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New Doncaster should have been a success.  It wasn’t.  A deeply-corrupt and embedded ruling class, disenfranchised settlers and embittered indentured workers – slaves in all but name – have poisoned the planet, unleashing the fires of class war and threatening – in the wake of Earthfall – to turn the beautiful planet into hell.  And sinister forces are stirring the pot.  Roland - once Crown Prince of Earth, now a Marine Auxiliary – was charged with building an army to stabilise New Doncaster.  But it was too late.  The rebels struck and the planet fell into civil war.

Roland scored one victory, keeping the rebels from winning in a single blow, but the war is far from over.  Rebel forces have swept over the outlying islands, destroying plantations, capturing infrastructure, liberating slaves while forcing their former owners to flee or die on the remains of their lands.  Now, with both sides preparing for the coming contest, Roland – cut off from the Marine Corps – finds himself charged with leading the government troops, to launch a desperate military gambit to win a war against a rebel force that might have right on its side. And if his gambit fails ...

... The entire planet may collapse into chaos.
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Historian’s Note
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The Prince’s Gambit is a direct sequel to The Prince’s War, which is written to be as self-contained as possible but refers to events within When the Bough Breaks (The Empire’s Corps III) which are summarised in the prologue.  It takes place roughly a year after When the Bough Breaks and a month after The Halls of Montezuma.

CGN. 
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Prologue I
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From: An Unbiased History of the Imperial Royal Family.  Professor Leo Caesius.  Avalon.  206PE.

As we have seen in previous books, Prince Roland - the last surviving member of the Imperial Family - was extremely lucky to escape Earth before Earthfall.  The Childe Roland - as he was known - was a spoilt brat, permanently on the verge of descending into a sybaritic madness that would have suited the real rulers of the empire quite well.  It was only through the intervention of a Marine Pathfinder, Belinda Lawson, that Prince Roland started to climb out of the pit his minders had dug for him.  Indeed, it is quite possible - if Earthfall had been somehow delayed - that the prince would have grown into a fine young man.

But it was not to be.  Roland fled Earth and found himself in the custody of the Terran Marine Corps.  This posed a serious problem.  Legally, Roland was the ruler of the empire; practically, the empire was gone and hardly anyone would be willing to recognise Roland as the master of anything.  Even the Marine Corps had its doubts.  Roland’s reputation preceded him, to the point it was unlikely anyone who hadn’t met him would offer any support.  His value as a rallying cry for loyalists was very limited.  The corps finessed the problem by arranging for Roland to attend Boot Camp, under an assumed name.  It would either make a man out of him and give him a solid grounding in military and civil realities, or prove beyond a reasonable doubt he was unsuited for any major role in the post-Earthfall universe.

Results were decidedly mixed.  Roland had definite natural talent.  At the same time, he still bore the scars of his earlier life.  The corps was unsure if he should receive advanced training, with the aim of turning him into a full-fledged Marine, or quietly sidelining him into a less significant role.  It was decided, after much consideration, to offer Roland a chance to take command of a military training and assistance team, which would be assigned to New Doncaster.  The risk appeared minimal.  New Doncaster was a volatile planet, and long-term projections indicated the world would either fall into civil war or be invaded by one of its neighbours, but - in the short-term - Roland should be able to prove himself without any real risk.  Just in case, Specialist Rachel Green - a Pathfinder - was assigned to serve as a covert bodyguard.

It rapidly became clear that events on New Doncaster were not following the expected timeline. The situation was degenerating rapidly.  Roland’s training mission worked hard to build up the local military, despite opposition from government factions, but it was barely enough to stabilise the situation.  It seemed unlikely, despite Roland’s best efforts, that that planet could remain stable long enough for the government to start addressing the deep-rooted structural issues underlying the conflict.  Indeed, there were plenty of factions that saw no need to address the issues.

Roland showed both the strengths and weaknesses of a young officer with little practical experience.  He devised a scheme to mount an airmobile raid on a rebel base, which worked surprisingly well; he also drew up a plan to establish defence lines and blockhouses throughout the threatened islands in a bid to curtail rebel activities, a plan that might have worked if he’d had more resources at his disposal.  On the other hand, he also put his life at risk - sometimes to show the troops he was sharing the risks, sometimes for his own selfish reasons - and it could easily have ended in disaster.  However, he had good reason to think his plan would slow the rebel advance, giving the government a chance to at least try to hammer out a political solution.

He was wrong.  The rebels had long been planning a major offensive.  Roland’s army camp and the capital island came under heavy attack.  The spaceport, and the understrength Marine contingent providing protection, was destroyed in a single cataclysmic bombing.  It seemed likely, as Roland led his troops in defence of the government, that the rebels had dealt them a fatal blow.  Perhaps, if Roland had not acted so quickly, they would have won.  Instead, through heavy fighting and a great deal of luck, Roland was able to drive the rebels away from Kingston and save the government.  

However, the remainder of the rebel plans went off without a hitch.  The government’s authority across the outlying plantation islands, long hotbeds of insurgent activity, fell to rebel forces with terrifying speed.  It rapidly became apparent that, far from being beaten, the rebels had preserved much of their strength and were working to build up their forces as quickly as possible.

And, as Roland assumed command of the planetary military, it became clear the war was far from over.
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Prologue II


Ludlow Estate, New Doncaster
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It felt odd, Lord Hamish Ludlow reflected, to hold a party in the middle of a war.  His estate - and the island - was as secure as his personal armsmen could make it, but he had few illusions about what would happen if the rebels dispatched a small army to take his mansion and lands.  The seas were choppy, and the only safe way to reach the island was by aircraft, yet the rebels were master sailors and it was quite possible his household included some rebel sympathizers.  They were supposed to be trustworthy - they’d worked for his family for generations - but who could tell these days?  Hamish had cracked down hard, using the war situation as an excuse to keep his clients and servants under tight control, yet he feared the worst.  If the spaceport hadn’t been destroyed, he would have been very tempted to send his wife and daughters into orbit for their own safety.

Because the rebels made it clear they consider women and children to be legitimate targets, Hamish thought, coldly.  He’d seen the images from the first uprisings, the handful of video files that had been transmitted across the globe.  If they storm the island, they’ll show no mercy to anyone.

