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      Two months had passed since the Battle at Delpha. Once order was restored and the UPMC took control of the planet again, the Rangers were relieved of their duties. The squads that were involved at Delpha were ordered back to their home base for some rest. Their training facility had no official name, though it was internally referred to as Phantom Seven since there were seven initial squads and the base was invisible to the outside world. Most of the Rangers simply referred to it as Phantom, though. Located on the planet Silas, the facility was located within a mountain range, making it an ideal spot for a secret military outpost. Silas was not a heavily populated planet, due to its less than ideal weather conditions. As one of the planets at the further end of the system, the environment was usually cold. Though it wasn’t unbearably cold, it was still one of the colder planets in the system. It also rained quite often, as much as three days out of seven.

      The rougher climate was one of the reasons Silas was picked by Dr. Brundage as the initial training facility. He thought the weather would help to mold the soldiers into being tougher and stronger. The training center was completely enclosed by the mountains on all four sides. The only way in for most people was to fly. Though the Rangers had traveled through the mountains to get to the facility as part of their training, it wasn’t something that most normal people would attempt. And if they did, they’d long give up before they ever reached the base.

      It was unusual for all seven squads to be stationed there at one time. Usually, at least a few were off at any given point, either on a mission, or some kind of training. At this moment, only Black, Gold, and Gray Squads were assigned to be there, still resting from their Delpha missions. Most people assumed they practiced and trained all day long but, in reality, only a small portion of their day was spent on training. Anywhere from three to five hours a day was spent on training, the rest of the day they had to themselves. Some watched TV, some played games, some read, some spent extra time on the gun range. They also usually ate together in the cafeteria, located in the main building. There was also a library, game room, and swimming pool located there. There was an assigned eating time, between eleven and two for lunch, and four to six for dinner.

      It was a little after seven, and most of the squads had just finished eating. Most of the Rangers were going to the game room to watch TV or play games. A few went back to their rooms to read. Their rooms were situated in big, apartment style buildings. When Thomas was finished eating, he rejected the requests of the others to join them in the game room. He went outside and started walking, having plenty on his mind to think about.

      “What’s up with him?” Wayne asked.

      “He’s still got Dr. Dunby on his mind,” McKenzie replied.

      “He’s got to let it go. It was just a mission. They can’t all go as planned.”

      “It’s more than that. I think he was actually starting to care for her… as a person.”

      “Really? Are we allowed to do that?”

      McKenzie shrugged. “I dunno. I guess. It’s not really in the handbook.”

      It was a somewhat cold evening and very overcast. It looked like rain was about to come down any minute. Out of his armor, wearing pants and a short-sleeved shirt, Thomas really didn’t notice the weather. Walking toward the mountains, alternating between looking down at the ground and up at the sky, he kept reflecting on the rescue mission. Over and over again in his mind, he thought about what they could’ve done differently. How if he’d done something else, gone a different way, Dr. Dunby would’ve still been with them. She’d never have been taken.

      Dr. Brundage had been watching Thomas from his laboratory. Now in his early sixties, he was still as passionate about the Ranger Project as ever and was consumed by it. He didn’t consider it work when it was something he was so completely devoted to. He’d been watching Thomas stew around for over half an hour before he decided his pupil needed some company, worrying about his state of mind. He put his work away for the evening and walked out to the Black Squad leader. Thomas was so deep in thought that he never even saw, or heard, the doctor coming.

      “Kind of a rough night to go out for a walk, don’t you think?” Dr. Brundage asked, zipping up his jacket.

      Thomas was a little startled once he heard someone was near him. “Umm… it’s not too bad,” he said, looking up at the sky.

      “Well, when you have arms the size of tree trunks, I guess it’s easier to shrug off the cold,” the doctor laughed, noting his muscular arms.

      Thomas smiled, probably the first time he did all day. “It’s not that bad out.”

      “You know you’ve always been able to come to me with your problems,” Brundage told him.

      “I know.”

      “I’ve always felt and treated you, all of you, like my own children. I love and care for all of you like you were my own.”

      “Well, you are the one that basically made us.”

      “You also know that I’ve never really been one to beat around the bush.”

      “I know that too,” Thomas smiled.

      “So what troubles you?” the doctor wondered.

      “Oh, just thinking about the last mission I guess.”

      “That was two months ago. Anything in particular still eating at you?”

      “Just everything. Thinking about what I could’ve done differently,” Thomas said.

