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As Harmony Ewells arrived at the launch station with her mother and father, she

sadly waved good-bye to her older brother Jason. The family was taking a holiday

vacation to the elegant Orion Resort on distant Pluto. Jason, who was attending the

Academy, could not accompany them as a result of his extensive final exam schedule.

Just before they parted Jason revealed a beautifully wrapped package and handed it to his

sister.

"I was planning on giving you this as a welcome home present, but 1 guess you

can have it now. You can open it during the flight. Now cheer up kiddo.. .1'11 see ya in a

couple weeks."

Harmony smiled and gave her brother a hug. The automated voice of the loud

speaker announced the final boarding of their flight and the family hurried into the

station.

* * *

The boarding of the shuttle continued as scheduled and the passengers casually

stored their belongings before taking their seats. It was a full flight, being the holiday

season, and all fifty-seven passengers had arrived. Harmony sat down and immediately

attacked the brightly colored wrapping paper of her brother's gift.

"Not now honey," said Mr. Ewells. "Wait until we take off."

Harmony pouted for a moment, and then reluctantly obeyed her father's request.

Her sulking didn't last long though. Within just a few moments she was curiously exploring the shuttle an_ her fellow passengers. Among them, seated just in front of the

Ewells family was a young couple from Detroit.

Harmony peeked around the seat and introduced herself. "Hi, I'm Harmony

Ewells! I am six and a half years old!"

The young woman giggled. "Well hello Harmony Ewells. I'm Lana Ford and

this is my boyfriend, I mean fiance, Bryan." She smiled and gave Bryan a little kiss.

"It's a pleasure to meet you Harmony," said Bryan as he extended his hand to the

little girl.

Before she hand time to shake the gentleman's hand the captain came over the

loud speaker. "We are preparing to take off. Please stowaway all loose articles, return

to your seats, and lower your safety restraints."

* * *

Captain Lyndsey Whitman went through the final items of her preflight checklist.

Usually her co-pilot would also be completing this procedure, but John had injured his

wrist at the Health Center only hours before the flight. There was no cause for alarm in

this situation, however. Co-pilots were merely an added precaution. Besides, the flight

had been achieved hundreds of times prior to this December 2042 mission.

"Boston Tower, this is HOTOL Flight 597. We are ready for take-off," radioed

Captain Whitman.

"Roger that Flight 597, you are cleared on runway Alpha Six. Have a pleasant

flight. "

And with that Captain Whitman engaged the jet engines. The shuttle screeched

down the runway until it gradually left the ground. It climbed higher and higher into the

pale blue sky. Captain Whitman consulted her instruments; everything seemed to be

online and functioning perfectly. At one hundred kilometers she activated the shuttle's

rocket engines and the craft blasted beyond Earth's orbit. Captain Whitman informed the

passengers that they could remove their safety restraints. From that point on it would be

smooth sailing.

* * *

"Daddy, can I open my present now? Pleeeease," Harmony begged.

Her father allowed her to indulge her curiosity and she began to tear frantically at

the shimmering gold paper. She reached the box and tore off the lid. Her eyes gazed

upon the most beautiful rag doll she had ever seen. The doll's baby blue eyes looked

back up at Harmony's and it's auburn hair hung down upon a petite violet dress.

"Oh my god! Mommy look, isn't she pretty? I'm gonna call her Katie/,

Harmony exclaimed.

"Oh my, she's absolutely adorable. Harold look," said Harmony's mother.

"Yes, Victoria. It's very nice indeed," responded her husband. "Harmony, you

be sure to contact your brother and thank him as soon as we get to the hotel."

Harmony wasn't paying any attention to her father. She was instantly bouncing

around the shuttle showing off her new doll. She quickly turned to the seat behind her

own in order to display the new toy, however she was met with a disapproving scowl.

The passenger she had attempted to share her gift with was a towering gray-haired man.

His name was Colonel Dick Meddley, a recently retired U.S. Air Force pilot. The

colonel glared down at Harmony and she immediately turned around to show Lana and

Bryan instead. Just then, the shuttle cabin lights went black and the roar of the rockets

engines was silenced.

