THE SIMULATOR

3
THE BRIEFING

The upper deck of the shuttle had a huge oval-shaped holographic command table in its center extending the length of the shuttle with a rim around elbow height like a race track hosting 10 terminal posts equally spaced around it. Sims would be standing up in each post manipulating the palm-shaped controls on the rim. Three feet behind each post were the capsule stands for the Sims, looking more like first class seats than cockpits. The whole deck would look like a miniature stadium raised to waist level with the holographic projector as the pitch field higher than the race tracks that were hosting the palm controls, and the Sim capsules as the middle tier spectator stands. Sims could choose to participate either from their capsules or at their palm posts, but most of the time they would be standing up around the table especially when planning and monitoring actions they all needed to know for most aspects of the mission. That was vital as at any time they might be required to play someone else’s role. 
The only member that would be absent most of the times from the deck would be the pilot. His cockpit was in the front of the shuttle in-between the two decks, allowing him access to both decks at all times. He would usually join the teams during planning and assist with loading and unloading. Apart from operating the shuttle his function in missions would be to provide firepower support and liaise in all communications with the base and with team members on the ground. The traditional role of the fighter pilot who would engage in dogfights and bomb the enemy had disappeared as drones and military satellites would make sure no such enemy was around any more. Anyway the shuttle could outrun and outmaneuver any missile if there was ever a need for a hit-and-run situation. The only real threat for an aircraft like the shuttle would be direct hits from high-density lasers and electromagnetic beams. These types of weapons were unlikely to be found into the hands of small armies because their acquisition and control would require the expertise and resources only big nations could afford. 
Jon reached the top deck to find three Sims in their capsules getting briefed on mission parameters through their PNIC headsets and another one getting ready to put his set on. PNIC stood for physio-neural intercom and the ones Sims used were the latest in existence. They would look like cyborgs with them, although most times resembled tiaras worn backwards leading comedians to make fun of them calling them Miss Americas. The army though wouldn’t mind at all the perception of them as alien cyborgs as long as it added to their image as superhuman and undefeated. The primary purpose of the Sims initiative was always to deter enemy threats and anything that could contribute to that cause was welcomed. 

PNICs would be mounted on the ears with their main body behind the head and only micro-projectors extending from their ear sections to the front of the face on the sides of the eyes. The projectors could form holographic micro images in front of the eyes properly adjusted to look natural. In extended mode they were able to project an overlay control panel right in the retina and display anything a Sim would need in a mission. This mode was necessary in combat situations where the holographic projections in front of them could give away their position. By focusing on parts of the projected control where command menus were displayed, they could activate various modes and control the function of weapons, communications and data flows. A very useful function when one’s hands were occupied holding a gun or being used in other activities.
Brain wave modulation was another way PNICs could project information, but it was not recommended and never really used in real missions as they could seriously disturb signals from the senses with fatal results. Because of the smaller brain surface they were covering their software would need to extrapolate to create a map of the whole brain’s activity. These were best possible estimates and as such they would frequently include losses in the accuracy of representations that could result in unreliable modulation of the brain waves with delusional sensations as a side effect. Not a very useful function in combat situations. In the capsules though, the situation was completely different. The top of them would form a hood like a helmet with strong enough scanning and modulation capabilities to reliably record and modify all brain activity. Any imagery could be projected making the illusion undetectable. In simulations they would be sitting in their capsules getting briefed about a mission when at some point the Simulator would take complete control of the message pathways of their senses. From that moment on they wouldn’t be able to tell they were in a simulation. To someone from the outside they would look like they froze with minor movement of various body parts and changes in facial expressions in response to the intense physical and emotional activities they experienced in simulations.
PNIC-style devices had been developed in the past for commercial application but due to their side effects when used on Hypernet their production and sale was prohibited by most nations. It was a time in the past where Hypernet gave way to what was called brainet whose vision was to enable brain-to-brain communication. The technology was developing rapidly when the first side effects started to appear. Initially people would simply switch off from reality as they would connect in groups forming communities to share experiences. What they didn’t consider was that feelings would also be shared uncontrollably, overwhelming even the most disciplined users. It was like avalanches of love, hate and everything in between would flood one’s brain. A shared smell or the impression of a sunset could blind the brain for minutes or hours. This overloading would literally fry the brain to the point that people would become completely disabled. The networks and the entertainment industry was thrilled initially about the highly addictive spread of the new technology only to regret it later when their numbers started going down drastically. They were literally knocking their customers down. Being unable to collect subscriptions from the living zombies they made of them, they switched on their humanitarian hat and supported the governments in abolishing the technology and establishing appropriate public health acts. The Simulator was the only operational unit that in the name of patriotism was allowed to use and develop this technology further, but only for military purposes. The army would have never abandoned it anyway because of its potential and also out of fear for someone else seeing it as an opportunity to overtake them in an arms race.
Jon looked around to see his new teammates. To his right at the end of the oval Tom Johnson was sitting in a capsule with the label “T”. It was the tactician’s capsule and in that role a Sim was responsible for planning and coordinating the assault teams. In normal troops he would normally be the second in command. Jon had been with Tom in missions before and the rough-looking and well-built Sim had quite a reputation for leading assaults. Jon wouldn’t agree with his tactics sometimes as he would hesitate to eliminate any potential threat to ensure the safety of his troops and the success of his missions even if there was a strong possibility innocents were involved. He clearly remembers an incidence where Tom shot a mother and her 12 year-old boy in a house behind their lines just so that he wouldn’t have to worry if they were terrorists. He could have knocked them unconscious but as he told his debriefing officer he did not afford the luxury of time at that moment. 
The army would be tolerant of such collateral damage from Sims. If the missions were successful they would simply tell the media that Sims are only used in highly critical missions where national security is a priority so it was bound to have some collateral casualties occasionally. The price for having Americans feel safe was worth it. If a mission was a failure then the focus would be on the lost Sims and no one would dare put equal weight on a lost Sim and a mother with her son that for all they knew they were terrorists, even if that was by proximity. There was an invisible balance sheet of deaths and usually the life of an American would be worth many enemy lives to balance properly. And that would be regardless if an American was born in the same place as the enemy, spoke the language of the enemy, had the same religion as the enemy, and even looked like the enemy. If the American casualty happened to be a Sim then the enemy offering would have to be extremely high. Somehow the enemy should be hesitant in killing Sims out of fear of retaliation. Nice philosophy, except that it would make Sims the favorite target of martyrs.