      “What’ve you come up with?”

      “Nothing conclusive.”

      “Most things aren’t,” he said as they continued walking. “Almost every situation you’ll ever find yourself in, you’ll find there’s ten different ways it could go. It’s never as clear as it might seem to be.”

      “I know,” Thomas said after a slight hesitation. “Maybe it’s just Anthony.”

      Brundage nodded. “A very big loss. I’ve felt a void ever since I heard the news about Anthony, as well as George. We should be thankful we only lost two that horrible day.”

      “Yeah.”

      “But I also know it’s not just about them. Something else troubles you. Why are you afraid to tell me?” he asked.

      “Because I failed in my mission. My mission was to get everyone to safety as well as evacuating Dr. Dunby. I failed on both counts,” Thomas explained.

      “I thought that was it,” Brundage said, trying to think of how to ease the major’s concerns.

      “Four scientists dead. Anthony dead. Dr. Dunby kidnapped. I didn’t do anything right that day.”

      “You know, just because things didn’t go as you planned, doesn’t mean you didn’t do anything right. And it doesn’t mean you were responsible for it. There’s a lot of reasons why things go the way they do. Perhaps if there was a different person in charge, maybe the whole squad would’ve been lost? Ever think of that?”

      “Not really.”

      “Maybe things only worked out as good as they did was because you were there,” Brundage continued.

      “Maybe.”

      “There’s something else, isn’t there?”

      Thomas shook his head. “No. Not really.”

      Thomas turned his head toward the doctor, knowing he probably couldn’t keep the truth from him any longer. They were walking through one of their training exercise grounds, hundreds of vines that they had to swing on to get to the other side. They had to use one continuous motion, without stopping, with only being able to use one hand on a vine at a time.

      “Aahh, one of your favorite exercises. You excel at this one. Nobody does it better than you. Exceptional. You’re exceptional at many things. Almost everything. But do you know what you’re not good at? Lying. I don’t know why you even try.”

      “I, uh…”

      Sensing that Thomas was having trouble articulating his problem, Brundage figured he’d help him along. “It’s Dr. Dunby, isn’t it?”

      Thomas sighed. “Yeah. I guess so.”

      “What exactly is it that bothers you about it?”

      “I couldn’t keep her safe. She counted on me, needed me, to protect her. And I couldn’t do it,” Thomas lamented.

      “I can understand feeling that way. But is that the only reason?”

      “I’m not sure I follow you.”

      “I’ve seen Dr. Dunby’s picture before. Talented scientist. Attractive woman.”

      “I suppose.”

      “Would you feel as badly as you do, or worried about it so much, if Dr. Dunby was a man. Or if she was a much less attractive woman?” Brundage asked.

      “Umm,” Thomas stumbled, not sure how to get himself out of the jam he was in.

      “It’s OK,” Brundage said, patting Thomas on the back. “You’re only human, after all.”

      “I know I shouldn’t feel anything extra,” Thomas told him, starting to apologize.

      “Why shouldn’t you?”

      “Well… because we’re… we’re what we are.”

      Brundage shook his head. “No.”

      “I’m sorry…”

      “If you say sorry for anything, I’m gonna smack you,” Brundage laughed, also getting a chuckle from Thomas. “You know, there’s a nasty rumor amongst all of you that I tried to weed out emotions and feelings from all of you. That I wanted you to be robots.”

      “I may have heard one or two of those rumors,” Thomas grinned.

      “I’m sure you have. It’s not true, though. I don’t want you to be robots. I never have. If I wanted robots, I would’ve made robots. I simply wanted to make you the best soldiers that I could. Sometimes feelings and emotions get in the way, but it’s what you have to deal with. Sometimes you have to do things based on emotions and feelings, not necessarily what’s in the book. I’ve never wanted you to be robots, though. Well, except for Gold Squad maybe,” he said with a laugh. “If you notice, they have a little less personality than the rest of you. I tweaked the formula a bit after them.”

      “I always wondered why they were the most straight-laced,” Thomas laughed.

      “Not that there’s anything wrong with their personalities. They’re just more serious-minded. All business.”

      “I guess it’s one of those things we just took for granted.”

      “I can understand why. I want you all to live long, healthy, happy lives. If you were to ever find someone to share that life with, well, I’ll support you with that. I would. Where you’d live with that person, well, that’s another matter entirely,” Brundage said. “I’m not sure how that would work here. I was married once, you know.”

