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“I can see them! I can see the Rings of Orbis!” Theodore Malone cried, and a stampede of kids charged toward the observation deck.

“I bet you’re dying to see Orbis, aren’t you, malf?” Randall Switzer said, digging his foot a little deeper into my face. In fact, I was. I’d waited twelve years to see my new home, wishing every day was this day. But I wouldn’t dare let him know that.

“I can kill a little more time down here,” I said from the floor.

Switzer snickered and shifted more weight onto his foot. I hate feet. Feet with shoes, feet with socks, but worst of all — like the sweaty one grinding into my cheek — I hate bare feet.

“What are you doing, Switzer?” Maxine Bennett said.

“Why do you care?” he replied.

“I figure you’ve got another microsecond before Mother knows what you’re doing. I do not want to be near all this food when it turns the gravity off,” Max warned him.

You don’t want to be on a toilet, either, I thought, but I didn’t feel this was the right time to bring that up.

“Why doesn’t he just tell Mother to rescue him?” Switzer said.

And there it was, the thing that separated me from everyone else on the seed-ship. While the others communicated with Mother through their O-dat displays or heard Mother over the cent-com, I was the only one who actually spoke with it. It, not her — Mother was the ship’s computer that had saved and cared for all of us after the adults died and that had guided the Renaissance to its destination — the Rings of Orbis.

The thing was, not everyone believed me, especially Switzer. Our self-proclaimed leader took great pleasure in discrediting my ability and making me the laughingstock of nearly everyone else on the seed-ship. But things were about to change. The ride was almost over — thank the universe.

“So now you believe him when he says he can talk to the computer?” Max said.

“I just asked him what his hurry was,” Switzer said, beginning to sound bored. “He knows the rules.”

“Answer him, JT,” she said.

Actually, I had come into the contest tank looking for Max. I needed her help getting something out of the computer. Something Mother wouldn’t let me have, but I didn’t want Switzer to know about it. Silently, I stared at her feet (at least she wore shoes).

“Stubborn doesn’t work,” Switzer reminded me.

Finally, I lied and told him, “I was just looking for my sister.”

“Baby-malf? Why would I care about her?” he said, raking his toes one more time across my nose as he released me. “See how easy that was? Come on, Max, let’s see if that freak really did spot the rings.”

I sat up and watched them leave. My quest would have to wait.

I found Ketheria standing alone in the eighty-meter glass tube that connected the common galleries and the contest tank. My sister, who was five years younger than me, was fiercely independent. Then again, so were all the children on the Renaissance. Thirteen years with the supervision of only a computer can do that. Together, Ketheria and I squeezed to the front of the crowd and squished our faces against the glass as the giant seed-ship came about.

There they were: the Rings of Orbis — four colossal planetlike rings floating around an invisible wormhole. What will it be like there? I wondered for the trillionth time. What will happen now — to us? I had been waiting my whole life for this moment. After 253 years in space (we spent most of the trip as nothing more than a few cells frozen in plastic dishes), the Renaissance would finally set down on the ground, or the ring, that is.

I tapped on the glass for magnification, and the four massive rings filled the void in front of us. For a split second I wondered how my parents would have felt if they had been alive to see this day.

I squeezed Ketheria’s hand and said, “Look, between the rings, those are the moons.” I pointed. “See? Ki and Ta.”

Ketheria didn’t say anything to me. It wasn’t that she didn’t know what they were. She just never said anything to anyone. She was almost eight years old and had never spoken a single word. I looked out for her because she was the only family I had and we were the only siblings on the Renaissance. I kind of liked that.

“I can’t wait to get off this ship,” I whispered to her. “Finally, a place we can call home.”

Ketheria looked up at me. She smiled and squeezed my hand again. It was reassuring because I really had no idea what Orbis would be like. There would be a whole new set of rules, but I felt confident that any alien rules had to be better than Switzer’s.

I stared at my new home. Our parents had signed a contract to work on Orbis for four years — one year on each ring. In return, their Guarantors, administrators for the Trading Council, paid for their travel and would sponsor their citizenship on Orbis when their work was done. But the untimely death of all our parents meant that Ketheria and I, along with every other kid on the Renaissance, were now at the mercy of the Citizens of Orbis.

“Are you bleeding this time?” Max asked me, popping up on my left.

“No,” I said.