Jon nodded at Tom and he acknowledged him with the typical two-finger Sim salute. He had seen Jon with the tip of his eye but didn’t bother turning his head as he was focused on mission data he was getting from his PNIC. Sims would salute each other by nodding or extending their index and middle fingers attached together before missions and extended in the V shape of victory after successful missions. While Jon wasn’t fond of Tom, he felt comfortable having him in a mission especially as critical as this one seemed to be. 
Right across from Tom’s capsule at the other head of the oval table the “S” capsule was flashing his name. The strategist and tactician were always on opposite sides looking at battle scenarios from different angles to reveal opportunities and threats the other could miss. He moved in that direction passing in front of two Sims, one in his capsule and another getting ready to sit in his. They were Ed Miller and Rudi Mayer as the names on the capsules’ tops were indicating. Jon saluted both as he passed in front of them and they did the same. He didn’t know either of them but they both looked mature enough to have been in quite a few missions. On the other side of the table was Mark Watson, an old friend of his from England. They had been in simulations together and even socialized for a while when he was with Jane. Mark had a slightly British accent and joined the Sims after his girlfriend in London dumped him for his best friend. He was doing a PhD at the time on room temperature superconducting alloys and he left everything to join the Sims. He was a good listener and they would share experiences together over a few pints of beers at the base entertainment center when they happened to meet. Jon felt good having him on this mission although friends were always considered distractions and the Simulator would avoid putting them together. This was another unwise choice of teammates the Simulator made, making the mission look weirder than it was. Either the machine was getting dumb or it was testing something. They all used to refer to the Simulator as an entity simply because personalizing it made it easier to rationalize and argue about its decisions. 
Jon looked at Mark who remarked with a smile on his face,
“We’re finally going to be together old chap.”

“I know,” replied Jon and continued, “do you think the Simulator had a couple of pints?”

“I sure hope so,” replied Mark. “It was getting quite boring lately,” he added.

Jon smiled and moved on to his capsule. He pulled out the PNIC from his capsule took a deep breath, putting it on. 
“Time to roll,” he said to himself and sat in his capsule. The seat was extremely comfortable in both vertical and inclined positions and able to stretch flat and rotate vertically in any position they wanted. A lot of times in long simulated missions the Simulator would switch everyone to horizontal positions with their seat stretched out as a bed for better control of their physiological conditions. Other times in very extended missions they would use the seats to rest and sleep. The chair would also act as a medical unit for wounded Sims as it had all the necessary equipment one could find in emergency rooms. In extreme cases of infections or when transferring enemies, the chair would close up forming a completely controlled, isolated enclosure. Robotic hands could be extended from the sides of the chair when needed and perform even the most delicate surgical operations by themselves or under remote control from the best physicians in the world.
Jon placed his hands on the galvanic controls on the arms of the chair and immediately a holographic screen with the boot image of the Simulator appeared in front of him initializing and running diagnostics. The device was using the same technology as the scanner did to continually record his physiological and neural activity and present information in audio, video, graphic and text according to his cognitive load. Critical details would be presented in all four modes simultaneously to ensure his absolute attention. Data from the scanning process were already transferred to each PNIC so they were individually calibrated for each Sim. In fact after the individual calibration that was performed when they were turned on, they couldn’t be used by anyone else. At the end of the mission any residual data would be downloaded to the Simulator’s databases and the PNICs would be switched off.
It took one minute for Jon’s PNIC to completely run its diagnostics for full customization to Jon’s preferences from other missions. In that time two new team members made it up onto the command and control deck reserving another surprise for Jon. One of them was Nuria Sanchez, a 5 foot 3 hot Latina with a thin face and delicate features. In spite of her size and petit looking physique she had the reputation of a fierce fighter that would rather die than give up. She left a blade scar on her left cheek to prove she was more than a pretty face, although this made her look even more desirable. She was without a doubt one of the hottest female Sims and, unfortunately for Jon, the only one-night stand of his life. It was after his wife’s death and before he met Jane, but it was a memorable evening after a real mission. They were partly successful in that mission as their objective was to capture a specific terrorist alive but they ended up killing him in a fire exchange. He and Nuria though carried out a perfectly executed overlapping run swipe that became a case study in training. 
That offensive maneuver required two attackers that would clean up a corridor in the enemy lines by moving alternatively forward and across each other’s positions. At each position on the sides of the corridor they would always be one behind the other and the back person would always move forward and across the corridor while the front was covering his advance. The success of such a move would depend on how well they would wipe out the enemies on their opposing side so when they advanced they would mainly worry about enemies forward from their original position. There were two of them though, covering the same spots at the same time so their firepower and accuracy would do the trick and keep the enemy covered until they both moved to the same side. They would then take their time to clear the remaining fighters on the opposite side of the corridor.

