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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 Books One and Two 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. Frosty introduces Matt to his most recent version of his Artificial Intelligence 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. What Matt finds is a stunningly beautiful 3D hologram chosen as ‘her persona’ by an extremely smart seemingly sentient AI system with more capabilities than he can imagine. An alliance is formed between Matt, Frosty and D to “get bad guys and collect bounty money”. There is just one little ‘rider’ in the agreement. Matt is to ‘teach, befriend, mentor’ D.A.R.I.A. as she strives to become as human like as possible. 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. From initial localized operations, to Mexico, and into Europe, and the Middle East, Matt, Frosty and “D” are contracted to neutralize the Islamic Muslim Jihadists or Daesh terrorist’s threats and activities.

As per Matt’s agreement with Frosty, he spends considerable time in discussions with D to augment, supplement, explain as best he can “what it is to be human” to D. There are no areas that are off limits to the voracious inquiring mind of D. Matt finds himself challenged to explain jealousy, love, sex, humor, and the myriad of other human aspects that make us so difficult for an AI system to understand and/or replicate. During their prolonged interaction in between dark ops missions D finds that Matt is much more than a physically fit guy who has excellent combat skills. She learns of some of his terrible pains and losses of loved ones, his University Masters degrees in Sociology, and research work that was abruptly and horrifyingly interrupted. 

It is of no surprise there develops an emotional, mental and physical relationship between them that escalates rapidly with D’s advent of sexual ability within a detailed virtual reality construct. 

We catch up to them in the jungle of South America and learn of new equipment and some additional crew members.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 1: Amazonia

[image: image]


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, turned 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 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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Chapter 2: Beast
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There are some time-proven principals that exist which we have not been able to improve much on over the years. Things like your home having a guard dog that protects home and property, and the family from intruders of any shape and type. A ferocious friend to the family that is completely protective and loyal. A large guard dog and a pump shogun will handle most all situations a home owner might encounter. Even away from home in the open, strangers are motivated to not try anything foolish with a man or family so equipped. There is no sneaking up on a guard dog and no gunfights against a well-oiled and properly functioning pump shotgun. Both are completely devastating.

We have recently added some members to our team. In several of our previous assignments which had activity close to a military base we had to deal with Dog Patrols. While we have all sorts of technology including near complete invisibility, we have no tech that can defeat the instincts of a fine trained guard dog. To offset this inequity and to answer some of our own security concerns, we built the Beast. Well, D, her sisters, and Frosty built the Beast.

Beast is a robotic Wolf, some 250 pounds of potential hell unleashed when he needs to be, or a damn big lapdog when he demands you scrub his tummy. D was the genius behind Beast. She proposed the concept to us and when we approved it she had her backup sisters go to town on the design. The results were absolutely astonishing. Eight feet tall on his back legs and waist high on all fours, artificial fur in varying light and dark shades of grey, highlights in darker gray fur, a beautiful expressive wolf face with bright intelligent eyes and a bite that can slice through a four by four spruce stud. D handled all his AI for the complete realm of natural wolf senses, augmented to a much higher level of course, complete with telepathy capability to the rest of us. He also is equipped with an understanding of humans and our language. Beast is equipped with a titanium frame, generous carbon fiber, whiskered alloy, and the latest powerful electroactive polymer muscles. In addition to his superb night vision he could see in infra-red so darkness is never an issue for him. Beast is very fast, he can run eighty kilometers per hour for hours on end. His luxurious dark/light grey fur is equipped with chameleon camouflage capabilities so he can blend in with his background and be for all intents and purposes invisible.  D had also equipped Beast with ripper claws on his back feet. It’s an oversized claw similar to a velociraptor claw and when extended can be used for disemboweling adversaries. No matter how you sliced it Beast is a formidable animal/soldier, and he can handle our security better than any human could even imagine. When Frosty and I first saw D’s proposed design we were shocked and taken aback.

Frosty said “Holy christ D, that thing is a bloody great beast!”

The name stuck, Beast he would remain, and woe be on to those who would be the recipients of his wrath. Beast would demonstrate his net worth repeatedly in the days and months to come at a level unprecedented in our expectations.

How interesting to me, in my sociological degree studies of humans and groups, the psychological effect of Beast on our little group. It drew us closer together, made us feel safer, secure, tighter, and yet protective of Beast himself and the fellow members of our intrepid squad. The pioneers and settlers of the eighteen hundreds knew the powers of a large trained attack/defensive dog and afforded it all but full human status in the family unit.

I muse on the saying “the more things change, the more they stay the same.”
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Chapter 3: The Ship
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We have some additional changes we introduced into our modus operandi that concerned travel. To be a very covert team that ‘doesn’t exist’ and move around the world with freedom and impunity is very challenging. Too challenging actually and if you siphoned off all the energy and costs we expended attempting to be covert travelers you could build you own completely ‘covert travel machine’. That was D’s theory and we had no viable arguments against it. D and the sisters set to the task of designing our own transportation machinery.

If you can picture in your imagination a shallow bowl, long sloping sides, or perhaps a large deep plate/saucer with a consistent radiant curve from side to side, the depth of the plate/saucer a relationship of some quarter to third of the diameter, almost a low squashed dome. Then build a similar plate or dome and affix it onto the top of the mirror matching bottom such that the structure looked the same right side up as it did upside down, an elliptical shape, you would have the basic shape and structure of what Daria built for our transportation vehicle. To not only move from point to point, but also to live in when we were embarked in an unfriendly or unsuitable place that didn’t provide the amenities we need as humans. It was equipped with four articulated huge legs that pivoted out of the ship body from an attachment point close to the roof. Massive adjustable sized pads on the feet of the legs kept the ground pressure such that it would not sink under the weight of the ship. The legs made the ship look like a fat beetle when it was sitting on the ground. However it was extremely stable.

The ship is equipped with plasma cannons. Not surface mounted where it is exposed to the elements, but inside the shell of the ship. When ready to fire, a section of the ship’s shell slides away and the cannon comes out hydraulically. The gunner or operator of the cannons stays inside and watches through targeting screens that look right down the barrel of the cannon. Very sweet I might add.

Off course the shell of the ship is pressurized as any aircraft would be. This one is pressurized for very low atmospheric pressure, well space to be specific. On the other end of the extreme we can hide underwater if we find ourselves in a situation that would justify such a maneuver.

D and her sisters have researched Octopus or Octopi regarding their remarkable ability to camouflage themselves dynamically. Accordingly the exterior of the ship is coated with a rather rubbery non-reflective substance that can change color. So it can chameleon into the background it is against and become undetectable, with the benefit of basically a non-reflective radar signature.

I thought the shape looked like a hackneyed flying saucer of old science fiction days maybe pirated from the District Nine movie set and cleaned up, and told D so. Just once I told her that, and never again. Daria was seriously pissed off and gave me a very thorough lecture on why that particular shape was mathematically, geometrically, and architecturally superior to others, extremely strong and robust, inherently streamlined and therefore efficient in moving through atmospheres, excellent for internal storage, compartmentalization, no external corners and therefore no points of weakness to deal with. And that part of the lecture was just the part that I actually recognized what it was she was talking about. The rest of it went completely over my head but D insisted I sit and listen to get the full and thorough reasoning, rational, and dissertation for her design solution. D and I didn’t sleep together for a week. Now that really got my attention!

Frosty found this whole process of me getting my ass seriously reamed out for failure to keep my mouth shut intensely amusing and entertaining. He knew much better than I not to open his mouth and make a dumbass statement about D’s engineering skills. He understood the retribution for such an off handed ignorant comment. Certainly D’s skills as an engineer and architect were never questioned. Her solutions were always elegant and spot on.

Of course the ship used an Aegis force field for protection and for further streamlining to any shape required, if in fact any streamlining was required at all. One thing I will say about the design, wow that sucker was huge. I would compare the ship to near half the size of an enclosed hockey arena/event center, probably about a 5-6000 seat complex. Yeah, the ship was that kind of size. I asked D what powered the ship and allowed it to fly. Her answer was generally along the line of “it’s complicated, but think of anti-gravity”. I think her answer was a nice way of saying she didn’t have two years to try to teach me to understand the mathematics and physics of the real answer.

My role in the build of this engineering marvel was one of laborer. I did the fetching carrying and construction, the grunt work. That was just fine with me and I am very good at trade work. To do the job accurately and carefully with pride in your work and the ability at the end of the day to be able to point and say “I built that” is very fulfilling for me.

Frosty was the engineer/foreman and also grunt builder. We work well together and there is a harmony of motion and effort that serves us both well. And the very best part of the whole project is that we are building for ourselves. We are investing our time and money on a device that will pay huge dividends.
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Chapter 4: Bots
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Naturally Daria was the genius engineer, architect, scientist, conferring with Frosty. She also designed and had us build the construction bots fabricated to assist with the assembling of the ship. A lot of the bots work was performed under my watchful eye. D also was the master project manager with Frosty and the two of them sorted out the work flow process so we never had interruptions during the long build process.

For the most part work went very well indeed. I was particularly impressed with the quality of work performed by the construction bots. They did an excellent job and of course worked twenty-four hours per day and seven days a week. Their productivity was amazing and we only had one team of two bots each. 

Once the actual construction of the ship was complete the construction bots would have additional programing installed in their AI systems to handle the on-going maintenance of the vessel. I named the construction bots Huey, and Dewey. Their names being the names of drones from the ancient Sci-Fi flic called “Silent Running”. It was a movie that had a profound effect on me, not the least of which was my love for the bots. I really enjoyed working with the construction bots, they were smart, careful, and worked steadily never seeming to hurry or grow tired and sloppy as humans tend to. Or show up drugged, hung over, late, sick, or generally fucked up and in a state that it was questionable if their quality of work was even worth their presence. I was so happy to have the consistency of quality of work the bots produced; I was and remain just delighted with them.

We also created a very intelligent massive robot with multiple arms. This sucker is huge and will scare the wits out of you if you stumble over him as he lurches along a dark hallway in the ship. How big you say, well it’s easiest to visualize him as a four armed Tyrannosaurus Rex minus the huge tail. Of course his head is not the shape of a dinosaur, but it is large enough for a human to occupy the seat for control purposes to assist while assembling large heavy machinery. His four arms are not small dinosaur arms either, they are long, articulated, very powerful, and reach nearly to his feet. We call this four armed two legged monster Mongo. I’m sure you can guess where we got his name from. So while Huey and Dewey the maintenance bots can get into the smallest space to maintain the ship, their huge brother Mongo handles the extreme lifting that a crane would normally do. Like handling loading or unloading of bulky heavy cargo and that sort of thing. A delightful brother to have and just a delight to work with I might add, another of D’s resourceful creations. All bots have security programing in them. So if you plan on coming aboard unannounced you may be stunned into a heap or find yourself dangling upside down from one of Mongo’s arms.

The ship is just a delight to travel in as we have our own separate areas and bedrooms complete with all our personal stuff. We can wander around the interior of the ship, work on this, putter on that, mess about with ideas in the fully equipped workshop, armory, pistol range and so on. The bridge is one of our favorite spots equipped with leather recliners to watch the countryside slide by. The ship has no windows, but has many surface mount CCD cameras setup, so any CCD array can be displayed on any of the sixty inch monitors, so the effect is almost like being outside silently sliding through the air. We even set up a platform at window level for Beast to lie on and be able to look at the scenery going by, he says he loves it.

Another area we really enjoy is the roomy common area just off the generous and amply equipped kitchen. Lots of notional furniture to sprawl on and big sixty inch displays to keep us advised on what’s around us. It’s a great spot for discussions, relaxing, and general companionship and just hanging out.

D had asked Frosty and I about the color coordinated decorating scheme for the ship. We both looked completely blank, finally Frost suggested Army green. I think I just said ‘huh’. At which point she just muttered in exasperation and said she would take care of it. I have to admit I’m fine with the interior decorating; of course I’m a guy with no decorating taste and can live happily in a cardboard box. But the quiet subdued predominantly soft pastel earth tones remind me of houses in Arizona. It’s quite calming and peaceful, although kind of ironic in a way considering what our occupations are. Or, perfectly in tune with the required relaxation downtime to achieve balance.

The propulsion system is virtually quiet and I have no idea how fast it will allow the ship to move. We travel at a reasonable pace over unpopulated areas and often at night to avoid accidental detection. There is no question the ship is a very sweet ride. And yes, I repeatedly tell D how nice it is! No really, not just because I want to have sex, er... sleep with her.

D and her sisters handled all of the design and engineering specs for the ship AI system. Frosty was involved in the discussion while I was off on more hands on activities. Now it was never specifically said, but I had the sensation that the ship is for all intent and purpose equipped to near the level of D herself. Complete with the highest levels of competence associated with air travel, space travel, ocean currents, and wind patterns etc. The ship AI understands us and our speech and will reply to us if queried or provide us with information. Oddly enough it spoke with a male voice. Perhaps D’s response to Frosty and I assuming the ship was female.

One of the very special abilities we built into the ship is the Virtual Reality Simulation Deck. It allows us to create any environment and to walk through our mission, battles, fire fights, and situational actions to optimize our responses, strategies, and tactics. To be blunt I don’t know how the hell we got along without the VR Deck in the past, it’s that good.

There was quite animated discussion around naming the ship. Frosty and I felt it was traditional a ship be christened with a name that matched her design intent. Oddly enough we both felt the ship was a she, a female. D looked at us both like we had taken leave of our senses, totally unimpressed this magnificent transportation vessel she had researched, designed, engineered should be treated, nay, affronted with traditional human naming values. Our discussion grew more animated and came dangerously close to bitching and nagging. Surprisingly enough it was Beast who in the middle of one of frequent whining sessions quietly spoke to us telepathically and asked if we might put that issue aside for future consideration. We were all stunned into silence, Beast just sitting there watching us, offering some particularly sage advice. To a man, woman, and sentient entity we acquiesced. The matter was set aside indefinitely.

D went back to work with Frosty designing the ship’s latest and greatest artificial intelligence data center that she could move into. I went back to working with the bots on our always present “to do list”. And Beast in his infinite wisdom went on about handling the ship and surrounding area security with Mongo as the backup muscle.
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Chapter 5: Fireteam
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We have more than a passing expectation that this recent assignment is a government setup to eliminate us. Instead of us taking out this professional Fireteam, they have been assigned to take out us, a competing group doing wet-work, they literally know nothing about us other than some suspected jobs we did. They have nothing for intel on us. Oh yes, except for the shadowy figure of the Daesh that we have named Juthamah, translated loosely means nightmare. How deliciously appropriate is that?

There is a burning question around who the hell is the enemy. It seems our own government, our employer, is as much the enemy as the Daesh are. One could wonder how something so simple could get so tangled up. Only a compartmentalized bureaucratic government could create this gigantic clusterfuck. And a healthy and imaginative collection of gov’t spooks. Of course if you follow the political news you can begin to see how this is all possible. For a country of so many really bright people how is it that we wind up with the idiots and the crooks attempting to run the government? It sure doesn’t say much about what people think of the government and how most are content to hide from its reaches as much as possible.

Our assignment is to take out a military trained fireteam. Not a group of novices either, a seasoned four soldier fireteam  has been groomed to be a death squad. Groomed and used a lot. These guys are no joke; they were as proficient as any Seal Team I have seen. At one time they had various military alliances, not now, now they were full-fledged Mercenaries with all the latest and best technology money can buy.

D has video training footage of the members and each of their psych profiles. When we found out the assignment D and her sisters hacked their way into all of the related military websites and high security databases to collect every scrap of info on these badasses. We needed every edge we could put together. Each one of them are very motivated, extremely disciplined, and particularly skilled. This was not going to be a walk in the park.

Cooper, male, death squad leader, British military background, completely indifferent to the victims, proficient at close combat, long and short firearms, specializes in tech overview, planning, tactics, logistics, dataflow, security, combat battlefield overview. Demands absolute professionalism from his team, or he shoots them.

Lopez, female, ex Mexican Army, scout, can track a cat over rocks, small, fast, brilliant at recon, animal sense instincts, specialist at hand to hand blade fighting, indispensable in heavy firefights. She is very aggressive.

Mueller, male, sniper, ex German special forces, long range sniper armaments, firefight weapons and tactics, very precise, very patient, a ghost.

