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Cruiser "Frontier"

The Epsilon Eridani planetary system

"Commander, the ammunition warehouses are almost empty, the gas level in the plasma generator chambers has dropped to less than twenty percent." The electronically distorted voice of the gunner rumbled from under his helmet. Most of the screens surrounding the gunner's position glowed red, while others were extinguished. "Activate the rocket launchers?"

"Cease firing." Commander Lupos decided. "We must have a reserve in case of surprises. The frigates will finish the rest."

"Roger." The gunner's hands, covered with sensors, moved, blue sparks flashed through the strands of fiber optics connecting them to the control panel, carrying with them the subatomic-level encoded commands issued non-verbally. One by one, more monitors went out. 

Plasma cannon turrets stilled, then slowly disappeared, drawn into recesses in the cruiser's hull. 

"Weapons systems deactivated."

"Contact Captain Sellige." Sitting at the spacious console, the radio operator nodded and reached for the switches.

"Redirect to your terminal?" 

"Yes." The cruiser commander put on his headset, then adjusted the angle of the display with both hands. After a moment, Sellige appeared on the screen, sitting in a high-backed chair. The frigate commander looked monstrously tired. His puffy, almost round face had lengthened, while his cheeks had sagged to such an extent that it occurred to Lupos out of nowhere that the frigate's gravity generator had malfunctioned and instead of the typical gravity of a rocket ship of about one-third of a g, Sellige's body was being affected by a force several times greater. Even the captain's neatly groomed, ruler-like trimmed mustache was strangely crooked, as if something had pulled its ends down. The impression was compounded by a large hematoma adorning the man's left eye socket.

"Yes, Commander?" he asked ochrily.

"We were running out of ammunition, Captain." Lupos went straight to the point. "All we have left is a bit of mixture for the plasma cannons and a dozen or so short-range rockets, unfortunately. We need to retreat to the nearest supply point."

"Should I take over the operation?"

"Someone has to." 

"Uh-huh." Nodded Sellige unenthusiastically and completely out of line. "Has to..."

"You will manage. Only the aft part of the Oumuamua, poorly armored and almost without defense systems, remained to be crushed." 

"Almost makes a big difference, Commander," replied Sellige. 

"But Captain, I don't suppose you are afraid of a few rocket launchers?"

"Yes, I'm afraid. My frigates don't have reactive armor or individual early warning systems." Sellige croaked. "Anyway, what am I talking about?" He retorted. "They don't have armor at all! Look, Commander." He moved the camera's viewfinder so that Lupos could see a massive breach in one of the control room's side walls. The room within a few meters of the bullet hole was stripped of literally everything, even the floor covering was gone.

"Oh!" Gnarled Lupos. "Did you get hit that badly?"

"Unfortunately." Sellige pointed the camera back in his direction. "And do you know what it was?"

"A kineticist?"

"In a way. More specifically, a piece of debris. The most ordinary splinting. Garbage of some kind, not big, barely thirty centimeters in diameter. Oh, just this one." Sellige placed a lump of slag in front of him, tarry black and glistening in the light of the lamps.

"This is the culprit. It pierced all the layers of plating like cardboard, trashed one of the missile compartments, fortunately already empty, and stopped at the main radiator housing. If it hadn't, it would have gone all the way through the ship, all the way out..." he fell silent for a moment. "Now imagine being hit by something, let's say, five times bigger and correspondingly faster. With a missile. With an enriched core..." he suspended his voice again. With his fingertip he touched his swollen lips. "It's one thing to smash a piece of rock with rockets, Commander, and another to stand up to a regular battle with an actively defending Oumuamua," he concluded grimly.

"A fragment of Oumuamua," specified Lupos. 

"For my ships it is a giant. Deadly dangerous."

"Without exaggeration, Captain. Big because it's big, but now it's just a wreck drifting in space. A few salvos from the right distance and the job is done." Lupos waved his hand dismissively. "We have scanned it probably fifty meters deep, we know the location of all active battle stations. To make your task easier, the commander of my escort, Colonel Dressler, will illuminate the targets and, if necessary, also set up markers. Your ships will fire as if at a target."

Sellige again wiped at his swollen lips, then gently picked up a sizable scab on his lower lip with his fingernail. A trickle of blood dripped down his chin.

"You can try..." he muttered, wiping his fingers on the sleeve of his uniform. "I will discuss it with the others."

"Captain, I'm not asking you to consult!" Lupos straightened up and looked sternly into the camera lens. "I give an order and expect to be carried out!"

"Okay, okay..." Sellige raised his hands in a calming gesture. "After all, I didn't say that I refuse. I only expressed my objections." 

"The remarks were accepted," replied Lupos stiffly. "As I said earlier, I will send you data on the wreck. All that we have at our disposal and I will assign a reconnaissance ship to help."

