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​CHAPTER ONE

In the Cargo Pod

Rudi Wolfe sat quietly in the cargo pod, cross-legged on top of a hard plastic crate full of freeze-dried food. More crates, boxes, vacuum bags, and every other kind of container imaginable stuffed the pod, stacked in messy piles. His data-tab sat on his lap with his favourite holo-vid game running, and he hoped his sister Trudy wouldn’t find him for a while.

“Found you!” Trudy stuck her head down through the hatch in the ceiling. Her curling dark hair with the single purple streak framed her laughing, upside-down face. The hatch led up to the main part of their parents’ spaceship, the Starchaser, currently humming toward their new home on a planet called Bumper.

Stupid name for a planet, Rudi had thought when their parents told them about the move, but he hadn’t said it out loud.

So much for finishing his game in peace. He didn’t look up at Trudy, keeping his eyes fixed on the hologram hovering over his data-tab. Maybe if he ignored her, she’d go away.

His sister swung her legs down through the hatch, then dropped to the top of another nearby crate. It creaked under her weight, and she swayed, throwing her arms out to the sides to catch her balance.

“If you break something, Mom will—”

“It’s fine,” she said. “Why’d you leave the bridge? I got some great spectrum readings from that star. It’s a white dwarf. That means—”

Rudi pulled a deep breath and blew out a sigh. “It’s just another star. There are millions of them out here. Why do you care what every one of them is like?”

Trudy frowned and jumped down from the crate onto one of the small areas of clear floor. “Because it’s interesting? If you know the type of star, you can figure out so much about it and the planets it might have—”

“Planets. Now those are interesting,” Rudi said. “Except the one we’re headed for.”

She planted her fists on her hips and looked up at him. “What’s wrong with Bumper? It’s a new colony, a new world for us, lots still to discover.”

“It’s ninety-six percent identical to Earth,” Rudi retorted. “By the time all the colonists bring stuff with us from Earth, it will be almost exactly like the planet we left behind. Where’s the fun in that?”

Trudy sighed. “It’s still a new place. It’s not Earth. And the star—well, I guess we’ll call it the sun once we get there—”

“Twins!” Their mother’s voice came over the ship’s comm system.

“Why does she have to keep calling us that,” Rudi muttered, “when we’re not actually twins?”

Trudy made a face. “I know. I guess it was cute when we were little…”

But now that they were eleven, it was just annoying, Rudi thought. They weren’t twins. In fact, they weren’t even related by blood—they’d both been adopted as babies. No-one looking at them would ever think they were brother and sister since they didn’t even have the same colour skin or hair. But they really did share a birthday, according to their mother. They grew up knowing they were adopted, and when they’d been about seven, Rudi had asked her why she called them twins when they obviously weren’t. She’d said with a smile, ruffling his sandy brown hair, “Two siblings born on the same day are twins. So that’s what you are.”

Both children grew up with a keen interest in science (although Trudy liked astronomy and math and engineering, and Rudi liked plants and animals and medical stuff). Then one year some kid at school had called them the Science Twins. It could have been worse, but it was the kind of thing that stuck. Even when they weren’t. Even. Twins.

At least no-one on Bumper would know their nickname, Rudi thought.

“Where are my science twins?” their mother said over the intercom, and Rudi groaned silently. Or maybe they’d never escape it.

“We’re in the cargo pod,” Trudy answered, tapping the communicator clipped to her sleeve. “What’s up?”

“Just caught some data on a comet nearby,” their mother explained. “We might get a visual in half an hour or so, if you want to come and check it out.”

Trudy grinned. “Awesome! We’ll be there in a bit.”

“Oh, cool, another dirty snowball,” Rudi said, rolling his eyes. “Only a few billion of those flying around out here.”

“You are in a crappy mood,” Trudy said. “What’s it going to take to get you out of it?”

“Playing my game in peace, maybe?”

“Fine. I’m going to see what else is in this mess.” Trudy picked up a box and read the words stencilled on its side. “Cooking pellets. I don’t even know what those are. What’s this one? Holo-vids. Okay, take note of that for when I’m bored.”

She moved around the dimly-lit pod, reading labels at random and commenting on the contents. Rudi wished he had earplugs. He tried to concentrate on his puzzle.

“Self-Contained BIFT Unit,” Trudy read from the side of a huge dark grey crate at the back of the pod. “What’s a BIFT unit?”

