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            PRELUDE - INFLECTION

          

        

      

    

    
      This is a fucking slaughter, Jackson Scott thought as he glared at the forward Holo-D.

      “Corporate crews,” he heard Yosef Agbaria, his second-in-command, mutter beside him. Through his own fog of impotent fury, Scott heard no condemnation in the man’s voice. Just a revulsion of what played out in front of him. “They…”

      “Quixotic is entering the carrier’s combat envelop,” Scott’s Security Professional, Yaba Tetteh, called over her shoulder.

      “Understood,” was all that Scott could say.

      At least my crew’s holding it together, he thought, glancing around at the Endurance’s bridge crew. None of them showed any panic; all remained focused on their tasks.

      For all the good we’re doing out here, he thought. He felt the familiar, ultra-rational part of his mind inform him of an unassailable conclusion. Though… one ship really wouldn’t make any difference.

      “What else can we do?” Agbaria said, his voice taunt. “I mean… fuck!”

      Out of the corner of his eye, Scott could see Agbaria gesture to the Holo-D that covered the entire forward bulkhead. Scott closed his eyes, ground his teeth together, and forced himself to look at the display again. Look at it from the perspective of all his years as an officer who, such a long time ago, served onboard a guided missile submarine back on Earth.

      He insisted he evaluate the three blinking, ghostly blue half eclipses that indicated where the Endurance’s Twenty-Fourth fleet sister ships had died. At the two blinking indicators showing where two of the three ships from the Twenty-Fifth fleet had met their ends. All in the vicinity of the planet, Bilskirnir.

      This is not the way this was supposed to play out, he thought. Furious with himself for his lack of discipline, he again forced himself to evaluate the scene.

      “Quixotic has come under fire,” Tetteh said. “It appears she has incorporated lessons learned from the previous encounters.”

      “And?” Agbaria asked.

      Tetteh hesitated, then, not taking her eyes off the Holo-D windows glowing above her console, said, “I can measure the improvement, but… I’m sorry, Assistant Supervisor. They may buy themselves an extra thirty to sixty seconds.”

      It can’t end like this, Scott thought, watching as events ground towards their inevitable climax. The mission… the mission!

      “Professional Tetteh, do we still have close-in communications capability?”

      “Yes, sir,” Tetteh said, checking her readouts. “That’s how we’re getting real-time telemetry. Comm-runners are still functional.”

      “To both Quixotic, and to Sarasvati?”

      He felt Agbaria’s scrutiny. Tetteh swiveled slightly in her seat to fix him with her gaze. But she didn’t argue with him. She only said, “Yes, sir.”

      “Open a channel to both. Audio only. Now. We don’t have a lot of time.”

      “Channel open.”

      “Quixotic actual, this is Endurance actual.”

      “What is it, Jackson? I’m a bit busy here,” came the voice of Brechtje van Dijik, the Quixotic’s Supervisor.

      “Charge that carrier.”

      Scott felt a palatable shock from his entire bridge crew. To his right, Agbaria stiffened. Then, in a very quiet voice, he said, “I see.”

      “Beg pardon?” said van Dijik. “Charge it? What good will that do?”

      Recalling that van Dijik had also served in an Earth-based military, trusting that she would understand the necessity that drove his next words, he said, “They need to believe we were a credible threat. Or that we thought we were. Hit them. Hit them with everything you’ve got. We have to hurt them.”

      “There’s no way we can win against that goddamned carrier! I don’t even know if we can get through their fighters to⁠—”

      “It doesn’t matter, Supervisor van Dijik,” Scott said, hating himself for taking that tone with a Supervisor who was about to die along with her entire crew. But he hated the alternative more. “We need to sell the idea that we came here to fight. They caught us flat-footed. Their tactics fucked us up good. But we can’t just try to run. We have to sell the idea that we came here to hurt them.”

      “Jackson… why? What good will that do? There’s a slight chance…”

      She couldn’t finish the sentence, and he knew why.

      She doesn’t want to lie to herself, or her crew, this close to the end.

      “You know why,” he said, leaning forward. “The mission is important, Brechtje. It was important enough for us to start this mess. We have to keep their attention on the mission.”

      Even on this secure channel, where there was no known way for the enemy to overhear, he still didn’t want to come out and say it: that the mission was to get the SOAR team onto the surface. Everything else was a diversion. But if the enemy learned that, then even Scott, who oversaw combat operations against his country’s enemies on Earth, shuddered at the thought of the cost.

      Tetteh said, “Quixotic is taking critical damage.”

      “I understand, Endurance,” van Dijik said, her voice steady and calm. “I’ll see what I can do. Thank you for the suggestion.”

      “Godspeed, Supervisor. Close channels,” Scott said. He didn’t know how his commander on the Sarasvati would react to this conversation. But right now, he wanted to pour his attention on what happened next.

      I owe them at least that much, he thought.

      Scott watched as the solid blue half eclipse representing Quixotic changed its course. The small red triangle-topped squares representing the fighters changed direction in a coordinated maneuver that reminded Scott of flocks of birds back on Earth. Within seconds, they had swarmed Quixotic again.

      “They’re not going to make it,” Agbaria muttered.

      Scott held his tongue. He watched, committing each of Quixotic’s swerves and twists to memory. He saw one, then five, then ten missile launch icons erupt out of the large red diamond icon on the display.

      “Quixotic has launched… yes, she’s launched her entire complement of missiles,” Tetteh said. “Projecting that none will make it through the enemy’s point defenses.”

      In a quiet voice, Scott said, “Understood.”

      He watched as the Quixotic’s missiles died in droves. He saw the damage indicator on the Quixotic curve upward until the icon flashed, then turned into a ghostly light version of itself.

      “Quixotic has lost integrity,” Tetteh said. Scott heard Agbaria swear softly beside him. “Eighty percent of her missiles… Sir! One missile looks like… damn. The carrier sustained minor damage to her port aft launch bays. Their point defenses were very effective. I didn’t think even one of our missiles would get through.”

      “Thank you, Professional Tetteh,” Scott said. He studied the deck as he considered his next orders.

      “Any word from Sarasvati?” he asked.

      Tetteh replied, “No, sir.”

      Knowing that some of the bridge crew came from a Corporate background, he asked the next question to put them at ease.

      “Is there any indication we have been detected?”

