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To the men and women of the British armed forces.
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All is not well in the Human Sphere.  The alliance between the Great Powers is starting to fall apart, the human economy cannot keep up with the urgent need for newer and better starships and politicians are demanding an end to military spending.  For the Royal Navy, desperately trying to do too many tasks with too few ships, it is the worst possible time for a new threat to appear.  

When a generation starship is detected approaching a British colony world, HMS Invincible is dispatched to intercept the aliens before they can make landfall.  But the newcomers bring with them tidings of a new and deadly threat, an expansionist alien race far too close to the Human Sphere for comfort ...

... And a sinister horror beyond human understanding.
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Invincible takes place roughly five years after We Lead, but draws on characters mentioned in The Cruel Stars.

As always, if you liked this book, please leave a review.
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It was trite but true, Doctor Dora Fayette had often thought, that in space no one could hear you scream.  And yet, space was noisy to those with the right sort of ears.  Stars, pulsars and even black holes produced radio noise, bursts of high-intensity energy that - once upon a time - had been mistaken for signs of intelligent life.  It was hard, so hard, to pick out the faint hints of what might be radio signals from undiscovered civilisations against the towering waves of background noise, a task made harder by the radio signals put out by the ever-growing number of human colonies.  And yet, it was a task that needed to be done.

Dora had never doubted it.  Indeed, it was something of her calling, the only job she’d found that she’d ever considered remotely comfortable.  She was a slight woman in her early thirties, although she looked younger, the result of a combination of rejuvenation treatments and a simple reluctance to take time away from her studies to eat.  Living practically alone - there were five naval crewmen on Wensleydale Station, but they knew better than to disturb her - hadn't done much for her appearance, but she didn't care.  She’d never liked being around other people anyway.  Even videoconferencing was a strain.  

There wasn't much to Wensleydale Station.  It was nothing more than a handful of prefabricated modules that had been shipped to Wensleydale - a human-compatible planet on the edge of the Human Sphere - and put together to produce an orbital station and listening post.  But then, there wasn't much to Wensleydale either.  It would be a great colony one day, Dora had been assured, but right now there were only a couple of hundred colonists on the ground, breaking the soil and turning Wensleydale into a world that could actually host a far larger colony.  Dora knew she wouldn't be around to see it.  She’d be shipped further away from Earth well before the first large colony ship arrived.  

She sat within her nest on the station and studied the latest set of read-outs.  The combination of orbital and radio telescopes, long-range passive sensors and deep-space gravimetric monitors continued to insist that the Wensleydale System was as empty as her departmental head’s brain, but she didn't care about local events.  That was the Royal Navy’s concern, although she’d been warned, when she first arrived, that if they did run into something they couldn't handle, they were in real trouble.  Wensleydale Station was armed, technically, but it wouldn't take more than a single gunboat to turn the entire structure into vapour.  It was one of the reasons Dora had been sent to Wensleydale in the first place.  If there was a threat lurking in the unexplored regions further away from Earth, the Royal Navy wanted advance warning.

Dora rather suspected the Royal Navy was wasting its time, although she had no intention of pointing it out to them.  Humanity had believed it was alone in the universe until it had encountered the Tadpoles and part of the reason humanity had believed it was alone was that a dazzling array of sensors had failed to pick up even the slightest hint that the Tadpoles existed.  Dora had seen the exhaustive reports, compiled after the war.  There hadn't been any clue, not in the official reports or buried somewhere in the raw data, that suggested the human race was not alone.  Nor had humanity detected the Foxes or the Cows until their star system had been probed.  And the Vesy hadn’t developed technological civilisation by the time they were discovered.  Dora might be wasting her time too ...

... But she doubted it.  Let the military worry about undiscovered threats.  She was more interested in exploring the mysteries of the universe.  And the equipment at her disposal was better than anything she’d used during her stint at the Luna Telescope.  It was worth any discomfort, even having to share a station with five naval crewmen, to have access to the navy’s tools.  They might be largely wasted, but not completely.  

A box blinked up in her headset.  One of the naval crewmen had sent her a message, inviting her to dinner ... such as it was.  She shook her head, dismissing the note with a shrug.  She was far too agoraphobic - and asexual - to risk spending time with any of them.  Besides, didn't they have their own work to do?  Little happened on Wensleydale Station - she knew that for a fact - but there was always something to do.  The station required constant maintenance to keep it functioning ...

... And then her console chimed an alert.

Dora leaned forward, puzzled.  It wasn't the near-space proximity alarm.  That would have set sirens howling all over the station.  And it wasn't the alert she’d set to go off if there was even the slightest hint of alien transmissions, dozens of light-years away.  It was ... her lips thinned as she realised that the computers hadn't been able to neatly catalogue the signal.  It was too close to be interesting to her, yet too far away to alarm the naval crew.  Except ... it was right at the edge of the system.

“Curious,” she muttered.  Wensleydale had been surveyed, although - reading between the lines - she had the feeling the naval crew who’d discovered the system had skimped on the survey.  A human-compatible world was more interesting than the comets and asteroids lurking at the edge of the system.  “What is it?”

She keyed a switch, unlocking the computer’s free-association modules.  She’d never trusted them - even the smartest computers couldn't think like humans, which meant they had a tendency to forget or ignore valuable pieces of data - but she had a feeling that they might be necessary.  The computer hummed as it scanned the databanks while she scrutinised the live feed from the long-range sensors.  It was odd, very odd.  The ... the event, whatever it was, was just over nineteen light days from Wensleydale.  It almost looked like ...

The computers blinked up an answer.  Fusion-drive flare.

Dora stared.  She’d studied the records.  A number of asteroids had been converted into starships and launched into interstellar space before the tramlines had been discovered, over a hundred years ago.  None of them had reached their destinations yet ... come to think of it, none of them had aimed themselves at Wensleydale.  The system’s primary star would have been in their records, of course, but they hadn't had any reason to think they might have found a human-compatible planet at the far end.  And even if they had, it would have taken them thousands of years to reach their destination.  Ice ran down her spine.  The ship - it had to be a ship - couldn't be human.

She took a long breath, then keyed her console, sending an alert to the naval crewmen.  The ship - the slower-than-light ship - was still a very long way away, but it was heading directly towards Wensleydale.  The aliens would know there was a planet, waiting for them.  It was impossible to imagine a race that had fusion drives, but not basic telescopes.  And yet ... they might not realise that Wensleydale was already occupied.  A society that had to rely on STL ships presumably didn’t know anything about the tramlines.