      “Really? I didn’t know that.”

      “Yeah,” Brundage nodded. “Most people don’t. It’s not something I’ve ever really discussed before.”

      “What happened?” Thomas wondered.

      “She passed away.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s OK. It was about, oh, a year or so before the Ranger Project came around.”

      “Is that what made you do the project?” Thomas asked.

      “Yeah. I suppose it was. I was devastated, depressed, all the range of emotions you could expect. Working on this project, creating all of you, gave me a life again. I poured myself into it. It gave me a purpose, a reason to keep on living. Without it, I don’t know, I probably would’ve destroyed myself somehow.”

      “You know, Dr. Dunby said she admired your work. That you were a legend.”

      “Really? You discussed me with her?”

      “Yes. She was interested in our background. Now that I think of it, I shouldn’t have said anything,” Thomas said, putting his head down.

      Brundage tapped him on the back of the shoulder. “No harm done. It’s only natural to be curious about all of you. And I’m not exactly a secret to the scientific community.”

      “She expressed interest in meeting you and working with you.”

      “Really? Now that’s interesting.”

      “She thought she could possibly help you in upgrading our equipment.”

      “You must’ve made quite an impression on her to want her to help out.”

      “I don’t know. Is it our destiny, our mission, to only want to be soldiers for the rest of our lives and nothing else?”

      “Your destiny is what you make of it,” Brundage told him. “If you wish to live the rest of your life, just being a soldier, then there’s nothing wrong with that. If you wish to have a little bit more, then that’s your call. I mean, we don’t exactly have a retirement package, and there’s no specific age when you hang up the armor, so…”

      “Doctor, I’m not sure exactly what you’re telling me.”

      “Not to walk around here in self pity, feeling sorry for yourself.”

      “So I should forget her?” Thomas asked.

      “No. On the contrary. If you feel… something… for her, then you should fight for her. The same way you’d fight on the battlefield. You’ve never been one to give up. You always keep on going.”

      “The battlefield I understand. What I’m feeling now is… I don’t know.”

      Brundage smiled. “That’s what happens when a man feels and cares for a woman. They get feelings they don’t understand.”

      “So what should I do?”

      “Let me ask you a couple of questions first.”

      “OK?”

      “If word came down today that she’d been killed, what would your reaction be?” Brundage asked.

      “I’d feel awful,” Thomas replied.

      “Would you feel like it was your fault? Like you were responsible?”

      “Yes.”

      “Because you feel like it was your fault that she was taken… or because you have feelings for her?”

      “Both, I guess.”

      “Well, since you’re walking around tonight, carrying this around inside you for two months, and you know how you’d feel if the unthinkable happened… then I think it’s clear what you should do.”

      “Which is?”

      “Fight for her,” Brundage told him.

      “How?” Thomas asked, throwing his hands up. “I asked two months ago, and I was told no. Then they sent us here.”

      “They wanted you to rest. If she’s still not back yet, I think it’s clear they need extra help in doing so.”

      “If they wanted my help, wouldn’t they have already asked for it?”

      “Not necessarily. Maybe they think you were too close to be objective.”

      Thomas let his words sink in a little. “So what should I do?”

      “If anything in this conversation has made sense to you, then you should know that I can’t tell you what you should do. You must do what is in your heart,” Brundage told him. “However confusing that may be.”
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      Thomas and Brundage walked for a few more minutes in silence. Thomas was thinking about everything they’d talked about, and Brundage was content in letting him contemplate things for himself. A few drops of rain started coming down, not that it had any effect on Thomas, who was too wrapped up in his own thoughts, and oblivious to anything going on around him. They turned around and started walking back towards the main buildings, neither one saying a word. Once they got back to the courtyard, Thomas knew that he couldn’t sit and wait around any longer. He had to make it happen on his own.

      “I need to talk to Commander Stryker,” Thomas said, turning toward the doctor.

      Brundage smiled. “I thought you might.”

      “Thank you.”

      “That’s what I’m here for.”

      Thomas immediately went to the conference center, a rather large room with television monitors, radio communications, and a large table for meetings amongst the team leaders. Adjacent to that room was another room, a big auditorium style room that had a stage, and seating for the Rangers to listen to whatever was being presented to them. After getting a busy signal for a few minutes, Thomas was eventually able to get through to his commander.

      “Thomas, what can I do for you?” Stryker asked.

