
        
            
                
            
        

    
	When Zola receives an authentic looking envelope and letter with an invitation to The White House, she thinks it’s junk mail...

	 

	 

	Much to the surprise of Zola Montgomery, the president has invited her to a meeting about a job offer. Job offer? She has no intention of leaving her present position, but one could not refuse a presidential request...

	At the meeting, the president reveals his plans for Earth to send a spaceship and a special team he dubbed SET, Stardust Emergency Taskforce, to deal with emergencies that crop up on other planets. She is chosen to head the medical trauma team—a team she has to pull together on very short notice. The offer was too tempting to refuse.

	Never in her wildest dreams could she have guessed her reactions to meeting Clarke Johnson—a mysterious surgeon she had selected for her team. A man she has trouble resisting even if he is a strange individual...
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	Zola emptied her mailbox. She only checked it once a week because no one used snail mail anymore. Well, except the very elderly who had never become accustomed to the digital age. She sometimes wondered how they paid their bills because all bills were now sent online via email and automatically paid with just a click, or by logging in to one’s bank account on computer or other digital device. Maybe their kids or grandkids helped them. The only items that came via the postman for her were flyers, advertising, just stuff that was fuel for her fireplace. Mm, how would she ever get her kindling going when there was no more paper?

	She had been lucky enough to find an apartment with a wood-burning fireplace. They were rare in New York. More than likely, it wouldn’t be too many years until wood-burning fireplaces were completely outlawed. Email and electronic payments had become all too convenient. Even legal documents were signed online now and sent back electronically. But if she didn’t empty her mailbox regularly, it would still get overstuffed. She was often amazed at the number of flyers and advertising that still arrived on paper. But it probably wouldn’t be too long when they would soon dwindle, too, and the world would move to completely paperless. Even bookstores had become a rarity, digital readers now being the norm. Paperback and hardcover books were now highly coveted antiques and sold for astronomical prices. The ever-popular print-on-demand that had been available for quite a few years had stopped, too. It was all about saving the trees, the Amazon’s dwindling rain forests.

	She dragged her tired legs and feet into the elevator. After a multi-car accident that day and being in surgery for twelve hours operating on several of the victims with hardly a break, she was absolutely exhausted. It stopped on the top floor. Taking her keys out of her pocket, she opened the door to her apartment, and after closing it behind her, she leaned against it for a minute. She let out a long sigh. Though she was dog-tired, she was also happy and thankful that she had saved lives that day.

	Forcing her aching back away from the door, she kicked off her shoes, took her coat off, and hung it on the hook, then went into the kitchen and threw her purse and the stack of garbage mail on the counter. Coffee... No, a glass of wine. She wasn’t on call until the next day so she could treat herself. Taking the wine out of the fridge, she grabbed a wineglass and filled it. As an afterthought, she gathered the junk mail and went to the living room.

	Tossing the pile of flyers on the coffee table, she sat on the couch and pulled her legs up onto it. It was time to relax and try to put the day behind her. After taking a few sips of her wine, she leaned back and closed her eyes. She loved her job. More than loved it, she lived it. There was no time for a personal life, for parties, or going out. And she really didn’t care because she had no interest in a social life. Her only interests and goals were in saving lives, to make people whole again.

	According to the other surgeons and staff, she was obsessed, often working when she didn’t have to. Driven. But no one knew what had triggered her obsession.

	Twenty-three years ago, when Zola was just six, she had been going on vacation with her parents and two older siblings. Late evening, their first night on the road, a semi-trailer lost control. The accident had involved eight other vehicles and theirs... In her mind, she could still hear and see the panic, the paramedics arriving, the police, a large machine which she later learned was called the jaws of life. Then she’d seen the mangled bodies being removed from the wreckage, and no one had taken notice of the little girl sitting on the embankment in the dark, watching it all. She had been flung from the vehicle and suffered minor cuts and bruises. But before the police had noticed her, she had seen far too much.

	She could never remember how she got to the embankment. Had she been flung that far, or had she rolled out of the car, then run to the side of the highway? Had someone pulled her out? It didn’t really matter. Seeing her parents rushed off in an ambulance, her bloodied siblings zipped into body bags had traumatized her. She hadn’t spoken for nearly a year after that, the experience and images haunting her and causing night terrors.

	They had placed her in foster care, and she had undergone therapy for what seemed a long time. When she finally spoke, the therapist hadn’t told her much. Only that her family had gone to Heaven. It wasn’t until she was a teenager and began to ask a lot of questions that she found out what really happened. Her siblings had been killed on impact. Her parents had still been alive upon arrival at the trauma center but hadn’t made it through surgery. It was then that, slowly but surely, the seed began to sprout that she wanted to become a trauma surgeon and save lives.

