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      Cal, Letty, Tony, Opi, and Sasha were kidnapped by the Molethian civilization and trained to become a fighter crew to battle against The Horde, the most dangerous enemy in all the Milky Way galaxy. As they have continued to fight battles against The Horde, they have risen in the ranks of the Molethian space service, and now each has special responsibilities related to their talents.

      Opi is the chief strategist for the Molethian fleet, assisted by Letty, who is often spokesperson for both Opi and the fleet admiral. Cal is the fleet attack leader, Tony is in charge of navigation training, and Sasha, in addition to schooling weapons officers, now stands in for Cal and leads many battle sorties.

      In the last titanic engagement with The Horde on the opposite side of the galaxy, Alliance forces, led by Molethan, were attacked by a second enemy, which is now besieging members of the Alliance, and have substantially destroyed two planetary civilizations. Now, in addition to facing more attacks from The Horde, Molethan and the Alliance must search for and try to control this new enemy.

      Eventually discovering that Horde forces and this new enemy might be forming an alliance, Cal is able to provoke a war between these two entities. In addition, at the behests of Opi and the Molethian High Command, Cal and Sasha lead a major exploration of The Horde’s home galaxy, attempting to scope the size and danger of their largest enemy.

      At the same time, Letty is called to Earth to assist in convincing the many countries in the UN to join the Alliance. The five crew members are being pulled apart, and relations are beginning to fracture. As his major force explores the dwarf galaxy where The Horde originated, Cal, rejected by Letty, begins to reach the edge of control, damaging his relation with Sasha and leading to several questionable decisions during the exploration. Can this be the end of the close family that the five became?
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      Somewhere, in the dark reaches of the Milky Way Galaxy, several thousand lightyears from their current location, a malevolent and powerful enemy lurked, poised to attack. It had already destroyed several civilizations and had attacked Alliance forces more than once. Where was it? And when would it attack again?

      Commander Leticia Elizabeth Washington’s train of thought was interrupted as her colleague and fellow Shadow Warrior, Commander Antonio Morales, entered the conference room to join his team.

      Commander Morales—Tony to his friends—scanned the room. “Where’s Opi?”

      Opi happened to be Tony’s wife. Everybody called Opi by her nickname because her full name was Ophelia Nathalie Adrienne Prefontaine, and that was simply too long to use all the time.

      Solid and muscular, Tony’s compact body moved with a lithe grace that spoke of strength and agility, which he possessed in large measure. His dark hair with gold streaks sat atop a handsome face that showed humor more often than not.

      Commander Washington, “Letty” to her colleagues, sat at the small conference table located at the side of Upper Commander Calvin Adam McGregor’s office. Commander McGregor—Cal—had called the meeting and sat to her left. “I was wondering the same thing.” The physical opposite of Tony, Cal was tall and lanky. Had his arms been bare, they would have displayed plenty of visible muscle, Letty knew.

      “Letty,” who served as Cal’s executive officer, relished the rare chance to be with her former crewmates. Across the table sat Commander Alexander Anatoly Valentin Sharapov, tall as Cal but slender, with the silver hair and pale skin of the albino. Nicknamed Sasha, he perched on the edge of his seat as though afraid he might fall off.

      Letty understood his anxiety. He had been pulled from a training session in which he had the task of teaching about thirty novice weapons officers who had recently graduated from cadet training something about what it really meant to be a gunner. He should know. Sasha had the most enemy kills of any weapons officer in the history of the Molethian space service. And that proud service had a tradition that went back more than five hundred years.

      Ignoring Tony’s question, Sasha said, “Listen, I left a bunch of wet-behind-the-ears gunners down in the training room running a simulation, and they need a lot of work. I can’t leave ’em too long. I’ve got a lot of exercises planned today.”

      Cal looked up, a flash of irritation flickering across his face. Gone is the time, Letty thought, when Cal could get everyone together without any protests or problems. Cal was the Carrier Commander, Space Forces, or CCSF, the leader of the carrier’s one hundred and fifty fighter contingent. His position resembled that of CAG, or Commander, Air Group, on an aircraft carrier in the naval forces of the United States back on Earth.

      Letty replied to Tony’s original question. “Opi and I were on our way down here to meet with Cal, when some aide ran up and said that Admiral Nhan needed to see her about something. The aide said it wouldn’t take long.”

      Tony sank into the vacant chair on Cal’s left. “I guess if our wing commander wants her, he has first call. It’s a good thing we’re married because the only time I see Opi anymore is when she gets to our quarters in the evening.”

      The other three in the room, as well as Opi, still technically reported to Cal as his executive staff, but each had a raft of extra duties to perform. Scheduling a short meeting to exchange some information had become a major exercise.

      Sasha spoke up again. “So, what’s up?”

      Cal cleared his throat. “Admiral T’Kell is about to put a full-court press on finding our mysterious attackers in the blue ships. Molethan has gone into a one-hundred-percent war footing, because the High Command believes another attack by The Horde is imminent. I think Admiral T’Kell is really spooked about our new enemies and she wants to take some big steps to find them.”

      “Good for her!” Letty slapped the table hard enough to widen eyes all around. “Opi and I feel the same. They’re a bigger immediate threat than The Horde because we know so little about them. How big are their forces? Do they have fusion weapons? I’m glad T’Kell is about to take positive action. How soon?”

      “Don’t know.” Cal scanned the table. “You guys will be the first group I tell when I learn—if I can get us together. Getting a staff meeting together is like planning the next Horde campaign.”

      Tony leaned back in his chair. He scratched his light-streaked hair, looking dissatisfied. “Exactly. Sometimes, I want Cal to schedule more meetings so I can see Opi. Although”—he glanced around the room once more—“even that isn’t working.”

      “Oh, be patient.” Letty reached out to pat his arm. “She’ll be here soon, I’ll bet.”

      She had barely finished the sentence when Opi burst through the outer door. Her eyes danced with excitement. “They’re going to Earth. No, they’ve gone to Earth!”

      All four looked at her, and Letty assumed that she appeared as puzzled as the others. She voiced the question. “Who’s gone to Earth?”

      Opi settled into the chair beside Tony. Even shorter than Tony, she had pale, perfect skin that could make any female, even Letty, envious. In addition, her long, lustrous black locks and perfect figure were also points of covetousness. Once Opi had been quiet, timid, and afraid of everything. Now she bubbled with confidence and enthusiasm.

      She leaned forward to kiss Tony’s cheek, something Letty knew she would only do among her friends. “A delegation. Not just to Earth, but to some of the other civilized planets in the local region that don’t have leap drive. But they went two days ago! They kept it hush-hush because the Executor Major of Molethan—remember, he’s sort of like the prime minister in England—is in the party.

