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Introduction

Dean Wesley Smith

Every year you, the fans, take me on a pleasure ride into the amazing past of the Star Trek® universe.

Now, granted, I am a story junkie. I’m a person who loves reading Star Trek more than anything else I can think of doing (except writing Star Trek). Every October, boxes and boxes of great stories arrive at my doorstep, and every year those stories usher me into the Star Trek universe, in ways, and to places, I would have never thought to go by myself.

But besides that, your stories take me into my own past.

The original Star Trek series premiered in September of 1966 and was aired on Friday nights in Boise, Idaho. I remember how I would rush home from high school to watch it. I never missed an episode back in the days before videotape machines. I didn’t dare—there was the awful chance that the episode might not air again. (Yes, I realize that I just dated myself and told you how old I really am.)

The superb Star Trek stories you send in to the contest take me back to my high school days. They remind me of my friends and take me back to the nights of worrying about being drafted and the uncertainty of life—deciding if I should go to college or just go skiing.

I did both, didn’t get drafted, and years went by. When Star Trek: The Next Generation® started, a group of us, all hopeful writers, would gather at Nina Kiriki Hoffman’s house to watch it every week. We would talk about the episode that we had just seen, talk about writing, and simply enjoy each other’s company. If someone had told me that I would be writing Star Trek professionally, I would have just laughed. And wonderful anthologies like this weren’t even distant thoughts. Every one of the Next Generation stories we receive reminds me of those delightful “Trek parties” we used to love so much.

Star Trek: Deep Space Nine® broadcast its first show via satellite, ahead of when it aired on regular local channels. My wife, Kristine Kathryn Rusch, and I lived in the country and had a satellite dish. We had just finished watching the very first show, about three days before almost anyone else in our area would see it, when John Ordover called. At the time, Kris was editing The Magazine of Fantasy and Science Fiction and I was editing Pulphouse Magazine. Before John started at Pocket Books for the Star Trek program, I had bought a story from him, so it wasn’t such a surprise to receive his call.

We ended up talking about the new series and how cool it was. The conversation progressed and he asked if Kris and I would be interested in writing one of the first Deep Space Nine novels. Well, duh. What a silly question. It came out a year later under our Sandy Schofield name. These are the memories that the Deep Space Nine entries trigger in my mind. They remind me of those days out in the country, watching shows ahead of everyone else, and getting the first chance at doing something I couldn’t even have dreamed of doing ten years earlier.

Star Trek: Voyager® and Star Trek: Enterprise™ both have a similar feeling for me; they lead me to the same place in my memory, even though their starts are years apart. Besides the fact that I love the shows, they bring on a faint recollection of worry and panic, as well as a satisfying feeling of success.

Okay, why such a mix of emotions? Well, Kris and I were hired, for both series, to do the very first original books. When we wrote those books, it was months before the shows aired. We had only a trailer, some still pictures, and a few scripts for guidance. By then, we knew how important getting the characters in Star Trek dead-on was for the fans. And we had never seen the characters, heard them speak. Nor had we experienced the life an actor gives to each of the people that we were writing about. Trust me, that sets off a real fear for a Trek fan like me—and a lot of pleasure when we realized that we didn’t miss by too much.

Now do you see why your stories are like traveling in time for me? My life, especially my adult life, has been tied in and around Star Trek. And I consider myself the luckiest person alive for that.

So, send in more stories for the next contest so that I can take new thrilling rides through the history of Star Trek, and take everyone else down their own Memory Lane.

Remember, read the rules in the back of this book, read the stories in this book, read previous volumes to really understand what types of stories we are choosing. Then sit down and write a story (or two, or three). Have fun. Take us all to new corners of this vast universe. And send them all in.

Then maybe, just maybe, you’ll get a phone call saying we would like to include your story in the next volume of Strange New Worlds. Trust me, this is one phone call that will be a unique memory to attach to this great universe.

I hope you enjoy these stories. I sure did.
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Shanghaied

Alan James Garbers

September 14, 1863

The C.S.S. Raleigh was two days west of Liverpool. The blockade runner was headed full sail for Richmond. The sleek cruiser carried enough coal to last eighteen days of steaming, and enough sailcloth to run fifteen knots, fast enough to outrun anything the Yankees had afloat. She was the pride of the Confederacy and a thorn in the side of the Union navy.

Captain Patterson felt like a mother hen on the back of a thoroughbred stallion. Below him was a hold packed with much-needed supplies and, more important, gold headed for the coffers of the Confederate government. While he knew that his ship was the fastest in the Atlantic, he also knew that overconfidence had been the downfall of many of his fellow captains, and when the gold was safe in Richmond he would rest much easier.

It was on the second night that the lights appeared. One moment the Raleigh was alone; the next the lights were hovering next to them. Within moments the crew scrambled to their stations to combat this unknown foe. Cannons were rolled out; rifles were pulled from racks and loaded. Captain Patterson commanded the helmsman to bring the rudder hard to port in an effort to lose the bothersome spectacle, but it was to no avail; the lights remained steadfast. Minutes went by. No shots were fired. No boarding party swarmed aboard. Then, as it had appeared, so it vanished.

Captain Patterson was not a superstitious man, nor did he believe in witchcraft, but he was at a loss to explain the phenomenon. The salty captain had seen Saint Elmo’s fire dancing from the spars. He had seen glowing swamp gases in his native Louisiana. He had even seen the beautiful dance of the northern lights, but none of them had been as unrelenting as the lights he had just seen.

As he started forward from the helm, Gunner’s Mate Vincent McCoy came clambering up the ladder.

“Suh! Gun crew six is missin’.”

The captain turned. “Missing? What do you mean missing? Weren’t they at their station?”

“Yes, suh.” McCoy nodded. “They were . . . and then they wasn’t.”

The captain scowled. He didn’t like cowards. The men on his ship had been handpicked for their bravery and fighting ability. “Find them and bring them to the mast. I don’t abide men who leave their posts.”

McCoy nodded, then shook his head. “I’m sorry, suh. I’m not explainin’ myself rightly. They vanished . . . I saw, uh, it with my own eyes.”

The captain looked into the mate’s eyes for the first time. Even in the darkness he could see the fear there. “What are you babbling about?”

“God as my witness, suh! The light shone in on them, and then they were gone. It was like the rapture in the Bible.”

The captain’s scowl deepened. “It wasn’t the rapture! It was some damn Yankee trick! A hot-air balloon!”

McCoy cocked his head in confusion. “Suh?”

“An observation balloon,” the captain explained gruffly. “The Yankees have used them before to spy on our camps. No doubt there’s a Union ship nearby. They landed on our ship and captured those men in the confusion.”

The fear in the man’s face vanished. A rational explanation of an attack was much better than the unknown.

