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A Note on Names


In the human sphere in the early 27th Century it was the general custom, with some exceptions, for legal surnames to be formed in the style that had been used in Portugal and Brazil on Terra in the 21st Century (also known as the “Crisis Century”), with each person having two surnames. Generally - but not always - the first came from their mother and the second from their father. However, only the latter would be used in most day-to-day contexts. Legal surnames did not change on marriage unless the person wished for this to occur.


Warrant Officer Sunita Kumar’s full name was Sunita Kamala Anwar Kumar. However, she would not use that in full outside of an official document. For all ‘everyday’ purposes, she is known as Sunita Kumar. While of mostly Tamil heritage, her parents used a different spelling to the Tamil ‘Sunitha’ to honour a great-grandmother.


Furthermore, the tradition in Poland, Russia, and that region of different surname endings for men and women fell out of use in the 23rd Century.



Prologue

Vault Nineteen was where stuff went to stay buried.

Max Govan, Branch Manager of the Lagos Branch of Swiss Bank Inc., was the only man on Terra with the access card to it. Sitting inside this underground bunker below his bank sat a massive collection of items that had been placed there, sometimes centuries before, in the safety deposit boxes and dedicated vault rooms.

The boxes and vaults were rented for decades at a time. The boxes could only be opened via someone providing a set key phrase, when the accounts expired, after a court order or if they really, really started to smell.

The paper ledger in front of him right now was, in fact, the fourth copy; it had been rewritten by hand once each earlier example had started to fall apart. He had added four entries himself in the ten years since he became manager here. Not that he knew what the contents of the boxes were of course – Swiss Bank were known for their discretion.

Although he often wondered. Especially ‘Box 28’, first opened in 2100, 519 years ago, by the now defunct West African Union, shortly after the destruction of Abuja by nuclear fire in an attack that had also turned the western suburbs of Lagos into a charnel house.

The current lease ran up to 2700, by which point he would be long dead.

It was a vault room, the biggest they had, and the pass phrase was distinctly ominous.

It was ‘Berchtesgaden is rebuilt’.


Chapter 1

Helvetios, also known as 51 Pegasi, was very much off the beaten track. 50.4 light years from Sol, it held the dubious distinction of being the nearest habited system to Sol that was not either a full independent polity or a full state in the Terran Union – due to insufficient population. Instead, it was just a colony, run by an appointed Board of Commissioners.

The half a million inhabitants mostly worked in the many mines spread out across the system, as independent prospectors, or in other associated industries. The ore was placed into transport pods, which were docked onto the array of cargo ships that could be found in orbit at any one time, before being shipped to refineries in other systems. Those same ships brought back the food needed for the workers.


Like Fast Transport Ship Tulyar, a medium general-purpose freighter of the Star Worker class, built forty years earlier. Its 240-metre length, not anywhere near some of the behemoths out there that could easily exceed a kilometre, still meant that it was far too large to land and take off on a planet.


In any event, you know when you were looking at a Star Worker.

A boxy front compartment held the living space for the crew and was topped with a double-barrelled cannon firing unguided shells that had to be ‘manually’ loaded. This was good for self-defence against another civilian ship, but not a military vessel.

Six powerful engines were contained in a similarly boxy aft section along with a fission reactor; the drives giving the ship an impressive turn of acceleration and hyper speed that had saved the lives of those on board more than once. It was fast for a cargo hauler even now.

Between this sat a bulging cargo area, itself not pressurised except for a small corridor area liking the front and back. The bay, accessible by large doors currently open to reveal their contents, contained four docking arms where standard container modules could be attached, larger bulk units or even cargo lighters.

In terms of colouring, the ship itself was painted greyish blue, with yellow visibility panels at the front and rear. This was a holdover from an earlier owner that no-one had ever bothered to change. Even the current owners had merely stuck their flag on the side.


All of this made Tulyar a rather distinctive and memorable vessel, in a ‘classic car’ sense. They generally received interest from at least one enthusiast at the bigger stations.


