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"Ivanov, how's the installation going?"

Daniel slowly attached the tool to his spacesuit bag with a carabiner before answering:

"Almost done, Gloris. We have 15 minutes of oxygen left. The sun will soon set behind Earth, so let's wrap it up."

"Okay. We'll wait at the station. Don't be late for the team meeting," came the immediate reply.

"It's hard to forget when you remind me every half hour."

"That's why I remind you, so you can ignore it. Wrap it up."

"As you say, Captain." 

Daniel Ivanov, life support systems engineer for the European Segment of the International Space Station, continued to slowly tighten the last fasteners of the new transmitter with his tool, while at a standard altitude of 400 kilometers above Earth in open space alongside the giant station. Out of the corner of his eye, he could see his installation partner from the Asian Segment, Bao, a Chinese man. Daniel didn't know his last name — after all, for an informal acquaintance that had begun half an hour ago, a first name was enough. He had safely missed the official introduction, which took place in front of television cameras. It is difficult to judge a person who quietly left a meeting if he was pushed back anyway, where no camera could detect him.

Bao turned out to be a taciturn but very competent assistant. Perhaps he was embarrassed by his secondary role, since Daniel was doing most of the work. Nevertheless, Bao's help with the installation was timely and anticipatory, which greatly impressed Daniel. He would periodically freeze, which probably meant that at that moment, Segment Captain Gloris was giving Bao instructions. Daniel waited patiently, got the necessary fasteners, and continued working. In any case, the installation went smoothly and without incident. In addition, both astronauts knew that they were being watched by video cameras, which would later show their work in a minute-long news clip. They had no right to make a mistake in their work, and most importantly, in their behavior towards each other.

The work was complete. Daniel turned to his partner Bao, who had already gathered all his tools. 

"Thank you, Bao. Great job," Daniel said over the internal communication system. He felt awkward speaking in an unfamiliar language, but there was no doubt about the accuracy of his words: the language machine never failed. 

Daniel held out his hand. Bao hesitated at first, then silently held out his own. Judging by his firm handshake and slight shake of the hand, he appreciated the gesture. Then, as Daniel thought, after looking at him intently (if anything could be seen behind the anti-solar visor), Bao turned and floated toward his airlock. His path was much longer than Daniel's, and there was no time to waste on conversation. If he was going to do it at all.

Daniel raised his anti-solar visor, trying to look back at Earth as far as his spacesuit would allow. But by that time, the station had already turned, and the large disc of Earth hung beneath Daniel's feet. The view was no longer the same as it had been half an hour ago. There was essentially nothing left to see, and after glancing at the sloping side of the station, Daniel headed for the airlock.

Moving his hands and switching carabiners, he quickly reached the magnetic track running across the entire endless side of the Station. With his boots magnetized, he could now let go of the handrails and climb vertically up the side of the Station. He sent two safety carabiners along the same magnetic rails on either side. With his hands free, he quickly walked along the track, hurrying to the airlock. Every time Daniel stepped on it, he caught himself thinking about trying to run. The main thing was not to let both feet leave the ground. But this time, with such a limited supply of oxygen, he decided not to experiment.

The cylindrical protrusion on the side of the Station with navigation beacons and a black oval entrance, called the entry airlock, was getting closer with every step. Quickly covering the remaining distance under the warning buzzer of low pressure in the oxygen cylinders, Daniel entered the small square room that was the airlock. With a practiced movement, he secured himself with the airlock safety rope, disconnected his safety carabiners, and pulled them inside. Taking one last look at the Station's side, fading in the approaching shadow, he pressed the hatch closure button. The Station disappeared, closed by a heavy hatch, and for a brief moment everything was enveloped in darkness. But in the next second, the emergency lighting came on. Daniel felt the air mixture injection system turn on through the vibration of the floor. For a second, he saw the gas move in front of his helmet visor. He had to wait. Daniel sighed, wishing he could take off his spacesuit faster. He couldn't see the pressure gauges, but he was too lazy to turn around to check. The color of the sensors on the hatch changed, and normal lighting flashed on, signaling normal pressure. Squinting with eyes unaccustomed to the brightness, Daniel turned around, opened the second hatch, and left the airlock.

Finding himself in a room with technical cabinets and equipment for removing spacesuits, he first unfastened his helmet, finally breathing in more or less fresh air. Without wasting a minute, Daniel stood in the spacesuit removal rack. There was less and less time before the team meeting, and he didn't want to annoy the captain again with his endless tardiness. Having gotten rid of his spacesuit, which was sent to a recess in the wall for cleaning, he quickly went to the adjacent compartment with shower stalls. Throwing his sweat-soaked disposable antistatic clothing into the trash niche, he stood under the hot shower with pleasure. The hot water brought him to his senses, driving away lazy thoughts. He could have stood there for a long time, but the "watchman" on his arm, as they called the device for tracking working hours, a wide polymetallic ring with a display and buttons covering his arm from wrist to shoulder, periodically beeping, did not let him forget about the meeting. Disgruntled, he turned off the shower and left the cubicle. Carefully drying himself off, he threw the towels into the same bin where he had previously thrown his clothes. Leaving the shower, he walked over to the wardrobe and took out his things: work overalls with a sweatshirt, an engineering tablet, cabin keys, and all sorts of small items that had fallen into his pockets. Putting on his overalls, he distributed everything among the pockets, put the tablet in his belt bag, picked up his work sweatshirt, and put it on with pleasure. Looking at the reflection of a middle-aged man in the mirror hanging in the closet, with "cheerful" wrinkles around his eyes, he combed his blond hair, winked at himself, and closed the closet. 