      “Apparently they have made orbit around Earth and are now meeting with many of the leaders of the most prominent countries. I think they intend to make a clean confession. They’re going to own up to kidnapping Earth teenagers, tell them that we’ve been defending Earth, and ask for Earth to become a member of the Alliance. I imagine it will take the leaders back home a while to get their heads around what all that means, but evidently Molethan and the Alliance are going to press hard on the fact that Earth has been getting a free ride in terms of their defense.”

      “Except for teenagers like us who got stolen,” Tony pointed out. “It hasn’t been totally free.”

      “No, but considering what the Heggins have experienced, they’ve had it pretty easy,” Opi reminded him. The Heggin system had been attacked by the mysterious forces with the blue warships, and most of their population had been annihilated. “Besides, we’ve all agreed that the kidnapping was the best thing that happened to all of us. It helped us mature. It gave us a real purpose in life.” She grabbed Tony’s hand. “Even though I have a billion dollars waiting for me back on Earth, I’d rather be here with you.” Her eyes took in the other three. “And you guys too.”

      Tony’s features had softened as she spoke. “You know I feel the same. I’m just sayin’, Earth may not have paid a big price, but it did pay a price, whether the leaders of Earth knew it or not. After all, a lot of those kidnappees won’t ever be goin’ home.”

      That caused them all a moment of pause because Tony’s truth smarted a bit. They—Cal, Letty, Tony, Opi, Sasha—had been lucky. Many others had been less so.

      “The point is,” Cal said after a moment, “that we may soon have new Alliance members. Many countries on Earth have outstanding engineering and manufacturing facilities. We need those to turn out more Shadow Warrior ships, and we need recruits. This is going to help.”

      “What I don’t understand,” Letty said, “is why they didn’t take some of us with them—or even tell us. There couldn’t be any more enthusiastic crews in the Molethian Navy than us, and they didn’t even ask.”

      Cal opened his mouth, as though he had a rejoinder, and simultaneously all five of their personals began to chime. Cal had laid his out on the table. Glancing down, he observed, “Conference for all carrier command personnel in five minutes. What do you want to bet we find out the details right now?”

      Opi, Sasha, and Tony left their chairs together, turning toward the outer door through which Opi had just entered. “No deal,” Letty told him. “We’d all bet the same way.”

      As he stood, Cal muttered, “One of these days, I’m going to finish a team meeting.”

      As she followed him out, Letty thought to herself, And one of these days, we’re going to get back to looking for the bad guys in the blue ships. I hope it’s before they stage another attack.
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      The conference center, a large, arena-style room with chairs on several tiers, had begun to fill even as Cal and his crew arrived. He reflected, staring at all the diamonds, pentagons, and hexagons on collars and epaulets, that the top command hierarchy of Wing Three was in the process of assembling in Admiral’s Nhan’s conference facility. Although Admiral Nhan had the title of commander, Wing Three, his flagship at the present time happened to be Cal’s ship, Carrier Four of Wing Three, or in Molethian naval parlance, Carrier Thirty-four.

      A single diamond designated a captain, while one or two pentagons stood for commander or upper commander. A single hexagon denoted an under-admiral, while two hexagons indicated the rank of admiral, the normal commander of a wing, and in fact, Admiral Nhan’s rank. Three hexagons were the insignia of upper admiral, of which normally only one existed—the fleet commander of all Molethian forces. That officer was Admiral T’Kell, who sat beside their wing commander, so Cal knew that whatever they were about to say carried some weight.

      Admiral T’Kell was one of the few Molethian females who actually looked feminine to Cal’s eyes. Prim and reserved in public (although she actually showed some emotions in private with Cal and his team, who Cal knew to be her favorites), Admiral T’Kell was one of the few “aggressive” Molethians who served proudly in the Shadow Warriors. Unfortunately, Molethians had bred out much of their aggressiveness millennia ago, and thus more humans served in the Molethian navy than did natives of Molethan. No matter. T’Kell was one of the best of the best, and Cal felt very proud to serve under her. Tall, slender, her skin the light gray of most Molethians, she had once seemed quite alien to Cal. Now, he reflected at times, the appearance of most Molethians seemed more “normal” than that of many humans.

      Admiral Nhan, one of the first Earth Shadow Warriors, had risen rapidly in the ranks, his abilities comparable to those of Cal and his team. Truth told, although Admiral Nhan currently served as a Wing Commander, he was in fact T’Kell’s confidant and right-hand man. Tall for a Vietnamese, his slender build conveyed a surprising aura of power and energy, his face thin but quite distinguished. He had been one of Cal’s favorite Shadow Warrior officers from the very first, and Cal admired Nhan more than perhaps any officer other than Raj—Commander Rajasekaran, their first trainer—and Admiral T’Kell herself, the officer who had believed in Opi and the team early-on and whose support had led to many victories over The Horde.

      Apparently, almost every wing officer of any import had shuttled over, as the room filled with top officers. Cal had once held these officers in awe. He had to pinch himself every once in a while to remind himself that as an upper commander he was, in fact, one of them. Tony had proclaimed loudly that if he ever got another promotion past commander, he would resign.

      Cal knew many of the carrier commanders, but he only knew Admiral Nhan among the wing commanders. However, he had become famous enough throughout the fleet that several of the officers that he didn’t know nodded at him. He dipped his head and smiled in acknowledgement as though he were acquainted with everyone.

      As Tony fidgeted in his chair, seeming about to launch into space, Admiral T’Kell rose and smiled at the assemblage. She stood nearly two meters tall, only a few centimeters under Cal himself, and she had, even by Earth standards, a pretty, feminine face. Molethians were bipedal, mammalian, and essentially quite similar to the races of Earth, but Cal would have stopped short of terming them attractive, at least in human terms. Most Molethians were quite tall when compared to humans, and very slender. Cal had never seen an obese Molethian.

      Molethian faces were normally thin to the point of gauntness, with small ears pressed close to their heads and slender, relatively flat noses. Although Molethian females nursed their offspring as did humans, they were so small-bosomed that Cal normally had a great deal of trouble distinguishing between the two Molethian sexes. T’Kell, on the other hand, had a much fuller face and prominent “normal” nose, and her figure appeared distinctly female. Further, although she would be termed svelte by Earth standards, she had quite a solid figure for a Molethian.

      She began. “Most of you know that those of us in the Molethan naval service have pressed for a long while to approach the civilizations from which we abducted Shadow Warrior candidates. Seeing the outstanding service that so many of the young warriors have demonstrated in our naval forces, we felt that these civilizations should be brought into the Alliance, allowed to develop leap drive, and be given the opportunity as a partner in the Alliance to provide volunteers to fight against The Horde to protect their own civilizations.”

