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Chapter 1: London Calling
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Mr. Sivart had deliberately set his holophone to an obsolete telephone announcement: Ring, ring... It caught everyone off guard. A call would come in and instead of a buzz or a dingaling. or crickets or a bird chirp or some other silly sound; maybe even the opening to the new hit song, Fork U I Got the Tine, it was simply ring, ring... ring, ring... ring, ring. And when it rang with the archaic, the old, everyone who was present would look up and wonder, What's that sound?

He always relished that moment of blankness, of the stares of naive feigned recognition combined with a feeling of anticipation of what to expect next. And that always gave him a distinct advantage. All the time. Every time. When people are surprised, their guards drop. And if you're paying close attention, you may see a tell or some other behavioral nuance or quirk that helps you get inside the head of that surprised person. It was all about getting leverage in every little thing.

The ring-ring was just as he was: eclectic, cryptic, quirky-archaic, grabbing at the old or new as tools to complete a job. Or so he wished them to deceive themselves into thinking. And that thinking was exactly what gave him the edge. He could create the sublime; the drama; the mystical, with just a simple ring-ring on his phone. At times it was like the bell for Pavlov's dog. Instead of digestive juice flowing, brain juice would circulate, and they just might lose their focus on the immediate affairs. Only milliseconds are needed to see a tell. 

An obsessive sort he is. Picking at the smallest piece of lint; noticing the thread holding a button on his custom three-piece suit had started to come unraveled; a dead fly on the window sill; details, all kinds of details he attended to in real time, real fast. And a hair? Oh my! How filthy! Hair, he hated hair. All hair. Arm hair. Eyebrows. Nose hairs. Body hair! And the most nauseating were the dark, coarse hairs that grew on the ears of older men. Totally revolting. Each hair made him think of a tiny black rat, eeeyeeeeou.  He had such disdain for those pesky follicles that he underwent a series of procedures to burn every follicle on his body to oblivion. It was laz and burn! 

Disgusting hair! Protein gunk that pushed its way through the skin and then hardened to become a pelt of microbe, louse, mite, disease-carrying flagpole-waving filth. As far as facial hair was concerned, what did people see in that? Did they think back to the days of being an animal with total facial hair and living in a forest? Maybe human males had beards so that if they got punched in the chin it would cushion it. What other possible use for that crap growing out of a face? Or under their arms! In between the cheeks of a bum! Horrid, terrible, HAIR!

Animals. Smelly, dirty, hairy animals. He was better than that. He was pure, he was sanctity. He was hairless from the top of his head to his toes; yes, he even had his toe hair burnt to a crisp, never to go forth and follicate again. He never shook hands with anyone and always made them take off their filthy shoes before coming inside. Obsessive? Not in his mind. Detailed was how he pictured himself. 

Connecting detail to detail to ongoing evolving details gave him a distinct edge. That fastidious attention to the most minute of everything made it so he never underestimated anyone or anything. To underestimate is to always be one step behind. It pushed one into the two hundred milliseconds of pondering what to do. Pondering required thinking, and thinking is far too slow to empower a grand, successful predator. A true predator has already planned an entrance, a coup, a blitzkrieg, the potential countermoves, and of course, the exit strategy. And he was a predator's predator. A grand predator. An apex predator. A global predator. Leverage—the upper hand—and be at least ten steps ahead. He worshipped winning and abhorred losing. He devoured his adversaries and competition, all for a price. 

He had total disdain for laws, all laws. Laws were nothing more than fences to keep the steers moving along until their efforts were no longer needed, and then a slit of the throat with a sharp knife and a bleed-out, or a bang to the head to drop them dead. Laws were fence-railing suggestions to keep the commodities moving to their downtrodden, misbegotten end. He feared neither the law nor those that administered it, regardless of who they were, or whom they thought they were. Or where they came from. 

And what of his prey? What of them? They mattered oh so little. Prey was nothing more than something to be beaten and eaten. To be relegated to the dustbin of losers. Insignificant collateral. Squeeze the last drop of value out of them and drink it up and move on to the next victim. They were nothing more than soft, squishy juice boxes.

Those lowlifes were slaves and subservient to some computer in the sky. Take the human cows, for example: human milk cows who had struck an agreement to produce real babies for the open market or the tricked organ donors. They were all just stupid, naïve commodities producers. 

Sivart was a dark being who cast more darkness than his shadow. His blackness had no bounds. There was nothing on this planet that was anything more than a thing to be sold. He even had a very vibrant trade of albino African body parts. To him, humans were nothing more than crops meant to be harvested in one way or another. All he required in the dicier situations was a sign here and I will grant what you desire; in return, though, someday I shall ask for something. 

With so many people, it made their empirical value very minimal. They weren't worth much more than their rendered, extracted minerals. But if you knew how, you could get blood from a turnip. There's always a little bit more to squeeze out before the masses are thrown out. Harvested organs demanded more value, but even so, people could now grow their own with no fear of tissue rejection. Only poor people used the organs of the dying and dead. But it's a healthy, profitable market destination.

Special people had more value, though. The specialness of the person varied from situation to situation. 

Ring, ring... He keyed the green phone icon as he tapped his large graphene gold ring against the black walnut table top in a cliiick... cliiick... cliiick percussed rhythm. 

An incorporeal voice spoke. "Hello, sir. London calling; will you accept the call?"

