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      Cal, Letty, Tony, Opi, and Sasha were kidnapped by the Molethian civilization and trained to fight against The Horde—the greatest threat in the Milky Way galaxy. They rise quickly through the ranks of the space service and accept increasing responsibilities that fit their talents.

      While his friends take on leadership positions closer to home, Cal disappears on a mission to The Horde galaxy and is presumed dead.

      Horde invasion fleets roam the Milky Way, looking for Alliance home planets.

      Unfortunately, Earth is not yet ready to join the Alliance. When Letty tries to persuade them to join by meeting with one of its recalcitrant countries, she suddenly goes missing.

      Meanwhile, a huge Horde Fleet shows up on the outskirts of our solar system, apparently planning a deadly attack against Earth. With Cal and Letty both missing, Tony, Opi, and Sasha rally together to lead Alliance forces into what may be their final battle!
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      “Leticia? Dear, are you all right?”

      The bathroom door opened a crack as Letty, bent over the toilet, wiped her mouth and tried not to be violently ill once again. A beautiful, expansive bathroom surrounded her, more spacious than her quarters on Carrier Thirty-four, its marble walls and dark granite floors bright and cheery, nothing at all like Letty’s turbulent feelings.

      The bathroom said “mom” more loudly than had her mother been standing beside her. The fixtures were a stark black, but the rest of the decorations—appliques on the glass shower door, pictures on the wall, decorations over the tub—were all in pink and gray, with a seaside motif and both pictures and arrangements of seashells. Why did bathrooms always have seashells, pictured or otherwise, either scattered around or attached to the wall in photographs or paintings? Letty had no idea, but the overall effect increased her nausea.

      She wished her mother would leave her alone. Face over the toilet bowl, she felt the world spinning lazily. All she wanted was to lie quietly near the broad, black tub and perhaps drift to sleep for a few hours.

      Her mother had used her “concerned” name for Letty. Her full name might be Leticia Elizabeth Washington, but no one had called her anything but Letty in years. Only when worried or angry did Laura Washington ever use Letty’s given name.

      The door opened a bit wider. “Leticia?”

      “Just leave me alone, Mom. I’ll be fine in a minute.” A lie—or at least a half-truth.

      “You threw up. Was it the food? I’m so sorry. You probably eat very plain food on your spaceships. I should have kept the menu simpler.”

      Letty groaned and not just from the nausea. The floor tile, imported from Italy, black with (naturally) seashell designs in pink and gray, felt cool against her legs. Soothing, reassuring, solid, not moving or shifting around like Letty’s head. “Just let me be, Mom. Tell Thomas I’ll be out in a few minutes.”

      “Well, all right.” Her mother backed away and shut the door, sounding doubtful. Letty stretched out along the tile beside the massive marble tub, glad to be alone, grateful to feel the nausea begin to recede slightly.

      First Cal and then Thomas. Why did every man she knew suddenly want to get married? She groaned again, this time more in despair. Fleetingly, she remembered the kiss that she’d shared with Sasha months ago—a casual, almost accidental kiss when he had lost his girlfriend Marta. It had embarrassed Sasha, as he suddenly realized he’d kissed “Cal’s girl.” In retrospect, perhaps she should have encouraged Sasha. She liked him a lot, felt he’d make a very nice boyfriend, and he certainly kissed very well. If she’d cultivated Sasha, then maybe Cal could have been kept at bay a bit more. What if she’d made Cal and Sasha rivals? Then maybe they’d both have been too busy competing to bother her so much.

      And then I’d have probably ruined their friendship, she thought. What is wrong with me? Why can’t I face up to guys and say, “I don’t want to talk about marriage,” and leave it at that?

      She lay back, as nausea threatened to overcome her again. Closing her eyes, she drifted into sleep for a moment, awakening suddenly with a jerk. At least the nausea had passed. Grasping the side of the tub, she pulled herself to a sitting position, then struggled erect. She no longer felt ill, only exhausted, facing the dawning realization that her work schedule couldn’t continue at its present rate. She needed, regretfully, to take a day or two off, maybe return to Carrier Thirty-four to see Opi and Tony and find out about the exploration of the dwarf galaxy. Maybe there’d be some late word on not only its status, but also Cal and Sasha.

      First things first. Letty had to talk to Thomas. After a long drink of cool water, she gargled twice with a strong mouthwash and faced the bathroom mirror. Staring herself in the eye and running a hand through her disarrayed, bushy mane, she adjusted her uniform jacket, gave herself a severe, silent lecture on losing control and stalked resolutely back into the den. Thomas rose from the enormous blue sofa, his face a mask of concern.

      “Are you okay? Your mother said that you were ill.”

      “I’m fine,” she said shortly. She didn’t sit down.

      “I’m sorry about the spur-of-the-moment proposal. I had … I’d really missed you, Letty. I’d be lying if I said I felt the same way as when we broke up, but when I knew you were coming home, the feelings came rushing back. I wanted to make a strong statement, to let you know exactly how I felt. I guess I came on a little too strong.”

      Letty moved closer, until she stood before her former boyfriend. Her first love. Slenderly built, lean, and broad shouldered, Thomas stood taller than Cal. His muscular arms hinted at the athletic body concealed by the T-shirt and jeans. His short blond hair surrounded a movie-star face, a face no woman could fail to be attracted to. Unless she were already hopelessly in love.

      “Thomas,” she said, putting out a hand to his shoulder.

