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      Cal, Letty, Tony, Opi, and Sasha were thrust together when they were kidnapped by the Molethian civilization and forced to become a fighter crew to battle against The Horde, the most vicious, predatory enemy in all the Milky Way galaxy. At first, only Letty could get along with the rest of them, and they basically hated each other. However, due largely to Letty’s efforts, they became not only the top fighting crew in the Shadow Warriors, but also a close family that love and support each other. Due to Opi’s amazing strategic thinking, Letty’s organizational skills, Sasha’s unparalleled ability as a weapons officer, Tony’s crack talent as a navigator, and Cal’s icy nerve as a battle leader, they have found a way to defeat two major Horde invasions.

      Opi, already becoming the chief strategist for an entire wing of the Molethian space forces, decides that an entirely new way of fighting Horde forces must be put in place. Her audacious plan is to search a central volume of the Milky Way through which The Horde always travels, discover the military bases they have no doubt established, and destroy them all. She is convinced that a huge base has been built by The Horde on the opposite side of the galaxy, very near The Horde’s own small galactic home, the Dwarf Spheroidal Sagittarius Galaxy.

      In the meantime, a third Horde invasion of about 40,000 ships nears Molethan’s home planet. Using Opi’s old strategies, Molethian forces manage to destroy it, but the new, highly capable Horde fighters make this victory far more difficult. In addition, Tony is reported missing and presumed lost. Grieving over Tony, whom she loved, Opi refuses to succumb to her grief, immediately commissioning the search for the other Horde home bases in the Milky Way.

      A search party finds the monstrous Horde base almost 70,000 lightyears across the galaxy. Molethan appeals to the other Alliance systems, and a major attack on the base is started, with Cal the attack leader. Things seem to be going well when suddenly, in the midst of the battle, a new enemy strikes, heavily damaging not only Shadow Warriors fighters but also many of the Alliance carriers. The fate of the battle hangs on a razor’s edge. Can the Alliance, led by Cal, Opi, and the rest of their team, manage to win over two opponents, or are they destined to be destroyed by the combined forces of two enemies?
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            TONY

          

        

      

    

    
      Tony’s favorite maintenance droid, Four, stood beside him as Seven, the monkey-like engine repair droid, clambered out of the tunnel to the engine room. Seven didn’t talk, exchanging data with Four electronically. After a moment, Four turned back to Tony, and Sasha, standing beside him. Tony had been fidgeting in obvious impatience.

      “A minor cooling problem,” Four announced. “One of the fluid pumps malfunctioned, but there was a spare available, and he quickly replaced it. Seven says that the engine is operating at optimum efficiency.”

      “Good.” Tony turned to Sasha. “Glad we don’t have to hang around here until they miss us and send out a search crew.”

      Sasha frowned. “Four, we need to get the engine overhauled when we return to base. That’s the third minor problem we’ve had—and one of these days, there’ll be a major one.”

      They had used the borrowed ship for several sorties over the last few weeks. Their unit commander’s ship, Red Ten, normally had to be reserved for his own use, so they had borrowed Red Thirty-six from Unit Three.

      Tony agreed with Sasha. An ancient Shadow Warrior craft, Red Thirty-six probably needed to be replaced, though it resembled Red Ten as far as the inner layout went. About fifteen meters long, it resembled a silver dart, with a sharp nose painted a bright red, as it belonged to Red Squadron. Inside the cabin, facing forward at the front, the pilot’s station sat in the center of the control console. A large vertical display, three-D and multicolor, stood vertically across the back of the console, although it could be lowered to reveal a sapphire window that looked out on the forward view. Just to the left and slightly to the rear of the pilot’s seat, the co-pilot’s station shared the left-hand side of the console, holding some additional small status displays. The navigation station to the left of the weapons station on the right took up both sides of the cramped space. To the rear, a single chair with no displays or controls would hold the vital fifth crew member. On Red Ten, Opi, the girl Tony loved, sat in that chair. The navigator’s chair belonged to Tony.

      But not on this ship. On their lonely watch, Tony acted as pilot, while Sasha took care of navigation and gunnery.

      “You heard him, Four,” Tony said, nodding toward the larger droid. “Set up a complete inspection ASAP when we get back to base. No sense in having the next crew to use this piece of junk get stranded on an assignment.”

      “Yes, sir.” Four dipped his head and made a hand gesture to Seven, who obediently entered his storage bin, to await the next call. “If you don’t need me for anything else, I’ll join Seven for the present.”

      “Sure.” As Four entered the storage bin, Tony said to Sasha. “What do you think? Are we wasting our time?”

      What we’re doing, Tony thought sourly, is hanging out, a hundred thousand kilometers from a known Horde Waypoint, taking our turn monitoring a likely spot for new Horde warships to reappear, just like good little soldiers. Two previous Horde armadas, the first more than a hundred thousand ships and the second over forty thousand, had been annihilated by a Shadow Warrior fleet totaling less than ten percent of the enemy numbers. Command expected another Horde invasion at some point, so Shadow Warriors were kept on permanent alert.

      Despite joint protests that the crew needed to stay together, their pilot and team commander had insisted that Tony and Sasha take their turn with several other crews on patrol.

      “Been here three days,” Sasha muttered, meaning Molethian days, which were about four percent longer. “I know we’re supposed to take a longer shift, but maybe there’s nothing to see out here.” Sasha, full name Alexander Anatoly Valentin Sharapov, had always been just plain Sasha to the crew. Tony—full name, Antonio Morales—couldn’t imagine having four names, but it didn’t seem to bother Sasha. They had been close friends long enough that to Tony, Sasha’s full name sounded alien nowadays. Their crew had gone by first names so long that sometimes Tony wondered if they even remembered each other’s last names.

      “Not that it matters,” Sasha continued. “We’re stuck for about what, two more Molethian days?” More a statement than a question. He shook his white-haired head in frustration. His appearance no longer seemed odd to Tony, though it had taken some getting used to. Looking at Tony, Sasha would see an average-sized, muscular Latino youth with unusually light hair. Sasha, on the other hand, stood a slender six feet plus—just under two meters—his whole body, including hair and skin, a bone-white, his eyes a very light blue. An albino, Sasha had been a revelation to Tony, who had never seen such a complexion before he met Red Ten’s gunner and his best friend.

