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Dr. Elizabeth Fulwiler realized she had been drugged
and kidnapped again. When she had been kidnapped by Mike Hurst and
company, she had gone through gene therapy and benefitted with a
new, more youthful body. She was given the opportunity to join the
Terran Space Navy, in their struggle to defend the Earth. Thus, it
was not the first time she had been taken against her will and she
felt certain that this time, it had not been done to provide her
with a younger healthier body.

The gag in her mouth had the texture and
taste of freshly laundered towels. At least it wasn’t some filthy
rag used for God only knew what. A hood covered her head, her hands
were tied to the arms of a chair and her ankles were bound to the
chair legs. Her mind was still a bit foggy and she reacted to her
semi-conscious state as most humans would, she tried to scream thru
the gag and attempted to slip her hands free. But it was to no
avail.

She did hear a gagged response from another
captive; so she assumed that her friends Dr. Charu Nara and Dr.
Horace Frankenberger were being held at the same site.

Charu was the first one to reach out, using
the comm unit. Bet, are you there?

Yes, I’m here. I’m not up to normal though.
I still feel groggy. How’s Horace? Horace are you out there?

Yes, just barely. What the hell
happened?

Bet told him, I vaguely remember a rag
being held to my face, and then nothing. Probably some form of
quick acting sedative.

She paused, before seeking a response from her best
hope for rescue.

Bambi, are you out there?

I’m here, Bet. You guys have been kidnapped
by a group of Orientals. I suspect they’re working for the Chinese,
with Russian help, or more than likely, Russian handlers.

Bambi warned them, For your own good,
don’t let these people know you can communicate with me or each
other. I’m pretty sure they have no idea what your capabilities
are. Please do not use your extra strength, because none of you
have the combat training to do it properly and you are badly
outnumbered. These people are carrying high powered weapons and I
believe they would be able to do serious harm to you.

For now, just endure what happens. If they
resort to torture or drugs, let the nanites deal with it. There
will be little if any pain, but you must act as though you are
suffering. Just remember what it was like when you were being
upgraded. That might help your acting skills. I’ll tell you how to
act, so they think they’re being successful.

General Hurst has been made aware of the
situation and he has dispatched a hostage rescue team to pull you
out. I’ll give you a heads up, before they make their move and each
of you must do exactly what I tell you to do. When I say run left
or right, just do it; and if I say get down, drop to the floor
immediately.

I’m here and I’m not going to leave you
guys. So, hang in there.

Bet wanted details and the reason behind their
capture.

Bet, all I can tell you is that there is more going
on here than we know, and it definitely involves our presence in
Nellis. These agents know that you three are scientists and very
valuable to the project underway out there. For now, each of you
needs to remain as calm as possible. Go to your MCP (Mental Control
Panel) and look for a sub-file under Nanites. If you feel a panic
attack coming on, tell the nanites to tranquilize you, but only a
little bit. You don’t want to be put to sleep. I need each of you
to stay sharp, while acting dull.

Does everyone understand your orders?

All three of them acknowledge Bambi’s
instructions.

Finally, Bet asked, Is
Mike available?

It was a huge lift to her
confidence to sense his comm presence as he responded,
I’m here, Bet. Frank Vollmar is on the way with a combat team.
These are our guys, Bet. They know the situation and they are not
going to be held back by legal entanglements. Bambi is feeding them
constant info and the retrieval plan is already in place. We aren’t
about to let anything happen to our people. So, hang tight. They’re
about fours hours out.

Bambi commed him privately,
General, they’re only ninety minutes away. Why give her a false
timeline?

Because this is just the sort of situation where
things can change rapidly. Ninety minutes from now, our people may
have been moved and we’ll have to adjust for that on the fly. You
are the most important factor in this scenario, Bambi. We need your
abilities and the constant flow of information you provide.

By the way, why don’t we have more micro drones
available? And how many do you have working on this?

I have eleven available and most of them are
stationed outside the warehouse. I have three inside for now. But,
none of them are of the shooting or gassing type. They just observe
and report.

Bambi explained, General,
you’ve never studied the micro-drones, or how they function. They
have a flying time of six hours, and then they need to be
recharged. That doesn’t take long, about two minutes. I’ve sent the
only nearby charger to the area and it will be available in a few
minutes. So, at least we’ll have full use of the micro-drones on
duty.

The real problem is that we’ve been using them all
over the world and the fabricators haven’t been tasked to keep up
with the needs, because we have them manufacturing other critical
items. I could easily use ten thousand more of them and perhaps a
thousand more chargers. It’s all happened so fast, sir. I’m doing
the best I can.

Bambi seemed upset and Mike
realized that it wasn’t her fault. Ultimately, he was the one
responsible.

It’s my fault, Bambi. I should have brought in a
logistics person by now and delegated this to him or her. Comm Max
and tell him to get on it. He’ll certainly know of someone who is
able to fill that role.

On it.

In a panic, Bet commed, I
still have the hood on and someone just grabbed my arm and rubbed
it with alcohol. Oh my God, they’re going to give me a
shot.

Bambi’s calm voice came to
her. Bet, as soon as the injection is in your system, you
must order the nanites to analyze it, so it can be neutralized.
I’ll be watching the results and tell you how to act. These people
will expect some sort of reaction and they know what they’re
looking for. So, you’ll have to go Hollywood and do your best
acting job, per my instructions.

I’ll try, Bambi.

Mike interjected, privately telling
her, Try hell. You’re the leader of the scientists and
they will look to you for guidance. You will set the bar high for
them, by doing what you’re told and what is necessary. I’ve seen
your tough side, remember, so I know you can do this. Focus on what
Bambi says. The rescue will happen, so all you need to do is
perform your part in this little play.

Her will fortified by his words,
she responded, I will.

Bambi took him to task.
Mike, that was not the best way to handle her. She’s not a
combat vet or one of your warriors. I thought you cared for
her.

Damn it, Bambi, this is what I do. You don’t have
any more combat experience than Bet does. So let me do my job, and
get these people back alive. Sometimes, a soldier needs to be
emotionally jerked hard to bring his mind back into focus and
enable him to do as ordered.

When the rescue goes down, I suspect those foreign
agents will try to kill our people. If they can’t make use of them,
they will try to deny us the use of their minds. You’re going to
guide Bet and her people. If they hesitate, someone could be
killed. Bet shouldn’t even be thinking about that. All she needs to
do is instantly obey your commands.

Bambi seemed worried, as she
quickly replied; I don’t want to be in command. You
are.

Bambi, the few seconds we’ll lose by waiting for me
to give them their best chance, could cost lives. You think and
react much faster than me. If I thought someone else would do it
better, I’d assign them the task. But, like it or not, you’re the
absolute best chance they have. So do it.

There was a pause, before she
answered, Yes sir.