“Yes, suh!”

“Keep the gun crews ready,” the captain spat. “If they come back we’ll show them some lights.”

The gunner’s mate snapped to attention and saluted. “Yes, suh!”

* * *

On the third night the lights returned. The sharpshooters that Captain Patterson had stationed in the crow’s nests put up a blistering barrage of rifle fire. Momentarily the gunfire stopped and the rifles tumbled down to the deck. The lights once again vanished, and with them went seven of the Confederate’s finest.

On the fourth night they were ready. Other than the rushing of the waves and slapping of canvas, a ghostly silence hung over the ship as each man wondered if he would be next to disappear. They didn’t have to wait long. The watch had just changed when the lights appeared, hanging just off the starboard spar. With grim excitement Captain Patterson swung his sword into the light. “Now, boys! Take that monster down!”

The helmsman gave the wheel a hard spin toward starboard. In response the C.S.S. Raleigh bit hard into the sea and lay over so that the port deck was almost awash. The gun crews were ready as the maneuver gave them the elevation they needed. Almost as one the cannons belched flames and smoke. The effect was immediate. The lights went out with a thumping ring. A high-pitched whine started and rose in volume and then ended as the specter crashed into the sea.

A cheer rose from the decks as the Raleigh righted itself. “Good work, boys!” shouted the captain. “That’ll show them damn blue bellies.” He turned back to the helmsman. “Bring us about.”

Minutes later the Raleigh drifted next to the specter as it bobbed in the cold Atlantic waters. Hissing and clinking sounded above the slap of the small waves. The crew hung lanterns over the side to get a better view. The yellow light gleamed like gold off the shiny metal. The crew murmured among themselves, speculating on what it might be. After a moment Captain Patterson motioned to his officers. “Get that thing on board. As soon as it’s lashed down, set sail for Richmond, best speed.”

“Sir?” questioned a young ensign. “Why do we want that Yankee trash?”

The captain turned slightly. “That trash took a dozen of my best men. Maybe we can see fit to return the favor.”

The ensign smiled. “Yes, sir!”

* * *

The fifth day brought a change to the weather. At the beginning of the first watch the seas were running five to seven feet and a fresh breeze hastened the C.S.S. Raleigh on her way. By noon the seas were eighteen feet with gale-force winds. During the evening mess, the word came down to stow the sails and prepare for heavy seas. By the midwatch the seas were tossing the C.S.S. Raleigh about like a piece of driftwood. The fireman poured coal into the boilers but the ship’s screw was chopping air as much as it was cutting the foamy sea.

* * *

By dawn of the sixth day the seas were rolling. As the bow plunged into a wave, the crew would pray that the ship would come out on the other side. Waves crashed over the deck faster than the water could drain out the scuppers. Seawater filled the bilges faster than the pumps could clear it. The wind and waves gave the ship a hard list. In desperation, Captain Patterson ordered the masts cut away, hoping the lessened weight would right the ship. Gunner’s Mate McCoy and a few others headed topside with axes.

The plan was sound, but too late. With a sickening lurch the C.S.S. Raleigh lay over. The cold Atlantic flooded through hatches and doors that were never meant to be under water. Within moments the pride of the Confederate Navy slipped beneath the waves forever. Gunner’s Mate Vincent McCoy found himself clinging to a powder keg, alone in an angry sea.

* * *

Captain’s Log. Stardate 3163.2 We are in orbit over Earth. Starfleet has requested two of my senior officers to help with a classified mission. I don’t know what it entails, but we are to meet with a Doctor Bancroft, one of the top archaeologists at the Foundation for Earth Studies. It is rumored that they want my men to investigate the remains of a nineteenth-century sailing vessel that was found off the Avalon Peninsula in Nova Scotia. This is highly irregular, but Scotty and Spock are eager to get a glimpse of history. Doctor McCoy and I are tagging along to keep them out of trouble.

* * *

Doctor Bancroft banked the shuttle hard against the ever-present coastal winds and landed on the cracked and weed-infested tarmac. Bancroft tugged his coat tighter and gave them a sheepish grin. “I have to warn you. Winter is coming up here.” He passed each of the four guests a coat from a locker and flicked the release on the door. As the shuttle door opened, the bitter cold swept into the cabin and caught the foursome unprepared.

McCoy glared at Kirk. “This is the last time I let you pick my shore excursions.” He donned the coat with a grunt. The others followed his lead. When all were bundled up, they followed the archaeologist out into the cold. A large, battered hangar sat on the edge of the field that looked to be a leftover from the Eugenics Wars. Doctor Bancroft must have noticed his guests’ expressions as they made for the derelict building.

“The foundation gets very little funding, so we take what we can get . . . ”

McCoy gave another grunt. “The next time you call us, make it a Spanish galleon in the tropics.”

“Doctor, the foundation didn’t call you at all,” corrected Spock. “It was the aid of Commander Scott and myself that he requested.”

McCoy glared at Spock for a moment. “Just get me somewhere warm.”

“I’m sorry, Doctor McCoy,” Doctor Bancroft offered. “The hangar does have heat. At least, part of it does.” With that he pulled a small side door open and ushered the foursome in.

Doctor Bancroft flipped a breaker on. With a slam the lights snapped on, flooding the hangar bay with warm yellow lighting. For a moment no one said anything as all eyes fell upon the shiny craft suspended in front of them.

“Would ye look at that.” Scotty whistled. He forgot about the cold and crossed to the artifact. Ancient compartment doors hung open with cables and components hanging from them like the bowels of a dead animal.

Kirk glanced at McCoy and smiled. “I haven’t seen Scotty this happy since the last time the Enterprise had an engine rebuild.”

Spock adjusted his tricorder and slowly inspected the object. “Where did you find this craft?”

Doctor Bancroft gave a sheepish grin as he glanced from Kirk to Spock. “That’s the kicker . . . . We found it about thirty miles off the coast, with the remains of a Civil War blockade runner.”

“Which one?” Kirk asked as he glanced about the hangar. “The Eugenics Wars?”

Spock turned to Kirk. “Captain, I believe he is referring to the Civil War of the United States, in the nineteenth century—1861 through 1865, to be exact.”

“Very good, Mister Spock!” Bancroft agreed. “You know Earth history very well!”

“But they didn’t have this kind of technology then,” argued Kirk.

“Could it be a coincidence that the two ships were found together?” Spock asked.

Bancroft shook his head. “It would be so much easier if that were the case, but we found the spacecraft lashed to the remains of the deck. The hawser dates to the same time as the ship timbers.”

McCoy pulled the hood of his coat back as he slowly walked over to the craft. “It was the Raleigh, wasn’t it?”

Doctor Bancroft’s jaw dropped. “How did you know that?”

