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  A Preview of STAR QUEST: ALL THAT REMAINS


  Chapter 1


  Lieutenant-Commander Cara Bishop was excited. A new class of would-be pilots was headed her way. Green. Unformed. Blank slates. Half of them would wash out before ground school finished. All but the best five of them would wash out soon after. Never mind that, though. She had her lesson plan in place. This was not her first rodeo.


  Even more excited than Cara were the recruits. They had the chance to be taught by the great Cara Bishop. She was legend. They were scared. If they washed out, they might as well just leave the Navy. Better that than have to face Commander Bishop for the rest of their lives.


  Fifty young men and women sat in their seats, the room darkened, the chatter minimal, and when the door opened, the bright California sun flooded the room. A hundred feet hit the floor in unison, arms snapped to, and in walked Cara Bishop, her blonde hair bathed in sunlight, a halo shining brightly about her head. None of them turned; they didn’t dare. They were at attention.


  Cara ignored them, walked straight to her desk and turned on one heel. Her first words to them should carry weight, have meaning, stick with them forever. It should give them a clue as to her state of mind.


  “At ease, you bums,” she barked, stepping around her desk and coming to rest at the front of it. She folded her arms over her chest and crossed her ankles, glaring at them in the most severe manner. Several of them flinched and it almost made her smile. “How many of you have flown planes before?”


  All hands went into the air. Some of them adopted a smug smile.


  Cara nodded once. “Well, you haven’t flown a Striker!” she yelled. “And most of you never will.”


  Hands went down, faces fell. Only one remained cock-sure and gloating. He would make it. He would be the class star. She knew it.


  “Beneath your chairs are books. They will be your constant companions for the next twelve weeks, your best friends, your worst enemies. Know them, live them, eat, sleep and breathe them. Do not ever show up in my class without them. You will suffer.”


  She stepped back to the chalkboard behind the desk and pulled down a screen. It was old—pre-war—and showed it. The laptop on her desk was new, but that had been bought at her own expense. She got tired of using the beaten and battered Navy-issued piece of junk. She hit a few keys and stepped back, her eyes locked on the screen.


  “This is the Striker-Z. It is capable of speeds three times the speed of light and its fuel cells will carry you over twelve hundred light years away before burning out. And this,” she said, changing the picture, “is my Striker-Z. If you study hard and work even harder, you might one day be given a Striker of your own.”


  A hand went into the air. The arrogant one. Cara pointed at him and he came to attention at once. “Is that the Striker you flew in the Battle of Australia?”


  “No, Mr. Powell. That is my first Striker. Veteran of four hundred and fifty-three kills, nineteen rescues, and over a hundred scouting missions. It is the first Striker ever built and sits now in the museum.”


  The door opened suddenly, and Cara turned, scowling. Surely, nobody would dare come late to her class. Nobody would dare interrupt her. A tall, thin lieutenant stepped inside and shut the door against the rising heat. His hat was tucked under his arm and he carried a clipboard. He came to attention before her, without blinking.


  “Lieutenant,” she sighed, casting him a perfunctory salute.


  “Commander Bishop, the admiral wishes to see you in his office right away. He sent me to take over your class.”


  Behind them, a moan of disappointment rippled through the class.


  Cara frowned and took the clipboard from him, scanned it quickly, and handed it back. “Very well. I’ll try to be brief. Don’t go easy on them. And if you have any trouble, I’ll have them spend the next three classes running laps of my house.”


  “Ma’am, yes, ma’am.” Another salute, which she ignored.


  She would have loved to refuse but you can’t refuse the admiral and he wouldn’t have sent for her if it hadn’t been important. She stepped through the door, cinched her hat onto her head at just the right angle, and unlocked her car.


  The admiral’s office was in the large complex just off the main road, after you passed the exchange, the bowling alley and the theater. She drove the speed limit, just as she always did. What would everyone say if the world’s hottest hot-shot pilot got a ticket?