Finally, he was ready to go out, so to speak, into the world. Leaving the showers, Daniel quickly passed the rest areas and technical zones. Opening the door to the station's working corridor, he immediately stared at the bright sign above his head: "Keep to the right!" This bright inscription greets everyone who steps onto the International Space Station in any of its segments that have an entrance. 

"I'm trying," Daniel thought habitually, as he did every time he saw this sign. In confirmation of the sign, a solid red line crossed the middle of the pedestrian zone of the corridor. In addition to it, the entire floor was dotted with a multitude of colorful lines, each for its own purpose and destination, spreading out in different directions along the branches of the corridor. Barrel-shaped delivery robots rolled briskly along them, cargo platforms drove by, and a few people walked. Above them, a rare monorail car whizzed by under the high ceiling.

The "watcher" on Daniel's arm beeped a warning. Gloris' voice, muffled by clothing, said:

"The team meeting starts in thirty-five minutes. If you're late again, expect trouble."

"How scary," Daniel muttered, heading for the monorail. He clearly wouldn't make it on foot.

"I heard everything!" Gloris announced.

"Oh my God, Captain, let me catch my breath! Not to mention that I want to eat. I hope you've organized a buffet?"

"Don't be late!" She hung up.

Daniel climbed the spiral staircase to the monorail station. The display board announced that the next car would arrive in two minutes. He sat down on a seat, glad that no one was nearby. He didn't feel like talking to anyone.

The next car rolled in with a slight noise. Because of its appearance, the funny, round, long car was called "sausage" at the station.

"It would be nice if there was no one in the car either," Daniel thought.

But there were two engineers from the electrical department sitting in the car that had pulled up. They smiled when they saw Daniel:

"Look who's here! Hi, Dan! Well, are you going to ride or wait for the next one?"

"Why do I always bump into your section of the Station?" Daniel frowned. But he went in anyway. The wide automated carriage was divided by an equally wide aisle, with three rows of seats on either side, facing each other. So even if he wanted to avoid conversation, it would be impossible.

"We're your punishment," laughed the electrician, whose left pocket bore the name "Leonard." "For everything you constantly do to us, joker."

"Life has already played a joke on you by making you choose this profession. I'm powerless here," Daniel retorted and tried to sit in the farthest row, but the electricians grabbed him by his overalls.

"You'll sit with us!" they ordered, and he gave in with a dissatisfied look on his face. Plopping down on the seat opposite them, he asked,

"Weren't you invited to the team meeting?"

"How did you guess?" asked the electrician with the name "Paul" on his overalls.

"You look too happy."

"We're on duty. It's not like we're fighting enemies of the state, laying tiles on the sides of the station."

"Since when is the Asian Alliance our enemy?" Daniel asked in surprise.

"They could all become our enemies at any moment," Leonard  said instructively. 

"I see," Daniel sighed and turned away to the window.

"You don't understand anything," Paul declared. "I heard the news that Asia wants to take away our production of batteries for marine power stations. We'll simply lose our jobs."

"We?" Daniel asked, not understanding why, and immediately regretting it.

"Our country, the European Union. Or do you have another one?"

"That's nothing! They recently reported that a new asteroid has been discovered approaching Earth," Leonard reported. "So Asia and Africa have decided to send research stations there, bypassing us. Just like that, without us!"

The electricians eagerly began discussing the news. Daniel's neck was stiff, and he had to turn away from the window, wishing the trip would end as soon as possible. The monorail sped along, passing stations, its photocells determining that no one was there and no one was standing at the doors in the car itself. The steady sound of movement, the unhurried conversation of people who had forgotten about him. Daniel felt again that he wanted to sleep, as he had for many months in a row, at any time. Only his duties and work kept him going, sometimes like a machine. Without feelings, without thoughts. And that suited him.

"Dan, are you with us?" Paul noticed his distant gaze. "What are you looking at?"

"At the  big dot between you on the capsule wall," Daniel replied lazily. "At least it looks more interesting than your conversation."

"I always knew you were strange," Leonard said. "Are you really not interested in anything? Look at how much is going on in the world. And you even manage to sleep in the corner during our time together.

"It's not my fault you're all so boring. And sleep..."

Daniel didn't finish his sentence, as the car jerked and stopped abruptly. The lights went out, and a second later the emergency lights came on. The doors opened automatically and a robot voice asked everyone to leave the capsule.

"The sausage is broken again!" Paul exclaimed. "How much more can we take? This isn't a station, it's a ruin.