	She’d worked harder than ever to get through school faster. And she’d reached her goal. She’d gone to med school, completed her internship and residency in record time. Now she was twenty-nine and a fully-fledged trauma surgeon at one of the best hospitals in the city.

	Her phone rang, startling her, and she almost dropped her glass of wine. Setting it on the table, she dug her mobile out of her pocket. “Zola Montgomery.”

	“Doctor Montgomery, this is Amy Johnson. Jason Fedweiler is running a fever.”

	Amy was one of the nurses working in post-operative care. Though Zola wasn’t on call, she would always answer her phone in case there was an issue with one of her patients. Jason had suffered multiple injuries that she had repaired that day. “Amy, it is most probably atelectasis and will dissipate after a few days. Monitor him closely throughout the night, but if his temp increases, page Doctor Garcia who’s on duty tonight, and ask him to do an evaluation. I’ll check on Jason first thing in the morning.”

	“Thank you, Doctor.”

	Zola threw her phone on the coffee table and rifled through the flyers for the ones from the grocery store, the only ones that interested her. She was surprised to find a cream envelope among the mess. She picked it up and looked at the typed address. It was addressed to Doctor Zolanthia Marnia Montgomery, her full legal name. Weird... In the left top corner, it said The White House. Yeah, right. What would they come up with next? She sipped her wine and turned the envelope over. On the back, there was an impressive seal.

	“Mm, very realistic,” she muttered as she set her glass on the table and ripped the envelope open, not too patiently. She took out the sheet of paper inside and unfolded it. She glanced at it, then did another take. At the top was the same gold embossed seal that almost looked authentic. The scrawled signature claimed Julien. R. Wilson, and typed below it, President of the United States of America.

	“This is a stupid joke. It can’t be real,” Zola mumbled and scanned the letter again. “I’m to attend a meeting with President Wilson the day after tomorrow. Tuesday. What the hell?” She crumpled the letter into a ball and tossed it into the fireplace. The seal might have looked real, but it had to be some kind of prank. Whoever had sent out these letters had gone to a lot of trouble Googling for people’s full legal names and then recreating the seal and letterhead and even the president’s signature. She glanced through the flyers, didn’t see anything of interest, crumpled them into balls, and they followed the letter.

	For a moment, she considered starting a fire but decided against it. She’d save the wood for when it got really cold, and it being November, it wouldn’t be long from now. When she’d walked home, she felt the temperature sinking and knew it would freeze that night. After drinking the rest of her wine, she showered, washed her long black hair, and went to bed.

	 

	Her pager woke her. Its persistent beeping pulled her out of a deep sleep. Groggily she looked at the alarm clock. It was just before seven a.m., almost time to get up anyway. She quickly called the hospital. Thanks to icy conditions, there had been another multi-vehicle pileup. When would people learn how to drive when the roads were icy? Winter was fast approaching, and soon it would snow.

	She braided her hair, put on a clean bodysuit, her boots, grabbed her coat, gloves, and purse, and headed out. Her apartment wasn’t far from the hospital, but she would have to walk with care to avoid icy patches.

	 

	Four and a half hours later, in the OR, she told her assistant, “She’s lucky to have an accessory spleen. Close her up. She’s good to go.” She had just finished removing a torn spleen and repaired the damaged liver of a nine-year-old girl.

	Shrugging on her white lab coat, she hurried to post-operative care to check on Jason. Zola was about to step into the elevator when John Hopkins, Chief of Staff, stopped her.

	“Zola, wait.”

	She raised her brows. “What’s up, Chief?”

	“Ready for your meeting tomorrow? Don’t forget to call me and let me know your decision.”

	“Huh? What are you talking about?”

	Surprise registered on his face. “You should have received a letter from the president. Didn’t you get it?”

	Zola’s heart sped up a little. The letter had not been a prank? “I got a letter, but I thought it was junk. Some stupid hoax.”

	“Did you read it?”

	“It kind of looked authentic, so I did open it, glanced briefly at the letter, then tossed it. I thought it was a stupid prank.”

	“When you go home today, I suggest you retrieve it and read it.”

	“Chief, besides the meeting, what else does the letter say? Do you—” Before she could ask more questions, she was interrupted by his pager going off.

	He looked at it. “I booked you off tomorrow. I don’t want to lose you, but it’s the opportunity of a lifetime. Have to run. Good luck.”

	Nonplussed, Zola gazed after him, shook her head, and punched the elevator button again. The opportunity of a lifetime?

	Jason was doing fine. He had no temperature and could soon be moved to a regular room. Satisfied with his condition, Zola went to the washroom. After hours in the OR, her bladder was at the bursting point, and she was thirsty and hungry. She’d left her apartment after only eating a few crackers, but she didn’t drink, knowing she’d be in surgery for hours. After relieving herself, she went to the cafeteria.

