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Space Diary, SSS Space-Wheelbarrow

Year 2332, Day 122, Entry 1

I, Captain Bendegúz Kovács, have decided to keep a diary. I know it’s not exactly a manly thing to do, and I’m not going to show it to anyone, but I feel that for the sake of my own sanity: I must. I must, because this mission is killing me, this idiotic crew is killing me, and this whole idiotic ship is killing me as it is. So, here I am. I’ll note that I have no clue how to keep a diary, and I’m not willing to ask Margitka about it, because she’d just end up gossiping about me. Honestly, I’m just hoping that if someone ever reads this, they’ll think three times before becoming a captain on such a shithouse of a space-wheelbarrow.

Well, let’s get started, it’s tiring already...

	"Captain, reporting: we have arrived!" the second officer suddenly yells into my ear.

	"Where?"

	"Captain, reporting: we have arrived!"

	"Arrived, arrived, but where to, Ferenc?"


Ferenc was the second officer, poor soul, but I got bored of the ranks somewhere around Mars.

	"To where we were supposed to arrive, you told me to tell you."

	"Fine, Ferenc, you’re a clever boy, now tell me exactly where we have arrived!" By this point, I was half-screaming.

	"Captain, we’ve reached the edge of our Solar System!"


Wow. I thought it would be more spectacular. Whatever, we started three months ago with a big fuss; up until the Moon, I thought this moment would be a huge sensation.

	"Fine, then we can move on!"

	"But, which way, sir?"

	"Any kind of celebration??" Zoli the ensign piped up.


Now, this ensign, he’s quite the character. Roughly every second sentence out of Zoli’s mouth was a question starting with "any kind of," and I suspect he was constantly bootlegging on the sly. Not that it was surprising, since most of the crew was bootlegging (myself included), except for those who used to drink even the fog back in the day and are now holy teetotalers.

	"We celebrated when we left (in fact, we celebrated so hard I don’t even remember the takeoff). So, forward, Ferenc, always forward," I said with some forced pathos in my voice.

	"But Captain, give me a direction!"


Lord, this Ferenc could be annoying. It’s true that during the excitement of the launch, we didn't really define a specific destination or direction; we just figured we’d see what happens. In fact, nobody really believed we’d get this far.

	"Ferenc, just keep pressing the 'Forward' button, I beg of you, and we’ll see. As for celebrating, we’ll do that when we actually arrive somewhere specific. Besides, for you lot, life is one big celebration anyway!"


I expected Zoli to grin, and he did. After this bit of confusion, I needed some stress relief, which during my duty hours (which, strangely enough, felt like 24 out of 24, but I'll get to that later) meant "pacing around." The truth is, I wasn’t excited at all about reaching the edge of our Solar System. So what? Space is so empty that it’s the same everywhere. Huh, that turned out to be quite a depressive statement.

Mind you, it’s a minor miracle we’ve made it this far as the first and only (and probably the last) spaceship of the Szekler Space Alliance: the SSS Space-Wheelbarrow. Yes, it’s ridiculous, that’s what’s painted on the side, and under the paint, there’s some American name, I can't remember it. And yes, this was originally an American ship that we bought from them, repainted, stuffed with the "cream" of Szeklerland, and took off. The purchase itself was hilarious; it was one of those "let’s pool our money and buy it" things, which ended up involving Romanian Lei, Hungarian Forints, Dollars, Deutschmarks, milk, eggs, potatoes, half a pig, an old Russian chainsaw, and everything else. But since America was in the middle of some big civil squabble, they were so happy—especially about the food—that they were practically drooling, so they gave us a spaceship to go and explore the universe.

Well, this "great exploration Star Trek thing" sounds nice, but we were actually sent to find "something" that would finally help Szeklerland gain autonomy, because it’s already 2332 and it still hasn't happened (sic!). Well, good luck with that. The shitty part is that I’ve started to notice the whole crew washing their hands of it, thinking the Captain will "fix this something" just because he’s the Captain (logic?). Yeah, right—catch it, hold it tight, and don’t let go for a long time.
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Year 2332, Day 124, Entry 2

Someone ticked me off again with something, so I was forced to go for another "pacing around" session, and as per usual, I bumped into Jánoska at one of the corners. Jánoska was my page, or more like my lackey. One of the rare perks of being a captain is that you get a lackey, even if it's a half-witted, shifty, alcoholic gossip-monger like Jánoska. Great. Anyway, we collided at a corner on one of the levels, and during the tumble, I heard something I didn't like.

	"Jánoska, I hope I misheard what I heard coming from the inside pocket of your uniform!"

	"Oh, Captain, sir, I can't even imagine what you might have heard!" Jánoska wheedled.

	"Like hell you can't! Let’s see what’s in your pocket!"


With that, he pulled out a bottle of booze! The surprise wasn't that the Captain's lackey would openly pull out a bottle of liquor in the middle of the hallway—after all, it was the liquor I had ordered—but that at least a deciliter was missing from it.

	"I heard that sloshing loud and clear, Jánoska. Now, tell me, where did at least a deciliter of my pálinka disappear to from this bottle? I'm listening!"

	"Well, I took it from the still, and I just barely licked the top to see if it was any good."

	"Well, you certainly had a good lick of the top, son, goddammit!" With that move, I ripped it out of his hand and stuffed it into my own pocket.