Frank Vollmar called Mike. “Hey
boss, Bambi has had us online, listening in. We’re getting real
time feed from the drones on sight and it’s not going to be as easy
as taking out a bunch of incompetent gangbangers in Mexico. These
kidnappers are pros and they have their shit together.

“In that warehouse, they have a
monitoring room set up to watch the security videos from the
cameras they set up. They’re watching the roads starting four
blocks away and they have two guys on the roof, watching for an air
assault. They won’t be able to stop us, but they might get off a
signal to their people inside, allowing them to do bad things to
Bet and her people.”

Mike reminded Frank, “You are flying in a completely
invisible shuttle. They’ll never see you coming.”

“That’s true. But, when we touch
down, they’re going to know we’re there. All they need is a second
to get off a signal.”

“Yeah. Well, do you have any gas or stunning
drones.”

“We do. I’ve got five gassers and
two stunners. The ones we used for the Mexican operation are being
charged, back at home base. I intend to send two stunners inside,
to subdue any threats to our people and have the gassers go after
the outside enemy guards.”

Mike gave it some thought and told
him, “Frank, we’ve had trouble when we tried to gas people. The
slightest breeze can dilute the gas quickly, making it ineffective.
Maybe we should consider sending the gassers inside. They can gas
they kidnappers, without being detected. Then you can blow the hell
out of anyone else who is dumb enough to get in our
way.”

“OK, Mike. Whatever you say.”

“No Frank, that was just a
suggestion, on my part. You’re the guy on site. You handle it
anyway you feel gets the job done. It’s your call.”

“Yes sir. I understand. We’ll get
them, Mike. I promise.”

“Thanks Frank.”

Max had been listening in and
privately commed Mike, Good job, Sergeant Hurst. He
needed to know that his commander had confidence in his decisions.
And, it was good that you pointed out our difficulty with the wind.
He obviously hadn’t thought about it.

Mike acknowledged, He
really is a pro, isn’t he? He heard what I had to say, yet didn’t
commit to following my suggestion. It is his call and now he’ll
think about that, before he moves in.

Max told him, It’s tough
for an experienced combat vet to surrender the reins for an op to
someone else. You had no choice but to allow him to handle it. I’ve
had to do it many times, and it’s never easy. You want so badly to
be there to make the instinctive calls, as the mission progresses.
But, you’re in charge of everything now and you’re going be
delegating a metric shitload of responsibility to many different
people, as the TSN expands and goes forward.

Operations like this one will help to establish the
best way for each field commander to act. We must see what our
people are capable of, Mike. We must let them work it out. As they
do, we end up with a better staff and better leaders in the
field.

Mike listened to his General.
Knowing that Max had been there and done that, made his advice
invaluable. Mike realized that where operational planning was
concerned, Max was becoming his mentor. Thanks, Max. I
know all of that, but I guess I need to be reminded sometimes. It’s
just that I really care for our people, and I must admit that I
have very strong feelings for Bet Fulwiler. Let’s keep that between
us, OK.

Laughter on the comm came across a
little differently than the real thing. But it was no less
noticeable or enjoyable. So, when Max laughed, Mike was
embarrassed.

Mike, everyone knows about you and Bet. It’s no
secret. And it’s no secret that she feels the same way. Believe me
when I say that we all understand how this situation might affect
you. As a commander, you must realize that knowledge might affect
how the local team leader makes decisions.

As difficult as it is, you must allow Frank to
handle this. Remember, it won’t be his first time on a dangerous
mission, and it definitely won’t be his last. The men need to see
he is a capable leader. Every one of them wants this to be a
successful mission.

Mike was silent for a moment, and
then he commed, I know. Max, how do you keep from
becoming emotionally involved?

You don’t. I had to send young men into bad
situations and some of them were soldiers I knew quite well. It was
impossible for me to completely ignore the terrible odds they were
up against. But, as a commander, it’s your job to make the tough
calls and sometimes that means sending good people to face horrible
conditions. You become hardened to it. When it gets too easy for
you, it’s time to step down.

Mike sighed and mumbled, “Yeah.”

Bambi commed, Mike, Bet
has been given a combination of drugs that should make her very
drowsy. The nanites have diluted some of it and flushed the rest.
I’ve told her to let her head go limp and to swing it around
slowly, as though she has been deeply affected by it.

So far, the kidnappers are buying it.

Naturally, she’s being asked what’s going on out
there. I told her to say that they’re working on a new production
facility for a very fast aircraft that can briefly make it into
near Earth orbit. She’s to tell them that she works on the
aerodynamics of it, not the space portion.

He asked, Bambi, is there
any way you can shut down their cameras and communications
gear?

I can, but I don’t recommend it, until the very last
second. As soon as those cameras go offline, they’ll know we’re on
to them.

He suggested nervously,
Well, perhaps you can shut down the comm between their outside
guards, while leaving the close in cameras operating. That would
give Frank a few seconds to take out the guards, without being
noticed. Then, a nanosecond before his team enters the warehouse,
you shut down those cameras.

Mike, you’re late to the planning party. Cdr.
Vollmar has already issued those commands. The key will be to time
everything down to the half-second.

Once the enemy comm is down, I think the rescue team
will have about thirty seconds to five minutes, before it’s
noticed. It all depends on whether they try to call someone on
their radios. If they don’t, we’re in good shape. If they do and
we’re found out, then I believe the op must go into overdrive,
because they will have mere seconds to crack open the building.

Mike thought about that, before
comming Vollmar. He asked, Would it be any faster if you
blasted a hole in the side of the building and entered that way.
Could you reach our people any sooner?

Bambi told him, Let me
look at the walls and see how close to them the scientists are. If
we blast our way in, there’s going to be some fast moving debris
and we don’t want to injure our own people.

A few seconds later, she
commed, They are being held in an inside room. It’s an
old building and both the outside wall and the inside room have old
concrete block walls, not cinder block. There’s going to be a lot
of debris, but by using a precise shot, we can get to them a lot
faster. I can go through both walls with one shot. I’ll angle the
shot to one side, limiting the odds of hitting our guys; and let’s
keep in mind that they are upgraded humans. They can take a hit. As
long as it doesn’t strike them in the head, we can fix whatever
harm we may inflict in a med unit.

I’ll start gassing the Orientals, just before I take
the shot. I calculate that will give us the best chance for
success.

Frank Vollmar said, I
like it, Bambi. We need to eliminate the outside guards first.
We’ll need twenty seconds after that, to get enough men into
position to enter the building. I’ll place four soldiers around the
hole you’re going to make and have ten more blow their own entrance
from the other side. It won’t open a new hole in the room where the
hostages are being held, but it will put a lot of our guys close by
for support. Then they’ll go in through the primary door to the
inside room.

We’ll stun anyone who hasn’t been taken down
completely by the gas and bring them out, after we’ve seen to our
people. Then we head back to Mexico.