We'll have to continue on foot." Daniel hurried to the exit with the indignant electricians. Finding themselves on a narrow platform between stations, they looked around. Daniel decided to go in the direction of the monorail. 

"I bet it's your fault it broke down," he teased them as he left. 

"Oh, go away!" the electricians waved their hands and walked away in the other direction. Daniel smiled, reached the first staircase, and descended from the monorail into the station's pedestrian corridor. Repair robots were already rolling toward him, hurrying to the broken car. Carefully avoiding them, he walked just a few meters to reach the archway leading to the dining room. It was another 200 meters to the captain's cabin. He wondered what was more important: the meeting that was about to begin, which the "watchman" was warning him about, or his hunger. His mental anguish over this pressing question ended with the right decision.

Daniel entered the captain's cabin with a sandwich and coffee in his hands. It was a relatively small room, decorated in warm wood tones, with a large round porthole under the ceiling, accessed by a narrow staircase that led to a small library filled with antique books, which the captain loved so much. The small oval table that usually stood in the middle had now been moved to the wall. All four leather semi-circular sofas that usually stood around the table were completely occupied by people. They listened attentively to the speech by Gloris Anderson, captain of the European Segment of the International Space Station. Daniel tried in vain to find an unoccupied corner as far away as possible from the speakers in the center of the wardroom. Finally, finding what he was looking for, he slowly made his way to the empty seat in the corner. Gloris glanced at him with displeasure and continued her speech. Daniel had almost sat down when he met the gaze of Ivan Marochko, a tall, slightly graying man with piercing, steel-colored eyes. He was the chief flight engineer, Gloris's assistant and right-hand man. Ivan pointed uncompromisingly to the seat next to him.

Daniel, cursing inwardly, slowly walked over and sat down in the indicated seat, leaning his elbows on Ivan's right and Oliver McCallum's left, a botanical engineer from Scotland. Daniel never understood what the latter did specifically, knowing only that Oliver had taken a vow of silence. In fact, this, along with the botanist's slight arrogance, was the reason for his ignorance. This greatly annoyed Daniel, as it sometimes interfered with his tasks when mixing work fronts with different sectors, but Polimat, Gloris, and Ivan, who was now drilling him with his eyes on the right, forced him to respect the botanist's choice.

"Why are you late?" Ivan asked instead of saying hello.

"Because I arrived later than scheduled," Daniel said, sinking his teeth into a sandwich with relish.

Ivan looked at him with a slight hint of disgust. He said:

"You can't be late for a meeting. And you can't come with food."

"You can't violate the instructions for working in open spaces," Daniel retorted. "After completing the work, an employee is allowed one hour to tidy themselves up. Admit it, I acted extremely selflessly, stealing 10 minutes from my break to finish my sandwich here instead of in the cafeteria. And I ruined my appetite by looking at your dissatisfied faces.

"You will be fined," Ivan informed him categorically.

"If you can find a clause in the policy that justifies your fine and does not entail further punishment for you," Daniel retorted.

Ivan turned away, ostentatiously turning his attention to Gloris.

Daniel thoughtfully sipped his coffee, trying not to make a sound, and listened to what the captain was saying.

Gloris Anderson, a tall, thin, middle-aged woman with a bun of chestnut hair, spoke quietly but clearly:

"...The crews of the European and Asian segments of the ISS have also worked together to install new equipment. The heads of state have already welcomed this development and signed new plans for joint action..."

Daniel found himself staring at her again. She was probably the only person at the station who evoked positive emotions in him. Even despite her coldness towards his advances and her love of strict clothing that did not allow any parts of her body to be exposed except her hands and face. This always surprised him, as the captain had a beautiful figure. At least, from his point of view. Daniel smiled at his own thoughts.

As if sensing that he was watching her, Gloris glanced quickly at Daniel. And he, like a shy schoolboy, quickly lowered his eyes. The captain continued:

"Now about internal events. Regarding the case of failure to provide medical assistance for appendicitis to an employee of the African Segment, hydroponics engineer Akoni Isola, by an employee of the European Segment, Jones Elford. 

At these words, Jones, the head of the medical department, became a little nervous. She adjusted her old-fashioned glasses, shook her black bangs, and crossed her thin arms over her chest, her eyes fixed on the floor. Gloris continued:

-  On November 3, 2168, six months ago, Akoni Isola came to the European Segment's medical care department with pain in his lower right abdomen, breaking the rules for staying in the Segments. He was working in a nearby technical compartment located in the African Segment, felt ill, and went to the nearest medical center, which was the European Segment's medical department. Junz Elford, acting on the polimat's instructions, recommended that the engineer contact the medical department in his sector. Isola did not make it to the designated department, falling unconscious in the technical corridor of the African Segment, where he was found by an automatic cleaning robot. Medical personnel from the African Segment who arrived at the scene diagnosed the engineer's death as a result of a head injury sustained in the fall. The investigation revealed that Jones Elford's actions were justified, as she acted strictly in accordance with the polimat's charter. In addition, the engineer's death occurred on the territory of the African Segment and was not caused by appendicitis, which automatically clears us of all charges. No complaints have been received from the countries or the Segment leadership. In the future, Jones, keep your department closed. We all have access codes.