      Molethan had founded the Alliance, the group of solar systems that fought against The Horde. Most time measurements were in Molethian units, although Tony and Sasha usually thought in the time units of their native Earth. Fortunately, Molethian and Earth days were not that different, as Molethan made a full rotation in about twenty-five and a half hours.

      Tony grunted an answer to Sasha’s question. “Something like that. Unless, that is, something unusual happens that we need to report. And not much chance of that. Nothing to do but let it drag to an end.” He changed the subject. “So, how’s Marta?”

      Marta was Sasha’s on-again, off-again love interest. They still saw each other when they could, but the drain on their relationship due to different crew schedules had caused a strain on them both. “Okay, I guess.” Sasha appeared anxious. “Hard to have any sort of romance when we see each other about once every other week. How about you and Opi?”

      Opi, Ophelia Nathalie Adrienne Prefontaine, was Tony’s girlfriend. They were on the same fighting crew—very good!—but they were often now sent on different assignments—not so good. The problem had become that Cal and Letty and Opi, the remainder of their crew, were now so important to the Alliance that although they remained a team in name, their many different responsibilities meant that time together rarely occurred.

      Sasha expelled a long sigh. “As you remarked to Cal about six months ago, relationships are hell, aren’t they?”

      Tony grunted again. His comment had seemed funny back then; now not so much.

      A red light blinked on the pilot’s console as a warning chime pulsed three times. As acting pilot, Tony stepped to the main console and examined the forward display, set at present to tactical view. A cluster of bright red dots had appeared in the upper left corner.

      “Mmm. Ships. About a hundred thousand klicks away, about a lightsecond from the original site. Our console computer thinks they’re Horde ships.”

      Sasha joined him as he switched to telescopic view, then increased magnification. The dots began to take shape visually—actually, two distinct shapes. The visual view, rather than tactical, revealed the real shape and color of the ships. The larger shapes were silver ovals, with small guiding fins, ungainly looking and clumped together in groups of six, definitely Horde fuelers. All the rest were small, dark, streamlined darts, beam weapons clustered on each ship’s nose. They were new Horde fighters, quick and maneuverable, heavily armed and dangerous. Tony had fought against them in a number of battles, and he held a great deal of respect for them, compared to the older, ungainly Horde fighter/bombardment ships. Slow and ponderous, they made sitting ducks for Shadow Warrior fighters. Encounters with the new Horde fighters had cost Shadow Warrior battle groups dearly.

      As Tony watched, more and more ships began to pop out of leap space. They were clustered some distance from the location of the original waypoint, appearing in well-defined groups. The ships slowly gathering lay about one hundred thousand klicks from the collection point used by the armada that the Shadow warriors had defeated. The waypoint designation might be only approximate, Tony thought. Each new fleet passing the designated spot probably had to come within a reasonable distance of the previously used coordinates.

      A large fleet, he quickly realized, stopping at a Horde waypoint as usual, pausing to refuel and perhaps perform maintenance before they made their next leap. He said softly, “Approximate count.”

      After a pause, the console replied, “Ships still collecting. Current count exceeds thirty thousand units, mostly new-model Horde fighters and supply ships.”

      Not a scouting sortie, by any means. The Horde had sent a small (for them) probe, no doubt charged to find out what had happened to the two previous fleets to invade the area—the one hundred thousand-ship armada, which Shadow Warrior forces had destroyed in Tony’s first battles, and a second fleet of about forty thousand ships, defeated only about four months ago.

      He swiveled toward Sasha, who smiled back. The next move by The Horde that Opi had anticipated had occurred.

      By the time the fleet had fully materialized, the count had risen to more than forty thousand, about thirty-six thousand fighters, the rest supply ships. Even as they continued to watch, the first ships to appear began to disappear as they made their next leap.

      “Well, they’re back.” Tony said. “You know, finding a new Horde invasion force is a good reason to leave, but all in all, I’d just as soon stay here than discover that.” He gestured toward the display.

      Sasha managed a sly grin. “At least you’ll get to see Opi. Let’s get the hell out of here.”
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      When Tony and Sasha entered the conference room, Lieutenant Leticia Washington (Letty) and Upper Lieutenant Calvin McGregor (Cal) had been meeting with Commander Nhan. Cal knew the news must be bad.

      So did Nhan. He looked Tony up and down and said sharply, “I suspect I’m not going to like what you’re about to say.”

      Tony dipped his head to his superiors—the Alliance Navy did not have a formal salute—and grimaced. “Correct, sir. We’ve just come from the near waypoint outpost. They’re coming, sir. Not a full invasion, but a major Horde exploratory force, about forty thousand ships, the same as the last fleet we engaged. And there’s more bad news—the force is nearly within striking distance of the Alliance.”

      Nhan sat down at the conference table. Though born in America, he came from Vietnamese descent, with the typical short, sturdy body and compact limbs, yet he projected a vital energy. His relatively large dark eyes, black hair, and high cheekbones gave him the face of a sage, emanating strength and wisdom. With a flicker of humor, he said, “I thought we were done, but we can reconvene our meeting.”

      Letty and Cal resumed their seats. Tony remained standing to give a brief report, and Sasha and Opi slipped into chairs at the conference table. When Tony finished, Nhan frowned and said, “I’ll arrange for another unit to take up duty at that location so that we can continue to monitor Horde traffic, while Lieutenants Morales and Sharapov enjoy a bit of R and R.”

      He directed his attention to Tony and Sasha. “We just came from a staff meeting. You should know that Admiral T’Kell—yes, Admiral—has taken command of Wing Three, while I am now Carrier Thirty-four commander.”

      Tony laughed. “I just noticed the commander’s pentagons on your epaulets, sir. Congratulations.”

      Nhan managed a wry grin. “I’m not certain if I should get congratulations or condolences. To summarize the rest of our news, Captain Rajasekaran has been assigned as squadron leader of Orange Squadron, while Upper Lieutenant McGregor will replace me as commander of Red Squadron. I think that should bring you up to date.”

      Sasha turned to regard Tony. “See? Stay away a bit and the whole world changes.”