	She carried her tray with a bowl of stew and a sandwich on it to a table and set it down, then went to the coffee machine and filled a cup to the brim. When she went back to her table, Alex, another trauma surgeon, sidled up to her table. She sighed. He would ask her out again, as always, and she had no interest in the man. Sure, he was a nice guy, and according to the younger interns, hotter than hell, but to her, he was just another doctor who sometimes annoyed the hell out of her. “Hi, Alex.”

	“Hope you don’t mind me joining you, Zola,” he said as he sat without waiting for her answer.

	She did but didn’t want to be rude. “It’s okay.” The stew wasn’t bad. Not great either. She wasn’t a fan of hospital food and often tried to bring her own sandwiches if she had time before leaving the apartment. When she was halfway through her stew, Alex began his usual badgering...

	“Zola, how about going to the club with me on Friday evening?”

	“How about you learn what the word no means, Alex. I’m not interested in clubbing.”

	“We could go to dinner and a movie or something instead. Come on. I’ve asked you so many times now, and—”

	“And get a fat no each time.” She finished the last of her stew and stared at his crestfallen face.

	There was no need to feel sorry for him because he could get a date easily. It was probably her stubborn refusal to flirt with him or accept his invitations that kept him asking over and over again. She figured he was used to women falling all over him, and she presented a challenge. Sometimes she’d even considered going out with him just once. Maybe he would stop after finding out that she wouldn’t put out and was no fun to be with. But she’d decided against doing that. It could also encourage him to continue his pursuit and persistence in asking her out to try and win her over.

	“Aw, come on, Zola. All work and no play—”

	“What would you know what I do outside these walls, Alex?”

	“Eh... I don’t, you—”

	“Exactly. Maybe I’m just not into dating anyone who’s in the medical field.”

	“I’ve never seen you in any of the clubs. And you’re always at work, and even when you’re off, you’ll take extra shifts.”

	“Could it be that I don’t like going to clubs and getting wasted? Especially the ones that you guys frequent. I hear all the gossip.”

	“We could—”

	“Do nothing. Did you not hear a word I said? Give it up, Alex. Friends, fellow surgeons. That’s it.” She took the last bite of her sandwich and stood, tired of his persistence.

	“Doctor Montgomery to OR two,” came over the system. “Doctor Montgomery to OR two...” again, and a third time.

	She was needed urgently. “See you later.”

	On her way to OR two, she thought briefly about her conversation with Chief John Hopkins. Her mind switched gears after she put on a surgical mask and opened the door to OR two and saw the bloodied body of a young woman. She scrubbed quickly and got ready to save another life. She hoped. Patients sometimes didn’t make it, no matter how hard she tried to keep them alive. When that happened, it always brought thoughts of her parents to the surface, knowing they must have been in that exact situation. But the questions were also always there. Had the trauma team tried hard enough? Could either her mother or father have been saved if she’d been the surgeon?

	It wasn’t fair to think that way. The trauma teams who had worked on her parents had more than probably done their best, and it was so many years ago. The world of medical technology and methods had changed and evolved since then. But the nagging doubts never left her. It wasn’t uncommon for mistakes to happen when there were multiple victims. Not enough surgeons to operate on too many victims all at once, not enough nursing staff...

	 

	It was just after eight p.m. when she left the hospital to go home, and while she walked on the slippery streets that had not yet been salted, her thoughts returned to the letter. The chief had mentioned a decision she had to make. A decision about what?

	Once home, she filled a glass with wine and retrieved the crumpled ball from the fireplace. She set her glass on the table, then smoothed out the sheet of paper and looked at it again. So, the meeting with President Wilson was real. And it was about a job offer, but not where, why, how, or when. A job working in The White House? As what? It didn’t tell her anything else except that a car would pick her up at ten a.m. It also didn’t give her a choice to accept or decline the invitation. The letter basically read more like an order, not an invite.

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	What should a person wear when meeting with the president? Zola stood in front of her closet, gazing at her clothes. Most of it was bodysuits in various colors. She never went out and didn’t spend money on clothing or things she considered frivolous. She wasn’t a Scrooge, but why buy stuff she didn’t need?

	She did own several pairs of dressier slacks and sweaters. With a sigh, she took out black dress pants and a yellow sweater. It would have to do. There was no way she’d run out and buy a new outfit for this ridiculous meeting. Job offer? No way was she quitting her job at the hospital. She didn’t want to go to the meeting. But one couldn’t say no to the president.

	It was a good thing she hadn’t started a fire and that the chief had said something. She would have looked like a fool going to work only to discover that her slate had been wiped clean for the day. She probably would have gone to see the chief to find out what was going on, and he would have set her straight and sent her home. Then she would have always wondered what the job offer had been about...

	Shortly after she dressed and braided her hair, she saw a black air SUV pulling up in front of her building. Without waiting for the buzzer to ring, she grabbed her purse, shrugged on her coat, and headed to the elevator.

