All The Marbles: First Conflict



Prologue
They were alone in the universe.

From nearly a light year away, the D'Ammassa Triangle looked like a band of light, stretched
across the stars. Captain Joseph Buckley watched it through the holographic display for a
long moment, before reluctantly switching the display to the standard tactical display. There
was little point in the action — the ship’s Al would have immediately switched the display
back to tactical if another starship had appeared within their operations area — but it made
Buckley feel as if he was getting something accomplished. It was a rare feeling on Triangle
Patrol.

He studied the display and tried to keep his feelings off his face. The twenty-one officers and
men onboard the PKS Verhoeven had been assigned to patrol the Triangle — the most
dangerous area of space in the Confederation — to prevent anyone from entering the gravity
tides and energy fluctuations that had swallowed hundreds of starships without trace. The
Triangle seemed completely inexplicable, an area of space that was implacably hostile to
starships and stars alike. Indeed, the natural laws of physics seemed to break down in the
Triangle. A mental command into the display brought up an image of a star, slowly coming
apart into a nebula of hot burning gas, as if gravity itself no longer had any control within the
Triangle. Thrill-seekers loved to probe the outskirts of the Triangle, pirates tried to use it as a
hiding place...and the Verhoeven was supposed to stop them. Buckley had realised long ago
that Peacekeeper Command had agreed to conduct the patrols for political reasons; the
Triangle, an area of space roughly five hundred cubic light years in size, would be easy for
anyone to reach without any change of being intercepted. They could jaunt up to the
boundary and enter the Triangle without Buckley and his crew even seeing them...

“Captain,” Lieutenant Rochelle said, “Commander Janice would like to take the stellarcom
offline for repairs.”

Buckley nodded. The Verhoeven'’s stellarcom was an older modal, one due to be replaced the
next time the cruiser entered a proper shipyard, and, so near the Triangle, it was having
problems maintaining a link to Peacekeeper Command. It was easy to think that Peacekeeper
Command wouldn’t even bother to investigate if they lost contact with the Verhoeven —
between the Triangle and the outdated communicator, it was harder to get a message out than
it would be anywhere else in the Confederation — but Buckley knew it was important to let
them know what was happening. Maybe it would get them recalled to a shipyard sooner
rather than later.

“Send a standard notification to the fleet base and then tell Janice that she can proceed,”
Buckley said, turning his attention back to the display. There was nothing within the
Verhoeven’s sensor range, apart from a comet that had somehow broken free of its star
uncounted millennia ago and was on the verge of drifting into the Triangle within the next
few thousand years. “Inform me if anything changes.”

An hour passed slowly as the Verhoeven continued its lonely patrol. Buckley felt more
isolated than ever, now that their link to Peacekeeper Command was broken, but the feeling
was purely imaginary. No one in their right mind would come near the Triangle — most
starships wouldn’t even try to jaunt near it — and there were few human settlements within a
hundred light years. Heinlein was the closest human settlement; Buckley found himself



wondering if he could find an excuse for the Verhoeven to visit the settlement and give the
crew some shore leave. It wasn’t as if there was anything for them to do...

Ping!
“Report,” Buckley snapped, as the warning blinked up in his inner eye. “What do you have?”

“I have one starship, barely ten thousand kilometres away, on approach vector,” Lieutenant
Ajkan reported. A new note of alarm entered his voice. “Captain, | am not picking up any
traces of Hadenashatar Radiation from the ship!”

Buckley stared at the display. “Show me,” he snapped. Hadenashatar Radiation was always
present when a starship jaunted into normal space; it was a natural product of a starship

passing through another universe and materialising somewhere else. A red icon appeared on
his display and he cursed; the absence of Hadenashatar Radiation indicated that the starship,
far from jaunting into their position, had been cloaked nearby. It had been watching them...

“Sluggy, bring the ship to Condition Beta,” Buckley ordered the Al. A low drumbeat echoed
through the ship, awakening the sleeping crewmembers and sending them running to their
emergency stations. “Dave, get me some identification!”

“I am unable to identify the starship,” Ajkan said. Buckley started in disbelief; a starship that
close was almost within visual range...and it was closing in on the Verhoeven. “The
starship’s drive signatures does not match anything known to us...Captain, that starship is
alien!”

“Are you sure?” Buckley demanded, trying to keep the surprise and delight out of his voice.
In nearly five thousand years of space exploration, the human race had met precisely no alien
races; they hadn’t even found traces of any long-dead civilisations. And to think he’d been
cursing their useless patrol; if the newcomer really were alien, Joe Buckley and the
Verhoeven would go down in human history. The first starship to encounter another
intelligent race...!

“Confirmed,” Ajkan said, as an image blinked up on the display. It was strange, almost
spidery in shape and form...and as alien as hell. “The unknown vessel does not match any
known or speculated human design.”

“Transmit the First Contact package,” Buckley said, visions of fame and glory shimmering in
his head. Peacekeeper Command could hardly deny him a proper mission after this...even if
he wasn't appointed humanity’s ambassador to their new alien friends. “Engineering, spin up
the stellarcom and...”

“Unknown vessel is scanning us,” Ajkan snapped, suddenly. Buckley whirled around and
stared down at the display. “Tactical Comp calls them targeting sensors...”

“Red alert,” Buckley snapped. In a flash of clarity, he saw it all; the unknown ship and its
crew had waited patiently, hidden behind their cloak, until the stellarcom had been
deactivated...and then it had moved in for the kill. The Verhoeven could fight...but she
couldn’t run...and the alien starship out-massed her three to one. Not First Contact then, but



First Conflict, the war that humanity had never believed could happen. “Bring up our
weapons arrays and prepare to take evasive action...”

He paused. It was possible, just, that they were wrong...and that the alien sensors weren’t
hostile. The Peacekeeper Regulations flatly refused any authority to open fire first, and yet,
he knew just how close they were to the unknown. If the aliens opened fire, the Verhoeven
would have hardly any chance to escape...and it would take minutes to spin up the jaunt
drives and escape. Minutes he suspected they didn’t have. They didn’t even have any jaunt-
capable drones they could launch to warn the Confederation...

“Alien has opened fire,” Ajkan said. Buckley spared him hardly a glance. He was so young!
Ajkan should have his entire carcer ahead of him. “Incoming missiles!”

“Point defence, engage,” Buckley thundered. Even as he spoke, he knew it was too late.
“All stationed, cleared to engage...”

Four singularity missiles slammed into the Verhoeven. A tidal wave of energy smashed
through the shields and destroyed the starship, blowing it into radioactive plasma. Buckley
and his crew died without knowing who had attacked them, or why. His last thought was that
humanity’s golden age, a thousand years of peace and prosperity, was over.



Chapter One

First Admiral Andrew Ramage strode into the Combat Information Centre and took his seat
directly in front of the main display. The hologram appeared as soon as he took his seat,
showing the inner system...and the thousands of starships gathered around the flagship. The
Peacekeepers had arrived at Terra-Prime in strength; two thousand cruisers, one hundred
battleships and fifty fleet carriers, all intended for the grand formation display. There had
been over a thousand years since the last major conflict and the Confederation wanted to
celebrate.

Andrew smiled to himself as he fired requests into the system through his Peacekeeper
implants and the results appeared in front of him. The starships had formed into their
designated locations and their crews were currently updating their computers about holding
formation. It was a shame the cruisers couldn’t fly really close to one another, like
starfighters might on display, but even with Confederation technology, the odds of a collision
would be too high. The Peacekeepers might be one of the few avenues to any kind of status
in society, but even so, there was a permanent manpower shortage...and losing the starships
would be irritating as well. He was more nervous than he cared to admit; two hundred years
of excellent service to the Peacekeepers would be forgotten in a moment if the grand display
went wrong.

“Report,” he said. “What happened to the 77" Cruiser Squadron?”

There were only three other people in the room, all fleet coordination officers, charged with
taking Andrew’s commands and transmitting them to the starships. The massive battleship,
despite its size, carried only a tiny crew; the mixture of automation and the ship’s Al saving
the Peacekeepers from having to deploy more than a hundred people to a starship five
kilometres long. The CIC, with its massive displays and control systems, could — in theory —
handle well over two thousand starships, but no one had deployed so many ships since the
closing days of the Thule War, over a thousand years ago.

“Captain Timov sends his regards, but they’re still engaged on that outer-system patrol at
Hong Kong,” Commander Lucy Wong said. Lucy had been with him since he’d been
promoted to Vice Admiral, even in the glacially-slow Peacekeeper promotions department,
and he regarded her as his right hand. It still surprised him that she hadn’t sought a command
of her own; she was definitely more than qualified. “Someone picked up what they thought
was a Thule battlecruiser and panicked.”