      Pausing, she scanned the faces in her audience, letting her eyes linger on the collection of leaders from a good part of Wing Three and also from some of the other wings in the fleet. Those eyes caught Cal’s and engaged them for a fraction before moving on, her lips curving into the slightest suggestion of a smile. Cal felt sure that most of those present had not even noticed her hesitation, although he certainly had.

      She continued. “After a great deal of debate, the Alliance has decided to proceed with overtures to many of these civilizations. Molethan itself has been tasked to visit Earth, where the great majority of warriors on this ship were born. We made first contact nearly a week ago, not only with Earth but with a number of other planets, in the greatest secrecy.

      “In general, that contact has been positive. However, I must report that in the case of Earth, the fact of kidnapped citizens of the United States and a number of other countries on the globe has caused a great deal of distress and some backlash. Some leaders of the more prominent countries are threatening to boycott any attempt at peaceful relations and suggesting that our emissaries should be asked to leave.”

      Tony piped up. “Yeah, like they could make us go.” He suddenly appeared to realize what he had said as chuckles broke out across the room. Far from looking upset, T’Kell seemed a bit pleased that the tone of the meeting could remain a bit lighthearted.

      “Yes, Commander Morales, it is true that we have kept a very low profile, and most of the leaders of the truly enormous number of independent countries on Earth have no idea the power that the Alliance represents. We have made a point in coming to ask politely for friendship. Instead of ‘sword rattling,’ we have chosen a very passive approach.” The idiom “sword rattling” came across very approximately. The Molethian seemed closer to “flashing beam weapons” than to the more ancient rapiers of Earth. Regardless, Cal got the idea. The Alliance seemed to be putting its best foot forward, trying to make peace and appear regretful about the unlawful seizure of its teenagers.

      “Our representatives have proposed,” T’Kell went on, “to bring a number of Earth members of Shadow Warriors back to meet with representatives from the various countries where kidnappings occurred, so that they can talk to you and get your reaction to the situation. Also, we have pledged to immediately go through the entire rank of Shadow Warriors from Earth and allow any who wish to leave our ranks to return to Earth, properly compensated for their service to date. We will also provide a full list of those Warriors who have died defending our Alliance from The Horde. Compensation will be offered to survivors, and plans are underway for memorial halls both on Molethan and Earth honoring all warriors, but especially those who died while on duty.

      “We will begin that effort in three to four days. Any questions about this upcoming activity?”

      One of the wing admirals that Cal didn’t know spoke up. “All I can say is any warrior who wants to leave my carriers can do so immediately. But I’ll bet that not many take you up on that offer.”

      T’Kell didn’t seem all that pleased at the comment. “Surely we have no desire to have someone serving who is truly unhappy. But you might be surprised, Admiral G’Sung. Some of our abductees, such as Commander McGregor, have become truly indispensable to the effort and no doubt would wish to remain in service. But such devotion might not be universal by any means. Commander Washington, your thoughts?”

      Cal almost smiled. Letty would be prepared to speak on anything, as usual. Admiral T’Kell knew how much Cal hated to speak extemporaneously.

      After a surprised moment, Letty stood. “Sir, you’re right about our crew. One of our crew is extremely wealthy back on Earth.” The Molethian translation came across something like “wallowing in precious metals.” “She had the choice to leave, and she’s staying here to figure out new ways to kill the bad guys. I think you’re right. A lot of us have found a life calling here, something we’re really good at. On the other hand, a few have really struggled to fit in here. I say give them the opportunity to leave, then recruit the hell out of the nations of Earth, and we’ll be a lot better off in the long run.” She sat back down.

      T’Kell beamed at her. “Well said, Commander. I fully agree. I am tasking all wings to allow every single Earth-born warrior the chance to retire as of tomorrow. Then we will do as Commander Washington suggests.

      “However, in addition, the leaders of Earth want to speak to those who don’t want to return to Earth, at least not yet. And they want to learn why you want to stay. I’d like your whole team to go, Commander McGregor, but I realize that may not be possible given the many responsibilities that they now have. Commander Rajasekaran, I’d like you and some of your former crew to go as well, but once again, give me your best assessment. For the rest of the wings, send back all those who may wish to retire, but also send at least some of your best and brightest to speak for our naval service and to explain how they have played a part to defend the Earth from the ravages of The Horde.

      “I want a group of at least thirty warriors who are prepared to passionately defend our process and to explain how your sacrifice has helped to keep Earth safe in the past, and how it will in the future. Are there any questions?”

      Of course, there were many, many questions, and once again Cal considered that Tony might leave his chair and orbit the room, as he didn’t appreciate the idea that everybody needed to have a say in everything. As a matter of fact, Cal felt the same way, but he had been a high-ranking officer long enough that he had become used to meetings that ran too long. Eventually, even though any number of officers still seemed determined to have a say, T’Kell declared the meeting at an end, and Cal and the crew returned to his office.

      Seated in chairs in Cal’s office, Letty said, “I know T’Kell wants all five of us to make an appearance, but I think we simply have too many responsibilities. Opi’s working on a strategy to find the blue-ship home world, and Tony and Sasha have classes for navigators and gunners as well. Cal, you have way too many responsibilities now that all the Shadow Warriors crews in Wing Three report to you.

      “I know,” she said quickly to forestall Cal’s objection, “Technically, only Carrier Four’s crews report to you, but as you are the designated attack leader for the wing, effectively all the flight crews on the carriers are yours to command. You and Raj and the other carrier commanders don’t have time to take a side trip to Earth right now, especially when we have to contend with the possibility of an attack on Molethan at any time.

      “I’m clearly the least busy, although I realize a lot of Cal’s paperwork won’t get done. I’ll represent the team.”

      Opi spoke up. “Wait a minute. Yeah, I’m so busy I barely have time to flirt with Tony a little, but I don’t want you going alone.”

      “Neither do I,” Cal agreed.

      “Alone? I’ll be with at least twenty-nine other warriors! Don’t worry about me. Besides, this will give me a chance to visit my parents. Cal and Opi and Tony have made return trips, and it’s about time I did.”

      “Visiting your parents is a great idea,” Opi said, “but you still need someone else from the team.” She pivoted, staring at Tony and Sasha. “Any volunteers?”

      Tony appeared shocked, glancing from her to Letty. After a moment, Sasha said, “I’ll go. I can reschedule my classes, and I’m the most expendable. Tony, well, he could too, but Letty might wind up rooming with him, and she’d have to listen to him whine every night because Opi wasn’t around. I’ll go, because I agree with Cal and Opi. You need somebody else from the team. Two heads are better than one, right? We can help each other in our reporting. That okay with you, Letty?”

