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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 found a way to defeat a hundred-thousand-ship invasion force.

      But wait: since Molethians don’t fight their own battles, the High Command, back on Molethan, put no credence in the story of two thousand Molethian fighters destroying a force fifty times their size. A bungling investigating committee wrongly put the enemy total at two thousand, and since the commanding officer, Commander T’Kell, lost one thousand fighters, she has been returned to Molethan and put on trial for incompetence.

      Cal, Letty, Opi, Sasha, and Tony are called to testify in their commander’s defense. Can they save her career? They’ll need to do it quickly, as The Horde has sent out a new invasion of forty thousand new-style fighters, and they are nearly impregnable. If our heroes can’t save their commander, Molethan will almost surely lose the next battle, and their civilization will be destroyed. But even with Commander T’Kell back in command, can Opi and her crew find a way to pull off a miracle again? As they are frantically working to find a route to victory, the High Command is threatening to take over battle plans, which means the top navy commanders on Molethan may snatch defeat from the jaws of victory!
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      Something didn’t feel right; he couldn’t say what. A hunch. An aura. A premonition. Cal couldn’t be sure, but his feelings were rarely wrong, which was perhaps the reason he commanded the crew. Lieutenant Calvin Adam McGregor had been identified early-on in candidate testing for his leadership abilities, and nothing since had contradicted that sour feeling in the pit of his stomach.

      Still, he had nothing on which to base his apprehensions, so he didn’t bring it up. Instead, broaching another subject that had been bothering him, he said, “Letty, we’ve been on patrol for twelve standard days, and Captain Nhan promised a rotation every ten. Don’t you think it’s about time I send back a request for relief?”

      Under-Lieutenant Leticia Elizabeth Washington—Letty—turned toward him, brow creased, running a slender hand through her bushy head of hair. Cal might be the leader, but Letty was the “den mother” of the group, her calm analysis and reasonable words smoothing all interactions. She also gave good advice—and right now, he was hoping she would encourage him to return to base.

      He knew that all Allied forces were stretched thin, due to the heavy losses in the war with The Horde. Still, Red Squadron had taken some of the heaviest duty in that war, only weeks ago, and Cal had watched as his unit of Shadow Warriors continued to log the most assignments. Uncomfortably twisted in his seat so that he could see his crewmates, Cal let his eyes scan his fellow crew members as Letty thought about a reply. The rest of the crew, all under-lieutenants in the Molethian Navy, definitely perked up at the suggestion.

      Antonio Morales, called Tony by his crew, sat at navigation to the left of Cal’s station. Clad like the rest of his crew in the charcoal flight uniform, he popped his helmet off to regard Cal sharply. Alexander Anatoly Valentin Sharapov—Sasha—to right at gunnery, did the same, while Ophelia Nathalie Adrienne Prefontaine (Opi), in the strategic planning and analysis chair directly behind Cal, asked the first question.

      “You really think we have a chance to rotate back soon?” Opi’s dark eyes sparkled, even though her long, black locks were not their normal lustrous, shiny ebony. Rather, they straggled in snarls around her shoulders. Truth to tell, she probably didn’t smell very good either, although her petite, barely five-foot body looked as pretty as ever, even in a Molethian flight uniform.

      None of us probably smell very pleasant, Cal thought to himself. Letty, next to him, with her bushy head of hair and normally go-go-go personality, appeared about half-asleep, and as unkempt as the rest of them, although like Opi, her lush bodily characteristics were hard to miss. At least we’re together, Cal thought. They weren’t just a crew; they were a family. A family that bickered, argued, and hassled each other from time to time, true, but a family that loved each other and were prepared to lay down their lives for each other. They almost had, more than once.

      The voice of Lieutenant Argin Herrough, one of the rare Obregerins to serve in the Molethian fleet, sputtered to life over narrow com, interrupting his thoughts. Herrough helmed the number two ship, Red Eleven, and served as Cal’s second-in-command.

      “Red Eleven to unit leader. Sir, we got a flash on our long-range detector a minute ago.” Since he spoke in Molethian, the common language of the Shadow Warriors, he meant a Molethian minute, a different and somewhat shorter time than an Earth minute, but that’s the way Cal translated it in his mind. “The blip recorded sort of oddly,” Herrough went on. “We saw a momentary flash on long-range tactical that appeared first as a Horde ship, then as an unknown vessel, and then it disappeared. It’s in the direction of that blue giant star to your port that’s about two light-years away.”

      Cal identified the star on his own tactical. “Arg, how far away did it register?” Normally, Cal would use Herrough’s last name and military rank, but Herrough had called on narrow com, and they had known each other far too long to be formal in private.

      A pause, voices in the background. “My navigator says maybe fifty thousand kilometers, give or take.” Again, the translation came across as approximate—the Molethian measure, the Kerr, was not exactly the same length as a kilometer, but it was close enough that humans internalized it that way.

      Cal considered, as his unease ratcheted up. Their patrol had been assigned in a very specific area outside the volume of space in the Milky Way where their historic battle with The Horde had occurred some forty-five days ago. Alliance High Command—the military command of forty civilizations, forty separate star systems, which had come together to resist the depredations of The Horde—believed that they had eliminated the current Horde threat, largely by following a strategy developed by Opi and Letty. The problem: they couldn’t be sure. Some estimates put the population of The Horde, a civilization that had established major settlements on almost every livable star system in the Dwarf Sagittarius Spheroidal Galaxy, a tiny satellite of the Milky Way, at potentially tens of trillions. This enemy had proven relentless, ruthless, and implacable; bitter experience had shown that they would not negotiate and invaded without pity, killing all the inhabitants of any planetary system they attacked and remaking it for their own purposes.

      Thus the current patrol, one of many circling the globe of space in the Milky Way in which these systems resided. The blip could have been nothing but a small meteoroid, but no sense taking a chance. “Arg, when Red Fifteen checks in, send him to reconnoiter. The usual cautions; look, listen, do not engage.”

      “Orders received.” The Molethian Navy’s equivalent of “Roger.” Cal had been striving to introduce “Roger” as a way to quickly state that orders has been received and understood, but it had not yet taken hold among the other races, mainly Molethian, in his crew.

      Cal turned back to his crew, just as Letty leaned forward. “Maybe we ought to investigate.”

      Tony’s eyes beamed the same question. Short and compact, he sat in the navigator seat almost as though on springs, his muscular body seemingly coiled into a ball of energy. “Sure could use a little excitement,” he said softly. Sasha nodded. As tall as Cal, Sasha sat at the weapons console, a willowy figure with the pale skin and silver hair of the albino.

