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Kps (Kilometers per second)

Klicks (slang expression for kilometers)

FPS (Federation of Planetary States)

Maser (Microwave version of laser)

HE (High-explosive missile warhead)

KE (Kinetic-energy missile warhead)

SecDef (Secretary of Defense)

CO (Commanding Officer)

XO (Executive Officer)

WO (Weapons Officer)

LO (Logistics Officer)
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​​Prologue:
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In the second half of the 21st century, a breakthrough in faster than light technology was achieved. A multi-national organization was set up to explore for colonizable planets. Over the next five centuries, hundreds of suitable planets were discovered, although most were separated by considerable distances. Average transit times between Earth and the colonized planets were 3.4 months. The furthest planets were over eight months away. Due to the uneven distribution of suitable planets around the Earth, most of the colony planets were located toward the center of the spiral arm. Not all the colonized planets were equally hospitable. Some were more attractive than others, and their populations grew faster. 

By the mid 26th century, there were a dozen worlds with the same level of technology as Earth and populations of half a billion or more. The organization evolved over those five centuries into the Federation of Planetary States. Due to Earth’s higher population, it continued to dominate the FPS Assembly, which passed laws benefiting Earth-based corporations at the expense of the inhabitants of the planets those corporations exploited. The FPS Navy (referred to by colonists as the FEDs) consisted mainly of lightly armed but unarmored patrol cruisers designed mainly for anti-smuggling and anti-piracy duties. 

By 2535, several of the more developed planets began secret discussions to form closer economic ties, with the possibility of a more formal political arrangement. A year later, they and six other planets signed a treaty forming a customs union, along with agreements on technology sharing, mutual investment and the establishment of their own shipping company to compete with Earth-based shipping monopolies. Those shipping monopolies pressured the FED Navy to harass the colonial freighters with frequent inspections and citations for technical infractions. Late in 2537, the heads of the signatory planets met secretly and agreed to form the System States Union and secede from the FPS. The new SSU government, headquartered on Sparta, began to organize itself and its armed forces in secret. Sparta’s newly announced Planetary Defense Force (legal under the FPS Constitution) provided the cover for training the core of the SSU Navy. The plan to take over FED Navy and Army assets was set for day 31 of 2539. 
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​​Chapter One


[image: ]


Day 31/2539

It was just after dawn by the time Senior Lieutenant Roland Drake arrived at the System Defense Force gate. The guard at the gate had a grim expression as he waived Drake through, and he understood completely why that was. It was less than an hour until H-hour, the moment when military personnel loyal to the new System States Union would put green armbands over their black uniforms and seize control of all Federation navy and army assets on the planet Sparta. No one knew if they could pull it off without any shooting. In theory they should be able to. Most of the junior and middle officers of the Army’s Tank Battalion, and a considerable minority of the infantry battalions’ officers were part of the conspiracy. With control of the armory and tanks in SSU hands, it should be easy to sort out who among the enlisted ranks were sympathetic to the Cause and who had to be placed under guard. The Navy was a little different. Only one Patrol Cruiser was on the ground, and it happened to be the Yorktown, which Drake knew was only partially infiltrated. The plan was to use a platoon of contra-gravity tanks crewed by SSU army people to surround the Yorktown and force the Federation loyalists to turn the ship over to SSU control. And in the unlikely event that the Fed loyalists tried to use the Yorktown to either escape with a warning to Terra or fire on the SSU army units, it would be up to the Spartan System Defense Force to stop them. That meant that the one and so far only Missile Boat, of which Drake was Executive Officer, and which was only 70 meters in diameter, might have to slug it out with the 300 meter diameter Yorktown. Of course, he thought to himself as he parked his groundcar in the base parking lot, size wasn’t everything. The Yorktown was hyperjump capable, while MB101 was not, and the Anderman hyperdrive took up a LOT of space on the larger ship. In terms of ordnance, his missile boat was almost equal to the cruiser. Eight missile launch tubes versus ten for the Yorktown, and the missile boat actually had a very thin coating of collapsed matter armor, while the Yorktown had none at all. All things considered, he’d rather be in the missile boat than in the cruiser. 

Drake pulled his carry-on bag from the cargo compartment and walked briskly to the SDF Base main building. When he entered, he saw that MB101’s small crew, except for her Skipper, were already assembled in the Ready Room. They greeted him with friendly but serious expressions. Everyone in the SDF knew about H-hour since they all had been handpicked for not only their skills but, first and foremost, for their loyalty to the people of Sparta. 

Lt. Davidson, the Weapons Officer nodded to Drake and said, “The Skipper called ahead to say she would be delayed but would still make it here by ah...the deadline and that we should wait for her by the deployment truck.” 

“Fine. Let’s all take our gear outside and wait by the truck.” 

The vehicle that would carry the crew out to MB101, which was standing over a mile away, was far enough from the main building that they would have a good view of the FED Navy Base, which was adjacent to the SDF Base. When he got close to the truck, Drake pulled his pair of electronic binoculars from his carry-on bag and braced his arms on the truck to take a look at the navy base. As he zoomed in as close as possible, the transceiver in his ear, which was set to the SDF operations frequency, clicked to life. 

“NC233 eta is now 5 hours, 45 minutes.” 

NC meant Navy Courier, and the approaching ship would be secured after it landed, assuming that no one got off a warning message before then. It was unfortunate that a courier was inbound at the same time the planners had chosen for H hour, but since couriers did not keep to a fixed schedule, it was a case of just plain bad luck. In his field of vision, Drake saw the Yorktown sitting on her landing pad with her main ramp extended and no apparent movement nearby. He turned 90 degrees to look at the Army Base that was also adjacent to the Navy Base. This time he did see movement. Tanks and other armored contra-gravity vehicles were moving around. As he lowered the binoculars, he heard the distant wailing of the Navy Base’s alert siren. That wasn’t supposed to be happening, at least not this early. Something wasn’t right. 

Drake turned to the others, speaking quickly. “Everybody climb aboard right now!” Throwing his carry-on bag into the cargo area, he climbed into the cab and looked at the driver who looked back and shrugged, obviously just as confused as he was. Just as Drake decided to use the truck’s radio to call the SDF Operations Center to ask what was happening, he heard the voice over his transceiver again. 

“Attention all SDF personnel. Execute Dropkick now! I repeat...execute Dropkick now! MB101 to initiate emergency liftoff!” The order repeated but Drake was no longer listening. He was yelling at the driver to take them to the boat. 