      She nodded. “Makes sense. You’re right. Tony would probably keep me awake half the night. Notify Admiral T’Kell.”

      Cal grinned. They could joke, but separating the newlyweds would be too cruel. Bless Letty’s heart—she always worried about them all, just like the den mother she had always been. He surprised himself, as he sat back, by realizing that he had absolutely no desire to return to Earth at present. Oh, sure, he needed to get back to see Dad every once in a while, but right now he had too many responsibilities and too many new skills in management that he needed to master.

      He gestured at Sasha and Letty. “You guys will make a great team. Go back to Earth and convince the various countries that we really need their help.”

      Inside, he worried. Would Molethan be able to convince the many governments of Earth, with their dozens of disputes, disagreements, regional differences, and even wars, that embracing the Alliance was a good idea? He did not, Cal decided, envy Sasha and Letty one little bit.
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      Letty had finally gotten used to her private cabin. Her rank as a commander demanded a larger cabin, and the new one—a solid five meters square with an attached bath measuring nearly half as large—seemed positively luxurious. More like the Ritz Hotel in Boston, where she had once stayed for several days, than the military quarters of a soldier.

      Like almost all floors in Molethian space cruisers, it didn’t sport carpet, but the dark, ecru floor tiles seemed a bit softer than the plain surface in the walkways. It sparkled with shine. Whether from polish or from its natural characteristics, Letty had no idea. The standard, cream-white walls were adorned with a pair of pictures of Carrier Thirty-four, and the room also held a small sofa and two chairs. There was even a bedside table where she kept the few books she had bought or traded for over the months—and even read in occasional rare moments. Molethians had electronic readers similar to those on Earth, but Letty liked the look and smell of real paper books, and she never ceased to be amazed at what one could buy or trade for in a carrier full of humans, each with a stash of private possessions.

      Her first private cabin, as a deputy squadron commander, though far smaller, had seemed as silent as a tomb. She had longed for the positive energy and chaos of the squadron barracks where fifty individuals—male, female, human, Molethian, and even occasionally Heggin or Obregerin—had all lived together as one big, happy family. After months now, she finally had accustomed herself to the quiet, and she sometimes wondered if, should she be relegated to the barracks again, the noise and bustle would keep her awake.

      She had undressed, wearing only a T-shirt and shorts, as she relaxed and debated the pros and cons of a few minutes in a book before she drifted off. A knock at the door startled her. Who would be calling at nearly midnight, Molethian standard? If Cal stood at her door with another late task to assign, she decided she might slam the door in his face. Well, maybe not. He was a good commander, and after all, she did love him, although she refused to admit it publicly.

      When she opened the door, Sasha stood there. He looked a bit embarrassed. “Sorry, I know it’s late. But I got a bit of info when I dropped by Cal, so as we needed to talk anyway, I thought I’d drop by. And we do need to talk, Letty. I know you’re busy all the time, but we’re leaving tomorrow, and we still haven’t talked about what we’re going to say.”

      She backed into the room, beckoning him in. He stopped short, seeing her dress—or lack of it. “I can wait outside while you change.”

      Embarrassed, she grabbed a bra, military blouse, and slacks and slipped into the bath to change. Sasha’s face had reddened. As she had worn only her T-shirt when she opened the door, he’d probably seen a bit more than she intended.

      When she came out she said, “Sorry. We live so close together that when we get in private it seems to make no difference.” In the barracks, she’d seen males and females naked briefly, and nobody thought much about it. Here, in the privacy of her quarters, there was an intimacy implied that she hadn’t considered.

      Seeming more at ease, he sat in a chair, while she seated herself on the edge of her bed. “We got some word that the Earth leaders are a bit more friendly. They have finally begun to figure out how powerful the Alliance is and how amazing the technology is that we are willing to share. Word is that they’re warming up to our reps a bit. However, they still want to talk to us, so, how do we pitch this whole thing?”

      She mused. Actually, she felt very happy that Sasha had come by. Since the meeting with Admiral T’Kell three days ago, neither had been able to spare any time to meet. Letty’s terminal was continually crammed with administrative work for Cal, and in addition, Opi relied on her to support the strategic planning effort as she tried to place the origin of the blue ships. Sasha now not only had to teach, but also reschedule and find additional instructors for his gunner classes.

      Letty thought over what information they might want to transmit to the leaders of Earth. After a pause, she said, “I don’t think we ought to sugarcoat it. I think we need to say how scared we were, and how we became a great Shadow Warrior team because we pulled together and became a family, as well as a crew.

      “We ought to stress how important it is now that the Alliance is asking Earth to become a member and that the kidnappings will cease. But we also need to talk about The Horde, how deadly they are, what a huge threat they are to Earth and the rest of the Alliance. I think that by showing our own weaknesses and how we overcame them and learned about the danger of The Horde, we can impress on the leaders of Earth on how important Shadow Warrior service is.”

      Sasha sat, silent, considering her comments. Finally, he grinned. “I knew I could depend on you for a comprehensive summary. That’s why you make the perfect spokesperson.”

      “You’re not so bad yourself. I remember during the trial on Molethan you impressed a lot of admirals. Okay, anything else?”

      He sat silent for a moment. “I’ve got a lot of things. Not sure how many you want to cover now.”

      “Fire away.”

      “Okay, how do you want to approach this? All rah-rah and enthusiastic? You know, ‘Join the Shadow Warriors and see the galaxy!’ That sort of thing? Or should we be like Joe Friday. ‘Just the facts, ma’am.’”

      “Who’s Joe Friday?”

      “A detective on some ancient police show I used to watch in reruns on TV. Never mind. The question is, do we act like cheerleaders or simply answer questions?”

      “I think it depends. For instance, if they ask me—or any of us—to address a group of their leaders, I might amp it up a little. I mean, not jumping up and down and acting like a cheerleader, but pressing on the idea that we weren’t kidnapped to stand around and look pretty. Or even to be slaves or servants. We were abducted to be fighters, and we’ve seen the forces we’re up against more than once, and they’re scary. So as Shadow Warriors, we’re protecting Earth, as well as Molethan.”

      Sasha frowned, so she continued to explain. “If they have some sort of question-and-answer session, then I say give it to them straight. I don’t want anybody to think we’re embellishing, trying to make things sound either more attractive or scarier than they are. The facts are scary enough anyway, right?”

      “Yeah. Okay. I definitely want you to take the lead. I’ll speak if spoken to, but I don’t want to stand up and make a speech.”

      Letty grinned. “Timid little Sasha? That’s hard to believe. Look, you’ll do fine. Just be honest and say what you think. It’s worked for you before.”