“My great-great-great-something-grandfather was aboard her,” McCoy replied.

Bancroft slowly shook his head. “I saw a McCoy on the crew roster when I was researching her, but I never made the connection.”

“I was told stories about it as a child. I think he even wrote a journal about his adventure.”

“Do you still have it?” Bancroft pleaded.

McCoy shrugged. “Don’t know. I’ll have to check with some of my relatives.”

“The craft has been badly damaged,” Scott commented. “It looks like someone took a giant hammer to it.”

McCoy smiled. “I think you’ll find those dents match the size of a Confederate cannonball.”

Spock raised an eyebrow. “It would be highly unlikely that weapons of that era would be accurate enough to take down a spacecraft.”

McCoy glared at Spock. “It’s highly likely that you underestimate the marksmanship of the Confederate Navy, Spock.”

“I would say he’s right, Mister Spock,” added Scott. “I canna think of anything else that’d do that.”

“Do the controls look like something you can figure out?” asked Bancroft.

“I don’t know, laddie, but I would sure like to try.” Scotty grinned.

Spock stepped up to the craft and studied the hieroglyphics embossed on the metal. After a moment he recorded them in his tricorder.

“Have you ever seen characters like that before?” Bancroft asked.

Spock was silent for a moment. He raised an eyebrow. “I believe I have; however, I will need to consult the computer on board the Enterprise.”

McCoy nodded agreement. “I might be able to track down that journal, but I can’t do it from this frozen wasteland.”

Kirk grinned. “Too cold for you, Bones?”

“Damn right it’s too cold. I’m a doctor, not Admiral Byrd!” he snapped back.

Bancroft looked crestfallen. “I’m sorry, Doctor McCoy. I can take you back right now.”

“Captain, I would like to stay and see what I can figure out,” Scott pleaded. “I might even be able to get this lassie working.”

Kirk scowled. “I would have thought the salt water ruined everything.”

Scotty shook his head. “It looks like all the seals and gaskets held against the water. Other than the damage from the cannonballs, she looks to be in prime shape.”

Bancroft’s face lit up. “Everything you should need is here in the hangar. I even have a surprise for you in the cabinet in the office,” he said, referring to the expensive bottle of liquor that he had personally bought for the engineer.

Scotty gave him a sly grin. “And what might that be?”

Bancroft’s face blushed. “Um, let’s call it a bit of ‘hospitality.’ ”

Scotty raised his hands in supplication. “See, Captain, I have to stay and partake of the foundation’s hospitality.”

Kirk eyed him skeptically. “Are you sure you’ll be all right, Scotty?”

“Sure, I’ll be as snug as a bug,” replied Scott.

Kirk nodded. “All right, but contact the Enterprise if you need anything.”

“He said he’ll be fine, Jim,” McCoy chided. “Now, let’s head for someplace warmer.”

Bancroft opened the door to the hangar and motioned the trio outside. “This way, gentlemen. I’ll have you back to civilization in no time.”

Scotty watched his friends for a moment, and then turned back to the spacecraft. “Now, where were we?”

* * *

Six hours and a hospitable bit of Scotch later found the damaged panels and equipment removed. Scotty had figured out the basic circuitry, including the power system. With a click, he shoved what he assumed to be a switch inward. There was no explosion, sparking, or even a puff of smoke. He was, however, rewarded with the steady hum of power. Somewhere deep within the craft there was a series of clicks, and the craft moved with a sharp upward motion, like Gulliver testing his bonds.

Scotty took a tentative step back. “Easy there, lassie. I’m your friend.” Scotty took a reading with his tricorder and analyzed it. Making an adjustment, he heard a slight change in the pitch of the hum.

“Are you singing me a tune, lassie?” Scotty chuckled. “Let’s see how you like this.” He pushed another switch home. The pitch changed once more. Scotty took his readings and found them not to be what he expected.

“What the . . . ?”

Suddenly he was bathed in light. Now realizing what the circuitry was designed for, he lunged for the control switch, but it was too late. The hangar bay turned to white and Scotty knew no more.

The spacecraft computer scanned the area and found it to be devoid of any other life-forms. Following its programming, it took the next rung of logic and lunged upward against its bonds. The cradle was meant to hold the craft off the floor, not keep it from flying away, and the small straps separated with little resistance. Sensing a weak spot in the hangar roof, the craft continued its ascent, puncturing the rusty sheet metal like tinfoil.

Free of the hangar, the craft rose rapidly until it was past the interference of the planet. Within a blink of an eye the computer had its celestial bearings. It aligned itself as programmed and, gathering all its power reserves, transmitted its cargo into the darkness of space.

* * *

Kirk was heading for the bridge when he got the call from Uhura. Within moments he strode through the doors. Spock was at his station, monitoring the progress of the computer.

“What is it, Lieutenant?” he asked.

Uhura turned. Her face was a sea of concern but her voice was steady. “Sir, Starfleet has monitored an unauthorized vessel leaving Earth.” Uhura’s voice choked for a moment. “It came from the Avalon Peninsula, sir.”

“Spock, is there anything on sensors?”

Spock turned his attention to the sensor readouts. “Sensors show a small craft in high orbit over Nova Scotia.”

“On screen,” Kirk ordered. In a flash the screen held a small golden dot.

“Magnify,” he commanded. The image jumped to the craft that they had left only scant hours before.

“It would appear Scotty is a miracle worker,” Kirk said as he turned to Uhura. “Contact Mister Scott.”

Uhura shook her head. “That’s just it, sir. I’ve been trying to raise him since Starfleet contacted us.”

“Spock, do you get any life-sign readings aboard the craft?” Kirk asked.

“None. Nor do I detect any in the hangar,” he replied.

Kirk punched the com button and called sickbay. In a moment he had an answer.

“McCoy here. What do you need, Jim?”

“Bones, meet me in the transporter room,” Kirk barked. “Spock, you’re with me. Sulu, get a tractor beam on that ship and bring it into the shuttlebay.”

Kirk spun on his heel and hurried out the bridge doors. Spock followed.

* * *

The three figures in Starfleet arctic gear materialized in the hangar. Two immediately started scanning the hangar with their tricorders. The third gazed at the mess. It didn’t take long for his patience to run out.

“Is there anything on sensors?” Kirk demanded.

McCoy pulled his hood back and pursed his lips. “Jim, I don’t see a body, dead or alive.”

“Spock? Anything?” Kirk pleaded.

“My readings are the same as the doctor’s,” Spock said as he searched the hangar.

“He couldn’t have just vanished into thin air!” growled Kirk.

“Maybe Doctor Bancroft came and got him,” offered McCoy.

Kirk shook his head. “No, Bancroft had some business at Starfleet to attend to before heading back—” Kirk noticed Spock’s sudden increase in tricorder activity. “Spock, did you find something?”