	"Well, you know, Captain, I’m the licking kind of fellow!"


I had no answer to that. I left him where he stood and, making sloshing sounds with every heavy step, I continued my usual stress-relieving wander. I’m definitely not trusting Jánoska with my pálinka supply anymore, but who can I trust then? I couldn't go back to the engineers for booze personally—not because anyone or anything would have stopped me, but because I had no desire to meet that many people on the way, since the still was at the very back of the ship.

You have to know that the ship was designed and built entirely for space travel; in plain English, it was a clunky brick shape. It wasn't a cube so that the sections could be divided hierarchically—meaning, in plain English, the big shots are at the front, the lackeys are at the back next to the engines, and everyone else is graded in between.

On our ship, it looked like this: at the front was the Bridge, my territory. Then came the Science Section, where the "smart-alecks" were; they were also responsible for the food. Next were the Security and Military personnel—they were constantly carousing and stabbing each other with pocketknives. At the very back were the Engineers, the "handymen" who understood everything and anything—and that’s where they brewed the moonshine. Of course, black market trade was booming between sections. Actually, we could call it "white market" since money didn't exist on the ship. We didn't know if the regulations forbade it or not, because someone had ripped that specific page out of the rulebook, but probably yes. So, let’s call it the "grey market"—just as grey as our uniforms, or my brain right now, because I can't for the life of me figure out who's going to bring my booze up from Engineering...
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Year 2332, Day 128, Entry 3

Got it! You just toss a problem into the air, and the solution lands right in your lap! A sudden official inspection! I’ve never done one before, but the time has come. Maybe I’ll finally meet my deputy too—my dear First Officer, whom I haven’t even seen yet; we haven't had the pleasure.

	"Ferenc, Lacika, follow me! We’re going on an official inspection to Engineering to check the engines!"

	"But sir," Lacika the ensign talked back—he was officially one of the pilots, despite the ship officially piloting itself—"we can check them from right here!"


With that, the cheeky little prick pressed two buttons and put the engine room camera on the big screen. There were the engines, humming away nicely in the background, and in the middle of the room, on a table covered with a lace doily, a handful of engineers were busy playing cards—malackás. This Lacika... I felt it in my gut that I’d never speak another word to this smart-ass again, and then he managed to top it:

	"Looks to me, Captain, like everything is fine in the engine room! Right, Margitka? Let’s have a report on the engines!"

	"The engines are operating perfectly at 82.71 percent. Next mandatory check in 2 days. There is currently no need for an inspection!"


Well, those two really slammed the door in my face! They embarrassed me in front of the whole Bridge—not that anyone was paying too much attention; everyone is so busy trying to look like they’re doing something very important. Except for Margitka, who surely noted in her log that the Captain is trying to sneak the gang off for useless inspections. I bet my rigójancsi cake at lunch will have less whipped cream now. Damn it all.

By the way, Margitka—or Margitka2000 by her official name—is the ship’s built-in, hyper-super artificial intelligence computer-thingy. She knows everything, she’s everywhere, sees everything, and can control everything. I ask you: why are there even people on this ship then? The official answer is that after all these years since AI was discovered, they still haven't managed to reproduce human intuition in them. So, we are on this ship to "intuit." Fine, I’ll "intuit" Margitka right now.

	"Margitka dear, if you’re such a smart-aleck, tell me nicely: where is my First Officer?"

	"krrr kccsks ssz ssssszsz kkckskzfff," Margitka creaked.


So much for your artificial genius. She can yell at me on the toilet that there’s an incoming meteor shower, but she doesn't know where my First Officer is! A disgrace...
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Year 2332, Day 129, Entry 4

I’m sitting in my little cabin, sipping my little pálesz, munching on some pászka cracker, and wondering how I could get my booze up from Engineering and where the hell my First Officer might be. Suddenly, Margitka pipes up:

	"Alert, alert! Alien planet ahead!" I spat out the precious liquor that was in my mouth—what the thunder? We’d barely moved a bit from that big celebratory Solar System edge in some random direction, and we found a planet. Not bad. But every cloud has a silver lining; I finally had an excuse to go back to Engineering!


I quickly made myself presentable and ran to the Bridge.

	"Lázár, I need a report!" Lázár was our navigator, a serious guy. So serious that he immediately started typing something.

	"Lázár, what are you doing? I’m waiting for the report!"

	"I’m writing the report, sir, I’ll send it in a moment!"

	"Lázár, seriously, I want to hear it!!"

	"Fine. Before us, we see a small dwarf star with a solitary planet orbiting in the habitable zone. We are currently analyzing if there’s life on it!"


Super. I grinned and ran toward Engineering. Finally, an excuse to go back and to be in a hurry too. I raced through the Science Section and unfortunately had a head-on collision with Piroska, the head of the "smart-aleck" department. They say if you’re going to do it, do it right:

	"Piroska, get ready, you’ll be in the first landing party. Think about what a giant leap this is for humanity!" I tried to say this as ceremoniously as possible, while secretly hoping some giant 12-legged filthy bugs would eat them.


