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ACoS (Army Chief of Staff)

NCoS (Navy Chief of Staff)

AS (Anti-ship)

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)

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)

SL (Squadron Leader)
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Synopsis:
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After five centuries of exploitation and neglect by Earth, a group of the more developed colonies on other planets have formed the System States Union and are attempting to break away from the Federation of Planetary States.

After an initial flurry of attacks, both sides have realized how unprepared they are for military action. While the SSU continues to conduct economic warfare by attacking civilian freighters, the Federation struggles to put into place its long term strategy to overwhelm the Union with massive fleets and armies that will be built using the abundant resources in the Franklin trinary star system. By the end of the fourth year of the war (2542 A.D.), both sides are gearing up for major military operations. 
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Chapter One 
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Day 363/2542

Trojan entered his office and activated the screen that filled one wall. Oracle’s intelligence update for today quickly appeared. The only thing of real interest was the news that a Union commerce raider had made another attempt to intercept a Navy transport ship leaving Hadley. Was it his imagination or was Hadley getting more attention from the Rebels lately? He checked to make sure that the audio channel to Oracle was open.

“Oracle, analyze Union activity in the Franklin Tri-system and calculate most likely reason for such activity,” said Trojan. 

The electronic voice responded instantly. “Eighty-nine point four percent probability that the SSU knows about Project Springboard and is attempting to disrupt the build-up.” 

Trojan shook his head. That didn’t make any sense. The project to build industrial and military infrastructure in that star system was a closely guarded secret. Springboard was the Master Plan to exploit the abundant mineral resources on the airless planet Makassar, while also using the habitable planet Hadley as a staging area for infantry and tanks, and yet Oracle’s calculations came up with over 89%. Given the hundreds of variables that Oracle had included in those calculations, there was very little reason for him to doubt it.

“What is the most likely explanation for how the Union is getting information on Project Springboard?”

“Ninety-five point nine percent probability that one or more individuals within Joint Army/Navy Planning Group is passing classified information to Union intelligence operatives operating on Earth.” 

“Son of a bitch,” said Trojan softly. One or more of his own people a Union spy? How could that be? Hadn’t they all undergone verifier tests? No, wait, come to think of it, not all of them had been vetted that way. He seemed to recall that several had not, but off hand he couldn’t remember exactly who they were. Oracle would know.

“Check records of verifier tests on members of the JPG. Which members were not given the test?” asked Trojan.

“Captains Foster, Hernandez and Senior Lieutenant Asikowa.” 

“Scan data-gathering activities of those three individuals since the start of the Rebellion. Is there any unusual activity that would not be consistent with their duties?”

“Captain Foster has downloaded classified data on 34 occasions. No downloads were requested by either Captain Hernandez or Senior Lieutenant Asikowa. Captain Foster has made eight attempts to access and download technical specifications of Majestic computer components.”

Trojan cursed loudly and with feeling as he quickly accessed his desk’s communications equipment to contact the head of HQ’s security detachment.

“Major Kaiser here, General.”

“Major, I want you to immediately cancel Captain Foster’s ability to access any classified data files. She is to be located and arrested asap. If she’s not in the building, you’re authorized to contact the local police and request their assistance in locating and detaining her. Is that clearly understood, Major?”

“Understood, Sir. May I ask what the charge will be for the arrest?”

“Espionage, Major. She’s a Union spy.”

“My God. We’ll get right on that, General.”

“Very good, Major. Keep me posted.” When he was sure that the connection was broken, he said, “Oracle, what is the most likely method for classified information to make its way back to the Union?”

“There is a 99.2 percent probability that devices containing the classified data were transported by civilian freighter to a Federation planet that permits contact with the SSU.” 

Trojan nodded. Yes, that made perfect sense. “Oracle, put the Army garrison at the spaceport on alert. Send them Captain Foster’s picture with orders to detain her if she attempts to enter the spaceport or board any ship. The crew of any ship she attempts to board are to be detained too.”

“Army units have been alerted.” 

It was time to notify the Army Chief of Staff. He contacted the ACoS’s office, and when the Aide answered Trojan said, “Lieutenant, I need to speak with the General on an urgent matter on a secure channel.” Trojan sighed. General Masterson wasn’t going to like this.