In the back, Davidson asked, “What about the Skipper?” 

“There’s no time!” yelled Drake. Operations must have a reason why they wanted the 101 off the ground as fast as possible. It only took a few seconds for the truck to reach the boat and screech to a halt, but it seemed much longer.  Drake jumped from the truck, reached in to grab his carry-on bag and ran for the boat’s ramp. As soon as everyone was off, the driver took off. Whatever was going on, he clearly didn’t want to be caught in the middle of it out in the open. Drake ran up the ramp and over to the main elevator that would take them up ten levels to the Control Center. 

As the others piled in behind him, Drake said, “First stop is the CC! Other levels afterwards! Got that?” He heard someone acknowledge the order. 

The elevator doors closed and the ship’s computer asked, “Level?” 

Drake answered with, “CC code red!” Immediately the elevator rose faster than usual. So fast in fact that a couple of the enlisted men looked like they might throw up when the elevator suddenly started to decelerate just as quickly. Drake was glad when he was able to get off the elevator and into the CC. Davidson and two other crewmen followed, the rest stayed on the elevator, which took them to their stations on other levels. Drake ran over to the Command Station which Commander Yamaguchi would have used had she made it on time. 

He settled into the chair and began to speak. “MB101 Comp, this is XO Roland Drake. As senior officer on board I am assuming command of MB101. Do you acknowledge that I have the Con?”  

“Voice pattern confirmed. The Executive Officer has control of the ship.”

“Initiate emergency power up procedures and advise when ready! MB101 to SDF Ops! We are preparing for emergency liftoff. What’s the situation?” With the channel to Operations now open, he could hear background chatter that sounded like a crisis was in progress. 

“Ops to 101. Word of the takeover must have leaked. The Navy Base went on alert and we detected a transmission to NC233, which has changed course and is now accelerating away from the planet. We believe it’s attempting to jump away and warn the FEDs. Your orders are to lift off ASAP and intercept NC233. Use all necessary force to prevent it from jumping away. Repeat...all necessary force.” 

“Shit.” Drake was being ordered to fire missiles at the retreating courier. Couriers weren’t designed for combat. They were small, compact craft, which if hit by either a kinetic energy or chemical explosive warhead were likely to be critically damaged, with a high probability of fatal injuries to its minimal crew. He had hoped he wouldn’t have to shoot at any former comrades today, but it now looked like he would. Keeping the new System States Union a secret from the rest of the Federation for as long as possible was vital if the SSU were to have any chance of building up its defenses before the Federation could strike back. Somewhere in the back of his mind, he was aware that he might go down in history as the man who ordered the first shot fired in the first civil war the Federation had ever faced after almost 500 years of peace. He put those thoughts aside before speaking.

“Order received and understood. Liftoff is imminent! What about the Yorktown?” There was a pause before the Operations voice responded.

“Status of the Yorktown is unknown at this point. We have unconfirmed reports of small arms fire at the Navy’s main building. Our tanks are on their way to secure the Yorktown and the Base. We’ll keep you advised if the situation becomes clearer. You’re cleared to liftoff. Good hunting, 101!” 

“Acknowledge clearance for liftoff. 101 out.” Drake checked the Systems Status Board on his Command Station main screen and saw that most of the major systems were showing the green light indicating ready for operations. When the last red light shifted to green he heard the ship’s computer speak.

“Power up procedures complete. The ship is ready for liftoff.” 

“Give me ship-wide intercom,” Drake ordered, and then waited for the two tone signal that a ship-wide announcement was about to be made before continuing. “XO to crew. Stand by for high G liftoff! Intercom off. Computer, liftoff will be at 5Gs! Initiate liftoff now!” 

Even with the inertial compensators taking most of the strain, Drake felt himself being pushed down into the padding of the Command Station seat. At 5Gs, the ship would reach supersonic speed in 5.5 seconds. He hoped that anyone out in the open back on the ground had ear protectors on when the 30,000 ton missile boat broke the sound barrier relatively close to the ground. The sonic boom would be deafening. Almost immediately he heard the computer.

“Mach one...Mach two...Mach three...” 

When the steel hull started to heat due to friction, Drake said, “Reduce speed to maintain hull temperatures at safe levels, then accelerate back to 5Gs when the ship clears the atmosphere.” He felt acceleration disappear as the ship’s engines put out only enough lift to keep the ship’s speed just low enough to prevent friction heating. With Sparta’s atmosphere almost 100 kilometers thick, it would take the boat over three minutes to reach space. 

After checking to make sure that all systems were functioning properly, he said, “101 to Ops. Where’s the bogey now?” 

“Ops to 101. We’re uploading our data to you now. Bogey has turned off her transponder, so our latest data is based on orbital radar only.” 

Drake looked at his main screen and saw it shift to a tactical plot of the space near the planet. The navy courier was accelerating laterally to shoot past the planet as the quickest way to break out into deep space again. Its velocity was just under 400 kilometers per second and Drake knew that a navy courier’s maximum acceleration was 10Gs, compared to his missile boat’s maximum of 5.5Gs. Courier ships were designed to get a message to the destination as fast as physically possible. Of the courier’s interior space, 99% was devoted to power plant, hyperdrive, maneuvering drive, life support, communications and astrogation equipment, with only the remaining 1% available for the use of the crew. She was still over 4.25 million kilometers from Sparta and was now frantically trying to get back out beyond the 5.5 million kilometer hyperzone boundary. Drake manipulated the tactical display and swore under his breath.  Interception would be iffy at best. Even though the courier could out-accelerate his missile boat, it had a lot of momentum carrying it towards Sparta. By accelerating laterally, it was trying to convert that forward momentum to a sideways vector, rather than decelerate to a dead stop then accelerate back out in the opposite direction again. Drake knew that his boat’s missiles had a maximum powered range of just under five million kilometers and their tremendous acceleration of 350 Gs would in theory catch the bogey before it broke past the zone boundary. Whether those missiles would be accurate enough at the speed they’d be travelling to hit their target was another matter entirely. By the time they reached the projected interception point, the bogey would be traveling sideways across the missiles’ path, which was exactly the most difficult kind of interception scenario. He’d have to launch his missiles almost as soon as he cleared the atmosphere, and the distance to the target at that point would be over 13 light seconds. The missiles would have to be aimed at the point where the boat’s computer estimated the bogey would be by the time the missiles got there, which meant that if the bogey changed course radically enough and soon enough, the missiles’ terminal guidance radars might not see it in time to adjust their own vectors to compensate. 

