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Chapter 1
“Good afternoon, Ft Worth Center, American Airlines flight Seven Eighty-four is with you passing Flight Level Two Three Zero for One Eight Zero,” Captain Rob Sproc said, switching frequency from Albuquerque Center.
“American Seven Eighty-four, radar contact, continue descent to One Five Thousand, and contact Lone Star Approach on One One Nine Eight Seventy-five with the numbers,” came the reply from the DFW air traffic control (ATC) controller.
“Lone Star on One One Nine Eight Seventy-five, and down to One Five Thousand,” Rob answered, setting the assigned altitude into the autopilot control panel.
“One Five Thousand,” Jim Lashley, the First Officer, repeated, verifying the correct altitude had been programmed into the autopilot.
“Lone Star, American Seven Eighty-four with you leveling One Five Thousand with information Kilo,” Rob said as the Boeing 757’s autopilot captured the assigned altitude.
“American Seven Eighty-four continue descent to Five Thousand and turn left heading Three Six Zero, expect ILS One Eight Right,” the next ATC controller replied.
Rob reached the autopilot control panel and set Five Thousand as Jim turned the control knob to head three six zero, saying, “Five Thousand, Three Six Zero, ILS One Eight Right.”
As both pilots checked the changes inserted into the autopilot control panel, Rob picked up the handheld mike connecting the cockpit to the cabin and announced, “Flight Attendants, prepare for landing.”
Replacing the handset, he heard ATC saying, “American Seven Eighty-four, you’re number one for One Eight Right, contact DFW tower on One Twenty-four, Fifteen.”
“Twenty-four fifteen,” Rob answered, watching Jim mouth that he had the runway in sight.
“Tower, American Seven Eighty-four is with you, Runway One Eight Right in sight,” Rob told the tower controller as Jim pointed to the lever to extend the slats.
As Rob moved the lever rearward, the tower said, “American Seven Eighty-four is cleared to land One Eight Right.”
“Cleared to land One Eight Right,” Rob repeated as Jim signaled for the landing gear to be extended.
“Three green, no red,” Jim said, pointing to the landing gear indicators, “Flaps fifteen.”
“Three green, no red, flaps fifteen,” Rob parroted, extending the flaps.
“Flaps twenty-eight, disconnecting autopilot,” Jim said, depressing the disconnect button on his control yoke.
“Flaps twenty-eight, autopilot off, landing checklist complete,” Rob said, as Jim made a slight correction to his glide path.
Seconds later, Jim said, “Gear and flaps set. Checklist complete. Landing.”
As the main gear bumped slightly on touchdown, Jim held the nose off the runway for a moment, then slowly released the back pressure to ease the nosewheel onto the concrete.
As the airplane slowed and approached taxiway E Seven, Rob said, “Nice job. I’ve got the jet, and you’ve got the radios.”
“You’ve got the jet,” Jim confirmed as the tower said, “American Seven Eighty-four, left when able, hold short of One Eight Left, contact Ground One Twenty-one Eighty-five.”
“Twenty-one Eighty-five, exiting Echo Seven, hold short One Eight Left,” Jim said, seeing Rob nod that he would clear the runway as Jim had said.
Clearing the runway, Jim called the ground controller and said, “Ground, American Seven Eighty-four clear of One Eight Right at Echo Seven, holding short of One Eight Left.”
“American Seven Eighty-four, continue across One Eight Left, say gate,” the controller directed.
“Cleared across One Eight Left, gate Alpha Three Six,” Jim answered as Rob increased the power to expedite across the runway.
“Roger, continue to Alpha across the bridge, join Kilo to your gate,” the controller directed.
“Alpha-Kilo to the gate,” Jim acknowledged.
“Roger, and ground Twenty-one Sixty-five on the bridge, American,” the controller stated before contacting another airplane exiting the runway.
“I’ll give the gate a call,” Jim said, as they started across the bridge connecting the west side of the airport to the east side.
“I’ve got the radio,” Rob said, checking the intervening taxiway for traffic.
“Gate is open,” Jim said, a moment later.