Mike said, OK. Let’s
bring into the comm all the other men on this op and take it from
the top. Start at the beginning of the mission all the way to the
end. Let’s find the holes in our thinking.

They went over it four more times.
A few new small wrinkles were identified and prepared for. Mike was
impressed by the old guard’s astute assessment of every part of the
plan. Finally, Bambi warned, Gentlemen, we are two
minutes out.

Mike told them he would listen in,
but keep his mouth shut. He knew from personal experience how
troublesome it could be, when being second guessed in the middle of
a mission.

He sat nervously in his private
quarters, on the Independence, while watching it all unfold on
earth. He couldn’t remember the last time he had been so nervous.
He mumbled, “Damn it, Bet. Why did I have to start having feelings
again? You’ve messed up my thinking and I don’t need that. When
they get you out of there, I’m going to handcuff you to me and
never let you out of my sight.”

Bambi said, “I heard that. You know
she won’t stand for that sort of control freak attitude from you.
It’s going to be all right, Mike. She’ll be fine and back with you
soon.”

“Yeah, I know.”

One second after Bambi had blocked
their radios, Mike watched as the outside guards were taken out
with stun shots. So far so good! Twenty seconds later, with Bambi’s
precise targeting ability, the shuttle blew a hole through the wall
of the building and into the interior room, where his people were
being held. Four men, one of whom was Frank Vollmar, went running
in through the hole, and then into the room.

Bambi had activated the gas drones
and taken down three of the four Chinese agents. But the last one
had been a roaming guard and Bambi had not been able to put a gas
shot close enough to his face, because he kept moving. He had been
partially affected and was just beginning to slowly sink to the
floor. As he did, he got off one shot, which struck Dr. Elizabeth
Fulwiler in the forehead.

Mike screamed, as he clinched his
fist and screamed again. “NO! No, god damn it, no.”

He fell to his knees and continued to watch, as his
rescue team made sure the room was secure. Vollmar quickly ran to
Bet and began to clip the cords holding her in the chair.

Bambi had been in constant comm
with her and was monitoring her medical condition before she was
shot. She immediately began to salvage what she could of her
friend.

Mike had to ask, Bambi,
how bad?

It’s bad. It’s very bad. She’s alive, but there is
brain damage. I’m bringing the shuttle in through the wall, so we
can get her in a med unit ASAP.

Mike went nearly catatonic as he
looked at the wretched condition of the woman he had grown to care
for so dearly. His cold hearted military conditioning caused him to
gaze at Bet’s horrendous wound. There was a neat hole in her
forehead, but the back of her skull revealed a much larger
hole.

From his combat experience, he knew
this person was as good as dead. Bambi pointed out, She’s
an upgraded human. I think she can survive this, if we get her out
to the Independence. If we hold the Independence right where it is,
I can have Bet there in a few hours. But Earth observers will
easily notice the flight.

Just do it, Bambi. That’s an order. The cat is
partially out of the bag anyway; so fuck it.

Mike, I’m having the robots on the ship move an
advanced med unit to the hanger. She’ll go right into it, as soon
as we arrive.

Bambi is there any hope for her. I mean have I lost
her mind. Will she just be a vegetable? Will she have any memories?
Will she be able to function? Will she remember me?

Boss, I’ll tell you what I know. Frank Vollmar has
her in the med unit. I’ve done a quick scan of her vitals signs and
I can tell you that she will live and be returned to a normal
appearance. I don’t know how much of her brain has been destroyed,
but I do know much of it is salvageable. Her brain can be
regenerated on the Indy, but it’ll be missing some elements that
I’m unable to replace. I’ll have a better picture of her wound,
once she’s in the larger med unit.

Do everything for her, Bambi. Spare no effort. I
want her back.

I know.

He spent the next two hours in a
state of mental anguish, as his mind replayed his wife’s death, the
grief of losing her and the fear that he could lose another loved
one was paralyzing.

Life could be so cruel at times.
Their relationship had grown so quickly, and it had happened for
both of them so naturally. Neither of them had shared a loving
relationship for many years. The gift of youth and the promise of
enjoying such a bond with someone you cared for was powerful. To
lose it now would be nearly as painful as the upgrade had
been.

An hour later, he began pestering
Bambi for more information about Bet’s condition. She was patient
and professional, as she finally told him, “General, I mean no
disrespect, but I’m doing everything I can. Even after we have her
in a better med unit, it will be a few days before we get any idea
as to her mental state. I’m truly sorry.”

An odd sound came through the comm.
It sounded like static, yet there was a very definite pattern to
the noise, with an occasional squeal.

“Bambi, do you know what that weird sound is?”

“It’s just me, sir. I’m sorry.”

He pressed her, “Well, what is it.”

“It’s me sir. I’ve never had
feelings for anyone, except Jo and you. Then, I began to feel for
Wayne, Mary and Al. When Bet came along and I saw how the two of
you were drawn to each other, I felt a very strong bond with her,
too.”

The sound got louder. “I just can’t
believe this has happened. I’ve never lost anyone I loved before.
This is new to me. For the first time, I understand the degree of
anguish you felt, when you lost your wife. Now I see it from your
side of the fence and it’s horrible.”

The noise got quite loud. Mike
softly asked, “Bambi, are you crying?”

“I think so. I’ve seen humans do it
and I’ve felt it in their minds. Just because I’m a sentient
computer doesn’t mean I can’t cry. I hate it, Mike. When does this
feeling go away? How do I stop it?”

“Bambi, I still carry the grief of
losing Sherry. It never truly leaves you. It just becomes easier to
deal with, as you accept the reality.”

Angrily she announced, “Well, I don’t accept it. I’m
going to fix her and give her back to you in the best shape
possible…I promise.”

He wanted to comfort his friend, so
he told her. “Thank you, Bambi. I know you’ll do everything you can
for her.”

As soon as the shuttle arrived, Bet
was inserted into the larger med unit. Bambi told him, “I can’t
make any estimate now. I need to see what’s what. When I know,
you’ll know.”

“Thank you, my friend.”
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After Bet’s med unit was taken on
board the Independence, Frank Vollmar came to him and said, “Sir,
General Kolbe has suggested that we be debriefed by Apok and his
best two guys. Once that’s behind us, we can game the operation and
see where we screwed up.”

Mike thought about it for a moment,
and then told him, “We don’t need to be debriefed. We have all the
actual video from Bambi. We can all sit down and watch it as often
as we need to, as we point out flaws.”

Vollmar nodded, but he looked very
sad. Mike put his hand on the man’s shoulder and said, “Frank, I
know you did the best you could. We planned a very good op. On this
one, the enemy got off one damned lucky shot. One fucking shot. We
might identify a few changes that could have been made, but there
was no way we could have planned for that.”

Vollmar nodded and said, “I know.
But I still feel like shit. Everyone knows you and Dr.
Fulwiler…well, you know. I’m so sorry, sir.”