She kept her eyes focused on Orbis and let out a deep breath. “I can’t wait to see what makes those rings tick,” she said.

I like Max. She never makes fun of me about Mother, like most of the other kids. And she’s better than anyone when it comes to taking things apart and putting them back together, although they usually wind up performing an entirely different function when she’s done.

“Well, I’m going to finish packing,” she said.

As she turned to leave, I scanned the tube for Switzer. He was at the other end, preaching to his bootlickers.

“Max?” I called, and she looked back over her shoulder. “I need your help with something.”

She pointed at herself and said, “Me?”

I nodded.

“Sure,” she said.

“Sit here,” I told Max, pointing to the O-dat display in my room. It was actually my parents’ quarters. Most of the little ones still stayed in the nurture pods, while the older kids had scooped up the private rooms.

She read my screen. “Restricted? I didn’t know any files on the Renaissance were restricted.”

“Neither did I.”

“Mother, please access all research files, personal notes, and log entries from my parents,” I said out loud.

“Yes, Johnny,” Mother said. The reply filtered into my mind in Mother’s voice: the effort to sound human was a little overdone.

“Is Mother talking to you right now?” Max asked.

“Yes. Mother, can you respond using the cent-com? This room only, please.”

“Certainly,” it said. “But the reconstructed quantized waveform created inside Max’s auditory canals would only sound like static to her.”

“Oh, thanks,” I told the computer.

“No need to thank me, Johnny. As you’ve reminded me many times, I’m just a computer with no feelings.”

I smiled.

“Can Mother do that? Why don’t you get the computer to respond out loud all the time? Then maybe Switzer won’t bother you so much.”

I shook my head. “I wish. Watch the screen,” I told her. “Mother, would you access all files that make reference to my parents, please?”

“I’ve already performed that task,” the computer replied.

“I know,” I said. “But I need the restricted files, too.”

“Why would anything on the ship be restricted?” Max asked.

“Wait,” I whispered to her.

“Mother, under which category are the restricted files located?” I said.

“Research,” the computer replied.

Of course, I’d already asked Mother all these questions. I was just repeating it all for Max. “Why did you never tell me about these files before?”

“You never asked for the restricted files before this cycle,” the computer said.

Max looked at the screen. “Ask it why I can’t see them on the terminal.”

“Why can’t I see them on the terminal, Mother?”

“They are restricted.”

I threw my arms up in the air. “‘Restricted,’ it keeps telling me. And there’s three hundred and twelve of them!”

What made it so frustrating was that I thought I had read everything about my parents. It’s what I did. Despite the thousands of hours of entertainment files and the games Mother programmed in the contest tank, I often spent my free time searching the computer, reading everything my parents had left there: all their letters, their diaries, their research; all their hopes for the future. I read about my mother’s fears after the cryogenic sleepers failed and the ship lost thirty crew members. She worried that she and my dad would die in the sleepers before my sister and I were born. My mother was right. The cryogenic sleepers did fail again, and the entire crew was lost. The only survivors were the embryos — us.

“I want those files,” I told Max.

“Why me? Why didn’t you get one of your friends to help?”

She was being polite. She knew I had only one friend on the Renaissance, and Theodore was too shy to do anything as irregular as this.

“If you can’t get at them, I figure no one else can,” I told her.

Max smiled. “You’re definitely right about that,” she said. “Now stand back and let me see why this computer is being so stubborn.”

Max pulled a thin folded piece of material out of her pocket. She slapped it on the wall next to my display and tried to smooth out the wrinkles.

“Where did you get that?”

“I made it.”

“You made it?”

“Well, actually, I took apart one of the O-dat displays. I only wanted the organic polymer, anyway,” she said.

“What’s it for?”

“Mother’s always destroying any little patch or workaround I make. This keeps them private.”

“Oh. Will that help?”

“It should,” she said, and pulled her brown hair into a ponytail before attacking the display. Whenever I watched her on the Renaissance, Max was always trying to be one of the boys, but it isn’t hard to tell Max is a girl: she’s very pretty. I’d never let her hear me say it, though.

I watched her work on the display. Everyone liked Max. She never stuck with one group of kids. Instead she liked to get involved in everyone’s business. Not like me. Besides Theodore and Ketheria, I wasn’t much for groups.

“What are you doing?” Mother asked.

