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  Chapter 1


  The crew of the Endeavor knew what they were getting into when they left Earth behind in a cloud of spent fuel and a sea of hopeful faces. They didn’t know what they would find in the far reaches of space but they did know that it would be dangerous. Exploration, knowledge, discovery…all demanded a price and sometimes that price was human life.


  What they hadn’t counted on was the months of sheer boredom, the tedium of everyday life that seeped into their brains and numbed their souls. When contact was made, it was exciting, sometimes perilous, often fulfilling. But the in-between times filled them with…nothingness.


  Commander Cara Bishop marched down the corridor with quick, purposeful strides. It was somewhere around two in the morning and she was tired but not sleepy. She could rest but could not sleep. That old demon, insomnia, was back for a rematch.


  Coming toward her at an equally fast pace was Lieutenant Tony Allen. He was their engineer, resident genius, and inventor of every single thing in their world, including the Endeavor. He smiled when he saw Bishop, making her want to turn away and hide.


  “I’m glad I ran into you, Bishop. Everyone else seems to be asleep and I need an extra pair of hands.”


  Bishop extended her left hand and pointed to the end of the hall behind Tony. “Actually, I was just on my way to the gym…”


  “This will only take a few minutes. Then you can go punish a heavy bag or whatever you do in there.” His smile was winning but deceptive. Nothing ever took just a few minutes with Tony.


  Bishop slumped a bit and exhaled, “Fine.” She sighed again and took a step forward. “What are you doing, anyway?”


  Tony turned and began his journey back to engineering, knowing she would follow. “I’m installing shields.”


  Dutifully, and hoping to just get it all over with, Bishop followed him. “More of the tech we got from the Oden-Rha?”


  “Partially. You remember my Ferrari?”


  Bishop smiled at the memory. The drive from Endeavor’s base to Tony’s house in that Ferrari was one of the best memories in her recent history. Second only to not dying on the suicide mission that had saved the world, of course. “Remember it? How could I forget? Next to the Strikers, that car was the fastest ride I’ve ever had in my life.”


  Tony’s eyes misted and he looked somewhere in the past, no doubt remembering that beautiful car and the life he’d led before he decided to become a space jockey. “Ah, I miss that car.” He grinned and stared for a few beats more, then seemed to snap himself out of it. “Anyway, you also remember my security system? I warned you not to open the door or the shields would throw you across the parking lot?”


  “Oh, I remember all right.” She chuckled a bit. Good times.


  “So, I tried to modify that shield and install it on the ship. Because of the power usage, the relays, and the size of the unit, it just wasn’t feasible for the Endeavor. But the Oden-Rha have much faster relays and a smaller condensation unit for the field. I combined the two and now we have workable shields that won’t kill the engines or take up half the ship.”


  Bishop smiled and tipped an imaginary hat at him. “Brilliant as usual, Tony.”


  “I know.” Brilliant, he was; modest, not so much. “So, I’m mounting the unit now, but I need a pair of hands to fasten on the bolts and the anchor straps while I hold it up.”


  “Maybe I should hold it up,” Bishop said as she crossed over the threshold and into engineering. “I am stronger than you.”


  Tony turned on her. “Care to make a little wager on that, Bishop?”


  “Oh no you don’t! You are not tricking me into any more of those can’t-lose-but-somehow-do bets. You, sir, are a cheater.” She narrowed her eyes and stabbed one index finger at his nose with that last.


  Tony placed a hand to his chest and his mouth dropped open in feigned affront. “How can you say such a thing to me?”


  “Because it’s the truth. Now, where is this shield generator or whatever you call it? Let’s get this over with.”


  “Over here.” He walked to a workbench that was littered with parts and tools, some of which Bishop couldn’t even recognize. Amidst all that was a shiny metal box about the size of a case of liquor. Next to it were a series of metal straps and a cluster of bolts. He grabbed a ratchet first, taking Bishop’s right hand and slapping the ratchet into it and then reaching for the bolts and straps. “Righty-tighty, lefty-loosy,” he said with a grin.


  “I know how to work a ratchet, Tony. I built my own car in high school.” She sneered at him for good measure.


  Tony snorted and then hefted the large box from the workbench, snugging it carefully into his arms as he made his way toward the weapons array access tunnel. “I can’t put it too close to the engines or they will interfere with the shields. If I put it too close to the weapons, the shields will interfere with them. So, I found a nice little spot in the access tunnel. There’s even a conduit there, so I was able to tap into the power.”


