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  Forward


Chronologically speaking, this book happens early in the timeline. This is after the war, but before the USL, the planetary government of Earth has become solid. They are about to hold their first elections after the revolution that got rid of the OSU or “Ground” patrol. The patrol itself has been disbanded except on Terra itself. On Earth, or Terra, as the snowy wreck is now called, they have the authority to enforce the law, and they can conscript anyone to do it.  
Among these conscripts are “Units” or “Black Tunics” dressed entirely in black, they are seen as not just non-human but they are treated like robots and furnishings, they are deemed to be non-sentient and thereby are not allowed to marry, carry money, have children or basically do anything that is not part of their job.
While technically they can be reinstated after being a Black Tunic, it has never happened. Once they are stripped of their rights, they never get them back. Some places refuse to adhere to the Black Tunic codes and are actively pushing to have them repealed.
Among those races is the Girati. These space-faring people live in gigantic Generation ships and because they spend so little time in gravity, they age so slowly that a man or woman of over a hundred is just shy of middle age. The farther ‘out’ towards the rift they go, the more likely they will be to have trouble acclimating as a human.
Raised with a strict moral code that forbids killing without absolute necessity, and requires prayers and obligations for the dead, they are a close-knit community of travelers.
The easiest way to tell a spacer is to watch how they move. If a man stands straight and walks solidly, he or she is not space-born. The spacers stand lightly, shoulders rolled, and knees bent in case the gravity should fail and they have to kick off.
Among the Races of the USL, the three most superstitious that are commonly seen are related. The Kin, those who live in the snows of Terra, the Girati, who fly the stars, and Keepers of the way, sometimes called “Shedda” or “Singer of Sand” all three groups trace their lineage back to Earth before the “Great War” in this case, the Galactic War. 
The OSU at this point in history is still fighting to regain what they have lost, and are convinced that they will rise again. But their xenophobic tendencies is why they were overthrown in the first place, they had boiled ‘human’ down to a few dozen sets of base pairs. And anyone not found within those sets was considered to be less than they were, inhuman, and unworthy of entry into their select club.    
Unfortunately, the strict adherence to the base pair law nearly killed the Human race, as they teetered, perilously close to not having any genetic diversity. Those considered not ‘pure’ took to ships and left. The first to leave was the PC, the “Psychic Conglomerate” a group of humans gifted with Psychic ability and limited prescience to whom the Girati trace their lineage.
These ships, called by the Girati “First Fleet” or the “First Ships” were said to have vanished into the rift at the end of the galaxy and returned a thousand years later, while only a hundred had passed for the rest of the worlds. (That at least is the story told among the Girati, and the rift is known for Time Dilation, so that much is true.) How much of this is fiction, we don’t know. We do know that only a few of the First Fleet came back and when they did, they were changed, it was their voyage in the rift that turned them into the Girati, that much all stories hold, but how where and why they came to have the Stones that run their ship, no one, not even the Girati remember.






  
  Translation Circuit On


Duty log: USLS 2019, No name 
Captain: Tyrell Hanson.
What follows is the true and complete log of the incident called “Nameless,” and what follows is hereby classified deep black. The circumstances of the aforesaid incident are not to be discussed outside the members of the crew. No government official has clearance to discuss this without both Captain Hanson and Major Hunter in attendance.
Furthermore, the incidents after the launch shall not appear in any file, redacted or not. Under authority of the charter, nor shall any action mentioned in this account be counted against those of the crew unless they have been charged with a crime under the statute of law. And then only the incidents by which their guilt or innocence may be known will be given, all other actions so noted will not be held against any party.
Furthermore, though the accolades and awards stand, there is to be no mention of the incident in official record or file. Just a verification number so that future commands may know that the accolades and awards are true and correct but the incident in question has been officially disavowed by any member of the government without clearance to speak.
Furthermore, it is hereby written that Pilot Abigail Hughes is awarded the Meritorious cross, the silver star for gallantry, and the Galactic award for duty to her ship and crew in the face of immeasurable danger. All of these are to be awarded posthumously, and her husband will also be recognized by the colonial star with cluster for his bravery in saving her life. 