"Are you talking about that pile of scrap metal you have moored off the midship?" Sneered Sellige.

"This pile of scrap is a fully operational PF-2 hybrid torpedo ship, equipped with additional weapons systems."

"What kind of systems?" The frigate commander was suddenly interested.

"Plasma throwers, coupled kinetic cannons and an anti-missile system." 

"Coupled, you say..." Sellige reached his hand somewhere outside the frame, then turned that way with his chair. "Interesting... May I know what caliber?"

"Wait a minute..." Lupos furrowed his eyebrows and looked back.

"Lieutenant Moss!" Said over his shoulder toward the officer, slumbering at one of the side terminals. 

The man twitched, quickly rose from his seat, then limping slightly walked to the commander's station and stood behind the high back of the chair. 

"Yes, Commander?"

"This is about the kinetic ammunition on Dressler's torpedo ship. What caliber is it?" Asked Lupos, without even turning his head.

Moss thought about it.

"The cannons were dismantled from the wreckage of the gunship..." he replied after a while. "So regular. Twelve centimeters." 

"Five hundred each in a cartridge, Lieutenant?" This time the question was asked by Captain Sellige. He continued to glance at something off-screen, probably checking the technical specifications of the torpedo ship on some screen. 

"That's right," nodded Moss. "The containers are double; one battery includes three sets of cannons." He explained, moving closer to the desktop.

"Will you sit down?" Lupos looked meaningfully at the wads of bandage gauze peeking through the fabric of the officer's uniform, taped with dark tape. 

"No, thank you. It hurts less when I'm standing." Moss smiled faintly. At the same time, he shifted his body weight from leg to leg to relieve the pressure on his injured ribs. "He shifted his gaze to the screen." 

"A total of three thousand bullets, Captain," he said.

"If added twice that much, it would be enough to put up a kinetic shield for my entire squadron," Sellige said. "What do you think about it, Commander?"

Instead of answering, Lupos looked at Moss questioningly.

"Personally, I don't see a problem," the lieutenant shrugged. "We have enough standard bullets. They were intended for our now defunct unmanned escort."

"It's settled then." Lupos said. "Did you hear that, Captain?" He turned to the microphone. "In a few hours, a torpedo ship loaded with kinetic ammunition will join your ships. I'm placing it under your command."

"Thank you." Something like a smile appeared on Sellige's bruised face. "I will report on an ongoing basis," he added, a bit more cheerfully.

"Then I wish you good luck." Lupos ended the conversation, then turned off the screen and took off his headphones.

"Lieutenant, you will make sure that additional kinetics cartridges are loaded," he said to Moss. "Then please go to the medical section and finally take advantage of the benefits of the medcom."

"Commander, but I feel quite good!" Moss protested.

"No buts! It's an order," Lupos said.

"Yes, sir!" The officer gave in. Pressing his elbow against his aching side, he shuffled towards the exit, followed by the envious look of engineer Sniegova, who was still standing at the control panel of the cruiser's propulsion systems, surrounded by monitors and barely visible from behind a pile of printouts.

"Communications, please call Colonel Dressler to the bridge!" Lupos said.

The operator's fingers immediately danced on the console keyboard.

"And establish contact with the service dock master's office." Added the commander, glancing at Sniegova.

Taking advantage of the moment of respite, he took out the previously opened tube of conditioner from the glove compartment, squeezed its contents into his mouth and swallowed quickly. Three full days had passed since they had set off at full speed to meet Oumuamua as it slid deeper into the system, and in that time,  he had only managed to take a nap once, and that was while sitting in the captain's chair. It wasn't that he was particularly exhausted, because the stimulants and regenerative additives contained in the supplement provided the cells with a constant supply of necessary substances, but he began to feel more and more tired.

A few minutes later, Colonel Ian Dressler appeared on the bridge. Tall, muscular, with a crew-cut, wearing a brand-new two-piece jet black uniform and a thigh holster with the butt of a hand-held plasma thrower sticking out, the cruiser's escort commander looked like someone out of a recruiting poster.

"I report on orders!" he said, standing at attention at Lupos' desk.

"Well, I see you've already pulled yourself together," said the commander with undisguised admiration.

"Depends on what you mean," Dressler replied. "There's nothing wrong with me physically, at least that's what the doctor says. As for the effects of the coupling with the rover..." he fell silent for a moment, and a shadow passed over his handsome face. "Well, I'm holding on somehow. It wasn't the first time I had to say goodbye to a comrade in arms."

"I see," Lupos nodded. "By the way, it's amazing how much such AI can..."

"Commander, I don't want to talk about it!" Dressler interrupted him unceremoniously. "Not yet," he added.