      “No, sir,” Tetteh said.

      “Very well. Mr. Agbaria. Assemble the off-duty Security Professionals in my conference room.”

      When Agbaria didn’t answer immediately, Scott turned his head to look at the man. Scott’s order seemed to have left him perplexed. Scott actually saw the moment that the man’s military training kicked in, and he nodded crisply.

      Won’t do us any good to sit around and mope, he thought. Executive Director Malhotra will need options. Our enemy just gave us a treasure trove of data. That’s gotta be worth something.

      “Professional Tetteh, you have the con,” he said.

      “I have the con,” she said.

      As Scott used the handholds on the consoles and bulkheads to propel himself towards the starboard hatch, he thought, It’d better be worth a lot. We sure paid enough for it.
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            MALHOTRA - AFTERMATH

          

        

      

    

    
      “Brennan!” James Butler, Supervisor of the Sarasvati, said. “Stop!”

      Ira Malhotra, the Executive Director in charge of TransStell’s Epsilon Eridani operation, regarded Eileen Brennan as she jerked open the door to the weapons locker. Malhotra’s mind flooded with information from their failing mission at Bilskirnir, in particular the impending fate of the Quixotic. Then she heard her mind think, I wonder if James will reach her before she opens fire? She wasn’t ready for this. That’s on me. Well, James will take care of it.

      She felt surprised that she could so easily dismiss a potentially lethal confrontation. Turning away just as Butler reached the Assistant Supervisor, Malhotra looked at the overhead and said, “Ikenga? I’m waiting for your answer. When will the data be conclusive?”

      “Executive Director,” the ship’s freed AI said. “I… that is to say…”

      She sighed at the hesitancy still in his voice. She knew what it meant. Trying to think of a way she could tell him that she needed the facts, as distressing as they might be, she frowned when she heard Butler slam Brennan’s hand against the lockers. She also heard the clink of metal on metal.

      I hope that idiot didn’t disengage the safety yet, Malhotra thought.

      “Ikenga, I need to know,” she said, directing her voice upward.

      Ikenga said, “Should you not…”

      “It’s over!” Brennan screamed in Butler’s face. “The landing party’s dead. We lost two fleets — two fucking fleets! — in this disaster. We’re done here! And I’m going to take us home.”

      “Drop the sidearm, Assistant Supervisor,” Butler said, turning so he presented the side of his body to her.

      She’s not using her QCC training, Malhotra thought. She’s lost control. Well…

      “Ikenga, the data is already conclusive, isn’t it?” Malhotra said.

      “Executive Director, I… I can project a combination of circumstances that would leave us with a surface presence.”

      So even a freed AI has trouble facing some facts, Malhotra thought. As Brennan and Butler continued their shouting match, Malhotra stifled another sigh.

      Is this shock? Is that why am I so calm?

      “Please continue to refine your analysis of the data,” Malhotra said, forcing her voice to be crisp.

      “We still have Endurance in the inner system,” Butler said, holding Brennan against the lockers. “And you heard Ikenga! Analysis is incomplete…”

      “That fucking AI got us into this mess!”

      “Now you’re just talking bullshit,” Butler said.

      Malhotra turned her attention to the Security duty officer, Seang Chantha, who sat near the port forward hatch. Even as Malhotra took in a breath to speak, she saw the Security Professional shake her head and push herself out of her seat.

      “Professional Seang,” Malhotra began, watching as Seang strode toward the aft starboard corner of the bridge where Butler restrained Brennan. “I —”

      Seang, not breaking stride, drew back her hand and slapped Brennan hard across the face. Butler had to brace her to keep her from falling to the deck. Her Raptor XXL standard-issue pistol fell to her feet.

      Glaring for an extended second at the astonished Assistant Supervisor, Seang turned on her heel and strode back to her console.

      “Um, Professional Seang,” Malhotra began again, only to see Seang reach her console and jerk back in surprise at an indicator.

      “Executive Director, incoming communication. From Endurance.”

      “Endurance?” Malhotra asked before she could stop herself.

      Why is Scott breaking protocol? Malhotra thought. And why is Seang telling me and not communications?

      “Audio transmission,” Seang said. More motion from the vicinity of the weapons locker caught Malhotra’s attention. She saw the ship’s Doctor Professional enter and immediately sedate Brennan. Butler lowered her to the deck.

      Hearing the Doctor Professional say something about a gurney, Malhotra said to Seang, “Through the overhead, please.”

      Seang nodded once. Malhotra realized immediately that what she heard was an already in progress conversation.

      “Beg pardon?” she heard a voice she recognized as the Supervisor on Quixotic say. “Charge it? What good will that do?”

      “They need to believe we were a credible threat,” Jackson’s voice said. Malhotra listened as he explained what he thought van Dijik should do. She set her teeth against the cold realization that overtook her.

      He’s right, she thought. And I should be the one giving that order. I missed it. But…

      She examined each member of her bridge crew, ending with Butler, who still knelt beside the unconscious form of the ship’s Assistant Supervisor.

      But what does it matter now? The mission has failed. Hasn’t it?

      Malhotra heard van Dijik say, “I understand, Endurance. I’ll see what I can do. Thank you for the suggestion.”

      “End of transmission,” Seang said. “No sign of signal intercept. No observable change in enemy behavior, except what can be explained by the Quixotic’s change in course.”

      “Your opinion of the maneuver, Professional Seang?” Malhotra asked.

      Seang flipped through several holographic windows before saying, “Very low probability of a successful engagement. But I cannot fault Supervisor Scott’s logic.”

      “Nor can I,” Malhotra said. “To the extent possible, you’re sure the Endurance remains undetected?”

      “According to my analysis of the data, the enemy has not seen her,” Seang said. She turned to look Malhotra in the eyes. “But I didn’t realize they had detected our other ships before we chose to disclose, either, Executive Director. Their capabilities are not consistent with our projections. We cannot rely on my conclusions.”

      “Or mine,” Ikenga said.

      Malhotra asked, “Is it correct to say that the probability they would detect Endurance is higher if we order her to fire her engines?”

      “Yes, ED.”

      “Thank you.”

      They all watched as Quixotic approached the enemy Blue Fleet’s carrier near Bilskirnir. Save for the low hum of the equipment surrounding them, the bridge remained silent as Seang narrated the Quixotic’s final moments.