* * *

Captain Whitman spoke into the loud speaker. It too was malfunctioning, so she

exited the cockpit in order to speak to the passengers. The last thing she needed was a

panic to complicate an already complicated situation. Therefore, Captain Whitman spoke

calmly and rationally in hopes of keeping them calm:

"Ladies and gentlemen, we are currently experiencing some technical difficulties.

In just a moment I will attempt to discover the problem, so that me may continue shortly.

I assure you that you are all quite safe, so please remain calm."

Captain Whitman's words obviously had little effect on the passengers huddled

nervously in the dark. As she walked to the rear of the shuttle she heard the murmurs of

anxious passengers and even a little sob from a little girl, Harmony Ewells, who sat

clenching her new doll.

The captain reached the rear control panel of the shuttle. Everything seemed to be

in order there. She then realized that she was going to have to get outside the shuttle if

she was to determine the problem. She slowly and reluctantly began walking to the front

of the cabin to deliver the unfortunate news.

"Ladies and gentlemen," she spoke solemnly. "I'm afraid that at this time I have

been unable to determine the problem. Therefore, I have decided to exit the shuttle and

inspect the equipment personally."

A rush of panic swept through the shuttle as the captain again walked to the rear

of the shuttle. There she entered the key code into the Ready Room door, entered, and

sealed the door behind her. Captain Whitman carefully changed into her sealed spacesuit

piece by piece. She anxiously prepared to exit the safety of the shuttle; this would be

here first expedition in actual space and she fumbled while gathering her tools and

equipment. Finally she was ready. She decompressed the chamber and opened the

emergency hatch.

The captain floated out of the shuttle and instantly began scanning the surface of

the ship. Again, everything appeared to be in order. She decided it must be a failure in

the electrical panel. She drifted to the front quarter panel of the shuttle where the

electrical system was centered.

Captain Whitman removed the panel and was instantly confronted by sparks and

clouds of smoke. Repairing this was going to be quite a task, but she was sure she could

do it. She began tinkering away, rerouting wires and replacing circuits. The passengers

could just barely make out the captain through the shuttles viewing panels, yet they

watched intently.

Finally, after three hours of diligent labor, Captain Whitman had completed the

task. She closed the panel and flipped the switch to reset the system. But as she did the

entire panel shorted and exploded in her face. There was no time do evade the blast. She

was totally helpless as she drifted deep into space.

The passengers gasped in unison, then fell silent. None of them could believe

what they had just witnessed. Just when they thought their problems were solved they

lost their captain, the sole member of the crew. As the situation began to formulate more

clearly in their minds, the passengers began questioning each as to what was going to

happen next.

Bryan stood up and announced, "We need to do something! We have to try to get

home, somehow."

"We're safer just waiting for help," protested Harold Ewells.. "How are we

supposed to get ourselves home anyway? No one here knows anything about this

shuttle. "

A deep voice pierced the darkness from behind the two men: "I do." It was the

retired Air Force pilot, Colonel Meddley. He rose slowly and made his way toward the

cockpit.

"Hey wait a minute!" shouted Bryan. "Who died and left you in charge?"

The colonel swiftly turned and glared at the young man. "The pilot. Now sit

down and shut up! I'm saving your life, boy."

Bryan shrank timidly into his seat and Colonel Meddley continued into the

cockpit. The colonel strained to inspect the dials and instruments in the dim cockpit. He

had never flown anything quite this complex for the Air Force, but he was supremely

confident in his abilities. A crowd had gathered around the door to watch his every

move. After a few short moments he reached up and flipped an assortment of switches.

He sat back, lowered his safety restraint, and took a deep breath.

"Everyone go sit down. I'm gonna see if she'll start back up," Colonel Meddley

commanded. It was clear he was used to giving orders.

The other passengers did as they were told and the crude man was left to his

work. He switched the ignition on and waited. Seconds later a loud rumble echoed

through the shuttle. A horrendous boom and blinding flash of light followed.

* * *

As the dust and debris scattered into oblivion Harmony's new doll, scorched and

tom, drifted helplessly into the vast emptiness of space.
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