  The car was scorching and the meager air conditioning did nothing to alleviate that. She circled the parking lot only once and slid her car into a space some four aisles from the main door. She felt sticky, in need of a shower. Damn this summer heat, anyway.


  Commander Hansen and Captain Edmonds passed her on the sidewalk and she snapped to. The salute was returned immediately and she was on her way again.


  The air conditioning in the main building worked better than any other place on the base. The air washed over her the second she pulled on the door handle, producing a sucking sound and a slight whistle. Inside, she removed her hat and made her way past the first two reception areas without incident. The admiral’s office was at the far end of that long hall. Her shoes made tiny squeaking noises as she walked. That’s what she got for cleaning the damn soles, after all.


  Inside that office was a cramped reception area with not one but two aides. They sat on either side of the door and both smiled when Cara walked in. She stood, planted, between both desks and smiled.


  “The admiral sent for me.”


  “He said you should go right in,” the brunette said with a smile.


  “Thank you.”


  She stepped past them quickly, eager to have done with whatever the admiral had in mind. He knew it was her first day with that class and he knew how she hated deviating from a schedule.


  The admiral sat behind his massive walnut desk, hands folded on top of it. The desk was sparse, no clutter, no mess, nothing that wasn’t essential. Cara stepped up to the desk and saluted. Only then did she notice the man sitting in the chair to her left.


  “You wanted to see me, Admiral?”


  He never returned her salute. “At ease, Bishop. Take a seat.”


  She dropped into the chair next to her, back board-straight, ankles crossed, hands folded in her lap. She was crisp and clean and squared-away, from the top of her regulation hair to the tips of her freshly shined shoes.


  “This is Vice Director Benjamin Danforth. Mr. Danforth, this is Commander Cara Bishop.”


  “Pleased to finally meet you,” the man said as he thrust out his hand.


  His nails were freshly manicured, Cara noticed, his suit expensive and cleanly pressed. Whatever it was he was vice-director of, it must pay very well, indeed. “Likewise,” she said, pumping his hand twice with a good, firm grip.


  “Mr. Danforth has come to me with a request.” The admiral smiled and nodded Danforth’s way. “He’s working on a special project and he’s specifically requested you because of your…expertise.”


  Cara cocked her head to one side and eyed him. “My expertise lies in combat missions and flying the Strikers.”


  He smiled. His teeth were gleaming white, a counterpoint to his dark brown skin. It made his face a good deal softer and there was no duplicity in it. “I know. Which makes you perfect for this project.”


  She cast a quick sideward glance at the admiral, who showed nothing in his stoic face. “What sort of project did you say it was?”


  “I didn’t.” Again, that smile. It was a salesman’s smile, a politician’s smile, and anything but genuine. He sat back in his chair, finally at ease, and studied her.


  “I’m confused. How can I agree to be assigned to a project if I don’t know what it is?” She returned his infectious smile. It faltered quickly. “Unless command is changing my orders.” She looked to the admiral but again, his face betrayed nothing.


  “It would be far easier for me to show you the project than to tell you about it. The visual impact of such a thing is sure to sway you.” He winked at her then, a very odd thing for him to do. “Of course, you’ll have to sign a non-disclosure agreement….”


  “I assure you. I have super-secret clearance. There’s nothing you can show me….”


  “Be that as it may, Commander, this is far more sensitive than anything you’ve ever worked on before. Nobody—and I mean nobody—can know about this. Ever.”


  Cara scowled right into his face and shook her head. “This is highly unusual.”


  “Give me four hours of your time, Commander. That’s all I ask. Just take a little road trip with me and when we get back, if you still want to say no, I’ll be on my way.”


  She stared at him for a moment longer, then nodded. “All right. I would like a word with the admiral first. In private.”


  Danforth stood and straightened his jacket. “I’ll wait in the outer office, then. Whenever you’re ready.”


  Cara spun on her heel and opened the door, letting the man pass through only barely before she closed it. Then she turned on the admiral.


  “Permission to speak freely, Admiral?”


  “Go ahead.” His smile had taken over his face and his blue eyes sparkled with good humor and…was it a secret?