I got past her quickly because after my statement, she had some kind of heart-talky-stoppage in her excitement and couldn't even speak. This was going great so far. Now came the Security Section. There was a suspiciously large amount of silence here. Very suspicious. What the hell? It’s never quiet here. I stopped in front of the mess hall—surely someone must be there. I opened the door, peeked in, and immediately pulled my head back along with the door. If I saw correctly, the whole brigade, from the Colonel down to the page, was watching the OSK-Csíkszereda hockey match, and OSK was just preparing for a penalty shot. A few more steps and then... a roar. I ran on. So far, so good: two sectors down, now for the Engineers.

I would actually enjoy the Engineers if they weren't such huge shifty types. They were capable of such "patch-jobs" that MacGyver would have thrown away his pocketknife and become a priest. But they were shifty; back around Jupiter, I caught them diluting my pálesz with apple juice. Where they got apple juice from, I don't even want to think about; apples as a fruit went extinct on Earth back in 2207 (plums luckily didn't), I only know them from pictures. Anyway, I arrived. For some reason, there was a lot of hustle and bustle—I assume not because we were approaching an alien planet, but because they saw me. Interestingly, everyone was covered in filth and oil from head to toe, yet I saw no sign of actual repair work anywhere. Still, everyone was working at a pace that would make a well-trained man collapse after 10 minutes. Mechanics...

The head of the mechanics, Karcsi bá, soon appeared. What you need to know about him is that he was always wiping a 22mm wrench with a rare, grimy, oily rag. One of these days, on my word of honor, I’ll check the ship’s manual to see if there are even any 22mm bolts in this wheelbarrow, because I bet there aren't.

He quickly directed me toward Gyuri bá, who is my "dealer." I found the old man, busy filling something.

	"Morning, son, what do you need?" I overlooked the "son" part only because he was about twice my age.

	"Morning, Uncle Gyuri. I see you haven't worked yourself into a lather over this planet thing. What I mean is, I’d like to take a bottle of spirits," I said quietly, shyly. I didn't want to make a big deal out of it, because on this ship, gossip travels so fast that if I farted a big one here, five minutes later everyone on the Bridge would be holding their noses.

	"Son, Jánoska took your portion this morning." That rare little rascal. He’s only good for one thing, and he can’t even do that.

	"Uncle Gyuri, that one got misplaced (my page licked it up), could I have another?"

	"No." That’s what I liked about Uncle Gyuri. He didn't beat around the bush; he didn't circle the subject like a fly around two-day-old bear crap. He said no, and that was that.

	"Alright then, thank you. Goodbye and good health, Uncle Gyuri!"


With that, I slunk back to the Bridge with my tail between my legs and empty-handed to organize a planetary landing. I decided that Jánoska will definitely be in the first landing party.
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Year 2332, Day 130, Entry 5

Honestly, at this point, I was more interested in who I was sending down in the first wave than what was actually going on with the planet. All we found out about the planet anyway was that there’s definitely life on it, the atmosphere is fine, and it hasn't got long left, since in a few thousand years it'll plunge into its dwarf star. I wasn't moved by the story—we need to go down, look around, and gather something useful, that's it.

As for the starter team, since my dear First Officer refused to show up for the assignment, I decided on my own. Piroska, as the number one Science Officer, went with 4 of her colleagues, plus 4 security guys and Jánoska. I had to chuckle when Jánoska went to change, looking miserable and sloshing (!!!!) as he walked.

	"Szidike," —Szidike was our communications officer on the bridge, a post that suited her perfectly since she was the ship’s main gossip-monger; she could broadcast who was doing what and where almost live— "I want an update every 5 minutes on what's happening with the expedition team!"


With that, I sat back in my chair and waited to see what would happen. This is what went down:

5 minutes: The expedition team left the ship with the landing unit. 10 minutes: The expedition shuttle landed on the planet. 15 minutes: One half of the expedition team blasted some alien creatures to bits, while the other half picked flowers in a meadow.

I had to laugh at this. Truth be told, we were very well-armed; the Americans left all their weapons on the ship for us in exchange for 40 good, fat Mangalica pigs, and they weren't weak or few. Later it turned out the blasted creatures were representatives of the planet’s indigenous civilization, whom we eventually named "Fuzzballs."

20 minutes: While the two halves of the expedition team were arguing, more Fuzzballs appeared next to the ship. 25 minutes: The expedition team is negotiating with the Fuzzballs. 30 minutes: The Fuzzballs hand something over to the expedition team. 35 minutes: The expedition team also hands something over to the Fuzzballs. 40 minutes: The expedition team returns to the ship.

Now, let's hold our horses for a moment. The "negotiation" was just some mindless gesticulating with hands and feet. That "something" they gave us was a creature-thingy that we later named a Space-Cow, because that’s what it resembled most. And what our team handed over, thanks to Jánoska, was my half-bottle of pálesz—damn his hide!!
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Year 2332, Day 131, Entry 6

A bit of a surprise happened: by the time I woke up this morning, I was greeted with the news that every single member of yesterday's little expedition had kicked the bucket. Now, go figure that one out! Meanwhile, the gift-cow was happily wagging its tail in the little sealed aquarium-tank we'd put it in. And there I was, mourning my pálinka all night.

After breakfast, I was sitting there facing the gift-cow—on the outside of the glass wall, naturally—with Ferenc standing in a loose version of "attention" behind me, waiting for my orders. Nobody knew what to do; everyone was waiting for my next move, provided there was even any point in having a "next move."

