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Cruiser "Frontier", repair shipyard

The Epsilon Eridani planetary system

"Commander, hostile object! Sector three!" sounded the voice of the first officer.

Sleeping at the console, Commander Lupos jumped up from his seat as if he were on fire, and then in one leap jumped to the lieutenant, who was staring at the indications of the devices.

"Speed?"

"Two thousandths of a light. It goes perpendicular to the plane of the ecliptic." 

"Put it on the main display, Moss!" 

"Yes, sir!"

On the pitch-dark surface of the large screen, occupying almost the entire forward wall of the bridge, dozens of multicolored symbols suddenly appeared, showing the positions of signal buoys and artillery platforms deployed in the sector. Between the markings of stationary installations swirled pulsating, dashed lines, marking the trajectories of mobile missile systems. At uneven intervals, the symbols of activating Hammers, multi-ton steel spheres with attached propulsion systems, whose primary, and essentially only function was to ram at tremendous speed objects classified as threatening system installations, flashed selectively. In the midst of this patchwork, a bright yellow symbol of an enemy ship glided across the screen. The icons of unmanned defense installations passed by the intruder went out one by one, like candles in the wind. 

"Oumuamua!" a collective groan sounded on the bridge.

The Skunian ship first appeared in the Solar System one hundred and eighty-five years earlier, in early 2017, and initially attracted only moderate interest from Earth observatories. Just one of the crumbs of space debris drifting through space for eons, caught for a time in the Sun's gravitational field. It emitted no radiation, did not drag behind it the tail of gases characteristic of comets, and reflected light poorly. The only features that distinguished it from other such bodies were its characteristic spindly shape, as well as its peculiar rotation - the object did not tumble, but rotated around a longitudinal axis.

It was named Oumuamua, which in some Earth dialect supposedly meant the first messenger. The official designation given to it, namely "1I," also alluded to the same, as small celestial bodies moving through interstellar space are designated in a manner similar to comets, according to the findings of the International Astronomical Union, founded in the early 20th century. The mysterious newcomer has been photographed, described, drawn into official records, and several articles have been published about it in the specialized press, as well as countless mentions on various Internet portals.

Sometime later, to the great consternation of astronomers, Oumuamua changed its trajectory, accelerated rapidly, and then disappeared into the asteroid belt, located between the orbits of Mars and Jupiter. In the region where the lenses and mirrors of Earth's telescopes last saw it, only a cloud of frozen organic gas and a small number of small rock crumbs drifted through space. From that point on, things have really picked up. 

About a year after the disappearance of the first one, another object appeared in the system, almost twice the size of its predecessor, and two more, equally large, followed soon after. Finally, a true colossus, five kilometers in length, almost an asteroid, entered the solar system majestically, surrounded by a swarm of its smaller copies. 

Moving along the exact trajectory that the first Oumuamua had flown, the objects skidded toward Jupiter, only to disappear in exactly the same place as their predecessor. Before a decade had passed, research probes were sent toward the Fold, as the point where the mysterious travelers dematerialized was laboriously named, followed shortly after by the first manned mission. 

Already on the spot it was established that in the main asteroid belt, specifically in the very center of the family aptly named Flora, there is a three-thousand-kilometer-diameter area of perfectly empty space, while emitting surprisingly large amounts of electromagnetic radiation with a dipole component identical to that characterizing orange dwarf stars.

After several months of intensive observation of the strange phenomenon, a set of shielded probes equipped with the latest generation of transmission and vision systems was sent into the center of the anomaly. 

As predicted by the researchers, all of them, every single one, disappeared immediately after reaching their target. What the scientists didn't anticipate was that communication was not lost with the probes even for a millisecond. Soon, staring at the screens, the eggheads saw, transmitted by the probes, the sight of dozens of familiar-looking spindly rock shapes drifting through space and illuminated by the glow of a distant, dark yellow star, as well as a large, ribbed sphere-shaped structure, around which hundreds of smaller objects were coiled. 

Not far from the sphere drifted in space an asteroid, several times the size of the mysterious installation. From the cratered surface rose towards the dark void huge girders and scaffolding, on which conveyor belts with excavated material glided towards the sphere.

The data sent from the astrolocation modules made it possible to determine that a natural or artificially created point-like bend in space-time allowed the probes to reach the vicinity of the orange dwarf star Epsilon Eridani, ten and a half light years away, and the orbiting single planet AEgir and its moon, later renamed Sigil.

In 2045, when the first Earth colonization ships flew into the Epsilon Eridani system, the Skunians, building their base there, made their first - and, as it later turned out, also last - attempt to communicate with humankind. The text message received on the ships was formulated in flawless English and read as follows: "This place belongs to Skun. Leave it." 

Humankind, of course, did not listen.

Seventeen years later, the remains of the main Skun base - that egg-shaped structure - and the dozens of stone Oumuamua accompanying it drifted through space, pulled down gradually by the gravity of Epsilon Eridani as shapeless, molten conglomerations of cinders and metal by the inferno of atomic fire. In the midst of this graveyard, the deformed hulls of fifteen Earth warships, scorched by plasma beams and perforated by kinetic shells, gleamed silver in places.