The thought pained him as he swept through the dance hall, quietly directing a handful of his fellows towards the meeting room.  His wife had arranged the ball with her usual skill, inviting everyone who was anyone; he had to admit, as he passed a pair of young debutantes being chaperoned by their mothers, that she’d done a wonderful job.  It was important to keep up the pretence that all was normal, as well as reminding the young men what they were fighting for.  He smiled, inwardly, as he spied a handful of men in fancy uniforms.  They looked ready and able to fight for the planet.  He just hoped they did as well on the battlefield as they did on the dance floor.

Hamish nodded politely to a maid as he left the hall, making his way down to the secure conference room.  It looked like a comfortable sitting room, complete with armchairs, a well-stocked drinks cabinet and a fire burning merrily in the fireplace, but his family had invested millions of credits in making the chamber as secure as possible.  They weren’t exactly going to discuss treason, but ... he shook his head.  The lower orders - and those who’d thrown their lot in with them - wouldn’t understand, if they knew what he was doing.  They’d assume he was merely being a selfish bastard, rather than a true son of New Doncaster.  His lips thinned.  Once, he could have spoken his mind and all would have listened.  Now ... speaking one’s mind risked social death.  It was just a matter of time until it meant literal death.

He poured himself a drink, then waited for the remaining three men to arrive.  They were older aristocrats, all descendants of the founders themselves ... all so deeply rooted in the planet’s history that the mere thought of pulling up roots and moving elsewhere was unthinkable.  There were no women, nor any young and foolish men.  Hamish’s mouth twisted in distaste.  It was hard to know who could be trusted, these days.  The war had sorted the men from the boys, true, but it had also made it hard to oppose the government.  And yet, government policy threatened to lead the planet to ruin ...

“Hamish,” Lord Prestwick said.  He was older than Hamish, with grey hair and cold blue eyes, but his mind was as sharp as ever.  “I assume there’s a reason you called us here?”

“Yes.”  Hamish looked from face to face.  “The first offensive will begin tomorrow.”

None of the men, he noted sourly, showed any hint of surprise.  They’d owned the government, at least until the Prime Minister had made peace with the townspeople, and they still possessed a considerable degree of influence.  The aristocracy had scattered its clients throughout the government structure; some openly patronised - in all senses of the word - some under strict orders to keep their true allegiances concealed.  It would have been more surprising if they hadn’t been aware the offensive was about to begin.  The media might have been muzzled, but word had been spreading anyway.

“That is good, is it not?”  Lord Doncaster was the oldest man in the room and the only one who could claim descent from the Doncaster.  He never let anyone forget it.  “The rebels are about to be crushed, freeing the islands from their iron grip.  Is that not good news?”

“Perhaps,” Hamish said.  It was good news.  The aristocracy owned the rebel islands.  Losing them had been painful.  Some families had gone bankrupt when their ability to pay their debts had been called into question, because they’d lost control of their lands and plantations.  “And yet, what does it mean for the future if the army emerges victorious?”

The question hung in the air.  It wasn’t enough to beat the rebels.  They had to restore the founding families to their former position of absolute mastery over the planet and that wasn’t going to be easy.  Hamish wasn’t blind to the implications of letting the townspeople have a share in government, certainly not after studying the history of Earth.  His distant ancestors had lost much of their power, after they’d widened the franchise to the point anyone could vote.  Earthfall was clear proof of what could happen if there was too much democracy.  He had no intention of letting it happen to his homeworld.  New Doncaster had once been a shining beacon of civilisation.  God willing, it would be again.

“The army is under our control,” Lord Doncaster pointed out.  “Their victories are our victories.”

“Except we don’t control the army,” Lord Prestwick countered.  “General Roland Windsor controls the army.”

He looked at Lord Windsor.  “Is he not one of yours?”

“No,” Lord Windsor said, flatly.  “When Roland Windsor arrived, we did a search of the archives.  There are quite a few people with the same name, as you can imagine, but none of them are our Roland Windsor.  If there is a family connection, it is a long way back in time.  We may share a name, but we have nothing else in common.”

“Even so,” Lord Prestwick said.  “He should support you.”

Hamish kept his face under tight control.  The age-old tradition was very simple.  The family supported its children - it birthed, educated and employed them - and, in exchange, the children supported the family.  Lord Oakley, the Prime Minister, had betrayed his family, as well as the rest of the aristocracy.  And Roland Windsor ... it was not clear if there was any connection between the imprudent young man and the Windsors of New Doncaster, but it provided a handy tool to hack away at the soldier’s reputation.  It would be easy, with a word or two in the right ear, to brand Roland Windsor a traitor.  He would never see it coming.

He tapped his glass, drawing their attention back to him.  “We have spent the last six months building up the army,” he said.  “The rebels are tougher than we thought” - it cost him to admit it - “but our victory is inevitable.  And what will happen then?”

Hamish didn’t give them time to react.

“Our forefathers were the ones who realised this world could become more than just a settlement, a refuge from the political storms battering the homeworld,” he said.  “They saw profit.  They invested vast sums in turning the planet into a going concern.  They made it work!  And are we going to step aside, to surrender to rebels and traitors and short-sighted fools and give up everything we’ve built?”

Lord Doncaster frowned.  “The government has agreed to limited political reform.”

“If there was no further reform, I might be less concerned,” Hamish told him.  “But it is unfortunately clear that each reform, each change in the rules, will lead to more demands and more changes and, eventually, we’ll surrender everything to keep the peace.  It has happened before, time and time again, on hundreds of worlds.  Once you get on the slippery slope, you cannot keep yourself from sliding down to disaster.  And if you try to say no, to uphold your old rights, you will be branded a reactionary fool if not an outright monster.  Do we want it to happen here?”

He watched their faces, hoping they’d understand and agree.  He had contingency plans, if one of the little party decided to go straight to the government, but putting them into practice would be difficult.  The old freedoms were gone.  The government’s emergency laws left little room for the old rights.  The days he was the absolute lord and master of his estate were gone.  It was up to him to bring them back.