      Amused, Nhan told them, “Even more condolences to convey, right, Lieutenant Sharapov?” He stood, waving a hand. “Keep your seats. I will spread the bad news while you five try to come to grips with being the squadron commander and his staff.” He turned and left the conference room.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The former Red Ten crew, now Cal’s Red Squadron staff, met the next morning in Cal’s new office, just vacated by Commander Nhan. One end of the office held a conference table for eight, and as they gathered and sat, Tony remarked, “Pretty snazzy office, Captain.” He made sure to emphasize the rank.

      “Knock it off, Tony. First of all, I’m still an upper lieutenant. Besides, you know in crew meetings, it’s still first names.”

      Tony pivoted once, giving the whole room a squint-eyed inspection, then settled into one of the webbed chairs around the table. “Aye, aye, sir. What I want to know is, do we get to kick some Horde butt any time soon, or are we all too high and mighty for that now?”

      “My question too,” Sasha seconded.

      Cal huffed an exasperated breath, then sat as well. Might as well let the crew get it out of their system, especially Tony and Sasha. They were just as proud of Cal as Letty, but they hid it well. And besides, guys just had to razz any friend that had some good fortune.

      “You know as well as I do that squadron commanders are fighting officers. How many times have you seen Commander Nhan lead us into a major attack? It’s him who’s giving up the front line, because carrier commanders and staff aren’t fighting officers anymore. We’ll still be out there giving The Horde hell.”

      Tony harrumphed. “Damn good thing. If they think I’m gonna sit around here and wave to everybody else as they go off to fight, they got another think comin’.”

      Opi grabbed his arm. Despite their romance, she rarely touched him in public. “Quit being so grouchy. We’ll get our chance. Besides, now we get to do the planning for the entire squadron.”

      Cal grinned at her. “You bet—that is, you and Letty do.” To Tony, he said, “Is The Horde fleet really moving forward as rapidly as you told us yesterday? That wasn’t an exaggeration?”

      Tony shook his head. “None at all. Coming on about two hundred lightyears per day.”

      “Then we need to start the offensive right away.” Cal glanced at Opi. “Commander Nhan specifically directed me to have you propose an attack plan for the entire wing. Since our new wing commander is Admiral T’Kell, she will undoubtedly want us to be heavily involved in any defense against the new invasion.”

      Opi got a lot more serious. “Cal, I need more info! We’ve never fought against an invasion using almost all the new model fighters. Before I can start thinking about planning, I need to understand how they use the new hardware, how the presence of so many new fighters affects their own planning.”

      He nodded. “I know you do. Letty is going to devote a hundred percent of her time to helping you, righty Letty?”

      “Absolutely.” Letty patted Opi’s arm. “We’ll figure it out.”

      “Meanwhile,” Cal told them, “I’ll try to get a handle on commanding three full units and thirty crews. I’m pretty close to being over my head now, and I can’t afford to let Commander Nhan down.

      “Tony, Sasha, as soon as I address the squadron, Opi, Letty and I need to debrief you guys to learn all we can about the invasion force.”

      “I don’t think it’s a true invasion,” Tony said. “Sasha and I talked about this on the way back from the outpost. It’s big enough to be fairly dangerous, but they’re not just lookin’ for trouble. They’re tryin’ to find out what happened to the last two invasion fleets.”

      “Agreed.” Cal paused, brow crinkling. “Why didn’t the team at the more distant waypoint report back in before you did?”

      “Don’t know,” Sasha said. “I checked, and they aren’t back here yet. Maybe they ran into trouble.”

      Certainly possible. Could the approaching armada have surprised them? “Since it’s Orange Thirty-five, in Raj’s new squadron,” Cal said, “Raj just assigned the unit command crew, Orange Thirty, to find them. Assuming they’re still near that waypoint, they should be easy to locate. I hope they didn’t run into a problem, but now, I’ve got to address my own squadron.

      “Sasha, I’m going to set up some training exercises for gunners. You’re the best we’ve got, and we’ve inherited a lot of new, inexperienced officers in our squadron among all the replacement crews. I’m going to mention the classes in my address, and you need to set them up right away. Okay?”

      “Yes, Captain, sir,” Sasha said as he saluted again. Cal refrained from swatting him, though he felt sorely tempted. “Come on,” he waved them on. “Let’s go inspire our new group.”
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        * * *

      

      In private, Tony and Sasha might regularly yank Cal’s chain, but in public, they maintained proper decorum. Looking on solemnly, they watched as Cal moved to a podium set up to the rear of the Red Squadron hanger. Quickly the Red Squadron crews gathered round. Oddly, Cal felt any nervousness he might have had vanish. He wasn’t just trying to inspire a diverse set of warriors with a rah-rah speech. Now he had to explain the challenge and tell his three units to prepare for a new round of battles with The Horde.

      Standing before the hundred-twenty-plus Shadow Warriors who gathered in front of his podium, he experienced a physical shock as he viewed the faces of his fighters. Unlike most Earth soldiers, there were both men and women, of course, but their age made them unusual. Cal might be a very young squadron commander—in fact, the youngest in the fleet—but many of those looking up at him were younger by one or two years. Just in the beginning of their lives, Cal thought, and some, maybe a lot, won’t live to see their next birthday.

      He cleared his throat, and the microphone in front of him caught the “ahem” and got everyone’s attention. Behind them, crews, mostly droids, continued to labor mightily to prepare their fighters for battle. Rocket bombs were loaded into carrier pods at the bottom of each fuselage, while pumps transferred hydrogen and deuterium fuel into the fusion reactor supply tank of each ship. The whole hangar buzzed with activity and Cal felt sure that all the crews had heard the rumors and knew what to expect in his address. He had to raise his voice, even with the microphone, to overcome the noise in the hangar.

      “You’ve probably figured it out by now,” he started, flashing his crews a grin. “A new Horde fleet has been detected less than five thousand lightyears away, toward the galactic center, approaching rapidly. It travels slowly by our standards, but even so, they could be here in less than an Earth month.” He made the Earth reference, as Earth warriors made up his entire squadron, although many planetary systems were involved in the Alliance.