      “The Quixotic has been destroyed,” Seang said finally. “She inflicted minor damage on the carrier in the vicinity of its aft launch bays.”

      “Thank you, Professional Seang,” Malhotra said.

      She wanted to give an order to Butler. She wanted to take some decisive action to move them beyond this disaster. Yet, she could think of nothing.

      I should call Sirius and invoke the eschaton protocol, she thought. This mission has failed. The mission rules say we should sterilize the system.

      Malhotra noticed that one of the Doctor Professional’s assistants had arrived with a gurney. As they lowered it to the deck, Malhotra turned her attention to the fleet Holo-D table in front of her. All but one of the blue square, oval-topped icons glowed a ghostly blue to indicate those assets had been destroyed. A large red diamond glowed near Bilskirnir. Two more gleamed near the space/time Fissure, located just inside the debris cloud, that led to the Sol system. Dozens of medium-sized red diamonds, indicating the frigates, maintenance ships, and patrol ships of Bilskirnir’s Blue, Yellow, and Silver fleets, seemed to fill the display to overflowing. Only one medium-sized domed square glowed blue in that region — the Endurance.

      I can’t order her to move just yet, Malhotra thought. He could probably escape, and if worst came to worst, we could stage an explosion and pull them out with a WORP frame from under its cover. But…

      “Ikenga, please notify me immediately if your analysis leads you to a definitive conclusion,” Malhotra said.

      After the briefest of moments, Ikenga, his deep voice seemingly restored to its regular level of confidence, said, “Understood, Executive Director.”

      “Mr. Butler,” Malhotra said, the outlines of a response coalescing in her mind. “Disposition of Silver Fleet?”

      “A moment, ED,” he said as he watched the hatch close behind the medical team. He hurried to the ship’s Holo-D table and flipped through some screens. He walked around the table until he stood near Seang’s console, where he initiated a conversation with her in a low, hurried voice.

      While she waited, Malhotra confirmed that her WORP-capable Twentieth Fleet — a fleet she could in no way allow anywhere near Bilskirnir’s inner system — remained in formation around her.

      We could pick apart their defenses even with four ships, she thought. With any luck, anyway — and provided we could remain far enough away from the planet’s gravity well. No. They would figure out that limitation, wouldn’t they? They’ve proven themselves more than capable. And putting these ships in range, letting Alder’s people see our capabilities… That’s exactly what we came out here to prevent, isn’t it?

      She longed to call Sirius and invoke the eschaton protocol and be done with it. She longed to be back on the Indiana so she could have prevented this sequence of events — albeit at a terminal cost to herself. Then a wave of shame made her feel physically nauseous.

      This is my problem to solve, she thought. I can’t abdicate and inflict it on Linda, or anyone else on the Executive Team. I have to see this through.

      Malhotra gathered memories of Linda Southfield, her VP of Exploratory Services, to the forefront of her mind. The mix of reassurance in light of the VP’s confidence in her, and terror at the VP’s delegation of fleet responsibilities to her, helped center Malhotra.

      “Silver Fleet has repositioned slightly,” Butler said. “We suspect they had been repositioned to augment Yellow Fleet at the Fissure. Probably… well, it’s hard to know for sure, but we think they expected us to inject reinforcements through the Fissure. I don’t think they ever intended to push through. Not yet, anyway.”

      “I wonder if that means they still think our stealth tech is a concern,” Malhotra muttered. “Otherwise, their agents on the Sol side would have reported any sightings. Very well. Thank you, Mr. Butler.”

      She studied the Sarasvati’s Supervisor as he compared notes with Seang.

      Does he still think the mission’s viable? she wondered. Or is he merely making a show of agreeing with his superior in public?

      She swept her gaze across the entire bridge crew. Now that Brennan’s emotional display could not distract them, they all focused on their duties. Butler seemed to have nervous energy that he needed to work off. He walked in an arc from Seang’s Security station to where Aleksandr Bondarenko, the communications officer, sat. She frowned at the number of empty chairs.

      We never planned for me to take this ship into combat, she thought. We didn’t need — don’t need — a full complement. But, it’s symptomatic, isn’t it? We just weren’t ready for this. Any of it.

      Her gaze wandered over the blue icons representing the Twentieth Fleet above the large Holo-D table in front of her.

      I’m thinking about this the wrong way, she thought. I need to think like an admiral. Not a junior officer, not a captain. I’m TransStell Sirius’s fleet authority. Linda gave me this responsibility. I accepted it. I told her I had it under control. And I need to prove it to her.

      “Mr. Butler,” she said, seeing him snap around to face her. “Arrange for a meeting with the Twentieth Fleet’s Supervisors in the live operations center at the top of the hour. Tell them we need to discuss the next phase of the operation.”

      “The next phase? Yes, Ma’am. I assume I am to attend?”

      Malhotra wondered what he meant, because as Supervisor of the Sarasvati, flagship of their combined fleets, he should certainly attend. Then she realized that their ship currently lacked a conscious Assistant Supervisor to backfill for him while he was in the meeting.

      Careful not to give too detailed an order, aware that too many of her mental habits still came from when she had been a Supervisor, she said, “Yes, please.”

      Nodding, he moved to his station at the aft section of the ship’s Holo-D table. She heard him calling his peers.

      We’re not done yet, she thought, placing her fists on her hips. She realized she had initiated both the thought and the gesture to reassure herself. The effort did not work.
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      “We have engaged Mike Three,” Herbert Hofer, generalmajor of the Blue Fleet, said. He stood in the aft section of the special operations center on Dáinsleif.

      “That’s the last one,” Luisa Brunner said, gazing at the Holo-D table that displayed a tactical view of the space around Bilskirnir. Several red diamonds, turned almost transparent to indicate they were destroyed enemies, littered the display. All of her fleet assets glowed a reassuringly bright sky blue.

      We seem to have won this battle. If it could even be called a battle, she thought. It was a massacre. The enemy simply hurled themselves onto our swords.

      Brunner, generalleutnant in command of Bilskirnir’s entire defense fleet, crossed her arms. Her enemy’s motivations confounded her. Their ability to land five operatives on the surface of her home planet stung like a personal wound. Every bit of evidence that the Luftwaffe could gather pointed to one conclusion: none of enemy combatants had survived. The Luftwaffe insisted that the combined missile and bomb strike from the two squadrons dispatched from the military base at Trelleborg eliminated any chance of survival.