“The army is largely townie,” he pointed out.  “What will it do, if it emerges victorious?”

“General Windsor is a Marine,” Lord Doncaster said.  “Will he not be recalled, and moved to another trouble spot?”

“We cannot count on it,” Hamish said.  “And there are townie officers making their way up the ladder.”

“They won’t reach the top,” Lord Prestwick argued.

“They’ll be in position to mount a coup,” Hamish disagreed.  “The rebels did it.  Why can’t they?”

Lord Windsor leaned forward.  “Your point is taken,” he said.  “I assume you have something in mind?”

“This is our world,” Hamish said.  He needed to remind them of it, time and time again.  They had to keep their eyes on the prize.  “And we need to defend it.”

He took a breath, then started to outline his plan.
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Chapter One


Mountebank Island, New Doncaster
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From above, Specialist Rachel Green noted, New Doncaster was a surprisingly beautiful planet.

The hang glider - a flimsy device that would be torn to shreds if the weather changed before she reached her destination - seemed to shift slightly as she glided towards Mountebank Island.  Her passive sensor array picked up a handful of radar pulses, but not - thankfully - any active sensors that might pick her out against the charged atmosphere before it was too late.  The glider was so fragile that most sensors wouldn’t have a hope of spotting it, although she had no illusions about what would happen if the rebel defences did.  She wasn’t anything like high enough to see a missile coming towards her before it reached its target, nor would she have any hope of survival if it did.  Stealth was her only real defence and she knew it might not be enough.

It will have to be, she told herself.  We cannot afford to fail now.

She took a breath, waiting patiently as the island slowly came into view.  It looked tiny from overhead, a postage stamp of greenery set in an endless blue sea, falling slowly into darkness as the sun sank behind the horizon.  The sole city was a mass of dark buildings, the plantations beyond a haze of greenery and the burnt-out remains of manor houses and indent barracks.  Rachel’s lips twisted in disgust.  It wasn’t the first time she’d found herself, and the corps as a whole, supporting a government that didn’t deserve to exist, but it had never sat well.  She would have preferred to land an entire division, then thrash both the government and the rebels before dictating terms that might just keep the planet from exploding again when the division was pulled out and sent to the next trouble spot.  But it was not to be.  The government was the only hope of maintaining any sort of stability and that meant supporting it to the hilt.

For what it’s worth, when we have so little to offer, she thought.  New Doncaster just isn’t that important.

The thought mocked her.  She’d had reservations about the mission when she’d first been briefed, although she’d had to concede it was better than either being reassigned to another special ops team or being sent into deep cover somewhere in the former core worlds.  The Commandant had even suggested it would be a milk run, a chance to ease herself back into service after losing most of her former team.  It would hardly be the first time she’d handled close-protection duty, with orders to watch her charge while watching his back.  And yet, Prince Roland?  Everything she’d heard about the young prince had suggested he was a degenerate, a fop lost in pursuit of pleasure ... the idea he might make a Civil Guardsman, let alone a Marine, was absurd.  She’d half-expected disaster, right from the start.

And yet, he’s done better than I thought he would, she admitted, in the privacy of her own mind.  He has his flaws, and weaknesses, but he’s done well.

She twisted her head slightly, looking up.  The handful of government-owned satellites had been zapped when the rebels had started their offensive, although between their outdated technology and New Doncaster’s weather they’d been practically useless.  The government had made overtures to the spacers, in hopes they’d replace the lost satellites, but the spacers had been reluctant.  Rachel suspected half of them supported the rebels or simply wanted to wait and see who won before openly choosing a side.  The remainder wanted independence.  She had the feeling they would do what they could to stir the pot, making sure the war on the surface lasted long enough to ensure the winner inherited a ruined planet.  And there was nothing she could do about it.

And there’s no way I can send a message to Safehouse, either, she thought.  I don’t even know what happened to the messages I sent to the dead drop.

She cursed under her breath.  New Doncaster had been largely isolated since Earthfall, with only a handful of starships passing through the system before the simmering discontent had exploded into open war.  She’d sent a handful of messages on passing starships, in hopes of forwarding updates to her superiors, but she knew it would be months - at best - before there was any reply.  It was unlikely the corps would divert a starship to investigate what had happened, not unless the Commandant decided to reassign Captain Allen or Roland himself.  And then ... Rachel shook her head as a gust of wind carried her over the island.  Captain Allen was dead, killed by treacherous attack.  Roland probably wouldn’t want to leave.

Rachel put the thought out of her mind as she rechecked the sensor array.  The rebels didn’t appear to be using radio, let alone microburst transmitters, although the latter were difficult to detect, let alone pin down, before it was too late.  They’d probably be relying on landlines, if the island’s primitive communications infrastructure remained intact, or simply using couriers to take messages from place to place.  It was what she would have done, if she had been on the other side.  She knew from grim experience that anyone radiating a signal in the middle of a war zone was practically asking to get killed.

Her terminal vibrated, once.  It was time.

She braced herself.  The darkness was inching forward.  Her eyes had been heavily enhanced, allowing her to see in the dark, but she knew not to count on it.  She was too high up to be seen by the naked - unenhanced - eye, yet ... she took a breath as she unhooked herself from the glider, then allowed herself to plummet down.  The glider itself would be swept up by the wind and blown well out to sea before it came down, or so she’d been assured.  She hated the idea of leaving anything to chance but trying to land the glider or destroying it both raised the odds of detection.  She’d been careful to ensure the glider was as clean as possible, with nothing that suggested it was anything other than a civilian model flown by a dangerous sports club.  By the time it was found, if it ever was, it would be too late.

The air snapped at her as she fell, a silent reminder of her first parachute jump.  It had been fun and terrifying ... here, she ran the risk of falling straight into an enemy camp.  The intelligence staff had done their best to pin down the rebel positions, but their best wasn’t anything like good enough.  The rebels knew how to conceal their camps, how to keep their forces safe from prying eyes.  Rachel trusted the odds - they were in her favour - but mentally prepared herself for the worst.  If she did land in an enemy camp, she’d have to fight her way out before they recovered and brought her down.  Roland would never know what had happened to her.