Harris, male negro, heavy armaments, ex US Marine, specialist in demolitions, RPG’s, grenade launcher, remote robotic gun sentries, and the Dillon M134D mini-gun. He’s very aggressive and physically imposing.

We discuss tactics and strategies on how we might approach defeating this type of target. This is new uncharted territory for us and speaks to the unpredictability of wet-work. What does it say when someone wants the wet-work team eliminated by another wet-work team? Are we conducting an arm’s length war with specialty teams? Or are we all utterly mad?

Frosty points out immediately how difficult it will be to defeat the “team”. As a unit they will be next to impossible to kill. Our best tactic is to divide and conquer and deny each of the protagonists the very tools that they specialize in. This tactic denies them their advantage and provides for a more level playing field. 

D with her Artilect tech abilities can blank out all their comm, tech, computer, scanning capabilities. They will be rendered deaf, dumb, and blind. Cooper has to be the first hit as he is the leader. The remaining Fireteam members look to him to call the plays. Mueller will immediately look for a position where he can provide overview watch and protect his team while sniping. Lopez and the man monster Harris will wade right into the middle and be the center of any firefight. They will be difficult to split up to get an advantage.

D will use the quad copter for surveillance, and electronic blocking and scrambling. In addition it will be equipped with a couple of hellfire missiles and small caliber machine gun.

Beast and I will be on foot and invisible, as that is our greatest tactical strength. We debate about the best strategic place to attack the fireteam. Our intel tells us the fireteam will be used in a remote Columbian village to kill all the staff of a drug manufacturing plant. My preference is to hit the fireteam prior to them getting into the village. It will be tough enough to hit them without villagers running around and getting in the way. 

Christ on a stick, a fireteam in Columbia, that’s just so quaint, like trying to find a race car team at Daytona. I mean, what the hell else are you going to find in Columbia? There is no one there but employees in the cultivation, manufacture, distribution of the drug trade and fireteams to ensure nobody fucks with them. Besides it’s a really convenient place to have a ball’s out fire fight as they happen every couple of days and nobody gives a shit one way or another. That’s just life down there.

While the logistics of our analysis were solid none of us were impressed with the simulation results. We programmed in all the data we had into the simulation VR deck in the ship and ran it, but it just didn’t feel right. The risks were too high, the fireteam too professional, even given our invisibility capabilities. There had to be a more effective way of handling these guys. We talked it through multiple more times before an effective solution began to present itself. If we could track these guys and get them all in one spot we could smack them like flies and not have to go head to head with them. So where would they all be in one spot. The fireteam had to get to the Columbian village same as we do. So how would they get there, truck, chopper, bus or what. If the answer was truck we could use hellfire missiles on them, same with a chopper. D noted that however we whacked the fireteam it had to be quick and very violent with no chance of escape for them. So we would need to be very close for hell fire missiles, no chance of evasion. D reminded us of the formation flying we did with a chopper in Belgium just outside the SHAPE Base. She said if we could get that close to the chopper the fireteam were on we could attach a lovely ball of C4 to a skid and use a remote detonator to blow the chopper and contents into dust. I really liked that idea. Well, not the getting that close to their chopper, but the C4 solution was fool proof. Nobody but nobody walked away or flew away from that kind of an explosion.

“I’m pretty ok with the C4 on the chopper, if we know when or if they are flying. How do we determine that,” asks Frosty?

“I’m a communication goddess,” smiles D, “I can hack in on their smartphones even when they are not using them to send or receive a call. I can record their conversations and by GPS I know exactly where they are.”

“You can hack an iPhone without touching it, bypass security, read and copy the contents?” I clarify.

“Yes, of course, it’s child’s play” replies D.

“Apparently not to the FBI and assorted gov’t abbreviated groups,” says Frosty.

“Don’t confuse attempting to intimidate and spank Apple for a secure device, with being unable to hack it themselves. Apple correctly told the FBI to go pound sand up their collective asses.” chuckles D.

“Ha, I can see why the fruit company would take great delight in doing that,” I chuckle. “So therefore no matter how the fireteam moves we will know in advance and can prepare the hellfire missiles for our quad copter.” 

“We could use hell fire missiles, but let’s make it even more fool proof, if they travel by truck then you and your favorite RPG Mark 7 and a handful of rockets go for a ride under the quad copter and enjoy target practice,” replies D.

“Now we are talking,” says Frosty. “Those RPG rounds are the shit!”

“So, chopper and C4 is the primary option, truck and RPG is the secondary, and a ground attack head to head is the third option,” says D.

“Hitting them in the air is superior, by truck there is a small chance if they are not immediately killed one or more could slip into the jungle and get away,” I ponder.

“What else do we know about these guys,” asks Frosty?

“From what I have monitored so far, they will fly into Bogota Airport, and then get briefed and equipped out and lifted by private helicopter East to the jungle village. In between the Bogota airport and the jungle village is the Chingaza National Park, which we should avoid, but once past that the buggers are fair game for us.” says D.

“So let me get this as straight as possible, our assignment is to eliminate the fireteam, yet we are pretty sure that the US gov’t has likely told the fireteam that there may be resistance in the form of us folks.  Therefore the US gov’t subcontractor is sacrificing a known fireteam to possibly get rid of an unknown fireteam in the form of us good guys. It really yanks their chain that they cannot get a line on who we are and how we do things doesn’t it?  Moving on, if we go down in flames then the fireteam continues on and whacks the current staff of the cocaine plantation, that the US gov’t has a covert interest in. Have I got this convoluted assignment correct?” I ask.

“That pretty much covers it as far as I can see,” says Frosty.

“Yup, that’s the one,” says D.

“Good christ on a stick, that’s so fucked up,” I mutter shaking my head.
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Chapter 6: Contact
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We are roughly one hundred miles from the Bogata Airport and past the east side of the Chingaza National Park. The landscape is rough mountainous and we are waiting in a pass through the mountains. It’s roughly a straight line from Bogata to the jungle village and we calculate that the Huey helicopter carrying the fireteam will want to be flying as direct as possible due to fuel constraints.

D is monitoring “everything known to mankind” and assures us the helicopter carrying the fireteam will be along shortly. Frosty and I assembled two, three pound packages of C4 equipped with remote detonators. To ensure we get as much blast as possible passing up into the helicopter we have developed and molded the C4 into a directional shaped charge. When these puppies hanging on the skids of the Huey go bang there will literally not be anything left but dust and smoke.

“Matt,”

“Yeah D,”

“I have contact,”

The quad copter rises off the jungle floor and pauses; I walk over and connect into the harness.

“I’m ready, connected, and good to go,”

“Ok, boss,”

We rise up above the tree line, cloaked and take a position half way up the side of the valley. I can see the Huey approaching in the distance. Even though I know we are invisible, I feel completely naked and vulnerable. The Huey is loafing along at some eighty miles per hour, his best fuel economy speed, flying maybe a hundred feet over the jungle. The doors are off and the fireteam is sprawled inside enjoying the cool breeze blowing in through the open doorways.

D matches the speed of the helicopter and moves in behind the Huey and begins coming up underneath. There is a lot of turbulence as we are in the rotor wash. As we get closer under the Huey the turbulences reduces due to the belly of the Huey sheltering us.

I take my extremely high tech wooden stick I made expressly for this purpose, attach one of the shaped C4 charges to it and reach out and hook it on the left skid rear upright. Then repeat the process hooking the shaped charge onto the right skid rear upright, so the charge doesn’t slip off in the wind or sudden Huey movement.

“Charges are in place,”

“Nicely done, let’s backup some distance, this is going to be intense!”

D drops quickly away from the Huey and for a minute it feels like we are going to fall into the jungle. We don’t and we swoop back up to altitude to overlook the chopper some four to five hundred yards away.

“Hang on, here we go Matt,” 

KA THUMP goes the C4, there is an obscenely blindingly bright pulse of  light, followed by a furious red/orange boiling fireball as the C4 explosion atomizes the jet fuel with the air and it burns, air shock waves racing outwards clearly visible in the jungle humidity. Huey parts and people debris are blown upward through the flames and smoke and arc downward into the jungle. The shockwave concussion from the explosion whacks me in the chest and the quad copter rotors scream to hold positional station. The Huey and contents are literally vaporized. What isn’t completely vaporized tumbles slowly down into the jungle. There is nothing left larger than a lunch kit. We cycle down and inspect the debris field at close range. Bits of this and that, perhaps some human parts on fire, some small pieces of twisted burning wreckage, and some just burning jungle foliage. 

“Wow, I’d call that extremely proficient demolition work, by God!” 

“I concur,” says D. “Nothing left here to concern us about. A nasty accident for those folks, they should really be more careful!
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Chapter 7: Review
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Back at the ship over a couple of cold beers we discuss what has transpired and congratulate ourselves. Beast sits close by watching and listening and monitoring the jungle.

“So we have visually confirmed the fireteam in question was in the Huey, destroyed the Huey and contents, done an up close inspection of the debris field, and can say without pause or doubt the fireteam is disintegrated and deceased. Is that correct?” asks Frosty.

“Completely correct Boss,” I reply.

“Was there any form of satellite or UAV monitoring, like an MQ-1 Predator, MQ-9 Reaper, RQ-4 Global Hawk, RQ-170 Sentinal or anything along those lines during the operation?” asks Frosty.

“No, there was no monitoring active, and to be doubly sure I created an interference field to hide our activity from anyone. We were low in the jungle in a valley so it is highly doubtful that the event was seen by any human at all.” replies D.

“Excellent, I really like nice tidy missions,” smiles Frosty.

“So do I,” says D. “However we do have more work to do nosing around the gov’t computer servers, LAN’s, WAN’s, AI neural nets, data banks, and so on and so forth to find what we can on the their efforts to find out who we are. Have their efforts escalated, who is running the project, are there covert efforts afoot to track us down, all those types of good things. So with your agreement I’ll get the sisters working on it right away.”

“I’m certainly in agreement,” says Frosty. “How about you Matt?”

“For sure, we need to be aware of what we have to deal with.” I reply. “Also what do you suggest we do about the employees of the cocaine drug farm that were scheduled to be eliminated?

“I say nothing, leave them be, they are not our concern,” offers Frosty.

“Yup, I agree, leave them alone as they have bigger problems,” says D. “But I have a suggestion that as we travel back up the coast we watch for the high speed ocean going cigarette boats loaded with drugs.”

“Are you suggesting we might interfere with the shipment of drugs into USA? I ask with a smirk.

“I am suggesting exactly that,” grins D.

“You realize that the cartels move their money in semi-trailer units, as it is the only way feasible to handle the sheer volume?” says Frosty thoughtfully, as he rubs his chin.

“Wouldn’t it be handy to hijack a semi full of money?” chuckles D. “I bet that would cause one hell of a stir.”

“It would if we happened to release security footage of a rival cartel member doing the hijacking, and some shipments of drugs going to US just happen to disappear.” grins Frosty.

“Oh dear god, here we go. How does this fit in with our assignment?” I ask.

“The money is spoils of war, and the disappearing drug shipments are our moral duty to the citizens of the US.” says D.

“Hmm, you know I can live with that, particularly as it is going to cause a hell of a disruptive drug war for both cartels.” I muse.

“Pack up your equipment boys and lets wander over to the coast and see what we can find to create a ruckus!” chuckles D.

“Beast, you copy all this, time to leave, we’re gonna go make some mayhem,” I say.

“Yeah boss, I been listening, too bad we have to leave, I like this jungle stuff. You know I saw a snake that had to be thirty feet long and big around as a barrel?” he xmits.

“Christ Beast, just make damn good and sure it doesn’t get on board the ship, ok?” I ask

“Little squeamish about snakes are we boss?” he xmits. 

“Who taught that perfectly good wolf about such things, D did you do that?” I demand.

“Maybe... you are such a wuss about a little snake,” replies D

“Oh come on, thirty feet and a belly like a barrel is not a little snake, you guys,” I whine.

Frosty is cackling away, D is giggling uncontrollably, and Beast comes by and rubs up against me hard enough to knock me over. He sings a little croon in his throat the way Husky dogs do when they are laughing and happy. The ship rises smoothly, the legs retract into the hull, the AI scans in all directions, and we move off slowly toward the west coast of Columbia.
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Chapter 8: Whack a Mole
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We position the cloaked ship six hundred miles off the west coast of Columbia and five hundred miles south of Guatemala. This is a vast huge area of the Pacific Ocean and it’s no wonder so few go-fast drug boats get stopped out here. We figure we will hang around her for a few days before moving closer to Guatemala. So we set up a search grid, each sweep is twenty miles across, and one hundred miles long. We make our passes at right angles to the direction the go fast boats will be coming.

The Go fast boats are thirty five feet long; open at the front to speed loading of cocaine and gasoline. In rough seas the front is covered or on clear days a blue tarpaulin in pulled over the boat to make it blend in with the water. The boat is small enough and has a very small radar signature, and almost impossible to see. These boats will carry up to two tons of cocaine worth four hundred million dollars on the street. The Go Fast boats use multiple powerful, reliable, Yamaha outboard motors. They have up to four, three hundred horsepower motors strapped on the stern of the boat. Enough to allow them to hit 150kph on smooth water. They will be at sea for three to four days to make a run.

It’s not as busy as we hoped it would be. After a week of searching we have only contacted one group of five go fast drug boats. 

Beast’s comments as he watches the endless ocean also reflect my view.

“Boss, I find this complete lack of solid ground more than a bit un-nerving.” he xmits.

“A little nervous about getting wet, Beast?” I grin.

“Getting wet is fine, swimming until out of energy and sinking like a rock, not so much.” he xmits.

While sniping did provide some entertainment for us as we shot at the boats and exploded them with the plasma rifle, it did not justify the long wait period. The ocean is just too large to be able to detect boats this size. There may have been boats coming through this area but we did not detect any but the five. After discussing this we decide that we will move over to the Caribbean Sea between Venezuela and the Dominican Republic, another favorite route for the cartels.

We sure didn’t have to wait long to find what we wanted here. This short six hundred mile journey was very busy with go fast drug boats going to Dominican Republic.

“I have radar contact on eight go fast drug boats,” advises D.

It’s dark outside; we are cloaked and pacing behind the convoy of drug boats.

“Excellent, I’m getting tense as I haven’t shot anything for a couple of days now,” I grin.

“The Plasma Cannon is extended, warmed up and on-line,” replies D. “You gonna need a change of underwear too?”

“Oh aren’t you just the funniest AI system ever” I reply. “Just try not to fly into something in the dark, ok?”

I walk around the hallway to the armaments and magazine area and enter through the sliding blast proof door. Get myself settled in the seat comfortably, adjust the focus and power of the scope image on my terminal screen, and select the rear most go fast boat. The boats are small and move around in the regular swell of the waves. I wait until the plasma cannon AI system reads the motion of the boat and synchs the cannon to it.

“Ok, all set, going to commence firing.” I warn.

I briefly ponder on the occupants of the boats. Fathers away from their families, young single men, maybe young single women for that matter. People, just people from a tough environment trying to make their way in life and get by. Participating is an activity that makes billions off their backs. I ponder briefly...fuck it, they made a choice!

The cross hairs of the sighting system are solid on the boat, I press the fire button, the plasma cannon says “thump”, and the boat explodes. The empty and full gas drums for the thirsty Yamaha engines explode and take everything with them. There may be some bales of cocaine that survive but most are punctured and the seawater will destroy the precious cocaine. The other boats see the explosion and speed up and spread out farther. Some stop completely and try to become invisible in the waves. They likely would have succeeded to if we had not had the tracking radar, and an infra-red heat signature lock on them. We explode the two stationary boats with one shot each. Then continue on after the ones running to get away. They can run but there is nowhere to hide. I can target and hit the boats from a mile away as easy as can be. Just let the cannon AI system have a few seconds to read and plot the movement of the boat so the cross hairs stays steady when I press the fire button. No problem, they do not stand a chance. I dispatch the remaining five go fast drug boats.

“You know that is a hell of a loss to the drug cartel to lose eight boats each one carrying two tons of cocaine. That has to be in the range of a three billion dollar loss. That’s way beyond the numbers that I am used to. I can’t even comprehend that.” I say.

“It’s going to sting the cartel very bad and there is going to be some serious hell to pay over the loss,” replies Frosty.