  “What the hell’s going on, Daddy?”


  He laughed outright at that, his face reddening with the effort. “I was wondering how long you’d hold it in.” He rose and stepped around the desk, placing his large hands on Cara’s shoulders and giving them a little squeeze. “Look, princess, everything’s going to be fine. I promise.”


  “Do you know what the project is?”


  He nodded. “I do.”


  “Then why can’t you tell me?” Her eyes darkened at that, her face slipped into a frown.


  “You know why. Come on!” He chuckled a bit, then realized that his good humor had gone unappreciated. “Here’s what happened. I got a call from the director of this project. He explained to me what it is and told me that they desperately needed you. He said that the project required only the best and he asked me if I thought you would be amenable to it. I told him that he would have to talk to you. And that’s why Danforth is here.”


  “You know what it is. Would you do it?”


  “Hell, yes! The only thing I can tell you is this: This is the most amazing, mind-bending thing you’ve ever set eyes on in your life. And you will never, ever get another chance like it.”


  She squinted at him through one eye and spoke in a low, deep voice. “Even more amazing than fighting aliens in one of their own space craft?”


  “Lots more.” He reeled her into a bear hug, stroking her blonde hair and staring over the top of her head into nothingness. “Go with him. See what he wants to show you, listen to what he has to say. You’ve got nothing to lose and everything to gain.” He shoved her out to arm’s length and smiled warmly. “We’ll talk when you get back.”


  “Okay, Daddy. I’m trusting you.”


  “That’s my girl.” He kissed her forehead and tweaked her nose. “Come straight to my house when you get back. We’ll have dinner and a nice talk.”


  She nodded and picked up her hat. She had worried at it without realizing it and there were fingerprints all over the brim. She buffed them out with her sleeve. “See you soon, Daddy.”


  When she opened the door to the outer office, Mr. Danforth was sitting in a metal chair against the wall, looking as calm as he could be. He rose upon seeing her and smiled that winning smile of his. “Shall we be off?”


  “Let’s.” She followed him out the door, back into the heat, pressing her hat onto her head and snugging it down as she followed him to his car.


  The car was government issue, she noticed; brand new and completely lacking in the normal cast-offs of everyday driving. She climbed into the shotgun position and adjusted the seat to accommodate her long legs. The car still had that new-car smell and she breathed deeply of it.


  “So, where are we headed?” she asked as Danforth slid behind the wheel and started the car. The air conditioning blew hot for a moment before cooling off.


  “Into the desert. There’s an installation about an hour from here. We expanded it and repurposed most of the hangars and equipment. And now we call it home.”


  The conversation dissipated, leaving only the rush of air from the vents and the hum of the car’s engine as background noise. Cara stared out the window, contentedly alone with her own thoughts. She hated mysteries and hated waiting for…anything. If she had to tolerate both, better it should be in silence.


  “I’m afraid that being in the presence of greatness has stricken me speechless,” Danforth said finally, startling Cara and eliciting a small sigh.


  “Don’t try to butter me up, sir. It won’t work.”


  “Oh, I’m not, honest. But you have to admit, you are the most famous person on the planet. Single-handedly saving the human race from extinction.”


  “It was a concerted effort. That’s what most people don’t realize. I didn’t do it alone at all.”


  “You saved the whole damn world. Ticker tape parades. A holiday in your honor. The whole shebang. If that isn’t greatness, I don’t know what is.”


  “It was my job.”


  “The way I hear it, you could have refused.” When she said nothing more, he pressed on. “If I come out of this with nothing more, I’d be honored to hear you tell your story.”


  “I don’t like to think about it. Ever.” She turned her face to the window and stared. A shiver ran through her.


  “Just one time. It’s okay if you toot your own horn just this once. For posterity’s sake.”


  She turned back to him. He wasn’t going to let it go, not ever. They would be trapped together in that car for nearly an hour yet and he wasn’t going to stop until she told him everything.