      “I sense a rejection coming,” he said, trying audibly to keep his voice light.

      “You know I loved you back then.” Letty moved to his left and sat down beside him on the sofa, locking her gaze into his. “If ever there was a wide-eyed, totally devoted girlfriend, that would have been me three years ago. But things went so far south with Mom and Dad—and then the kidnapping. All of us—my team—were terrified and couldn’t even understand what was happening at first. Finally, we figured it out, and we began to coalesce as a team. And then …

      “And then we became the best. My four teammates and I became the top fighting crew in Shadow Warriors. And Opi—she’s my best friend now—came up with a way to actually beat the bad guys, to win battles. Now, the five of us are among the highest-ranking officers in a navy of hundreds of thousands of members. I am personally responsible for all the training and recruiting of Earth cadets.

      “Opi—her real name is Ophelia—is the strategy planner for the fleet admiral, for goodness sake. Tony—he’s the best navigator in the fleet, and responsible for all navigator training and also assists Opi in her planning. Sasha, our former gunner, has more than six hundred kills and is regarded as best in his job just like Tony—and now he’s responsible for all gunner training in the fleet. And Cal—he’s an admiral, an admiral—and the field commander for all fleet operations.”

      Letty paused, glancing around at the den. Thomas still sat on one of the two long, blue, leather sofas that made up a conversation pit, bounded by the sofas on two sides and the matching recliners on a third. Dark blue carpet covered the floors all the way to the walnut mantle and marble floor before the fireplace. It had probably been no more than half an hour since she fled to the master bath, her stomach tumbling, nausea threatening to engulf her, but it seemed, somehow, a year.

      “The thing is, Thomas—Cal’s the man I love now. And God help me, I’m too scared of marriage to even marry him! I did love you long ago, in another life. But I lived with and got to know Cal for the last two years. We’ve risked our lives so many times together that I can’t even tell you all the times we’ve nearly died while sitting side by side. Now he’s the man I love, and because of Mom and Dad and all their trouble, I can’t even bring myself to marry him.

      “So, you see, I’m not right for you now. I’m another person than the one you knew. In fact, all five of us are different people. I’m sorry for the way things worked out, but like a friend of mine reminded me a few months ago, we can’t worry about what-ifs, only deal with what is.”

      Thomas’s face didn’t show sadness so much as grim resolution. Unlike her own mother, who couldn’t seem to grapple with the reality of Letty, Model 2 (post-kidnapping), Thomas’s face showed a deep, clear understanding and a stoic acceptance.

      What is, is.

      He managed a thin smile. “If you ever change your mind and want to come back home, please let me know.”

      Letty started to shake her head, but stopped the motion, as faint nausea reared its head behind her eyes. “Understand, Thomas, when I leave Earth and return to Molethan, I’ll be going home.”

      He nodded and somehow Letty knew that he did, in fact, understand. Better than anyone else on Earth had.

      They rose together. “I’ll have to be going,” he said.

      “And I need to go also. My shuttle is blocking the street, as you probably noticed.”

      “Yes. How does it feel to flit back and forth across thousands of lightyears, traveling where the rest of us can only dream about going?”

      “Wonderful, and awesome, and scary. Especially so when the bad guys are out there in front of you and you know you’re about to risk your ass again. But I wouldn’t change my life for anything. Did you hear my speech before the UN?”

      “Are you kidding? Of course—both in fact.”

      “Right, I did make two. I meant the first one. Remember what I said? I’ll probably die out there—long before I’d die here, staying in safe, comfortable old Denver, Colorado. But now, for me, that’s what I do. I’m not coming back, Thomas, not permanently. I’ll stay out there as long as I can. Admiral T’Kell, the fleet commander, says that someday I might take her place. But whatever happens, the Shadow Warriors are home to me now, and I really feel more Molethian than human, even though the Molethians, as I’m sure you’ve seen on TV, are quite a bit different from us. But I love them and I love the Warriors, and there I’ll stay.”

      Thomas gave her a long, intensive examination. Not her body, but simply staring into her eyes, and Letty felt as though he plumbed her soul. After a moment, he said, almost matter of fact, “I understand. You belong out there. You’d be out of place here. I hate to say that, but I see it now—you’re part of another world. But I still wish I could join you.”

      “Hey, you can take the test like anyone else.”

      “Oh, no, I don’t want to be a warrior. I’m a healer by nature, Letty, just like you are by nature a warrior. But maybe I could help.”

      “Listen, you get an MD and specialize in emergency medicine and I guarantee we can find you a place. A lot of medics are droids in the Warriors, but they need the real thing, too. And since a lot of Warriors are human, they need MDs that specialize in human medicine. Get that degree and specialty, and I know you could find a spot.”

      Thomas smiled again and stood. “I just might do that. You wouldn’t mind me joining the war effort?”

      “Heck, no. You’ll always be a friend.”

      She walked him to the door. He bent to kiss her, his lips soft and lingering.

      “For luck,” he said.

      “Hey, I always said you were a great kisser.”

      As he crossed the porch to the front steps, Letty heard her mother bustling toward the front. She turned, resigned, to the expected lecture.
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      “Is he gone already?” Laura Washington asked. Her hair was perfectly coiffed, her dress as formal as though she had hosted one of her charity events. Only her hands, twisting together, seemed to hint at her unease.

      Staring out the glass storm door, Letty said quietly, “Yes, mother.” The street was nearly clear, only a few cars and one news van still parked fifty or so yards down the street to her left.