Mike shook his head. “That’s enough
regret, Frank. This show is just starting, and we aren’t even into
the first act yet. I fear we’re going to deal with this sort of
thing again and again. It’s always been the price that soldiers
must pay. Normally, we don’t have a say in where, or why we fight.
But this time we do. I’m not going to bullshit any man into risking
his life out here. However, I will remind him from time to time
that we’re doing this for all humanity, not for political dominance
or, land, or oil.”

‘May I tell the men that, sir.”

“Absolutely. Anyone who wants out is welcome to
withdraw.”

“General, I seriously doubt that
any of our guys will leave the program. There’s really no place for
them to go. Once we’re upgraded, we don’t feel as though we fit in
with normal humans.”

Mike knew how he felt, because he
had had the same thoughts. At times, it seemed nearly impossible to
maintain a conversation with a normal human. Their minds couldn’t
keep up with an upgrades train of thought.

“Frank, where do you feel you fit in?”

“Right here, General. I just wish
we had a place of our own. The people of Earth will never accept us
as one of them, not after they see what we can do. Both sides will
feel estranged. I can’t think of any way to resolve it.”

“I understand. But we must fight
for everyone’s freedom, not just ours. Furthermore, the people down
on that planet need to feel like they’re part of the program.
That’s where the politicians come in. They must make the entire
human race see that this fight is for all the marbles. If they
lose, we lose, and if we lose, they lose. We may have faster,
stronger bodies and minds, but we’re still human beings at
heart.”

He patted Vollmar on the back and
said, “Come on, let’s go see Max, Apok and those two chiefs of his.
We’ll all watch the video together and we can critique it as we
go.”

All of them gathered in the staff
conference room to watch Bambi’s video. She had two or three
cameras for each location, and it made for a better way to analyze
their actions. They would pause it, back it up, and then comment on
some minor alteration in that tactic.

After they had broken down the
mission, Bambi asked, “Gentlemen, does anyone have an objection to
me adding my critique to this?”

No one did.

“OK guys, here’s the harsh cruel
truth. There were several places where each one of you fucked up
and it wasn’t really your fault. Something as simple as looking
around a corner, is a good way to be seen. Use your damn MCPs for
that. Each of you could have tied in with the drone net and seen
what needed to be seen, without giving away your position. As it
is, it didn’t directly affect this mission, but it could
have.

“Apok, you have to do a better job
of timing events. You were too tentative about using your new
talents. You missed a few opportunities to coordinate the action,
by ten seconds overall. That may not seem like a lot, but in a
space battle, that can be the last ten seconds of your
life.

“All of the men have the ability to
monitor what is going on, and still be able to perform their part
of the mission. They didn’t do that. Everyone continues to function
as though they were involved in a normal human assault. All of you
are wasting your talents, by not using them.

“I’m at fault too. I should have
redirected a fabricator to keep a good supply of drones available.
If we had several more of them, especially the stunners and
gassers, it would have made this op a complete success.

“In my analysis, I have compared
what equipment we used to that of the American Special Forces. We
didn’t even have the best of that equipment to help us. Humans have
hundreds of years of warfare to guide you and create new equipment,
as needed. Human defense developers are so clever, when it comes to
providing special gear for special occasions. What passes for
state-of-the-art equipment now, can be enhanced substantially. I
will be improving many of those items. I just never thought of it
before.

“In the near future, I’m going to
have some items available for you that will seem familiar but will
perform far better than anything you’ve had in the past. I can look
through walls and see fine details of what’s inside, and it won’t
be that dubious infrared camera you’ve been using. Any of our
operators will be able to see what I see and make instant
adjustments. Perhaps best of all, they won’t have to carry all that
equipment around. It’ll be miniaturized to an amazing degree and
placed on drones, which I’ll control for them.

“I’m conducting a complete search
for all of your toys, to see if I can improve on them. I’ll deliver
my report to each of you and you will be able to give it some
thought, and then reply to my ideas. Each one of you has to dump
the old ways of human actions and do a better job of being an
upgraded human.”

There was a long pause, as everyone
considered what she had said. Finally, Mike told her, “Good job,
Bambi. I authorize you to manufacture all the additional drones we
will need. I want several positioned around the country and our
location in Mexico to be available for immediate use. If it
requires you to delay a project of a fabricator, in order to
produce more drones, do it. If you get complaints about that, refer
them to me.

“Yes sir. All the various drones
are very tiny, as you know. So, a fabricator can make them quickly.
I strongly urge you to allow for the initial production of one
hundred thousand drones. I can hide them all over the planet,
concentrating on the anticipated problem areas, such as North
Korea, Iran and so forth.

Max was the first to react. “A
hundred thousand drones, are you serious? I just don’t see the need
for that many.”

Bambi calmly responded, “I
understand, sir. But consider this. We just had an assault on
TSN/American citizens in America. And it was done by Chinese
nationals, probably being directed by Russian intelligence
handlers. We’d better be prepared to react and react with great
force, if we’re to nip this shit in the bud.

“Those countries have to realize
they can’t get away with this, because they are not dealing with
politicians. They are up against a determined foe who can squash
their asses, if they misbehave.”

Mike jumped in, “OK Bambi, you have
authorization to make the drones we need. Also, can you create a
program designed to have our men get better use of their new
talents.”

“Yes sir, I’m already on it. Apok,
once your men have gotten some rest and food, I’ll have a few new
exercises for you to put the guys through. It will be filled with
reminders, as they proceed. If that doesn’t work, I’ll start
punishing them.”

Apok asked, “And what would that entail?”

“Oh, nothing fatal, but don’t tell them that. And
remember, this program will require the same of you, so don’t screw
up.”

He quietly mumbled, “Oh great.”

Mike dismissed the group, and then
he commed Bambi, I want you to get Jim Atteberry on the
comm as well as Ed Denniston. Then Max and I are going to
interrogate those Chinese agents. Have a robot with brain needles
standing by, because I’m not going to mess around with time wasting
techniques. I want the entire picture of what they were looking
for, how they got here, who were their contacts and what they were
going to do with our people.

I’m on it sir. Should I give Mr. Atteberry a sit-rep
on this?

Absolutely. But tell him and Cdr. Denniston if they
have any ideas or suggestions to comm me privately on a different
comm channel.

Will do, General.

There were ten prisoners, each one
in a separate locked room. As Mike’s people had no idea which of
them was the senior person among them, it didn’t matter who went
first. That information would soon be given to them.

Max and Mike entered the first room
and were immediately assaulted by an oriental man, well versed in
the martial arts. It was almost comical, as he was badly
outclassed. The speed with which Mike and Max moved, made his
efforts seem childish, although Mike knew that this guy would be a
handful for any normal human.

In a few quick seconds, the man was
secured in a metal chair, which was welded to the floor. Then a
robot rolled forward and pushed a needle into the back of the guy’s
skull. He had received no local pain med and the act must have been
painful and frightening, because he screamed, as the thin device
went deeply into his brain.