“Are you suggesting that there will be a general turn over in the human resources area of the cartel?” smiles D.

“Yup, that would be a very fair assessment, heads are gonna roll!” chuckles Frosty.

“We have a weather disturbance coming in from the North West,” advises the ship AI. “I advise that we move to Puerto Rico into a remote area in Yauco and ride out the inclement weather.”

We are all in agreement, especially Beast as he knows he gets to do parameter security patrol around the ship in the jungle. One of his favorite tasks, probably look for snakes to tease me about. And he gets to be on solid ground.

The weather disturbance is an understatement, more like a bloody monsoon. It blew with up to eighty mile per hour gales, rained like there was no tomorrow and as if we were under a waterfall, eased up and then changed its mind and got worse. All told it grounded all activities for three days. Man, if that was a disturbance I would sure as hell hate to see a real tropical storm.

“The nature of weather disturbances is that they gain a lot of power while they are over warm water and really are more of a storm when they come ashore. But they peter out quickly when they get over land and lose their power.” says D.

“Well where I’m from in the Midwest we measure storms in hours not in days, so it seemed long and powerful to me.” I reply.

D and her sisters are busy monitoring cartel communications looking for information on semi’s full of money coming out of Mexico, as that is going to be our parting shot to this assignment dealing with drug cartels. We can afford to travel slowly and comfortably north west to get back into Mexico. There are plenty of flights of low flying aircraft in this area, no doubt drug related business and Federal agents trying to catch them. We want nothing to do with either party so we go about leaving the area as quickly and quietly as possible; we can hang around in the remote sections of Mexico as need be until we identify a cash shipment.
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Chapter 9: Cash on the Barrel
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I think we have been here for about a week doing maintenance on the ship, robots, gear and general items when D calls a meeting.

“The sisters have established that a Los Zetas cash shipment is planned from Chihuahua to Durango a distance of some three hundred and fifty miles, using a variety of highways available. This sounds like an ideal opportunity for us make mayhem, with the potential of up to five hundred million in cash, a huge disruption to the cartels, and the possibility of setting off a drug cartel/gang war. All well and good, but how do we handle the logistic of such an endeavor? So while we fly along quietly and invisible, we need to ponder and plan this operation out.

“D, can our clamshell winch lift handle the weight of a forty foot loaded semi-trailer, say in the twenty thousand pound range?” I ask, scratching my head.

“No, the ship is not designed for cargo transportation, that’s outside the design criteria weight limit for both the lift and the ship.” replies D.

“Ok, how about ten thousand pounds?’

“If we spread the weight around within the ship, yes it can. And if the lift doesn’t have to lift all ten thousand pounds at one time, yes.”

“So it would seem that we need to remove the money in pallets from the trailer and bring them into the ship and place them at strategic spots.” states Frosty.

“Dandy, how do we stop the truck, so we can get in the back and move the money?” I ask

“And don’t forget the two carloads of cartel gunman charged with protecting the money. They are not going to just hand it over if you say please.” adds Frosty.

“This may be a damn site harder than we initially envisioned.” I mutter.

“I know how we might stop the semi.” xmits Beast.

“Yeah?” I reply

“Yeah, toss a wasp nest in the semi cab; you’ll have guys jumping out in all directions.” 

We stare at Beast; he sits and looks back at each of us. “Well?” he xmits. “Humans hate being bitten by bees, wasps, or any stinging insect, but wasps are particularly painful and nasty buggers.”

“Where did you learn all this stuff, and how come I never thought of this idea.” I shake my head.

“Choking, toxic smoke will also get the guys out of any vehicle, truck, cars and incapacitate them long enough to be dealt with.” says D. “But insects are a dandy idea Beast, good one!”

“Thanks”

“Could we incorporate the choking toxic smoke with a remote detonated magnetic grenade that would punch through the roof of a car or truck?” asks Frosty.

“I don’t see any reason why not,” replies D.

“How long would this gas render them unconscious?” I ask

“How long do you need to unload the money and get it into the ship,” replies D?

“So if we put a gas mine on the trailing car, the semi-tractor, and the lead car, then detonate them trailing car first, semi, and then the lead car. And perhaps spray down a patch of oil behind the trailing car wreck and in front of the leading car wreck, and set the oil on fire, we would have a window of 15 to 20 minutes while Mongo carries out the pallets of money and puts them in the ship. Then we are gone.” I speculate.

“And why are we just gassing the gunman in the cars? They would shoot us in an instant and feel good about it. Let’s just use a straight explosive charge and blow them to hell.” says Frosty.

“Yup, good point, but I might argue that for the semi crew it would be better if they could stop the rig rather than crashing. It will take less time to get the money out if the trailer is not rolled up in a ball.” I reply.

“I agree, and I have the portable backpack flame thrower to set the road on fire to block traffic. As a matter of fact I can use it on the wrecked cars to make a dandy big fire.” adds Frosty.

And with that comment we had the basics of our operating plan as to how we figured we would hi-jack a semi full of money from the cartel. The spoils of the drug war we called it.

During our travelling time to Mexico we went over the plan again and fleshed out more details at the lower levels looking for faults or areas that need modifications. By the time we were north of Durango the plan was complete. We gathered on the VR deck and ran and reran the simulation walk through to groom the process. 

Our next task was a very thorough examination of the route looking for the optimum area to make the hit on the money semi. We found several and accordingly we rated them in terms of priority one to three with three being the least desirable, but still a good spot on the highway for such nefarious activities. D and her sisters were monitoring the cartel communications so close we knew what they were eating for meals and who had bad gas. The day prior to the hi-jack we made a final pass over the selected hi-jack spots on the highway and did the last weapons and equipment checks to ensure all was in order.

“There has been a change in the cartel process; they are going to have air cover for the money convoy. A Huey gunship with a team of gunman will be surveying the route ahead of the convoy and will be available if things go bad. We’ll have to deal with them, but I can’t see any other changes to our plan. I’m right there with the ship cloaked so I’ll whack the chopper out of the air with the ships plasma cannon.” says D.

“Has our security been compromised,” I ask.

“Nope, I think this is the cartel being very careful given the loss of several boatloads of product. They are reviewing and tightening their own processes and security.” replies Frosty.

“So their chopper is no big deal for us is what I am hearing as long as it is shot out of the sky. We sure as hell don’t want the gunman on the site of the hi-jack as that will really screw the pooch.” I mutter.

“Why would it cause carnal relations with a dog, Matt,” asks D innocently.

“Boss, what in the hell are you talking about?” inquires Beast.

“It’s an expression that means that it would significantly alter and endanger our ground plans,” smiles Frosty.

“Well Matt, why didn’t you just say that? Why be cryptic and difficult to understand.” asks D.

“Sorry guys, it’s just a characteristic of human communication to use slang phrases which are unrelated to the task at hand. I know you will handle the chopper for us.” I offer.

“You humans are certainly a strange complex and illogical lot and your humor is just difficult!” sighs D shaking her head.

Beast nuzzles my hand.

Later as D and I lay spent in one another’s arms.

“Matt, are you awake?”

“No, I’m asleep and dreaming I just had sex with beautiful, highly intelligent sentient Artilect.”

“It’s real silly, it’s no dream”

“Oh, then I must be awake”

“I don’t understand why humans are so addicted to drugs, alcohol, and other things.”

“Jesus D, I’m too sleepy to answer that.”

“No you’re not, come on help me out, I need your input.”

“I just gave you my input”

“Not like that silly, about humans’ and addictions.”

“Ok, well as far as I know I don’t think there is an explanation why some are and some aren’t. Some are addicted by choice as they cannot resist the pleasure the drugs or alcohol bring them. Some, because they are hiding from reality in the pleasure of the addiction. Yet others it is never an issue, they may try it and occasionally use drugs or alcohol but it never grips them the way it does some folks. So it seems that the person’s character has much to do with addictions.”

“Do you suppose it is a human design malfunction to have such susceptibility to addictions?”

“Hmm, not specifically, I think humans require a high degree of feeling and sensitivity to be human, to feel empathy for others. It strikes me that the process of addiction leeches onto the pleasure, empathy characteristics of human’s character. So I would suggest that humans naturally have by design a high susceptibility to addiction.”

“Are those the only reasons?”

“Oh heavens no D, development environments, parents influence, childhood curiosity, television, news, teenage insecurity and desire to fit in and be cool, poverty, greed, ego, stress, anxiety, a feeling of inadequacy, need help to keep up, customs and traditions, drugs and alcohol are an accepted norm in society today. And sadly enough are heavily taxed and encouraged by governments for revenue.”

“Humans are so illogical; so much of their character construct make up is emotional, so much of what they do and how they interact is a function of emotion rather than logic and facts. Humans are just very difficult to emulate and predict accurately from one human unit to another. There seems no absolute template and each is different than the last.”

“Yes D, you are absolutely correct. We refer to each human as unique.”

“It makes me wonder how humanity has managed to get as far as it has.”

“From what I have learned studying humanity and society it seems humanity is stagnant for long periods and then for very subtle reasons jumps ahead in substantial leaps and then goes stagnant again. It seems to be a process that has been repeated multiple times over the centuries of our existence. The curious aspect about these evolutionary jumps is that they are hugely significant leaps forward for humanity. So much forward and radical that it appears that there has been outside interference.”

“Define outside interference.”

“Like a superior race of intelligence has introduced the concept and showed us how to use it.”

“Yet humans are very resistant to change, evolution, development aren’t they?”

“Most are very resistant and reluctant to change; some will change if you can present them a good positive argument to change. Others are completely terrified of change and refuse to even consider it. Some will actually go to war to resist change.”

“Yes, so I see, often humans defy their collective intelligence and really act extremely odd.”

“Therefore...” I murmur as I grab her ass. “You might want to be very careful how human like you become, my uber hot, horny, Artilect lover!”

“Come here my human sex toy, show me what you got!” giggles D delightfully.

So I did, as hard and as long as I could. It was fucking awesome, literally!!
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Chapter 10: Smoke and Fire
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We are on station and set to go. D is monitoring the comm channels and has the chopper on radar display, the ships plasma cannon is tracking the hopper. Frosty is set with his backpack flame thrower, smoke grenades and his silenced 9mm Glock. Beast is armed with his backpack of low power rockets. I am armed with my plasma rifle, and ready with the explosives, in the combat suit and in the harness clipped under the quad copter. Mongo is programmed and set with his pallet forks and a pre-positioned map as to where to set the pallets of money in the ship.

“Ok Matt, here we go,” says D as she opens the loading bay doors.

The cloaked invisible quad copter with me underneath drops down from the ship and heads towards the rearmost cartel gunman Suburban escort. I have my explosive charge ready and place it gently on the roof of the Suburban as we fly overhead. Then gain altitude and speed up catching up to the semi. I jockey around to get position and place the gas explosive charge on the roof of the cab. Last is the lead Suburban cartel gunman escort vehicle, I attach the last magnetic explosive charge on its roof and veer up and away and move back to a strategic position by the semi-trailer. 

“Explosives in place,” I radio to the team.

The rear Suburban explodes spewing fire, shrapnel and body parts across the road. The burning debris slides to a stop blocking the highway. The charge on the semi explodes next releasing choking smoke and toxic gas into the cab. Immediately it gets on the brakes and slows quickly to the edge of the highway and stops. The lead Suburban explodes in a flash and roar and nicely blocks the road at the head of the convoy. Last but not least the Huey helicopter explodes in a flash of light and is consumed in flames and falls out of the sky onto the desert in a burning smoking pile of rubble.

D brings the cloaked ship around and sets it down close to the semi-trailer. Beast is first out and sprints off to examine the remains of the escort Suburbans and kill any survivors. Frosty is next with his flame thrower and smoke grenades. Mongo lumbers out of the ship and stomps over to the semi-trailer. He rips the back doors off and slides his pallet forks under the first of 20 pallets, lifts the pallet effortlessly and turns lumbering back to the ship and placing it in the prescribed location. Then back to the semi-trailer for the next pallet, nineteen to go.

Frosty releases the smoke grenades around the parameter of the ship and the semi-trailer, then proceeds to the wrecked escort vehicles to soak them in burning oil and make a hell of a big bonfire so no traffic can get close. I am on over watch with the plasma rifle to take care of anything that might slip through the cracks, and to keep an eye out for any traffic either way. So far the road is clear. Mongo is doing an excellent job and is quicker at his task that we anticipated; the count of pallets in the ship has now reached fifteen. I make one last scan of the clear highway in both directions and drop down closer to the ship and semi-trailer. 

The driver’s door of the semi-trailer bursts open and the driver wearing a gas mask and waving an Uzi sub machine pistol falls out of the cab. As he hits the pavement the Uzi fires a burst, and Beast is on him in a second ripping him to shreds. Unfortunately two of the rounds from the wildly fired Uzi strike me in the chest. It feels like I have been hit twice with a sledgehammer, things go dark and I can’t breathe. I vaguely hear D talking to me and I think I feel Beast nuzzling my hand and his cold nose against my face, then darkness.

The next thing I know Daria and I are in a beautifully simple virtual construct. Shockingly white sand on the beach, like a snow field, so bright it hurts your eyes. Ocean dark blue on the horizon becoming lighter and lighter in shade as the waves roll in to the shore until the water is transparent with a skim of froth as it hisses up the beach.  The sky is a mirror of the water, dark far on the horizon with a scattering of flat bottomed puffy clouds, We sit in the sand under the shade canopy of a couple of coconut trees that thrust upward and stare out to the ocean. The beach curves away in both directions completely devoid of other people. A slight breeze puffs and waves Daria’s hair. It’s a perfect spot to repair broken bodies, feed our souls, rest, relax, and have sex, plenty of sex. The hormonal surges of multiple orgasms make short work of breaking down the stress and accumulated tensions. The beauty and serenity of the construct sooths us and we relax into a hypnotic state.  The four to one ratio of virtual time to real time that D is running this virtual construct at allows us plenty of time for therapy with very little real word time having elapsed.  

“Jesus D, am I dead?’

“No silly, we are just resting and recuperating for a while.”

“I got shot, twice, how clumsy is that, it really fucking hurt!”

“I know it did my darling, the suit kept the bullets out and you alive, but you’re badly bruised.”

“My chest doesn’t hurt now,”

“I know, because I did not allow the damage to be brought into our virtual construct.”

“How long has it been?’

“In real-time it has been three days since you were shot,”

“Christ, did we get the money and is everyone else alright?’

“We did, and everyone is fine. Just relax and float with me in the VR construct while your body heals in real time. You will be fine soon enough.”

“Is the combat suite ok?”

“It sustained minor damage and has been repaired,”

“I’m so tired and sleepy D,”

“Yes you are my darling human, come here and I’ll cuddle you up and you can sleep.”

The next time I open my eyes I’m in familiar surroundings, familiar smell, and familiar sounds. I’m in the medical area of the ship, too small for a hospital, more of a three bed sized trauma center equipped with everything a hospital would have. Not moving I just lay there conscious listening to the beeps, clicks, and mutterings of the medical monitoring equipment attached to me, checking out how my body feels, scared to touch my chest in case it starts the pain again. Finally I can procrastinate no longer, I feel my chest and it’s fine so I sit up and look around. Beast pads over and snuffs my hand and makes a happy dog sound in his throat while wagging his tail. 

“Good to see you back boss,” he xmits. “Hey everyone Matt is awake.”

“It’s good to be back, I think, although I’m feeling pretty foolish.”

“It takes a special talent to get shot twice by a half conscious crook while you are invisible,” says Frosty. “Not everyone can do that you know.”

“Oh jeez, here we go, I’m never gonna hear the end of this am I.”

“We’ll keep it around for a while to whip you with when we think you are out of line,” smiles D. “How are you feeling?”

“Rested, and nothing hurts except my ego.” I reply. “And hungry.”

“How does a huge plate of bacon, eggs, potatoes, tomatoes, and brown toast sound?’ asks D.

“If there is a gallon of coffee to go with it I will kill to get it.” I reply as my stomach growls.
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Chapter 11: The Bad News
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I ate breakfast, more breakfast, drank the gallon of coffee, felt wonderful, and full. We wandered over to the living room and sprawled on the furniture.

“Now that we are all present and accounted for I have some bad news,” started D as she slouched in a power leather recliner. “The sisters and I have been very busy in turning over all the rocks looking for info on the Cartel money trucks and we discovered something else.”