Sivart, of course, would accept the call. The cue London calling meant this was a very important call from a very important person. The call was urgent and important. London calling, meant a critical point in time, a heightened issue, some type of momentous mass had been achieved in something that he or his colleagues were engaged in. London calling meant Listen up, this won't be repeated. Any man with any sense, even an apex predator, knew to answer a phone call when that cue was heard. London calling, was like attention-getting plaid pants and a polka-dot shirt. Totally clashing, crashing, or burning. "Yes, most certainly," he said as he brushed a small piece of lint from his shoulder. He placed his cigarette in the ashtray so that his words would not mingle with the smoking cigarette in between his lips.

Such an oddity. No hair, no dirt, but he was enamored with the sexiness of smoking a cigarette. It was a rush. His tobacco was the real thing. Organically grown in the Southeast. 

"That's not possible. He was the best. He wasn't some schlub. Are you absolutely certain? As in 100% certain?" Sivart softly spoke to the floating holophone image. "Do we know the responsible party? Do we know who did the wet work? Was any information shared?... I need to know. I already have paper on a few persons of interest, and if I need to add another, well, so be it. This is totally unacceptable." He carried on.

There was a mumbly bit of chatter from the person on the other end of the phone. 

"Seriously? The Jew? The Jew again? He's already sticking his fucking kike nose into our Georgia affair! You're absolutely sure?... All right, then, I'll put him on the list. I have a colleague who will be visiting shortly. Let's see if he can give us a good price for volume work. We need to up our activities in this initiative. Speed them a bit. The Russian was the target, and now we need to add that fucking pain-in-the-ass Jew. So, it's the Russian AND the kike. 

"That fucking Jew is sticking that too-smart-for-his-own-good big Yiddish nose in our affairs here in Phoenix too? It's time to go full Chinatown and snip that nose, or better yet, an ear off." Bald Sivart kept raising the volume of his voice as he spoke at his colleague on the phone. More than agitated, he was totally pissed off. It was a one-man concert of escalating angry intent with yellow wetness from a beige firehose. 

The Jew was a continual irritant. They had crossed paths on multiple occasions, and the best the Jew could do was nothing of any import. But even so, his continual incursions had now resulted in a prized asset being offed, and the item that asset had sought was now missing. Time to start cutting noses and anything else sharpness can sever.

The garbled sound of a voice responded.

"I understand. This is now a stat issue; we are finalizing the details with our Asian friends, and we cannot be too careful. I shall address this. Thank you for your call."

He did not even need to hit the red holophone icon. The phone call disconnected more quickly than the ring, ring that sounded to announce the call. The caller on the other end of the conversation was not in his happy place.

And now it was Sivart's time to ring-ring someone else. 

Fade to what color is your holophone call?
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Chapter 2: Guns for Hire
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Sivart placed the call. A very short, bobcat-tail call. Only one word was uttered: "Now."

Thirty minutes later, the door vidcam lit up and on his phone, a face. A nice face. An unassuming face. A face that a mother could love, except this face in his phone was not real. It was a façade. A masterful mask of skin and fascia, a mask that had been created out of a graphene polymer. A totally fake face. Didn't matter. He knew exactly who it was. The face in his holophone, just like the fingerprints on the hands of the man with the unassuming, nice face, was a creation to create a never-static entity. Always changing. A constantly rotating façade of imagery. The always-evolving squiggly line images of fingerprints. Face images morphed to confuse and obfuscate the true identity of the caller. Even his smell profile rotated its chemicals. Never the same. Untraceable.

A chameleon that not only used graphene skins, but he also went under the knife as many times as it took to morph his persona. Robotic plastic surgery helped create his miracle of illusion. After all, with cameras and holophones everywhere, remaining invisible while being totally visible was an art and science. He had changed how he appeared so many times he couldn't even remember what he really looked like. 

Art imitating life, or was it the other way around? Life imitating art? 

And the only reason he knew that this was his invited visitor was by one phrase: Bel anteman pa di paradi. Not spoken in English, spoken in Haitian creole, though the speaker was no more Haitian than he was Native American. The message was true, though: Bel anteman pa di paradi. 

Urgency: the few words triggered a sense of urgency and importance.

He keyed his holophone with his preset next-in-line sequence of presses. Instinct. Never the same code twice. No two hundred-millisecond pondering over the code. He simply had a cipher's sequence that he had created and never revealed to anyone. The holophone had a secure connection to everything in his Block. The sequence was tied to the main door. 

The code initiated a set of digital and human events. The whir of the electronic locks, the footfalls in the hallway coming up the stairs, like a percussion of life beating out a tempo and then silence. He could hear a few muffled words on the other side of the door. A polite, "Please wait here..."

A knock on the door to his office. "Enter," was all Sivart said, as he rubbed his tattoo in anticipation of his visitor's arrival. 

A well-dressed man with a microtat on his earlobe, a dragonfly tattoo on the back of his left hand, and a welcoming horse face gently opened the door just enough to peer into the office. "He's here."

"Well, by all means, show him in," Sivart responded.

The door opened, and the man with the ever-changing face entered the office.

"Didn't expect you to call me so soon," stated Mr. l'plante.

"Well, the unexpected is never a surprise between us, is it? We had some open items, and now we need to chat." Queried Sivart.

"Agreed. Wet or dry?" 

"That’s up to you. Whatever is the most convenient and pleasurable. As we have always agreed upon, consistently mix convenience and pleasure when it comes to matters of this business."

"Who?"

"The Russian was already on your list, and that stream of events started flowing not too long ago; and now, you'll need to attend to that pesky, annoying, totally irritating Jew."

"Hmmm," a slight pause, "... The Jew, 3X compensation; the Russian 10X." said Mr. l'plante.  

"A bit outrageous for the Russian, yes? On this little road trip, I will need some proof of perish encrypted video, a very limited-edition snuff show, or a body part—you choose. I would have thought the Jew would be more expensive."