Foster relaxed a little bit as she got off the high speed train at the spaceport near London. Meeting her contact at the spaceport nearest to Geneva was too obvious a place for the security people to look if they started suspecting a mole in HQ. Not that it mattered anymore. The Joint Army/Navy Planning Group would be folded into the new 1st Fleet Army Force that was scheduled to set up operations on Hadley in three more months. This would be the last time that her contact’s ship would arrive on Earth before that move. If she was going to extract herself from further covert operations, then it had to be now.

As she made her way to the departure level, she patted the pocket containing the data chips to make sure they were still there. This would be her most important hand-off yet. The Union had the basic data on how Oracle worked and how it was constructed, but the chips in her pocket contained precise instructions on how to manufacture the components that an Oracle class computer was made of. Without that information, it would take the Union months, maybe even years to figure out the manufacturing process.

Once at the departure level, she looked for the sign indicating the boarding gate for the ship Titan’s Gift. She was glad that spaceports typically didn’t concern themselves over off-planet departures. They were far more concerned about arrivals from off-planet since that’s where the danger from alien plants, animals and micro-organisms came from. It was up to ship crews to make sure they let the right people on board their ships.

Eventually she found the right gate. The ship’s captain was standing there with two other crew. 

“It’s about time you showed up, Cate, and you couldn’t have picked a better time to bug out. It looks like you’re blown. One of my crew is monitoring traffic control chatter. The spaceport near Geneva is in lockdown. Army troops are checking everyone entering the spaceport. They’re on the lookout for an Army Captain. That’s all I know at the moment, but I think we should get you aboard the ship without any further delay. Did you bring any luggage?”

Foster shook her head. “I didn’t want to risk looking as though I wasn’t coming back.”

“Good. My Exec will drive you to the ship. We’ll register you as a passenger under an alias, and we’ll lift off on schedule in six hours time.”

“Why wait for another six hours? Why not take off as soon as I’m aboard?”

“An unscheduled departure would be a good way to draw attention to ourselves. I don’t want to do that.” 

Foster nodded and let herself be led to the groundcar that the ship carried with it in order to shuttle crew and passengers from the spaceport terminal to the ship that sat almost a kilometer away. Five minutes later she was walking up the boarding ramp. When she reached the top, she patted her pocket again to reassure herself that she still had the data chips. One of the crew showed her to her cabin. She was almost home free.

Trojan checked Oracle’s latest report on the search for Captain Foster. No sign of her. The search had now been going on for close to six hours. Had she been tipped off? He didn’t see how that was possible. Oracle hadn’t determined that she was a likely candidate until he had asked the computer. That was one of the major differences between Oracle and the much more capable Majestic. Majestic would have noticed the increased Union activity in the Franklin Tris-ystem and programmed itself to figure out why, as well as who and how, on its own. It wouldn’t have been necessary for a human to ask those questions.

“Oracle, scan all rail, air and ground transportation systems on the continent for signs of Captain Foster. Notify the nearest police units to apprehend her if you find evidence that she’s on the move. Also have passenger lists of all outbound space traffic reconfirmed with DNA traces. Ships that won’t comply are to be grounded until their passengers AND crew can be cleared by local Army or police personnel.”

Foster thanked her guide and stepped into the tiny Bridge of Titan’s Gift. The Captain gestured for her to stand beside his station. He was clearly speaking with Space Traffic Control. “We’ve already reconfirmed the identities of our passengers, Control, and we’re scheduled to lift off in less than 2 minutes...DNA scans? Are you serious?...No, we don’t have DNA scan equipment on board!...You want us to do what?...And how long is that going to take?...An hour? That’s not acceptable, Control...Let me remind you that under generally accepted regulations, once Space Traffic Control has given a provisional clearance, which you’ve done, I can lift off without any further approval from you. I’m not going to screw up my schedule by sitting here for another couple of hours. We’re lifting off on schedule. That’s my final word. Titan’s Gift clear.” When he was certain the circuit was broken he turned to her and said, “This is going to be close. Once we lift off, they can still send a navy ship to intercept us if they want to. We’re lifting in three...two...one...now.”

Oracle’s electronic voice made Trojan jump with surprise. “A small privately owned freighter has lifted off from London Spaceport after refusing to delay its departure in order to accommodate DNA scan of passengers and crew.”

“Does the Navy have any assets in orbit?” asked Trojan.

“Negative.”

“What about on the ground? Cruisers, assault shuttles, anything?”