My thoughts, in order:

	It’s quite likely that by tomorrow morning, we’ll all have kicked the bucket too.

	We need to haul ass out of here as soon as possible.

	I felt bad for Jánoska; after all, he was my page and he didn't have a deputy, so I won't have a page anymore.

	We lost 10 people just like that, pikk-pakk. One minute they’re acting all tough about the pretty flowers and the cow they brought back from this alien planet, and how elegantly they blasted a few Fuzzballs into mincemeat—the next minute, 10 lifeless colleagues...


	"Captain, awaiting your orders!" Ferenc creaked behind my back.

	"Ferenc, I hope you’ve got a trough in your hands for your own guts, 'cause I'm about to give 'em!!"


So, 10 lost colleagues, just like that. Loss, responsibility, and a sense of "don’t-care-anymore" were swirling inside me. It’s hard to put into words when three feelings are churning in a man at once; it makes me dizzy because I don’t know which one to let out or which one to live through. I'd rather just let them swirl. I do know, however, that I am responsible, because on a ship, the Captain is responsible for everything, right!?

	If this were an American sci-fi series, I would have gone down with the expedition team too, and since I don't think I’d be the main character, I’d be lying there right now, cold and laid out in a blue trash bag just like the rest of them.

	Circling back to point number 4: I don’t know how a man can be sad and cheerful at the same time, but indifferent too. Because that’s exactly how I feel. I sent them down; I am the cause of their bucket-kicking. Though, to be fair, everyone knew the risks beforehand; I bet most of them wouldn't have even wagered that we’d leave the Solar System in one piece. Especially considering our training was pretty dismal—not that the Americans didn't want to train us properly, it’s just that up until then, the only place they’d encountered plums was in a fruit salad, let alone in liquid form...


	"Alright, well, not 'alright'... Ferenc, jettison the lot of them into space, along with this wretched cow!"

	"But Captain, shouldn't we take this cow back home?"

	"Ferenc. We didn't bring any hay with us, and besides, they’d be laughing their heads off at us for 40 years if we showed up back home with a cow. So, out with them!"


Space Diary, SSS Space-Wheelbarrow

Year 2332, Day 134, Entry 7

I can’t take it anymore; everyone’s been eye-balling me ever since I kicked the cow and the colleagues out of the airlock into space. I had to call a crisis council. A crisis council means the department heads and the Captain sit down for a consultation—no voting or any such nonsense, everyone just voices their opinion on the crisis.

Now, let’s look at the attendees: from Engineering, we have Karcsi bá (I hope he doesn’t bring his wrench); from Security, Colonel Pedro—obviously not his real name, as the security guys are mostly ex-Foreign Legionnaires with these strange nicknames; from the Science Section, we have Piroska’s successor, Brigimami, about whom I only know that she’s very motherly; and the Bridge should be represented by the First Officer.

We gathered nicely in the conference room after lunch. Of course, Karcsi bá brought his wrench, though luckily he wasn’t wiping it—he just shoved it into his back pocket. Pedro showed up too, all dolled up: hat, medals, pistol (!!!), and everything. Brigimami brought her knitting, very sweet. The First Officer is nowhere to be found... In fact, in this meeting room—which we’re using for the first time—there are only four chairs in total. I was pondering this when Zoli the ensign stuck his head in:

	"Any kind of meeting??"

	"Don't you have any kind of business elsewhere?" I shouted back with a grin. He vanished instantly. Of course, the whole ship is interested in why we’ve gathered here; I bet Szidike bugged the place and is listening in while stuffing herself with popcorn.

	"Dear gathered colleagues, I hope this is our first and last crisis meeting..."

	"There’s a crisis??" Pedro leaped from his chair, hand on his holster, while Brigimami started wailing and Karcsi bá spat a small "oyster" into the corner.

	"Well, there isn't anymore," I said in the calmest voice I could muster, "but there was, and I see that everyone was shaken by the Fuzzball events and the loss of colleagues..."

	"No need to crap your pants! A Legionnaire lives and dies to serve! At least they popped a few of those lint-balls!" Pedro’s answer actually appealed to me.

	"Piroska knew exactly what she was signing up for. The fact that they surely caught some kind of plague is their own problem. I would have proceeded much more cautiously, and besides, I told her so—"


Ugh, that phrase "I told you so." A sudden headache hit me as I thought of my corporal, Berci. After every shit-storm, Berci sticks his face in and says "I told you so." Like hell you did, Bercikém, you never say it beforehand. But it seems we’ve found another "I-told-you-so" for the group...

	"We could’ve slaughtered that cow for Christmas, it’s just around the corner. I saw it; looked like it had some good fat on it."


Now, that was a truly sensible remark from Karcsi bá. In fact, all three of them were brilliant. Really, it was a great idea to call this council. And the First Officer didn't even show up...

Space Diary, SSS Space-Wheelbarrow

Year 2332, Day 136, Entry 9

"Well, I’ll show them," I thought to myself. I’m going to declare that quarantine as soon as possible just out of spite; if I can't eat that cursed Space-Cow stew, then nobody will. I quickly summoned the Chief Medical Officer (since he’s needed to authorize a quarantine), the one and only Béla Bíró. What you need to know about Béla Bíró is that he was the leader of the "teetotaler" clan, but ever since he stopped drinking, his hands shook so much he wasn't good for much besides acting smart.

