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Patrol ship QR-1

Sector Six

Scatter drive of the Epsilon Eridani system

"Assembly of number one and number two propulsion units completed," reported the onboard AI. "Reserve lidar tracking module operational."

"Roger," replied Curvey involuntarily, but immediately reflexed and deselected with a click the electronic version of the message that was displayed on the control console screen.

For forty-eight hours, the patrol ship had been orbiting the large asteroid, hidden from the sweeping targeting beams of the Skunian Ultim patrolling this quadrant of space.

"Repair automaton ready for undocking," sounded another report from the speakers. This time the display screen remained dark.

"Deactivate the repair automaton," he instructed. As long as there were enemy fighters circling nearby, Curvey preferred to exercise maximum caution. 

"Repair automaton deactivated."

"Display current positions of enemy units."

"Update coordinates impossible. No readings from passive sensors."

"Damn it!" Curvey felt like hitting himself his forehead with all his might. Before attaching the two engines, the repair machine was forced to dismantle the passive tracking module located just behind their lieutenants. In order to reconnect it, the machine would have to unmoor from the patrol ship and then anchor halfway down the hull. Deciding to carry out repairs in orbit of the asteroid, he had completely forgotten about this, and now not only could he not activate the tracking system to scan the immediate area with the just-repaired lidar, but he had also idiotically deprived himself of the ability to conduct passive listening.  

"Damn it!" he cursed, pounding his fist on the armrest of the chair.

"Command unintelligible," announced the AI.

"Display the last available coordinates of enemy units," he growled into the microphone.

A mosaic of multicolored luminous dots appeared on the screen, a dozen of which were edged with bright red, pulsating rhythmic borders.

"Extrapolate the coordinates of enemy units. Extrapolate coefficients..." Curvey looked at the corner of the screen where the time values were shown, then shifted his gaze to the display of the ship's chronometer. "...plus eighteen hours," he finished.

"Extrapolation in progress," reported the AI. "Extrapolation complete," added after a few seconds.

The red-highlighted dots blinked and changed their position, some moved closer to the bottom edge of the screen, some moved to the right. Four or five simply disappeared from the screen. Curvey guessed that the ships they symbolized had most likely flown into the anomaly to join the large fleet that had broken into Sector One that way.

He stared at the display for the next few minutes, wondering what to do next. Penetrating the Rubble in search of the enemy, in a situation where the enemy had already left it, would be total nonsense. However, on the other hand, it was still unclear what to make of the mining expedition. Since the big bulk carriers had disappeared somewhere in the quadrant, they had to be right there, amidst the rocky debris rotating majestically in space. One thing he was almost certain of - the convoy had not been destroyed, nor had it been intercepted by the Skunians. If it had been otherwise, the patrol ship's sensors would have long ago detected astrolocation signals coming from the wreckage's black boxes or emitted by the alert modules, operating independently of the alien-acquired main systems, as in space nothing usually happened suddenly or immediately. 

After brief consideration, he decided to take a chance and resume the search.

"Computer, activate repair automaton. Command: install passive tracking module. Once the installation is complete, unhook the repair automaton, and then activate the auxiliary drive. Disclaimer: activation of engines number one and two is to be preceded by a fitness test," he said, carefully enunciating each word.

"I am executing," replied the AI briefly.

A light on the control console came on, indicating the opening of the ammunition compartment, where the dismantled module was placed for repair. Curvey shifted to the co-pilot's seat to observe through the side viewfinder the activities of the repair machine.

The fact that the automaton was working was evidenced by the blue glow shining over the ship's side fin. Although the machine itself could not be seen, as it was obscured by the wing of the ammunition chamber's gate, he could see its reflection on the surface of the newly laid plating plates.

The robot's manipulators moved steadily, tearing away the foam protecting the module and its pointed, delicate antennas. The body of the automaton - a tangle of complex gears, rotating mechanisms, hydraulic pipes and wires, roughly only shielded by armor plates - glowed like a creepy Christmas tree with dozens of lights, proximity sensors and scanner beams flickering at different rates. The robot's maneuvering engines, small cylinders ending in funnel-shaped nozzle outlets, sputtered gas again and again, keeping the automaton in a fixed position relative to the patrol ship.

Once the robot had dealt with the module's lagging and moved on to assembly operations, Curvey returned to his chair and ran diagnostics on the ship's other systems. With the exception of the reactor cooling system, all were working flawlessly. 

"Passive targeting module active. Repair automatics unhooked," reported the AI. "Beginning tests of number one and number two engines."

Moments later, the patrol ship's hull vibrated, and from behind the wall behind Curvey's back came a crackling sound that was slightly muffled by the cladding, then a dragging, groaning sound, reminiscent of the sound made by a sheet of thin metal being shaken violently. After a few seconds, the noises quieted down.

"Computer, pause the auxiliary drive activation!"

"Auxiliary drive activation procedure aborted."

