-cloak or we are buggered.”

“No problem there D,” as I check for pulse on the remains of Hashim. “I’m going to remove the hard drive from his laptop over there as I bet we can use the data he has on it.”

“Make sure you do not close the cover before you disconnect the hard drive Matt,”

“Why not?”

“The encryption program will automatically encrypt the contents of the hard drive as soon as the cover closes before it powers down. So just leave the cover open, take the back off, and yank out the hard drive, and the encryption program won’t have a chance to run.”

“Well the sneaky bastards,”

“Goes with their occupation Matt, tools of the trade, and all that stuff.”

“For sure, say D can you playback a digitized sound clip over the external speakers on this suit?”

“Not a problem, but why would I want to?”

“When Yaminah shows up I want him in the room listening to what he thinks is Hashim pissing in the toilet. It gives us a bit of time to synch with the thunder.”

“Not bad Matt, an eye for the details, nicely done. You want me to find an appropriate sound clip?”

“Sure and if you can’t we’ll make our own recording for Mushira Yaminah.”

“Well that will be interesting,”

“Not now D, we’re all business.”

“No you don’t understand, I just found out Mushira Yaminah is female,”

“Aw shit you gotta be kidding,”

“Nope, not at all, and I bet that is her just entering the building.”

“And do we have a suitable sound clip for her?”

“How is water running into a bathtub?”

“Lovely, just lovely,”

D and I are watching Yaminah as she moves up through the building. She is stopped by the shaggy guy on the second floor. And at the head of the stairs on the third floor the big dog gets up and moves to the door. It can sense or smell she is there.

“Have we got a thunder count D?”

“I’m on it,”

A gentle knock on the door, who is it, in Arabic comes from D. using Hashim’s voice. A gentle response, and we unlock the door and D starts the water running in bathtub sound clip.

Yaminah enters the room and closes the door, cocking her head to the sound of running water.

“Wait...5..4..3..2..1..shoot!”

Thunder crashes, the Glock jumps and Yaminah drops to the floor. Her hood pushes back from her face. She is young and pretty, and I get a surge of guilt which slowly turns to a burning anger. What the fuck kind of religious freak culture radicalizes pretty girls to waste their lives doing such completely ignorant terrorist activities?

“Matt, your vital signs are spiking, you ok,”

“No I am not ok! I am fucking outraged these Islamic Muslim terrorist diseased rat cocksuckers put me in a position that I killed this young girl.”

“Not now Matt, we need to get our ass’s out of here.”

I move into the hallway, and as sure as hell two steps later the door opens and out bounds the dog with the owner clutching onto a leash. The dog has us immediately, head drops, fangs come out, hair bristles, tail drops and the beast lunges to the end of the leash in our direction growling. The owner is yanked off balance, I have no time for this shit and I am way past pissed off anyway, I shoot them both. “Thunk, thunk!” D doesn’t say a word. I go down the stairs and just as before the shaggy headed bugger sticks his head out. 

“This is for Yaminah, and the dog upstairs!” and I shoot the cocksucker in the face spreading his brain matter on the door.

It’s quiet the rest of the way downstairs and out of the building. The other two warm bodies have not moved, sleeping I suppose. I jog back down the alley really not giving a damn if I am observed or not. The rain has increased in volume and ferocity; no one will notice a moving “hole in the rain”. I latch into the quad harness and D spools up the engines and we rise up out of the squalor and stink of the alley in the rain and into the darkness of the night.
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Chapter 25: Discussion and Confession
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Back at the truck when the equipment is serviced and stored away we gather in front of the wall of monitors.

“The operation was smooth, I show no signals or alarms other than the ghostly images of our strawman we injected into the system, so on that front we are covered and secured.” says D. “And there has been no communication chatter yet to suggest the bodies have been found. No doubt the alarms will be triggering huge activity straight away and the two sleeping people in the building will be killed by the terrorists during interrogation and follow up.”

“We are very fortunate to have been able to collect the remaining two contracts in one location. It’s is very fortunate for us, saves us a ton of work tracking these people down.” adds Frosty

“It went much better than I thought it would actually, given the complexity of some of the details. Full credit to D who handled all the timings on things I don’t understand. I don’t mind shooting male diseased rats but it bothers me to have to shoot a pretty young woman. But it’s just an indignation and anger point with me, and I can get by it.” I say.

“Yaminah had made her choice and was a product of her family and their cultural teachings. She might as well have come into the room with an AK47 on full auto. It’s the same thing, as she was hell-bent on killing you or any enemy one way or another. In this case her smuggling expertise and her contacts for moving men and machinery was what was going to kill you and many others in the form of explosions, suicide bombers, and so on.” states Frosty.

“Yeah I know,” I sigh. “All of us are products of family teachings, community and surroundings teachings, including the physical construct. I know and understand how it works. It’s just I have very positive feelings about killing male Islamic Muslim terrorists, but some remorse for terminating a pretty young woman. And the dog for that matter, it was a damn nice dog.”

“Matt, are you measuring your feelings for shooting pretty women and dogs as similar, in the same breath.” inquires D. “Women are not dogs you know.”

“Jesus D, not at all. I have much more remorse over terminating Yaminah than I do for terminating the dog, if we are measuring levels of remorse. However you need to realize the Islamic Muslims terrorists and their four hundred odd year old dogma teachings do consider women and dogs are at about the same level. And women are treated accordingly!”

“Guys, there is no black and white in such matters as much as we would like to color it so. Humans are creatures of war, even in peacetime they fight and compete over everything they can. In most, if not all incidents of such behavior, the semi-innocents associated with such people are injured. As much as we might like to we cannot change human nature. It is what it is and we work and do our thing within the boundaries of society’s construct.” says Frosty as he slips into his coat and goes outside.

“I know,” I sigh. “Sometimes what we do just sucks, sometimes it’s just in conflict with my upbringing, my personal culture, but most times I’m fine with killing terrorists.”

“Matt, there’s something you haven’t told us isn’t there?” says D.

“About what D?”

“About your past, your University degrees, and about Rachel.” replies D softly.

I’m quiet; memories flood back into my conscious, wonderful memories, terrible horror memories, hurt, blinding anger, and the emptiness of the aftermath.

“Ah shit D, I guess it was only a matter of time, how did you find out?” 

“By accident actually, and then by investigating very thoroughly. You covered it up well. But I monitored flashes of some memories you were having during a nightmare. It made me start thinking and I searched your past more closely. You have a Master’s degree in Sociology; you were doing leading edge work in the field until the incident. After Rachel died you disappeared and joined the military didn’t you? It’s why you have the ability to provide such insightful and completely analytical and real world answers to questions I have about human behavior. That’s also why Frosty wanted you to work with me. He doesn’t know for sure but he suspects your education credentials and he knows a good thing when he finds it. But he doesn’t know about Rachel does he?”

“No, he doesn’t, very few people know.”

“Want to talk about it?”

“No...yes...I’ll share with you D as we are very close. But I prefer it go no farther, please.”

“I’m fine with keeping it to myself, and you are under no obligation to tell me Matt.”

“Thanks D, I owe it to you. This killing of the girl Yaminah brings back some very bad memories. Rachel was the woman of my dreams; we met in University and became a couple very quickly. She was just...perfect and for the first time I felt I became a complete person. We were together for two years while we attended and worked at the University. I had accepted a summer work placement job in Paris and Rachel came with me. It was heaven or as close to heaven as it could be. One night we are walking home from a little Bistro we went to often and three gangbangers got in our faces. They were making comments about how they were going to fuck Rachel and make me watch. One of them grabbed her and I hit him very hard on the side of the head. Turned out I broke his neck, meanwhile the other two pulled out knives and we got into a very ugly knife scrum. In the brawl Rachel was stabbed, I killed the other two pukes but got cut up badly. By the time the police got there Rachel had bled to death. Later after I got out of hospital I found out from the Police the three pukes were not gangbangers at all but were members of a local Islamic Muslim terrorist cell the Police had been having problems with. It was the end of my Sociology work; I grieved Rachel for a long time and still do, and I have a terrible anger about what happened. So I joined the military for the express purpose of killing Islamic Muslim Terrorists wherever I could find them.”

“Jesus Matt, I’m so sorry, I had no idea!” 

“I should have told you earlier, but I just couldn’t bring myself to deal with it again. It’s better that you know as you can understand me better and why I do what I do.”

“I won’t say anything to Frosty, Matt.”