“The 5001st Aerospace Squadron is on standby alert at the Geneva Navy spaceport. They’re equipped with assault shuttles capable of orbital interceptions.”

“That’s it! Get me the NCoS on a secure line.”

Seconds later Trojan heard the voice of Admiral Chenko. “Chenko here. What’s the emergency, General?”

“Admiral, I have compelling evidence that one of my planning group staff is a Union spy, and she’s attempting to leave Earth with information that could hurt us. Her ship is accelerating for the jump-limit as we speak. The only navy unit that has a chance at interception is the 5001st squadron. Do I have your approval to scramble that squadron right now?”

“What? You’re telling me we’ve had a Union spy in our midst all this time? Christ almighty! Leave the interception to me. I’ll scramble that squadron. Out.” 

As soon as the connection was cut, Trojan got up and made his way to the Navy’s Operations Center. The Captain on duty greeted him.

“Welcome, General. Admiral Chenko mentioned that this interception was your idea and that you might drop in.” 

Trojan was listening but his gaze was on the large display. “I don’t see any of the 5001’s birds, Captain.” 

“No, General, they haven’t taken off yet.” 

“Why the hell not? That ship can’t be allowed to jump away, Captain. What’s the hold up?”

“Well you see, General, those assault shuttles weren’t really designed as interceptors, and therefore we don’t keep them armed for that mission all the time. Before they can launch, we have to load anti-ship missiles on them. Standard procedure is to wait until all eight are armed before any of them take off.” The Captain’s smile vanished when Trojan started cursing. 

“Son-of-a-bitch! Listen, Captain, this isn’t some goddamned exercise! The target ship is carrying classified military information on its way to the Union! Forget about standard procedure and get those birds in the sky as soon as they’re armed!” 

The Captain briefly debated pointing out to the General that Army officers, even flag officers, do not have authority to give orders to Navy personnel but then decided that maybe he should make an exception in this case.

“I’ll light a fire under their tails, General.” 

The Captain was as good as his word. Within 60 seconds two of the assault shuttles had taken off and were climbing through Earth’s atmosphere as fast as they could without suffering damage from air friction. 

Foster heard the unmistakeable warbling of a tactical alarm. “What’s happening Captain?”

His voice was surprisingly calm. “We’re being bombarded with long range radar from two craft that are in pursuit. If they’re what I think they are, then this is going to get tricky.”

“What do you mean?” she asked.

“Earth defenses don’t have missile boats. Instead, they rely on assault shuttles that can be armed for anti-ship missions. I suspect that’s what those two craft are. I wonder if they’ll bother to give us a chance to surrender before they fire.”

“Can they stop us?”

“Well they’re certainly going to try, but this ship has a few tricks that I don’t believe the FEDs have seen before. You better find a seat and strap in. If they do hit us, we’ll feel it.” 

Foster found a seat. As she strapped herself in, she suddenly heard a voice over the loudspeaker.

“—one and only warning. Begin immediate deceleration to zero velocity and obey further instructions or you’ll be fired upon.” 

Before Foster could say anything, she heard the Captain speak.

“This is Titan’s Gift. Go fuck yourself, you FED bastards!” The rest of the Bridge crew laughed. 

“Was that wise, antagonizing them like that?” asked Foster.

The Captain chuckled. “I’m hoping that it’ll make them angry enough to make a mistake. We may as well shut down our transponder. No sense in making us an easy target. Mitch, prepare to shut down the engines and retract them on my command.”

“I’m ready, Skipper,” said one of the Bridge crew.

“Good. Standby,” said the Captain. 

They waited. The only sound that Foster heard was the gentle beeping of some of the equipment. She jumped in surprise as one of the crew began speaking.

“Multiple targeting radars! They’ve fired on us! Estimated time to impact is just over two minutes!”

“Okay. No sense in taking any chances. Mitch, shut down the engines, retract them and deploy the armor.” 

Foster was amazed at how calm the Captain was. 

“Engines retracted and armor deployed, Skipper.” 