"All right, Colonel." Lupos said conciliatingly. "Please sit down." He pointed to a small frame on the side of the desk, with a seat attached to it. The entire structure was screwed to the floor slabs.

"Do you know our current tactical situation?"

"More or less." Dressler looked back at the main screen, where the simulation of the disaster area generated based on lidar data was again displayed. "Current reports indicate that we are continuing the operation to clear the impact area of those Oumuamua fragments that are reasonably suspected to still be active and potentially dangerous," he recited from memory a fragment of the latest on-board bulletin. "I see that there is still quite a lot left..." he added after a while, pointing to the multitude of markers on the screen.

"It's just garbage, Colonel. Well, maybe we'll need to re-examine a few of them. First of all, we need to take care of this... um... little thing." Using the electronic pointer, Lupos enlarged the lower left corner of the screen and moved the cursor over the yellow pulsating square and additionally marked with a large red exclamation mark. "This is our biggest problem. The stern section of Oumuamua," he explained. "Seven hundred and fifty meters long, estimated weight three million tons."

"Well, well, well," Dressler whistled. "Does it have power?"

"This is another problem." Lupos enlarged the image even further.

The previously flashing point turned into a spatial grid of green lines, forming a geometric shape, somewhat reminiscent of a large cigar butt.

"We detected emissions coming from the thruster jets, so even if the main drive is down, they can still fly broadside forward. Some artillery positions are also active." Said the commander.

Dressler rose from his seat and walked closer to the display.

"Seven hundred and fifty meters..." he muttered under his breath. "Subtract from this about a hundred for the destruction zone... and another fifty, most likely cut off from the rest by security bulkheads... That will still leave us with half a kilometer of potentially intact sections, including the engine room." He said. "Not good."

"Even very bad, Colonel." Lupos agreed. "While the Skunians did not change the existing design assumptions specific to this class, on Oumuamua, apart from the engine room, the hangars and, who knows, maybe quite a large part of the living quarters, survived."

"What is its current trajectory?" Dressler asked.

"Fortunately for us, the collision with the habitat threw it off course, quite specifically. It drifts perpendicular to the ecliptic plane."

"Then there is no problem as such." The colonel's wrinkled forehead smoothed out. "Let's give them the big push and let them go." He smiled broadly. "In a few months, we will send one or two mining installations and a bulk carrier to collect the spoil. Unionists and Sigilians will be delighted."

"The problem is that this damn wreck is now flying towards the Fold." Lupos also got up from his seat and walked over to the display. "Even while drifting, it will theoretically still be able to fire at the installations there. Please take a look at this."

He moved the pointer and a dashed line appeared on the screen, connecting the Skunian wreck and the Fold marker in the opposite corner of the screen.

"According to our calculations, it will fly less than ten thousand kilometers from the edge of the anomaly, close enough and slow enough to target major transfer stations, not to mention minor installations. We have to sort this out here and now, Colonel."

The pointer cursor circled the visualization of a fragment of the enemy ship, moving slowly along the line drawn by the commander.

Signal lights flashed above the communications console.

"Commander, we have a connection with the repair shipyard master's office," the radio operator announced. "Delay ten seconds."

"I'm sorry, Colonel." Lupos returned to the command chair and put on his headphones.

Left to his own devices, Ian walked to the observation slot and looked at the rows of reactive armor plates stretching out beyond the window.

Slightly convex ovals filled with an explosive substance were intended to weaken and dissipate the energy of enemy kinetic projectiles, thus minimizing the effects of direct hits and protecting the ship's plating underneath.

In some places, where rockets fired from Skunian fighters had recently hit the cruiser's side, damage was still visible. In the resulting gaps, exposed steel gleamed with living metal and bent fragments of mounting bolts and hooks stuck out.

The ship's bow, a large horizontal plane containing the forward plasma cannon turrets and kinetic missile batteries, was bathed in the harsh light emitted by Epsilon Eridani, several hundred million kilometers away. At the peak of its cyclical activity, the young cosmic star had been glowing furiously white for months, emitting enormous amounts of high-energy radiation particles, mercilessly frying its only planet, AEgir. The globe, buffeted by X-rays, was visible from this distance as a small speck of blue, shining against the blackness of space. 

Sigil, its natural satellite, a rocky, mineral-rich globe similar in size to Earth's Moon, although unlike it more compact and with a still liquid core, also received its dose of radiation.

"Please watch your eyes, Colonel," said the voice of engineer Sniegova. "This glass has no filters."

She handed him safety glasses with smoked lenses. She had the same one on her nose.

"Beautiful, isn't it?" She said, turning her head towards the upper right corner of the viewfinder, where a fragment of Epsilon Eridani's shield was visible.

"Yes, beautiful," he agreed. "But also, deadly."

