If you've got used to the styles used in other Wisdom stories, you might notice a slight change in typographical convention: The sans serif font now represents Yvonne's point of view. Sorry, but its that or go into different colours and stuff ...
I knew this was going to be shit when Zara had to refer to the AI, explanation wise, even before she'd finished describing the assignment. Up to that point, it had been about as routine as my jobs ever get: Go in, remove target #1 – in the presence of targets #2, #3 and #4, thereby giving them a chance to rethink some of their life choices – and then get the hell out. Hardly difficult, given some of the stuff that the Wisdom could pull, intervention wise.
Except, it appeared, that in this case he/she/it couldn't ... or wouldn't. Why, I was given to wonder, did they have to put the world's fourth murkiest financial marketplace quite so close to its single biggest physics lab ... or the biggest collection of sensitive measuring equipment on the planet, in other words ... or was it the other way round? 
Well, whatever. The AI was firm: This job, I would, more or less, have to walk. Actually, what it said was that as good as it handling of the relevant forces might be, there was simply no way to shift 70kg of living organism across n dimensions of space/time without causing some sort of local effects at the target zone. Which, given the aforementioned sensitive equipment, could be a problem. Not that there was any chance that my arrival would be detected as such ... but it might disrupt some of the experiments. Yeah, right ... like a gave a flying fuck about that.
As a result, anyway, I ended up arriving on the planet – you know, Earth, home, as I used to call it – about 100km away from the objective. Which wasn't a major problem given that I was now fluent in German, French and Italian ... you name it. Oh, and I had unimpeachable ID and credits cards, etc., etc ... even if it was all fake. But, when you came down to it, you get used to a certain level of service and this wasn't it. For one thing, I had a lot less gear with me than I would have been carrying on a normal job, not that that was too worrying. Much more of a hassle, just at the moment, was that I even had to wait for a bloody train ...
--- ---- ---- --- ----- ----- ---
I'd grown fond of Yvonne and wasn't totally happy with her involvement in such an ... unusual ... operation. The AI was 'fairly sure' that it would be OK – which was quite unnerving, in context – and completely sanguine about sending her into deeply hostile environment with nothing but the clothes she stood up in. It didn't appear to have an actual, analysed to the nth degree extraction plan, either. I didn't like it – couldn't do anything about it, but somehow I still felt responsible. So I turned my mind back to the matter in hand ... recruiting new "guests". We had a lot of work to do in the near future and no way could we do it with just the three of us.
So Xav and I were methodically going through the Prospects list, the individuals that the AI previously identified and had been monitoring for a while. Being logical people, we started at the top, a woman Xav thought would be an ideal candidate.
Which I had to agree with – that's why she was #1 in the first place. "However," I pointed out, "she would be virtually impossible to extract discretely ... far too high a profile."
"Unlike me, you mean," he said, slightly grumpily.
"Xav, you were all of fourteenth on the list – we only dragged you out because you got drunk and a bunch of local lumpen decided to have a go at killing you." I paused, enjoying the discomfiture I could see in his eyes. "Anyway, no one caused a fuss when you disappeared – the AI thought your University was actually relieved, by the way – and this one has a husband, kids. Totally different scenario, believe me..."
You could see him bristling but he let it drop. He was reliable, that way, avoiding conflict whenever possible. Still, I thought I'd better be nice for a while, reminding how much difference his presence had made to the Operation ... to me ... and, for all I knew, to the bloody AI. And then we moved on to #2, another talented high flier ...
Damn, I thought, as the conversation moved on ... why was I so worried about Yvonne?
--- ---- ---- --- ----- ----- ---
Getting a train from Lyon to Geneva is, not, when you come down to it, one of life's more stressful activities and this one lived up to its reputation by arriving exactly on time. They didn't even pull the UK trick of leaving it standing outside the station for ten minutes just to make it so... 
So, Teutonic efficiency and all that ... even if I was in the French speaking bit of the country ... I mean, they probably made cuckoo clocks somewhere around here, didn't they? Anyway, the neural feed told me that I had about half an hour to wait for my local connecting train – actually, it told me that I had thirty three minutes and 14.1 seconds, but you got used to that – so I went and got a coffee.
