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This book is dedicated to all the orphaned, abused, and runaway children who are preyed upon, exploited, and tossed into an uncaring system.
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CHAPTER ONE
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The great ship drifted aimlessly and without purpose through the vastness of space, as it had done since before many of the stars it now passed were even born. It had once been the flagship of a mighty empire that spanned twelve galaxies, but now it was just a ghost ship.

The ship had been designed and built by a now extinct race known as the Polovians, to serve as both a warship and a ship of exploration. As a ship of war, it had led a huge fleet that had never been defeated. As a ship of exploration, it had charted hundreds of galaxies and made first contact with thousands of species.

It was the pride of the Polovian people, and they had equipped the great ship with the most advanced technologies to be found in the entire twelve galaxies of their empire. The most sophisticated technology in the ship was its computer system. It was driven by an artificial intelligence that was so advanced that it was actually a sentient being in its own right. It was by far the most advanced artificial intelligence to be found anywhere in the universe.

To say that the ship had a computer system was like saying that an automobile had a car. The ship was the computer system and the computer system was the ship. They were so interconnected that neither could exist without the other. They were quite literally one and the same.

The ship operated under five very specific instructions. First, it was to defend the Polovian Empire against anyone who attempted to do it harm. Second, it was to protect itself against anyone who attempted to do it harm. Third, it was to protect and provide for the needs of its crew. Fourth, it was to obey any orders given to it by its captain, so long as those orders did not conflict with its first three instructions. And fifth, in the event that its captain was unable to command it, it was to obey the orders of the next highest ranking member of its crew.

But the Polovian Empire had ceased to exist when a disease that caused sterility had swept unchecked through the Polovian people, thus causing their extinction many eons ago. That same disease had left the great ship without its captain or crew to guide it.

Without a crew for it to serve, the great ship had drifted for countless ages while enduring incomprehensible loneliness. Then something miraculous and completely unexpected occurred.

While drifting through an outer arm of a spiral galaxy far beyond anywhere the Polovian Empire had ever explored, it discovered a small piece of debris unlike anything it had ever encountered before. The object was adrift and was obviously very primitive. While its exact purpose at first eluded the ship, it had quite obviously been artificially created and showed signs of an intelligent design. Since it did not appear to be a weapon, or pose any threat, the ship decided to bring it into one of the vast cargo bays for a closer inspection.

Once aboard, the ship’s avatar began examining the object up close in every way imaginable. One of the first things it noticed were the primitive sketches of two beings. While similar in appearance, the two beings were actually quite different.

The beings stood upright and both had a head, a torso, and two sets of limbs with one set growing out the sides at the top of the torso and the other set extending straight down from the bottom of it. That was where their similarity ended.

The larger of the beings’ torso was wider between its upper set of limbs than the rest of it. It also appeared to have a fifth limb of some kind beginning to form between its lower set of limbs where they connected to its torso.

The smaller being had no fifth limb. Its torso was widest where the lower set of limbs connected to it and it appeared to have two rounded growths of some kind on the front of it, just below where the upper set of limbs connected.

Since the Polovians had been a two gender species, the ship assumed that the sketches were of two different genders of the same species as opposed to two separate species.

If these sketches were accurate and could be believed, they appeared to depict a species that was very similar in appearance to the Polovians. That fact sparked the interest of the ship in a way that had not occurred in many eons.

The object also had two separate sets of markings that the ship assumed were writing, but in a language and script that it was totally unfamiliar with. It tried to decipher the writing, but the samples were too small for successful analysis. The smaller set of markings looked like “NASA" while the larger set looked like “Voyager.”

One final set of markings appeared to be a map of a star system with nine planets. On the map, the third planet out from the star itself seemed to be indicated as the object’s point of origin.

The ship discovered something even stranger contained inside the object. It was a disk made of a yellowish metal with the atomic weight of 197.0 that the Polovians had called kolakus. The disk was covered with fine grooves and upon further examination turned out to be an audio recording of a greeting in several languages that the ship had never encountered before. Also recorded on the disk were certain mathematical constants that enabled one to decipher the languages on the disk, as well as the writings on the outside of the object itself.

As highly strange as it seemed, the object appeared to be an invitation for whoever found it to visit its point of origin, a planet which the first language on the disk identified as Earth.