Curvey sprang from his seat, hastily put on his helmet, sealed his suit and, full of his worst premonitions, opened the cockpit door. To his amazement, both the corridor leading to the mess hall and the mess hall itself showed no signs of damage. A cursory inspection of the floor and walls, which had been reconstructed by the repair machine, also revealed nothing of concern. The titanium plates attached to the hull frames with rivets as thick as a sore thumb fit tightly together, and there were no deformations or gaps in the joints.

Suspended next to the bulkhead separating the mess hall from the cargo hold and the ammunition compartment above it, the air conditioner display showed normal, safe temperature and pressure values. 

Calmer, though still alert, Curvey returned to the cockpit.

"Run a diagnostic on the superstructure," he instructed the AI, although he was aware that the system report would be incomplete: the network of microsensors that wrapped around the patrol ship's hull like a spider's cocoon was perforated in many, and where the repair automaton patched up cavities in the plating, there were no sensors at all.  

"Diagnosis in progress."

While waiting for the results, he refreshed the image on the display. According to the measurements taken by the passive sensors, almost all Skun fighters had left the quadrant. The foreground of the anomaly was already patrolled by only two, hovering at its opposite ends. 

"Good for us," thought Curvey. Since there were no more hostile units in the immediate vicinity, he could quietly encircle the debris and then enter the plane of discontinuity from the other side unnoticed. 

He activated the radio transmitter and voice recorder. As long as the patrol ship was between the asteroid and the Fold, there was a good chance he could establish communications with the rest of the squadron, lurking somewhere just off the edge of the anomaly and invisible to enemy fighters lurking nearby because of the strong radiation passing through it from deep within the system.  

"QR-1 to QR-2, please respond. Over," he said into the microphone, then looped the recording and began the transmission.

"Diagnosis completed," announced the AI. "No damage to the plating. Hull hermetic, frames intact. Mechanical resistance coefficients of auxiliary propulsion scaffolding at normal."

The auxiliary screen displayed a column of numbers and letters, which after a few seconds turned into a graphic visualization of the patrol ship, with the values plotted on it. 

Just as Curvey had feared, the schematic lacked data for the center section of the hull and the main propulsion compartment, places where the repair machine had reconstructed the inner plating and armor virtually from scratch. 

If any structural element failed to withstand stresses at any place, it was certainly there. 

"QR-2 to QR-1, reporting in. Over," the voice of Lieutenant Trotska suddenly crackled in the speaker. "QR-2 to QR-1, reporting in. Good to hear you again, Major. Over."

"I'm pleased too, Lieutenant. I am currently orbiting an asteroid in the foreground of the Rubble. We have..." he glanced at the instrument readings. 

The ship was roughly at the equator of the asteroid. "We have ten minutes before I lose communication again. Please report."

"Squadron in position. No losses."

"Skunians?"

"We have seven enemy ships on the screens. Two Ultima-class fighters and five Thermal-class. The main force has entered the area of discontinuity."

"The situation in sector one?"

"The enemy is flying towards Sigil and the planet. They have split their forces."

"What about the fleet?"

"They are coming to the rescue. Currently approaching the sector border. In sector one is most likely the strike team of Commander Lupos."

"No orders from the command?"

"None, Major. What do we do?"

"Holy shit!" he cursed, but immediately got himself under control. "We continue the search mission," he decided, raising his gaze to the front viewfinder, behind which the asteroid's crater-scarred surface was slowly moving.

"Search?" Despite the poor quality of the connection, surprise could easily be heard in Trotska's voice. "We were only supposed to carry out reconnaissance..."

"And we did," he stated with all the firmness he could muster. Since it was Trotska who was actually in command of the squadron from the moment they passed through the anomaly, he realized that at any moment she could, given the circumstances, legitimately take command and decide to end the mission. "And while we're here, we can look around for this ill-fated expedition. Those ships must be somewhere in the area."

"We won't be able to track them just stuck in position, Major," replied Trotska after some thought. "The Skunks fleet continues to emit powerful electromagnetic streams, in all literal directions. Some of this noise reaches us through the anomaly and makes it impossible to take measurements."

This time, Curvey reflected. There were only three minutes left to enter the asteroid's shadow, and since, like everything else in the area, it was moving at tremendous speed in a tight orbit around the Gruz, establishing another connection with the squadron could prove very difficult, if not impossible. 

He had to act quickly.

"Are you able to determine my current position?" he asked. 

"I did so immediately after receiving the transmission. Your ship is on the edge of quadrant four and is moving with the asteroid toward its lower quadrant. In an hour or so, you will be behind the horizon of Rubble." 

"How long will it take to circle?"

"Four and a half hours."

Curvey looked into the front viewfinder again. From behind the curvature of the asteroid slowly emerged an irregular disk of a huge asteroid field, shrouded in a purple-green veil of ionizing radiation. 

"This is even a good thing," he concluded. "During the drift I will try to scan the second and third quadrants. I designate this particular asteroid in its current position as a rallying point. After gathering, we will touch down and decide what to do next. Understood?"

"Yes, Major," she confirmed. 