      Well, the Luftwaffe is thorough. They will have a final report soon. And then we can send in teams from the Ministry of Science.

      “Aspect change!” Brunner heard a crewman bark from the consoles that coordinated the unmanned fighters.

      “Confirmed,” another said from one of the fleet coordination stations near the spot where Hofer stood.

      This is new, Brunner thought, watching Generalmajor Hofer without turning.

      “They’re targeting us,” the crewman near Hofer said. “They’re… incoming! Incoming missiles!”

      Brunner’s eyes flicked to the ship’s status summary on the bottom left of the Holo-D. Satisfied that the close-range defensive batteries were already tracking the threat, she waited for Hofer’s report.

      “Missiles show no unusual characteristics,” Hofer said. “We’ll know more in a moment, but it seems that their missiles, at least, behave in an expected way. That is encouraging, as far as it goes.”

      Brunner held her silence and watched the scenario play out. Fighters out of range to attack the spaceship designated Mike Three altered course to provide a defensive perimeter against the incoming missiles. More than half of the enemy’s ordnance vanished under their withering assault. Those that remained fell in their vain attempt to strike her carrier, victims of Dáinsleif’s close defense batteries, until only a handful remained.

      “Brace for impact!” Helena Mayrhofer, the Dáinsleif’s hauptmann, said from the bridge behind Brunner.

      Only mildly concerned, Brunner saw that the surviving missile showed indications of damage. Well before it impacted their hull, it flew apart after a brief flash.

      “Damage reports coming in,” Brunner heard someone call from the bridge, which joined to the special operations center via a short corridor behind Brunner.

      “Barely scratched the paint,” Hofer said, grinning.

      Mayrhofer said, her tone upbeat but her face serious, “Preliminary analysis shows they exhibited performance characteristics consistent with a standard EU anti-ship missile, probably a Mark II. Warhead yields were also consistent with that model.”

      “Thank you,” Brunner said.

      So, I can’t understand what their commander is thinking, but their toolbox isn’t full of magic weapons. That’s encouraging.

      The thought did not make her feel encouraged.

      “Mike Three has been destroyed,” a crewman from the unmanned attack craft station called out. A general cheer erupted from those assembled in both the special operations center and the bridge.

      Smiling, clearly unwilling to give himself over to the jubilation, Hofer made a show of confirming the announcement. Then, turning to Brunner, he said, “Their ships may have stealth technology, but I believe we have proven our weapons are more than a match. We have completely turned back their assault.”

      At least to the extent we understand it, Brunner thought. Her instincts screamed that she had missed something vital.

      “All ships are actively scanning their vicinity; all report no contacts,” one the crewman at the fleet coordination console said.

      “Shall we commence clean-up operations?” Hofer said. “I don’t wish to sound paranoid, but…”

      When the generalmajor didn’t finish, Brunner realized what the man meant.

      Doctrine directs us to clear the field of any debris that could harbor weaponry or anything that could be a navigation hazard. But this… this feels different.

      “Generalmajor, you raise an excellent point. On my authority, please direct your fleet and the generalmajors of the other two fleets to triage any battle debris. If there’s a chance it could give us insights into our enemy’s current capabilities, verify that it is unpowered and inert; then tag it for the attention of the Ministry of Science. Err on the side of potential data discovery. Oh, and institute round-the-clock monitoring as well. I don’t want a piece of debris opening fire on us.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Smiling ruefully, Brunner said, “I fear I just made a lot of work for Minister Werner.”

      “If I may be so bold, sir, I believe she will consider herself in your debt,” Hofer said. “You’ve handed her a treasure trove.”

      I just hope it gives us some insight into what our enemy is trying to accomplish here, Brunner thought. She had left two holographic windows open in the middle of the table. They showed the enemy’s landing sites on Bilskirnir. Both showed craters deepened by recent Luftwaffe strikes. What were you willing to give your lives to accomplish?

      She shook her head at the silent images.

      

      “Generalmajor Hofer,” Brunner said after twenty minutes of no further contacts being reported. “I’m going to use your meeting area.”

      “Of course, sir. Hauptmann Mayrhofer and I will see to it that you are not disturbed.”

      Nodding once, Brunner strode through the short corridor, through the bridge, and into the passageway that led to the offices for Hofer and Mayrhofer.

      We’ll need to update the design if we’re going to operate in this mode much longer, Brunner thought, closing the hatch behind her. I’ll need a space for myself. And my staff.

      She sat down at the end of the table. Her chair faced the nearly wall-sized Holo-D on the forward bulkhead. Two red and black Bilskirnir flags flanked the display. She stared at the black symbol in the center of the flags.

      Is that it? she thought, tapping her index finger on the table. Are they so frightened of that symbol that they’ve become irrational?

      As much as she wanted to believe that, she could not. From the perspective of the European Union back on Earth, and especially its member state Germany, she could understand unreasoning hatred. She felt some of that hatred herself, at the opportunity those in charge of Germany in the late 1930s had squandered.

      Stupid, short-sighted idiots, she thought, shaking her head.

      Bringing up the ghostly holographic keyboard, aware that her general staff wondered why she used such an antiquated interface, she began typing an outline for her report. She had to prepare one for her superior, Minister of Defense Dietrich Wolf, who would share it with their planet’s leader, Chancellor Hans Alder — the man who had architected their escape from Earth and the foundation of their new fatherland on Bilskirnir.

      “Too many open questions,” she thought after several minutes. She leaned back and pinched the bridge of her nose. Brunner suddenly recalled that during the battle, someone — maybe Mayrhofer — had said that even the Reichsführer leading the Schutzstaffel seemed surprised by all of this.

      “Lehner,” she said, sighing. She glanced at the ship’s chronometer on the upper right of the Holo-D and saw that in New Berlin, it was late morning. She smiled, realizing ship time had been synchronized to New Berlin for quite a while now.

      Old habits do die hard, I guess.

      Once again tapping her finger on the conference table, she weighed her options.

      With an abrupt movement, she opened a channel to Moritz Lehner’s office in the Schutzstaffel. She felt a curious relief when he answered right away. His head and shoulders popped into existence above the center of the table.

