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It all began with two om nous and unrel ated noises. The first one interrupted
nmy sunmer vacation. The second one changed ny life.

The wheel of ny ten-year-old Ford Explorer shimmed as | crossed a snall
bridge on Interstate 75, right outside Sarasota. An om nous thunping noise
punct uat ed t he novenent.

The source, | figured quickly, was a balding tire | couldn't afford to replace
on ny mneager teacher's salary.

Now |'d have to scrounge up a tow fee as well.

"Ch great," | said. Wll, not really. | said sonething a | ot stronger than 'oh
great'. But after nine nonths of correcting profanity in ny students, ny brain
was still in the self-edit node.

| pulled over to the shoul der and got out of the car. One of ny high heels

i medi ately sank in the soft ground. | stood there, yanking on ny shoe,
sweating in ny best sumrer dress, and surveyed the deserted hi ghway for any
signs of hel p. Abandoned orange groves bordered both sides of the road. The
nearest gas station was at |east twenty niles back. The only thing working in
my favor, | thought as nmy shoe finally came unstuck, was that it wasn't

raini ng.

Then, as if reading ny thoughts, the sky darkened overhead. And a second

om nous noi se buzzed behind ne. | knew that |ightning made your skin prickle,
but did thunderstornms al so crackle on approach? | whirled around, hoping | had
enough tinme to dash back into nmy car. | wasn't dressed for rain.

A man and a woman wearing identical gray pajamas stepped out of the air
bet ween ne and the orange grove. They sal uted.

| definitely wasn't dressed in a manner that woul d cause anyone to salute ne.
But salute ne they did.

Real | y.

"Captain, sorry for the delay." The man was tall, with broad shoul ders and
short brown hair framing a | ean face. He | ooked like he could be a lifeguard
on Lido Beach. Not a guy in gray paj amas who just appeared out of nowhere in
an orange grove. "It took us a while to find you."

"To find me? You're here to fix my flat tire?" | wanted to focus on the tire
i nstead of the fact that they'd just materialized out of thin air.

"Your tire?" the woman asked. She had long dark hair pulled to one side in a
thick braid. And interesting bright blue skin.

Real ly. Bright Dbl ue.
"W have no request to reclaimany mechanical units, Captain," the blue

ski nned woman said. "The recall-to-duty order specifically states only
yoursel f."



Recall to duty? I'ma schoolteacher. Thirty-one years old. Never been in the
mlitary. Had no intention of enlisting now.

"I think you' ve got the wong person." | backed up a step. Make that two.

Lady Blue turned to Tall Guy. "She doesn't remenber. The neural nenory | ock
didn't dissolve on schedule."

The only thing on nmy schedul e was a student's graduation party. | was on ny
way to be part of the celebration when the tire blew 1 glanced quickly over
nmy shoul der. My car was about five feet behind me. C ose enough for nme to junp
in and peel off down the road, flat or no flat.

Tall Quy raised his hand to a netallic badge on the front of his pajamas.
"Away Teamto bridge. W have a problem"”

"Solve it on board," cane the disenbodied reply.
"Acknow edged. Three to beam up."
Beam up? | didn't even know anyone named Scotty.

My vision suddenly hazed and | heard that odd buzzing noi se again. Then the
orange grove turned white and glittery. And di sappeared.

When the sparkling fog cleared fromny eyes, a group straight out of a casting
call for a Star Trek production stood before nme. | blinked and | ooked at Lady
Bl ue, who had ne firmy by the el bow.

"Holy shit," | said. | really did.
"This way, Captain.”

This way turned out to be a long roomwi th an oval conference table in the
center. Eight chairs. | was none too gently guided to a high-backed one at the
far end. Sonething stung ny right arm A nman in a |lab coat held a fat silver
cylinder just bel ow ny shoul der. "Hey! Just what the hell do you—*

My words halted when | saw the wi ndows behind him Floor to ceiling. Eight of
them And through the wi ndows, the same kind of deep space starfield that |
had on nmy computer screensaver.

"Captain." Tall Quy slid into the seat cater-cornered to mne. "W don't have
alot of time. | need to bring you up to date." He touched the center of the
tabl e and a translucent screen blinked into the air between us.

"The T Kral broke the peace treaty and took over NeKafrin Station. Wich, as
you know, means they now control the NeKafrin junp gate. Sector Ten is
stranded." He pointed to some squiggles on the screen. "As are the First and
Fourth Fleet. That |eaves only us and Second in a position to defend the
guadrant . "

Sonewhere in the mddle of his earnest recitation | decided this nust be a
dream | was |lying on the roadside, unconscious from heat exposure. | wasn't
really here in this roomwith all of outer space on one side and a tall nman
wearing a gray pajanma-junpsuit on the other

M ght as well play along and have fun until | woke up. "Doesn't sound I|ike
anything we can't handle."



He seened to take nmy comment as encouragenent. "Agreed. But Second's at
Lari k-Five, dealing with an insurrection attenpt. We're nmuch closer to
NeKafrin. At the nonent, the T Kral situation is up to us."

| looked fromTall Guy to Lady Blue and then around the room at three others
who had come in during our discussion. Al in gray pajamas. Flightsuits. | put
on ny ‘concerned captain' face and nodded in what | hoped was a good Captain
Kat hyrn Janeway inmtation. O was it Kirk? O Picard?

"Recomrendati ons?" | asked Tall Guy. In my next dream|'d renmenber to add
nanet ags.