      Cal allowed himself a rare grin—the sort of grin that the old Cal, the Cal that had headed up their team in training, might have made. “Everybody calm down.”

      He registered the immediate downcast looks. “You know as well as I do,” he chided, “that we are now the command ship of the unit. We don’t need to feel conceited about it, but we represent a valuable asset, especially since Opi and Letty are aboard. We’re less expendable, so we let others do the exploring, and we listen to reports, assess, evaluate, and make recommendations to our squadron commander and his boss, the carrier commander.”

      He focused the grin on Tony and Sasha. “I mean, hell, we three are expendable, right? But Letty and Opi are valuable, so we gotta protect them.”

      Sasha and Tony nodded knowingly, but Opi said, feathers clearly ruffled, “What, we’re like the princess and her pea? Let me remind you that we fought together through the last war.”

      Cal transferred his grin to her. “We did, Opi. But like it or not, you and Letty got the credit you deserve for your strategic analysis, at least from our carrier commander. We beat The Horde and it was due to you. Now, they want to keep you around—and healthy. So we let the other unit ships explore and we let you watch their reports and do threat analysis.”

      Opi shook her head vigorously, her long locks flying, like a pretty mare shaking its mane. “We got ’em all, Cal—all the fleet that launched the attack. Some hundred thousand ships, and in the process we lost half and more of ours. We’d better pray that there’s no more Horde ships out there, because we’ll be lucky in a year if we can muster a fleet the size of the one before the war. True, some of our allies are in better shape, but Molethan has the biggest navy and by far the best—our ships are up-to-date and have really advanced designs. Some of the smaller systems have barely enough ships to guard their own planets.”

      Cal wished he could agree, but the pit of his stomach kept objecting.

      Before he could reply, Sasha broke in, changing back to the original subject. “Look, Cal’s right. We need to start some sort of rotation. Captain Nhan promised us relief in ten days, and we’ve been here more than that already. Once we check out that bogey, can’t we send a messenger back to plead for time off?”

      Cal agreed with the sentiment. Letty nodded, so apparently Sasha’s comment mirrored the one she hadn’t made, and Tony added his own head shake.

      Their ship had a tiny toilet in one corner of the cabin, and space on an air mattress for two crew members to nap—if they snuggled. Tony would have loved to snuggle with Opi, and Cal wouldn’t have minded the same with Letty, at least normally. But now, they were all irritated, smelly, and dirty, and usually the girls snoozed together. The guys had to sleep separately, at least Sasha and Cal did. They were too large to fit with each other or Tony, so they grabbed mattress time when they could, individually.

      Wide com came alive. “Unit leader, Red Fifteen dispatched. Reports nothing unusual so far. We are more than a light-year”—something like twelve trillion kilometers—“from the nearest system. Wouldn’t appear a likely place for a Horde ship to appear.”

      “I agree,” Cal transmitted. “Arg, how far out is Fifteen now?”

      “He’s swept from fifty thousand to eighty-five thousand klicks, with no hits.”

      Again Cal considered his options. It didn’t hurt to be extra safe, especially considering his stomach. “Tell him to sweep another fifty kiloklicks, then return to our gathering point.”

      “Orders received.” The Obregerin closed the circuit. Cal sighed. He was really going to have to have another session on “Roger.”

      Letty put her hand on his left arm. “Cal, there’s nothing out here. I agree with Sasha—let’s send a ship back with a rotation request. I know the fleet, and especially our wing, are low on ships right now, but we’ve pulled more duty in the last few weeks than any unit in the wing. I know you’re trying to be a good leader and take our fair share of station time, but I think it’s about time for one of the other units—or another squadron—to step up.”

      Cal felt the same, though he wasn’t sure that Captain Nhan would. They were a good thousand light-years from base sector, so the only way to communicate was to send a ship. Electromagnetic waves were far too slow to support communications of any sort. “All unit ships are due within the hour. We’ll send someone back then.”

      Just then, wide com lit up again. They were hearing, Cal realized, a direct transmission from Red Fifteen. “… to Red Twelve. Sir, we’re out to about a hundred fifty thousand kilometers from gathering point, and not a sign of anything. Continue or return?”

      “No E-M chatter at all, no suspicious signals or blips?”

      A slight delay. It took the com signals something like a third of a second to travel either way, plus the delay for each receiver to process and began the response. “No, sir, not a sign …” Silence. After a moment, “Wait a second. There is something on long-range again. Sensors are barely picking it up. Seems to be heading our way, but it’s too far out to detect the type of vessel. It’s actually sort of fading in and out.”

      Cal broke in. “Check it out, Fifteen. We can’t afford to miss anything.”

      “Agreed,” Red Eleven added. “Want me to back you up?”

      “No, sir. Let us try to identify the bogey first.”

      “Agreed. Correct, Cal?”

      “Right. Get us some hard info, Fifteen.”

      “Roger that, sir.” The Red Fifteen commander, Marty Cohn, and his whole crew were human. He had picked up on “Roger” immediately.

      The circuit closed. Cal transmitted to Eleven, “Arg, call him back if he doesn’t find anything in about half an hour.”

      “Order received.”

      Cal tried not to grimace, but his “Grrr” got to Letty and Tony. Tony tried and nearly succeeded in suppressing a laugh. It came out as a sort of strangled giggle. Yes, definitely, another session on “Roger” would be needed.

      As they spent another twenty minutes in small talk, awaiting the next update, Cal felt the pressure increasing. Abruptly the com exploded. “Unit leader, this is Fifteen. Sir, ships are leaping into view—lots of ships. At least forty, maybe more. Definitely old-style Horde fighter-bombers, not the new black fighters, but lots of them.”

      Before Red Eleven could reply, Cal broadcast, “Get the hell out of there, Fifteen. Do not engage! I repeat, do not engage.”

      “No problem, sir—except our leap engines aren’t hot. Will take us some time to saddle up and make our getaway.”

      “Do your best, Fifteen. Use thrusters to put some space between you. We are coming to assist. Get out as soon as you can.”

      “Yes, sir, Holy crap—there’s more ships coming. And closer! They’re all around us!”

      “Hang on, Fifteen.”

      Cal had already started to warm his engines. Trouble was, Red Ten’s engines were cold as well, probably colder than Fifteen’s. Red Eleven’s com opened. “We’re coming too, Fifteen. If they get close, use cannon fire to drive them off.”