Daniel leaned over to Ivan and whispered:

"I wonder if Jones had nightmares afterwards?"

"Don't be ridiculous," Ivan dismissed. "We eat well and receive timely medical care. We can't have nightmares."

"Oh, right, I said something stupid," Daniel took too big a sip and grimaced as he burned his palate.

"As always, Daniel," came the immediate reply. "I'm still surprised that Moldova chose you as its envoy to the station. You're not even Moldovan."

"It's not my fault that my small country has few astronaut specialists. That's why they sent me, a Russian. Unlike you, Ivan."

Ivan snorted, glanced at Daniel, and turned away. Since the polimat charter prohibited several people of the same nationality from the same country from being in one segment at the same time , Ivan was forced to register as a representative of a small ethnic group in order to be an envoy from Russia. This topic was painful for him, and Daniel knew it. To be fair, he felt no pity: he frankly disliked Ivan. However, the feeling was mutual.

Gloris's report was followed by Ivan's. Rising noisily, Ivan made his way to the podium, accidentally stepping on Daniel's foot on the way. Daniel grimaced slightly but did not let it show. "It's a draw, you bastard," he thought. It was a good thing that his shoes were stiff, and the pain was just annoying. Mentally cursing Ivan, and placing his right elbow on the now vacant armrest, Daniel turned to Oliver:

"Hi, Oliver. Why are you so quiet?"

Oliver nodded slightly in response, not deigning to look at him. Daniel stared at the Scotsman's impassive face for a minute with mixed feelings of slight dislike and interest.  

The end of the meeting saved them from further "conversation," which the captain announced to a collective quiet sigh of relief.

Daniel was the last to rise from his seat, intending to join the procession leaving the hall, but the captain's voice interrupted his plans for rest:

"Ivanov, stay behind."

"Here we go," Daniel thought resignedly. Smiling artificially, he turned to Gloris, returned to his previous seat, and expressed his deepest willingness to listen.

But Gloris pointed to her office, located behind the wardroom. The first thing anyone entering it saw were huge windows covering the entire wall. But they did not look out into space, but into the European Segment Hangar of the Station, beyond which ships and flitting people could be seen. For this reason, Daniel called it an "aquarium," and the modest table with a chair and a sofa for visitors "decorative toys." Gloris, of course, was the "fish." However, he never told her that.

Daniel collapsed onto the sofa with a familiar movement—this wasn't his first time here. Gloris closed the door and sat down in the chair.

She started bluntly:

"Why did you shake his hand?"

Daniel raised his eyebrows in surprise and thoughtfully took a sip of the coffee he had been holding in his hands all this time. The coffee had cooled down.

"What's wrong with that? He helped me a lot," he finally replied.

"Have you forgotten the relationship between our countries? Have you even thought about the consequences?!"

"I do think about it, Gloris. According to the directive, we were partners at that moment, under a temporary contract for one hour. Partners can thank each other for a job well done. Besides, technically, I didn't shake his hand. I shook the sleeve of his spacesuit with the sleeve of my spacesuit."

Gloris sighed resignedly and turned away. Then she continued:

"You're lucky no one will see it. We had to contact the video surveillance department to have that moment removed from the recording.

"Two astronauts shaking hands. How awful, you're right." Daniel looked longingly at the exit.

"An astronaut and a taikonaut, Daniel."

"Yes, yes, exactly." 

"Besides, you were late for the recording ceremony marking the end of the last meeting in orbit and the end of our joint work.

- I was just following the rules. I took a shower, got changed. I even came to the meeting, even though the monorail broke down again. No one would have seen me anyway. I'm sure you and Ivan were in the foreground.

- Your temporary partner, Bao Li, managed to make it for some reason.

- I don't know what their relationship is like in the Asian Segment. Maybe they threatened to shoot him. Gloris, can I go? Everything went great, stop moping.

"You're talking to the captain, engineer," Gloris reminded him sternly.

"Oh, come on, we're alone here. The surveillance cameras in your office never work. Oh, damn!" Daniel rubbed his hand furiously where the "watcher" was hanging.

"Does it hurt?" Gloris asked suddenly, sympathetically. Coming to her senses, she put on an impassive face again. But Daniel had noticed.

"It itches!" he announced. "Why can't we take this thing off at least sometimes? Even just for the night? Sometimes I feel its sharp edges digging into my arm. And it's impossible to get under it to scratch. I can only imagine what my arm will look like after eight months at the Station."

Gloris stood up and walked over to the porthole, turning away from him. She said over her shoulder:

"You know that during your shift at the Station, you are required to wear a monitoring device. It not only keeps track of your working hours, but also helps save you in case of danger by acting as a beacon."

"Yes, I know," Daniel said with annoyance. "I signed the consent form. It's still an unpleasant thing. You can't even take it off when wearing a spacesuit, where any metal objects are prohibited. It's ridiculous!" Gloris, did you turn away so as not to show that you are a living person and that you are not immune to sympathy?