"Just like all of them." The girl moved closer to the window, with a brush of her finger she increased the polarization of the glasses, which immediately darkened and became almost black.

He repeated her gesture. Filtered through the nanocrystal layer, the star's blinding glow softened, transforming into a soothing, bright orange aura.

"And to think that even the coldest, dead and burnt out stars still have enough heat inside them to turn everything around them into slag..." she said thoughtfully.

"You forgot about brown dwarfs, lady engineer." He said. "For example, WISE-1828... It's like a star, but it's as cold as you and me."

Sniegova covered her mouth with her hand and giggled. Moments later, the giggling turned into loud laughter.

"Did I say something wrong?" He asked, confused.

"No, of course not... You're right, Colonel... I forgot about brown dwarfs..." she choked out. Still giggling, she took off her glasses and wiped her eyes.

"I'm sorry," she added, trying to sound serious, though her lips were still twitching with suppressed mirth. "I was visualizing this and that unnecessarily..."

Ian smiled broadly.

"You have a vivid imagination, lady engineer. Very vivid," he commented, handing back the glasses.

The girl's dark cheeks darkened even more, this time with embarrassment. She slipped her glasses into her hip pocket and walked briskly back to the control station.

"... I don't care... they must wait ready for loading... if you want no problem write to the chief of staff... everything you have in stock... I repeat, I don't care about your limits..." Ian heard fragments of the heated discussion led by Lupos. He looked away from the peephole and looked in that direction.

The cruiser's commander, red with anger, sat in his chair and, clenching his hands on the movable microphone stand, said something through gritted teeth. His gray hair, usually perfectly parted, was now ruffled by the wire headband of his headphones, which kept sliding down towards his wrinkled forehead. Purple spots appeared on the commander's flushed cheeks, partially covered by his impressive sideburns - a sign of an overdose of stimulants, already well known to Ian. The commander's ash-gray uniform was wrinkled, and on one of the sleeves there was an ugly dark streak, most likely a grease stain, stretching from the shoulder to the elbow. The cuff of the other sleeve was stained with something furiously green, looking from a distance like lumps of jelly.

"Conditioner," Dressler thought.

"End of discussion!" Lupos growled, then pushed the microphone away and jumped up abruptly from his chair. The headphones slipped off his head and fell to the floor. He kicked them under the chair. Angry, he glanced angrily around the bridge, as if he were looking for someone else to talk to. The heads of everyone present in the room leaned over the desks, and the hushed conversations fell silent.

Seeing that the commander's negotiations with the shipyard management were over, Ian quickly went to his desk.

"Let me guess," he said, smiling slightly, completely unfazed by Lupos's ominous expression. "Another skirmish with the official machine?"

"A machine?" the angry commander huffed. "Just an ordinary pen-picker who fancied that he can decide about anything! No way!" he growled. "Lady engineer, please start the braking procedure immediately and set a new, most optimal course possible. We're going back to the shipyard!" He threw towards Sniegova, and then took a deep breath once and twice to calm down. "As for the wreck," he resumed the previously interrupted thread, "Captain Sellige's frigates will take care of it. Your job, Colonel, will be to provide cover for them once they are in position." He pointed his finger at the main screen, where four more symbols appeared next to the previous ones.

"Cover?" Dressler had the impression that he had misheard. "This rickety, crudely armed torpedo ship? How?!"

"You will put up a kinetic shield." Lupos replied. "I ordered additional containers to be loaded on board."

"The shield is good, but for rocket fire or against fighters." Dressler objected. "Fire from kinetic cannons, no matter how intense, will not stop plasma and thermopills or classic missiles! What these frigates need is not cover, but a full escort, and one that will both clear the approach and eliminate enemy artillery."

"I'm sorry, Colonel, but we don't have such forces." Lupos grimaced. "The gunships and patrol ships from Sigil are busy convoying all the civilian mob that wanted to get off the planet to their home bases. We must deal with what is. You have one hour to prepare for takeoff. You will receive the coordinates of the meeting point and details of the operation from Captain Sellige."

"All right." Ian gave in. "Can I ask you something else?"

"Of course."

"Have you finally located the Fleet?"

"Unfortunately, no," Lupos replied. "They went down the gurgler." 
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Cruiser "Pandemonium"

The Solar System

"Commander, do you see what I see?!" Kravchenko turned the display towards Tsugawa, who was standing at the side of the console.

A gigantic object was moving on the screen, consisting of several dozen metallic shimmering balls, connected by vast spiderwebs of massive grids. Visible against the background of this huge structure, the cruiser "Ukulele" looked like a bumblebee hovering next to a large bunch of grapes.

The repair trawler that was towing the damaged cruiser was not visible at all, even with the image intensification system activated.