"See you in a few hours," he said and turned off the radio transmitter. 

"Computer!" he called up the on-board AI, using the official command, according to the internal communication protocol. 

"Yes?"

"Calculate the trajectory of the asteroid over which we are orbiting, and then prepare a schedule for a spatial scan. Object: rubble, scope: lidar scan and radio tracking. Start: plus thirty minutes. Interval: sixty seconds. Execute."

"Trajectory set. Schedule set," replied the AI almost immediately. "Initiation of scanning procedure plus twenty-nine minutes and fifty-one seconds."

"Thank you." Curvey was impressed by the machine's perceptual abilities. Verbal communication with tertiary intelligence, and this was the category that the AI embedded in the patrol ship's circuits fell into, was not a simple thing and sometimes required not only great patience from the user, but also not inconsiderable intuition. He seems to have lacked neither, because so far the AI has at least followed commands correctly.

He recalled the disturbing sounds he had heard while testing the propulsion unit. 

He had to investigate this more thoroughly while the patrol ship was still orbiting freely and not being overloaded.

With a container of tools clipped to his belt and equipped with a hand-held welding flicker, Curvey squeezed into the ammunition compartment. It was there that there was a technical channel leading directly to the outside. Squeezing between the feeders, he counted the kinetic ammunition cassettes placed on them in passing, and then, using a special gauge, checked the condition of the tubes supplying compressed gas to the forward plasma turret and the tightness of the tank in which it was stored. Although the tubes looked slightly corroded, and there was a nasty crack silvering on the tank, the meter showed no leaks.

The first thing that caught Curvey's eye, once he was outside and pinned by the safety line hovering over the side fin, was a deformed plate, partially torn from the hull, connecting the base of the fin to the hull. 

From beneath the torn plate, the support rods of the structure were peeking out, along which bundles of electrical cables and wires supplying fuel to the number one auxiliary engine were winding in spirals. 

He spotted an identical defect on the other side of the hull, where engine number two was embedded. 

Seeing the extent of the damage, he sighed so deeply that his helmet's visor fogged up. Getting rid of the repair automaton was a serious mistake. Although the truss, which is the backbone of the fin, held firmly, and there was no indication that the operation of the engines would in any way change this state of affairs, the cables and wires, stripped of their cover, could be damaged at any time.

For several minutes he tugged on one of the plates, trying to press it against the hull. To no avail. The half-centimeter-thick alloy could not be squeezed even by a millimeter, but the major used up almost three-quarters of his supply of breathing compound.

"Computer!" he called the AI through the helmet's intercom. 

"Yes?" sounded from the miniature speaker located above the forehead.

"Are you able to establish communication with the repair machine?"

"Yes. The repair automaton is still within range of the directional transmitters."

"Turn the repair automaton around and dock it at the baggage section," he instructed. "After docking, direct it to scan auxiliary engines number one and two. If damage to the plating is found, have him remove it immediately," he said, trying to express himself as precisely and clearly as possible. "Did you understand my order?" he asked just in case.

"Command accepted," announced the AI. "Implementation in progress."

Somewhere in the distance, slightly above the curvature of the asteroid, twin orange-yellow lights flashed, and then, having circled a graceful loop against the glow of the Rubble, they moved toward the patrol ship, growing larger every second.

Seeing how fast the AI-called automaton was approaching, Curvey returned to the vicinity of the hatch and crouched behind its hatch to avoid being pelted by streams of glowing gas that any moment could spit out the braking jets of the oncoming machine.

Two minutes later, the repair automaton leveled off with the patrol ship, then swung around in a graviton beam modulated on the fly by the guidance system and using alternating tiny correction nozzles, settled gently on the ship's hull, right next to the damaged plating flaps.

"Repair automaton in position," reported the AI. 

The robot, meanwhile, swept the hull and side fins several times with its scanner beam and, having identified the damaged components, immediately set about repairing them.

Having ensured that the machine was doing exactly what it was called for, Curvey crawled back into the ammunition chamber and slammed the hatch behind him. 

"Once repairs are complete, dock the repair automaton in the aft bay," he ordered the AI after returning to the cockpit. He plumped down exhaustedly in the operator's chair.

"Command accepted."
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Cruiser "Frontier"

The Epsilon Eridani planetary system

"Damn déjà vu" that was Ian's first thought after he woke up in the medcom chamber, covered from head to toe with thermal film and a nasty-looking medical robot manipulator arm invaded by injector needles. He pushed them away from him and, ignoring the squeaks of alarms coming from the visceral apparatus, freed himself from the biometric sensors wrapping his body, then walked naked to the machine's communication panel and immediately pushed the communications button.

"Yes?" came a hoarse voice from the medcom's speaker.

"Dressler," introduced himself briefly Ian, trying not to clang his teeth at the same time. He was terribly cold. "Get me some clothes and turn up the thermostat. It's as cold as a freezer in here."

"Colonel, you're in therapy! Please return to the regeneration chamber immediately!" 