She turned to him. After giving him a stern look, she softened and even allowed herself to smile:

"You are all my subordinates. I care about each and every one of you."

Daniel's gaze fell on the book lying on the table. He asked:

"Do you still read these ancient paper books? What novel is this?"

She picked up the book and turned it toward him with the cover facing him.

"Dandelion Wine," he read. "Something about cooking?"

"Do you  always have to bring everything back to food?" she replied with a question.

"Whenever possible. If it's a recipe book, that would be great."

"Reading books isn't your thing, Dan," she said thoughtfully.

Daniel smiled in response. And suddenly he realized that he was very tired. Apparently, it showed on his face, because Gloris, looking stern again, said:

"You don't look well. You can go rest."

"In that case, can I skip the evening activities? I'd like to go to bed."

"You sleep a lot," Gloris said with a strange note in her voice.

"It's probably the lack of ultraviolet light," Daniel tried to justify himself. "I don't have a preserved summer sun in the basement. And I don't have a basement either. Sometimes I feel like I could sleep all day.

"Go on," she smiled again. "Don't forget to sign the minutes of the last meeting."

Daniel walked toward the residential sector in a light mood of thoughtfulness. On the one hand, he was used to constant complaints, but on the other, an incomprehensible feeling of either resentment or annoyance would not leave him alone. Citing banal fatigue, Daniel dismissed the unpleasant thoughts, realizing that by that time he had reached the entrance to his cabin. A row of living quarters, in a secluded, quiet corner of the Segment, with subdued lighting, soft carpeted walkways, and space-themed wall panels. His cabin was the furthest one. Opening the door with an electronic key, he entered with a sigh of relief. It was a small room consisting of a sleeping alcove, a table, a pair of armchairs, an empty bookcase, a gastrotelport — as they called the wall-mounted appliance that delivered food directly from the galley for drinks and small snacks — and a huge monitor. On which a notification of a call from the African Segment was already lit up. "Alfie," Daniel thought with a slight smile. His sleepiness vanished in an instant. After ordering an espresso on the gastrotelport, Daniel answered the call icon.

Alfie, an intelligent-looking African man with glasses, a slightly gray beard, and a shiny bald head, appeared immediately.

"Ah, you're finally here," he  said.

"It's like you've been sitting there with your hand on the button. Have you been waiting long?" Daniel was happy to see his friend's face.

"No, about five minutes. Just enough time to drink my coffee. So, another game of chess?" asked Alfi.

"Sure. It'll be the most useful thing I do today. I'll give you a couple of minutes to order another cup of coffee. Mine just arrived," Daniel replied, seeing the light flash on the food teleport, signaling the arrival of his espresso.

"Ready. Let's begin," he said, and a chessboard appeared on the screen in front of him. "Will you play white or black? I'd like black."

"Not surprising."

"Come on, make a joke about my skin color already," Alfie retorted good-naturedly. Daniel couldn't see his face because it was covered by the board, but he knew perfectly well that he was smiling.

"You could be a millionaire by now from my fines for racial discrimination, Alfie. It's not nice or wise of me to continue the mockery. I have to live on something after my shift ends, if you do decide to investigate my jokes.

"They'll be offset by fines for mine," Alfie retorted. 

"Admit it, my jokes are much darker."

"When you come to visit me in Kenya someday, you'll catch malaria and change color like a chameleon. Then I'll have a good laugh.

"I can't wait. I'm leaving. Because white people always go first. Remember that.

"And they always lose. Go on now."

The evening of games passed quickly. As usual, after losing three times, Daniel said goodbye to Alfie, noticing that midnight was approaching. He undressed, took a shower, and fell asleep peacefully. As always, without dreams. 

In the morning, Daniel had to undergo a procedure to erase his memory of the Chinese language. His work with the Chinese was complete, and according to the polimat, he was required to report to the linguistics department. The same place where he had learned the language with the help of devices was where he had to "forget" it. He had always hated this procedure. Daniel thought, "What a pity. I was so tired yesterday that I didn't have time to read ancient Chinese poetry in the original." Laughing inwardly at his own joke, he slowly washed, changed, made himself look more presentable, and left his cabin. Heading for the exit, he suddenly remembered something and returned to the door opposite his cabin. Taking a small firecracker cylinder out of his pocket, he glanced around furtively and carefully pushed it under the door's servo drive connector, setting the detonator so that it would be activated when the door was opened. Having finished preparing his "sabotage," Daniel straightened up, dusted himself off, and looked maliciously at the resident's nameplate, which read: "Oliver McCallum."

"I'll make you talk!" With these thoughts, he headed for the exit. His mood improved slightly.

To reach his destination, he needed to go to the Main Stream, as the central block was called. All segments of the station converged there. The thought of it immediately brought to mind the MOS map. He remembered it by heart. In fact, the large wall panorama in the dining room prevented him from forgetting it.