Drake looked up and said, “XO to Weapons.” 

“Weapons Officer here.” 

“Marcus, how many HE missiles are we carrying?” The answer came back almost immediately.

“As you know, we don’t have a full loadout yet, but right now we’re carrying 20 HEs and 10 KEs.” 

“Okay, I want you to program all 20 HE missiles to launch in sequence, one second apart and to go active at the same time when the first missile is 30 seconds from interception. We’ll launch the KE missiles right after that, again in sequence. They go active at the same time as the HEs. We have to make sure we stop this bogey. Got all that?” 

“I copy that, XO. Stand by.” 

Drake didn’t know if his strategy would work, but if the first few missiles missed, the last few should in theory be able to home in on the target. The kinetic energy missiles were the last resort. If only one or two high explosive missiles hit, they might not cripple the hyperdrive, and therefore the KE missiles, with their ability to penetrate deep into the target, had the best chance to knock out the courier’s ability to jump away. A few seconds later he heard the Weapons Officer’s voice again.

“All missiles have been programmed as instructed. I’ve transferred missile launch control to the Command Station, XO.” 

“Very good, Marcus. This is our only shot at this. Let’s hope it works.” 

“Roger that!”

The trip through the planet’s atmosphere seemed to take forever. Drake kept his eyes on the tactical display that was being updated continuously by data from the orbiting radar satellites, but due to the distance to the bogey, there was a 13 second delay before the information reached the missile boat, and that was the problem. If the courier pilot was on the ball, he would initiate a radical course change seconds before the missile boat started firing her missile barrage, and the targeting computer on board the boat wouldn’t see the course change until after some missiles were already on their way to the wrong interception point. But by staggering the missile launch, at least some of the later missiles should be heading to the right place. 

After what seemed an eternity, the 101 cleared the atmosphere and acceleration went back up to the max. The tactical screen showed a countdown readout for the optimum point to commence missile launch. It read 35 seconds and was dropping fast. 

Just as the readout approached zero, Drake touched the highlighted ‘Enable Missile Launch’ part of the screen and said, “Firing now!” 

On the Tactical screen, he could see the steady stream of missiles leaving the 101 and accelerating fast towards the calculated interception point. At this distance, it would take the missiles almost 20 minutes to cover the 2.4 million kilometers to the interception point, and by the time they got there, their speed would be up to almost 4100 kilometers per second. 

Those 20 minutes went surprisingly fast. During that time he heard from Ops that the Yorktown had been secured and that the Navy Base was under SSU control. He also learned that the courier in fact did not make any course changes, much to his relief.  Ops surmised that the courier pilot didn’t know about the missile boat and was basing his confidence on the fact that no warship was anywhere in space and near the planet when he got the order to bug out. 

If the interception was successful, the Alliance would have a chance to mobilize and build defenses. SSU Navy volunteers would take captured courier ships back to Federation territory, where they still would pretend to be Federation Navy personnel, in order not to arouse any suspicions, and then jump back home when they were ordered to their next destination. When commercial freighters arrived on Sparta and other SSU planets, they would see what they expected to see, which was Navy and Army personnel wearing Federation uniforms and acting as if nothing had changed. Once the freighters were gone, everyone would change back into their SSU uniforms. Drake knew that eventually the true situation would be discovered and word would get back to the Federation, but a lot could be accomplished in the meantime. 

When the interception actually occurred, it was almost anticlimactic. As soon as the first missile started actively searching with its onboard radar, the bogey started to maneuver evasively, and in fact the first few missiles missed but the others didn’t. By the time the bogey was hit with HE warheads for the fifth time, it was no longer accelerating, and by the time the kinetic energy warheads hit, there wasn’t really much left of the target. Long range radar scans from the 101 showed an expanding debris field. Drake knew that courier ships didn’t have any life pods, which meant that the crew was dead and he felt sorry for that. Base was already congratulating him for the first military victory in System States Union history, but it didn’t feel like a victory. It felt like he had started something that he would ultimately regret, and that feeling stayed with him all the way back to Base.
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Day 55/2539

Senior Lieutenant Gus Connor emerged from Flight Ops and looked around nervously. The pre-flight briefing with Hekla Flight Ops personnel had been completely routine. Everyone was behaving normally. He, on the other hand, with that data chip in his breast pocket, was jittery as hell. Giving himself away with his own nervousness was his worst fear, but so far, so good. He looked at the sky not only to gage the condition of the atmosphere his courier ship would be penetrating, but also to enjoy the view for the last time for the next two months. Piloting couriers wasn’t for everyone, or even for most Navy officers. The long stretches of isolation were hard for most people to deal with. That was why the job was one of the few volunteer postings in the Navy. But if you could put up with being inside a relatively small space by yourself for months at a time, it was a fast way to gain valuable experience and promotion.  The cool breeze felt good on his face. With his ship about half a kilometer away, he decided to walk. The less contact he had with navy personnel before liftoff the better. He had to get that data chip back to the navy base at Xanadu as fast as possible in order to warn Earth about the Rebellion. Thank God there was at least one loyal FED officer who hadn’t been caught by the verifier test yet. Eventually she would be, but if he could get his ship away, then her arrest would be too late. 

He noticed his pace was picking up and consciously slowed down. If anyone was watching him, and he was sure someone was, they would think it unusual for a courier pilot to appear to be eager to be cooped up again, and that might trigger suspicion. He resisted the urge to look behind him. Don’t do anything you normally wouldn’t do. Was it possible that he was only half way to the ship? The urge to walk faster or even run was very powerful, but he knew that running would be a dead giveaway. 

After what seemed several lifetimes, he reached the small ship and climbed aboard with his gear. Once the access ladder was retracted, he felt better. They could still stop him if they wanted to, but at least they wouldn’t be crawling through the access hatch with guns. When he was strapped into his acceleration couch, he initiated the ship’s power up procedures and waited for the status indicators to show green across the board. Only then did he open a com channel to Hekla Flight Ops.

“NC199 to Flight Ops. Request clearance for immediate departure.” 

“Flight Ops to NC199. Your projected flight path has some traffic in it. It should become clear momentarily. Standby.” 