“Roger, we’re cleared to the ramp,” Rob answered, increasing the power to climb up the bridge. “And, by the way, this was your leg, so you get to stand in the cockpit door and tell all the fine folks who pay our salaries goodbye.”
“I’d rather not,” Jim replied, shaking his head. “As you know, I’ve got Tourette's syndrome, and I forgot to take my medication this morning. And, American would not appreciate having their representative standing in the door shouting obscenities or making obscene gestures at the passengers.”
“Tourette’s syndrome, my ass,” Rob said, laughing, as they descended across the bridge to the east side of the DFW airport. “You can say anything that comes into your somewhat abnormal brain, but you will tell the passengers goodbye. Or I’ll fly every leg of our next trip.”
“So, for the rest of the month, all I have to do is talk on the radio when ATC has something to say?” Jim asked. “That sounds good to me, as long as I get first choice of the inflight meals.”
“A choice between Shit and Shinola, you mean,” Rob replied, laughing as he made a left turn onto taxiway Kilo. “Here’s the choice: you say goodbye on the legs you fly, or I won’t buy the evening’s iced tea for the rest of the month.”
Knowing ‘iced tea’ was a euphemism for cocktails on the layover, Jim said, “Fine. But I may have to report you to the Chief Pilot and let him know that I consider it harassment to insist that I perform tasks that are entirely inappropriate due to my handicaps.”
“Just call ramp,” Rob said, as they approached Terminal A. “I’m sure the company already knows what an asshole you are, and I’ll probably get some award for putting up with you for what, the fifth time we’ve flown together?”
“Sixth,” Jim said, before getting clearance to their gate from the ramp controller. “And, I get an extra ten percent on my salary to volunteer to fly with you.”
After parking at the gate and shutting down the aircraft, Jim stood and said, “Okay. This one time, I’ll risk embarrassment and do your job.”
As the last passenger left, Jim turned back into the cockpit to get his kitbag with all of his manuals and said, “Now, Captain, may I have your leave to go home and try to forget the trauma I’ve experienced on this trip?”
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Chapter 2
As Jim and Rob entered the terminal, Jim saw Gene Barker approaching from beside the gate agent’s podium. “Lose your way, Jim?” he asked, extending his hand. “All the other folks found their way off the plane long ago.”
“General, you know I always stay behind to make sure everything is secure and ready for the next crew,” Jim answered, shaking Gene’s hand.
Turning to Rob, he said, “Rob, this is General Gene Barker, retired Marine, and long-time friend. Gene, may I present Rob Sproc, my currently assigned seeing-eye Captain.”
“Nice to meet you, General,” Rob said, shaking Gene’s hand. “Jim told me he was a retired Marine, but I’m surprised he’d have any association with the higher-ranking officers. Especially a General Officer.”
“We’re all given a project upon retirement,” Gene replied, shaking his hand. “I was given Jim here. A special case, as I’m sure you’ve discovered. But it’s a burden I must bear.”
“Oh yeah, I understand,” Rob said, nodding. “Especially the ‘special case’ part. I won’t say he’s untrainable, but I’ve seen monkeys more adept at social interaction than Jim.
“I’ve finally taught him to thank our passengers at the end of a flight,” he continued. “But I cringe every time he opens his mouth.”
“Well, he did serve a couple of tours in ‘Nam, living in the mud,” Gene told him. “We sent him to schools and did our best to make him socially acceptable, but there are limits to what even the US Marines can accomplish.
“Single syllables replacing grunts are considered an improvement in most cases,” he continued, shaking his head. “I had hopes that association with fine gentlemen, such as yourself, would provide further improvements, but it appears we overestimated your abilities as well.”
“We did have a special program when Jim was hired,” Rob explained. “We reserved slots for returning veterans, especially those who appeared to have no marketable skills in the civilian world.”
“You both know I can hear you,” Jim said, looking from Gene to Rob. “It would be considered mannerly to refrain from berating a person in the presence of others.”
“Son-of-a bitch!” Gene exclaimed, laughing. “Did you hear that? A multisyllable coherent sentence.”
“He does surprise you every now and then,” Rob agreed, laughing. “We keep hoping he can connect multiple sentences and form a rational, coherent paragraph. But I only have a few hours a month to work with him.