Furthermore, the incident which gave her the injury heretofore mentioned, and that killed her husband shall be investigated, and any found to be in violation shall pay under penalty of law. Her true and living kin shall be given her inheritance, and in her name, a likely pilot candidate will be inducted into the Academy from a colony world where they would not otherwise be able to enter due to poverty or class status on their world. 
Her dead name shall be stricken forthwith from all documents, and reports, any filed under the improper name will be sent back with the notice, “No such being.”
The account that follows is true and as complete as the data and memory allow.







  
  Rican


The air was acrid, the fans, condensers, and regulators were offline, leaving the stench of burned skin and hair mingling with the scent of scorched metal and plastic as the ship shook again. 
The Weapons array was offline and now they had been given the ‘‘come to and prepare to be boarded” speech. He’d be damned if he’d let these upstart separatists have his ship.
“Abandon ship!” He yelled at the two surviving officers on the bridge. Most of the rest of the crew were dead, dying, or already gone. His ship, this ship, was named for his father, and he was going down with it, better than rotting in some prison for the next forty cycles, if he lived long enough to get there.
“But sir.” Not that Ergan wanted to die, but he certainly didn’t want to be accused of desertion. So he had to at least pretend to make a protest. He was only here because they conscripted him, forcing him into service with the last people he ever wanted to serve with.
“That’s an order. Abandon ship, I’m going to scuttle her.”
The young officer, he hadn’t taken time to learn the name of, he’d only been on the ship a week, ran without so much as a ‘yes sir’ or a salute, it figured, “he’s a colonial, probably threw in with separatists.”
A few minutes later, the captain was the only crew member on the ship. With the engines locked and the helm being controlled from the bridge, there was nothing else to do. He was going to send her into the atmosphere and let her burn up on the way down. He thought that there was no one who could stop him. OSU ships, however, had a serious flaw. If you were small enough, the ship couldn’t lock onto you. But you had to be very small, not much bigger than a human person, really. But if you were really lucky, really fast, and slightly insane, you could get past the sensors and onto the ship.
Only one vehicle was both small enough and fast enough to work, Gravity Boards, often called ‘glide boards’ able to be ridden down like a parachute. They would keep them at speed, but allow a controlled descent. 
And of course, air tech helped too, in this case, Atmo bands. Capable of producing a bubble of air around the wearer and changing the gravity, they were a spacer’s best friend. All this took only minutes when executed flawlessly by the only IRT brave enough to do it. And it was done well before the sensors registered. Which is why Captain Rican didn’t know the IRT was there until he started getting hull breaches. 
One in engineering, one in the corridor outside the bridge. The door was sealed, but it wouldn’t take long for them to override it. If he had known who they were, he would have been afraid, but he just saw them as blips on the screen. But it wasn’t until the door opened, under its own power, that he became afraid. Most IRT would just blow the lock and force the door open, but these guys hacked the door, or, more likely, just overrode it.
They were a legend to both sides, crazy enough to glide board onto a ship to keep her out of the atmosphere, but cleared enough to force open a locked door with a few keystrokes and a passkey.
It had taken them less than five minutes to override the locks, something that shouldn’t be possible, especially on a ship at defense condition Alpha. And they came streaming in.
First came the king of Hearts, then came a pixie, then came Orion, the god for whom the constellation was named, and then; then came the leader, the grim reaper himself.
These were not costumes or low-grade holos. These were Glams. The name reserved for the most high-tech holo-skins available. They moved seamlessly and you could even touch the wearer and not disrupt it. The eyes blinked, the mouths moved, and in all ways the glam reacted like human skin. A holo-skin had somewhere between four and fifty-four hours of use time, depending on the model. The captain couldn’t take his eyes off of them, telling them to get off his bridge. They made no reply, or even acknowledgement of him being there. It was only his good fortune he didn’t rise to meet or attack them.
They entered in twos, a half-second apart, fanning out from the door, point and guard around the room, checking the bodies and keeping the captain covered with energy weapons. There were never less than two weapons pointed at him as they walked around the room, checking behind consoles and taking their places.
They all walked like spacers, but the Grim Reaper most of all, hands pulled in, shoulders rolled, knees bent, ready to kick off. It was a habit borne of long practice in space. There was little doubt between that, and the red crystal the creature wore, that under the hologram was a Girati.