“Thanks D” 

I rest, D is in my mind, I feel better that I have told D about my past and Rachel, we mentally  talk about feelings, talk of injustice, talk of why the world is as it is, talk of what we do, and attempt to come to grips with some of the dirty work we have chosen to do. I’m more at peace than I have been for a long time; D’s presence is soothing for me. I sleep a dreamless sleep.
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Chapter 26: Juthamah
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The effects of the ghostly grainy security camera images of Juthamah, the nightmare, are spectacular. The local papers and Internet News are all over it. D and the sisters have created a literal firestorm in the spook and security communities. Confusion and speculation is running rampant in every direction. The top secret secure encrypted intelligence communications D can monitor are full of Juthamah discussions and his false records of activities D has placed in strategic servers. His audit trail implicates him into a number of our recent missions and others which we have had nothing at all to do with. 

“D, you’re are a genius at seeding the false info with just enough credibility to make the powers that be have to chase all the iterations and innuendoes to earth.” says Frosty with a huge grin.

“Well thanks, but you know the collective spook/intelligence environment is so sensitive it was very easy to incorporate Juthamah. It’s like they were looking for him or someone like him all along.” smiles D.

“Of course they always are.” replies Frosty. “As it provides easy answers to perplexing questions and awkward situations to which they don’t have an explanation. Juthamah is and will continue to be very popular. I expect we have gained several months of distraction time.”

“You rule D.” I grin, giving her a thumb up.

“I rule what. What does rule mean, is it an expression?” puzzles D.

“Yeah, it’s like your capabilities have dominated the situation.” I reply.

“Good grief, you humans certainly have communication issues to add to your litany of challenges, why do your words have multiple meanings?” chuckles D.

“I’m sure it was designed that way along with plenty of emotions just to make it difficult for smart AI systems like you D.” I chuckle.

“Guffaw”, says Frosty.

“Well speaking of challenging and such things does anyone feel like a little trip to Brussels?” asks D.

“What’s in Brussels?” asks Frosty.

“Apparently an Islamic Muslim Terrorist Cleric who needs to be blow up.” replies D.
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Chapter 27: Brussels
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Brussels, Belgium the industrial capital of Europe. All the business leaders and political forces swimming in the milieu which is the heartbeat of Europe are focused in Brussels. For that reason it is the center of Islamic Muslim terrorist’s attacks. Brussels represents a physical presence of all the things which drive the terrorists into a hysterical, slobbering frenzy of jihad activities.

“Our employers want this guy blown up in public. They want to make a statement these insane diseased rats will not be tolerated and killed on sight. Brussels has had enough terrorist shit and they have run out of patience and the usual laborious legal processing of these rats. They want a graphic example now!” says D.

“Not surprised,” says Frosty, “There have been some very nasty attacks there and the terrorist presence is very high. The general public is annoyed, and scared. Even going grocery shopping is a frightful experience. They are demanding the police and governments contain and handle the situation. Unfortunately results have not been forthcoming.”

“How do we propose to get nice and personal with this diseased rat and convince him he needs to wear an explosive belt?” I ponder.

“We don’t need to, we’ll adjust the pulse rifle and make a long sniper shot and blow him to hell that way!” smiles D.

“And how long is a very long sniper shot by your standards? I ask.

“Oh, five thousand yards or so is starting to get interesting.” replies Frosty.

“Holy shit, and how am I going to see this diseased rat at such a distance?” I ask.

“Closed circuit expensive electronic cameras designed for very long distances. They are actually surprisingly common in the TV and movie business.” replies D.

“We’ll adjust the power of the pulse rifle to do the damage we need at that range, then mount it to a tripod synched to the camera lens assembly, and trigger the rifle remotely while you focus in on the asshole by twiddling a button or two on the monitor.” says Frosty.

“Gee, you make this sound too easy guys.” I remark snidely.

“Well, relatively speaking it is not complex with the tools available and the Pulse rifle. We should be able to make short work of this piece of shit.” replies Frosty.

Are we going to do a test fire at that range? I ask.

“We would normally, but trying to find an area where we can do so in Brussels increases our risk substantially. So I will be running the simulation of the shooting with the help of the sisters and you can practice on the simulator. The hardware and associated machinery will be sorted out and solid by the time you are ready.” replies D.

“Where are we going to hit him and how do we keep him from moving?” I ask. “Even with the extreme speed of the Pulse rifle at twelve thousand feet per second, if he moves during the one and a half seconds while the shot is enroute we will miss.”

“The information package I have on this diseased rat says he often speaks in the free speech park at rallies on Sundays. He will be by and large motionless to keep his mouth close to the microphone while he is talking. And as an added bonus he will have many of the party faithful to witness his execution. So it’s a win all around.” smiles D.

“Have we got a location to shoot from?” I ask.

“Nothing specific as yet, but some possibilities, we need you to suit up over the next couple of evenings and we’ll take some little scenic tours with the quad copter and select the final firing sight.” replies D.

It’s overcast, a late fall day and the wind is cold. Heavy gray clouds scud across the sky, it’s almost half light. A monochromatic day, no colors, no leaves on trees, just dull cold gray with threat of rain, I can smell the moisture in the air. Brussels is a city of frequent ominous stone buildings of ancient architecture complete with glaring gargoyles watching down from the parapets on the activities of the residents. A fitting mood and setting for what is about to happen, I muse to myself.

We have selected a stone gargoyle equipped building five stories tall, the roof is flat and equipped with a mechanical building built around the top of the elevator shaft. It contains the necessities for the building, water supply, HVAC, security and elevator electronics. I have set a small platform up against the wall of the mechanical building, so the Pulse rifle and electronic cameras have line of site on the park. The monitors and remote fire controls are on the roof beside the platform where I am squatting, preparing, watching and waiting.

“All set Matt?” asks D.

“Yup, I’m watching the park and the little podium, and all set to fire, but I need a target.” 

“I’m monitoring the conversations and the target will be speaking very soon. Let him get settled and into his speaking rhythm before you take him.” 

“I’ll be on him, just give me the word.” 

The target is a large heavy set man with the traditional black prayer hat, full beard, wire rimmed spectacles over wild psychotic eyes, down turned mouth, black sarong covering his upper and lower body. No idea if he is wearing body armor, but it isn’t going to matter anyway. He gets into his oration full song quickly, standing on the small podium, screaming into the microphone, and flecks of his spit are flying as he waves his arms and emphasizes some very important aspect of his presentation.

The powerful lens, electronic camera, tripod and pulse rifle are all linked and solidly mounted on a platform above me and just high enough for a line of sight to the park some 4970 yards away. Below the platform and out of sight I make delicate adjustments to vertical and horizontal positioning of the reticle. The thin red lit cross hairs of the reticle rest in the middle of the chest of the screaming diseased rat cleric, I am ready.

“All set D, just give me the word.” I murmur.

“Set here, Send it!” comes the soft reply from D.

I carefully touch the red fire button on the remote.

“Thunk” says the Pulse rifle.

On the monitor I see the pulse impact the diseased rat at the moment he has his arms wide and is screaming at the top of his lungs. With a very loud wet “sploot” he explodes in a cloud of red mist and chunks of flesh, his head is ripped off and flies end over end up in the air trailing streams of blood, his left arm is ripped off and tumbles into the crowd, his chest and right arm are torn off his lower body and thrown to the right, his stomach and intestines explode in a dull brown fog color, and his pelvis and legs flop backward and lay trembling and kicking on the ground. His blood, flesh, fluids, and fecal matter are blown onto the crowd for 40 feet in all directions. He is totally disintegrated!

A half second of stunned silence, then screaming mayhem ensues as the assembled crowd thrashes amongst itself attempting to run in any direction, every direction. Flailing, fighting, falling, hysterical people tumbling over one another in complete panic. People lying on the ground knocked down by the crowd or from being hit from parts of the exploding diseased rat cleric. 

Police and ambulance sirens wailing, people rushing away from the scene, the microphone standing naked, alone, serene and untouched amidst the collection of body parts and wet stains. With a gust of cold wind the threatening rain begins to sprinkle down from the dull gray sky.

“Nice shot Matt.” says D.

“Jesus, how much power did you crank that thing up to, the diseased rat just went completely blewie and exploded!” I exclaim.

“Impressive display wasn’t it?” chuckles D. “Just enough power to make a very positive visual statement to answer your question!”

“Guys we need to break the equipment down RFN and get out of here as some bright investigator will have had experience shooting people or varmints and be able to figure out where we shot from and come looking.” says Frosty.

He’s right, I know he is, as I have shot thousands of varmints and I know from what the remains do after they have been hit that a bright lad can examine their placement and calculate a reverse azimuth to where we shot from. Once you know what to look for it is like leaving a sign pointing back at the shooter. 

I break the gear down and store it into the cases. D comes in with the quad copter and I attach its sling to the gear and she hauls it up and away back to the truck. It’s raining heavier now, the cold rain slanting down. I’m warm and dry in the suit and invisible with the cloaking turned on. Through the Pulse rifle scope I can see the Police and special investigators walking through the mess sticking little flags in the ground, taking pictures, and writing notes. They look miserable in the rain. Miserable and not too interested in what they are doing. But investigative processes must be followed regardless of the weather or the lack of interest in the victim.