      “He proposed.”

      “Yes, mother.”

      “And?”

      “And I said no.” Why would her mother even consider any possible alternative? Except that Laura Washington had always been just that obtuse when it came to understanding her only child.

      “Oh, Letty, he’s such a catch. Married to a doctor! What could be better than that?”

      “Fighting and killing The Horde for Molethan and the Alliance.”

      The reply seemed to leave her mother at a loss. Finally, she said, “You’d rather fight battles millions of miles from Earth than come home?”

      The “home” comment—for what felt like the thousandth time—became the proverbial straw. Letty whirled to face her mother, her voice rising half a dozen decibels.

      “Home is where I’ll go when I finish my assignment in New York. It’s not here, don’t you get it? I’ve been away more than two years, fighting dozens of battles against a ruthless enemy! Home is where my fellow warriors are, where the team I trained with lives, where the man I love …” She broke off, tears filling her eyes.

      The man I love is out there, seventy-five thousand lightyears and more away, going up against that same enemy. Everything I love is out there. “There’s nothing here for me, do you understand? Long ago this was home, before you and Dad made it your personal battleground, where the collateral damage—me—didn’t seem to matter. Now, this is isn’t my home anymore. And you—you don’t really care about me, except in some abstract, general way. When, during that last two years, did you ever come into my room, sit down, talk to me, ask me about school, or studies, or Thomas? You didn’t give a crap, Mom. You were too damn tied up in fighting with Dad, doing your work, and palling around with your ritzy friends.”

      Letty’s voice rose, her intensity the same as when an enemy fighter approached her own. Her mother, at first appalled and teary, began to grow angrier. As Letty finished, she drew back her right hand and swung, flat-handed, at Letty’s face.

      Letty caught the hand with her left, squeezing hard and pulling down. Her mother screamed and went to her knees.

      “You think you can treat me like a little girl, Mother dear? I’m not your baby. I’m a commander in the Molethian Navy and I’m a thousand years more mature than you’ll ever be.” Letty sneered, letting the arm go, pushing her mother away.

      Her mother rose, staggered back. “Get out of my house.”

      Letty glared at her mother, a bit taken aback, but then again, not terribly surprised either. “Yes, it’s your house. It’s not mine, not now. Goodbye, Mother, and to hell with you—and dear old dad both.”

      She stormed out of the house, down the front sidewalk, up to the shuttle whose hatch opened as she approached. The sky overhead seemed clear, but with the light of Denver around her, very few stars could be seen. The crowd had evaporated, the reporters and news hawks long gone. Had she not been so angry, so frustrated, Letty might have considered how she might appear on the nightly news. Now, she simply told the droid, “Back to New York, ASAP.”

      As she buckled in, Letty’s eyes went to the front porch of her mother’s house, still illuminated brightly. Her mother stood at the door, face forlorn, as the shuttle lifted. She lifted a hand; a wave or a plea to come back, Letty couldn’t be sure. Then her mother fell from view as they accelerated upward.

      I will not cry. I will not cry.

      Letty repeated the words over and over, like a mantra, all the way back to the carrier.
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      Sasha sat in the commander’s chair between Commander Cirilio Antonelli, temporary commander of Carrier One Hundred One, to his left, and Commander Edward Nash, Wing Executive Officer, on his right. Ahead, out the sapphire window that enclosed the entire outer section of the bridge, the High Command satellite, an artificial moon some thirty kilometers in diameter, sat suspended above the blue-green orb of Molethan, some thirty thousand kilometers beneath.

      “Home,” Antonelli breathed. Nash gave orders and the pilot and co-pilot, mainly by instructing the ship control computer, docked at the enormous space station that housed naval headquarters.

      Sasha turned to Nash. “With your permission, I’d like to return Admiral McGregor’s command fighter to Carrier Thirty-four.” He stood, trying to control his face.

      Nash stood beside him. “Permission granted, Commander.”

      Dark-complexioned, quite tall, and as slender as Sasha, Nash’s somber face was crowned by short, ebony hair, his eyes deep and stormy. His current expression, stoic as usual, still hinted at tumultuous feelings just beneath the surface. He had always been, Sasha thought, a hard man to read. Now his feelings radiated from inside, matching Sasha’s own. “Please pass my sincere condolences to your crewmates.”

      Cirilio, short and compact like Tony, Sasha’s best friend and long-time navigator, heaved his bulky body up as well. Olive-skinned and looking as Italian as his name, his sentiments weren’t hidden like those of Nash. Sasha had heard the phrase, “His face is the mirror of his soul,” and it fit Cirilio to a T. His eyes watery, the commander put his arm on Sasha’s shoulder. “And do the same for me, Sasha. I will pray for Cal and Letty—and for you.”

      Sasha tried to muster a grin. “Well, Letty’s an atheist—not sure how much that will do for her. But for me … thanks.”

      He strode off the bridge, headed to Red Squadron, determined to keep his composure if he had to bite his tongue in half.

      Half a (Molethian) hour later, he approached the kilometer-long, cigar-shaped silver carrier that served as the flagship of the fleet commander, Admiral T’Kell. He slipped easily through the command fighter portal and gingerly maneuvered Cal’s fighter into its cradle. As he stepped out of the fighter, the noisy, chaotic repair and maintenance activity in the Red Hangar surrounded him, its enormous volume the size of the below-deck hangar on a US naval aircraft carrier. He shuddered, realizing what a chore lay before him. Neither shuttle nor communication probe had left the fleet since the last battle—since Cal had been lost. Therefore, no one on staff or among the ranks knew about their loss.