"No. The Jew is a fairly soft package. The Russian, not so much. Others have tried to double-tap the Russian, and no confirmation. In our craft, no confirmation means no proof of success. The Russian is a ghost; the Wraith Who Walks. Just when you think you're on the cusp of success, pop! and no return of the operatives; and yes, a deliberate use of the plural, unfortunately. And I share this not from my personal experiences or my bondsmen. It's a chat in the bar over a few drinks, commentary. Nobody in our business brags and makes public note about the departed in their charge. Departed assets means failure, and that is equal to death, either fast or painfully slow. Assets are not overly enamored with traveling with losers. Those that have presented their assets to address the Russian's termination have learned the hard way that, send armies! is not a quip from an anxious contractor. It means just that, send armies. Thusly, the market price adjustment. I shall need cocksure assets full of arrogant piss and vinegar. The brash, invulnerable younger type. I may lose an asset or three, or five. The assets I need for this are very high value. The higher the asset value, the greater the expense, as you know. The loss of even one is undesirable to me. Other assets might begin to think I view them as expendable. The bridge of trust can crumble; the compact of credibility would dissolve. The next bridge would be one too far.

"You and I know this skill, this trade and craft we find ourselves in, is like a vapor. The vapor takes form only if the conditions and the trust level are exceptional. In this situation, I will be bidding this one out to a small, select group of candidates, and I will provide full disclosure. It would be extremely unprofessional to withhold any information about the Russian target. Without full disclosure the bridge is again, one too far, and the compact is a dirty napkin with pencil scribbles. Understood?" Mr. l'plante shared his litany.

"Clear; very clear and understood. Let me restate the proposal, with a bit of enticement. Agree on the 10X; but I will need proof of the loss. Not so much a trophy; think of it like this. A ghost could go undiscovered for some time, so a proof is best and needed. For the Wraith, no scrap of a bodily fluid-stained linen sheet; something more tangible and most likely bloody will be needed. And if bloody, please make sure that all understand I have a disdain for blood. Make very sure they clean up what they deliver.

"I will provide an additional 3X incentive for the proof—without messy body fluids, please. You and I have always based our business relationship on trust and a compact scribed into our electric souls, our imprints. Agree?" Sivart confidently asked the rhetorical question.

"Agree. One more thing: I will not be using my typical assets. When these deeds we speak of are completed to your satisfaction, the assets will need to become temporal ghosts. They will need to be lost in the ocean of humanity, or what's left of it for a year or so; they'll be bindle punk. I don't want my assets accessed by others. In other situations, I wouldn't care. It's a matter of pay for them to stay out of play for a determinate period of time.

"The Wraith had ceased to provide value to this initiative after the delivery was previously made between seller and recipient. The contractors decided that new information they received made it imperative that there should be no connection, no trace back to them. Yes, they sold the Wraith out. A pity. Such a well-trained and skilled human asset. Too bad I couldn't have had more time to convince a new allegiance to manifest. Now it's just collateral. The ends in this matter justify the means. Offing that operative must be complete. No trace back to me. That slippery operative has many friends and colleagues. They will wonder what happened. They will start looking. 

"The Wraith's relationships are reportedly strong. I don't want those entities to cast a kitten. This is far more than a simple retirement. The legend is much more valuable, far more valuable if taken alive. And that's not something either of us wish. We are not prison guards; we are not babysitters; we are businessmen with exceptionally clear goals and objectives. I assume we both understand that what we are undertaking, both literally and figuratively, means nevermore. So which one first? If in agreement, I assure you we will hit on all sixes."

Sivart responded to the question. "The Russian, then the Jew. You can take your time with the Russian. Not so much as when to engage, more as in when you do engage the Russian, have your assets enjoy themselves. I have a personal debt with that one. I rarely reveal something like this to anyone, but here, look." Sivart turned around and pulled his ears forward. 

"Oh my. Both of them were reconstructed?" Mr. l'plante politely and almost embarrassingly inquired.

"Yes. Handiwork of the Russian. It's personal and professional. Just like we are! 

"Now, your assets can do as they wish, as they desire. I will pay a bit more if there is a physical proof with a body part intact, or a holovid, though nothing exorbitant. Snuff vids do quite well; ones that don't have contracts are worth so much more. So much more because they are real, not staged. 

"Let's agree, deliver a body part or holovid; let me view it, then we can settle upon fair, equitable compensation. Watching someone's last moment in the coil and then, gasp, gone, is quite exciting, Yes? I'll even let you keep a few copies for your own pleasure." Sivart was drooling at the thought of watching someone get offed. 

Sick. Disgustingly sick. They shoot mad sadistic criminals, don't they?

"Think of this as a permission to do as you will, and as always, do it so very well. The Russian first. The Russian is much closer to what is going on, and could be on the verge of tying it all together. Tip the Russian first so that we close the most informed source and prevent awkward randomness. 

"The Jew is second; as usual, he is undoubtedly spinning around in his theories, his thoughts of conspiracies." Sivart chuckled, and thought, if the Jew only knew. "He has become more than just an annoyance. He has become a problem. You know that problems require solutions. He isn't aware, even with that big brain of his, that we have more taps in his world than the World of Keg Beer, and we shall keep it that way. 

"For the Russian, a sense of take care of it now, soon, as soon as you can make it happen." Sivart closed with that comment.

"Hmmm, I thought you already knew that we had our operatives in play and boots on the ground," commented Mr. l'plante.

"Oh my goodness, you do work fast, don't you? You did mention that, didn't you?" Sivart responded.

"Time is the most quintessential element in these situations. Intel may only be good for a few days, sometimes only hours. So, when intel is had, action needs to be taken." 