“Not to change the subject, General, but what brings you to DFW?” Rob asked, pulling his rollaboard suitcase and kitbag away from the gate area.
“I came to see my friend here,” Gene answered, following them to the seating area. “It’s been quite a while since we’ve had a chance to catch up, and I feel as if I’ve neglected my solemn oath to the Corps if I don’t at least check up on him a couple of times a year. And please, it’s just Gene.”
Rob nodded slightly and said, “Thank you, General. But even though I was in the Air Force, I still remember to respect the rank, retired or not.
“Now, I need to head to the parking lot, get my old pickup truck, and head home,” Rob continued, extending his hand. “It’s been nice meeting you, sir.”
Turning to Jim, he said, “And I’ll see you back here in what, three days?”
“Four,” Jim answered, shaking his hand. “Unless some miracle occurs and I get to stay home, with pay, of course.”
“Good luck with that,” Rob said, turning away. “See you in four days. Again, nice to meet you, General.”
Watching Rob head down the terminal aisle, Jim started down the aisle and asked, “What brings you to Texas?”
“Mostly, to see how you’re doing,” Gene answered, walking beside him as they dodged the multitude of people trying to find their gate.
“I believe mostly alludes to the fact that there are additional reasons,” Jim replied, coming to a side door that led to a small tram connecting the terminals to the employee parking lot. “Care to expound?”
“Of course,” Gene answered. “But if you’ll follow me, my car is just outside, and I’ll take you to your pickup. Then we can stop off somewhere between here and Mesquite for a quick beer.”
“Sounds good,” Jim replied as he followed Gene to the terminal exit. “I’ll just have to remove my shirt with the obvious airline epaulets and grab a shirt out of my suitcase.
“By the way, did your plane land here or over at Love Field?” Jim asked as he saw Gene’s typical black Chevrolet Suburban.
“Love Field,” Gene answered, unlocking the car. “It’ll make more sense after we talk.”
“Then I’m going out on a limb and assume we, you and I, will be leaving Love Field either today or tomorrow and head back to Quantico,” Jim replied, climbing into the front passenger seat.
“You know that to assume makes an ass of you and me,” Gene said, starting the car. “North lot, I assume?”
“Correct,” Jim replied, as Gene headed north on the International Parkway to exit the airport. “Care to give me a hint?”
“When we get stopped,” Gene answered, making a U-turn back to North Airfield Drive and the employee parking lot. “Where did you park?”
“West side of the tram, about three rows down,” Jim answered. “Where are we headed for our quiet talk when we leave here?”
“There’s a great steakhouse called Dunston’s, just off Harry Hines,” Gene answered, pulling up behind Jim’s pickup. “If you fall behind, just take Highway 114 to West Northwest Highway, south on Harry Hines, and then left of Burbank Street. Dunston’s is about half a block on the right. You can’t miss it.”
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Chapter 3
Jim pulled in right behind Gene when they reached Dunston’s, parked, and waited for Gene to finish his phone call before stepping over to his car. As Gene exited the Suburban, Jim said, “This looks a little fancy for a quick beer.”
“Nothing too fancy for a quick beer,” Gene retorted. “Besides, I figured you hadn’t had a decent meal today, and this place has an excellent chicken-fried steak.”
“Better than Denny’s?” Jim asked as Gene held the restaurant door open.
“I know you like Denny’s,” Gene answered as they entered the restaurant. “But they aren’t the only ones who make chicken-fried steaks. Hell, I’d bet there are over a hundred restaurants within ten miles that serve chicken-fried steak. With mashed potatoes and gravy.”
“Two for lunch, or just drinks?” the maître ‘d asked, with a slight bow.
“Lunch and drinks,” Gene answered, with a nod.
“Just this way, gentlemen,” the maître ‘d said, extending his right arm. “I’ll have your waitress with you momentarily.”
Taking seats across the table from each other, Gene took a quick look around at the almost empty restaurant and said, “I’m surprised we have to wait for a waitress, unless she’s the only one working this time of day.”
“That’s why this is a fancy restaurant,” Jim replied, glancing at the only other occupied table. “They want you to have a chance to admire the ambience.”