And there had been one such enthusiast in the New London Merchant Marine Corporation, also known as the New London Merchant Navy. Four months previously, it had been unloading its cargo of freezers on the planet when Customs had found some medicine in the shipment that was not on the manifest.


The whole cargo had been seized and to cover the shortfall in their income as a result, the crew of the then-Independent Transport Ship Tulyar had decided to engage in a risky prison break operation on a jungle planet.


They had rescued three prisoners… who on arriving in New London all succumbed to a virus – a virus injected into their system by the regime that had imprisoned them. Fortunately for everyone else on the planet, Kongzhi-C was deliberately made not to be easily transmissible.


Now facing both smuggling and biosecurity charges, the captain of Tulyar agreed to surrender his ship to New London in exchange for not being personally prosecuted. Given the choice between working for a corporation and unemployment, some of the crew decided to stay on, now working for the New London Merchant Navy.


None of them could have known the consequences of their decision.


For what was about to unfold would be the biggest event of the lives of the twenty-two humans on board Tulyar – and possibly the last.


For the contents of Box 28 were about to be unveiled.

****


Director James Shepherd of the Helvetios Deep Space Monitoring Network was just finishing his vat grown pork wrap in his small but well-furnished office when his desk telephone rang. He swallowed his current mouthful and pressed the speaker phone button.


“What is it, Tran, and why can’t it wait until after lunch?” he groaned with the weary resignation of someone who often had his lunch interrupted.

“We’ve just picked up a new contact entering the system at sub-light speeds,” Shift Leader Milos Tran replied, his voice sounding overly excited. “Well, I say just picked up. Zug Station picked it up on their sensors a day ago and sent over one of their ships to look closer.”

The Deep Space Monitoring Networks, with their array of telescopes, radar sites and light scout craft, watched the space in and around their systems for things that could pose a danger. This far into Terran Union space, it was nearly always errant space rocks.

“Slow down, Milos. Sub-light? So fast, but not a hyper exit?”

The Shift Leader took a breath and did so as Shepherd took a sip of his apple juice.

“The scout ship just jumped into orbit around this planet and sent its report, so the latest data is two hours old at present. Speed 0.1c according to the blue shift. I’ll send you through the detection details. It’s a biggie. Edward’s drafting the message for the BeaconGram message to Sol as I speak.”

If Edward was sending a message to Sol via the hyperspace Beacon Network, the fastest way to relay messages between star systems (at a text-only rate of transmission), then this detection was of great significance indeed.

Shepherd moved to look at the screen as the new contact data appeared on it. He lowered his cup to view it as Tran continued.


“530 AU out and de-accelerating at 9 metres per second squared, which is just less than 1G.”


Shepherd knew that last bit of course, but let Tran carry on.


“That is not normal behaviour for an extra-solar asteroid. And a freighter will not exit hyper at that distance unless it is in serious trouble,” Tran observed.



“Yes, that’s not normal behaviour,” Shepherd remarked. Asteroids accelerated as they approached a star, they did not slow down.


“No standard distress signals either. Just a series of Morse pulses, which we’ve managed to decode. 1799 binary digits, with some text included at the end.”


Tran is barely containing his enthusiasm at this, Shepherd thought to himself.


Shepherd scrolled down. He was looking at a picture with a whole string of complex coded elements that only an intelligent life form would understand. A human figure, DNA, a depiction of the Sol system and its eight planets, plus various other elements. His mouth dropped open.

Wow, it’s an Arecibo beacon. He’s justified in his reaction to this. It’s a career maker.


The Arecibo beacon was a digital message based, with some minor changes, on the first major message sent out to the cosmos from Terra back in the 20th century. With elements of it used in an array of Terran Union iconography, including the flag of the Sol System Republic, even a child could recognise it.



“Way to bury the lead, Tran! That means... that means… it’s a Generation Ship from Sol. Name of Rosa Parks. How often is this transmitting?”


Shepherd opened his word processor programme to type some notes.