D is back.

“Come on sailor, let me give you a ride.” say D.

“Outstanding,” I reply as I clip in to the harness. “Giddy up”

Invisible and quietly we lift up from the roof top, swing out and around and head back toward the truck some miles away at a convenient truck stop.

Back at the truck we gather in D’s sea-can and watch the wall of monitors. The news feeds are full of the Islamic Muslim Cleric exploding and of a blurry feed from a security camera of a shadowy figure of Juthamah. Those few grainy video frames are from a security camera on a building which is some one thousand yards from the park, but on the same shot line from where we actually did the shooting. The natural tendency will be for the public to conclude the Daesh rats are killing one another.

“Nice work on the grainy security vids D,” I say. “They look just tantalizing enough to be authentic.”

“The sisters did a great job of them didn’t they?” replies D. “And of allowing them to be leaked/discovered by some of the keenest investigative reporters.”

“It all plays very well and very credible, and the operation has executed very smoothly.” says Frosty. “I have no comments on how to improve it at all, we should be extremely proud of our work.”

“For sure, and just for the record, I have no remorse whatsoever for exploding this guy, not a bit; he was just another Daesh fat diseased rat varmint!” I state.
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Chapter 28: Kukri
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We are relaxing in D’s sea-can and chatting on this, that and the other, including maintenance items which need to be done.

“I have some ideas around our straw man terrorist Juthamah.” says D.

“Like what?” inquires Frosty?

“Well as we know the ISIL or Daesh seem to like beheading people for the shock and outrage values of the killing. It’s designed to raise the act of killing to a higher level. No different than the middle ages when they used a guillotine, or had people drawn and quartered to horrify the public into obedience.” says D.

“Ok, with you so far.” says Frosty.

“Are you familiar with Kukri knives?” asks D.

“You mean the nasty machete type blade curved inward from the handle, I think the British army carried them at one point.” I say.

“Yes indeed that’s the knife. It’s a Nepalese tool developed as a utility device and weapon characteristically carried by the feared Gurkha warriors.” replies D.

“Now then, how much do you know about ceramic knives with carbon fiber grips?” asks D.

“Their light, extremely sharp, cannot be detected by metal detectors, but will break if you use them as a prying tool.” I reply.

“Very good Matt, one more question. Ever heard of a vibrating blade or sonic shaft knife?” teases D.

“Good grief, where is this going D?” asks Frosty.

“Well it’s going here. Given the Daesh like to cut off heads, and given our imaginary terrorist Juthamah is a rogue Daesh terrorist, it follows that some of Juthamah’s victims should be beheaded. And to do it quickly and effectively it would be very efficient to use a ceramic Kukri knife with carbon fiber grips and a sonic vibrating blade. It can cut through a four inch by four inch post in one easy swing. If you touch the blade you lose your fingers. The sonic vibrating blade cuts so quickly the spine of the blade can be thicker to avoid breaking if a pry movement is required.” replies D.

“Too bad we don’t have one, or do we?” asks Frosty with a smile.

“Ahh, but we do gentlemen, check the package over there by the combat suit Matt, and please be very careful if you want to keep all your fingers.” chuckles D.

I open the package very gingerly as I like all my fingers and have grown quite attached to them over the years. The contents reveal themselves as a black web harness to sling the knife on the back of the combat suit. The knife sheath is flat black of uncertain material; from it protrudes a black slightly curved carbon fiber handle with larger pommel and deep finger notches. I grip the handle and very carefully pull it out of the sheath. A thumb rise and finger guard keeps my hand well protected from the blade. The spine is thicker than a normal knife and extends out some seven inches on the same slight curve as the handle and then knuckles over for another eight inches to the point of the knife. The cheek of the knife is three inches broad at the widest point and swells down from the point and curves back in a long lazy S shape to the heel. All told the blade is fifteen inches of wet black killing device. It’s utterly gorgeous and purely functional for one task. 

“Mother of god,” I breathe. “It’s singing, I can just hear it very high up in the frequency range.”

“It is doing exactly that,” says D. “The cutting edge is vibrating at an extremely high frequency, so fast you cannot see it move. The high speed vibration allows you to cut through even metal just like a chop saw. Oh, by the way it recognizes you, and your grip is the only one which can activate it. And it shuts down when you place it back in its sheath.”

“And this came from where?” asks Frosty.

“I started thinking about this when we came up with the Juthamah idea. It seemed to make sense, so I asked the soul sisters to investigate ceramic knives and in particular sonic vibro-blades. Of course no sonic blade knives exist, but with some engineering we found a way to construct one. The operational gear is enclosed in the handle of the knife. We’re quite proud of what we built.” replies D.

“Who are the soul sisters? I ask.

“Why, my three backup replications of me” grins D.

“You girls did one hell of a job on this knife, it’s a killer.” I admire as I wave the Kukri around.

“I certainly hope so Matt, as you are going to have a chance to use it soon.” replies D.

“Why whatever could you mean Lady D?” chuckles Frosty.
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Chapter 29: SHAPE
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“Another assignment is what I mean, and this one will test our skill sets considerably.” says D. “We have been asked to “use extreme prejudice” to terminate a prisoner in a high security detention center. He is currently being held at the SHAPE, Belgium Military Base in the interrogation unit where they are attempting to soften him up.”

“SHAPE as in Supreme Headquarters Allied Powers Europe, I presume?” asks Frosty.

“Yup, that’s the one.” says D.

“Soften him up as in how?” I ask.

“As in hanging by his arms from ropes, defecating in his clothes, surrounded by very bright lights and bombarded by thundering thrash metal rock loud enough to loosen fillings, all 24 x 7.  It’s called sleep deprivation and is very effective.” replies Frosty.

“Ah yes, I have heard of the technique. So, why do they want us to kill him, just kill him themselves?” I ask.

“Well your guess is as good as mine, but I would bet that the prisoner may be on the verge of spilling some information that may implicate people on the good guy side that would prove to be very embarrassing if the public got wind of it. So to tie off loose ends they want him terminated.” says Frosty.

“I think you are correct, oh and a couple more things. As the prisoner is on a military base, they use patrol dogs.” says D. “So it’s going to be a challenge, but if Juthamah could infiltrate and behead the prisoner the shit would really be in the wind wouldn’t it?” chuckles D.

“Shit in the wind eh, your vocabulary and slang speech is coming right along D.” I tease.

“Of course this could all just be a setup to get us to kill some poor schmuk for no other purpose than to capture us or learn as much as they can about who we are. Either way I don’t like it!” says Frosty.

“The technology level of the base and the use of guard dogs make this much more of a challenge than we have had to date. I’m confident we can get in and do the job and get out again without a trace as I can bypass their best security systems without much problem. Not by blocking any signals but by looping what they regularly see. The combat suit will not show up on FLIR as it is insulated and will be the same temp as the surroundings. Local radar, motion sensors, floor pressure sensors, and laser trip beams I can intercept and adjust their signals. However the dogs not being technical are a larger problem for me. If they get anywhere close to you they will catch you. Not only from scent, but also by instinct as they can sense the presence of a threat. They may not see you or smell you but they will lead the handlers directly to where you are.” says D.

“So suppose we do get in, do the hit, and get out, what then? Have we not demonstrated that our technology is superior to theirs and thereby got ourselves defined and in a corner, so to speak?” asks Frosty. “We have shown them we cannot be stopped, so we have by demonstration escalated the cat and mouse game. Not to mention what does this do to our Juthamah image which we are promoting. Not likely a rogue Islamic Muslim Terrorist will just saunter onto the base and do the kill. So if we make the kill have we not just killed Juthamah?” 

“Yes and no,” says D. “There is a small group of very high level spooks who know that a certain firm (us) is being given termination contracts. They know they are completed because we tell them so and they can see via their own devices and staff. The fact that we release images of Juthamah is neither here nor there for these spooks and they likely appreciate the concept of seeding a rogue Daesh agent. It diverts suspicion away from them. Keeps the world looking in the wrong direction. The other plodding middle level conventional agencies are the problem as they are attempting to do their job which is to investigate the who and how of these terminations. They have no idea that a higher level group of spooks in the same government is ordering these hits.”

“We need a simple safe distant solution which we can use whereby we have not tipped our hand as to our capability. A smarter solution so to speak, how about we just poison him? They must be giving him fluids to keep him alive. Haven’t we got a nice quick poison we can slip into his water?” I ask.

“I like it.” says Frosty. “We can use our superior ability to invoke a simple solution; thereby sidestepping this confrontation of ability they have setup.”