“Don’t know, don’t care,” Rudi drawled without looking up.

“Wait, it’s here in small print.” Trudy tilted her head sideways to make out the letters. “Bio-aware Invigilator for Formation and Tutelage.”

“What the heck does that mean?” Rudi asked, finally distracted from his game. “Bio-aware—doesn’t that mean it’s some kind of artificial intelligence? Like a robot? Invig…invili…what is that word?”

Trudy ignored him and tapped a question into her data-tab. She pursed her lips, frowning at the screen. “It’s a robot, all right. A teaching and protection robot.” She looked up to meet her brother’s eyes. “A robot babysitter.”

“No way.” Rudi hopped down from his perch on the crate. “Mom and Dad must think they’re going to be too busy setting up in the colony to look after us.”

“And I’ll bet this means there’s no real school there yet,” Trudy said with disgust. “Of course, they didn’t mention that little detail.”

Rudi crossed his arms. “I am not having a robot treat me like a little kid.”

Trudy kicked the crate. “I can’t believe they didn’t—”

Her words were lost in the scream of a loud siren erupting at that moment through the Starchaser.


​CHAPTER TWO

Meteor Storm

Trudy tapped her communicator. “Mom? Dad? What’s happening?”

The siren wailed around them, on—off—on—off. In the brief seconds when it went quiet, another noise filled their ears; an insistent tapping on the outer shell of the cargo pod. It sounded like the drum of hailstones against a window back on Earth, but of course there was no hail in outer space. The pod vibrated under their feet.

Dad’s voice answered over the comm. “It’s a meteor shower, kids. Probably stuff from the tail of that comet. It came out of nowhere.”

“I want you both to get strapped in,” Mom ordered. “Could be a rough ride for a few minutes.”

“We’re still in the cargo pod,” Rudi told her. All around the twins, the stacks of crates and boxes and bags shook and rattled precariously. The cargo pod had no acceleration couches or seats, since no-one expected anyone to travel in here for very long. No-one thought about bored kids who might use the space as a hideout on a cramped spaceship. The lights flickered out, then powered back on.

“We can’t try to climb out,” Trudy muttered to Rudi, hoping their mother wouldn’t hear her. Normally they would scramble up any pile of stuff to reach the hatch, but nothing looked steady enough to safely hold their weight at the moment.

“If you can’t get out, find some soft stuff down there and pack it around yourselves.” Mom’s voice was steady, but clearly held a note of worry. “We’ll be fine, but we might get shaken up a bit.”

Rudi tapped his own communicator. “How big are the meteorites? Is the Starchaser going to be okay?” He pulled Trudy toward the other end of the cargo pod, where duffel bags and soft-sided carriers held blankets, pillows, and clothes.

Trudy yanked her hand out of his and placed it on the inside of the cargo pod wall. “It feels like really big hail hitting the outside,” she said, frowning, “not micro-dust.” Even as she spoke, the tapping grew louder, punctuated by occasional louder thumps. “Really, really big hail.”

Neither of their parents answered Rudi. He opened his mouth to ask again, but Trudy shook her head at him. “They have their hands full flying through this,” she told him. “We’re okay. Let them concentrate.”

Rudi almost argued but blew out a sigh instead. His sister was right. He leaned against a stack of soft bags and pulled out his data-tab to look up the information for meteorite showers. He started to read the entry out loud.

“Most meteor showers are made up of space dust or comet dust, with particles only microns in size—”

“I know what a meteor shower, is,” Trudy snapped.

“Well, I’m finding out about them, okay?” Rudi continued to read aloud, because it distracted him from the peppering of particles hitting the outside of the pod. “Space vessels have been adapted to survive encounters with space dust. Most encounters are not dangerous.

“However, in some cases, where the number of dust particles is very large, or particles reach a centimetre or more in size—” He broke off.

Trudy looked at him. “What?”

Rudi pressed his lips together. The floor of the cargo pod tilted sharply to one side, and he threw an arm out to brace himself against a stack of bags, so he wouldn’t fall. The pod levelled out again. Their parents must be trying to avoid the thickest parts of the shower.

“I thought you knew about meteor showers.” He mimicked her cranky voice, because he knew arguing would distract her, too.

Trudy glared at him. She’d wedged herself between a stack of soft-sided crates and a huge chair cushion wrapped in plastic. “In those cases, what?”