The team worked seamlessly; they spoke carefully with the ease of long practice, and there were no names, just handles.
And as he sat there, watching them swarm his bridge, Captain Rican got the sinking feeling he knew just who these insane people were. Led by a Girati no one ever saw, bearing the handle Reaper, and the way they had boarded the ship without warning, led him to the possibility, but the clincher was the language, something that wouldn’t translate. A language known only by the team. This could be none other than the Avengers. The legendary Black Pack. As far as insertion and retrieval teams went, these guys were a cut above. 
They were fast, lucky, crazy and very, very good at their jobs. These were the people you called when there was no one else. There were more than the ones he saw here, he knew that, but they practiced squad routine, breaking into smaller groups as needed. He figured just as many were in engineering, and maybe a few in the bays to make sure no shuttles could be launched. It took less than two minutes for them to secure the bridge.
After two had sat down at the con stations, moving the bodies of the dead carefully and pausing to say a prayer for them, one of the figures finally spoke, reaching up to their collar to make sure the translator was working. “He’s the only life form sir.” It was the first phrase in Standard. 
Standard had once been English, or so they said, but now it sounded like English learned by someone who first learned Russian, Chinese and Farsi. The dialect the Grim Reaper spoke was more musical, another nod to his Girati heritage. The captain didn’t move. In fact, he barely dared to breathe. He’d heard the stories of the Grim Reaper and his crew. They were good, damn good, and damn lucky, too. And they didn’t hesitate to do whatever it took within their code of morals to get the job done. While they were not pacifists, they were also not people who killed anyone they met. But if you pissed them off, they could make your life more miserable than it already was. And they were known for ‘accidents’ that lead to non- permanent injury of those who tried to run. 
Reaper nodded. 
“Good, shields up, pitch us up to bounce and grab onto something.” It seemed the man noticed the Captain for the first time. “Tie him down so he doesn’t hit the overhead when we go irrational, much as I’m tempted.” 
Two of the officers chained him down to the captain’s chair, activating the grav restraints. Captain Rican doubted they were going to really go irrational, the Girati word for N-space calculation, but he probably meant when the system went offline and gravity failed on bounce. When up and down became matters of preference. It was the security officer, it seemed, the King of hearts, who spoke. 
“Pix says we have attitude and thrusters. Main engine will take a moment, core was in shutdown when we got here. She’s inverted and heavy, just keep that in mind.”
He paged through the screens with an ease of a ship-born. “We’re gonna have to roll her…” 
“Actually, sir, with our current speed that’s a bad idea. I suggest that we just slingshot, she’s too fast to spin without a chance of altering our course.” That was the Greek god seated at the con. He tapped a few more buttons. “I’d be able to do it, but it’d be hard and no promise we don’t ding her up.” 
The grim reaper nodded. “Then take her down and under, bring her up hot and plot to miss the nav-sat on the far side.” 
“Aye sir.” 
The order was given, and they went about carrying it out without more than a few phrases in whatever language they spoke amongst themselves. 
“All right, Grab steel. Ri, Give us a Ten count, please.” Reaper moved, for the first time, closer to the door, where he could lean over and grab a handhold. Gravity science was still new, and most people knew the gravity drills in case of failure, but truth was, on a ship, it was rare… But these people moved to their places as if they did this all the time.
One, the king of hearts, coming to check the captain over and make sure he didn’t have any poison or weapons capable of doing himself in. He also took a moment to strip him of his insignia and rank pins.
“Captain Rican, you are found to be in violation of International space Convention 25, willful defiance of Earth Authority and solar governance, you have been stripped of your rank, and your ship has been confiscated by the New Government. You are assured a trial, fair and impartial but we must remind you that anything you say will be used against you, and any violence against our persons or this ship, will be met with equal force. You will have right to counsel, and it will be provided upon landing. Do you understand these rights?” 
As much as the captain wanted to say ‘get bent,’ which he knew in more than one language, he knew these guys were serious,
“I understand, I invoke my right to remain silent.”
The king of hearts nodded and tightened the straps. While uncomfortable, he wasn’t being mean; he didn’t know how hard the bounce would be or how bad the gee force was. “See that you do.” 