The survivors of the pogrom perpetrated by Earth's invaders, the remnants of the Skun fleet fled to the edge of the system, where they hid among the great belt of ice asteroids, numbering millions of objects, and from where, for the next one hundred and forty years, they were to systematically harass the Earth conquistadors settling in the system with frightening persistence. 

"Do we have any forces there?" Asked the commander gloomily. 

"No." replied Stanley Moss briefly, without taking his eyes off the screen.

"How long will it take him to break through to the vicinity of the planet?"

"At this rate about thirty-six hours."

"Scatter the Hammers!" ordered Lupos. "Triple fan formation! And let them strike asynchronously!" The commander retreated to the opposite wall of the bridge to get a better view of the situation on the screen. Only by looking from such a distance did he notice how wide a breach in the fortifications the Skunian giant had already plowed since it emerged from the asteroid belt.

"Someone explain to me how it passed unnoticed through half a sector?" he asked in a raised voice, glancing ominously toward the listening posts. 

Hunched over their consoles, the communications officers huddled together even more. Silence fell on the bridge of the cruiser, broken only by the monotonous beeping that accompanied the moving symbol of the alien craft on the screen. 

"Hello? Corporal Kulak?" he turned to the communications officer sitting closest to him. The man turned to him with his chair, then pulled the old-fashioned headphones from his head in a tired motion. 

"After all, you know, Commander." He replied with a sigh. "The long-range transmitter doesn't work, the receiver doesn't work either, and the transmission from the radio beacon there's once or no. This signal," he pointed to the screen, "has an hour delay anyway." 

"What does that have to do with anything!" grinned Lupos. "The Skunians have been flying around as if nothing had happened for..." He furrowed his eyebrows, calculating in his mind the distance the enemy ship had traveled from the supposed starting point. "Five? Six hours? Well, we can have a delay, but for God's sake, we're connected to the station's antennas. We've been listening for the second day! Packets come all the time, an hour or two, shouldn't make a difference!" 

"It must have been there for a long time, Commander," Lieutenant Moss spoke up from his post.

"I beg your pardon?" Lupos turned abruptly in his direction. 

The officer didn't even notice, because scratching his hedgehog-shorn head, he looked at the screen in concentration.

"There is no damage in the other sectors, no flares or radiation emissions have been reported. I also downloaded data from the records of the Hammers there... Wait a minute..." He checked something on the handheld display. "Not a single one has entered combat mode, for ten days." 

"Well, where the hell did, they come from in the system? And in the middle of Autonomy territory?" groaned the commander.

"Out of nowhere." The first officer shrugged.

"What do you mean?"

"Take a look." Moss moved closer to the screen and tapped his finger on its lower left corner. "They had emerged from the second asteroid belt, and the largest debris. Autonomy had long lost a lot of equipment in this area, most of which disappeared without a trace. That, among other reasons, is why they were so heavily involved in the race to this new debris. Am I right, Katya?" He turned toward the girl sitting in the farthest corner, behind a semicircular desk. 

The pretty engineer showed a raised thumb. Born and raised on one of the Orbital Union's low-gravity habitats, she was slender and wispy.

"The silicon carbide resources here, even if you add up the deposits in the asteroid belt and those of the two planets, are smaller by volume than those newly discovered, while their exploitation is increasingly unprofitable. The losses in equipment that the Orbital Union has incurred so far have almost doubled the value of the overall extraction, including the cost of expeditions outside the Epsilon Eridani system, to the outer asteroid field." She recited in a monotone voice and as if casually. Her gaze was fixed on the rectangular control panel of the cruiser's propulsion systems, glowing with all the colors of the rainbow. 

"Wait a minute... Did I understand correctly? Are you suggesting that this Oumuamua has been lurking there for a long time!" astonished Lupos. 

Both simultaneously nodded their heads.

"From two thousand one hundred and eighty-seven until now," Sniegova said. "That is, over the last fifteen years," she specified. "Under unexplained circumstances, thirteen of our bulk carriers, eighteen escort ships and dozens of unmanned searchlights went missing in that area. Something tore apart one sigilian refinery and damaged two others. Hardly a patrol ship from AEgir recently crashed there, with an investigative team on board. The official version of events is that they collided with a stray asteroid, but... but I don't believe it," she said skeptically. "I scanned the entire area within a radius of twenty light seconds from the nearest searchlight and found nothing, Commander. Not a single object. Except, of course, the wreckage of the patrol ship. If the culprit had been a random boulder knocked off its trajectory, the scanners would certainly have detected it."

"And this, in your opinion, is proof that Oumuamua was lurking there in hiding?"

"No different, Commander. They have been lurking there, lurking for a long time!" announced Moss with conviction. "Probably in the shadow of some larger rock. And they were vaporizing everything that came within firing range."

"You're talking nonsense, Lieutenant!" grumbled Lupos.