“Very good.” The Captain turned his chair so that he could see Foster. “You’re wondering what I’m doing.” Foster nodded. “Those craft are firing on us from behind which means that when their missiles hit, they’ll hit that part of the hull where our engines are. Since the engines are exposed, any hit would damage them to the point where they’d be completely useless. One way to avoid that would be to rotate the ship so that some other part of the hull gets hit, but that isn’t really a good idea either because hull penetrations could damage other vital pieces of equipment or injure crew or passengers. Union engineers came up with what I think is an ingenious solution to this problem. The engines are designed so that they can be pulled up into the ship and slabs of thick steel can be moved to cover the open sections in the hull. That armor, along with the whole bottom quarter of the hull, is thick enough that high explosive warheads and kinetic energy penetrators will have difficulty getting through. When the missile barrage is over, we’ll uncover the engine spaces, lower the engines and turn them back on. In the meantime, we’ll just coast closer to the jump-limit. As long as they’re chasing us from behind, we should be okay.”

“How thick is that armor? Is it neutron armor?” asked Foster.

“It’s ten centimeters of the hardest alloy we know how to make, with the thinnest possible layer of collapsed matter on the inner side. When the missile warhead hits the outside of the armor, it’ll explode against the alloy, which will absorb most of the energy. The idea is that the explosion or slug of super-hot plasma from the KE penetrator won’t have enough energy left to force its way past the neutron layer.” The Captain looked at the chronometer and said, “Any second now.” 

Foster heard and felt something hit the ship. Before she could say anything, one of the crew spoke.

“No damage!”

“Are we still being bombarded by targeting radar?” asked the Captain.

“No, Sir.”

“Okay, Mitch, retract the armor and get us underway again.”

Trojan frowned as he watched the tactical display. “They’re accelerating again. Did those missiles miss?” 

The Duty Officer took his time answering. “As far as we can tell, they didn’t miss, General. I don’t understand why there doesn’t seem to be any damage to their engines.”

Trojan slapped his hand down on the console he happened to be standing beside, causing the console operator to jump in surprise. “Can those two shuttles fire again?” he asked. 

“No, General. They’ve fired all the missiles they were carrying, but we have two more birds that are just about to clear the atmosphere. They’ll be able to fire in less than a minute.”

“Let’s hope they have better luck. Keep arming more shuttles, Captain. I have a feeling we’re going to need them,” said Trojan

When the fourth wave of anti-ship missiles failed to penetrate the deployed armor, Foster heard the Captain sigh with obvious relief.

“I think that’s the last missile attack we have to worry about because we’re getting pretty close to the jump-limit. Once past that, we’ll be able to micro-jump so far away that they won’t be able to catch us. Then we alter course to line up for the long-jump back to Union territory.”

Foster sighed. “That was quite impressive, Captain Paladin. I’ll be sure to sing your praises to the Union leadership when I report to them.” 

Paladin laughed. “Well if you’re going to do that, you better get my name right. Girard Paladin is my cover identity for use when I’m in FED territory. My real name is Roland Drake.”

“I’ll be sure to remember that, Captain Drake,” said Foster with a grin. 
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Day 364/2542

Trojan made sure he was early for the emergency meeting with both Chiefs of Staff. General Masterson and Admiral Chenko both looked annoyed as they entered and sat down. Masterson glanced at Chenko before turning his gaze back to Trojan. 

“We’ve both read your report, General. Needless to say, the discovery that a Union spy has been operating on your staff for the last three years is causing a lot of ulcers right up to the Council and the Assembly. There are Assembly representatives screaming for your head. Fortunately you had the foresight to request verifier tests of all your staff back when the vetting program was getting started. It’s not your fault that the officer in charge of that program didn’t follow through. Admiral Chenko and I are agreed that if someone has to fall on their sword in order to satisfy the politicians’ bloodlust, it won’t be you.” 

Trojan realized that his hands were clenched tightly and allowed them to relax. 

“Naturally the entire Planning Group will be vetted again including you, General. I hope that’s not going to be a problem?”

“No, Sir. I would have insisted on exactly that myself. We can’t afford to have any cloud of suspicion hanging over the Group when we’re about to shift operations to Hadley in a few months.”

“Very good. Did you query Oracle about the strategic implications of this development, as I requested?”