“On repeat sir,” Tran responded. “Every ten minutes. The signal is weak at the moment, of course. It is five light days out, but it won’t be long before ships in-system start picking up the transmission.”

“You are right, it is a biggie... We’ve not found one of those for decades…”


“Once they figure out it’s an Arecibo beacon, this will be galaxy-wide news… In any event, we will need to send a request for cross checking the database of the human colony ships back on Terra, sir. The records here don’t seem to have the name Rosa Parks on them. That will take about six hours to come back; two hours each way with the latest encryption standard. At least. Depends on the traffic on the Beacon Network.”



The Colonial Office in Sol would have the central data on this ship. This was technically their ship, even it had not been seen for four or five centuries and had almost certainly been commissioned for a private company.



Probably from one of the North American countries judging by the name, he thought.


Director Shepherd took another mouthful of his wrap.

There’s a protocol here, we need to follow it.

He opened another window on his terminal and searched through the procedure manuals, quickly finding the one that covered this situation.

Inform Sol, check. Get the ship secured. Secure a quarantine and debriefing facility on the surface. Secure suitable medical supplies…

“Get that message sent,” he said. “In the meantime, we need to get this vessel secured before the cat gets out of the proverbial bag and we get a carnival of onlookers. What’s the closest fast ship in this system now?”

“I’ll contact Traffic and Station Control and get back to you,” Tran said. “Be back in ten minutes.”

“Got it.”

Director Shepherd waited for eight minutes, during which time he finished his lunch. His mind ran all over the exciting possibilities of what they could find on that ship. Even if it was full of corpses, the archaeological significance was huge.

As he was polishing off his apple juice, Tran called back.

“You’ve spoken to TSCA?” Shepherd asked, referring to the Traffic and Station Control Agency that handled civilian space traffic and station operations.


“Yes, I have. The fastest plausible ship would be the New London-flagged freighter Tulyar, it appears. Speed factor one hundred. The System Defence Destroyer is on the other side of our star… but it’s got a faulty hyperdrive. We have a Personality survey ship, but that can only do ninety and would need back-up in any event. TSCA are going to call for a large hospital ship too. Our one is over in Steph 2065, helping that mining ship that got into difficulty.”


“Yes, don’t know what they were doing there. So, we’re going cap in hand to the farmers of New London for this. Well, I suppose they could do with more money.” Shepherd remarked.

“Not my fault this is a backwater system. Although I’m wondering why the GenShip came here,” Tran mused.

“The surveyors made an error in the temperature calculations when they first mapped this place from afar.”


“Not what I was saying. This is really far from home.”


****


Warrant Officer Sunita Kumar, Security and Safety Officer of Tulyar, was in the ship’s weapon room, counting ammunition - or rather getting Grant Robinson, their new apprentice, to count it for her. Rank had its privileges and deferring boring tasks to the new guy was one of them.


Sunita Kumar was a brown skinned human being aged twenty-four who would be described as South Asian but had never been within ten parsecs of the subcontinent. She had a five-centimetre growth of black hair currently under a wig, a big mouth, and a pointy chin. She was short and slightly chubby due to some baby fat she had not yet managed to shift, which was a slight irritant, but not something she lost sleep over.

She was already losing plenty of it because of her baby daughter Kimberley anyway.

“642 rounds of 10mm full metal jacket rifle ammunition,” Grant said.

Sunita wrote that number on the digital pad in front of her and watched as the handwriting was converted into printed form.

“Got it,” she said. “Put those back and we’ll deal with the pistol ammunition next…”

She turned her head quickly and her wig did not keep up.

“Ma’am,” Grant said.

“I know,” Sunita sighed and pulled it off, then removed the wig cap to reveal her very short natural hair.

Grant rose from his chair and started to put the boxes of ammunition back into the cupboard.


“I saw an interesting report from New London in Larynx.”


Sunita scratched an itch on her leg. “That’s a horrendous name for a magazine, but I’ve heard good things about their writing,” she responded.

“Apparently some woman escaped from a military prison in Bangla with one of her warders and is claiming that she was present when one of their ships destroyed a prison colony with a nuclear weapon four months ago.”