      “Yes, sir, but they’re awfully close. More just appeared! We’re surrounded, ships closing in, maybe fifteen enemy targeting us. Returning fire, using thrusters, trying to—”

      And suddenly, Red Fifteen’s com went dead, and Cal thought bleakly that, as usual, his feelings were never wrong.
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      “Red Fifteen. Red Fifteen, come in.”

      Nothing. Opi’s heart lurched. She’d known Marty; he and his crew were good guys, cheerful and hard-working. And good fighters besides.

      In front of her, Cal stared at the engine status panel saying, “Come on, c’mon!” as though his urging would accelerate the warmup process.

      Across wide com, Red Eleven sent, “We’re at operating temp, Ten. We’re going to leap.”

      Cal’s agonized face reflected Opi’s heart. “Proceed, Eleven. Don’t engage unless you can tell that Fifteen has survived.”

      “Orders received.” This time Cal didn’t even snarl. Suddenly Red Eleven didn’t exist beside their ship, having called the leap. Opi edged forward to view the engine panel on the console. Nearly to the bottom of the operating range. She watched, as edgy as Cal. She realized that the old saying was true: a watched pot never boils. Or in this case, “A watched engine temperature gauge never gets to the green.”

      Cal tossed a glance at Tony. “I’ll need a precise micro-leap.” By that he meant a small leap, typically less than a millionth of a percent of a lightyear or less.

      His helmet now on, Tony never stirred. “Coordinates already set, sir. Leap at your discretion.” Sasha wore the mantle of crew smart-aleck, but Tony had to be close behind. He would never, however, crack anything personal in a battle situation. Besides, he no doubt felt the same emotions as Cal and the rest of the crew.

      As Tony spoke, almost as if on command, the engine temperature showed normal minimum on the panel. Instantly, Cal triggered the leap.

      A black, silver-flecked scene greeted them. Spread out before them some distance away, several hundred Horde fighter-bombers patrolled the volume of space a good forty degrees from dead ahead in every direction. Tony had made his usual picture-perfect calculation. Micro-leaps were notoriously hard to judge; when leaping such relatively small distances, many navigators could miss their target by twice or more the intended span. Not Tony. His calculation had landed them a precise forty or so kilometers from the mass of The Horde flotilla, giving them a few moments to assess the situation. To their left, Red Eleven joined them, its navigator not having pinpointed the arrival spot with Tony’s accuracy.

      Arg’s voice came over narrow com, strictly a ship-to-ship channel. “Sir, we’re detecting wreckage ahead. Definitely an Alliance signature.”

      Opi groaned internally as Cal said flatly, “I see it too, Eleven. Let’s make sure there aren’t survivors.”

      As if there could be. Molethian ships were built tough, to survive a lot. But other than space suits in a rear cabinet, there were no other survival provisions, like an escape pod or any sort of getaway device. Shadow Warriors fought, and if necessary died, in their fighters.

      Both Red Ten and Eleven were drifting toward the expanding group of Horde bombardment vessels at a couple of kilometers per second. “Sir, they’ve seen us,” Tony announced.

      And they had. On the forward display, still in tactical mode, two dozen or more red dots had begun to stream toward the two Shadow Warrior craft. Cal spoke quickly. “Arg, I don’t see any positive signs. Micro-leap to fifty thousand klicks behind this group, give us time to palaver.”

      “What?”

      “Sorry, to talk. Make it quick.”

      This time, Arg replied only “Yes, sir.”

      Their engines were hot, so both leapt almost simultaneously. Popping out of leap, Cal pivoted, studied tactical as Red Eleven appeared about a thousand kilometers to their rear. Cal frowned. “Tony, you might want to give a tutorial to McKinley”—Arg’s human navigator—“in micro-leaping.”

      Tony adjusted his controls, clearly concentrating on the vista as displayed by his helmet. Opi bet that he had already begun to set the micro-leap back to The Horde ships. “I can if you want,” Tony commented, still busy at his console, “but all he needs is practice. He’s the newest member of Red Eleven.”

      Of course, that wouldn’t matter to Cal. “I hear you. A few good words might encourage him. Talk to him.”

      Resignation showed in Tony’s voice. “Yes, sir.” No use arguing; Cal had made up his mind.

      Red Eleven slowly pulled into range as Cal hit narrow com again. “Arg, how many enemy do you estimate?”

      “At least three hundred, maybe four.”

      “That’s what I figure. Look, I want to hit ’em hard before we leave, but not take any chances getting hit ourselves. Give me a minute with my strategy officer.”

      Of course, that meant Opi. Arg knew Opi; everybody now knew Opi.

      As his second responded with an “Aye, sir” (once again, not an exact translation, but close enough), Cal turned to Opi.

      “Opi, those are old-style Horde bombardment craft. Think back to cadet days and our training. What’s the best way for two fighters to do the maximum damage on a big group like that?”

      She regarded Cal doubtfully. “You know we’re not supposed to engage any potential enemy.”

      “Yes, yes. But like my grandmother used to say, circumstances alter cases.

      “Here’s the thing—I want to hit those SOBs for two reasons. One, I want to make them pay for Marty and his crew, pay a lot. Second, that’s a large-sized body of Horde fighters. Where did it come from? We thought we cleaned out that full hundred-thousand-ship invasion, one hundred percent. Did we miss some? Is this another Horde probe or invasion force?

      “Clearly we’ve got a big problem here. We need to find out what’s going on, and determine if we need to plan a response to another possible invasion. But in the meantime, I’d like to scare the living daylights out of this group—make them think they’ve encountered some sort of response to their incursion. Maybe they’ll stop to take stock for a while, giving us time to report to the carrier and give the top brass time to talk over a strategy.

      “Another thing: these ships are barely a thousand light-years from Wing Three, and less than five thousand light-years from Molethan. Even at their normal pokey leap rate, they could be knocking at Molethan’s door in fifty days, so our command team will need to come up with a response fast.”

      “Okay.” She pivoted to her unofficial boyfriend. “Tony, I need your helmet.”

      “Sure.” When Opi asked, Tony did what she wanted. He slipped it off, gave her a timid smile—as if he didn’t believe yet that she was his girl—and passed it to her, slipping out of his chair. She sat, pulling and twisting her long hair into a rough bun and managing to force the helmet into place.