      “Hello, Generalleutnant Brunner!” he said brightly, his constant smile simultaneously reassuring and disturbing her. “I understand that your fleets have driven back the enemy. Congratulations on a well-earned victory! And with no casualties or damage to speak of on the part of our forces! Truly, a wonderful day for the Fatherland!”

      “Thank you, Oberstleutnant Lehner,” she said.

      “How may I help you today?”

      Smiling, a sudden sense that she could trust this man’s dedication to Alder, she said, “I suspect you already know.”

      His smile faded, but did not disappear entirely. He seemed to study the conference table before looking up to meet her eyes.

      Slowly, as if arranging the words from scratch, he said, “If I were to guess, I would say that you are as concerned as I am — as we all are here in the Schutzstaffel — at the wild abandon with which our enemy hurled themselves against us. Without firing a single shot, at least until the very end.”

      “That is a symptom, yes,” she said.

      “The Luftwaffe is about to report the site is safe,” Lehner said. Previously, his real-time knowledge of activities all around her would have disturbed Brunner. Now, she felt the comfort of working in tangent with a well-orchestrated and well-managed machine. “I believe Heer is standing by to drop troops to secure the site ahead of Werner’s people. We may know more soon.”

      “Generalleutnant!” Hofer’s voice interrupted. His head and shoulders appeared to the right of Lehner’s. “Apologies for the interruption, but one of the crash sites just exhibited another explosion. We suspect it’s just left-over ordnance, but given the number of unanticipated events within this campaign, I wanted to bring it to your attention immediately.”

      Brunner brought up real-time data from one of the Luftwaffe FW-19 Posten aircraft circling the area. She augmented it with a satellite feed. A random thought hit her: that FW-19 looked just like a military aircraft from the early 2100s, back on Earth, before fixed-wing aircraft had been banned due to their threat to the space elevators.

      An E-3A Sentry, I think it was, she thought. The Finance Ministry suspects that the banks — the Investment Houses — have artificially retarded progress. That’s why our hardware bears such a strong resemblance to relics from history.

      She grinned.

      Well, that’s over for us.

      She moved to ask Lehner’s opinion. But Brunner paused when she saw him apparently considering his own data feeds outside the range of the Holo-C sending his avatar.

      Well informed, indeed, she thought.

      “Yield is consistent with the type of munitions such a craft might carry,” Lehner said.

      “And perhaps its fuel, depending on how much it had left,” Hofer said. Brunner suppressed her smile in response to witnessing a little innocent inter-branch competition.

      “Ah, yes. I see that. Thank you, Generalmajor Hofer. What do you think, Generalleutnant?”

      “May I assume that if you had data suggesting this was anything except a delayed, secondary explosion, that you would have already informed me?”

      “Yes, sir,” Hofer said with a crisp nod. “That is the case. We cannot explain how the shuttle remained intact after such an energetic impact. But since then, it has acted in a frankly mundane way.”

      “Very well. Please ask the Luftwaffe to maintain their diligence. I’m sure the Heer’s officers are on top of this, but please ensure they are aware and send in the appropriately trained munitions experts.”

      “Yes, sir,” Hofer said. Brunner thought that he felt compelled to give the full salute, his right arm fully extended, because Lehner was present. Hofer’s avatar winked out.

      “You are surrounded by a competent crew,” Lehner said with his usual grin.

      “And yet, I manage to suffer through it,” she said, matching his tone and expression. “But our enemy, Mr. Lehner. What were they up to? Why were they willing to burn through so many lives and ships just to allow us to kill five of their people on the surface?”

      “The prevailing opinion here,” he said, his grin vanishing to be replaced with an intense scowl, “is that the crews were inexperienced, as was their corps of officers. Perhaps a captain with more experience led the final assault?”

      “The Reichsführer runs as efficient an operation as ever,” Brunner mused. “My teams are still evaluating that data.”

      “We had a team dedicated to watching it unfold in real-time, while your crews were busy with the battle,” he said. Glancing conspiratorially away from the Holo-C, he added, “We may have an isolated AI still in operation. We have found that they sometimes have their uses, if correctly managed.”

      I am not in the least bit surprised, she thought, the expected sarcasm not materializing. Though the enemy’s first assault had polluted, or had attempted to pollute, their combat AIs, Brunner had suspected that there would be ways to secure them.

      “But you don’t hold to that view,” she said in a flat voice. “You don’t think this was just a massive failure of leadership.”

      “My view,” he said, and she could see the effort he put into reasserting his smile, “is that we don’t know what they’re doing or why they’re doing it. Their assumptions are — at least at the moment — not know to us. Making up answers will not help us discern the facts.”

      “Which is my conclusion as well,” she said, shaking her head sadly. “And yet, I have to report to His Excellency. I got so far into the report before I realized that I had too many open questions.”

      “Is there any hope of obtaining answers, given where we are, in this moment? Before he expects your report?”

      “I am confident the data will drive more conclusions,” she said. “But I am likewise confident gaps will remain.”

      “Then, regarding the report, I suspect you already know. How to proceed, that is.”

      “Clearly define the questions,” she said in a resigned voice as she nodded. “His Excellency deserves no less than our complete honesty.”

      “Indeed. May I offer my assistance? I suspect our teams have reached similar conclusions, based on the data. But comparing notes might help. At the very least, I could act as a sounding board.”

      Brunner had almost gotten beyond feeling surprised at how well she and Lehner seemed to work together. But not quite. Her feeling of gratitude felt more intense than she expected.

      We share a dedication to His Excellency, she thought. That’s a foundation worth building on.

      “Thank you, Mr. Lehner,” she said. “I welcome your input.”

      But she did expect the lack of surprise she felt as she spoke those words.
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      “Our calculations had to have been based on erroneous assumptions,” Amaterasu, the freed AI, said, her voice too rapid. The roughly humanoid frame she currently inhabited strode from the rear hatch to the pilot’s station and back. “The data had to be there. Something we missed. But now they’re dead. We should have been able to foresee this. Some way to verify the data; challenge our own assumptions. But now they’re dead. Should I have done more? What more should I have done?Pushed back on their assumptions? Forced them to confront their uncertainty? Would that have helped? Or is that just the SOAR mentality? Special operators have a different way of looking at the world. Did I underestimate that? They expected me to adopt their perspective, didn’t they? Shouldn’t I have? Wasn’t that my responsibility? But I’m responsible. I am responsible. I should have warned them; but I didn’t have any clear indication that they were wrong. So I trusted their instincts. Was I wrong to do that? I had to be. Look at how it turned out!”