She counted down the seconds, one hand on the parachute cord.  It was never easy to be sure when one should deploy the parachute, not on a high- altitude low-opening drop.  Opening the chute too early could get her killed, either by the weather throwing her right across the island and into the sea, or an enemy sniper spotting her and trying to do something about it; opening it too late could see her plunging into the ground hard enough to kill her, even with the chute slowing her fall.  She kept counting, using her altimeter to pick the right moment to pull the cord.  The chute blossomed above, jerking violently as the ground came up and hit her.  Rachel grunted as she landed, drawing her pistol as she ducked down and swept the chute aside.  She was alone.  The half-assed road was as still and quiet as the grave.

Bad thought, Rachel told herself, as she swept up the remains of the chute and hurried into the jungle.  Very bad thought.

She paused, listening with her enhanced ears.  The jungle was never quiet - she heard birds and insects moving through the trees, heedless of her presence - but she couldn’t make out any signs of rebel activity.  She reminded herself, sharply, that that was meaningless.  The rebels had good jungle tradecraft.  The ones who hadn’t developed such skills, in the years before the insurgency had turned into an outright war, had been killed long ago.  She turned slowly, listening carefully, then knelt and dug a small hole with her multitool.  The chute needed to be buried, before someone spotted it and started to ask the wrong - or rather the right - questions.  It wouldn’t be the first time a mission had been compromised by a local spotting something out of place, then passing a warning up the chain to higher authorities.

And we have no friends on this island, she reflected, as she kicked dirt into the hole before moving away.  No one here will give the government a friendly word, let alone any actual support.

She took a breath as she checked her compass, then went north, remaining within the jungle while following the road.  It would rain soon, concealing the few traces of her presence.  She kept her eyes on the rough road, reminding herself the lack of paving wasn’t proof it had fallen into disuse.  The planetary government - and the aristocracy - hadn’t been interested in investing in transport infrastructure, not this far from the coast.  And besides, even if they’d tried, the rebels would have tried to stop them.  A working road network would have made it easier for the militia to move troops from place to place.

The air grew warmer as she walked, faint flashes of light from the dark clouds suggesting a thunderstorm was on the way.  Rachel kept moving as the road widened, leading onto the remains of a plantation.  The rebels had burned the manor and the surrounding houses to the ground, then tore up the alien plants to ensure it would be years - at best - before the plantation could be made profitable again.  She felt a flicker of sympathy for the former workers, men and women who’d been told they could earn their way out of debt slavery ... only to discover, when they crunched the numbers, that the system was carefully rigged to make escape impossible.  She cursed the government under her breath.  If they’d wanted an insurgency, they could hardly have done a better job.  

No bodies, she thought, as she circumvented the plantation.  Perhaps that’s a good sign.

She dismissed the thought as she resumed her walk.  There were hundreds of refugees from the rebel-held islands, people who’d fled the wrath of rebels with nothing to lose but their chains, yet there should have been more.  There’d been a middle class, small yet not insignificant; there’d been aristocrats and overseers and trusties who ... she shook her head.  It had been six months.  Anyone who hadn’t made it out, in the first chaotic week, was either behind enemy lines or dead.  The rebel leadership, to its credit, had tried to put a lid on the violence, but the hatred was just too great.  Rachel knew what might have happened to any of the former masters caught behind the lines.  They’d be lucky if they were only killed by their former slaves.

The ground rose under her feet.  The skies rumbled, the first smatterings of rain falling around her.  Rachel almost welcomed it as she saw lights in the distance, heard the sound of roaring engines.  She ducked, careful to choose a vantage point that would let her watch the road without being seen.  A line of vehicles came into view, driving down the dirt road.  Rachel eyed them warily.  The rebel soldiers on guard looked antsy, their weapons shifting from side to side as if they expected to be attacked.  She wondered, idly, if there were loyalists or criminals within the jungle.  It wasn’t impossible.  Mountebank was not a penal island, nor one of the hellish colonies where criminals were sent to work themselves to death, but it was quite possible some of the indents were guilty of more than just being in the wrong place at the wrong time.  They might not have found themselves welcomed by the rebels ...

Her eyes narrowed.  The vehicles looked like technicals - civilian vehicles hastily outfitted with makeshift armour and weapons - but there was something about them that had her instincts sounding the alarm.  Purpose-built military vehicles?  The design was odd, but she couldn’t deny the practicality.  Would the rebels prefer to build such vehicles, rather than tanks or IFVs?  There was no way to know.  They might be better off relying on designs they understood, rather than expending resources on vehicles that might prove to be nothing more than expensive white elephants.

She waited for the convoy to vanish into the darkness, then resumed her walk towards the enemy installation.  Intelligence had sworn blind the rebels had set up their HQ near the centre of the island, well away from either Mountebank City or most of the plantations.  Rachel hadn’t expected the spooks to get it right, but - as she closed on the installation - she realised the rebels definitely had something in the right location.  Her sensor array picked up a couple of microbursts, compressed and encrypted to the point even modern computers would take weeks to decrypt the signals.  She frowned as she slowed her advance, careful to keep watching for enemy spies.  A regular military base would have cut the foliage back, in hopes of keeping someone from creeping up on the fence.  The rebels hadn’t had that option - it would have revealed their base’s presence - but they were doing their best to compensate.  Their patrols were alarmingly random.

Someone’s been studying the right books, she thought.  The patrol would have caught her, if she hadn’t stayed back to watch and study their movements, in hopes a pattern would emerge.  They appeared to be completely random.  There’s no way to predict when a patrol will be passing by.

Rachel slipped back, then studied the rebel base from a distance.  It was half-hidden in the foliage, like the base they’d attacked before the insurgency had kicked into high gear, to the point it was hard to be sure how big it really was.  There were no vehicles within view, nothing to suggest the base was anything more than a jungle resort or hidden settlement.  If there hadn’t been regular patrols, and microburst transmissions, she would have wondered if the spooks had made a mistake.  Hell, it was quite possible the real HQ was somewhere nearby ... but not too close.  The rebels would be foolish to assume that their microbursts couldn’t be detected, then pinned down.  A single prowling drone could drop a missile on the transmitter before the crew could escape.  