“Yes, Sir. Oracle’s assessment is quite detailed, but I can summarize it. It’s clear that the Union know about the Majestic Project. However, all the evidence points to the conclusion that they weren’t able to get any technical data on Majestic. Oracle has concluded that they will try to develop their own version of Majestic as fast as possible. In the meantime, their best counter-move would be to delay our implementation of Majestic. If they can accomplish that, then both sides will be evenly matched as far as having an Oracle computer is concerned. Our plans were to build the components for the Majestic device on Makassar because that’s where all the other industrial infrastructure is being built, and it seemed to be the logical choice. Any attempt by the Union to delay the manufacturing of Majestic’s components would have to involve a massed space attack to have any chance of success. If they can also smash most of the industry we’ve already built there, that would be a huge bonus for them, which is why Oracle is calculating a 99.6% probability of a massed attack sometime within the next year. 

“Moving all that industry to another planet is not an option. Makassar is unique in terms of the concentration of a whole variety of strategic metals. The industry for building ships has to stay there, but the manufacturing facility for building Majestic components could be relocated on another planet as a security precaution with minimal delay in the planned start-up date for Majestic. Oracle is recommending that it be built on the planet Danube, which orbits the Franklin B star. Danube is airless and has no strategic value, which makes it ideal for hiding the Majestic manufacturing facility since no one will have any legitimate reason to go there. It’s also Oracle’s conclusion that the anticipated attack on Makassar will give us an opportunity to inflict a major military defeat if Makassar’s defenses are built up enough to completely wipe out the attacking force. In fact, Oracle has assigned a higher priority to eliminating the attacking force than it has to defending the planet’s industrial capacity.” Trojan stopped when he saw the reaction on Chenko’s face.

“I’m not sure I like that kind of thinking, General. We’re counting on exponential growth in industrial capacity in order to have a fleet capable of offensive operations within another two years. If the Union manages to smash a significant part of what we’ve built so far, that has to push back the start of offensive operations by months, maybe even years.”

“That was my initial reaction too, Admiral, so I queried Oracle, and I now understand the logic it’s using. What we have to keep in mind is that Oracle had already anticipated a major attack would be made on Makassar  back when the industrial buildup was just getting started. That’s why Oracle recommended from the very beginning that industrial capacity on Makassar be decentralized as much as possible, instead of concentrating it all in one place. That decentralization means that any single missile strike would only damage or destroy a limited amount of capacity, and any attempt to destroy all the capacity would take a long time. By destroying the attacking force as quickly and thoroughly as possible, we’ll actually minimize the damage done to structures on the planet’s surface.”

Chenko shook his head. “I still don’t see why we just don’t concentrate our resources to defend the planet’s surface directly. Surely Oracle isn’t recommending that the infrastructure AND the people working there be left wide open like so many sitting ducks?”

“No, Admiral. Oracle is also recommending that we adapt the anti-missile rapid-fire cannon system that we’re installing on ships to be used as a low-level anti-missile system on Makassar. That’s something we should be able to develop and deploy relatively quickly if we give it a high priority.”

“How is Oracle reconciling the need to protect our freighter traffic with this new priority to defend Makassar against a massive attack?” asked Chenko.

“It’s very simple, Admiral. We put anti-missile cannon on our freighters. They’re small enough that they can be added without major reconstruction work. The freighters don’t have to fire back at Union commerce raiders. They just have to avoid being crippled by missile fire long enough to get out of the hyper-zone and jump away. The cruisers that are escorting our freighters now can be re-assigned to protect Makassar along with the new construction that is starting to come into service.”

Chenko nodded. “It’s about time we got some of those 20 new ships in service. I wish now that we had gone with a bigger design, but at least this new class is optimized for ship-to-ship combat.”

Before Chenko could add anything, Masterson jumped in. “How much longer will you have Oracle available before it’s disassembled for shipment to Hadley, General?”

“Another three weeks, Sir. Taking it apart so that it can be re-assembled quickly on Hadley has to be done carefully. We’ll be without any mega-computer capability for almost four months by the time Oracle is back in operation in the Franklin Tri-system.”

“And how long after that before Majestic is scheduled to be on line?” asked Masterson.

“Five and a half months, General.” 

“I don’t suppose it makes sense to leave Oracle here and intact, and build a second Oracle device on Hadley?” asked Chenko.

Trojan shook his head. “No, Admiral. Oracle was a one-off system. If we wanted to build another one, we’d have to retool the manufacturing facility all over again, and by the time that’s done and a new Oracle is manufactured, transported to Hadley and assembled, the operational date would be even later than moving the one we already have.”

“Okay. I’m glad to see that you’ve already looked at that option. What else did Oracle come up with?”