A face blinked up in front of her.  Dora fought down the urge to flinch away.  Commander Haircloth wasn’t a bad man - none of the naval crewmen were bad - but he was a person, intruding into her world.  He looked to have let himself go, a little.  Faint stubble lined his cheeks.  He and his crew rarely bothered to make themselves look shipshape and Bristol fashion unless Wensleydale Station was having visitors.

His voice was sharp.  “Is ... is that thing real?”

“Yes,” Dora said, turning her head so she wouldn't have to look at him.  It was easier to pretend that he was just a voice if she couldn't see his face.  “It’s a genuine interstellar colony ship.”

Haircloth took a long breath.  “Where from?”

Dora checked her console.  “Assuming a straight-line flight, it came from USS-38202,” she said.  “A G2 star, fifteen light-years away.  There’s no direct tramline route to that star.”

“It might not have any tramlines at all,” Haircloth mused.

“Perhaps,” Dora said.  

She considered it for a moment.  Gravimetric science wasn't her field, but she was fairly sure that every star had at least one or two tramlines.  But there was no guarantee that any tramline reaching USS-38202 would intersect with a tramline human starships could access.  There was a way to create an artificial tramline, long enough for a starship to jump across interstellar space, but it had its limitations.  Whoever they sent might find themselves trapped, unable to return.

Haircloth had his mind on more practical concerns.  “How long until it enters orbit?”

Dora shrugged - interplanetary mechanics wasn’t her field either - then keyed the computer console again, letting it do the work.  It threw up a wide range of possible scenarios, ranging from several months to a year or two.  Too much depended on just what the aliens could actually do.  If they had drive fields, they might start deploying them once they entered the system.  They’d reach Wensleydale in less than a month.

“It depends,” she said, finally.  She sent him the projections.  “What now?”

“They won’t have drive fields,” Haircloth said.  “They could have made the crossing far quicker if they had ... unless they feared burning out the drive in interstellar space.  That would be bad.”

He cleared his throat.  “I’ll alert the crew, then pass a message up the chain,” he said.  “It’ll be taking my career in my hands, but I’m sure the Admiralty will agree that launching the drone is necessary.”

“No doubt,” Dora agreed, dryly.  The Royal Navy Admiralty and her former University’s finance department had at least one thing in common.  They were prepared to waste money on fripperies, while penny-pinching on important matters.  Haircloth would be in real trouble if the Admiralty decided that launching an extremely expensive messenger drone up the tramline was a waste of money.  It cost more than the average gunboat.  “Good luck.”

Haircloth smiled, rather wanly.  “Thank you, Dora,” he said.  “Can you detail at least two of the sensor platforms to keep an eye on our visitors?”

Dora felt a hot flash of resentment, which she quickly suppressed.  They already had answers, didn't they?  The flare was artificial and therefore nowhere near as interesting as the quasar she’d been watching.  But she knew it was a childish thought.  That quasar wasn't going anywhere.

“Yes,” she said.  She ran her hand over the console.  “Done.”

“Very good,” Haircloth said.  His voice was tinged with excitement.  “And now, we wait.”

Dora sighed to herself as she closed the connection.  She could understand why Haircloth would find the prospect of alien contact - another alien contact - exciting, but it wasn't an excitement she shared.  It wouldn't be long before everything from naval gunships to Foreign Office First Contact teams started to arrive, probably followed by representatives from the other human and alien powers.  And planetary developmental money would follow in their wake.  Wensleydale would rapidly become as cramped and unbearable as Earth or Terra Nova.  She would have to go somewhere else, if there was somewhere else.  The Royal Navy might not be so obliging next time.

Joy, she thought.  She looked at her consoles for a long moment.  But at least we just proved that the millions of pounds they spent on deep-space monitoring systems wasn't wasted.

Shaking her head, she turned her attention back to the quasar.  Commander Haircloth and his men could monitor their visitors as they made their final approach.  She had better things to do with her time ...

... And besides, she acknowledged quietly as she went back to work, if the visitors were hostile there was nothing she could do about it anyway.
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Chapter One


[image: ]


“Captain on the bridge!”

Captain Sir Stephen Shields stepped through the hatch and onto the bridge, taking time to note the crewmen who acknowledged his arrival and the crewmen who knew better than to take their eyes off their console, even to greet their commanding officer.  Stephen had served under enough commanding officers who’d demanded respect from everyone - and left him with a complete lack of confidence in their leadership abilities - to know better than to demand such respect for himself.  A helmsman should not look up from his console, whatever the reason.

He acknowledged Commander Daniel Newcomb’s salute as the XO stood, vacating the command chair.  Stephen sat down, sucking in his breath.  HMS Invincible still smelled like a new ship, even though she had been on her shakedown cruise for the last six months.  She wouldn't smell any better until she’d actually been to war.  But then, he knew he should be grateful for the chance to work out the kinks in the assault carrier’s design.  Invincible was the first of her class and had had more than her fair share of problems.  None of them had been anything more than mildly embarrassing - no ship ever went through her shakedown cruise without encountering problems - but they’d proven annoying.

And the press is being unusually pugnacious, he thought, crossly.  The media was rarely openly friendly to the Royal Navy, but over the last year they’d started to blow the navy’s problems out of all proportion.  We have a backed-up toilet and they start saying the entire ship is a waste of money.

It wasn't a pleasant thought.  HMS Invincible was the first major combatant in the Royal Navy to put appearance before functionality, despite protests from both serving naval officers and shipyard engineers.  The bridge looked to have been copied directly from one of the BBC’s dramas on naval life, right down to the consoles that looked absurdly fragile, as if they would explode if someone looked at them funny.  It wasn't that bad a design, he admitted privately, but it was annoying.  Stephen would have preferred something that could be repaired on the fly if necessary.

He glanced at his XO.  “Status report?”

“Enemy target has just come into range, sir,” Newcomb reported.  “She doesn't seem aware of our presence.”

“Very good,” Stephen said.  A red icon glowed on the display, beating a steady path towards the nearest tramline.  Text bubbles scrolled up beside the icon, calculating vectors and offering prospective interception windows.  It looked very neat.  “And the masking field?”

“Ready for activation, sir,” Lieutenant-Commander David Arthur said.  The tactical officer looked tanned, despite six months onboard ship.  “We can slip under it at any moment.”

“Then do so,” Stephen ordered.

He sucked in his breath as the lights dimmed, slightly.  The masking field wasn't a full cloaking device, not in the sense that it would hide Invincible from all sensors, but it would make it harder for any enemy ships to get a solid lock on her position.  He hoped.  The technology had been copied from the Foxes and Cows in the wake of the Second Interstellar War and, so far, it was proving hard to adapt to human ships.  Invincible was the first starship designed to carry a masking field and even she had problems.  The only saving grace was that the other Great Powers had the same issues with the system.