Andrew kept his face blank. The rumours about Thule having somehow hidden a Lost
Colony world sometime in the closing days of the war refused to vanish, despite a careful
search of every star within ten thousand light years of Thule...or the expanding nebula where
Thule’s star had once been. The Thule War had been the defining event of the galaxy, with a
combined death toll well in the trillions, and the merest suggestion of a rogue Thule starship
was enough to give panic attacks to otherwise reasonable people. It didn’t help that there
were thousands of ex-Thule starships in the hands of pirates, independent contractors, touring
museums and even in various planetary navies...and someone seeing one of them might well
panic. Most of the time, the panic abated quickly once they realised that the ship wasn’t
actually attacking, but sometimes it remained long enough to waste Peacekeeper time. Nine
cruisers, which should have been at Terra-Prime, were instead scanning the outer edges of a



star system that had once been a major target in the Thule War...when their target, assuming
that it even existed, could have jaunted out and left them to search empty space.

“Tell him not to worry,” Andrew said finally. They couldn’t talk directly to the squadron, not
while they were searching for the rogue ship, but they could have a message relayed through
the stellarcom network. “If they make it here in time for the parade, that’s fine; if not, there’s
no point in sweating about it.”

He looked up as the display switched back to the overall galactic display, studded with
tactical icons and updates. The Confederation covered nearly two-thirds of the galaxy, a
mass of Integrated and Associated Worlds, surrounded by a blur of Isolated Worlds and the
handful of worlds that hadn’t been Contacted or brought into the Greater Confederation.
Humanity might have reached further into the galaxy, or even out towards other galaxies, but
there was no way to know. The Confederation scouted out likely colony worlds and often
discovered worlds that had been settled without the Confederation’s knowledge, but there
were no real threats out there. The Confederation’s leaders talked of a thousand years of
peace, but Andrew knew that there had been skirmishes and tiny wars, fought out there on the
Rim. He’d fought in some of them himself.

“Contact 7" Fleet’s commanding officer and tell him I want an update on that situation
regarding the search for those missing children,” he said, recalling something else to mind. A
group of children had taken a starship and gotten lost somewhere in interstellar space...and
were probably lost forever. Even Confederation tech couldn’t locate a starship that had run
out of power somewhere in the gulf between the stars. “He’s to let me know if there are any
changes.”

He sat back in his chair and composed himself. It was easy — too easy — to meddle...and in
the CIC, it was easy to convince himself that he could run the entire Peacekeeper organisation
from his command chair. It hadn’t been any easier for his predecessor, or indeed anyone
since the stellarcom had been invented; the people in command wanted — needed — to feel that
they could do more than just wait, even if it was just demanding meaningless updates. Back
in the Thule War, the fleets had been out of contact since they had been launched at their
targets...and all the commanding officers could do was wait until they heard back, victory or
defeat. Sometimes they hadn’t known anything until the enemy’s counterattack arrived.

Captain Darius Garsys’s hologram flickered into existence beside him. “The Peacekeeper is
ready to lead the parade,” he said, his face unable to hide his private glee at having had his
command ship placed in the lead. The officer in command of that ship would be noticed right
across the Confederation. Like almost every human who grew up within the Confederation,
his features were classically handsome and dignified, but Andrew could see the delight
bubbling under his skin. “At your command, Admiral...”

He broke off. “What the hell...?”

Andrew saw it as the display automatically switched to tactical mode, showing the green
icons of the Peacekeeper ships, the blue icons of the various planetary navies that had been
assigned to join the parade...and red icons flickering into existence, too close for comfort.
There was no Hadenashatar Radiation, part of his mind noted grimly; instead of coming out
of a jaunt, the starships — the unknown starships — were coming out of cloak. Alarms were



ringing now, though the massive starship, and he tuned them out...who the hell were they? If
they were decloaking that close, that meant...

“Incoming missiles,” Lucy snapped, her voice shocked. The display flickered and almost
overloaded as it struggled to update with the new information; the unknowns were opening
fire! Andrew struggled to comprehend the sudden shock; the unknowns were actually firing
on his ships! “I count over a thousand hostile starships, unknown configuration!”

Darius’s image vanished as he took direct command of the starship. “Red alert,” Andrew
ordered, training asserting itself and forcing him into taking action. Whoever was attacking
them, and why, would have to wait; they had to defend themselves. The Peacekeeper rules of
engagement insisted that they take all precautions to avoid conflict, but if the enemy fired on
Peacekeeper starships, they were authorised to return fire at will. “Bring up the point defence
network and return fire!”

The wave of missiles slammed into a hundred Peacekeeper starships. Andrew’s mind noted
with numb shock that the enemy ships were targeting the command ships and the fleet
carriers, which were trying to launch all of their fighters before they were destroyed. It was
sheer luck that they had even had some fighters in ready-position; they hadn’t been expected
to have to fly until after the main parade, where they would have shown off their flying skills
to an impressed population...and probably convinced thousands of children that they wanted
to become fighter jocks. It was the one branch of the Peacekeepers where there were more
recruits than fighters.

“Get a warning out through the stellarcom,” he ordered, forcing himself to remember that he
was the commanding officer of the entire fleet and not just the ships gathered near Terra-
Prime. “Warn them that we may need them to deploy...”

“The stellarcom is down,” Lucy said, sharply. Andrew looked at the display and saw that she
was right; the unknowns, whoever they were, had knocked out the stellarcom orbiting near
the edge of the system just after they had launched their attack on the fleet. He saw starships
burning in the night, their shields battered by singularity warheads and old-fashioned
antimatter warheads until they were knocked down and exposed to the vacuum of space...and
blown apart by direct hits. The loss of the stellarcom, their link to the rest of the
Confederation until they span up a communications singularity themselves, meant that there
would be no help from outside the system. “The enemy warships are targeting this ship
specifically...”

The display altered as the enemy warships sliced closer. They were coming into energy
weapons range, not fleeing or even holding the range open, and he felt his face twisting into a
nasty smile. They’d hit the Peacekeepers hard, and destroyed over two hundred starships in
their opening blows, but the remainder of the fleet was pulling together. He saw them
returning fire, pounding at the enemy warships; his mind linked into the command network
through his implant and followed a swarm of missiles as they impacted on one of the enemy
starships. Their shields didn’t look to be much better than the Peacekeeper shields, if at all;
singularity warheads roared their fury, almost audible even though the vacuum, punched
through and blew the enemy starship apart.

“They are entering energy range now,” Lucy said. “The cruisers are opening fire.”



Andrew nodded. Implosion bolts, laser cannons and gravity waves were lashing out now,
hammering at the enemy starships as they closed in, sweeping through the Peacekeeper ships
as if their starships were nothing more than starfighters. The Peacekeeper ships spread apart
to let them pass, firing all the time and breaking through their shields...all the while taking a
pounding themselves. Starships on both sides were dying, but it was possible, just possible,
that the Peacekeepers numerical advantage would start to tell. It would be useless to give
orders now, he knew, but he wanted to issue them...

“New incoming,” Lucy snapped, and Andrew felt his heart sink. “I have over two hundred
bursts of Hadenashatar Radiation...”

Andrew cursed as new icons appeared on the display. The other enemy starships were
comparable to Peacekeeper cruisers; the newcomers were larger than the battleships...and
armed to the teeth. They seemed to pause, just long enough for the Peacekeepers to get a
good look at them, and then they belched a massive swarm of missiles into the Peacekeeper
fleet. Andrew watched as counter-missiles, energy weapons and force shields strove to form
a defence...and knew that it wouldn’t be enough. The Peacekeepers were going to take a
beating...

He slipped his mind back into the computer network. The AI’s were incapable of shock or
terror; they could - and would — continue working while their human masters were trying to
grasp the sheer scale of the disaster. He saw their conclusions about the power of the enemy
newcomers from the sensors, heard their mutter of instructions to the point defence weapons,
and knew that they wouldn’t be able to stop the wave of missiles from striking his ships. The
Peacekeeper formation might have beaten off the smaller craft, but their larger brethren were
still going to hammer them.

“Pull the fleet into a Rampart Formation,” he snapped, trusting Lucy to handle the task. The
starships would have to cover one another while allowing the heavy-hitters to strike back at
the enemy ships. The fleet carriers had taken a pounding; half of them had been destroyed,
mostly without launching more than the ready fighters. There should have been over ten
thousand starfighters with the fleet, but the tactical display suggested that only a thousand
had been launched since the battle had begun...before their motherships had been destroyed.
The enemy commander, whoever he was, knew what he was doing. They barely had the
starfighters they needed to cover themselves, let alone launch strikes against the enemy
ships...