Trojan hesitated. He was about to throw a hot potato into their laps. “Oracle is predicting that the Union will start deploying ships with neutron armor. That will render our existing high explosive and kinetic energy warheads obsolete. The recommendation is that we develop fission and eventually fusion warheads for both anti-ship and potentially planetary bombardment missions.”

“Oh Christ! I can just see the Council’s reaction when we ask them for approval for THAT!” exclaimed Masterson. 

Chenko nodded his agreement.  “Yes, the use of nuclear weapons is specifically prohibited by the FPS Constitution. It would take a majority of the Assembly to change it. With over a hundred planets withdrawing from the Assembly already, I’m not even sure if it’s still possible to get the absolute majority we’d need.”

“I understand that, Admiral, but Oracle’s logic is unassailable. If they’re going to build armored ships, we either build fission warheads or we lose the war.”

Masterson shook his head. “Using nukes against armored ships is one thing. The Assembly might just go along with that. But fusion weapons used against planetary targets? For God’s sakes, Jonn, we’re trying to bring the rebels back into the fold, not exterminate them! Where’s the honor in wiping out whole populations? I don’t see the Assembly authorizing that kind of escalation.”

Chenko nodded. “I’m in complete agreement with you, Frank. If we get clear evidence that the Union is building armored ships, then I’ll support a request for anti-ship nukes but not fusion weapons, and in any case, no planetary bombardment by nukes. Hell, if we start lobbing nukes at their cities, what’s to prevent them from bombing Geneva or London or Tokyo? We can’t defend every city on every Federation planet? Is that clear, General?”

“Yes, Admiral, that’s crystal clear,” said Trojan. 

“Do you have anything else to bring to our attention?” asked Masterson.

“No, Sir.”

“Fine, then you’re dismissed, General.”

As Trojan walked out of the room, he made a mental note to record in his personal war diary that both Chiefs of Staff still hadn’t grasped the scope of where this war was going. Oracle predicted that when the SSU started to lose, they’d become desperate and the fighting would get very messy. If the politicians insisted that the Army and Navy fight with one hand tied behind their backs, then a lot of good men and women wearing the Federation uniform would die unnecessarily. Trojan made up his mind that he was not going to let that happen, and if that meant compromising his honor, then so be it.
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Day 99/2543

Drake stepped onto the ship’s boarding ramp just in time to see a navy groundcar carry away Cate Foster and Bret Murphy. They were headed to a debriefing session with someone high up in the hierarchy, probably Janicot himself. He stopped to take in a lung full of unrecycled air. It had the smell of an impending rainstorm, and that was confirmed by the dark clouds on the horizon coming towards the city fast. The freighter’s crew was already gathered at the base of the ramp waiting for transportation to the Admin building. The spaceport maintenance personnel were getting last minute instructions before taking possession of Titan’s Gift. He was the last member of his crew to leave the ship. As he slowly walked down the ramp, he wondered if Foster would keep her word about praising his performance. He saw a lightning strike in the distance. It was followed by a rolling clap of thunder, and he wondered if that was a bad omen.

Day 107/2543

Belloc told his desk computer to close the report that was being projected against the far wall of his office. It was almost midnight, again, and he very much wanted to go home, but there were things that had to be addressed before he did that. This latest report from his Secretary of Defense was one of those things. There was good news and bad news. The good news was the revelation that Cate Foster had brought back  enough technical data to allow for the accelerated manufacture and assembly of their own version of the Oracle computer. Janicot predicted they could begin to use it in six months. Belloc suspected that was overly optimistic, but anything less than a year was acceptable. He made up his mind to approve Janicot’s recommendation that Foster be put in charge of the project to build their own Oracle plus the R&D for their own super-Oracle device. How long it would take to get the next generation capability was still unknown at this point.

It was the bad news that threatened to aggravate what he suspected was a developing ulcer. Janicot’s planning staff had come to the conclusion that the Union had to make a major attack on the industrial infrastructure on Makassar and on the HQ facilities on Hadley in order to disrupt the FED buildup in the Franklin Tri-system. That would mean pulling cruisers away from commerce raiding. Secretary for Industry & Trade Frank Shaw wasn’t going to like that. The man was fanatical about the need to conduct economic warfare on the Federation by going after their freighters. Unfortunately, Belloc could see the logic of both strategies. What he didn’t know, and what no one could tell him right now, was which strategy gave the Union the best long term payoff. What made it all worse was the knowledge that if they had their own Oracle computer operational right now, it could give them that answer. But they didn’t, and he needed to make a decision right now. Or did he? He told his computer to call Janicot’s office.