Connor wanted to curse but kept his mouth shut. Anything he said now would be transmitted. He wondered if the local aerospace traffic was real or just an excuse to keep his ship on the ground while they brought up tanks. Even one 150mm high explosive shell would cause enough damage to prevent the ship from reaching space. A quick scan of the immediate area around the ship with externally mounted cameras showed no sign of approaching vehicles, but that didn’t reassure him. The navy base here had a battery of anti-ship missiles available to it. They might be getting those ready. 

“Flight Ops to NC199. Your flight path is now clean and you have clearance for immediate departure. Have a good trip, Lieutenant.” 

Connor realized he was holding his breath and let it out. “Thank you, Flight Ops. NC199 is lifting off now.” He hit the execute button to initiate the standard lift off program. The lift off was gentle at first, as per standard operating procedure, and acceleration gradually increased with altitude.  He only relaxed when his ship crossed the hyper-zone boundary. If necessary, he could initiate a short jump to escape any attempt at interception now. He had done it. Xanadu would get the warning in seven weeks time, and they would pass it on to Earth. 

* * *
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DAY 105/2539

Sparta Planetary President and SSU Chancellor Nathan Belloc threw down the report in disgust. Hekla had blown it! They had failed to seize that courier and now word about the rebellion was on its way to Earth and there was nothing the SSU could do about it. After breathing deeply to calm his heart rate, he picked up the report and scanned for dates while he tried to figure out the timing of this disaster. The courier pilot with the incriminating data had taken off from Hekla seven weeks ago. The officer who passed that data on to the pilot was discovered five weeks ago, and it had taken five weeks for that information to reach Sparta. That meant the courier was only a few days out from the orbiting navy base at Xanadu. Assuming another courier would leave immediately for Earth, the FEDs would know about the rebellion in another nine weeks. Two months and a bit, compared to the eight months that the Plan had assumed it would take for the FEDs to find out what was going on. Damn it to hell, the SSU needed those extra six months to build up the core of the new Army and Navy. They weren’t ready yet for any kind of military confrontation with the FED Navy. He needed to get input from his military and industry people. Belloc told his desk computer to arrange a meeting as soon as possible with the three people who were most affected by this news. Half an hour later, the meeting took place in the conference room down the hall from the Chancellor’s office.

“All right, you all know why I called this meeting. How are we going to respond to this development?” asked Belloc. “Admiral? I want to hear from you first.”

“Yes, sir. Based on the data that we know was included in that data chip, it’ll be obvious to the FED Navy that Sparta is the Capital of the SSU. Assuming that the FEDs take the data seriously, which I think we have to, they’ll do one of two things. They’ll either send a political representative to verify that the SSU does indeed exist, and if it does, that operative will have orders to begin some kind of political negotiations. Or they’ll send a military expedition to determine if the allegations are true, and if they are, the CO of the mission will have orders to arrest the rebel leaders and decapitate the SSU politically and militarily. Sending a political rep can be arranged relatively quickly. If they go that route, we should expect them to arrive in...” Admiral Mykhel Janicot looked at the ceiling and did some quick math in his head. “about 22 weeks time. We already have contingency plans to string the FEDs along with protracted negotiations if that situation arises, so we can handle that eventuality.

“The military response will obviously be more problematic, but I should point out that gathering a military force, one that’s sufficiently large enough to take on that kind of mission, will take time to organize. They’ll have to call in troop transports and cruisers from nearby bases. It’ll take months to send the call out and more months for the ships to get back to Earth. I don’t see how they could launch a significant force and get here in less than ten months. We’ll have a dozen missile boats operational by then, plus at least three captured patrol cruisers. That’s not the scenario that worries me, Chancellor. The scenario that worries me is the Federation Council ordering the Navy to launch a quick military response with whatever forces it has on hand. They just might have two or three cruisers available within a week or two of getting that order. If they send off a quick reaction force fast enough, they might get here before we acquire the bulk of our defense assets, and if that happens, we may have difficulty fighting them off.”

Belloc nodded and turned to his Industry and Trade Secretary. “Frank, where do things stand with hypership construction?”

Frank Shaw shook his head sadly. “Not nearly good enough to be able to make a difference in the time frame we’ve been discussing so far. Work has begun on the couriers and our first cruiser, but except for the couriers, none of the larger ships will be completed before we see the FEDs response. As you know, Nathan, we’ll be desperately short of freighters if the FEDs decide to hit us economically by ordering the Earth-based shipping companies to pull in their ships. The economies of all SSU planets will take a big hit if shipping volume dries up sooner than planned. Ship construction will suffer too. Not all the equipment we need is made here on Sparta. We have to import some key components from Hekla, Casimir, Gryphon and other planets.”

“That all makes sense. What do we do to counter it?”

Before Shaw could respond, Janicot interjected. “We start capturing freighters as they come in, and we tell other planets to do the same. We haven’t done that so far because the missing ships would eventually tip off the Federation Council that something was going on, but that’s now an academic point. They’ll get that couriered data chip before the shipping companies start wondering why their freighters haven’t returned on time. In fact, I believe that there’s a freighter sitting at the spaceport right now. If we move fast, we might be able to get our hands on it before it leaves. We can then spread the word to capture all incoming space traffic throughout the rest of the SSU. If we had half a dozen couriers right now, that would make a huge difference.”

“Well we don’t, Admiral, but I take your point. You’re authorized to order our military to seize that freighter immediately. Now, if they do send someone to investigate, is there any chance of convincing them we’re still loyal FED colonists?” Belloc looked at his Secretary of Defense, Mandy Sorensen, as he asked that question.

She shrugged. “It all depends on how diligent their response team is at asking questions when they get here. If they snoop around hard enough and long enough, they’ll find somebody who doesn’t like the SSU and who confirms the rebellion. What I would recommend instead is tactical deception. Pretend everything is normal as they approach and get themselves deep into our hyper-zone. Then we’ll bring in our missile boats that will be hidden behind our moon, and when their ship or ships are within range of our missiles, we demand they surrender. With a little bit of luck, we might be able to pick up a couple more cruisers that way.” 

“What’s your opinion on that, Admiral?” asked Belloc.

“It certainly can’t hurt to try to achieve tactical surprise, but at the end of the day our defensive forces have to be more powerful than what they throw at us. If we don’t have that, then having the element of surprise won’t matter, sir.”