The station was built by the whole world, based on a single blueprint. But they thought it would be symbolic to make each wing, or Segment, as they are now called, independently. Six major world powers: the Asian Alliance, the European Union, the North American States, the South American Agreement, the African Commonwealth, and Australo-Oceania each created their own module, identical to the others. And, at the solemn moment, in the new year 2100, they were simultaneously connected to the central block of the Station. The Main Stream, as the employees themselves called it, consisted of a large disc with a diameter of three kilometers, to which the modules of different states were connected in the form of a six-pointed star, as well as the dome of the command module, which rose above the central block in the form of a rounded tower. The tower was connected to the central block by a rather thin leg, along which many elevators ran and where there were many shafts with cables for various purposes.

Once upon a time, it was all one whole. Colleagues from different countries could easily visit each other. Now, however, the entire Station was divided into state sectors. The Asian Segment, the European Segment — each was assigned to its own module. The central block and the connecting passages between the Segments were clearly divided into zones. At first, Daniel got confused in the Main Stream and accidentally ended up in other people's zones a couple of times. This was because, unlike the Segments, there were no warning signs or brightly colored walls here. After receiving several fines, he spent an entire evening studying the Station map. That's how he learned about the Forbidden Zone, or the Upper Floors, as his colleagues called the Command Module among themselves. Only citizens of the first level of the polimat, which included the highest-ranking officers, had access to it. There were many rumors about what was happening there , each more bizarre than the last, but he ignored them. He understood that these were fabrications due to a lack of information, and in any case, he was not interested. Daniel sometimes wondered why he was so indifferent. "I guess I work too much," he thought at such moments. 

But he was always interested in where to grab a bite to eat. That's why he knew all the diners, cafes, and vending machines in the European zone of the Main Stream by heart. In fact, on his way to erase his Chinese language skills, he was planning to stop by a couple of them. And, as always, stepping onto the first tile of the Main Stream floor, Daniel remembered Gloris' warnings about talking to colleagues from other Segments: "People from the security services also have access to the Main Stream. Keep your mouth shut!" Her words popped into his head. It was useful advice, considering that the zones in the Main Stream were not fenced off. Only the faint color markings on the deck indicated whose zone was whose. It was easy and natural to catch someone's eye or strike up a conversation.

Daniel stepped toward the huge Stream, rising before him like an atrium of high floors stretching high up under the dome. Here, there were none of the gray, sometimes gloomy colors of the technical sectors where Daniel spent most of his time. The Main Stream was deliberately designed in bright white and yellow tones. It was the center of the Station, with all that that entailed. It was always the noisiest, liveliest, and most diverse gathering place for workers and idlers alike. The main sectors converged here, so it was not surprising that the linguistics stations were also located here. Previously, they had one processing center on the Upper Floors. Now, according to the installers, they were all separated. But there was no way to verify this: other engineers worked on the Upper Floors.

Daniel walked slowly along the designated paths between the tall buildings, looking at the signs. The market had penetrated here too, and instead of the usual Station signs, there were bright, inviting signs for various boutiques, shops, and gyms. The Main Flow was the only sector at the Station where ordinary civilian businessmen, who were in charge of this whole masquerade of advertising services, constantly flew in. The Stream even had its own hangar for receiving satellite ships from Earth. Therefore, the signs often changed, and Daniel was constantly entertained trying to guess what had changed. Frowning at the sight of the standard, unattractive sign "Library," he finally reached his destination. A small coffee shop where he bought a medium-sized cinnamon roll and a cup of "Cosmos" coffee. Now the road to the linguistics procedure was becoming more enjoyable. To do this, he needed to pass two intersections, walk along the border with the Asian Segment, and turn towards the central elevators leading to the Upper Floors.

As he walked the last few meters to the linguistics station, he saw two engineers on the Asian side of the Flow, talking animatedly about something. It could well have been that his temporary partner Bao was among them. But neither he nor Bao would have recognized each other anyway. Turning away so as not to accidentally meet their gaze, Daniel turned into the last alley. 

Italian engineer and linguist Matteo Russo was already waiting for him there. He was just finishing preparing the "forgetter" machine, as the Station staff jokingly or seriously called it.

"Hi, Daniel. Ready to forget?" Matteo asked routinely.

"Well, how can I put it? I'd rather keep my language," Daniel said gloomily, glaring at the language machine with hatred. "I hate this thing."

"Why is that? Does it cause you any discomfort?"

"Yes. I'm getting dumber by exactly one world language. It's not that I'm suffering from missed opportunities to experience the full charm of reading Li Bo or Wang Wei. But I'm curious about what's actually written on the menu of the Chinese coffee shop a few meters from your torture chamber."

"I see. Everything's ready, take a seat."

Matteo waited until Daniel settled into the chair of the language machine to attach a helmet with wires coming out of it to his head. Daniel placed his hand with the "viewer" in a special niche in the armrest of the chair. This way, the device charged, finishing just in time for the end of the standard procedure. The last step was to lower the upper oval dome cap over the helmet, with a transparent slit in front of the eyes. The operation itself usually took no more than half an hour. Daniel couldn't even describe the feelings he experienced when the device was turned on. It wasn't painful, but the very fact of forgetting something he clearly remembered made him angry to the point of despair. And it didn't matter that it was a language he had never used before. 