He pulled out of the command network and studied the sensor readings. The unknown craft
were...unknown, completely unknown. He’d been thinking about a new attack from the
Thule Lost Colony — it no longer seemed so funny — but Thule had shared Professor
Hadenashatar’s drive technology, the same drive technology that drove the Peacekeeper
starships. The unknowns seemed to have radically different configurations, like nothing he’d
ever seen before, and that suggested that whoever had built them had followed a very
different path. They still generated Hadenashatar Radiation when they jaunted, which was
something of a relief, but even so...

Who were they?



“Contact Captain Pollock,” he ordered, forcing the question to the back of his mind. “The
Vanguard is to jaunt out immediately to the nearest star and warn the Confederation of what
happened here. No, repeat no, missions are to be dispatched to our aid, understand?”’

He saw Lucy’s puzzlement and clarified. “If this is the opening of a general war, they’re
going to have to worry about their own defence,” he said. It was a bitter thought; they had,
only an hour ago, been able to talk to the other side of the galaxy. Now, they had to rely on a
starship getting enough clear space to jaunt out and hopefully break contact. “What happens
if this is happening everywhere?”

The thought was a bitter one. The Peacekeepers had gathered most of their starships together
for the celebrations honouring the thousand years of peace...that had just come to such a
sudden end. If someone really intended to take on the entire Confederation and win, they had
to take out the Peacekeepers first...and the celebrations had provided them with the perfect
targets. Whoever they were fighting — and he was starting to have a nasty suspicion that the
enemy was something other than human — had planned well...and all he could do was pass on
the warning. It might already be too late.

The Peacekeeper shuddered as a warhead burst against its shields. Darius, up on the bridge,
would be trying to keep the command starship intact; it was the only one left in the fleet.
Without it, the cruisers would have real problems coordinating their activities, even the point
defence. Andrew checked the display again as the enemy starships pressed home their
attacks; both sides were taking damage, but the Peacekeepers, caught out of position and
surprised completely, were taking worse. The Peacekeepers had never lost a battle
since...since they had been founded; it dawned on him suddenly that he was going to go
down in history as the first Peacekeeper Admiral to lose a major battle. The Confederation
Parliament would probably want his head on a platter...

“Terra-Prime,” he snapped, remembering. There was more in the system than the
Peacekeeper fleet. Terra-Prime, the capital world of the Confederation, was only a few light-
minutes away. Normally, the representatives would meet up by sending projections through
the stellarcom network, but now, for the celebrations, they had gathered in person on the
planet below. The enemy had planned, he saw now, for that as well. “What is their status?”

“Enemy ships are gathering near the planet, but haven’t made any moves towards the surface
or the orbital defences,” Lucy said. “I haven’t picked up any signals from the planet itself,
but hundreds of commercial ships are breaking orbit and trying to get into a position where
they can jaunt out.”

“Smart of them,” Andrew admitted. A battle that could strain the Peacekeepers was no place
for civilian craft. He glanced at the enemy icons and made a quick decision; losing Terra-
Prime in the opening minutes of the war would be disastrous for morale. “Divert the 12" and
45™ Cruiser Squadrons towards the enemy ships and tell them to hammer them enough to buy
time.”

“Yes, sir,” Lucy said. The Peacekeeper rocked again. “Three enemy cruisers attempted to
engage us at close range.”

Andrew blinked. “Why?” He asked. It made no sense. “What were they doing?”



Lucy swore. “I am picking up traces of anti-Hadenashatar Radiation,” she said. Andrew saw
it at the same time. “They wanted to trap the fleet here.”

Andrew felt his blood run cold. The attack wasn't just intended to pound the fleet; the attack
was intended to destroy it. The use of jamming radiation, preventing the fleet from jaunting
out, would ensure that the Peacekeepers had no choice, but to fight it out until the radiation
faded away...and that the enemy would have no choice, but victory or death. By cutting off
the Peacekeepers from any hope of retreat, they had trapped themselves as well.

“Calculate a location from which we could still jaunt,” he said, linking his mind back into the
computers and considering several ideas. If they had to retreat, they would have to escape the
effects of the jammers, or destroy the jammers completely. Surrender, he suspected, wasn't
an option. “Signal the fleet...

He paused. “Did the Vanguard make it out?”
“No, sir,” Lucy said. “She was caught and destroyed before she could jaunt.”
Andrew shivered despite the heat. The rest of the Confederation wouldn’t have the slightest

idea of what had happened. All they would know was that they’d lost contact with Terra-
Prime...until it was too late.



Chapter Two

There was only one city on Terra-Prime, but it was by any measure the most important city in
the Confederation, based around the sole task of providing a government for the human race.
The planet had been terraformed back during the early days of the Confederation — the
original world had been in neutral territory and so worthless than no one had claimed it — and
since then, only the politicians and a small staff of assistants had been permitted to settle on
the planet. A handful of very experienced, very senior Peacekeepers and other functionaries
were allowed to live on the planet after retirement, but few accepted the invitation, not when
they could live almost anywhere in the Confederation. Terra-Prime’s population stood at
around ten million, not counting the tourists and the Al. The Al, in truth, could be said to be
the only permanent resident of the planet. Everyone else left, eventually.

The soft voice woke President Katherine Coynor from her implant-induced doze. “Madam
President, it is three hours until the big speech,” the Al said, its voice whispering through her
head. “You asked to be awoken in time for the speech.”

Katherine rubbed the side of her head. “How long was I out?”

“Four hours,” One said. The Terra-Prime Al, One, was the first Al to actually gain sentience
and recognition as a living creature in its own right, or at least it claimed descent from the
original Al. Katherine had always found that privately funny; the concept of an Al giving
birth was oddly amusing. “You have nine hundred and seventeen messages waiting for you.”

Katherine rolled her eyes as she stood up, shucked off her nightdress, and stepped into the
shower. One kept a subroutine, an infinitively tiny section of its awareness, following her
wherever she went, but she refused to think about it. Most humans preferred not to think
about how closely they were under observation on Terra-Prime or one of the Worldships; it
wasn’t as if the Als were interested voyeurs or perverts. Their awareness was different to
human awareness; she’d once asked One for advice on her clothes and the Al had produced a
horribly mismatched outfit and claimed it looked beautiful in the right light. 1t might even
have been telling the truth and though its sensors, the outfit had looked beautiful.

She could have used a sonic shower to shake off the dirt and grime, but chose instead to have
a water shower and hope that the cold would wake her up completely. She’d been pushing
her body too hard over the last few weeks, trying to get everything ready for the big
celebrations to mark a thousand years of peace and prosperity, and it would be ironic indeed
if she collapsed as she mounted the Parliament’s steps. She could have used her implants to
awaken her completely, but she preferred to use cold water; the implants sometimes had side
effects, or she would have to sleep for a few days...and if she took that much time off her
job, she would be drenched in messages and things demanding the urgent attention of the
President of the Confederation. Even daily, even with One’s help, it was all she could do to
keep up with them.

The thought reminded her. “Is there anything important in the messages?”
“Nothing too important,” One informed her. She’d learned to trust the AI’s judgement on

that, at least. “They’re mainly requests for appearances, several petitions from various
Isolated Worlds for direct intervention and a gloating note from the explorers who reached



the Lesser Cloud last month. Personal messages include good luck messages from your
family, including your niece, and political opponents.”

Katherine shrugged as she climbed out of the shower and allowed the force fields to sweep all
the water off her body. The only things of real importance were the petitions, but she already
knew how they would turn out...and how they would be rejected. Unless the Isolated Worlds
in question were breaking with the Confederation Ethos, the rules that stated anyone who
wanted to leave to the Confederation proper or another Isolated World could leave, the
petitions would be rejected. Isolated Worlds showed their right to exist through keeping
people there of their own free will; those that failed to make life attractive to people tended to
end up depopulated very quickly.

“Prepare a briefing for me and dump them into my implant,” she ordered, as she stood in
front of the mirror and examined herself. Tall, long flowing red hair, firm breasts...she was
the height of physical perfection, embodying an ethnic stereotype from the days of Old Earth.
It was a tradition she wasn't sure she approved of, despite the Confederation Ethos that
permitted anything that harmed no one, but it was fairly sure to bring in the votes.
Confederation politics were complicated, but anyone could stand for office...only to discover
that the offices were sometimes misleading. Confederation Presidents didn’t often have to do
anything actually presidential; Katherine knew that her term was rated a success, despite her
doing little more than appearing at the right meetings.