Anyway, in comes Béla:

	"There’s not going to be any quarantine here! What is this nonsense?"

	"Listen, Béla, these people didn't throw the Space-Cow out the airlock; in fact, tomorrow the mechanics are planning to make a stew out of it!"

	"Don't mess with me! Mind you, Karcsi bá knows his way around meat; I’d eat anything he cooks. After all, he’s the one who brews the sanitary alcohol for us out of something—we never asked out of what."

	"Exactly, they want to feast on that wretched beast."


By now, I was starting to fantasize about how cool the quarantine would be. Finally, some me-time: peace, quiet, minimal human contact. I’d finally have time to assemble my wooden outhouse.

	"Alright then," Béla says, while snapping a blue rubber glove out of his pocket and starting to roll up his shirt sleeve, "I didn't bring any lubricant, but no matter, we'll manage without it. Please, bend over."


With that, he tried to get behind me with his single, shaking, rubber-gloved hand.

	"Whoa there, Uncle Béla, what’s happening??"

	"Well, my Captain, a quarantine begins with a nice little lower-waste-cavity examination, so pants down and bend over!"

	"No, no, no! I’ll be clenching so hard not even a grain of oats could get up there, let alone your dry, shaking, gloved hand. Let’s discreetly skip this part, please!"

	"Fine then," he said, starting to pull off the little rubber glove, "then there’s no quarantine. See you tomorrow at the stew-party, goodbye!" With that, he slipped out the door with a grin.


That didn't work out. It really didn't. To hell with them; let them eat their stew and let the whole lot of them turn belly-up! I still have the option, as Captain, to officially ban such an unofficial event, but that would seriously hurt my popularity—which isn't exactly rosy anyway and, honestly, I think it’s only superficial. Everyone’s nice and grinning and all, but I know that the moment trouble hits, it’s every man for himself. This really should make me sad, but I’ve learned to accept it, and I’m the Captain as long as the shit is hitting the windshield.

Actually, come to think of it, I don't even know why I’m the Captain. It wasn't the most popular post during the selection; I think only 18 of us applied for it. There were countless trials, and they never disclosed the results. I think they chose me because even in the middle of the wildest shit-storm, I managed to stay calm; I always kept saying that everyone should calm down, we’ll solve it. This is actually a mechanism I developed back in my youth: it’s very simple—any incoming problem or stressful situation, I mentally sent it straight to the back into a little box that could be locked tight, so it could rage itself out there in peace. I didn't give it time to affect me in any way; straight to the back. Then, slowly, calmly, and carefully, I’d take it out of there, either in one piece or in bits. I didn't let anything jump right into my face and pin me down; straight to the back of the box. From the outside, this might have made me look like someone who never panics or gets stressed, which is why the big shots might have chosen me... but they didn't see what was happening inside.

"Alert, alert! Unknown Solar System ahead!! Alert, alert!!" I don't believe it... This big empty Space is more crowded than we thought.
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Year 2332, Day 137, Entry 10

I’m standing stiffly on the Bridge with the department heads behind me, watching the data on the projector about this new solar system and its only planet in the habitable zone, which we are preparing to orbit.

Going back to my thoughts from yesterday, I think they chose me as Captain because I stood out from the crowd—or rather, I didn't just stand out, I always headed in a different direction. Everyone knew this was a one-way, desperate mission. I believe that, sooner or later, the system always ejects what doesn't fit—anything that constantly seeks a different path—just like our bodies eject a splinter. And I think that applies to the entire crew.

	"Captain, reporting: we have achieved orbit!" Lázár shouted, pointlessly loud.

	"Ferenc, what are we looking at?" I asked my second officer in my least hopeful voice.

	"Captain, there is definitely life on the planet. It seems we’ve found a fairly large settlement near the equator; I’m sending the zoomed-in images to the main screen!"


And right then, the air on the Bridge stood still. Every atom and molecule in the room stopped its vibrating motion for a second and stared in wonder; the Universe truly had never seen anything like this. The camera focused on a large settlement, next to which a massive banner was stretched out, reading:

ANTI-SZEKLERLAND TURN BACK, YOU BOZGORS!

The next moment, Colonel Pedro charged toward the screen, screaming:

	"I don't know who this Anti is, but I swear I’ll go down there, twist his head off, and shit down his neck, and then—"

	"We aren't going anywhere. Or rather, we are—forward, just as we’ve done so far. Lázár, break orbit; we’re moving on," I said in a very calm voice.

	"Captain, at least let’s drop one nuke on these worms!!" Pedro yelled, completely losing his mind.

	"No, no. We move on. They aren't even worth one nuke." With that, I discreetly signaled Pedro’s officers to pick up the Colonel and take him away.


Everyone went about their duties with a dazed look, and we left the planet. I’ve always avoided conflicts—at least the ones where I saw no point. A waste of energy and time. In this situation, we would have lost precious weapons and blood.

	"Captain, an unauthorized shuttle has left the ship and is heading back toward the planet!!" Second Officer Ferenc looked at me in desperation.

	"Who’s on it??" I asked, though I already knew the answer. "May his needless sacrifice be blessed..."