There was a wrinkle in this planned fabric, though. There was a fictitious Persian Flaw, so to speak.  The Jew was as unique and as unusual as the ring-ring. The Jew was an anomaly. He was a single point that extrapolated into a straight line with only one endpoint, unequivocal pure justice. And he never quit. He never stopped. He was the immovable moral compass with the arrow-point welded to justice in whatever form was required. 

Justice as in before a judiciary; justice  as in allowing innocence; or justice that also allowed extreme prejudice. And unfortunately, the Jew had been known to work with that stick-up-his-ass holier-than-thou fuck-nut, Detective Federal Marshal Aidan. That Celtic piece of self-righteous shit. A prick with a badge.

The Jew was an upregulated, or maybe, unregulated, Ashkenazi Jew, complete with some extreme DNA issues coupled with combinations of recessive genes. Some thought that he must be totally immersed in the Kabbalah, because his exploits had reached mythic proportions. Then again, just a Jew. Just another kike. If he has holes poked in him he'll leak. Too bad the ovens aren't still available," thought black-souled Sivart.

But an Ashkenazi Jew is a Jew, and a Jew is a man. And all men bleed. The bodies of all men die. They all die sometime. The clock was ticking.

Fade to set the clock to start.
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Chapter 3: White Christmas


[image: image]


Cold. So intensely cold that even the cold thought of itself as unbearable. Waiting. Waiting in the cold, not moving, breathing in measured amounts with the intent to conserve body heat. At this frigid temperature, every living thing moved as little as possible. Movement cause lost heat, a loss that could be fatal. The cold was unforgiving, relentless, and definitive. A Russian winter reminded you that you were just an insignificant something living in it. 

If being in the fetal position would help keep the warmth, it would be done. At this temperature, the only real thing that would ensure warmth was to leave the cold. And that was simply not an option.

Cold, not moving, just bumps in the snow. Little non-skiable moguls. Invisible, unnoticeable.

Even the scents of the woodland could not move. No smells, no odors, no geosmin fragrance from the soil. No leafy smells. Frozen.

All breathing done through the nose. Even breathing hurts, like hundreds of sharp tiny needles poking the airway mucosa. With each breath, new needles, different frigid places in the airways. Droplets in the nose became sharp little frozen spikes that hurt so much it curled the toes.

The breathing had to be so very silent. Hidden. The bumps, motionless frozen still life of the earth.

The graphene shemagh wrapped around the face, the mouth, the nose, had become stiff, frozen from the exhaled breath moisture. It generated low-level induction heat, but at this temperature, the cold laughed at the shemagh.

The measured slow breathing was also a mechanical life support necessity. Accurate targeting dictated smooth, well-calculated, slow muscle contractions, and at this remarkably low temperature it was a challenge. Fingers and toes, wrists, and shoulders, already stiffened by the cold, had to be kept as warm as possible. The best way to do this was by focusing muscle contractions and then relaxation. Pump the warm blood from center mass. Genetics made this possible. Genotype impacts phenotype. Structure leads to function. Having a gene heritage where the body, in an insentient manner, automatically flowed cold blood back to center mass to be warmed and to ensure that body heat was not wasted on a limb, an appendage, was not a survival advantage in this situation. If the heart and lungs are warm, you live. You can live without a finger lost to frostbite; you can't live if you're frozen so hard from the outside-in that visitors have to knock on the rock-hard carcass to see if anyone is in there. 

The body and the mind worked at cross-purposes. The body pulled blood to the center, and the mind wanted blood to flow to the small parts, the fingers, toes, and limbs. Focus on the minute muscle contractions; they force the warm inner blood to push out. Fingers absolutely needed to be flexible, the trigger and the bolt action needed to be fluid, and fluids were solids in the frigid Russian winter forest. In this environment, at this moment, blood going center mass was a detriment, not a survival advantage. 

The body had help from the pump as it secreted stimulants, synthetic capsaicin, pure niacin, vasodilators, and other cellular augments. This pump, in a chilly body, had a preset for these conditions. Good thing. No pump? Organic ice-solid statuary would be the result.

At four-power magnification, the cabin front was easily in clear view. Enough width in the glass to scan the entire panorama. In addition to the more primitive highly effective battle-proven scope, there was the placement of graphene-infused cameyes that were kept just warm enough by the graphene-lithium-helium batteries that the circuitry did not freeze and short out. To the casual onlooker, the cameyes appeared to be where a branch had broken off of a tree and a dark botanical scar remained. The cameyes were linked to the shades. In the upper left corner of the crystal lens there were peripheral images. The eyes were the flank protectors. Anything or anyone coming up from behind would be quickly noticed and, if needed, dispatched. The eyes that were used here were not the ballistic augment eyes. They were simple reconnaissance assets. At the edge of predation, a little extra visual capability is a very welcome sight, pun intended. 

The porch, the creaky wooden center stairs, the door, and even a bit of a wraparound view along the left and right sides of the cabin were within the reach of the glass. 

A dedicated finger near the modified flat-faced trigger. The index finger pad only a few molecules of air away from actual trigger contact. The trigger was set at varmint-smacking 900 grams. So light, so very light that a slight movement of a nervous finger, maybe even elevated digit blood pressure, could launch the bullet from the chamber onto its appointed rounds. 

No touching of the trigger with the edge of the tight-fitting graphene glove. An accidental brush up would be unfortunate. It would be a premature bullet discharge, and even though that passage would be through a plug graphene silencer, it would still signal out the source of the deadly round. That prematurity would move this all to the next scene. That scene would not be under control. To randomness, and then where? The question, as always: What's next?