“As you command,” One said. “And may I extend my own personal congratulations.”

“Thank you,” Katherine said, smiling to herself. One was a good person, if the term person

could be applied to a distributed intelligence that was stretched over the entire planet and the
massive orbital facilities high overhead. One ran the entire planet so humans wouldn’t have
to...and she wondered, somehow, how that made it feel. “Can you deploy the clothing?”

An inky black mass appeared around her feet and slipped up her body, covering everything
below her neck. The first time she’d worn the clothing material, she’d almost fainted; now, it
was second nature. She fired a string of commands into the material’s inbuilt processors and
it changed its appearance, forming into the black suit, black tie and white shirt worn by the
Confederation’s elite. Katherine had never creased to find that amusing; she could have
given her speech stark naked, and no one would have taken official notice, but if she didn’t
wear the standard clothing, everyone would make an unofficial fuss. It was something she
had the right to wear, just like a Peacekeeper had the right to wear a Peacekeeper uniform,
and not wearing it at the right events was almost as bad as wearing something she didn’t have
a right to wear.

“Excellent,” she said. The suit deployed a tiny fraction of itself into a hairclip, which she
used to pin her hair back into a bun. “How do I look?”

“Human,” One said dryly. “Of course, you now have two hours, thirty minutes and twenty-
four seconds to wait until you have to be in the Parliament Chamber to give your speech.”

“True,” Katherine agreed, without much rancour. One of the many advantages of the
clothing material was that it took care of all of her bodily needs without her having to leave
the room. “What is happening with the fleet?”



“The fleet is forming up into position and...”

One cut off sharply. Katherine felt a flicker of alarm; the Al, so much larger than her limited
human mind could comprehend, shouldn’t have had any problems in monitoring the fleet and
talking to her — and the entire ten million people on the planet — at the same time. It wasn’t
human, something that most people tried to forget; there were far too many examples of
rogue or maddened Als taking over planets and trying to exterminate the smelly flesh-bags,
or worse.

“One?” She asked. “What’s happening?”
There was no reply.

The door hissed open and Katherine came to her feet. Her chambers were supposed to be her
private space, completely isolated from everyone else, and only one other person had
permission to enter unannounced. Her current partner should have been on one of the orbital
stations, but maybe he’d come back to see her...except it wasn't him. Katherine’s shock was
so great it took her seconds to place the man entering her room; Captain Loyce Burdine, the
commanding officer of her protective detail. She should have been safe on Terra-Prime, but
there was no shortage of fanatics eager to kill her and strike a blow against the Confederation.
Most of them had lost followers to the Confederation and wanted revenge.

“Loyce?” She asked, surprised and alarmed. Three other men followed him in. “What’s
happening?”’

“Check the room,” Loyce ordered his men. “Madam President, we may have a bit of a
situation on our hands.”

Katherine looked young, but she was over three hundred years old and had no difficulty in
recognising the worry and fear underlying his words. Something was happening, something
big, big enough to cause him to break protocol and enter her chambers without permission.

“What’s happening?” She asked, using one of her implants to keep her emotions under
control. Terra-Prime was supposed to be the safest place in the Confederation. “One’s not
responding to me.”

“We have a direct link into the Peacekeeper command network in the office,” Loyce said, as
two of his men returned from checking the other chambers. Katherine felt a flicker of
embarrassment at what they would have seen, before dismissing the thought as unimportant;
it hardly mattered under the circumstances. “Unknown starships have entered the system and
have engaged the Peacekeeper ships.”

He could have announced that he intended to kidnap her for his wife and Katherine would
have been less surprised. “Unknown starships?”’

“Yes, Madam President,” Loyce said. “At least a thousand of them, perhaps more; there are
definite reports of other starships operating at the edge of the system. The stellarcom link at
the system border has gone off the air and is presumed destroyed; we have no communication
at all with anywhere outside the system. Other starships are gathering near the planet itself,



well out of range of the orbital weapons or the planetary defence centres, and an attack
against Terra-Prime itself is probably imminent.”

He paused. “This is no ordinary pirate raid or wrecker attack, Madam President,” he said. “I
think these are the first shots in a war.”

Katherine stared at him. She knew, unlike most citizens of the Confederation, the real
strength of the Peacekeepers and the various other defences built into the Confederation.
She’d seen the details, knew most of the statistics off by heart...and someone intended to
attack them? It was unbelievable.

“A war?”

“Yes,” Loyce said. He cocked his head for a moment as if he were listening to someone else
through his implanted communicator. That was rude under most circumstances, but
Katherine forgave him for it in an emergency. “Madam President, there are hostile starships
attacking Peacekeeper starships and they have taken out the stellarcom, isolating the system
from the remainder of the Confederation. The only reasonable conclusion is that they intend
to wage a war on us.”

Katherine found her legs shaking and ruthlessly drew on her implants. “A war?” She
repeated. “With whom?”

“We are uncertain at present and we don’t have time to speculate,” Loyce said. He leaned
closer. “There is a very strong chance that Terra-Prime itself will come under attack.”

“He is correct,” One said, through the speakers. Katherine felt a wave of relief when he
spoke. She’d been worried about him. “There is a group of unknown starships forming up
near the planet and newcomers are jaunting in all the time. | suspect that they intend to break
through the defences of Terra-Prime and attack the world directly.”

Katherine composed herself with an effort. How could everything have changed so quickly?
“Can they destroy this world?”

“Possibly,” Loyce said. “Madam President, we have to get you to the command bunker, now,
where you can take command of the planet and hopefully make contact with the remainder of
the Confederation.”

The urge to giggle was almost overpowering. “What happens if they scorch or shatter the
world?”

“Then you die,” One said, severely. “I have scanned my databanks on invasions and all of
them were targeted against the people who might have railed resistance against the invaders;
the leaders, the military officers, the others who might be influential...and the attack on
Terra-Prime and the fleet suggests that the enemy is in it to play for keeps. You are their
target, the head of the Confederation Government, and as such keeping you out of their hands
remains a priority.”



There was a long pause. “I suggest that you head to the command bunker at once and meet
up with Colonel Turner at once,” One added. “I shall endeavour to keep you updated as you
move.”

Katherine nodded once. She’d met Colonel Turner and trusted him. “I understand,” she said,
grimly. “How do we get to the command bunker?”

“Armour up and follow me,” Loyce said. “We’re going to have to walk there and the
corridors are going to be packed.”

The armour slid out of her skin, a tickling feeling that she had never liked, even when she had
been implanted with the personal protective armour. It was supposed to be proof against
almost anything she might face, from accidental exposure to vacuum to being shot at with
DEW systems, but she knew better than to trust it completely. The golden armour sliced
through the clothes she’d been wearing, destroying the processors within the artificial
material, even as it melded neatly to her body. She looked like a golden statue and, as the
protection team armoured up themselves, she looked surrounded by other statues. She was
the only one wrapped in gold.

“I have started to clear the corridors,” One said. “The majority of the population is panicking
and | have had to use security force fields to protect lives and property from the crush. |
suggest that you move quickly to the elevators...”

“Countermand that,” Loyce said, as the doors opened and the lead member of the team went
through. “There have already been power fluctuations as power is drained off to the
defences. If the power fails entirely, we’ll be trapped in an elevator.”

Katherine watched his silver rear as he ran along the corridor, mercifully empty, and followed
him as best as she could. It had been years since she had run while wearing full armour and
the effort tired her more than it should, despite the implants helping her to remain moving.
The armour felt heavy, as if she was running while dressed in wet clothes, and while she had
thought that that was purely psychometric, it remained a problem. They passed a running
group of children, who barely had time to get out of the way before they thundered past, and
then turned the corner and almost ran into a packed crowd of people.

“Activate stun guns,” Loyce ordered. Katherine opened her mouth to shout a countermand,
but it was too late; blue flickers of light struck the crowd and knocked most of them to the
ground. Few of them had either armoured up themselves, or had bothered to get the armour
installed as part of their implants. The process was free...but so few actually bothered to get
combat implants installed. Why should they? It was an oversight, Katherine reflected, that
they would come to regret in the days to come.

“I’ve dispatched servitors to help the stunned ones to a medical centre,” One said grimly.
Katherine allowed herself a moment of relief; stun bolts were harmless, but someone who
had been stunned would be out of it for hours, even with their implants and nanites trying to
revive them. “You have to remain alive.”

They stopped in front of a vast portrait of one of the Confederation’s founders and Loyce
held one armoured hand up to it. A moment passed...and then it slid aside, revealing a flight
of stairs descending into the lowest levels on the planet. Her armour compensated



automatically for the lack of light and she allowed it to control her movements, heading
further and further down into the bowels of Terra-Prime, until they finally reached the
bottom. The lights came on, revealing a set of airlocks, and they walked through the first set
into the second, and then the third, being decontaminated all the while.