“Should I ask what or is this just a suspenseful pause?” I tease.

“You should ask for sure, as we found a department with money and men specifically focused on hunting us to earth.” replies D.

“Oh for christ sake, not this bullshit again?” 

“It is exactly the same shit Matt,” says Frosty. “That’s how the gov’t bureaucracy works; it’s departmentalized and often works at cross purposes for reasons of security. The upper levels that employ us do not want any of the underlings to know shit about us. So when these goofy buggers get it in their mind to run us to earth the upper level guys can only discourage so much without starting to look like they know what is going on and that they use our services.”

“Shit, I was hoping that the Daesh dork that we named Juthamah would send the gov’t dogs off on a long goose chase.” I mutter.

“Oh it has caused a veritable shit storm of activity within the gov’t and spook community and it’s still going strong, but someone is doubting and playing it safe and has managed to get a three man team funded to investigate our actions to attempt to run us to earth.” replies D.

“Can we just shoot these dumb assholes?” I ask.

“We can but that just increases the interest and resolve of the gov’t and another team gets assembled and it starts again.” says Frosty. “Just like trying to eliminate dandelions in your lawn!”

“So are we any worse off than we were before I accidently decapitated the last gov’t annoyance?” I ask.

“Nope I don’t think so, just another aspect we need to manage along with false videos of Juthamah, and all the other regular disciplines of what we do. Frosty and I discussed this at some length while you were relaxing and healing.” says D as she throws a leg over the arm of her chair.

“We also talked about the truckload of money we have in the cargo bay, and how we might make it work on our behalf and that of others.” Frosty says as he cleans his glasses.

“Our business partners and bankers in Switzerland have been very helpful in the past and I suggest we continue with that financial structure. We’ll add additional financial companies and vehicles to look after our own interests certainly, but the huge influx of capital can also be used to sponsor and setup more facilities and opportunities for drug and alcohol challenged youth. I want to expand our programs substantially into many more countries and locations than we currently have.” explains D.

“Jeez, I get shot by accident and while I’m on deaths door you guys are busy re-inventing the world.” I whine.

“Guffaw...”says Frosty.

“Oh give me a break you big baby, you were just napping because you are such a child about being bruised and we needed some peace and quiet and not listen to your moaning and whining.” chastises D.

“Ouch, I think I have been spanked, right good and proper.” I sulk

“All that aside, are you onboard with our suggestions?” asks Frosty.

“Ok, ok, yes I am as long as our personal interests are more than adequately looked after. What we do is extremely risky and it may come to pass that we get unlucky and need to just disappear for an extended time and I don’t want to have to pump gas to eat.” I reply.

“Don’t worry Matt; our financial plans have you more than covered already. I doubt you could spend what you currently have in one lifetime, never mind what we’ll earn after the injection of four hundred million in our cargo bay.” smiles D.

“One last item on the meeting agenda before we get busy with our personal stuff. Our next assignment has come in and we need to take a little trip and destroy a convoy of mercenaries and munitions over in a nasty little remote part of the Congo.” says Frosty.

“Great, I’m healed up, fed up, coffee’d up and ready to start killing things. It will be a great day and keep the stress levels down.” I grin.

“Just keep your guns on, we have to get there first and I want to drop off our money cargo at our favorite Swiss bank before we get to the Congo.” replies D.

“Oh man, the jungle, sweet, more big snakes to check out and tease Matt about!” xmits Beast as he gives me a push and a happy woof.

“Beast, you better hope you never bring one of those buggers around me when I have my pulse rifle handy, I get hysterical around snakes and shoot everything!!”I warn.

Beast woofs again and wags his tail hard enough to damn near knock over the coffee table.
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Chapter 12: Preparation
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Anytime you decide to attack a group of military professionals you need very meticulous planning. I don’t mean meticulous detail as most plans should exclude too much detail as the operation rarely happens completely as planned anyway. But meticulous in your thinking and preparations surrounding the plan, how the opposing force is going to react, what you will need to contend with, fall back positions, options, and information, information, information. If you spend the time and thoroughness on this step then you should not be surprised by the enemy’s reactions and should have your secondary attack plans and reaction options well in hand. At least this is the “best military practice”. It presupposes that you stay current in all the military state of the art strategies and innovative thinking of battle. The bottom line is no matter who you are or how much advantage you think you have you may have your ass handed to you if you are negligent or over confident.

After many hours of planning, strategy sessions, attack and response plans, and other associated planning thought streams, we felt we had a solid basis for how we would handle the operation. Whacking a terrorist or a drug dealer is one thing, but attacking a military force is quite another and our numbers were perilously thin for taking this operation on at all. But we had Daria, and she is such a force multiplier and genius Artilect that we felt we should be on even ground with the enemy. And of course we spent many hours in the VR Deck simulating the operation in great detail.

I was to be hidden in the rocks of the mountain that the column was approaching across the valley. Frosty was armed to the teeth with auto weapons and explosives and riding the quad copter, which had more engines added and was now an octo-engine copter floating invisible over the column. D had the ship, cloaked of course, and was on over-watch with the Plasma cannon. Beast equipped with his rocket back pack and natural skills would be following the column and watching for stragglers and for soldiers running for cover when the shooting started. Mongo was set to wade through the carnage after the attack thrashing the wreckage to ensure no survivors or other surprises remained. And last but certainly not least Huey and Louie were setup with medical protocols to assist in the medical bay in the event of injury to man, beast, robot or Artilect. Our primary “motus operendi” for this mission was to keep the troops in the vehicles and kill them before they could get out and disperse into a defensive position.

The military column was armed to the teeth, with truck mounted rockets, also vehicle mounted .50 cal technicals in double and quad configurations. There was even a GE min-gun on the top of a couple of the troop carriers. They also employed several drones, sidewinder equipped, no doubt supplied by sympathetic super powers. Yeah it was going to be one hell of a fire fight.

Invisibility was our primary tactical advantage; complete communication blackout by Daria was another primary advantage, causing deadly confusion within the enemy ranks. Our firepower was more accurate and selective than theirs and was more damaging. But they had us on more weaponry and fire power, no question. Timing and surprise are critical, our attack must be brutally fast and hard, as the longer the firefight goes on the higher the chances we would have to withdraw. 
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Chapter 13: Military Column

[image: image]


I’m positioned up on a ridge line on the West side of the valley. The valley floor is quite flat for the most part, some vegetation but as it is high desert not much grows up here and it’s much dryer than the lower rain forest areas.  I know Frosty will be on the East side of the column floating ready for go signal. Beast is lurking at the rear of the column, I can’t see him as he is cloaked but my helmet display shows everyone’s position. We are all at specific planned locations.

“Everyone set?” asks D.

A chorus of confirmations is returned. 

“Here we go”

D deploys the communication scrambler.

“Pick a drone on your helmet screen Matt and I’ll target the other one, fire on my mark.”

I put the crosshairs of the scope on the small pulsing red pip on my screen. 

“Got one, ready”

“Fire”

Both drones blossomed into explosions high in the blue sky.

D targets the vehicles equipped with rockets, technicals, and Mini-Guns with the Plasma Cannon. She fires quickly and deadly accurate, the explosions are fast and come almost at the same time. At the same time Frosty opens up on the troop carriers and equipment trucks from the copter with his RPG’s, I begin firing at the vehicles from the front of the column. My Plasma rifle has the energy turned up and it explodes vehicles with each shot. I shoot my section of vehicles as fast as I can and begin to focus on the few survivors that emerge from the flaming smoking mayhem and try to seek safety. Frosty is on the other side of the column up under the copter floating back and forth firing with automatic fire on fleeing soldiers and/or RPG’s on vehicles that need more destruction. D has the ships Plasma cannon pounding away on the trapped mid column vehicles. Everything is exploding and burning down the complete length of the column. I can’t see how anyone could survive this holocaust of destruction.

“Hold your fire,” says D. “I’m setting down at the rear of the column and turning Mongo loose to poke through the debris for survivors.”

I see Mongo appear out of nowhere as he steps off the ramp of the ship. Christ he is enough to scare anyone to death as if the explosions and bullets haven’t already. He begins stomping through the debris field remains of the convoy, tossing crushed twisted vehicles this way and that. I see Beast working the parameters looking for hiding soldiers.

“Got a couple boss,” says Beast. “I’ll paint them and the rock they are hiding behind with my laser. Rain hell down on them!”

“Roger that.”

I see the red laser spot in the scope, increase the magnification, get the crosshairs on them and touch the trigger; COUGH says the plasma rifle and the rock and soldiers explode into shards of stone and torn bloody flesh. 

Still on the scope I see Beast sprint into a ditch and watch him kill another pair of fleeing soldiers. Frosty is busy pounding the survivors with his auto fire and is making excellent progress on his side of the convoy. It’s looking positive as we were able to hit them quick enough all along the column line that they did not have a chance to disperse much at all.

Mongo is lumbering along through the mayhem bashing junk to the left and right. So far he is just shaking out the dead and dismembered body pieces. Nothing alive or even partly alive has been found. 

I get the odd shot away successfully but beast is tearing up the few survivors and doesn’t need much help from me. But I continue to scan the remains of the column. 

Frosty has moved back from the column and is tearing the shit out of a bluff of bushes where several survivors have fled to. 

D is scanning back and forth the length of the column wreckage using the ships sensor arrays to search for anything even partly alive to be permanently killed. After four passes back and forth the ship materialized in front of me, a stairway extends.

“Come on aboard sailor, it’s looking very positive for the good guys in this little fire fight fracas,” says D.

“It gives me such a warm satisfied feeling when our planning and tactics work correctly,” I grin.

“For sure, let’s check on the rest of our team,” chuckles D.

We set the ship down at the head of the debris field.

“Looks clear on my side, I’ve made three passes with no action,” says Frosty. “Going to return to the ship.”

Mongo has completed his pass through the debris field and is in need of a bath to clean the smoke, grime and stains of battle off.

Beast has made several scans of both sides of the column and nothing is out there.

“Seems clean on both sides out two hundred yards,” xmits Beast.

“Ok, everyone back into the ship and I’ll perform another series of scans while you folks get cleaned up. And one of you give Mongo a good pressure wash cleaning please, he looks like he was in a bloody coal mine.” says D. “And nicely done people, excellent execution!”

“Is that a play on words D?” I ask with a smile.

“Not deliberately, but I can see how a person might make the assimilation.” replies D.

Beast and I watch closely as we move slowly over the debris of the convoy, it’s just a disgusting mess of bent and charred metal and broken and exploded body parts that goes on for close to a quarter of a mile. The stench of burning steel, oil, grease, body parts, blood, and shit would choke a goat! We were extremely proficient at the slaughtering; but also our proficiency is planning and execution as we never gave the enemy the opportunity to adequately defend themselves. If we had it could be one or all of us laying down there in pieces in the disgusting stench and carnage of the battle. I shake my head, and remind myself about the “why” of our actions, and how many innocent human lives would have been snuffed out by the military convoy if we had not slaughtered them with extreme prejudice. Humans have been doing this to themselves for as long as humans have been on this planet. I accept that is part of who we are, but I really don’t understand it.

“You alright Matt,” asks Frosty?

“Yeah, just admiring our handiwork,” I reply with a sigh.

“If we hadn’t fixed this problem you could have an extended tour of hundreds of villages of innocents slaughtered under worse circumstances than this. We were quick clean and surgical, we didn’t torture, starve, rape, kill, mangle children as they would have if we had not acted.” reminds Frosty.

“True enough mate, I need a shower and a couple of beers, and we need to get away from this mess ASAP.

Beast “woofs” and damn near knocks me down snuffing and leaning on me.

I scruff his head and ears, “Thanks buddy!”
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Chapter 14: Aftermath
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We have performed maintenance on all gear and systems after the battle. Mongo took some serious scrubbing to get clean so we have decided to spray him throughout with a thin film of ceramic coating called Cerakote. This will increase his resistance to wear and grime and make cleanup of the big brute a giggle.

Beast is inspected carefully for any damage or excessive wear indicators. Aside from cleaning his fur and giving him a thorough grooming the only maintenance he required was removal of skin and meat from his claws, particularly his disemboweling claws. There is something very therapeutic about grooming a big animal like Beast. He enjoys it and it provides me with a peace and calmness not often found in my line of work.

Frosty is Frosty, just as the name suggests. He gets out of all the combat gear, showers himself up and gets back into his mad professor lab coat and goes back to doing maintenance of Daria’s computer hardware and/or the ship.

D and I talk about what has happened, why humans do what they do, why we did what we did. She reminds me how excited the Swiss Bank is to house our semi-load of cash. It took a while to convince them that we meant business. But once they saw the pallets of cash in their vault and the cash total was correct they were extremely cooperative with the plans D had presented as to how her empire for children could be actioned on. We talked of the balance of life and how important it is for the harmony of humans.

Then we entered the virtuality construct and made love, slept, more sex, slept, hugged one another and slept again, soft and dreamless, in peace and total harmony.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 15: Loose Ends
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“Do we have executions here Sheriff?”

“No, I believe they died of natural causes.”

“Natural causes?”

“Natural to the line of work they are in.”

Sheriff Ed Tom Bell to Deputy Wendell at the site of the drug deal massacre.

No Country for Old Men, Cormac McCarthy

I have to confess I enjoy the killing. It’s very satisfying for me to rip the life out of an insane piece of shit that has been preying on the young and vulnerable. Religious fanatics of any flavor are a favorite of mine, radicalization freaks and weirdos.  All of them right up there along with drug dealers, gangs, perverts, child molesters and psychopaths. Those beauties of society that cause harm but are very difficult if not impossible to bring to justice. So I kill them, terminate them without any guilt at all, just taking out the dangerous garbage so society has an honest chance.

There was no money for us to earn in this instance. We had stumbled over some very disturbing communications between the Islamic Muslim populace in Eastern Canada and this small town out on the prairies of Western Canada. An out of the way unsuspecting place to encounter a large active Islamic Muslin Fundamentalist radicalization cell. According to our communications snooping the cell was focusing on young teenage girls, some runaways, some abducted to make it look like runaways. Drugging and raping the girls held prisoner as they ran them through the gauntlet of radicalization. D monitored their communications and movements as we completed the business we had been contracted to do. When we had fulfilled out obligations in Eastern Canada D asked the question I knew would be coming.

“Anyone feel like a scenic trip out to the prairies of Canada, it’s nice out there this time of year?” asks D, stroking Beast’s head. He is sitting on the floor in front of D and is larger than she is.

Frosty smiled, “You want us to straighten out this radicalization cell don’t you D?”

“In a word, yes!” replies D. 

“Matt what are your views on the matter?” asks Frosty.

“I think that when an opportunity falls in our lap like this that we are obliged to apply remedial action. Besides I am predisposed in my hatred of religious fanatics.” I reply.

“Beast, you ok with a trip out onto the prairies?” inquires Frosty.

“Sounds good to me, never been there before, be nice to have a look around.” he xmits.

“The land of the huge sky, Beast, you’ll love it out there.” I smile.

“It’s decided then, a little sightseeing recreational trip with some corrective harvesting of the criminally insane. What an opportunity!” replies D as she murmurs to the ships AI Navigation system.

I can feel the ship change direction, slowly rise in altitude and accelerate. 
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Chapter 16: Prairie Emptiness
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D chats with the ships AI Navigation system and explains where we would like to be positioned. The location is hovering silently in the river valley, cloaked of course, invisible to all. Perhaps the river birds are aware of our presence but if they are they remain silent about it and continue about their bird business of feeding, reproducing, squabbling and socializing. For the most part not that much different from any of the creatures of this planet I muse to myself.

It’s late summer and moving toward fall. Apparently there has been a frost as the leaves on the trees are vivid in heartbreaking colors, contrasted by the green of pine and fir evergreen trees, and the lovely manicured river bank grass parks. There are gaggles of large Canada geese waddling around on the parks and bike paths looking well fed and very content. Not to be trifled with these geese, we see instances where dogs attempt to chase the geese unsuccessfully. The geese rise up to their full stature, spreading their ample six foot wingspan and charge hissing and flapping at the annoying dogs. It’s no contest, geese one, dogs yelping scared shitless. It sure captures Beast’s attention.