      He had sunk so deep into thought that a speeding electric maintenance truck almost ran him down as he stepped into one of the red-marked vehicle paths set clearly across the extent of the open area. The driver—droid or Molethian non-com, he didn’t have time to tell—honked stridently and sped on.

      Jumping back, Sasha thought to himself, That’s just lovely. Survive death a dozen times in the dwarf galaxy and then get run down by a wild hangar truck driver.

      Stepping out of the traffic lane, he debated on whom to call on first. He finally decided on T’Kell, assuming she happened to be aboard the carrier. Speaking to her would be less painful than his other interactions, though not by much. He left the hangar by the rear hatch, proceeded up the narrow hallway past Cal’s old office to the main carrier thoroughfare.

      The command offices lay down the main hallway’s length some three hundred meters. The hallway itself, with standard ecru colored walls, a dark metal floor, and topped with a massive collections of pipes, wire carriers, and enormous power cables, extended into the distance. It connected all the hangars, plus the command section and the armory and power modules.

      A Molethian male captain, T’Kell’s receptionist and one of her aides, sat at a desk near the door to T’Kell’s inner office. He knew Sasha, of course. “Welcome, Commander. We didn’t know you had returned from the mission.”

      “Just got back.” Sasha racked his brain, but couldn’t come up with the aide’s name. “I don’t suppose the admiral is available?”

      “Actually, she just finished a meeting and has another almost immediately, but if you sneak in quickly …” He grinned, and Sasha did his best to return it.

      Sasha slipped past the reception desk and knocked. Hearing a muffled invitation, he entered.

      Admiral T’Kell rose and came around the desk. “Commander, I didn’t know you had returned.”

      “Just came in, Admiral. I wanted to see you first.” Sasha felt a wave of emotion—anger and intense sorrow, mixed together in a toxic stew—and struggled to keep a straight face.

      “I wanted to review results with you and Admiral McGregor, but I have another meeting right away. Let me check my calendar to see when—”

      “Admiral.”

      The only word Sasha could get out. The emotion came through, despite his best efforts, and her head came up, eyes squinted. Molethians didn’t turn pale generally, but it seemed that in this case, her visible flesh lightened.

      “Cal,” she said, louder than necessary. Sasha wasn’t even sure she knew she’d used his first name.

      He stuttered twice, then said, “I’m sorry, sir.” He didn’t really know anything else to say.

      They stared at each other a moment. Finally, he ventured, “Commander Nash will be here with a full report. I wanted you to know first, before I tell Letty and Tony and Opi.”

      Another pause. Then, “Thank you, Commander. I know this is difficult for you; it certainly is for me. Can you give me any details?”

      Briefly he summarized the last minutes of their ultimate battle: Cal, against Sasha’s strong suggestion, showing up alone in a fighter with only a Four droid as backup. The final attempts of Sasha and Cal to rescue a crew whose fighter had been damaged. The appearance of a group of fighters with a huge metal net suspended between them. The damage to Cal’s ship and his eventual snagging by The Horde net. Sasha’s own desperate attempts to save Cal until all his ammunition was depleted. When he finished, T’Kell said, “Then he was still alive so far as you know.”

      “Yes, sir, but it’s The Horde. They won’t let him live long.”

      T’Kell shocked Sasha by placing her hands on his shoulders. “Cal and your crew would never give up. We can’t either. Go find your friends. I have another meeting, then I’ll get the summary from Nash. I’m sure he will have a thorough recounting of your mission.”

      “Yes, sir.” She dropped her hands, and he left before he totally lost it.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      He found Tony and Opi seated in the conference room Cal shared with Admiral Rajasekaran which had previously been the carrier commander’s conference room when T’Kell had held that post. Oddly, he caught them in a spirited discussion, maybe even an argument, something he’d never witnessed between them before. Upper Commander Anthony Morales would never have contradicted his wife in public, but in a private situation, he apparently had no qualms about spelling out his disagreement. As for Admiral Ophelia Nathalie Adrienne Prefontaine, she apparently felt the same, giving as good as she got.

      “With T’Kell behind us, which means the High Command is as well, then we need to see that Molethan gets its act together and builds those planet killers faster,” she said.

      “But that’s not enough,” Tony replied loudly. “We need to start sizing up the nearest bases in the small galaxy, monitor them, get an idea of how these nearer bases deploy fighters. I’ll bet that not one in four of them have a big fighter complement. We can ignore bases with two or three—or even five—thousand fighters, and concentrate on the really big bases. That way, we’ll need fewer bombs.”

      Before he could get out anything else, they spied Sasha. Opi flew over to hug him, and Tony followed. Sasha made the hugs brief. “Sorry I don’t smell better. Just got in.”

      He eyed both of the former combatants. “Do I need to referee anything here?”

      Opi laughed. “No, silly, we’re not mad. We’re just discussing policy, and we disagree, but that’s all.”

      “Glad to see you,” Tony chimed in. “Where’s Cal?”

      Before he tried to answer, Sasha said, “Is Letty here or on Earth?”

      “Earth,” Opi supplied. “She’s been on Earth for most of the last seven months. She’s really got her recruiting activities rolling in high gear. Galigan dropped by last week and said they are already training cadets from the first classes of volunteers that Letty recruited.”