Spock kept studying his tricorder. “I am picking up traces of energy consistent with molecular transport activity.”

“He transported out of here?” Kirk questioned.

“Possibly, but to where is the question,” Spock replied. He turned a dial on his tricorder and then crossed the hangar. “I’m getting another weak energy pattern from here.” Spock shoved bits of tin aside to reveal a tricorder. Picking it up, he played back the recordings. His eyebrow rose slightly as the data passed before his eyes.

“Fascinating.”

“Dammit, Spock!” McCoy snapped. “Don’t be coy! Where’s Scotty?”

“Possibly aboard the spacecraft,” Spock answered calmly.

“Spock, you said there were no life signs aboard the vessel,” countered Kirk.

“There were no life signs as we know them. I believe that Mister Scott may be held in transporter stasis within the vessel.”

“What are you talking about?” McCoy demanded. “Are you telling me that a four-hundred-year-old derelict craft kidnapped Scotty?”

“In a manner of speaking, yes,” replied Spock. “According to his tricorder, Mister Scott was able to get the vessel operational. It recorded the power buildup and transporter function.” Mister Spock placed the tricorder in his coat pocket. “It is highly likely that Mister Scott is in that craft, in one form or another.”

Kirk flipped opened his communicator. “Then we need to get up there now and get him out. Enterprise, three to beam up.”

In a twinkling they were gone.

* * *

They wasted no time getting to the shuttlebay. The spacecraft hovered, suspended in the tractor beam.

“Spock, are you getting any readings?” asked Kirk.

Spock held out his tricorder and studied the readings. “Minimal. The craft seems to have expended all its reserves. However, I am getting similar residual energy readings to that which I found in the hangar . . . but at a much higher density.” Spock lowered his tricorder. “That would indicate that the craft has emitted a narrow, high-strength molecular transmission.”

“Cut the mumbo jumbo, Spock!” snapped McCoy.

Kirk held up a hand. “Hold it, Bones. Spock, are you saying this thing has transported Scotty into space? That would take a transporter of immense power.”

“It would take a transporter with power unlike anything in recorded history,” replied Spock. “Yet, there is a ninety-nine point three percent chance that it has occurred.”

“Where did he beam to?” Kirk growled.

Spock raised his eyebrow. “Unknown at this time. It would be safe to assume to another vessel or planet. Judging by the power involved, it could be anywhere within a hundred light-years.”

“That’s like a needle in a haystack,” Kirk spouted.

“Dammit Jim, we can’t just give up!” cried McCoy. “This is Scotty we’re talking about!”

Kirk spun as if stung. “Doctor, I have no intention of giving up, Scotty or no.” Kirk hammered his fist on the spacecraft. “Spock, can we find out which direction it transported to?”

“I will check on its original heading before we brought it aboard. If we could narrow down our search, the sensors might be able to pick up the residual transporter pattern, and indicate its direction.”

Kirk nodded. “Do it.” The three headed for the bridge. “Bones, did you have any luck finding that journal?”

McCoy gave Kirk a grim smile. “Yes, I did, for all the good it will do.”

“Why do you say that?” Kirk asked.

“Well, I read the part about the attack on the C.S.S. Raleigh. I didn’t see anything that would help us get Scotty back.”

“What was the information?” asked Spock.

“Why waste time with that, Spock?” McCoy asked angrily. “It’s old news now.”

“Indulge me, Doctor McCoy. It might provide us with clues on the situation we are now in.”

“Tell us, Bones,” Kirk said. “At this moment, anything might help.”

McCoy sighed. “Something otherworldly came three nights in a row. The first two nights that it appeared, there was a blinding light and men would turn up missing—five the first night, seven the next. There appeared to be no feasible explanation.”

“That would be consistent with what we know. It would appear that the craft transported men off the Raleigh.”

“But why come back each night?” Kirk wondered.

“Judging by the state of the vessel currently, it takes a full day to regenerate enough power to transmit the prisoners to wherever they were headed,” replied Spock.

“So you’re saying this machine came in every night, like the boogeyman, stole away with some of their best men, and sent them to who-knows-where?” McCoy asked.

“I would not have used those words, but you are essentially correct,” replied Spock.

“Bones, what else did the journal say?” Kirk asked.

McCoy shrugged as he thought. “They were ready for it on the third night. They had the cannon ready and did some sort of maneuver that pointed the guns right at it. They fired. The spaceship fell. They caught it.”

“What about the wreck?” Kirk asked.

“There wasn’t too much. They got caught in a hurricane, the ship sank. My ancestor, Vincent McCoy, was the only survivor.” McCoy added.

“That explains why the alien vessel was found with the Raleigh, but it doesn’t explain where it came from, and why,” murmured Kirk.

“I am researching those questions now, Captain. There are some obscure texts that are stored in the Vulcan Ministry of Ancient Alien Cultures—”

“Imagine that, something obscure coming from Vulcan,” McCoy said dryly.

Spock ignored the dig. “I am waiting for the data to be transferred to the ship’s computer. I believe it might prove useful on this subject.”

“Useful, Spock?” Kirk jibed. “Knowing you, I’ll get a road map to Scotty.”

The turbolift stopped at the bridge.

“Chekov, I want the alien vessel’s last location and bearing transferred to Spock’s station.”

Chekov nodded as he flicked a switch. “Aye, Captain. Coordinates have been transferred.”

Long moments ticked away as Spock adjusted his station controls. Kirk’s patience was limited and his voice mirrored it. “Spock. Is there anything to go on?”

“Sensors have picked up a trail,” Spock replied. “The computer has calculated a course, and I am transferring it to the navigation computer.”

“Chekov, lay in a course. Helm, as soon as you have the course, go to warp factor six.”

Sulu nodded. “Aye, Captain, warp factor six.”

The U.S.S. Enterprise leapt past the speed of light, and in a flash was gone.

* * *

Sixteen hours later, the Enterprise was in orbit of a small, barren planet. Kirk stared at the viewscreen in disbelief.

“Are there any life signs?” Kirk asked.

Spock wasted no words and shook his head swiftly instead.

“Are you sure this was the right trajectory, Spock?” he asked.

“There is a ninety-seven point six percent probability that this is the intended target of the transmission.” Spock replied.

“There’s nothing there but rock,” snipped McCoy.

“Nonetheless, sensors detect trace molecular-transport residue.”

Kirk smacked his fist into his palm in impatience. “Spock, can you pinpoint the location?”

Spock bent over his console and scanned the scope. In a moment, he adjusted a slide switch. “I have traced it to a complex in the southern hemisphere. Readings indicate an energy buildup.”

Kirk leapt from his chair. “We’re going down there. Sulu, you have the bridge.”