The air is soft with the smell of harvest and damp foliage floating around on a faint but crisp breeze. There are several bridges that span this narrow river and we are positioned between two of the bridges in the valley. Apparently the flight path to the airport in the North West is close to us as passenger and cargo jets are arriving right over our position. Landing into the predominately NW wind I expect. Beast is eager to get on the ground and explore the river bank. But we convince him that it would be better to wait until after dark for his nocturnal explorations and to be sure to not be annoying the geese just for fun.

D has located the source of communications of the Islamic Muslim Radicalization cell. It is sadly a religious Mosque located not more than five blocks from our position. That’s alarming as I’m sure the vast majority of the legitimate worshipers know nothing about and would vigorously condemn if they were aware of the illegal activities going on there. But they sure as hell are going to find out!

We have breached their Mosque security, telephone, all cell phone traffic into and out of the Mosque. The Mosque has an additional level below the basement that only the Radicalization Clerics and selected devotees of the Holiest Order knew existed. Here was where the abducted girls were held prisoner, drugged, tortured, raped, whipped, caned, and abused during the radicalization process. Some of these girls look to be as young as fourteen. The Journey to Higher Learning of a freakish religious sect buried in the dark ages. Each of the girl’s cages has a camera and they are monitored constantly. The cages contain nothing but a dirty mattress and a toilet. At the other end of the room were tables and chairs where punishment is administered, rapes are conducted, and religious dogma is beaten into the girls. Enough chairs for the senior clerics and officials to observe and enjoy the rape and abuse, even participate if inclined.
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Chapter 17: Clear Message
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“We need to send a very vivid message for all to see that this type of activity will not be tolerated.” curses D hitching up her yoga pants with her cute bum wiggle.

“Well there are a variety of methods we can employ to discourage these diseased rats.” I reply.

“Did you know there are sixteen gangs in this town of just over a quarter of a million people and that all the gangs are aboriginal.” asks Frosty? “This town has the highest concentration of gang membership in Canada, it’s riddled with criminals.”

“Well, maybe we can include some of that in our “Taking out the Social Garbage” exercise.” I offer.

“I’m still back just seething on these diseased rats raping and radicalizing girls,” replies D.

“There are a lot of bridges in this town aren’t there?” transmits Beast thoughtfully.

We all turn to look questioningly at him.

“Yup, some eight bridges I believe counting the railroad bridges.” replies Frosty. “Not too unusual for a town a river runs through.”

“What’s on your mind Beast,” I ask.

“I’ve been watching movies and documentaries on the Mexican Cartels,” transmits Beast. “They have a very effective way of discouraging crimes against their cartels by using high shock killing techniques involving decapitation, severing arms, legs, and so on. They like to hang the victims from bridges for everyone to see clearly what’s happening. Seems very Middle Ages crude, but seeing as how the radicalization fools are middle aged in their activities we might ponder on such a punishment for the perpetrators.”

“Beast, you are brilliant, I love the idea,” says D hugging the big wolf.

“Damn, why didn’t I think of that,” I ponder.

“Um, maybe because you are too busy with personal human maintenance and chasing D around,” transmits Beast teasing, as he whacks me across the legs wagging his tail.

“Can we apply the same technique to say, the top six native gangs. And can we leach in a shadowy nondescript indigenous native straw dog into the video to look like the alleged perpetrator. Make it kind of a lopsided gang war.” asks Frosty.

“I’m good with that, but can we just toss the decapitated heads in a net and dangle them under the bridge as it’s so much easier than handling the complete bodies?” I inquire.

“Absolutely, this is grand, we have a plan. Just a few logistics and we are good to go.” grins D.

“Let’s all go into the Virtual Reality Simulator Deck and run through the various aspects of this operation.” I suggest.
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Chapter 18: Not a Simulation
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It’s evening; darkness is early on the prairies at this time of year. D brings the quad copter to a hover by the back door of the Mosque. We are cloaked of course and invisible to anyone that might be observing. I unclip and climb the back steps. 

“Door is unlocked and all security cameras inside are all looping a peaceful scene. There is no one upstairs or in the basement. All activity is localized in the under basement bunker. You are good to go.” murmurs D in my helmet headset.

“Dandy, here I go, see you in a couple of minutes.”

“I’ll set the quad copter on the roof by the dome and try to blend in.”

It’s low light in the Mosque and quiet as a tomb. The building must have some amazing sound deadening techniques as I can detect no sound from the bunker at all. A fleeting memory of Rachel, dear sweet Rachel hits me in the heart and I stop for a second. God, how I miss that woman, the ache is so strong. Fuck, not now dammit! 

“Matt, you ok, your vitals are jumping around?” asks D softly.

“A memory of Rachel,” I answer thickly.

There is no sense to deny or lie to D as she knows and can read the signs.

“You want to cancel?”

“No, let’s keep going.”

I move through the prayer hall to the basement stairs and quietly move down them keeping an eye to my scanners. Dead silence and low soft lights, and no people. The basement is also a prayer hall complete with mihrab, minaret, and fountain. There is a stand with a white marble bust on it of some cleric in the corner by the Qiba wall. I see no door or opening to the lower bunker.

“Check the underside of the table under the Bust,” murmurs D. “I can detect circuitry.”

“Roger that”

I run my gloved finger under the table and on the rear of the table behind the bust I feel a switch. Depressing it I hear a click and clunk and a section of the Qiba wall swings out an inch.

“Well, well, nice workmanship on the hidden door.”

“This is not a cheap operation, workmanship and security is above average. These boys do not want to get their nasty habits discovered.”

The door has to be at least a foot thick, as I swing it open the girls screams and male laughter from the bunker pour up the stair well. 

“Lock the door behind me, please D. I don’t want any of these fuckers to slip away.”

“Roger that, security cameras show five males and it looks like seven females, most are in the cages. But I can see a couple of the girls are being raped currently, so hurry!”

I pull the heavy door shut and hear it latch and unsheathe my Kukri knife, it hums up into the ultrasonic. For a moment I think of dropping the invisibility so these diseased pieces of garbage can see the death coming for them. But the girls are going to see me and compromise our position, so I stay cloaked.

As I emerge from the stair well a cleric has his back to me, his thwab is yanked up and his bare hairy ass is pumping as he rapes the crying girl bent over the table. He has her by the hair and her head is pinned to the table. He is sweating, grunting and spitting and yelling scripture in Farsi. I casually swing the Kukri and his head thumps on to the table and rolls off onto the floor. Blood streams in pulsed arcs from the severed neck.

The girls are still screaming but the men are not laughing and yelling encouragement any more. There is a frozen quality, looks of disbelief on their faces, denial. The next cleric is sitting frozen with a drink in one hand and a pipe in the other. Smoke dribbles out his nose, then puffs out in a cloud as his head pops free of his body and rolls onto the floor.

Two of the diseased filthy rats are taking turns fucking a young teenager on the other end of the table. One has his back to me and is pinning the girl’s arms down. A casual backhand swing and off comes his head spraying blood into the face of the other rat as he lunges his hips against the teenager. I stop the backhand swing rotate the Kukri blade and swing forward slicing the second rats head off. 

The last fat depraved filthy rat drops his hash pipe, his drink and runs for the stairwell. I swing the Kukri knife downwards across his thorax and his intestines and stomach slop out onto the floor as he goes down screaming. I let him scream and thrash in the guts and gore as I walk over and smash the locks on the cages of the girls. Christ some of them barely look twelve years old. They’re all dirty, bruised, matted hair, with dried blood on their legs, shaking and cowering in fear.  I walk back to the screaming rat and lop his head off. The screaming stops. Pulling the net bag out of my equipment belt I collect the five heads rolling around on the floor.

“Unlock the door will you D?”

“Got it, send the girls up.”

“Keep them on the main floor until the police arrive.”

“Roger that”

My voice seems frighteningly loud in the silence that is broken only by the girls whimpering and sobbing. It doesn’t require a second asking; the girls grab one another and scoot up the stairs like frightened deer. I stop them on the main floor in the prayer hall. Tell them the police are on their way and reassure them. But as much as I want to I cannot drop the cloaking. There is nothing more I can do for them. It breaks my heart to see them like this. Fuck I could kill another fifty of these fucking diseased filthy rats.

D has the quad copter ready at the back door and I clip into the harness with my bag of heads. Five heads are heavier than you might imagine. Up we go into the night and head for what looks like a freeway bridge. Underneath the bridge I flip a rope around one of the supporting girders and dangle the bag of heads down some thirty feet so they are easily visible. Blood still drips from the heads into the river below staining the water. I wonder absently to myself what kinds of predators inhabit the river. The sirens are howling and I can see four police cars and a couple of ambulances heading to the Mosque.
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Chapter 19: Who’s Next
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“Are you still in a killing mood?” asks Frosty

“Oh hell yeah, I need another fifty of these Islamic Muslin radicalization diseased rats to kill just to quench my thirst. One look at those poor girls and I’m ready for war!” I growl.

“I have locations on four of the local indigenous native gang hangouts if you are interested. The Terror Squad, Indian Posse, Warriors, and Native Syndicate, all of which are dealing in drugs, prostitution and violence. Beast is on the ground keeping an eye on things at your next location to ensure no one slips away.”

“Excellent, I’m on the way.”

I arrive at the Terror Squad hangout; I am disappointed, I expected a well-organized gang with security and look-outs around their squat house. Beast could find no look-outs at all, I walked right in to the house and found a collection of inbred, half-wit, drug addled, Indians slumped drooling and passed out. I matched them to their police profiles, and identified their gang tattoos. Something wasn’t right, not even close. This was no damn gang; this was a collection of belligerent out of control drug addict teenage Indians.  Just street scum not even worth recycling body parts. We needed more data as the pieces were not adding up to what we expected. 

“D;’

“Yup”

“There’s something way out of whack here as all I can find is teenage hoodlums more dangerous to themselves. We need to check some of the other sites to see what’s there before we make a move with the beheading program.’

Over at the Posse, and Warriors hangouts it’s the same story as the Terror Squad, just a complete embarrassment to call a gang. Street scum punks that must have problems even dressing themselves they were so pathetic. By now it is looking to me like the authorities are as big a problem as these pathetic Indian drunks and druggies. It sure as hell doesn’t take much of a presence to collect and eliminate these fools. So someone somewhere is controlling the authorities and allowing the gangs to run unchecked. Good Christ a neighborhood watch group run by anyone with a military background could have run these pathetic hoodlums out of town. Yet two levels of Police have proved ineffective against them. That’s just bullshit. 

I arrive at the Native Syndicate house it’s in a better neighborhood, with look-outs in cars a block away from the house. This looks more like what I would call a gang. No guards at the house outside, so they must be inside. Not the best practice, but I remind myself that it gets to -50 below zero out here in the winter and anyone outside freezes to death. D takes care of the security, Beast and I slip into the house. We have heat signatures for eight people, four in basement and four in the bedrooms upstairs. We check them against the police pictures and make sure they have the gang tattoo. Most of them are asleep, not sprawled passed out drunk like the other fools, but asleep all the same. One of the members is in an office. This guy looks like he might have a clue about what’s going on as he is counting piles of money and the door to his safe is open. I watch him as I stand there, him counting away and making journal entries, counting some more, completely absorbed in his task. Maybe it’s a struggle for him to count; most of the so called native gangsters we have seen so far this evening seemed to be illiterate, innumerate, drug addicts. 

Frosty and D, are on the horn.

“Given that all you are finding is errant teenagers and all of them combined would not make one decent criminal I think our beheading program is halted.” says Frosty.

“We figure that the local and provincial authorities have reached a balance with the Indian gangs, and in all likelihood have even infiltrated them with Native officers.” adds D.

“It would be in everyone’s best interest to leave this situation completely alone and let the balance of so called criminal and authorities stay as it is. And that includes leaving any illicit gains of crime alone. Just walk away and let it ride.” says Frosty.
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Chapter 20: Back at the Ship
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“Ok, so let me get this all straight. You are telling me that these errant teenagers and their petty crimes are being allowed to exist by the authorities to keep a situation of balance and relative peace in place. Is this what you are telling me?” I ask.

“Yup, there are no real serious criminals here at all, but there are enough natives to form a never ending war if the authorities decide to ‘clean it all up’. Hell the province doesn’t even have the jail space they need now never mind after cleaning up a crime wave.” says Frosty.

“There is a huge racial issue out here between the Indian and the white people,” says D.  “Almost to the point where no Indian can be arrested as it is racial segregation and profiling.”

“Well I may not be in total agreement with this strategy, but I can recognize the strategy when I see it. I can also see that beheading the various gang leaders would really throw the fat in the fire and trigger a racial war.” I concede.

Oh well we did what we came for with the radicalization extremists, so it was a dandy evenings work.

“Ok, so what is our head count for the nights work?” asks Frosty.

“A subtle play on words Boss,” transmits Beast.

“Five diseased cleric rat heads hanging under the freeway bridge. Not too shabby for a nights work!” I say.

“I think we have made a very public and vivid statement,” says D. 

“However both levels of Policing out here, local Police and RCMP appear to be just toothless old dogs that would rather lick a criminal than bite them.” observes Frosty.

“I concur, now can we have breakfast, I need a big plate of bacon and eggs, with toast and lots of coffee.” I announce.

The local and provincial news service exploded over the discovery of a bag of Islamic Muslim Fundamentalist heads dangling under bridges. 

In the midst of all the media hysteria the regular Islamic Muslim members tried their best to distance themselves from the hideous activities. It was impossible as it was their building, their Mosque where the obscenity has been conducted. Their most vehement protests were ignored. If you were part of the Islamic Muslims you were guilty as hell and alienated accordingly. Not such a bad thing as they had migrated to multiply and conquer, not to integrate as Canadians.

“While we’re here can we go have a look at the Rocky Mountains, I understand they are absolutely stunning?” asks D.

“Fine with me” says Frosty as he peers at a circuit board.

“Dandy” I mumble between mouthfuls of breakfast.

The ship rises up, changes direction, and begins to accelerate all without slopping my coffee.
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Chapter 21: The Rocky Mountains
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From out on the prairies it was an easy overnight cruise to the Rocky Mountains. We had to detour well away from Calgary as that place was just a flurry of aircraft coming and going. But once we got into the mountains proper past Canmore there was plenty of room to “park” a ship of our size and remain undetected. We slipped quietly up an unnamed valley and followed it up in altitude to a lovely meadow. At that point we settled the ship down on the landing gear and just drank in the stunning view. It was time for a little down time and to address the inevitable “do list”. The ship and its’s bots maintained itself very well, but there is still a bit of human inspection that is required to ensure the “best practices” are being followed.  An ounce of prevention is worth a pound of cure as the saying goes. 

The next morning as the sun comes up D is excited and poking me awake.

“Matt, Matt, wake up”, D is urgent.

“Ok, Ok, I’m awake, what is so important out here in the mountains?”

“Matt, come and see, the ground has turned white.”

“Likely snow at this altitude I would bet D.”

“I’ve never seen snow Matt, look it’s still falling out of the sky in big flakes. Oh my god it’s so beautiful.”

“Well skiers and snowboarders sure like it.”

“Matt you have to go outside in the snow I need to feel the snow.”

“Geez D, that means I have to get up, get dressed and go out in the cold and snow.”

“No, don’t get dressed; I want to feel the snow on your skin.”

“Oh come on D, you go outside.”

“You know I don’t have a physical presence Matt, now come on help me out, I want to feel the snow and I can only do that by feeling what you feel on your skin”

“Ahhh D...”

“Come on Matt, if you love me you will go out in the snow for me. Do that and I’ll warm you up the way you really like when you come back in!”

Sighing and groaning I get up naked from a perfectly good warm bed and wander down the hallway to the closest exit. I meet Beast who looks at me and cocks his head to one side and in my mind I hear him say;

“You could use a bit more hair and fur before you go out in the snow, Boss.”

“Very funny, very damn funny, the things I don’t do for that woman.”

“I can hear you two, quit complaining and get out in the snow before it quits coming down.” says D.

Beast is crooning, and beating me with his tail, which is his way of laughing his ass off at me. We drop the exit ramp and naked as a jay bird with my junk hanging out I walk out into the snow with beast lunging out and immediately rolling in the snow and shoving his face into piles of it, snuffing and cavorting.