      “Damn.” He muttered it under his breath, but Opi caught it.

      “What’s the matter? Was there a problem in your mission? Have you and Cal …”

      Her voice faded as she caught the strain on Sasha’s face. “What is it? What’s wrong? Where’s Cal? Oh God Almighty, where’s Cal?”

      The look of horror overcame him as she appeared to realize the impact of Sasha’s solo presence. He collapsed in a chair, the tears he had held off so long breaking the dam. “I’m so sorry,” he said.

      Opi, weeping as well, sprang to hold him. Tony did the same.

      It took a long time to get the story out.
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            ADMIRAL T’KELL

          

        

      

    

    
      Commander Nash finished his summary with customary reserve and lack of emotion. His eyes might telegraph that he felt waves of unexpressed feeling, but the face remained as bland as though he were delivering a routine readiness report. Dressed as impeccably as though he had just left a formal military review in his gold dress jacket and dark slacks, he could have been giving his admiral a review of cafeteria services or a tabulation of maintenance expenses.

      He had stood during his entire delivery. Again, T’Kell gestured to a chair in front of her desk. “Please take a seat, Nash. Your continued standing is beginning to make me tired.”

      Reluctantly he settled into a chair, keeping his spine erect, perched on the forward quarter of the seat. His expression had never changed. T’Kell sought his eyes with hers. “Not your fault, Nash—neither yours nor Commanders Sharapov’s. You know that we all face the same danger every time we go into battle. In this case, his number simply came up.

      “Besides—for all we know he is still alive. If The Horde went to the trouble of developing that net device that Commander Sharapov described, then they must want to interview and interrogate him. They know as little about our various species in the Alliance as we know about them; we’ve never even seen a live Horde member. Maybe they’re simply curious.”

      “I agree. But when they’re through with their interrogation …”

      “Who knows? Maybe they’ll release him to bring us information on their desire for peace. Maybe, seeing our species, they will decide to live and let live.”

      “You don’t believe that.”

      “Not strongly, but it’s better to have some hope than none. Your new assessment sounds thorough and complete. Admiral Prefontaine will no doubt be pleased.”

      “I hope her pleasure will soon lead to heavy attacks by Alliance forces against their military bases.”

      “More than likely it will. For now, please finish the pesky paperwork that I know you will not want to leave undone, then take some time off. Well done, Nash—you and your fellow mission leaders.”

      “Thank you, Admiral.” Recognizing her words as a dismissal as well as a compliment, he rose, made a half-turn to leave, and then hesitated, turning back to face her desk. “Admiral, Commander Sharapov may need some counseling and time off himself. He holds himself personally responsible for the loss of Admiral McGregor.”

      “I know. I sent him to reunite with his fellow crewmates, but I forgot to tell him that Admiral Washington is on Earth. Of course, he’ll want to journey there immediately.” T’Kell sighed. “I may have to beat some sense into him myself.”

      Before he caught himself, Nash almost smiled. Then with the Molethian head-dipping salute—or depending on one’s point of view, the non-salute—he took his leave.

      Telling her aide to summon Admiral Prefontaine, T’Kell sat back in her chair to ruminate. T’Kell had much better emotional control than humans; she could partition her own emotions very effectively. There would be a time to mourn Cal, and such a time would be painful and difficult. But for now, she had to consider Cal’s loss and its impact on fleet readiness and capabilities.

      Admiral Calvin Adam McGregor had been one of the best—no, the best field commander of the Molethian fleet in her experience. Now deceased—for all practical purposes, despite her words to Sasha—he had to be replaced, and that task loomed as a major one. The heir apparent, so far as most of the top High Command members were concerned, would be Admiral Rajasekaran, himself an experienced and savvy battle leader.

      But T’Kell wasn’t so sure. Yes, he had been effective in the field. But in the final analysis, T’Kell regarded Raj as more of a strategic thinker—akin to Opi—rather than a top, seat-of-his-pants tactical leader like Cal. Cal had spoken very highly of two people: Sasha—Commander Sharapov—and Cirilio Antonelli, now a commander as well. He had been promoted to CCSF of Carrier Thirty-four, Cal’s old post before being assigned to the exploration mission with Cal. She wondered for a moment idly if it might not be a good idea to leave Cal’s position vacant, while appointing Sasha as the field commander of Wing Three to see how he handled it. Also, perhaps, give Commander Antonelli the same position in another wing.

      In the meantime, she could announce that Raj would be temporary field commander of all forces, telling him in private that she had other things in mind for him. If Sharapov or Antonelli worked out, either could take the post, leaving Raj for greater, or at least more complex, things.

      T’Kell didn’t deceive herself that Antonelli would function at Cal’s level—at first or maybe ever. But he might be able to take the steps to mature to Cal’s level, given the chance. Sharapov, on the other hand, might be the closest to Cal’s ability now. Cal had once remarked to her that he had seen Sasha make battlefield analyses that he had only thought himself capable of.

      Her aide signaled and shortly, Opi entered. To say that she didn’t look herself would be complimentary. Her eyes were still red and her face, with its normally beautiful, ivory skin, appeared mottled with red patches. Clearly not taking the news about Cal well. T’Kell suppressed another sigh. For all her brilliance in military planning and despite strategic capabilities that frankly far outstretched any Molethian that T’Kell had ever known, other than herself, Opi still progressed through her teenage years. She had barely turned eighteen (Earth) years old. Marriage had done wonders to mature her emotionally, but the loss of one of her four closest friends had clearly affected Opi deeply.