"Amazing construction!" Tsugawa smacked his lips appreciatively. "It's not even a single ship..." he said, moving closer to the screen. "...just a conglomeration of units. Please look." He pointed at one of the spheres. "The maneuvering engines, and the protrusions under them, are probably the main drive's pulsation jets. The bulges around the perimeter," he touched the screen, "look like artillery turrets to me... Amazing construction," he repeated. "Why our engineers didn't think of it either?!" He shook his head in disbelief.

"Commander." Kravchenko looked at him sternly. "I don't need a rapporteur. For now, my eyesight is still good. Please tell us how we can get away with this and avoid confrontation."

"I have no idea, Admiral." Tsugawa spread his hands. "They caught up with us easily and considering the number of these modules and their armament, they have more firepower than all our ships combined. Maybe if we fell apart..." he thought for a moment. "No, that's not an option either," he answered immediately to himself. "These girders appear to be movable, so they will most likely be able to release individual modules quickly."

"And then we will have not just one ship on our backs, but a whole swarm of them, each of them the size of our cruiser." Tsugawa finished for him.

As if to confirm the commander's words, one of the spheres broke off and, spitting streams of gases from the nozzles of the maneuvering engines, flew majestically towards the "Ukulele". Even far from the cruiser, it seemed almost half its size.

The men watching the scene groaned in unison.

"Oh shit!" Kravchenko gasped. "It's a kilometer in diameter!"

"One thousand three hundred meters, exactly." Tsugawa informed.

He leaned even lower and enlarged the window at the bottom of the screen that displayed the telemetry data.

"How many of them are there on this damn scaffolding?"

"Twenty-four. The whole thing is eight kilometers long, not counting the transmitter spiers."

"And this is the Dragon Seven?! Just a battleship?!" There was disbelief in the admiral's voice.

"This is what the identification data we received shows." Tsugawa replied. "Phobos District Security Service auxiliary."

"WHAT?!" The admiral's disbelief turned into something like shock. "An A... AUXILIARY unit?!" he choked out. "It's a fucking giga-carrier, with battleships as fighters! If it's a support ship, what is their main force?! Jupiter's moons?! Planets equipped with propulsion?! Where the hell did they get the funds and raw materials to build such a monstrosity? That's twenty million tons of steel!"

"Estimated mass of the structure: twenty-four and a half million tons..." Tsugawa read from the screen. "A lot, that's a fact." He admitted calmly. "However, please remember that they have a lot of raw materials at their disposal here. Planets, an asteroid belt and about two hundred larger and smaller moons... This is not our humble arrangement with one planet, a moon riddled with holes like Swiss cheese and asteroid belts completely exploited by the Skunians. Moreover, they do not have to complain about the lack of labor, unlike us. And no one steals their machines like Skunks do."

"I'm aware of this." Kravchenko grumbled.

He stared at the screen with furrowed brows.

"Not responding to transmissions? " He asked after a while.

"No. No reaction. It just repeats the request to deactivate the weapons systems and sends the anchorage coordinates repeatedly."

"Were you able to contact the local authorities?"

"We tried with the district commissioner and the headquarters on Mars. Without result. McReady most likely activated the jamming systems. To communicate with anyone, we would need to obtain access codes to the network of relays here." Tsugawa explained, while glancing at the communications officer on duty listening to their conversation.

The man nodded to show that he agreed with him.

"Admiral, this sphere just targeted the Ukulele." The gunner reported. "Captain Karpinski asks for permission to open fire."

"I refuse!" Kravchenko almost shouted, jumping up from his chair. "Commander, please keep your eyes on this... this leviathan!" He said over his shoulder to Tsugawa, and then quickly walked to the platform, above which was a sensor cocoon with a gunner immobilized inside.

"Let them release their moorings and join the main formation!" He ordered, jumping onto the dais and taking a seat behind a small console that was a smaller copy of his command post. Then he turned on the small displays placed around the console. All of them flashed messages about the detection of foreign radar and lidar beams.

"Please activate the pulse drive. Full sequence. We'll try to jump back!" He called to Tsugawa, and then entered the appropriate command for the command harmonization system, which immediately sent his order to the other ships.

"What about the Ukulele, Admiral?" Came the question from the cocoon.

"We'll find out soon," he replied. "Are you able to activate any of his weapons systems from here?"

"Anti-missile system only. Activate?"

"Yes. I understand that the tracking systems also don't work?"

"Unfortunately, Admiral. The anti-missile launchers are powered by an emergency generator and have their own target guidance modules, the other systems drew power from the main reactor, just like lidars."

"That's tough! Please run everything that can be run remotely. So that it shines brightly into their sensors."

"Admiral, the tug has joined the main formation!" Tsugawa reported.

"Excellent." Kravchenko's fingers danced across the keyboard once again. "We're making a getaway towards the Fold," he announced, fastening his harness. "Commander, you can start the countdown."