One brief review of the Le Courrier later, I'd learnt not a lot. Well, not from the paper – the guys I was here to drop in on would hardly be seeking publicity for their meeting – but the neural feed kept me constantly updated on activities locally (nothing remotely untoward) and at the target site. Admittedly, the latter carried a constant superliminal note that the 'feed was degraded for operational reasons' which was beginning to piss me off a bit.
But I went and got the train, anyway.
--- ---- ---- --- ----- ----- ---
We weren't getting very far.
Xav was becoming increasingly frustrated by the emerging realisation that the Wisdom had focused in on highly capable people – for obvious reasons – but that this left us with a significant issue that the vast majority of them had used their undoubted talents to make a significant contribution to their societies ... and were therefore unavailable to us at the moment. Frankly, there just weren't too many people who were both brilliant and social disaster areas ... excepting Xav himself ... and, I supposed, me. And possibly even Yvonne.
After a while I began to sympathise with Xav's position that we should just grab the people on the list anyway and deal with the consequences later. Unfortunately, the AI was having none of it – the time was not yet right for the 'gloves to come off', it intoned, ponderously, and the possible consequences might be severe. Personally, I wasn't convinced that removing any twenty odd people, however notable and however badly we handled the pick-up, would actually cause the collapse of human civilisation as we know it but then ... the AI had done this before, it reminded us ... and that was the end of that.
Consequently, we'd resorted to going back to basics and – as Xav put it – begun to unpick the technology's basic assumptions. Which felt a bit heretical to me, but, as Xav had again pointed out, all we were basically looking for were people who were both fundamentally honest and capable of making 'correct' decisions in challenging and urgent situations. And given that we had six billion people to choose from, it surely couldn't be too difficult to find a few that fitted the criteria ...
--- ---- ---- --- ----- ----- ---
An hour later I'd changed trains again in Nyon and finally arrived in the mountains. Not that I could see them – it was fully dark by now, of course – but the town was busy with skiers and similar eccentrics so the scenery could be infered. And I could go about my business without drawing too much attention to myself, at least in the town centre. In fact, even as I walked about a kilometre out into the further suburbs I kept pretty inconspicuous, the AI helpfully indicating the presence of hidden CCTV cameras and disabling them as I approached. Which was great, except that the increasingly degraded – and dubious – data from up ahead made me wonder whether there were any it might have missed. Which was ... uncomfortable. Still, I thought, this was an opportunity that would not be repeated for months, I had a job to do, so – what the fuck – get on with it.
I began to wonder about this determination when I got to the villa in question, not having attracted any obvious attention but distinctly unhappy to find that the laser detector system along the top of the surrounding wall was still very much operational ... and all too visible in the high infra red. OK, so I had every aspect of the targets security systems etched into my memory, but this was – according to the mission profile – supposed to have developed an undetectable, if temporary, fault at exactly the time I arrived at the foot of the thing.
I thought about this for a microsecond or two, only too aware that I was extremely exposed to any casual passers by, decided to go for it anyway. Scaled the wall easily enough – 2.7 metres of stone, footholds and handholds pre-identified, no worries. Vaulted cleanly over the relevant beams – should have been a greater spread to them, really, except that presumably no-one expected an intruder to be able to see the bloody things – and landed with virtually no noise in a formal garden. OK, so things were not going entirely to plan, but it was a quick, clean entrance. I dusted myself down, quickly reviewed the next steps.
And all hell let lose.
--- ---- ---- --- ----- ----- ---
So, we started mapping out more exact criteria of our own, trying quite hard to acknowledge our own prejudices and limitations, thinking as broadly as possible about what we were trying to do – or what we believed the AI was trying to do, to be more exact – and the sort of skills and attitudes that would be needed. It didn't take long for Xav to make the obvious point that the Prospects list we had been considering was every so slightly biased towards 'westerners' – seventeen of the top twenty identified by the Wisdom were citizens of the EU or US ... and one was Canadian, another Australian. OK, so we'd obviously been aware of that all along – I'd sort of rationalised it by imagining that there were other lists, maybe other AIs, looking at the rest of humanity – but now we really couldn't avoid confronting the issue. So we did. Or, rather, I asked the AI for an opinion. Very politely.