There was always a sexual attraction, at least from Jon’s side, but that was the typical case for most men in Nuria’s aura. He would feel his adrenaline rushing in his veins as she would pass him in the sweep maneuver and feel completely safe when she was behind him covering his advance. Apparently she felt the attraction too as they hit it off real fast after they went to the bar in the base to overcome the embarrassment of the mission failure. They ended up celebrating their performance in the battle with another performance in bed. Jon felt like it was his first time, drugged with pleasure like living another life in another world. It was the combination of his long abstinence after his wife’s death and the need to feel human again that led to the outbreak of passion that night. Past those moments though there was nothing much he and Nuria had in common and there was no intention on his part to invest in building a future based on just one night’s passion. As Nuria was an all or nothing person when it came to relationships the affair ended as fast as it started with her being really mad at him for considering her only for sex.
Jon saluted her by raising his fingers as she sat next to Jane and thought one more time that the Simulator was either loosing it or running some weird experiment by putting this team together. The last member of the team that came up with Nuria was Dave Jones, a younger looking Sim with red hair and what looked like a snotty smile on his face. The wonderment and arrogance of a graduate was evident all over his face. A few real missions and the smile would disappear. A critical mission and a rookie was quite an oxymoron, thought Jon. What else would be next?

They were all sitting down when they heard the shuttle ramp closing. A few seconds later Stew came up from below and took his place in his capsule. They felt the shuttle detaching from the ground and although they couldn’t see they knew the elevator was pushing them upwards. The movement stopped when they reached the outside of the base roof and their pilot announced:
“Shuttle ready for mission”

Their pilot was Kenji Iwasaki, an American of Japanese descent with many missions on his track record. Jon like everyone else was now going through the personnel files of each of their team members. It was vital for them to know each other’s skills and capabilities well so they could complement each other’s strengths and supplement their weaknesses. All information about them would scroll down their projected control panel and they could choose to expand on any of them to find more. Their individual track records would appear for the different mission roles they had been assigned along with recordings of their mission performance where one could see their assault style and their technique from snapshots and holographic clips of real and simulated missions. Once they were familiar with each other they would select the option “ready for mission” and stand by for the mission briefing. 

As Jon was going through the personnel records another surprise was waiting for him. Tom and Nuria were apparently having an affair as this was flagged by the Simulator. The machine was like the big brother of the Sims as it needed to know everything about them. They were also obliged to reveal and report critical events in their life like relationships, deaths, fights, and anything that had upset them and could influence their judgment in missions. Romantic relationships among Sims were critical and a major reason for excluding them from missions together, especially real ones. 
Of course, just as he could see intimate data about others, everybody else would also see his relationship history with Nuria and Jane, making him feel even more uncomfortable than before. He didn’t mind Jane and Mark since they knew about his affair with Nuria but he wasn’t sure how much Tom knew and to what degree he would be affected by that. Of course the Simulator would be monitoring his signal and pick up the distress if it was above acceptable levels requesting Tom to leave the mission. If it wasn’t for the urgency, Jon was almost certain this was some kind of testing the army wanted to run by bringing Sims with emotional stakes on each other together. It had to be a real mission though since records showed that Mark, Jane, Tom, and Nuria were all diverted from other missions to be put on this one. Something like this had never happened before so there had to be a reason for doing it, unless of course the machine was going crazy. 
Jon knew though that despite their past histories they would all act professionally, but he couldn’t stop thinking that in minor ways it could impact the mission. He went through in more detail the files of those he had never seen in missions before to acclimatize himself with their style and capabilities as he would be taking the tactician role if something was to happen to Tom. He started with Dave the rookie, who appeared to be extremely accurate with handguns and agile as an acrobat. It might have not been a bad choice for the mission after all. Rudi Mayer was a 6 foot blond German who studied mechanical engineering in Munich before joining the Sims. He had been in quite a few real missions and had proven excellent using weapons launchers and in close contact combat. Ed Miller was a 5 foot 7 Texan, quite buffed like he came out of an old commando movie. He was a boxing champion in college studying Sports Management before joining the Sims. His records indicated he was left-handed and very efficient in frontal attacks. His handedness made him ideal as right wingman. Nuria was also left-handed and Tom would probably pair her with Ed in supporting the right wing in the attack formation. 
Sims would be deployed on the ground in basic configurations where each member of the team would have a specific role. When advancing in enemy territory they would usually have the spear formation with a vanguard about 60 feet ahead of the others in the role of the scout. He would be followed by the tactician and wingmen to his left and right about 30 feet from him, a group with the strategist and two wingmen back-ups 30 feet behind him, and finally a rearguard as back-up another 30 feet behind the group. All positions carried a characteristic initial and with the exception of the strategist and the tactician that were assigned by the Simulator, the rest of the roles would be assigned by the tactician. The vanguard position was labeled A to indicate the arrowhead although many would associate it with Alpha and some ironically with Alpha-male. The wingmen were respectively L and R for left and right while the ones escorting the strategist would be M for middle. They would also call these bodyguards since apart from being the wingmen back-ups, their role was also to protect the strategist. Finally, the rearguard was assigned B for his role as the back-up. This arrangement was also called the ALTER formation.
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This formation would be a relatively slow one as the two wingmen would also be acting as scouts, but it would guard against surprises from the sides and it would better hold the team together in attacks. It could also expand and retract its sides according to the terrain they were covering and the objectives of the mission. In jungles for example, they would most likely turn to a snake-like formation to move through thick foliage. In other cases the MSM group could move to support a wingman and strengthen a side attack in a maneuver called Alexander II because it resembled the maneuver used by Alexander the Great in his second great battle against the Persians. Another favorite was the Split 8 maneuver as the rear groups would split from the front team thinning the formation like the middle of the digit 8 so they could trap an enemy that was attacking from the side. Most of the time their formations would be miniature copies of real battle formations of the past, only now they were performed by individuals instead of whole regiments. Sim cadets would spend countless hours in training covering the main formations while learning their history and significance in battles. Regardless of their initial arrangement the team members would know where they would move next in case some of them were eliminated or they had to change formation.
One after the other Jon’s teammates were indicating they had completed reviewing the team data and acknowledged their readiness to the Simulator. The pilot had already joined them on the upper deck taking the capsule to Jon’s right as was traditionally reserved for him. When they were all ready the Simulator’s voice announced:
“Team ready for briefing.”