“What can I do for you, Nathan?” asked Janicot.

“I thought you might still be there, Mykhel. I’ve just finished reading your report, and I wanted to talk with you about the proposed raid on the Franklin Tri-system. How long would it take to get all the required ships together?” 

Janicot didn’t hesitate. “Seven months for the minimum force level, nine to ten months to bring the strike force up to where I’d really like to see it.”

“I see. If you sent out ships on commerce raiding with instructions to be back here no later than nine months from now, how much of a dent would pulling those ships in later make to our commerce raiding efforts?” 

This time Janicot did hesitate. “Well, we’ve been averaging about two FED freighters crippled or destroyed each month. Given that we’d have to start holding back our ships in about five months to make sure they’re here when we need them, I’d say that we’d be giving up the opportunity to take out a minimum of 20 enemy freighters. But according to Captain Foster’s data, once Makassar starts ramping up production of ships, they’ll get to the point where they can replace those 20 freighters very quickly within another two to three years. It doesn’t take an Oracle computer to see that unless we do something and soon, the FEDs will eventually just overwhelm us with the sheer number of ships.”

Belloc sighed. “Yes, I understand that, Mykhel. How we deal with that over the long term is something we’ll have to come to grips with, but what concerns me in the short term is what’s also in your report. You say that the need to attack Makassar is so compelling and so obvious that the FEDs are bound to expect it and will do their best to prepare for it. I can’t help wondering if we’re damned if we do and damned if we don’t.”

“Which is why we have to strike as soon as possible with a half-decent strike force, Nathan. I’ve got one of the new 400-meter cruisers already on commerce raiding duty, and I can have three more operational in ten months. As you know, this new class has neutron armor which will shrug off HE and KE missile attacks no matter how many missiles hit. Those four ships can drop down to a low altitude and pummel the industrial facilities at their leisure, and the FEDs won’t be able to do anything about it. While the new cruisers are smashing Makassar, our upgraded patrol cruisers will be attacking command and control facilities on Hadley. We know that the really important facilities will be buried deep underground and will therefore be safe from our HE and KE missiles, but there’ll be plenty of unprotected assets above ground to make the attack worthwhile. At the very least, the fact that we’ve attacked Hadley once will make the FEDs wonder if we’ll do it again, and that should divert some of their resources from offense to defense.” Janicot paused. “You know, Nathan...if we developed fission warheads, we could even knock out the underground installations too.”

“No, Mykhel! I’ve discussed that option with the Cabinet and there was unanimous opinion that the Systems States Union will not be the first to use weapons of mass destruction on planetary targets, not even military ones.”

“Okay, Nathan. Let’s hope we don’t end up regretting that decision,” said Janicot.

*  *  *  *
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DAY 129/2543

Senior Lieutenant Remington checked the ship’s chronometer again. Twenty-five minutes left in her duty shift. Twenty-five more minutes of soul-destroying boredom as Trafalgar escorted the freighter City of Montevideo through the hyper-zone. This was the last escort mission before being redeployed to Makassar. She checked the radar scan, which was sending a micro-wave pulse out ahead of the ship every 10 seconds. There was nothing ahead of them for 1,500,000 klicks. The freighter was traveling behind Trafalgar. Any threat would be from up ahead. Both ships were within 100,000 kilometers of the edge of the hyper-zone, with a velocity of 702 kps. Another 2 minutes and 22 seconds and the freighter would be able to enter hyper-space. She looked over to the Command Station and noticed that the Skipper had his eyes closed. He was sleeping on duty, again. While there weren’t any specific regulations prohibiting the CO sleeping on the Bridge, it was generally understood by senior officers that it could undermine the respect the crew had for their CO. 

She was about to try to get the Helm Officer to notice the Skipper’s condition when her Weapons Station console pinged. A ship had just emerged from hyper-space 155,000 klicks away and almost directly in their path.

“Unidentified contact!” she said in a voice that came out louder than she had intended. Before anyone had a chance to respond, her console pinged again. “That bogey has commenced active scanning, Skipper.”