“I need those restricted files,” I answered.

“I’m sorry, Johnny. If you continue, I will shut down this terminal,” Mother warned.

“Keep going,” I whispered to Max.

“Johnny?” Mother said.

“Fine, Mother, we’ll stop.”

But I motioned to Max to keep going. “Hurry,” I whispered.

Max was typing frantically into the terminal when the power went off.

“Darn,” I said. But Max flashed a devilish grin. She removed a small gold disc from the terminal.

“Can Mother hear me?”

“No,” I said.

“Good. I couldn’t crack it, but I did create a hyperlink on a memory disc. The files are not actually copied, but I can find them quickly from a remote location,” Max said. “I made a mirror image on this disc that links back to your parents’ restricted files. As long as the Renaissance stays parked on Orbis 1, we should have fun hacking in from any terminal on Orbis.” Max stood there smiling, with her hands on her hips.

“What if there are no computers on Orbis?”

Max frowned. “Of course there are.”

I cradled the disc in my fingers. This was the only thing on the ship that was of any importance to me. The rest I could leave: the Renaissance was not my home anymore.

“That’s it, then,” I said. “I’m all packed.”
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During our study sessions on the Renaissance, Mother made sure we knew everything we could about what was going to be our new home. We knew that Orbis is a system of four rings: Orbis 1, 2, 3, and 4. Our destination was Orbis 1.

I knew that each ring is 9,848 kilometers in circumference and 32.82 kilometers wide. These rings maintain their position around the massive wormhole by floating at the natural Lagrange points created by the moons, Ki and Ta. I pictured them as giant Ferris wheels, just like the ones I’d seen in the history archives from Earth. Only these are much bigger and float in space.

We also learned what little was known about the alien civilization that first discovered the wormhole. This fold in space brought the Ancients, as they are now called, from their galaxy to the moons of Orbis ninety thousand years ago. The Ancients built the rings to stabilize the wormhole and harvest the lucrative energy crystals discovered deep within the moons. Ki and Ta were the only things left behind after the wormhole formed and swallowed up everything in its path.

But no one owns the rings. The alien race that created them mysteriously disappeared more than sixty thousand years ago. Mother attempted to teach us about their understanding of the universe in our studies — odd stuff about cosmic energy and nodes — but most of it I never understood. The Ancients also believed that any choice we made affected the entire universe. Somehow I doubted that whatever I did could affect someone on Orbis, much less in another galaxy somewhere.

The four rings, the wormhole, and the two moons are now governed by a race of alien philosophers known as the Keepers. The Keepers worship the Ancients, but the teachings of the Ancients are actually protected by incomprehensible creatures called Nagools. They were even more confusing to me, and I usually fell asleep during that part of my studies.

The Keepers now monitor all travel through the wormhole and create the rules of Orbisian society. Only they can grant someone citizenship on the rings. The Trading Council, elected by the First Families after the War of Ten Thousand Rotations and approved by the Keepers, controls the economy on the rings. They must also provide for the Keepers. In return, the Keepers do not seek economic power or exert control over the Citizens’ business dealings. Their only concern is to maintain the well-being of Orbis and to protect the sanctity of the rings in hope that the Ancients may one day return. They’re still waiting.

Once the Rings of Orbis came into view, normal activity on the seed-ship stopped. Mother tried to get us to continue with our studies, but the atmosphere was that of Birth Day, and everyone just did what they wanted. Most of the children sat in the observation tube staring at the rings, while others played games like Ring Defender or Diggum in the contest tank.

I watched as Ketheria played Quest Nest with her friends. In Quest Nest, partners searched for each other in a multidimensional maze, or nest, as we called it. Once they found each other, the pair had to get out through the maze, but the maze would always change. Mother would also throw in a few surprises from the interactive 4-D walls. The first pair out won.

This game Mother almost caught Ketheria with a crazed frontier pilot, but Ketheria hit him squarely in the head with an immobility cube. I always preferred dropping Mother’s little surprises with the alien plasma gun, but not Ketheria. She emerged from the maze victorious.

“Way to go, Ketheria!” I shouted as Theodore came and sat next to me.

“JT, I’ve been looking everywhere for you,” he said.

Theodore was the same age as me. Actually, half the kids on the ship were the same age as me. After the adults died, the computer’s emergency program decided when the time was right for the embryos to be born. Half the children on the ship shared one Birth Day, and the other half, including my sister, all shared another.