      “Should I memorize a bunch of facts tied to our past battles and the various invasion forces? I want to sound like I know what I’m talking about.”

      “Not necessary. I’m putting together a list of stuff that I want to have for ready recall, so I’ll send it to your personal. Keep it handy if you’re asked to speak.”

      “Thanks. I’ve bothered you enough.” He stood. “We can talk on the shuttle. I really don’t want to screw this up.”

      Letty could sense Sasha’s low mood—unusual for him. Whatever the problem, he didn’t seem the wisecracking counterpart to Tony tonight. Rather, he seemed subdued, as though something bothered him. She moved off the bed, taking him in her arms, hugging him tightly. “You’ll be fine, pal. That’s why they’re sending you.”

      He drew back, looked into her eyes, then leaned forward to kiss her on the mouth, gently but firmly. For a moment they both froze in that pose, as Letty, surprised, registered faintly that Sasha kissed very well indeed. Suddenly he pushed away, face reddening.

      “Oh my gosh. I’m so sorry, Letty. What in the world was I …”

      She held on to him, staring into those impossibly light blue eyes. “It’s okay. Sometimes we all need a little affection.”

      “Yeah, but you’re Cal’s girl. Not mine. I don’t know what got into me.”

      “Right now, I’m not anybody’s girl,” Letty said sharply. Then she smiled at him. “Hey, I’m not mad at you, Sasha. By the way, you kiss very well.”

      Holding onto his left arm, she pulled him to the edge of the bed to sit beside her. “Okay, what the hell’s going on? Missing Marta? Had a fight? What?”

      He settled on the bed, still looking guilty. “There … There isn’t any Marta, anymore. I guess she got tired of the long-distance relationship. Yesterday she sent me a message on my personal, said it’s probably better for us to see other people. I think she’s already got a boyfriend on her carrier.”

      Sasha had probably nailed the situation. Letty’s experience, she thought ruefully, had been that when a boyfriend said he “wanted to date others,” that meant he already had a new girlfriend lined up if not actively dated. “Probably best,” she told Sasha. “It’s hard to make those long-distance things work out. Hey, I’ll bet there are a lot of girls around here that would like a guy like you.”

      “I’ll have to tell Cal. I feel terrible.”

      “Listen to me. Don’t say a single word. You weren’t hitting on me. You were lonely and sad, and I happened to be convenient. Leave it at that. Yes, if the world—the galaxy—were different, I might haul Cal to the altar. But not now, maybe not ever. However, I may have to ask him on a date.” She grinned. “You have reminded me how nice kissing is every once in a while.”

      Letty elevated again, dragging Sasha up by the arm. She leaned forward and kissed him once more, softly and tenderly. “That’s for good measure, pal. We all need a little love. Now, get outta here. I’ve got my testimony to think about, and I would like to get a good night’s sleep tonight.”

      “Thanks.” He gave her a one-armed hug and headed for the hatch. With it open, he turned and finally managed a grin of his own. “You know, you look really cute in a T-shirt.”

      “Yeah, well, nobody else has ever seen me like that, not even Cal, so don’t spread it around. It’s our secret, right?”

      “Absolutely. Thanks for understanding. I won’t mention it to Cal or anybody else. Promise.”

      “Good. Now get some sleep. We’ve got some big days coming up.”

      He closed the hatch, and Letty began to think about a quick trip to Cal’s office before she drifted off. Knowing Cal, he wouldn’t object to a kiss or two.
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      Letty couldn’t ever remember riding on a large, multi-passenger shuttle. It reminded her a bit of a large bus with rows of seats, two on either side of a center aisle, and picture windows out of which each passenger could get a good look-see of the surrounding space. The shuttle seemed extremely utilitarian, with plain, plastic inner walls and minimal amenities, although there were drinks available at a small self-service counter at the back of the center aisle. As they had launched, she saw the enormous golden globe of the Milky Way center, its bright swath of stars, obscured by dark dust clouds, to her right and slightly below the nose of the ship. Then they turned away, toward Earth, preparing to leap, and for a while she lost herself in her thoughts.

      Sitting by Sasha, she had twisted and turned to see the other Shadow Warrior passengers, trying to determine if she knew anyone. In fact, she didn’t spy a single familiar face. Not so unusual, when you realized that thousands of warriors from Earth had been kidnapped over the last decades, and many were scattered across the myriad of carriers, each of which had five squadrons, that made up the Molethian Navy.

      She and Sasha made small talk, with absolutely no mention of the kiss the night before. Sasha seemed at his most formal initially, but she loosened him up eventually, wisecracking about his being an “eligible bachelor” now, and telling him that she had started plotting to find him a new girl. They also went over the data she had sent him, and he eventually seemed a bit more at ease. The other warriors were mainly quiet, many a bit subdued by the thoughts of returning to Earth and being questioned by a host of world leaders.

      A single leap took them to the outskirts of the Earth’s solar system. A micro leap left them some one hundred thousand klicks above Earth, and they soon landed aboard the carrier that sat in a stationary orbit above New York City. Disembarking, they were led into the carrier commander’s conference room and seated in the tiers of seats surrounding the center table. Letty had never been aboard Carrier Fifty-two, but most of the older carriers were very similar, and from her point of view, she and Sasha could have been seated in the Carrier Thirty-four conference room.

      The conference room door opened—a full door, not like most of the hatches between spaces on most carriers—and five people strode in. One, an admiral Letty did not know, led the way. Following were two humans who had to be from the UN, and bringing up the rear was Commander Galigan, accompanied by a woman in Molethian naval gear. Letty almost jumped up and ran to give Galigan a hug. She had held a high regard for him in training, having known him for the longest time simply as Galigan. Only later, after training, had she learned his rank.

      Of course, in the presence of an admiral, everyone sprang out of their seats, but the admiral waved the proprieties away with a swipe of his left hand. A typical Molethian, he stood nearly two meters tall, with a thin face, chiseled features, and the typical, small Molethian ears and nose.

      “As you were. I am Admiral D’Gelem, commander of Wing Five. Some of you may know Commander Galigan, who has been heavily involved in training warriors for a long while.”

      Galigan bowed slightly, and D’Gelem continued. “Our two visitors are Mr. Donald Garvey, assistant to the United States ambassador to the United Nations.” He paused, giving the tall, sallow-faced man, thin to the point of Molethian gauntness, a moment to dip his head in acknowledgement. Dressed in a dark suit, the assistant ambassador radiated efficiency and quiet competence. “Dr. Johanna Inger, consultant on alien relations to the President of the United States.” The smaller, blonde woman, somewhat plump but quite attractive, moved her hand in a slight wave.