If the CO had been asleep before, he wasn’t now. “Let’s go to Battle Stations and continuous scanning, people! Lor, program your missiles to target that ship, which will be designated Tango1, but hold your fire until I give the order, understood?”

“Understood, Skipper,” said Remington.

“Good. Com, notify City of Montevideo to—“

“Missile launch! Multiple missiles inbound! Too early to tell if they’re targeting us or the freighter!” yelled Remington. She was about to say more but did a double take when she checked the number of incoming missiles. Twenty! That couldn’t be right. Standard patrol cruisers of the kind the Union had captured could only fire 10 at a time. 

“Is that number right, Lor?” asked the CO. 

She queried her tactical computer. “Comp confirms 20 inbound, Skipper.” 

“Son-of-a...” The CO shook his head in anger. “Okay...we’re obviously dealing with a new class of warship here. Lieutenant, fire all ten then reload with HE and standby. Com, notify Montevideo that we’re under attack and that I want her to maintain her course and acceleration. Trafalgar will be moving in closer. Helm, bring us to within one klick of the freighter and then match their speed and acceleration. Keep us between her and the missiles. Understood?”

“Got it, Skipper,” said the Helm Officer in a voice that was surprisingly calm. At this speed, moving the cruiser that close to the freighter was not a trivial task. 

––––––––
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“FIRST SALVO IS AWAY!” said Remington. She looked at the main display, which was now tied in with her tactical comp. Tango1 was almost stationary, moving at only 2.5 kps. A red icon with the number 20 inside it was moving closer. They would reach the two approaching ships in less than two minutes. A green icon with the number 10 was moving towards the enemy ship. It would take almost five minutes to reach her, assuming she would still be there by the time Trafalgar’s missiles arrived. Remington didn’t think she would be. That was the advantage of staying outside the hyper-zone. That ship could jump away at literally the last second. She was sure the CO also understood the futility of firing back, but he had to try.

“What’s the status of our terminal defense?” asked the CO.

“All six batteries are powered up, tracking and set for automatic fire, Skipper,” said Remington.

After a brief pause, she heard the CO say, “Set the automatic fire range to maximum, Lieutenant.” She caught her breath. That was a course of action that was NOT recommended by the Book. Making the rail-gun cannon fire at much longer ranges would seriously degrade their accuracy. The Book said let the missiles get closer to have a better chance of hitting them, but then again, the Navy didn’t have a lot of actual combat experience with rail-gun terminal defense, so maybe the Book was wrong. 

“Fire range reset to max, Skipper,” said Remington. 

The CO must have been reading her mind. “With that many inbound missiles, we have to try to stop as many of them as early as possible.”

There was no time to respond to that comment. “Terminal defense is firing!” she said. She switched her gaze to the main display. The missiles were less than 60 seconds away now. The number inside the red icon suddenly dropped to 19. Each magnetic rail-gun cannon was firing a nickel/iron slug every two seconds. The slug would be accelerated up to a velocity of 976 kps by the time it left the gun barrel. It quickly became clear that even with six slugs firing every two seconds, very few were hitting at this range, but the range was dropping fast given the combined velocity of the ships and the missiles. With 30 seconds to go, there were still 15 missiles approaching. 

Why isn’t that Union ship firing more missiles? she asked herself. That captain has to know by now that we’ve got terminal defenses. Once that ship micro-jumps away to avoid our missile salvo, it won’t be able to fire any more. No time to ponder that question any more. 

“Five seconds to zero range!” There were eight missiles left now. She noticed the icon number drop to four, and then those four hit. Trafalgar seemed to stagger. The inertial dampeners couldn’t compensate fast enough for the sudden loss of inertia. If she hadn’t already buckled herself down to her chair, she would have hit the Bridge ceiling. Power to Bridge lights and equipment failed but only for half a second. When power resumed she heard the sound of the proximity alarm. They hit us with KEs, but none of them reached the Bridge, thank God! Then she realized why the proximity alarm had gone off. The force of the missiles’ impact had pushed Trafalgar backwards and therefore closer to the freighter by enough to threaten a collision. 

“Helm!” That was all the CO had time to yell before the ship shuddered again, this time surging in the opposite direction. Remington was pushed back into her padded chair so forcefully that it knocked the wind out of her. As she gasped to get air back into her lungs, she realized what had happened. My God! The freighter hit us! Status lights all over the Bridge were switching from green
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