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​​​Glossary of Terms:
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ACoS (Army Chief of Staff)

NCoS (Navy Chief of Staff)

AS (Anti-ship)

AM (Anti-missile)

A.U. (Astronomical Unit equal to the average distance between the Earth and its sun)

AMM (Anti-missile missile)

Kps (Kilometers per second)

Klicks (slang expression for kilometers)

FPS (Federation of Planetary States)

SSU (System States Union)

Maser (Microwave version of laser)

Lidar (Laser equivalent of radar)

SecDef (Secretary of Defense)

C.O. (Commanding Officer)

X.O. (Executive Officer)

H.O. (Helm Officer)

W.O. (Weapons Officer)

L.O. (Logistics Officer)

SL (Squadron Leader)

PoC (Probability of Collision)

Heavy Anties (Missiles designed for anti-ship roles carrying high yield warheads)
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Synopsis:
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As the civil war escalates, both sides exploit new technologies including ultra-sophisticated planning computers that can not only handle the complicated logistics planning but also the strategic warfighting planning as well. After coming very close to completing a fleet of powerful battlecruisers, the SSU suffers a devastating defeat with the loss of its secret base at Midgard. Meanwhile, future projections by the Federation’s newest planning computer, Majestic, convinces General Trojan to shift his strategic focus to the creation of the Empire. His breakthrough in ship design enables his fleet to conquer Sparta, the SSU capital. With the war effectively lost, Roland Drake is ordered to evacuate the SSU R&D Brain Trust on Zanzibar to a more secure location for one last desperate ‘Hail Mary’ project for ultimate salvation. He and Lorelei Remington manage to find each other at last.
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Chapter One:
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Day 186/2550

Earth

Masterson woke to the sound of an incoming call. A quick check of the chronometer showed that it was still the middle of the night. This caller had better have a damn good reason for waking me up at this ungodly hour, he thought to himself as he answered the call.

“Your boy’s gone off the reservation, Frank,” said a voice that Masterson recognized as belonging to his opposite number in the Federation Navy, Sergei Chenko. Masterson was momentarily confused about who Chenko was talking about. It suddenly dawned on him that the Navy Chief of Staff was referring to General Trojan.

“What’s he done now, Sergei?”

“Oh, nothing much.” Chenko’s voice was deceptively calm. “He just ordered one of his men to shoot Stevens in the head when he tried to relieve Trojan as CINC1FAF. His fanatically loyal troops then landed on Sparta and summarily shot the entire SSU leadership off the top of their Government tower, and oh yes...he’s declared the Empire and himself as Emperor. Other than that, not a whole lot.” 

Masterson had known Chenko long enough to realize that he was barely controlling a fury that was on the verge of exploding. “Holy Mother of God, how did you learn all this?”

“Hah! You’ll really like this part. Remember the ship that took Stevens to Sparta, the Trafalgar? Well, it’s back without its CO. She personally witnessed Stevens’s execution, then was talked by Trojan into disobeying her orders and helping him transport his fanatic troops to Sparta, where she again personally saw the SSU Chancellor and his whole cabinet shot by firing squad. After that, she managed to get wind of a secret Rebel R&D operation on Zanzibar and decided to head there, disobeying Trojan’s orders in the process. On Zanzibar, the locals supposedly confirmed the existence of the R&D operation, which by then had been evacuated somewhere else. Based on hearsay evidence, she took the ship to Vril and then handed the keys to her XO. He decided that bringing the ship back here was the wisest course of action. Trafalgar landed at the spaceport half an hour ago.”

Masterson shook his head to sweep away the last vestiges of sleep. “Wait a minute, did I hear you right? One of your ship COs violated her oath to the Federation by switching sides and helping Trojan with his Empire, and then she disobeyed his orders too? What kind of record does this CO have?”

“Actually, quite a good one. Remington volunteered to pilot an assault shuttle filled with explosives in an attempt to assassinate the SSU Chancellor back in ’39. She survived the attempt, was captured, and we got her back in that prisoner exchange. After that, she distinguished herself in a couple of ship-to-ship actions. She passed her loyalty test with flying colors. I can’t even begin to think what might have caused her to act this way, but that’s really beside the point, don’t you think, Frank? What are we going to do about Emperor Trojan and his emerging Empire?”