"I have been investigating these disappearances, Commander." Sniegova said with emphasis. "It must have been the ship that did it! Six hundred and twenty-one people. That's how many went missing. And this," she pointed accusingly at the screen, "is the perpetrator of this hecatomb!" Her voice was no longer dispassionate. 

Lupos looked with consternation at her, then at the screen, then at the woman, as did the rest of the bridge cast, not excluding the communications officers who had been rebuked a few moments ago. 

Only Corporal Kulak did not appear to be moved. He put the headphones over his ears and returned to observing the devices.

"If we don't stop them, they will beat their's way into AEgir's orbit." Moss added grimly. 

"Commander, a text message from Habitat Six." communicated Kulak suddenly. "Send to your terminal?"

"Just refer," replied Lupos, massaging his temples with his fingers. 

He was tired, his head ached, deep inside he still felt the beaten stress. The melee with the Skunian fighters, which had sprouted unexpectedly in the space between Epsilon Eridani and its nearest planet AEgir and flanked his cruiser, had cost him all of his unmanned escort searchlights. In truth, had it not been for the reflexes of engineer Sniegova, who fired the pulse drive at the last moment, and the bravado of the escort commander, Colonel Dressler, it is likely that everyone on the ship would have said goodbye with their lives. Thanks to these two, the cruiser emerged from the clash only badly battered.

"Wait a minute..." Kulak once again ran his eyes over the text of the message. "These geniuses sent an encrypted one!" he groaned. From an alcove under the console top, he took out a bundle of descriptive boards yellowed from old.

"What kind of encryption?" Sniegova asked from her position. She rose from her seat and, swaying her hips, approached the communications officer who was leafing through an archaic cipher book.

"How am I supposed to know!" growled the corporal in exasperation. "All zeros and ones. This is the first time I've seen something like this in person!"

"Are you joking?" she wondered. "After all, this is binary notation, for God's sake! What do they teach you in these courses? Please send this to my terminal." Ignoring the expressive mumbling of the embarrassed man, she quickly returned to her post.

"Attention, Hammers are about to reach the target!" communicated Moss.

Lupos immediately shifted his gaze to the main screen. 

Three swarms of specks were approaching the Skunian ship at a rapid pace. One of the clusters was already right at the mothership.

"Multiple hits," reported the lieutenant, completely unnecessarily, because everyone could perfectly see the kinetic missile symbols disappearing one by one. "Or not," muttered Lupos under his breath. Like hypnotized, he stared at the screen. He knew from experience that the Hammers were only really effective against smaller, less armored units or those previously damaged in encounter combat, that is, units that had no chance of either shooting down or escaping the charging drones.

Huge, hollowed-out lumps of stone, for that is essentially what the Skunian warships were, additionally equipped with powerful defensive systems, the Hammers could only slow them down.

"Second formation on target!" again reported the lieutenant. "Oumuamua accelerated. Three thousandths of a light. The third formation... missed," he added after a moment. 

A choral groan of disappointment sounded on the bridge. Lupos sank even deeper into his chair.

"They pulled a fast one on us," he stated grimly. "Those fighters that attacked us were meant to draw our forces as far away from the sector as possible, to bleed us so that this giant could plow through our positions in peace..." he mused with a resigned gesture on one of the buttons, thus turning off the terminal, then turned with his chair towards Sniegova. 

"I decoded the message," the engineer informed. "A standard message, broadcast on all bands. They have detected the enemy and are asking for support." 

"Do we really not have any forces there?" the commander looked at Moss imploringly, as if he expected the latter to suddenly pull out some ace hidden up his sleeve and announce with that characteristic note of deliciousness in his voice that there is something after all.

"Only robots, no crewed," the officer replied sadly.

"Fucking hell! How long will it take to repair the damage?" 

"Too long, Commander," replied Moss grimly. "It will take at least four hours to assemble the transmitter's components, the second as long to calibrate the system. And we have to wait for a new deflector. Two days minimum, and even that is on the condition that the local bureaucracy does not delay delivery dates."

"Commander, they wrote that only technical services are currently staying on Habitats Six, Four and Eleven! The rehabilitation season has just begun!" exclaimed Sniegova with joy. "The populations are already in enclaves, on the planet!" Overjoyed, she clapped her hands like a little girl. 

The commander's wrinkled face smoothed out, a smile dawned on his narrow lips. He liked this filly, he liked her girlish enthusiasm, but most of all he appreciated her extraordinary professionalism. 

"Excellent," he said, standing up. "Monitor this bastard," he turned to the communications officers. "Drop the records on the station's servers. Sooner or later, someone will read them."

"Should I still call the colonel?" Kulak asked.

"Yes, the whole way. You can set the loop. When you hear from him, immediately connect on my communicator. Lieutenant, lady engineer, you will come with me." Lupos pointed with his hand to the exit. "We need to discuss a few things." 
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Habitat Four

AEgir's high orbit

"Collision. Technical personnel are requested to the positions. I repeat. Collision. Technical personnel are requested to the positions."

A monotone voice, devoid of any intonation, rustled through all the rooms of the habitat. Moments later it was drowned out by the pulsating whine of emergency sirens. The light of the lamps shifted seamlessly from a soothing yellow to a predatory blood red.