A double-check to make sure the trigger pre-travel was under control. The reset was a modified reset, so that even though this was a bolt-action rifle, with the potential lag time between discharging rounds being the slow part of the process of spitting metal and dealing death, it was virtually irrelevant. A very short reset indeed was exactly what was wanted and needed. The tricked-out part of the rifle was that the trigger could be retained in a fired position and all that was needed to launch a new round was having it in the chamber. The time lag for follow-up shots was dependent only upon how quickly the bolt could be rocked back so a new round could enter the chamber. When metal is slinging and screeching, yuki-onna is singing a song of unending pain, and suffering every picosecond is a critical moment in the universe. Yuki-onna has no shame and will freeze you with an exhaled breeze to bring you to your knees and suck out your warm spirit to keep her toasty.

The relic rifle had been modified in a most peculiar way. Many snipers and those skilled in this trade prefer a semi-automatic action. Preference in the coldness of Russia, though, was a reliable bolt-action. The modifications had made this gem a mimic of an automatic rifle. In the hands of the right pilot, a kill-shot with eyes closed is a reality. 

The preference for this weapon was to use the left-hand trigger finger so that a finger could always be at the ready and working its game while the right hand took care of everything else. The bolt-pull position also allowed for quick access to one of the CZs or a graphene sharp. It was just a lowering of the arm and the hand. Gravity would do the rest, just pedal the bicycle faster when it goes downhill. Speed wins, slowness kills. No thinking needed, just drop the hand and, as if by fate, it will rest on something coldly sharp or able to breathe fire.

Being completely ambidextrous was a tactical advantage and it was trained in, learned over years of practice with the Spetsnaz. It's an acquired skill, not an inborn skill to enable the kill. 

Every cell was a weapon. Each twist of bodily DNA was a coiled serpent ready to strike and respond to any threat. Cellular castle doctrine was THE law of the land. 

The teaching was that you need to be equally comfortable with the trigger finger on either hand. And the Why? was simply due to the fact that if you allowed yourself to have a dominant hand, and something happened to that hand, it would be awkward to shift your brain to use the undamaged fingers to engage triggers or anything else. Both hands need to be equally, situationally dominant. The equal dominance, an oxymoron, was life- saving on so many occasions. Criminals and evildoers just assumed a hard-wired weakness, and there was none here—a deadly assumption if taken seriously.

The training and natural talent provided the edge. The octopus hands, tentacle fingers acted like the flexible ones found on the local inhabitants of one of the colonies. Fingers so agile, so adept, they moved so fluidly it was as though they had no bones. 

All of the training had taken place in Russia, within the Special Weapons Unit; the very most special of the special weapons unit, where the base weapon was the person. The special weaponness of the person was in dominance over the physical self. The essence of being was to exist as a weapon, right down to the tips of graphened nails and each base pair in the modified DNA.

At this geographic place in Russia, the cold even froze the sound. Not a sound could be heard. Not a bird-chirp in the very early morning sun. No padded hopping sound of a rabbit across the crispy, crunchy snow. Not even a red squirrel looking for its food bank in a tree. Nothing. Deafening silence. The only sound was that of blood pumping through the inner ears, the heartbeat of one's self. In the silence, the internal sounds of blood being pulse pumped made one think that the entire frigid geography could hear it and divulge placement. The imagination was at play when all other sensory input was heavily muted. Like being blind, and all the other senses are upregulated; or as in a weightless sensory deprivation pod, every sound was loudly bigger. 

During times of heightened awareness such as this, all the senses were amplified. Controlled stress, controlled awareness, in an uncontrolled environment. One would wonder, could my heartbeat be heard? Of course not, that's just silly imagination. A paranoid delusion. It would be very disheartening if that were not so.

Off to the right, movement. Something moving towards the front-door porch stairs. A mysterious figure, moving slowly, intently, with deadly focus and silence. Each step was carefully choreographed. The figure went on to the right front of the wooden rails of the porch. Slow. Decisive. Determined and fixated.

And then, with an unheard command to Stop! it became a still life. Frozen artwork from a once-moving, living being now frozen in place. One arm slowly, silently reaching inside the white ghillie poncho suit top, and sliding out came an enhanced, short-barrel SIG, like a mechanical penis becoming tumescent and being excited at the possibility of engagement. Waiting. Listening.

Then, from the left front of the cabin, another white ghillie-clad being moved towards the entryway. If one didn't look closely, you would think it was a snow-covered arborvitae, a small tree that had become sentient and ambulatory. The second mysterious figure slowly, ever so glidingly, quietly moved into position on the left side of the entryway stairs. As though some type of mobile tree ballet was in play, the second figure stopped moving and it became a mirror image of the initial snowscape mime. It held a position the same distance from the left of the stairs as the first dancer to the right. If a waltz of potential danger and death could be beautiful, this was one. Or maybe they were simply perverse assassin lawn jockeys.

It was surprising that there were two of them. The street gossip only spoke of a lone visitor, a single newcomer to the frigid white wasteland. 

Each of the figures was exactly two meters to the left and right of the wooden stairs. Motionless. Both had their steel SIG manliness in view and pointed toward the door. They moved their heads ever so slightly towards each other. A signal. The frozen moment in time was now enlivened. The man on the left side of the stairs made a slight downward nod indicating to his death-dance partner, Your move, go. In unison, they both positioned their heads behind the Eotech thermal red-dot sights. They single-mindedly focused on the door. 

The man on the right moved forward in slow motion and stepped ever so gently on the first lightly snow-dusted wooden step. He paused, checking to determine if any sound was made. Not even the slightest crunch was acceptable. No creaking of wood crying out its alarm. Sounds give away location and intent.