“I’m not sure we should give this report a lot of credibility, Sergei. Her XO could very easily be exaggerating. Maybe he’s just repeating what she told him. If she’s gone wacko, that would explain her behaviour, and that means she could have lied to him.”

Chenko’s voice had lost some of its deceptive calmness. “You’re trying to give your protégé the benefit of the doubt as any good leader would, but how do you explain the fact that Trojan should have returned here months ago on that very ship and hasn’t. Nor have we received any courier reports for over three months. We have no idea what’s happening out there now, and if Trojan really has declared himself Emperor, that would explain the lack of communication, wouldn’t it?”

Masterson sighed. Chenko was right. It was possible that the information brought back by Trafalgar was false, but given the circumstances, that explanation wasn’t likely.

“Yes...it would,” said Masterson.

“The Council’s going to get wind of what Trafalgar brought back sooner or later. I think we should do ourselves a favor and brief them on it as soon as possible so that we don’t look like we’re hiding anything. But if we’re going to do that, we’d better have some recommendations for them too. Since Trojan’s an army officer, I suspect you’re the one who’s going to be in the hot seat. I’m in the process of getting dressed and heading over to HQ. Perhaps you’d care to join me.” The tone was anything but inviting. The wording might have been polite but the message was clear. Essentially, one senior officer was telling another senior officer to get his ass down to HQ asap. Normally, Masterson would have pushed back, but not this time. Under the circumstances, HQ was where he needed to be right now.

“I’ll be there as soon as I can.” Without waiting to see if Chenko had a reply, Masterson hung up and started getting ready.

Fourteen hours later:

Masterson looked up as the guards brought the prisoner into the conference room. It was obvious from the way he moved that his injuries were still not completely healed. There was a grimace of pain as he carefully sat down at the opposite side of the oval table. By prior arrangement, Chenko would do most of the talking.

“Commander Murphy, in case you don’t recognize either of us because it’s been over 16 years since you were an officer in the Federation Navy, I’m NCoS Chenko and this is ACoS Masterson. We brought you here to discuss some items of mutual interest.”

When it was clear that Chenko was waiting for a response, Murphy shifted his position in order to give himself some time to collect his thoughts. What interests could the two highest ranked Federation military officers possibly have in common with him? He decided to ask them.

“What items of mutual interest would those be, Admiral?” he said in a carefully neutral tone of voice.

“Midgard, for one. General, or should I say Emperor Trojan, for another.” Chenko saw Murphy’s puzzled expression. “Oh, that’s right. I forgot. You haven’t heard the news. General Trojan has decided that he’s going to bring all of Humanity under his benevolent administration in an Empire, with himself as Emperor of course. I hope I don’t have to explain to you that we don’t condone this course of action and haven’t authorized it. We view Trojan’s Empire the same way we viewed the SSU’s declaration of secession, and we intend to put a stop to his madness.”

Murphy looked over at Masterson. After carefully evaluating his expression, he said, “My God, you’re serious. I wonder if Trojan is following Majestic’s suggestions.” Both senior officers looked at each other with expressions that said, ‘how come we didn’t think of that?’

“You know about Majestic?” asked Masterson.

Murphy nodded. “Cate Foster told us all about it. She and her planning group spent a lot of time and energy trying to outfox the damned thing. That’s how we came up with the idea of building our answer to your Makassar on Midgard’s moon.”

“You don’t seem very reluctant to reveal information, Commander,” said Masterson.

Murphy shrugged. “When Trojan’s ships destroyed our shipyard on Midgard and the ships under construction in orbit, I knew the SSU had effectively lost the war. My guess is that somebody’s troops, either yours or Trojan’s, have landed on Sparta by now. Am I right?”

After looking at Masterson for approval, Chenko said, “That seems to be the case. The last information we got from Emp...GENERAL Trojan, was that he was sending a small squadron of ships to Sparta. Given what happened the last time that was tried with a much larger force, we were convinced that the attempt would fail. We’ve just found out that it succeeded. Trojan’s engineers on Makassar developed radar-invisible ships and missiles. His small squadron decimated Sparta’s orbital defenses, and his troops landed some time later.”

Before he could go on, Murphy said, “So that’s how they got close enough to the shipyard complex without triggering the alarm.”