  “Command was divided on whether I should be the one to fly the mission or not. Half of them said I was the only one who had a chance at pulling it off. The other half wanted me there in case it failed. They said they’d need me to beat back the retaliatory attacks.”


  “It was a suicide mission. You knew it?”


  “Yes. The only way to destroy the mother ship was to drive a proton bomb right straight up the middle of it and detonate from the inside. They told me that I wouldn’t come back, even if it wasn’t successful.”


  “And you went anyway. But how did you…?”


  “Come back?” She grunted, snorted, shook her head. “I got lucky. And I had a lot of good people on my six.” Cara swallowed and looked at her hands. “Most of them didn’t come back.” Tears threatened, something she wasn’t used to, something she hated.


  “I know we lost a lot of good men and women. It was a dark day. But look at the millions of lives they saved thanks to their bravery.”


  “I couldn’t have gotten close to the ship without all of them. They provided cover fire, distractions. They ran interference for me. The victory was as much theirs as mine.”


  “Yes.” Danforth nodded somberly. “But how on earth did you make it out alive?”


  “They gave me a new Striker. It was modified with the new payload system and weapons. The propulsion system was a good thirty percent faster than the previous models. But they painted it to look like my old Striker. I had a reputation. The aliens hated me and they wanted me bad. I had the proton bomb on board and the plan was for me to fly straight in through the hangar bay doors when they opened to release their fleet. Once inside, I was to detonate that bomb. ‘Fly straight up their ass, burrow as deep into the ship as you can, then blow that fucker to bits.’ That’s what the joint chiefs said.


  “Everything went beautifully. The rest of the fleet launched a huge attack on the mother ship, forcing them to open their hangar doors and take their shields down long enough to launch a defense. I was just about to push max speed when I got an idea. So, I cut my engines, and my life support. I used the emergency oxygen tank to stay alive. I was hoping they would want me alive bad enough to latch onto the Striker with a tractor beam. They could parade me through the streets, beaten and enslaved, demoralizing the rest of the citizens. And then they could hold my public execution. They needed me alive for that but they had to get me inside fast.


  “They pulled me into the ship. Backward, which was lucky for me. The other ships had already launched, so it was just me, the Striker, and about two thousand fuel cells. As soon as I was in there, I dropped my payload on the deck. I set the detonation for sixty seconds, then I powered up my Striker and force-fed it every ounce of speed I could. I wasn’t sure if I could get far enough away from the blast to save myself, but I gave it everything I had.


  “I was halfway back to Earth when the bomb blew. I remember my headset filled up with chatter, from command, from the other pilots. They had no idea what I’d done. They just figured I’d chickened out. The first blast was spectacular. It blew out the after section of the hangar and tore a hole through the bottom. That destroyed their fuel cells. But the really amazing thing was the second blast. When all those fuel cells went off, it completely obliterated the ship. The splitting of the bomb’s atoms set up a chain reaction. All that exotic matter went up like a supernova. I remember watching bits of the ship whiz past my windlass. And when I got back to base, there was an alien hand embedded in the left wing.


  “People were cheering before I even climbed out of the Striker. And then I saw the joint staff marching on me. They were pissed that I’d changed the plan and told no one. They were pissed that I didn’t follow orders to the letter.” She laughed then and shook her head at the irony. “I saved the whole damn world and they were pissed that I hadn’t died.”


  “That’s military for you. Not a lot of room for creativity. Just rules.”


  “Yes, and then my father ran across the tarmac….”


  “Your father, the admiral.”


  Her head whipped around and she stared at him suspiciously.


  “You don’t think I did my homework before coming to see you?” That infectious smile lit up his face again. “I know more about you than even you do.”


  “Good for you.” She returned the smile. “Anyway, my father ran across the tarmac and grabbed me up in this big bear hug. And he literally told the joint chiefs of staff to go to hell. And I’m pretty sure we were both on the verge of being court-martialed, but the rest of the fleet began coming in and suddenly there were cheering men and women everywhere and the chiefs couldn’t even get near me.”


  “Did they hoist you up on their shoulders and all that?” He was loving this story. It was the closest he’d ever get to true greatness and he was eating it up.