Their holographic screens changed to display the control room in the HQ for the mission briefing. Traditionally the Mission Commander would introduce them to the details and objectives of the mission, but this time standing next to the Commander was the highest ranking officer General John McKenzie, in charge of the Sims, with one of his staff majors and another Mission Commander in the back. Jon knew the General as he had served under his father in the past and often visited their home when he was a little boy. In fact it was the General who introduced the idea for Jon to join the Sims and mentored Jon in the process. Behind them there were civilians sitting in the observation deck of the control room looking through glass windows. 

“This is getting big,” thought Jon, “or the general is showing off to politicians and potential sponsors. None of the faces though looked happy enough to indicate they came to the rodeo for entertainment. They looked rather worried and upset indicating concern for the mission and its outcome. 
“Good morning team,” opened up the General and continued.
“The Commander here was kind enough to allow me to open up this session and brief you on the mission parameters.”

The General was a tough person but out of respect he would extend the courtesy to anyone even the last soldier in his unit not to mention the mission Commander. He would then move on to take anyone’s command without any questions or consultations. 
“We have a critical situation and I need your full attention,” he said and signaled to one of his majors to continue.

The Major pressed some buttons on the projector control he was holding and the image of a small tropical island appeared on their displays and in full 3D representation on the shuttle’s holographic table.

“This is Serenity Island or the Getaway of the Few as you might have heard it,” said the Major.
Of course they all knew about it as it was an idyllic small island in the volcanic belt between Tonga and the American Samoa where VIPs would go if they wanted to isolate themselves from public eyes. It was far enough from civilization to ensure the seclusion of its high profile guests and close enough to US territory to feel protected. A couple such islands were renamed by their rich owners and developed initially as private getaways only to later become a source for revenue and prestige for their owners. High profile companies would have their executive retreats there and so would diplomatic negotiations that required concentrated attention away from outside influences. It was easier for people to reach agreement when watching a tropical sunset and listening to Polynesian drums that fighting in the United Nations building in New York with thousand of demonstrators outside and continued pressure from the media and their governments.
The island was formed by a volcano a couple million years ago and after many collapses it was now left with the volcano’s south wall forming an impressive caldera and the island forming on the outside of the volcano to the south. Subsequent explosions and movements of the Earth formed the island’s final shape. It looked like a French croissant where someone ate the back of it leaving his huge bite marks and the inside of its crescent forming the island planes that led to a relatively steep, sandy beach facing south. The downhill from the caldera to the beach was quite rocky with only one plateau to the right as one would be going down and the remnants of a missionary church to the left and closer to the beach. Apparently the island was occupied at some time in the 18th century but there was no record of any native tribes living there. There had to be some though as there would be no other reason for missionaries to have built a church there.