The stew-party is officially canceled.
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A strange fog has settled over the ship; everyone looks dazed. Colonel Pedro was a popular figure, and people view his senseless sacrifice as a heroic deed, but his absence has turned everyone’s gaze toward the void—literally, mine included.

However, there is work to be done. No time for mulling, as we are hurtling through nothingness toward nothingness. Today was our examination cycle, which means a full physical check-up and refreshment of the crew, performed every 29.5 Earth days. Luckily, by the end of the 21st century, humanity realized that linear time is nonsense for the human body; they discovered our bodies are tuned to the 29.5-day lunar cycles. So, at the end of every cycle here on the ship, we get a full physical review, vitamin and gene correction—basically, a good tune-up and refreshment.

As usual, sitting in my chair on the Bridge, I asked Margitka to put the summarized crew info on my teblop (a multi-folding handheld interface, a linguistic combo of the old laptop and tablet). Suddenly, I read something that made me drop the teblop right out of my hand. I picked it up and immediately asked Margitka if what I was seeing was true. And it was. One person is missing.

A mechanic named Jocó (I didn't know the young man personally) didn't show up for cycling, and he’s not to be found on the ship either. Now, this is strange for several reasons:

	No one reported his disappearance.

	Margitka didn't report his disappearance either (this is the strangest part, actually).

	There are three ways to vanish from the ship: you either shred yourself into atoms somehow, depart heroically in a shuttle like Colonel Pedro, or get yourself spat out through an airlock.


When I asked Margitka about the method of disappearance, she indicated the latter. Jocó stepped out into space. That would be fine (!?), but those first two reasons are really tickling my imagination. Why did no one tell me about this? The mechanics knew about the absence, and Margitka knew too. There’s a dog buried very deep here.

As I was mulling this over, Lázár suddenly jumps up, turns to me, and says:

	"Captain, dawn is breaking!"

	"Where on earth, Lázár?"

	"In Szépmező, Captain!"

	"And how on earth do you know that, son, from this merciful distance?"

	"Sir, I can feel the manure descending inside me!" —and with that, he ran out the door with his right hand on his backside.


We are dwindling and dimming.
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This business with Jocó won't let me rest. I didn't ask the mechanics about him; I didn't see the point—if they didn't speak up, they didn't want to, and that’s that; they wanted to settle it quietly. When I asked Margitka why she didn't tell me, she said it was because I didn't ask... whoever programmed this thing, on my word of honor...

That’s how it is. Anyway, I intended to spend today looking into my First Officer. It bothers me that I haven’t met this rascal yet, and I need him; I feel like I have to wrestle with everything and everyone all by myself. I had a sudden idea and asked Margitka where his quarters were. Once I got the room number, I set off with great fanfare. The door was already suspicious; someone had taped over the number. I burst in with a big swing, and what do I see? Dim red light and a huge duvet on the bed, and the duvet is moving. Now, this is interesting—a duvet? Rooms didn't come with blankets because the climate control was fully customizable, let alone a massive featherbed like this.

While I was mulling this over, I gave the corner a little tug so the person underneath—or, as I began to suspect from the shape of the movement, the people—would take notice. Suddenly, Zoli the ensign poked his sweaty head out:

	"Any kind of problem, Boss??"

	"Zoli, is there any kind of reason you’re flopping around under such a massive featherbed??"


With that, Zoli looked back under the duvet, then back at me with a grin:

	"Yes, several reasons, as a matter of fact." He kept right on grinning.


I got the hint. I cleared out without so much as a goodbye. My First Officer isn't here, that’s clear. I didn't find him in this godless den of iniquity, but where could he be then? Not in his room, not on the Bridge... there’s only one place left: the pub!!

Now, that’s a sensitive spot on the ship. That’s where the ship’s heart and soul are. Usually, the mechanics and security personnel frequent it; officers don't really visit. Officers usually drink at home in their rooms—much better, right?! So, I can't just show up there looking for someone. Ergo, I have to send someone else to look around, and I know exactly who: Frédi.

What you need to know about Ensign Frédi is that he’s the biggest "tongyó" (clueless oaf) I’ve ever seen. He ended up on the ship because his parents are some big shots back home and they basically wanted to get rid of him (I wonder who else on this ship that applies to?!). Since no sane person dared to entrust him with any useful task on the Bridge, his "job" is this: there are a bunch of buttons on the dashboards that we don't know what they do, and if we flip them, nothing happens. Well, Frédi pushes these all day. There’s even a sign over those buttons: "Frédikém, push these." So, I grabbed Frédi:

	"Frédikém, I’m entrusting you with something!"

	"Yes, Captain, certainly, anything Captain, even your life!" I really had to chuckle at that, but I grabbed both his shoulders and tried not to laugh in his face.

	"Frédikém, you are going to go back to the pub right now and find my First Officer, villi (got it)?"

	"Copy that, Captain, I’m on my way!"


Off he went. Dear God, I hope this doesn't lead to trouble. And lo, it did—and not just a little.
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As it turned out the next day, Frédi is some kind of secret grandmaster of martial arts. At the pub, upon the very first "what are you looking at?", he single-handedly scrapped the entire crowd. But that didn't even surprise me; the real shock

	"Okay boys, if that’s what you want, so be it," I said with half-hearted enthusiasm.




	"Yes?" was all I could squeeze out.