“Yes, that’s how they did it,” said Chenko. “Everything I’ve just told you was brought to our attention by one of our ships that pretended to co-operate with Trojan’s mad schemes. Unfortunately, we only have that one source of information, which means we haven’t been able to confirm it independently. General Masterson and I have just spent four very uncomfortable hours in front of the Federation Council trying to answer questions that right now don’t have answers. In a moment of rare wisdom, the Council has decided to take these reports seriously and proceed as if they’re true. That’s where Midgard comes in, and that’s why you’re here, Commander.”

“What do you need me for?”

“We’d like you to help us build a new shipyard complex on Midgard’s moon so that we can start building warships quickly and cheaply, just like Trojan is doing on Makassar.”

“And why should I help the Federation?” Murphy looked at Chenko, but it was Masterson who replied. 

“Because the Council has authorized us to offer you a deal. A personal Pardon for your activities as a member of the System States Union. That’s for you. For the SSU, we’re authorized to offer a guarantee that any SSU planet that helps us defeat the Empire will be allowed to hold a plebiscite on whether or not to stay within the FPS. And if the majority vote to leave, the Federation will accept that as long as certain issues such as compensation for confiscated property can be resolved via negotiation.”

Murphy gave both men a long hard look before replying. “A guarantee. Will that guarantee be in writing?”

“If you insist on it being in writing, then yes, you can have it in writing.”

Murphy smiled as he shook his head. “And what recourse would I or the SSU have if the Federation didn’t honor that guarantee? It’s a very enticing piece of bait you’re dangling in front of me, but I’m not naïve enough to believe that the Council will actually fulfill their obligations under that guarantee. They’re politicians after all, and you and I know how fickle politicians can be. My answer has to be no.”

“So you’re going to let your Union be conquered by Trojan’s Empire?” asked Chenko.

“I don’t see any way of stopping him from doing that. It’ll take years to get a fleet built on Midgard’s moon. What I see is the Federation desperately trying any alternative to build up its own forces before Trojan’s fleet finishes conquering the SSU and turns its attention to Earth. As far as I’m concerned, you’re asking me to trade one tyrant for another. For all I know, Trojan’s Empire just might be more benevolent than the Federation’s been.”

Masterson looked over at Chenko and saw his face grow red with anger. Before Chenko could vent that anger, Masterson said, “Maybe we can offer you something else that will convince you to co-operate. Our fact finding mission to Midgard, which brought you back here, filed a very comprehensive report on what happened there after your tower fell over. They found your emergency shelter, or rather what was left of it, after Trojan’s ground troops detonated a tactical nuke right above it. In case you were wondering, we didn’t find any other survivors of your operation. Everyone in that shelter was killed by the explosion. That blood is on Trojan’s hands. Here’s your chance for some payback, and it’s the only chance you’ll get. Are you really going to pass it up?”

Murphy silently cursed under his breath and looked away. God damn them for using that card! He very much wanted to strike back at Trojan’s Empire for what it did on Midgard. He wondered if Cate was still alive. What would she do if she were in this kind of situation?

While he was still pondering his reply, Masterson continued. “We’d like your help because we believe it’ll make things go faster, but we’re going to build that shipyard complex on Midgard’s moon no matter what, and with a little luck, we’ll build a fleet that can crush the Empire. Without the guarantee I just offered, the situation will then be back to square one as far as SSU planets’ status is concerned. Do you think the Federation will offer those planets a better deal without the guarantee that your co-operation would produce? You’re right about politicians as a group being fickle, but there are a few who would try to get the Council to follow through. Even if the chances of the guarantee being honored are only 50/50, isn’t that a gamble worth taking?”

Murphy took a deep breath and said, “All right. I’ll co-operate in return for that personal Pardon and for a written guarantee that SSU planets will be able to determine whether to remain in the FPS or not. I want a couple more guarantees too. I want a guarantee that I’ll be with your fleet when it attacks Hadley and a guarantee that after the Empire is defeated, I’ll be taken back to Sparta. You’re right, I do want payback for Midgard, and I want to see it with my own eyes.”

“I can live with that,” said Masterson. “What about you, Sergei?”