      “What’s the status of Dr. Dunby?”

      “I have to be honest, I really don’t know. Why?”

      “If she’s still in the clutches of the Krods, then I’d like to go get her,” Thomas told him.

      “The last I heard about it was they were organizing a rescue team to get her out. That was about a month ago.”

      “I would like to know the results of their efforts.”

      “Can I ask why?” Stryker wondered.

      “I lost her. If she’s still out there, I want to be the one to bring her back.”

      Stryker looked at Thomas on the screen and kept stroking his chin as he thought about what his squad leader was asking. “Is that all there is to it?”

      “Yes,” Thomas bluntly replied.

      Stryker wasn’t sure he believed him. “It’s highly unusual for us to request assignments and missions.”

      “I know. It’s also highly unusual for me to not complete an assignment. And I feel that I haven’t yet.”

      “You feel strongly about this?”

      “I do.”

      “Have you been thinking about this for the last two months?” the commander asked.

      “Mostly.”

      A few more seconds of thought by Stryker led him to accept the Black Squad leader’s request. “Give me some time to get some information on what’s going on.”

      “How long do you need?” Thomas asked.

      “Not long. Give me a day. I’ll get back to you sometime tomorrow with some information.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      “There’s very few people I would do this for, Major.”

      “I am appreciative.”

      Stryker nodded, always very fond of Thomas. “I’ll get back to you tomorrow.”

      Thomas sat forward in his chair and looked down at his fingers, fiddling around with them. He actually felt anxious, a rather unknown feeling for him. He just continued sitting at the control station for another couple of hours, thinking, and maybe hoping that Stryker would get back to him before the estimated time. For the last two months, most of Thomas’ thoughts revolved around Dunby. He basically knew there was nothing he could do, and that it wasn’t his fault she was taken. But an overwhelming guilt still permeated throughout his body. He wondered how she was being treated, what they had her doing, hoping she wasn’t being abused in any way. There’d been other missions where he thought about people he’d rescued, protected, or saved for a few days after the mission was completed. But he wasn’t able to let Dunby go or get her out of his system. He thought about Dr. Brundage’s words and he was right, if it was someone else, he probably wouldn’t still be thinking about them. But he did develop feelings for her and he wasn’t able to brush them aside.
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      Commander Stryker initially tried finding out what happened to Dunby by asking some other mid-ranking officials, but none seemed to have any idea about it. After being stonewalled in his search, he sent word to General Fleming, asking for a conference. Stryker didn’t mark the meeting as urgent, so Fleming didn’t get back to the Ranger commander until the following morning.

      “Commander,” Fleming greeted. “Hope all is well. Anything wrong with your men?”

      “Nothing of note, sir. I’m basically just trying to find out some information.”

      “Oh? What about?”

      “Dr. Dunby. I recall a rescue team was being sent in a while back and was just wondering how that went,” Stryker said.

      “Not very well, I’m afraid. We initially sent two men in as scouts to find out where she was located. Once they did, we then sent an elite forces unit in to extract her.”

      “Was it not successful?”

      “It was not,” Fleming answered. “A six-man unit, all were killed long before they reached their target.”

      “What’s the plan for her now?”

      “Well, we’re currently working on that now. We have several options depending on what we want to do with her.”

      “Which would be what?” Stryker asked.

      “Well, she was one of our top scientists. She knows a lot of our information. She’s either telling them our secrets, or helping them to develop their own weapons and equipment.”

      “And what options are there?”

      “Depends on how much we value her,” Fleming revealed. “That’s what we’re discussing now.”

      “How much you value her? I’m not sure I understand.”

      “If we still value her enough to get her back, then we try to send another team in there. That has many risks, as the Krods know we’re coming and will be waiting.”

      “And if you don’t value her?”

      “Then we either let things be and leave her there…”

      “Or?”

      “Or we cut our losses and send attack fighters in there and blow up the entire planet, and probably her with it,” the general said.

      Stryker was a little stunned, and surprised, by the general’s statements and wasn’t sure how to respond.

      “Why do you ask?” Fleming wondered.

      “Well, if you recall, Black Squad were the ones that were involved in trying to rescue her.”

      “Yes, I do recall that.”

      “Well, they were wondering about whether she’d been found and brought back yet, and I told them I’d check in on it,” Stryker said.

      “Oh. Just tying up some loose ends, huh?”

      “Not quite. There’s a little more to it than that.”