Gene shook his head and said, “There you go, using all the multisyllable words you know. First, in an attempt to impress your Captain, Rob, I believe,” Gene said. “Now ambience. You must relish the few times you get to demonstrate your mastery of the English language.
“However, in this instance, I must mention that ambience is normally used to describe a feeling or mood,” Gene continued. “Such as a romantic ambience. Or an intimate ambience. I’d say the current ambience is loneliness.”
Jim shook his head and said, “So, I guess that means no flowers, chocolate kisses, or champagne for me with lunch.”
“Haven’t been out lately, I take it,” Gene replied as the waitress arrived.
Laying the menus on the table, she asked, “What would you gentlemen like to drink?”
“A Ziegen Bock, if you have one,” Gene answered.
“We have Shiner Bock, but not Ziegen Bock,” the waitress answered.
“How about Negra Modelo?” Gene asked.
“Definitely,” she answered before turning to Jim, asking, “And for you, sir?”
“Negra Modelo will be fine,” Jim answered.
“Excellent,” she said, scribbling on her pad. “I’ll take your lunch orders when I return with your drinks.”
“Since when did you start drinking Ziegen Bock?” Jim asked, opening his menu.
“Since you introduced me,” Gene answered, peering at the Texas Classics section of the menu. “Looks like I was correct. Chicken-fried steak. And I’ll bet it’s just as good as Denny’s, if not better.”
“I won’t take that bet,” Jim replied, shutting his menu and placing it on the table. “Not unless you let me be the judge.”
“No, I believe you’d play favorites and pick your old standby,” Gene said, laying his menu on the table. “Anyway, how are things with Marie? Any changes?”
“Nope,” Jim answered as the waitress set two bottles of Negra Modelo on the table with beer glasses.
“Ready to order?” she asked, after putting a glass in front of each of them.
“Chicken-fried steak and mashed potatoes with extra gravy,” Gene answered.
“You get three sides,” she said, scribbling the order. “You can also include a salad as a side if you desire.”
“How about a Caesar salad and fried okra?” Gene asked, picking up his menu and handing it to her.
“Not a problem,” she said, turning to Jim and asking what he wanted.
“Same for me,” Jim said, handing her his menu. ‘Caesar salad, mashed potatoes, and fried okra. And the requisite extra gravy also, please.”
“I’ll have it right out,” she said, with a slight nod. “Please, let me know if there’s anything else you need.”
As she walked away, Jim said, “As to Marie, I haven’t heard a word. Her dad, Tony, did call a couple of months ago expressing his disappointment at the situation and told me he’d enjoy seeing me anyway and to stop by for lunch or dinner anytime.”
“And I’m betting you told him no,” Gene said, pouring his beer into the glass.
“A little more politely than that,” Jim replied, taking a sip from his bottle. “I told him I appreciated the offer, but as long as Marie felt the way she did, I thought it would be better for me to stay away from any members of her family.”
“I hate to see that,” Gene said, shaking his head. “She was such a perfect match for you. And her daughters were such sweet young ladies. And they thought the world of you.”
“Looks like everyone wanted Marie and me together, except Marie,” Jim told him. “And I can’t blame her. She loses her husband to a violent crime, and then I put her in the crosshairs along with her children.
“No, I certainly don’t blame her,” Jim finished, taking another sip of beer. “I’d probably react the same way if someone was threatening my children d me if I had any.”
“She must know it wasn’t your fault,” Gene reminded him. “Hell, just because we were trying to remove some of the worst scumbags from the country and one of them decided to make it personal, is no reason to abandon a relationship.”
“It wasn’t just one,” Jim countered. “There was an almost universal hunt for the families of those of us running the operations against the cartels. And having a price on my head just put her in greater danger. And her girls.
“No, she’s not the issue,” Jim finished. “It’s my association with Black Water. And she knows I’ll never back away from what we, Black Water, do. Hell, it’s the same reason I joined the Marines. I thought I could do some good for our country.”
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Chapter 4
Moments later, the waitress delivered their meals and asked, “Will there be anything else?”
“Not for me,” Gene answered, looking up from his plate.
“Tabasco sauce, please,” Jim replied, looking at her.