Katherine frowned. “Isn’t this a little paranoid?”

“The designers of this place served during the Thule War,” Loyce explained, as they passed
through the final airlock. Katherine had never visited the command centre before and, when
she had heard of its purpose, she had hoped that she would never have to visit...but here she
was. “The Thule were very good at slipping unpleasant surprises past the defenders.
Generically-engineered viruses and biological meme viruses were the least of it.”

Colonel Turner was standing under a vast display. The room itself was well-lit, revealing
consoles and a tiny staff operating them, several of them glancing up at their armoured forms
with trepidation. Katherine sent a mental command into her armour and part of it retracted
back into her body, leaving her head and hands uncovered. She’d heard enough horror
stories about what happened when someone forgot they were wearing the armour and tried to
shake hands, or worse...

“Madam President,” Turner said. He was an enormous black man, built for strength, not
speed, and had once had a career playing rugby. His muscles were all real; the gaming
commissions would never have let him play if he had used implants. The others in the room,
she realised, were listening carefully to what he had to say...and how she responded. “I think
the situation has just gone from bad to worse.”

Katherine stared at him. “What’s happening?”

Turner indicated one of the displays. “There are seventeen unknown starships heading
towards the planet,” he said. “We still don’t have the slightest fucking idea of who they are,
but CIC ran it through a tactical comp and they called it an invasion force...and they’re
heading directly for the city.”

He paused, long enough for her to see the worry on his face. “We’re being invaded.”



Chapter Three
“Closing in on enemy vessels,” the helmsman said. “One minute to missile range.”

Captain Mija Mallory, known as Cat to her friends and relatives, felt her mind linking into the
great Al that controlled PKS Feline. The cruiser and the twenty-one men and women who
controlled the ship had been expecting a boring parade, followed by a quick return to the
Isolated Worlds of Glory and Paradise, where they had been trying to prevent fanatical
leaders on both sides from turning Glory and Paradise into radioactive rubble. The two
worlds had been settled sometime before the Breakdown — the records had been lost, so no
one knew precisely when — and before they had been rediscovered, had fought three wars
with each other using technology that would have shamed the old NASA, back before the
Jaunt Drive was discovered.

“Prepare to engage,” she said. The Feline and her eight consorts had been doing useful work,
necessary work, and she had argued strongly that they should be allowed to remain where
they were, rather than make the trip back to Terra-Prime for the parade. The First Admiral
hadn’t been convinced; the Feline’s crew was overdue for shore leave and other ships could
keep the peace while the corrosive effects of fabricators and other Confederation technology
started to take effect. The faithful would be feeling a lot less than willing to risk their lives in
religious war if all their needs were met and the promise of newer and better lives opened up
in front of them. It always happened that way; shorn of the force the leaders used to keep the
sheep in line, their social systems collapsed and, at best, they became an Isolated World.

She scowled as her mind encompassed the enemy starships. She’d seen starships from all
over the Confederation and she’d never seen anything like them before, not even in the
weirdest and most deranged starship design facility. Civilians could build almost any kind of
starship, and frequently did, but the starships they were facing now looked downright
unpleasant. Even Thule hadn’t sought to build starships that actually looked unpleasant;
they’d gone in for building massive warships and heavy weapons, while the Confederation
preferred to build smaller, more versatile starships. The enemy starships...

Crabs, she thought. The larger enemy starships, each one larger than a Confederation
battleship, looked like giant crabs; the smaller starships looked like lobsters. The appearance
didn’t deceive her for long; the sensors kept updating, reporting on weapons emplacements,
sensor turrets and powerful drives, pushing the starships through space towards Terra-Prime.
Once they got into orbit...well, human history suggested a wide range of possible
alternatives, from simply dusting the planet with a biological weapon — which should be
useless against Confederation nanites — to bombarding the planet into submission. Mija knew
that her nine ships couldn’t stop them from reaching the planet, but she could win time...and
time was the most important thing at the moment.

“Engage,” she said, or ordered through the network; it didn’t matter. The Feline was armed
to the teeth with missiles and scatter-packs, launched from just inside missiles range, forcing
the enemy to deal with a new threat. The crabs didn’t hesitate; they returned fire with their
own missiles, forcing the helmsman to send the Feline ducking and diving to avoid a swarm
of missiles. Mija smiled thinly as their point defence picked off several more missiles that
would otherwise have struck the Feline and probably destroyed it, before returning her
attention to the missiles the cruisers had launched. The crabs were just picking the final
missiles off with their point defence.



Their individual point defence is astonishingly capable for craft that size, the Al said, into her
brain. Mija, who’d been a point defence officer before entering command track, nodded in
understanding; the task of coordinating point defence wasn't an easy one, particularly not in
the middle of a confused system-wide battle. The crabs didn’t seem to use linked point
defence networks, not like her own ships, but instead packed their hulls with point defence
clusters and fought as individual units. It suggested that they didn’t — or wouldn’t —
cooperate in their own defence.

“Target Crab #1,” she ordered, through the network. The crabs had ignored them when they
had darted back out of missile range; it was time to come in and engage again. The
unknowns had to know that her nine ships weren’t much of a threat to them, but maybe she
could use that against them. The commands raced out through the network and she heard the
responses. “Fire!”

Feline jerked as it launched a full spread of missiles, before rolling over, launching a second
spread, and then evading a spread of missiles launched by their target crab. This time, nine
ships had launched fifty missiles each, all targeted on one of the crabs, just one...and they
were racing towards it at an appreciable fraction of the speed of light. The crab lashed out
with it’s point defence and missiles started to die, but it couldn’t take them all down in time
and she felt a surge of violent delight as they started to detonate on the crab’s shields. Space
rolled and seethed under the waves of energy as the crab’s shields collapsed and the ship
exploded in a massive burst of plasma.

“Gotcha,” someone carolled, through the network. “We nailed the bastard!”

Space flickered and a force of cruisers jaunted out, coming right at them. Feline’s crew fired
automatically — no one had any business jaunting that close to them unless they were enemy
ships — and nailed two, before the remainder got their shields up and closed in on Mija’s
cruisers. The tactic was a good one, she ruefully admitted; the larger crabs couldn’t avoid her
or capture her, so logically they had called in reinforcements. The smaller cruisers would
either be able to force her to withdraw or to concentrate on them, leaving the larger crabs to
engage the defences of the planet below.

Shit, she thought coldly, as the cruisers closed into energy range. Both sides had been
spitting missiles at each other as soon as the enemy ships recovered from their jaunt, but now
the enemy was deliberately seeking an engagement at energy range...unless they were just
hoping to scare her into running. It wasn’t an unknown tactic, but she was determined that it
wasn't going to work; she fired engagement orders into the network and watched as the other
eight ships bunched up around the Feline, daring the enemy to engage them.

“The enemy craft are now entering energy weapons range,” the tactical officer said. “All
weapons are primed and locked on.”

“Fire,” Mija ordered. She saw, in her mind’s eye, the starship unleashing a hail of implosion
bolts, directed energy weapons and pulsars. “Concentrate on one target and take it down!”

The enemy starship writhed under her fire. Implosion bolts drew on the fabric of space itself
to cause limited energy surges; directed energy weapons and pulsars burned away at force
shields, causing them to struggle to protect their hull. Most Confederation Peacekeeper-grade



military shields could redirect or handle eighty percent of the fire hurled at them, but even
that meant that there would be twenty percent of the energy left disrupting the shields and
breaking down the shield generators. The enemy shields didn’t look to be much better than
the Confederation’s shields and...

The enemy craft exploded. “We got him,” the tactical officer said, stating the obvious.
Feline shook suddenly as an implosion bolt struck the shields and almost broke through.
“Switching targeting to the second ship now...”

Mija almost shook her head. The main force was approaching the planet now, entering the
planet’s engagement envelope, and her force was almost trapped.

“I scanned the debris of the unknown starship,” the sensor officer said. “I detected several
unknown elements and other known elements in strange configurations.”

“Any sign of a surviving body?” Mija asked. She would have been astonished if there were
one, but the question had to be asked. “Anything we can use to find out who these bastards
are?”

“Negative,” the sensor officer said. “The readings I’'m getting don’t make a lick of sense.”