  Bishop dropped the bolts into her breast pocket and twirled the ratchet around her fingers. “Straps first or mounting bolts?” she asked.


  “Mounting bolts. Top first, bottom second.”


  She nodded her affirmation and set to work, helping Tony align the holes and securing the top two bolts. Then, she had to get on her knees between Tony and the wall just so she could see the holes for the bottom bolts. It was all kinds of awkward and she found herself hurrying just so she could escape that moment.


  “Good, good, good,” Tony said hurriedly. He let go of the unit and smiled when it didn’t hit the floor. “Now, I can put the straps on. I only need one more, tiny thing from you.”


  Suspicious, Bishop narrowed her eyes and stared him down. “And what’s that?”


  “I can’t have you here when I turn the power on. If anything went wrong and the unit blew up, I’d never forgive myself. I want you to go outside to engineering and stand by the door. The tunnel is shielded so even the worst blast won’t reach engineering. But if something goes wrong and there is an explosion, I need you to get help, okay?”


  She studied his face for a moment, concerned for his safety. If this was a trick, she could find no evidence of it in his somber expression or the hesitant tone of his voice. “Are you sure you want to do this, Tony? I mean, isn’t there some way you could turn it on remotely?”


  “Not yet, there isn’t. Relax, Bishop. It’ll be fine. Probably. Just…on the off chance…you know?”


  “Okay, Tony. I’ll be just outside in engineering.”


  She made her way through the tunnel and to the door leading out of engineering, where she stood, arms crossed, piercing eyes trained on the opening of the tunnel. “I’m ready,” she hollered.


  “Connecting power now.” There was a brief hiccup in the engines’ usual hum, then everything seemed normal again. Bishop continued to watch the mouth of the tunnel for signs of trouble. “Okay, now comes the dangerous part. I’m going to activate the shield generator.”


  Bishop tensed and she braced herself against the wall with one hand, ready to bolt into the tunnel at a moment’s notice. “Okay.”


  Nothing happened for what seemed like hours. Then, there was a loud hum, a pop, then silence. All was well. Then: “Oh God!”


  The floor shook with an explosion and a gut of flames shot out of the tunnel’s mouth. Already, Bishop had pushed off from the wall, racing toward the tunnel without an ounce of regard for her own safety.


  “Tony!” she screamed. “Oh, God, Tony! No!”


  She broke through the cloud of smoke and lurched around the bend in the tunnel to find Tony, lying on the floor, hands behind his head, whistling, ankles crossed and feet propped halfway up the wall. He was smiling.


  Pale and sweating, her legs shaking, Bishop braced herself with one hand on each wall and glared at him hard. “What the hell, Tony?”


  He leaped to his feet and stabbed one finger at her, laughing. “Ha! I knew you cared.”


  “What did you do?” she growled, advancing on him.


  “I used a Raster to incinerate a balloon filled with helium. That’s all.”


  “You made me think you blew yourself up?” The fire shot into her eyes the way it had shot out of the tunnel, fast and hot.


  Tony offered up his palms, backing away at an ever-increasing rate of speed. “I was just having a little fun is all.”


  “You call that fun?!”


  He couldn’t get past her and there was no way he could take her. Still, in his panic, he tried to rush her and make it to safety. She was trained in combat of all sorts and easily faster and stronger than he was. They both knew that. She let him think he was safe, then seized the collar of his shirt and yanked backward. It was almost enough to throw him off balance; almost but not quite. Feeling his loss of control over gravity and seeing his chance for freedom escaping, Tony surged forward. Bishop reacted by yanking backward even harder. His forward momentum and her backward pull had the sole effect of ripping his shirt right off his body.


  Naked from the waist up and terror-stricken, Tony burst into engineering with Bishop hot on his heels. She flailed the shirt at him, slapping him and whipping him with the rough fabric as she screamed threats.


  “I’m gonna kill you, you little weasel! By the time I’m done, you’ll wish you’d died in an explosion!”


  She chased after him, still assaulting him with his own shirt. He ducked and covered, running hell-bent for the door. It slid open just in time for him to explode into the hall and win his freedom.


  Only something blocked his way.


  That something was Captain Steve Hunter, and Hunter was pissed. He put out one hand, watching with his scowling face and squinted eyes as Tony rammed his forehead into it. It staggered Tony backward and made him blink excessively.


  “Ten-hut!” Hunter yelled, glaring at them.