Slumbering in the foam-padded chamber of the medcom, Ian stirred restlessly, opened his eyes and pushed the injector's arm away with a firm gesture. The device beeped warningly; the injector nozzles immediately disappeared into the spongy lagging of the regenerative solution reservoir. 

It smelled of vanilla. He liked the scent, it invariably put him in a good mood. Smiling with bliss, he took a deep breath once and a second time until his head spun. He slowly lowered his feet to the floor and carefully stood up. 

Placed on the tip of the medical machine, the optical tip tracked his movements with a pitch-black lens pupil. Its anti-radiation aperture lowered and raised, like a human eyelid, silver-glittering grippers waited on standby, ready to fire at the patient and support him if he lost his balance. 

On the wrist of one of them he noticed a brown spot of dried blood.

"Collision. Technical personnel..." - the message broke through the yip of the alarm. 

Ian sighed heavily, walked to the wall and deactivated the speakers one by one - luckily for him, the control panel for the entire medical section was located in this particular room. 

After several attempts, he also managed to adjust the lighting to the standard warm-yellow tone. 

The room became quiet and cozy again. So cozy, in fact, that for a moment he felt an overwhelming urge to slip back into the chamber, cover himself tightly with a thermal blanket and sleep until the regenerative mixture circulating in his veins had rebuilt every damaged cell. 

"There will still be an opportunity," he thought, reaching for the uniform hanging on the hook. 

The light on the communicator attached to his cuff blinked green, signaling an incoming call. He ignored it. There were currently only five people on the huge station: him, three technicians and the shift leader - the ever-sizzling engineer Simon Duvall. None of them would be brazen enough to call him while he was in the healing chamber, so only a transmission from the "Frontier" could come into play. All members of the cruiser's crew, from the commander to the sanitation module maintainer, had his personal communicator in sight. He didn't feel like talking to them. Not yet.

He dressed and stood in front of the panel again. A tray with a horizontal display slid out from a slot above a patchwork of buttons. The device's screen was covered with a mesh of cracks and - like the medcom's manipulator - splashed with blood.

"Show the result of the scan," he said loud and clear so that the not-high-end circuits of the medical apparatus could correctly interpret the command. The machine acted as commanded and connected one of the arms to a socket in the side wall of the chamber, initiating the transfer of biometric data.

"Show the progress of the treatment!" Trying not to touch the blood stains, Ian muscled the square of the fingerprint reader. "Seven three zero six two five," he recited his ID code, hearing a series of clicks behind him. 

"Scanning. Subject number six thousand twelve. Ian Dressler. Code seven three zero six two five. Primary reading: minus thirty. Status: incapacitated for duty, expected period of incapacity thirty-point five standard days. Recommendation: third-degree recovery cycle." – announced the machine with a pleasant contralto. 

"Well, well," he chuckled in his mind, pausing the program. "Close thing." 

He was a tad surprised. Dragged by one of the technicians to the infirmary recently, he realized that he had been hit hard, but not that much. Yes, his head hurt at the time, he was mercilessly wounded under the ribs, his shrapnel-chopped back burned with living fire, but even before someone from the service arrived on the landing pad, he managed to crawl out of the gunship on his own, disconnect the power supply, and even dig his personal belongings, including a spare uniform, out of the locker. He lost consciousness only in the regeneration chamber, when the medcom's manipulators set about gouging metal particles out of his back.

"Thirty percent..." He shook his head in disbelief, then restarted the diagnostic mode. 

"Primary reading, visualization!" he demanded, bringing his face closer to the screen. The display flickered, then a slowly rotating three-dimensional silhouette of a man appeared on it, dotted with glowing red dots marking areas of damaged tissue. 

"Oh shit...," he sighed at the sight of a dense cluster of dots across his hips and lower in the lower abdomen. He reflexively rubbed his back. 

There were small scars along his kidneys. He knew now why the medcom's estimates were so high: shards of the gunship's plating had pierced the suit and penetrated deep into the body, damaging the kidneys, bladder, liver, and partly the stomach. Several lodged in the lumbar spine, missing the spinal cord by millimeters. 

"Scanning. Object number six thousand twelve. Ian Dressler. Code seven three zero six two five. Secondary reading: minus two," – meanwhile, the machine continued. The red dots disappeared as if blown away, the man on the screen stopped spinning. "Object status: incapable of performing official duties, expected period of one point to three standard days. Recommendation: first stage regeneration cycle, level zero point zero zero one". 

He sighed with relief. The visualization showed that the machine patched him perfectly, both outside and inside, and the infusion of the mixture additionally accelerated tissue regeneration. The very short first-stage cycle it had just ordered was nothing more than a minor cosmetic integument to treat burns. In his long career as a gunship operator, he had undergone such treatments many times, after almost every engagement.