      The admiral gestured finally to the Molethian woman. Or at least she seemed to Letty to be Molethian. Her features were almost human, a filled-out face that seemed to Letty quite pretty, and a more buxom chest than most Molethian women. “Finally, Captain Ar’Gellor, assistant to Commander Galigan, who has been responsible for your arrangements.”

      Letty didn’t exactly understand what the admiral meant by “arrangements,” but she supposed that quarters had to be provided and perhaps even rooms on Earth, as their “performance”—or so Letty thought of it—would no doubt be within the confines of the UN buildings in New York City. Before the admiral said anything else, Sasha nudged her and said softly, “That’s the only pretty Molethian woman I’ve ever seen.”

      Letty gave the captain a closer look. She appeared to be rather short for a Molethian, perhaps Letty’s size, and yes, Letty agreed on the pretty face. On second thought, Letty decided, she resembled a human female more than any Molethian Letty had ever met. Slender like a Molethian, but other than that she simply appeared to be a medium height, rather pretty human female. She whispered back, “You’re right. On Earth she’d be a hottie. The only other female Molethian I’ve seen that even borders on pretty is Admiral T’Kell.”

      The admiral gestured to Commander Galigan. “Commander, please take over and explain about our quarters on Earth and plans for today and tomorrow.”

      Galigan smiled and Letty automatically returned it, regardless of whether he saw her or not. He bordered on being the tallest Molethian Letty knew, more than two meters in height. His face, more filled out than most of his race, held a genial expression, and his bright, gray eyes sparkled with energy and intensity.

      He spoke up. “Greetings, warriors. I am glad you are here and hope you can convey the idea that you have served fully and freely in our service for some time now. Every one of you has far surpassed the thirty-five mission maximum that you are required to serve. And yet, you are all still in our Molethian Navy. Some of you I know well, such as Commanders Washington and Sharapov, Captain Delaney, and Lieutenant Walters. I hope to be fortunate to meet all the rest as well. For now, you will be given a brief break and time to have a meal. Then I am afraid that we must get you to the surface quickly.

      “Unfortunately, although I know that the Molethian standard time for you is the evening, it is morning in New York City, so we will have a packed day. However, we have excellent accommodations for each of you, and I promise you a good night’s sleep. You will have another very busy day tomorrow. My hope is that you can return to your assignments within three or four days.

      “For now, we have a meal in the mess hall, and then we must immediately leave for New York City. We also have changes of uniforms for you, as we want you to appear in our most impressive dress outfits. You will be brought here in about an hour to change.”

      With that, the Molethian female led them to one of the mess halls on the carrier, where Letty tried to force down a bit of food, but found she had no appetite at all. Sasha mainly played with his food, eating a bit but not showing much interest in anything on his plate. They sat with a pair of captains from Wing Four and managed a bit of conversation, but both the warriors, who apparently were squadron officers on Carrier Forty-two, seemed about as nervous as Letty felt.

      The Molethian captain, Ar’Gellor, dropped around to check on the four of them, apparently one of her responsibilities for the day. As she smiled and spoke briefly to each, Sasha studied her so intently that she turned her attention to him. Her furrowed brow said that she had noticed his scrutiny.

      “I’m sorry, Commander. Is something wrong?”

      “What? Oh, no, that is, I …” he stammered and ran out of gas.

      Letty took up for him. “Captain, we were just astonished at your appearance. Molethians and humans are clearly very similar, but to us you look more human than Molethian.”

      Truly, up close, Letty could see a few additional features that classed the woman as Molethian. Her hair tended toward silver, not blonde, and her skin, as she stood by Letty, seemed a bit darker than normal Caucasian flesh. Still, even up close, her species was hard to nail down.

      The captain frowned, started to turn away, then said, “Yes, I get that frequently. You realize what that means is that to other Molethians I’m considered relatively unattractive.”

      “You gotta be kidding!” The words seemed to escape from Sasha’s mouth before he realized it. Letty recognized the classic “open mouth before brain is engaged” syndrome. The two pilots—both male—seemed similarly surprised.

      Sasha finally managed to splutter, “Sorry, Captain, but to me you’re the first pretty Molethian woman I’ve ever seen.”

      She frowned again, and Letty wanted to kick Sasha under the table. Those words would not be a classic compliment to any Molethian woman, clearly.

      Their group had begun a general movement from the cafeteria, so Letty stood and said with a chuckle, “Pardon the comments, Captain. He really meant his words to be compliments, regardless of how they sounded.” They left her frowning in the mess hall as Letty hurried Sasha back to the conference room.

      “You doofus,” Letty muttered in his ear as they neared the conference room.

      “I know! I know! She was pretty, and I just wanted to tell her. God, I sounded like an idiot.” He paused. “I wonder if she’s married.”

      “Sasha!”

      “Hey, I was just wondering! Do Molethians marry?”

      As they passed through the rear door, Letty reflected that she knew relatively little about Molethian mating practices. The subject probably lay somewhere in their memory implants, but it had never come up.

      And for now, it wouldn’t either. Back together, quickly changed into dress uniforms, they listened as Galigan gave them a short briefing, and soon the shuttle descended toward a parking lot near the UN building.

      Letty had not been sure what she would see, but the sight as they landed shocked and disturbed her. Immense crowds of people, held at bay by a horde of police officers, lined the opposite side of the street as they disembarked. There were yells and cheering, as if they were all celebrities, but more disturbing things as well. One woman at the front of the surging line held a placard on a long slat, so that she could hold it high about the crowded mass of humanity. Alongside the picture of a dark-haired young man, a sign proclaimed “Missing my son Jason, last seen December 10th. Can you help me?”

      Others shouted questions and pleas as the warriors were escorted across the street and toward the UN Secretariat Building. “Have you seen my Jamie?” “Roosevelt disappeared a year ago. Do you know him?” “Angelica is missing—have you heard of her?”

      The heart-rending questions tore at Letty’s composure as they were ushered into the secretariat building and boarded elevators. Emerging a few floors up, they were escorted into a large conference room with several circular rows of chairs. A central conference table, no doubt the focus of many meetings, had been moved aside. The empty space was filled with two rows of chairs, in which sat a small number of very distinguished-looking individuals who must be leaders of countries, or at the very least some of the top advisors or functionaries. The group rose as one while Letty, Sasha, and their companions were seated in the circular rows.

      The center group sat as soon as the warriors were all settled, except for one gray-haired individual who surveyed the group intently, then spoke. “Good morning. I am Marcus Acevedo, and I would like to extend the welcome of New York City, New York State, and the United States of America to each of you.”

      Wow, Letty thought, the Secretary of State himself.