Ian perked his head and looked at the main display of the medical device, located under the ceiling. A dozen or so parallel, perfectly straight lines moved slowly across the screen, above which four large exclamation points glowed red and a slightly smaller green inscription: "Progress 95%." 

He reached behind his back and gently rubbed his shoulder blade. Feeling the rough, hard texture under his fingers, he breathed a sigh of relief. The dorsal implant seemed intact. He ran his tongue over the teeth. They were all, every last one, perfectly even, smooth and without cavities. 

"The therapy is over," he lied into the microphone. "Please provide me with some clothing," he added with emphasis, while stroking his head. His hair had also grown back and was already more than a centimeter in length.

"But..."

"Please do it immediately, understood?!" he growled and, without waiting for an answer, turned off the communicator. 

Trembling like a leaf, he picked up the thermal foil and, wrapping himself tightly in it, squatted on the edge of the regeneration chamber.

A few minutes later, the door of the infirmary swung aside with a quiet hiss, and a tall, thin man in a doctor's smock stood in the threshold. 

"Here you go," the medical machine handed Ian a neatly folded steel-gray work uniform and walked over to the control panel.

"You shouldn't leave yet," he stated grimly, glancing at the display readouts.

"That's enough," replied Ian briefly. With a clatter, he straightened his uniform and began to put it on. "What about the shoes?"

"In the storage room, downstairs." The man, without turning away from the console, pointed behind him, in the direction of a row of small niches under the box of the regeneration chamber. "I will have to make a report on the arbitrary interruption of therapy," he added after a moment. "Otherwise, the responsibility for possible health complications will fall on me."

"No problem," Ian shrugged. "Do what you have to do, Mr..." he hesitated, not seeing the name and rank badge on the medic's apron.

"Sergeant Karel Dvorzak, deputy chief medical officer of the ship, seconded from the bulk carrier Devastator," the man introduced himself. He turned away from the console and saluted.

"Where seconded from?" Ian blinked, trying to remember which unit of the system fleet bears such an ominous-sounding name.

"From the bulk carrier Devastator."

"What kind of unit is that?"

"The flagship of the Orbital Union," explained Dvorzak. "It was recently requisitioned by the layout fleet. Some of its personnel received new assignments. I and my staff were seconded to the Frontier."

"A bulk carrier flagship?" Ian shook his head in disbelief. "And why does the Union need a flagship at all? Is it organizing its own fleet?" Without stopping to shake his head, he took the clear-wrapped magnetic shoes from the glove box and slipped his feet into them. The automatic buckles of the uppers tightened with a quiet click, diodes on the noses flashed to indicate the operation of electromagnets in the soles.

"That's right, Colonel," replied the doctor. "A few days ago, the Union terminated the unification treaties and declared secession."

"I beg your pardon?!" Ian took a step forward and faced his interlocutor. They were exactly the same height, so he looked him straight in the eye.

"The Union has declared secession," repeated Dvorzak, reciprocating the look. "And please don't ask me what he was guided by, because I don't know. There was no plebiscite, no public consultation, no prior announcements, or even an announcement. 

"I don't believe it," commented Ian. "I just don't believe it." He squatted on the edge of the chamber again and, with fingers ossified from the cold, began clumsily fiddling with the fastening of his uniform blouse. 

Seeing his efforts, Dvorzak came closer and helped him fasten the main zipper.

"Thank you," said Ian. He got up and walked to the door. "I'm going back to my quarters," he announced. "Please send treatment records and the latest newsletter to my personal terminal. Access code seven three zero six two five," he threw over his shoulder and walked out into the hallway.

The first thing that caught his eye upon entering the elevator lobby was the on-board speed indicator lamp burning furiously blue. 

The blue glow meant that the cruiser was flying at a maximum speed of six thousandths of light. Curious about this fact, he activated the wall information panel and reviewed the list of current orders issued to the various sections by the ship's command. 

Unfortunately, apart from a long litany of standard commands on how to behave during a combat flight, he found no specifics. On the other hand, the very fact that the cruiser was flying so fast seemed a bit disconcerting to him. A soldier's instinct, sensitized over many years of service, now warned him with a gentle tingling in the back of his head. Something was going on - something very bad.

He blanked the screen and summoned the elevator. When the steel platform surrounded by a metal railing, accompanied by the hiss of pneumatics, settled softly right in front of him, he immediately jumped onto the platform and pushed the button marked "Officers' quarters." 

A few dozen seconds later he was trotting down the wide corridor toward the quarters, ignoring the investigative glances of passing crew members who, unlike him, were dressed in regulation uniforms.

***
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"What do you mean, he left?!" surprised, Lupos turned with his chair towards Lieutenant Moss' console. "After all, just yesterday they reported that he was lying unconscious and it is not known whether he will ever wake up! And today I hear that he suddenly came to life, just like that, he left the medcom, in addition, then went to quarters?"

"That's right, Commander," confirmed the officer. "Just now I received a report from Dr. Dvorzak, in which he reports that the Colonel regained consciousness, disconnected the apparatus and went to his cabin on his own."

