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        “…thou wilt some day, when earth shall be no more, recline and sleep within the realms of space.”

        - Gustave Flaubert, The Dance of Death
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            CHAPTER 1: ORB

          

        

      

    

    
      Constance Roy cupped her hands around her eyes, pressed them against the cold window glass, and peered into the dark vista. She squinted at the sea of stars and spotted the constellations Ursa Major and Minor, Cygnus, and her favorite, the Dog Star, Sirius. She wiped away condensation and focused on the ferocious red eye in the distance. Although she was safe in her cabin, Jupiter’s massive storm, the Great Red Spot, gave her pause. She pictured herself tumbling through Jupiter’s clouds, her suit ripped away by the three-hundred-mile-per-hour winds, her breath squeezed from her chest by the enormous pressure, gasping for air, for life, as she was wrenched into the planet’s cyclone. This terrifying event was only in her imagination—for now. She had survived the nightmare of the migration. She was one of the “lucky” ones. Unless something changed, however, in three days the ship’s life-sustaining resources and their luck would run out, and her alarming imaginings would become inevitability.

      Constance’s father, a well-respected astronomer and mathematics professor, had taught her as a child to identify the constellations during long walks in the West Virginia countryside. He had taken her to the robotic telescope behind the university campus, hoisted her on his shoulders, let her peer into the eyepiece, and regaled her with stories of how ancient mariners had used the stars to navigate back to their countries and families. She had been an eager student—had learned every constellation and planet—and had found comfort in knowing the stars would always guide her home. But with all his knowledge and wisdom, her father could never have conceived of the chain of events that had brought his daughter here, entreating the stars to show her the way and fearing they never would.

      She was a seafarer, like the ancient mariners before her, but her old home was gone and her new home was unknown and farther than the early adventurers could have envisioned. The Curators had refused to disclose to the ship’s inhabitants what had happened to Earth—only that it no longer was. If Earth still existed, it wouldn’t be the glorious planet she had known, but rather remnants, artifacts from a distant past, like her, like Whittaker, like the other forty-nine refugees. They were a living history museum.

      She studied Michael Whittaker, fast asleep in the bed across the room with his head buried in a pillow, and listened to his soft, deep breathing. He was her relic and she his. The Curators had assigned them to the same cabin, like college dorm roommates. The refugees had been told the pairings had been created to maximize genetic diversity. While it made sense to Constance on a scientific level, the thought that they had been brought together for breeding purposes offended her. Where were shared interests? Chemistry? Passion?

      She couldn’t say if she loved Michael. She had always been so sure of her feelings before the transport, but now life was filled with uncertainty even about her own emotions. Still, over the last twelve months, she and Michael had come to understand and trust one another. He was easy to live with, refreshingly forthright, and, beneath the sheets in the darkness of space, he reminded her what it felt like to be alive.

      She looked out the porthole and pressed her temple against the cool, smooth surface of the outer wall. Whittaker’s breathing sometimes woke her, but she couldn’t blame his snoring for her recent insomnia. Her nausea the last few nights was the cause. She had wondered if her queasiness might be due to a problem with the alignment of the gravity generators. She was prone to motion sickness. Random fluctuations in the g-forces were known to wreak havoc on one’s equilibrium. She had considered that she was in the family way, but that seemed highly unlikely given what her body had endured during the harrowing transport to the ship.

      The more likely—and frightening—explanation for her illness was that it was a side effect of the looming Event, the topic that had dominated the refugees’ private conversations for the past three weeks. The Event was the name a crew member had given to the moment the ship’s decaying orbit collapsed and the mighty vessel was sucked into the Jovian atmosphere. Some spoke of the Event as the orbit disintegration in combination with the depletion of their food, medicine, oxygen, and other supplies. Either way, it was easier for them to call it the Event than The End.

      Whittaker stirred. She felt his eyes on her but didn’t turn around. She had caught him staring at her on other occasions, and, when she had asked him what he was looking at, he had commented on how attractive she was. She had never been comfortable with compliments about her looks, perhaps because she had never considered herself a great beauty like her mother, and with the transport’s side effects, she was even less at ease when they were directed her way.