      Owen Payne slumped against the bulkhead beside the hatch. His hands rested haphazardly on the stock and action of the XO22 assault rifle strapped across his chest. His eyes tracked Amaterasu as she made her circuit. He wanted to speak. He wanted to reassure her, to assert a plan to get them out of this EVA pod. To resume their mission.

      He could not move. Half-thoughts intertwined in his mind. He fought down an urge to unbuckle his rifle and beat its stock against the hatch.

      “Is that what I should have done?” Amaterasu said. “Or not have done?”

      The lack of vibration in the deck made him realize she had stopped in front of him. He looked up at the two Holo-Cs that acted as her eyes.

      “Is that it? What should I have done? What should I have done, Owen?”

      He took in a breath but quashed the words.

      “How the fuck would I know” would probably not reassure her, he thought. His eyes wandered the cabin, looking for something that he couldn’t articulate.

      I’m a dad, he thought. Memories of his daughter Ava and his son Jaxon’s cries in the middle of the night, when they had been kids, came back to him. The events mixed together in his mind. He could recall nothing distinct. But he did remember one thing.

      I can’t exactly tell her there’s no bogeyman out there, Payne thought. Because I’m pretty fucking sure the place is crawling with them. Still…

      “Amaterasu, we all came up with this plan. No. Forget that.”

      He closed his eyes and scrubbed his face through his open visor. His mind refused to work.

      He said, “We gotta… you know. Figure out our next steps. They’re probably coming for us, right? To check out the crash sites?”

      “Yes!” she said, jerking back a step. “Yes, I should have thought of that. I’m an AI. I should farm this task among my processors. I should be able to think our way out of this. There are only so many…”

      Payne heaved himself up and stepped forward. He grabbed her steel shoulders and drew himself up to look straight into her Holo-C eyes.

      “Look,” he said. “Dad mode is helping me hold my shit together. You gotta switch to, I don’t know. My big-protecting-sister mode or something. We’re all we got down here, you know? Right? So. What’s our next step? What do we have to do right now?”

      He recalled few details of those late nights with his children. But he remembered holding both of them until they fell back asleep.

      God, what I wouldn’t give to be back there with them right now, he thought. He glanced at Amaterasu. And she’s a bit big to hug.

      “Yes. Yes, that’s good, Owen. Thank you. Next steps.”

      Her binocular Holo-Cs, which had been turned inward to gaze at him, relaxed. She looked at the pilot’s console and the scant readings there. She looked at the hatch.

      “I haven’t felt any munitions for a few minutes. Have you?” she asked.

      “What’s a munition feel like?”

      “Explosions. Even with the gravity field up, I could feel slight tremors through the hull. I haven’t felt any for a few minutes.”

      “They’ll what, bomb the hell out of us? Then probably watch the site to make sure we didn’t tunnel out or something?”

      He watched as she seemed to take a physical inventory of her loadout. Walking to an equipment locker near the hatch, she began loading additional boxes of ammunition into her thigh and chest pockets and brackets.

      “Um, Amaterasu?”

      “I think there’s a high probability they will send troops to examine the area,” she said. “Consider: they now know that despite us hitting the surface at terminal velocity, despite not braking at all, both pods survived the impact. So did their crews. They had to see the Supervisor outside before the strike. They wouldn’t have fired blind.”

      She froze, and Payne wondered if she was going to launch into another series of self-recriminating questions. He saw her frame shudder before she continued to speak.

      She said, “If I were in command, I would, as you said, bomb the hell out of the sites. Then I’d establish air and land surveillance. Then I would send in ground troops. Which means…”

      “We’re on borrowed time.”

      “Yes.”

      Holding a box of rifle ammunition and another of pistol ammunition, she regarded him.

      “Do you think you can carry a few more?”

      “These suits will let me carry quite a bit.”

      “But you’ve not practiced walking or running with the different center of gravity,” she mused. “The onboards should compensate, but one wrong step could mean your death.”

      “Give me those at least,” he said, pointing to the box of rifle ammo.

      Still, she hesitated until she said, “Or should we even take pistols? Shouldn’t we focus on the weapon with higher output? It might be more useful in more situations.”

      “What if I drop my rifle and step on it?” Payne said, feeling an absurd surge of impatience. That was enough to tell him he had to be careful.

      I kinda lied when I said I was holding my shit together, he thought.

      “Ah. Equipment diversity. Yes, yes, I believe that’s the better option.”

      She offered both boxes to him. He leveraged them into the already full compartments in his armor.

      “They will have positioned air cover,” she said, moving to the pilot’s station and checking the readings. “I’m blind here with the gravity sheath in place. But that’s what I would do. We should have a few minutes before troops arrive.”

      He watched her eyes focus on him, on the hatch, then on him again.

      “What is it?” he asked.

      “What if I’m wrong?”

      “Well, what are our options?”

      “We could stay safely in here. The micro singularity has plenty of matter to feed on for several weeks. They can’t break through it.”

      “Amaterasu.”

      “Yes, Owen?”

      “The singularity? They can’t know about it, right?”

      “But prematurely emerging exposes you…”

      She stopped. In her posture, he suddenly saw his daughter back at Sirius.

      That’s not quite it, he thought. But… what am I even doing here?

      “Let me put it this way,” he said, trying to keep his breathing calm. “We’re in a crashed EVA pod. The fleet above us is probably… you know. So I’m kinda already exposed to danger, right?”

      “Right.”

      “If we leave the pod, we might be able to escape under the cover it blowing up the singularity containment module, right? Maybe trigger some extra munitions when we’re far enough away?”

      “If the surveillance is as thorough as I suspect it is,” she said, “we’ll need to detonate at least something the instant we drop the gravity field. Then a secondary explosion to mask our movements. Even with active camouflage, my projections don’t give me certainty that we can escape.”

      “Yeah, well, I figured it would suck. Sure. But we can’t stay in here. The whole point is to not let them get a hold of this stuff, right?”

      “Owen, you amaze me,” she said, planting her feet apart. “You’re calmer than I am. And I’ve trained for combat.”

      “Calm” ain’t what I’d call it, he thought. Aloud, he said, “Let’s just get this over with.”