“What’s wrong?” I said.

“Didn’t you see the message? On the O-dats?”

“A message?” Mother would have mentioned a message to me. “What does it say?” I got up and went straight to the first display I could find.

“Same message, one thousand two hundred and twelve times.”

“You checked every display?”

Theodore shrugged. He likes to count things. Why? I don’t know. He doesn’t talk with too many people, so I figure he does it to keep himself busy and away from —

Switzer shoved me aside and grabbed the display. “Get away from that,” he barked at us, and read the screen. “Delivery? What do they mean, ‘delivery’?”

His best friend, Dalton, stood guard, scowling at us while Switzer pored over the message. Dalton was a digital copy of Switzer, only not as sharp.

“It says they’re sending someone to greet us and prepare us for our delivery,” Switzer said. “I don’t like the sound of that.” He spun the display away and elbowed past me. “Get out of the way, split-screen.”

Theodore watched as they left the tank. “It took him thirty-six words before he insulted us. He’s getting slow.”

But I didn’t care. Someone from Orbis had finally contacted us. This was exciting. I turned the screen back toward myself and read the entire message:


welcome

we gratefully await your arrival

a keeper has been sent to greet you and prepare you

for delivery

please anticipate this arrival in two cycles

welcome

keepers of orbis



“Delivery?” I said. “That is an odd choice of words.”

“We’re lucky they know our language,” Theodore said.

“It’s awesome, isn’t it? You don’t know how many questions I have. I can’t wait to get some answers.”

Theodore pointed at the screen. “It says we’re to be ready in two cycles.”

A cycle is like a day on Earth, only a few hours shorter. “Four diams make a spoke; four spokes make a cycle; four cycles make a phase; four phases make a set; ten sets make a rotation.” Theodore and I recited the Orbisian year in unison: something Mother had drilled into our brains since birth.

When the cycle finally arrived, I was pressed against the glass of the observation tube. The Renaissance dwarfed the tiny craft of the alien who was coming to welcome us to Orbis. Our seed-ship was large enough to hold forty-five hundred people for up to three hundred years. Except now it barreled through space with a passenger list of only two hundred children, and every last one of us was in the tube.

I was so excited, I couldn’t even breathe. The alien’s vessel silently docked with ours, and we scrambled to the docking bay. I ducked under Switzer’s arm and raced down the maze of corridors. I needed to be there first. My skin prickled from the cool air of the portal, and I swallowed hard, finally allowing myself to breathe. I wanted to know everything about my new home — all the great things about the Rings of Orbis.

Then, for the first time in 253 years, the seal on the entry door hissed open. Rancid-smelling steam stung my nostrils, and I covered my nose. Over my hand I could see a slender, hooded creature dressed in a soft purple robe moving toward us. He ducked to pass through the entry — the alien must have been close to three meters tall — then pulled his hood back to reveal his translucent blue complexion. His eyes were like marbles without eyelids — all four of them.

The alien had two heads.

“Hello, I am the Keeper known as Theylor,” said the alien’s left head as he bowed slightly but never stopped looking at us.

“I have attempted to learn your Earth language to assist in your delivery,” Theylor’s right head said. “That way we can understand one another until you receive your implants and the translation codec,” Theylor’s left head continued, finishing the thought.

Theodore, who was next to me by now, whispered, “Implants? Translation codec? What’s he talking about?”

I didn’t respond. I just shook my head and stared at the alien. This was the first time I’d ever seen a being other than a human. It took a moment to sink in. Each of Theylor’s heads was long and bald, and his skin looked as thin as a silicon wafer. I looked around. I wasn’t the only one staring. We were all gaping at the Keeper. Finally, one of the younger kids spoke.

“Why do you have two heads?” she asked the alien.

“Why do you have only one?” both heads replied, smiling.

“I only need one.”

“Well, I need two. That way I can see everything that is going on around me. My work on Orbis is very important, you know.”

Theylor’s two heads might take some getting used to.

“I am here to answer any questions you may have and prepare the seed-ship for docking,” he continued.

The shock of the Keeper’s appearance was immediately replaced with the desire to know more about Orbis. I wasn’t the only one with questions. The docking bay erupted in a chorus of voices.