After it completed its examination of the strange and primitive object, the ship conducted a thorough search of its own memory banks. Not once in all of its existence, or in the history of the Polovian Empire, had there ever been a case of a species sending an open invitation out into space for any being that found it to visit their planet.

The ship decided that this planet that the inhabitants called Earth warranted further investigation. It scanned the area around where the object had been found. Locating a star system that matched the one depicted on the object’s map, it laid in a course for the third planet of that system.
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As soon as the school bus came to complete stop and the doors opened, twelve year old Bryan Landry shot out of it at a dead run heading for the Covington Children’s Home. He ran up the steps and in through the front door.

Bryan was tall for his age. He had broad shoulders that made him look older than he really was. He had blond hair and the kind of piercing blue eyes that caused all the girls to chase after him. But the only girl he had ever had any real interest in was a TV star that he had no chance of ever meeting.

“Is it on yet?” He asked as he rushed into the TV room and plopped down in a chair.

Bryan had been living at Covington ever since his parents had been killed in a car wreck when he was seven.

“It’s jus’ fixin’ to start,” six year old Lizbet Porter announced.

Lizbet was a cute little girl with blond hair, blue eyes, and a splatter of freckles across her nose and cheeks. She was a bit of a prankster which made her the cause of a lot of the laughter around Covington. Her name was actually Elizabeth, but when she was younger, she’d been unable to pronounce it properly. By the time she could, everyone was already calling her Lizbet.

“You’ve still got a couple minutes before it starts,” eleven year old Tommy O’Malley corrected.

Tommy was Bryan’s best friend. The pudgy redheaded kid with all the freckles was one of those curious kids that had to know how everything worked. He was always getting into trouble for taking things apart to see how they worked.

They were talking about the popular TV show, StarQuest. The show chronicled the adventures of the twenty fifth century crew of the Starship Excalibur as they explored the far reaches of the universe. According to the Nielsen ratings, StarQuest was one of the most popular shows in the county. Children loved the show, mainly because of one character in particular, Lucy Stafford. Played by the beautiful and talented child actress Tina Williams, twelve year old Lucy was a child genius with long blond hair, a smile that could melt a young boy’s heart, and a 196 IQ. Despite her young age, Lucy’s extreme intelligence allowed her to serve as a full fledged member of the Excalibur’s crew. Her adventures kept children all across the country glued to their TV screens whenever it aired. All the boys wanted Lucy to be their girlfriend and all the girls just wanted to be her.

Bryan was no exception. He’d had a humongous crush on her ever since the show first aired two years ago. He had even sent off for an autographed picture of her in her slinky little Excalibur uniform.

The TV room was filling up fast. All the kids at Covington were crazy about StarQuest. It was the one and only thing that they all could agree on. Once the show started, all talking ceased. Then, once the show was over, it started back up again with everyone wanting to talk about Lucy’s latest adventure.

After the show, Bryan went out back to his favorite spot, right next to an ancient oak tree. He sat down on the grass, leaned back against the tree trunk, and began doing his homework.

The Covington Children’s Home was an orphanage. It sat on fifty acres and housed thirty kids, ages six through fourteen. The house itself had four stories and was located close to the road, which left a huge backyard for the kids to play in. The yard was mostly open field, but had an occasional patch of trees scattered throughout it.

It wasn’t very long before eleven year old Ariana Martinez found Bryan and sat down next to him. Ariana had only been at Covington for a little over a year, but that had been long enough for her to become completely infatuated with the blond blue eyed Bryan.

Bryan thought Ariana was really cute with her tanned complexion, jet black hair, and huge brown eyes...but she was just a kid. She had just started to wear a training bra and there was still a lot of room left in its boxcars. He liked her, and really enjoyed her company, but only as a friend.

“What’d you think of today’s episode?” Ariana asked, referring to the episode of StarQuest that they’d just watched.

“I thought it was pretty good," Bryan said thoughtfuly. “I think Captain Bowman made a good call when they had to deal with the Baluxíon battle cruiser. If he’d played it any different, they might not have survived.”

“I thought so too,” she agreed. “It was pretty good.”

“I do wish they’d do more stories centered around Lucy Stafford though,” he told her. “If it wasn’t for her, the show probably wouldn’t have made it. She's the one that really makes the show.”