      Tony’s console, though not quite as large as Cal’s, held dozens of dials, control touch-panels, and a large display at the rear. Tony rarely saw it—his helmet had no faceplate, simply the blank metal oval of the outer skin. Inside it, no screen existed either. As she adjusted the helmet, the contact and sensor tentacles adjusted, synced with her implants, and abruptly her “eyes” saw the whole of space before their ship. She expanded magnification, felt her senses accelerate toward the group of enemy targets, watched as they maneuvered.

      She gave a running comment. “They can’t see us out here; our fighter’s stealth coatings have us well hidden. There’s a general disarray to their formation, as they have no doubt searched for other ships like Marty’s. A definite debris field—” her voice caught. After a moment, “They’re reforming into one of their standard formations. That location is definitely a waypoint, and as usual, they’re stopping to do whatever it is they do. Eat, sleep, wash their hair, whatever. Thing is, that’s a standard old-style formation—four long lines in a sort of square cross-section. For them, it works pretty well as a defensive formation. Thing is, we can eat that up, with all those old jalopies they call fighters. Where are the new black darts? You give me twenty of our newest models, and I’ll cut them to pieces in an hour.”

      Cal interrupted. “We don’t have an hour, and we’ve got two ships. What are you telling me?”

      “Are you kidding? This is just like in training. They’re pointed away from us, and starting to drift slowly, as they take their break. Just like we did the second week of cadet school; we blast right down the center of the line, strafing as we go, dropping a rocket bomb every kilometer or so. Just the two of us—I’ll bet we can get eighty or ninety of ’em, no sweat.”

      Opi slipped off Tony’s helmet to find everyone giving her a big smile. Sasha left his station to pat her cheek, the same cheek he had slapped on the first day they met. “That’s my girl. It’s like you haven’t even been out of practice a day.”

      She grabbed the hand that had slapped her silly that first day in training. “Thanks, pal. Now go show us how you haven’t lost your edge either.”

      Cal relayed orders as they all buckled in, Tony resuming his station. Red Eleven didn’t even offer a comment; Lieutenant Herrough knew who had laid out the tactics. They leapt together, coming in no more than ten kilometers behind the long lines of Horde ships, slipping almost immediately toward the space between the lines of the enemy.

      Adjusting their trajectory, Cal said, “Gunner, fire at your discretion.”

      “Aye, sir.” As they entered the tunnel of ships, surrounded by the enemy, the jarring thud-thud-thud of the projectile cannon shook the ship.
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      Helmet on, his senses connected via implants to the ship sensor array and the weapons control, Sasha surveyed the scene. They flew between rows of old-style Horde bombardment craft, dozens of them, as he directed his projectile cannon and beam weapons at the none-too-well-shielded craft. Horde shields could stop a Shadow Warrior beam weapon briefly; nothing in The Horde armory could deflect the projectile shells, larger than an old Earth-style 20 millimeter machine gun. Explosive shells at that. They ripped through ship after ship.

      Near the end of the rows of the enemy, he loosed two of their rocket-propelled bombs, taking out a dozen additional ships as they swept out of the loose cylinder of exploding and damaged vessels, Red Eleven close behind. Instantly, per normal attack protocol, Cal performed a micro-leap out about fifty thousand kilometers. In a moment, Red Eleven joined them.

      “Hey, Red Ten,” Arg’s voice came over narrow com. “That was fun. We haven’t seen a lot of those old crates in a long time. Just like picking crows off the barnyard fence.” Where he had picked up the Earth country slang, Sasha had no idea, but every time he heard it, he wanted to laugh.

      Something caught Sasha’s attention on the long-range scan. He amped up magnification, stretched his senses, as though his eyes leapt out, streaking closer to the damaged column of the enemy, scanning, scanning, scanning …

      “Ha!” He leaned back in his chair, slipping off the helmet and toggling the narrow com button, which could be activated from the weapons chair. “Arg, did your gunner spy what I saw?”

      As Cal gave him a quizzical glance, Red Eleven came back. “Absolutely, Lieutenant. Red Ten, both our gunners caught a big ball of fuelers, off to the side of the column. Hardly defended, either. The enemy will be moving to correct that, but if we hurry, we might be able to put a real crimp in their effort, whatever it is.”

      “Gotcha loud and clear, Eleven.” Cal turned to Sasha, glanced at Opi, now back in her chair. “We need to hurry, like he said.” He turned to scan his display. “Tactical is showing lots of fighters headed toward the fuelers. Opi?”

      She looked over at Sasha. “Those fuel ships have been parked. They’ll try to move ’em fast, but if we hurry, our remaining bombs could cause some big problems.”

      Sasha nodded; Cal relayed information to Red Eleven and Tony announced, “Micro-leap laid in, sir.”

      “Right. Eleven, let us go in first and cause some chaos. Come in behind us and finish the lot off.”

      He leapt. Directly before them—Tony’s amazing accuracy again—the fuel ships clustered not more than ten kilometers away. “Weapons, fire at will.” As he spoke, Cal accelerated.

      Talk about crows on a fence. As they swept by, Sasha emptied his Gatling cannon and loosed the last four bombs. Then Cal micro-leaped again and they waited.

      Twenty breaths later, Red Eleven popped into view. After a nano-fraction of time, Red Eleven announced, “We got them all Red Leader. At least forty fuelers.”

      At the same time, Sasha stretched out his senses, searched the area some twenty thousand kilometers away. Hard to tell the remaining ships from the debris. To the right of the fighter flotilla, what there remained of it, a bright ball of fire lit up the dark view dead ahead. He transmitted to Red Eleven and his crew as well. “Nice fire, Eleven. Too bad we don’t have any marshmallows. Sir,” addressing Cal, “My ammo is about gone. I suggest a hasty retreat.”

      “I concur, gunner. Eleven, see you at the gathering point.”

      “Aye, sir.” Eleven leapt away even before Cal could activate his engines.

      At the gathering point, they found six of the remaining seven unit members. Several were clearly worried, as Red Ten normally did not participate in the survey. Cal quickly explained, relaying the sad information about Red Fifteen. Ordering all ships to keep on the lookout for Red Eighteen, which had not yet returned, he told Red Eleven to hold, and turned to Opi.

      “We have to report back to Command, and I think we need to keep this area under supervision—that is, the area about a hundred kilo-klicks from here. Do you agree?”