“Please, children, one at a time,” Theylor pleaded. “Maybe we can move to a more comfortable area?”

“We can go to the rec room,” I offered.

Theylor looked at me for what seemed to be an unusually long time. I looked at Theodore. He was looking at Theylor looking at me. So was Switzer. I didn’t like that. Theylor’s gaze was cold, as though he wasn’t just looking at me but seeing right inside me. I rubbed the back of my neck as the alien stared. Why is he singling me out? I thought. Maybe he didn’t understand what I said.

“I’ll show you,” Switzer interrupted, but Theylor never stopped looking at me.

“Lead the way, please,” he finally said, and Switzer elbowed his way past me.

That was fine with me. Let Switzer take the lead, I thought, and I slipped back into the crowd. In the rec room we all surrounded the Keeper, but I hung back. Suddenly, I didn’t have very many questions to ask the Keeper.

“What will my room be like on Orbis?” Switzer asked.

“Room? Things are different on Orbis, different from how they have been on your seed-ship. We have tried our best to imitate the life you are used to until you assimilate to life on Orbis.”

“Are there other children?” Max asked.

“The Citizens have children. Some species, however, have different cultures and different manners in which they handle their offspring. You will discover all of them during your stay on Orbis 1.”

“What does the food taste like?” someone asked.

“Wonderful. We have food from every corner of the universe, especially in the markets, where you can barter for superb items from anywhere,” said Theylor’s left head.

This is going to be great, I said to myself. I looked at Ketheria and smiled. I knew how much she loved food.

We were all talking to each other. The chatter grew louder, but Theylor kept answering questions. Then the Keeper asked a question.

“May I meet with the adults now?” he said.

Everyone fell silent. Adults? He doesn’t know.

“They’re dead,” one kid said.

Both of Theylor’s heads said, “Dead? All of them?”

“Before we were born,” Switzer said.

“This is not as we expected,” he said.

Theylor’s heads moved slightly from side to side, almost as if he were having a conversation with himself, but no words were spoken aloud. Finally, Max stood up.

“Hello, my name is Maxine Bennett,” she said, interrupting the Keeper’s thoughts.

“Hello, Maxine,” Theylor replied.

“You can call me Max. Everyone does.”

“All right, Max. Do you have a question?” Theylor asked.

“Yes, I do. Who will look after us?” Max asked.

“We don’t need anyone to look after us,” Switzer said defiantly.

Theylor looked at Switzer. “Well, your Guarantor will now,” he said after a long pause. “We will have to designate you several Guarantors, I suppose. This was already established for the adults. You will live with your Guarantor and work for your Guarantor.”

“Work?” Dalton said.

Things suddenly got very quiet. None of us were very fond of chores. This was obvious from the mess we’d left on the ship — but work? That was a whole new concept.

“Why, yes. Your parents were sponsored by a group of investors who paid for their travel in exchange for four years of work on Orbis — one year on each ring. Since the adults from the Renaissance are all dead, the Council for the Center for Impartial Judgment and Fair Dealing will have to grant the investors ownership to replace that debt.”

“Ownership? Ownership of what?” I asked.

“Ownership of you, of all of you,” Theylor answered, and gestured with his hand. His thin red fingernails clicked against the dark metal bobbles that trimmed his velvet robe. It was the only sound in the room.

Can this be true? I wondered. Ketheria and I are now the property of some alien?

“What does that mean?” I asked the two-headed alien.

“You will work for your Guarantors in exchange for your existence on Orbis. Your parents’ debt must be repaid,” Theylor said matter-of-factly.

“But only four rotations. That’s all, right?” I said to Theylor.

“After four rotations, the trading council will review your work record. Only then will they decide if their debt has been repaid.”

“You mean we could have to work longer,” I said.

“It is possible. It will depend upon your behavior during your work rule.”

“Could we end up working on Orbis forever?” Max asked.

“That has happened only on rare occasions,” the Keeper replied.

Forever? Forever! The thought screamed inside my head. Why would my parents do this?

“And what if I don’t want to?” Switzer asked.

“I do not understand,” Theylor said.

“What if I refuse? What if I don’t want to be a slave for some alien?” Switzer continued.

I could see by the puzzled look on the Keeper’s face — both of his faces — that he did not understand our reluctance to accept this arrangement.