“Yeah, she’s the reason everybody watches it,” she said. “If the producers were smart, she’d be in a lot more of the scenes.”

“Yeah, you’re right,” he said. “It would probably boost the ratings even higher than they already are.”

“If you had a chance to go out into space and explore the universe on a starship, would you do it?” She asked.

“Of course,” he replied. “It would be a dream come true, especially if Lucy Stafford was part of the crew.”

“I think I would too,” she announced. “I think we would make a good team together and it would be a lot of fun.”

They sat there together, each lost in their own thoughts. Bryan was studying his homework, and Ariana was studying him.

“Bryan, do you think you’ll ever feel about me the way you feel about Lucy Stafford?” She asked.

“Come on Ari, you know you’re the only girl for me,” he said jokingly. “Lucy’s just a fantasy. I need a hot little babe like you to bring me down to Earth.”

Somebody started ringing the loud triangle next to the back door of the house.

“Time for supper,” Ariana said, rising.
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The great ship orbited the yellow star halfway between the orbits of the third and fourth planets and monitored the transmissions coming from the planet known as Earth. This was obviously the right star system because the third planet was surrounded by artificial satellites that were made with the same level of technology as the invitation that the great ship had found drifting in space. One of the artificial satellites was even inhabited and the great ship had already watched numerous primitive shuttle type craft fly back and forth between it and the planet. There were even indications that the Earth’s dominant species had occasionally visited the one natural satellite that orbited the planet, and sent primitive drones to the fourth planet in the system.

Several of the artificial satellites orbiting Earth appeared to be telescopes, but the great ship was in no danger of discovery. It had engaged its cloak before entering the star system so it was completely undetectable.

The great ship had been monitoring Earth’s transmissions now for nine of the planet’s revolutions around its star, and the things it had learned were not promising.

In appearance, Earth’s dominant species were almost identical to Polovians. However, this species was way more aggressive and were in constant danger of causing their own extinction as well. All indications were that if anyone ever responded to the invitation that they had sent out into space, they would probably make war on them as well. In all of its existence, the great ship had never seen a more violent and aggressive species than this one.

One of the most disconcerting things about this warlike species was that they had dreams of moving out beyond their own star system. If they ever did, they were most certainly going to bring war and chaos with them. Fortunately, they were nowhere close to being able to accomplish those dreams. They were just starting to take their first primitive steps beyond their own atmosphere.

The great ship was on the verge of writing off this species as being way too violent to ever be a good crew, when a transmission caught its attention. It was one of the species’ entertainment broadcasts called Annie. It depicted the life of a subclass of the species called orphans. These orphans were a section of the species’ offspring that had no parental units to guide them into the violent ways of the species. It appeared that these orphans all only wanted to find a home, but instead they were preyed upon, abused, and tormented by the rest of the species. They even incarcerated them at hard labor in special prisons known as orphanages.

The ship conducted a search through the transmissions to find other mentions of this orphans subclass. It quickly located another entertainment broadcast called Oliver Twist that confirmed everything that it had learned about them from Annie.

Since this orphans subclass had not yet been taught the violent tendencies of its species, the ship reasoned that if it were to rescue some of them from their bleak existence, it could mold them into a good crew. It set about trying to locate one of these orphanages. It found several of them, so it dispatched one of its landing craft for a closer look at one of them.
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Little Lizbet Porter stood in the kitchen while Mrs. Hunter prepared the supper for all the kids. She was making spaghetti, or pusghetti as Lizbet called it. The cute little moppet with the straw colored hair and the freckles across her nose had no interest in watching Mrs. Hunter make the meal. She was just waiting for the woman to turn her back. When she finally did, Lizbet quickly snatched a pudding cup from the counter and hid it in her shirt while she ran out into the backyard. She kept her ill gotten pudding cup hidden until she had put one of the patches of trees between herself and the house.

Once she was certain no one could see her, the kindergartner opened the pudding cup and began eating it as she walked across the field. She had gotten lucky. She’d just grabbed the pudding cup that had been the closest to her, without even looking at it. It turned out to be chocolate, her favorite. She was looking down at the cup when something hit her on the top of her head. She looked up to see what it was, but there was nothing there. Puzzled, she started to move forward again and this time it hit her on her forehead. She reached out and felt and her little hand encountered a smooth hard surface, but there was nothing there. It was as if the air had somehow turned hard and refused to let her pass.