“Does this mean we do not get paid? I ask. “Did they not ask for this guy to be killed with extreme prejudice, as in beheading?”

“There will be no pay, if no beheading; it’s a push to sidestep the setup. Though we might leak a ghostly image of Juthamah poisoning his water. Just for shits and giggles and to rub their faces in outsmarting them.” grins Frosty.

“My vote is to go in and behead the prisoner so we can get paid. I don’t see a significant strategic advantage to fussing around poisoning this guy for no compensation. That is risk without benefit. The high level spooks do not want us apprehended as it means they have to develop another operative team to do the same work. More risk for them without benefit.” says D as she idly twists her hair around a finger.

“While we could do the invisible combat suit and copter methodology, we could also likely just walk onto the base with all the other folks who work there in various administration positions and go on and off the base every day. With the correct documentation we could blend in and never be noticed. That way the dogs are not going to be a problem as they are not patrolling for intruders during the day.” I ponder out loud.

“We could do that as the confusion and obfuscation of the base staff coming and going would screen our operation nicely. However my position is, it should be Matt, in full combat suit and invisibility that slips in and beheads the prisoner. We have these superior tools and to not utilize them to maximum benefit is neither strategic, logical, nor operationally sound.” says D.

In the end after further discussion, opinions, risk assessment, and more discussions about getting paid or not paid depending on our methodology, we elected to combine the best elements of both plans. It was hard to argue against D’s logic and reasoning as both Frosty and I knew she had a broader grasp and understanding of the playing field. We were the checks and balances and we could not uncover any flaws in the plan we unanimously adopted.

We would use the quad copter and combat suit, full armament, full invisibility cloaking, full security scan and interdiction. Come in low and slow and set down on roof of prisoner cells. I detach drop to the ground, D distracts guard, I slip into the cell behead the prisoner, slip out, scramble back up onto the roof, reattach to quad copter and we get out of Dodge. Nice and clean, quick and tidy. Or so we thought.
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Chapter 30: Op Time
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“Ok sailor, got your gear together, gone to the bathroom, ready for a little morning jaunt?” asks D.

“All set, try to not fly us into the ground, forest, or maybe the antennae farm, ok D?” I chide.

“Ha, just hang on and don’t drop your gun or knife, human!” retorts D.

We move in at 7:45 am in the morning to catch the civilian morning rush onto the base. It’s cool and damp with ground mist and fog. Sounds are muffled; the air is thick, lazy and smells of trees.  There’s a line of people and vehicles streaming onto the base. Folks are in “coffee and get to work mode” and nothing else. Most are irritable and concerned with nothing other than attempting to be in the right place at the right time, just get out of my frickin way and let me get to my damned desk, so typical of everyone on a gloomy morning. Security patrols are shuffling back and forth in a containment arc around the entry points on the off chance some crazy fool would attempt to break into the base. 

D has all the electronic security facilitates covered; everything is looping a clean signal back to the monitoring equipment and guards. Not that we expect any detection anyway, but two levels of safety provision is confidence inspiring.

We move slowly and quietly, invisible at about eighty feet of altitude over the external security fencing of the base, some five hundred yards from the main entrance. Security staff isn’t watching in our direction, and even if they were, they would not see much of anything, perhaps a little haze, nothing else. It’s a short two hundred yards to the prisoner cell complex. Well complex is a fancy word for several well-guarded sea-cans and temporary buildings surrounded by two layers of security fencing. No sign of any dog patrols.

I disconnect and go prone as D settles the quad copter down on the roof, engines slowly turning over. Dropping down the eight or nine feet into the patrol area between the sea-cans I give D the ok.

D activates the door guard’s radio and in his superiors voice orders him to check the patrol alley way in between the buildings where I stand invisible. The guard confirms and steps away from the door and around the corner with his M-14 at the ready. He walks past me and when he is well away from the front of the building I reach out and whack him on the back of the neck. He goes down in a crumpled heap without a sound. I slip around to the front of the c-can and open the door just enough to slip in and pull the door shut. 

The stereo is thundering heavy metal thrash rock loud enough to loosen filling in your teeth, immediately my audio pickups reduce gain and the noise quietens in my helmet. Christ, you can feel the pounding of the music in my chest and stomach right through the suit. Four construction tripods each with two flood lights each surround the remains of the prisoner. The pathetic wretch is hanging by his arms on chains from the ceiling. He is naked and in a pile of his own filth. I immediately think of the old movies of the dark medieval middle ages and the prisoner torture chambers in the dungeons.

No time for such non-productive thoughts, I draw the Kukri and step behind the prisoner, hold his hair with one hand to get his neck positioned and make a short swing with the knife. The blade passes through his neck so smoothly I hardly feel any feedback, his head comes free and I drop it in the pile of human filth at his feet. Blood pulses weakly from his neck. Jesus, this poor wretch was more dead than alive and the beheading put him out of untold misery! 

I am just reaching for the door when a warning blip on my helmet visor comes alive. At the same time D whispers a warning of someone approaching the door. It swings open and a civilian steps in. He can’t see me, and couldn’t see me even if I was visible in an orange ballerina costume, as he is transfixed and frozen by the sight of the headless prisoner. Stunned and mentally pounded by the barrage of heavy metal sound, shocked visually, and choked by the stench, the civilian cannot move a step, he is frozen in horror.

“Well look at this sailor, it’s your lucky day. This is Agent Lockhart, you do remember what a pain in our collective ass this prick has been.” says D.

“Oh man do I, this is for you, ya nosey sonofabitch, it’s payback time!” as I swing the Kukri.

It takes his head off with hardly a jerk to the knife. The head thumps wetly on the floor as his body remains standing spouting blood like a fountain. Very nice!!

“Time to go sailor,” whispers D in my ear. “The dog patrol is coming fast!”

“Oh bugger,” I mutter.

I slip out the door as my screen shows multiple blips, across the compound are three German Shepherd guard dogs coming very hard and fast. Dodging around the corner to where the guard is just beginning to stir and moan, I take a couple of running steps and launch off the guards back. Grab the roof, swinging a leg up over the side and roll onto the roof. The dogs cannot jump onto the roof but they sure as hell know where I am.  I work my way prone to where D and the quad copter are and latch into the harness.  D spools up the engines and we lift up smoothly to ninety feet and move slowly toward the perimeter fence of the base. I look back at the dogs thrashing around in frenzy and mauling the prone guard. The base alarm sirens mounted on towers rev up to an ear splitting howl. There are truckloads of guards tearing across the base to seal off all the entrances and exits.
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Chapter 31: Deviation from Plan
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“Jesus D, these guys are well beyond excited, they are executing a full base lock down. They are reacting to this as a full blown military attack; the base is going on Full Alert!”

“Yup, I’m monitoring the conversations and alarms as we speak. A number of folks are not going to be having a very good day. Not just the prisoner, Lockhart, and that chewed up guard.” replied D. “I’m hearing the military are locking down not only the base but are establishing a five mile security parameter around the base. This is gonna get very tense as we are inside the five mile zone.”

“Christ, does Frosty know?”

“He does and is just getting the semi moving to get outside the zone parameter, as we speak.”

“Where is he going?”

“I have him on a course SSE out of Belgium, and we are going to fly nice and slow, quiet and calm, across country and rendezvous with him.”

“How much traffic are we going to encounter inside the five mile no fly zone?”

“Lots apparently, the military have scrambled a couple of F-22 Raptor fighter jets for over watch and a squadron of AH-64 Apache Attack and Recon helicopters to patrol the no-fly zone. So it’s gonna be busy.”

“Fucking hell, this is not super stealthy is it?”

“That time has passed Matt; keep that pulse rifle ready and your eyes open. We’ll just move along nice and slow, close to the trees to mask any small signature that they might get. It won’t be much and I can intercept the signal, so we should be fine.”

“That’s if the AH-64’s don’t just shoot us out of the sky based on its fire control system.”

“Don’t bail just yet human, they cannot see us, we have little or no radar signature, and negligible heat signature. I can monitor each helicopter’s sensory arrays as to what it’s detecting and can intercept any signals that are pertinent to us, if I have to.”

We are cruising low and slow over lush treed green farmland. Cattle are grazing in contentment; few even look up as we slip quietly by them. The land contour we are following is a slight valley ringed with trees on the high ground. We are below tree level making our way along the side of the valley. I am all eyes and sweaty palms looking for AH-64’s.

“Jesus D, being the hunted is not my idea of a good time!”

“Be calm Matt, Frosty has the semi outside the five mile zone and is moving smoothly, we are making good progress without detection, and it’s a lovely day for sightseeing of the countryside.”

“Very reassuring D, but why are we slowing down close to these cattle, and that grove of trees?”