“I’ll have that right out,” the waitress replied. “Anything else?”
“Looks good to me,” Jim answered.
As she walked away, Gene sliced off a piece of the steak, took a bite, and asked, “Is this just as good as Denny’s?”
“I don’t know,” Jim answered, taking a piece of the fried okra. “I’m not going to even taste the steak without some Tabasco sauce on the gravy. That wouldn’t be giving this place’s steak a fair chance, and I want this contest to be as fair as possible.”
“You don’t think the Tabasco might ruin the pure taste of the steak and gravy?” Gene asked, taking a forkful of the mashed potatoes.
“Tabasco augments the flavor,” Jim replied as the waitress returned with a bottle of Tabasco.
Looking up at her and smiling, Jim took the bottle from her hand and said, “Thank you, ma’am.”
Removing the lid, Jim shook a liberal amount of the sauce across the white gravy covering the steak and the potatoes. Replacing the cap, he stirred the red sauce into the gravy until it was thoroughly mixed.
Finally, he took his steak knife and sliced off a small piece of the steak, then gently placed it in his mouth. Watching, Gene said, “First off, you’ve poured enough Tabasco on the white gravy that it’s pink. I don’t see how you can even taste anything except the sauce!”
“Light pink, at most,” Jim responded, slowly chewing the bite. “That’s how I determine the correct amount of Tabasco. And, now that I’ve savored a morsel, I’ll make my decision.”
Dabbing his lips with the napkin, he said, “This is definitely as good as Denny’s. The steak is correctly seasoned and fried to perfection. The mashed potatoes are lump-free and have a slightly buttery taste. The okra is also fried to perfection.”
Taking a sip of his beer, he finished, “The only flaw I have noted is the cardinal sin of not providing the Tabasco at the same time as delivering the meal.”
Gene sat back, shaking his head, and finally said, “I’m glad to know that you’ve finally found a restaurant you consider on a par with Denny’s. Now, maybe you can branch out and discover even more culinary establishments that will meet your refined sense of taste instead of driving all over a city searching for a particular restaurant.”
Jim sliced a piece of steak off, dipped it in the gravy, held it on his fork while pointing it in Gene’s direction, and said, “I did not say it was on a par with Denny’s. I said it was as good as, entirely different. This place definitely has a little more, let’s say class, not ambiance, than Denny’s. But I had to deduct a couple of points for the delay with the Tabasco, so I’m going to award the silver fork to Denny’s.
“Now, I wouldn’t mind coming back at a later date and seeing if they have brought their service up to the same standards, but for now, slightly, ever so slightly, they are in second place,” Jim finished with a smile. “Now, if you’ll pardon me, I’d like to enjoy my steak and slightly pink gravy.”
Gene sat staring at him for a moment, and then said, “Silver fork award? Where the hell do you come up with this shit?”
“I’m blessed,” Jim replied, taking a forkful of mashed potatoes. “It’s a gift. Now, since I’m sure you didn’t come all this way to get my review of dining experiences in the Metroplex, or to enquire into my social life, what exactly did you come for?”
“You are correct, to a point,” Gene said, slicing a piece of the steak. “I originally came to discuss an operation Black Water is being asked to participate in, but I’m having second thoughts.”
“And why are you having second thoughts?” Jim asked, setting his fork on his plate.
“This issue between you and Marie,” Gene admitted. “I feel as if I’m partially, if not totally, to blame since I’m the one who brought you into the organization. And I’m the one who put you in the spotlight, where the wrong people could blame you for the actions we took to remove their leadership and destroy their operations within the country.
“If I had just let you be a retired Marine pilot who is happy flying for American Airlines, your relationship with Marie and the rest of her family wouldn’t have fallen apart,” he concluded.
Waiting for Jim’s reaction, he added, “I came to see if you wanted to be part of this upcoming operation, but I think now I shouldn’t have come. If severing your involvement with Black Water will get you back with Marie, I can manage the operation without you.
“We’ve already discussed the importance of a family, and it’s clear that we, Black Water and I, are the thorn in this relationship,” he said. “I can find another person to take over the part where I was going to use you. But I can’t find anyone to replace you in Marie and her family’s lives. And I firmly believe that’s much more important than some operation that will likely have a limited, most likely short-term, impact on our nation.