Belloc nodded. “Understood. Frank, let’s do whatever we can to get our missile boats operational faster. Aside from that, does anyone have any other suggestion?” No one did. “Okay then. Keep me posted on whether or not we capture that freighter. Mandy, you and Mykhel come up with a plan to achieve tactical surprise and brief me on that as soon as it’s ready. That’s all for now. Thank you.” 

As the meeting broke up, Janicot walked beside his boss down the corridor to their respective offices. He hoped his face wasn’t betraying his doubts. It was easy to say lure the enemy deep into the hyper-zone so they couldn’t jump away and then pounce on them with missile boats, but the practical reality wasn’t that simple. The FED cruisers would see the incoming missile boats long before they were in missile range, and any FED Navy CO worth his stripes would take some kind of action to prepare for combat. Thank God he wasn’t going to be commanding those missile boats. 

* * *
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DAY 171/2539

General Jonn Trojan got an annoyed look from the Army Chief of Staff when he entered the conference room. Trojan wasn’t late. The Chief of Staff gave everyone an annoyed look at one time or another. Trojan took his seat at the far end of the conference table. 

“The Chairman of the Council dropped this bombshell on me this morning and asked me what kind of military response we could make,” said the Chief of Staff. “He wasn’t pleased when I told him that we only have two cruisers available on short notice. I called this meeting because if this so called Union is real, then two cruisers by themselves aren’t going to be enough. The Army will have to send in troops and my guess is a lot of them. My first question is whether we have ANY contingency plans for this kind of thing?” 

One of his subordinates, a major who’s name Trojan couldn’t remember, shook his head. “No, sir. We have plans for putting down insurrection on single planets but nothing for this kind of scale.”

The Chief of Staff looked disgusted. “Why am I not surprised? Get started on developing those plans today.” He turned to look at Trojan. “General Trojan, isn’t your Oracle supposed to warn us about these kinds of surprises?”

“That’s correct, sir.”

“Well, why didn’t it warn us?”

“As I’m sure you remember, sir, Oracle is a prototype system designed and programmed to look for patterns in massive amounts of data. The last Oracle Sitrep did flag the fact that a courier, NC233 I believe, had gone missing. Her last destination was Sparta. Interpreting that one data point as a full-blown rebellion is beyond Oracle’s capabilities, sir. Until we got the data chip from Hekla, there just wasn’t enough data for Oracle to reach any kind of conclusion.”

The Chief of Staff thought about that before replying. “Am I correct in thinking that there’s enough data now?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Good! I’m so relieved to hear it,” he said sarcastically. “Maybe Oracle can come up with some useful conclusions and recommendations now?”

Trojan nodded. “I’ll get my people on that immediately, sir.” 

“Light a fire under them, General. I don’t like having to make excuses to the Council.”
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​Chapter Three


[image: ]


Day 183/2539

When all senior members of the General Staff were seated, Trojan cleared his throat and began to speak. 

“The purpose of this meeting is to brief you on the Joint Army Navy Planning Group’s Assessment of the Situation with regards to the recent developments on Sparta. This Assessment was based on information evaluated and developed by the group’s Oracle computer. Its designers claim that Oracle can predict the behavior of large groups of individuals not just in military strategic terms but also in economic, political and social terms. As you’ll see from this briefing, Oracle’s conclusions are quite specific, and its recommendations are equally so. 

“I’ll start with some background information. We all know that roughly 300 hours ago we received news that Sparta and 24 other planets have apparently formed the System States Union in an attempt to secede from the Federation of Planetary States. The identity of the other 24 planets is not known with certainty at this time. However, Oracle has identified 24 planets as likely candidates, based on the fact that three years ago 25 planets formed an Economic Development and Trade Association headquartered on Sparta. Some of you may remember hearing about that Association at the time it was announced. Since then, this Association has made numerous petitions to the Federation Assembly for action on grievances that include, but are not limited to, high Federation taxes, effective monopoly on interstellar shipping by Earth-based shipping companies, lack of accountability to local governments by Earth-based companies and, finally, lack of action by the Federation to address the long term slump in the interstellar economy. The Federation Council and Assembly have not addressed any of these grievances. This has resulted not only in growing dissatisfaction and even anger towards the Federation among planetary populations but also has encouraged an additional 55 planets to join the Trade Association, with 21 joining in just the last three months alone.” 

Trojan paused. The sudden murmur from his audience told him that THAT particular piece of information was a surprise to almost everyone. 

“With that background information out of the way, I will now summarize Oracle’s Assessment of the Situation. Despite the fact that this Union involves a small fraction of the total number of currently inhabited planets, Oracle’s assessment is that this Union poses the most serious threat to the stability and continued existence of the Federation that it has ever faced.” 

That caused another wave of whispering, and Trojan noticed that both the Army and Navy Chiefs of Staff looked very unhappy. I hope they remember not to shoot the messenger, he thought to himself as he continued. 

“The reason this threat is so serious is that Oracle has estimated how quickly the Systems States Union will grow as more planets withdraw from the Federation and join the SSU. If you’ll focus your attention on the overhead display, you’ll see a projection of the size of the SSU based on best case, worst case and most likely case scenarios.” 

As soon as Trojan activated the viewscreen, the whispering was replaced by shocked silence. Before anyone could respond, Trojan continued. 

“In all cases, you’ll notice that there is an upward curve, which, even in the best case scenario, will include more than half of all inhabited planets within 15 years.  Under the worst case, we’ll reach that total within 8 years. Oracle predicts that the Federation as a political entity will dissolve if more than half of its member planets join the SSU.” 

Before Trojan could continue, the Navy’s Chief of Staff spoke up. 

“Quite frankly, I find those projections hard to believe, but it seems to me that if we wait until one of these scenarios is confirmed, it’ll be too late to do anything about it. Therefore I’m inclined to think we should send a fleet of cruisers to Sparta as soon as possible, as a show of force to nip this insanity in the bud! Would you agree with that, General Trojan?” 