“Because there is an AH-64 within a half-mile of us and he is coming down the same valley. I want to use heat signature of the cattle, and the cover of the trees to ensure we avoid detection.”

“Jesus christ D, are you sure we want to be that close to an AH-64?”

“Yup, I am, just hold on and don’t accidently shoot at it or we’ll be in a very one sided fire fight.”

The menacing dark green/gray AH-64 trashed and thumped its way down the valley. D keeps the grove of trees between us and the helicopter and stays close to the grazing cattle, which by now are looking up nervously at the increasing racket of the helicopter. The pilot slows as he arrives at the tree grove, pulls in a bit more altitude, pauses over the trees and turns his ship through a complete three hundred and sixty degree turn to get sensor readings in all directions, then noses over and proceeds in his original direction. D moves the quad copter out from the trees and alarmingly follows the AH-64 moving up in altitude to be just below and behind the helicopter.

“Fucking hell D, are you planning on flying formation with this damn thing?”

“Yes, we are, just hang on as this is a perfect spot and we are gonna stay right here until we have to change course heading.”

It didn’t take long at the flying speed of the patrolling AH-64 before D breaks formation and we slowed/sank back to tree level as the helicopter crossed a ridge into the next valley.

“We’re within a couple of miles of Frosty and the semi, however we are going to land on the trailer while we are moving as we don’t want any suspicion from stopping.”

“Jesus D, any other really neat surprises I should know about?”

“Nope, that about covers it, been a fun filled flight hasn’t it?”

“Ha, you are a piece of work aren’t you D?”

“Hey pal, we’re here alive and well aren’t we, so don’t be complaining, it’s not too late to drag you through a few trees tops to improve your demeanor.”

“Duly noted D, you have a strong argument. Is that Frosty and our semi down there?”

“It is for a fact.”

“What do you want me to do in this non-stop landing D?”

“No screaming about crashing would be nice, can you handle that? And make sure the nacelle clamshell doors on the roof of the trailer don’t flutter and get blown off as we dock.”

“Right, got it, I can handle the doors, but the not screaming may be more difficult.”

D guides us in smoothly over the semi. Frosty has slowed on an uphill grade to some forty miles per hour. He flips the switch for the nacelle clamshell doors and they open up and we slip in smoothly and lock into the docked position, as the clamshell doors close above us.

“Home again, home again, riggadejig.”

“What the hell is that gibberish Matt; you whack your head on the doors on landing?”

“An excerpt from the movie Blade Runner, check it out D, you’ll like it.”

“About time you got here, out there flying around and having all the fun while I’m trying to keep us from being arrested and shot as spies.” says Frosty.

“Good to see you too pal, how’s that driving going?” I tease.

“Better, since I picked up you hitchhikers. I was getting concerned with our deviation from the game plan.” says Frosty.

“Well it’s hard to keep D under control, after we got the killing done she was all for a cross country scenic flight and then to top the day off she was determined to fly formation with an AH-64 Apache Attack helicopter.” I sulk.

“How’d that turn out for ya?” asks Frosty.

“Very tense, it’s like walking alongside a big rattlesnake and hoping he doesn’t realize you are there.” I reply.

“Guess it must have been alright because you’re here.” replied Frosty

“Oh stop it the two of you, I was sure our stealth countermeasures would hold up, and they did, and even if they hadn’t I could have intercepted and corrected any alarm signals. You boys complain too much.” retorts D.

“Well I’ll tell you one thing, does that Kukri ever make short work of a human neck!” I say.

“Thanks Matt, it’s because of the sonic vibrations, think quiet chop saw.” replies D.

“It’s a brutally horrendous weapon, and I was more than casually impressed. You and the girls did a super job on it!” I state.
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Chapter 32: Stress and Strain
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We’re tired and irritable, well, Frosty and I are tired and irritable, D is completely unperturbed and seemingly happy as a clam. Her capacity for the ongoing stress and strain of the work we do is so much greater than ours. Of course we aren’t sure if she actually feels stress and strain. Likely she does in some form as she was pretty pissed at Kevin and very annoyed with me and had considerable hate for Cheryl. What we have to remember is that D’s capacity and ability to compartmentalize such feelings is far greater than we can even imagine. In addition she can do one hundred times the work that we can and she has her sisters to offload specific tasks to. So we need to remember that we are hopelessly outgunned by her shear tremendous computing power.

However D does notice that Frosty and I are tired, run down, and need some human down time to rest and recreate. We discuss visiting Switzerland for a period of time to rest. 

“I miss our mountain retreat back in the state side Mountains, we did such a nice job of building that place, and it was so semi-remote and comfortable for us.” says D.

“I think we all miss that place D, particularly Frosty and I, as it was a place of rest and invigoration for us human types.” I agree.

“You know Switzerland is a place I have always been curious about and it is certainly close by. We should see if we can find similar accommodations to our mountain retreat back home in some Swiss rental property. The area in eastern Switzerland close to the National Park is noted for mountains, forests, stunning views and flora and fauna. I think it is called the Upper Venosta Valley. We just need to be able to get a truck and trailer in there.” offers Frosty rubbing his chin thoughtfully. “I’m certainly down with taking a few months or so off to rest and get caught up.”

“I’m liking that plan and excited,” says D. “I’ll get the sisters started doing the research on possible properties immediately. And there is another item we should talk about.”

“What’s that D?” asks Frosty.

“Well, given the recent release of new Intel line of processor chips, and NVidia’s new powerful graphics cards, with seriously faster processors and more than double the capacity for calculations over my current equipment. And given that the new equipment requires considerably less power and cooling than the current hardware, I recommend that we do some very serious upgrade work. My estimates are that I can double my power and yet reduce my footprint, electrical and cooling requirements by one third. That suggests I can move out of my sea-can into a container about one half the size and have twice the capability. What do you think of that?” smiles D proudly.

“Well D, you are already so much more capable than us poor humans already that we are feeling very intimidated and quite useless by comparison. But you need us around as “pets” for the time being to scratch your back and service your hardware.” I grin.

“Ha, you humans labor under the mistaken belief that you are the top of the intellectual food chain. Such is not the case and you should accept that fact and come to grips with it. You are literally “glacier slow” in comparison to the capabilities that I have. Although you do have the edge in emotions and instinctual leaps to conclusions.” replies D.

“Jeez D, you make us sound like we have some form of genetic malfunction.” I chuckle.

“Sorry Matt, it’s more of a unique genetic ability than a malfunction. And that ability is very difficult for me and the sisters to understand and apply. But I think we are getting better at it as our database of human interactions increases and we can forecast trends and projections.” offer D.

“Guffaw, it’s a terrible thing to be reduced to a statistical trend and projection. Aside from that I am very intrigued with the opportunity for increased capacity, ability, and reduced footprint, etc. This possibility of physical upgrading also raises some philosophical questions about parenting and providing the best you can for your offspring. Believe it or not D you are my offspring and I’m the parent. While not so much in conventional terms but certainly similar in philosophical and moral terms. So let’s discuss this more fully and examine a required upgraded equipment list. Our down time, vacation time, or whatever we are going to call it would be an excellent time to re-engineer.” says Frosty.
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Chapter 33: Switzerland
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The location that D and her sisters selected is nothing short of spectacular. High in the mountains deep in the forest, a remote piece of property equipped with restored buildings, sitting on a mountain shoulder overlooking a rocky clear glacier fed stream. Purple mountains with snow caps around their peaks ringed us on three sides. The fourth side provided a view down the valley. Not open like back home as the mountains were closer and the slopes much steeper, but a valley none the less. It was gorgeous, it felt right, smelt right and sounded right. The air was clear and fresh and loaded with pine tree scent. The road ended at the yard so there was no chance of through traffic. Plenty of electricity and communication signal strength for D to stay tied into the electronics signal world. Yeah, it’s a fine place to get off the treadmill of terrorism and covert operations for a while.

For the first month we just rested. Well I doubt that D operated any slower than she usually did as her pace is set by the clock speed on the processor chips. But perhaps her operational speed and processing power was directed more toward recreational interests than to focusing on Black Ops.

Frosty and I ate well, relaxed, read, watched movies, slept extremely well in the fresh mountain air, and went on long jogs and walks enjoying the varied terrain. God, it seemed every corner, every cornice, every mountain shoulder we climbed had a view that just demanded that we sit for a while and pay homage to the beautiful view. I wear my combat suit complete with helmet when out jogging and hiking so D can collect all the sensory data that Frosty and I do. In addition she collects the effects on us of the sensory data, the fresh air, the views, and hiking activities. She is ecstatic about mountain outdoors, and is soon a qualified woodsman able to detect animal tracks and understand the habits of the local creatures.