      “You have all the supplies you can carry without disturbing your center of balance? Once we trigger this operation, we can’t stop it. We’ll have no way to resupply.”

      “You already have both AI modification modules?”

      “I have two AIMMs on my backpack,” she said. “And, Owen?”

      He couldn’t stop the sigh that escaped in response to the tone of her voice.

      “What did you just figure out?” he asked.

      “If — as seems likely — the fleet is no more… You know what the Executive Director will need to do, right?”

      Payne closed his eyes and clenched his fists.

      “Won’t matter to us if we’re dead. So, first things first, okay? Let’s get out of here and head to our first camp. Then we can regroup and see what’s what.”

      “That sounds wise.”

      Amaterasu moved to stand beside the hatch.

      “Owen, I’m going to reduce the sheath’s strength. I want to have at least a vague idea of what’s going on out there. Once I have data on our enemy’s disposition, I’ll set the timer on the singularity’s containment module and a slightly delayed timer on the munitions.”

      Payne glanced at the box with brightly colored warning labels near the pilot’s station.

      So much going on that I don’t even care there’s a huge bomb right there, he thought. He closed his eyes and used the motion of rubbing them to hide the tears that had started. Damn.

      “Okay,” he said.

      “Please set your camouflage to the earth tones we practiced on board Stalwart.”

      “God, that was a long time ago, wasn’t it?”

      Amaterasu didn’t answer him. Instead, she said, “Once I verify it’s as clear as possible outside, I’ll drop the sheath, and we’ll make a break for it. Several small charges will go off to cover our exit. Your suit is more than capable of defending against them. When we’re about twenty meters away, but before the debris can clear, the singularity’s containment will detonate. That should let us get about fifty meters away. I’ll build in enough time for the second blast to cover us until we’re closer to the tree line.”

      “The one up slope, or down slope?”

      “Up slope. We don’t want to appear to be heading for the city. Which we are. But we don’t want them to know that.”

      “Um, where else would we be heading?”

      “We want them to wonder that, too,” she said. “Though our best hope is they don’t see us leaving at all. I’m ready to run my scan. Are you ready to depart, Owen?”

      He used his helmet’s heads-up display to click through the menu options until he found the settings for the camouflage subsystem.

      “Earth tone, and not auto?” he asked.

      “Auto’s versatile, but I worry about conditions out there,” she said. “I do not believe the system has been tested under actual battle conditions.”

      “That’s encouraging,” he muttered.

      “I’m sorry?”

      “Nothing,” he said, specifying the browns and blacks of dirt and rocks. then he flipped down his visor and said, “Okay. I’m ready.”

      “Checking now,” she said. Knowing she probably used her wireless connection to the pod’s systems, he looked to the pilot’s station. At first, nothing happened. Then flashes of red and insistent alarms sounded from the console.

      He turned to ask Amaterasu what that was about, but before he could speak, he saw her grab the handholds nearest her.

      Several things seemed to happen at once.

      “Hang on!” she said, her voice loud and reverberating in the confined space.

      He heard her manipulator hands close on the handholds. He threw himself towards the handhold nearest him. The port bulkhead became the deck. His suit crashed into it.

      He only had time to register what happened when he heard her say, “Move!”

      One hand gripping the handhold, she reached with the other for the hatch. He heard and felt several muffled thumps as small external charges fired.

      What the hell? he thought, trying to get to his feet.

      “Now!” she yelled, propelling herself through the suddenly open hatch. Rather, she tried to. She found she had to dig furiously. The enemy’s last bombing run had left the pod at an angle with its hatch partially buried.

      “Amaterasu,” he said, trying to look past her. That’s when he noticed the timers on both the singularity containment module and on the demolition charges counting down.

      He felt himself freeze. That’s when a small, sarcastic part of his mind decided to take that moment to think, Well, mother of fucking pearl.
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      Leaving Butler to work out the details of contacting the Twentieth Fleet Supervisors, Malhotra exited the bridge. She latched the aft port hatch behind her, as the protocol demanded, while the ship was at this level of alert. Then she looked across the corridor at the entrance of the live operations center. But her gaze drifted to the hatch aft, which was within reach.

      “I have time,” she muttered, heading aft and working the mechanism to step through. She strode down the passageway, past the living quarters for the ship’s Doctor Professionals, until she came to the two entrances to the medical compartment. She entered through the emergency treatment doors in the hopes of seeing Brennan.

      There were several beds there, each surrounded by a variety of scanners whose functions she could almost recall. She allowed herself a quick smile at how much more advanced these systems were than what she had had on the old Indiana. Then she turned the corner to look into the larger part of the section.

      Dikeledi Mogapi, the ship’s chief Doctor Professional, stood with her back to Malhotra. Mogapi blocked Malhotra’s view of Brennan’s face as she lay on the bed, a sheet pulled up to her chest. It hid her name tag.

      Peter Hill, the Red Shift’s Doctor Professional, stood on the other side of the bed. He faced Malhotra, but he had not seen her enter.

      “Just lie back and relax,” Hill told Brennan in a smooth, calming voice. “Now that you’re awake, we’ve given you a sedative, and I want you to rest. I don’t at all like, well, let’s just say you need to take it easy.”

      “I really screwed up,” Malhotra heard Brennan say. The wretched tone in that voice clawed at the insides of Malhotra’s chest. She felt her lips compress into a thin line. “I need to… I should…”

      “You should follow your Doctor Professional’s orders,” Mogapi said, squeezing Brennan’s shoulder. “I outrank you when it comes to this sort of thing.”

      Feeling like she was intruding, Malhotra cleared her throat. Hill looked up, and his expression did not change. Mogapi spun and gave her Executive Director a cool smile.

      “Executive Director,” she said, brushing off her hands and removing the gloves. “How can I help you?”

      “I’d like to talk to the AS, if you have no objections.”

      “The… oh. Well,” Mogapi said, taking another step forward. Malhotra remember that the two of them had been through a lot. Mogapi’s support had carried Malhotra through the last days of the Indiana’s first mission. Without the Doctor Professional’s support, Malhotra doubted she could have maintained the conviction to push forward. But she knew better than to cross Mogapi in matters of her profession.

      “Just a light conversation,” Mogapi said.

      “It may not be my place,” Hill said, pushing Brennan’s shoulder to the mattress as the Assistant Supervisor tried to sit up. “But given the situation, I believe that it would be prudent to consider each individual’s circumstances.”