When the turbolift doors opened, Kirk, McCoy, and Spock stepped in, leaving Sulu staring at the closing doors.

* * *

Minutes later the trio materialized inside an ancient chamber. Dust covered everything but didn’t stop the soft illumination of a thousand lights and indication meters. A soft hum reverberated throughout the chamber.

Spock wordlessly wiped away some of the dust on a display and scanned it with his tricorder.

“Somebody must have fired the maid,” quipped McCoy.

Kirk ignored him. “What is it, Spock? What’s happening?”

“A transfer relay. I believe it is building power to a point at which it will send the transport signature to the next destination.”

“Can you stop it?” Kirk cried.

“That would be unwise. I believe Mister Scott’s signature is held in memory. Any interruption might purge the contents.”

“Dammit, Jim! We have to do something!” shouted McCoy.

“Bones, don’t you think I know that?” Kirk shouted back. “Spock, can we direct the signal to the Enterprise? Maybe we can send it to the transporter there.”

Spock shook his head. “The technology is too dissimilar to try it. Perhaps, with time, I could figure out how to adapt this equipment to our own.”

“Time is something we don’t have,” Kirk growled. Then his face lit up with hope. “Can we send him to a transporter chamber here?”

Spock wiped away more dirt from another display. “We may have a chance, if I could read the inscriptions, but randomly redirecting power without knowing the consequences could be fatal to Mister Scott.”

Kirk waved his fist in the air, as if looking for a target to vent his frustration on. “I’ve never felt so helpless. If it was reversed and I was in there, Scotty would find a way to get me out.”

“Mister Scott’s expertise would be most valuable. However, he is in there, and we are out here,” commented Spock.

McCoy spun on his heel. “I think he just said that, Spock.”

“I realize I have failed to release Mister Scott, but I am doing the best I can under the current circumstances.”

Kirk’s face softened. He placed a hand on Spock’s shoulder. “I know that, Spock. There’s no one else I’d rather have here, now, to help me out.”

“Sorry, Spock,” McCoy offered. “It’s just that Scotty is a good friend to me.”

Spock nodded. “To all of us, Doctor.”

Just then, the hum changed pitch. Indicators jumped to maximum. The chamber reverberated for a moment, and then stopped. The humming plummeted to a whisper.

“What just happened?” Kirk demanded.

Spock checked his tricorder. “I believe Mister Scott was just sent to the next relay site.”

Kirk hung his head and slapped his hand against a panel, knocking some of the dust loose. “And we did nothing to stop it.”

Spock inspected the panel next to Kirk. “Captain, I think you may have just uncovered a very important key. This appears to be a chart of the relay stations. We should be able to transpose it upon our star charts and find where Mister Scott is headed.”

“Spock!” Kirk shouted. “I knew you could do it!”

Spock raised a cautious eyebrow. “I have done nothing yet, sir. If we can get to the next station before the transmission arrives, I might be able to figure out how to rescue Mister Scott.”

“How can we do that?” McCoy demanded. “It’s traveling as fast as we are.”

“Not exactly, Doctor,” Spock corrected. “By my calculations the transporter beam is traveling at warp factor five point eight—”

Kirk looked up from the display. “If we went maximum warp, we could get there before it does.”

Spock nodded agreement. “Precisely.”

Kirk opened his communicator. “Enterprise, three to beam up.”

When they got to the bridge, Uhura was waiting for them. “Mister Spock, the information you requested has arrived by subspace communication.”

“Thank you, Lieutenant.” Spock went to his station and downloaded the chart from the relay station. Within moments it was on the viewscreen. “This is the chart from the station.” Spock punched another button. A star chart was imposed over the relay map. “This shows its course.”

“The last station is in an uncharted region of the quadrant,” Kirk murmured.

“But the next one is not. We can arrive there in fourteen hours if we push the engines.”

“And that won’t give us any more time than the last station. Helm, lay in a course, maximum warp.” Spock raised an eyebrow, but said nothing. He turned and analyzed the data from Vulcan.

* * *

It took them ten hours to reach the next relay station. As with the last one they had visited, it was on a secluded, barren planet, devoid of life. As soon as the trio beamed down, they realized something was very wrong. The equipment was damaged. Part of the chamber had collapsed, smashing into the network of panels. Kirk and McCoy stood dumbfounded. Spock started scanning the remains with his tricorder.

McCoy was the first to break the trance. “Spock, tell me we can do something about this. Tell me we can save Scotty.”

Spock scanned the readout on his tricorder before answering. “There are several incoming molecular-transport receiver relays feeding into the final transporter transmitter—”

“Dammit, Spock!” growled McCoy. “Speak English!”

“I thought I was, Doctor,” replied Spock. “This relay station is like an old Earth railroad station. There are multiple tracks leading here, and one track leaving. The track Mister Scott is on is damaged. Since there is no way to switch him to another track, we will have to replace the damaged track with undamaged track; otherwise Mister Scott’s signature will derail, and he will be lost forever.”

“Can we do it?” asked Kirk

Spock nodded. “There is a ninety-eight point three percent probability of success.”

Kirk breathed a sigh of relief.

“However—”

“Spock!” moaned McCoy. “We don’t want to hear any ‘however’s!”

“We will not be able to route Mister Scott’s signal to the transporter pad.”

The growing hope drained away like sand from an hourglass.

“Why not?” Kirk asked.

“The transporter emitters are destroyed.” Spock said bluntly. “But I have learned enough from the data I received to decipher the rest of the controls to send him on to the final station. However—”

“Stop with the ‘however’s, Spock!” shouted McCoy.

“—I will need time to make repairs,” continued Spock.

“How much time?” Kirk asked.

“Unknown. Being able to read their hieroglyphs will help, and I have the readings from Mister Scott’s repairs to the spacecraft to aid me.”

“How soon until Scotty gets here?” McCoy asked.

“Three hours, thirty-one minutes, forty-two seconds.”

Kirk nodded with grim determination. “Let’s get to it.”

The three worked with clocklike precision, removing components from one panel and placing them in another. It was hard, dusty work in tight areas, but because they knew that a dear friend’s life was at stake, there were no complaints.

Three hours, fourteen minutes later, the work was done. The room was filled with a soft hum.

“All circuits are functioning,” Spock commented. “Mister Scott should arrive in seventeen minutes.”

Kirk nodded and sat down next to McCoy. “Tell me what else you learned about the creators of this mess.”

Spock gathered his thoughts for a moment. “It was recorded that there was a race called the Carthians. They were an imperial society that ruled by constant conquest. However, their boundaries grew too large for their troops to hold, so they started recruiting outside their region.”

“You mean they started shanghaiing people to do their grunt-work,” McCoy sneered.