She kept inching back, then started to make her way around the edge of the base.  The patrols were too solid for her to risk trying to sneak into the base itself, not without setting off the alarms.  She thought she could get through, particularly if the rebels were distracted, but it was hard to be sure.  Better to wait until the offensive began, then go to work.

Dawn glimmered in the distance as she swept through the surrounding area, looking for hints of a secondary base.  There was nothing, but that was meaningless.  The rebels knew how to survive in the jungle, knew what was safe to eat, knew where to find water ... in their shoes, she might set up a tent, or even a very basic shelter.  The rain wouldn’t make that easy, but better to be damp and free then dry and in a POW camp.  Rachel knew Roland had worked hard to convince the government to treat prisoners well, yet she was all too aware hardly anyone believed it would keep its word.  It was hard to take prisoners when the prisoners feared they’d either be worked to death or simply shot out of hand.

She glanced at her terminal, then tapped a code into the touchscreen.  The microburst transmitter sent two wordless bursts, before shutting down completely.  Rachel was already moving.  It was unlikely the rebels could track her signals, even if they had modern sensor arrays, but she dared not rule it out.  The rebels had some support from off-world factions, factions that had remained carefully anonymous.  It was quite possible they might have been sent modern gear.  Better to be safe than sorry.

There was no hint she’d been detected, as she put some distance between herself and her former position.  She breathed a sigh of relief, then found a place to hide and settled down to wait.  There wasn’t long to go, not before all hell broke loose.  She checked her stimulant reserve, preparing for the coming chaos.  She’d pay for using the boost later, when all was said and done, but there was no choice.  She dared not let herself be captured or killed.  If Roland hadn’t figured out what she really was, she would have been standing beside him, watching his back.  Instead, she’d been pressed into service.

He had no choice, she reminded herself.  Roland had been persuasive - and right.  The political situation was a ramshackle nightmare.  The only reason he’d been put in overall command was to ensure the blame didn’t fall on any of the locals, if the coming engagement ended in disaster.  And she knew what was at stake.  The army must not lose the first battle or it will lose the war.

But she knew, even as she waited, that there were no guarantees in war.
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Chapter Two


Near Mountebank Island, New Doncaster
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Roland - Crown Prince of the Empire, Marine Auxiliary Captain of the Terran Marine Corps - stood on the command deck and tried to look as if he were doing nothing more significant than ordering tea.

He clasped his hands behind his back, keeping his face under tight control as the reports started to come in from the makeshift fleet.  Six months of hard work, of backbreaking labour and endless training and desperate preparation for war, all boiled down to the fleet of semi-warships making their way through the choppy waters towards the island.  It was remarkable, how much they’d produced in such a short time, yet he was all too aware of the gaps in his order of battle.  New Doncaster’s stocks of modern technology were limited, forcing them to rely on weapons and equipment that would have been familiar to Roland’s distant ancestors, the ones who had lived and died before humanity started its expansion into space.  A lone starship with kinetic bombardment projectiles could sink his entire fleet within seconds, if it inched into orbit.  Roland was uneasily aware that whoever was backing the rebels could take a more active hand at any moment, secure in the knowledge there was no one left who could hold them accountable for their crimes.

The ship - a makeshift assault carrier, if that wasn’t too grand a term for a converted freighter armed with missiles and propeller-powered aircraft - shifted under his feet as it turned into the wind.  New Doncaster had no shortage of water-borne ships and sailors, thankfully, but very few of them were trained to serve on warships.  There was something amateurish about the fleet, and the army within the landing craft, that haunted him, even though he knew he should be glad of what he had.  He could overlook an absence of protocol, and manners that would result in severe non-judicial punishment within the corps, if the sailors did their jobs and did them well.  They didn’t have time to smooth down all the rough edges.  

But the rebels had spent the last six months preparing, too.

Roland turned away from the windows and studied the tactical display.  It was a joke.  The force trackers were makeshift, where they existed at all.  He hadn’t dared outfit his forces with local-built force trackers, all too aware they would reveal their positions to the enemy as well as himself.  The operators had worked hard to develop techniques for coordinating the fleet, and the landing force, but the fog of war lingered over the battlefield like a bad smell, making it difficult for Roland to direct operations with any confidence.  He felt a twinge of guilt as he stared at the display, wishing he was on the first wave of landing craft.  If his career had followed a regular path, he would have been midway through the Slaughterhouse by now - or dead.  Instead, he was a brevet general in an army that had been thrown together in a tearing hurry.

There was no choice, he told himself.  The planet teeters on the brink of chaos or tyranny.

Admiral Forest caught his eye.  “General,” he said.  “The fleet is entering the combat zone now.”

As if I didn’t already know, Roland thought.  Admiral Forest had commanded a patrol boat, six short months ago.  Now ... he’d been jumped up several ranks, like hundreds of others, to meet a demand for commanding officers no one had expected to face.  New Doncaster had never had a real navy, until now.  Tell me something I don’t know.

He turned to face the older man.  Admiral Forest was an aristocrat, by local standards; the second son of a powerful lord who’d made sure his son got the posting he wanted.  Roland supposed it spoke well of Forest that he’d demanded a command post, rather than a shore office with little real responsibility.  But ... Roland suspected the older man was also the target of a great deal of resentment.  What was the point of working hard and getting your name mentioned in the dispatches, if someone could be promoted over you just by having the right social connections?  Roland had been told a number of Coast Guard personnel had deserted to the rebels, when the insurgency had turned into open war.  He believed it.  Even now, six months after the government had reluctantly made some concessions to fight the war, it was still hard for the former townies to trust things had changed.

“Very good, Admiral,” he said.  “Are we ready to begin the bombardment?”

“We’ll be in optimum firing position in five minutes,” Admiral Forest informed him.  “Do you want to give the command personally?”