	"Captain, we have an important request for you!" I thought for sure they were going to lynch me.

	"Yes?" I think I’ve gone mute at this point.

	"Captain, we would like to ask your permission for something!" Well, they don't want to lynch me then; maybe they want to leave the ship or perform some human experimentation?

	"Yes?" Repetition is the father of learning.

	"Captain, we want to cook zakuszka!!"



	"Yes, and yes." With that, they ran off, clapping their hands.







	"Yes, Mózes?" What you need to know about Lieutenant Mózi is that he’s the sharpest guy on the ship; he handles the weaponry on the Bridge as a combat specialist and has a "panty-dropping" gaze so intense that even a man or two considers casting their eyes down afterward.

	"Captain, there’s trouble!" I figured he wasn't there to announce he’d be starting a batch of plum jam.

	"Tell me, Mózi son, I was starting to get bored anyway!"

	"Buci has broken loose!"




	"We’re declaring a quarantine immediately, and then we go find Sanyi bá!" I didn't have the solution to the problem right away, but I knew the path to the solution, and that path led through Sanyi bá. Or so I thought.



	"Good day, Uncle Sanyi, a quick question before you lock yourself in: about this bear business, you know—what should we do to solve it?" I asked, wringing my hands, while Mózi stood diligent guard behind me with his rifle.

	"Very simple, Captain sir. You take half a liter of pálinka, crumble some bread into it, set it out somewhere, and when the bear finds it and gobbles it up, you can do whatever you want with him for half a day!"

	"That’s a sensational idea, Uncle Sanyi! Alright, let’s start at the beginning: Uncle Sanyi, you’ll need to give us a little pálinka and then we’ll go—"

	"Whoa there," the old man stopped me. "I’m not giving any pálinka."

	"Why not?" I asked, knowing full well I wouldn't be surprised by the answer.

	"Because it’s mine and I’m not giving any of it away."



	"Mózes, pull yourself together! You’re as tough as two-week-old dog shit!"




	"Margitka, please find Buci on the ship!"

	"I have him, Captain. Currently, Buci the Bear has holed himself up in your cabin!"















	"I don't think so. We have to move on. There’s nothing here; it’s just a big bunch of nothing. We’re moving on!" I tried to be firm with Brigimami.

	"But we’ve found what we were looking for! We must send a message home immediately; we found it!" Brigimami shrieked.

	"We did not find it. We can’t take this planet home. It’s nice and all, but we have to keep going. We need to take something back, not move the homeland out here!"

	"I disagree, Captain! This is a completely virgin planet below us. We’ve run every possible test; it’s a tender, young Earth. It could be a New Szeklerland. We must stay here and send word home!"

	"Listen here." I suddenly saw an opportunity. "You stay here, but we are moving on."



	"Others want to stay too. You can’t just leave us here."

	"The hell I can’t. The ship has a complete colony kit, enough for the whole crew. Take it. Whoever goes, goes, and whoever stays, stays. If their asses are on fire, I’m not the one who’s going to extinguish them."



	"Well? Going or staying?" Frédi nodded. But what he was nodding to, I still haven't figured out.

	"Son," Karcsi bá finally managed to flick the splinter onto Frédi’s shoulder, "you said it well. Whoever goes, goes, and whoever stays, stays. The space-wheelbarrow rolls on."








	"As of today, the new Captain has moved in! Everyone is an idiot, and I am a space shuttle!"








	"Come quickly, Captain! Ensign Lacika has locked himself on the Bridge!!"




	"Margitka, open the door!"



	"Halt! I’m drunk and dangerous! Let’s go home, turn around, turn around!"

	"Get down from there, Lacika, and put something on. Come now, let’s discuss the situation." Meanwhile, I wanted to call back for the ladies to stay outside—it wasn't a sight for them—but then I saw Frédi.





	"Sure, sure, I'll try a thing or two on him," the old man said, scratching his balding head in a way that wasn't very reassuring.






	"Lacika! Are you awake?"



	"There is nothing out there in space for you!"



	"Who is it??"

	"I am your First Officer," came the reply in a fading voice.



	"Well, are we going in?" he asked, his voice more tired than curious.

	"Yes, yes. I’ll open the door, you lot pin him down, and Uncle Béla will jab him with that medical 'cepus'. I hope you brewed something good, doc!"




	"Well, no matter, looks like there’s no one to give it to anyway," the old man grumbled under his glasses.

	"Wh-what?!!" was all I could say.



	"Who’s pranking whom here?" Béla bá asked, rightfully so.





	"Quick, someone pour me something, 'cause I’m losing it, man!"

	"Boss, we’ve got a bit of a problem!" Karcsi bá looked at me with puppy-dog eyes.







	"Captain, we really must consider returning home now, and we have to search the whole ship! I definitely want to try the cocktail I mixed on him!" Uncle Béla insisted.

	"Considering the return home isn't our most urgent concern; the ship is fully functional anyway. We need to catch Lacika," I tried to argue.

	"I'm sure we'll figure something out instead of the fuel," Karcsi bá woke from his musings.

	"Hello, that can wait! I’m sure you’ll manage your brewing somehow—burn the furniture or your shoe soles for all I care, anything for the pálinka, right? But we gathered here to find Lacika—and hopefully my First Officer along with him."

	"I'll catch him," Frédi added his part.