Ships resembling old earthly bathyscaphes, equipped with single fusion reactors, turned into red-hot cocoons during the fight. Their designers primarily focused on the efficiency of combat systems and maximum armor thickness, completely not caring about something like the comfort of a person sitting inside. As a result, only basic cooling systems were installed in cramped interiors. - From the operator's point of view, tragically inefficient.

He still remembered one of his many days of waiting for a regenerative treatment and the lovely nurse who had visited him from time to time, to change his dressings, to feed him, and by the end, for no reason at all. Bandaged like a mummy, immobilized in a horribly uncomfortable frame, he couldn't even pinch her ass tight with a tight apron. When, after a week, he was unhooked from the steel scaffolding and the bandages were removed, the girl was no longer on board - she finished her shift and returned to the orbit of the moon of Sigil, where the Medical Corps had its mobile base at the time.

He turned off the terminal.

The hum of the apparatus died down, the shutter of the medcom camera returned to its rest position, and the whole mechanism turned to the wall. Clouds of steam gushed out of the vents in the raised lid of the chamber, disinfecting the interior. After a few moments, the lid lowered to the hiss of pneumatic mechanisms.

The device was ready for the next patient.

Standing in the center of the room, he looked around for his toolbox. He spotted it under a charred, bloodstained and secretion-stained combat suit that had been haphazardly tossed in the corner of the infirmary.

The shiny metallic box seemed intact at first glance, but he picked it up and shook it gently. The items stored inside clattered against the lining, the lock's diodes flashed blue, signaling the container was sealed.

Reassured, he put the toolbox on the floor, then began to search through the suit, opening one by one the containers with food and meds attached to it. The tubes of conditioner, which had not been damaged by the heat, were stuffed into the pockets of his uniform. He squeezed one right into his mouth. The tangy gel slid smoothly down the esophagus, alleviating or even eliminating the general feeling of discomfort that had accompanied him since leaving the soothing embrace of the regeneration chamber.

After leaving the infirmary, he headed towards the hangar.

Dodging between the ribbed girders, he reached the center of the hall, where among the mounds of fire-extinguishing foam lay the deformed, charred and, strangely, still hot wreck of his gunship. About halfway up the ship, right next to the bay containing the operator's capsule, there was a huge gap. From between its jagged edges came wisps of smoke and from time-to-time sparks, sucked out by the exhaust gas absorber suspended under the sliding roof. 

Skunians thermal projectiles could glow for weeks and months, turning objects hit into misshapen lumps of molten iron.

"Tomorrow, we will throw it into space, it will burn up in AEgir's atmosphere." The mound of foam between the nearby joists shuddered, then broke into smaller fragments. A squat, powerfully built man in work overalls emerged from between the snow-white shreds.

Ian recognized him immediately.

Greg Larson, a ship's mechanic, delegated to the habitat from an Orbital Union sanatorium enclave located on the planet's surface. It was he who helped him drag himself from the landing pad to the infirmary. "This devilry is uncontrollable," he sighed, stopping at the blackened side of the wreck.

With the remote control of the crane controller in his hand, he pointed to the massive crane rail running along the ceiling and the massive hook dangling from it, then looked at the smoldering craft.

"If the gunship had a pod, I'd just eject. I wouldn't have had a tail following me, and you wouldn't have an active thermopile on board right now," Ian said grimly.

"Calm down, Colonel, nobody holds a grudge against you," the technician smiled, brushing a bit of foam from his forehead. "Actually, it turned out well. I have removed the reactor and all the armaments from your wreck. In the hold we have a quite elegant PF-2 and plenty of ammunition. I'll wake up a few assembly machines, load them with appropriate diagrams and in a dozen or so hours you will have at your disposal maybe not the latest, but better armed torpedo ship than a gunship."

"Do you have a PF-2 here?" Ian was amazed. "From where?"

"Recycled," Larson explained. "A lot of junk orbiting AEgir. Simon had once been commissioned to remove a few clumps of garbage that orbited a bit too close to Sigil. We found this torpedo ship among them. Looted, yes, but what was left was in pretty good shape. The hull, the controls, even the thrusters. A solid, earthy product, not the crap that is put together in our shipyards." He looked at the wreck of the gunship with a grimace of dislike. "It would be a sin to leave it, so we took it with a view to possible renovation. We pushed the rest of the junk out of orbit."

"Good idea," Ian nodded. The prospect of changing from the inhumanly cramped, poorly ventilated shell of a gunship to a craft with a real cockpit definitely lifted his spirits.

"Right? Duvall has a knack for business." The technician smiled.

He walked over to the wreck of the gunship and stood on tiptoe to peer into the smoking hole in the hull.

"You were lucky in your misfortune," he said. "The entire impact of the strike went to the housing of the pilot capsule and the tank of the cooling system. That's the only reason you survived. However, two hundred and fifty liters of coolant mixture is a lot, even for a thermal bullet. In fact, it's only now starting to ignite," he muttered worriedly, feeling the edges of the hole. "We need to get rid of it, and get rid of it ASAP." He stepped away from the dented side of the gunship. Rubbing his square jaw thoughtfully, he looked at the clear-clothed machine operator's station at the other end of the hall.