“Yeah, I’m okay with it too. You’ve got yourself a deal, Commander Murphy. We’ll have that written guarantee approved by the Council and in your hands within 24 hours. These guards will escort you back to your cell now.” Chenko gestured to the two guards.

After Murphy and the guards had left the room, Chenko stood up and collected his notes. “You did a good job convincing him, Frank. It’s a good think I kept my mouth shut too. I’m not that good at lying. The Council’s never going to honor that guarantee. You and I both know that allowing planets to leave peacefully will be the kiss of death for the FPS.” When Masterson remained silent, Chenko said, “You don’t agree?”

Masterson sighed. “I agree that the Federation would dissolve away if planets were allowed to vote themselves out of it, but that’s not what’s bothering me. I still can’t understand why Trojan is acting this way. He passed his loyalty test about as well as anyone could. How does an officer with that kind of dedication suddenly put the whole war in jeopardy by turning his back on everything he’s ever believed in? There’s got to be something more to this than we know, and don’t say he’s gone nuts. That’s just a convenient label to hide the fact that we don’t know what’s really behind all this.”

“If I had to guess, I’d say that his Majestic computer is behind all this, but we won’t know for sure until we land troops on Hadley,” said Chenko as he got up and walked out.
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Day 201/2552

Hadley

Trojan closed his eyes as he entered his office because he knew what was coming.

“Status report ready,” said Majestic in its distinctive feminine voice.

Trojan sighed and said, “Proceed.”

“Reports have arrived during the last 24 hours that riots have occurred on Gryphon and Hespera. Local Empire forces were able to restore order. However, this data confirms a rising trend-line in civil disturbances. Unless space and ground forces are ordered to use nuclear weapons to quell uprisings, the probability of mass resistance leading to the overthrow of the Empire will rise to 34.5 percent. Approval to use nuclear weapons at the local Field Commander’s discretion is requested.”

“Request is denied. Next item.”

“Implantation of communication devices has improved efficiency by the amount estimated prior to implementation. Request that senior ground force and space force officers on or in orbit around Hadley be ordered to accept implants.”

Trojan shook his head. He’d seen some of the support staff manning the Majestic Complex who had volunteered to have the communication device implanted at the base of their skulls. He had always found the look in their eyes disturbing. Majestic’s contention that having direct electronic communication access to human brains improved efficiency might very well be true, but he’d be damned if he was going to order his officers to accept those devices.

“Request is denied. Next item.”

“Analysis of operating efficiency of this device after the Phase II expansion has confirmed that the capacity expansion has met expectations. Request approval to begin Phase III expansion.”

Trojan shook his head again. The Phase II expansion of the machine’s computer chips plus the pyramid-shaped protective shell made of collapsed matter had taken over three years to complete. According to Majestic, its ability to analyze complex questions quickly had improved by almost 100%. In hindsight, Trojan was now of the opinion that the increased capacity wasn’t worth the manpower and resources that had been diverted away from other priorities. 

“You’re already an order of magnitude more capable than any other computational device in existence. Why do you need further expansion?” asked Trojan.

“Further analysis of potential advances by SSU Brain Trust shows a 41 percent probability that they will build a superior computational device.”

“Prior to your Phase II expansion, you told me that such an outcome had a 38 percent probability. Now with your expansion you’re saying the probability of them building a device that can outthink a Phase II Majestic is even higher? I would have thought the odds would have gone down. Request denied. Next item.”

“End of items,” said the machine. Trojan looked at the wall where the speaker was located. The abruptness of that last sentence almost sounded as if Majestic was in a funk. He decided that it had to be his imagination.

“Fine. Until tomorrow then,” said Trojan. By prior command, Majestic would not attempt to communicate with him again for the next 24 hours unless there was an emergency or something urgent. Without that standing order, the machine would run on constantly while he was in his office. He had plenty of other items to deal with without Majestic adding to the load. He looked around his office with satisfaction. The room was much bigger and much better decorated than the space set aside for that purpose inside the Majestic Complex. Having a palace built that was suitable for the Emperor of a Galactic Empire was one of his better initiatives. Living underground in that Complex had eventually become quite intolerable. 