**k*

Commander David Carr stared at the screen as the massive alien force bore down on the
planet. Defence Station One was one of three stations intended to protect Terra-Prime from
any external threat...and he was already mortally certain that they didn’t have the firepower
to stand the enemy force off the planet. The Peacekeeper fleet, light-minutes away, was
taking a beating...and he didn’t have anything he could use to help them or protect the planet
below. Defence Station One was armed to the teeth, but the unknowns were also armed to
the teeth; never in his worst nightmares had he anticipated an attack on such a scale.

“Ramp up the sensors to significant degradation point within a week,” he ordered, as his
training reasserted itself. There would be only moments to react to any enemy missile
launches against the planet itself; the unknowns, whoever they were, would hardly be insane
enough to try to invade. Colonel Taylor thought differently, but even so, Carr had some
problems grasping the concept. The last interstellar invasions had been during the Thule
War...and those had rarely been great successes. “I want all of the planet’s defences tied into
this station and configured to warn off a scorching attempt.”

“Yes, sir,” his tactical officer said. “The enemy will be within range of our outer missile
envelope in thirty seconds.”

“Fire as soon as they enter missile range,” Carr ordered. A starship commander might let
them in closer, and if Terra-Prime had been an empty piece of rock Carr would have done the
same, but with the planet behind him, the vital need was to keep the unknowns as far away
from the planet as they could. If they started to pop off missiles aimed at the planet from
their current position, the defenders had a good chance of knocking them all down before
they struck the planet.



He leaned back in his chair and accessed his direct link to One. “They might start
bombarding the planet now,” he said, urgently. “You have to get the President off the planet
now.”

“That may prove difficult,” One said. It was hard to pick up on the AI’s feelings — if it had
feelings — but Carr was convinced that it was worried. He didn’t blame it; antimatter bombs
exploding on the surface of the planet would be extremely bad news for One personally, as
well as the remainder of the population. “My simulations suggest a less than forty percent
chance of successfully getting the President off the planet and to a more secure location.”

Carr glanced up at the display. Mere seconds remained.
“I suggest you take the risk,” he said softly. “There may no longer be any other choice.”

An alarm sounded as the lead crab belched a hail of missiles. Their drives ignited, forcing
them down towards the planet; if they hit the planet at that speed, they shouldn’t need any
antimatter to inflict serious damage. Others followed, launching hundreds of missiles
towards the planet...no, he realised in a sudden flash of understanding, towards the orbiting
facilities. One of the missiles was struck by a point defence buoy, revealing that it carried a
singularity warhead, and Carr swore aloud as the massive explosion glared in the display.

Madness, he thought, as the point defence system updated rapidly. A strike on the planet’s
surface with a singularity warhead would devastate the planet. The point defence network
was reprioritising quickly, classifying everything, but the planet itself as expendable. There
was no choice, he knew...and yet, he also knew that that was what the enemy had intended.
They were launching more missiles now, targeted on the defending facilities, and they were
only covered by the pulsar cannons. The pulsars were useless for covering the planet — their
range was far too limited for anything other than close-in point defence — but that close...the
explosion would still damage the shields. We need to expand more defences on the planet
itself...

Space had become a maelstrom of swirling, tearing energy as warhead after warhead was
intercepted, the singularity spun up inside the missile destabilising and exploding within
nanoseconds of the warhead being hit. The repeated bursts of energy were having an effect
on the sensors, damaging and degrading them with each explosion...and making it more and
more likely that a missile would get through and strike the planet itself. The defence
platforms were launching their own missiles at the crabs, but the crabs were just sitting out of
powered missile range, launching their own inwards on ballistic trajectories and knocking out
his missiles as they came close enough to be a threat.

“Order the starfighters to engage the crabs,” he ordered finally. Doctrine insisted that
starfighters were used in conjunction with missiles, in order that the point defence on the
target ship had more than one set of problems to handle, but there was no longer any time to
ensure that doctrine was carried out. If they could drive the crabs away, they might have a
chance to make repairs and restock on missiles; if not, their defeat was ensured. “One, are
you there?”

The Al sounded tired, oddly enough. “Where else would I be?”



“Can you punch a communications beam through to Admiral Ramage?” Carr asked. The
tactical display was updating and he saw, suddenly too tired himself to care, that Defence
Station One was being targeted specifically. “Tell him that we need help to stand off the
enemy ships.”

“I cannot get a link established with any of the Peacekeeper ships,” One said. Carr blinked in
disbelief. “The long-range communications network is being jammed.”

“What?” Carr asked, despite himself. “That’s impossible!”

“There is no doubt,” One said flatly. “I am unable to establish a link with any of the
Peacekeeper starships, nor am | able to establish a link to anywhere out-system. | attempted
to spin up the spare stellarcom, only to lose it before the links were properly established and
the singularity attuned to the network.”

Carr swore. The use of a stellarcom could be detected right across the star system; the enemy
had known about it as soon as One started to activate it, sending one of their own ships to
destroy it and prevent any word from getting out.

“Incoming missiles,” the tactical officer said. There was nothing more to say. ‘“Pulsars on
line and engaging the missiles...”

Four singularity missiles smashed into Defence Station One, tore through the shields, and
lashed at the unshielded hull of the station. The long thunderous roar swept Defence Station
One, and its crew, into the darkness.

*k*k

“Break, break now!”

Captain Chris Kelsey yanked the starfighter to one side as a burst of pulsar fire came right at
his craft. The starfighters had been closing in rapidly on one of the crabs, trying to sneak up
on it, or at least get as close as they could without being shot at. The crab had suddenly
awakened to their present, or had probably just been biding its time until enough starfighters
had entered range, and opened fire, scattering the starfighters and hitting three of them. Their
pilots hadn’t stood a chance.

“Random patterns, our targets are the rear legs, I repeat, the rear legs,” he snapped, as another
burst of plasma fire lashed out towards him. The unknowns might build starships that looked
like something out of a nightmare, but all logic suggested that they were bound by the same
limitations that governed the Confederation — their craft had to have drive spines as well.

The Confederation used great sweeping wings on their starships; the unknowns, it seemed,
used the crab’s legs. “Follow me in and try not to be late!”

The formation looked like uncontrolled anarchy and would have been laughed at if they’d
been flying for civilians. For a pilot, the crazy dance was the only hope of survival; the
enemy craft were armed with point defences that could smash a starfighter in a second and
computers that were as good at predicting where the starfighter might be in the next few
seconds...just in time to fire a pulsar or a laser beam at that location. Randomness was their
only defence and, for some pilots, it wouldn’t be good enough. The 34" Starfighter
Squadron, which had spent the morning preparing for a display of flying skills that would



impress the civilians, if not the military, lost two more pilots as they raged in towards their
target.

“Fire,” he snapped. The starfighter jerked as two missiles were launched from below it’s
wings, and then jerked again as he yanked the starfighter back, expecting a burst of energy to
lash through his former position. The other starfighters followed, launching their own
missiles, and suddenly the crab had more to worry about than the starfighters. The missiles
were on sprint mode, the smallest missiles the Confederation still used, and were very hard to
hit. He found himself counting down as the missiles raced towards the leg...

The missiles slammed home into the leg. The crab seemed to flip over as explosions
shattered it’s rear end, but the main body of the starship remained intact. Chris ignored it
now — disabled, it could be mopped up later, if there were a later — and yanked the starfighter
around, seeking out other targets. The entire battlezone was a nightmare; instead of the
organised and well-practiced manoeuvres, it looked like every unit to itself...

An emergency message blinked up in front of him, just as another explosion wracked the
skies over Terra-Prime...

“My God,” he breathed, as the full scale of the catastrophe dawned upon him. Terra-Prime
rarely allowed starships to land on the planet itself; instead, visitors used the massive orbital
dockyard high over the city and went down on the space elevator. “They’ve hit the docks!”

And the docks were starting to fall...



Chapter Four
“The docks are falling?”

“Yes, Madam President,” Colonel Taylor said. There was a grim note in his voice. “The
enemy hit the docks with several nuclear warheads and shattered the integrity of the structure,
sending it falling down towards the city.”

Katherine sucked in her breath. The docks orbited directly above the city in a stable orbit;
when they fell, the chunks of debris that survived the trip through the atmosphere would
come down directly on the city. The force of the explosions would probably blow chunks
into different trajectories, but most of it would probably fall directly down and hit the surface
of the planet.

“They used nukes?” She said, realising what he had said. “They meant for that to happen?”

“Very likely,” Colonel Taylor said. “If they had used antimatter or singularity warheads,
they would have vaporised far more of the docks; I suspect that hitting the docks in such a
manner was merely a prelude to a full-scale invasion.”