      Cal let his eyes wander, taking in each of the unit crews that clustered together. His warriors saw, he knew, a tall, ramrod-straight officer, brown-haired and dark-eyed, surveying each of them with a piercing stare. In return, he saw determined warriors, more than half battle-hardened, who knew that they were all that stood between the most vicious, predatory race in the Galaxy and their own world, Earth, as well as Molethan, in whose space force they fought. Too young and inexperienced, he thought, to understand how terribly they were outnumbered, how hopeless their cause. But we do have an edge. We’ve got Opi as our planner, my crew to help lead, and we’ll never give up, to the last warrior. So, maybe we do have a chance after all.

      Aloud, he continued, “Many of you fought in at least some of the battles with the invasion fleets that The Horde sent across our galaxy about a year ago and again a few months ago. The rest of you have probably heard about the new fighters that we encountered in those battles, and how tough these new fighter ships are. Well, this new force is all—let me repeat, all—fighters and fuel ships. That leads us to believe that this is not primarily an invasion fleet, but a smaller force, by Horde standards, sent to discover what happened to their other invasions.

      “This group is not intended to undertake bombardment of a planet, which is their normal mode of attack. They’re looking for answers and we need to deny them as many clues as possible. We would like to prevent their progress to within five hundred lightyears of our first battle with their forces, as they might run across a stranded ship that we missed.

      “Of course, the occupants would have died some time ago, but they could have recording devices on their ships that would give them an idea of what happened. To prevent that, we mean to attack soon and hit them hard. Battles will be tougher, against all-new fighters plus several of their command ships. We have to make sure that no word gets back to their nearest command center of how we defeated their invasion. Is that clear?”

      There were nods and general agreement, plus a few vigorous “Hell, yes!” comments from among the crowd. Quickly, Cal mentioned the training sessions for new crews that he had commissioned Sasha to set up. With an assurance that battle plans would soon be revealed, he dismissed them and signaled his own crew that he needed to meet.
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            OPI

          

        

      

    

    
      In Cal’s office, he turned to Tony as they seated themselves around the conference table. “Have we heard anything from Orange Squadron?”

      Tony had missed the conference, looking to gather any information on the other scout ship. “They got in just a short time ago,” he said. “Orange Thirty-five is fine. They reported detecting absolutely nothing. Apparently the invasion fleet didn’t go through that waypoint.”

      Cal turned to Opi, brow wrinkled. “I thought once they established a waypoint, they used it from then on.”

      She shrugged. “So did I. But we’re still learning about Horde battle practices. Clearly, they did use one waypoint—the one that Tony and Sasha were watching. And we know that once a given ship movement establishes a waypoint, they use it from then on where that group of ships is involved. But maybe a new fleet establishes its own new waypoints, or at least some of them.”

      “Something I noticed,” Tony broke in. “We were about a hundred thousand kilometers from the waypoint. When those ships started to pop up, they were off at an angle from us and nearly a hundred thousand klicks from the original waypoint. I think Opi’s right. They still use the waypoints as general markers, but they don’t apparently try to hit the exact location.”

      “Another thing,” Opi mentioned. “That’s a waypoint from the second invasion. So far, we haven’t heard of any sightings from those squadrons monitoring waypoints from the first invasion.”

      Cal grumbled a bit. “Makes our job harder. First, we have to watch both sets of waypoints. Second, we can’t depend on them going through the other waypoints we identified during their last invasion. They’ll be harder to find.”

      “I know.” She swiveled for a look at Tony. “What else can you tell us about the new force? How are they different from the first invasion armada? What do they do differently?”

      Tony scratched his head. “Well, they move fast, like I said. Remember when we were stranded and watched that first invasion fleet move by? I’ll never forget—it took hours and hours for them to get past that one location. Same for the second invasion. But this time, we counted at least forty thousand ships, and they were past that waypoint in less than a couple of hours. They weren’t stoppin’ to shop at the mall, sightsee, or anythin’. They were haulin’ ass.”

      That appeared to puzzle Cal. “I don’t get two things. First, I thought that when The Horde established a waypoint, they stopped there for at least fourteen hours. Second, if they’re looking for their vanished fleet, or for whoever is causing them trouble, you’d think they would be very deliberate. But you saw them flying by, hell-for-leather, as though they had to stay on schedule.”

      Four of them chewed on that, but after only a moment, Opi spoke up. “Okay, I have a couple of thoughts on the way this fleet is behaving.” The rest looked at her expectantly.

      “Most importantly, they are traveling so fast that although they set up a waypoint and stay a short time, since they are now moving twice as far per day, they only stop at every other one for a prolonged period.”

      “Wait a minute,” Tony said. “If that’s so, why set up a waypoint every hundred and two lightyears? Why not set one up only when they make their long stop?”

      Opi couldn’t hold in her grin. Her fellow teammates hadn’t figured out the new Horde behavior yet. She tried not to feel too superior. “Because, Tony, they still may need to move the old-style bombardment ships along the same trail, and those ships still move as slowly as ever, I’ll bet anything. So they’re making the route safe for the old ships also.

      “But let’s get to my second point. What if one fueler got away from the second set of battles four months ago? I know we thought we got every single fuel ship, but say we missed just one. Fuel ships are the one single type of Horde vessel that could travel several thousand lightyears without the need for an external refuel. After all, they carry fuel for dozens of ships to travel maybe fifty to a hundred lightyears. If a Horde supply ship had only to provide fuel for itself, it wouldn’t need to look for a gas station at all. It might be able to go all the way back to the closest major Horde base. If that ship left The Horde fleet prior to the Nova, maybe damaged due to one of our earlier battles, it might have limped home.

      “If it did, and assuming it told of its experience, The Horde command in our galaxy would know a little about what had happened and would have a general location for our main battle site. They wouldn’t know about the supernova, but they would know they’d lost contact with the fleet, with only one ship, say, that survived. It would take them time to prepare, but they’re patient. So they’ve put together an exploratory armada, and they’re coming back now to survey the area and look for survivors of that second invasion. They don’t have some of the key information, but they know the area in which that invasion force was last recorded. They’re not headed to the first battle site at all—they’re going to the neighborhood of the blue giant.”

      Cal and Letty nodded in unison. “They know where they’re going, at least in general, so they don’t have to waste any time looking around each stop,” Cal said.