“Do you mean you would refuse the honor of fulfilling your parents’ debt, let alone the opportunity to live on Orbis?” Theylor asked.

“Absolutely,” Switzer said.

“You are now the property of the Guarantors. That will be up to them,” Theylor said.

“Has anyone ever refused this — this honor?” I asked.

“Actually, yes. I do recall some examples.”

“What happened?” Max asked.

“They were extinguished,” Theylor said.

“You mean killed?” I said.

“Yes. I mean killed.”

“Every time?” Switzer said.

“Every time.”

Some of the children left the rec room after Theylor’s pronouncement. I just sat there, too stunned to say anything. Slaves? When no more questions were asked, Theylor broke the silence.

“I am surprised this information has disturbed you. Trust me when I tell you that this is a very wise decision for your care and welfare at this time. Once your debt is repaid, you, too, will be allowed to apply for Citizen status or have the choice to take a journey through the wormhole. You may choose anywhere in the universe as your destination, but I am sure most of you will decide to stay.”

This did not cheer me up. For so long I had dreamed about my life on Orbis. But now my freedom would be gone the second I stepped off the ship. I didn’t know what to think.

“I will leave you now. I will be back in one cycle to collect all of you and your belongings,” Theylor said, and he left the ship.

I sat in the tube and stared at the rings. Why? I wondered. Why did they do it? Why did our parents want to come here? Did they know we would be put to work? I looked to the rings for answers but found only more questions.

The atmosphere on the Renaissance was very different now while we waited to dock on Orbis 1. I didn’t think the younger children really understood what was happening, but I worried they might. I went to see what Ketheria was doing.

I found her in my room, rummaging through the items I planned to leave behind. Clutched in her right hand was a plastic bag, and she was stuffing shirts, shoes, and even toilet paper inside. Pretty much everything she saw.

“You can’t take all that stuff,” I said. “Besides, that’s mine.” I pulled the shirt from her bag.

I sat on my sleeper and looked up at my sister.

“Ketheria,” I said, “do you understand what’s happening? This isn’t what I expected.”

She looked away and continued to pillage my room. She soon discovered the memory disc Max had made for me. “Don’t touch that,” I said. “I am taking that with me.” She put it back next to the O-dat. “C’mon, Ketheria. Does this feel right to you?”

Ketheria set the bag in the center of my room, then rifled her way to the bottom. She pulled something out and placed it in my hand.

“What’s this?”

It was a crude piece of jewelry cut from the organic polymer of an O-dat display, like the stuff Max carried in her pocket. A small chip was forcibly melted to the back of it, and the whole thing hung on a piece of wire, six-gauge, I think.

“Did you make this?” I said, but Ketheria shook her head.

“Did Max make it?”

She nodded and squeezed the strange trinket. The faces of our parents alternated on the mini O-dat. They were the same rank-and-file pictures that were stored on the ship’s computer. I stared at the face of my mother. I could see Ketheria’s fine cheekbones. She also has Mom’s shiny auburn hair. We both do. Mom’s eyes, too, not brown but almost yellow. Dad’s picture was different, though. I couldn’t find Ketheria in his face. His was too rugged and leathery. He was a man’s man. I hoped to look like him one day.

“I can’t take this,” I said, and handed it back to her.

She pushed my hand away.

“No, Ketheria, this is yours. This is special.” I returned it to her bag.

Ketheria took the piece of jewelry, put it in my hand, and pushed it against my chest.

“What?” I didn’t understand. “This is yours.”

She pushed again. I felt the wire pressing through my shirt.

“All right, I’ll take it.” I held it up. “Thank you,” I told her, and she smiled.

I put the piece in my pocket along with the memory disc and grabbed her bag. “C’mon, I’ll help you,” I said. “We’re docking soon. Let’s see what our new life’s gonna be like.”

Ketheria pointed to another full bag in the corner. I grabbed it, and we headed out the door.

Ketheria and I reached the ship’s docking bay just as the Renaissance was making its final maneuvers. We stood waiting with all the other children as the Renaissance made contact with the Orbis 1 station. Ketheria grabbed my hand. I knew she was nervous. I was, too. But I was also excited. The inside of the seed-ship was my whole universe, and now I was about to leave behind everything I knew and enter a completely new world. What would it smell like, look like, feel like? Who would I meet there?