Or so we are assured, he reminded himself.  Great Britain had plenty of secret installations, some in the Home System and some orbiting Britannia, where research could be conducted far from prying eyes.  America, France, China and Russia had facilities of their own, he was sure.  They won’t share any real breakthroughs with us unless we run into a third hostile alien power.

“Field engaged, sir,” Arthur said.  “We should be beyond detection.”

Stephen nodded, curtly.  “Helm, move us into intercept position,” he ordered.  “Sensors, keep watching them.  I want to know the second they detect us.”

“Aye, sir.”

The display updated rapidly, looking curiously bloodless as Invincible slipped after her lone target.  It was easy to forget that the red icon represented a real starship, carrying real people ... or that the distances between the ships were hard for groundpounders to comprehend.  Or, for that matter, that appearances could be deceiving.  Stephen hadn't been told the precise details, of course, but he was sure a surprise was waiting for him.  The enemy wouldn't go down without a fight.

“Captain,” Lieutenant Alison Adams said.  The Sensor Officer looked perturbed.  “I'm picking up a number of spacecraft leaving the asteroid belt and heading for Terra Nova.”

Stephen’s eyes narrowed as he keyed his private console, bringing up the live feed from the long-range passive sensors.  There was a surprisingly large amount of traffic in the Terra Nova System, despite the simple fact that Terra Nova’s Provisional Government was about as powerless as Earth’s International Green Party.  Perhaps that was why there was so much activity, he reflected wryly.  Sol’s asteroid belt was supervised by the Great Powers and the Belt Federation, but no one policed Terra Nova’s outer system.  The whole region was a lawless mess, populated by independent colonies, smugglers, and rogue political factions.  He dreaded to think what would happen if Terra Nova ever developed the will to impose itself on the asteroid belt.  It would be bloody.

He looked at Newcomb.  “Assessment?”

Newcomb frowned.  “It’s odd, sir,” he said.  “There’s no reason to take so many ships to the planet.  Unless they’re planning something.”

Stephen nodded, slowly.  Terra Nova had very little worth mentioning, certainly nothing that would attract independent shippers.  A handful of shore leave facilities existed, he supposed, yet none of them could be considered safe.  It wasn't as if it would be difficult to hop through Tramline Alpha and visit Sol.  And there was enough orbiting firepower to make life dangerous for any merchant ship.  Terra Nova’s factions had often resorted to taking pot-shots at passing freighters when the world’s politics became particularly nasty.  

“Communications, pass the alert to the embassy,” he ordered.  “Warn them that they may have incoming.”

He gritted his teeth in annoyance as Invincible closed in on her target, unsure what to do.  If something was about to explode in the system, he had a responsibility to protect British interests ... such as they were.  It wasn't as if there were many, save for a handful of corporate-owned asteroid facilities.  Britain had sold her shares in the Terra Nova Colonisation Consortium nearly a century ago.  They’d gone for a song, to all intents and purposes.  The seeds of disaster had already been clearly visible.  And yet, he had a duty ...

“Continue to monitor the situation,” he ordered.  “Tactical?”

“We will be in intercept position in two minutes, sir,” Arthur reported.  “The dropships and starfighters are primed and ready to go.”

“Good,” Stephen said.  “Prepare to launch ...”

The display flashed red.  “They got us, sir,” Alison reported.  “I don’t know how, but they got us.  We just got swept!”

Stephen made a mental note to have a long chat with the boffins.  The target ship had known she was being hunted, but still ... they were, theoretically, too far from the target for the enemy to burn through the masking field.  There must have been a flicker of turbulence, a faint glimmer of energy that had been unmistakably artificial against the inky blackness of space.  Not, he supposed, that it mattered.  Their target was already ramping up her drives.

Not that they have a hope of evading us, he thought.  The target ship was smaller than Invincible, but there was no way her drives could produce enough speed to outrun the assault carrier.  Even if they’d replaced her entire rear hull with drive nodes ... he considered it for a moment, then shook his head.  She’d rip herself to bits if she ever ramped her drives up to full power.  They let us get too close.

“Drop the masking field,” he ordered.  His heart started to race.  There was no point in trying to hide now.  They’d been spotted.  “Launch the starfighters, then the dropships.  And then order our target to surrender.”

“Fighters away, sir,” Arthur reported.  New icons appeared on the display: one squadron holding position near Invincible, just in case the carrier required support, while a second was racing towards its target.  “Dropships deploying ... now!”

“No response, sir,” Lieutenant Thomas Morse said.  The Communications Officer worked his console for a long moment.  “They should be getting our signal.”

“One would hope so,” Stephen agreed, dryly.  “Repeat the signal.”

He waited, keeping his face under tight control, for the enemy ship to respond.  Very few spacers allowed their communications systems to get broken.  A working radio might make the difference between life and death if the ship ran into real trouble.  He’d seen quite a few civilian ships where basic maintenance was deferred, for a time, but most of them had been heavily over-engineered.  A crew too stupid to keep up with their maintenance in the long run would soon be a dead crew.  Space was an unforgiving environment.  It simply didn't tolerate carelessness.

And we have a squadron of starfighters bearing down on them, he thought.  There was no way that even civilian-grade sensors could miss the starfighters.  No one could hope to hide their power signature.  That should force them to pay attention ...

The display sparkled.  New red icons flashed into existence, glowing with deadly purpose.  Stephen cursed under his breath.  Starfighters.  Three squadrons of starfighters.  The enemy ship was an escort carrier, then.  And not a conventional design.  Someone had gone to a great deal of trouble to disguise her true nature.

“Captain,” Alison said.  “The enemy starfighters are deploying in attack formation.”

Ballsy, Stephen thought, feeling a flicker of wry admiration.  Going on the offensive was about the only chance the enemy had, given just how badly Invincible outclassed their ship, but it still required nerve.  I wonder if they thought to load their starfighters with torpedoes?

He pushed the thought to one side.  “Launch the remaining starfighters,” he ordered, “and then bring the point defence online.”

“Aye, sir.”

“The dropships are moving aside,” Newcomb added.  “Their CO is suggesting a forced-boarding.”

Stephen shook his head.  The Royal Marines had unlimited confidence in themselves - and he’d seen them in action enough to know that their confidence was justified - but he couldn't authorise a suicide mission.  And it would be suicide.  An escort carrier normally didn't have much in the way of point defence - it wasn't as if their hulls were designed to stand up to plasma fire or nuclear-tipped torpedoes - but he had a feeling that this escort carrier was cannoned to the gunwales.  Whoever had designed her was a devious bastard.  His sensor crews and tactical analysts had been completely fooled.