Day 233/2552

Midgard

Murphy stepped out of the tunnel and looked around. He never tired of looking at the inside of the extinct volcano that was now a shipyard. The bottom of the volcano was deep enough that it would be difficult for any orbiting ship to get a good look at the interior. Anything other than looking down from directly overhead would miss the construction activity. Convincing the senior military people on Earth to move the shipyard from Midgard’s moon to this location had been difficult, but worth it. The extraction, refining and manufacturing processes were still located on the moon, but this time they were completely underground. If the Empire sent more ships to snoop around, there was a good chance they’d miss detecting any activity on the moon at all. Without the moon’s abundant metal resources, building warships on Midgard itself would be extremely difficult, but with the decreased risk of detection came the trade-off that the finished parts had to be physically transported from the moon to the volcano shipyard. Murphy had convinced the Project Management to provide one very large freighter that only had to make the trip twice a month instead of more frequent trips by a smaller ship. Less trips meant less risk of detection too.

Looking over to the construction bay, Murphy nodded with satisfaction at the progress being made on the prototype ship. While Earth didn’t have detailed technical information on the Empire’s stealthy ships, the basic principles of eliminating all curved surfaces in order to redirect incoming radar waves away from the sender were well understood. This prototype ship would test the hull design, and it was big enough to carry sufficient missiles and missile launch tubes to be a useful offensive asset if the testing proved that the design worked. Assuming the tests went well, they’d build at least one more of the same 200-meter diameter class ship while they designed a much more capable 400-meter diameter cruiser. That was about as large a ship as they could get through the mouth of the volcano.

He reminded himself to go over the simulated combat tests of the proposed radar-picket drones before the end of the day. If they worked as well as the theory said, then Federation ships would have a decent chance of defending themselves against the Empire’s stealthy missiles. The difficult part was knowing from which direction the enemy missiles were coming. If they knew that, they could launch multiple picket drones to scan the incoming trajectory from multiple directions. Stealthy missiles might be designed to deflect radar energy coming from their targets directly ahead, but it was impossible to deflect radar energy coming from every possible direction. Radar scans coming from the side had a better chance of bouncing right back to the drone that emitted them, and once they had a fix on an incoming missile, the ship’s anti-missile lasers could destroy it. That was the theory. It looked good on paper, and the simulated tests seemed to confirm it, but Murphy knew that simulations were only as reliable as the assumptions going into them. The only test that counted was the one with real drones versus real missiles, and they weren’t ready for that yet.

The downside to working deep within a cone of volcanic rock was that the bottom never got direct sunlight. By the end of that day, Murphy was tired of breathing the warm air smelling of ozone and metal that typically filled the volcano. He wanted to breath clean, fresh air and see a sunset for a change. A contra-gravity work platform took him up to the top of the volcano and landed on the edge. The breeze at that altitude and time of day was refreshingly cool, and with no cloud in the sky, the setting sun was wondrous to behold. As he sat there watching the sun dip below the horizon, he wondered for the nth time if he had made the right decision. Enough time had passed for the Empire to start looking in Earth’s direction. Empire warships had made high speed passes of Earth, which Admiral Chenko had described as reconnaissance missions. Earth had a lot of space-based assets, but with the exception of space stations, none of them were military in nature, and the space stations that did belong to the military were weakly defended. Army Chief of Staff Masterson had confided to Murphy that the Federation Council was convinced that Trojan would eventually land his ground troops on Earth in spite of the fact that Earth still had the half a million soldiers who were originally intended to be sent to Trojan for the war against the SSU. Masterson had also hinted that a new Majestic-type computer was being built on Earth. That, combined with those troops who were now available to defend Earth, seemed to suggest to Murphy that any attack by Trojan’s ground forces would fail. 

In any case, news from various sources were showing that the Empire’s campaign against the SSU and the rest of the Federation was succeeding. Empire troops were now patrolling the streets of all the main SSU planets that were capable of building spacecraft, plus most of the Federation planets that had the same capability. That left hundreds of Federation and SSU planets where the population or industrial base was too low to be able to build their own ships. Unable to put up any kind of fight, those planets were told simply to acknowledge the Empire’s authority over them or face orbital bombardment. As far as Earth could tell, most of them had chosen the former alternative, and the Empire didn’t even need to station troops there. 