      “Your hair looks like fire,” Whittaker said affectionately.

      She imagined it must, given the red-orange light of Jupiter streaming in through the window. What he didn’t know was that her hair had once been naturally red before the transport had stripped it of color. Although she was thirty-one, her shoulder-length hair was the color of Colorado snow. The radiation during the migration had caused it to fall out, and what had grown back was a mane of white.

      “I thought you were asleep,” she said.

      Whittaker glanced at the clock beside him. “It’s early. You should come back to bed.”

      “You think the Curators will find a way to save us?” she said. His silence confirmed her fears. “Our orbit is degrading. We’re getting closer. See how big it is now?” She pointed at Jupiter. “In three days we’re going to hit the atmosphere, the ship’s skin will crack, and we’ll cook like in a microwave oven.”

      He threw back the sheet, padded across the room, and put his arm around her waist.

      “We’re going to be turned into vapor, and all this will have been for nothing,” she said.

      Whittaker took her by the shoulders and caressed her cheek. “It was not for nothing.”

      “How can you say that?” she said, unable or unwilling to hide her irritation with his optimism. “There were seven billion of us back home. Seventy-eight of our initial one hundred made it onto this life raft. Now we’re down to forty-nine. Soon, the only remaining life in the solar system is going to crash into that gas giant, and there’s not a damn thing you or I can do about it.”

      He returned to bed and whipped the sheet over him. “It was not for nothing,” he said.

      She caught her reflection in the glass—the mighty red planet a fuzzy background to her image. She hated when they clashed. He was only trying to comfort her.

      “Please,” he said, this time softer. “Come back to bed.”

      “In a minute,” she said and gazed out the window.
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      Constance cupped her hands to the window and admired the magnificent swirl of stars twinkling like diamonds sewn across an enormous black velvet cape. She leaned close, her nose touching the glass, and imagined herself lost beyond Earth’s atmosphere, deep in space. This was something she had done since childhood whenever she had an unobstructed view of the night sky, and here at the Wallops Flight Facility the view was unhindered by buildings and unpolluted by light.

      It had taken her nearly seven hours to drive from Blacksburg, Virginia to the Eastern Shore. Built in 1945 by NASA’s predecessor, the National Advisory Committee for Aeronautics, Wallops had become part of NASA when Congress established the agency in 1958. Over ten thousand rockets had been launched from the facility to collect data for science and space missions, atmospheric and astronomical studies, and to support missions of the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, the United States Navy, foreign governments, and, more recently, commercial ventures. It was Wallops’ tie with commercial endeavors that had brought Constance to the facility.

      She gazed at the water lapping at the property’s rocky shoreline. The idea of launching into space over an ocean horizon had always intrigued her. As a girl, she had considered becoming an astronaut, but after her mother’s death, her father had urged her to pursue an Earth-bound profession. At first, she had been hurt by his lack of encouragement. Later, she understood why he had wanted her near him.

      She glanced at a rocket on the flight pad, barely discernible in the distance, and stepped back from the window. She assessed her reflection, tugged at her suit jacket, and pushed aside red tendrils that had escaped from the ponytail tied at the nape of her neck. After five years as a professor of environmental science, this was the look she had cultivated for the classroom. She hoped it would be appropriate for tonight’s meeting with her benefactor.

      “Ms. Roy?” a man said.

      Constance spun around, startled. She scanned the room. It was grand in size and outfitted with high-tech monitors. A dozen gray mesh chairs surrounded a glass conference table. The decor was the obvious influence of corporate investors. The stainless steel elevator doors at the end of the conference room were closed. The room was empty.

      “Ms. Roy?” the voice said again in a smooth tone that seemed to emanate from the walls.

      “Yes?”

      “Dr. Malic is finishing his treatment. He will be with you directly. Are you enjoying the view?”

      “Yes.” She studied the ceiling for hidden speakers. “You mentioned treatment. Is Dr. Malic sick?”

      There was a pause before the voice said, “Dr. Malic will be right with you.”

      She found the lack of specific answers and the mysterious voice’s dulcet tone disconcerting. Was the voice human? Or artificial, like Siri?