Something to analyse thoroughly later, he thought, as the enemy starfighters rocketed towards Invincible.  Right now, we have other concerns.

“Charlie Squadron is out,” Arthur reported.  “Delta Squadron is launching now.”

“The CSP is moving to intercept,” Newcomb added.  “Point defence is standing by.”

Stephen braced himself as the enemy starfighters blew through the first squadron and continued their mad rush towards Invincible.  A handful of starfighters on both sides greyed out, indicating that they’d been hit ... the losses were bad, but better than he’d feared.  The enemy might have enjoyed a slight numerical advantage, yet they were too smart to be lured into a dogfight.  Crippling or destroying Invincible was their only hope.

“Enemy starfighters are entering point defence range,” Newcomb reported.  “Guns are engaging ... now.”

And they’re smart enough to keep moving randomly, Stephen thought.  It wasn't a surprise, not after the horrific losses during the early stages of the First Interstellar War, but it was still annoying.  We’re not hitting many of them.

“Incoming torpedoes,” Alison snapped.  “They’re targeting our drives!”

“Switch point defence to concentrate on them,” Stephen snapped.  The enemy didn't seem to want to destroy Invincible, but they were sure as hell trying to cripple her.  And the Royal Navy really didn't need the embarrassment of a multi-billion pound assault carrier being crippled by a ship that had probably been pulled out of a junkyard.  “And order Alpha to target the enemy carrier.”

“Aye, sir!”

Stephen gritted his teeth as the torpedoes rushed towards his ship.  They flew straight-line courses, which were easy to track, but their penetrator warheads made it harder to get a solid lock on them.  Sensor ghosts and shadows bedevilled his sensors, forcing him to expend thousands of plasma bolts on a single target.  He was lucky, he supposed, that the enemy hadn't deployed many starfighters.  A full barrage of torpedoes would have done serious damage.

And they would have practically been guaranteed to score a handful of hits, he thought, grimly.  The drive section is heavily armoured, but a couple of nukes could really mess us up.

Red lights flared up on the status display.  “Direct hit, lower drive node,” Newcomb reported, sharply.  “Damage control teams are on their way!”

“Order Charlie and Delta to join the attack on the enemy carrier,” Stephen snapped.  It was hard to keep his irritation under control.  They’d been luckier than they deserved and he knew it.  “Damage assessment?”

“The node is powering down now,” Newcomb said.  “But we can still make full speed.”

Stephen allowed himself a sigh of relief.  It wasn't good, but at least they were still alive and fighting.  Invincible wasn't one of the fragile carriers that had been slaughtered during the Battle of New Russia.  Her armour could absorb more damage than the legendary Ark Royal, while her drives could propel her forward at speeds that would have stunned Theodore Smith and his officers.  Invincible couldn't go toe-to-toe with a battleship, or a dreadnaught, but she could outrun anything strong enough to tear her apart.

“We’ll have to reassess the point defence programs,” he said.  The point defence systems hadn't done badly, but they could have done a great deal better.  “And allow more room for random firing.”

He shook his head in frustration.  The boffins kept promising, but so far no one had been able to produce a piece of predictor software that actually did what it was supposed to do, at least when facing human opponents.  There was just too much room for random decisions to interfere with the software’s targeting matrix.  The only real way to defend a starship against enemy starfighters was to fill space with plasma bolts and hope for the best.  It wasn't ideal, but it would have to do.  

“The enemy ship is engaging our starfighters,” Arthur reported.  “She’s carrying quite a lot of point defence.”

“Communications, repeat the surrender demand,” Stephen ordered.  The enemy CO had played his sole card and lost.  It wasn't as if his crew were going to be executed the moment they surrendered.  Nor, for that matter, were they being taken into captivity by aliens who might not have the slightest idea how to look after human prisoners.  “And this time wide-band it.”

“Aye, sir.”

There was a long pause as the starfighters closed in on the enemy ship.  Stephen braced himself, silently resolving not to attempt to force-board the escort carrier.  There was too great a chance of the enemy CO simply waiting for the marines to dock, then hitting the self-destruct.  It would break the laws of war, but no one had paid much attention to them since 2025.  Even Theodore Smith had been unable to impose real change before his final desperate battle.

And aliens often have different ideas of what is acceptable in wartime, Stephen reminded himself.  The Tadpoles had fought under one set of rules, the Foxes and Cows had fought under another.  Their technology might be comparable to humanity’s, but their mindsets were very different.  They might embrace suicide attacks with a will.

“Picking up a signal from the enemy ship,” Morse reported.  “Sir, they’re trying to surrender.”

Stephen allowed himself a moment of relief.  “Order them to power down - their starfighters too,” he ordered.  “And then tell the marines they can board.”

“Aye, sir.”

Newcomb grinned.  “Can I resurrect the dead pilots now?”

“We may as well,” Stephen said.  The dropships had docked, allowing the marines to swarm the enemy ship.  “Send the ENDEX signal.”

“Aye, sir,” Newcomb said.

Stephen leaned back in his chair as the ‘dead’ starfighters came back to life.  The exercise had been relatively simple, but unscripted.  There had been room - plenty of room - for surprises, and embarrassments.  And there had been too many watching eyes in the system.  An exercise designed to show the locals that the Royal Navy still had teeth - and a willingness to bite - could easily have ended badly.  

“Contact the enemy ship,” he ordered.  “Invite Captain Crowe to dine with me before they return to Sol.”

“Aye, sir,” Morse said.  “I ...”

He broke off as his console chimed an alert.  “Sir, I’m picking up a FLASH signal from Terra Nova,” he said.  “Sir ... the embassy is under attack.  All hell is breaking loose!”

Stephen swore.  In hindsight, perhaps he should have terminated the exercise and set course for Terra Nova.  It had been the right decision, given what he'd known at the time, but he was grimly aware that not everyone would agree with him.  Hindsight was always clearer than foresight, particularly when applied by an armchair admiral twelve light years away.  

He shook his head.  “Helm, set course for Terra Nova,” he ordered.  The escort carrier would have to remain behind.  He didn’t think there was enough firepower orbiting the planet to stop him from entering orbit, if necessary, but he knew better than to take unnecessary risks.  God alone knew what was going on down there.  “And ramp up the drives as much as possible.”

“Aye, sir.”
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Chapter Two
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“Keep your fucking head down!”