      “Right. But I have to be honest—there could be one other reason. We don’t know how they communicate over long-range, since doing so by electromagnetic waves isn’t practical. We know they don’t have drones. They may very well dispatch a fueler every so often to make its way back to the main base with the latest news, and in turn receive information from that base in the same manner. Either way, they could know approximately where they need to go.

      “And even if they don’t know the exact location of the big battle, they may know approximately. So they’re heading for that spot full speed, then they plan to stop and look around more leisurely. If there’s nothing there, they leap to the next most likely spot and do the same thing. Either way, with a destination firmly in mind, at least at the start, they don’t waste time as they would if they were proceeding slowly, looking for civilizations to destroy along the way.”

      Letty stirred, her legs moving restlessly. “Trouble is, a supernova wiped out that second invasion. Of course, if we got lucky, they might jump right up to the Mekkelian system, where the remnants of that supernova would still fry them.”

      Cal directed his stare at Opi. “We can’t count on that. So, what’s the plan?”

      “We have a basic strategy for attacking any new invasion,” Opi said, “the same one we used before. I want to go look for upstream waypoints that this exploration force used. I’ve got an idea how to locate new ones. When we searched for waypoints during the first invasion, we basically just spread out and searched trillions of kilometers in the direction the fleet had come from. It took a long time to find a second waypoint.

      “I have a hunch, though. I think I might have a way to find new waypoints more easily. One of the crews in a battle in the second invasion noted an odd, unexplained radio signal at one of the waypoints—very high frequency, in what the pilot called the microwave range, not a band we normally use for radio communications.

      “They may be putting out beacons that they can home in on as they get close to a waypoint—it’s a way for the fuel shuttles to quickly get from one waypoint to the next. If they deploy a strong radio transmitter, they wouldn’t need to find the exact spot, just get within a few lightminutes of the signal. Thus they wouldn’t hit the same point every time, or use the same waypoints for each fleet transition. After all, they only set up a waypoint every ten leaps or so. The thing is, if they are setting up beacons, that will make it easier for us to find the approximate positions of previous waypoints, at least for the second invasion.

      “I want to start searching upstream from the current probe fleet for these beacons. It may make it a lot easier to locate their current series of waypoints, whether they’re using old ones or establishing new ones for themselves.”

      Opi shifted her attention to Cal. “I need three ships and Tony. I know that affects your own safety going into battle—if you’re planning an attack right away—but if we find two or three upstream waypoints, we can begin to do what we did last time—waylay fuel shipments and strand their ships again. Okay?”

      Letty surprised Opi by saying firmly. “You have to go and try to verify your hunch.” She turned back to Cal. “Opi’s correct. If we can’t strangle their supply lines, we probably can’t win—even over this smaller force. Their new fighters are so maneuverable that we’ll be lucky to lose only one ship for every five we put out of action—and we can’t afford even that level of losses. They have thirty-thousand-plus fighters in that fleet, and if we lose six thousand Shadow Warrior ships, we’re nearly out of business. There probably aren’t more than twenty to twenty-five thousand warrior ships in the entire Alliance Navy, and a good deal of those are engaged in policing the various systems that make up the Alliance.”

      After a moment’s contemplation, he agreed. “Can you be ready to leave in a few hours?”

      “Of course. Since we’re just exploring, and are definitely not going to confront any enemy ships, you can make our other two crews inexperienced. I just need a few more pairs of eyes.”

      “Sounds good.” Cal grinned at Opi. “And by the way, hurry.”

      Opi jumped up and grabbed Tony by the arm. “Pack your bags, Tony. We’re going sightseeing.”
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      Aboard Cal’s fighter, Letty loaded mission plans that Opi had made before she left. At the briefing last evening, Cal had made it abundantly clear that they were to reconnoiter only. “Circle and spy,” he told them. “Observe and take a census. Make notes on special formations and be certain to get an accurate count on supply ships.”

      The Horde flotilla still advanced, but now that Command had them spotted, following from waypoint to waypoint became routine, as their leaps were almost always ten point two lightyears—a distance apparently significant to The Horde Navy—and waypoints were generally ten leaps apart, although occasionally the waypoints were separated by fewer leaps. The upstream waypoints were the targets that Opi needed to find—waypoints far enough away that ambushing fuel convoys wouldn’t bring an immediate attack by nearby Horde ships. If Opi could find two or three distant waypoints, Letty felt confident that the two of them could put together a solid plan to defeat The Horde.

      Letty had come aboard by herself. Mission plan loaded into the computer, she sat back in the copilot seat, reflecting that what had once seemed a claustrophobia-inducing cockpit for her crew of five now seemed cozy and familiar. How many missions had she logged in this Shadow Warrior ship? Certainly well over a hundred, seated beside Cal their pilot, with Tony to her left in the navigator seat and Sasha at her right at gunnery, Opi stationed behind her. They had found the enemy, faced them, and—thanks to Opi—destroyed a hundred-thousand-ship, supposedly indestructible, armada. Then, only a few months later, they had fought and destroyed another forty-thousand-ship invasion force. Five raw teenagers, she thought, from cities all over the US. And as Cal frequently says, we were too damn dumb to know we were overmatched. And maybe with Opi, they weren’t.

      One of the objects of her reverie breezed through the hatch of the Shadow Warrior ship. Tossing his jacket on the pilot’s seat, Upper Lieutenant Calvin Adam McGregor gave her the once-over and automatically sat before the pilot’s console. Directly before him, the main display spread six feet wide and more, nearly three feet high. The launch controls—mainly touch screens except for the launch lever itself—were arranged on a console angled at about twenty degrees from flat toward the bottom of the display unit screen.

      “Hey,” he said.

      “Hey yourself.”

      “Mission plans no doubt loaded.”

      “Of course.”

      Cal grinned and toggled the status switch, so that all ship parameters appeared as a series of pie charts across the bottom of the main screen. Fueling showed complete, as did supplies, food (simply a collection of protein bars and nutritious drinks, kept in a small locker), and ammunition. However, a red “Nav System” light signified a problem that the maintenance droids were no doubt currently addressing.