Roland nodded.  The responsibility was his, even though part of him quailed at the thought of unleashing such makeshift missiles in combat.  They weren’t that inaccurate, he had been assured, but he wasn’t convinced.  There was no way New Doncaster could produce smart warheads, even laser-guided seeker-heads.  He was all too aware there was a very good chance he was about to sentence hundreds of civilians to death.  It would be accidental, but he wouldn’t feel any better afterwards.  The only upside, as far as he could tell, was that the rebels were supposed to have evacuated the shore of non-essential personnel.

Or so we’ve been told, Roland thought.  There’d been some contacts between the two sides, over the last six months, but most of them had consisted of little more than unrealistic demands.  They could have turned their own people into human shields.

He felt his mood darken as he turned his attention to the map.  The government’s intelligence network, it was clear, had been hopelessly compromised for years.  The deep-cover agents they’d inserted into the insurgent cells had insisted, time and time again, that the rebels were nothing more than disorganised thugs lashing out desperately as their inevitable doom grew closer and closer.  There had been very little warning, and none of it particularly useful, before the insurgents had mounted a desperate all-or-nothing bid for Kingston.  They’d come very close to complete success.  Roland hated to admit it, but whoever was in command of the other side had a fine tactical mind.  He’d realised the battle was lost and cut his losses with a speed and ruthlessness Roland could only admire, preserving as much of his forces as he could for the next engagement.  The enemy commander had shaken the government to the core.

And he knows we’re coming, Roland thought.  He can’t have missed the fleet heading towards the island.

He stroked his chin as he contemplated the fleet’s position.  In theory, they were well clear of any enemy missile batteries.  In practice, Roland wasn’t so sure.  A modern hypersonic missile would be more than enough to sink any of his ships, including the flagship.  There were no signs the rebels had such missiles, but they were smart enough to keep them under wraps until his ships were in the killing zone.  And even if their missiles were no better than Roland’s own, they could blanket his rough location in firepower until they wiped out most of his fleet.  It would be a disaster.

Admiral Forest caught his eye.  “General?”

“Inform your gunners to open fire on my command,” Roland said.  “Once we start launching missiles, the first assault boats can make their approach.”

“Aye, sir.”

Roland sighed, inwardly, as Admiral Forest strode away.  He liked the older man, but he was no trusted confidante.  The only person he could unburden himself to was Rachel and she was somewhere on the nearby island, carrying out her part of the plan.  He cursed under his breath.  He’d wanted to keep her nearby, as a sounding board rather than a bodyguard, but he’d needed to put someone on the island to take out the enemy command structure before it could react to his offensive.  And yet, sending her had been risky.  HALO drops always were, even on planets with more predictable weather.  Roland had feared, even as he wished her luck, that he was sending her to her death.

The timer bleeped.  One minute to go.

And then we will see, Roland thought.  They’d laid their plans, they’d wargamed each and every variable they’d been able to imagine ... soon, they’d see how well their plans worked when confronted by reality.  The rebels know we’re coming.  But are they ready for us?

***
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Captain Richard Collier had grown to dislike the makeshift landing craft intensely, in the hours since they’d cut loose from the transport ship and started their voyage to Mountebank Island.  He was no stranger to small boats - he’d spent his summers as part of a fisherman’s crew, before he’d joined the militia - and yet, the way the boxy craft rolled under his feet disconcerted him.  The crew seemed unfazed, but Richard was all too aware that the entire company was doomed if the boat capsized.  His men could swim - he’d made sure of it -yet getting out of an upside-down boat would be difficult even at the best of times.  And there had been no time to even think of carrying out escape drills.

He felt cold, despite the growing heat, as he sat at the head of the line and watched the island slowly coming into view.  Mountebank looked a piece of paradise, a green blur shrouded by haze set within an endless blue, but ... somewhere to the north, the rebels were waiting for them.  The new recruits might have been bragging the war would be over by Christmas, that the rebels would raise the white flag and surrender the moment they saw the troops landing on the beach; Richard knew better.  It wasn’t going to be easy.  The government had made noises about amnesty for rebels who gave up the fight and surrendered, but it would be a foolish rebel who trusted in such promises.  The atrocities the rebels had committed, as decades of pent-up anger and hatred finally broke loose, made it very hard to offer them any kind of forgiveness.  He’d heard rumours there were people in government who wanted to drop enhanced radiation weapons on the rebel-held islands, wiping them out without risking a single soldier or militiaman.  The only reason Richard doubted the rumour was the simple fact that enhanced radiation weapons were beyond the planet’s limited industrial capability to produce.  There had certainly been quite enough chatter about weed-killer, defoliants and even nerve gas.

Richard shivered as he looked at his men.  The days when the army and the militia had been two separate forces were gone, now that the planet was fighting for its life.  His men - and a handful of women - were a mixture of old and new, soldiers he’d led into battle before the insurgency and recruits who’d joined up after the townies had been invited to take part in government.  There were even some former indents, trading military service for debt relief and enfranchisement.  Richard had worked hard to train them, all too aware that failure would throw the entire enterprise into doubt, but he had no idea how the newcomers would perform when they saw the elephant for the first time.  If they failed ...

We’ll just have to make sure we don’t, he thought.  We must not fail.

He turned his gaze away, wishing he’d had more time to see his family before boarding the ships and setting out to sea.  Roland was a more considerate commander than many - the days Richard had doubted his intentions, if not his experience, were also gone - but there’d just been too much to do.  Richard wore at least three hats – it rankled, at times, that his father had refused to allow him to accept a formal promotion - but Roland wore even more.  The handful of experienced officers - soldiers, militia and training staff - had worked themselves to the bone, trying to get the army into shape before the rebels mounted a second invasion or an outside power intervened.  In a way, it was almost a relief to be going back into combat.  The world was about to become a great deal simpler.  The army wanted to take the island.  The rebels wanted to stop them.  And everything would depend on who came out ahead.

The boat officer - Richard had never learnt his name - waved for his attention.  “Sir, the bombardment is about to begin.”