"One moment, Lieutenant Moss... One moment..." Lupos breathed deeply once and a second time, then pulled the vision goggles off his head and rubbed the base of his nose with his fingertips. "Dvorzak? Who the hell is that?"

"Our new ship's doctor. He was assigned with the team in support," explained the lieutenant patiently.

"Ah, this one... I had forgotten about these scientists." Lupos sighed heavily. "Well, then, what about him?"

"About Colonel Dressler? I think everything is fine," replied Moss, while leaning toward one of the displays. "He has updated his status in the ship's registry, connected to the communications network, and downloaded a new uniform sortie from the quartermaster's office," he listed.

"In that case, summon him to the bridge."

Moss activated the shipboard intercom module and analyzed the list of active frequencies. 

"He has the communicator turned off," he announced. 

"Here we go again..." croaked Lupos. "In that case, someone should bring him here."

"I'll go," suggested engineer Sniegova. She slipped nimbly out from behind the top of the navigation console and, without waiting for the commander's permission, left the bridge with a quick step.

"Commander, foreign echoes in quadrants three and four," the gunner spoke up from his sensor cocoon, barely leaving the door behind her.

"Numbers?" Lupos put on his goggles again and turned to the console. 

Wrapped in neurosensory sensors, he placed his hands on the signal relay boards embedded in the console and gently stroked them with his fingertips. 

The previously dark screens brightened slowly, and after a moment were covered with a mosaic of white dots pulsing rhythmically. 

"Two dozen larger ones and several hundred smaller ones."

"And more specifically?"

"Twenty-four cruisers and three hundred and twenty-eight light craft, most likely fighters," replied the gunner after some ten seconds, during which he waved his wired hands in the air like a wizard. "Transmitting to your terminal."

The dots on the displays at the command post turned bright purple, then clustered into two spherical formations: a larger one moving toward the blue speck symbolizing AEgir, and a smaller one flying toward the Sigil moon, visualized by the targeting system as a speck of green. An identical graphic was displayed to Lupos in the goggles, which are essentially a scaled-down version of the classic HUD.

"There's something else, Commander," said the gunner. He rose to a sitting position and reached for the touchscreen keyboard fixed near his cradle. The image on one of the screens sharpened and shifted slightly. Just at its edge, something flicked purple, only to disappear immediately. 

"What is that?" asked Lupos, turning his head as if trying to catch up with his eyes on the fleeing marker.

"It's hard to say at the moment," replied the operator. "It flies much slower than the rest and has its magnetic shields on. In addition, it emits gigantic amounts of electronic noise in all directions." 

"It must be the Nest, Commander," announced Moss, who had already risen from his seat and was now standing on the other side of the gunner's elevation with his head cocked, watching the monitors suspended above the station. "Please enlarge to the maximum and move to the right," he instructed, jumping onto the platform and standing in front of the screen on which the mysterious symbol had appeared moments earlier.

The gunner again brushed his fingers across the keyboard. This time the purple dot appeared much closer to the center of the screen and already remained there. 

"The distance between them?" asked Moss, stepping back as far as the railing surrounding the artillery platform so he could see the screens on the command post at the same time.

"Between the Nest and the cruisers?"

"Yes."

"Two and a half million kilometers from the larger formation and less than two from the smaller one," replied the gunner. "It's growing all the time," he added after a moment.

"The cruisers are accelerating?" asked Moss. He moved his gaze from screen to screen, jotting down something quickly on his personal terminal.

"This Nest is slowing down, Lieutenant. The formation speed is constant. Four thousandths of a light. If it doesn't change, in two days the universals will have both globes within firing range."

Lupos pulled the goggles off his head and also stepped onto the platform.

"What is the current position of the fleet?"

"Half an astronomical unit from the sector border, Commander. They won't have time to cut their way."

"Damn it!" commented Lupos. "Corporal, connect me with Chairman Hutchinson!" he called out to the head of the radio section, then jumped down from the rise and quickly returned to his chair. While waiting for the transmission to begin, he summoned Moss.

"Have you ever seen such a maneuver?" he asked in a half-voice, while tapping his finger on one of the displays, across which a spherical formation consisting of a myriad of different-colored markers was slowly moving. 

Opposite it, a thin, arched line pulsed rhythmically, marking the maximum perimeter of AEgir's high-orbit defense installations. On the second screen, the situation was almost identical, the only difference being that there were fewer enemy markers.

Moss nodded. 

"It looks familiar. In a similar way they once cut off our access to the Fold. Some of their fighters tied up the escort of the loading stations with fighting, some started shelling the stations themselves, while in the meantime on the approach to the Fold, unperturbed by anyone, two Oumuamua took up positions and began to blaze at anything in the foreground of the anomaly," he said.

"Sure look," sighed Lupos. "I'm afraid that now they are just as intent on dismantling the orbital defenses so as to quietly locate the Nest between Sigil and AEgir, and in the process cut off the fleet from ground supply bases. Two birds with one stone."