It had taken a long time, but additional news finally did come back from Sparta via independent freighters that traded with both sides. The data regarding what had happened on Sparta after Empire troops landed had contained a single sentence to the effect that a Major Foster had blown herself up in the presence of the senior Empire Ground Force Officer and three others, thereby killing all four Empire soldiers. Murphy knew there was only one female Major Foster and had cried when he read that news. His Cate was gone, and there was now nothing worth going back to on Sparta. The only thing he had to hold on to, to make life worth living, was the vengeance he desired for the deaths of his people on Midgard and now also for Cate. The irony of him working for the very people that had set in motion those forces that had killed them wasn’t lost on him. When he thought about that aspect, he didn’t know whether to laugh or to weep. He knew that trying to reconcile those feelings could lead him down a slippery slope to an abyss where his sanity was concerned, and so he put those thoughts out of his mind and concentrated on his vengeance.

With the sun now almost gone and the light fading fast, he decided to go back to his quarters, listen to some music and finish off that bottle of vodka that a friend had smuggled in from Earth. However, there was one ritual that he hadn’t done yet. He looked around and found a rock the right size. Picking it up, he braced himself and threw it down the outside slope of the volcano as far as he could. It bounced and rolled down a long way before he lost sight of it. What was it that some ancient philosopher had said? If a rock is about to fall off a cliff anyway, it deserves to be pushed? Whoever had coined that phrase had got it right. There was something very satisfying about doing exactly that kind of thing, whether it be a rock sitting on top of a volcano or a galactic empire on the verge of collapse. With a chuckle, he activated the platform which took him back inside the volcano.

Day 244/2552

Hadley

Romanov slowly exited the shuttle and stopped to smell the fresh air. After being cooped up in a ship for the last six months, it was a welcome break to stand on firm ground and breath natural air again. He was tired, not mentally or physically tired, but rather his soul was weary of the fighting. Trojan had promised him a rest after mopping up the key planets of the SSU, but that rest never appeared. There was always one more planet to secure, and one more after that, and one more after that, and... He knew it wasn’t Trojan’s fault. It was Majestic. The damn machine either didn’t know about human limits or didn’t care. His faith in Majestic’s infallibility was crumbling too. The bigger the Empire got, the more resistance reared its ugly head. He was starting to have serious doubts about the viability of the whole project. Maybe bringing all of humanity under a firm guiding hand just wasn’t possible. Majestic’s optimistic projections back when it first brought up the idea of an Empire were rapidly turning out to be way off the mark, and for a machine supposedly as sophisticated as it was alleged to be, that was a huge blunder. On those rare occasions when he allowed himself to get drunk, he would start to wonder if Majestic was manipulating Trojan and humanity for its own inscrutable agenda and if those projections were nothing but deliberate misinformation. Such thoughts had always seemed somewhat absurd in the cold light of sobriety.

He shook his head as if to clear away those dark thoughts and made his way to the waiting air-limo that would take him to Trojan’s Palace. As the vehicle approached the huge building, Romanov looked at it carefully and nodded. What an improvement that place was over the cramped corridors and small rooms of the Majestic Complex. Being literally inside Majestic had always given him a tinge of claustrophobia not to mention a bit of paranoia too. Had Majestic been listening in to every conversation between humans during their time there? Get a grip, Ivan, it’s just a machine, he reminded himself. 

It was almost ten minutes later when he walked into the, in his opinion, ridiculously high-ceilinged room that Trojan used as his office. Romanov had been inside cathedrals with lower ceilings. Trojan met him with his usual friendly greeting, a handshake and a clasp of his shoulder. With the greeting over, Trojan stepped back and looked at him with a critical expression.

“Damn, Ivan, is it my imagination or are you looking older than the last time I saw you?”

Romanov wanted to say that fighting a war for almost two decades was bound to make anyone look older, in spite of the anti-aging drugs that were widely available, but he kept his comments to himself. He smiled and nodded instead. He firmly resisted the impulse to point out that the Emperor himself no longer looked the way he had back in ’39. There was a limit to what his friendship with Trojan would tolerate.

“Well, never mind that. Come over here and let’s both of us get comfortable while we talk. Tell the bar robot what you want to drink, and order a melon brandy for me. I’ve acquired a taste for that locally produced liquor, especially when it’s been aged a decent amount. Come to think of it, order two local tobacco cigars too. Smoking those things is another habit I’ve picked up since you were here last. I don’t know why it took me so long to start, considering how many years I’ve lived on this planet.” By the time Trojan was finished talking, both men were seated in very comfortable chairs and the bar robot was hovering nearby. 

