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I.

Boredom is killing me, and at the same time, I’m dying to know how much longer this can last. A strange pair, those two. Should I move? Go on a patrol? What for? Nothing moves. How could it? There’s nothing here, not even a blessed dust storm. There’s a wart on my left sole; I’d love to pull off my boot and give it a good scratch, but I can’t. If the Lieutenant comes by and sees me scratching with a bare foot on post, he’ll strip the hide right off my back. Good joke—I only wish I had some hide worth stripping. The rations we get here aren’t exactly "hide-compatible." But what do you expect here, at the solar system’s backside. We’re just glad there’s oxygen, canned ham, bootleg brandy, and canned beans. The tiny joys of our non-existent lives in no-man's-land. And by no-man's-land, I mean nobody wants it. Who would? Just a flickering glimmer of sunlight, -232 degrees Celsius, and evaporating nitrogen ice. Very romantic, just impossible to love. Damn that wart, it itches like hell.

At least it’s not quiet. The radio is buzzing in my ear, empty static in my empty head, wondering why I even came here. Sent here, rather. Who in God’s name would come here of their own free will? All that "tough guy" acting was worth it, I guess. I was tough as two-week-old dog shit. And that’s how I ended up—tossed onto the manure pile, except here it isn’t even warm. Will I ever be warm again? Doesn’t look like it. Even in the sleeping quarters, it’s only 12 degrees on a good day. Holidays... We push the days around on the calendar as if they mean something here. God turned His back on this place a long time ago, let alone holidays.

Even though I shouldn't, I keep staring at the sky. "Always keep your eyes on the horizon, soldier!" Sure, staring at a single line all day—let the genius who came up with that do it. I’ve given all the stars names. I know they already have their own, but I gave them names anyway. I even have chats with them. Géza is the best of the lot. He must be some wild pulsar because he winks every now and then. Or maybe my eyes are just playing tricks on me from staring at lines for too long. I don’t know. Half the time I can barely remember my own name.

Apologies, let me introduce myself. My name is Pista Tankó, or rather Corporal Pista Tankó, KH-03. The KH stands for Kihelyezett Határszolgálat—Deployed Border Service. And the 03 means I’m the third idiot in the ranking. If I ever fall into enemy hands, this is what I have to recite and nothing else. Not even that I’m hungry or thirsty. I suck a bit of stale, recycled body-water from my spacesuit. Oh, how delicious, bless its heart. I can’t help it, but every time I take a sip, I think of the ice-cold mountain springs back home. It’s depressing, but I don’t want to die of thirst. There are a thousand other ways to kick the bucket out here. Let me choose how I depart for the eternal hunting grounds, where hopefully there’s actually something to hunt. Not just crouching in a guard shack with a cocked rifle.

Since we’ve been here, I haven’t even taken the safety off my gun. We’re supposed to have target practice at least once a week, but the Lieutenant won’t allow it; says we have to ration the ammo. But for what? You couldn't even shoot a crow here; there aren't even any rocks. That wretched wart has started stinging now. I’ll show it, just let them relieve me—I’ll take my pocketknife and cut it out by the root, I swear. If only there were two of us here. At least someone to complain to. Not about the service, I’m used to that, but about that damn wart. I don’t dare show it to the doc, he’d laugh me out of the room. He’d ask if my manhood shriveled up in this cold. As if.

-Beeeeeeep-beeeeeeeep-beeeeeeeep-beeeeeeeep

It startled me so bad I tripped over my rifle and face-planted into the side of the shack. What in God’s name?

-Beeeeeeep-beeeeeeeep-beeeeeeeep-beeeeeeeep

Dammit, that’s an alarm.

II.

I haven’t heard an alarm since we got here. It’s trying to rip my eardrums out. I don’t even know which button lowers the coms volume. Got it. Phew. I almost broke a sweat. What could have happened? Did someone fall asleep on the alarm button? I take a quick look around: the usual nothing everywhere. Suddenly, the Lieutenant’s voice is in my ear.

"Corporal Tankó, do you see anything? Report!" "Sir, just the usual nothing, everywhere!" "Don’t play the clown with me, keep your eyes peeled, soldier. We are at Condition Level One!"

With that, he cuts the line. Level One alarm. Well, listen to that. We haven’t even had a Level Five since we’ve been here, let alone a One. That means someone didn't just nod off on the button. I started getting warm; suddenly, my wart stopped throbbing too. That’s the adrenaline. It started working. Yes, yes—this is what I like. The time has come. Time to take the safety off my weapon. That’s right. Gun up, binoculars to my eyes. My time has come. I scanned the horizon thoroughly. Nothing. Once more. Nothing. Hm. It’s like the radio isn't even static-ing as loud anymore. Of course, I turned the volume down. A crackling silence. Or a silent crackle.