Serenity Island was intentionally kept primitive by its owner because he wanted it to reflect the natural Polynesian beauty. He was a rich businessman who in his youth was more interested in Zen Buddhism than his studies. He had dropped out of school in search of the true meaning of life that he apparently didn’t find in meditation but in business. He still needed a release for his hippie tendencies so he bought the island and kept it as wild as possible. It didn’t hurt though making some extra money on the side along with serving the cause. Continuing downhill and south one would meet the main compound at the right end of the beach with the rest of the beach completely untouched. Just before getting to the compound and before the sandy part of the beach there was a small artificial atoll for guests to swim and enjoy drinks and a barbeque from a bar hut on its mainland side. The stripe between the atoll and the sandy beach was probably the only stretch of the land that was landscaped and thinned out from the natural vegetation, and although one could hear the sounds of the waves the beach was visible only if one was standing up.
No accommodation for guests existed on the island. Instead, a straight jetty extended from the compound stretching about 300 feet south into the sea with 10 double-decker wooden villa huts attached to its right side in the water. Each hut had the capacity to accommodate up to 6 guests in its upstairs bedrooms and they were fully sufficient with security, a private cook, support personnel, and all the amenities a rich celebrity would be used to. Scuba diving equipment would be part of the amenities as it was the only sport that was considered unobtrusive enough to be allowed. The huts were purposely lined up across the jetty so as to allow all guests to enjoy an unobstructed wide view of the magnificent sunset the Pacific provided. Along with the view from the caldera this was a central selling point when promoting the island. 
An extension at the beginning of the jetty and on the opposite site before the first hut would serve as the island’s marina. There was only one cargo ferry that came once a week to bring provisions to the island and that would depart as soon as the unloading was over. They would even arrange for the ferry to arrive at a time that would be less disturbing for the guests. Excluding potential sleeping and meeting times they figured the best time was towards the end of the afternoon when the guests would start preparing for dinner.

It was with the arrival of the ferry that everything started, as the Major explained.
“As of 18:00 island time a group of about 100 terrorists attacked the island.”
A flood of windows started appearing on their control panels showing the attack as recorded from the different cameras on the island. The terrorists were more like an army of insurgents who stormed out of the ferry as soon as it docked, shooting and firing at anyone that looked sizable and well-built enough to be a security guard. A group of them moved into the huts forcing everyone outside while the majority of them moved towards the island surrounding the compound and the atoll areas to prevent anyone from escaping. Facing no significant resistance they corralled everyone inside the main restaurant on the ground floor of the compound and set up the command post in the reception area. That was the time when all broadcasting from the security cameras ended. 

The section of a map of the Pacific Ocean with the island and its neighbors showed up with the island highlighted. A red spot lighted up where the ferry took off and its course began forming as the Major continued.

“Our initial analysis and satellite imagery showed that most of the terrorists came on board the ferry midway towards Serenity Island. They must have infiltrated the ferry crew with their people and midway they highjacked the boat. They then rendezvoused with a trawler that was waiting in their course, picking up the rest of them. The trawler was left to follow from afar looking like it was fishing as they approached the island. They must have had one or two of their people on the island providing them with up to the minute updates because they knew a lot of details like where the guests would be and consequently where the security guards would be located. That was probably the reason they started shooting indiscriminately at anyone who was in front of the huts and looked fit enough to be a security guard.”

“The restaurant and reception cameras were turned on 20 minutes later,” continued the Major and pressed another control. 
A burly black man in combat uniform wearing a green beret and sunglasses appeared on the display as the first feed from the island after the invasion was received. He looked to be in his fifties and although seated behind one of the reception desks, one could tell from his posture he was a tall man certain of himself and quite comfortable with everything around him. You could tell from his style and the two soldiers that were standing behind on each side of him that he was the man in control of the show and the leader of the pact. He was toying with his pistol when he started speaking at the camera in perfect English but with an African inflection. 
“Gentlemen, it must be obvious to you by now that you don’t have control of the island.”
He paused for a second and continued.

“The bad news for you is that I, General Idi Oboke have control of it.” 

The emphasis on the “I” was quite strong for anyone to miss.

“The good news is that you can take it back provided you do as I say.”

He clicked with the barrel of his pistol on a control in front of him and a feed from a camera in the restaurant area started coming through another window on the display. 

All the tables were pushed to the back of the restaurant to make room for the hostages, who all appeared to be wearing oversized sweeping neon yellow capes and burkas with semi-transparent face veils. They could see everything but it was impossible for anyone to tell them apart. Even worse the color would make them stand out even in the night light. More than half were sitting on the floor while the rest were standing up behind them. 
“Gentlemen this is our leverage,” grumbled Oboke. He pointed his gun at the hostages and blindly fired twice. Two of the hostages dropped down amidst sobbing, crying and screaming. One of them looked like they died instantly while the other was cringing with spasms on the floor. Four of the soldiers pushed the agitated and feared hostages away from the bodies, picked them up by the arms and threw them on the table in front of Oboke. It was obvious from the groaning that the wounded was a woman. Oboke got up keeping the same cold expression on his face and fired at the hood of the one that looked dead. As the burka was turning red from the blood he pushed the dead body off the table. He then moved to the wounded hostage and pulled off the burka from her head to reveal the face of a young South Asian girl squirming and crying from pain. He pushed her face with his free hand on the table towards the camera and fired behind her head. The bullet pushed through her head and came out of the poor girl’s forehead spilling blood, bones and brains all over the table. 
All Sims jittered from the sudden display of this emotionless brutality forcing the Simulator to switch off the imagery momentarily. They had seen similar things in missions, especially simulations but the executioners would usually display anger or satisfaction. This one though was the cold face of a butcher chopping animals, only this time the livestock were humans. 
Oboke sat back in his seat with the dead girl still on the table. He picked up a cloth and cleaned his hands from the victim’s blood. With no change in expression he started cleaning the blood of his gun while saying:
“You will receive our demands in a while.”
A sudden silence followed the end of broadcasting from the island as everything and everyone looked frozen in both the shuttle and the control room. 
The Major broke the silence and continued his report.
“This was major Oboke, self promoted to general, also known as the butcher of Mozambique. He was a member of the South African army that turned mercenary 15 years ago with a high profile career as a terrorist and gun for hire. He had appeared in incidences in Africa, South America and South Asia but he had never ventured so far from his base somewhere in south-east Africa as of now. He is a delusional psychopath who also believes he is the reincarnation of an African lion.”