“However you want to say it, they started adding to their ranks with alien races, people who didn’t hold the Carthians’ beliefs in conquest.”

“This sounds familiar,” Kirk said. “I think the Roman Empire tried to do the same thing.”

“With the same results,” agreed Spock. “The Carthians were overthrown in an uprising. Their empire fell into chaos. Nothing is known of their fate.” The pitch of the hum suddenly changed. Spock turned to the displays.

“The sensors have picked up the incoming transport,” Spock said. “Power is starting to build.”

Kirk stood up. “Spock, correct me if I’m wrong, but wouldn’t it stand to reason that the next station, the last station, is on the Carthians’ homeworld?”

“That region is uncharted, but I can only assume you are correct.”

Whatever Kirk was going to say next was forgotten as equipment that had been dormant for hundreds of years commenced its sequencing.

“The transport is coming in,” shouted Spock over the din. “The signature is stacking in memory.” The hum increased an octave. “The transmitter is resequencing the data.” The whine reached a deafening pitch, and then died.

“What happened?” asked McCoy. “Is everything all right?”

Spock placed his tricorder at his side. “Everything is fine, Doctor. Mister Scott is on the last leg of his journey.”

Kirk flipped open his communicator and nodded. “No matter what awaits him, let’s make sure we’re there for him. Three to beam up.”

* * *

The final transporter station was titanic. Hundreds of transporter receiver relays were arranged in an amphitheater facing skyward. When functioning, it had been a monument to the technological advancement of an empire. When the rebellion came, it was a symbol of slavery to be destroyed. Now, four hundred years later, it was an empty, crumbling ruin.

Rivulets of sweat dripped down the despaired group’s faces. Kirk gritted his teeth as he leaned against a wall in fatigue. “All of them. All of them are smashed. All of them are ruined, useless.” Kirk looked to Spock for some sort of hope. “Spock, is there any way to repair just one of them?”

Spock was logically blunt. “Not in the time remaining.”

Kirk hung his head in defeat. “Then we lost. Scotty lost. After everything we’ve done, we failed.”

“Dammit, Jim!” McCoy blasted. “We can’t give up now! Scotty’s life depends on us.”

“You don’t think I know that,” Kirk spat. “Tell me what to do, and I’ll do it! But right now I don’t see any options.”

McCoy’s eyes blazed, but he said nothing. In a moment he turned away in frustration.

“Captain, I have a hypothesis,” Spock offered. “There may be a way.”

Kirk spun around. “What is it?” he demanded.

“With the data I have gathered we might be able to integrate the spacecraft’s modules to our own equipment.”

“I thought you said it couldn’t be done.”

“Circumstances have changed. I believe I can gather the signal with the navigational deflector and redirect it through the Carthian vessel’s circuits and into our systems.”

Kirk straightened with hope. “Is there time?”

“Since we have no other options, time is irrelevant.”

“You and your damn logic will be the death of us all, Spock,” McCoy shouted. “If there’s something we can do, then let’s not waste what little time we have.”

“I do not intend to waste time, Doctor,” Spock calmly replied. “I am already making the necessary calculations.”

McCoy’s expression changed from anger to expectation. “Then, what are we waiting for? Let’s get back to the Enterprise and start hooking the relay transporter thing to the integration module thing.”

Spock raised his eyebrows in surprise. “Doctor, perhaps you should leave the process to me.”

With the glimmer of hope Spock had given him, and the antics of McCoy, Kirk had to smile.

* * *

Kirk strode onto the bridge and sat in his chair as if it were a pincushion.

“Time remaining, Mister Sulu,” he asked.

Sulu checked the chronometer. “Sixteen minutes, sir.”

“Mister Chekov, plot a course to the coordinates directed by Mister Spock.”

Chekov nodded. “Course already laid in, sir.”

“Mister Sulu, take us in and hold her steady,” Kirk ordered. “We need to be in exact alignment with the transporter stream.”

Sulu nodded. “Aye, sir.”

Kirk softly hammered the arm of his chair solemnly. “It’s all up to Spock now.”

* * *

The transporter engineer watched Spock’s adjustments with a helpful eye. Adapting the circuitry of the Carthians’ equipment to the Federation transporter modules was taxing, even for Spock’s wealth of patience.

Each connection required redundant components, multiple terminations, and countless shunts and conductors. Any small error or defect could result in failure. Failure was not an option.

After hours of tedious work, Spock and the engineer stood before the transporter control panel. Preliminary checks proved satisfactory, but there would be no time for a full diagnostic. Time was up.

The transporter room doors opened as Doctor McCoy entered with his medical kit.

“If everything goes as it should, Doctor McCoy, your services will not be needed,” Spock commented.

“If everything went as it should have, we wouldn’t be here right now,” he replied dryly.

Spock raised his eyebrow and nodded. “You are correct, Doctor.”

McCoy gave a smug grin. “Of course.”

Spock hit the communications switch. “Captain, the transporter beam should arrive in three-point-two minutes.”

Kirk’s impatience flooded back over the speakers. “Think you could have cut it any closer, Spock?”

The remaining minutes ticked away like hours. Then indicators started lighting up. Spock opened the com channel to the bridge to allow Kirk, and the rest of the bridge crew, to hear what was happening.

“The transporter beam is approaching,” Spock droned. “Compensating for deflector angle—”

Whatever else Spock was saying was lost in the whine of electronic components screaming in overload. Sparks shot out from board after board as they failed under the strain. Then, as it had started, the whine diminished, only to be replaced with warning buzzers. Spock and the transporter engineer worked frantically.

“Spock!” Kirk’s voice shouted over the din. “What’s happening?”

Spock’s hands flew over the console as he tried to coax a little more life from the unit. “The molecular sequencers are failing!” he shouted back. “Switching to backup!”

The image of Scotty faintly appeared on the transporter pad, and then faded.

McCoy watched in horror, and then turned to Spock. “Spock, he’s dying! Do something!”

As if responding to McCoy’s demands, Spock shoved the slide switches forward. Then, as if a miracle had happened, Scotty materialized on the pad.

Scotty straightened up and looked around him in bewilderment and then frustration. “Mister Spock, ye dinna have to pull me away from the hangar. I had everything under control.”

McCoy tried to run his medical scanner over Scotty, but he shoved it away. “Doctor McCoy, I’m perfectly fine. Now, I have critical work to do, so send me back.”

McCoy glanced at Spock in disbelief. Spock returned the gaze with an upturned eyebrow. McCoy threw up his hands. “Do it, Spock, but send him back the way he came!” McCoy turned on his heel and stormed out of the room, only to be replaced by Captain Kirk.

“Scotty!” Kirk grabbed Scotty’s arms and shook him. “You had us scared to death!”