      She had felt off-kilter since she received the invitation to meet the head of the Foundation for Scientific Investigation—FSI—a week ago. She hadn’t wanted to come, but declining the invitation wasn’t an option. She had been one of a handful of students in the country who had been given a full scholarship by the organization’s education initiative. That meant a lot to a girl from Appalachia.

      After college graduation, the foundation had continued sponsorship of her doctoral work on colony collapse disorder in North American honeybees. Skeptical by nature, she had pondered the possible motivations for the foundation’s generosity, the strange restrictions it placed on scholarship recipients, and the requirement that she maintain confidentiality about the contract specifics.

      It was the foundation’s agreement and what would have been her mother’s response to its terms that nagged her. “Nothing in life is free, Connie,” her mother used to say. Constance’s stubborn retort had been, “The stars and trees and everything in nature is,” to which her mother would respond, “For now anyway,” and then pat Constance’s head and change the subject.

      From the moment she received the call requesting the Wallops meeting, she had worried that the foundation would pull her funding because she hadn’t abided by every condition of their contract. Would they really abandon her simply because she had violated one of its terms?

      “You’re wondering why we’ve asked you here.”

      She jumped. The voice was louder, closer. She turned and discovered a man in a slim gray Italian suit standing a few feet away. The man was skinny, almost gaunt, with willowy limbs and features to match. The gray skin on his face was stretched paper-thin across an angular skull. His white, shoulder-length hair was parted in the center, tucked behind his ears, and framed his face. It was possible the man was in his mid-twenties, but given his odd appearance, Constance found it difficult to assess his true age.

      “My apologies,” he said. “I didn’t mean to alarm you.”

      She collected herself. “I didn’t hear you behind me.”

      “I hope my appearance doesn’t frighten you,” he said, bowing his head. “My name is Kylos. I am Dr. Malic’s son.”

      He extended a hand. She held hers out. His long digits wrapped around her petite palm like a spider capturing a fly.

      “I wasn’t aware Dr. Malic had children,” she said. She slid her hand from his cold grasp and gave him a discreet onceover.

      He flashed a tiny-toothed grin. “I suffer from a rare condition caused by a gene mutation. The result of that mutation is what you see before you.”

      She wasn’t a medical doctor, but it was difficult for her to conceive of the disease that would cause anyone to look as he did.

      He raised his hand and extended an elongated index finger. “I assure you that I’m perfectly healthy.” He leaned close and whispered, “Maybe even healthier than you.”

      She felt a chill and tensed her muscles to keep from shuddering. She didn’t want to offend the son of the man who had paid for her entire education.

      He motioned toward the table. “Why don’t we have a seat?”

      She chose a chair on the side of the table. Kylos sat opposite. He folded his bony hands, set them on the table, and caught her staring at them. She felt herself flushing.

      “It was decided that, given my condition, it would be best not to let the world know that Dr. Malic had a child. My existence was kept out of the press. This is not difficult when you have the FSI resources at your disposal.”

      Constance shifted in her seat.

      “Does that information make you uncomfortable? It wasn’t meant to.”

      “Forgive me if this offends you,” she said. “But that sounds cruel.”

      Kylos’s lips turned up in a sly smile. “How so?”

      “I find it distressing that a parent would deny the existence of a child,” she said, her voice raised more than she had intended.

      His grin widened, stretching to the sides of his face like a scarecrow, and revealed his sharp little teeth. “Really? Do you have any children, Ms. Roy?”

      “That would be a breach of the terms of the agreement I have with the foundation.”

      “Of course it would,” he said, smug. “It’s quaint of you to feel sympathy and outrage. I can see how coming from where you’re from you might view it in a negative light. But you feel pity where none is needed. Being the invisible son of one of the most powerful philanthropists in the world has benefits.”

      “You’re right,” she said with force. “I can’t imagine the benefits of being hidden away, of being treated like something less than—” She caught herself, but it was too late.

      The smile drained from his face like helium escaping a balloon. He straightened in his seat and studied her with the predatory look of the turkey vultures from back home. “Well then,” he said. “Shall we talk about the reason you are here?”

      “Yes, please,” she said, relieved to get the conversation back on track.

      “Dr. Malic, my father, is quite sick. He has been unable to govern the foundation like he did in his youth.”