“Half an hour after this broadcast we received a message through the Hypernet with his demands.”

“The content remains classified at this time but we have 12 hours to comply.”

The Major moved to the side and the Mission Commander from the back moved forward and took over the display controls.

“At 19:00 we assembled an incidence response team,” said the Commander and pressed one of the controls in front of him. A window opened up on the team’s holographic displays with information about the team members that were included in the mission.
Jon immediately selected the “S” and “T” roles and two other windows opened up next displaying the strategist’s and tactician’s profiles. 
Marcus Green, a veteran like John, was in the strategist’s role. Jon knew Marcus as they were in the same class in the academy and they had been in many missions together. He was quite an efficient Sim although with kind of a cold sense of humor, Jon remembered, but with an impressive record of mission successes and one of the highest scores of retirement points. He was quite a pro and an excellent choice for the mission. 
Sarah Keller, another veteran although from later classes, was in the tactician’s role. Keller was a well-built, butch-looking Sim that made a reputation for herself as a frontal assault expert. She was very thorough in her approach of the enemy battlefield and another excellent choice for a tactician. With her reputation and overall appearance one would never dare call her Sarah. It would be Keller for Sims and above, and Ma’am for everyone else below. It was obvious as one could see from the rest of the team members that it was a well staffed mission probably as good as any the Sims could put together. What could have possibly happened for HQ to send another mission and where they the only shuttle preparing or was there another one? These thoughts were crossing Jon’s mind when the Commander’s voice interrupted.
“We’ve only had satellite imagery for intel.” 

“Here is what we had at the time,” he said and pressed another control in front of him.

The hologram of the island refreshed with enemy deployment and positions across various locations. The Commander continued while highlighting the different enemy positions.

“They released the ferry with all the dead from the raid to return to its port. We intercepted it 20 minutes later. 15 people died from the assault on the island including all the security guards. It appears that those who were captured alive were shot dead in the head. Half the ferry crew was also dead. The captain informed us that about a quarter of his crew were undercover terrorists who seized and took control of the ship. They left only the minimum number of crew required to navigate the ship while killing the rest. Other than that no other useful information was collected there.”
“It raised a point though as to why they released the ferry, as their trawler is unlikely to fit them all to be used as a getaway. Based on that fact we do expect that at a later time they will demand some kind of transport.”

The situation on the ground was and still is as follows. They are deployed in three locations. They’ve set up an observations post with 7 soldiers at the top of the mountain and in a flatbed of the caldera watching for anyone that might want to use the mountain as a cover and approach them from the north. Another group of 20 soldiers is positioned at the plateau just below the mountains with what appears to be a radar device. Their main forces are in the compound area. About 20 of them are spread around the atoll, 20 on the jetty and the huts and the remaining 20 to 30 are in the main building. The trawler is docked at the jetty extension with usually a crew of 2. They send the trawler with 3 more soldiers every three hours to patrol the island in case anyone attempts to approach them by sea.”
He paused for a minute to make sure everybody absorbed all the details, and continued.
“Our shuttle was launched at 19:45 and the attack plans should be appearing in your displays now. Please focus on the strategy.”

Strategy was the primary plan every mission would set even before taking off, followed by a few alternative tactical plans. They would usually finalize tactics in-flight and in action, and based on the latest intelligence report from satellites and the ground. Marcus had selected to approach the beach in stealth mode will full cloaking enabled to allow for an immediate engagement of the enemy in the main building. Keller designed the assault in her favorite style. They would get as close to the atoll as possible and would launch all Sims with their suits in full cloaking mode. This would be ideal as the night and the sandy beach would allow complete camouflage of the Sims making them literally invisible. A group of 3 with silencers and bows were selected to secure the landing zone for the rest. Marcus was chosen to lead them as he was also an excellent marksman. Ed Taylor as the team’s sniper was the next natural choice, joined by Daniel Wright, an expert with the bow. Keller knew her job really well as this would be the ideal pre-assault team to clear the ground as quietly as possible. When all were on the ground they would split with the main body of them storming the building while the rest would hold the outside enemy from entering the building. With the shuttle’s firepower they would annihilate the enemy on the ground both in the jetty and the atoll area. This would allow all Sims to work on clearing the inside of the building and securing the hostages while the pilot could be blasting enemy positions in the plateau and the caldera. 
The plan was sound enough and Jon thought he would have probably followed the same strategy. He would have differentiated though a little on the tactics, adding a little air support by allowing one of the Sims to glide and attack from the roof. You needed the right Sim for that though and Jane for example would be able to pull that off easily. Jon’s style when he was assigned as tactician would always be to try and have someone in the center of the enemy position causing havoc while the rest would attack the perimeter. Quite a risky tactic though, and dangerous as the Sim in the center could be eliminated fast. Although his assaults were mostly successful the Simulator probably evaluated them as too risky and his future as tactician was never as glorious as that of the strategist. In this case though, Keller probably chose the right tactic as she intentionally wanted to leave a way out for the enemy to retreat on the roof. They would there be at the mercy of the shuttle’s weapons and it would be easy to take them out. If instead she blocked their exit from the roof she would be forcing them to fight inside the building, probably causing more casualties among the hostages and the Sims.
After another minute’s pause, enough for the team to absorb the first mission’s plans, the commander continued.