Katherine stared at him. The fundamental reality of interstellar warfare made launching an
invasion difficult; it wasn't something that happened very often. Normally, a planet’s high
orbitals would be taken and then the defenders had the choice between surrendering or being
bombarded from space. The idea of actually launching a ground invasion when you didn’t
hold command of space was ridiculous; no Admiral worthy of the title would even
contemplate the risk.

“They don’t intend to take control of the high orbitals?” She said, finally. She was vaguely
aware that she was asking questions he couldn’t answer, at least not yet, but she felt so
helpless in the bunker. “They actually want to invade?”

“There is no way to know for certain,” Colonel Taylor said. “If these are the opening shots of
an all-out invasion of the Confederation, they will want to hit us as hard as possible before we
get on our feet and start hitting back. Invading Terra-Prime directly would sap at our morale,
the more so if you fell into their hands and they used you as their collaborator.”

“I see your point,” Katherine said, grimly. The display was changing rapidly as chunks of
orbital material fell on the planet. The planetary defence centres were engaging the chunks
now, firing heavy laser canons and plasma bolts at the chunks and trying to break them up
before they hit the surface...which revealed their location to the prowling starships overhead.
They were being knocked down, one by one, with weapons much heavier than were actually
required; she had a sudden vision of what life must be like on the surface now. Anyone near
one of the PDCs was either dead or wishing they were. “What can we do about the
civilians?”

“If Imay?” One injected. “I have been attempting to get civilians to the bunkers and out of
harm’s way, but we never anticipated an attack on such a scale and the civilian death toll is
already quite high. The matter is not helped by damage to the world’s communications
systems and the Al cores that are supposed to assist me if there is an emergency. The loss of
the orbital platforms alone has degraded our capability by thirty percent.”



Katherine winced. “And you still can’t get in touch with the fleet?”

“No,” One said. “My capability for actually monitoring the progress of the battle is quite
limited without the orbital platforms and sensor arrays. | can tell you that several of the space
habitats revolving around the sun and other worlds in this system have been destroyed, as
their links to me personally have been broken, but I am unable to signal the fleet through
secure channels. I can’t even tell which side is winning.”

There was a long pause. “Madam President, Colonel Taylor, I must recommend the use of
the emergency evacuation plan.”

Katherine turned to look over at Taylor. “The emergency evacuation plan?”

“An emergency plan put in place by the first Peacekeeper Command staff, nearly a thousand
years ago,” Colonel Taylor said. “It was anticipated that there might be a need to get the
President and certain other vital staff members off Terra-Prime in a hurry, rather than the
more stately procedures for evacuating the world. It wasn’t that long since the Thule War
and the Breakdown and people were a lot more paranoid then.”

“It looks like they were remarkably prescient,” Katherine said, dryly. “Where do we go?”

“There’s a small spacer stored in a hanger some distance from here,” Colonel Taylor said.
He broke off as the ground shook violently. “Report!”

“Major impact, only two kilometres from our location,” one of his staff called from a console.
“There 1s considerable damage to the city above.”

“Confirmed,” One said. “The death toll is now two million on the surface and rising.”
Katherine forced that thought out of her head. “How do we get to the spacer?”

Taylor checked a small console. “The original idea was to walk there through a tunnel from
this bunker,” he said. “The problem is that that impact collapsed a chunk of the tunnel and
there won’t be time to clear it unless we...”

“No, there won’t be,” One said. “My ground-based sensors are not as effective as the orbital-
based sensors, but | am detected enemy craft preparing to enter the atmosphere and land in
the city.”

“He’s right, sir,” an operative said. “I can’t get a clear shot at them with the remaining
PDCs!”

“Then we have to move now,” Colonel Taylor snapped. “Captain Burdine?”

“Sir,” Loyce said. Katherine looked at him and blinked; Loyce had slipped off while Taylor
was briefing her and had returned wearing a full light-combat mecha battlesuit. She hadn’t
realised that he was checked out on them, although it shouldn’t have surprised her; they had
gone to places that were far less safe than Terra-Prime, after all. “I understand that you want
us to head across the city?”



“Yes,” Taylor said. He held up a hand to forestall the burst of outrage. No security team
worth its salt would normally allow such a manoeuvre, unless there was no choice. “By the
time we have the tunnel cleared, they could be breaking into here and solidifying their
position on the surface. You have to get her out of here now!”

“Yes, sir,” Loyce said, reluctantly. “Armour up, Madam President; it’s time to move.”

Katherine had been dreading the climb up to the surface, but it turned out that there was an
antigravity shaft in a convenient location that hadn’t been damaged by the impacts, so the
protective team was whisked up them in comfort, followed by her as soon as they confirmed
that it was safe. One kept up a commentary as she rose through the shaft, telling her in more
detail than she wanted to know how outdated her maps of the city had become...and how far
they had to go. The armour could keep her moving on her own, but not moving with it would
result in muscle pains, if not worse.

“Loyce?” She asked, using her armour’s communicator to talk to him personally. “If I fall
behind, don’t hesitate to issue a swift kick to the rear.”

“We’ve sometimes had to pick up and carry politicians who have the armour, but don’t know
how to use it,” Loyce said. She heard a note of amusement in his voice. “Don’t worry; we’ll
get you out of the city and to the spacer or die trying.”

Katherine snorted...and then the snort died in her mouth as she took in the damage to the
city. They had emerged near one of the massive thoroughfares that held shops — selling
genuine hand-made produce and food prepared by real humans — and normally it thronged
with life. Now, the street was wrecked and bodies lay everywhere, some of them still
twitching. Parts of the dome high overhead had fallen in, toppling buildings and shattering
lives; how many had died in this street alone? The urge to do something, anything, to help
rose up within her; when she saw a wrecked servitor, she almost stopped and started to dig
people out of the rubble.

“Come on,” Loyce said, taking her arm with care. A person in a battlesuit could rip her arm
off, armour or no armour, without intending any harm at all. Hot tears stung her cheeks and
she shook him off angrily. “There’s nothing you can do for them now.”

“He is correct,” One said, though her communications implant. “I advise you to move. By
my most optimistic estimate, the first enemy landing craft will be here within five minutes.”

Katherine winced. “Do they know we’re here?”

“Unknown,” One said. “I am using low-powered communicators to talk to you and there is
plenty of interference and decoy sources in the area, but they may be monitoring your
progress. | have deployed servitors to attempt to assist the handful of people left alive in the
area, but you have to move now!”

Katherine followed Loyce through the shattered streets. The city no longer seemed like
home, but a nightmare from the Thule War, or the Breakdown, where lives had been swept
away by an uncaring war. She’d grown up on Erie, at the heart of the Confederation, and had
never had to work for anything in her life...and nor had she ever been in any danger. Like so



many of her peers, after the first fifty years she had given up shameless hedonism and
actually started to contribute something useful to society...and the Confederation electorate
had rewarded that by electing her their President. It wasn't as powerful a position as the title
implied — there were times when she suspected that the Presidency was actually a glittering
prize to distract the people who wanted power and should never be allowed to have it — but
she liked to think that she was good at it.

And now the role was useless. The damage around her was testament to the fact. She
couldn’t issue orders to solve the problem, let alone drive the enemy forces out of high orbit
and retake the surface, let alone rebuild the city and restore the dead to life...she was as
powerless as the least of the engineered slaves the Thule had created in their dream of a
master race. The best she could do was hope that she could keep up with Loyce and the rest
of her protective unit...and pray that they could reach the spacer in time.

The buildings were starting to look slightly more intact as they approached the edge of the
city. Like most cities on worlds established during the Fifth Expansion Period, it had a clear
border, established without much in the way of actual imagination. The cities on the Isolated
Worlds looked more random and had more character, but only a few people had the right to
live permanently on Terra-Prime. If Katherine had done well in her term, perhaps Parliament
would have voted her the right...but Parliament was dead now, and so was she if she didn’t
reach the spacer. The thought chilled her; what would she do if there was no longer any
government at all?

It would work a lot smoother, for a start, she thought, and managed a smile. The local
governments on the Confederation worlds would elect new representatives and they would
take their place on wherever the new government was established...unless the invasion was
hitting all of the Confederation worlds. How could that happen? There were thousands upon
thousands of human worlds...and yet, a day ago, the thought of Terra-Prime being invaded
would have been unthinkable. Her armour blinked up warnings in her retina; she was starting
to panic, despite herself.

“Best to concentrate on getting out of here,” Loyce said. She hadn’t realised that her
battlesuit would be able to read her vital signs and she flushed. “I think we have company.”