Captain Alice Campbell cursed under her breath as bullets - and the occasional plasma bolt - snapped over her head.  It had been sheer dumb luck that they’d managed to vacate the convoy vehicles before the ambushers actually found their bearings and blasted them to flaming debris with plasma weapons.  The diplomatic vehicles could drive through a hail of bullets without so much as a scratch, but plasma bolts could burn through their armour like a knife through butter.  Alice gritted her teeth as she caught hold of Ambassador Rupert Crichton and dragged him towards the nearest alleyway.  The Royal Marines had walked right into an ambush and, if they weren’t careful, they were not going to walk out again.

She glanced from side to side, keeping her rifle raised and ready.  The alley was apparently deserted, but that was meaningless.  There simply wasn't any other cover within eyeshot.  The enemy would have to be inept indeed to guess that the marines would go somewhere - anywhere - else.  She might have risked it, if she and her platoon didn't have to babysit the ambassador, but now ... she had to hole up and hope that someone would come to rescue them.

A dark shape appeared at one end of the alleyway, already raising a weapon.  An insurgent, trying to catch the marines, or a civilian trying to defend his property?  Alice didn't know, but the figure was clearly hostile.  There was no way she could take chances, not when Crichton wasn’t wearing body armour.  She shot him through the head and watched his body crumple, expecting to see more insurgents entering the alleyway.  But the darkened passageway was clear.

“Captain,” Corporal Glen Hammersmith snapped.  “I can't get a link to the embassy!”

Alice felt the ambassador flinch next to her and sighed, inwardly.  There was no shortage of Foreign Office diplomats who’d had genuine military experience, so why couldn't one of them have been assigned to Terra Nova?  The wretched shithole rarely went a year or two without yet another round of the endless civil war.  Surely, someone would have anticipated a diplomatic convoy being attacked.  The Royal Navy would take a terrible revenge if insurgents attacked the embassy - it wouldn't be the first time some barbaric rogue state had been taught a sharp lesson - but that wasn't always enough to deter terrorists or religious fanatics.  Or maybe even people who thought Terra Nova’s odd position would be enough to keep the navy from carpet-bombing the attackers into dust.

“Keep trying,” she snapped, trying to keep the dismay out of her voice.  It wasn't her first combat engagement, not by a long chalk, but it was the first when she’d been in overall command.  The platoon had expected a milk run, not a bloody ambush.  Two of her subordinates were already dead.  “And sweep for hostile communications.”

She forced herself to think as the rest of the platoon secured the alleyway, Corporal Singh scrambling up a pipe to the roof while Sergeant Bert Radcliffe emplaced mines at the nearest end.  They’d give anyone who came charging after the marines a nasty surprise, although Alice suspected they wouldn't be anything like as effective as she might wish.  Terra Nova’s various factions weren't short on manpower to absorb bullets.  She’d seen human wave attacks before, in the Security Zone.  There had been times when they'd come far too close to simply overrunning the defenders when they ran out of bullets.

If we can’t get in touch with the embassy, we might not be able to summon help, she thought, grimly.  And that means we might have to beat feet out of here ourselves.  

Her mind raced.  There was a company of Paras on permanent QRA within the embassy compound, but they wouldn't be sent out on spec.  She’d sent an alert the moment the shooting started, yet she had no way of knowing if it had reached its destination.  The plasma weapons had been a nasty surprise.  It was quite possible that the enemy had modern jammers too.  That was unusual - and worrying.  Terra Nova’s factions seemed to be quite capable of producing basic assault rifles and RPGs, but plasma weapons had to be shipped in from off-world.  Someone was playing politics ...

She shook her head as the sound of shooting grew louder.  It sounded as though there were at least two factions fighting it out over the remains of the convoy, although she knew better than to take that for granted.  Landing City was dominated by a multitude of factions, everything from political and religious movements to street gangs and thugs.  It said a great deal about the former that the latter made better governors.  The moment one of the political factions gained an advantage, it tried to enslave or exterminate its enemies.  Terra Nova’s history was one long endless liturgy of horror.

“Still nothing,” Hammersmith said.  “But I am picking up a modern drone overhead.”

Alice looked up, scanning the sky through her visor.  The drone would be invisible to the naked eye - either too small or too high to be easily visible - but her visor would probably pick it up.  She sucked in her breath as she saw it, floating high overhead.  There was no way that had come from Terra Nova.  It was outdated, by modern standards, but still well ahead of anything that could be produced locally.  The chances were good that it had either been purchased on the black market by an independent trader or, worse, supplied by one of the Great Powers in a bid for influence.  She looked up and down the dark alley, silently noting the lack of maintenance and the signs of public urination.  Terra Nova wasn’t worth the effort.

The ground shook as one of the mines detonated.  Alice cursed under her breath as she locked eyes with the sergeant.  The enemy faction - or one of them - was starting to try to root the marines out of hiding.  There was no way they could stay in the alleyway, particularly when there was no help on the way.  They’d sell themselves dearly - there was no way she could surrender to a bunch of insurgents - but it would be ultimately meaningless.  They had to move.

And that fucking drone is going to watch us, she thought, grimly.  She’d seen enough drones in operation to know just how hard it was going to be to escape the robotic voyeur.  Someone sitting in a trailer on the other side of the city - or the planet - was going to be directing the insurrectionists after them.  The asshole had probably already played a major role in setting up the ambush.  We didn't tell anyone which route we planned to take, did we?

“Roger, take the drone down,” she snapped.  It would be a diplomatic headache if she was wrong - if one of the other embassies had launched the drone to watch the city sink into chaos - but there was no choice.  “Sergeant, take point.  Dennis, take the ambassador!”

She motioned for them to hurry forward as she checked the man she’d shot.  He was a dark-skinned man, probably South American rather than Arabic ... although that meant nothing on Terra Nova.  The different factions denied it, loudly, but there was quite a bit of interbreeding where two factions shared a city.  His outfit was pretty clearly a paramilitary uniform - she couldn’t help a flicker of amusement at just how little camouflage or protection it actually provided - yet he lacked anything that might identify him.  She allowed herself a moment of relief - she hadn't shot a civilian, after all - then stripped his body of weapons, ammunition and ration bars.  The marines might need them if the shit got deeper.

A second mine detonated.  The wall shuddered.  Alice hoped that meant it wasn't going to collapse.  Terra Nova’s building codes were substandard, where they had them at all.  The constant fighting probably didn't help either.  There were bullet holes in the wall that were probably older than her.  God alone knew how many times the building had changed hands in the last fifty years.  She shrugged, then nodded to the sergeant.  He led the platoon down the alleyway and out into the street.  Behind them, a third mine exploded.  Alice heard someone scream, a noise that rose higher and higher as the victim realised just how badly he’d actually been hurt.  Hopefully, the prospect of being crippled would slow his friends down.  The planet’s medical facilities were primitive, by modern standards.  There was little hope of reconstructive surgery on Terra Nova.