	"Captain, have you tried searching for him with Margitka?" Béla bá looked at me through his spectacles.



	"What a great idea, Uncle Béla! Dear Margitka, could you find Ensign Lacika on the ship?"

	"Find who?"

	"What?"

	"Who?"

	"What do you mean 'who'? Ensign Lacika, who vanished from the sealed room like a politician after elections!"

	"I don't know any Ensign by that name, Captain!"



	"Fine, Margitka, I see how it is... Then what is the name of the man who disappeared yesterday from room 38??"

	"Captain, that man is called Tudor Vaszilika, and he is currently mincing our communication system into pieces!"








	"We’ve got it, Captain sir, we’ve got it!"

	"What have we got, Uncle Karcsi? Did you fix it?"

	"We did, son! We figured it out; it’s actually going to work!"

	"Super! I was afraid we’d be left out here without any communication."

	"Oh, not that—that’s completely trashed, beyond repair."

	"What??! Then what the hell do we have??"

	"Well, we figured out we can mount the still onto the fusion engine—which produces a nice bit of heat, you see—and it’ll quietly simmer the mash right there, and we’ll have pálinka!!"







	"What do you miss the most?" Márta droned.

	"May rain."

	"The smell of the first snow."

	"The rustle of the pines."

	"The murmur of the morning market."

	"Children's laughter."

	"The taste of fresh pig’s ear."

	"The cold of dawn."



	"István Kovács."



	"Dear Margitka, could you tell me who István Kovács is?"

	"Certainly, Captain. He is your First Officer!" Whew. Got you!

	"Then please tell me, Margitka, where is my First Officer, István Kovács, right now?"

	"Certainly, Captain. He is in your suite!"







	"Captain, watch out for those lot; they're up to something."

	"Who? Where?"

	"The back-room crowd. The boozy bunch."

	"What's their problem now?"

	"I’m whispering this to you, but don't tell them it came from me: they want to strike!"



	"What's the situation, lads? I hear there's trouble." Karcsi bá didn't even stand up:

	"Well, Captain, maybe it would just be better if we went home."

	"Oh, really? Running home at the first sign of trouble? Did you think this was some butter-slathered weekend all-inclusive trip?"

	"Well, no, but half the crew is gone, and you have plenty of trouble too..."

	"My trouble?! Everything is my trouble, while all you think about is brewing pálinka! Do you know how many years they’d laugh at us if we went home empty-handed? Why did you even open your eyes this morning? You've gone wild like a Csángó kid with jam-bread!!"



	"Alert, alert! Unknown object ahead!" Margitka chimed.



	"Hello, Szeklers! I am the Great Space-Aspic, Sage of the Galaxy. You may ask 3 questions, and I shall answer them!"

	"3 questions? Why not 3 wishes??" Szidike complained.

	"This isn't a damn goldfish, Szidike," I snapped as I slumped into my chair. No more messages came.




	"Is Chuck Norris still alive?" (2 votes)

	"How many lives does a cat really have?" (2 votes)

	"Can you be eaten, Great Space-Aspic?" (3 votes)

	"Why does it always itch?" (3 votes)

	"Is there pálinka in heaven too?" (5 votes)

	"Can you brew pálinka in heaven?" (5 votes)

	"Is Szekler pálinka truly the best in the world?" (8 votes)




	"Hm, I see you've asked very good questions, my little friends, but ha-ha! I pranked you! I'm not a universal sage at all, just a simple Space-Aspic, and I don't have a jelly-fart's clue what pálinka is!! :)))"







	"Oh, Captain!"

	"Oh indeed, what’s the matter, Szidike?"

	"Captain, I saw a stranger on the ship!"



	"Frédi, Mózi, to arms! Szidike saw a stranger on the ship," I said with great gravity, when suddenly everyone looked up at the speakers: "Auntie Lidi went to the market, csuhajja / Tied a bundle on her back, csuhajja"



	"Who put on this folk music?" I tried to shout over Auntie Lidi.

	"We don't know, Captain, it's playing by itself," Szidike replied, trembling slightly but starting a rhythmic hip movement.

	"Never mind, we’ll deal with it later. Frédi, Mózi, let's go! we don't know what we're facing!" I tried to stay serious, csuhajja.










	"No, no, please don't hurt me!!"












	"By the way, where is Steve? Haven't seen him today!"









	"But please, in the movies, it's always the Captain who goes for a spacewalk!" Karcsi bá argued, quite rightfully.

	"Fine, I get the hint. Since this might be a movie someday, let's draw lots with toothpicks. Don't let it be said we're cowards, eh?" I offered bravely. There were nine of us total; the odds were low.

	"Fine, let fate decide; it decides enough as it is," he said, pulling a bag of toothpicks from his pocket. Of course he had them—you need something to pick out the sausage bits. He took nine, broke the tip off one, mixed them up, held them in his hand, and held them out to me with a grin.












	"Captain, captain, I would like to volunteer to go out and take down the soviet drone!"

	"For God's sake, why?"

	"Well first of all, as an American, my duty is to combat soviet technology, and second, I don't belong to this crew, I have to earn my place here amongst them!"






	"Captain, they’ve entered the range of the ship’s weapons..."



	"Shoot them down, son. Shoot them down."





	"Boss, are we having some kind of farewell party?"
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