In luck, no sound whatsoever. He turned his head ever so minutely to the left and nodded to his partner, as if to say, Wait a moment, let's see if someone opens the door, or looks through the small pane of glass.

Nothing.

He turned his head toward the door. He tilted ever so slightly and exposed his torso as he glanced over at his dance partner. 

From the woodland edge, a ti-ti-ti from a Siberian accentor caught their attention. They were hyper aware of their surroundings and the songbird surprised them by breaking the silence. Both of the snow goblins turned to identify the source of the mellifluous bird music.

Both torsos fully exposed. The accentor no longer chirped its sunny ti-ti-ti.

PfftTT. A very light, dull, muted thud. Kachunk. Pfft. Another soft thud. Another light kachunk. And then in rapid progression, Pfft, kachunk; Pfft, kachunk; Pfft kachunk; Pfft kachunk. The soft percussion of thuds pierced the silence of the winter forest. And then definitive quietness returned. 

Both figures danced as the 7.62 boat-tail bullets propelled and spun through the barrel and suppressor and smashed into them. Such a macabre dance. One twist to the right... a twist to the left... and repeat that step. They twisted back and forth with each bullet impact. No music, a true winter wonderlands dance. The ghillie suits had a series of perfectly placed red dots. Two each in the heart area, and the third to the neck. A unique rendering of the Mozambique. At this range, the bullet to the neck hit with such ballistic power it literally ripped the neck of each man in half, the heads flopping over as though on hinges. The neck bullets proceeded all the way through the soft tissues and into the wood planks on the outside wall of the cabin. Those overly-aggressive rounds would have to be removed to leave no trace. The dancing cadavers fell to the snowy stairway area in two heaps, as though two large piles of snow had fallen from the sloping roof onto the ground, each now with expanding wet redness from the entry points of the bullets. The snow turned from white to red. The blood pooled and almost immediately froze. 

What's not to like about a Mosin-Nagant? A killing tool that had stood the test of well over a hundred years of deployment. A fine killing machine, indeed. The same firearm that was used by the very efficient dealer of silent-distance-death during WWII, Lyudmila Pavlichenko. One of the most famous military snipers in the world, who has been credited with 309 confirmed kills. 

The rifle is a basic tool that assures survival in the harshest of environments in the Russian wilderness. Minor but important differences, though: this weapon used high tech antifreeze as the lubricant for the bolt and action. A perfect, very lightweight lubricant that did not become thick in the invasive cold. 

A conundrum with dark flapping wings was circling. Only one visitor was expected. The town eyes and ears must have erred when there were only whispers of an individual interloper. It was no surprise that they showed up; the course of events was a predictable pattern. Sooner or later, something deadly was bound to this way come.  A contract gets accepted, and an asset is removed from the game. Where was the interested party who put down bits to commit to an offing? Berlin? Lake Tahoe? Georgia? Phoenix? Or somewhere in Utah? The most recent gig was Phoenix, and since timing is everything, Phoenix would be a good place to start the hunt-down and payback. 

It was odd, though. Two? Not one? In this area, everyone knew virtually everything that was transpiring in real time. Strangers visiting this inviolate area? For what? Surely not to enjoy the winter sports. It wasn't a great place to hunt, not with the military nearby. Nobody had asked any of the locals for help. Anyone coming to Mother Russia in winter was filled with purposeful intent or a desire to die. Ask Napoleon. Ask Adolph.

This was not an enjoyable place to visit or live. It was a frozen winter wasteland with only a rather mysterious, heavily guarded nuclear/industrial facility nearby, which everyone winked-winked at because there's not much you could or would want to manufacture in this wilderness. It was a military base. Industrial facilities do not have heavily armed, full-auto-weapons guards walking the perimeter in the cold of night and in the frigid sun of the day. The whole area was forbidden for travel without extensive documentation and a litany of government permissions, provided by some reluctant bureaucrat who undoubtedly required some type of bribe for the entrance fee. In fact, numerous well-placed bribes. 

In this area of Russia, bribes were a full-time job, especially in light of the fact that the actual full-time jobs paid less for a year than a single, healthy bribe would. So bribes were employment. And if the someones were here this cold time of the year, it was the ultimate giveaway that the two transgressors did not have the permissions. No one was drinking more heavily at the bar with newfound bits. There were no purchases of delightful extras at the small shops. No one was flashing bits, or rubles, or even rabbit pelts. 

These two had sealed their fate by being discovered in attempting to be undiscovered. Like armies before them, unwelcome, uninvited visitors to Russia during winter meet two possible fates. Just like the French under Napoleon, and the Germans under Hitler, you either perished from the cold or were killed by a weapon of war: a bullet, a grenade, a mortar round, or a cannon shell. Or bare hands and a sharp blade penetrating your ribs. 

Mother Russia laughed at the laws of thermodynamics and physics. When the temperatures were this cold, batteries ceased to operate, liquids of all types became frozen, and the best way to keep warm was with a fire in a fireplace, or with a bedmate. Or the third most prevalent option, vodka—lots of it throughout the day, and couple it with a warm body to sleep next to at night. The vodka may not have defied the laws of thermodynamics, but it most certainly numbed the effects of physics. A bedmate was always in sync with support of those physical laws. Energy is never destroyed, it's just shared.

Slowly standing up from the blind, aches and tight muscles screamed their resistance to going full vertical.

Slowly was the key operative thought. After lying upon the ground, even with a suitably thick layer of leaves beneath, stiffness still ruled the day. It was not so much the stiffness, though. It was simply the fact that muscles do not move quickly when subjected to cold and a lack of movement. They require a not-so-chilly temperature to enable properly responsive fluid motion. Structure leads to function, just like a butterfly that flexes its wing muscles to warm them up prior to engaging in flight. Stiff changes to smooth. Smooth changes to fluid, wings flap, and muscles move.