Rudi sighed and read the rest aloud. “The meteor shower is described as a meteor storm. Larger particles thrown from a comet’s dust tail may reach extreme velocities. These could destroy a spaceship if they strike vulnerable locations.”

Trudy swallowed and pushed her hair back from her face. “Great. I was happier not knowing.”

The pod tilted again, in the other direction this time, and Rudi barely held on to his data-tab. Trudy toppled forward and landed on her hands and knees on the hard metal floor. “Ow!”

Over the still-bleating siren, the thuds of meteor particles battering the ship intensified. The pod shook under the assault. Everything inside rattled and clanked, adding to the cacophony. At the other end of the pod, a stack of crates toppled over with a crash, spilling onto the floor. One burst open and coils of wire and tubing popped out like weird party streamers.

Scrambling, the twins burrowed into the piles of soft materials. A loud, echoing crash sounded somewhere in the ship above them, and the cargo pod jolted heavily sideways.

“Kids, are you okay?” Mom’s voice, breathless, came over the communicator.

“We’re okay!” Rudi shouted. “What’s happening?”

“Something big hit us. We’re damaged. But there’s a planet nearby. We think we can make it. Might be a rough ride through the atmosphere, because we can’t glide in like we usually would. Just hold tight, okay?”

“We’re okay,” Trudy repeated, burrowing deeper into the big cushion. “We’re safe. Don’t worry about us. You’ve got this.”

But it didn’t feel like they did. They’d managed to turn off the siren, which was good, because the noise must have made it harder to concentrate. The Starchaser and cargo pod still echoed with the assault of particles on the outside, though. Jolts rocked the pod every few seconds as larger chunks of space debris impacted the outside. The twists and turns their dad made, trying to avoid the worst of the storm, grew jerkier and wilder.

“We’re entering the atmosphere,” Dad warned. “It might get a little warm down there, but don’t worry.”

“Oh sure, nothing to worry about at all,” Trudy muttered. “Just being sh-sh-shaken to pieces, and possibly cooked, that’s all.”

“What do you mean?”

“We try to enter a planet’s atmosphere gradually,” Trudy said. “The air friction creates heat, and if we go too fast, the ship’s skin can’ get rid of that heat fast enough. We’ll start to feel it in here. Too much heat, and we’ll burn up like a shooting star.” Trudy tapped her communicator. “Dad, did you switch on the secondary heat shield?”

“Don’t distract them!” Rudi hissed.

“I did, Trudy,” Dad answered. “We have it under control.”

But the shuddering ship didn’t feel like it was under control.

“This is all your fault, you know.” Trudy glared at him.

Rudi felt his eyes go wide. “My fault? How can this be my fault?”

“Because if I hadn’t had to come looking for you down here, I would have been up on the bridge studying that white dwarf. And if I’d been there, I might have seen some warning sign of the meteor storm, and we could have gotten out of the way in time.”

Rudi stared at his sister in disbelief. “I didn’t tell you to come looking for me,” he finally shouted. “I came down here to get away from everyone! Including you!”

The cargo pod shook as if a giant hand had picked it up to use as a rattle for a giant baby. More boxes and crates crashed and tumbled, breaking open and scattering contents everywhere. Trudy ducked her head and covered it with her arms to avoid being hit by flying dishes. Rudi pulled blankets out of a box and stuffed them around himself and his sister, even though the inside of the pod was getting super hot.

A mighty crash tore through the ship overhead. Trudy bit off a scream.

Dad’s voice came over the communicator, patchy and broken up by static. “—ids —zzt zzt—n’t panic. I’m—zzt zzt—ose the hatch—zzt zzt—safe—Stay—”

Overhead, the hatch leading to the main part of the ship closed with a hiss. Rudi yelled, “Dad! What’s happening?” as the locking mechanism clunked into place.

Then a sound like a thousand pieces of paper being torn in half at the same time ripped through the cargo pod. The twins felt the floor drop away under them as the pod separated from the Starchaser. Then it was tumbling, rolling, and they didn’t know which way was up.

But it was clear where they were headed—down.


​CHAPTER THREE

In the Dark

The only way Trudy knew she’d been knocked out was that she suddenly woke up. At least, she thought she was awake, but even when she was sure her eyes were open, everything remained completely dark. Not middle-of-the-night dark. Not looking-out-into-space dark. So dark that she wondered if her eyes were really open, or if she’d gone blind.