He tapped the screen twice. It changed. "The Chief and | have cone up with a
pl an that shoul d weaken the T Kral until Second can join."

| studied the Iines and squiggles and dots nade to look like little ships.
Looked good to nme. | pinned Tall GQuy squarely with ny eyes. "Mike it so."

Corralling the T'Kral invaders wasn't as difficult as | expected. But then
this was ny dream And | was a teacher, so it was only fitting ny Fleet
captains were well trained. They responded with flaw ess synchroni zati on and
flashes of brilliance as we burst on the scene fromthree different angles. |
renenbered a couple of battle sequences fromone of the "Star Wars" novi es and
repeated themto Tall Guy and ny bl ue-ski nned Chief.

They worked. Two T Kral mega battle cruisers bit the dust, though their demni se
was a bit anticlimactic. Nothing |ike the special effects pyrotechnics I'd
seen in the novies. 1'd have to remenber to add those, too, in ny next dream

Second Fl eet showed up when nore than half of the T Kral invaders were |inmping
or deci mated. Those that could, left in a hurry. Those that couldn't were
taken prisoner. It was pretty nuch the sane routine | w tnessed when | had
cafeteria nonitor duty at school every Thursday. Rowdy ki ds scattered whenever
t he principal and Coach Miurphy showed up. Piece of cake.

W reconvened in the conference room Ready room Tall Guy corrected nme, sotto
voce. But he was grinning too widely to be nuch disturbed by ny slip-up. Chief
Blue and the rest of ny command staff stood at attention until | sat down,
tuggi ng at the short hem of ny summer dress. My feet were killing nme. Next
dream sneakers.

"Well done, |adies, gentleman and— A thin scaly-skinned person at the far end
of the table nodded its snout at ne. Snake? Lizard? \Watever. "—and friends,"

I concluded. "Now, if you all don't mind, 1'd really like to wake up and get
back to ny life. | was supposed to be at a graduation party in Tanpa,"
gl anced at ny watch, "eight hours ago. Cbviously, I'mlate."

The guy in the I ab coat waved a translucent pad in front of ny face. "The
neural lock," he said to Tall Guy. "It's still in place. The hypospray didn't
dissolve it."

"That's inpossible!" Tall Guy sounded angry. "She just directed a decisive
canpai gn against the T Kral ."

"Yes, | know, Commander. But the ‘she' who did so is not yet the 'she' who is
Captain Stafford. And your wife."

| kind of figured nmy dream would know who | was: Cayci, as in
Acaci a-but-1-don't-use-it, Stafford. But wife? Not that Tall Guy coul dn't



qualify as the man of ny dreams. He could, with that |ean, handsone face and
to-die-for broad shoul ders. Maybe in ny next dreaml'd call himTall And
Corgeous. 'Tag' for short.

He was staring at me. Nice brown eyes. "You really don't renenber nme?" He
grabbed my hand and squeezed it rather affectionately. Then his thunb traced
my fingers in a decidedly sensual and suggestive fashion

Real | y.

Lab Coat waved the pad in ny face again. "No, she doesn't."

| slanted hima withering glance. If I'd wanted himto answer for me, |
woul d' ve told him

"It's only a dream" | told Tag, deciding the nanme fit himright now
"Tormorrow night 1'Il renenber you and we'll spend the rest of nmy summer
vacation on, oh, | don't know. " | grabbed the first junble of letters in ny
mnd. "Zenara. We'll go sailing."

"W went sailing on Zenara three years ago."

So what, we can't go again? was on the tip of nmy tongue but it never made it
out of ny nmouth. Because ny brain interfered. Cayci, nmy brain said, either one
of two things is happening here. Either you' ve totally lost control of this
dream

O it's not a dream

| reached under the table as discreetly as |I could and pinched nmy |leg. Hard.
Really hard. | twitched. It hurt |ike hell

"This isn't a dream is it?" | asked Tag softly.

He shook his head, his nouth pursed into a wy snmle. "Nope. This is real
Ve

A shaft of light shot up in front of me. It was that screen thing. It showed
me the frowning face of one of ny bridge officers. "Captain Stafford, we've
pi cked up a distress signal fromthe Cel ai nian Royal Convoy. They're under
attack!"

Tag stood. | stood. | beat himto the door of the bridge only because I'd
ki cked off my heels and ran in nmy stocking feet.

"Are we in range?" | asked the frowning officer who stepped to ny side as |
strode towards ny chair.

"Affirmative, Captain. W could be at their coordinates in forty-five mnutes
if we push it to warp eight."

"Warp factor eight it is, Mster—=

Dam it! | have to renmenber nane tags next dream | pivoted towards a young
worman seated at a console in front of the bridge. "Helm plot an intercept
course."

"Course already set, Captain."

Efficient. Very efficient. The teachers' wunion could | earn something from



these guys. | sat, crossed ny | egs and tugged down the hem of ny dress.

Tag took the chair next to mine, swng his arnrest controls into position. |
did the sane.

W exchanged quick sniles. The rescue of the Cel ai ni an Royal Convoy awaited
us. | raised ny right hand, accentuated ny conmand with a flick of ny index
finger in my best Jean-Luc Picard imtation

"Engage! "

| had a feeling I'd be saying that a lot until school started again.

But not next year. Next summer vacation, |'mgoing sailing on Zenara.

Wth Tag.