  In Pavlovian response, Bishop snapped to attention where she stood, dropping Tony’s shirt, eyes front, fingers along the seam of her pants. She moved not a muscle.


  Tony wandered to a spot just out of arm’s reach of Bishop, still rubbing his forehead, and stood nearly still.


  “What in hell is going on around here? I heard an explosion,” Hunter bellowed. He fixed Bishop with his crocodile stare, making her nearly flinch. “Commander Bishop?”


  “Sir! I was helping Lieutenant Allen install the ship’s new shields, sir. He faked an explosion, making me think he had been killed, sir!” Her answers were sharp and smart, loud and confident.


  Hunter strode to Tony’s position, glaring at him from mere inches away. “Is this true, Mr. Allen?”


  Tony couldn’t find his words, so he just nodded his head vigorously and tried to look scared. Finally, he swallowed hard and managed to squeak out, “I was just yanking her chain.”


  “You think that’s funny, Mr. Allen?”


  Tony sighed and affected a pout. “Not anymore, I don’t.” He rubbed his forehead for good measure.


  Hunter took two strong, wide steps backward and glared at them, each in turn. “I do not want to see this kind of behavior again. I cannot have two of my senior officers duking it out like a couple of schoolyard bullies. If it happens again, you’re both going on report and I’ll confine you to quarters for twenty-four hours. Am I making myself clear?”


  “Sir, yes, sir!” Bishop responded at once.


  “Yeah,” Tony groaned.


  “What was that, Mr. Allen?”


  “Yes, sir,” Tony said belligerently.


  “Good.” Hunter marched to the door, waited for it to open, then spun about. “Bishop, with me. Mr. Allen, try to make it through the rest of the night without blowing something up.”


  With that, Hunter turned and walked into the hall.


  Bishop followed, two steps behind and silent.


  “I expect better from you, Bishop. You’re one of the few people on this ship, and the only senior officer other than me, who has actually been in the military. You have to be an example.”


  She nodded slowly, sadly. “I’m sorry, Captain. It’s just that he gets under my skin. He’s so…infuriating.” She shook her fists in a show of rage, then drew in a deep breath and let her arms drop to her sides.


  “I know. But you have to be the better person. You know how he is…”


  “Arrogant, annoying, reckless, feckless, and childish?”


  “All those things. As well as rich, brilliant, and a work in progress. And if you’d just stop reacting to his childish behavior, he would quit needling you so much. Now, go try and get some sleep. I’ll see you on the bridge in a few hours.”


  “Yes, Captain. Good night.”


  She broke off from him and headed to her quarters, still a bit wound-up, but also exhausted. A quick shower and a snack later and she was asleep.


  “Belay that last order, Mr. Parks,” Captain Hunter said with a grin. “Hold your current position.”


  “Aye, sir.” Jalen Parks turned in his chair, watching and waiting for further orders. On the view screen, a large white ship loomed over them, blocking out most of the stars as it dominated the screen.


  “Lieutenant Mishta, what can you tell me about that ship?”


  Rakhi Mishta leaned forward and studied her scanners. She frowned. She looked up. “Dead in the water, Captain…so to speak. Engines are offline. No sign of life.”


  “Any idea whose it is?” Hunter frowned into his fist and furrowed his brow.


  “No, sir. There is a name…or something…on the hull. I am not familiar with the symbols.”


  “Nothing in our database?”


  “Negative, sir.”


  Another heavy sigh from Hunter. As a young girl, Rakhi had been an early victim in the war against the Danarans when one of their ships had crashed quite literally right on top of her. The accident had left her with a unique power: She could hear the thoughts of everyone around her. Aside from that, Rakhi was brilliant, the holder of multiple PhDs and the inventor of the communications systems they were now using. If she couldn’t translate the ship’s name, nobody could.


  Commander Cara Bishop spun her chair and looked expectantly at him. “Should I send a Zodiac out to get a closer look?”


  “Sure.” He rethought this. “Just a quick spin around the ship. And make sure we get a good image of the writing on the hull.”


  “Yes, Captain.”


  Bishop flipped open her console and took out the Zodiac’s control. It was small and sleek and fit into her hand like it had always been there. “Engaging Zodiac now, Captain.”


  A small orb, about the size of a beach ball, sailed past the viewscreen on its way to the alien ship. It was white and unmarked, saved for the camera and weapon ports. Under Bishop’s control, it made straight for the bow of the other ship, then spun into position as it brought its cameras to bear on the symbols in question.