  “Yeah, they hoisted me in the air and cheered. And people began pouring out of the buildings and cheering. We were free and the whole world rejoiced. Then we started counting how many ships didn’t come back.”


  It overtook her in a flash. She never cried, not even on the day her mother died. There was no crying in war. She turned to the window and slapped her hand over her mouth, stared straight ahead so as not to spill the tears. She almost couldn’t breathe, the lump in her throat was so big. It was a struggle to keep her shoulders from heaving.


  Danforth knew. He took one look at the back of her head, the attitude of her back, and he knew. The way he saw it, there was no shame in shedding tears for the brave men and women who had died defending their planet. Even less shame if they were friends. He felt bad for her. She wouldn’t accept his comfort, not even his words. So, he decided to prattle on and give her time to recover.


  “And that’s exactly what the president said in his speech. ‘The selfless acts of many brave men and women have lifted us out of darkness and into the light. And never more shall we doubt that we, as a race, are one. We fought as one. We triumphed as one. And now we will rebuild as one.’ I must have watched that speech a hundred times. He was the greatest president we’ve ever had. He served under the greatest adversity and he helped lead us out of darkness.”


  He paused and glanced over at her. She seemed a bit calmer.


  “And then there were parties and ticker tape parades. They gave you your own holiday, the key to damn near every city on Earth. People had t-shirts made and everyone wanted to be just like our brave pilots. I swear, we almost destroyed a few cities while we were celebrating our victory.”


  She finally turned back to him, a smile threatening the corners of her mouth. “I think the other pilots and I actually did destroy a bar. But I was pretty much blacked out so I can’t be sure.”


  They shared a laugh at that, the tension finally gone. Whatever pain had infected her, she’d pushed it back deep inside herself. Hopefully, she wouldn’t have to let it out again.


  “When we come up over the top of this next hill, you should be able to look down and see the installation.”


  Cara was surprised at how long they’d been talking. She was anxious to see any part of this base or the purported magnificent surprise that her father had alluded to. She leaned forward, eyes straining, her hands on the dashboard. Every muscle in her body was tensed.


  When they finally crested that last small hill, the base came into view. There was a long dirt road leading down the hill and across the dustbowl toward it. She spotted several checkpoints and a security gate along the way but what was all the fuss about? There were a couple of small Quonset huts scattered about but nothing more. A larger concrete building stood at the center of it all, surrounded by a huge parking lot. There was nothing there to get excited about.


  And then she saw it.


  “Are those hangar doors? In the ground?”


  “Correct, you are.” Danforth grinned a bit.


  “They’re…huge.” Her head spun in his direction, targeting him with her eyes. “What have you got down there?”


  “You’ll see.” He was taunting her now…and enjoying it.


  “Cryptic to the very end, huh?”


  “Yep.” He turned down the dirt road and slowed a bit as the car began to bump and bounce around. “We’re coming up to Checkpoint Alpha.”


  He slowed even more, using one hand to rummage around in his pocket. He produced a small bi-fold wallet which he clutched along with the steering wheel. With his other hand, he rolled down the window and made ready to greet the two soldiers who came out to meet them. They were young, but not overly so. And they were armed. Heavily.


  “Good afternoon, sir. Can we see your papers, please?”


  Danforth flipped open the billfold and flashed some sort of badge at the man. His partner stood behind him and to the right, his rifle raised and his eyes dead-calm.


  “Thank you, sir,” said the first guard, shouldering his rifle. They both stepped back toward the guard house with a nod.


  “On to Checkpoint Baker,” said Danforth with a smile.


  “Whatever you have here must be really important. You’ve got more security than the White House.”


  “We sure do. You have no idea.”


  The boys at Checkpoint Baker were a good deal more serious. They came out with rifles raised, three men ready to kill anyone who looked threatening. “ID please.”


  Cara produced her Navy ID, passing it to Danforth. The first soldier disappeared with it, Cara assumed, in order to validate it. When he returned, he had a sticker in his hand. This he slapped on the windshield of the car, then handed their IDs back to them.