“As much as I like to believe we are making a difference, I know from experience all we’re doing is chasing short-term solutions to long-term problems,” he solemnly said. “I’m more concerned with the impact on you. Especially long term.”
Jim sat quietly for a moment and then said, “Gene, you’re one of my best friends. We’ve been close since you first found me on that hill in Vietnam. You’ve done everything in your power to get me to where I am today. If it wasn’t for you, I’d never have been able to fly F-4’s for the Marines.
“And without that experience, the airlines would never have given me a second glance,” he continued. “I voluntarily gave twenty years of my life to the Marines because I thought like you … we were solving a long-term problem.
“But that wasn’t the case,” he said. "It was a short-term solution to what wasn’t our problem to start with. And I’ve learned that there’s no solution to some issues, such as another country’s internal problems.
“Hell, we’ve got our own problems, internally,” he said. “And I believe that my services would be more beneficial to my country if I gave this the same dedication I did to the Marines. So, I know I have an issue with Marie. More accurately, she has an issue with what I do. And I accept that.
“But I know that I can’t sit by and let someone else put their life, possibly the lives of their families, on the line,” he concluded. “So, I’m not accepting your rationale for not including me in this operation. If I was your choice before we had this discussion, I must be the person you believe is the most capable of providing the desired outcome, regardless of long- or short-term results.”
Jim sat back quietly until Gene finally said, “Okay. Let’s finish our meals, and I’ll give you the basics, and we can swing by your house for a change of clothes to cover a couple of days up at Quantico.”
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Chapter 5
After again telling the waitress they didn’t need anything else, Gene watched her walk away and then said, “You’re the only one who can decide what to do with your life. More specifically, your life with or without Marie.
“And, you’re correct about you being my first choice for this operation,” he continued. “However, I want you to promise me you won’t give up on her. My first choice for you is her, not the company. I’ve always hoped you’d find someone after Jennifer was shot. But you can’t let that accident control your future.
“I understand it’s just another domino in the line, and Marie losing her first husband and you losing your first wife are the first two dominoes that have fallen,” he continued. “But there’s no actual connection between them and the threats from the cartels. Random events that have no bearing on each other.
“So, possibly this operation, with no random events such as those, will let Marie know that those events should be put behind her,” Gene concluded. “I hope so, but I still want your word that you’ll at least wait for her until she’s had a chance to see there’s no real threat to her, or her family, from operations where Black Water is involved.”
Jim took a deep breath and released it slowly before saying, “You have my word. That’s the easy part because I still have some hope left. But this is my last time being involved with anyone. I’d rather go the rest of my life without someone in it instead of continually losing someone I hold dear.”
“Let’s let the future make that decision,” Gene replied. “For now, I’m satisfied with your word. Now, I know you’re not a news junkie, but you can’t have missed the problems we’ve been experiencing regarding the immigration issue and our attempt to resolve it.”
“Yes, I’ve seen the news,” Jim agreed, taking a bite of his salad. “What’s that got to do with Black Water? Or should I say Muddy Water?”
“The main push, and I should say shove, from the demonstrators has been against the Immigration and Customs Enforcement, or ICE,” Gene explained. “This has been extremely aggressive against ICE in those states and cities that declared themselves as sanctuary cities.
“We also know these demonstrations have not been spontaneous in nature,” he continued. “They have been well planned, well-funded, and timed to take the most advantage of the media. In short, these so-called demonstrations are the direct result of an attempt to overthrow our elected officials, primarily the President, thereby enacting a change in our governmental system.
“We, working in conjunction with ICE, Homeland Security, the FBI, US Customs and Border Protection, other national agencies, including some state offices, have pieced together the heads of this insurrection,” he said. “And if you’re unfamiliar with what an insurrection actually is, it’s a violent uprising against an authority or government.
“And I don’t believe anyone would deny that the demonstrations on the streets of some of these sanctuary cities are not violent,” Gene said. “The Insurrection Act of 1807 allows the President of the United States to deploy armed forces or to nationalize the National Guard in special circumstances, such as civil disorder, to enforce either civil or criminal law.