There were clicks of buckles on all sides of the bridge, and here and there the seat adjustment pneumatics hissed. The lighting dimmed, and a scarlet alarm lamp lit up above the entrance to the bridge.

"I'm starting the procedure." Tsugawa announced.

"The countdown has started," the security system announced after a while from the loudspeakers. "Pulse sequence in one hundred and twenty seconds. Decreasing value."

Kravchenko made himself more comfortable. The perforated, unupholstered metal backrest pinched his back, and the tight harness pinched his shoulders. For a moment he considered returning to the main desktop, but when he saw Tsugawa, wired, covered with a pile of graphene data plates and already strapped to the chair, he decided against it.

"Pulse sequence in sixty seconds. Decreasing value."

It was almost dark on the bridge. The only source of light was the glow of the main and smaller displays, which were not extinguished while the power reserve was accumulating. The bow visor covers closed silently.

"Pulse sequence, first pulse," the automaton announced in a mechanical voice.

As soon as the message echoed, the ship jerked. For a few seconds the gravity disappeared, and the kinetic energy absorbers groaned.

Kravchenko, pushed into the hard chair by the acceleration, clenched his jaw with all his strength so as not to scream in pain. Deprived of self-regulation and protective foam, the backrest frame dug into his back, something angular pressed into his right hip, the edge of the seat dug under his knees, almost crushing his calves. The structure of the chair creaked dangerously and one of the harness buckles came loose.

After a while the pressure eased. Taking advantage of the moment's respite, the Admiral straightened up as much as his seat belts would allow. Wincing in pain, he reached for the console and activated the handheld tactical screen. To his disappointment, the display remained solid black, not even a command tree appeared.

"Pulse sequence pulse two in twenty seconds," the security system announced dispassionately.

"Commander, please put the Ukulele orbiter feed on the main screen," the admiral groaned, reaching behind his back to check what had stabbed him in the kidney. The culprit turned out to be a loose screw with a rounded head. He tightened it with his fingers, being glad that the seat designers hadn't thought of using screws with pointed heads to stiffen the frame.

"Pulse sequence, pulse two, in ten seconds."

The screen occupying almost half of the front wall of the bridge, larger even than the one below the bow observation slit, glowed with a familiar green, which after a moment faded to grainy gray, and then to deep black, against which the slightly deformed but still slender silhouette of the damaged cruiser appeared.

"Pulse sequence, second pulse."

This time, Kravchenko did not allow himself to be surprised by the forces released by the acceleration. As the ship shuddered again, torn apart by the gargantuan energy of a directed nuclear explosion, the admiral grabbed the armrests with his hands and straightened his legs at the knees. When the overload pressed him to the chair again, he felt only the discomfort typical of such situations.

During the subsequent half-minute intervals between pulsations, he carefully watched the screen, which continuously displayed the image of the drifting "Ukulele" and the spherical ship flying right behind it. Fortunately, the leviathan from which the smaller element had separated still did not accelerate, but continued to move parallel to the damaged cruiser, at less than twenty kilometers.

The distance between the group and the large battleship was constantly increasing and after the last, fifth impulse it was almost four million kilometers. Less than sixty million of them remained to the edge of the Fold and the installations guarding it.

"Pulse sequence completed." The system finally announced.

The lamps brightened, the omnipresent whine of the kinetic energy sinks quieted, and dozens of gigawatts of energy flowed into the backup energy cells to power systems that did not draw power directly from the Pandemonium's propulsion system.

Kravchenko rose, bent down and, ignoring the warning jab in the small of his back, rubbed his sore calves.

"How did you know they wouldn't chase us?" He heard the muffled voice of an artilleryman above him.

The Admiral straightened and looked at the sensor cocoon. First the operator's wired hands emerged from between the folds of fabric, then his arms. A moment later, the cocoon opened like a flower, releasing a figure covered with hundreds of sensors in a tight, tight-fitting suit and a spherical, opaque helmet.

"They will chase us, Sergeant," Kravchenko replied, stepping aside so that the operator could safely jump from the cradle onto the platform. "They will come after us as soon as they receive such an order from the headquarters, but it will take a while."

"I don't understand?" The gunner took off his helmet and placed it carefully on the platform. Beads of sweat beaded on his shaven skull. On his temples and above his forehead, there were circular traces imprinted on his skin from the suction cups of the psychosensory transmitters through which he communicated with the intelligence controlling the combat systems.

"They were supposed to intercept and escort us, which they did. If we tried to escape, a fight would most likely break out." Kravchenko explained. "However, since we waited for them politely and, what's more, we allowed them to fly to their largest ship, they decided that everything would go smoothly from there. Routine, Sergeant. In this profession, a person's greatest enemy is routine. And now they have a problem, because to follow us, they would have to leave the Ukulele unattended."