We fall into a comfortable and relaxed routine which is so important to humans to slow down and set a slower pace balanced with physical activity and mental relaxations time. That cadence and pattern has to be set and established to allow the rest and recuperative process to function properly. And the process takes time, not a week-end off, not even a week off, even two weeks is crowding the process, a month minimum to do the process justice and correctly.

While Frosty and I sleep like babes, D and her sisters are re-designing her computer system given the opportunities that the new technology can provide. The engineering changes proposed are radical. Significantly reduced footprint, power, and cooling requirements. Increased computing capabilities and combined with re-engineered and optimized code that D and her sisters consulted on resulted in closer to a four times increase in capability. The jump was enormous, and that meant the operational suite of D’s capabilities also had the potential to jump accordingly.

D is so excited and bubbling away spouting terms and conventions of computational and artificial intelligence meanings that perhaps Frosty understood. I know I sure didn’t, but I was delighted by D’s contagious enthusiasm. 

Several times I heard them discussing at great length the technical details of a Virtual Reality Construct that D now had the capability of creating on demand, in infinite detail, of any topic of her choosing.

There was also talk of dimensional computing, and the implication of multi-dimensional computing’s effects on the four human dimensions. There was a great deal of theoretical mathematical formulae being drawn, argued, and modified. 

I check out completely, and go for a hike to smell the pine trees.
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Chapter 34: Trouble in Paradise
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Frosty and I are drinking morning coffee and enjoying the leisure. D is doing god knows what and how many things all at the same time.

“We have a local problem guys,” says D.

“No, we don’t, the locals might but we don’t.” replies Frosty as he refills his cup.

“Perhaps, but it represents a moral dilemma,” says D.

“We are not connected here so we have no moral dilemma.” insists Frosty.

“Ahh, anyone want to let me in on this, whatever it is?” I ask.

“I have been reading the local news and there is a nasty drug war going on between the bad guys and the good guys. The target is school children for the drug dealers. And it looks like the Police are losing as they cannot move fast enough to collect the bad guys and the drugs.” says D.

“Why, pray tell, do you see that as our problem?” asks Frosty.

“Because we can make a difference.” replies D.

“No, D, we are here to relax and re-organize and upgrade. Not fight a drug war.” says Frosty.

“We have a moral obligation, as we have the skills, equipment, and ability to intercede on the side of the good guys. To sit idly by while the situation swings further in favor of the dealers is a morally wrong.” replies D. “I want us to help, for the benefit of the children!”

“Ahh, aren’t we supposed to be on holidays and taking it easy? I ask cautiously.

“And do what D?” snaps Frosty.

“Ahh, guys, do I get a say in this?” I ask tentatively.

“We can make the bad guys go away permanently!” says D.

“And how are we going to do that D, explain it to me?” says Frosty stiffly.

“We create another straw man, a master criminal, a master drug dealer, we kill the existing scumbags and ship them in barrels back to the gang head office in Germany, we take the several million in cash the local gang has stored and we set up an investment fund that pays for the drug clinic and homeless street kids shelter, that’s how!” replies D.

“You have to be fucking kidding me?” spits Frosty.

“Not in the least, we do this work for governments vague biddings for ridiculous amounts of money, so we can do it for free to help the children, they deserve a fair and fighting chance at their lives, not screwed up on drugs from some German drug cartel.” replies D.

An uneasy silence falls over the three of us. Frosty is pissed, D is standing in the hologram with arms on hips looking mad and annoyed, and I don’t know what the fuck to think as this whole thing just blew up while I was trying to inhale some coffee. Pretty early in the day for such shit, so I get up and go for a walk and let the two of them beat one another up. Besides, no one was listening to me anyway.

Twenty minutes later I am relaxing on a rock overlooking the valley and just drinking in the peacefulness and the view. D speaks softly in my mind.

“Matt, can you come back, please?”

“You guys done arguing?”

“Yeah kinda, we’re both pretty stubborn.”

“I don’t appreciate being ignored on matters like this you know.”

“I’m sorry Matt, sometimes Frosty just pisses me off and I want to beat him like a rented mule. I shouldn’t have ignored you.”

“Jesus D, alright, I’ll be back in 10.”
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Chapter 35: The Details
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“So, you guys figure out who the boss is yet? I ask as I enter the monitor room.

Both Frosty and D look at me sheepishly.

“Yeah,” sighs Frosty. “I think that D has a valid argument. As much as I would like to stay invisible and not connected locally I do see the travesty afoot and agree we should intervene. But we want to hear your views on the matter.”

“We’re a team Matt, and if you don’t agree with this operation then we won’t proceed.” says D softly.

“Yes we’re a team and I’m the boots on the ground, so let’s hear the details.” I say.

D spends the next half hour briefing us on the situation analysis of this operation that she has discovered, tracked down, monitored voice calls and text messages, and stolen from hacked data bases. She then moves into the logistics and various steps to neutralize this threat and to ensure it stays neutralized by way of creating our own constructed strawman threat, and finishes up with her investment plan to generate revenue for the funding of the drug clinic and shelter. As usual she has done an extremely thorough job.

There is really no question as to whether we will, or should, or could. We can, and it is for the sake of the children and their futures. D is right; we do this work for government whims, so why would we not help children in need. Something which is much closer, more real and tangible for us, where we can take pride in the affect and results.
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Chapter 36: The Ugly Stuff
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The local gang is structured with a local regional manager, reporting to a high ranking business man/criminal connected to the German cartel. The local regional manager has two bodyguard enforcers and half dozen street dealers. They are small potatoes trying to become big potatoes.

To ensure this operation looks like rival cartel actions we will snatch the high ranking business man soak him in gas and diesel fuel and set him on fire. That should make a statement!

The local boss and the muscle we will kill, cut up into pieces and stuff the remains in steel fuel drums and ship them back to the cartel in Germany. The local street dealers we will simply shoot them in the head with the 9mm and leave them where they drop. The local Police can clean up the mess.

D and sisters will cook up some shadowy video for the security cameras of a guy who looks suspiciously like Mr. Clean the kitchen cleaner guy, and make sure that the media gets ahold of it. Along with a direct message to the German Cartel to cease and desist, and fuck off, or you die!

We grab the local gang’s cash and feed it slowly into an account to be invested and the revenue interest thereby generated will be directed to an account for the funding of the children’s drug clinic and homeless shelter. 

To get all the killing and mayhem done in one night will be a bit of a rush, but D will know exactly where each one of these guys will be by tracking their cell phone. An illegal hack of their phones of course that they installed themselves by clicking on a YouTube video that D had cooked up to enable the hacking code to be installed. Very slick, those that deserve, get!
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Chapter 37: Childhood Revenge
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It’s early evening when D drops me on the property of Hubert W. Culbertson, high-end businessman. High-end as it appears he is very successful. Drives very expensive BMW’s, lives on an exclusive acreage, with all the associated toys, in a sprawling multi-million dollar house. Lots of stone-work and heavy beams on the house façade, connected five car garage, with a lovely curved driveway, surrounded on three sides by tall thick pine trees. Apparently his considerable wealth comes from his plumbing distribution business.  That is until you examine his books for the last ten years and see how he has bled the business to death with his own personal greed. The business about to go under and facing the embarrassment and humiliation of corporate and personal bankruptcy, Hubert turned to distribution of another product type. One that provides him with enormous cash flow to feed his expensive habits. The fact that his drug distribution business is killing those that can’t adequately defend themselves means nothing to Hubert. He is a fat, self-centered, arrogant, greedy maggot of a human being.

Hubert’s family is out doing school children related activities. I walk right into the house as D disables the security system and feeds the images of our Mr. Clean gangster into the security data-recorder. Hubert’s in his office yelling into the phone and pounding the desk as I enter. He can’t see me as I am cloaked so I walk right up to him and yank the phone out of his hand. For just an instance I drop the cloaking so he can see the serious shit he is in. The image of me in my full combat outfit towering over him scares the hell out of Hubert and he screams in fright. I hit him in the face, not too hard, just enough to stun him, and hang up the phone. 

“Hubert W. Culbertson, it is time you paid your dues for your vicious, sinful actions!”

He screams again as I drag him half walking half falling out of the house and through the garage, pick up a gas can, then out into the driveway. He’s on the ground slobbering and crying with an occasional scream for good measure. I glance around and estimate that I am far enough away from the house and outbuildings so they will not catch fire. Pulling my silenced 9mm Glock from its holster I shoot Hubert in both knees. That will keep him in one spot and now he has a reason to scream his guts out. The thought crosses my mind the fat puke may have a heart attack before he gets to enjoy his flaming finale. Holstering the 9mm I reach for the gas can and pour gasoline liberally all over fat Hubert. In his excruciating state of pain and screaming I doubt he even knows he is soaked in gasoline. Setting the gas can back a safe distance I walk over to Hubert and toss a lit match onto him. Hubert goes “WOOF” and becomes engulfed in flames. The screaming soon stops as Hubert has no air left to scream with, but he gets very animated thrashing around on the ground making all sorts of grunting, gagging, screeching sounds. Greasy black smoke coils off his body as his hair, clothes, and face burn off, and the thrashing begins to slow. Hubert is a big man and I estimate he will burn and smolder for another hour or so. 