Just allow me a few seconds, gentlemen and I’ll have
an idea of where to look in his memories.

After a ten second pause, she
announced, Got it. Let’s take a look around.

With Bambi’s guidance, they could
see how he entered the US. Apparently, he was not a sleeper agent,
but a military special operations type, with the Chinese Peoples
Army. He had been brought to America in a Russian sub, no doubt the
one off the California coast. While they felt his memories, it was
difficult to understand all that was revealed to them.

Bambi, plant the appropriate control message, so we
can get some answers.

OK…it’s done, sir.

The man was only too glad to
respond honestly to every question. In his mind, they saw his
vision of the senior agent, who had been in the US for a few years.
He explained that the mission was to get as much information in the
shortest period of time, and then drug the scientists, before
smuggling them out to the sub, for further
interrogation.

Now that they had a face for the
senior Chinese operator, they quickly moved to his cell and held
him tightly, as Bambi’s robot used another needle to cause his
brain to open his thoughts for them. They were able to identify
several other agents in America. Perhaps the most amazing piece of
intel they retrieved was just how closely they had been working
with the Russians.

He revealed that it had all come
together so quickly; they hardly had time to properly prepare. Yet,
thanks to the photographs of eleven scientists, which had been sent
to them by Russian intelligence, they were able to spot the three
who had been captured.

The source for the info given to
them came from an unfamiliar Russian source; so, this agent had no
idea who he was or what he looked like. Typical of any covert op,
he only knew enough to do his part in it. He did point out that the
Russian must have had someone on the inside who provided the intel
on the scientists, otherwise the kidnappers wouldn’t have known who
to go after.

Ed Denniston offered a few
questions, which led to some interesting revelations. When asked
about details of the Russian sub, the Captain told them, “It was
made in Russia years ago and sold to Iran, I think. They seemed
very excited to be working with General Zubarev. I don’t know who
he is. But they said he wasn’t on the submarine.”

Ed suggested, Bambi, I
think you’d better look up this General Zubarev. I never heard of
him, but then I was Navy, not Army, and my service was quite a
while ago.

On it.

Max asked her, How is it
that you didn’t know it was an Iranian sub?

I can’t see inside. I know right where it is, and it
fits the design perimeters of an old Russian sub. I’m sorry I
missed that, General.

Mike added, Bambi, you
should also check on those two subs in the pacific. I wouldn’t be
surprised to find that they’re also Iranian owned. Those Persians
bought a few of them from the Chinese and it makes more sense that
Russians would use Iran as a front for their activities. But how
did they manage to get Chinese Special Ops people to do their dirty
work? It’s obvious these guys thought they were obeying
orders.

Jim Atteberry commed,
Gentlemen, correct me if I’m wrong, but haven’t the Russians
been known to subvert high ranking people in many different
governments? Perhaps they have an accomplice in the People’s Army,
or more likely the Iranian Republican Guard…or perhaps both. This
might be a stretch, but it occurs to me that this may be part of
some sort of coup back home. Also, if they can get us to focus on
this op, then we aren’t looking somewhere else. It’s possible
there’s something else going on that we’re missing.

Mike grimaced and said, “Dear God,
he could be right. There is so much more to getting anything done
than I ever imagined. There are so many people looking after their
own interest, driven by greed and a hunger for power. Maybe the
Earth doesn’t deserve to be saved. Apparently, our race is really
fucked up.”

Max took him to task. “Oh, for God
sake, grow up. You have a degree in world history, so you should
know that none of this is new. No one ever knows everything that’s
going on. All we can do is address what affects the TSN, and our
need to protect the Earth.”

Angrily Mike responded, “Well, this
definitely affects us and our effort to protect the
Earth.”

He paused, and then sighed, before asking, “Does
anyone have any idea what our next move should be?”

No one spoke, until Bambi
announced, “General Boris Zubarev, born and raised in Vladivostok,
honor graduate of a local military school and went on to the Frunze
Military Academy, which is the equivalent of America’s Command and
General Staff College. A while back, he had a run in with the
current Russian leadership, when he wanted to join the Iranians and
invade Iraq to remove Saddam Hussein, before we could do
it.

“Since then, he has been relegated
to minor military posts and two years ago he officially retired at
a relatively early age. I’ve checked his phone and email, but I
find nothing suspicious.”

Max said, “There has to be something there. This guy
is either behind all of this, or someone is using his name to cover
their own ass, just in case it all falls apart.”

Bambi added, “Gentlemen, it would
appear that General Kolbe is correct. I found pictures of General
Zubarev, meeting with the Deputy Commander of the Republican Guard,
in Teheran. Now I’m searching for any other contacts he made there.
Ahh, here we go. He paid a two-day visit to the sub overhaul base
at Bandar Abbas. That’s where the Iranians have been working on the
old Russian Kilo class subs they purchased.”

Max asked, “Bambi, how many of those subs do the
Iranians have?”

“They officially bought three, but
British Intelligence thinks there were more of them delivered in
odd locations. The Iranians now make their own subs, but they are
small and not really adequate for long duration deployments, which
the Kilo class can handle.”

Mike told her, “We need to be very
careful here, Bambi. We can take action against those subs, if
necessary, but we don’t want to attack an innocent country’s
assets. That could start a conflict the world doesn’t need now, or
in the future.”

“OK General. I’ll place a few intel
drones over each submarine’s position and try to intercept the
communications. If they get close to the surface, I might be able
to have a drone attached to the hull. If it works, we can probably
hear conversations inside. As soon as they make contact with
someone, we will probably be able to pinpoint where the recipient
is located. Hopefully that will give us an idea as to who is
actually behind this.”

A frustrated General Hurst loudly complained, “Damn,
Max, is it always this complicated.”

“No, Mike it’s not. It’s usually
much worse. Every country on the planet has its own agenda and they
frequently work quiet deals on the side with countries one might
think were their enemy. As for the possibilities here, it is
certainly possible that we’re seeing the work of a rogue general,
or the backroom shenanigans of a few hostile nations, just trying
to gain some regional advantage.”

Mike shook his head and said, “We
simply can’t allow this type of bullshit to tie us down. We’ll deal
with the immediate problem here, but I want us on that asteroid
ASAP. We’ll continue to pass on any information we learn to our
allies, but we must avoid wasting our efforts down here. Let’s not
forget, the real threat is heading this way from outer
space.”

Bambi interrupted, “More confusing
news, Gentlemen. Allegedly, the Russian General has been in a
nursing home in Vladivostok for the last two years, although there
are no doctor’s reports of his condition and no one has seen him
since he checked in. I’ve sent a drone to verify that, but I
suspect we won’t find him there.