      T’Kell indicated a chair, and Opi sank into it as though she weighed as much as a Shadow Warrior fighter. T’Kell had to admire the way she screwed up her courage, put aside her mourning, and said, “Yes Admiral. How can I be of service?”

      “We’re in a sort of lull right now,” T’Kell said. “Soon I may need you to talk strategy to the full High Command, but right now, I’m just going to feed them all the data our probe mission gathered in The Horde galaxy. I know this loss of Admiral McGregor—Cal—has saddened us all here in headquarters. Unfortunately, Admiral Washington does not yet know of our loss.

      “Rather than sending an impersonal note by courier, I’d rather send a friend. Would you do me a favor and take a quick trip to Earth to meet with her personally? I know this is going to be extremely hard for her to take, and I think a friend bringing the news might help her to cope. I decided to ask Admiral Sharapov to remain here; I don’t think he needs to face Letty at the present.”

      Opi’s bland face slipped; for a moment, T’Kell saw the anguish and suffering beneath. She had heard Opi say that Letty had become the glue that held their team together in training, but T’Kell knew from her own experience that it had been Cal and his remarkable leadership that had transformed the team into an exceptionally effective fighting crew. Cal had always been there, had always pulled them through, had led them in scores of battles with confidence and authority.

      And now he was gone.

      Opi slipped back into her formal military mode—the demeanor of an admiral, not a young woman in serious mental pain. “I would be glad to go.”

      “Good. Another thing. Before you leave, you are to take your husband aside and charge him with a second task. He is to attach himself to Commander Sharapov like an extra appendage. He needs to make sure that when Sasha needs to talk, he is there to listen.”

      Opi considered. “A good idea, sir. It will also help Tony to deal with his grief.” She smiled, or at least she appeared to try. “And I suspect you are doing the same for me. Although I do agree that Letty needs to get this news from a friend or better still, from a crewmate. She will be heartbroken; she loved him, but she would never give in to his overtures. I’m afraid that if you thought I’d go off the rails, it’s nothing compared to what Letty might do.”

      “Then don’t let her do it. It’s why I’m sending you, Opi. You can love her and support her as she grieves. And she will need to grieve.”

      “I greatly appreciate your kindness, Admiral. You are a great military leader, and, wonder of wonders, you have a kind heart.”

      T’Kell rose and came around her desk. She took Opi in her arms. “I am also a Molethian female with, I fear, a mothering complex. I have offered to adopt Letty. I also make that offer to you. I could not have greater affection for the two of you if you were my own.”

      Surprised, Opi felt her stern exterior dissolve. She clung to T’Kell as though she were drowning in an ocean; her own tears the salty source.
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      Just a little less than ten days after refusing Thomas’s proposal, Letty’s shuttle banked to port and the droid pilot made an expert landing just off the runway on a square of concrete, technically a helipad. To the west, a group of large, square concrete structures rose out of the plains of Kansas, the group of buildings making up the newly completed testing and training complex for the Shadow Warriors.

      Overhead, the sky a dark blue, clear and cloudless, stretched from horizon to horizon, the sun, still low in the East, spreading a golden glow, but as yet little heat. Around the complex, the brown prairie stretched into the distance. Only a few dozen miles from Wichita, the complex lay far enough into the countryside that only farms surrounded the group of new buildings. Absolutely no landscaping had been authorized. The idea had been to keep costs as low as possible, spending money on the construction itself and the massive installation of electronic testing and training equipment rather than beautification.

      The approach had been new and quite innovative to Molethian thinking. It had been Letty’s idea, as a matter of fact. No longer were recruits trained in orbit and then sent into battle. Now, after passing the required tests and having implants installed, recruits were trained right here on the surface of Earth, doing all their simulation and basic learning in the complex. Recruits that did not qualify were offered positions in the Molethian Navy, perhaps in maintenance or some other useful area.

      Every volunteer, per Letty’s new High-Command-approved training program, would be given the opportunity to serve the Alliance in some useful way. There would be no rejections unless the volunteer decided against other service. Letty and Admiral T’Kell had agreed that there were many other valuable positions in the Molethian service besides Shadow Warriors, and any volunteer with the desire could find a place.

      Exiting the shuttle, Letty spied three figures approaching—Molethians by their height. Two she knew only slightly; they were the engineers who had helped to design the complex (although a few very excited and intrigued American engineers and architects had assisted as well). The third: Galigan. Admiral Galigan, she reminded herself. He had been in charge of her training after she had been kidnapped. She sped up her walk, approached him, and embraced him, a hug that he returned enthusiastically. The companion Molethians seemed a bit taken aback, but Letty didn’t care in the slightest.

      After a moment, grasping her shoulders, Galigan held her at arm’s length. “So good to see you, Letty.” He saw, she knew, a tall, athletic young woman, still not to her nineteenth birthday, with a great head of bushy hair, high cheekbones, caramel skin, penetrating dark eyes, a strong nose, and a figure that caused most men to take a second look. Letty didn’t kid herself that she had the face to be on the cover of women’s glamour magazines or e-zines, though she had in fact been on the cover of several of them due to her fame, but she felt satisfied with her looks.

      And so was Galigan; he doted on her like a grandfather, smiling and seeming to be overcome with sentimentality. He gestured to his companions, who had been looking on with interest and curiosity. “I believe you’ve met engineers D’Kello and G’Gedder. They are responsible for much of the new equipment, which you will see is a quantum leap from that on which you trained.”