“Well, they did,” Sunita snarled. “That’s why I’ve got this stupid thing.”

Sunita held up the wig.

“Yes, you said. The radiation made your hair fall out.”

“Then some other stuff happened that I’m not legally allowed to talk about. Then the New London Merchant Navy got this ship and me. Hurry up, will you?” She reached inside her shirt pocket to pull out some bubble gum. “How long have we got orbiting this dump of a planet?”

“Probably another day. The frozen food is off loaded, now we’re waiting for them to transfer the ores up.”

“Then off to Chalawan,” she said, then popped a fresh piece of gum into her mouth.

“Indeed. Off to Chalawan. Another step on the long and winding road to Sol.”

“Yes, I’m looking forward to going there.”

“So am I, but that’s probably another month away at least. Let’s focus on the task at hand.”

The conversation ended there and there was silence for about two minutes as Grant moved the ammunition around. Then the internal intercom rang. Sunita walked over to it and picked up the receiver.


“Kumar, it’s the Captain,” came the voice of Vanessa Widomski, Captain of Tulyar. “You are not going to believe what I have just been told.” Vanessa was sounding pretty ‘normal’, which considering that she normally had an ice queen demeanour, meant this was big.


“Let me guess, they finally have a perfume you like?” Sunita asked, blowing a bubble.

“I can only hope,” Vanessa remarked wistfully. “No, Deep Space Monitoring have – and it’s four months after April Fool’s Day – apparently found a GenShip.”

Sunita took a second to process that. Then another three. She let the bubble deflate, then spat the gum out into the nearby bin. “A GenShip? An honest Earth colony ship, out here? Holy…” she began to exclaim.

There was a clatter as Grant dropped a box of bullets in shock. Sunita put her tablet down.

“There are apparently twenty unaccounted for. We’re only fifty and a bit light years from Sol, so finding one from five centuries back is possible. They could only really do 0.1c.”

Sunita did some quick mental arithmetic. “Which means we’d be looking at something from the second generation of those vessels, circa 2119.”

“The first mass departure of humanity from Sol, yes.”


“The invention of hyper technology in the late 22nd century resulted in most of the ships still out in deep space being found by later generations and their passengers picked up… so there aren’t exactly many left to find.”



We then had to orientate the ‘icicles’ to the changes in the galaxy while they were asleep. I remember watched a documentary featuring one of those people a few years back, Sunita thought.


“That’s correct, Mrs. Kumar,” Vanessa audibly beamed. “You know your stuff.”

“That’s Fourth Year History, everyone knows that. Do we know which one?” Sunita asked.


“Apparently goes under the name Rosa Parks but it’s not in the encyclopaedia system as one of them. They’re sending a secure message via Beacon to Sol to check their records. Not all the ships were properly recorded. I know some of the Noma ships weren’t.”


Sunita mentally nodded, then replied. Nomas (or Nomapeople if you were being formal) were a nomadic group that formed a major part of the interstellar travelling community. While they had their roots from various nomadic or itinerant peoples on pre-Space Terra, there were Nomas from all human ethnic groups. Indeed, an increasingly number of humans did not think themselves of any ethnicity except simply as a human.


Six of the crew of Tulyar were Nomas including Sunita, Daniel, Kimberley (technically not a crew member of course), and Vanessa. A far cry from the fifteen who had been present when this was an independent trading vessel. They tended to be reluctant to work for governments and even more so for military forces.


Although “we don’t work for governments” was a very flexible expression. New London Merchant Navy was really just a nationalised company and actually, Sunita found, a decent employer.


“I can trace my ancestry back to a couple who fell in love on GS Wisconsin,” Sunita replied. “That ship wasn’t registered. Caused a bit of a kerfuffle when it reached its destination at the same time as another lot of colonists…”


Vanessa interrupted her, now more serious. “System government want this vessel secured and out the way before a circus starts. We’re the fastest big ship in the system, so we’re tasked with making first contact – also a civilian ship will be less scary. We’re picking up a military science vessel that will be along for the ride, and there’s a medical ship coming in a couple of days.