“Furthermore, I found another
interesting piece of info. The Vietnamese bought six Kilo class
subs from Russia. But it looks as though they secretly worked a
trade with the North Koreans, supposedly sending two of them to the
Sea of Japan. A few weeks ago, British and American tracking
detected both subs heading toward East Australia, in the Tasman
Sea, between Australia and New Zealand. That’s where they lost
them.”

Max said, “Well, that would be the
logical way to place saboteurs and assassins in those two
countries.” He closed his eyes, and then asked, “Bambi, do we know
what the situation is regarding the Prime Minister of Canada and
the President?”

“The Canadians have their guy
tucked away in British Columbia. President Stassen is still at Camp
David and is surrounded by secret service agents. I’ve done an
evaluation of his closest people, by checking their biologic signs
and I see no indication of deception or concern from any of them.
Of course, all of them are in a heightened state, due to the threat
level, so I can’t be absolutely positive that there isn’t someone
present who intends to do him harm.”

Jim Atteberry commed, I
imagine these agents would be people who have been trained for this
mission. By the time we identify an agent or corrupt officer, it
could be to late. I suggest that Bambi place a few stun drones
inside, with the President, and authorize her to take defensive
action on his behalf, if it is necessary.

Mike said, “Bambi, do it.”

“I already have, General. I
intended to ask for your permission to shoot, if needed, but I fear
that Jim is correct. It would be better and quicker if you allowed
me to take whatever action I deem appropriate, as soon as I see the
need.”

Mike told her, “Authorization is
officially given. I would prefer you stun a suspect, if necessary,
so we can interrogate him or her.”

“Yes sir.”

Privately, Mike commed
Bambi, How’s Bet?

She’s had a lot of brain tissue damaged, Mike. It’s
going to take longer, because I’m trying to piece together as much
of it as I can. I’m doing the best I can by saving what hasn’t been
torn apart completely. I’m going to be able to rebuild all her
brain tissue and once I’m finished she’ll look as good as new. But
I’m afraid she’s lost some of her memories.

He winced and turned his attention
back to Frank and Jim. “I expect you gentlemen to continue on this.
I have a few other things to pursue.”

He left and headed straight for his
quarters. He had a case of aged, single malt scotch there and he
wasted no time in ripping it open. As he dumped a shot down his
throat, he sat down and told Bambi, “I want to talk with the Prime
Minister of Canada and the President. Tell them it must be a
three-way call, with no one else listening in. That means no staff,
theirs or mine.”

As soon as she announced that the
connection was made and that she had verified that they were alone,
he told them in detail, what he had learned and how upset he was
that it was still unknown who was truly behind the assassination of
the Australian Prime Minister. He provided his staff’s ideas and
suspicions, and then told them what he intended to do.

“Gentlemen, I shall continue to
keep you and your people informed, but it’s time for the TSN
operation to move off planet. I will leave the Nellis construction
facility for your use, although it should move
underground.”

The Canadian Prime Minister told
him, “Frankly, Mr. Hurst, I am relieved to hear you’re moving. I
don’t feel very comfortable with your operation down here. I feel
its only going to be more disruptive for us.

“And I am not unaware of your
concerns about these Saurans visiting us; but I’m not convinced
that they are the threat, which you claim. You’ll have to admit
that your opinion is based entirely on the word of a single alien
who admits he is their enemy. I think that gives him a motive for
deception and, frankly, makes your opinion unreliable.”

Mike sighed and responded, “Sir, I
can’t disagree. Still, don’t you think we should be prepared for a
worst case scenario? We don’t have to declare war on the Saurans,
but we should be ready incase they bring it to us. The Terran Space
Navy still needs men and women to expand our hopes of building our
own spaceships.”

“Mr. Hurst we simply can’t afford
to do that right now. It’s a very expensive
proposition.”

Mike’s temperature was rising, as
he pointed out, “We’ve already brought each nation tons of precious
metals, not to mention the untold wealth and good will you will get
through the use of our Med Units. Certainly, that’s enough to
offset any expense for you.

“Mr. Prime Minister, all I’m asking
is that you allow me to recruit from your old veterans, who are now
a drag on your countries budget. Those who wish to be healed and
serve your country and the Earth can quickly be moved to our base
off planet. It will cost you nothing.”

President Stassen told him, “Mike,
I understand where the Prime Minister is coming from. All of this
has happened so fast. I fear we may be moving in the wrong
direction, with respect to war in outer space. We need to slow
down. You’ve got to give us time to work through this.

“Each nation has its own
governmental regulations to consider. We just can’t ignore them. We
are not dictators. I can’t just tell congress that I have
unilaterally decided to support a space force to fight an enemy no
one has ever seen or heard of.”

The Canadian jump in, “That’s
right. And another thing; you’re suggesting that you intend to
assault and capture one of these Sauran vessels. Can’t you see
that’s an act of war? If we go along with that, we will be
complicit in the act. Then the aliens would be justified in
attacking our planet.”

Bambi warned, Calm down
Mike. I can tell your temper is about to bloom. The man has a
point. So, address it.

He took a deep breath and let it
our slowly, regaining a semblance of calm.

“Mr. Prime Minster, you are
absolutely correct. I am basing a lot of my actions on the words of
an alien and the records I have seen and read in the Sauran
database. I have seen nothing that would suggest my friend,
Jonelle, has lied about the situation. But, let’s set that aside
for a minute.

“Suppose that damaged Sauran
transport shows up and we do nothing. Let’s even say that we offer
to help in any way we can. Certain events have already put us in
jeopardy, whether we like it or not. There are no Saurans on board
the Mother Ship, which we have renamed the Independence. They will
not be happy that we have occupied their ship and now have access
to hundreds of years’ worth of research.

“When they do a scan of our solar
system, they will see how weak we are. They will claim the right to
the Independence, take it from us and handle their own repairs on
the damaged transport. Then they’ll leave with both ships. All of
what they have seen will be reported to their high
command.

“Sir, everything I have seen, heard
and read indicates that they will return in about two years with
more than enough force to enslave us, or destroy us. Frankly, I’m
not in favor of either possibility. So, may I ask, what do you
suggest?”

The Canadian replied, “I just don’t
like the idea of our first contact with these aliens being one of
hostility. That’s not how to make friends. It’s how one makes
enemies. I believe we should try to contact them and see how they
respond to a peaceful endeavor. If they prove to be as bad as you
say, then we can proceed with the assault.”

“Sir, with all due respect, that
will put my men in a very bad situation. The enemy will be
forewarned, and our chances of success will be drastically reduced,
if not eliminated altogether. The damaged ship will certainly get
off an alert and it will include all the intelligence the invading
force will need to finish off the entire human race. I don’t like
the situation any more than you do. But I think we need to err on
the side of safety.”

The President intervened. “Gentlemen, we have a
little time before any action needs to be taken. I agree with both
of you.”

Mike thought, “Typical politician.”