      “Of course.” Opi scratched her tangled, dirty locks and muttered to herself. The Shadow Warrior fighter cabin barely covered two meters by five. Tight as it was, Opi managed to pace around it. Up out of her chair, squeezing by Tony’s brightly illuminated nav console on the left, she made a circular route starting at the edge of the drab green sleeping mat. Turning left she pivoted past the storage area and the odorous toilet, left again at the keeping bins for food and drink and their droid assistants who did engine maintenance. Finally, she arrived at the right front of the cabin beside Sasha’s gunner console.

      He twisted to look at her, thinking that as unkempt as they all were, she still appeared incredibly beautiful. For a moment he felt a spark of envy for Tony, then a twitch of embarrassment. After all, he had Marta, and he would always respect Tony’s feelings toward Opi. He brought himself back to the task at hand—another possible Horde incursion—and awaited her conclusion.

      “Here’s the deal,” Opi said. “That is almost certainly a Horde waypoint out there. That means we have to keep it watched, to see what passes, and to determine if this is another Horde invasion, or if it’s just an offshoot of the one we just stopped, and a matter of mopping up a few remaining fighters. I’d suggest keeping two of our units here, lying off the suspected waypoint maybe fifty thousand kilometers. They’ll need to get a good count of any passing convoys and get it back to us as soon as the main group has left. Then, knowing the distance to the next waypoint, we only have to sniff out the direction they went and follow them to identify the next waypoint. Once we have a couple, we can blockade one of them, should we see continuing traffic.”

      Cal nodded. “I agree. That makes sense.”

      Sasha felt he ought to comment. “One thing, Cal, uh, sir.” Sasha sometimes forgot to be formal when on duty. “Last time I checked, Wing Three is down something like fifty to sixty percent of full readiness. We know that new fighters and carriers are beginning to show up, but it’s been less than two months since we finished our last battle with The Horde. Do we have enough fighters to make a solid waypoint ambush?”

      Opi looked incensed as though Sasha were doubting if she had thought about it. He hadn’t; he just wanted to be sure Cal had thought about it.

      Cal didn’t hesitate. “If we tell ’em to, they’ll find the extra ships. Right now, our credibility is pretty high.”

      “It is,” Opi agreed. “But Sasha is right about one thing. Our numbers are way down. If this little dust-up is an indication that a second Horde invasion is in progress, we’ve got a big problem. Molethan took the greatest part—virtually all—of the action in the last encounters. If we can’t get help from one of the other major allies, say Venela or Obregerin, winning another major battle would be a close thing.”

      Cal triggered Narrow Com to Red Eleven. “Lieutenant, choose two crews and have them stand off about fifty kiloklicks from that suspected waypoint. They’re to keep track of all activity until relieved. We’ll keep ships on that site until we are convinced that we’ve counted all the ships that pass through. If we catch a major armada going by, we’ll have to react accordingly.”

      “I agree,” Eleven’s commander came back. “And the rest of the unit?”

      “Back to carrier for relief. I’m going to recommend Red Two take our place until we can get a day off. After that, we can relieve each other every couple of days, with Captain Nhan’s permission.”

      “Orders received. Incidentally, my gunner just spotted more activity on the site. I’ll get those crews back there right now.”

      Sasha thought he ought to confirm. “Sir, Red Eleven is correct. Looks like another large body of fighters is massing there.”

      Cal cast him a sour look. Not about his breaking in, Sasha felt sure, but about the situation he was validating. “I agree, Eleven. Send ’em out ASAP. Bring the rest of the unit in as soon as Eighteen arrives. I’m heading back now.”

      “Orders received, sir.” No “Roger.”

      Sasha had to suppress a laugh. Arg just wasn’t good at adapting to Cal’s Earth military lingo, despite the fact that he took to the slang. Sasha figured Cal would be irritated, but turned to find Cal laughing. “Like trying to get a leopard to change its spots.”

      Sasha saw Tony give Cal a quizzical look. He’d never gone to an Earth school long enough to master any literature. He started to say something, but Cal quickly lost his humor, looking a lot more unhappily at Sasha, Opi, and Letty.

      “Just my favorite thing,” he grumbled. “Being the bearer of bad news.”

      Tony, back in his helmet, sang out, “Carrier coordinates laid in, sir.”

      The leap engines still being fully active, Cal leaped instantly.

      As the carrier came into view, Sasha realized that some high-level commanders were about to get very disconcerting news.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            4

          

          
            LETTY

          

        

      

    

    
      Cal had few problems as a unit commander, Letty thought, but if pressed to name one, she would probably have mentioned his aggressive behavior in battle and battle planning. Here, she had no complaints about his course of action at all. Technically, returning all but two Shadow Warrior craft in the unit—not including the late Red Fifteen—probably violated their standing orders, since a replacement unit had not apparently yet been authorized.

      But as Cal had mentioned, circumstances alter cases, and they had two fighters with completely depleted ammunition stores and another five with crews that were no doubt punch-drunk from their long deployment with nothing to eat but packaged food bars and had no showers or adequate sleep. Plus, a highly worrying report of Horde ships where none should be.

      Granted they had been deployed to search for possible additional enemy craft, but Letty felt certain that Alliance Command had not expected any encounters with The Horde. Now, they were about to provoke a major disturbance within the Alliance military hierarchy, and the aftershocks of their report should bounce through the fleet at light speed. The next few days should prove very interesting.

      The fleet mother ship, Carrier Thirty-four—Carrier Four of Wing Three—rapidly grew in size on the display, now set to forward visual, looming before them like the monster that it was. Cal had already completed the approach protocol, and their specific port should be opening even as the carrier filled Cal’s main display.

      Carrier Thirty-four resembled most of the others in the fleet. Cigar-shaped, its enormous, gray-green titanium cylinder stretched more than a kilometer in length and spanned a diameter of two hundred meters. Hangers for its five squadrons—Red, Green, Blue, Orange, and Brown—were distributed along its length, each squadron section adorned with thirty-one individual hatches, one for each ship and one for the squadron leader, a fighting commander who led his warriors into battle if it were a full squadron attack.

      Not all the ship berths were filled, as Carrier Thirty-four had lost many ships in the previous war with The Horde invasion force of a hundred thousand ships. That enormous armada had been defeated by a combined force that had about three percent of the strength of their enemy, mainly due to a plan that Opi had conceived. Letty, her collaborator, didn’t believe she’d ever gotten much credit, except with her squadron commander, Captain Nhan, and the carrier commander, Commander T’Kell. Opi didn’t care a bit—but Letty had a sneaking feeling that if the right officers in the hierarchy didn’t learn the truth, they wouldn’t be ready to let Opi plan the next battles with The Horde that would inevitably occur.