“At any rate, I am recalling the entire crew from the surface, ready to go in four hours. The containers are going to be detached and the ore transport is going to another vessel, but we’ll still get paid our fee.

“Full briefing in three hours. Read up on the health & safety aspects. As head of safety, I want you on the party. I also want you to select its members, subject to my approval.”

“Why me?” Sunita asked, with an air of curiosity and surprise.

“Because you’re the best I have on the safety front. You’ll pick who is right for the job without playing favourites... and you need a challenge. This will look great for your commission application.”

“Who says I want a commission?”


“You did, last Saturday. After three shots of Stolichnaya. In vodka veritas. Now get on with your task, Mrs. Kumar.”


****


Sunita Kumar returned to her room to start planning what she was going to say in her part of the briefing. She was not sure of the safety requirements for such an operation as this. No-one had picked up a Generation Ship for nearly thirty years and while there was a general procedure, it was deep in the manuals somewhere. She would have to search through the Guild database stored on Tulyar on what to do.


As she opened the door, she came face to face with a muscular red-haired man dressed only in boxer shorts, holding a pair of handcuffs and a can of whipped cream.


I forgot I had plans, Sunita mused.



She swore under her breath. The latest episode of their new sex game was going to have to wait. But he looks so eager and hot… Oh, let’s just do it.


She closed the door, lay on the bed, removed her wig, and started to unbutton her shirt as Daniel O’Hanlon flipped open the can.

“I’ve got some urgent work to do, but I’m happy to do it nearly naked and with whipped cream in my hair…”

“So, question one,” came the voice of her husband.

****

Captain Vanessa Widomski was a Slavic woman in her early forties with curly black hair that stopped just above her collar and a figure that had in the past attracted attention from modelling agencies, supplementing her income during her time at Offaly Academy. She had rejected offers for a longer career in that sector to engage in the more dangerous - but more financially secure - environment of interstellar travel.

She was currently stood at ease on the bridge of her vessel, looking out of the window at the hot mining planet of Basel.

Unlike her home planet of New London, you could not really grow much more than cacti at the poles here. Only the lights of landing bays showed where the under-surface habitation was located.

“I’ve got a departure window from the station,” David Forgan, the ship’s chief pilot said, swinging his chair around to face her. “We’re cleared to go at 1800 hours local time with a thirty-minute slot.”

“Thank you, Mr. Forgan,” Vanessa said. “Ms Qarpik, you have that information, so please set a course to our next destination.”

As boatswain Lyta Qarpik, currently sitting in the navigator’s seat, started to run a navigation plot, Vanessa Widomski walked towards her Captain’s chair.

The artists of the early Space Age had generally conceived their spaceship interiors as cool and clinical places with grey or white walls, filled with futuristic computer banks and seats filled with strapping people not actually strapped in.

Tulyar had grey walls, but the whole area was far more lived in than those television shows, with various posters, guides and labels stuck all over the place in a way that would give a feng shui practitioner vivid nightmares. Nine consoles were dotted around, most of which could have their function changed by swapping the peripherals around.

Vanessa moved into her seat. This was a much more complex affair than the seats of lore with a four-point harness and box holding an emergency oxygen system that also served as a good place to rest a can of energy drink.

She pulled down one of the two monitors that were in their raised position and pressed the power button to turn the screen on. White text appeared against a black background.

FTS TULYAR NAVIGATION INFORMATION

CURRENT LOCATION: DOCKED TO 51 PEGASI STATION, BASEL, HELVETIOS

DESTINATION: ZUG STATION, HELVETIOS

DISTANCE TO DESTINATION: 101 AU

TRAVEL TIME IN CONVENTIONAL SPACE: 21 HOURS, 16 MINUTES (ESTIMATED)


​“That’s far too long a trip by sub light, Lyta, you should have known that. Please check on the charts where the hyper limit is,” Vanessa signed.