The ship jostled as it made contact with Orbis. We’re here, I thought. Then, without warning, the Renaissance twisted from a massive shock wave and I was thrown across the room. Everything slowed down: I saw my sister’s bag burst open and soar across the docking bay. Somewhere, maybe next to me, I heard Theodore yell.

“What’s happening?”

Max screamed. The seal on the door ripped, and the thick metal portal crumpled like paper under the ship’s weight.

“Get away from there!” someone yelled; I think it was me.

An alarm ripped through the bay as the breach gobbled up the oxygen. But that was nothing compared with the horrifying screech that poured in through the tattered opening. The sound vibrated my bones. I covered my ears, but the sound was inescapable. It was inside me, clawing at my every nerve ending.

“We have to get out of here!” Max shouted over the noise, and I grabbed Ketheria. I began pushing people toward the door. “Back into the ship! Everyone, now!”

We scrambled. Some appeared hurt — just cuts and bruises. I helped a few more kids to their feet, but my lungs struggled for oxygen and the temperature in the docking bay was plummeting.

“Seal the door, JT!” Max yelled.

My ears were still ringing as the last child escaped the ship’s docking bay. I hit the control panel, sealing off the deathly chamber. Then I looked back through the portal and saw all our possessions abandoned on the floor.

“What was that?” Theodore said.

That was not a good start.

After checking that Ketheria was not hurt, the three of us bolted to the observation tube to get a glimpse of the damage.

“What do you think happened?” Theodore asked, rubbing a bump on his head.

“I have no idea. Maybe they had problems docking the ship,” I said.

“The ship was already docked,” Max said, running past me.

When we reached the observation tube, we all scurried to get a better view. Any damage was blocked from our sight, but it was obvious that the Renaissance was not sitting straight in the port. I could see a flurry of activity around the point where the ship had made contact with Orbis I — the point where we had just been waiting. Blue electric light emanated from small robotic welders already hovering over the damage and repairing the docking station.

The three large O-dats on the entrance wall flickered to life with an image of the Keeper Theylor.

“Does anyone need medical attention?” Theylor asked.

“Not that we can see,” Theodore said.

“What happened, Theylor?” I asked.

“First indications point to a small foreign codec within the port computer array. It is very unorthodox. Everything should be repaired shortly, and we will have you in your new home in less than a cycle. Until then, please relax, and I will return shortly.” Theylor’s image disappeared.

“What kind of place is this revolving junk heap?” Switzer spat.

“Shut up, Switzer,” Max said, but he was already huddled with his gang. Max turned to me and said quietly, “I’ve read about the central computer on Orbis, and it does not make mistakes — ever. The thing is practically a sentient being, with more processing power and backup systems than an army of computer scientists. What just happened should not have happened.”

“You’re talking about the computer that controls every aspect of our new home?” I said.

“Yep.”

Normally Max did not share these things with me, but then again this was not normal. I leaned in close to Max and said, “Don’t tell the other children what you just told me, okay? You know — about the central computer?”

“Why?” Max asked.

“Please?” I said, and Max shrugged.

“I’m going to see if Mother can tell me anything about what just happened.”

“Let me know what you find out,” she asked, as if we’d been friends forever.

I nodded. I liked having Max as a friend.

I returned to my room while most of the kids stayed and watched the repairs.

“Mother, can you tell me what happened with the docking procedure?”

There was no response from the computer.

“Mother?”

Still nothing.

“Very odd. Mother, access all correspondence with Orbis.”

No answer. Mother was just not there.

It was strange and unsettling not to get a response. I always felt the comfort of that annoying computer just a question away. I attempted to log on to the O-dat to check the damage but still got no response. What could have happened out there in the docking bay?

In the dining hall I examined the chow synth dispensers to see what was available. Not a lot. Anything behind the little plastic doors must have been getting old, anyway. I settled for a hydroponic apple and sat in front of an O-dat. I tried again to call up Mother, but there was nothing. Absolutely nothing. I checked the connections and even attempted a local reboot, but still nothing. The computer on the Renaissance was dead.

I moved to another display, but I was stopped by a large group of children entering the dining hall. Randall Switzer was leading them.

“We’re taking over the Renaissance and getting out of here,” Switzer said.

“What?”

“You heard me, Turnbull. We’re not sticking around here to be the slaves of some freak-headed alien. None of us traveled halfway across the galaxy for this.”