      As she watched, the carrier neared, and the hatch for Red Ten opened. Cal skillfully steered their Shadow Warrior fighter through the hatch with thrusters, penetrating the mild force field that held in hangar atmosphere. He pivoted their ship and it settled onto its cradle.

      “Okay,” he turned to the crew, his new family, the four people on earth, other than his father, that he loved the most. “Letty and I need to report to Captain Nhan. Grab a shower, some food, and a nap, because we’ll need to get back to the gathering point so that the remaining crews get some time off.”

      He grinned at Letty. “I think we ought to take pity on Captain Nhan and take showers ourselves before we meet him.”

      Letty considered, then nodded, adding, “Sure, as long as I can get a decent snack in the lunchroom. Otherwise, I’ll probably try to gnaw on our commander’s arm when we meet.”

      “Fair enough.” His glance took in Sasha, Opi, and Tony. “You guys think about us when you hit the rack.”

      Tony grinned. “Won’t be thinkin’ about anything. I’ll be asleep.”

      Sasha tousled Tony’s hair as they left the cabin and stepped into the hangar. “Cruel, man. But I agree. None of those joys of command for us.”

      Even Opi didn’t ask to come along. She looked as exhausted as Letty felt, so Letty simply waved, pushed Cal toward the barracks, and said, “Shower, here I come.”

      As they trudged across the hangar, Letty reflected suddenly on her surroundings. One of five such hangars on the carrier, it spanned an area as large and cavernous as the one on an aircraft carrier that Letty had once visited at Pearl Harbor. One difference: that hangar had been empty. Red Ten’s home hangar was crammed with fighter cradles, maintenance droids, tractors and portable cranes, equipment storage cabinets, and Molethian maintenance crews. The bustle, the noise, the reek of cleaning fluid and lubricating oil, and the chaotic activity all around her felt absolutely normal. Her parents had yelled at each other, not nearly so noisy as the din around her, and it had driven her crazy. The nearly-deafening cacophony around her now merely felt natural and, after all these months, somehow right. She grinned and hurried to keep up with Cal.

      Showered and with a small meal warming her stomach, she accompanied Cal as they neared the squadron offices. Cal had sent a message to the captain’s aide and been informed that Nhan would be available shortly, so their arrival coincided, Letty hoped, with the end of Nhan’s latest meeting.

      As they entered the office area, the aide, a Molethian, stood and told them, “He just finished. Give me a moment and I will announce you.”

      In moments, they were ushered in. Nhan sat behind his desk, looking weary and drawn, and Letty apprehended that he had probably slept no more than they. He smiled, gestured to chairs as they stood to attention, and said, “Please, no ceremony here. Just give me a brief report.”

      They sat, in the small, too-narrow Molethian chairs with no padding. The squadron commander’s office held modest dimensions, perhaps four meters square—officers below carrier commander level were allocated minimal space. Mainly the standard off-white color, it held Nhan’s desk, a personal screen, a small table to the side, and a closed cabinet whose contents Letty could only guess at. Cal nodded toward her, acknowledging her far greater capacity for coherent and brief presentations. She started, and in no time, Nhan displayed a frown as severe as Cal’s had been for most of their trip home. As she finished, Nhan sat back and surveyed them both.

      “Another invasion force.” It wasn’t a question.

      Cal paused, eyes straying to Letty and back. “Possibly,” he said cautiously. “We can’t say for sure, which is why I want to get back to the site and maintain the watch. The forces we encountered seemed a good deal more than a few ships that we overlooked in our final battle. Of course, with that many of the enemy, it’s possible that a substantial number got away with some fuelers.”

      He paused again. “But I don’t believe it. If somebody wanted to argue with me that a few ships got away, I’d have to say that’s possible. But these were several hundred ships, all old-style fighter-bombers, with none of the new fighters at all. That’s a lot of Horde craft to be simply out on their own. Maybe so, but … Do you think that The Horde could have sent out a second invasion fleet? I know that sounds odd, but we know they have many, many fighters—maybe millions if Alliance estimates are correct. Could there be a chance that they sent out another full fleet—or, God forbid, several fleets? If they did …”

      Nhan finished for Cal. “If they did, they’ve got us in a real box, because our forces are terribly depleted, and it’s going to take months to get us back up to strength. Bad news. I agree.”

      “I left two ships of my unit on site, to monitor the location, which is quite possibly a waypoint, and count any other craft that pass. As we get better data, I will relay it back.”

      “Thank you.” Nhan paused, and Letty abruptly caught the impression that he felt uncomfortable about something. Something he needed to say.

      “About that bad news,” he began. “I have … Some more bad news, I’m afraid.”

      Cal’s face, Letty decided, matched her own. She waited, growing more nervous, as Cal squirmed in his chair.

      “It’s like this,” Nhan told them. “You must remember that almost all the fighting with the last Horde invasion occurred far away from Molethian space, or from the space of any of the Alliance systems. None of the other Alliance systems became involved to any great extent; Molethan carried the entire load, mainly our own Wing Three, plus one other carrier and loan fighters from some of the other wings. Even though we were fighting a hundred thousand Horde ships, our total involvement came to less than two thousand ships, because our hit-and-retreat, sniper-style attacks really gave The Horde little chance to respond.

      “As a matter of fact, it wasn’t until the combined carrier forces attacked the main body of Horde ships, still about eighty thousand, that we saw our big losses, as we fought toe-to-toe for the first time, even though we still used our usual lightning attacks. When we started seeking small groups of stranded ships, our losses went up.”

      Nhan let his eyes take in the group, then sighed. “The fact is that the Alliance had been made aware of the conflict, as well as Molethian High Command, but many of our top commanders never saw any of the battles, and at the last, when the most loaner fighters arrived to take part, we were fighting mostly stranded craft with no fuel. As we would say back on Earth, it was a turkey shoot.

      “Here’s the thing: Because of that, the word that got back to Molethan highlighted an easy victory and how inept The Horde forces were. Commander T’Kell and I have tried to explain how Wing Three, mainly our carrier, softened up The Horde resistance by waylaying their supply line and running them out of fuel. However, my own opinion, and that of most Wing Three commanders, is that the Molethian High Command—and the Alliance leadership—don’t get it. They think that The Horde forces are pushovers, and that we no longer need to worry about future Horde invasions. Given that attitude, Commander T’Kell has received a great deal of criticism about the way she pursued the conflict. Apparently, members of the High Command have been very critical of her, and she has now been summoned back to Molethan to defend her actions and answer to a tribunal.”