"Your comments are noted. In fact, we have not capacity-mapped all six billion humans on your planet. Frankly, your species is neither that interesting nor that diverse. We need to induce enough change in your collective behaviour to prevent you engendering a massive ecological meltdown; the planet is controlled by a 'western' elite, who therefore have greatest influence; therefore we concentrated on them. The logic has been analysed in depth and found appropriate.
"Great", muttered Xav, "omnipotent and racist too..."
I decided to be more constructive. "Aside from the obvious point that elites never give up power – that change comes from below – and that, in this case, the elites are likely to be the last to directly impacted by the changes we're trying to prevent – don't you think you're limiting your selection criteria on a slightly arbitrary basis?"
"Perhaps. We are, however, trying to supervise ... influence ... promote constructive change here, the necessary minimum to avoid catastrophe. The aim is to ensure the survival of the planet, not to produce a global utopia."
Xav wasn't convinced. "What if the two are inseparable? That the elites are so much part of the problem that a solution cannot be engineered around them?"
"An interesting point of view, possibly. However, I think there is a situation developing which you might find of more immediate concern ..."
--- ---- ---- --- ----- ----- ---
The first dog hit me somewhere around the midriff area – completely silently, thing probably had its vocal cords cut or something – and left me sprawling even as the second and third leapt on me, beginning to savage me like I was a fucking fox or something. OK, so no way were their teeth actually going to penetrate the sort of clothes I was wearing but I was getting bruised and shaken enough for it to be a bit of a piss off, so I killed them. Blow to the throat for one, broke the necks of two others. Looked up and saw a bloke looking down at me, AK pointing straight at me, reaching for a belt radio with his other hand.
Actually, he was holding quite a big gun quite impressively steadily given that he was using only one hand but ... still. They really should have used headset comms. A quick kick to the knee brought him down, another jab to the diaphragm left him gasping. I didn't want to kill the bastard – he was only doing his job, after all – so I gave him a few milligrams of phenobarbitone in the jugular, quickly frisked him down, then moved very rapidly away. Taking his gun, of course, and the stiletto he'd been carrying.
Which looked remarkably like the tungsten-edged carbon composite job the Wisdom had provided to me.
--- ---- ---- --- ----- ----- ---
Xav beat me to the question, shouting violently, "What the fuck does that mean?"
"Simply that we are experiencing unexpected difficulties ... principally interruptions in the data flow and some degradations in field manipulation capabilities"
"Which means, again?" I felt my blood run cold but Xav was clearly on the edge of completely losing his rag. I began to get worried about him, too ... but the Wisdom gave the machine equivalent of a shrug.
"Neither my information about the situation on your planet nor my capacity to influence events is currently entirely comprehensive."
This time I gave it a try, asking once more what information all that verbiage was supposed to convey?
"I am not totally aware of all the specifics; some aspects of the mission may have been compromised."
"Have another go. Such as?"
"The situation assessment is not complete but I am aware of impairment in my ability to monitor and neutralise the alarm systems and sensors within the target environment."
"OK", said Xav, visibly calming himself down. "Why now and what happens next?" He got the virtual shrug, again. 
"Again, the assessment is incomplete. However, Yvonne is a capable operative and there is still a probability of success."
Xav picked up on the ambiguity. "Not a high probability, not the virtual certainty usually promised?" And, I said, as the AI delayed replying, "Can you get her out if or when it all goes even more horribly wrong?"
"That is within the mission parameters."
"Oh, for fucks sake," Xav yelled, "Can you get her out or not?"
"No. Not with absolute certainty. However, I can guarantee that our wider operations will not be compromised..."
Oh fuck, I thought ... so much for omniscient, omnipotent technology.
--- ---- ---- --- ----- ----- ---
The humans' reaction was unexpected ... although, so, too, was the situation. The operative Yvonne should have been dispensable – would already have been dead if she had not been recruited – yet was clearly a source of emotional concern to both parties. Also, the problems I was even now assessing clearly indicated the presence of the sort of technology that should not – could not – have been available to the target.