“Does everyone feel this way?” I asked. Then I saw Max step out from behind Switzer. I was stunned.

“Max?”

“Your new little girlfriend here told me about the central computer. Do you really want to get on that ring when the computer that runs the whole place can’t dock a ship?”

“You don’t know that,” I said.

“JT, just listen to what he has to say,” Max said.

“Why? I’m just as worried, but this isn’t the answer. I mean, c’mon. What did you expect? Our parents made a deal with the Trading Council. Why wouldn’t they want us to honor that?”

Ketheria was there, too. At first I thought she was with them, but she pushed through the crowd and stood next to me.

“Why do you need me, Switzer? You haven’t said ten words to me in the past thirteen years that weren’t some sort of insult,” I said.

“JT, we need you to ask Mother to help us,” Max said.

“But I just —”

“Are you with us or are you going to be a problem?” Switzer demanded.

He was not going to take no for an answer. He motioned to Dalton, who revealed a metal oxygen cylinder he was hiding behind his back.

“Have you all gone crazy?” I asked.

“Just do it, JT. Ask Mother,” Max pleaded.

I slowly shook my head as Dalton smacked the metal cylinder against his hand. For a moment the situation reminded me of those entertainment studies Mother played for us in the contest tank — movies, Mother called them. Someone was always being forced to do something they didn’t want to do and to choose between two sides, each as bad as the other. Now the choice was either life on Orbis as a slave or life on an errant seed-ship with Switzer as captain. I really didn’t see much difference.

“It doesn’t matter, anyway,” I said.

“Yes, it does,” Switzer said.

“It doesn’t matter, because Mother no longer responds.”

“JT, please help us,” Max said.

“No, I’m serious. The computer will not respond to me anymore.”

I looked to Ketheria for an answer. She knew I was telling the truth.

Then Switzer stepped forward and snatched her up. “Maybe you need some more persuasion,” he said.

“Switzer, don’t!” Theodore shouted.

I saw the panic in Ketheria’s eyes. My mind went blank and I went on autopilot. I reached out and grabbed Switzer, wrenching his arm away. Ketheria fell to the side, but Max caught her. Switzer responded quickly, knocking me down with his forearm. Instantly, I spun on the ground and swiped his feet out from under him. Switzer fell to the floor with a thud.

“Stop it!” someone screamed.

But Switzer was bigger than me and quicker. Before I could get to him, he grabbed my arm, twisted it behind my back, then used his extra weight to grind me into the floor. A white-hot bolt of pain shot through my body.

“This is not the time to start being brave, Turnbull. Tell Mother we want to take the Renaissance out of here, now,” Switzer demanded, and cranked my arm up a notch.

“Stop it, Switzer!” Max said.

“What do you care?” Switzer snapped.

“I’m not following you if you’re going to treat us like this,” she said.

“How do you think those Keepers are gonna treat us?” Switzer picked me up and slammed me onto the floor again. “Talk to Mother!” he demanded.

There was nothing I could do. “You don’t understand. The ship’s computer has gone off-line. I think the Keepers now have control of our ship.”

“Or maybe I was right all along and you never could talk to Mother,” Switzer said, leaning over and breathing in my ear.

“I don’t care what you believe, Switzer. I only know what I can and cannot do, and right now I cannot reach Mother. Beat me with that cylinder if you want, but it will not give you control of the ship’s computer.”

“Get off him,” someone else said.

“Switzer, I don’t want to be a slave to some alien any more than you do, but don’t you think our parents knew what they were doing?” I said.

“You’re an idiot, Turnbull. We’re nothing more than cargo to those two-headed freaks. C’mon,” Switzer said, getting off me and motioning to the crowd.

Max and a couple of kids helped me up. Only Switzer’s loyal followers stood by his side. The other kids did not move, including Max.

“Come on!” he said.

“I’m not going with you,” Max said.

“Me neither,” said another.

“I’ll try my luck on Orbis,” someone else said.

“Idiots. Then we’ll take the ship ourselves,” Switzer said, and he and his group pushed through the crowd.

“Do you think it was wise not to get Mother involved?” Theodore said as we watched them go. “You could have gotten hurt; besides, they don’t know how to fly this ship.”

“I’m telling the truth, Theodore. Mother no longer has control of the Renaissance. We belong to the Citizens of Orbis now.”
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