“This is the live feed we had from the attack as of 21:00 island time.”
Another selection on the controls and the feed from the first shuttle started coming in. Two new windows opened up, one showing the shuttle’s interior and one from the pilot’s cockpit showing the outside. 
Marcus, the team’s sniper, and Daniel Wright were in the first wave of attack; they were armed and getting ready. They were sitting in their capsules ready to be dropped as the shuttle reached the beach. Then all of a sudden something they had never seen before happened. A flash of light appeared from the direction of the atoll bar and the voice of the pilot screaming was heard.
“Missile! …” 

Before he could say anything else a missile impacted with the shuttle’s cockpit and exploded. The camera feed slowed down the display of the frames so everything was moving now in slow motion. It was not a ground-to-air missile as someone would expect, but rather an air-to-surface high-penetration missile and after the first explosion weakened the cockpit windows it was followed by another that launched the main warhead through the damaged window and into the shuttle’s interior. The pilot was fast enough to press the escape button but only the 3 that were already in their capsules managed to eject. 

The capsules and the pilot’s cockpit were one of the ways one could exit the shuttle. They were literally built on the shuttle’s upper shell structure forming a solid segment that could be attached separately during construction and detached for emergency ejections. When the escape lever was pushed they would be ejected outwards blowing up their side airbags with a small rotation enough for them to have turned their backs to an exploding shuttle. By that time the airbags would have grown to their full size of disk-like wheels completely extending to cover the sides of the whole capsule and fill in the opening in front of the seat. They would then be able to open up a parachute, or if near the ground bounce and role like inflated balloons until coming to a rest, keeping the sitting Sim always completely protected. Sims were trained in these types of landings from various heights, in various terrains like tree tops, hill sides, and waves, and under various weather conditions like storms, rain, and snow. The side airbags would protect them from impacts and the only thing they would have to worry about was orienting fast after rolling and bouncing.
The whole scene from the explosion looked like a choreography of moments one usually sees in movies rather than real life. The first scene with the three capsules ejecting outwards was like some invisible strings pulled peels from the upper hemisphere of a black orange, pulling skin and flesh together. As each capsule was moving outwards and starting to rotate, its airbags exploded from their seat sides and like two inflated saucers swallowed between them the whole capsule in a few milliseconds. At that time the warhead exploded on the cockpits back wall blowing everything apart.
Like a frozen dream the reception ended with everyone in Jon’s team shocked at what was happening in front of them. The stress levels their PNICs were recording and displaying were all off the roof so the imagery changed to the more calm scenery nature of the island, only this time pieces of the capsule where projected on the beach. 

The worried glances among Jon and his teammates made it obvious what everyone was thinking. There was something really wrong there. It was like the enemy knew they were coming, exactly the way they would approach them, and what the weapon to use to destroy them. Only a bunker buster, as they used to call the high-penetration bombs used to destroy enemy compounds deep inside the ground, was able to penetrate the shuttle exoskeleton and bring it down. But it would have to be fired close enough and at the weakest point, the cockpit. With the pilot as the first victim the others would not have enough warning to launch their capsules, which is exactly what happened here.
The Commander picked up on the distress and the obvious connotations everyone was making and interrupted their thoughts.

“We are not sure if we are facing a leak or the radar they set up in the plateau is some kind of modified or home-built device that can trace shuttles. We are working on such radars but nothing is ready for deployment yet. We did a thorough scanning of their device but it appears they are shielding it quite well since we can’t trace anything other than the operators.”

For the time being you need not worry about it as we are working on it.”

Mark and some of the other Sims cracked a smile as no one could convince them this shouldn’t be a concern for them. If HQ is working on it with all their technology and geniuses working for them and hadn’t come up with anything up to now, that was not good news. Obviously whoever was behind it could easily target them too. So they had to consider all possibilities and even make this a priority.
After a brief pause the Commander turned to the General. He nodded and the Commander continued.

“20 minutes later we received the following feed from the island.”
The two windows that showed the terrorists’ feeds before popped up again in focus on the Sims’ displays. The hostages were still in the same arrangement as before in the restaurant but the reception area looked different. The table was not there and instead Daniel Wright, the third Sim who was ejected from the exploding shuttle, was muzzled with his face full of bruises on his knees with hands tied behind. Oboke was there standing up more impressive than before holding his hands behind his back. His two bodyguards stood behind him like before but now they looked smaller in front of the overpowering presence of this Alpha-male gorilla that Oboke looked like. His face was mainly unexpressive, although one could discern some discomfort, like a sign of anger.