      “Oh?”

      “Since she hasn’t been brought back yet, the leader of Black Squad is volunteering to go in there and bring her back,” the commander explained.

      “I admit we did have some discussions about using the Rangers to get her, but we ultimately decided against it.”

      “Why is that?”

      “I was persuaded to use a smaller team, thinking it might be more effective, and less noticeable, than the Rangers,” Fleming said.

      “Well, sir, Major Thomas feels that they failed in their mission to protect her. He feels it’s their duty that they bring her back.”

      “He feels strongly about it?”

      “He does.”

      “And your thoughts?” Fleming wondered.

      “Quite honestly, I have my doubts.”

      “Why is that?”

      “I’m not sure Major Thomas is speaking from a strictly military perspective… or if he’s letting personal feelings get in the way,” Stryker said, though he wasn’t sure if he said too much.

      “You’re saying you think Major Thomas cares about Dr. Dunby on a more personal level?”

      “I think that might have something to do with it.”

      “Well that might change things entirely,” Fleming said.

      “In what way?”

      “For some time now, probably close to a year, we’ve considered re-starting the Ranger Project. Putting more funds into it.”

      “Why was I not made aware of this?” Stryker asked.

      “Very few people were. It was something that was discussed in terms of financial viability.”

      “And the conclusion?”

      “I was told it’s still not possible. It’s too expensive. But with what happened at Delpha, I’m committed in my belief that more Rangers are both necessary and needed, especially when we have casualties. So I have my own idea I’d like to discuss with you.”

      “Which is?” Stryker asked, sounding dubious of whatever idea was coming.

      “I’d like to repopulate the Rangers naturally instead of inside a laboratory,” Fleming said.

      “Naturally? You mean letting them have children of their own and training them as Rangers?”

      “Exactly.”

      “It’s not possible, sir. They’re all very close. They think of each other as siblings, brothers and sisters. They would never have sex with each other for the purpose of having children,” Stryker explained.

      “I thought that might be the case. That’s why I was thinking of steering them towards compatible individuals that we think would be a good match for them. What are your thoughts?”

      “I’m not sure.” The commander hesitated. “It’s a lot to process so suddenly.”

      “I know. It’s something that would require more discussion. But your thoughts on Major Thomas got me thinking about it again.”

      “How is that?”

      “If Major Thomas has feelings for Dr. Dunby, and she reciprocates those feelings, that would be what I’m talking about. She’s a strong, intelligent woman. The DNA would be strong with those two. They would most likely have children that, with early training, could become Rangers, naturally keeping the program going. And no doubt less expensive.”

      “And you think if any of the Rangers have these children, that the mothers are going to just naturally relinquish their children to let them become Rangers?” Stryker asked, not sold on the idea.

      “Maybe they will. Maybe they won’t. The ones that won’t… there are other ways to get their children from them. Faked deaths, kidnapping, etc.”

      Stryker was speechless. He wasn’t sure what to say. Though he was in favor of keeping the Ranger Project going, he couldn’t condone taking children away from their mothers. He could probably be talked into letting the Rangers reproduce naturally if they found a better way to induct the children into the program. Sensing the commander was not quite on board with the idea, Fleming told them it’d warrant further discussion. They agreed to talk about it at another point in time, though most likely sooner than later.

      Though General Fleming wasn’t yet committed to saving Dr. Dunby, the thought of her and Major Thomas possibly producing children and keeping the project moving forward excited him, and gave him hope for the program. Even if it was a remote possibility, Fleming thought it was worth pursuing and would authorize another rescue attempt.

      “Let’s do this,” Fleming said. “Let’s find a way to get your Rangers in there and extract Dr. Dunby.”

      Stryker had a stoic expression on his face, not moved by the news in either direction. “Very well. I’m sure my men will be pleased.”

      “But they must not fail.”

      “I’m sure they won’t. Regardless, I’m sure this might stir the hornet’s nest once again with the Krods. After the mission is over, I’m sure we’ll hear from them again.”

      “You can count on that, Commander. You can count on that.”
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      Stryker did not get back to Thomas the following day, as he said he would. Instead, he wanted to talk to Thomas in person, and needed an extra day in order to get there. Thomas was still extremely anxious, and was having a hard time keeping his mind off it in the meantime. Even though Thomas had never told anyone about his feelings for Dunby, McKenzie and Russell knew what was bothering him. They were the closest to him and could tell he was troubled by something.