Katherine glanced up and behind them...and saw what he meant. A massive hexagon-shaped
craft was lowering itself out of the sky on an antigravity field, settling down somewhere
amidst the city. The skies were ablaze with lights and fires as the fighting raged on; her
armour darkened automatically to protect her eyes as something exploded in a blindingly
white flash. One’s voice muttered in her ear, telling her about orbital facilities being knocked
out and starships being harried by starfighters, who might end up dying in interstellar space
with their bases destroyed.

“Shit,” Loyce muttered, as the sky lit up with a brilliant white flash. A moment later, the
ground shook violently. “One?”

“A large chunk of material came down on the third continent,” One said, slowly. “The
damage is extensive. The animal population may be completely wiped out.”

“They’re going to kill us all,” Katherine said. The third continent was home to thousands of
animals, from Old Earth and other worlds, and they would have been killed by the impact. It



would take years of work to restore the Terra-Prime biosphere, even assuming that the enemy
let them get on with it...and she doubted that they would. “Do we have any identification
yet?”

“No,” One said. “I am still unable to place their craft.”
“It’s only a few kilometres left to go,” Loyce said. “Let’s move...”

Katherine followed him as the battlesuit covered the ground in great hops. The terrain
outside the city had once been barren and cold, but a thousand years of terraforming had
changed it to the point where it looked like a rocky garden, a mixture of plants and flowers
that someone had scattered on the ground years ago and left to grow and survive — or not —on
their own.

“Alert,” one of the other guards said. “We’ve got company on our tail.”

Katherine didn’t look round, but saw it in her armour’s display; two small flying drones,
closing in on them from the direction of the city. They looked like tiny starfighters, small
spheres with stubby wings and a bad attitude, but there were no signs of individuality in their
design. Human pilots decorated their craft; the designers of the drones hadn’t bothered to
even make them look threatening. ..

“Leo, Abdul, Walter, take point,” Loyce ordered. Katherine felt him pulling her to the
ground and allowed him to lie on top of her, grateful that the armour could take the weight.
A battlesuit could laugh at things that would go through her armour like a knife though
butter. “Open fire.”

The noise of plasma cannons cut through the air and the drones exploded. “They’ll be
sending more after us,” Loyce snapped, as he climbed to his feet. “Sorry about the hands,
Madam President...”

He picked her up, slung her over his armoured shoulder, and started to run. Katherine opened
her mouth to protest and realised that he had a point; the enemy, whoever they were, would
certainly react to losing their drones. They might even react quickly enough to stop them
from escaping the city. She twisted slightly until she could see behind them, using her
sensors to scan for company, and saw only smoke rising up from the city. The rear guard
soon fell behind, following them at a slower pace than the remainder of the protective unit,
and she wanted to order Loyce to tell them to speed up. She didn’t, knowing that it would be
futile, but she already knew what would happen to them. They would die to protect her...and
somehow she no longer felt worthy of it.

“We need to move faster,” Loyce said. He wasn't even panting and that annoyed Katherine
for a reason she couldn’t articulate. A man in a battlesuit could outrun a cheetah with ease.
“They’re going to be sending more...shit!”

“Loyce?” Katherine asked. “What are they doing?”

“I’ve lost contact with One,” Loyce said grimly. “They just started to jam everything, and I
mean everything!”



“That’s impossible,” Katherine protested.
“This day has seen three impossible things before breakfast,” Loyce said dryly. “Ah.”

Katherine saw them as well; a stream of drones, heading towards them at speed, ducking and
diving to escape the brilliant red bolts of light the rear guard was firing at them. She saw
drones explode and others return fire with strange green flickers of light, trying to target the
battlesuits and destroy them, and she heard Loyce laugh as a battlesuit was struck
directly...and survived.

“They’re using stun bolts, I think,” he said, though chuckles. More and more drones were
exploding out of the sky. “At least that means they want prisoners.”

He lifted his hand and blew a drone out of the sky before it could swoop down on them, then
put his head down and kept running. It was on the tip of Katherine’s tongue to ask if they
should actually not run directly to the spacer, but it wouldn’t have done any good; their only
hope now lay in speed. The enemy were probably assembling a force to capture them now,
rather than just the dumb drones that were being swatted out of the sky as soon as they were
seen.

“They’re trying to keep us pinned down,” Loyce said, as they reached a featureless slab of
rock. He pressed one hand against a certain place and a door shimmered into existence.
“Come on, quickly.”

He lowered Katherine to the floor as they entered a massive hanger. Ahead of them, a small
spacer, smaller than Katherine had expected, sat there, waiting for them. It was large enough
to carry the entire protection team, but Loyce made no move to call them into the hanger,
instead walking over to the spacer and opening the hatch.

“Loyce,” Katherine said, “what about the others?”

She heard the pain in his voice. “They’re not going to be any use on the ship and they may
be of real use — they will be of real use — to Colonel Taylor,” he said. “They’re going to sell
their lives to buy us the time we need to leave, Madam President...and all we can do is hope
that their sacrifice is not in vain.”



Chapter Five

Captain Mark ‘JC’ Driscoll ran into the spacer’s cockpit — the craft was just a little bit too
small to be dignified with a bridge — shouting commands for the spacer to begin power-up
sequence. Mark had been sleeping when the war began and the warning that had shocked
him awake had scared hell out of him. He didn’t fear death — and had a string of medals from
flying Peacekeeper starfighters to prove it — but the thought of losing the President was
enough to worry him. No one had seriously expected that the emergency evacuation plan
would actually have to be used, and even though a small number of pilots were on semi-
permanent stand-by for flying President One, no one had actually tested the procedure. In
theory, it should work perfectly; in practice...Mark had been in the Peacekeepers long
enough to know that something would always go wrong.

He glared down at the display as the spacer’s computer began the flash-wake procedure.
President One was probably the smallest craft ever to be built that had a Jaunt Drive built
into the hull; normally, it needed a larger craft to carry and power a Jaunt Drive. A
starfighter pilot risked running out of air, or being captured, if his mothership was destroyed,
and Mark couldn’t wait for the day when they built Jaunt Drive units small enough to fit into
starfighters. President One wouldn’t have that problem; once he got the craft away from
Terra-Prime, he could jaunt out of the system and directly to Fortress Maximus, where the
President would take command of whatever was left of the Confederation. Mark wasn't blind
to the significance of the attack on Terra-Prime; whoever was behind it, and his money was
on the Thule Lost Colony, the sheer nature of the attack meant war to the knife. The only
proof that they actually wanted Terra-Prime intact, no matter how worthless it was in an
absolute sense, was that they hadn’t sent the sun nova. If they could send the sun nova...

President One should have received a direct feed from One, or one of the remote platforms
seeded in high orbit, but the communications platform twenty kilometres away from the
hanger and linked into President One through a secured landline could find nothing. That
was bad news, made worse by the fact that the President’s party hadn’t escaped the city
undetected and were leading enemy forces right to President One. When Mark took the craft
into orbit, it would have been nice to have had some idea of what was waiting for them; if the
enemy manoeuvred a battleship over their location, he would fly right into its engagement
envelope. By the time he burst out of the hanger and roared into orbit, where he could use
the active sensors, it might be too late.

“Hurry up,” he found himself muttering, as the President’s party finally reached the hanger
access portal. He’d been shown it when he’d accepted the duty and had been impressed by
how hard it was to actually spot the portal with even the most intrusive sensors...the naked
eye didn’t stand a chance. There had been times when people had picnicked on the hanger
roof and swum in the nearby lake without having the slightest idea that they were being
watched by the security systems. Most people came out from the city to get away from the
constant observation, even though One was far from human and not concerned with human
foibles, and the irony had never creased to amuse him.

The hatch opened and he went back to greet the President. “Welcome onboard President
One,” Mark said, trying to see it through her eyes. President One was luxurious, but in an
impersonal way; it had been built for any President instead of only the one who held office at
the moment. The President armoured down, revealing her head; she really was quite
strikingly pretty. Mark was a Progressive himself, instead of a Conservative like President



Coynor, but it was still impressive to actually meet the President. “Please take your seats;
we’ll be lifting off in five minutes.”

“Better make it one,” the security man growled. Mark’s implant identified him as Loyce
Burdine. “They’re on our tail and my men out there won’t be able to hold them forever.
They’re going to be beating a path towards the lake and hopefully draw the enemy away from
this facility, but once they realise that the are two people missing, they’re going to go over
this area with a fine-toothed comb.”

There were several answers that came to mind. “Yes, sir,” Mark said, choosing the least
offensive one. “Madam President, if you’d care to take your seat...”

He waited long enough to ensure that they were both strapped down and secured, and then
went back into the cockpit. He’d have to fly the craft on his own — the security regulations
prevented them having a co-pilot most of the time, something that would have been fixed if
there had been any warning of the emergency — but he’d trained a