There was ice in the sentence. Seconds seemed to take hours. It was less than a minute; he knew that, but is seemed like ten years later when the Greek god spoke again. But first, he tapped on the bulkhead as if to get attention, a sign which Captain Rican later learned meant ‘mark’ The entire bridge fell silent as the singular voice started counting the seconds. And with each word, those who were around were making last preparations, stowing the dead, and strapping in or grabbing a handhold, or in the current vernacular ‘grabbing steel.’ 
“Desh”
“En’a” Ri said, not even bothering to translate. He was speaking for his people so that everyone was on the same timer. He didn’t care if the captain could understand him. 
The countdown paused a moment as he spoke in Standard again. “Pix I need more power or we’ll auger in.” 
“Copy,” said the small voice from the other conn. “I’m having trouble with the engineering feed, we’re still not at full power.” 
“Ri” as he had been called, grunted and punched a sequence on his own screen before reaching over and hitting a button on the screen next to him where the other conn officer sat. A moment later, the problem seemed to be fixed as the steel began to shimmy and the lights to change as the heat rose. 
“Oxto,”
“Efta…” He tapped a few more buttons. “Clear of all pods, we have a bounce course set.” 
“Course charted away from debris.” Helm replied. “She’s a little sluggish so time it early or we’ll be too late, we gotta hit pretty steep or we won’t have room to burn off this speed before we hit titan. 
Orion seemed unfazed, his voice was even, still counting. What language, the captain didn’t know, but the countdown was still going; about the half-way point if the captain had kept up.
“Shov,” 
“Panj” 
“Shtar.”
The cadence never varied. There was never more or less pause between the words, as if he were watching a timer tick down. He grabbed a hold of one of the handholds.
“Gravity critical, grab steel.” 
The effect was eerie. A single voice never varying in pitch or cadence, counting down, curt commands given in the same matter-of-fact voice that never varied in tone.
And still, the countdown continued. There was no more urgency in the words, no sign that the count was ending except the silent preparations that the others were making. 
“Trin,”
“Duy”
“Yek,” 
“Impact.” There was silence for a moment, and the captain thought maybe the count was wrong, but then he remembered them saying they’d time it early, which meant it was taking a moment to catch up. Then he felt the ship begin to move. 
The whole ship shook and shimmied as they fought to get her out of the dive. Fighting gravity was a matter of pitch and all they could do at the moment was skim the atmosphere down and back up until they could use the speed to catapult out of the atmosphere and away from Terra. It was all just a matter of keeping her steady and on course. A few more panels sparked, and the captain was treated to what he figured were curse words, but being they were neither Girati nor Standard, he was left to guess at the colorful language. 
Time seemed to slow again as the entire team seemed to hold their breaths, most holding their handhold, a few clutching for dear life, were uncomfortable with gravity maneuvers. The shaking didn’t just stop; it stopped with the suddenness and ferocity of an impact. Everyone was thrown into their harness or away from the floor as the stressed gravity system failed, unable to compensate both for the gravity and the intense heat as it shuttled power to critical shielding to protect the computers. After the shaking stopped, there was nothing but null g for almost forty seconds. 
“Gravity coming down, Grab steel.” The two most dangerous times were when the gravity stopped, it could send you flying, and when it restarted. These guys were Girati trained, and it showed, they had an arm around the handhold and were still working, some only held by a leg around a hold. They were used to null.  
The lights came back up to normal, the red cast gone, and the ship wasn’t shimmying anymore. “We are free of Terra’s gravity, engines shut down, thrusters active.” The Greek god said. 
“And we missed the satellite.” It seemed to be some sort of inside joke between them as the Grim Reaper smiled. He let go of the handhold, and the captain marveled. The hologram didn’t so much as flicker. Reaper turned to the Greek God. 
“Figure out where this thing will end up and send the signal to blackbird.”
“Signal sent, ping started. Retrieval crew en route. Rendezvous in ten. Let’s get the captain packaged.” 
They didn’t use mag restraints, something that surprised the captain, but they did use shackles, old school, actual chain, they said they found them harder for people to deal with because they were heavy and couldn’t be overwritten. He had to hand it to them. They were good. 
When the crew came over, they handed the ship over, but the captain came with them. He was loaded into blackbird, which turned out to be an old Anari Jump ship. Or at least that was what he thought it was. He was seated, arms tied to the rail about head height. 