“Before you ask, I need to tell you that a couple of the federal laws, specifically Eighteen USC section 241, make it a federal crime for two or more individuals to conspire to injure, oppress, or intimidate any person in exercising their free rights secured by our constitution,” he continued. “And, I doubt anyone with an IQ above a spoonful of mashed potatoes would not view some of these demonstrations as, at a minimum, attempting to intimidate others.
“As an example, let’s take a mother trying to enter a Target store with her child searching for a birthday present for a friend’s upcoming party,” he explained. “If two or more individuals are blocking her access to the store, that’s a federal crime.
“Next, Eighteen USC section 111 makes it a federal offense to forcibly assault, resist, oppose, impede, intimidate, or interfere with federal officers,” Gene added. “Again, how can anyone doubt that some of these demonstrators are not at least attempting to intimidate, or more often, interfere with the ICE officers from performing their duties?”
“Okay, I’ve seen enough on the scant news programs I’ve managed to watch over the last couple of months, but I’m asking how Black Water fits into resolving this?” Jim asked, finishing his steak.
“We’d be sworn in, at least those operating on the streets, as US Marshals to assist ICE, and others attempting to enforce our immigration laws,” Gene answered. “Basically, we’d be arresting those individuals who are breaking either of the two laws I mentioned earlier.”
“How would that help?” Jim asked, as the waitress approached. “ICE would still be handicapped in those sanctuary cities, and the demonstrations would continue.”
Gene held up a finger to pause the conversation as the waitress asked, “Are either of you gentlemen interested in dessert?”
Jim smiled and asked, “How homemade is your peach cobbler?”
“I can guarantee it’s some of the most delicious peach cobbler I’ve ever wrapped my lips around,” she answered, smiling. “I know for a fact that the Chef, Mark, follows the recipe handed down from his grandmother, who lived in a small town in Georgia. Mark takes great pains to ensure the dough is perfect and uses only fresh Freestone peaches.
“If I had to recommend a single dessert, that would be it,” she finished.
“I’m sold,” Jim replied. “Now, I’m guessing it wouldn’t be possible for the vanilla ice cream to be handmade as well.”
“No, sir,” she answered, shaking her head. “But we serve a specific brand that uses only Tahitian and Madagascan vanilla. It’s as close to what my dad used to make when I was a kid as I’ve ever tasted. It even has those minuscule pieces of the vanilla beans dispersed throughout the ice cream. Very, very vanilla! And, it’s a perfect complement to the peach cobbler.”
“You sound as if you’ve led a blessed life if you’ve had homemade ice cream,” Jim replied. “I was fortunate enough to churn some of the most delicious vanilla ice cream on earth with my father. I’ve yet to find a commercial variety that compares.”
“I think you’ll find our cobbler and vanilla ice cream as good as anywhere outside of Oconee County, Georgia,” she responded.
“Then I’d like the cobbler with two scoops,” Jim told her. “And a cup of coffee.”
“Make it two,” Gene added. “And please bring me the check when you return.”
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Chapter 6
“How much do you know about artificial intelligence, AI?” Gene asked as the waitress walked away.
“I’m as well-versed in AI as I am in quantum mechanics and string theory,” Jim admitted. “And I don’t know shit about either.”
“I’m almost as dumb,” Gene agreed, nodding. “But our favorite computer nerd, Debbie, thinks AI is the second coming. She’s been camping out in her private laboratory for the last month or so, doing what she calls AI integration into all of her computer systems.
“All I’ve been able to ascertain about AI is that it’s ten times as fast at computing, can store ten times as much data, occupy less than one tenth of the volume, and exceeds all other measurements of computers as far as I know,” he continued. “And, I believe it’s because of something called rare earth minerals.
“Apparently, magnets, which are a major part of the computing industry, made from these rare earth minerals are ten times as powerful as the magnets made from ferrous material, such as iron,” Gene explained. “All this means Debbie now has ten times the ability to do some shit that scares the crap out of me.
“She gave me an example where she showed how much faster and more accurate her facial recognition system can pick out a specific individual,” he continued. “Basically, with just the eyes showing, she can narrow a photo down to one ten-thousandth of the population.