"Commander, Chairman Hutchinson on the line," communicated Corporal Kulak. "I have rerouted the transmission to your new modem," he added, pointing with an electronic stylus to a portable communications module standing by the commander's chair, provisionally connected to the console.

Lupos immediately reached for the headphones with microphone lying on the device and put them on, measuring his already disheveled white hair with a wire bail. At the same time, he nodded at Moss to activate his device.

"This is Commander Lupos, commander of the cruiser "Frontier. Separate team UF-101," he introduced himself according to the official nomenclature. "It seems that you have another trouble there at your place?"

In the headphones roared the tubular laughter of Hutchinson.

"Not at all, Commander," replied the Sigil Autonomy chairman cheerfully. "This embarrassing secession will never happen. As far as I am concerned..."

"I didn't mean secession," interrupted him Lupos. "I meant the Skun invasion fleet."

A muffled grunt first sounded in the headphones, and then silence fell for several long seconds, punctuated occasionally by crackling interference.

"Are they in the system?" Hutchinson finally spoke up. 

"Two groupings of cruisers, plus a battle station plus a whole lot of escort fighters," replied Lupos. 

"One of the groupings, consisting of seven Oumuamua and ninety-six fighters, goes straight for your installations. The other, much more numerous, is heading toward the planet."

"What fucking installations?" groaned Hutchinson. "After the last flight of those damn Ultim in high orbit, we are left with only a few artillery platforms and some hammers. The latter we can't even activate, because those bastards blew out the long-range relays in the process! The fact that we can talk now, Commander, we owe solely to the orbiters you lent us," he added already a bit more calmly.

"How many combat ships do you have at your disposal?" asked Lupos matter-of-factly.

"I don't know. The ground forces probably still have some transport ships in their inventory, perhaps even a few rocket frigates..." pondered Hutchinson. "Civilian escort carriers could possibly be requisitioned if necessary. The mining companies also have a few gunships each. It's not exactly legal, but as long as nothing bad happens, we turn a blind eye to them."

"I suggest that you gather these units as soon as possible and send them into high orbit. 

There is a chance that, having encountered organized resistance, the Skunians will stop at the blockade itself."

"And can you tell me what our brave layout fleet actually intends to do in this matter?" There was something like irritation in the chairman's voice. 

"Ask Admiral Kravchenko about that," replied Lupos. "As far as I know, he recently sat on the Union Council, on behalf of the Union, of course."

"Purely theoretically," sighed Hutchinson.

"All I know is that the Fleet is flying towards the planet. It will probably try to fire on the Skunians off the cuff, still on the flyby, unless, of course, they manage to control the parking orbit of the AEgir by then."

"Don't I get it?"

"If the Skun ships set up in a low orbit, we won't be able to fire them with either kinetic ammunition or rockets. AEgir has too thin an atmosphere and all missed salvos will hit its surface."

"Sigil has no atmosphere at all," said Hutchinson.

"Sure look, Mr. Chairman, sure look," sighed Lupos this time. 

"That's why you must do everything in your power to prevent the Skunians from occupying low orbit until our main forces arrive."

"You must be out of your mind, Commander. After all, the handful of ships we have won't even slow them down. Do you know what I will do? I will order an evacuation! Yes, yes, you heard right. Another evacuation. For this the transport ships will be even perfect."

"And where will you escape to?" interested Lupos politely. "To AEgir? Or maybe to the Union habitats?" he could not refrain from malice. "In case you've forgotten, Mr. Chairman, the Union has been a bit short of them lately. Please bear in mind that the enclaves on AEgir are not empty either."

"That is no longer your concern," bit back Hutchinson.

"How about the Fold? To the Solar System?" continued Lupos. "The authorities there will welcome with open arms a throng of mutant refugees stuffed with Skunian DNA."

"Pardon me?!" came from the headphones. "What did you say?!"

"I don't know if you have been informed of this, but the Autonomy henchpersons recently abducted the commander of my escort, Colonel Ian Dressler. Does this name say anything to you?"

"No!"

"Really? You have never heard of the DELDRESS company, Mr. Chairman? Colonel Ian Dressler, the commander of my escort, is the son of its president." 

"Oh shit!" gasped Hutchinson. It sounded in the headphones as if a gust of wind had hit the microphone diaphragm.

"Yes, that's a very good commentary on the situation." Lupos smiled under his mustache. Out of the corner of his eye, he noticed that Moss, who was listening to the conversation using a tiny acoustic diaphragm connected to a data recorder, was also smiling. "If it's any consolation to you, we managed to rescue the Colonel from the hands of his kidnappers. By the way, we gained a lot of interesting information about the people who were behind the organization of this action."

"Commander, I swear to you, I didn't know anything! Internal service is not my competence," replied Hutchinson quickly. 

According to Lupos, too quickly.

"In that case, I suggest that you take a good look at the matter. What the Autonomy research stations are pulling off is starting to become very disturbing."

"What are you talking about?"