      “We understand that you are battle-hardened veterans,” the secretary went on, “who have fought many battles against a very dangerous enemy, all of which occurred, we are told, many lightyears from Earth. We have a multitude of questions for you, and you will excuse this hasty greeting, but we represent the nations of origin for all of you. Shortly you will be asked to make an appearance before the entire United Nations General Assembly. For now, members of your countries’ governments have a few questions.”

      “Oh, boy,” Letty said into Sasha’s ear. “Now it gets interesting.”
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      Sasha agreed with Letty. It would now get very interesting. By which, he thought to himself, she means nerve-wracking.

      The secretary gestured to a small, dark-haired woman, dressed in a severe, gray suit, hair drawn back in an equally severe bun. “German ambassador to the United Nations Klara Weisinger.”

      She rose and stepped forward slightly. She began to speak in German, which Sasha didn’t think had even been included in his implants, and immediately two young men and a girl even younger looking than Opi stood. The ambassador spoke a moment, and then the girl replied, followed by the taller of the two teenaged males. She nodded, sat, and they did as well.

      Sasha hadn’t even known that they had native German warriors on the shuttle, but he understood why. Warriors had gotten accustomed to speaking in Molethian, and their implants were so complete that most warriors didn’t even bother to revert to their native tongue, even when talking to fellow countrymen.

      He felt equally surprised as first a Brazilian, then a French ambassador, one from Nigeria, and finally a Canadian French-speaker stood and asked their countrymen to rise. By the time the US Secretary of State stepped forward again, fully half of the warriors had been addressed.

      “The rest of you are from the USA,” he said. “Don’t bother to stand until called upon. I have most of you spotted. As I said, we are pressed for time. Commander Sharapov, are you here?”

      Surprised, Sasha stood. “Yes, sir.”

      “Commander, I am calling on you because of your reputation as the top weapons officer in Wing Three of the Molethian forces, some say top gunner in the fleet. Is that so?”

      Sasha looked around self-consciously. Several warriors had turned in their seats to eyeball him. I’ve gotten either famous or notorious, depending on how you look at it, he thought. Aloud, he said, “I have no idea, Mr. Secretary. I point and shoot, and the ratings come from the top officers.”

      He saw several of the warriors grin and thought that at least he had endeared himself to a few of them, regardless of the Secretary’s opinion. Directing his attention to the Secretary, he saw that the man had also smiled.

      “Well said. However, I note that you are apparently the only active gunner who carries the rank of Commander. So you must be doing something right. It is true that you were kidnapped from a foster home nearly two years ago?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “I wish you would dispense with the ‘sir.’ You are yourself a high-ranking military officer, so you don’t have to use that term of respect.”

      “Begging your pardon, sir, but I do. I serve in a military organization, and I know the rank of the Secretary of State of the US. You definitely outrank me, and to all higher-ranked officials, I use that term of respect.”

      That got another grin. “Very well. You were kidnapped. How did you feel about that?”

      “It was great, sir. My foster home sucked—the whole family. The father in the family was in the process of beating me when I was kidnapped. In the foster system, I was a nobody. I’ve had a chance to make something of myself in the Alliance, and I wouldn’t be anyplace else. One of these days, I’ll probably die in defending the Alliance against The Horde, and that’s fine with me. Because I know that I’m doing something worthwhile for the Alliance—and by the way, for Earth as well. I just wish they’d taken me a year or two sooner.”

      “Really.” The secretary seemed a bit stunned at Sasha’s enthusiastic response.

      In turn, he asked two or three other warriors. Most seemed as positive as Sasha, although one admitted to missing his siblings, even though family life with a drunken mother and no father had been tough. The secretary finally got to Letty, asking her how she felt about the kidnap process.

      Standing, she said after a moment, “Overall, I’d say it has been a very good experience. I miss my parents and I’ve been a bit upset that they don’t know what happened to me. I think that Molethan made a mistake in instituting the kidnapping process. In my case it worked out for the best, but I have always pressed for Molethan to do exactly what they’re doing now—reveal the Alliance to the leaders of Earth, explain how the Alliance is performing a vital task in defending the civilizations in this section of the galaxy, and openly recruiting warrior candidates.

      “I think honesty is always the best policy. I believe the new approach will work well and that soon we will have many recruits to help in the fight. And I think that with the excellent manufacturing facilities that are available here on Earth, the Alliance can soon have additional ships pouring into our defense forces.”

      Secretary Acevedo had listened carefully. He would only comment, “Very thoughtfully summarized, Commander. And now we must depart for the General Assembly meeting.”

      The warriors followed the Secretary and the rest of the dignitaries out and down a hall to an elevator. The building itself, though not as attractive as some of the crystal towers on Molethan, seemed quite attractive, with painted concrete colonnades, marble and stainless-steel decorations and stairs, and glass windows that revealed part of the New York City skyline. They were led out onto the plaza and across to the General Assembly building. As they walked toward the entrance, Admiral T’Kell joined them, walking rapidly.

      “Admiral!” Letty said with delight.

      “Letty, Sasha.”

      Sasha couldn’t believe that she had used their given names. Wow, he thought, on a first-name basis with the fleet admiral.

      She quickly carried on as they approached the massive doors of the assembly building. “I wanted to be here to back you up. I think you are going to be asked to speak extemporaneously, giving your thoughts on the Shadow Warriors. Be prepared to stand up before the assembly and give your opinions on your experiences. Sasha, this will be tougher on you, as Letty normally gives the talks for your crew. Be yourself, be honest. You’re good at that. Your honesty helped exonerate me at my trial a while back. Letty, do what you always do. Got it?”

      Holy cow, Sasha thought, almost ready to gag. “For Pete’s sake—why us?”

      They neared the doors to the building so T’Kell answered briefly. “Haven’t you noticed? You’re the two ranking officers in the group.”

      Sasha couldn’t even think of a reply.

      They finally entered the assembly hall itself. To Sasha, who had never visited the UN, it seemed enormous and intimidating. Especially with T’Kell’s words echoing in his mind.

      Roughly rectangular, the hall descended from the rear toward a platform with a number of chairs and a dais for use of the speaker addressing the assembly, partially backed by a large, golden pillar that rose nearly to the ceiling. The cavernously high ceiling ended toward the front of the hall in a raised dome that appeared to Sasha to resemble a spaceship of some sort coming in for a landing. To either side of the pillar, large video screens could display the speaker for those in the rear, as the hall extended a good fifty yards. In the back, elevated rows of chairs made a sort of balcony section, no doubt for observers. Windows circled the hall on two levels. Sasha wasn’t sure, but he assumed that the onlookers behind the windows were the translators he had read about, broadcasting the proceedings to every participant in the representative’s native language.