	“Miss Montgomery?” A tall man, wearing a grey suit, looking to be in his mid-forties, asked when she stepped outside.

	“Yes. Good morning.”

	“I am Bruce Holden, Chief of Staff to the president. Please come with me?” He offered her his arm at the top of the steps.

	“Nice to meet you.” She ignored the arm.

	“Careful. The steps haven’t been salted.”

	“I know. I’m used to it. Can you tell me what this is all about?” Zola asked as the man held the car door open for her.

	“Sorry, miss. The information is classified. I was only to fetch you and bring you to The White House to meet with President Wilson.”

	Zola sighed. If only she knew what to expect. She hated mysteries.

	It took a while. Traffic was a bitch. As always. Her heart sped up when they finally drove through the gates and approached the big white mansion.

	Zola looked at her watch as she followed Bruce through The White House. It was just before ten. Where would the meeting take place? In the Oval Office?

	She didn’t have to wonder long. Double doors opened to a conference room. Some people were already seated at a long table. She wasn’t the only one meeting with the president, and again she wondered what this was all about. She counted eight, six men, and two women.

	When President Wilson came into the room, followed by the vice president, they all stood until he indicated they should take their seats with a wave of his hand. “Please, sit. I believe everyone is here. Bruce?”

	“Yes, Mr. President. They’re all here.”

	“Then let me begin by introducing Commander Morgan Haveland and his first officer Trent Muskat of the spaceship Retriever One. Now, the rest of you, would each of you introduce yourself?”

	The commander and his first officer had risen slightly from their seats when they were introduced. Each of the others stood as they said their names and occupations.

	“Neal Buckley, Navy Seal.”

	“Sandra Williams, head trauma nurse.”

	“Melissa Green, head lab technician.”

	“Richard Pickering, paramedic.”

	“Jake Morgan, search and rescue specialist.”

	“Michael Davies, sergeant major of the United States Army.”

	She was the last to introduce herself. “Zola Montgomery, trauma surgeon.”

	President Wilson stood. “Thank you all for coming. Now that we have names to put to faces, I will tell you why you are all here. I suppose you’re all curious about the mysterious job offer mentioned in the letter you received.”

	Everyone nodded except for the two crew members of the spaceship. Maybe they already knew what this was all about... But what did a spacecraft and its officers have to do with the job offer?

	The president smiled. “I don’t blame you for being puzzled, but we can’t have anything leaking out to the media. I’ll begin by explaining in short how it all started. The fact that our space explorers have discovered life on other planets has been kept very quiet. Also, that we’ve sent two small groups of colonists to two of the most suitable planets to clear the path toward future migration. Our explorers found that on some of the worlds they visited, the population was technologically advanced, and on others, they were far behind. On a couple of worlds, the population was tribal, similar to some of the tribes living in our Amazon. They did not welcome strangers falling from the sky in big silver birds.”

	This caused a chuckle from the listeners around the table.

	The president held up his hand. “Though some worlds have quite advanced space technology, those worlds, and others our explorers have visited, are sorely lacking in medical knowledge, hospitals, equipment, doctors, and surgeons. Earth is far more advanced in that area. Catastrophes happen on those planets, just like they do here on Earth.

	“Bruce and I were talking one evening, and we came up with the idea of forming a search and rescue group to assist worlds in need. That was about three and a half years ago. With the help of some discrete investors, plans were drawn up for a spaceship large enough to accommodate a mini hospital, carry the necessary equipment and vehicles, plus the recruits needed for such missions. The ship was completed about three months ago, and the search began for a suitable crew and recruits for the team.”

	He stopped for a minute to drink some of his water and sat. “Retriever One is a large spaceship built and designed for rescue and search and assist missions. A whole deck has been made into a trauma center, a mini hospital.” He pinned Zola with a stare. “Miss Montgomery, you have been selected to not only head the trauma team, but you will also be the chief of staff. Your mission will start almost two weeks from now when Retriever One will depart on its first voyage. Your job as lead surgeon of the trauma team and chief of staff will begin immediately upon your acceptance by choosing the members for your team. As for the rest of you, you have probably guessed already. The same goes for each of you. All we need is the acceptance of your offered position and your signature. You will all be handsomely compensated. Your wages will far exceed anything you’re earning right now. I presume you have questions?”

	Zola put up her hand.

	“Yes, Miss Montgomery?”

	“The information you’ve given us is very vague. What is the date of departure?”

	“Almost everything is explained in the documentation that my chief of staff will hand out. The ship departs Sunday, the thirtieth of November. But as soon as you’ve assembled your teams, you and your recruits will all report to Space Port, which is a secret facility created just to build the Retriever One. You will leave for Space Port by bus next week Monday from the
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