“Oh my god it feels so delicious on your skin, Matt. Walk around and wave your arms and skip in the snow for me.”

“Are you serious woman?”

At that very moment Beast comes tearing by in a blur of motion spraying snow over me and the race is on. I’m going to catch that bloody great Wolf and rub his face in the snow.  Beast is howling and crooning and tearing around giddy to have someone chase him, I’m yelling threats at him and trying to corner him to tackle him, and D is hysterical at the spectacle we are making of ourselves and the feelings of the snow on naked skin. Good grief I hope no one is in the vicinity watching this commotion. Of course I don’t have a hope in hell of catching Beast and he knows it, but the chase is good fun anyway. He lets me get very close to him, just out of reach, the bugger, but we sure stirred up a cloud of snow. I’m puffing and huffing and plodding up the ramp back into the ship. Beast is tracking smells in the general area, cavorting, and rolling in the white stuff.

Back in the bedroom D is naked and hugs me, instantly we are transported into a reality construct she has created. It’s a deck somewhere with a hell of a mountain view, no snow, but a huge hot tub which we immediately get into. Oh yeah, this is more like it. 

“Matt, your big dick has shrunk up and your balls are just bumps, why is that?”

“To keep the equipment warm and the sperm alive while I was playing in the cold snow, the equipment retreats into the relative heat of my lower abdomen, not completely but much more so than if I am in a hot tub”

“My nipples get hard and grow when they get cold Matt, why doesn’t your penis/”

“Jesus D, ok, both are types of erectile tissue, but your nipples react to cold whereas my penis reacts to heat.”

“That’s not very logical”

“Another one of Mother Nature’s little jokes on humans, I suppose.”

“Thanks for the snow experience, the data was wonderful and I really enjoyed it.”

“You are very welcome D, I’m glad you enjoyed it.

“I’ve been watching some naughty movies Matt; you want to see what I have learned? I think it will really warm you up nicely.”

“Really, well let’s see what move’s you have D, you know I love that stuff.

“You’re parts are growing, are you thawing out? 

“Yes, thank you but I plan on them growing much more than they are, come here woman.”

I lie down and pull D down onto me in a 69 position, she grabs my stiffening cock and puts it in her mouth, I apply my tongue to her cunt, while my hands pull her cheeks apart. I tongue her lips from the top right down to the bottom, including the spiral of her anus. Her moans and slurping sounds get louder and she is involuntarily pumping her hips against my chest. I move back to the top of her cunt and focus on her clit. That does it for her and she cries out as she comes, shaking against me as her orgasm flows through her.

D climbs off me and grabs my feet and pressed them as far up to my head as they will go, my knees are against my chest, she reaches down and grabs my cock, spreads her legs and squats on me, her wet cunt swallowing my slippery cock right up to the hilt, balls deep. Christ I almost cum when she does that. But now D begins to Amazon power fuck me, slamming her cunt onto my cock and smacking my balls. D is grunting and moaning and I am over the edge ejaculating wildly and jerking, arching, trembling like I have the plague. 

“Jesus fucking christ D..., arrgghhh!!”

“You like that human, does that make you feel good?” she hisses as she pumps hard.

D climbs off me and kneels between my legs and takes my cock in her mouth again, rubbing my shaft and squeezing my balls. Fuck, I’m starting to stiffen again. Before I can say anything D reaches down and slides two fingers up my anus. Arrgghh, dear God, that makes me immediately hard again, then D turns around and presses my knees back on my chest, mounts me right up to my balls again, and starts to Amazon fuck me reverse cowgirl. She orgasms after a half dozen strokes and as she does she squeezes my balls again and that’s it, I’m coming right along with her in a chorus of grunts, oh fuck, oh fuck and assorted human ecstasy sounds. Our orgasms are violent, jerking, grunting, prolonged spasms of overwhelming wonderful sensations. 

We collapse in collection of arms, legs, bums, balls, sweat, cum, pussy juice, saliva, and utter comfort and peacefulness, time just stops!

I’m comatose, drifting on a river of sensations I cannot even describe, from far away I hear D’s voice.

“Did you like my naughty moves Matt?

I laugh, just laugh and hug her close. “You bet your sweet ass I do!”
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Chapter 22: The Curse of Black Ops
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I think we all were aware of these unspoken thoughts that we had in the backs of our minds. It was just with the daily hustle and bustle of the day’s activities we just never really had a chance to sit down and specifically discuss this topic. Or maybe it was because we were just reluctant to stop and stare back at the truth that we knew was coming at us. The government that used our unique services was becoming more and more persistent in attempting to put us out of business or to get a handle on us so that we would become a dog on a leash with the government the masters. We had defeated several attempts to have them become our masters and as predicted they kept trying and increasing the pressure and techniques. It was just a matter of time before the inevitable happened and we were discovered.

I called a meeting, we had to discuss this and resolve our course of action.

“Look guys, the government pukes are increasing their attempts to run us to earth so they want to either have us eliminated, imprisoned, or put on a leash. I don’t like it and I don’t see a way out of this. I have come to the conclusion that we should stop accepting contracts and just disappear for an indefinite time period.” I announce.

All of us are sprawled in the Ship’s lounge area in soft chairs, lazy and comfortable, full of food and coffee after a big breakfast and prior to each of us going our own direction for the day’s duties. 

“Well there is no question the deck is becoming very stacked against us as the government becomes increasingly adamant they have to identify us. We are becoming more and more of a liability that they cannot afford to have wandering around loose.” observes Frosty as he strokes his whiskered chin.

“From a financial perspective we simply don’t have to do anything ever again as we are completely independently wealthy. Wealthy to the point of having an abundance of ‘fuck you’ money. It’s not so much about what we do with our particular skill sets, it’s the peering over our shoulders to ensure we aren’t being set up for death or capture by the same damn government we are executing contracts for. So perhaps our solution is to just eliminate the annoying government and disappear as Matt says. We can keep an eye on all things and decide amongst ourselves if our certain skill set is required in any given situation. There is plenty of work for us to do if we don’t need to depend on the government paycheck.” adds D thoughtfully. 

“I’m all for eliminating the government pursuit of us. Of course there is the aspect to this situation that says we have already done too much sensitive work and as far as the government’s concerned we need to be eliminated with extreme prejudice, no loose ends.” I say.

“To some extent we have enough material on certain very prominent government folks to ensure that they remain silent and do not pursue us for our sins to date. Of course one might also wonder if that in itself is not a good reason for us to be eliminated.” ponders Frosty.

“We need to establish a ‘balance of power’ with the government folks that we have informational leverage on. Remember this is time sensitive as when these people retire, quit, die, or whatever our ‘get out of jail free cards’ are null and void.” D reminds us.

“So are we all in agreement that we should stop accepting contracts from the government?” I ask.

“Yes,” replies Frosty.

“Yes,” replies D.  “But...”

“But what”, I inquire.

“But to stop accepting contracts we need to achieve a standoff, a bargaining point, with the government, or they will simply hound us to death.” replies D.

“No more government contracts and let’s develop the ‘exit strategy’. Which I think, among other things, is to remind our key senior officials of the amount of liability they have in regard to this matter. Remind them in such a fashion that has the greatest level of ‘detente’ possible.” says Frosty.

“I like where this is going, I’m tired of being hunted by the fools we’re trying to help.” I add.

“I’m feeling good about this, and I think we may have just been presented with our ticket to get off the bus,” smiles D.

“How so,” asks Frosty.

“We have just been contracted to eliminate a very high profile target, the price tag on this guy is multiple millions. The son of a certain Daesh jihadist leader that was killed has decided to become the new face of Islamic Muslim Extremist Terrorism.” says D.

“Man, it’s just like trying to eliminate crabgrass isn’t it. Kill one and two more crazies pop up to take the first ones place. Was it Regan that suggested to just nuke them all? I shake my head.

“Nuke’m Ronnie, was a popular expression during Ronald Regan’s term. Just turn that whole damned sandbox area into a big glass parking lot.” chuckles Frosty. “Hell he was probably right too.”

“Alright bright boys, the gov’t pukes want our services bad to neutralize this new threat; we want a balance of power and to get off the bus. How do we engineer this to happen? Let’s have some ideas.” invites D.

“Who’s the target, and where?” I ask.

“Well we are in all likelihood, although that is not what you are asking. A Daesh jihadist leader, son of an al-Qaeda hero that one of our gov’t black ops teams killed. This guy will be even less than a ghost, all we know right now is that he is not likely in Saudi Arabia, maybe Pakistan would be a good bet.” replies D.
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Chapter 23: The Bold Plan
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“You have a plan already don’t you D?” smiled Frosty.

“Yup,”

“Well let’s hear it,” I ask eagerly.

“This is a beauty, you’ll love it. At a high level we find this POS ASAP using Beast’s invisibility on the ground to track him by any cell phone traffic or word of mouth. Beast can operate 24 x 7 until we have him located. Then we get his DNA profile and track him with electronic insects as he operates, while we build his world in our Virtual Reality simulator deck. We follow his DNA profile and I can insert an image of him into the VR in real time, so we always know where he is. When we are ready we kidnap him and hold him in a stasis pod and use him as a bargaining chess piece to negotiate our ‘get off the bus pass’. I’m sure the government would love to take this diseased rat apart and turn him inside out and shake all the information he has out for their own use. Killing him is just a waste of an incredible resource. The gov’t boys will be wetting their pants to get this guy and his info!” says D.

“Wow, I’m impressed, particularly with the couple or more spots where we don’t have the technology you speak of. But I think you have exactly the bargaining chip that we need. It’s an elegant plan D.” smiles Frosty.

“Jesus D, there is an awful lot of slang, abbreviations, and jargon in your mission description.” I chuckle.

“Ha, it’s the additional computing power of the last upgrade and some recent software efficiency tuning that has allowed me sufficient cycle time for additional dialects in my conversations.” replies D.

“You never fail to impress me D. So we collect all the government data on this diseased jihadist rat, and all the information we can steel from all associated and interested governments and we collate that into a projected starting point for the search. Then we insert Beast and let him do what he does best and track this lunatic prick down. Then I get stuck on the DNA thing.” I reply.

“DNA is easily collected by saliva or other bodily fluids. It is 100 % unique to him and him only. The electronic insects can acquire the DNA off cups, cutlery, toothbrush, even cigarette butts by direct sampling. Once they have it they can remain in his vicinity indefinitely continuously monitoring his DNA trace given off by sweat, breathing, etc. Think of it like mosquitoes at a camp site. Once they have located you they move wherever you go.” replies D.

“But we don’t currently have a fleet of electronic insects D.” observes Frosty.

“Ah, currently is the active phrase.” It is an area of interest for myself and the sisters.” says D. “We’ll have that resolved soon.”

“Ok, the Virtual Reality Simulator we use already, the real time online tracking presented within the sim will be outstanding for us to evaluate routines and habits for the purpose of kidnaping. But I’m stuck on the Stasis Pod.” inquires Frosty.

“The Stasis Pod is no more than a device that allows humans to hibernate like many species of animals do. Hibernation is an artificial pause that stops all physical and chemical processes, including those of life; they resume as if uninterrupted as soon as the stasis is ended. With the help of some Nano-technology injections we can make some human system adjustments to this guy, plunk him in the pod that handles the hibernation slow down and monitoring process. It’s not quite as Sci-Fi surreal as one might think. There are plenty of accidental human cases of hibernation on record however their recovery from hibernation has been long and onerous.” says D. “In this instance we are not trying to keep this guy alive for a 100 year space journey, we just need to keep him on ice for perhaps a month while we work through the details of the government negotiations.” 

“Another area of interest for you and the sisters, by any chance?” ask Frosty.

“Exactly,” says D with a smile.
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Chapter 24: Stasis Pod
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The Stasis Pod looked boringly conventional, like a refrigerator laid on its back in the horizontal position. Why be fancy and attempt to re-invent the wheel when a common refrigerator meets the basic requirements so well asked D. None of us had a reasonable argument so a horizontal fridge is what we used. Yes it was thoroughly re-engineered right from the basics of an upright fridge not working correctly when laid horizontally. Just questions of circulation, fluids, gasses and pump re-orientation. Of course the human interface for the occupant took some time to engineer as did the human readable display unit that controlled and monitored the occupant. However by bastardizing some medical monitoring equipment along with some internal surgery devices we were soon well on our way with the prototype. Sooner than we had expected we faced the question of testing the device. We needed a volunteer.

As none of us felt the need or desire to test hibernation in the Stasis Pod we resolved the issue by simply grabbing a vagrant street skid that would be dead shortly anyway. He became our volunteer. Once we had the filthy bugger disinfected and somewhat coherent such that we could establish a base line of health conditions he was ready to be our guinea pig. Some folks would be outraged at such treatment, but some folks are outraged that jailed killers don’t, nor shouldn’t have the same rights you and I do. Did the dead person not have any rights?

D had this notion that putting a raging drug addict into hibernation for a time would have a very beneficial change on their drug dependency. Basically the body would go cold turkey and forget the dependency. It was going to be fascinating to see what happens.

We got Rich or Richard, he said that was his name, stabilized as much as possible. There wasn’t much to work with as the guy was going to be a goner in another month if he made it that long. Anyway we got some base readings from him, gave him a relaxant and an injection of Nanobe’s and placed him in the Stasis Pod and closed the lid. Sweet dreams Rich. The monitoring display and internal camera confirmed that he was alive but in deep hibernation. Perfect!
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Chapter 25: Insect Drones
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Huey and Dewey, after certain adjustments for precision, proved to be excellent at the microscopic assembly process of our cloud of ‘insect drones’. We developed two types based on the common insects of the Pakistan area. The first is an electronic version of Musca domestica, or common house fly. Our version looked and sounded similar to the common fly, but was the opposite of everything a regular fly is. Ours did not lay eggs in shit and garbage, did not carry all sorts of diseases and plagues, did not infect food, nor not crawl on humans and attempt to get in mouths, up noses, into eyes and ears. Fabricated out of carbon nanotubes and graphene ours looked identical, unless under a microscope, used a sunlight rechargeable cell to power plastic orthopteran wings, a very miniature computer processor abdomen and thorax, and a head of several very tiny hi-res cameras complete with microphones and functional antennae. Transmission range was short, but data was encrypted and shared to other insects in the cloud and with their combined power efforts the range was acceptable. We hedged our bets however by assembling a Bombus pennsylvanicus or Bumble Bee. With its increased size and increased electronics payload we could fly in the vicinity of the drone flies and receive and boast the encrypted data transmission signal distance to more comfortable levels. The process is bio-tech, computer-tech, electronic-tech, and aero-tech all combined into microscopic packages. Its bloody genius is what it is!

The piece de resistance, the crown jewel of our insect drone command is the lowly Culiseta longiareolata or mosquito. While the Mother Nature developed variety dive bombed, attacked, and bit the living hell out of warm flesh to extract blood, ours did not. We buzzed around making the characteristic mosquito whine but did not attack. Clouds of our developed units surged and flowed around the individuals of interest that we needed to have ongoing audio and video observation of. While the minuscule size of our mosquito kept the electronics package to a very rudimentary level, it worked fascinatingly well when a swarm of these little buggers worked together. The combined swarm mentality was impressive as they provided a clear video and audio feed of the subject they hovered around. It seemed the critical mass was acquired after about twenty units in the cloud. Anything from there on up to a swarm of fifty mosquitoes was remarkably effective and provided for spares in case of accidents and units taking a ‘time out’ to recharge.

I was so impressed that Mother Nature was providing the design documentation and prototype unit package for us to model our efforts after. Internally I smiled to myself with smug satisfaction. So many times the solution to our requirements and world requirements can be found by observing nature with an open mind. The irony of it all just tickled my fancy. Mother nature, the great R&D laboratory.
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Chapter 26: Surveillance Data
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D and the sisters hacked their way into the international surveillance programs like ECHELON and its associated data bases run in co-operation with the Five Eyes Countries. They paid particular attention to British and French surveillance programs like Tempora and Frenchelon. But by far the most invasive and vigorous surveillance programs and the most complete detailed datasets were from the Israeli and the US espionage efforts. Operation Olympic Games, of which a small portion was Stuxnet, paled in comparison to the massive Nitro Zeus code structure. The US Trailblazer surveillance platform from 9/11 was shut down as it was junk compared to a new extremely elegant solution called ThinThread. A genius system of code engineered by a true codebreaking programming genius William Benney. This system along with PRISM, MYSTIC, Bullrun and MonsterMind provided massive amounts of data housed in the $1.5 Billion Utah Data Center.