  Danforth rolled up his window, shutting out the hot air and sun. “Every car on this base has to have a new sticker every day. If they find a car without a sticker, they blow it up immediately. Don’t ever forget your sticker.”


  “Duly noted.”


  Half a mile down the road was Checkpoint Charlie. Danforth stopped the car just under the canopy, cutting the engine before he climbed out. A soldier stepped forward and opened Cara’s door for her, waving her out of the car. His eyes denoted recognition but he said nothing to her whatsoever.


  One man scanned the car with one device while the other did a visual search of every square inch of it. Both Danforth and Cara were searched thoroughly, then made to stand away from the car. Finally, another man came in with a second device, which he used to search the engine compartment and the trunk. At long last, they were declared safe and allowed to return to the vehicle.


  “I just wanted to say thank you, Commander Bishop. Your brave service not only saved us, but it made me join up, as well.”


  “Have you ever regretted it?”


  He smirked. Cara marveled at how young his face was. “Not since basic training,” he replied with a wink.


  “Good man.”


  Danforth rolled up the window and pulled slowly away from the guards. “I’ll bet you get a lot of that.”


  “I try to avoid it. It makes me uncomfortable.”


  He nodded slowly and turned left, toward the largest of the buildings and its adjacent parking. “Now, on to the main entrance,” he said softly.


  There wasn’t much activity on the base. They never passed another car; no one was milling about outside. Even the smoking area was empty. As they walked up to the front doors of the building, Cara noticed a lack of signs. Each building was marked with a letter, nothing more.


  The electric doors opened with a soft puff of air and inside was nearly as stagnant as the outside. Everything was military green and gray. The capacious building was quiet, despite an inherent echo, and the floors shone like mirrors. Two guards stood on either side of the front door; two more were on the far side, where the hallway began.


  Danforth led her to a large desk to their right. There were two people there; one watched a monitor and the other idled at the middle of the desk, awaiting their arrival. This woman reminded Cara of herself, all neat and squared-away. Cara liked her instantly.


  “How may I help you?” she asked without a smile.


  “I need to sign in and get my guest here a visitor’s badge.” Danforth slid his own ID across the desk, then held out his hand for Cara’s.


  Cara presented the lady with her military ID, then waited patiently. It was so oddly quiet in that cavern of a building that she was hesitant to move, to make any noise. The computer printer presently broke the silence, whirring for a moment before it spat out a large paper badge. More noise as the woman behind the desk laminated it, then all was silent again.


  “Please keep the badge on you at all times, Commander Bishop. And enjoy your visit.”


  “Thank you.” Cara took the badge and slipped the lanyard over her neck.


  Danforth took her arm and led her toward the hallway, their heels producing what amounted to thunder in the echoing room. For a moment, Cara thought about walking on her toes to minimize the noise. It made her self-conscious. And then they were through the opening and into the hallway.


  “We have to undergo decontamination before we can enter,” Danforth said in a low voice.


  Cara shot him a confused look and blinked hard. “What the hell are you doing down here anyway?”


  “Everything.” The coy smile was back and this time, it unnerved Cara.


  They stepped through another door and into a chamber which very much reminded Cara of a sunless tanning booth. There were sprayers all over the walls, ceiling and floors and a huge bank of sun lamps on the ceiling. Danforth stopped her in the center, pushed her over about six inches and then stood board-straight.


  “Shut your eyes.”


  The air hit her with a suddenness that she hadn’t thought possible. No wind-up. All pitch. It blew the security badge up into the air and whipped it about her neck. She flinched hard and held her breath. Then the lamps on the ceiling came on and they were pelted with a fine mist, followed by another blast of air. Finally, it was all over.


  “A little extreme, don’t you think?” she asked him as she fought to straighten her hair and fix her lanyard.


  “You won’t think so when you see what’s down here. Come on.”


  The doors opposite them opened and Danforth stepped through, beckoning for her to follow. There was nothing to see in that hallway either and the echo was almost non-existent, so she walked quickly toward the next set of doors.