“Gentlemen,” groaned Oboke.
“You chose to challenge me. As you can see you were not successful. We killed the other two that managed to eject and captured this one.”
“Maybe I wasn’t clear before,” he said and brought his hands in front revealing the pistol he was holding. He turned to the hostages, pointed his pistol and fired four times. Four of them dropped down writhing and squirming in pain while the rest moved away from them screaming and crying as if the bullets were still flying and could hit them. Oboke’s soldiers went, not to carry them this time but to finish them on the spot.

Oboke turned back to the camera, lifted Daniel’s head by the hair, and fired twice from behind. The poor man’s head jittered under the pressure of the bullets that went out through his face, shaking his whole body and leaving it there hanging like dead prey under Oboke’s hand. He pulled it a little higher holding it like a trophy and threw it on the floor like a hunter displaying his catch triumphantly in front of his tribe.

“This is what happens when you send someone against me,” said Oboke pointing to the dead Sim and the hostages.

“Gentlemen,” he continued. 
“I tend to believe you like the sight of blood. I will entertain you then. From now on I will be shooting 4 hostages every hour. It is up to you when all this will end.”
“That was the end of the reception” said the Major as Jon and his team watched almost frozen, still shaken by what they had just seen. They had witnessed scenes like these before but they could almost swear it was in simulations. This one though looked psychotic enough to be true. Reality had a way of blowing ones emotions as if the senses were overloaded, making something look unreal only to help the mind deal with it. What they witnessed was something the Simulator would have a hard time projecting as it was conflicting for a machine that created illusions to create a realistic scene with the right elements to trigger distortions of the signals the senses were sending. 
“We received another feed at midnight, island time, with four executions and we expect to receive another one soon. You have all the data in front of you and you will be receiving a live feed of anything new we are getting. We are working on assembling two teams to back you up but this could take up to 2 hours. We have also considered a frontal assault with regular troops and the air force but in that case the casualties among the hostages would be huge. The terrorists also managed to leak some broadcasts on the Hypernet fast enough, before the blockage we applied on the island communications so we are not sure how much went out. We’ve slowed Hypernet traffic considerably to be able to react and silence any leaks from now on but we suspect they have staged and pre-recorded scenes they already released or programmed for release at different times. Your only immediate support would be the navy that carried out a blockade at 10 miles radius from the island. 

“That’s all the data we have. We are working on back-up support but it will be sometime before we can launch another shuttle capable of supporting you. It’s all up to you now. We’ll be waiting for your action plan. Good luck.”

With these words communication ended and all displays switched to each Sim’s customized home page. Huffing and puffing could be heard from all capsules as most of them got up to stretch and reach for the table.
“One more “gentlemen” and I will puke!” said Jane with an angry tone in her voice as she approached the table. It was obvious to most of them that Oboke created the opposite effect from what he intended. Their anger was stronger than their fear. “Another psychopath,” added Mark and continued, “it makes killing him so fulfilling.”

Jon and Tom remained in their capsules as the others started chatting about the events that had unfolded before them. They had to go through everything again to make sure they had a clear picture of what was going on.
As Jon was getting ready to go through the feeds from the island again, a button labeled “Privileged information” appeared flashing on his display. This was meant only for him as the strategist of the mission. It would be usual for the Control Commander to reveal information about the mission that other members were not supposed to know in case they could be influenced or interfere with the strategist’s judgment. He selected to activate the button and the control room appeared again with the General up front. 

“Jon,” said the General breathing heavily, “they want 12,000 Fort Knox standard gold bars delivered to them. They are in the container you saw in the lower deck. They also want 200 million dollars in stocks of the 10 best performing multinationals and 100 million dollars transferred to offshore accounts all over the world.”
He frowned, paused for a second and continued with a sigh:
“There are some important persons among the hostages.”

“General, please don’t tell me more about them,” Jon interrupted abruptly. It was quite rude to interrupt the General but at that moment Jon was only thinking of the success of the mission. Knowing personal details about the hostages would only dramatize the situation and build impressions in his mind that could influence his judgment at critical points in the mission. That information would be useful in building suspense for someone that would make a movie out of it, but to a real strategist like Jon it could build unnecessary emotions that might cloud his judgment and jeopardize the mission. Oboke was trying the same with that unnecessary display of violence.
The General frowned even more clinching his jaws and really containing himself. You could see he was repressing his whole body from exploding. One thing the General never liked was being out of control and at moments like these give way to his impulse to jump in and blew the hell out of the enemy. He knew though that Jon was neither disrespectful nor challenging his authority in any way and he was only trying to protect the mission and himself. 

It took a couple of sighs and deep breaths for the General to bring himself to order and say:
“I choose you for this mission. You are the only one I can trust at this time. Do the best you can.” 
“Will do,” replied Jon and ended the communication.

That was quite weird, thought Jon. He couldn’t remember the general ever using the word “trust”. Could it be everything was part of a simulation? Had it already started? Everything was pointing to a real mission but the emotional overload was becoming too realistic to be real. Reality has ways to surprise one and its emotional content is far less from what we build in our minds. It would a take a few moments for Jon to snap out of reasoning about his self perception and get back to action. Simulation or reality, he had a job to do and it required a clear mind and all of his attention. 
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