"Colonel, you'll have to get out of here." He gestured meaningfully at the hangar door.

Ian nodded, then briskly walked towards the open passage looming between the girders. Shreds of foam swirled in the air around him. Some clung desperately to their clothes, as if they knew they would soon be sucked into the infinitely black and cold void of space.

***
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"Depressurized third section, and possibly fourth as well..." Duvall, leaning over the console, switched his view to the orbiters' cameras. The shape of the habitat appeared on all screens.

The station's three-kilometre-long oval body, framed with latticework and studded with broadband antennas, tumbling awkwardly against the curvature of the planet. One end was shrouded in a mist of frozen gas.

"Not too fast?" Ian became concerned. He felt a little nauseous as he watched the chaotic rotation.

The engineer's fingers, dancing incessantly over the buttons on the console, froze. Duvall straightened up and looked at the largest of the displays mounted above the command post.

"A little too fast, but it's necessary." he replied. "We deliberately increased the rotation to relieve the gravity generators," he explained and zoomed in on the image.

"Please look." He hovered over a miniature geyser of ice crystals glittering like diamond dust, emerging from between the hull plates. A little above was a large dent in the station's sheathing, with a puncture hole in the center.

"Rocket." Ian immediately guessed.

"Yes." Duvall nodded, zooming in even further. "Quite large, with a shaped charge. It came exactly in the trajectory of your gunship. They equipped it with conventional propulsion, which is why it took it so long. It's okay, it surprised us completely," he added with a slight embarrassment. "Guess the Skunians figured it out pretty cleverly." He moved the pointer even higher, onto the thrusters' bodies. "If it had hit a bit higher up on these trusses," he pointed to the engine brackets, "it would have knocked the habitat out of orbit in the most normal way."

"It's my fault," Ian muttered. "I could have foreseen it and instead of jeopardizing a civilian installation, followed the cruiser."

"You couldn't." The engineer shook his head. "Neither anticipate, much less catch up with the cruiser. Not with a broken reactor cooler and an active thermopill on board," said Duvall. "Besides, seriously injured..."

He paused the image and turned to Ian.

"Everything's all right?" he asked. "That pile of scrap metal made it?"

"You mean the medical machine?"

"Uhm," confirmed the engineer. "From the very beginning, we had quite a problem with the equipment of the dispensary. The locals dismantled most of the equipment and took it with them to AEgir, as if the enclaves lacked medical equipment..." He grimaced disapprovingly. "We found the relic that were curing you in one of the local warehouses. It was barely calibrated, and the mechanics are still failing. Zariba found out the hard way." He jerked his chin at the tall bearded man with his arm in a sling.

The man stared intently at the screen of a small monitor. Hearing the mention of him, he looked up from his screen and smiled sadly at Ian. His face was pale and haggard.

"One of the keypad's touch sensors failed. It nearly crushed his forearm," Duvall explained.

"Hence the blood," - thought Ian.

"Give it treatment." he prompted.

"We don't have the right permissions," sighed the engineer. "That's one, and two, Paul has said he'll never, ever, ever go near a medical machine again. In fact, I'm not even surprised. If I were in his place, I'd probably be traumatized too. It didn't hurt you?"

"On the contrary," Ian smiled. "I'm fine, but a little sore here and there," he lied smoothly.

The technicians seemed benevolent and friendly, devoid of the typical Orbital jealousy he so often experienced on Union-owned installations. He didn't want to spoil it, at least as long as he relied on their skills. Offended, they could, out of sheer malice, keep him in the habitat until the end of their shift, which was about a standard month.

The floor under his feet vibrated. Ian immediately guessed that the hangar vacuum had just been initiated.

Duvall must have felt the tremors too, for one by one he activated additional pumping systems to compensate for any loss of atmosphere.

Cool air blew out of the vents in the ceiling. A diagram of the hangar, filled with a tangle of dashed lines, appeared on the main screen. A red exclamation mark flashed across the top of the display. The engineer mumbled a curse.

"Open the hatches! Quick!" he called to Zariba, jabbing his finger at one of the buttons.

The bearded man immediately grabbed the lever protruding from the side of the console with his good hand and tried to move it down. Unsuccessfully.

"I'll help." Ian suggested. Without waiting for permission, he ran to the switch, and then with a strong jerk lowered the lever.

The station shuddered again, a muffled roar sounded in the distance.

"It worked!" Duvall, cheerful, gave him a thumbs up. "Damn iron. We had the same problem when you landed." 

"I wouldn't call it landing." Zariba interjected slightly out of breath. "You hit the landing platform like a meteorite."

"All I can do is apologize for the inconvenience," Ian muttered. He held back a giggle with great difficulty.

"But I..." The bearded man shuddered, realizing who he was talking to. "I didn't mean that, I just..."

"Okay," Ian smiled. "I see." He patted him friendly on his good shoulder. "I'd recommend using the medcom. These types of wounds take a long time to heal, I know something about it," he added as he left, glancing at the technician's bandaged hand. A speck of fresh blood bloomed on the snow-white fabric.

Zariba paled even more.