“Street’s clear,” Radcliffe called.  “Move out!”

Alice nodded, feeling a flicker of sympathy for the ambassador.  She’d been in combat zones before, but he clearly hadn't.  The marines raced down the street, weapons moving from side to side as they searched for threats.  Shops had been closed, iron shutters slammed down to protect the shopkeepers from stray bullets.  Not that it would be enough to save them if one faction seized undisputed control of the region, she knew.  Their shops would be looted, their sons would be conscripted, their daughters claimed as war brides ... she shuddered, despite herself.  She’d often found Britain to be dull, but Terra Nova was worse.  Who in their right mind would want to live in a war zone?

You decided to join the Royal Marines, she reminded herself, dryly.  Did you think you’d never be sent to war?

The thought made her smile, even as she kept moving.  It hadn't been easy to get into the Royal Marine Commando Training Program, not when she was both a woman and the daughter of a man who was both famous and infamous.  She had the feeling, based on what she’d read when she’d finally managed to access her file, that there had been some pretty high-level discussions before she’d been allowed to sign up.  And then she’d been put through absolute hell on the darkened moors and the trackless wastes of the lunar surface, just like the boys.  It would have been easy to switch tracks and join the Royal Navy, or even the Home Guard, but she’d persisted.  It was the only way to win respect.

And I figured a posting to Invincible would be relaxing, she reminded herself.  And we thought this was going to be nothing more than a dull deployment to provide cover while the local bootnecks got a rest.

Singh loped up beside her.  “Captain, there’s smoke all over the city,” he reported.  “I think this is serious.”

Alice nodded, calling up a map on her visor as the platoon paused for a moment.  Landing City had never been mapped properly - it changed too frequently for anyone to bother - but it was clear they were quite some distance from the embassy.  And there was no guarantee that the embassy would be safe, either.  Singh was right.  This was no simple exchange of fire between factions, but all-out war.  Someone was risking everything in a desperate bid to secure control of the city.

The embassy is supposed to be secure, she thought.  But if modern weapons are involved ...

A burst of fire splattered over her head.  Someone was on the rooftops, pouring fire down into their position.  She ducked down, returning fire instinctively.  The remainder of the platoon joined in, aiming a pair of grenades towards the enemy.  Alice braced herself as the grenades exploded, then darted forward as the enemy fire fell silent.  A body tumbled down, hitting the pavement hard enough to make her wince.  The impact smashed the lower body, but the face was surprisingly intact.  Chinese, she thought.  They were some distance from the Chinese-dominated parts of the city, but that was meaningless.  The various communities were also more intermingled than they cared to admit.

And the Chinese are the only Great Power who have a sizable presence on the ground, she reminded herself, as she checked the body.  No weapons, no identification ... nothing, but a grim awareness that the body was too fit to be a civilian.  They might have supplied the weapons to the faction.

She took a handful of snapshots for later use - the various intelligence agencies would want to have a look at them - and then sneaked back to where the remainder of the platoon was waiting.  The ambassador looked to have zoned out completely, not even noticing that he was practically hanging off Dennis’s arm.  Thankfully, the platoon seemed to be holding up alright.  They’d taken a beating - and they would have to mourn their dead mates later - but they were still in high spirits.  They hadn't given up hope of getting out before it was too late.

“I’ve still not been able to raise the embassy, Captain,” Hammersmith said.  “I even tried to call the Yanks and the Frogs.  Nothing from either of them.”

Alice nodded, curtly.  It was hard to believe that every embassy had been overrun - she’d exercised with both the United States Marine Corps and the French Foreign Legion - but it was starting to look as though her platoon was on its own.  And that meant ...

We don’t dare try to sneak back to the embassies, she thought.  And we can't stay in the city.

She studied the map for a long moment, wishing - not for the first time - that the various intelligence services attached to the embassies had actually been able to keep track of which faction controlled which part of the city.  Some parts were marked as Arabic or Mexican or Chinese, but others kept changing hands so frequently that the intelligence services hadn't been able to keep up.  Not, she supposed, that it mattered.  The Chinese might help the marines - at least until they could be repatriated to Invincible - but they were on the other side of the city.  None of the other factions would help.  The marines would be captured, then brutally murdered.  She had certainly no intention of allowing herself to fall into enemy hands.

“We need to get out of the city,” she said, catching the sergeant’s eye.  He had more experience than her ... and, besides, she trusted his judgement.  “If we get out of danger, we can hole up and wait for the ship to return.”

Radcliffe nodded in agreement.  “And how do you propose to get out?”

Alice checked the map, again.  No close-protection team worthy of the name would risk escorting the person it was supposed to protect through a war zone, at least unless there was no other choice.  But there was no way to avoid it, as far as she could see.  Unless ... she altered the map, noting the position of the Harmony River.  If they could steal a boat, they could get onto the water and head downriver.  It wasn't much of a plan, but it would have to do.

“We take the river,” she said.  There were risks, but ... they were short on options.  “Let’s move.”

The sound of shooting and explosions grew louder as they hurried towards the nearest dockyard, a tiny installation that looked more like a canal pier for barges than anything more formal.  She felt sweat trickling down her back as she looked from side to side, expecting to be jumped at any moment.  Waves of conflict were flowing over the city, yet they were leaving the marines untouched.  She hoped the civilians were smart enough to keep their heads down and pray, although she doubted it would help.  If one of the factions was making a real bid for power - and succeeded - the mass exterminations would begin shortly afterwards.  There was too much hatred on Terra Nova for a peaceful resolution to their problems.

They should have just divided up into different countries, she thought, sourly.  Surely, the problems with forcing different cultures to practically live in each other’s pockets had been evident a hundred years ago.  Had they forgotten the Troubles so quickly?  At least that might keep them from slaughtering each other.

She winced as the river came into view.  Harmony River - the name was bitterly ironic - was a sickly orange colour, thoroughly polluted.  It stank so badly she had to force herself to breathe through her mouth, even though she shared a bunkroom with an entire platoon of Royal Marines.  There were logging farms and factories upriver, according to the map, pouring their wastes into the river, but that wasn't the worst of it.  What passed for a sewage system in Landing City poured its wastes into the water too.

They should be turning their shit into fuel, she thought, as they located a barge.  It looked cumbersome, but they could handle it.  Instead, they’re killing themselves.

“Get the ambassador into the barge,” she ordered.  “And then try and raise the embassy again.”