“Sorry, ma’am,” Lyta said and moved to her keyboard to make some changes.

Vanessa moved to switch on the holographic display table and lower the screen above it that was used for presentations. A 3D map of the Helvetios system appeared and she zoomed out to show the projected locations of both Zug Station and Rosa Parks.

“New course plotted, Captain. Journey time of five hours ten minutes.”

The course appeared on the display, with drive settings, hyper entry and hyper exit points marked.

“Much better,” Vanessa said.

****

Sunita and her spouse arrived on the bridge thirty seconds before Vanessa was due to start the briefing; the rest of the invitees were already present. They had their arms around each other, with a clear grin on their faces.

“Glad you could make it. Did you prepare the safety briefing?” Vanessa asked with a slight air of irritation.

This resulted in Sunita patting her pockets for a few seconds, swearing loudly and then disappear back into the corridor.

By the door to the Map Room, the ship’s First Officer, Darius Marri, shrugged his shoulders.

“At it like rabbits,” Vanessa said under her breath.

Sixteen crew members would be present at this briefing. Dr. Wilmslow was looking after Kimberley Kumar O’Hanlon, who was now able to say about twenty words.

Sunita returned two minutes later, holding a handheld tablet in her pocket.

Vanessa took a deep breath, rang a hand bell, and brought everyone to attention.

“We’ve got ourselves a rather unique salvage mission. A Generation Ship,” she said.


She smiled as waves of realisation appeared all over the faces of the present crew and loud discussion began. I knew they would be excited, she observed. And I’ve not even told them about the salvage fee.


She rang the bell to obtain silence, tapped a few buttons and a holographic map of the Helvetios system appeared.


“Long-range tracking has discovered an Arecibo beacon about five hundred astronomical units out from the system primary. Those beacons, for those not familiar with their history, were fitted to all Generation Ships that would allow them to transmit information that they were from an intelligent species, a description of humanity and a crude image of the appearance of the ship. From the Morse transmission added at the end, we’ve identified the ship as a Rosa Parks, which doesn’t appear to be in the main list of colony ships. A message is going to Sol asking for more information on that.”


She paused, and a rough route appeared.


“We will be heading out to Zug Station in this system’s Kuiper belt to meet with the Terran Union military survey ship Emilia Plater, skippered by a Commander Dirk. Then, we will with the GenShip and attempt to establish contact with the ship’s complement. The system is asking for one of their hospital ships to come over, identity to be confirmed. That won’t be for a day or two, so we won’t take anyone off unless they’re in a serious state.”



“Now, no-one has interacted with one of these since 2590, which was when the Lander Deutschland was found near Castor, 490 years after leaving Sol. Sunita will give us some more information on the special safety considerations required when we board this vessel.”


Sunita Kumar walked over to the table. As she stood, Vanessa saw something white next to a blue-button stud earring and leant forward.

“You got a bit of cream behind your right ear,” Vanessa whispered.

At which point Sunita rolled her eyes and huffed. “Yes, everyone, I made out with my husband! And it was a lot of fun. If you want tips on how to spice up your love life, send me a text message.”

“Kumar, I’m fine with your kinky sex games, but we have a briefing to get on with,” Vanessa told her.

“Sorry, ma’am.”

“Carry on, Mrs. Kumar.”

Sunita then activated the screen, brought up her presentation and begun. Her presentation skills were not the best in the world, but they had considerably improved over time.

“Generation Ships are built very differently from modern ships. When you must travel for centuries with no access to spare parts, or extra fuel, you must be prepared for every eventuality... and deal with a lot of routine repair work. As a result, most of the ships had automated maintenance robots that swept the corridors, checking for faults and cracks in the infrastructure. The robots are designed to stop automatically when someone is present in the same corridor, but if they don’t detect you, they may be travelling at a considerable speed. So, keep an eye on where you are going.”

She started to take them through the presentation she had made earlier. As she talked, she noticed Grant Robinson and shuttle pilot Maria Penzance standing rather close to each other.
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