      On the upraised platform in the front center, rows of chairs had been extended in the open areas on either side of the dais. Sasha figured that normally the space would be empty, so this had to be a special accommodation to the visitors.

      The packed hall, not a vacant seat visible, had been buzzing with conversation. It suddenly subsided into near silence, then erupted into spontaneous applause as the warriors were led down the center aisle to their seats. They mounted the platform and filed along the narrow spaces between chairs as their hosts took the top seats. They joined a single figure that had been standing at the podium, shaking every warrior’s hand, and then took seats. Sasha couldn’t be sure, but he guessed that the man at the podium had to be the Secretary General of the United Nations. The secretary was a black man, not caramel like Letty, but the darker skin color of a native of certain African nations. Sasha racked his brain, trying to remember the man’s name. After all, he had studied the UN in History and Social Studies. Finally it came. The Honorable Oscar Osemwenkha, now in the position for nearly four years. Sasha sat and tried not to shiver.

      “Ladies and gentlemen,” the Secretary began in precise, perfect English, and the room slowly simmered to semi-silence, the crowd resuming their seats. “Thank you for your warm welcome of our guests.” He left Sasha a bit surprised that his address hadn’t been in French, as Sasha understood at least some of the assembly proceedings were held in that language.

      “I join you,” the Secretary General continued, “in your welcome. These are all distinguished members of the galactic navy of our new friend, the planetary society of Molethan. Further, our new allies have freely admitted, these young people were kidnapped from unhappy situations in which they found themselves. They were trained to be warriors in the naval forces of the Alliance, the group of civilizations that, we are told, is fighting a valiant and up until recently, losing battle. The Molethians, one of the more prominent members of this Alliance of planetary systems, have informed me that two members of this group helped turn the tide. You will meet them shortly. First, let me call the roll of our distinguished military veterans. Ladies and gentlemen, please stand as your name is called.”

      He proceeded to name each warrior on the stage, except for Sasha and Letty.

      “Finally,” he concluded, “this next warrior is regarded as the finest weapons officer in the Shadow Warrior organization, with more than four hundred enemy kills to his credit. I would like to ask Command Alexander Sharapov to join me here at the podium.”

      Sasha stood and tried hard not to stumble as he approached the tall Secretary General as the audience applauded enthusiastically. He hadn’t noticed, but up close the man had a neat, trimmed beard, short hair, and a decisively Denzel Washington face. At least he had a friendly demeanor. As Sasha approached, he stepped back to allow Sasha access to the microphone.

      Don’t make a fool of yourself, Sasha thought. Aloud he said, “Thank you, sir. I am not sure what I could say that would sway opinion on the warriors or Molethan either way. As to my record, it’s not hard to be an accurate gunner when you have a great pilot like mine, Upper Commander McGregor. As a matter of fact, my whole crew is terrific, and I’ll bet every other warrior on this platform would say the same thing. We’re a big team, a family, and we’re proud of our accomplishments.

      “Molethan and the Alliance kidnapped us from Earth, and that was wrong. But they’ve admitted their mistake and now have approached the leadership of Earth to make things right. However ill-advised their recruitment methods were, let me stress that their intentions were good. We trained to fight in a force that is defending Earth against the nastiest, most bloodthirsty group of aliens that one could ever imagine. So far, we’re keeping them at bay, but we could use more help. I hope we can inspire many young people to volunteer for the Shadow Warriors. It’s a tough duty, but one that is satisfying and helps protect all the civilized worlds in this part of the galaxy. I’m glad I’m a part of it.”

      He stepped back from the microphone to huge applause. The Secretary General, a bit of sparkle in his eyes, shook his hand. “You are a fine representative of your corps.”

      Sasha grinned. “Wait till you hear Commander Washington.” He returned to his seat.

      The secretary then introduced Letty, making her sound to Sasha like a cross between Wonder Woman and Supergirl, a description Sasha fully agreed with.

      Letty stood to more applause. At the microphone, she seemed to survey the crowd, now hushed, for a long moment.

      “I wasn’t sure what I might say up here,” she began. “I agree with Sasha that the Alliance started out on the wrong track, but is now making it right. But that’s not the point here. The point is what we’re up against.

      “The Horde—that’s what we call our enemy—is an amazingly destructive and vengeful enemy. Think of the worst human massacres in history—the Jews under Hitler, the Stalinist purges, some of the African tribal massacres, the ‘cleansing’ of ethnic minorities in the Middle East and parts of Eastern Europe. Those are all small potatoes compared to the desolation that The Horde brings. When they attack a planetary system inhabited by a civilization, they don’t simply attack. They raze, they wipe clean, they erase all life on the planet—whether sentient, animal, vegetable. Then they remake the planet to their own specifications.

      “The Horde has no compassion, no tolerance for any other life form. I have seen what they do, and it is terrifying, daunting, hideous. They leave nothing in their wake—not an insect, not a leaf, not a blade of grass. This is our enemy. They only want one thing, our galaxy, the Milky Way, for their own. They will stop at nothing less.

      “We cannot frighten them, we cannot warn them off. Our only solution is to destroy them all. A year ago, that seemed impossible. Since then, we have discovered ways to give ourselves the upper hand in several battles.

      “I do not tell you that we will win. The outcome is far from sure. But I can tell you one thing. If the Alliance loses, Earth loses. So I would beg you to join the Alliance. Help us build our spaceships, encourage your young to volunteer. Unfortunately, due to the requirements for becoming a warrior, only younger humans will in general be eligible; that is, fourteen- to seventeen-year-olds whose brains are compatible with the electronic systems in Shadow Warrior ships. But any who volunteer, regardless of age, will be tested. And any who pass will be eligible to join Shadow Warriors.

      “Finally, like Commander Sharapov, I am a proud warrior. I have stood on the front lines; I have fought to defend the Alliance and Earth. I have seen many die, but others triumph. And I have seen The Horde’s legions torn to shreds and forced to retreat. I beg each and every nation on Earth: join with us, support us, volunteer to fight with us. This is like any other war—not all the volunteers will return. But those who die will help protect our societies from the ravages of The Horde.

      “Yes, it was a shock to be kidnapped by the Alliance, by Molethan. But now I am proud of my position and responsibility in the Molethian Navy and I will never return home. I will remain with the Shadow Warriors, and I will fight until either I die or we defeat our enemies.”

      She abruptly held her clenched right fist high. “Molethan! Shadow Warriors!”

      Instantly, the remaining warriors behind her leaped to their feet, right fists and voices raised, Sasha among the first.

      The audience roared.

      Pandemonium broke out.

    