  “More decontamination?” she asked snidely as they approached.


  “Nope.” He pulled out his card and slid it through the reader, then leaned forward for a retinal scan. The indicator light hesitated, then went from red to green and the doors slid open on an elevator. “Everything is underground here. Way underground.”


  She stepped into the elevator with him, not certain what to expect. There was no panel of buttons to indicate floors, only a phone for emergencies and a warning against ten separate violations. Cara read them all out of curiosity and boredom.


  The elevator was fast. She couldn’t tell how far down they dropped but judging by the speed, they must have gone about a hundred feet down or more. The thing was quiet, producing no more than a soft hum. Blissfully, the landing was soft and unexpected, and when the doors opened, Cara felt the air pressure change immeasurably. She popped her ears and stepped out to stand beside Danforth.


  “How far down are we, exactly?”


  “Three hundred feet.”


  “And those hangar doors? They’re for whatever you’re keeping down here, right?”


  “Exactly. Come on. There’s a lot to see.” He took her arm and led her down a short hallway, to where it let out on a huge chamber. Off this chamber were a myriad of doors, each leading to something dark and mysterious, Cara assumed.


  “Just what are you doing down here, anyway? Some sort of research?”


  Danforth tried on his smile again, though this time it was decidedly disturbing and duplicitous. “We’re doing all kinds of research. Bio-medical, bio-engineering, propulsion, you name it. But there’s only one specific thing I want to show you. Come on.”


  She followed him, intrigued now. She had expected something lackluster, something completely banal. Now, she had hopes that the whole trip might well be worth it, if he would just get to the point.


  They walked past several doors, a few glass walls, inside of which were various equipment and more than a few scientists. No one registered their passing or even glanced at them. Cara thought the presence of a stranger should produce somewhat more of a response than that. Perhaps they had more visitors than she had thought.


  At the opposite side of the large room, there was a long, narrow hall. It was down this hall that Danforth next led her. Halfway to the end, he stopped her, turning to face her and flashing a smile that could only be described as that of a child on Christmas morning.


  “I know this sounds silly, but close your eyes.”


  “What?”


  “Close your eyes. I want you to have the full and stunning effect.”


  “Forgive me for saying so, Mr. Danforth, but this is just a little bit silly.”


  “Humor me. It’ll be worth it. I promise.” He watched as she shut her eyes. “Okay, I won’t let you run into any walls or anything. Just come this way.” He took both her hands, he walking backward, she forward.


  She felt rather than saw the light of the next chamber as they stepped into it. There was more noise here, the sound of movement and of equipment operating. The air was different too, as though it were being cleaned every hour, warmed and sent back. She breathed deeply, waiting in her darkened world for the command to open her eyes.


  Danforth positioned her just so, then stepped to her left. “Okay, open your eyes now.”


  Cara had no idea what she might see. During their trek down the hallway, she had imagined all sorts of things: aliens alive or dead, weapons of epic destruction, monsters even. Nothing she had conjured up in her imagination could have prepared her for that actual first sight of it.


  Chapter 2


  “That’s…it’s…it’s a ship. A huge freaking ship.”


  Danforth nodded reverently.


  Hovering about ten feet off the floor in the center of that huge man-made cave was a ship, contained by an electro-magnetic field of some sort. It was no ordinary ship, though, no Striker-Z. This ship was huge, easily a hundred times the size of a Striker. Cara blinked twice, rubbed her eyes. Only then did she realize that her mouth was agape. She stepped slowly to her right, thinking this vision to be nothing more than an illusion, a hologram. Staring, wordless, she walked several feet to her right, then to her left. Then her eyes targeted Danforth, who stood at the hallway opening, grinning like a madman.


  “It could easily hold twenty Strikers.”


  “Thirty, actually,” Danforth offered. “And that’s just in the hangar bay.”


  “Where? How?” She swallowed hard and looked back to the ship. “Will it disturb the magnetic field if I walk under it?”