  “On screen, please, Rakhi.”


  The view before her changed to the Zodiac’s perspective. On the large screen, the symbols were about two feet high, etched into the surface of the ship’s hull rather than painted, Bishop thought. More than anything, they looked like the scrawlings of a small child, which was, Bishop knew, incredibly arrogant and bigoted of her. It was, however, her only frame of reference.


  Slowly now, she brought the Zodiac around, keeping the camera focused on the ship all the while. It moved up and over, under and back. Bishop searched for portals or anything which might afford her a view inside the ship. There were none to be found.


  “I don’t see any sign of hull damage so I don’t think she was lost in battle.”


  Bishop’s face tightened as she completed her circuit of the ship, finding nothing of note, no detail to focus on. It looked perfectly undamaged in every way.


  “I’m afraid that wasn’t very helpful,” she announced, perturbed. “Shall I bring her home?”


  “Yes, Commander.” He pushed the yellow button on his chair’s console and leaned in a bit. “This is Captain Hunter. Dr. Klein and Lieutenant Allen, report to the portal bay for a landing detail. Bring atmosuits.” He switched the com off and fancied that he heard a whoop of joy from Tony Allen. He loved going on landing parties.


  The response from Dr. Klein was slower in coming and less enthusiastic. “Captain?” the intercom begged. “I’m kind of in the middle of something important right now. Can you get someone else to go?”


  “Are you performing surgery?”


  “Well, no.”


  “Is someone’s life at stake?”


  “No, sir.”


  “Then get down there.”


  “Do I have to?” Klein’s voice was very near to a whine.


  “Yes,” the captain snapped.


  Abruptly, Hunter switched off the com with a near growl and stood up from his chair. He was met by Bishop’s penetrating blue eyes and her frown.


  “Is it really wise to send our commanding officer into a situation like this? Pardon me for saying so, Captain, but protocol usually dictates…”


  “I’m going. You’re staying. You have command until I get back.” Lest he seem too harsh, Hunter offered up a post script smile. It would have melted the heart of a lesser woman.


  “Yes, Captain.” Bishop stowed the Zodiac control and rose to take the captain’s chair. It was not the first time she had done so, but it was the first time she had been in command.


  The automatic door opened a full ten seconds before Hunter reached it, drawing a scowl from him. Tony Allen was already waiting for him in the portal bay, his face full of anticipation as he shifted from one foot to the other.


  “Where’s the doc?” Hunter wanted to know.


  “I’m here,” said Dr. Klein as he rushed through the door. He was already wearing his atmosuit, but he fumbled with the helmet tucked under his arm.


  “Here’s what we know so far,” Hunter sighed. “We have an alien ship, no signs of life, no power, and we have no idea where it came from. If I know Lieutenant Mishta, she’s already trying to translate the writing on the ship’s hull, but we can’t wait for that. We need to know what happened to that ship now. If it was an attack, whoever did it might still be in the vicinity.”


  Allen nodded and shifted his helmet from one hand to the other. “It would be a lot easier to figure out what happened if we had that translation, though.”


  Hunter nodded. “Test your oxygen synthesizers. Make sure they’re working.”


  All three men slipped their helmets over their heads and locked them down, then switched on the synthesizers, each taking a deep breath and nodding in satisfaction.


  “Mr. Glover, please open a portal to their bridge.”


  “Aye, Captain.” The young man input his coordinates and fired up the portal generator, looking up to make sure everything was functioning normally. “Whenever you’re ready, Captain.”


  “I’ll go first, just in case.” Hunter took two steps toward the portal, that roiling blank space between the generator poles.


  “Be my guest,” Dr. Klein said with a sweep of his hand.


  Hunter took four more steps, passed beyond the poles and out of sight.


  He found himself standing on the alien bridge. It was dark, and cold and everything about it just seemed off. He was vaguely aware of Klein and Allen stepping through the portal to stand at his shoulder; the sound of their oxygen synthesizers splitting the silence.


  “Oh my God!” Klein exclaimed. “Look at all the bodies!”


  Chapter 2


  Hunter frowned and swept his gaze around the bridge. Bodies sat slumped in chairs, were tossed onto the floor, and one had collapsed into what appeared to be the captain’s chair. Some still had their hands on the controls; others had outstretched arms, almost as though they were reaching for something. In every case, their faces appeared humanoid, but were caught in a rictus of pain, or perhaps, terror.