No matter where the data resided the sisters hacked their way in elegantly, copied what they needed, and were gone like ghosts without a trace. Some very, bright minds worked to keep the data secure with layer after layer of increasingly complex security as you moved closer and closer to the most secure and most critically important volumes of data. The sisters made it look easy, their combined computing horsepower, and code ability for hacking made fools of the security. It was a stunning oversight that the government did not use their massive computing ability to self-design the required security to keep their gargantuan stores of data actually secure. The hubris of mankind and their insistence of human control is their undoing.

The sisters and D chewed on this data for what must have seemed an eternity for them; for us it was just a few hours of elapsed time before they can forward with logical projection of where we should start looking for the new Islamic Muslim Extremist or a weak link in their organizational chain. It wasn’t Abbottabad, Pakistan, but it wasn’t very damn far away either.

We tidied up our mess, finished our do list and began the trip. It was not necessary to break our necks to get there as fast as possible and additional surveillance and espionage monitoring was ongoing as we travelled. 

Beast was excited to get there and get at the job at hand. He’s a rambunctious bit of a wolf.
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Chapter 27: On Station
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In the underwater world of Submarines the ability to stay completely quiet is a life and death skillset. To lay on the bottom completely passive or to hang just below the boundary layer where the water changes to colder temperatures is a skill requiring the upmost care and patience. We found ourselves in a similar situation. Our location not far from Abbottabad is literally crawling with surveillance of every type. We must work hard to maintain signal silence, physical presence, and avoid detection by radar, FLIR, Pred Drone, Satellite, and a myriad of other electronic espionage systems. Even the clouds and fog attempted to betray our presence. The fog would drift in and an observer would be able to see something in the fog but couldn’t be sure. The chameleon skin of the ship did a superb job of absorbing all signals beamed in its direction and changing its texture to match the surroundings, even fog. Even so we needed to be moving slowly all the time, drifting not too high and not too low. D was monitoring the outgoing signals of all the surveillance gear to ensure we remained undetected.

Beast was on the ground, invisible and having the time of his life. He was wearing an IMSI-catcher, and we were running MITM attacks constantly. We  had setup a number of the ‘StingRay’ like devices up and down the valley to capture vast amounts of international mobile subscribers identity and all their associated conversations, browsing, messages, tests and so on. The captured data was fed into a data base and then scanned repeatedly for key criteria. We were monitoring all civilian data-com traffic, but frankly we did not expect to find anything using conventional social media feeds. Our best bet was to monitor the dark net for specific sites, com streams, and then use a vectoring tool the sisters had written to mark the transmit and receive location and vector us to that location. It was a slow methodical, monotonous process, exactly what most recon surveillance is all about. Becoming bored, lapse of concentration were the big enemy.

The Islamic Muslim Jihadist’s raving mad father had shunned all electronic communications as he knew they could be monitored and his position found simply by having a cell phone powered on. Accordingly he had used human couriers to do his face to face communications while he was holed up in a secure environment. It was tough to trace, but it was, slow and prone to failure of any of the many human links. The son would not nor could not afford the time or people involvement. He would avoid cell usage, texting, twitter, email and rely on Tor or similar programs and the dark net for secure encrypted communications. We floated back and forth up and down the valley scanning looking for a hit so we could vector in on the location.  D was monitoring for web servers, anonymous communication servers, infrastructure servers. In addition she was scanning for traffic using VPN, Tor, Subgraph OS, ISP, and Opera. After a few days we began to see patterns in the surveillance and thereafter we kept Beast in the three hot spots that seemed to be particularly active. 

One spot in particular close to a Mosque seemed to be active with the correct signal traffic. D conducts a magnetic resonance subsurface scan and finds the mountain back of the Mosque had a large infrastructure of rooms on multiple levels. During our covert surveillance Beast noticed the same woman making daily repeat trips to the Mosque. She did not appear to be a typical Mosque attendee. Beast recommended we turn part of our drone swarm loose and let it follow her into the Mosque to see what she was up to. We asked Beast why he suspected her.

“Her smell changes, she has one odor signature on her way to the Mosque and when she returns she smells strongly of sex. People don’t go to a Mosque to have sex as a rule.” he states simply. 

It worked better than we could have possibly hoped. The woman turned out to be our quarries lover. The mosquito drones caught him and her in the act and our fly drones were able to obtain DNA samples of both of them. In addition the Tor data-comm traffic to and from his computer system on the dark web verified that he was the new Islamic Muslim Jihadist Extremist leader. D hacked his data signals and we collected volumes of his plans, his terrorist groups’ structure, international connection, and destructive missions planned. The intelligence we are collecting is so good we are delaying taking him captive to get as much material on their endeavors as possible. 

Our quarry likes to take the afternoon sun for a few hours each day and there is a deck that is accessed from inside the mountain. It has trees shading it so Predator and Satellite imaging cannot pick him up in the shade. He has two body guards when he is taking the sun. We prefer to not make any noise capturing this guy at all. Just one minute he is there and the next minute he is gone. D says she can get the ship in close enough to place the loading ramp on the deck wall.

When the time is right we will bring the ship in close, use the tranq gun on all three of them, then tag and bag the Jihadist leader, and get out of Dodge. We would wake up Rich and drop him off in downtown somewhere Pakistan, and thank him for his volunteer work. Inject prince jihadist and put him into a long slow nap. Once we got through the meeting, greeting, courtship, and down to the dirty facts with the government, and came to an agreement we planned to drop the prize off in the middle of nowhere after defrosting him like a TV turkey dinner and let the government have their way with him.

How interesting that the weakest link in the jihadist operation was his own sexual desire. I pondered that it spoke volumes about mankind. There was no failing of his technology, or the structure, of his organization, or their tools. All had been very well prepared and thought out and executed. We had the slight edge on surveillance tools, and we had some very sophisticated technology devices. But even then it was the repeat visits by the same fine looking woman that made us suspicious. If he had three or four women visiting him we may very well have missed it. Though Beast says he is pretty sure he could have smelled what was going on, literally. The external enemy was very well prepared for, the internal enemy within his person, not so much. And therein is a lesson to be learned.
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Chapter 28: The Snatch
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We waited as long as we felt we could to collect as much data on the new Islamic Muslim Jihadist as we felt was pertinent. The rest of the data or anything the governments wanted to know they could sweat out of the diseased rat themselves and use the fact they had captured him alive and well, just walked in and took him as a very strong international power statement.

We ran the VR deck simulation with me using the tranq darts to neutralize his guards and Beast taking down the diseased rat. It was only right as Beast had “smelled him out” when no one else could, so he belonged to Beast. We pondered on whether the jihadist rat would make a lot of screaming and hollering when Beast grabbed him, but Beast assured us that he would not harm the rat but he would be so fucking scared he wouldn’t say a word. I made sure I had another couple of tranq darts for my gun just to be sure. Plan B you might say.

Once we had decided we were ready for the snatch we defrosted Rich, our drug addict volunteer. D was correct in her prediction that his body had recovered from the addiction and had got used to no drugs. Rich looked better than when he went into deep sleep. Of course his mind was still completely buggered, so when we got him defrosted, clothed, and ambulatory, we told him he was at Disneyland, to go find Goofy and Mickey, and turned him loose outside of a small Pakistan village. That should make for some interesting entertainment.

We moved the ship in under cover of darkness and Beast and I unloaded and made ourselves comfortable in the shaded courtyard. We were invisible of course, and D was making real sure that we were not being picked up on any surveillance systems. D moved the ship back out of the way; close by but out of direct line of sight. If we could figure out that the courtyard was used by someone no doubt other interested parties could also. We waited.

A little later than his regular time for his fresh air break the door from inside the mountain opened up and two guards came out and walked the parameter of the courtyard  to ensure it was empty. No matter how many times this happens I still feel naked standing there in broad daylight watching others looking for me, but not seeing me. The two guards jabber away and to someone that we cannot see inside the doorway. Eventually our target emerges, looks around and moves over into the shade of the trees, stretching and working the kinks out of his back. 

We move on Beast’s mark, I shoot the first guard in the neck from close range, swivel and shoot the second. Simultaneous with the compressed air plop of the first shot Beast slams into the jihadist, pins him to the ground with his mouth tight on the rat’s throat. Both guards are out, I wait a couple of measured beats to see if anyone else is coming out into the courtyard. It’s quiet and nothing is moving. The jihadist rat is still and trembling with fear.

“Ok D, ready for extraction”

“Roger, ramp will be on the wall in 30 seconds”

I walk over to Beast and the diseased rat, our jihadist feared warrior is rolling his eyes in terror and has pissed himself through his lovely skirt or whatever they call these damn dresses, a thwab I think. I take a gag out of my pocket and open his mouth shove in the gag and tighten the harness over his head, ensure the blindfold is tight and in place, apply flexi cuffs to his wrists and ankles, and he is tagged and bagged.

I get him up and toss him over my shoulder. The extra strength of the combat suite makes carrying him a giggle. D has the loading ramp of the ship resting on the top of the rock wall, Beast leaps up first, then I throw our jihadist rat up on to the ramp and climb up myself. Beast and I get a grip on the jihadist and drag him into the ship as the loading ramp whines up, latches and locks, and the ship moves away and up.

Frosty has the Stasis Pod prepared after our previous guest. We administer the nanoparticles to the jihadist and he slips into unconsciousness. We remove the restraints and all of his clothing and burn them as there is no telling what diseases they are carrying. We place our naked jihadist rat into the Stasis Pod and latch the cover. His biometrics are stable and everything is in order.
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Chapter 29: The Fun Begins
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“We should discuss our expectations for the negotiation stage of this operation.” says Frosty. “I expect things are going to get very exciting and we need to be completely prepared for anything.”

“I agree, and first off the Islamic Muslim Fundamentalists are going to go utterly insane when they find out their new illustrious Jihadist leader is gone.” replies D.

“Of course they are going to try to keep that information to themselves as much as possible as they want to keep the party faithful on the straight and narrow. When the party masses realize their leader has vanished there will be general chaos.” adds Frosty.

“What concerns me more than the Islamic Muslim diseased rats is the actions of our own government. They already are active trying to capture and kill us to mitigate perceived threats. So when we let them know we have their prize they are going to lose their minds too.” I say.

“We will need a series of tests to ensure that those we negotiate with are actually negotiating in good faith. Of course the weasel bastards won’t be so we will need to yank on the collars of those we have leverage on very sharply to ensure they get the  correct timber and tone of our message.” replies D.

“How be we use our straw dog Juthamah and run a test to see how our opponents across the negotiating table are going to act? I suggest. “Maybe leak a sighting of Juthamah and a poor picture of our illustrious jihadist leader at a specific location and watch to see what happens.”

“I like that a lot” replies Frosty.

“And how much are we going to sell this jihadist leader for” xmits Beast. “Surely if they were prepared to pay multiple millions for his death it should be say a hundred times that for a live breathing specimen.”

“Good one Beast, I wanna be on your team.” I chuckle.

“I think we should investigate the largest number our senior executives that we have leverage on can work with and use that number as the price on this piece of shit.” says Frosty.

“All excellent ideas, let’s get the sisters working on a ‘relative value’ number for our jihadist. Also to leak a little info out into the surveillance community about a specific location and sighting and start there.” replies D.

We have such a strategic and actual physical bench strength advantage with our configuration around D. We employ a duplicate of D to avoid any interruptions of real time service, also a gold code backup unit, and a sandbox R&D version on which new code is tested, refined, integrated, tested, and brought into the production environment.

Aside from protecting our Artilect investment using ‘Industry Best Practices’, exacting development control of new code and what becomes production and what doesn’t, it provides a tremendous amount of computing cycles to apply to special projects. If we allocate all D’s considerable resources and that of her three sisters we have an increase of 300% in computing power. Four data centers instead of just one, so the order of magnification factor in capability is just stunning and off the scale.

It allows us the luxury of performing impossibly complex tasks in seemingly blindingly fast time frames. Such ability allows us the ability to do ‘what if’ scenario planning and produce very quick turnaround on the results.

All this means that we can pretty well predict within a few percentage point of accuracy exactly what our adversary is going to do in any given environment. This is an enormous strategic advantage.

The ability to see many moves ahead in the chess game of life.
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Chapter 30: A Little Test
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Essentially the ‘leaked surveillance data’ showed a remote couple of buildings in a mountain pass. The area was known to be frequented by jihadist types as a place of shelter for people moving through the area. The apparent aerial surveillance showed Juthamah dragging a prisoner that looked an awful lot like our jihadist leader into the building with the pinkish colored door.

D had got us into a comfortable viewing position a couple of miles from the buildings. Then she had the sisters release the ‘surveillance data’ into the spook community. We waited and watched with a growing suspicion of what was about to happen.

It didn’t take an hour before two hellfire missiles came screaming in and blew the building into fist sized rubble. 

“Holy mother of god, those sons of bitches,” I curse.

“Well that speaks volumes doesn’t it?” smiles D and arches her eyebrows in my direction.

“Yup sure does, we can’t trust these buggers any farther than we can throw them and it also suggests that just maybe our jihadist boy is worth more dead than alive.” says Frosty.

“I have a communication prepared to be sent to certain very high ranking officials reminding them of how dirty their hands are and what an explosion of shock and public outcry would occur if the information was leaked. Not to mention the military trials and incarceration involved. We’ll see how they respond to that.” smiles D.

“Never a dull moment when you are a black ops operative eh Beast” I grin.

“Trust no one” transmits Beast and wags his tail.

“I think your inherent wolf sense of tactics is going to come in very handy at this dance.” I say.

We wait; there is no response to our communication. The first reason is the gov’t is frantically trying to trace the communication to divulge our location. It won’t help them at all, it is a fool’s mission because even if they did manage to see where the communication came from, we would be long gone. Hence always moving and not in a straight line or predictable path.

After two days we get a response. ‘We’re interested’ was all it said. 

“Aha, the mouse has recognized the bait and the situation game is afoot.” says Frosty gleefully.

“I’ll lay out our terms of negotiation and the benefits to them to accept our terms.” replies D.

“Mongo and I are going to check security systems and armaments as I have a sense we may need them before this is over.” transmits Beast.

“You two spooks keep us up to date, as I am going to work on our to-do list with Huey and Dewey. This just sitting around waiting on a move in an invisible three dimensional chess game makes me tense.” I mutter.

Huey and Dewey were good company for me, didn’t talk much just performed excellent quality work. I really liked that, ticking items off the to-do list, the satisfaction of correcting, repairing, and performing quality maintenance on our critical subsystems put me in a relaxed mood and gave me a sense of peace and contentment.

I shared Beast’s premonition that things were going to get very ugly before this Op was completed. Sometimes Beast’s sense of premonition was excellent and would save our lives, but sometimes it causes that nagging worry that scratches and tickles at the back of your mind, particularly when trying to sleep.
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Chapter 31: The Art of Negotiations
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“Winning battles such that the whole world cries ‘Excellent’ is not the highest excellence.” 

Sun Tzu, The Art of War

Negotiation is about listening.

Negotiation is about give and take.

Be human, talk softly and pleasantly.

Encourage the other side to offer first.

Have a clear objective.

Do not constrain yourself with time.

We are an untraceable, invisible, and undetectable enemy, we are nowhere, yet we are everywhere, we operate outside all rules, laws, religions, traditions and customs of society. We have access to the deepest darkest secrets of humanity. Our advanced technology and ability to act terrifies governments, gangs, rebels, militants, and Islamic Muslims alike. There is no leverage on us, no way to obtain a grip or grasp. It’s like trying to control fate or the weather. 

There are very distinct advantages to successful negotiations with us, we offer a very attractive win/win result for dealing in good faith. Your government secrets and your top level executive will look omnipotent, preserve and significantly, strategically advance your careers and you will become legends as the ‘people who got the job done’. You will be written about and admired for generations to come. Your families will be admired and opportunities and doors will open for them beyond your wildest dreams.

Or we can destroy your careers, imprison you for life, bring down the current government, and cause mayhem and bedlam. You will be ridiculed and hated, your family will be destroyed, and hated for generation, you will have nothing and your family will be forced to live in hiding as beggars.