      Cal stood up. “What?” He almost screamed it. “After what we did—after all our initial losses and then the way Opi and Letty came up with that strategy, they’re blaming us for the losses?”

      Sudden, blinking awareness made Cal strangle his outburst. At least, that’s what Letty assumed, as his voice drained away and he sank into the chair, face twisted in a scowl. Far from being put off by Cal’s eruption, Captain Nhan seemed to Letty to be trying to suppress a smile.

      “I see you agree with me, Lieutenant. However, our opinion really is of no consequence. Molethan High Command is located roughly several thousand light-years from the original battle site, and only a small amount of information has leaked back there. Our commanders—those in Wing Three and those of some of the other carriers—understand the scope of our victory and the planning that led up to it. But even in Wing Three, Opi’s name is not universally known, though most of the higher-level officers are familiar with it.

      “The High Command, however, has merely a dry battle summary, and the apparent conclusion that The Horde fleet we encountered had a severe level of incompetence, and-or we were simply extremely lucky. Therefore the level of our losses—more than half of the fighters that engaged the enemy, after all—is being questioned, and Commander T’Kell has been recalled to answer questions about her direction of the war effort. An Admiral G’Dallin, a Molethian, has been assigned as the temporary commander of this carrier.”

      Cal and Letty gazed at each other in stark dismay. T’Kell, Opi and Letty’s biggest fan, relieved! Letty swiveled to Nhan again. “It’s not permanent?”

      “Supposedly temporary. However, if it is determined that Commander T’Kell conducted the campaign incompetently, she could be relieved. And I must warn you—I know Admiral G’Dallin a bit from a short period I spend at command headquarters. He has always been a staff man, what they call in the American services a ‘pencil pusher.’ He has a gruff personality and does not take kindly to suggestions or comments from his inferiors. I would certainly not criticize his command ability, as I do not know it, although I think I could accurately say that it is untested. Just a warning, in case you are put in the position of personal interactions.”

      Letty shifted her eyes to Cal, whose face was screwed into an almost comical combination of outrage and frustration. Finally he rose. “Sir, we need to return to the monitor site as soon as we can. Is there anything else?”

      “No. Go on back, and if you begin to see fuel convoys coming through, I authorize you to attack and send for a second unit if needed.”

      Cal hesitated. “Sir, could Red Two do a rotation shortly? We’ve stood a long duty. Most of my unit are punch-drunk, they’ve been on duty so long.”

      Nhan shook his head. “Sorry, Lieutenant. You are correct, your duty has been extensive, but it must continue. I am sending Red Two and several other units of the other squadrons, to begin tracking the movements of the possible Horde armada. We have to be prepared to fight again, and Under-Lieutenant Prefontaine has convinced me that the way to do that is track our enemy and isolate waypoints. But I’ll need you and your crew out there too.”

      Cal appeared ready to chew a few nails into shreds. He’d never be discourteous to Nhan—he admired the captain too much—but after a couple of swallows, he persisted. “Begging your pardon, sir, but my unit has been on-site for twelve days, and we were promised a rotation in no more than ten. I know we’re tight on forces, but Red One has got to have a day or two off.”

      Nhan regarded him a moment, face severe. Finally, his features softened, and he said, “You’re right, Lieutenant. Men out that long get little sleep, and after enough duration on-station, reflexes get dulled and judgment slips.

      “Tell you what. Bring your crews in for two days R and R. I’ll put Red Two on station for those two days—but that’s all I can spare.

      “One more thing, Cal.”

      Letty had to stifle the shocked expression that she knew fought to get to her face. Captain Nhan rarely called his underlings by their first names.

      “Yes, sir.”

      Nhan arranged his face into what he considered to be, Letty assumed, a bland, non-committal expression. “There is the possibility that you and your crew might have to go to Molethan to testify as well. Be prepared.”

      Cal’s smile fled. “Aye, sir.”

      Letty followed Cal out of the office, feeling as defeated as he sounded.
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      “Hold still, dammit.”

      “Tony!”

      Tony swallowed, managing to turn to Opi and trying to smile. “Sorry.”

      Their trusty maintenance droid, Four, had come up with a left elbow servo problem. Tony, with the maintenance cover removed, had tried three times, unsuccessfully, to adjust the servo, but the space allocated for adjustments appeared to be only about two millimeters square. The small electric screwdriver came with a cross-blade, similar to an old Earth-type Phillips-head screwdriver, and it barely fit the tiny aperture. Tony sat in Opi’s chair as Four waited patiently for the repair, seeming embarrassed when he couldn’t do exactly what Tony wanted.

      Opi patted Four on the shoulder. “Sorry, Four. He’s not mad at you; he’s merely pouting along with the rest of us because Commander T’Kell’s in trouble.”

      Two days had passed. Somewhat—but by no means completely—relaxed and refreshed, Red Ten’s nine remaining ships were back on station at the suspected Horde Waypoint.

      “I’m terribly sorry,” Four replied. “I am not acquainted personally with the commander, but you all seem to value her highly, so I assume she is a competent and effective officer.”

      “Right,” Sasha chimed in. Cal and Letty had filled Opi, Sasha, and Tony in on the situation of Commander T’Kell the day before, and at present, the five were still involved in a joint sulk, although Tony and Cal seemed to be the most irritated.

      He huffed what might be a snort of disgust. “What I don’t understand is how the Molethian military leadership could possibly not understand what an amazing stunt we pulled off in blasting that Horde fleet to smithereens. Don’t they get it? With a force probably one-fiftieth of that we were facing, we scragged a collection of a hundred thousand Horde ships. That’s pretty amazing.”

      Letty rolled her eyes. “Don’t you get it? Molethan is more than five thousand light-years from the area where we confronted The Horde, and most of the conflict fell on Wing Three and another carrier or two plus a bunch of loaner fighters.

      “Molethian High Command has fought Horde ships for fifty years. In all that time, fighting groups of ships that usually ranged to forty thousand or more, the High Command never had any luck in getting a major victory. Since they now have one, they seemed to have assumed that victory is easier than they thought. Since the victory was so easy, why did she lose more than half the ships under her command? The way her superiors think, she must have done a bad job in directing the battles.”