“Might want to grab steel,” the pilot said.
There wasn’t just the hand-hold above him to which his arms were tied, but also a T bar near his ankles he could slide his legs under to keep himself from being propelled up and breaking his arm or his neck as he flipped over. Fortunately the captain had the good sense to listen because when the main drive kicked in it took them from idle to near-irrational in seconds, leaving no choice but to turn off the gravity or have human jam instead of passengers. When the jumpship stopped, dropping from FTL, gravity didn’t come back slowly, but all at once with a violence that took his breath away. 
Some of the Avengers had taken their holo’s off, but not Reaper, he still stood, stoically un-moved, hand near, what the captain assumed was a knife, seeming to read a book and keep an eye on the captain at the same time. 
A few minutes after gravity came back, they docked, and captain Rican found himself being transferred to the same high security prison into which his namesake had vanished over a decade before. And he would make them regret it. That was his one promise. If it was the last thing he did.






  
  A New Mandate


The IRT had done their job and done it well. The ship was back in space dock and other than the damage already done, there was little else. A few small hull breaches sealed with Insti-seal that needed to be properly looked at. But now the conversation turned to what to do with her. The ship was huge, the biggest of the fleet, and beautiful, even if her legacy was ugly. She’d been commissioned twelve years ago after the capture of Admiral Ithica Rican. A man so hated and feared that much of the talk now centered on destroying his namesake, the ship they had just spent time and money to rescue. Besides the fact that they couldn’t chance it coming down within population centers, the impact with the atmosphere could have had serious lasting impacts to the already destroyed ecology. 
Finally, one of the admirals stood. Admiral Akani Jensen, half-Alcarin, but gifted with his mother’s features and longevity, and his Girati Father’s strong sense of right and wrong, he couldn’t just sit and listen. He was immediately recognized. He spoke directly to the Chancellor pro tempore. The Chancellor Pro Tempore was the leader until they got their elections. They didn’t want to rush it and chance foul play, or loaded ballots and things like that. The chancellor was on the Ballot too, and he hoped he’d be able to bring the world back to what it should be. The chancellor was a Lunar. 
From the single colony on Luna, his father had worked the shipyard, his mother worked hospitality, helping care for the captains that stayed while they cared for the ships.
“Sir, I know you are all for slagging the ship, but we have gone to so much trouble to save it, it seems like a shame, and furthermore, it’s a waste of resources and manpower we don’t have. If she is slagged, it will take us three years to create another flagship. But, my project can have her back to flying condition in a year. Back on the line within eighteen months. Half the time, a third the cost, and with a boost in moral that we sorely need.” 
He paused, stepping forward so his friend could better see him.
The chancellor nodded. That was something to consider. “It is no secret that we battle with the monster that is morale. There are many who say we will do no better than those we replace, that we will do worse, that we will not care about the people we are supposed to protect. And slagging this ship, even with her past, would prove that.”  He acknowledged.
“She was the last ship created at Luna Shipyards, and if we slag her, we may never be able to get the shipyards back. But with my plan, we use the workers from the shipyard that created her, retrofit her, get rid of any trace of OSU, give them back their livelihood and maybe, just maybe, be able to actually get the shipyards running again.” 
He wasn’t really playing dirty, but he did know that the Chancellor pro Tempore had been raised on Luna. He knew how much the shipyard meant to them. It was the primary source of income, and two of the three bays had been utterly destroyed by orbital bombardment.
“Eighteen months?” The chancellor said.  
“Yes sir. And we have enough resources from some of the other destroyed ships that can be clean-processed back into useable base materials for fixing this ship, thus cutting costs still farther. And, we would again have a proud heritage behind our ship, but it would not dripping in the blood of the innocent but rather with the sweat of the hardworking people working for a brighter future.”
Now it was time to bring his argument home. “Sir, we both know, Lunars are a proud people, and they won’t take handouts, but they will take a contract and it will bring money to the colonists, money that will be used to stabilize the economy, and with the repair contract on the newly named ship, they will have a reason to repair the yards, and can be certain we haven’t forgotten them.”
That was their biggest fear, to be forgotten on the singular outpost on Luna. The sprawling underground city and the shipyard were on the dark side of the moon. They always worried about being forgotten by their cousins. They were
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