Scotty looked from Kirk to Spock and then to the transporter engineer, “Laddie, can ye tell me why they’ve all gone daft?”

Kirk started to laugh. In a moment the transporter engineer hid his face as he followed suit.

“What?” Scotty asked. “What’s so funny?”

* * *

Captain’s Log, supplemental. The Carthians’ spacecraft has been turned over to Starfleet for further study. We have resumed our mission, seeking out new life, new civilizations, hopefully not in the manner we just encountered. Kirk out.


Assignment: One

Kevin Lauderdale

The swirling blue smoke opened like a miniature wormhole, and Gary Seven stepped out of it into his office.

“Report,” Seven demanded, as the door to his teleportation chamber—a steel-reinforced safe—closed behind him and shelves of vintage 1960s barware slid in to conceal it. He had maintained many bases of operations over the years, but he always came back to this, his first one. He had not changed the office’s furnishings since his arrival, more than three decades before, no matter how much Roberta had complained. He liked the orange shag rug, the abstract art, and the vaguely Asian design to the tables specifically because they were so different from the aesthetic sense of the world where he had been raised.

“Probability of events now set at ninety-two percent,” replied the computer in a brisk tone as it swung out from its hiding place behind a bookshelf.

Seven nodded gravely. Earlier that morning, the Gamma-3 computer, along with Seven’s own highly trained intelligence, had plotted the events with only an eighty-nine percent confidence rating. The FBI and FAA memos, the field reports of various governments (unread by anyone but him, he feared), and his own clandestine reconnaissance all added up to just one thing. Seven shook his head. No, it only adds up to that if you yourself are the result of an alien breeding and training program and you have a G-3 at your disposal. Realistically, he doubted that anyone else on Earth could have taken the shards of evidence and assembled anything coherent from them.

“Evidence,” said Seven, and the G-3 began to spell out the details of several bank transactions and driver’s license applications from months earlier that it had just identified as being related to the next day’s attacks. In and of themselves, they would not have set off any alarms. But when added to what Seven and the computer already knew . . . .

Seven walked over to a window and looked out. The view from the twelfth floor on East Sixty-eighth was outstanding. The first time he had looked down on the street and its people, he had not appreciated it. He had actually found it appalling that people could exist in such crowded, primitive conditions. It was only after years of living here that he had grown fond of the world, its people, and especially this city.

Eight million people lived in the five boroughs of New York, one and a half million in Manhattan alone. So many people, so many lives, Seven thought. He knew that it was fashionable to refer to Earth as being a “small planet.” People had been calling it “Spaceship Earth” since he had first arrived. By now Seven had seen most of the world, and to him it was huge. And its six billion people led very full, very individual lives. To him they were not masses or numbers. They woke up every morning, went about their days, and dreamed at night. They were what he fought for. He wouldn’t stop tomorrow’s events any more than he would have stopped the bombing of Pearl Harbor or Hiroshima. Things would get a lot worse before they got a lot better. But they would get better.

Roberta had certainly done her part for that. Over the years, the two of them had spoiled the plans of more than their share of would-be world conquerors and high-tech criminals.

But this was different.

Seven couldn’t blame his partner for retiring the year before. He had been selectively bred for the demands of his tasks, yet even he was starting to feel the toll on his body. Along with whiter hair and more wrinkles had come slower reflexes and a tendency to tire more easily. After a strenuous twenty-four straight hours spent racing around the globe to make sure that the Y2K changeover happened without a hitch, fifty-two-year-old Roberta had announced she was “giving up the whole enchilada.”

In a way, he was glad Roberta wasn’t there to share in this particular assignment. She might have tried to talk him into stopping the planes themselves. Saving thousands of lives rather than just one. It had always been hard to explain to her why, when their job was to stop things from going wrong, they occasionally had to allow them to go wrong. Sometimes Seven wasn’t sure himself.

It was one thing to sacrifice oneself—as Isis had done a few years earlier to protect him and Roberta from a madman threatening to release Ebola into Tokyo’s water supply—but quite another to sacrifice others to a higher good. Seven turned away from the window. He missed them both.

Glancing at the G-3’s monitor, Seven could see circles of probability, graphic representations of the computer’s statistical analysis, radiating like the proverbial ripples in a lake after a stone has been tossed into it. Tomorrow’s events were a turning point in the planet’s history. They were . . . Seven hesitated to consider them “necessary,” but they were decidedly “important.”

Seven thought of the people who would die or whose lives would be changed the next day as characters in a story that they were unaware was even being told. He wanted to tell the people of his adopted city that he was still looking out for them, even though it might not seem like it. He really would do everything he could for them: he was their supervisor. Not that that thought alone would help them or their families.

Seven looked out the window again and down to the teeming population. Earth was his protectorate; his life was devoted to looking after it. The Eugenics Wars weren’t even a decade in the past. There would be more wars to come. And diseases. And natural disasters. It would be a long time before Earth made contact with intelligent life from other worlds.

Seven’s director at the Aegis had told him a few things about Earth’s future when he had been permanently reassigned here, replacing Supervisors 201 and 347. He knew that, eventually, Earth and Vulcan would form an alliance. He also knew that there would be a devastating nuclear war, though he had been told that it would occur after his tour of duty. (Seven’s job was just to make sure humanity survived long enough to be able to pull itself together after that happened. He did not relish the task of the supervisor who had to let that happen—or, rather, ensure it happened.) And he had been told to watch several people especially.

How the directors knew these things, Seven did not know. He himself was, after all, merely human. Perhaps the directors could see into the future. Or were from the future. Or perhaps they and their computers were just better at predicting.

Shaun Geoffrey Christopher was one of Seven’s cases. He was a scientist and astronaut. Why Seven was supposed to protect him above, for example, the three Russian and seven American astronauts who had died since his arrival in 1968, he did not know. Though, as he followed Christopher’s career, Seven suspected that the young man would soon be traveling farther than Earth’s orbit.

Christopher was currently in Boston attending a conference on microgravity materials science. He was scheduled to return to Los Angeles the next day and continue on to Edwards Air Force Base, where he was stationed.

The G-3 had already located his hotel and room number. But Seven couldn’t just kidnap Christopher tonight and hold him for a day. Seven’s mandate was to do things as clandestinely as possible, leaving as little effect on individuals as possible. No, the best solution was to transport in and then just put Christopher to sleep for a while. All he had to do was make the astronaut miss his flight.

Seven lay down on one of the low, sloping couches he favored and began to plan his next day’s actions. Christopher would have to be at the airport one hour before his 7:49 a.m. flight. Subtract another hour to travel to the airport, and that meant he would probably be leaving his room between 5:30 and 6:00. Seven estimated that he would have to visit Christopher’s room at around 5:00. He would set his servo’s immobilizer at maximum, and Christopher would be knocked out for a couple of hours. He would “oversleep” right through his plane’s takeoff. Checkout wasn’t until 11 a.m.; no one would miss him, nor come looking for him, until it was too late . . . and Christopher would be safe.