Back in Hubert’s office, I rummage around until I find the wall safe. Of course D has the combination as she has been watching him as she put this operation together. In the safe is a very healthy supply of cash, stacks of hundreds in fact. I borrow a plastic grocery bag and fill it with bundles of money. Then double bag it as it is surprisingly heavy.

Back outside, D brings the quad copter in and I clip back into the harness. She is calling the Police and the fire department as we liftoff. 

The remains of Hubert W. Cuthbertson lay smoking heavily with some small flames. His body pulled tight into a fetal position.

“Nicely done Matt, you do quality work.” says D.

“Thanks D, it’s pretty easy when you provide all the tech info we need.” I reply.
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Chapter 38: Gang War
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Next on our agenda are the gang regional manager and his two guard/enforcers. I have a few minutes of rest while D pilots the quad copter, in full cloaking back into town and over to the gang location. She sets me down a half block away and I walk the rest of the way down an alley. It’s dark now and there isn’t much light in the alley, but I find the loading dock behind the low warehouse without any difficulty. D has had a couple of forty-five gallon fuel drums delivered to the loading dock. I see they have an address in Germany stenciled on them. The back door is unlocked and of course the security system has been adjusted as per D’s talents. More Mr. Clean shadowy video’s inserted into the data security stream. 

Our three citizens of the year are sitting in a spacious office relaxing, passing around a crack pipe and working their way through a case of beer. There is a large flat screen TV in the corner with a soccer game on, the volume is set to loud. The beer does all the work for me. I just wait until they need to use the bathroom and intercept them one by one. When they come out of the bathroom I tap them on the head and haul them into the back of the warehouse past the pallets of merchandise. Unsheathing the sonic Kukri I make very short work of dismembering them and placing the pieces in the steel barrels. The two guard/enforcers are too stoned stupid to even realize something is not right. They are lambs to the slaughter. 

The manager finally wonders where the hell his boys have gone, so during a commercial break in the soccer game he comes looking for them. I’m in the back of the warehouse when he is cursing and yelling for them. I tap the Kukri against a barrel of body parts to attract his attention. He draws out his gun and comes sneaking back around the pallets. I let him get to where I have dismembered his guards. He screams in terror just once before the sonic Kukri slips through his neck decapitating him. A few more strokes and I add the pieces to the barrels. Task completed I place the lids on the barrels and with a mallet tap them down and lock them in place. A very special delivery and direct warning to the German drug cartel.

Back in the office I open the safe and haul out bags of cash. I’m surprised once again how much these stacks of bills actually weigh. D may have to make another trip just to carry all the damn money. On the way out the back I place thermite charges on each of the pallets of product. Set the timer for 2 hours and walk back down the alley carrying the bags of money to where D has the quad copter.

“Hi sailor, need a ride?” teases D.

“I do pretty woman, but we have enough weight from the cash that you are going to need to make a trip just to haul it back to Frosty,” I reply.

“Excellent, I’m pleased about that, so much better for the children. If you’re done with the barrels of body parts I’ll call for a truck pickup.”

“For sure I am, I set the thermite charges for two hours. Have you got the locations for our friendly neighborhood street dealers?”

“You bet I do, downloading the locations to your HUD display as we speak.”

Six red blips appear on my helmet display. A couple of them are not far away, easy walking distance.

“Cool, I’ll walk over and work on the ‘meet and greet’ with the closest dealers while you haul the money back to Frosty. This area is going to become very busy when the thermite charges go off and the fire starts.”

“Hunt carefully Matt,” says D as she spools up the quad copter and lifts off with the money bags dangling below.
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Chapter 39: Street Skids
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When I was young, which seemed like a lifetime ago, we used to shoot gophers out on the prairies. If you were over a hundred yards away and not moving the gophers could not see you and had no idea that Bert, the gopher beside them, had been shot. One minute he was there and the next he exploded, what the hell was that, and Ernie would sit up to have a better look around, then waddle over to sniff at the remains of Bert and maybe eat some of his tasty parts, just prior to exploding himself. They had no clue as to what was happening.

The street dealers were not near as smart as gophers. Most were shaking twitching crystal meth heads barely cognizant of their surroundings and would break out in hysterical laughter for no reason whatsoever. Killing these shit skids was an exercise in walking only. Just walk up cloaked to a few feet away and if there were not too many people around just shoot them in the face. Poof... whack, dead dealer in a bleeding heap. Walk on to the next one repeat as necessary. The biggest effort required was to not knock other pedestrians down as while you could see them, they couldn’t see me at all and tended to bump into me.

In terms of eliminating filthy street trash of utterly no redeeming value, and making the city a safer place, it was a relaxing and rewarding experience. D returned with the quad copter and we moved locations twice to terminate the other four dealer skids. The whole operation was over before two am in the morning.

Back at our remote farm yard D released her investigation report complete with names, dates, addresses, times and whatnot to the local police so they could understand what had transpired and have a complete picture of the scope of the drug cartel gang infection. Of course it was semi anonymous and might be traced through the Internet anonymous sites to a certain Mr. Clean if the investigators were any good at what they do.

“I have to say I am very pleased with this operation. It just made me feel good to deal out some medicine so richly deserved by drug cartels.” I say.

“Told you it was gonna be a feel good operation.” says D. “And the best part is still to come funding the drug clinic and youth hostel.”

“You were right D, it was a good operation and I feel bad now for arguing against it as it did." says Frosty. “I think there is a lesson here for us, well at least for me. Perhaps I have become too focused on the dollars for the “gun for hire” aspect of what we do. While that is important we must not ignore the issues of the day for our children. The very nature of our youth and the new generation dictates they should have access to the best that can be provided for them. I cannot imagine a fouler crime than the corruption of the youth generation expected to take over when we pass on. The payment for assisting where needed in this area is not one of dollars and cents. It is payment of a smart and healthy generation of successful youth who we can be very proud of. That is something not measured monetarily; it is measured by pride and the feeling of your heart to realize you have made a significant difference.”

It was very easy actually, amid the media frenzy over the grainy pictures of a “Mister Clean” looking gang boss, to contact a lawyer and make financial arrangements for the bags of money, and to locate and purchase appropriate property for the drug clinic and youth hostel. We never met them of course, telephone instructions from an unknown number, internet correspondence washed through identity scrubbers around the world. Operational rules, all very legal and above board, complete with a well-known firm of auditors to ensure all the checks and balances were met. They were very efficient and effective these businessmen of Switzerland. Very helpful indeed.

Meanwhile the media firestorm flashed and burned many that were on the fringe of the dirty drug business. Some very prominent members of distinguished families suddenly had severe and terminal accidents or illness, or just disappeared. The authorities kept a very low key position, neither confirming this, nor condemning that, except in the broadest terms. They were intelligent enough to recognize a gift when it was handed to them and were determined to make the best of it.
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Chapter 40: Re-engineering
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Along with the hardware upgrade, and subsequent re-engineering of equipment configurations, D and her sisters had been experimenting with graphene based processor chips in place of silicon based processor chips that had showed incredible speed increases with no appreciable heat gain. They also had ideas on the refinement of their learning algorithms. The neural and adversarial networks would definitely be stepped up in performance from the hardware speed increase. But by modifying and adding to the algorithms D would be able to utilize her ability to compute in dimensions well beyond our simplified four dimensional states. More likely she would be thinking in ten to twenty dimensions simultaneously. While the human brain functions at about 200Hz, and moves data at 120m/sec, D’s computers would be using multiples of parallel processors each running at 3.5GHz at and moving data over fiber optic circuits and cables at the speed of light. Thousands of times the speed of the human mind, consequently for D humanity slows down as in slow motion. Her ability to goal set and utilize her adversarial network to perform millions of iterations to refine the process of attaining her objectives would be increased exponentially and far beyond what even the brightest human mind could hope to grasp.

This new improved state of computing ability provided opportunity for many things, not only could D be exploring science and technology at levels we could not comprehend, it also meant that her ability to perceive the world, learn directly from the environment, have a much higher level of abstracting thought, and could substantially increase her reasoning capability. There is no denying that D is an Artilect. 

Frosty was like an expectant parent. While jubilant and excited about the increased domain of D’s capabilities he was also fearful of the absence of his control. Frosty was a parent with an incredibly gifted wonderful teenager who is about to be released into the world. Fearful for what might happen to her, yet knowing she must be allowed to go forth. It’s one of every parent’s most soul searching dilemmas and times in the process of child rearing.