      She noted a change in his tone, and for an instant his features softened. Then it was gone, replaced by something she couldn’t quite identify … arrogance? Self-importance?

      “I’m sorry about your father,” she said, “but how does this concern me?”

      “Surely you are aware of the interest Father has taken in you.”

      “The foundation has been quite generous in supporting my research.”

      “Father is the foundation. And Father does not care about research. He invests in people.”

      “I thought I was here about my work,” she said, frustrated.

      “I’ve irritated you. I’m truly sorry,” he said, feigning remorse. “I don’t think you understand what a tremendous compliment this is. Father has done extensive investigation to find the appropriate candidates. Few measured up.”

      “Candidates? For what?”

      Kylos covered his mouth as if he had revealed too much. “I will leave that conversation to Father,” he said.

      “So I will be speaking with Dr. Malic?”

      “Of course. You don’t think we brought you all this way to talk to me.”

      “When will I meet him?” she said.

      “Soon. But first you must prepare, and, most unfortunately, that means my journey with you tonight must end.”

      He rose and motioned toward the elevator. She crossed to the stainless steel doors. They opened as she drew near. She turned back at the threshold.

      “Mr. Whittaker will show you the rest of the way,” he said from across the room.

      She stepped inside. The doors to the oval elevator closed, and with that Kylos vanished as mysteriously as he had appeared.
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      The sound of running water stirred Constance from slumber. She ran her hand across the empty space on the bed and rolled over. She admired Michael’s figure through the smoked glass of the shower capsule adjacent to the sleeping compartment. He had developed the lean musculature of a wide receiver’s physique since arriving on their space home. She, too, had developed lean muscle, though more like an Olympic middle distance runner’s than a football player’s. Their habitat ring spun slightly faster than that of the other refugees’ ring, and these fractions of a difference in gravitational pull resulted in those living on the central E ring developing the same body type. The Curators had maintained that this had been an accident—a miscalculation in the g-force—but Constance couldn’t help feel it was part of their grand design.

      Water ran over Michael’s neck and back. Watching him confined in the shower pod reminded her of the first time she had laid eyes on him in the transport cylinder. The memories from the transport to the ship weren’t complete … more like rushes of excruciating pain. She had been driving in a pickup on a Saturday morning, listening to the radio, when there was a sudden flash and the rapture that had ripped her on a molecular level from one existence into another.

      Her next flash was of waking inside a cylinder, panic-stricken and terrified. She recalled clawing at the glass window with cracked nails. Her blood had felt as if it was boiling and had oozed from her ears, nose, and eyes. She had desperately searched for a way out. That’s when she had seen Michael’s face—a face that would become so familiar over the next twelve months that she knew every inch even with her eyes closed. Michael’s agony had seemed greater than hers. His skin had smoked, and his arteries and veins had throbbed under the epidermis of his neck and face.

      The final memory of that monumental day was the clearest. It was the first time she had heard her captor, Kylos’s voice. “You’re okay. We will take care of you,” he had said, and then she had blacked out.

      Nearly half of the survivors had made a remarkable recovery given all they had endured. Of the one hundred that had been acquired, sixty-six had withstood the initial entry. Of those sixty-six, nineteen had succumbed to side effects and perished. It was the other ten deaths that Constance found most troubling. These were harder to explain. Whether these individuals had become psychologically unstable due to the trauma of the migration or the confinement on the Orb, nobody knew. The residents never discussed these deaths, fearful they’d meet the same fate.

      The thought of ending up like one of them kept Constance up at night. She had lost much in that molecular storm. It was as if a piece of her had been short-circuited or left behind. She felt like a stranger in her own skin. When she was around the animals and those that worked in the menagerie, she felt more deeply connected to other living beings—more like who she sensed she was before the transport to the Orb.

      She wondered if Michael experienced the same disconnect. While they enjoyed a physical relationship, at times she found him stoic. She didn’t fault him. They had been through an ordeal. Maybe this change in their souls was part of the Curators’ strategy to give them the toughness needed to survive on their new planet. Or maybe it was designed to prevent the inhabitants from becoming too attached in any sense beyond biology. Perhaps the emotional distance was aimed to keep the refugees from forming alliances and loyalties.