“In other words, what used to be potentially ten thousand possibilities, she can reduce that to just one individual,” he said, shaking his head. “Toss in a nose, an ear, eyebrows, possibly nasal hair, or any other feature, and she’ll have your man in under five seconds.
“And, she’s tied that to all the recorded data dealing with every individual who has any public record. Driver’s license. Military ID, gym membership, you name it,” he added. “And then throw in all of the social media, Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, and so forth, and she’s got you.
“By got you, I mean she has every piece of your life,” he explained. “Parents, birth date, work, sports, credit reports, address, both current and all past, access to your fingerprints, sexual preferences, every freaking aspect of your life.
“And she’ll have it in five seconds. Or less,” Gene finished as the waitress arrived.
“Here you go, gentlemen,” she said, setting the large bowls of peach cobbler with two scoops of ice cream slowly melting on top. “Please enjoy.”
Sliding the ticket for their meals beneath Gene’s bowl, she said, “I hope to see you two again. Even if it’s just for the cobbler.”
Having just taken a small spoonful, Jim replied, “Ma’am, I’d come back from the southernmost region of Timbuktu for another bowl of this. You were right. Best damn peach cobbler I’ve had in twenty years.”
“I think you’ve impressed the boy,” Gene said, laying his credit card on the ticket and returning it to her. “And that’s quite an accomplishment.”
As she left, Jim asked, “Okay, I can see where this AI can expedite identifying an individual. But how does that help us find them and more importantly, arrest them, if that’s what we’re going to do?”
“Facial recognition is just the tip of what our lady has been doing,” Gene said, after taking a spoonful of cobbler. “She’s been working in conjunction with one of the major arms manufacturers to incorporate her programs into the latest generation of drones.”
“Don’t tell me she’s now getting the patents on drones,” Jim exclaimed. “The lady has more patents based on her work with Black Water than a stray dog has fleas. Besides, I figured whoever built the first drone would have that one.”
“No, she’s not trying to patent the drone,” Gene replied, taking another bite. “She’s cornering the market on the software. The circuit boards or whatever controls the damn things.
“And, with her AI circuits, she’s managed to develop a system which will include a video camera, GPS location systems that can place the drone within mere centimeters of any location, and it incorporates a weapon that can fire a shaped charge capable of penetrating a human skull,” he explained. “And all this in a drone no larger than the palm of your hand. And damn near silent.”
“And I suppose this is all monitored by her covey of computer nerds sitting in the bowels of Black Water headquarters,” Jim mused. “Then why does the company need us? Mere people?”
“Let’s start with why we, Black Water, are involved,” Gene said. “These demonstrators are there with one specific goal: to prevent agents of the United States from enforcing the laws. That’s primarily ICE, but also includes the Border Patrol, various local police agencies, depending on sanctuary status, Homeland Security, or any other agencies they view as counter to their goals.
“And by counter to their goals, I mean counter to the ambitions of those who are behind what we’ve already discussed as being insurrection,” he continued. “The public appearance of a hundred drones firing bullets into the foreheads of hundreds of overweight, green-haired, moronic fools would not play well on the six o’clock news.
“What we are being tasked with is not directly tied to the arresting and deportation of illegal immigrants,” Gene said. “We’re there to enforce federal laws, previously noted. We’ll merely remove those individuals who have been videoed by the drones violating either of those codes.
“Once arrested, they will be taken before some magistrate, judge, or whatever, to be arraigned or sentenced, per current procedures,” Gene explained. “Then, after sentencing, they will be transferred to a facility where they will be detained until the sentence has been carried out.”
“How many people are you looking at to accomplish this?” Jim asked, now scraping the bottom of his bowl.
“About two hundred for each of five cities,” Gene answered, setting his empty bowl aside. “I’m putting you in charge of the Los Angeles area. It’s not the most active regarding the demonstrators, but there’s a problem out there with the 18th Street Gang. Ever heard of them?”
“Can’t say I have,” Jim answered. “Are they some local gang or a new rock band like the E-Street Band with Bruce Springsteen?”
“I’ll get into that once we’re at Quantico,” Gene replied, taking the receipt and his credit card from the table, and leaving a large tip.
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