The rifle was set against a nearby birch, and the moment called for a long stretch to loosen up every little crinky place. One of those I almost forgot I could do this stretches, every sinew squeaking in its own sinewy way, Thank you! That lovely tingly energy that is very happy and satisfying, like a cat with catnip. Lying prone for so long in waiting for the quarry requires an awareness readjustment moment. No longer a benign lump in the snow. Up and about, mobile, and on the move to the cabin entryway.

There was no expectation of two contractors. A random bit of misinformation was all that was heard. A someone new to the area whom the snow-covered fairies chattered about. Oh well; a loose village communication system will not catch every detail. 

Two it was now to tie the knot on the situation. Two artificial bushes decorated with red brush strokes would sooner or later garner someone's attention, thinking the oh so obvious. Besides, never a good idea to leave anything bloody out in the forest too long. Even at these temperatures, the metallic iron-sweet smell of blood travels downwind. And in traveling, those things that lived at this edge of this human habitat would pick up the scent. Never just one, always more than one. The wolves and pack dogs in the area, which were intentionally supported by the activities of the covert military base, moved as a group with an alpha lead. For the military inhabitants, having a few lively, feral animals roaming the area outside of their enclave was a great idea. It was a distant early warning, and also one of those factors that folks who might wish to roam in this area for any reason would be quite surprised by. Silent sharp teeth saved the use of noisy bullets.

The children of the night were not picky eaters, nor were they fussy diners. No need to set the best china; just make sure it has body warmth, blood, and delicious tissues. Nobody would recognize the bits and pieces of what used to be bipedal, mobile life forms after the pack had dispensed with them. All that would be left would be those bits and pieces, a femur here, a tibia there... and oh goodness gracious, just like a reciprocal role reversal, as in the Wizard of Oz when the scarecrow is on the ground in many pieces after being attacked by flying monkeys, stating, loudly, "Then they took a piece of me and threw me over there..." That recurrent story that moms told their children to keep them out of the woods and deeper forest. "The green flying monkeys will get you!" was what the children were told. And as proof, photos were shown from a distant time where the green monkeys were attacking a scarecrow. What's not to believe? 

Those monkeys were acting at the behest of the Wicked Witch. Well, the reciprocal here is that this area had good magic and not dastardly, cruel Wicked Witch castings. 

By the time the hungry canines were done with the menu at this venue, there would be little left but the most durable bones, maybe. To the casual military guard or hunter, this was just a bone here, a bone there, of something less than human. Some type of musk deer or other unfortunate wild life that had perished. Placing the truth within the truth, as Aidan had coached, played human behavior into always trying to categorize what was experienced into what was believed to be true. 

Aidan taught that an ELE needs to be a biological camera: no filters, just data feeds, a two-legged audio/video recorder, and to be in a witness state. By doing that, everything sinks in and is stored somewhere inside. Memory handles could be put on later to pull up the experience and all of the details. Those inner thoughts and memories could always be accessed if you wished. The openness to letting everything play into your being, with less experiential filtration, is an asset. Aidan called it pure memory. And so, the bones were some unfortunate elk, or deer, and those foot bones over there? A red squirrel? Sure looks like the remains of one. For most, the eye sees what the mind perceives and believes what it sees. It fits experiences into known patterns, and this makes it easy to put the truth within the believed-to-be true. It colors the data, the stimuli, and the input into what is already stored there. Boxing up memories with tainted eyeglasses. Preconceived notions become the facts, the believable truth. 

Time to tidy up. Go a bit sous chef, and then prepare the human tartar for the four-legged ones. 

Just one more thing, though; a thought arose during the stretch. Need to tap them just one more time. Never can tell what kind of genetic freaks these two could be, and with a double tap to the melon, no matter what type of genetic aberration you might be, you will be no more. 

Whoever sent you, whoever punched up your account with bits, was not just stupid, they were naïve. And not too good with numbers. They had the right idea—send two—but it should have had a comma in the number to at least not be at too much of a disadvantage. In short, dumb fuck was the belligerent thought bubble.

A left hand placed over the wooden part of the rifle, lifting it up, and a strap over the opposite shoulder. Time to ready up, to deliver a few more CZ rounds to verify the intruders were dead. In these post action moments, there were always flashes of the past, to the something— a teaching that was previously very important and instructional. But back then, it was just something you were told to do, needed to do, or forced to do, all with the principle of for your own good. And then, years later, that odd little behavioral switch gets hit, and some type of awareness comes to mind in that all is a teaching, as Aidan used to say. Not negative and not positive, just a movement forward in time where an experience inadvertently becomes a training. In this situation, the words Trust and Verify, were bouncing around inside. An urge to complete the tasks at hand. To satisfy in real time the need, a couple of 9-mil hollow points to the craniums of the motionless visitors.

Right hand brushed off the remaining snow crumbs, the frozen bits of water that were on the shoulders of the light ghillie parka. A bit of a good feeling coursed through arteries, veins, and nerves. “Not a bad morning's work, and in my work, I want to make sure those perishable skills don't totally perish," was muttered. Everything is a lesson. Feeling good after doing something that, if taken out of context, was really, really bad; taking a human life without permission, without a mutual agreement that it was okay to do so, was the depraved bottom of the pit.