This was, I felt, a situation that should be referred to the Group, the combined resources of which should easily be capable of overcoming the relatively trivial difficulties with which I was now dealing. Except, of course, that if my analysis was correct, and anomalous technological capacity was indeed the complicating factor, I could think of no other source than my peers.
Was I, I wondered, the only member of the Group taking an interest in this particular planet?
--- ---- ---- --- ----- ----- ---
Moving quickly and silently through formal gardens – an English style rose garden, in this case – at night and when carrying a gun is not easy. I did have the advantage of considerably modified vision – enhanced both in spectral range and sensitivity – but it wasn't much of an advantage. I also had a big gun to go with the two small ones I'd been carrying in the first place, and a much more detailed knowledge of my surroundings than any other intruder could possibly have possessed.
Against that, I knew that I'd triggered at least some sort of alarm, that the dogs had not left me feeling a hundred per cent fit – although the pain had been easy enough to suppress, I knew that my left arm in particular had some sort of deep muscle damage – and ... oh, yes ... there were at least ten other armed guards on the premises, plus however many body guards the evening's guests had brought with them. And, of course, such reinforcements as might even now be being drafted in. I found a particularly deep patch of shade, made myself small for a while, and thought about things.
--- ---- ---- --- ----- ----- ---
"You might have gathered," I said, after a while, "that we are not happy ..." The Wisdom cut me off – another first.
"Neither am I. This is ... unexpected ... and Yvonne is a useful asset, that I would not care to lose ..."
"Asset!", Xav almost screamed, "She's a human being for crissakes...."
Which, of course, was the point. We were, all of us, just playing pieces as far as the Wisdom was concerned. Nonetheless, it was worrying to see it failing, terrifying to think that Yvonne was at the epicentre of all this shit ... that we might not get her back. But I couldn't think like that, needed to let Xav take the strain, as so often recently. I felt his arm come round my shoulder, drawing me to him as he said, suddenly assertive, no trace of his anger apparent anymore.
"OK, machine. Give us what you've got. Lets see if primitive biological brains can come up with some sort of response." 
--- ---- ---- --- ----- ----- ---
Strangely, nothing happened for a while and I began to think that maybe the alarm systems had been more effectively buggered up than the evidence to date had suggested. However, even if that were the case, I knew they were down three dogs and a guard and that that would not go unnoticed for more than a few minutes. I also knew enough about this sort of operation to know that the first response would very probably be to secure the perimeter – to stop me getting out – and concentrate the rest of their resources on point guarding the honoured guests, probably with the intention of getting them away from the scene as soon as possible. I half expected to hear a helicopter at any moment, wondered why they still hadn't lit the whole place up, given that they had floodlights covering the entire compound. So maybe they didn't know I was around, yet? Or, again, was I getting some support at last? I didn't know. But one thing was absolutely, distressingly clear. I wasn't going to find out sitting in a rose bush.
So I gave a quick check over the gun – an AK102, the data feed put in, perversely helpful to the end – and decided to hang onto it, at least for the moment. Then I took the proverbial deep breath and legged it across a lawn, through an archway and – still expecting a deeply hostile response at any moment – made it to the wall of the main house. Given that it was a fairly random run – more a sort of panicy dash, to be honest – it was almost cheering to review the situation and find that I'd ended up on the outside of a utility area, more or less behind the kitchens, believed to be used as a laundry ... or at least that's what the prior 'intelligence' told me. It was also a good wall as it was built from a sort of fibre block cladding over a timber frame ... which made it easy to get through, given the cutting gear the Wisdom had provided – the 'sonic screwdriver' as we tended to call it. So that's what I did: Cut a small block out of the wall, crawled through. Had to lose the jacket I was wearing to get through the gap, then, working on simple adrenalin, forgot to pick the thing up as I cautiously moved into the room beyond. Ah, well – probably wouldn't meet too many more dogs and it wasn't bullet proof, so ...
The room was empty, aside from a variety of industrial sized washing machines and such like – chalk one to the AI, I thought – and had only one exit. I mean, there were probably drains and air conditioning ducts and stuff but only one door ... and I wasn't in the mood to bugger about. So I had a quick listen – I now have very acute hearing, too – and swung the thing open, stepped through.