      She arose from bed. The room spun. Again, the vertigo. How much longer would it go on? She was sick of being sick. The Curators had promised to care for the refugees, but the promise seemed more honored in the breach than the observance. She sat on the bed to steady herself.

      “You okay?” Michael said, a towel around his waist and dripping water. He sat next to her.

      “I despise what the Curators have done to us,” she said with such hostility it surprised her.

      She stood and paced the cabin, fueled by the adrenalin flooding her body. The anger made her feel alive—like the person she imagined she had been before the migration. So much had been wrong about what had happened to the inhabitants.

      She turned to Michael, who had been watching her with concern. “Are you okay?”

      “Sure,” he said, confused.

      She grabbed his hands and locked eyes with him. “I’ll ask again. Are–you–okay?”

      She noticed the wondrous green and blue marbling of his irises, stared hard into the black hole of his pupils, and willed him to reclaim from deep within what the Curators and their transport had stolen—their ability to connect. The muscles in his jaw twitched, and the artery along his temple pulsed. A long minute passed.

      “I hate what has happened to us,” he said. “I hate them.”

      There. Michael had said it. What she had been feeling for weeks and maybe what had been making her sick. Despite the fact that the Curators had saved them from Earth’s destruction and were allegedly attempting to find them a new home, she hated their overseers and their secrets and rules.

      “It’s time things changed,” she said.

      “Change how?”

      It was a good question. How could she change things? They had become lab rats with curious Curator scientists looking on. Where had that got them? Sitting in the middle of space on a ship doomed to crash into Jupiter. Doing nothing was no longer acceptable.
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      The oval tube that functioned as the FSI’s private express elevator conducted Constance into the building’s belly. After leaving Kylos in the office, the reflective double doors had slid together and the seam that indicated their separation had disappeared. A light on the touch-screen panel that indicated the floor level had faded, and the panel itself blended into the polished container’s surface. It was difficult to distinguish the doors from the curved, mirrored walls. Constance imagined the vessel was meant to impress the rider with its high-tech, space-age design, but she found it disorienting and claustrophobic.

      The elevator accelerated. Her ears popped. The shiny walls made it challenging to find a fixed point on which to concentrate. She had learned in childhood ballet classes that a clear focal point was a reliable preventative to becoming dizzy and losing one’s lunch, so she focused on the one visible subject she could: her reflection. The mirrored surface afforded her an infinite number of Constances to look at. In front, she saw herself staring back. Behind that Constance she saw another reflection of her back and after that another of her front. This pattern repeated forward to back, back to forward, and on and on in a long, continuous line. Her doppelgangers moved in unison, shifting right then left, like a line of Rockettes.

      The doors opened with a faint hydraulic hiss, revealing a man positioned directly outside. He was her age or a few years older with dark hair and a tan complexion. Like Kylos, he wore a suit and black tie. But while Kylos’s suit fit him like a second skin—or maybe a fungus that had grown up and around him—this man’s clothing puckered and gaped like a schoolboy’s uniform.

      “Dr. Roy,” the man said. “My name is Michael Whittaker. Dr. Malic has asked me to escort you.”

      She stepped from the elevator, glad to be free, and accompanied Whittaker down the corridor. She sensed from the pressure and the heavy silence that absorbed their footsteps that she was underground. The air was cool and damp but in no way musty. The walls were a pleasant eggshell white, and the varnished cement floors gleamed.

      She stole a look at her escort in her peripheral vision. His piercing blue-green eyes made her forget for a split second that she was at the FSI for professional reasons. Unlike Kylos, who came across as cruel and alien, Mr. Whittaker seemed kind and familiar.

      “You work for the FSI?” she said.

      “You sound surprised.”

      “You don’t seem like the corporate type.”

      He grinned. “Should I be offended?”

      “I can see you’re not,” she said and suppressed a smile. “You’re different from…” She thought about the strange Kylos.

      “From young Malic?” he said. She nodded. “I only started a few weeks ago. Give it time and I’ll be a mini-Kylos.”

      “I seriously doubt that.”

      “I’ll take that as a compliment,” he said with a wink.