"By complete coincidence, the complete contents of the databases of several Autonomy research stations have come into our possession. I am sure that the Union Council and the heads of the unified services will be very interested in the fact that for almost a decade, under the guise of experimental therapies, a project to improve the human genome has been implemented in your country. I don't need to tell you by what methods this is being attempted, do I?"

"I will repeat for the last time that I have absolutely no knowledge on this subject," replied Hutchinson firmly, who apparently managed to get over his initial surprise. "Regarding the data you captured, I will be forced to make an official request that it be archived and returned to us intact, and its copies removed from your servers." 

"I have no doubt," muttered Lupos. He summoned Moss with a hand gesture, indicating to him a metal seat attached to the railing surrounding the command console.  The officer rose from his seat and crouched down next to the commander, while checking that the suction cup of the headset was held firmly behind his ear.

The commander moved the microphone away from his mouth and closed it in his hand.

"Please make backups and put them on some isolated drive, preferably a portable one," he said in a whisper to Moss. "Have they been classified?"

Moss nodded. 

"Sixth-level secrecy protocol. The highest possible," he replied just as quietly.

"How did they manage to get them out of their servers?"

"I don't know the details, Commander," replied the officer. "It was Oli who downloaded them and decoded them. I don't think it's a problem for him. He bypasses all security whatever, whenever, however he wants."

Lupos furrowed his eyebrows.

"I don't like it," he stated. "In our memory bank he also moves so freely?" 

The officer nodded again.

"I think so," he said.

"Its actions will have to be looked into. It can't be that an external AI is rummaging through our memory banks. 

If, knock on wood, it is intercepted by the Skunians, they will gain access to all our IT resources," shuddered Lupos.

"I'll discuss this issue with Engineer Sniegova," suggested Moss.

"Good idea, Lieutenant. Of all people, she is really good in these matters." 

"Commander Lupos, can you hear me?" came suddenly from the headphones. 

They both straightened up and reflexively reached into the headphones to improve reception.

"Sorry, Mr. Chairman, the converter reset and I had to suspend the transmission," lied Lupos. "Back on topic, we will secure the data and return it to Autonomy. At an appropriate time, of course," he added.

"With all due respect, Commander, but you will not be the one to decide the timing."

"That remains to be seen, Mr. Chairman," fired back Lupos. He winked knowingly at Moss, while indicating a cylindrical container made of thick metal, standing next to one of the console's tabletop supports.

The officer took the tray, with deft movements unscrewed the threaded lid and took out a roll of graphene disks wrapped in anti-radiation film from inside. He checked the condition of the package, slipped the media into a spacious thigh pocket, saluted and left the bridge with a jaunty step. 

"For the time being, I advise you to focus on the issue of strengthening orbital defenses," continued Lupos. "The Frontier has too small an escort to put up a fight against such a large formation." 

"Will you help us?!" In Hutchinson's voice sounded amazement and joy.

"Of course, after all, this is what we are flying for," replied Lupos.

"Well, why didn't you say so in the first place?"

"It seemed obvious to me that you were aware of this."

"I wasn't."

"Mr. Chairman, you initialed with your own hand an annex to the treaty, under which Starfleet Command was authorized to set up Shadow Raptors strike teams in support of the military forces of the various organizations that make up the unification," reminded Lupos, referring to the text displayed on one of the minor screens. "The cruiser Frontier and its accompanying escort ships constitute just such a formation."

"When will you reach the position?"

"Four hours before the enemy enters the perimeter of the targeting system of orbital installations."

"OK, I will give the appropriate orders to the services," gave way Hutchinson. "I will also order an evacuation," he added after a moment.

"Caution can never be too much," agreed Lupos.

***
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"How are you feeling now?" Sniegova asked with concern. 

Leaning her arm against the cabin door frame, she watched Dressler scramble around the quarters, picking up tubes, bottles and medicine packs scattered everywhere, a whole lot of which had spilled out of the wall cabinets during some violent cruiser maneuver.

"So-so," replied Dressler. He stopped in front of the bedside mounted console, disconnected his personal terminal from it, rolled it up and put it in his pocket. "If it weren't for the damn cold, it would be quite all right." He raised his outstretched hand and demonstrated his whitened fingertips. 

"Poor circulation," she predicated competently.

"That's right," he sighed heavily, rubbing his hand against the rough fabric of his field uniform.

"It will pass eventually," she comforted him. She entered the cabin and squatted on the edge of the couch. "I had similar symptoms."

"Have you been in cryostasis?" He turned away from the console and looked at her suspiciously. 

"Unfortunately," she replied, flinching slightly. "And much longer than you."

"Longer?"

"Thirty standard years."

"What do you mean," he asked stupified.

"It was supposed to be only three years, under controlled conditions. Such an experiment. Young and foolish I volunteered. Because of a dumb typo in the documentation, it turned from three years to thirty," she explained, looking him straight in the eye. "Biologically I am not much younger than you."

"Mother Earth..." Dressler shook his head in disbelief. "How is that even possible?"