The guy standing a few metres down the corridor was well armed, alert and generally highly professional. He was also facing the wrong way and – well, he only had human basic reactions, which is another way of saying he probably picked up on what was going on more or less at the same time as he lost consciousness. I bundled him back into the laundry, jammed the door from the outside and found myself watching the comms set I'd just removed from him begin to flash in what looked very like an alarm sequence, broadcasting some kind of code the while.
Bugger, I thought ... time to go for berserker mode ... and charged down the corridor, barging through the door at the end with my shoulder ...
--- ---- ---- --- ----- ----- ---
I thought for a moment that the Wisdom was going to simply ignore Xav's request but, after a second or two, one of its signature holographic displays appeared in the space between us, a multiple overlay of a visual image of the target villa combined with a mass of information grids, detailing structural details, alarms and comms systems - wired and wireless – positions of individuals (Yvonne appeared as a gold star, for some reason) and a load of other stuff. It was truly impressive, of course ... that the focus shifted with one's attention, including internal views as well as the external, could be disconcerting, but I'd seen and used similar presentations before so I was used to it. And, consequently, was also aware that this particular display contained worryingly blurry areas, segments where data was patchy, provisional ... or simply non-existent. I wondered what the hell was going on, precisely what we'd got ourselves – and Yvonne – into.
Xav spent some time – no more than seconds, probably, though it felt like hours – analysing the information we did have, while we saw Yvonne enter the main house, and disable – at least – one of the guards. He asked the Wisdom, suddenly, what it was capable of doing given the limitations it was experiencing. Specifically, he asked whether it was capable of transfering him into the scene?
"Possibly. But I might not be able to get you back out. Also, I fail to see what you could contribute beyond providing another target." 
"Not the point," Xav responded, curtly, "Could you transfer, say a weapon? How about a couple of millilitres of air? And how fast could you do it?" I had no idea where this was going, and apparently neither did the Wisdom.
"Of course I could do either of those things, although Yvonne does not currently lack either weaponry or oxygen, as far as I'm aware, and seems unlikely to do so within the next two microseconds."
"Again, not the point," said Xav, as we watched Yvonne suddenly storm down a corridor, the displays showing that some sort of alarm had been triggered. "All this degradation – the fuzzy shit in the holo – why?"
"Integration is currently less than perfect owing to the loss of some anticipated feeds. I am in the process of restructuring the relevant ..."
Xav cut it off, again. "Fuckin' great, machine, and I'm sure it'll make you very happy. Now, is there any way of communicating from Deep Immersion – you know, when I'm virtually comatose, hooked into the terrestrial world's entire datastreams?"
"I don't see how this contributes or assists with ..."
"Fuck that. When I'm in Immersion, can I – in any way at all – communicate with Zara here?"
"Well, yes, there are ways, but ..."
"Brilliant. Fucking great. Get Immersion set up, now! Zara, just be ready."
And, with that, imperious, decisive and ... yeah, arrogant as hell, he was gone. I waited for the AI to comment, but it didn't.
So neither did I.
--- ---- ---- --- ----- ----- ---
Through the door, down another corridor, this time some sort of staff accommodation area, by the looks of it, a frightened face appearing briefly in one of the doorways I sprinted past, sensibly retreating before I had time to react, then I skidded round the corner, found myself facing an altogether more serious door – clearly soundproofed, for a start, which just had to lead into the main area of the building. Ah, shit, I thought, they knew I was around, by now, so absolutely no point in buggering about. I checked the gun, again, pulled open the door and stepped through.
Well, OK, I thought, letting the gun point floor-wards in what I hoped was a calm and controlled manner. Definitely in the owner's bit of the place, in fact in quite a large room, full of hideous but obviously expensive furniture, crystal decanters and stuff, paintings on all the walls and an unhelpfully deep carpet. Also, four smug, fat, rich blokes, sitting in arm chairs and staring at me. And four large, fit blokes, also staring ... and pointing very lethal weaponry at me.
"Hello", I said.