      As he concentrated on status, Letty realized that the man she loved had acquired a pleasant fragrance around his neck. When had that happened? She had never known Cal to wear the slightest dab of a man’s perfume or aftershave, but today, he definitely had splashed something on. A light but masculine odor, something close to evergreen plus a dash of spice.

      Before she could comment, Cal asked, “What’s with the nav system?”

      “No idea. They were working on the forward sensor array as I loaded the mission and refreshed myself on the scenario. Can’t be too tough, or Four would have let us know.”

      Four. A sore item to Letty. She had a good deal of affection for their chief maintenance droid, but Tony always asked for him when on a solo mission—or with Opi—so Red Ten’s “Four” wasn’t their Four. That is, they had a Four droid in charge of maintenance and repair, but one new to Letty. I’m going to have to find a name for our Four, she thought.

      Letty wasn’t sure that Four returned her affection, but she couldn’t help it—their Four had saved the life of Red Ten’s crew during that first invasion. Which brought up another thing.

      “I just thought of something.”

      Still scanning status charts, Cal muttered, “That’s nothing new, for sure.”

      They were close enough that she could whack his arm. “Oh, pay attention and don’t make rude comments. Our ship—that is, your ship. It started out as Red Seventeen, when we joined the squadron. Then when you made unit commander, it became Red Ten—zero plus the unit number being the ship number of the unit leader. Now you’re the squadron commander. What the heck’s our ship designation?”

      “Some people refer to the squadron commander’s ship as ‘Zero,’” Cal said. “But remember, when the squadron commander leads an entire squadron into battle, the ship is just referred to as ‘Lead.’ So we’re ‘Red Lead.’”

      “I knew that. You think I’ve never been on a mission? I just wondered if it had a numerical designation. Now I know.”

      “Yes you do. I’m here to educate you.”

      Before Letty could swat Cal again, Sasha entered and took his position. Checking his status panel, he said, “Looks like we’re ready, sir. Crews are saddling up.”

      Cal nodded, noting that the nav system condition light had turned green. He opened the squadron ship-to-ship. “All Red Squadron ships transmit ready signal when you’re buttoned up.”

      Beneath the screen were thirty small light clusters—red, yellow, green. When the clusters all showed green, Cal would call the launch.

      “What are we doing for nav and center chair?” Sasha asked.

      Over her shoulder, Letty said. “We’re doing without. You know Opi and Tony are on assignment. In a minute, I’ll switch to nav and cover that, and Opi’s already here in spirit. It’s her mission plan.”

      “Right.” Sasha nodded. “If you want, I can cover nav. We’re not planning on firing a single shot today. You can stay where you are to consult with computerized Opi.”

      “Fair enough. Okay with you, sir?”

      “Agreed.” Cal concentrated on the status lights, which were popping on in the green one by one. After a moment, thirty green dots in a row stretched across the bottom of the main display. He toggled ship-to-ship. “Red Lead to squadron. Launch. I say again, launch. See you at the gathering point.”

      As he spoke, he hit the launch ready button, and Red Lead rose slightly above its cradle as the outer door opened. Shielded with a light force field to retain air in the launch bay, the opening would yield to a ship’s mass and allow it to slip through. Seconds later, the silver bullet shape flashed into the opening, propelled by a small push from rear thrusters. After leaving their carrier behind a few kilometers, Cal made the leap.

      At the gathering point, Sasha, now at nav, scanned the tactical display. “Squadron complete,” he told Cal.

      A glance at the remote sensors showed that they were in fact no more than a couple of hundred thousand kilometers from the current position of The Horde fleet. Activating ship-to-ship, Cal told his force exactly what he had told them last night, which he did not mind repeating at all. He wanted to be one hundred percent sure that every pilot understood the mission.

      “Lay off at least a hundred thousand klicks from the enemy column. With our stealth shielding, we will be invisible at that range, and I don’t want them to get even a hint that we’re around. We will probably have to follow them leap by leap, but that should not be a problem, as we are very familiar with the distance they cover each time they use their star drive. I want an accurate census of fighters before we begin any attacks. Once we know what we’re facing, we return to base and wait for the go-ahead to launch our first attack.”

      Each ship signaled back with an “orders received” reply. All ships then launched, excluding Red Lead, which stayed in place to receive census numbers.
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      As they came out of leap, no more than a blink of the eye from their former position, Tony scanned the tactical display, searching for any sign of ships, enemy or otherwise. Beside him, Opi examined the high-frequency scanners for microwave signals. Tony glanced her way. Nothing detected; the scanners all remained quiet.

      At the weapons position, their temporary gunner, Maria Ortiz spoke. “My sit display says all clear. Any odd signals, Opi?” Maria, short, stocky, and usually quiet, made an excellent weapons officer. Sasha had recommended her.

      Opi shook her head, then said. “Clear. Tony how’s fuel?”

      Tony had been thinking about that very subject. Over the last forty hours, they had made hundreds of small leaps, traveling a total of more than ten lightyears. A miniscule distance for leap drive, of course. The problem: leap drive fuel usage wasn’t linear. That is, it took an absolute minimum of fuel to perform any leap. Making thousands of leaps of no more than lightminutes to lighthours used as much fuel as traveling a thousand lightyears in a single leap. He and Opi had both worried about fuel usage before they started out on their search.

      “Fuel level’s reasonable,” he told Opi. “One thing I don’t understand. We’re looking for a waypoint that’s supposed to be about a hundred and two lightyears, give or take, from the one that we discovered earlier. We did a leap of about ninety-five lightyears from that location, and now we’ve covered roughly ten more lightyears. We should have run into the next waypoint, but we haven’t. Did we miss it?”

      His question didn’t appear to surprise Opi at all. “I’ve been thinking about it. Look, we know that the way The Horde establishes waypoints is approximate, and they can be plus or minus a few lightyears from the last one, or the next one. We understand the rationale for waypoints—refueling and possibly maintenance—but we don’t understand the exact methodology. There may be reasons that the waypoint locations vary a bit that we don’t understand. Sometimes, we’ve found waypoints that were nine-leap segments, and occasionally eleven. Yes, we should have run into a waypoint already, if you take that hundred and two lightyears as cast in concrete, but in fact it’s not, so we keep looking. I don’t think they’ve changed the rules in waypoint location. It’s just that we probably don’t understand those rules.”

