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It all happened very quickly that afternoon in the wilds of Afghanistan. One second Jake was riding along on patrol with his squad in their Humvee keeping a very sharp eye out for any sign of Taliban fighters and the next he was flying through the air. He barely felt it when he hit the ground, he was already in such excruciating pain.

They airlifted him out and patched him together as best they could at a field hospital, then shipped him out of Kandahar with a very badly malfunctioning right leg, a mangled right hand and a chunk of metal the size of a quarter in his skull that unfortunately couldn’t be removed. The last was a fragment of the IED that he could thank for the sudden end of his deployment. 

He actually was pretty damn thankful, three other guys in the Humvee on patrol that day would never be heading back stateside.

They put him in the VA hospital in St. Petersburg, near his home town of Bradenton, Florida, and worked on him some more, but there wasn’t really much that could be done to improve things very much, so they released him and he went to live in the spare bedroom of his aunt’s little frame house off of State Road 64 out east of the interstate. This was back in the days before the mega developments that have since ruined the pastoral beauty of that area.

There wasn’t much to do, Jake collected his disability and Army pension and took long rides on his old Harley and drank a lot. The long bike rides always  seemed to end up at a bar. Pretty much everything still hurt to varying degrees and the alcohol helped a bit with that. 

And then there were the blinding debilitating headaches that came and went with no warning. 

Any kind of job was out of the question, he couldn’t even bag groceries at Publix with one functioning hand, never mind that standing in one place for more than five minutes was definitely a no go.

And so it was, that on one of those long fast runs through the Florida night, the smell of oranges and jasmine in the hot humid air, the sound of the Harley V twin drowning out the night cries, that one of those debilitating headaches hit.

Jake woke up back in the VA hospital in St. Pete, plugged into a bunch of very expensive machinery making quiet beeps and hisses, and saw a man in a lab coat, with a clipboard, checking out what the very expensive machinery was telling him about the human wreckage in the bed in front of him.

“Ah, good to see you’re awake, you’ve been in a coma for the past two weeks,” said the doctor.

“I miss it,” said Jake, “can you put me back into it?”

“I thought you might say something like that,” said the doctor, “we actually had a bet going on it and I just won ten bucks, thanks!”

“Don’t mention it,” Jake replied, “what the heck happened?”

“You blacked out on your Harley and ran into a palm tree at a rather high rate of speed. You’re very lucky to be alive.”

“Lucky?”

“Sure beats the alternative.” said the doctor.

“Dunno about that, Doc.”

Why do you want to die?” asked the doctor.

“Just don’t see much point in living anymore.”

“What about your daughter? The girl who’s wanted to be a veterinarian since she was six years old?” asked the man in the lab coat.

“Well she’d get my life insurance wouldn’t she?” he replied, then suddenly angry,

“And how do you know about my daughter? You’ve been poking your nose into my personal business, I don’t like that one bit!”

“Calm down, Jake, that wasn’t me,” said the doctor, “but there is someone from Walter Reed Hospital that’s very interested in you. They’ll be flying down here tomorrow to talk to you about an opportunity I think you just might be interested in.”

“Actually, I’d be very interested in telling them where to shove their opportunity,” snapped Jake, “send them along.”

Jake slept very well that night on all the pain killers. 

They wanted to get him back on solid food as soon as possible, as he’d been on a tube feeding during his coma and the Cream of Wheat with blueberries went down just fine and stayed there along with the coffee and oat milk. He felt a little bit better about things after that. About an hour after his breakfast, the day nurse popped her head around the door and announced, 

“You have a visitor, Jake!”

“Send them in,” he said, still peeved about the invasion of his privacy.
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The woman who entered the room looked like every television casting director’s idea of a kindly elderly aunt. You know, the kind who dispenses sympathy, sound advice, and oatmeal cookies in roughly equal amounts. 

She actually looked a lot like Jake’s aunt, the one he lived with, the only family member who’d made any effort at helping him negotiate the pitfalls of adolescence, the one who’d gotten him through high school by the sheer kindly force of her actually caring. 

“Good morning, Jake,” she said, “I’m Doctor Miller, I hope I’m not disturbing you?”

“Not at all,” he replied, having abandoned all thoughts of unloading on anyone.

“Did your doctor tell you anything about the program that we’d like to interest you in?” she asked.

“Nothing at all,” said Jake, “but with all due respect m’am, I don’t think I’m going to be much interested in it, whatever it is.”

“Well Jake, with all due respect, I don’t think it makes much sense to say something like that until you hear me out. Wouldn’t you agree?” she replied in the tone of voice that kindly elderly aunts use when they’re talking sense into someone who really needs some sense talked into them.

She had a good point there, he thought.

“Okay ma’m” he said, ”I’m listening.”

“Well, Jake,” she began, “the Army has a problem, well, probably many problems in your experience, but the one that we hope to address with our program is the loss of experienced, intelligent soldiers  like you, due to age and casualties. We’d like to interest you in being a sort of human guinea pig in an experiment to address that issue.”

“Are you going to put me in a cage and give me an exercise wheel?” he asked.

She laughed, 

“Very funny, Jake, sorry, no cage or wheel, but we would perform medical procedures on your body and brain to restore and enhance your physical abilities. Some of these procedures would involve minor surgeries, some would require the injection of nano-bodies and some others I cannot even discuss with you until you commit to the program.”

“Why would I have any interest at all in something like that?” he asked.

“That’s an excellent question,” she replied, “first of all, and probably of the most interest to you, we would get rid of the chronic pain that you’ve been in since the incident back in Afghanistan.”

Jake was definitely interested now,

“Okay, m’am, do tell me more.”

Doctor Miller continued,

“We would return you to active duty and raise your pay grade. In addition, as there is some risk to this program, you would get the combat pay bonus, even though there will be no deployment or actual combat involved. You would be provided officer grade housing on base, although, to be perfectly honest, you would be spending a fair amount of time right here in
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