Trojan paused before answering. “Well, Admiral Chenko, we did ask Oracle to evaluate the effectiveness of a quickly organized military response, and Oracle came to the conclusion that an expedition of that kind is not only likely to fail to achieve its objective but is also likely to suffer serious losses to ships and personnel. The reasons for that include the fact that we know Sparta had already started to build up its own System Defense Force. Given that, plus the fact that it would take a minimum of six months just to gather enough ships together to even attempt a military intervention, plus the travel time for those ships to get to Sparta, you’d then be looking at a situation where the SSU will have had over a year to prepare its defenses for exactly that kind of attack. Also keep in mind that the Navy’s cruisers were designed mainly for anti-piracy and anti-smuggling roles, not for fleet vs fleet actions or planetary bombardment. Sparta’s System Defense Force will have what they call Missile Boats. They have armor composed of collapsed neutrons, which our cruisers don’t have, and have traded the internal volume usually devoted to hyperdrives for extra missile launchers and missile storage space. There are also serious political implications if the Navy should launch a hasty attack that fails. Oracle predicts that a failed attack would be seen by the rest of the Federation as an SSU victory, which would encourage some planets to join the SSU sooner than they otherwise would have.”

Admiral Chenko did not looked convinced. “Did Oracle have any recommendations as to what we SHOULD do?” 

Trojan nodded. “Yes, sir, it did. There are five recommendations. The first is that all Army and Navy personnel who were not recruited from within the Sol System be vetted for their commitment to the Federation via verifier and those who fail the test be dismissed. This will ensure that our remaining forces will not change sides, and we’ll then have a smaller but far more reliable force structure. The second item is to deploy those vetted forces among key planets that Oracle has identified, ones which have not yet joined the SSU, as a way of discouraging those planets from doing so. If we can keep these key planets within the Federation, then the SSU will be significantly weaker in terms of industrial capacity, Gross Planetary Product and strategic resources. In order to accomplish this goal, the third item is a crash program of expansion for both the Army and the Navy. The Army should be expanded to 250,000 men within three years, and to one million men, along with 50,000 tanks, within six years. The Navy should immediately begin a crash building program of warships, and troop transports of at least 300 meters in diameter, with an ultimate goal of 1,000 warships and 500 troop transports. Oracle recognized that this program would be fiscally impossible if attempted with normal government funding procedures, and it has a solution to that problem. This brings us to the fourth point. In the short term, the Federation can order ships built in shipyards here on Earth, but the vast majority of the ships needed to take down the SSU will have to be built elsewhere.  The Franklin Tri-system has abundant raw materials and sufficient infrastructure and population to be used as a dedicated shipbuilding center. In addition, its location is ideal as a staging area for both troops and ships in preparation for large- scale military operations against the SSU. The estimated cost of acquiring control of the sources of raw materials, and setting up the necessary mining, refining, manufacturing and assembly capacity using those raw materials and local personnel, would be within the Federation’s economic and fiscal capability. Once the infrastructure is in place, then the cost of building those ships will essentially consist of the salaries of the people working on them, plus the food, water, air and other consumables that they’ll need to do that. The basic materials that the ships will be made from, for all intents and purposes, will be free.  

“Oracle also recognized that an undertaking of this size, with eventually hundreds of warships, thousands of interplanetary ships, and millions of personnel scattered among hundreds of planets, all to be coordinated with the time lag inherent in hyperjumps, will be beyond the capability of humans to accomplish effectively without electronic help. Therefore item five is a recommendation to finish Phase II of the Oracle Project and build the full scale version, codenamed Majestic, which it is estimated will be an order of magnitude more capable than the Oracle prototype.  Majestic should be manufactured and assembled somewhere within the Franklin Tri-system to minimize communication lag between the Field Commander and the Army and Navy units attached to that Command.” 

Trojan paused and looked at Admiral Chenko.

“Well,” said the Admiral, “I have to admit that the notion of a 1,000-warship Fleet is very appealing, but I’m still concerned about how soon we’ll be ready to begin operations under this scenario. When does Oracle calculate that point, General?” 

“The estimate is a year and a half to build the infrastructure in the Franklin Tri-system, with the first ships completing their construction cycle a year later, and a minimum of six more months to build up a sizable attack force. So that means three years from the point when the decision to go ahead is made. In the meantime, the Navy will be engaged primarily in transporting newly raised Army units to planets that have not yet joined the SSU to ensure that they remain in the Federation, using a steadily growing fleet of warships and transports built first here on Earth, then later in the Franklin Tri-system.” 

Admiral Chenko nodded. “Yes, that makes sense. Oracle seems to have thought of everything, which is to be expected.” Turning to the Army Chief of Staff next to him, Chenko said, “Well, Frank, how’s a million men under arms and 50,000 contra-gravity tanks sound to you?” 

Five star general Frank Masterson smiled as he replied. “I’ve always said the Army wasn’t big enough to keep the peace on so many planets, so I’m glad to see that Oracle agrees with me. The question is whether the politicians who run the Council will go along with it. THAT, I have doubts about.” Turning to Trojan, Masterson said, “Okay, General, you’ve given us the highlights. Now suppose you brief us on the details.” 

Trojan nodded and manipulated the overhead screen controls. “Certainly, sir. If you’ll turn your attention back to the overhead screen, you’ll see...” 

* * *
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SEVERAL HOURS LATER General Trojan stood up as General Masterson and Admiral Chenko emerged from the Council Chamber. Neither man was smiling, which Trojan interpreted as bad news. As they approached, Trojan saluted and was saluted in return. Masterson looked at Chenko, who nodded. Masterson then turned back to Trojan and began to speak. 

“Well, the Council took it better than I expected but not as well as we had hoped.  They’re not convinced that the Union will experience runaway growth. Therefore Oracle’s million man Army and thousand ship Fleet seems to them excessive and blatant empire building. That’s a direct quote by the way. However, they DID agree that Army and Navy personnel should be vetted for loyalty using verifiers, so that’s been approved. They’ve also agreed to expand recruiting quotas to compensate for those personnel who are dismissed as a result of the vetting. The Navy also got ad hoc funding for another 20 cruisers and 10 troop transports, and the Army got additional funding for another 40 battalions of mobile infantry. In other words, about 2% of what Oracle says we’ll need. In the meantime, the council wants an envoy and three cruisers sent to Sparta to negotiate some kind of a compromise that stops short of outright secession from the Federation. The three cruisers are intended to be a show of force that will intimidate the rebels. Personally, I think the whole thing’s a waste of time, but then again I’m only a five star general, so what do I know?” 

He paused, and Trojan took the opportunity to ask, “What about Majestic, General? Did they approve that?” 