      Though Russell wasn’t with the rescue team on Delpha, he still knew his friend well enough to know that something wasn’t right with him. When he inquired about what happened, McKenzie told him about the doctor. In order to keep his mind off her, they took him to the shooting range to try to get out some aggression. They shot targets and joked around for several hours, successfully getting Thomas’ mind thinking about something else for a while. It was fleeting, though, as they couldn’t keep him busy the entire time. The rest of the time he spent waiting consisted of sitting down, staring at the mountains, and pacing around the complex, contemplating his predicament.

      Once Stryker’s ship was seen approaching, Thomas immediately headed for the conference room, assuming that’s where the commander would want to talk to him. When the ship landed, Stryker greeted a few of the soldiers that were nearby and talked to Dr. Brundage for a few minutes. He asked for someone to get Thomas and bring him to the conference room, not knowing he was already waiting. As Stryker walked down the hallway of the main building, he saw Thomas waiting by the door.

      “I just told someone to go get you,” Stryker said. “I should’ve known you’d already be waiting for me.”

      “The extra day made me a little more antsy.”

      “Sorry. This is something I wanted to talk about in person. I want everything to be made crystal clear. No confusion, no misunderstanding, and no mistakes. I want to make sure this is a clearly defined, and well thought out plan.”

      “Agreed. I take it this means we’re a go?”

      Stryker nodded. “We’re a go.”

      “Thank you, sir. I know you didn’t have to do this.”

      Stryker grinned, and tapped Thomas on the arm. “Just make sure I don’t regret it.”

      Thomas followed his commander into the meeting room and they sat down across from each other at the table. Stryker took out some papers, photos, and maps, and started marking them as he laid them on the table. The initial scouting reports had Dunby pegged as being in a research testing facility. It was a large, fenced in complex, that housed a main three story building, as well as sectioned off areas of land encompassing it, which was mostly used for testing purposes.

      “I don’t think getting in and getting her will necessarily be the most difficult part,” Stryker mentioned.

      “What will be?”

      “This military base stationed right next to it.”

      There was a military base next to the research complex that they estimated to house a few thousand soldiers. The other issue was that there wasn’t much around it. It was a relatively dry, dusty, and windy area that was separated by a hundred miles from the nearest city. When the dust and wind was kicking up, visibility could be very poor. Depending on the situation, that could be an advantage or disadvantage to the Rangers.

      “This is the actual complex, as well as the military base,” Stryker said, pointing to the buildings on photos they obtained from satellite imaging. “As you can see, there’s nothing else around.”

      “Have to go in on foot,” Thomas said. “They’ll notice any vehicle that gets close to them and they’ll be on guard. What about fighter jets as support?”

      “Not possible,” Stryker explained. “The UPMC will not sanction or authorize any involvement in this mission. At least not publicly. If this thing goes bad, they will not acknowledge your existence. They do not want a full scale attack. So if this goes south, you’re on your own.”

      Thomas nodded, not fazed in the slightest. “The Krods will know it, anyway. It’s not a stretch since they ran into us on Delpha.”

      “Politics. You know how it goes. Rogue Rangers. Not sanctioned. All that stuff.”

      “Looks like the best way in is these mountains here,” Thomas said, pointing to the mountains just east of the military base.

      “There does lie some potential there.”

      The mountains to the east of the base was a large mountain range, with a forest on the outside base of it, and a lake towards the center. There was also a forest surrounding the lake, making it rather difficult to land a ship.

      “We’ll have to get something that sits on the water,” Thomas added.

      “How many men do you think you’ll need?” Stryker asked.

      “I don’t know. I was thinking of maybe going alone.”

      Stryker glanced up at him with an incredulous look, not at all believing this mission could be done by himself. He calmly covered one of the photos with his hand.

      “Before we go any further, you need to tell me exactly what this is about?” Stryker asked.

      “Getting Dr. Dunby back,” Thomas replied.

      “No.” The commander shook his head. “This isn’t just about that. There’s more to it. I can see it in your eyes.”

      Thomas sighed and looked away for a minute, not wanting to talk about it.

      “Thomas, I can’t help you if you don’t tell me the truth. This isn’t just about a failed mission, is it?”

      Thomas shook his head. “No.”

      “You grew fond of her on a personal level, didn’t you?”

      “Yeah,” Major replied, nodding, almost ashamed to be admitting it. “I don’t know why. We
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