"After all, the smaller one is keeping an eye..."

"Yes, it's keeping an eye." The admiral agreed. Seeing the consternation on the gunner's face, he smiled wryly. "And it will keep an eye, and this entire Dragon will start chasing us, but..." he smiled a little wider, "...but only when his commander receives clear instructions. Bureaucracy, Sergeant, is a double-edged sword. Now do you understand?"

"Yes, Admiral," confirmed the gunner. A smile also appeared on his haggard, pale face. With professional skill, he freed himself from the sensors and wires, which he then placed carefully next to the helmet so that it would be easier for the deputy to connect them to the sockets in the cocoon.

"Admiral, Constable McReady on the line. He wants to talk to you," said the communications officer. "Switch to your terminal?" he asked, pointing to the commander's desk, where Commander Tsugawa was still sitting.

"Switch." Kravchenko walked slowly to the main desk. "Take it easy, Commander." He put his hand on Tsugawa's shoulder as he started to get up to make room for him. "Please log out calmly and collect your stuff. It's not on fire." He winked knowingly.

Tsugawa, who immediately realized that from this point on they would only be playing for time, obediently sat back down at the desk, opened the small case and began to insert the data disks into it, completely ignoring the persistent buzzing of the incoming transmission beacon that came from the tabletop loudspeaker console and ignoring the scarlet flashing light on the device.

After about two minutes he stood up.

"Please, Admiral," he pointed to the desk with a polite gesture.

"Thank you." Kravchenko replied equally politely. He slowly settled himself in the chair, carefully straightened the headphone cable, blew some non-existent dust from the plastic boom, adjusted the ear cups, and then equally carefully leveled the microphone. 

"Admiral Sergei Kravchenko. Hello." He said, turning on the speakerphone.

"Francis McReady, Senior Constable. Phobos District Security Service," an officer's voice, distorted by interference, came from the speakers. There was an impatience in his voice. "You did not follow my orders."

"So, what about this?" Kravchenko asked indifferently.

"I'm forced to change your status to HO."

"Meaning?"

"Hostile Objects. Please check the regulations for details. As far as I remember, you have this text in your data bank."

"You have a good memory, McReady."

"Yes." The other one nodded, again dispassionately.

"I understand that the procedure does not provide for appeals?" Kravchenko opened the file with the text of the regulations on the monitor.

"Not at this stage. We do not negotiate with criminals." Even though it seemed impossible, the officer's voice became even more dry.

"We have not made a single hostile move against you." Kravchenko replied calmly. "I mean, we haven't done it yet," he added after a short pause. "But if your ship doesn't stop probing our ships with its scanning beams, that could change at any moment. Some of our combat systems operate in automatic mode and there is a real risk that one of the intelligences controlling them will classify your actions as an act of aggression. Just as your defense system on Mercury considered our group a threat. I loyally inform you that the fleet you see on your screens is a group of warships. Any confrontation may bring disastrous results."

"Is that a threat?" This time there was something like amusement in the constable's voice.

"Just information." Kravchenko replied immediately, remembering the course of their earlier conversation.

The speakers were silent for a few seconds.

"Admiral, let's be serious." McReady finally said, and Kravchenko was pleased to note that this was the first time the officer had addressed him using his military rank. "You probably have our battleship on your screens and see what class it is and are aware of the weapons it has?"

"Three times yes."

"So please slow down and let me escort you to the anchorage."

Kravchenko looked back at Tsugawa, who, resting his hands on the top of his console, still unrepaired from the short circuit caused by the moisture from the holoprojector nozzles, was listening (like the entire bridge crew) to the commander's conversation with this implacable system police officer. The commander smiled slightly and pointed his thumb at the rangefinder display behind him. The number representing the distance between the front of the formation and the edge of the Fold was constantly decreasing.

"Please slow down." McReady repeated. "I'm giving you an additional five minutes to initiate the braking procedure and enter the course indicated by the escort ship. If you do not comply, your status will change."

"Why are you jamming our signal?" Kravchenko asked unexpectedly. "We cannot establish contact not only with your authorities, but even with the commander of this battleship."

"Procedural requirements. UO-class objects can contact central government bodies only through lower-level bodies, contact with operational units is not an option at all."

"No exceptions?"

"None. Jamming systems are activated automatically when the UO status is assigned."

"Do you realize, constable, that if an inter-system conflict occurs, you will be the direct cause of it?"

"I act in accordance with the procedure and within its limits."

"I understand that you are aware that at this moment the Epsilon Eridani system is under attack by Skunians, and the group you want to arrest is the only armed formation capable of effectively facing hostile forces? If you don't believe me, please contact the Fold listening stations. I'm more than sure they picked up the distress messages from the warning systems in our system." Kravchenko glanced at the rangefinder again. Since the beginning of the conversation, the flotilla has covered another half a million kilometer, increasing the distance between it and the still motionless battleship.