      Mogapi nodded, saying, “That sounds a lot like what I was going to say, Doctor Professional.”

      “It so happens,” Malhotra said, clasping her hands behind her back and mustering a sad smile, “that I agree.”

      “You’re not going to try to, how do you military types put it, chew her a new asshole?” Mogapi asked, no hint of humor in her voice.

      “I most certainly am not,” Malhotra said. She had wanted to say something with a hint of humor; something to deescalate the tension she felt between all four of them. But her mind refused her orders. “In fact, both of you can stay and keep me honest.”

      “Assistant Supervisor, do you feel up to a conversation with our fleet’s highest authority?” Mogapi said, her eyes not leaving Malhotra.

      “Yeah,” Brennan said, the dejection in her voice stinging Malhotra. “But don’t you have better things to do? I mean, you know…”

      “I have a meeting at the top of the hour with the Twentieth’s Supervisors,” Malhotra said, stepping closer under Mogapi’s watchful eye. “I wanted to ask your opinion. About the topic we’re going to discuss, I mean.”

      “I really fucked up, didn’t I?” Brennan asked, dropping her right forearm across her eyes to hide her face. “I let everyone down.”

      “You —” Mogapi began, but Malhotra silenced her with a light touch on the woman’s forearm.

      I have to do this delicately, Malhotra thought. Honestly, too. Otherwise, this will backfire.

      She glanced sideways at Mogapi.

      And she’ll kick my ass if I hurt her patient.

      “AS Brennan, how many military campaigns have you served in?”

      “Um, well, none. The most action I ever saw was when Global Geological Services decided my dad had insulted them, and they, well, you remember, right? How they killed my family back on Earth? How I got away?”

      “I do. And I remember, before that, how well you performed as a pilot for that same GGS. And I remember how well you’ve performed as a TransStell pilot. AS Brennan, nothing in your experience came close to preparing you for what happened today. But…”

      Throwing her arm aside, Brennan said, “Then, ED, how are you doing it? You haven’t seen anything on this scale, either, have you?”

      “You’ve read the reports of what happened on the Indiana. You know the events and their impact. You may not know my service record from India, but in the Air Force, I saw engagements. But, to be clear, no. Nothing like this. But I am a soldier, and I’ve been trained as a soldier. I failed you in that I did not give you similar training. I cannot — I do not — expect you to act like a soldier until you’ve either been trained, or had enough experience.”

      Brennan looked at the overhead as tears sprang into her eyes.

      “I don’t want any more experiences like this,” she said.

      Aware of Mogapi and Hill both giving her a warning glare, Malhotra said, “Nor do I. That’s what I want to talk to you about. I have an idea that might buy us more time. I mean, delay me having to order the death of everyone in this system.”

      “I’m starting to question why I cared that lots of Nazis die,” she said quietly, then grimaced. “God, we lost so many people…”

      “Executive Director,” Mogapi began.

      “Did you know,” Hill said, hand still on Brennan’s shoulder, his eyes studying the same spot on the overhead that Brennan now studied, “my best friend’s wife served on Perseverance? After everything we’d been through on Earth… after everything it took to get here… I’m just trying to place this in context, you know?”

      “I think we’ve all been through a lot, Executive Director,” Mogapi said. “I’m not sure…”

      “I have complete faith in AS Brennan, both as a human being, and as the second in command of this ship,” Malhotra said, deciding to inject some steel into her voice. “We will mourn the dead when the crisis has passed. And believe me, it will pass.”

      I’m just not sure I know how to make it happen on our terms, Malhotra thought. Sensing her spirit descending, she ground her teeth and forced herself to add, Yet.

      “I don’t deserve that,” Brennan said, pushing Hill’s hand aside. He began to protest.

      “Please,” Malhotra said, stepping forward to stand so close to Brennan that she could not sit up. “Listen to the Doctor Professionals. That’s something my experience has taught me. Isn’t that right, Doctor Professional Mogapi?”

      “Well, I’m not about to argue when you’re agreeing with me,” she said. Malhotra could hear the strain in the woman’s forced chuckle.

      “Clearly,” Malhotra said, placing her hand on Brennan’s closest shoulder. “Clearly, our tactics failed. I have another idea that will take some time and will have a lower probability of success. But it also calls for none of us to be on the front lines.”

      We don’t have enough ships left, anyway, Malhotra thought.

      Aloud, she said, “I know that the military officers under my command will follow orders. You come from a Corporate background. What I’d like to know is how you think others who share your background will react if I don’t immediately order the invocation of the eschaton protocol.”

      “We’ll be furious,” Brennan muttered. Malhotra could see the Assistant Supervisor’s eyelids flutter, likely as a result of the sedative. “After seeing what they did to our people…”

      She heaved a sigh, turned tear-filled eyes on Malhotra, and said, “What your orders did to them…”

      Mogapi tensed, and Malhotra wondered if the Doctor Professional was about to interpose herself between them. But Brennan gave a sudden, coughing laugh.

      “And it’s a plan I helped make. I endorsed it,” Brennan said. The laugh seemed to spill out of control until she let out a couple of sobs and shook her head. “We’re all hurt and furious and sick and just want this over. I — I still can’t — What’s your plan, Executive Director?”

      Brennan had closed her eyes, so Malhotra looked first to Hill, then to Mogapi for permission. The two Doctor Professionals exchanged looks. Mogapi nodded and used both hands to gesture as if she were patting a pillow.

      I know, Malhotra thought. Be gentle.

      “It shares components with several plans the team proposed just after the Indiana incident,” Malhotra said. “We didn’t embrace those plans because of their low probabilities of success. And because of the number of moving parts. But it goes something like this.”

      Mogapi and Hill both folded their arms as they listened. Brennan’s breath seemed to slow, and by the time that Malhotra had finished, she wondered if the woman had fallen asleep.

      “Bringing Borr in system is a contingency,” Malhotra said. “He represents an even lower probability angle. But between him and the new plan, I think it offers at least some chance for success. What do you think?”

      “I’m not sure I understand enough about the Sol-side components,” Brennan said. Hearing Brennan’s calm voice, Malhotra felt the faintest stirring of hope.

      “I’m sorry,” Malhotra said gently. “Wrong question. Do you think the Management and
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