She scrambled onto the barge herself and stood on top of the cockpit.  There were explosions - and plumes of smoke - all over the city, a number in the direction of the embassies.  Singh had been right.  This was serious.  She hoped - prayed - that the countryside was quieter, although she suspected it would be just as dangerous.  The communities might be more spread out - and centred on farms - but they were more inclined to shoot first and ask questions later.  And she knew very little, beyond vague generalities, of just what she might expect to find outside the city.

But the ship should be on her way back now, she thought.  She found it hard to believe that Invincible’s crew wouldn't have realised that something was wrong.  They had orders to keep a watchful eye on Terra Nova as long as they remained in the system.  They’ll come pick us up.

It wasn’t much, she acknowledged as the barge was slowly pushed away from the pier.  But it would have to do.
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Chapter Three
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“Captain, I’m picking up nine Chinese warships holding position near the planet,” Lieutenant Alison Adams reported.  “Five destroyers, three cruisers and a single ship of indeterminate type.”

Stephen sucked in his breath as the icons appeared on the display.  Legally speaking, the Chinese had every right to deploy warships to Terra Nova.  The system hardly belonged to anyone, not even the locals.  But he couldn't help finding their presence ominous.  The Chinese hadn't bothered to declare them to the other Great Powers.  That too was legal, he knew, but it was a breach of unwritten convention.  The Great Powers normally kept each other informed of warship deployments in open systems.  

And the Chinese have a large presence on the ground, he reminded himself.  The other Great Powers had abandoned Terra Nova once they’d located and claimed planets for their sole use, but the Chinese had kept their ties to their colonists.  They may be trying to help their fellows ... or they may be up to something.

“Keep an eye on them,” he ordered.  “Do we have any contact with the planet?”

“No, sir,” Lieutenant Thomas Morse reported.  “I’m picking up a lot of stray signals, but the main planetary net seems to have gone down and the direct link to the embassy has failed.”

Stephen nodded, curtly.  The direct link to the embassy was supposed to be unbreakable, which meant that ... that something had happened to the embassy.  Ambassador Crichton and his staff - including the marines Stephen had unloaded a week ago - might be fighting for their lives, or prisoners, or dead.  Not knowing precisely what was going on made it impossible for him to decide what to do.  And there were too many weapons platforms orbiting the planet - half of which seemed to be shooting at the other half - for him to risk taking Invincible closer.

“Launch two probes,” he ordered.  It was quite likely they’d be fired upon, if they were detected, but they should give him a clearer picture of what was going on.  “And prepare to flash-launch our remaining starfighters.”

He forced himself to think as the probes raced towards the planet, more and more details flashing up on the big scene.  Orbital space was an absolute nightmare: freighters hurrying to get out of the firing line while the weapons platforms vaporised each other, giant habitats screaming for help as missiles and kinetic projectiles were fired in all directions, seemingly at random.  It didn't look as though there would be anything left in an hour or two.  Terra Nova’s orbital guardians had exchanged fire before, but this was different.  There was something oddly final about it.

“One of the probes got a look at the city,” Alison said.  “Captain, the embassy is a pile of rubble.”

“Show me,” Stephen said, harshly.

He leaned forward, grimly.  The embassy had been smashed flat, a handful of figures poking through the debris while others held guns at the ready.  It didn't look as though the attackers had managed to take any hostages, although he knew that could be an illusion.  The embassy had a bunker buried under the ground for emergencies, one where the staff were meant to hide if the shit really did hit the fan.  They could hide out for years, if necessary, but ... the enemy would presumably try to dig them up.

And the other embassies are piles of rubble too, he thought, as the next set of images flickered up in front of him.  Even the Chinese embassy is a blackened ruin.

Major Henry Parkinson’s face appeared in the display.  “Captain, we have to get down there,” he said.  “If they’re already looking for the bunker ...”

“I know,” Stephen said.  “Stand by.”

He scowled at the images for a long moment, unsure what to do.  He had every right to rescue British civilians caught in a war zone - and he wanted to try to rescue the other embassy staffs too, as there were no American or French ships in the system - but the Chinese ships worried him.  So too did the weapons platforms and the fighting on the ground.  He didn't want to plunge his men into a multi-sided war over a useless planet.

There’s no choice, he told himself, firmly.  We have to save our people.

“Communications, send a wide-band message,” he ordered.  “I want everyone in the system to hear it.  We are mounting a rescue mission to recover our people and the rest of the embassy staffers.  Anyone who so much as looks at us funny will be fired on without further warning.”

“Aye, sir.”

Stephen keyed his console.  “Launch aerospace fighters, then follow up with the dropships,” he added.  “Rules of engagement are alpha-delta-three.  Anything that looks hostile is to be vaporised before it can pose a threat.”

“Aye, sir.”

He leaned back in his chair, eying the Chinese ships.  They were the only force in the system that might be able to oppose him, although the Chinese would have to be insane to try.  The destruction of the embassies was quite bad enough.  Firing on a British carrier would be worse.  No one would fault them for backing their people on the ground - there was a case to be made that Chinese rule would be better for Terra Nova than the constant insurrections and civil wars - but there were limits.  Picking a fight with Invincible would mean war.

“Captain, a handful of the weapons platforms are targeting us,” Lieutenant-Commander David Arthur said.  The Tactical Officer worked his console for a long moment.  “They’re locking missiles on our hull.”

Stephen winced.  Terra Nova’s defences were old - some of them dated all the way back to the First Interstellar War - but that didn't mean they weren't dangerous.  An old-style missile could still do considerable damage if it hit the right - or rather the wrong - place.  And a barrage of thousands of missiles would be damn near unstoppable.  Terra Nova didn’t have nuclear weapons, if Naval Intelligence was to be believed, but he wasn't sure he trusted their assessment.  It wouldn't be that hard for one of the factions to set up a breeder reactor somewhere nicely isolated.  The belters had been doing it for years.

“Take them out,” he ordered.  “Any platform that lights us up, kill it.”

And hope to hell I’m not making a mistake, he added, silently.  If we leave the other platforms alone, they’ll be in a perfect position to fire on our ships as they enter the atmosphere.

Newcomb glanced up.  “The dropships are launching now,” he reported.  “They’ll be entering the atmosphere in five minutes.”

“Very good,” Stephen said.  “Keep me informed.”

***
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Wing Commander Richard Redbird wasn't entirely sure what to make of the British Aerospace Tornado Starfighter, even though he’d been flying the oversized craft for the last six months.  The Tornado was designed, according to the boffins, to actually enter a planetary atmosphere and fight there, something previous starfighters had never been able to do.  He'd certainly made enough atmospheric entries to know it could be done.  And yet, the Tornado was also heavy, lacking the agility of a Spitfire, Hurricane or Lightning.  He had the nasty feeling that the design was a jack of all trades, thus master of none.