      She dipped her head to both. Galigan added, parenthetically, “Gentlemen, you remember the admiral. She has become one of my greatest achievements, due mostly to her ability, not my training acumen. If you were surprised by our sentimental reunion, remember that on Earth, such display of emotion is quite usual. Humans more easily display affection than our species does.”

      They likewise nodded toward her. “I am very impressed at the speed with which the facility has been constructed,” she told them. “Training is already in progress, I understand.”

      Galigan nodded to the Molethian on the right, who said a bit stiffly, “Yes, Admiral, the first and second classes are in progress, and a third starts in a few Earth days. We have been fortunate to enjoy good weather during construction, so we were able to start the first class a good deal sooner than we had initially forecast, although last week we experienced a tornado.”

      He shivered visibly. “Very odd storm—nothing like it on Molethan. But due to the construction that Earth engineers insisted on, we had no damage to report other than a few automobiles in the parking lot and some furniture on the outdoor area of the mess hall.”

      As a native Coloradoan, Letty knew about tornadoes. “Good thinking by your engineers.”

      Galigan took up the dialog. “I’m just finishing my visit. I wish you had been here at the start, but I understand about the UN meetings. I hope all went well.”

      She offered a very thin smile. “Not really. A few nations still don’t want to cooperate, claiming that the US and European nations are conspiring to keep them from sharing Alliance technology. A part of joining the Alliance, as I’m sure you have heard, is that all nuclear weapons be turned over to us in exchange for leap technology and our Alliance weapons data. Several nations, as usual, are refusing to cooperate. The UN is leaning on them heavily but we will have to see what outcome unfolds.”

      “It would be expeditious for us to eliminate the recalcitrant nations.”

      “Yes, but that would probably lead to more suspicion on the part of nations that are leaning toward cooperating but are still on the fence. A frustrating problem.”

      “I see. I hope we can depend on the bureaucrats and politicians to solve it.”

      Letty merely grunted. She had no confidence that the UN could solve any problem.

      The taller engineer, the one referred to as G’Gedder, said, “We would be very pleased to give you a tour of the new facilities, especially the training pods, and perhaps a view of some of the training itself.”

      It suddenly occurred to Letty that they were conversing in English. She switched so effortlessly between her native language and Molethian that often she made the change without consciously realizing it. She glanced at Galigan. “English? Trying to fit in, eh?”

      He gave a delighted laugh. “I see you are much like me. Sometimes it’s hard to be consciously aware of one’s spoken language as we slip back and forth between Molethian and the local tongue. Yes, it seemed like the politically proper step to take. Your race isn’t yet used to the idea that there are many worlds of intelligent beings out there, and just as on Earth, they all have their unique languages and customs.

      “So far, we haven’t even paraded any of our allies in the Alliance in front of your UN. Time enough for that later. And speaking English seems to make many of those we work with more comfortable. Our colleagues here, with the help of the implants, have picked up on your rather complicated language quite well.”

      “Do you have time to tour with me?” Letty hoped so. She found that she had sorely missed the first Molethian that she had ever met. She almost felt as though he were an infrequently seen grandfather.

      He hesitated. “I’m due back on Molethan for a report shortly. But as your fellow English speakers would say, what the heck. I can be a little late.”

      Letty grinned, favored G’Gedder with a smile as well, and said, “Lead the way.”

      A pathway took them from the helipad to the first building, as nondescript on the exterior as the rest but quite sumptuous inside, as least in terms of a training facility. It held dorm rooms (over one hundred on three floors, G’Gedder proudly told her), most slightly larger than those of Letty’s training, with real beds, not sleeping platforms, PCs on five small desks, and a wide-screen TV for entertainment. Positively ostentatious, if not palatial. The bathroom by itself seemed lavish—at least five times the size of the one in her training room with three sinks, two toilets in enclosed stalls, and dual showers.

      Letty remarked on the size and facilities. “Not sure I would have wanted to share a bath with one of the boys when I was training, but other than that, really nice.”

      Standing in the door of the bath, the other engineer, D’Kello, said, “We were made to understand the attitudes of many of your species regarding males and females sharing bath facilities. On the training ships, such couldn’t be a consideration, but here crews are given the choice of being on a single-sex team or on one which has both sexes. Many females chose such an arrangement, as have some males. Of course, many males welcome close-in living with females, so more males agree to both sexes in a crew. Not so many females, so usually there are two females maximum to a crew.”

      Galigan added, “We don’t put a single female on a crew, because in that case, we understand many young women would feel uncomfortable, even if they agree to dual-sex training teams. So of course, many teams are male, as there are simply not enough willing young women to accommodate the males that would prefer both sexes in the crew. Of course, the women are given birth control medications, so if there are any—enthusiastic crew interactions—there is no pregnancy to worry about. However, for most teams, sex is not an issue. The majority of teenage males are quite polite and thoughtful about female feelings, and those that aren’t generally are quickly weeded out. Very soon, teams with both sexes come to think of each other as teammates, not objects of affections. And although the implants do not control male instincts, they have some strong suggestions about behavior.”

      “And besides that,” Letty added with another grin, “teams are usually far too tired in their free time to do anything as ambitious as flirt. I hit the sack every night so weary that I doubt I stayed awake for a nanosecond.”