I look up at the sky. "Hey there, fellas, we’ve got action." Whoa. No, no—who’s that? I take a good look. There’s Lacika, next to him Béla, Jánoska... and who the hell are you? If I hadn't been messing around with these buddies of mine for eight months, I’d say I’m seeing things. But no. A new guy appeared. Deep down inside, I felt it wasn't a good sign, but I named him Feri. "Hey Feri, what wind blew you here?" Such excitement, man. "Stare at the horizon," my ass. Here’s Feri! And if I see right, he’s even moving. This is serious. A normal person would shit their pants right now, but not me. I left my shitting-at-home. Finally, something is happening. I did a few quick squats to get the blood pumping. Well, as much as you can in this shitty gravity. Checked my weapon again—live; my pocketknife is sharp; grenades ready; rocket launcher ready; I’ve got food for three days. I’m good.

Crap, am I starting to get nervous? Still two hours left on my shift. I’m listening like a nightingale, but nothing on the radio. And I don’t dare ask. Should I dare or shouldn't I? My name isn't Tankó Pista if I don't dare.

"Copy?" I released a weak "copy" into the ether. "Radio silence, for God’s sake, Corporal! I’ll come down there and kick your ass inside out, you godless moron!!!"

Well, nothing ventured, nothing gained. I’ll definitely get a black mark for that. Whatever, at most I’ll get cold rations for dinner. It was worth it. Like hell it was. I should’ve kept my trap shut. There goes my warm canned beans. Doesn’t matter, I’m watching Feri. He’s made good progress, he’s right next to Lajos now, and his light seems to be dimming. I wonder if all this fuss is because of Feri? It’s very likely, since in this motionless landscape, he’s been the only worthwhile change since I arrived. "Hey, you naughty Feri, what are you up to?"

— Ratatatatatatata!!!

I banged my head against the side of the shack again. That was definitely machine-gun fire. There’s action. I can feel it now, my adrenaline is truly kicking in.

"Idiot! Who gave the order to fire?!?"

Hah, someone’s gun went off. Things are moving now, I tell you. I’m looking around like a country boy in a shopping mall, but still nothing. The sun flickers, the ice fields evaporate, the hills are slumped darkly all around me. Nothing. Let’s see what’s up with Feri. Where is he? Feri disappeared. I can't believe all this fuss was over some stray, unlucky comet. What would’ve happened if there was real action? I bet half the gang crapped their boots anyway.

III.

My shift is up, and here comes Lala, wobbling along with a big fuss to relieve me. I walk out a bit to meet him and patch into his coms.

"So, what’s all this commotion? What happened?" "I’m gonna shit myself, shit myself, shit myself, shit myself."

He barely even looks at me as he ducks into the shack. Well, this is no joke; the man is in some kind of minor shock. Fine, I’ll squeeze it out of him. I reach into the shack and grab him by the scruff of his neck.

"Answer me, soldier, what happened!" — Dammit, there’s a corporal’s stripe on my shoulder for a reason. Just for mischief, I stomp on his foot with one of my boots. "You’ll see when you get back!"

That was all I could get out of him. Whatever, I’ll get back and see for myself. Man, I hate this stupid secrecy. I start my little dance back toward the base, keeping my eyes peeled, of course. Come to think of it, I don’t even care about my corn anymore; I’m marching like a soldier in this goofy gravity. I round the hill, stepping smartly toward home, when our modest little base comes into view. I see two armed men standing outside the barracks. I raise my rifle too and stride up next to them.

"So, what’s the situation, boys?" Gyurka answers in a cold voice. "Look up, Corporal!" "I’ve had a bit too much 'looking' for one day. Can you be more specific?" "Not here—above the barracks."

I look up. You’ve gotta be shitting me. About 20 meters above the barracks, a pitch-black rectangular block is hovering. At first glance, it looks about two meters high, half a meter wide, and maybe twenty or thirty centimeters thick. In my fright, I quickly aim my weapon at it, but it doesn't even flinch. It just hangs there.

"What in God’s name...?" I suddenly grunt. "That’s the question." "Where’s the Captain?" "Crouched in the coms room with Jani. They’re playing the geniuses in there." "Dammit, how long has this been here?" "We’ve been guarding it for about two hours. Sándor even took a shot at it." "And?" "And nothing. He got a clip round the ear for it and now he’s on punishment duty at the anti-aircraft battery." "Fine, fine, but did this... thing do anything?" "Nothing at all. It’s just hovering. Anyway, we named it 'The Thing'."