But at least we don’t have to worry about taking a beachhead, he reminded himself, as the starfighter raced towards the planet.  We can carry out precision strikes without having to land ground-based aircraft first.  

He sucked in his breath as he peered through his cockpit, keeping a wary eye on his scanners for potential threats.  The planet’s orbital defences were cheerfully banging away at each other, seemingly ignoring the British starfighters.  That wouldn't last.  Richard had flown over countries where the locals had fired in all directions, seemingly at random.  Besides, the locals also had good reason to know what Invincible could do to their defences.  They might want to get their retaliation in first.

Terra Nova looked pristine, he thought.  It was hard to believe that the beautiful blue-green orb was a constant war zone, where people were routinely slaughtered for following the wrong religion, or having the wrong skin colour, or even just because someone else wanted to take their land.  He couldn’t help thinking, as they flashed closer, that it was a shame that such follies hadn't been left behind on Earth.  But then, too many people had been deported to Terra Nova because their governments had decided that it would be more politic than killing them.  Perhaps the governments would have done better to move themselves and leave the extremists behind.

His threat receiver shrilled.  “Incoming fire!”

“Break and attack,” Richard snapped.  An orbital weapons platform was spitting antistarfighter missiles in all directions.  They looked to be over fifty years old, dating back to the days when humanity had thought it was alone in the universe, but that wouldn't keep them from being dangerous if they actually scored a hit.  Starfighters were fragile.  A single warhead would be more than enough to vaporise them.  “Weapons free.  I say again, weapons free!”

He yanked his starfighter to one side as his plasma guns started firing automatically, picking off the missiles before they could enter attack range.  Their targeting wasn't good - they certainly didn't have modern seeker heads - but the enemy CO was trying to compensate through sheer weight of numbers.  Normally, Richard knew, it wouldn't be a serious problem unless the enemy was using nukes.  The odds of a stray unpowered missile striking a starfighter were minimal.  But with so many starfighters and dropships passing through the same general area, the odds of a collision were considerably higher.

“Direct hit,” Flight Lieutenant Monica Smith shouted, as a weapons platform vanished from the display.  “I got the bastard!”

“Don’t get cocky,” Richard reminded her.  Monica had scored a direct hit, but she’d done it with a modern penetrator warhead.  Terra Nova was pretty much defenceless against modern weapons.  The Chinese ships would be much tougher targets, if they got off their arses and engaged the British starfighters.  “We’re not playing the big boys here.”

He ignored her snort of disgust and concentrated on his display.  The starfighters were clearing a path through the defences, firing on anything that even looked hostile.  He breathed out a sigh of relief as he realised the orbital habitats were being very careful not to do anything that looked remotely threatening.  Slamming a penetrator into a weapons platform was one thing, but firing on an orbital habitat was quite another.  He’d seen enough footage from the Battle of Earth to know he didn't want to take the risk of killing thousands of civilians.

Idiots shouldn't have dragged those asteroids into orbit, he thought, as he vaporised another weapons platform.  His plasma guns picked off a handful of targets that might have been anything from pieces of debris to stealthed mines.  They should have stayed in the belt, where it was safe.  Instead, they came here.

“Stand by for atmospheric insertion,” he ordered, bracing himself.  His heart started to pound, so loudly he was surprised no one else could hear it.  “Everyone ready?”

His pilots didn't sound nervous as they replied, one by one, although he’d never met a serving pilot who’d ever admitted to fear.  And yet, they’d all trained extensively, in and out of the simulators.  They knew the dangers.  They would be vulnerable for a handful of minutes, a very brief window of opportunity for anyone with hostile intentions.  Every starfighter pilot who lasted more than a week in basic training knew better than to fly a predictable course, particularly so close to enemy installations, but it couldn't be helped.  The drive fields simply wouldn't allow them to treat a planetary atmosphere - and a gravity well - as if they were somewhere in the middle of interstellar space.  

He glanced at the marine dropships, following behind, then nodded to himself.  “Here we go ...”

The hand of God slapped his starfighter as it struck the planetary atmosphere, the drive field automatically adjusting itself to compensate.  He gritted his teeth as the gravity field seemed to tighten around him, the compensators whining loudly as they struggled to hold the starfighter together.  It was easy to believe that he was leaving a trail a blind man could see as he plummeted down, a line that any planetary defence system worthy of the name could use to project his course and blow him into dust.  The cockpit darkened, automatically, as the drive field flared red and white.  It felt like hours before the shaking lessened and he resumed control.  The first thing he did was alter course.  No one had fired at them, but it was only a matter of time.

“Sound off,” he ordered, as the squadron descended.  “Did we lose anyone?”

He breathed a sigh of relief as it became clear the entire squadron had survived the entry manoeuvre.  Their threat receivers picked up dozens of anti-aircraft facilities, although none of them seemed to be taking any interest in the British starfighters.  Not that it mattered, he reminded himself, sharply.  A single sensor mounted some distance from the weapons could easily track the starfighters, then direct the antiaircraft fire.  There didn't seem to be any local aircraft in the skies either, save for a couple of helicopters following the river.  He couldn't tell which side they were on, but they weren't doing anything to impede his pilots.

“That’s Landing City in the distance,” Monica said, cheerfully.  “Buckle your seatbelts and prepare for landing.  Thank you for flying with Hostile Airways.”

“More like a crash-landing,” Flight Lieutenant Ryan Loyn commented.  He snickered, rudely.  “Have you seen their airports?  Even the stewardesses wear bullet-proof jackets over their tits.”

“I wouldn't trust their aircraft, either,” Monica said.  “They have bullet holes in their wings.”

Richard rolled his eyes as the starfighters closed in on the city.  Landing City was immense, easily bigger than London even though it was over two thousand years younger, but it was a mess.  Originally, the plans had been for the prefabricated buildings to be replaced within the first few decades by local construction - galvanising the construction sector - but it hadn't worked out.  Instead, the locals had built row after row of buildings around the original colony, absorbing smaller towns as their city grew bigger.  There was no charm or elegance to Landing City, even under the best circumstances.  Now, with smoke rising all over the city, it was clear that it was on the verge of a total collapse.

The starfighters passed over the embassies, sensors probing for signs of life.  A handful of emergency beacons popped up, all very low-power.  Dozens of insurgents were swarming the site, no doubt










d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
VINCIELE

CHRIE TARM= ISR E (NHERE T





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