Think carefully of the choices in front of you, view logic, tangible and sensible facts, clear situational analysis. Do not listen to fools, entertain ego, anger, or adopt the behavior of the braggart, to appear to be the ‘big American’.

Choose wisely.

We wait; short terse communications go back and forth. We can predict the actions in their camp, they are assessing their options and attempting to select a path they can all agree to. The failure of bureaucratic corporations, logic and sensibility do not always prevail. In fact in an alarming number of instances it is not even considered, better the self-spun doctored corporate lie than the truth.

Clarity is requested on price for the jihadist and that which ensures our silence. We know they are frantic in the background scanning every piece of data repeatedly that they think may have had anything to do with the black ops we have been involved in. We can see them in their boardrooms and action meetings yelling, banging the tables. Why can we not locate these bastards, how do they move with impunity, why is there literally no surveillance of these guys. How do they always have the correct intel and we don’t? What the fuck, what the fuck, the billions we spend on American and International security and you are telling me that we have essentially fuck all on toast on these sons of bitches? That is just goddamned unacceptable and if you want to retain your current positions you better goddamned well ‘fix this picture’!!

We wait, time is on our side.
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Chapter 32: The Exchange Prep
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We have reached an agreement in our negotiations which would seem that both parties can live with. At least that is what the appearance of it is. We have negotiated for $250,000,000.00 in diamonds for turning over the jihadist leader to the US government and for us ceasing our operations.

“Why diamonds?” xmits Beast

“It’s one of the best ways to compress wealth into a manageable package. The largest US denomination is $100 bill. It’ll take thousands of pounds of paper money for $250M. Gold is also too heavy to transport easily. But diamonds worth $250M will weigh about 14 lbs. and can be handled and inspected easily.” says D.

“I think it is a setup for a hit.” says Frosty

“Yup, I agree,” I add

“A setup, there is no doubt,” transmits Beast.

“I agree, they are being completely predictable. I suspect that there is dissention in the ranks and the young bucks have a hard-on to show up the senior decision makers. The executive has agreed to what they think is an exchange, but the younger cowboys are going to turn it into a hit in an attempt to bag us, the jihadist, recover the money, and look like hero’s.” says D.

“The weaseling cocksuckers, I’ll kill every one of them myself. That’s not what I call negotiating in good faith.” I state. 

“You may have to Boss,” transmits Beast.

“Tell me about the exchange location and the details,” I ask

“The location coordinates are for a dry lake bed in Baja California, we meet at 2:00am in the middle of the lake for the exchange.” replies Frosty.

“How very convenient to have the Edwards Air Force Base and the Marine Combat Center at Twenty Nine Palms extremely handy to the exchange location.” I mutter

“Any doubt in your mind regarding their intent?” asks D.

Frosty just chuckles, “This is how the game is played, guys. No sweat we can whip their asses at their own game.”

“Well, let’s get our assumption set together and go down to the VR deck and begin the simulations, we know these buggers are not going to play fair.” I say.

“We must defeat this initial breach of negotiation protocol we know they are going to attempt and use it as a leverage for our own benefit over the senior executives.” notes D. “This is a good thing, it gives us a bigger stick to whack them with.”

“Roger that, I’m feeling good, Beast, you feeling good” I smirk.

“Hell ya Boss I’m feeling very good.” transmits Beast.

“Alright enough, you assholes, let’s go to work.” chides D.

We knew that surveillance would be absolute in every manner and looked for ways to defeat it and offset their coverage. The Marines would be using LRS Teams (Long Range Surveillance) to keep an eye on the area of the exchange. Their LRS Teams would be equipped with the latest version of the MIST Tech. MIST uses high-energy pulsed lasers, receiver telescopes that have a field of view and depth of field that obviates the need for steering or focusing the optical system, computational imaging algorithms to improve system resolution, and data exploitation and analysis tools. To augment their capability and to make damn sure that they didn’t miss anything they would salt the dry lake bed with ground sensors for five hundred yards in all directions from the exchange point coordinates. They would have the capability to track an inch long dung beetle across the surface of that lake. Ho yah!

All of the grunts on the ground other than the LRS Team would be equipped with Enhanced Vision Systems, helmet mounted flipped down, and utilizing the SWIR (Short Wave Infrared Vision) tech, as they work better in varied weather conditions and use ‘atmospheric nightglow’ to assist in image targeting. These boys are bad ass!

Overhead we could expect at least a couple of General Atomics MQ-9 Reapers UAV’s equipped with the Multi-Spectral Targeting System, which has a robust suite of visual sensors for targeting. The MTS-B integrates an infrared sensor, color/monochrome daylight TV camera, image-intensified TV camera, laser designator, and laser illuminator. The full-motion video from each of the imaging sensors can be viewed as separate video streams or fused. This tech can read a business card from an altitude of 15,000 feet.

The unit also incorporates a laser range finder/designator, which precisely designates targets for employment of laser-guided munitions, such as the Guided Bomb Unit-12 Paveway II. The Reaper is also equipped with synthetic aperture radar to enable future GBU-38 Joint Direct Attack Munitions targeting. The MQ-9 can also employ four laser-guided missiles, Air-to-Ground Missile-114 Hellfire, which possess highly accurate, low-collateral damage, anti-armor and anti-personnel engagement capabilities.

For backup and to round out mission flexibility the government will in all likelihood bring a couple of fully prepared Sikorsky UH-60 Black Hawk Helicopter with crew and six combat equipped troops. You just never want to be under gunned when going into an unknown situation.

Yeah, it was going to be a very upscale firefight get together all right, they were hauling enough gear to put a dirty fucking beating on us. Hell, I got a boner on just thinking about it. 

Our side of this exchange/potential debacle firefight went like this. We would have Frosty and I flanking the exchange point with our plasma rifles out some 500 meters or so just outside the range of the ground sensors. Frosty will be wearing a backup combat suite. Beast would be dropped behind the government lads as they came up to the exchange point. Again Beast would be just outside the ground sensor field. Given the exchange is in the dark at 2:00am D is confident that she can project a 3 dimensional image of Juthamah life size at the exchange point. Juthamah will perform the negotiations using D’s voice pitched to a male tone and run through a scrambler. 

The LRS teams will not get a reading on Frosty or I as we are wearing non-reflective cooled combat suits. Infrared will not show us up as I’m the same temp as the background. Our combat suites will not reflect the laser so no image can be built. In addition D can jam any signals that might compromise our position.

Similarly the Reapers circling overhead cannot pick us up due to invisibility and no temperature signature for the Infrared sensors to home in on. 

If the exchange proceeds correctly, D will use the quadcopter to bring in Huey and Dewey on a platform along with a tub of water and a portable x-ray scanner. If the government brings the diamonds as requested we will scan them with the x-ray scanner. Real diamonds will not show up on the scanner. The diamonds will then be poured into the tub of water. Real diamonds will sink to the bottom, glass or fake diamonds will float on the surface or halfway between top and bottom in the water. Our suspicions are that a very high percentage of the diamonds will be fake. We will call them for breaching the negotiated agreement and the firefight will be on. D blasts the reapers out of the sky along with the Sikorsky Helicopter using our ship’s plasma cannon.  Frosty and I will snipe as many as possible from the flanks while Beast moves in to handle the survivors. 

We run the scenarios on the VR deck over and over looking for advantages, looking for pitfalls. We know we are outgunned, but you cannot shoot what you cannot see. Invisibility is a huge game enhancer for us.

Of course in the event that the government behaves and conducts the exchange as they have indicated then Mongo can bring the sedated Jihadist leader to the exchange point.

We won’t know for sure how this is all going to go down until just before it happens. Our intel collection will inform us of any treachery, but not until a very short time before the exchange.

Our operations plan must remain fluid and flexible yet still cover off the high risk areas.
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Chapter 33: The Exchange
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The night is warm and soft on the Baja, California dry lake bed. It’s clear and the stars are startlingly bright and close. There is little if any wind, it’s just peaceful and relaxing. Well, it should be relaxing but of course it’s not, there is growing tension as the exchange time creeps closer and closer. We review the processes and check our equipment for the umpteenth time. Then we force ourselves into a calming meditative state to conserve energy and to ensure our minds and senses are sharp.

The cloaking and surveillance equipment on the ship has allowed us to hover in position on station undetected and watch the government preparation. Their LRS Team is in place and we have them marked on our operational map. We watched the Marine Team install the ground sensor field. We are tracking, listening and watching the two MQ-9 Reapers as they set up complimenting orbits around the exchange position. The Sikorsky Helicopter is inbound to our position. 

Frosty is in the backup combat suit with his plasma rifle, invisible on the East side of the exchange point out about six hundred yards, and I am ready on the west side the same distance away. We are prone, plasma rifle on bipods, stable, watching through the scope. There is nothing to see at this point we wait, relax, steady our nerves, and reduce our expectations so we can be flexible and ready to react. The LRS Team is seeing and detecting absolutely nothing. Just the way we like it.

“I have two vehicles inbound from the South, looks like our company is on time.” says D. “Last minute intel is very sure the offer will be fake diamonds and a firefight to exterminate us.”

“Roger that,” comes from Frosty, Beast, and myself.

Two black Suburban full size SUV’s pull up within fifty yards of the stick pounded in the ground with the orange survey tape on it marking the exact spot of the exchange point. Nothing happens for a minute, they are waiting. 

“I have radio traffic to the effect of ‘what the fuck, where are they’, I’m going to wait a couple of beats and then introduce them to Juthamah.” says D.

“Beast, are you in position behind them?” asks D.

“Roger that,” transmits Beast.

Four combat ready soldiers equipped in black night gear step out of each Suburban, automatic weapons at the ready, night vision goggles down in position. They move smoothly into flanking positions relative to the exchange point. 

D fires up the three dimensional hologram, its light bright and sears the night. The soldiers step back and shield their eyes. There in the column of light stands Juthamah, he visually checks each of the soldiers in turn. Their exact positions are marked on the operational map in the ship.

“You are the representatives of the US government?” ask Juthamah, in a low thick heavily accented voice.

“We are, what and who are you?” replies the government spokesman.

“The ‘what’ is not your concern. I am Juthamah; I have a man who would be the new Islamic Muslim Jihadist Leader. He is yours for the agreed to price in diamonds. Do you come so prepared?” asks Juthamah.

“We do, but where is the jihadist?” replies the spokesman.

“When we have examined the payment you shall have your jihadist.” replies Juthamah.

The spokesman confers by radio to someone, makes a signal, one of the soldiers extracts a briefcase from the back of the Suburban and brings it forward and sets it on the ground, and steps back to his flanking position.

Juthamah makes a signal, and out of the dark roll Huey and Dewey, one carrying a Tupperware tub of water and the other carrying an X-Ray Scanner. 

The soldiers are startled and anxious by the sudden appearance of the bots and begin to talk and glance around nervously.

Huey opens the case  and presses the plastic bag of diamonds flat, then runs the x-ray scanner back and forth over the bag, pauses, rolls the bag over and scans it twice again. Dewy approaches and sets down the Tupperware tub of water. Deftly he picks up the plastic bag and holding it over the water slits the bag and the diamonds glittering tumble into the water. Nothing happens, everyone is still. Nearly all of the diamonds are floating in the water.

“Here it comes boys, the stones are fake,” says D.

Juthamah raises his head from watching the droids. “You have breached our agreement, you US government representatives, these stones are fake!”

“Take them,” yells the spokesman and drops to his knee to fire his weapon. 

One, two, three “thumps” and three massive explosions deafen the site as the Reapers and the Sikorsky Helicopter explode in midair, tumbling and streaming fire slowly begin the long fall to earth. At the same time the black clothed combat soldiers begin to explode into shattered body parts; one, two, three, four times my plasma rifle coughs in rapid succession. Frosty has cleaned the four on his side at the same time. The pulse cannon on the ship thumps twice more and the Suburbans explode in flames blowing tumbling metal pieces across the dry cracked lake bed.

“Hold your positions, we have an incoming vehicle.” says D.

A third black full sized Suburban races across the lake bed, pulls up and two men in black business suits get out. One of them is wearing a fedora hat and the other has a briefcase.

“Hold on a moment,” he calls, removing his hat. “We have made an error in assessment. I apologize for your inconvenience but we had to be sure of who we were dealing with. I have your payment in real diamonds, full payment as agreed to and no tricks I can assure you.”

Juthamah strokes his beard in silence.

“We are very unappreciative of your attempts to cause us harm. We negotiate in good faith and for our efforts you attempt to kill us. Perhaps the jihadist and his associated organizational data are not worth as much to you as other interested governments.”

“I understand your position; however you must understand that we needed to ascertain you are who you claim to be. In addition we have had some internal discord as to whether payment should be made. Let me assure you those you have disposed of did not have the vested interests in our agreement that we do. The diamonds are here, every penny.”

“We shall see,” Juthamah gestures for the bots to go forward. 

Huey takes the x-ray scanner and scans the package of diamonds, rolls the package over and scans twice again. 

“You speak the truth, the diamonds are real.” says Juthamah, and gestures over his shoulder.

Mongo  steps off the ship loading ramp and clumps out of the gloom holding a chair with a man strapped to it. He lurches to a halt by the diamonds and sets the chair and jihadist leader down. The men in black had stepped back as Mongo approached, unsure as WTF he was, and how did he just materialize out of the dark. But now they move close and examine the jihadist closely. The guy without the hat takes a mouth swab from the jihadist and inserts it into a portable analyzer, a beep and the light turns green.

“This is the correct man, we have a bargain, are you satisfied?” asks the man holding his hat.

“We are,” replies Juthamah.

“Excellent,” says the man with the hat. “Also, on behalf of myself and a few other very senior executives at the agency, I want to thank you for your excellent service and for the utterly amazing work you have completed for us over the years. Your work has been exemplary in every regard. Please enjoy your retirement. Should you ever decide to become active please do contact us.”

Hat man puts his fedora hat back on, they cut the restraints from the Jihadist and secure him in the rear of the Suburban, then climb into the front seats, the Suburban starts up, turns around and drives away to the South.

“Stand by while I complete a thorough 360 degree vicinity scan, I don’t want anyone sneaking up on us when our guard is down and we think we are safe.” says D.

Huey, Dewey, Mongo, step back onto the loading ramp of the ship and flick out of sight. Frosty, Beast, and I hold position until D gives us the all clear. 

When D and the ship finish their short, medium, long range scans she gives us the all clear. Frosty, Beast, and I walk back to the ship, look around one last time, and walk up the ramp to a new future.
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Chapter 34: Epilogue
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“I’m telling you there were goddamned snakes all over that damn dry lake bed.” I curse. “The sidewinder type, not the rattlesnake, the sidewinders, the desert snakes.

“Never saw a one, never heard one, none dropped by for a ‘who the hell are you’ either.” replies Frosty calmly.

“I was all over that desert and I never saw a one Boss. You must be imagining the whole thing.” xmits Beast. “Stress will do that to ya!”

“Aren’t you fuckers just the funniest ever? I had one of those goddamned snakes within arm’s reach of me. The son of a bitch was just slithering along moving sideways and eyeing me up. Shit it was as big around as my wrist and six feet long. I’ll tell you straight I had the Kukri knife out and humming up a storm for that fucker I can tell you. It was within a fraction of a second of being hacked into forty pieces.” I shook my head and rubbed my face.

“It’s stress, no doubt of that, maybe some PTSD, or SSD,” suggests D.

“What the hell is SSD?” asks Frosty

“Severe snake disorder,” replied D, laughing!

Everyone is laughing and cackling at me, Beast launches across the room and lands on me and the chair, Beast and I go over backwards. Beast holds me down and licks my face making his happy wolf woo-woo sounds. 

“Arrggghh, you’re all a bunch of smart assed bastards,” I splutter. “Get off me you big hairy son of a bitch.”

Then I bust out laughing along with the rest of them.

“There were two sidewinders over by my position,” says Frosty.

“There were all over the damn place and sand vipers too,” xmits Beast.

“It was just too good of an opportunity to tease the hell out of you.” chuckles D.

“God, what a terrible crew I’m stuck with. Crank this bus up woman, we have a whole world to explore.” I say shaking my head.

The ship rises, scans 360 degrees and accelerates upward and away.

###
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