In this context, the lesson was reinforcement about no accidents befalling those who are prepared. The marksmanship proved that preparedness was acted upon. A gentle walk forward, not hurried, not tense, more like a movement through time and space to the next scene; clean up the garbage. A quick look down at number one ghillie tree, and the thought arose: Just another asshole who thinks he rules this little part of the world, not today, not ever. A hand washed over the right thigh holster and grasped a CZ75; trigger finger tight against the frame, and now a buttery smooth pull from the holster, time to remove the CZ from its warm leather bed. Time to wake up, little friend, and don't be too noisy either! Inside voice! The CZ was like all of the weaponry tools; it was ELE-modified to suit its owner's needs. This one had the most adorable little snout on the end of the barrel, a threaded GL41 Snub suppressor. Only two centimeters in length, but made with graphene. The graphene was super stuff that actually did appear to sometimes defy the laws of physics. Just two centimeters of this morphing stuff, and the 9mm hollow point bullet that passed through it would be quieter than a mouse hiccup under the leaves. Locked and loaded, time to put the Verify on the Trust. Right hand caressing the pistol, left hand wrapped around the magazine area of the Mosin-Nagant. 

The slight whoosh was an invisible sound that came up from behind. Only the endpoints of the action were felt. 

Stealthily grabbed from behind, one arm and elbow around the target's neck, the hand of the unseen assailant locked onto the other arm. Like a miniature boa constrictor, the assailant's arms constricted, ratcheted ever more tightly around the neck. He kept increasing the pressure, and the blood ceased to flow through the cerebral artery. "Nighty night, sleepy tight, ..." he said with an Irish accent, and sealed it with an Irish noggin-top kiss.

The last thing she remembered was seeing a dragonfly tat on the back of his left hand. 

Fade to dreams of vicious sheep and dragonflies with beaks attacking a scarecrow.
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Chapter 4: Aengus Country Jam
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She awoke with a limbic reflex and jerked her arms up to protect herself. She couldn't move. She looked around as soon the brain fog of being brain-bloodless had passed. Her arms were pulled back behind the chair, and graphene Chinese puzzle tie-wraps on her wrists constrained her. Tie wraps to the left of her, to the right of her, tie wraps that quietly spoke, trust and verify. Whoever did this was a verifier. And these weren't those cheap tie-wraps that easily crack and break. Not your cheapo-cheapo tie-wraps from the least expensive selection from the home improvement section on AmazonBay. These were several grades higher, the graphene infused polymer type that, when pulled, responded by going a small bit tighter. Every tug made them even snugger.

She was shivering, cold, and totally naked, legs tie-wrapped on the thighs, on the upper part of the knees, just under the knees, and around her ankles. This bloke must have purchased the economy pack. She cleared the phlegm from her throat, with a resounding "harrrruuuck," and a blob of goo rose up and rested between cheek and gum. 

At that moment, she heard the footfalls of heavy boots. They played a casual cadence of knock, knock, who's there? She couldn't see who it was because the sound came from behind her. Here she was, all hanging out, tie-wrapped to a wooden chair, with a butt-hurting hardwood seat under her behind, facing forward towards the fireplace with its expected warmth from burning wood. Not enough warmth, though. Her chilly cabin was primitive, and the frigid air punched its way through the cracks in the walls and around the spaces of the windows and door frames. She shivered a body is cold, help me! shiver.

And then a wretched smell. A stale, cheap cologne smell. The kind of smell that warned you that some greaseball was nearby or that someone fell in the urinal. She'd expected a greaseball slime bucket. and she wasn't disappointed. The smell preceded him. 

She thought to herself, Must be one arrogant son of a bitch. He's on a kill mission and he stinks like that? What a douchebag. His target could smell him a kilometer away, and then she caught her thought. He was either downwind, or the cold knocked out the scent travel here. She just didn't make mistakes like that. Or maybe, just maybe, that was part of his ritual, to slather on close-out, bargain cologne before he engaged in his hideous acts.

He put his head next to hers and spoke into her ear. It made her want to cauterize or squeegee anything in her body that was connected to the hearing process. It was like an ass with the butthole speaking, and breath to match. While the cologne was horrendous, his breath was worse; it really did smell like ass.

"So glad you finally woke up. How ya feelin'? A bit tied up at the moment?" he stated with an Irish brogue and a chuckle. "My little lassie might be a wee bit tight, but you'll just have to get used to it, ya won't have to tolerate the cinches for much longer. Me name is Aengus. Pleased to beat ya," He stated with a smarmy grin as he lightly patted her on a cheek. 

She thought, Spare me the cheap, dumbass puns. The ones that seedy, greasy, middle-aged men mumble amongst themselves, punning each other with puns that had been used so many times, they now sounded not just passé, but dumb. Just like another ignorant, under satisfied, unappreciated, dumpy, pale-skinned incel would state to another while they both snickered. A phlegmy bubbly snicker as though to say in a guttural language, yeah, how cool is that? 

Mr. Whoever You Are, kill me now and spare me the incredibly slow agony of listening to your bad guy thinks he's cute and funny stuff. Your breath and cologne alone are enough to be internationally outlawed as weapons of mass destruction, and now the crass, imbecilic humor...?

"Yeah, a wee bit, you Irish asshole." And she dredged up the slimy spittle loogie she'd saved and projected it right into his eye.

He raised his hand and punched her right breast and said, "Is that any way to speak to a fine Irish gentleman? I take ya to the finest places, put on me best smelly stuff, and ya say that... my, my, my, didn't your mum and dadaí teach you manners? Ya spit in me eye—what kind of date do ya think ya are? What a shame, such a nice piece o' ass, with a mouth that needs to be washed out with soap. Maybe I could wash it out with a nice bit o' cum? Eh? Hungry, lass?" He wiped the spittle out of his eye, with her hair. "Your hair still smells nice. Wutz yer bush smell lak?"
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