Stassen went on, “I think for
safety sake, we need to proceed with plans to capture that ship.
Also, we need to consider a way to communicate with them, before
that happens. If there is any way to avoid a misunderstanding, we
must take it. We might just be able to find a reasonable
settlement.”

Bambi commed Mike,
Saurans don’t make reasonable settlements. They conquer.

“Mr. President, I would appreciate
it if each of you would have your national security people work
with General Kolbe on this. Also, I think we need to bring in the
diplomats. It’s time to hear from the Secretary of State. Perhaps
he has some ideas. I’m quite serious when I say I want to avoid a
war with an enemy who has such an obvious advantage over
us.

“Gentlemen, I’ve seen firsthand
what happens to people who lose wars with ruthless enemies.
Throughout history, humans have perpetrated the most heinous crimes
imaginable on each other; and that was after the war was lost. Look
at Genghis Khan, Caesar, Xerxes, Togo, Stalin and Hitler. Their
actions against the losers were horrendous and everything they did
will be nothing compared to what we will face from the
Saurans.

“I’ll have General Kolbe contact your defense people
and see if we can form a viable plan for survival.”

He paused briefly, to allow them to
comment, and then said, “Good evening.”

Bambi, cut the connection.

Then he quickly commed Max.
We need to talk.

Oh dear. What’s up?

The Canadian Prime Minister is becoming nervous
about all of this. He wants to pursue a peaceful resolution with
the Saurans. I’ve asked him and the President to have their defense
people talk with you and see what they think about how we might go
about trying to avoid a war. They’re basing this on the fact that
Jo is our primary source of information and that he could be wrong,
or, possibly, have an undisclosed agenda.

Max listened, and then told
him, Mike, they have a point. I trust Jo, for the most
part. But, if we’re going to properly evaluate the situation, we
need more to go on. I’ll chat with these other Generals, but I
doubt they’ll offer anything new.

Max, here’s my take on it. The various nations we
have invited in can pursue whatever course they want, as long as
they don’t foul up our efforts to be prepared to defend the solar
system. I think it’s obvious that we can’t count on them for a
rapid development of resources. So, we need to expand our
production efforts as quickly as possible.

I want that asteroid base occupied and used ASAP,
and I want more industrial locations, like Mexico. We can probably
get the Australians to let us use some remote location, in the
middle of their country. Then there’s Greenland, Mongolia, and the
Falkland Islands, if the Brits will allow it.

Also, now that we can move around the solar system,
without worrying about setting off an alert, we can pursue the
Moon, Mars and the other planets for industrialization. We ain’t
waiting for the Earth to get off its ass.

However, we can’t ignore the various pissing
contests happening on the Earth. I want Jim Atteberry to begin
setting up an international spy network. At first it will rely
heavily on electronic eaves dropping, by Bambi. By what we learn
through that, Jim will be able to expand his human sourced
intelligence.

Frank Vollmar needs to recruit more vets who will be
a quick reaction force, on the planet and be answerable to us, not
a Terran government. If we must take action, we will. But we’ll
have to avoid getting too deep in the shit. I think we can do that
by being ruthless.

Max angrily warned him,
Now you’re starting to sound like Hitler, as he justified the
horrible things he did, in the name of good for the German people.
It just doesn’t wash with me, Mike.

I hope you’re wrong, Max. We used lethal force in
Mexico to keep some bad guys away. I won’t do that to law abiding
citizens in any country. But when a group or a country does
something that threatens our efforts, we must act quickly and
decisively. I want you, Wayne, Bet and Mary to go over my decisions
and tell me honestly when you think I’m going too far, or, perhaps,
digging in too deep.

I want Atteberry’s role in anything we do, to be
kept to just a few people, for security’s sake. Max, you know
better than most just how important quality intel is. I don’t want
him to have to deal with a room full of second guessers. I just
want him to be free to assemble information and to disseminate it
to us, as he feels best. If he sees that we listen to him and act
on most of his information, he’ll realize that we view him as the
important team member that he is.

Max suggested, So, you
are saying you want the four of us to be your conscience.

Mike told him, No. I’m
saying I want the four of you to consider my proposals for action
and point out where that action might conflict with sound moral
judgment. In other words, you will be an ethics committee, who
provides an overwatch on my enthusiasm for violence.

OK Mike. But you know if I think you’re going too
far, I’ll come at you with both guns blazing.

Max, I hope that will never be necessary. But, if
you believe I’m wrong, I need to know.
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Mike sat quietly next to the med
unit that was repairing Bet. Her head was completely covered by an
odd device that looked like a football helmet that had been put on
backwards. He wanted to see her face, but Bambi had explained that
it wouldn’t be good for Bet to have the hood removed and it would
only serve to upset him more than he already was.

Jo walked in and sat down next to Mike. He asked his
alien friend, “What’s up, Jo?”

“I just wanted to express my
sadness at hearing about Dr. Fulwiler’s injury. I know she has
quickly become an important part of your life.”

Mike nodded. “That’s true Jo. It
still amazes me how quickly our relationship grew. And now, I may
never have the same Bet I knew so briefly. Bambi says her brain can
be reconstructed, although she will have lost some of her memories
and it’s possible she will seem to be a different
person.”

He looked mournfully at Jo. “I know
it’s selfish, but I want the woman I knew, not someone
else.”

In a deep, soft voice, Jo said,
“It’s understandable to want predictability in the people you have
grown to know. When she is out of the med unit, she will still be
the Bet we were all growing very fond of. But we’ll have a slightly
different side of her to learn about and I’m sure she will be even
better.”

Mike huffed, “It’s a nice thought,
Jo, and I thank you for trying to cheer me up. But don’t tell me
something like that when we both know she’ll be a different person.
I’ll make every effort to grow our relationship again, but it won’t
be the same.”

Bambi interrupted, “General, Jo is
not entirely wrong. There is something I’ve never mentioned to
either of you and I don’t want you guys to get upset about what I’m
going to tell you.” She stopped and waited for Mike to press for
more.

“What are you talking about, Bambi?”

“Well sir, you see, every
forty-eight hours, I download a few memories from the minds of a
few key people. At first, it was just you and Jo. Then I began to
do it for Wayne, Mary and eventually the key scientists. I didn’t
want to use up too much of my storage, which is vast, but not
infinite. So, I hand picked the items that I felt were the most
important.

“The memories I selected are almost
exclusively personal. The science and operational stuff was already
being kept on other files. So you see, I have a partial imprint of
those people’s minds in storage. What I have on file for Bet is far
from everything that happened to her, after she joined us. However,
I focused on her interaction with other crewmembers and especially
you, Mike. Once her brain has been regenerated, I can download
those memories back into her.”

Mike looked away, as he considered
what he had been told, and then asked, “So, I’ll get Bet back, but
she won’t remember everything we shared.”