      The engineers next led the group to a building that featured a large cafeteria, plus a workout facility that astounded Letty with its capabilities. G’Gedder stated proudly (clearly having had a good deal to do with the design) that in mere weeks, even a very non-athletic human could gain quite a high level of fitness. There were also areas for defense and combat training, some Molethian in origin, as well as Taekwondo and old-fashioned Judo.

      The cafeteria—you just couldn’t refer to it as a mess hall, Letty decided, as it was simply far too upscale—not only had every form of human food in all its ethnic diversity, but a few Molethian foods, including Kekkela, a custard very high on Letty’s favorite list. Of course, a coffee bar that rivaled any Starbucks Letty had ever visited held a center position, and although the tables were almost deserted, several recruits grabbed coffee on what clearly could be deemed a brief break.

      “I see trainees and recruits rise early and get right to their scheduled activities,” she commented.

      “Of course,” Galigan said. “The site of training may be new, but nothing has changed about the discipline.” They shared a brief grin, as both remembered their earlier times together.

      The third building held the training pods, plus some new devices that could supplement training for those that were progressing more slowly. A way to increase graduation rates, something Letty could appreciate. As they entered the access doors, Letty pointed to the fourth building, a smaller, squat building, by no means small but merely a single story in height.

      “What’s over there?”

      “Highly classified facility,” Galigan told her with a grin. “Fusion reactors to power everything, plus a Molethian-city-level shield facility. Even the newest carriers have nothing like this—an earth-style thermonuclear weapon could ignite right beside the shield, and it would do no damage. Of course, a planet-killer could overcome it, but nothing humans have access to.”

      “Expecting trouble?”

      He gave a deprecating smile. “Well, as you said, some earth countries do not seem inclined to cooperate with our initiative, so we want to assure that no potential enemy tries to harm our new complex.”

      Which made sense. Left up to Letty, she would have probably destroyed a couple of the troublemakers, then sent a warning to the rest and watched them hastily fall in line. Not a good way to make friends in the UN, however.

      One thing puzzled her. “You said the tornado last week caused a bit of damage when it occurred. Why didn’t you turn the shield on?”

      G’Gedder seemed embarrassed. “Purely my fault. I was on-site here, but just didn’t understand the danger.”

      Galigan patted the engineer on the shoulder and smiled. “My colleague had not had any training in Earth weather up until then, so he had no concept of the power of what I am told was an EF3 tornado. You can be certain that he understands now.”

      Letty nodded. It might be hard to grasp the power and destructive ability of such a storm until you actually saw one.

      The training pods were by far the biggest surprise. They were roomy—roomier by far than actual cockpits of all but the newest cloaked fighters and command fighters of squadron leaders. The equipment in this case did not consist of copies of the real stuff; it was the real stuff. A training team could be sure that the day they entered their first fighter, except for a bit less space, they would be completely at home. Letty also sat in on a few training exercises. In one case, she took the trainer’s mentoring chair and looked on as a nervous crew, made up of both young men and women just like her own crew more than two years ago, took on an attack problem which she recognized as one of the earlier exercises from her own training.

      The surprise element—every training sequence had an unknown situation to cope with—had to do with an unanticipated attack by Horde fighters who were not part of the column the crew had attacked. Letty remembered the exercise well. The very raw young team didn’t do well; frankly, they screwed it up, and she had to control her face from frowning and telling the strategy officer and the pilot that they ought to concentrate on understanding the mission before they set out.

      Instead, she beamed at them and said encouragingly that she had screwed up practice missions as well—quite true—and that they should continue to work hard. She also encouraged the strategy officer and co-pilot to confer each day on what went right and what went wrong and present the results to their captain—the pilot—and the whole crew.

      When she left them, she felt that she had encouraged them and that they were determined to succeed, the attitude she always hoped to engender.

      On the tarmac, she hugged Galigan again, thanked the engineers, and headed to her shuttle as he went toward his, which had arrived in the interim. The droid quickly lifted her shuttle for New York, as Galigan’s headed directly toward the carrier and on to Molethan. Leaning back in the co-pilot’s chair, she managed to catch forty winks before the droid gently touched her shoulder and announced that they were landing. Once in the UN building, she headed for the office that she had been assigned (she had been told that very soon, the Molethian contingent except for the ambassadors would enter rented space in the surrounding neighborhood).

      Mentally she checked her schedule. The time in New York City approached 2:00 pm, and Letty had yet to eat. So, she thought to herself, catch a quick meal, then hurry back to the office to check on communications. She carried a Molethian computing unit/com device that most officers in the Molethian Navy referred to as their “personal.” Most of the incoming data and messages would be classified, however, and she preferred to download them on her office computer, an advanced Molethian make, not a standard Earth PC or Mac.

      After a quick com check, she had to catch a meeting at three, then there were some recruiting reports to review and some sort of dinner with both local and national political figures—mainly, for Letty, just glad-handing and “looking pretty,” as Sasha liked to say.

      Abruptly changing priorities, she decided on a brief trip to her office to see if any truly critical coms had arrived, then to lunch at a quite decent restaurant nearby. She caught an elevator to her floor, breezed down the hall to her office—and stopped short. The door sat open, and Opi occupied her chair behind the Spartan metal desk.

      As she entered, still shocked, Opi rose and came around the desk, face contorted as though she had swallowed something disagreeable.

      “Opi! What in the world are you …”

      Opi stood before her, hands coming out to grasp her arms. “Letty, I’m afraid I have some very bad news.”

    

  