      She caught herself blushing, straightened her posture, and attempted a more professional demeanor. “What made you want to work for the foundation?”

      “Dr. Malic and the foundation have been quite generous to my family and me. When he made the offer, I accepted.”

      She was surprised by his candor. “No questions asked?”

      “No questions asked.”

      Kylos had said that the foundation invested in people. Was Michael one of its investments? She was about to ask when they reached a handle-less door at the end of the hall.

      “So,” Michael said. “You ready?”

      She intercepted his hand as he moved to touch a keypad next to the door. “Before I go in,” she said. “Anything you’d like to share with me about Dr. Malic, one newbie to another?”

      He studied her a moment and leaned close. “In the last twelve months, only Dr. Malic’s medical staff and son have seen him in person. He communicates with the rest of us through email and video chat. Some wonder if he’s really sick or a little off, like Howard Hughes.”

      “You mean he’s…” She tapped a finger to her temple.

      “I can’t say. I’ve never met him,” he said and straightened to his full height.

      “You’ve never met Dr. Malic?” she said, stunned.

      “Nope.”

      “Things keep getting curiouser and curiouser. I feel like I’m in Wonderland.”

      He smiled. “Don’t worry, Alice, you’ll get used to it. All kidding aside,” he said in a reassuring tone, “I suspect the reason for his seclusion is his illness. If what I’ve heard is true, it’s probably best if he didn’t expose himself to germs from the outside world. Well, I’ve kept you long enough. I’m sure Dr. Malic is eager to meet you.”

      She was sorry her time with Michael was over.

      “What’s it like in there?” she asked with a glance toward the door.

      “Don’t know. I’ve never been invited. You must be one special person, Dr. Roy.”

      The door slid up. A sudden rush of air pushed her off balance. It had a slight ozone smell. She had expected to see a room, not a chamber with another door identical to the first on the other side. Black fluorescent tubes lined the walls vertically from floor to ceiling and reminded her of lights used to attract insects outside the entrances of houses and dingy restaurants in West Virginia. Innocent bugs would fly toward the lights and be vaporized in a tiny explosion of electrical charge.

      “You expect me to go in there?”

      “The second door won’t open until the first is secure. It’s the only way through.”

      She took a deep breath and a giant step into the chamber. She turned to get a final look at Whittaker, but the door was already closing. “You’ll do fine,” he said, and then all went dark.

      She squinted and raised her hand in front of her face. Complete blackness. She swallowed. She had never been a fan of the dark.

      “Keep your eyes closed,” said a voice from the void. The voice was male, deep and gravelly—definitely not Kylos’s mellifluous one.

      Fearing the consequences of ignoring the request, she did as instructed. For good measure, she placed her palms against her eyelids. Seconds later, there was a quiet buzzing. She assumed this was caused by the electricity flowing through the fluorescent tubes. The buzzing increased in volume until it sounded as if she was surrounded by a swarm of bees. She pressed her hands tightly to her face and attempted to keep still so as not to lean near the tubes. She knew what had happened to wayward bugs that got too close to the light.

      Her skin warmed and tingled. It was a strange sensation, like a sunburn but different, as if particles were dancing on her epidermis. She wanted to open her eyes … badly. It was all she could do to keep from thrusting her hands away to examine the machinery’s inner workings.

      She inhaled deeply through her nose and exhaled through her mouth. She repeated the process, trying to calm herself. With each inhale, she smelled the ozone. She separated two fingers but kept her hand tight to her face. A strange purple glow spilled into the sliver of space between her fingers. If the ultraviolet light was able to penetrate through the tiniest opening and her eyelids, she could only imagine the intensity she would experience with her eyes unprotected.

      The buzzing increased to an almost deafening level. She considered moving her hands from her eyes to her ears, but then came a sudden change in pressure and it was over. The chamber fell silent, and the darkness returned. A cool breeze filled the compartment. She hesitated before removing her hands from her face. She stretched her fingers, trying to work out the cramps that had developed from squeezing them so tight. She peered into the black and waited.

      The door slid up. Another rush of air. She blinked as her eyes adjusted to the brightness.