Not wanting to sit in silence, he asked Matteo, who had turned away toward the wall with the screen:

"Listen, won't this frequent use of learning and deleting languages with devices turn my brain into jelly over time?"

"I don't know what jelly is," Matteo said, not looking away from the screen, periodically pressing buttons on the keyboard. Daniel explained. He nodded understandingly. "No, it won't. By the way, why are you ignoring the polimat? It's Spanish week right now. You always speak Russian with everyone.

"Why? Everyone understands perfectly well what I'm saying. No one is stopping you from answering me in your native language instead of Spanish. We know all the European languages of all Segment employees."

I observe polimat. I recommend you do too.

- They won't do anything to me. I'm the only cosmonaut... sorry, astronaut from Moldova. My replacement is still in training.

"I wish I had that," Matteo smiled. He suddenly remembered, "What about your chess opponent, what's his name..."

"Alfi," Daniel reminded him. He tried to form a thought in Chinese in his head, but couldn't. That meant the operation was coming to an end.

"Yes, exactly. What's his last name?" 

"No idea. I never asked. I don't know what he does for a living either."

"That's funny. How did you meet him then?"

"I was just looking for someone to play chess with on the ship's roster. I stumbled upon him. And I don't regret it, he's a great guy. Why are you asking?"

- You know about the restrictions on communicating with colleagues from other Segments. It could cause problems, you understand, if they find out... Does he have access to the internal communication network, the insidnet? 

"Like all of us. Don't worry, our conversations are recorded, just like everyone else's. We follow the rules strictly: communication time, length of conversations, topics of discussion, all that stuff."

Matteo shrugged:

"I don't care. But walls have ears."

"If we had said something wrong during our conversations, security would have found out long ago. There's no problem, everything is within the limits of the polimat. We communicate without taboo topics. He's a very educated man. Just old-fashioned.

"Old-fashioned?"

"Yes," Daniel yawned. The stillness was making him sleepy. "He's sometimes shockingly ignorant about current events. He's not interested in the news. But he knows history, archaeology, and the works of ancient philosophers very well.

"What language do you speak? He's African, after all."

"Kenyan. We speak Russian; he taught himself. I'm trying to learn Swahili on the side."

Matteo turned to him in surprise:

"Why do you need that?"

"I just want him to enjoy hearing his native language, knowing that I learned it myself. Besides, my polimat won't let me learn a language on the 'forgetter'.

"I wouldn't be able to communicate with a person," Matteo said with a shrug. "Without knowing such basic things as their surname, age, hobbies, and so on.

"We play chess," Daniel reminded him, yawning. "Along the way, we discuss various interesting things. And we're comfortable not prying into each other's personal affairs. That's enough."

Matteo nodded, satisfied with the answer. They remained silent for the rest of the time. Daniel was so lost in thought that he almost fell asleep. Matteo's cheerful voice roused him from his slumber:

"Well, let's check your brain. To make sure it hasn't turned into this... jelly. I'll keep an eye on the infogram on the screen." 

"God, Matteo, you always say that. I've already learned it.

"Nevertheless, I have to repeat it. Okay, name any color of the rainbow."

- Red.

- How many horns does a unicorn have?

- One.

- Name any female name.

- Anna.

Matteo glanced quickly at Daniel.

- Why Anna? he asked.

"It just came to mind. Why not?"

Matteo turned back to the screen. Another long series of standard questions followed. Daniel answered monosyllabically, without emotion. Finally, Matteo was satisfied with the result. He turned to Daniel and asked:

"How many bees can you see on the honey advertisement poster hanging in our dining room?"

Daniel froze for a second. He realized that the question was asked in a language he didn't know the name of, but which he understood perfectly.

"Oh, damn," he finally said in the same unknown language. "Did you put some foreign dialect in my head again? There are three bees on the advertisement."

- It's Hausa, one of the African languages. Soon you will be working with representatives from Africa. Gloris will give you the details tomorrow. Well, you're free for now.

Daniel waited for the linguist to free him from the wires, got up from his chair, and slowly walked to the bathroom. Closing the door behind him, he rinsed his face and rubbed it thoughtfully with a napkin for a long time, thinking about the new language that had settled in his head. Even if only for a couple of days, it was still something.

After saying goodbye to Matteo, Daniel left the linguistics center. He immediately ran into Christophe Durand, a French engineer and astronomer. As usual, Christophe was overly energetic. He immediately grabbed Daniel by the shoulders with a joyful exclamation.

"What kind of day is this?" Daniel moaned.

"Hello, Daniel. How are you?" the Frenchman began intriguingly.

"What exactly?" Daniel pretended not to understand.

"How do you like my accent? I took an intensive immersion course, and everyone says my Russian is excellent."

Daniel gently removed the Frenchman's hands, walked around him, patted him softly on the shoulder, and said, trying to leave:

"Give it up. You still have a French accent."