The G-3 beeped and said, “Information update.”

“Report,” said Seven.

“Probability of events now set at ninety-seven percent.”

* * *

The blue fog of his transporter thinned, and Seven appeared on the fourteenth floor of the hotel. He looked both ways. There was no one else in the hallway. Why would there be, at this time of the morning? Though his transporter always placed him in as large an empty space as was practical, Seven never knew exactly where the device would deliver him. It was like the thing had a mind of its own. He was pleased to find himself only a few steps from room 1405.

Seven removed his silver, pen-shaped servo and activated it, releasing two tiny antennae from its sides. Carefully bringing the device down to the door’s lock, he twisted the servo’s lower half. The door popped open, and Seven quickly slid in, closing it behind him.

Seven had been bred for, among other things, excellent eyesight; his eyes instantly adapted to the darkened room.

The bed was a mess and there were towels on the bathroom floor. The closet doors were wide open, but there were no clothes hanging inside. There were no suitcases or garment bags anywhere.

Christopher had already left.

* * *

Shaun looked at his watch. The lady at his hotel’s front desk had been right. With the “Big Dig”—the mammoth turnpike extension that Boston was working on—the traffic was worse than ever. He was glad he had taken her advice and left a full three and a half hours before his flight. As it was, he had just arrived “on time”: one hour before his flight.

He put his laptop computer on the X-ray machine’s conveyor belt and slowly stepped through the metal detector. This time the metals on his uniform didn’t set off a round of alarms—which they sometimes did, depending on the airport.

He picked up his computer and headed for a stand selling giant pretzels.

“Lieutenant Colonel Christopher, isn’t it?”

Shaun turned. The speaker was an older man. About his father’s age, Shaun guessed, and with the same broad shoulders and tall, straight stance. He wore a simple, dark suit. Shaun didn’t think he knew him. Was he someone from the conference? He met so many people at those things.

“Look,” said Shaun, “I’m sorry, but I’ve got—”

The man pulled a photo ID out of his jacket pocket: Colonel Gary Seven, NASA. “It’s about your next mission.”

“Mission?” Shaun knew he was on the fast track for the Mars mission. Maybe even the Saturn project—unless Roykirk and his buddies convinced Congress that robot missions were the way to go for the in-system planets as well.

“Come with me. It’s not far, and it won’t take long.”

Shaun looked at his watch. What the heck? He was always happy to make time for NASA, and he was better off without the pretzel’s calories anyway. Seven led him around the corner, and they were soon facing a door with the stylized image of a mother and baby embossed on it.

“The child-care station?” asked Shaun.

“It will have to do. I don’t think we want to have this conversation surrounded by software marketers in the Ambassadors Club.”

Shaun nodded. There was a number pad next to the doorknob. He looked at Seven expectantly.

“Hmm,” said Seven, pointing over Shaun’s shoulder and through the plate-glass window behind him to the tarmac. “Is that an SR-71?”

Shaun spun around. “A Blackbird! Where?” He hadn’t seen an SR-71 in a long time. Hadn’t they retired them all a few years back? Their black, sleek frames were the coolest-looking planes ever.

“Just to the right there.”

Shaun craned his neck. “I don’t see—”

There was a click and the sound of a door opening. Shaun turned to see Seven holding the door open for him.

“Must be here for an air show or something,” Seven said, gesturing for Shaun to enter.

The room was cramped. There was a sink, a fold-down diaper-changing table set into the wall, two chairs and a table for adults to sit at, and a knee-high plastic castle. Shaun and his wife, Debbie, had one of those castles at home for their three-year-old daughter.

Shaun slid into a chair, and Seven closed the door. “Can I see your ID again?” asked Shaun. He wondered why the colonel wasn’t in uniform.

“Certainly,” said Seven, reaching into his pocket and handing Shaun the plastic card.

The image was certainly Seven’s, and the NASA hologram logo looked authentic. Shaun turned the card over. The magnetic stripe on the back even showed signs of wear. Fakes were usually pristine.

“Fine,” said Shaun, returning the ID.

Seven pulled out a silver pen and said, “I’ll just need to take a few notes.” He flipped the pen with his fingers, and Shaun felt very happy and relaxed. Yes, he could use some sleep . . . .

* * *

Shaun slowly became aware of the pain in his right side. It was a dull pain, but it grew, and that was what finally woke him. Discomfort aside, he felt remarkably well-rested and refreshed. He opened his eyes and stretched.

He was alone in the child-care station. The pain in his side turned out to be one of the plastic castle’s towers. Shaun had slid off his chair and was now propped up against the thing. He was alone.

Shaun remembered . . . what? Colonel Gary Seven of NASA, something about a mission, and coming into this little room.

Shaun climbed back up onto his chair. No, there was something else. Seven had taken out his pen to take notes . . . .

Shaun shook his head. That was all; he didn’t remember anything after that. Where had Seven gone? Shaun hoped he hadn’t left to find medical help. He sure didn’t need an unexplainable blackout on his record. That was the sort of thing that could ground him for the rest of his career.

Sean’s laptop was still on the table. At least Seven wasn’t a thief.

“Well,” muttered Shaun, “there’s no point just sitting here.” He grabbed his computer, opened the door, and stepped outside. The waiting area was a lot brighter than he remembered it being when he had arrived. As he walked, he noticed that sunlight was now pouring in through the huge observation windows. Shaun checked his watch. It was almost 9:30. He’d been asleep for two hours. He’d missed his flight!

Shaun sighed, thinking that he’d better go over to the gate and see if he could get on the next plane out. Then he’d call Colonel Barquero back at Edwards . . . .

Shaun noticed a large crowd standing facing a TV monitor tuned to CNN. It was showing the World Trade Center in New York City. Smoke was coming out of one of the towers. Shaun heard something about a plane crash. Whoa. Some accident. He recalled that in the 1940s a plane had once crashed into the Empire State Building. A dozen or so people had died.

His cell phone rang. He pulled it out of his jacket and flipped it open. The screen read HOME. It would be 6:30 back home in Mojave. Debbie and the kids were up early, as usual.

“Hi,” said Shaun.

“Oh my God! Shaun! Where are you?! What’s going on?!” Shaun could hear panic in Debbie’s voice and was shocked. Debbie never panicked.

“Huh? No, I’m still at Logan. I was . . . ” On the monitor, Shaun noticed that the lower part of the screen had an overlay reading RE-BROADCAST. Then he saw another plane crash into the second tower.

Unbidden, his mind flew into action.
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