It was also so quiet that for a horrible moment she wondered if she’d gone blind and deaf. No siren. No space-dust hailstorm. No crashing and rattling of everything they owned.

Then she heard a groan.

“Rudi?” she whispered. “Is that you?”

“Ugh. My head.”

A rectangle of blue-white light glowed to life near the floor, making Trudy blink. She squinted and put up a hand to shield her eyes.

“Sorry.” Rudi turned his data-tab so the screen wasn’t facing directly at Trudy. “I guess we’re alive?”

He swung the data-tab around so the light from its screen travelled over the inside of the cargo pod. It was the worst mess Trudy had ever seen—even worse than the twins’ rooms usually looked. Everything that had been neatly stacked—or even not-so-neatly stacked—lay tumbled in chaos.

“I guess we are, but I don’t know how. Look at this disaster.”

“We must have landed on the planet,” Rudi said. “The cargo pod probably had some kind of parachute, so we didn’t crash too hard.”

Trudy poked around in the blankets and found her own data-tab, turning it on. With the two screens lit, it seemed a little less scary in here. She tapped the communicator on her sleeve. “Mom? Dad? Are you there? Can you hear me?”

The twins held their breath, but there was no answer.

Rudi tried his communicator, with the same result. “Maybe they got bumped or broken when all this happened. Or maybe they’ll work if we get outside.”

“We should try to get out.” Trudy looked up to the ceiling of the pod, still wrapped in shadows. “Can we open the hatch from in here?”

Rudi was only a shadowy outline behind his screen, but he nodded. “There’s a release button. But we don’t know if this planet is safe—like, can we breathe the air?”

“Good point. And the oxygen in here won’t last forever.” Trudy looked around the destruction in the cargo pod. “Somewhere in here, there are enviro-suits. If we can find them.”

She moved aside some spilled cooking utensils and heard the clink of broken glass.

“Be careful!” Rudi ordered. “I can barely see to help you if you hurt yourself, and we’d have to find a First Aid kit.”

Trudy opened her mouth to tell her brother she didn’t need him to take care of her, but she was interrupted. Yellow light streamed out from a large crate that had toppled over onto the floor. A series of jagged cracks ran up one side, allowing the light to escape. Muffled bleeps, bloops and buzzing sounds came from inside the crate, too. It shuddered and shook as if something was trying to get out.

Trudy and Rudi shuffled backwards nervously. Rudi stumbled over something and almost fell, but Trudy caught his arm and steadied him.

The strange noises stopped, and an unfamiliar voice boomed out of the darkness. “Bio-Aware Invigilator for Formation and Tutelage unit BIFT-21 has been activated. Rudi Makesh Wolfe and Trudy Eloise Wolfe, I am reading your life signs. Please state vocally if you are conscious and aware.”

Rudi and Trudy shared a wide-eyed look. The robot, Trudy mouthed to her brother without making a sound.

“Er, yes?” Rudi answered hesitantly.

“Rudi Makesh Wolfe, thank you. Is Trudy Eloise Wolfe with you?”

“Present?” Trudy said, as if she were in school.

The broken crate rattled and lurched more urgently as the robot pounded on the inside. “Excellent,” it said. “I am (bang) experiencing some difficulty (bang!) with my storage unit. Are there flammable materials nearby?”

Rudi and Trudy looked at the piles of bedding and clothing strewn everywhere.”

“Yes!” Rudi said. “Lots of stuff that could burn! Why?”

The robot didn’t exactly answer Rudi’s question. It said, “Understood” and continued to batter the crate from the inside.

BANG! BANG! BANG!

The front of the crate broke open all the way, and shards of plastic flew out and hit the cargo pod wall with a tink. The BIFT unit lay on its side, shafts of yellow light beaming out from what were probably supposed to be eyes.

It was human-shaped…well, sort of, Trudy thought. The robot was put together in a human-ish way—two legs, two arms, a body, and a head. But its creators hadn’t attempted to make it look human. Its shiny body reflected the light of the data-tab screens, and an array of multi-coloured lights in a control panel blinked on its chest. One arm had a metal-fingered hand on the end, while the other had a round port for attachments. The “face” area had the two light-producing eyes and a speaker-like grille for a mouth, while its head was almost as wide as its shoulders.
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