      “Come in, Dr. Roy,” said the gravelly voice. “It’s so lovely to see you again.”
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      Constance lingered in the doorway that connected her residence cabin to the main corridor of E ring. Today’s experiment would be a simple one: to see how the Curators would react to a minor act of rebellion. She would deviate from her assigned schedule and see what happened. Her plan was born from her anger at the Curators and the inhabitants’ seemingly helpless situation. She had decided to keep her activity a secret from Michael until she had collected data to share with him. Plus, if there were consequences for her disobedience, it was better she bore the Curators’ wrath alone.

      She stepped into the hall and set out for the menagerie. It had been twelve months since the ship had been placed in geostationary orbit over the gas giant Jupiter, when the nine interconnecting rings began rotating in alternating directions and power began flowing through the station. From a short distance in space, the high-tech ark looked like an oversized volleyball that had been sliced into nine sections and then reattached by a spike driven through its core. From farther away, the Orb might be mistaken for an insignificant meteoroid or space debris.

      The central or E ring where she, Michael, and some of the other refugees lived was the most massive of the nine centrifuges, measuring 269 meters in diameter with the ring itself twenty-eight meters wide. Three evenly spaced struts connected each ring to the central axle, with the largest spoke functioning as a passageway to the axle that housed the elevator that took residents to the other rings.

      On either side of the central E ring were four smaller rings in descending diameter. Each of these rings had its own function and ecosystem. E and F rings housed the humans and the generators. The three outer rings on one side of the Orb—G, H, and I—contained the greenhouse and dining hall, exercise training facility, and the disposition chamber and garbage shoot. The opposite rings—D, C, B, and A—contained the menagerie, two supply rings, and on the outermost belt, the Curators’ ring—the only area off-limits to the inhabitants. D ring, where Constance was heading now, was her favorite and housed the sixty-seven animal species from Earth that the Curators had deemed essential to rebuilding their civilization.

      The Orb’s intricacies were still a mystery to the inhabitants. The Curators had not provided them any details about the ship’s design, construction, or operation. The technology that had brought the inhabitants to the Orb was clearly advanced, but parts of the ship were remarkably functional and rudimentary. This led some crew members to speculate that the Orb might have been a joint venture between humans and the Curators who now ran it.

      Constance strode down the empty corridor, passing doors that led to other cabins. Half of the cabins were empty, and half had residents preparing for their shift. The Curators had arranged for two work shifts. Since day and night within the ship could be manipulated, everyone had the sensation of working the day shift and nobody the graveyard one.

      She noted with sorrow the cabins that were permanently empty and their doors forever closed. It was a reminder of those who had perished during the migration—and after. She had come to terms with the deaths that had been due to the side effects of the transport. It was the ten others that troubled her. The Curators had reported discovering these ten individuals deceased in various areas of the ship, had given no explanation as to the causes or manner of death, and had recommended the crew not dwell on their loss.

      She reached the end of the cabins and picked up her pace. The passageway curved toward the connecting strut that would take her to the central axle elevator. In the early weeks on the ship, she had found the corridors beautiful and calming. The recessed lighting panels cast a cool indigo-violet glow over the gleaming white walls that reminded her of foggy early morning winter walks on snow-covered mountains. Now she felt the lighting lacked warmth.

      She arrived at the opening to the strut that connected the E ring to the central axle. The network of conduits that served as the ship’s veins and arteries became visible, and the flooring changed from the smooth white surface that blended with the corridor walls to an industrial metal. This environment had not been created for the residents’ comfort but for practicality.

      She entered the connecting spoke and climbed up the narrow steel stairs that ran in a spiral along the wall of the hollow tube to the central axle. Occasionally two residents met on the staircase and were forced to turn sideways in order to squeeze by one another.

      At the top of the stairs was the alignment stall. She entered the stall, grabbed the safety bars, and pressed her back against the hard mesh cage. Two seconds passed and then, like a carnival ride, the stall shifted her from an x-axis to a y-axis position and reoriented her to line up with the elevator inside the central axle. The shift in the stall always made Constance feel like she had stepped into the topsy-turvy world of an Escher drawing.