Richard nodded, stiffly.  The rebels would have to be blind to miss the fleet advancing on the island.  There were so many smaller islands with tiny settlements of their own - to say nothing of entire fleets of fishing vessels - that he would sooner expect the aristos to surrender their wealth and power than the rebels somehow failing to spot the oncoming fleet.  Roland had long since given up the thought of achieving strategic surprise, although there was at least a possibility they could keep the rebels from guessing where they intended to land.  The moment the missiles started to hammer their targets, the landing force would alter course and make a rush for the beach.  Richard had planned on the assumption the enemy wouldn’t be fooled, but he hoped for the best.  There were already too many voices whispering the army was unreliable, that it couldn’t be expected to produce victories.  The invasion could not be allowed to fail.

“Good,” he said.  He turned to face his men.  “Prepare to alter course.”
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Private Angeline Porter had no time to feel nervousness, or anticipation, or anything beyond a burning hatred for the rebels.  Hatred had kept her alive, when she’d been gang-raped and nearly killed by her family’s former servants.  She’d been lucky to be taken off the island, to a facility on Kingston, before the uprising had shattered what remained of the government’s authority, but it didn’t feel that way.  The doctors had done what they could, yet ... there was no way they could restore what she’d lost.  She’d been expected to take what remained of her family’s money - she was the sole survivor - and step out of polite society.  Instead, she’d joined the army.

Her hands tightened around her rifle.  It hadn’t been easy.  New Doncaster had never been known for female emancipation, even before the war.  She’d been expected to marry well, to someone chosen by her family, and spend the rest of her life with him.  The army hadn’t quite known what to make of her, although they’d had to admit she could shoot.  She’d declined all offers of a non-combat posting, demanding to be sent to the front.  And her hatred had kept her going when her fellow recruits had taunted her for being a woman in a man’s world.

The surge of hatred threatened to overwhelm her.  She’d come very close to killing a recruit with wandering hands ... hell, she had intended to kill him.  The moment she’d felt his touch, she’d yanked the knife from her belt and slashed at him.  The bastard had been very lucky to jump back, an instant before her blade sliced through his chest.  Perversely, the near-fatal incident had done wonders for her reputation.  The days in which she’d been expected to grin and bear it were long gone.  

And we’re about to meet the rebels, she thought, as the landing craft altered course.  We’ll teach them a lesson they’ll never forget.

She composed herself with an effort, drawing on the training that had been hammered into her over the last four months.  The goal was to secure Mountebank, to make it impossible for the rebels to use it as a staging base for further attacks on Kingston ... she told herself, as the landing craft picked up speed, that it was just a matter of time before the army returned to Baraka.  The servants who’d betrayed her family and raped her - she shuddered, caught in the memory - were waiting.  She’d hunt them down personally, making damn sure they didn’t have a chance to rape anyone else.  And then ... she didn’t care.  It wasn’t as if she had any hope of resuming her former position.  The rebels had made sure of that, too.

We’re coming to get you, she silently promised the waiting enemy.  And you won’t like it when we do.

***
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“General,” Admiral Forest said.  “The fleet is in position.”

So hurry up and give the order to fire, Roland finished, silently.  He didn’t blame the admiral for wanting to move faster, even though they’d be committed the moment they started shooting missiles at the island.  No, that was foolish.  They’d been committed from the moment the rebels had kicked the insurgency into high gear.  It took two to end a war, but only one to start it.  It’s time.

He took a breath.  His distant ancestors had led fleets into battle, back when they’d built the empire, but his parents and grandparents and many others had done nothing more demanding than sitting in the Imperial Palace and waiting to hear what had happened, hundreds of light years away.  They hadn’t been gambling everything on one throw of the dice ... hell, they hadn’t even been anything more than puppets.  The smarter ones had known it.  Roland still hated himself for not realising the truth until Belinda Lawson had opened his eyes, too late for him to do anything but run.  Not, he supposed, that it would have mattered.  In theory, he was - he’d been - the ruler of the entire galaxy.  In practice, he’d had no power at all.  If he’d stayed where he’d been, he would be one more dead body amongst billions.

But this is different, he reflected.  An entire army is about to go into battle, on my command.

The thought tormented him.  Hundreds, perhaps thousands, of his men were about to die, along with thousands of rebels.  And all of those deaths would be on him.  He was the one giving the order to launch the invasion.  He could still call it off ... no, he couldn’t.  It was time to emulate his ancestors, the ones who’d won martial glory, and fight.

He took a breath.  “Signal the fleet,” he ordered.  “Begin the bombardment.”

“Aye, General.”
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Chapter Three


Mountebank Island, New Doncaster
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The rebels, Specialist Rachel Green noted sourly, were shifting to a more alert posture.

She kept her distance, keeping her passive sensor array online.  Some brief signals flickered through the air, too short to convey much in the way of actionable information.  Not, she knew, that it meant they were meaningless.  The mere fact someone had sent the signal could easily convey information, if the rebels had set up a signalling scheme ahead of time.  Rachel had spent enough time away from the regular forces to understand how easy it was to spoof listening ears, if one put a little thought into it.  There was no way to decrypt a signal with a predetermined meaning, unless one knew what the signal meant ahead of time.  And that was vanishingly rare.

The sounds of the jungle grew louder as the rebel troops expanded their patrols, heedless of the wildlife they were disturbing.  Rachel tracked their positions through the sound, constantly reminding herself that the rebels she could hear might easily be beaters trying to drive her into the arms of their quieter comrades.  Did they know she was there?  Had they caught a sniff of her presence?  Or were they simply tightening their security, now that Roland’s fleet was coming into view?  They might have doubted the precise target - Roland had spread hundreds of rumours, from training exercises to a strike directly at Baraka itself - but there could be no doubt now.  The fleet was just too close.  Mountebank was the only logical target. 

She stayed low as a pair of rebels crashed through the undergrowth, tensing as she readied herself to act if they spotted her.  They weren’t making a beeline for her, but that proved nothing.  The loud men, stamping around as if they didn’t know the meaning of the word stealth, weren’t the problem.  It was the ones lurking in the silence who might be the real killers ... if, of course, they were there.  The rebels didn’t seem that alert.  They certainly weren’t acting as if they were walking towards a possible sniper ... she shook her head, mentally.  She would have preferred to back off, to make her escape without contact in hopes they’d assume they were panicking over nothing so she could sneak back later, but that wasn’t possible now.  The offensive was about to begin.