"Such were the times," she shrugged. "Research facilities did what they wanted and how they wanted, no one bothered with the ideas of bureaucrats, and if there were any complications, the case was kept secret, witnesses were silenced, and compensation was paid to possible victims. I recovered for two years. Regenerative therapy, transplants, implants, because despite all the technological miracles, cryostasis totally smashed up not only my internal organs, but also my entire circulatory and lymphatic systems. It was my case that contributed to the system-wide ban on the use of this method on long-haul flights. I was excellent comparison material."

"I'm not surprised," said Dressler. He closed his eyes and leaned with his back against the wall. For several seconds he stood motionless, trembling all over his body. Seeing this, Sniegova walked over to the air conditioner and turned up the cabin's heating to maximum.

"It won't do anything," gasped out Dressler, gritting his teeth. "I'm shaking from the inside."

"I know the feeling," she smiled slightly. "Damaged thermoregulation center. You came out of the medcom chamber too fast, Colonel."

"Come on... only a few percent left," he stammered. He hugged himself with his arms so tightly that the seams of his uniform crackled.

"Neural injections are the last stage of classical regenerative therapy. The idea is that the patient should not feel too much stimulus in its earlier stages. The pain would be unbearable. Did no one explain this to you?"

"To be honest, I didn't ask..." he said in a low voice. The chills must have slowly subsided, because he was shaking as if less. "Should I lie down in the chamber again?" he groaned.

"It's too late. The synaptic connections have already been partially restored, the rest of the body will have to deal with on its own. You will have attacks for another week or two, but each time less and less intense."

"How do you know all this?"

"After all, I said I've been through it." She opened the flap of the feeder recess and took out a cup with steaming contents. "Strengthening cocktail. Stimulants and conditioner.  Please drink," she said, handing him the vessel.

Dressler, pale as a wall, took the cup and slurped up the contents in small sips. Before he finished drinking, a flush returned to his cheeks.

"Nasty," he croaked and wiped his mouth. "But it works," he added, gasping violently.

"In that case, let's go to the bridge," she suggested. "And finally activate the communicator, or the Commander will be furious." She looked meaningfully at the tiny device, attached to the lapel of Dressler's uniform.
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Moon of Sigil

Sigil Autonomy Territory

The Epsilon Eridani planetary system

"And what, are we going to circle over the base like this now?" asked Zariba. 

Leaning forward as much as his safety harness would allow, he glanced over Blaumann's shoulder at the windshield of the carrier's cockpit, behind which the ashen-gray surface of Sigil, marked with craters and sinkholes, was moving rapidly. 

"We are waiting for further orders," replied Blaumann, moving the volant stick slightly. 

The transport ship tilted and entered a gentle turn.

"A waste of fuel," commented Larson grimly. Like his companion, he sat back, trying to see something above the high headrests of the pilot's seats.

"Don't worry about that, Private. A few laps to gain speed and we'll jump into stationary orbit," explained Blaumann. 

He leveled the flight and activated the automatic pilot. 

"Look at this..." he pointed with his thumb to the side viewfinder, through which we could see the AEgir disk hanging above the horizon, shrouded in orange-brown clouds. On the background of the planet sparkled blue thin bands of ionized gas, lengthening with every second. 

"The hammers?!" Zariba disentangled himself from the bands and brought his face closer to the window. "So close to the planet?" he wondered. "After all, they react to mass!"

"These are programmed for the energy spectrum. They are the first line of planetary defense," said Blaumann. "They are moving into high orbit, which means that their tracking systems have already detected emissions from enemy ships. They will strike by surprise long before those there reach the fortifications proper."

"What fucking fortifications?" snorted Larson with disdain. "A few haphazardly placed artillery platforms are no fortifications at all."

"You have no idea what you are talking about, Private Larson," replied Blaumann with superiority.

"As it happens, I have," cut off the big man. "Some time ago we did a technical inspection of these installations. Isn't that right, Paul?" He looked questioningly at Zariba. 

The bearded man confirmed with a nod.

"How many of them were there?" indaged Larson. "Eight?"

"Greg, we are not allowed to talk about it. Confidentiality clause," warned Zariba.

"Screw the clauses, in a few hours there won't be a trace of them anyway," grimaced Larson. "So are we, it looks like," he added grimly.

"Orbital fortifications are not just artillery platforms," said Blaumann. "It's also orbital stations, habitats and short-range ships," he recited, as if reading a passage from a textbook.

"Really?" puzzled Larson politely. "And which habitats are currently orbiting the planet? Please enlighten us, Lieutenant."

Blaumann did not answer.

"Well, that's just it," sighed the giant. "And such is this defense of yours. Third rate redoubt..." He leaned his head against the headrest of the chair and closed his eyes.  

"Lieutenant, you mentioned the stations..." Zariba leaned even further. "Did you mean those belonging to the Medical Corps?"

"That's right," confirmed Blaumann. "They have quite good offensive systems, are mobile and solidly armored. They can be successfully used as battle stations, of course
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