      She stepped from the alignment cage onto a landing to wait for the elevator. Within the central axle, the elevator platforms ran in a continuous loop—like dumbwaiter compartments—  and transported residents from one ring to another. Each compartment was large enough for two. The inhabitants had learned to carefully time their steps on and off the compartments. One misstep and a person could be hit on the head by the floor above them or trap a foot in the space between landings and the elevator. Constance eyed an approaching empty compartment and hopped on with practiced ease.

      Residents waiting on platforms nodded or waved as she passed. She approached the landing to the ring where she was expected. She had been assigned to the environmental and agricultural ring to maintain and monitor the bees, as well as corn, soybean, and other crops. She watched as the landing to her ring drew closer and then disappeared. Her heart skipped a beat. Up until this moment, she had adhered to the Curators’ precisely prescribed routine. Now she was no longer following protocol. Her experiment had begun.

      The landing for the menagerie habitat ring approached. How soon after she stepped onto the ring would it take for her presence to be noticed? She exited the elevator, entered the alignment cage, shifted orientation, and descended the stairs. She scanned the corridor. All clear. She took a breath and strolled down the hall toward the menagerie.

      “Ms. Roy?” came a voice from behind her.

      She stopped. The Curators were the only creatures she knew who could travel as if barely moving the molecules of air. “Yes?” she said but did not turn around.

      The voice belonged to the Curator the refugees called Fifi. Nobody could remember who had come up with the nickname, but it had made everyone laugh and stuck. Like the other Curators, Fifi’s features were angular, thin, and asexual. It was only because of her smaller stature, slightly puckered lips, and short, softly curling hair that she had been given a female gender. She was the opposite of everything Constance thought a Fifi might be.

      “You are not scheduled to be on this ring today,” Fifi said.

      “No,” Constance said, turning around. “I needed to stretch my legs.”

      Fifi cocked her head like a befuddled Golden Retriever and scanned Constance’s legs. Constance knew how literal the Curators could be, particularly Fifi, and she imagined what must have been running through Fifi’s mind as she tried to contemplate the stretching of legs. For all their sophistication, the Curators seemed incapable of understanding metaphors or similes or the subtleties of human emotion. She had studied the Curators when they attempted some representation of feeling. They never endeavored to show anything other than the six universally recognized feelings of happiness, sadness, fear, disgust, surprise, and anger. And when they did, at no time did it seem genuine—like a smile that involved upturned corners of the mouth but not the eyes. Their mimicked facial expressions were an attempt to put the refugees at ease, not a reflection of limbic system activity in their brains. Constance wondered if they could feel at all.

      “Did Kylos tell you to stretch your legs?” Fifi asked.

      “No one tells you to stretch your legs,” Constance said. “You just do.”

      Fifi took a moment to process her response and tried again. “Did Kylos tell you to work on this ring today?”

      “Yes.”

      Her lie was a test. Did Kylos withhold information from his fellow Curators like he did with the ship’s human residents? Constance detected the slightest widening of Fifi’s eyes. Had Fifi felt honest surprise? As interesting as she found that possibility, she wasn’t going to stick around to find out.

      “If there’s nothing further,” Constance said, “I have work to do.” And with that she strode away toward the menagerie.

      It was everything she could do to keep from sprinting toward the animal habitat to safety. She reached the thick door to the menagerie, pulled the lever, and entered. The door closed behind her with a gust of air designed to keep the animal smells inside. She inhaled the earthy air and sighed with relief. The animal smells were repugnant to the Curators, but to Constance they were heaven and reminded her of home. She’d be safe from questions here.

      She crept along the deck lined with the pens that housed the animals. There were seventy pens in all, each grouped and divided into nine sections along the inner wall. Each of the nine sections represented a distinct habitat. Sixty-seven of the seventy animal species had survived the migration. A better rate than us humans, she thought.

      Nature sounds piped in over ceiling speakers filled the air. The Curators had thought that recordings from the animals’ natural habitats would help soothe them in their captivity. The sounds, as well as the lighting, were synchronized with the individual animal’s biorhythms and created day, night, and the seasons. She detected the chirp of a cricket, the hush of a breeze, and the faint croak of a toad. It was night.

      She slowed her pace, found the pen she had been looking for, and opened the door.
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