  “What the hell happened?” Tony Allen echoed.


  Hunter pushed the com button on the left side of his helmet. “Endeavor, can you read me?”


  “Loud and clear,” said Rakhi Mishta’s voice.


  “You were right about there being no life signs, Rakhi. Everyone here is dead.”


  There was a moment of silence as Rakhi digested that bit of information. Then she coughed and pressed on. “Any idea what killed them?”


  “Not yet. How’s that translation coming?”


  “Not a clue, Captain. I am working on it but with only two words, there is not much to go on.” There was an edge of frustration in Rakhi’s voice.


  “Keep trying. Hunter out.”


  Hunter spun in a full circle, taking a quick body count. The three of them still hadn’t moved more than a foot apart. “Mr. Allen, why don’t you go down to engineering and see if you can figure out what killed their engines. Doc, you should examine the bodies and see if you can find out what killed them. When you’re done with that, find their sickbay and see what you can learn.”


  “Alone?” There was more than a little worry in the doctor’s thin voice.


  “Yes, Dr. Klein. Please.”


  He nodded and scuttled away, sidestepping a dead body before kneeling next to another one. Hunter watched him long enough to see him pull out a scanner, then he turned away.


  “I’m going to see if I can find anything in their logs or on their computer to tell us what happened here.”


  “How are you going to do that without power, Captain?” Klein asked absently.


  “I’m going to hook my suit to the bridge computer. If it works the way ours does, it’s isolated and my suit will have enough power to let me view the logs from the past few days.”


  Klein nodded but Hunter missed it. He was already bent over the computer station. His right hand fumbled within his suit’s access panel and he pulled out a long cord. Once he crawled under the computer station, it was an easy matter to open the panel and attach his power cord to the computer’s. He sat back on his heels and grinned in satisfaction. Then he tapped the com button on his helmet.


  “Lieutenant Mishta, I have the bridge computer up and running now. See if you can download its contents.”


  “Making the connection now, sir.” There was a moment of silence during which Hunter worried that the connection had failed. Then Rakhi’s voice chirped in his ear. “I made the connection but, because of the differences in programming language and protocols, I’m going to have to download it as a raw data stream.”


  “Do what you can, please.”


  “I’ve got it. I’ll try to rebuild the files from here.”


  “Thank you, Rakhi.” Hunter reached for the cord. “I’m disconnecting my suit now, to conserve power. Hunter out.”


  He pulled the cord and tapped the com button, then stood to his full seven-foot-two height and stretched. “How’s it going over there, Doc?”


  “There’s not a lot I can tell you without running tests.” Klein sank back on his heels and frowned. “But I can tell you that these people have been dead for a very long time. When the engines stopped working and the life support shut down, the bodies went into a deep freeze, delaying decomp and essentially froze them. I’m guessing that at least some of them were still alive when life support failed.” Klein looked up at his captain again, watching his expression melt into sorrow as that last bit of information sunk in. “I could maybe tell you more after I check out their sickbay.”


  Hunter stared at him, waiting for him to leave and knowing that he would delay his departure as long as possible. Either he didn’t want to go at all or he was waiting for Hunter to offer to go with him. Hunter didn’t budge; he merely waited, silently.


  “Okay, I’m going now.”


  Hunter smiled even though Klein couldn’t see it.


  Reluctantly, the doctor turned and headed toward the elevator, marching slowly and with exaggerated purpose toward its doors. Hunter watched him and said nothing, right up to the second that he nearly plowed his face into the doors.


  “There’s no power, remember? You’ll have to take the maintenance ladders and gangways.”


  Klein turned and glared at him. “You might have said something before I gave myself the bad nose job.”


  “And miss the look on your face right now? I don’t think so.” Hunter smiled all-out.


  Klein growled at him in answer, then stepped to the ladder and slowly made his way downward.


  Hunter took in the eerie scene and wondered what could have gone so horribly wrong. He was startled when his com turned on and Tony’s voice exploded in his ear.


  “I know what happened to the engines, Captain. There are bodies all over the ship, pretty much like the ones on the bridge. But here, in engineering, there seems to have been some sort of fight. Some of these guys died right in the middle of grappling with each other. There are weapons and a pile of used parts piled up, almost like somebody tried to barricade the door.”


  “Weapons? Could there have been invaders? Does it look like any of them were killed by those weapons?”


  “Not really. But here’s the thing: The engines were simply
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