"So, I will," he agreed meekly.

"Go there right now. You can enter my code," Ian said, handing him a piece of paper embossed with a string of numbers.

"Your code?" the technician was surprised. Squinting, he tried to read the imprint on the card.

"Yes. You'll get an extra infusion and a complete cast." Ian looked critically at the man's fingers, marked with dozens of tiny scars. As a technician, Zariba was only entitled to a basic medical package. Gene infusions and plastic medicine were available only to the personnel of warships, and then only in the case of wounds sustained in combat conditions.

"But..." Zariba pushed the card closer to his face. "It says here that you must not share the code."

"Well, so what?" Ian shrugged. "The machine doesn't care, and I'll be given a new limit soon anyway. Please take advantage while there is an opportunity. As it used to be said, on the house."

"Oh man..." The technician seems to have just realized what the newcomer had actually offered him.

"Simon, look what I got!" he called to Duvall, and triumphantly showed him the card.

"Just don't go overboard with the upgrades," said the engineer. "It's technique that counts, not size."

"I beg your pardon!" Zariba retorted. "I don't complain about the size, so spare yourself such... projections."

"I'm just warning you, Paul," replied Duvall. Not even the slightest hint of a smile appeared on his gloomy face.

"I have to disappoint you guys," Ian said. "Plastic surgery in the military option does not include enhancements, only tissue reconstruction, and then to a rather limited extent. It doesn't enlarge anything, it does not reduce anything, it does not sculpt muscles. Restores the state before the injury."

"When I look at you like this, I have the impression that it is improving something," said Zariba, looking with undisguised admiration at the muscular figure of the military man.

"It's not because of the medcom..." Ian began and immediately bit his tongue. The gene therapy that the commanding staff has been undergoing recently was kept in the strictest confidence, "I just have good genes," he finished.

Pretending not to see the knowing glances from the technicians, he walked over to the screen, which again showed the orbiters' image of the habitat.

The stream of gases gushing into space lost its intensity. A cloud of crystals drifted slowly towards the stern. Because Duvall had synchronized the orbiters with the habitat's rotation, the station seemed to be stationary now. The fact that it was still spinning could be seen from the constantly changing background. Once it was the speckled surface of AEgir, another time it was the pitch-black void of space.

"Which section did the projectile hit?" He asked.

"Hydroponics and refrigeration," Duvall replied grimly. "In the coming seasons, the locals will only be able to dream of fresh vegetables."

"I've been dreaming for a long time..." Ian patted his pockets stuffed with conditioner tubes. For many standard months, he had been living almost exclusively on this tasteless jelly-like pulp. The only time he could savor normal food was between combat missions, and only if he was spending that time on one of the cruisers. Smaller units in terms of culinary had more or less to offer what the locker in his gunship had to offer. Sometimes it occurred to him that if he had rat incisors, they would have reached his waist by now, as they were not worn down on a regular basis.

"Greg reports the coolers are shut down." Zariba announced, adjusting the miniature earpiece whose gel casing protruded from his ear. "Unfortunately, there is a problem with hydroponics."

"Meaning?" Duvall asked.

"Water from the tanks flooded the gate actuator modules. Will have to make a detour. From the inside."

"After all, he doesn't know about it! Send Taz!" the engineer exclaimed. "Yeah, where exactly is this slacker?"

"I have no idea." The technician shrugged. "He was going to the recreation section, but that was in the morning." 

"Call him on public, then go to dispensary!" Duvall ordered. "As usual, I have to take care of everything myself..." He sighed heavily.

"Maybe I could take care of it?" Ian offered. "I've got nothing to do anyway, at least until you get me a ship."

"You?" Duvall was surprised.

"Taz Brunnix, get your ass to the control room! Now!" Zariba's electronically amplified voice boomed over the speakers.

Ian and Duvall turned their heads to the bearded man as if on cue. The technician, with his back to them, held the end of a communications cable topped with a circular diaphragm.

"I specialize in security systems." Ian explained, shifting his gaze to the engineer. "If the circuits haven't burned out, it should be possible to redirect power to the hydraulic cylinders. I'm right?"

Duvall nodded slightly.

"I'll close it manually eventually. Where do you keep your suits?"

"In the airlock by the hangar." Duvall announced. "You can find the section plans in the suit data bank, I'll send you the circuit diagrams shortly. The suits are linked to the database," he added, picking a tiny disc of graphene out of his coat. He gently slid it into the slot of the terminal.

"Uploaded," he announced.

"Will you find your way, Colonel?" Zariba, who had turned off his console at that time, was just collecting scraps scattered on the desktop. "I can walk you there."

"Are you going somewhere?" Duvall asked, giving him a puzzled look.

"To the dispensary, did you forget?" replied the technician, waving Ian's card. "I have nothing else to do here. Calibration of repair machines is Taz's thing. And a colonel can really get lost." He glanced at the habitat diagram projected on one of the wall screens.

"Since we delivered the new housing units, the layout of the traffic routes has changed completely," he explained, frowning.