      He shook his head. “And I thought you knew everything.”

      Opi grinned, swatted his shoulder, and said, “So we keep looking. Right?”

      “Aye, sir, that is, ma’am.”

      “So check fuel reserves of our fellow warriors.”

      “I’m about to. One thing you need to understand—we keep leaping such short distances, we’ll need to go back for a fill-up before long.”

      “How long?” Opi, Tony knew very well, didn’t like vague answers.

      “At the rate we’re burning deuterium, maybe three more days. I’m sure our companion ships aren’t in any better shape.”

      Opi nodded, satisfied. Technically, as the ranking officer, she commanded the mission, even though Tony, as the pilot, would normally be the mission commander. Tony had been promoted to full lieutenant, but Opi had made upper lieutenant due to her strategic prowess. She outranked Tony and Maria, who still had her original rank of under lieutenant.

      He addressed the com. “Red Twenty-two, Red Thirty-four. Fuel status—voice reply.”

      “Red Twenty-two, responding,” their pilot sang out. A country boy from Kentucky named Louie, he sounded exactly like the dumbass hick that he wasn’t. “We’re at sixty-two percent, Red Ten. That is … Sorry, sir. I know you’re in the unit commander’s ship, but I don’t know what the heck to call it if he’s not aboard.”

      Tony blinked. Then he understood. He transmitted to both ships, “This is really Red Thirty-nine. You may have heard that Upper Lieutenant McGregor got promoted to Red Squadron commander. I was told that his replacement is Lieutenant Antonelli. We’re not in the unit commander’s ship, since Lieutenant Antonelli needs it. I was assigned a new fighter, ’cause Red Thirty-six, the one I was using before, had a flock of problems. So right now, I’m in Red Thirty-nine, which is a brand new ship, just came in.

      “So since I’m not the commander of anything, just call us Red Thirty-nine. Or since it’s only our three ships, out here in the middle of nowhere, just call me Tony. Okay?”

      “Sure, Red Thirty … I mean, Tony. And you call me Louie.”

      “Gotcha. Red Thirty-four, what’s your status?”

      “About the same, Thirty-nine. That is, Tony.” The pilot of Thirty-four, a rare Molethian named Gelzer who actually flew combat missions, had obviously been listening in. “Switching to real names is very informal, sir.”

      “So it is, but I’m an informal guy.”

      “Very well. My first name is Akal. My status matches Louie’s.”

      Tony nodded, although his fellow pilots wouldn’t see it. “Okay, so we’re both A-OK, with fuel for two to three more days of these small jumps. What this means is that we need to return to base about every five days for fuel. I’m not sure how long Upper Lieutenant McGregor will authorize this search mission, but for now, we keep looking. Understood?”

      “Roger,” Louie answered. “Orders confirmed,” Gelzer seconded, more or less the Molethian equivalent of “Roger.” They signed off, and Tony prepared the next leap.

      They resumed the same boring search pattern, a regular sequence of leaping a few light minutes, listening, leaping, listening, and so forth. Because their sensors could quickly scan the electromagnetic spectrum, they jumped over a hundred times per hour, thousands per day, stopping for any length of time, every few hours, to take a short break.

      After another eight hours of fruitless search, Opi decreed over ship-to-ship that at least two crew members on each ship catch some sack time, since their scanner worked automatically. Off-broadcast, she told Tony and Maria to take their turns and nap on their “bed,” which was nothing more than a pair of thin mattresses covering the floor at the rear of the cabin.

      Tony rebelled. “Not this time. You may outrank me, but you haven’t slept in a day and a half. I’ve caught some naps. It’s your turn, and I’m starting a mutiny if you don’t hit the sack.”

      Opi grumbled a bit, but finally agreed. Taking a cot beside Maria she told Tony, “Don’t let me sleep more than three hours or I’ll report you for insubordination and mutiny.”

      He fake-saluted elaborately. “Aye, aye, sir.”

      With that, she grinned, lay back, and slept instantly.

      Tony exchanged quick radio ship-to-ship checks with their companion craft occasionally, but mainly sat at the console watching the long-range display, as they continued the search. Occasionally, he dialed up forward visual to watch the scenery as the ship and its two companion vessels continued their leap-and-scan routine. The view between leaps, though always a spectacular view of the Milky Way, became more or less wallpaper after a while.

      After more than four hours, Opi not having roused, the console announced, “Sixty-one point six gigahertz signal detected, approximately thirty million kilometers, ten degrees to port.”

      With a gulp, Tony signaled alerts to their fellow ships and turned to wake Opi and Maria.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            6

          

          
            TONY

          

        

      

    

    
      Beside Tony in an instant, Opi scanned sensor status.

      “Hmm,” she said softly, beginning to trip slide switches and changing the main viewscreen to tactical. “This signal buoy is about one hundred six lightyears from the waypoint where you first spotted The Horde expeditionary force.” She studied the screen. “Odd. Usually they place waystations near a solar system, but according to the console, there’s not one closer than that red giant about three lightyears out and off to starboard. Did I miss anything?”

      Tony scanned the forward tactical view, increasing magnification and searching for the source of the signal. He knew that at thirty million klicks, a broadcast buoy would be far too small to detect. Instead, he looked for a base. His search revealed nothing.

      “Nothing out there, not even a brown dwarf. We’ll just have to get closer.”

      “Agreed,” she said. “Maria, get your armament ready. Not much chance we’ll encounter any Horde ships, but we will be getting pretty close to the transmitter. If I’m right, Horde ships would not necessarily show up very near it, but on the other hand, they might.” To Tony, she said, “Notify our other ships. We need to be ready for anything.”

      Tony did so, then took them in a bit at a time, leaping a few million kilometers and pausing briefly to take a good look around.

      After three leaps, the signal transmitter remained invisible. No sign of hostile ships appeared. Red Twenty-two transmitted, “Red Zero, are you sure that we’re homin’ in on somethin’?”

      Tony grinned. Louie’s fractured English sounded reminiscent of his own, except that the implants in Tony’s head usually inhibited his natural accent when aboard ship. It sounded to him as though Louie had put his cerebral chips in their place. “Yeah, yeah,” he replied. “If you had the special sensors package we have, you’d detect it too. Trouble is, we thought that The Horde usually put these radio signposts near a planet, or at least on the outskirts of a solar system. In this case, they just stuck it out in the middle of nothing.”