“R&D, yes. Manufacture and assembly, no. And the R&D budget is a quarter of what we requested, so the technology won’t be available as quickly as we had hoped for. But if they ever decide to build it, we’ll know how. Let’s hope it’s not too late by then. So for now we keep our ears to the ground and wait to see how this situation develops. Your planning group will have plenty of time to tweak Oracle’s scenarios. If Oracle develops any new insights, Admiral Chenko and I want to hear about them, understood?” 

“Yes, sir. I understand perfectly.” 

“Good. Then you’re dismissed General Trojan.” 

Trojan saluted again, turned and walked away. Oracle’s prediction that the Council would not approve the full program was vindicated. He was certain that eventually they would, but by then priceless time would have been lost, and the Federation would have a tougher time playing catch up with the SSU. Trojan’s expression was grim as he walked to his staff aircar. Oracle was predicting a long war.
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​​Chapter Four
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Day 295/2539

Commodore Stacker cursed under his breath as he mentally reviewed his secret orders. In his opinion, using the negotiations over the SSU’s status as a front for a surprise attack from space was idiotic. Missiles with conventional explosive warheads were unlikely to ‘decapitate’ the SSU except through sheer luck. Admiral Chenko was smart enough to know that but had told him to carry out the order anyway. To make matters even worse, he had ordered Stacker to take his squadron of three cruisers down to a low orbit over Sparta’s capital city before launching his missile strike. That kind of attack was certain to generate retaliation by ground-based missile defense batteries, and his ships would be lucky to get back beyond the hyper-zone boundary. He should have refused to accept those orders. That would probably have meant kissing goodbye any chance of getting his second star, but at least he’d be alive. He tried to take some consolation from the thought that if he survived this clusterfuck, the Navy Chief of Staff would owe him big-time.

“We’ve achieved orbit just beyond the hyper-zone, Commodore,” said Captain Corvosier, Coral Sea’s CO.

“Might as well let them know we’re here and wish to talk,” said Stacker. “You can also tell Sparta Space Traffic Center that we’ll be dropping down to a low orbit too.” Stacker turned to look at the person standing next to him, Assistant Colonial Secretary Sylvia Santiago. She gave him a serious nod, which he was certain was intended as granting him permission to do what he had just ordered his ships to do. It amused and infuriated him that she clearly thought she was in charge of this mission. Obviously no one had briefed her on the real mission. 

“Are we over Sparta City, Commodore?” asked Santiago. 

Stacker looked at the main display and frowned. His ships were still too far away, from the planet, to be able to answer that question. “What about that, Captain?” asked Stacker. 

The ship’s CO conferred with one of his Bridge personnel and then turned back to Stacker and Santiago. “The capital city is on the far side of the planet right now. It’s still pre-dawn where they are, sir. I’ll make sure that we hold position over the city by the time we’re finished spiraling down to low orbit, sir.” 

“Very good, Captain. How long will that take?” 

“Approximately 22 hours if we come in with a non-threatening approach profile, sir.”

Before Stacker could say anything, Santiago interjected. “I’m not going to wait a whole day before I go down there to meet with President Belloc. As soon as communications have been established, I’m going to offer to meet with Belloc as quickly as possible. A shuttle or ship’s boat or whatever you people call your small craft will have to take me the rest of the way, Commodore.”

Stacker felt his anger rising. His orders were to attack from low orbit BEFORE she was scheduled to travel down to the surface. If he let her go now, she’d be meeting with Sparta’s President at the same time that Stacker’s missiles would be trying to kill him. Admiral Chenko would not be happy if Santiago got killed as collateral damage, but telling her about the proposed attack was not an ideal alternative. She would undoubtedly be put in visual contact with President Belloc before too much longer, and it was important to the mission that she be convincing in her appeals to resolve the situation through negotiations. After talking with her for over two months on the way here, he’d come to the conclusion that she wasn’t a good liar or a good actress and she would, unintentionally of course, act in a way that would tip the rebels off that something was up. Since he couldn’t let her go down there prematurely, and he wouldn’t risk telling her about the real mission, that left just one other option.

“That may not be necessary, Ms. Santiago. Captain? I want the squadron to reach and hold position over the capital at a low orbital altitude as quickly as possible.” 

The CO hesitated half a second before turning to issue the order to his crew. Stacker noticed that Santiago had a look of triumph on her face. To his surprise, that didn’t bother him at all. He turned back to the main display to watch the tactical data.

*  *  *
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JANICOT WOKE UP TO the sound of the com unit beside his bed and suddenly realized that it was the ringtone indicating a call from the Aerospace Defense Command. 

“Accept call,” he said.

“This is the ADC Duty Officer, Captain Obrist. Sorry to have to wake you, Admiral, but three FED cruisers have just emerged from hyper-space over the far side of the planet. They say they’re carrying an envoy from the Federation Council to discuss Sparta’s status within the Federation. They’re asking if President Belloc is able and willing to take a video call now, sir. They’ve also said it’s their intention to drop down to a low orbit.” 

Janicot sat up, knowing that his voice and his movement would wake his wife. “What are those ships doing right now, Captain?”

“They’re approaching the planet at moderate speed, but they’re decelerating, sir. Given their course and speed, they could be in a low orbit position over the Capital in less than two hours. I’ve taken the liberty of alerting the two missile boats we have in geo-sync orbit, sir.”

“Very good, Captain. This is what I want you to do. Tell those cruisers to come no closer than one million klicks. Order our missile boats to hold off on scanning with their own radars. We’ll send them targeting information from the ground if necessary. I don’t want those cruisers spotting the boats if they haven’t already. Next, contact the President and relay my suggestion that he join me at the Ops Center as soon as possible. And finally, sound a Stage One Alert. All ground-based interceptors are to be powered up, but they’re not to use their own radars until I give the green light. Any questions, Captain?”

“No questions, sir.”

“Good. I’ll be there as fast as I can.”

Drake realized he had drifted off to sleep on the Bridge of MB102 when the tactical display sounded the alert. He sheepishly looked around at the other Bridge personnel, but no one was looking at him. He never thought he’d complain that the acceleration couches were TOO comfortable, but sometimes it was hard staying awake for hours at a time when nothing was happening. But now something was happening. Orbital radars had picked up the emergence of three ships that were now identified as Federation cruisers. A text message from Ops was quickly scrolling across the bottom of the tactical display. 

[Missile boats will go to full alert status. Standby for further orders.]