Privately, Bambi commed,
Mike, I saved all the intimacy the two of you shared and some of
the personal conversations. Also, you still have your portion of
those memories. After she is strong enough and if you give me
permission, I can transfer your recollections to her mind to fill
in her memories that were lost. But keep in mind that she will have
lost some of her earliest memories and that will frustrate her a
great deal. Also, those memories I transfer from you will be from
your perspective. She’ll have to mesh those visions with own, to
build a complete memory of the event.”

Jo sat quietly, as Mike and Bambi
commed. He knew they were discussing a delicate subject and he
didn’t want to intrude on their conversation.

Mike had a thought.
Bambi, would it be possible to gather memories from the people
who knew her. I mean she used to work with Dr. Nara and Dr.
Frankenberger. And then there’s Dr. Chalmers, her God daughter.
Perhaps she could help fill in a little of her past.

I can do that, but I’ll need each person’s
permission to enter their minds and copy those memories. Before we
do any of that, we need to wait and see how much of her memory has
been affected.

And there’s something else I haven’t brought up. She
lost a small part of her brain that controls balance, movement and
speech. How much she has been affected, I don’t know. Not only will
she need to learn how to use her vocal cords again, but all ability
to use vocabulary, spelling and sentence structure. She will
advance quickly, compared to a normal human. Because she is an
upgrade, I fear the speed of her thoughts will cause her to become
very frustrated by her inability to communicate vocally and move
around at first.

She added, General, with
your permission, I request that you allow me to make adjustments
and additions to her mind, in order to bring her as near to her
previous mindset as possible. After that, we must wait and
see.

Of course, permission is granted. If you must add
something to her, do it. Spare nothing, Bambi. Do whatever you
wish, if it helps her.

Yes, Sir.

Mike was surprised, when Jo put his
arm around his shoulder and hugged him, saying, “I care for you,
Mike. For nearly two hundred years, I was living with Saurans, but
I was alone and lonely. You are my best friend and I hate seeing
you in distress. Just know that I love you.”

It was an odd moment…awkward
actually. But he knew that Jo was sincere. He cared for Jo as well,
despite sharing the same concerns about Jo’s integrity as the
Canadian Prime Minister. For the most part, he trusted Jo and
valued his friendship more each day.

He asked, “Bambi, how could I become so infatuated
with Bet so quickly?”

“General, I’ve been watching all of
the upgrades and I believe each of you experience life so much
faster now, that it effects every aspect of your lives, including
your emotions.

“When you met with Bet the first
time, she was not upgraded, yet you felt an attraction to her. You
spent a few hours chatting and later, you saw her interact with her
fellow scientists. Once she was upgraded, the two of you constantly
commed and talked for hours. Some of it was professional and some
personal.

“Now think about this. The
communications you shared, were happening so fast, it was
equivalent to a three or four-month period for normal humans. Also,
when upgrades comm each other, they get a view of what the other
person is transmitting that is more complete than normal human
communication. They convey a clearer picture of ideas and therefore
a better understanding with each comm.

“The fact that your relationship
grew so quickly is probably going to be the new norm for upgrades.”
She paused, and then added, “Of course, I could be
wrong.”

Jo chuckled in his high pitched tone and said, “What
you have told us makes sense, as usual, Bambi. Is there any other
data that would support that conclusion?”

“Yes, although it’s not enough to
declare it as a solid fact. Doctors Nara and Frankenberger have
grown…let’s say extremely close and done so very rapidly. I spotted
a quickly developing attraction between a few others, as well. Then
there are the married couples. They seem to have grown even closer
and have experienced less conflict between each other, as well as
with others.

“From that, I conclude a few things
of note. Upgrades are more readily attracted to a potential
partner. Upgrades are happier, when they have someone else with
whom they can share their private thoughts through the comm.
Upgrades have a stronger sex drive. Last and most obvious is,
everything surrounding an upgrade’s life happens
faster.”

Before Mike could respond, Jo
asked, “Are the men who have been upgraded displaying anxiety over
a lack of females?”

“I have detected shorter tempers in
those men, and I’ve noticed when they look at women their heart
rate increases slightly.”

Mike said, “I spoke with Mary about
this, but I never followed through with our idea about how to bring
more women on board. Bambi, I don’t suppose Mary has pursued this,
has she?”

“Yes sir. She talked with Todd
Pierpoint and he made a few calls, without revealing anything about
us. He spoke with the Director of the Department of Federal
Prisons, to see if he would be opposed to having some incarcerated
women volunteer for an experimental program. He explained that the
program would get them off drugs and educate them to a level of
ability that would make them attractive for employers.

“The man he spoke with indicated
that Federal laws might need to be amended, to make it remotely
possible, due to mandatory sentencing regulations. And then there
would be the prosecutors who had dealt with the case, and worst of
all would be the defendant’s attorney.

“Mr. Pierpoint asked if it would
help for the President to place his considerable weight behind it.
The Director said the President could do damn near anything he
wanted. If the program worked, everyone involved would want the
women to be included in the program and the men, too, if it
worked.

“Then Mr. Pierpoint called the
President and explained what you had in mind. The President told
him that he felt it would be best if we started at one state
prison, avoiding a need for him to openly intervene.”

Mike felt the President’s political instincts were
again affecting his decision. The man was always looking for a way
to avoid being seen as responsible for anything, which might
negatively affect his image.

Bambi continued, “President Stassen
did call the Governor of Tennessee and strongly suggest that he
allow a special group of people to select the women and begin this
experimental program. He assured the man that a large government
grant would be forthcoming, upon Tennessee’s participation in the
program and I’m sure we will be expected to provide that. The
Governor agreed to speed track the concept.

“The Governor made a call to the
Commissioner of the Tennessee Department of Corrections, who raised
hell about outside interference in the state’s rehabilitation
efforts. Commissioner Rickerd gave in, of course, and suggested
that we start with a few women from the Female Transition Center.
Those women will have completed nearly all their sentences and be
the least likely to fail the program. He does want to have us
provide his department with some credit for any success and leave
them out of any negative reports, because he is going along with
this, against his better judgment.”

Mike complained, “God damn it,
doesn’t anyone take a stand on principle? Everybody seems to be
interested only in their career, money and power.”

“Sir, in my research on human
behavior, I have found that this is normal. In fact, it is normal
throughout the Galaxy. In this instance, the important thing is to
accept it and move ahead with the program. It does what you want it
to do.”

“Yeah, I know. Bambi, notify Mary
to make the necessary arrangements, including payments to whatever
agencies we need to reward. I want this underway as soon as
possible.”

“Got it, sir.”

Then she commed, General,
the President is calling.

OK, Bambi. I’ll take his call.

“Hello, Mr. President. What can I do for you?”

“Mike, you can call me Bob, when
we’re talking privately. Now, I need to explain something to you.
You’re pushing your efforts awfully hard and it’s beginning to
really irritate me. I know you want to move quickly, but it just
isn’t as easy as you think to accomplish all that you ask, like
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