      The Red Twenty-two pilot huffed. “If you say so, Zero. Keep us up to date.”

      Tony signed off and made another pair of quick micro leaps.

      Even at half a million kilometers, they saw nothing. “I know the sensors say that transmitter is out there,” Tony grumbled, “but we still can’t see it. That’s a strong signal, too.”

      Opi shook her head uncertainly, just as Maria yelled, “Got something in cannon target sights! Small, just a few meters on a side. Geez, no wonder we couldn’t see it. It’s a flat black or dark-gray color. I’m detecting it more by seeing the stars nearby that are getting obscured. It’s a bit further off than we thought, maybe six hundred thousand kilometers. Tony, jump us in about five-eighty or so, and we can scope it out.”

      Tony signaled the other ships and leaped inward. Sure enough, on max magnification, a small, black form appeared. He hit thrusters and slowly approached, finally arriving within a few hundred kilometers of the box.

      Up close in the telescopic view, it rotated slowly, ungainly looking and not exactly cubical as it had first appeared, more a parallelogram in cross section. Given its color and small size, Tony felt that had it not been for the radio signal, they would never have spotted it.

      “Tony,” Gelzer called in. “I’m getting some funny readings on long-range sensors.”

      Tony checked his sensor array. Nothing—except for the now-quite-strong radio signal from directly ahead about ten kilometers. He replied, “I’ve got nothing, but keep me apprised if you detect anything solid. This is a Horde waypoint, so there’s always the chance of visitors.”

      He turned to Maria and asked, “Got anything on your targeting computer?”

      “Nothing.” Even as she replied, Opi leaned over Tony’s shoulder to take a closer look at the transmitter.

      “I don’t get it.”

      “Don’t get what?” Tony asked, swiveling back toward Opi.

      Her forehead scrunched into a rather unattractive mask of concentration, especially for a beauty like Opi. “That’s a powerful transmitter. What are you detecting—something like megawatts? With that much oomph, it’s got to burn a lot of power. Put it in a solar system where it gets a good bit of sunlight, and you get free power. Out here, there’s no decent radiation source. That means a large, and I mean large, internal power source. Has to be fusion-powered. But we know that Horde fusion reactors are notoriously inefficient—it’s why they can’t jump more than about ten lightyears at a time.

      “To power a radio generator like that, they would have to have a nice-sized fusion reactor. And that box out there isn’t big enough to hold a great deal of fuel.”

      Puzzled at first, Tony suddenly saw the light. He didn’t know precisely what had occurred to Opi, but he did know what had abruptly dawned on him. He hit the ship-to-ship.

      “All Red ships, prepare to launch. Heat leap engines, I repeat, prepare for instant leap. Red Thirty-four, keep watching for that odd sensor data.”

      He turned to Opi and Maria. “Maria, get the cannon ready. Opi, I’m getting a bad feeling about this. Let’s leap out a million klicks or so and discuss the situation.”

      Opi’s brow furrowed again. “Discuss what? There isn’t any—”

      Before she could say another word, the forward display filled with ships.
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      “Holy crap!” came from Maria as Tony frantically hit leap power and initiated the engine warmup sequence. Thirty seconds, at least, Opi thought. The ships were popping out of leap directly in front of them, no more than thirty or forty kilometers away and coming on fast.

      Tony triggered thrusters and Red Zero abruptly veered left, picking up speed. At the same time, he signaled the other ships to follow him and leap as soon as possible.

      Opi could hear him muttering, “You idiot! Why didn’t you go in hot? Why didn’t you go in hot?”

      “Hot”—that is, with leap engines primed and kept at operating levels, not allowing their power to deteriorate. As they had found their quarry, he had killed the reactor, assuming they would want to stick around to examine the transmitter.

      Opi checked the rear display. At least a hundred Horde fighters—the new, small, fleet, highly-armed escort ships—were bearing down on them, catching up quickly.

      Unfortunately the Gatling cannon—a high-energy projectile gun with multiple barrels—sat on the nose on their ship. They also had beam cannons front and rear, but the projectile cannon made up the main defense. Maria tossed Tony a glance. “They’re barely ten klicks away—they can open up in a few seconds.”

      “I know, dammit,” Tony snarled. He triggered ship-to-ship. “Red ships, prepare to fire as the enemy gets in range. I have twenty seconds to leap power. How are you doing?”

      “The same,” Louie yelled back, while Gelzer’s reply came through garbled and undecipherable.

      The whine of the rear beam weapons told Opi that Maria had opened up. “Where are Twenty-two and Thirty-four?” she asked.

      “Behind us a couple klicks and to starboard,” Tony said tensely. “Damn, the bad guys are getting close! Maria, prepare to turn and fire. I’ll pivot the ship one-eighty so you can get the forward cannon into play.”

      Just then the ship-to-ship sounded. “Forget it, Red Zero. You’ve got the info they need back at command. Go for it. We’ll buy you some time.”

      With that, both of their companion ships rotated and slowed slightly, facing the enemy while still moving forward with Red Zero, though falling behind. In synchrony, their Gatling cannons flashed spouts of smoke as their beam cannons, a combination of laser and particle beams, opened fire also. The sudden barrage destroyed half a dozen of the leading enemy ships, but the rest, at least another fifty, returned fire with their beam weapons. Horde technology didn’t approach the far superior level of the Alliance, including Molethian shield science, but the sheer magnitude of fire was devastating.

      Red Thirty-four exploded in a ball of red-gold flame, taking another six ships with it. Hull fragments, engine parts, and whole sections of Horde fighter flew in a cloud as the remaining enemy ships zigged and zagged to avoid debris.

      Louie’s voice sang over the com, “Good luck, Zero. Tell ’em we stood in there.”

      Opi watched in horror as their second companion disintegrated, its destruction enveloping another group of enemy ships and tossing even more debris before the remaining, oncoming Horde flotilla. As those ships veered wildly, trying to avoid destruction and buying Red Zero another two or three seconds, Opi wept silently and Tony, tears in his eyes, made the leap.

    

  