“Okay, people, let’s wake ourselves and this boat up!” said Drake. As systems came back online, Drake evaluated the tactical situation. The FEDs were still way out at the very edge of the 5.5 million kilometer diameter sphere of space where travelling through hyperspace was not possible. His missile boat, on the other hand, was only a quarter of a million kilometers above the planet’s surface. But besides the question of altitudes there was also the question of position. For someone looking down on Sparta from above its North Pole, if the Capital city was at the 12 o’clock position, his missile boat would be at 10 o’clock and the FED cruisers would be at 6 o’clock. The other missile boat, MB101, was also a quarter million kilometers away at the 2 o’clock position. All ships and boats were orbiting in a counter-clockwise motion. According to the orbital radars, the cruisers were now decelerating downward, and the projected path led straight to the Capital. During their descent, they would pass in front of Drake’s boat. He hadn’t ordered the boat to go to active scanning yet, and he decided he would hold off on doing so unless Ops ordered him to. If his missile boat stayed quiet, the FEDs might not become aware of his position, and that might translate into having the element of surprise if missiles started flying. It was too bad that the Yorktown was away on a mission. Two missile boats against three cruisers was dangerously risky. Adding a cruiser of their own to the mix would have made him feel a lot better about their chances. The tactical display pinged for attention. Another text message from Ops scrolled across. 

[Do not, repeat, do not begin active scanning unless ordered to do so. Standby for further orders.]

“Ha. Hurry up and wait. How typical,” said Drake to no one in particular. 

“They’re telling us to approach no closer than one million klicks,” said Corvosier. 

Stacker grunted his acknowledgement. The Spartans were not co-operating, and that made achieving the mission objectives of killing the SSU leadership almost impossible. If his ships ignored the altitude directive, the Spartans would know there was hostile intent and react accordingly. If his ships did stay that far away, ground-based defenses would have plenty of time to lock on and intercept any missiles he might launch. 

“Any sign of orbital defenses yet?” asked Stacker.

“Nothing visual, but we haven’t started actively scanning yet,” said Corvosier.

“Well start now. I want a 360 degree sweep,” said Stacker.

“The Spartans are going to wonder why we’re doing that, sir,” said Corvosier.

“I know, and it can’t be helped. If I’m going to ignore their altitude directive, I don’t want any nasty surprises.”

“Yes, sir.” Corvosier turned to his Bridge crew and gave the necessary orders. 

Out of the corner of his eye, Stacker saw Santiago walk over to him from the far side of the Bridge.

“If I didn’t know better, Commodore, I’d swear that you were acting as if you expected hostile action.” 

He found her tone, which clearly implied that it would be silly to expect such a thing, extremely patronizing. 

“Just taking some prudent precautions, Ms. Santiago. If Sparta really has opted to leave the Federation, then they may be willing to initiate hostilities in spite of our stated desire for peaceful discussions.” He took a great deal of satisfaction watching her face suddenly become pale with fear.

“You don’t think...they wouldn’t...would they?”

Stacker shrugged. “Anything is possible. You still haven’t spoken with President Belloc. It could be that he’s asleep, and they have to wake him up, but it could also be that they’re hoping to lure us into a position where they could hit us while making it difficult for us to fire back.”

“If the situation is that risky, then ignoring their altitude directive is bound to increase the risk. Why not just stay above their minimum altitude?” asked Santiago.

Stacker had no ready answer for that. Santiago took his silence to mean that he was willing to back down. “I’m willing to take a shuttle over that last million kilometers, Commodore. Therefore let’s play nice and follow their instructions.”

Stacker briefly debated whether to order Corvosier to have his marines arrest Santiago and drag her off the Bridge, but then another, less controversial idea presented itself. 

“Very well then, one million kilometers it is,” he said. As she turned away with another look of triumph on her face, Stacker walked over to where Corvosier was standing and turned so that his back was to Santiago.

Corvosier understood what was happening. “Do we follow their instructions?” he asked in a low voice.

“No. Tell Her Nibs that her landing craft is ready to depart when we’re within 10 minutes of crossing that million klick threshold. Once she’s inside that craft, we’ll depressurize the hangar bay and leave her there,” said Stacker in an equally low voice.

Janicot entered the Operations room and sighed. It was exactly for situations like this that a new, more secure Command Center was being built deep underground, but it wasn’t ready yet. For now, he had to use the old Federation-built Operations room that was on the ground floor of the former FED Navy building. That building had no armor protection of any kind. One standard space-to-surface missile with a high explosive warhead would effectively destroy the whole structure. Janicot felt horribly exposed, but this was all they had at the moment.

He saw Captain Obrist start walking towards him, and while he waited, Janicot took a quick glance at the main display. Those three ships were still moving closer to the planet.

“Did they acknowledge our minimum altitude directive?” asked Janicot.

“No, sir. No further communications at all. They seem to be maintaining their approach for a low orbit, sir.”

“Hmm. Is the Presi­—is the Chancellor on his way here?”

“Yes, sir. He should be arriving momentarily, I believe.” 

Chancellor Belloc arrived two minutes later. He nodded to Janicot. “What’s the situation now, Admiral?”

“I don’t like this, Chancellor. They sent three cruisers in order to discuss our status? Why would they need to send three when one was sufficient to carry their negotiator here? Add to that the fact that they haven’t acknowledged our order to maintain a minimum distance from the planet. If they were intending to comply, they’d be approaching with a shallower flight profile. It looks to me like they want to get as close as possible, and you don’t need to do that if you’re only going to talk. You would need to do that if you intended to conduct an orbital bombardment. I should also tell you that they’ve started radar scanning, and they’ve detected our missile boats.”

Belloc frowned. “So you think their talk about negotiating our status is a ruse?”

Janicot nodded. “Yes, sir, and this Operations room is awfully vulnerable to high explosive missiles. They may try to decapitate our leadership. The more I think about this, the more I’m convinced that you should relocate to somewhere else, sir.”

Belloc pondered that for a bit and said, “Maybe I should head back to my office.”

“They may fire at that too, Chancellor. My suggestion would be to get out of the city altogether. I can have secure audio communications set up so that you’d still be in contact with Operations.”

“Well that’s fine for me, but if they’re going to fire at this room, then everyone in it, including you, Admiral, are in danger too.”

“Yes, sir, and that’s why I’ve ordered them to stay at least a million klicks away
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