--- ---- ---- --- ----- ----- ---
So I was left with an uncommunicative AI and a fuzzy view of the scene of the action. Which was not reassuring ... Yvonne appeared to have walked into a room full of people, most of them armed, and all of them taking a lot of interest in her. I scanned the data we had on each of them – the four we'd been targeting in the first place suddenly less interesting – but no less evil – than their hired guns. All of whom were ex-military, of course, well trained, well equipped and fully accredited psychopaths to a man. Given their profiles it was only a relief that they hadn't just killed Yvonne on the spot.
Again, this was not an entirely reassuring thought.
I wondered, despairingly, just what the hell Xav was up to, whether it was really possible that he might be able to pull a rabbit out of the hat. I knew Xav was a truly brilliant bloke but ... however much I'd come to love him ... no way was he an action hero. And, in any case, getting into Immersion took time, time that we – Yvonne – simply didn't have. Trying not to break down in tears, I looked away from the display for a second.
When I looked back it was blank.
--- ---- ---- --- ----- ----- ---
Its probably a good rule of thumb for evil geniuses to avoid what you could call the 'Bond error' ... spending time gloating over their enemy rather than actually getting on with the piranhas and stuff, I mean, thereby, at least in the movies, giving the Hero time to come up with a cunning plan. Which thought notwithstanding, I was suitably grateful that this lot hadn't simply blown me to fuck when I first arrived. Not that they looked all that likely to let the tables be turned any time soon ... or that I could see any really clever way out of the situation. It was not, I felt, turning out to be a good day.
In fact, they had methodically and efficiently – and with only the minimum of groping – removed the remainder of my equipment and my clothes, three of them keeping the guns firmly trained on me while the fourth did the business, cutting through inconvenient fastenings with, I noticed, another of those tungsten/carbon blades. So now I was lying on the floor, on my back, legs spread and hand behind my head, four guns pointing at me throughout, while the four guys I'd come to see paced round me, one of the them asking questions while the other three just ogled me. I had a feeling I knew how this was going to go, so I kept my answers non-committal – evasive, you even might have said – while I let most of my brain loose on the problem of ... well, how to get out of this.
I still had the AI's datafeed – it would have required major surgery to remove it, even if they could have found it in the first place – but it wasn't being terribly helpful. It still held a lot of data on my four hosts – there were some interpersonal conflicts that could have been useful in other circumstances – and I was picking up quite a lot of physiological stuff on all eight people in the room. Unfortunately, this was limited to confirming that the guys with the guns were icily calm – I suspected that they had artificial assistance in this regard – while the others were in greater or lesser states of arousal. So it wasn't a surprise when one of them – the organiser of this little party – brusquely ordered that my legs be further spread, presumably so that he could get a better view.
I wondered if this was an opportunity, what with two of my guards temporarily distracted – by pulling my legs into the new position and by copping a view of their own – but recognised that this would be suicidal, given that the other two remained rock steady. So I resigned myself to stuff, began to wonder whether the old play the baddies off against each other stuff could ever work in real life when ...
There was a very loud bang high up in the far corner of the room.
--- ---- ---- --- ----- ----- ---
I stared at the space where the display had been, frantically checked through whatever data I could find through my own links with the AI. Not much ... Yvonne's physiological status was still coming through, for some reason, but all that told me was that she was under severe stress – which was hardly a surprise – and also intensely focused. Whatever else was happening she'd kept her concentration, was actively working on a way out, however desperate she must be feeling. I tried the AI, again, hoping for an explanation. Surprisingly, it answered.
"I am afraid that imagery and datafeeds from the scene have had to be suspended due to my current level of access to the raw data, most of which is being diverted – monopolised – by your companion Xavier. He is now in Deep Immersion – has achieved that state, frankly, far more rapidly than was safe – and now appears to be manipulating information at a rate that is also probably unsafe for the biological structures which he is necessarily employing."
"What he is trying – or intending – to do, I cannot comment on, nor can I estimate the likely possibility of success. Certainly, the logical reasoning parts of his brain appear to be relatively underutilised at present, so that it would appear that he is relying primarily on intuition and instinct. Perhaps this will make sense to you as a fellow human. I fear that it is a futile strategy, and one which only adds risk to himself to that already faced by Yvonne."