"You have three minutes left," McReady said in response.

Kravchenko moved the microphone away, took off his headphones and closed his eyes.

"I can't believe it... It looks like I'm talking to some fucking bot..." he said wearily. "End of transmission!" With a lazy gesture he motioned to the communications officer, who immediately turned off the communication channel.

"Admiral, message from the cruiser Hercules." The man reported after a while. "I'm sending it to your terminal."

Kravchenko straightened up and turned on one of the side monitors.

The Hercules, as a unit adapted to cover operations, traditionally closed the main formation. Its decks, adapted as hangars, housed a wing of patrol ships and two wings of gunships constituting the rear guard of the flotilla. It was through the Hercules transmitters that the signal from the orbiters tracking the drifting Ukulele was transmitted, as well as the huge modular battleship gliding near the damaged cruiser.

The signalman's report also intrigued Tsugawa, who quickly walked to the commander's desk.

"What's going on?" he asked, looking over Kravchenko's shoulder.

"They're touching them with lidars."

"What for?" the commander was surprised. "We are far beyond their reach. Plasma will not catch up with us, even its most concentrated beams will cool down and disperse at such a distance. Rockets will be even less effective. No sense."

"That's what worries me, Commander." Kravchenko turned towards the main screen. "The constable's deadline is about to pass, and the battleship is still on its usual cruising route. If I were them, I would start speeding up..." he muttered, rubbing his jaw thoughtfully. "At least one pulse to keep the reactor running at full speed in case of an emergency... I don't like it, Commander." Once again, he expressed the bad feeling that was bothering him.

On the weapons operator's platform, the ladder clanged as it was being lowered, and a moment later there was the rustling of sensor fabric and the clicking of fiber optic ends being plugged into sockets. Finally, the sealed helmet hissed.

He and Tsugawa both looked in that direction. The cocooned operator greeted them with a gesture of his wired hand.

"Sergeant Teofil Kotowicz reports to the watch!" It rumbled from under the mirror cap of the helmet.

The admiral responded with a casual salute, and Tsugawa, in accordance with Sigilian etiquette, bowed, having previously crossed his hands on his chest.

The screens around the platform lit up one by one, and on a large rectangular panel suspended directly above the cocoon, rows of multi-colored diodes lit up, signaling the status of connections between the human covered with sensors and the circuits of the targeting and firing systems. The lidar alarm sounded with a grating wheezing sound, somewhat reminiscent of the sound of long unoiled metal hinges. After a few moments, the sound stopped, replaced by a steady beeping.

"Admiral, we have company. Six units." Said the gunner. "The distance is one million eight hundred thousand kilometers and decreasing. Three thousandths of a light, coming at a thirty-degree angle."

"Didn't I say so?" Tsugawa groaned. "I felt they had an ace up their sleeve..."

"What ships are these, Sergeant?" Kravchenko asked.

"It's impossible to determine at the moment, Admiral, but not very big." The cocoon moved, rows of numbers and symbols began to move on one of the screens. "There are traces of nickel in the emission spectrum, which means they use fusion reactors."

"Missile corvettes," Tsugawa said. "Or torpedo ships. Get moving, for fuck's sake!" he growled at passing technicians who were chatting towards his console. The men, astonished by this unexpected outburst of anger from the usually phlegmatic Sigilian, jumped as if burned. One of them dropped a toolbox he was carrying under his arm. The heavy container hit the floor with a bang.

Tsugawa shook his head disapprovingly, then moved his gaze to the main screen, where a tactical map of this part of the solar system was already displayed, generated based on lidar readings. The current position of the Fleet was marked on it, as well as the orbits of the largest asteroids held in the grip of Jupiter's gravity. The visualization of a huge planet in the form of a multi-colored ball occupied the upper left corner of the screen.

"The ones below?" Asked the admiral, pointing with his hand to several points of light, surrounded by a red border and moving diagonally from the direction of Jupiter towards the flotilla grouped in an irregular circle.

"Yes, Admiral," confirmed the gunner. "It's possible that there are more of them, because I still have a few faint echoes, but they could also be asteroids."

"Please check it," Kravchenko ordered. "Enough of these surprises." He pressed the button that activated the command recording system.

"To all units! We are off ten degrees from the ecliptic plane. Delta formation. I repeat, ten degrees from the ecliptic plane. Delta formation," he recited into the recorder before turning off the device.

"Please connect me to the Hercules," he said towards the communications station. "You, Commander, will develop a plan to intercept these tricksters with our rear guard."

"Yes, sir," Tsugawa bowed his head. 
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