"True," Duvall sighed. "All right, take the colonel to the place." He waved his hand in the direction of the corridor, which was still glowing with the crimson glow of the alarm lamps. "And if you meet Brunnix, tell him..." He hesitated for a moment. "Tell him he can forget about the bonus," he finished grimly.

"You're kidding, Simon, right?" Zariba, who was already walking towards the exit, froze in mid-stride, then slowly turned around.

"I'm absolutely serious. Can you imagine what if the damage was more severe, or if the damn thing hit the thrusters directly? It can't be that there's a crisis situation and he doesn't care! And it's not his first time!"

"Maybe he thought it was a drill?" Zariba sneered. "How many have there been recently? Ten? Twenty? People got used to it."

"I don't." Duvall snapped back.

"Come on, Simon. You know how many problems Taz has... Don't give him another grief. I'll ask Larson to tell him, okay?" The bearded technician looked at the engineer with pleading eyes.

"No! This time enough is enough!" Duvall's voice sounded hard. He straightened up, folded his arms over his chest. In his steel-gray uniform and frown, he looked dot-to-dot like one of Earth's old dictators.

"Wait a minute, did I hear you right? How many practice musters have there been?" Ian suddenly spoke up.

Duvall looked at the colonel, surprised, but also a bit startled. He was silent for a long moment, picking his upper lip thoughtfully.

"Twelve since the shift started," he said finally.

Ian's jaw literally and figuratively dropped. This was no longer a simple violation of procedure, not even overzealous, but pure stupidity.

"TWELVE practice musters in four weeks?" he asked, barely controlling his rising anger.

"That's what I was ordered to do. Anyway, not only me. All habitats received, so what's the problem?" Duvall replied teasingly.

"They went crazy." Ian shook his head. "They completely freaked out."

"But why?"

"Because it shouldn't be like this, it's a violation of elementary safety rules! People get used to the alarms. That is why!" the colonel growled.

"What the hell are you talking about?"

"You are experiencing the effects of this approach to things right now. There are four of you here, right? And one of the four ignored the real alarm. In other habitats there are several thousand people. How many of them do you think, in the event of a real threat, will behave like your man? How many will just ignore the warnings and keep doing their thing? I bet there will be hundreds of them. And that will be the number of victims when the threat turns out to be real. I take it this is one of the wartime ordinances of this council of yours?" Ian asked mockingly.

Bureaucratic to the limit, the legislative body of the Orbital Union, consisting of representatives scattered throughout the habitat system, reacted to the recent acts of aggression from the aliens in a typical collective executive way: it began to pass and publish dozens of regulations at an express pace, thus paralyzing all activities of the forces armed, not only their own, but also united. Inundated with an avalanche of circulars and guidelines, the command of individual armed groups maneuvered frantically through a maze of contradictory commands, trying to create something that, at least in general terms, resembled an organized defense plan. No one dared even mention any counter-offensive.

"No, these are only safety program guidelines. I work according to the schedule," replied the engineer firmly. "Records from early warning systems are sent to the program coordinator on an ongoing basis. And that's all I have to say on the matter, Colonel Dressler!" he finished stiffly, then turned to the console and turned on the screen.

His fingers danced on the keyboard again. The gust emanating from the ventilation ducts weakened, and after a while it disappeared completely.

"Conditioned," Ian groaned to himself. He suddenly understood why Duvall was so principled and irreformable about some things.

"All right," he said conciliatory. "But I know it's not your whim. Once all the fuss is over, I'll talk to the command. I will also try to push a notice on this to the authorities. Maybe these paper-shufflers will finally come to their senses?"

"Good luck," Duvall grumbled without taking his eyes off the monitor.

"Let's go, Colonel," Zariba muttered, strapping his tool bag to his belt.
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Cruiser "Frontier", repair shipyard

The Epsilon Eridani planetary system

"Sit down," said Lupos, pointing to the subordinates standing in the corner of the room, covered with a leather-like fabric, clumsily imitating a sofa. He himself sat on a folding chair at a small table next to an immaculately made bed, wide by fleet standards.

"Would you like anything to drink?" He snapped his fingers in the direction of a small alcove by the door, where scanner light flashed ready to go.

"I'd like a coffee without sugar, please." Sniegova perched gracefully on the edge of the seat.

"Same for me," Moss said, and sat down next to her.

"Coffee, twice!" the commander ordered. The robot responded with a series of melodious beeps, then, to the accompaniment of the hum of servomotors, drove up to the table. A slit opened in the barrel-shaped body, and two cups of steaming liquid slid out on a tray.

"Help yourselves." Lupos encouraged.

Moss got up quickly, took the mugs, handed one to Sniegova. She nodded as thanks.

"Oumuamua is heading towards AEgir, right?" Lupos asked, gesturing the robot back into the bay.

"It looks so." Moss replied, taking a sip of coffee. As usual, it tasted nasty, but it was still way better than the light brown dishwater served on the observation deck. "If it was just the Fold or the habitats, the Skunians would just send in some smaller ships, and that one could still do some guerrilla warfare among the asteroids."

"Not
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