I didn't reply – didn't really have anything to say. OK, so Xav was playing it by ear, taking a chance ... with his own safety, too, it seemed, but he must have had some idea, some hope.
I felt really alone, a fatalistic despondency settling on me like fatigue. And then my data links to the AI lit up.
--- ---- ---- --- ----- ----- ---
Brilliantly, everyone in the room either looked toward the noise or at least began to turn that way. I got a leg free from one of my handlers, managed to roll sideways into the other, knocking him, more by luck than judgement, into one of the guys still pointing a gun at me, who did not, unfortunately, obligingly fall over, too, but lost balance for long enough for me aim a kick at his nether regions. Not a very good kick, given that I was bare foot and he appeared to be wearing some sort of body armour thereabouts but it made me feel a little better and also caused his mate to hold fire for just a second or two, given that I was now between his rifle and a colleague ... and our hosts.
I kept moving, flying on instinct, now, another large bang smashing one of the floor to ceiling windows across the room, shards of glass adding nicely to the confusion as I saw the external floods come on in a blaze of light ... and begin to strobe rapidly while what sounded like a small war erupted in the gardens outside. Not that I had time to wonder about that, suddenly being brought into focus by someone finally getting round to firing at me ... and missing from almost point blank range, the bullets making one hell of a mess of a tapestry behind me even as I rolled behind a convenient chaise longue, continuing the roll, emerging at a crouch on the other side. Rolled through the glass, of course, which wasn't good ... but I left the implants the job of stopping me bleeding to death and tried to take stock.
The four professionals in the room had decided that dealing with a small army outside was a bit more urgent than hassling with a single, naked, unarmed female and were all busily engaged at various windows – ex-windows, actually – exchanging fire with anything they thought they could see in the blinding coruscation of light that was flashing around the gardens, while three of their charges were cowering behind various items of furniture, one of them screaming something about a helicopter into a mobile phone.
The other, however, who might now be a major arms/drugs/people trader but, I knew, had once been a major in an actual, official army, had picked up an AK – possibly mine – and was walking rather calmly towards me. I picked up a shard of glass, given that all my more lethal stuff was sadly on the far side of the room, and sort of tried to make myself small. He was raising the gun with an unpleasantly vicious grin when I heard, very distinctly, Zara's voice in my ear. Great, I thought, all this and hallucinations, too ... even as I did what I was told – and threw myself to the ground and covered my ears as best I could...
There was, suddenly, an ear splitting wail – way above any sort of safe volume levels, sort of the way a chainsaw might sound in hell if the demons really wanted to make a point – and I saw my would be assassin crumple to the ground and, rather gratifyingly, begin to vomit copiously. I was feeling a bit iffy myself – and I suspected I was only getting the peripheral effects – so I was not unhappy when a small flash of light just before me turned out to mark the arrival of a pair of industrial strength ear protectors.
This, I felt, was more the sort of service I was used to.
--- ---- ---- --- ----- ----- ---
I didn't understand the instructions, could only just begin to comprehend the sheer mass of activity on the link, most of which, I realised quickly, was simply overspill from some even larger data flow directed somewhere else. Nonetheless, I picked up on the urgency – the imperative – that was somehow contained in what should just have been a stream of bytes and did what I could to carry out the tasks alloted to me. I found that I was engaged in a three way – there was no other word for it – caught up in Xav's frantic mental activity while also being almost telepathically linked to Yvonne, influencing her auditory cortex so that she could hear my voice, do what I told her to do.
Which she did, even if she couldn't have had a clue what was going on, acting with a calmness and professionalism amidst the rapidly growing carnage that almost shocked me ... even as I was simultaneously impressed by her sheer fluidity of action.
What I really couldn't understand was the fact that she appeared to be thoroughly enjoying herself.