With the drinks in hand and the cigars lit, Trojan began the conversation. “I know you’ve been in the field a lot these past few years, and as far as I’m concerned, nobody could have done a better job. Unfortunately, Majestic’s calculations show that we’re falling behind the probability curve. Even though the Empire’s growing, the rate of growth has slowed significantly, and that means that the risk of an uncontrollable uprising is growing. The key is Earth. As long as it remains unconquered, the Empire’s not safe. I know you don’t think we’re strong enough to take it without using nukes, but time is not on our side. Earth’s population is sufficiently large that they can recruit and train troops faster than we can transport them from other planets. We’re going to have to support what troops we can muster with orbital bombardment.” He paused for effect before continuing. “And that includes using nukes if that’s what it takes. We’ve come too far and invested too much time, effort and sweat to let it all collapse now, Ivan. I hope you can see the necessity of doing whatever it takes to bring Earth into the Empire.”

Romanov kept his face passive. The moment he’d been dreading for years was finally here. He’d compromised his principles and his honor to avoid a future where Human Civilization would be blasted back to the edge of oblivion, and here his Emperor was telling him that he might have to order nuclear weapons used on the billions of people inhabiting humanity’s home world. And not just humanity’s home world. Earth used to be his home too. He doubted he would ever again be able to walk the streets of Earth without bodyguards.

After taking a puff of his cigar and a sip from his drink to give him time to organize his thoughts, he said, “If the invasion looks like it’s going to fail, I’ll authorize the minimum level of bombardment that I think will accomplish the mission. After all, what good is having a home world that’s suffering through a nuclear winter?”

That wasn’t the unconditional commitment that Trojan was looking for, but he understood that his favorite Admiral could only be pushed so far, and Trojan wasn’t prepared to replace him at this point.

“I trust your judgement. You’ve never failed me, and I know you won’t fail me this time either. Majestic has the orders ready to bring our ships and troops to a state of readiness. That will take several months. You’ll be able to stay here on Hadley during that time, and we’ll have plenty of opportunities to talk again before you lead the attack on Earth. Okay, enough talk about death and destruction. Let’s talk about something else.”

Romanov relaxed as they chatted about the kinds of things that male friends chat about. How much longer their friendship would remain was a question that he didn’t want to think about just now.
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DAY 246/2552

Hadley

Senior Lieutenant Evanka Nolan’s aircar gently settled to the ground at the prescribed landing site near the entrance to the Majestic Complex. As she got out, she looked around. This was her first time at the MC and she found the surrounding landscape eerily desolate. There was a steady wind blowing sand and Hadley’s equivalent of tumbleweed across her field of vision. Looking over at the entrance to the impressive pyramid structure where Majestic was housed, she saw two armed guards watching her carefully. She hoped her brother had gotten her message about visiting him and had notified the guards that she was not a security threat.

By the time she reached the entrance, her brother was standing there reassuring the guards that she had permission to enter. After a quick hug and a few words of greeting, he led her through the round opening. They chatted about family and the war as they made their way down the very long escalator and through another round opening. Seconds later, they entered a room where the far wall was a large view screen. It was showing a continuously changing pattern of colors against a pleasing blue-green background.

“Evanka, meet Majestic!” said her brother enthusiastically. She looked at his face and saw what could only be described as joy bordering on ecstasy. She had heard rumors that the support staff at the MC had begun to idolize Majestic, but she had always considered those rumors to be gross exaggerations. Now she wasn’t so sure. 

“Welcome to the Complex, Senior Lieutenant Nolan.” The deep voice coming from all around her had a strangely soothing quality to it.

“Is that the machine talking?” she asked her brother who nodded.

“Yes, you are hearing the voice of Majestic,” said the voice. “Communicating in this way is slow and inefficient. There is a much better way. Your brother will show you.”

As her brother turned so that his back was to her, she heard him say, “Pull my collar down a bit and you’ll see an implant device just below my hairline.”

She did as he instructed and saw a silvery, round metal device that had very tiny lights blinking on and off. She found it more than a little disturbing.

“Wouldn’t a transceiver in the ear do the trick?” she
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