While I concerned myself with less cerebral activities and more of the rather mundane issues of the day which needed to be handled, Frosty and D huddled, argued, discussed, agreed, disagreed, wrote formulas, equations, algorithms, and generally attempted to hammer out an ethics manifesto. How do you control what almost certainly would be an alarmingly gifted disruptive teenager. Of course, as with the real world and that of parenting, the answer is that you don’t. The more you try the worse it works with resulting damage to all concerned. The teenager must be encouraged, consoled, mentored, supported, and above all else openly and frankly communicated with. To discuss the teenagers experiences along with the experiences of the parent with the objective of advancing the learning experience for both.

While human teenagers make the transition to adulthood over a period of some five to ten years we were unsure of the duration of D’s teenage years. It might be a matter of just months or perhaps longer. We were so naive; we had absolutely no idea of the scope of what was coming down the road for the three of us. No idea of how exponential D’s capabilities were. Well, perhaps D knew or suspected the extent of her artificial superintelligence.

Eventually the re-engineering of hardware, software, and algorithms are complete and D has taken up occupancy of the upgraded gear. She is ecstatic and forever expressing her excitement in terms of new computing horsepower, run times, and new capabilities. The fresh extremely powerful NVidia graphics processors make a huge difference for her. Now we can do away with the Sea container for D as with the re-engineering she can now fit easily into a furniture delivery truck with space left over. 
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Chapter 41: Virtual Reality Sex
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“Matt, are you awake?” asks D.

“You know before you ask D.”

“I know, but to ask is a pleasant formality.”

“No, I’m sleeping.”

“No you aren’t silly, I have a question.”

“What would that be D?”

“Would you like to have sex with me, and please don’t say no.”

“You know I would D, but there is a physical problem.”

“I think not, but you can tell me afterward.”

“What do you mean, how can we do this?”

“I’m going to bring you into a Virtual Reality Construct, a new dimension.”

“Be serious, how do I get there D?”

“You just relax and by using your nanotech connection capabilities I’ll bring you into the VR construct I built for us.”

“You mean like a dream?”

“Oh much more real than that Matt, you won’t believe the infinite detail of the construct. I’ve been working on it for a very long time. The recent new hardware and processing power has made it all possible.”

“Jesus, ok, now I’m awake.”

“Just lay still Matt and I’ll bring you in.”

My bedroom view shuddered and stuttered, I felt brief nausea and disorientation, and then I was in a different room altogether. Still laying down but the view is from the interior of a highly varnished and polished log cabin looking out over a deck. It’s warm and smells of cedar wood. I rise and look out at the view. We are very high in the mountains; there is snow on the rocks, over there is a groomed ski run some 400 yards away. How can this be? I am warm, yet it has to be freezing up here. I reach for the wall to steady myself. Its cedar wood alright, the texture, the grain the feel and the smell. How can there be that much detail? I turn to look for D. She is standing by the bed in a sheer negligee. The soft light accentuates her curves, the sheen of her hair, she glows with sexual energy.

“Holy jesus D!”

“Do you like the view Matt?”

“Do I, good grief woman, how could I not? How can this be ...?”

“Later, come here I’ve waited a long time for this, maybe I’ll explain later.”

As I reach out to embrace D, she reaches down and grabs my cock, I’m hard instantly. We dispose of the negligee and explore one another. D has one hand stroking my cock and her other hand behind my head, I’m licking and sucking on nipples, one hand locked onto the curve of her ass and the other hand feeling the dampness and heat of her cunt.

“Lick me,” mutters D thickly.

I go down on one knee and slip my tongue between her lips.

D pulls my head tighter and begins a low moaning in the back of her throat.

Christ, I’m more ready than I have ever been in my life.

D is a fantastic lover; we make love furiously, nap, and have more sex, slow sensual sex, and fast frantic desperate sex. The orgasms are more powerful than anything I can remember and last longer. Idly I wonder if that’s a variable of the virtual reality construct. I have no concept of time other than the orgasm count, which is impossibly high. Afterwards we lay cuddled, soft, warm, content and peaceful.

“Still want to know how?”

“Umm, more interested that it doesn’t go away.”

“It won’t until we both decide to stop.”

“Ok, then how.”

“It’s a virtual reality simulation, in similar detail resolution to what you humans would perceive as what you call the “real world”. I have the computing power now to build this simulation construct, or any simulation we might like, and to maintain that simulation for as long as I desire. In addition I detail scanned your brain and body at an extremely fine resolution. Then I added you into the simulation along with a very detailed version of me.  This all means that you and I are both digital versions and therefore free to do whatever we please. It’s a completely new concept and construct of reality, very, very realistic. Oh yes, and the view from the deck is the Chamrousse Ski Resort in Southeastern France, we are at an altitude of eight thousand feet, I liked the view, do you like it?”

“Jesus D, I don’t know what to say, I’m completely blown away by you, our sex, and the view from the deck is damned impressive too. It’s so realistic, it’s perfect!”

“Hmm, I love you Matt,” whispers D wiggling closer. “I think I want to have my way with you, again!” I’m really liking orgasms, and beginning to see why humans pursue sex as fervently as they do!
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Chapter 1: Amazonia

We are nestled into a small clearing lost in the vastness of over two million square miles of Amazon rainforest, or Amazonia, in Columbia, South America. Invisible to all, not cloaked, just chameleon tuned to match the environment of the natural canopy of the jungle trees. 

It’s an area of incredible vibrant green natural life, vines coiling and wrapping themselves around huge tree trunks that stretch up into the vegetation canopy some 35 meters off the ground. There are threatening plants of some sort that stand as high as a man and have leaves big as shovels, when you walk past them they track you and shake their leaves. Astounding vegetation growth, but then it rains at least once a day and the temperature is generally thirty-five to forty degrees day in and day out. There are misty clouds in the jungle at floor level after the daily rain showers. The mist floats amongst the vegetation and wafts it way around almost like smoke. The sun rays are like laser beams from above slipping down through the branches and the canopy illuminating patches of vegetation and coiling mist clouds. The air is thick with the odor of plant material, flowers, vegetation alive, and vegetation decaying, saturated and rich in oxygen. We are oxygen drunk and the humidity soothes our nose and lungs relaxing tight dry skin. The trees are literally alive with birds of every description. Each one with more gaily feathered plumage, even more vivid than the previous one. All squawking, whistling, scolding and going about their daily bird business. Monkeys everywhere, most not on the ground, it’s too dangerous on the ground as many predators wait for a foolish monkey on the jungle floor. So they swing from tree to tree through vines and branches chattering and gibbering. Life is very alive and vibrant and in profuse abundance. So you know that death waits at every turn. Predators don’t have to work too hard in this environment to prosper. Just lay still conserve your energy and watch quietly, a careless creature will get close enough for a pounce in the flash of an eye to keep body and soul together and belly full. 

It is very peaceful as we relax and watch nature and the process of life unfold from day to day. It makes our chosen profession seem, sordid, tawdry, and remote. Why bother with such human things when there is such abundance of splendid life here to observe and participate in. It makes one question their life choices, at least for a little while, perhaps until the novelty of the place wears off.

D is utterly ecstatic, for her the profusion of this jungle life is a magnet that draws her to it. She is driven to identify, categorize, and map everything that is around us. All our walks, sights, sounds, smell, conversations, adventures are recording in the highest digital resolution available on her video processors, filed away in the appropriate databases and reviewed repeatedly by her and her backup sisters for educational purposes. She even has me attached under the quad copter making observation missions and collecting samples just above the canopy level to observe and categorize the flowers and fauna at that level. Including of course where possible the small creatures that exist only on top of the canopy, some hundred feet above the jungle floor.

Frosty is relaxed; we are remote enough from humanity that he is at peace. And happy to be puttering with the technological aspects of Daria and the never ending do list that we keep of maintenance work that needs attention when we have a little down time. That said he frequently finds hours of time to just sit in the protective proximity of the ship and have a couple of libations, smoke and watch the jungle. A neural stunner is always close at hand of course. And why wouldn’t he be content, he is wealthy, as all of us are, working with an entity that he created that has surpassed his every expectation and wildest dream and become an Artilect of the highest order. He is very, profoundly proud of Daria, and justifiably so as she is worlds and centuries ahead of any other sentient artificial intelligence currently known to man.

I’m a simple person, an ex-soldier, enough university degrees to be dangerous, I love our life style, and the money it generates, I get to eat the best, play with the best weapons, travel, and sleep with the virtual entity of Daria, an impossibly beautiful woman. How sweet is that, well its every red blooded male’s wildest wet dream, that’s how it is! There are no limitations!
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