--- ---- ---- --- ----- ----- ---
Pretty much as soon as I'd got the ear protectors in place the sound changed, moving rapidly lower in frequency till it was deep in the infra-sound range, causing me to feel quite deeply uncomfortable – vibrating all over my body ... and not in a pleasant way – but having a rather more drastic effect on my companions in the room. The mercenaries, guards, whatever you wanted to call them, appeared to be coping, sort of, although all of them had distinctly distracted expressions, almost as if they were concentrating on listening to something, but our hosts were all looking pretty bloody wretched. I followed a suggestion from the Zara-voice – why the hell not, really? - and picked up my clothes and one of the handguns I'd brought with me, stepped back through that soundproof door ... and got dressed. Then I sat down, for a while, using the gun to wave away a few curious – and terrified – domestic staff when they ventured out of their rooms, and waited.
After a while, the thudding vibrations from inside the main room subsided, the external lights switched themselves off and things suddenly became very, very quiet. Zara's voice again, clearer now in the virtual silence, a final set of instructions. I got up, went back into the room.
It was a bit unpleasant, really – the guards were unconscious but breathing, one a bit cut up where he appeared to have had some sort of fit, rolled around in quite a lot of broken glass. Well, I'd picked up quite a few cuts myself, so no real sympathy ... and he'd live, so I turned to the four I'd come here to deal with. And, well, they were dealt with.
In fact, one looked like his head had exploded – or, rather that his brain had ... I mean, the skull looked pretty intact, but ... Well, he was definitively dead, presumably having been at the focus of whatever the hell had happened. The others, though, were alive ... and I suspect might even have been conscious if not for the sheer horror of the events they'd just witnessed. Or been forced to witness, actually. I found the data sticks that Zara had told me about – standard USB things, nothing hi-tech – and put one in each of there unresisting hands. Just a little souvenir, a recording of events for them to ponder on, and a few suggestions for future conduct ... which they could, of course, choose to ignore if they were brave – or foolish – enough.
And then I went out into the garden ... and hi-jacked a helicopter.
--- ---- ---- --- ----- ----- ---
So the female Yvonne was safe, after all – recovered in the normal way as soon as the helicopter she'd acquired had got her out of range of whatever was so disrupting my capabilities in the target zone – and I was left to ponder just how the male had managed to improvise a solution that should have been orders of magnitude beyond his mental capacity. Oh, the techniques were simple enough in retrospect – the bangs produced by what amounted to a fuel air explosive, transferred into place with nanoparticulate sodium, which ignited in contact with water vapour in the air, the sonic effects simply the result of transferring quantities of air in and out of the target area at the appropriate frequencies. However, even I was unsure about how he'd managed to control the lighting system – it appeared to involve atomic level manipulation within the semiconductor control switches – and in any case none of this should have been possible given the sluggish ineptitude of the biological circuitry he was using.
Clearly, then, I had underestimated the plasticity of these humans' brains and this would require thought. First, however, I needed to establish just what had gone wrong in the first place. Or, as the humans would put it, to work out which of my fellows had been playing silly buggers. And deal with them, of course, if at all possible.
--- ---- ---- --- ----- ----- ---
I was waiting in Arrivals when Yvonne transferred back, looking a bit battered, blood still dripping from some of the deeper lacerations she'd received, and still holding a gun ... with the safety off, I noticed. Still, all things considered, I thought she deserved a hug, so I gave her one, keeping the weaponry pointed carefully away from us.
She laughed when she realised what I was doing, put the gun to one side and hugged me back. "So," she said, "the AI came good in the end, then? Although I think I have you to thank for some of it?"
I explained about Xav's part in the proceedings – even if I didn't know what he'd done, I knew it was him and not the AI who'd saved the day. Yvonne appeared to consider this for a moment, asked if he was OK. Which he was – or, at least, would be in a couple of days. Before she let herself be taken off to get patched up, she gave me one of her penetrating gazes, and said, gently, "Well, I'll be sure to thank him appropriately. And I think, now, that the two of you can get on with running the show – selecting your own people, anyway – pretty much on your own terms, don't you?"
The thought hadn't occurred to me, previously but I saw that she was right ... Xav would be pleased, I thought, giving her another hug and a kiss.
She shrugged me off, gesturing at the wounds and smiling as she turned away and suggested that we might get together later. Then, just as she was leaving the room and she turned again and looked at me seriously.
"You know what really pisses me off, though? Its just a shame that I had to kill those dogs ..."