"But Ivan says my Russian is perfect!" Christophe protested.

"Well, if that's what the person in charge of the polytechnic says... I think he can be trusted."

"Exactly. So tell me, what's wrong with my accent?"

"It's there. Just accept it. There's nothing wrong with that. Please don't follow me!" Daniel shouted as he walked away.

Christophe waved his arms in disappointment and went into Matteo's office.

Walking back would take too long, Daniel had already missed breakfast in the cafeteria, and the workday had been in full swing for two hours. So he left the Main Stream and boarded the monorail. He quickly reached the technical department of the European Segment without incident or fellow passengers, and after getting off at the right station, he stopped to catch his breath.

He rubbed his temples furiously, where traces of the language machine remained, and moved down the corridor to his office. Despite the sunny side of the station, whose rays shone through the observation windows, the station was brightly lit. From the footlights shining through the cables and grates of the raised floor, to the wall signs, to the powerful ceiling LED lamps. Glancing out the porthole, he saw the sunset Earth rolling by, with an unusually clear division between light and darkness. Although it wasn't the first time Daniel had seen this view, he couldn't help but admire it. Leaning against the edge of the porthole, his forehead pressed against the plexiglass of the inner glass, he tried to make out the city below. Judging by the outlines of the continents, the Station was now passing over the Pacific Ocean, where the only thing that could shine so brightly as to be visible from orbit was the Great Equatorial Reef Laboratory, BERL, a powerful engineering and scientific facility that studies and recreates coral reefs. But no matter how hard he tried, Daniel saw nothing but ripples and the play of sunlight on the surface of the vast mass of water.

The buzzer of the operational alert system on the "watcher" sounded sharply. This meant that he had stayed too long in the corridor. The Station had a strict daily schedule. The time for going to the language machine had expired, and the "watcher" hastened to remind him of this. It was not worth ignoring, because after several warning notifications, the "watcher" sent a signal to the on-board computer that monitored employee activity. And Daniel was already too frequent a participant in the daily reports.

He sighed, tore himself away from the porthole, and moved on. Not too quickly, so he could stay alone a little longer, but not too slowly either: he didn't want the "watcher" to kick in again. He passed the service corridor. Next came the work sectors, with workshops, instrument rooms, and repair departments. Turning into the adjacent corridor, following strictly the black engineering line on the floor, Daniel entered the border areas of the Station. This was where the nominal border between the European and African segments of the Station ran, in one of the many connecting corridors. To help employees immediately understand where they were, the walls, floor, and ceiling of the European segment were painted mainly in blue colors, contrasting sharply with the red colors of the African segment. At the beginning of the construction of the African segment, an international scandal erupted when the walls began to be assembled from black and brown blocks. Residents of the North American States were particularly outraged, and the contractors urgently changed the colors to red and orange, as approved by an emergency resolution in the polimat. Daniel often sympathized with the employees of the African Segment, imagining how this color irritated their eyes day after day, surrounding them on all sides.

He was walking on the right side when he noticed the African engineers. They were installing a new panel. Daniel silently passed them by, as talking and even looking at each other was not recommended by the polimat for employees from different sectors. Sometimes, a sidelong glance or a misunderstood look would spark scandals involving the press and consulates, and both Daniel and the African employees understood this perfectly well. He could have avoided the encounter altogether if he hadn't turned into the connecting corridor to the African Segment. But then he would have had to walk through the large electrical department. And he couldn't stand them much more than he could stand possible problems with foreign colleagues. 

Suddenly, there was a loud clang behind him—something rolled across the floor with a clatter. He spun around: on the floor lay an adjustable wrench belonging to one of the engineers. He must have dropped it while holding the panel. A tall African man in bright orange new overalls stood with his hands down, looking at the wrench with excitement and resignation. Daniel understood perfectly well the reason for his anxiety: in addition to the colors of the Segments, there was a bright yellow dotted line in the middle of the dividing corridor to mark the boundary. Crossing it could only lead to serious trouble. The key lay treacherously on the European side. Daniel and the African, contrary to the polimat, looked intently and silently into each other's eyes. Everything was clear without words; the African could not take the key from the European Segment, and Daniel had no right to help. All this threatened, of course, not a reprimand, but a harsh beating from the Segment management. For such violations, it was necessary to wait for the cleaning robot, which would pick up the tool and deliver it with a message to the transfer point between the Segments. This would be followed by a reprimand from the supervisor to the offending employee and compulsory training in the rules of conduct from the security service. It was a long, tedious procedure that discouraged engineers from different Segments from communicating with each other. 

"Damn polimat," Daniel thought. Thoughtfully analyzing the despair in his colleague's eyes, he looked without turning his head, first at the ceiling camera in his segment, then at the one in the neighboring segment. It was easy to calculate the route of his camera, seeing its movements even through the shaded cover. But the neighboring camera was more difficult; it was farther away, and its movements were not visible. Daniel looked meaningfully at the African. The latter had been watching Daniel with growing hope all this time. As soon as Daniel looked at him, the African looked at his camera in the same way. For a while, he studied its
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