Nice and black, I thought—exactly as black as the space behind it. If it weren't so low, you wouldn't even notice it. I wonder if Feri was the one who dropped it here for us?

IV.

I stood there for about ten minutes, staring along with the others, but since still nothing happened, I went into the barracks. I pulled my stones together, changed my gear, and opened the door to the coms room. I regretted it instantly. The first thing that hit me was the smell of sour sweat; the second was the Captain’s hand.

"I said do not disturb!! Whatever, sit down."

He didn't even apologize for slapping me across the face. You could tell he was a total nervous wreck. Jani was sitting at the coms, his eyes bulging out like a bug-eyed creature that just got kicked in the nuts. He was mashing buttons and cursing quietly under his breath. Things were getting heated. Interestingly, something lit up deep inside me—something I’d describe as a mix of curiosity and adrenaline. Finally, something is happening in this place that even God doesn't visit too often. Still, I didn't dare let out a grin. I was afraid I’d get another clip round the ear from the Captain.

Suddenly, Jani started shaking his head. "It’s no use, I’ve tried everything..." "Herod's dick, we’re on our own!" the Captain shouted.

Why? Weren't we on our own until now? "Nothing is working, nothing in, nothing out. Total silence, Captain."

It’s not like there was a big ruckus here before either. The weaker, romantic side of my inner self always imagined being out here at the edge of the world—where even the short-tailed pig doesn't root—as something special. That we’d be the ones making First Contact, the nameless heroes who were first. But somehow, I didn't imagine it quite like this. But it is what it is. Everyone is on edge, and a thing is hovering over our heads. Anyway, I figured I’d let out a stupid question.

"What’s the problem?" "Problem??" the Captain instantly snapped. "There’s nothing but problems here, Corporal! Stupid question, zero points. All our communications are gone, and in case you haven't noticed, an alien object is hovering directly over our heads. I swear, if I were half as calm as you, it’d be enough. Just who do you think you are?"

I pushed the stupidity further. "I don’t get what the big fuss is. They aren't shooting at us, for now; everyone’s here, there’s peace." "You’re a complete moron, Corporal. We have no communication!! We are cut off from the outside world!" "We were cut off from the outside world anyway. We’re millions of kilometers away, behind God’s back." "Alright, that’s enough. Go and relieve Sándor at the battery; I’m fed up with you." "But I just got back from a six-hour shift."

I shouldn't have said that. The Captain put his hand on the pistol hanging from his belt and gave me a dangerous look. "I’m going."

With that, I went to get dressed again with my tail between my legs. I don’t know why everyone always has to look at the bad side of things. I’ve always been an eternal optimist. No harm will come to us just because we can’t chit-chat with HQ. Eventually, they’ll notice we’ve gone silent, wait a few days, then send a rescue ship. The rescue ship arrives, and we go home. Or we stay here. Life goes on; they’ll put this thing in a box and take it away, that’s all there is to it. No need to overstress this business. I changed quickly, and as soon as I stepped out of the barracks, I hit the dirt instantly. Not because I tripped, but because Sándor had started fiercely blasting at the thing with the anti-aircraft gun...

V.

Oh, Sándor, you scheming plague, may your neck snap. We hadn’t seen our battery in action yet, but we sure don’t want to see it again. When the ammo ran out, we got up from the ground, dusted ourselves off, went into the battery, and tackled Sándor, who was flailing like a fish out of water. On the Captain's orders, Gyurka took his place, while we dragged Sándor into the barracks, stripped him, tied him up, and—having no proper brig—locked him in the pantry among the dry sausages and canned goods. Needless to say, he got a good beating in the process to keep him quiet. Seems the guy has nerves the size of a gnat’s dick. After we settled this, the Captain went back in to give him one more round of thrashing, then we went out to look at the thing. Nothing had happened to it, not even a scratch. It just hung there, big and black, right over our heads.

"Spine-chilling!" stammered Zoli, the ensign. "Don't you go shitting yourself too, Ensign," the Captain barked. "Instead, go fetch the rapid-fire gun and set it up here. And you, Corporal..." "I’ve just finished a shift and a fistfight, I’m a bit hungry." "Soldier!!! This is a Level One alarm; you eat when I say so!! Grab your rifle and make the rounds at the posts!"

Luckily, while we were walloping Sándor in the pantry, I managed to sneak a bit of sausage into my pocket. I didn't just climb down from the tree yesterday; there’s a reason I’m already a corporal in the Honorable Hungarian Space Army’s Extreme Border Guard Battalion. Of course, none of that matters when you encounter things like this out here, or when you have such a sadistic Captain. So, I grabbed my gun and headed toward Post One.
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