Her ears pricked up as she heard the missiles, an instant before the first explosions began.  She ducked instinctively, even though the rebel CP wasn’t one of the primary targets.  The missiles were dangerously inaccurate and she was all too aware that some of them were being fired right over the island, raising the very real spectre of one crashing too close for comfort.  She didn’t fear death, but the thought of being killed by friendly fire - as if there was such a thing - was maddening.  The ground shook a moment later, flashes of light and fireballs rising in the distance.  Rachel had no time to try and determine if any of the targets had actually been hit.  Roland was smart enough to assume none of them had been hit and destroyed.

She put the thought out of her head as she triggered her enhancements, the booster drug running through her system.  Time itself seemed to slow as she lanced forward, darting through the undergrowth and into the rebels before they could register her presence.  Rachel killed one of them with a blow, then threw the other into a tree.  The body lay still.  There was no time to check if she’d killed him.  Instead, she turned and raced towards the rebel camp.  It didn’t sound as if anyone had realised what had happened, but it was just a matter of time.  She had to get inside and complete her mission before the boost started to wear off.

The camp came into view, a handful of buildings built within the jungle.  Rachel didn’t try to go for the doors.  There were too many guards.  Instead, she scrambled up a tree - snapping off shots at the guards as she moved - and threw a grenade ahead of her, blasting a hole in the wooden roof.  She dropped through into a barracks, a pair of sleeping men looking up blearily as she landed between them.  She cracked their skulls before they could react, then hurried down the hatch and into the lower levels.  A young woman appeared out of nowhere, hastily trying to draw a pistol.  Rachel punched her in the stomach, then kicked her in the head.  She collapsed and hit the ground, completely out of it.  Rachel hoped she’d stay unconscious long enough for her reinforcements to arrive.  She didn’t want to kill a woman if she could help it.

Which is foolish, she told herself.  She would have killed you, given a chance.

She plunged through a mess hall, empty and abandoned, and found her way to a staircase.  There was something oddly charming about the rebel base, although there was no time to appreciate it.  Her sensor array bleeped an alert as she rocketed down the stairs, cautioning her someone was sending radio messages.  Rachel darted through the door and straight into a trap, four men charging her with neural whips.  Good thinking, she acknowledged.  They probably wanted to take her alive, relying on the non-lethal weapons to put her down long enough to secure her.  It would have worked too, if she hadn’t been heavily enhanced.  She grabbed hold of the first whip, yanked the rebel behind it towards her and threw him into a second rebel, knocking both of them to the ground.  The sound of breaking bones told her they’d stay down, long enough for her to deal with the other two.  A third man grabbed for his pistol, too late; a fourth turned and ran.  Rachel knocked the third out, then threw him at the fourth.  He had no time to get up before she kicked him in the head ...

Bullets crackled through the air.  Rachel threw herself down, then crawled forward.  Someone was actually shooting through the door ... either they were panicking, which was very possible, or they were trying to buy time.  She didn’t think any of the rebels were enhanced to the point they could determine her exact position.  None of the shots were anywhere near her.  She grabbed one of the stunned men and threw him at the door, the impact smashing the wooden barrier and revealing a small office beyond.  A man stared at her, trying to bring his pistol to bear.  He was moving fast, but with the boost pouring through her system he might as well have been trying to give her a free shot at him.  She shot his weapon out of his hand, then plunged into the chamber and knocked him out with a single blow.  A pair of computer terminals sat on the desk, dark and silent.  Rachel cursed under her breath as she saw the puff of smoke drifting into the air.  The operator had set them to self-destruct, then fought to buy time.  She had to concede he’d succeeded.  The only way to ensure nothing was recovered from computer terminals was to destroy them completely.  He’d done it.

She glanced around, noting the map on the walls.  It was largely unmarked, save for a handful of locations within the city.  She frowned - there was no way to tell what the marks signified - then searched the rest of the chamber.  The rebels had practiced good operational discipline, certainly better than many terrorist and insurgent groups she’d fought over the years.  The datafiles had been destroyed with the computers, along with the microburst transmitter; there were, as far as she could determine, no paper files to be recovered and studied.  She glanced up as she heard someone crashing down the stairs and hurried back into the antechamber, concealing herself within the shadows.  She’d hoped the confusion outside would last a little longer, the missiles adding to the chaos as the fleet pounded its targets, but it seemed it was not to be.  Rachel lifted her pistol as two armed men ran past, clearly assuming she was still in the command room itself.  She hesitated, then let them go and hurried back up the stairs.  The sound of distant explosions was growing louder.  If the timetable was being followed, as they’d hoped, the invasion force would be landing.

A guard swung around, his eyes going wide as he saw her.  Rachel shot him - no time to slow down now - and ran past him, into the open.  The camp looked surprisingly deserted, as if half the occupants had run for their lives.  Somehow, she doubted it.  The rebels weren’t cowards, nor were they terrorist bullies who cringed and begged for mercy when they encountered someone willing and able to fight back.  They had a cause ... and, presumably, contingency plans.  The camp was compromised beyond recovery.  If she’d been in command of the rebel force, she would have ordered the remainder of the camp’s population to make their way to the city or fallback positions within the jungle, ready to continue the fight.

Clever bastards, she thought, as she ran across the camp and out into the jungle.  They know we landed on top of one of their camps.  They had to have come up with plans to react, if we tried it again.

She slowed as soon as she was concealed within the foliage, then keyed her terminal to record.  “General.  Enemy CP neutralised.  No data recovered.  All communications equipment destroyed.  Proceeding with stage two.”

Her fingers pressed a second command as her implants signalled a warning.  The boost was wearing off.  She dared not linger.  She’d trained to fight while in withdrawal, but it was never pleasant and always dangerous.  There was a reason most soldiers never even heard about the boost, let alone were considered for enhancement.  Her lips quirked as the terminal compressed the message, then sent it.  The cost of a single enhanced soldier was staggeringly high.  She put the thought out of her mind as she hurried through the jungle, trying to keep away from enemy contacts.  Her limbs ached, but she had to keep moving.  It was unlikely the enemy had modern passive sensor arrays
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