  “No, no. By all means.” He indicated the ship with a sweep of his hand. “Look to your heart’s content.”


  Slowly, holding her breath even though she hadn’t meant to, she stepped under the ship. She was suddenly taken with the insane idea that the field might fail, dropping the ship onto her and crushing her to death. She stepped to the side.


  The thing was an elongated oval, over two hundred feet long and nearly a hundred feet across. Though she couldn’t see the top of it, she was certain that it was at least six stories high. Lights flashed around the sides of it and the magnetic field produced a barely detectable vibration. The ship’s lowest point was at its center, this being a mere two feet above her head. She stood there, completely amazed and speechless. Slowly, she reached out one hand, fully expecting it to pass through the hull of the ship, to shatter the illusion. Then her fingers brushed against metal…or plastic…or something for which she had no name.


  Her eyes shot to Danforth, still trapped behind his grin. “It’s real.”


  “Of course it is,” he laughed. “You think I’d bring you all the way here just to see a projection?” He laughed again.


  “But where did it come from?”


  “We made it.”


  “Made it? From what? How? Why?”


  Danforth bent over, laughing. “We designed it from alien tech. But it’s original. Nothing like anything they’ve seen before.”


  “And huge.”


  “Meant to carry a full complement of over a hundred crew members.”


  Cara shook her head slowly and finally smiled. “How fast? What are the weapons?”


  From behind them came a man’s voice, quite loud and almost bored-sounding. She wondered if she used the same tone when teaching her classes. Maybe that explained why her students suffered so much fatigue.


  “The ship is capable of traveling at speeds in excess of fifteen times the speed of light and over a distance far enough to take us to the end of the universe. The weapons…well…that’s why you’re here.”


  Cara spun toward the voice and let her jaw drop again. A disheveled man in a white lab coat stood some ten feet from her, hands in his pockets, his face unreadable. His brown eyes were bright and large and bespoke intelligence and constant thought. His black hair, careless and untended, gave him a boyish appearance.


  “You’re–” She never got out another word.


  “Tony Allen. Richest man on Earth. Genius engineer. Alien expert. And creator of all of this.” He swept his arms around, finally offering a small grin.


  “Creator of the Striker,” she said with wonder, marching on him with her hand extended and her face stuck in a smile. “I’ve been waiting to meet you my whole life.” She took his hand and pumped it hard. “It’s such an honor. Without you…”


  “Yeah, yeah. Without me, you could never have saved the world. Blah, blah, blah. Now, about the propulsion system…” He walked away from her as though he expected her to follow without question. “She’s run on the same exotic matter that powered your bomb. But it’s controlled. The explosions are smaller, shorter, of less power and more direction. And the fuel cells last virtually forever because the waste it produces is…you guessed it…more exotic matter.”


  Cara was star-struck. She gaped at him, only barely hearing anything he said. Her mind still hadn’t wrapped itself around the events of the last fifteen minutes and her head felt numb. “You’ve actually flown it?” she asked at last.


  “Oh God no!” Finally, Allen laughed. “They wouldn’t even let me name it, much less take it out for a spin. Besides, it’s not finished yet. We still have a lot of work to do.”


  “So how do you know the engines will even work?” It was an honest question, to which she expected an honest answer.


  “Because I’m Tony Allen and everything I do works.” He turned on his heels and walked away from the ship. “The models all say it will work.”


  Danforth crept up beside her, having been completely forgotten in Cara’s shock over the ship and Allen. “And did he mention how modest he is?”


  Cara turned to regard him with humor. “What about the weapons, Mr. Allen?”


  “Tony.”


  “Tony. The weapons?”


  Again, he spun on his heel to face her. “There’s a proton canon mounted right here, and two disruptor beams, one on each fork at the front. Then…then there are the drones.” He beamed at her then, his eyes shining and his face suddenly animated. “Come.”


  Cara and Danforth followed him to the far side of the huge chamber, affording them a look at the other side of the ship. “Have you seen all of this before?” she asked Danforth softly.


  “Not all of it, no.”


  “You see the
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