      “Aha!” With a grin of relief, Tony finally inserted the screwdriver into the correct position and began to adjust the joint.

      After an inquisitive glance at Tony, Sasha said, “And what does that mean for us? I mean, we knocked off a hundred thousand of the enemy, lost only about a thousand ships total, and the admiral didn’t do a good job? That’s insane!”

      “Does that feel better?” Tony, ignoring the dialog, finished adjusting the tensioner, being careful to keep the screwdriver inserted into the small access hole to the adjustment screw.

      “Yes, sir, I believe so. Thank you.”

      As Tony removed the screwdriver and replaced the joint cover, Letty said, “Sure, we think the High Command is batty, but we were here. We know how we pulled off a major victory, how Opi’s strategy turned the tables. But Molethian is thousands of light-years from the battle. None of the top officers even got their hands dirty, so they’re asking, since it was so easy, why did T’Kell lose so many ships?

      “Think about it, Sasha. They don’t know what a great battle leader Cal made, they don’t know what a fantastic strategist Opi is—they just know we—‘they’—won.”

      “I’m not a fantastic strategist by myself,” Opi joined the conversation. “I had Tony doing a lot of the research, and Sasha’s search engine and strategy compiler software made the whole thing work. And besides that, my dear pal Letty, without your encouragement, there wouldn’t have been any strategy. And without Cal’s leadership, no victory either. We did this together.”

      Tony had finally begun to listen, still standing beside Four. “How could they not know about Opi? I don’t get it.”

      Opi rounded on him. “She just said, Tony. Our battles were a long, long way from headquarters. We’re just faceless pawns to the powers-that-be in the naval command structure. They know we won, and given the egos of most high-level officers, they assume it’s because of their great leadership. The victory had nothing to do with us.”

      Sasha sighed. “So the bureaucracy in the Molethian Navy is just as huge and inefficient as it is back on Earth among politicians or military leaders, huh?”

      “’Fraid so,” Letty muttered. As Tony mustered his resentment against any person or body that didn’t appreciate Opi sufficiently, Cal nodded in agreement with his co-pilot.

      “And the worst news,” Cal added, “is, as we said yesterday, Letty and I may be called to Molethan to testify in her hearing. Heck, we all may be called.”

      “They can call me anytime,” Tony spoke up. He felt fiercely loyal to T’Kell. She had encouraged Opi, given her freedom to plan, and believed in her, and short of Cal and Captain Nhan, Tony felt a high level of loyalty to his carrier commander. “I’ll tell ’em how she encouraged us, made us feel like we could make a difference. I’d love to tell those high-level muckedy-mucks off.”

      Cal grinned. “Do that and you might end up in the brig on Molethan—permanently. I’d be happy to testify in defense of the commander, but you can bet I’d be polite to the jury in the hearing.”

      “I don’t know if there’s a jury or not,” Letty said. “Maybe just one Admiral decides her fate, or perhaps a couple of them. I think it’s pretty darn scary—she could be found guilty of incompetence despite pulling off the biggest victory in the history of the Alliance.”

      Two things occurred simultaneously—the wide com line sounded, and Cal’s console beeped and switched to long-range tactical.

      “Lieutenant,” came over the loudspeaker on the console, “Just detected ships coming out of leap in the waypoint.”

      Cal already perused the main display. “Got ’em, Arg. Looks like a big group. Let’s see what we’ve got here and get set up to attack. Meanwhile, send a ship back to Mother, to get a second unit authorized. I suggest Green—maybe we can get Raj’s unit assigned to help.”

      Lieutenant Rajasekaran, once their trainer, had been assigned as a unit leader in Green Squadron. Tony agreed with Cal—a second unit would tilt the odds a bit more in their favor. The convoy that had just appeared might consist of as many as forty fuel/supply ships and maybe twenty or thirty fighters. So far, the fighters had all been the older, bulbous fighter-bombers that The Horde frequently employed, not the newer sleek, black fighters that had proven so difficult to face in the last battle.

      Tony donned his helmet, his implants connecting with the nav controls, his senses reaching out, using ship sensors, to scan the far-away gathering place for the enemy vessels. Sure enough, as he watched (his crewmates silent, Sasha no doubt performing the same analysis at the gunnery station), more and more of the silver escort ships materialized, along with the globular tankers. When the count finally stabilized, he sang out, “I count forty fuelers, eighteen fighters. Convoy is halted, taking normal waypoint break.”

      A second later, Sasha echoed, “Count confirmed. They are sitting ducks, commander. I’m ready when you are.”

      “We know they’ll be there a while,” Cal said. “I’d like to get a second unit in here so that when we attack, we hit so hard that we give ’em no chance to react.”

      “Okay sir, but don’t wait too long. Pretty soon, I gotta scratch this itching trigger finger.”

      Tony had to strangle a laugh.

      Cal did laugh. “Hold on, gunner. You’ll get your chance, I promise.”

      They sat an uneasy thirty Molethian minutes, as the enemy seemed to settle in for their waypoint break, a stationary holdup they took every ten leaps, or exactly one hundred two light-years.

      As Tony felt about to scream with frustration—and the uneasily squirming Sasha appeared ready to join that chorus also—ten ships popped out of leap some thousand kilometers away, quickly approaching.

      “Green Two reporting as requested,” Raj opened up over wide com “I hear you need some company for a little target practice.”

      “Correct, Green Two,” Cal said back over the com. “Glad to have you with us, Raj. Would you like the honors?”

      “Appreciate it, Red Ten, but you guys have been on watch—you deserve first crack. Go on in and we’ll follow.”

      “Thanks Raj. Give us about a minute lead.”

      “Roger.” At least, Raj understood Earth military lingo.

      Cal already had engines hot. “Stations,” he commanded.

      Letty took her station to Cal’s left.

      Opi returned to the strategy chair.

      Four went to his storage bin without a word.

      Tony and Sasha were already buckled and harnessed. Sasha said, “Gunnery ready.”

      “Nav at your command,” Tony added.

      Cal opened wide com. “Everybody saddle up,” he broadcast. “We’ve got some plowing to do.”

      They leapt, Sasha firing in two seconds. In the back of his mind, he worried that this seemed a bit too easy, as targets flashed past, many bursting apart as first one, then another, fell into his gunsight. All the enemy stretched out in front of them like so many stationary targets in gunnery practice. Could this be some sort of elaborate Horde trap?

      He needn’t have worried. In less than five minutes, only assorted debris remained at the waypoint.

    