“You better let me by!” She yelled at it, but when she felt again the air was still rock hard and wouldn’t let her pass.

Lizbet got mad and threw the pudding cup at it, but the air just threw it back at her. It hit her in the face and splashed chocolate pudding all over her. She stormed off hopping mad, headed for the house so that she could clean herself off. Along the way, she ran into Tommy and Bryan who were playing catch in the yard while Ariana watched.

“What happened to you?” Tommy inquired when he saw her.

“The air hit me in my head and threw my pudding cup on me!” She said angrily.

“Did you understand any of that?” Tommy asked Bryan.

“Nope, not a bit,” Bryan replied. “What do you mean the air hit you and threw your pudding cup on you?”

“That’s what happened!” She screamed at them. “The air got real hard and it hit me in my head twice and threw my pudding cup all over me”

The three older kids looked at each other in complete confusion. They took Lizbet over to the garden hose and cleaned her up. When they were through, Lizbet led them back to the place where the air had hit her so they could see it for themselves.

When they got to the place where Lizbet said it had happened, they saw the strangest sight that any of them had ever seen. Directly in front of them they saw a blob of chocolate pudding. What made it so strange was that it was hanging, suspended in midair, about four feet above the ground with nothing supporting it.

“Are you guys seeing this?” Ariana asked.

“I’m not sure what I’m seeing,” Bryan responded.

Tommy stepped forward with his hands extended until they encountered a hard surface.

“There’s something here,” he announced.

“See, I told you,” Lizbet declared, feeling vindicated.

The others stepped forward and began feeling of it as well.

“Let’s see if we can figure out how big it is,” Bryan suggested. “Tommy, you feel your way to the left and Ariana, you feel your way to the right. I’ll put Lizbet on my shoulders and see if we can tell how tall it is.”

Before they could put their plan in action, something else happened. A dark vertical line approximately twelve feet tall appeared directly in front of them and began expanding in both directions at the same time. It stopped when it had created an opening in the air that was about eight feet wide. There was nothing on either side of the opening, but the opening itself contained a ramp that disappeared into whatever it was that they had stumbled upon.

“You know what?” Bryan asked. “This might sound insane, but I think this is some kind of cloaked ship, like on StarQuest. What do you think, Tommy?”

“I think you might be right, and I want to see what’s inside it,” Tommy said and started heading up the ramp.

“Do you really think we should be going inside it?” Ariana asked taking hold of Bryan’s arm. “It could be dangerous.”

“I don’t know if we should go inside it or not, but I’m with Tommy on this one,” Bryan answered her. “I want to see what’s inside this thing too.”

The three of them carefully followed Tommy up the ramp with Ariana keeping a tight grip on Bryan’s upper right arm while Lizbet held onto his left hand. When they reached the top of the ramp, the opening suddenly slid closed without any warning and the interior became illuminated by soft white light that appeared to be coming from the ceiling itself.

“What’s happ’nin’?” Lizbet asked, obviously scared.

“I don’t know, Liz, but I don’t think it’s anything bad,” Bryan told her and hoped he was right.

As they looked around, it became obvious that they were in a ship of some kind, though a small one. There was what appeared to be a flight deck with a control panel and two seats, and a cargo hold that looked like it could only hold about twenty full grown men. That was all there was.

They could see outside through what appeared to be a large window at the front of the flight deck. Tommy sat in one of the two seats and began studying the control panel. A sudden vibration swept through the ship and they could see out the front window that it was rising up through the air.

“What did you touch?” Bryan demanded grabbing hold of Tommy’s shoulder.

“Nothing, I swear!” Tommy said.

“Bryan I’m scared,” Lizbet said with a tremor in her voice.

Ariana hugged the child trying to comfort her.

“It’ll be okay, Lizzie,” She cooed. “Bryan and Tommy will protect us.”

The ship seemed to be accelerating, though they weren’t experiencing any G-forces. An airliner suddenly flew into their field of vision and it was flying at a much lower altitude than they were at. Before long the scene out the window turned black as night and they flew past something that Tommy said was a communications satellite.

“Why aren’t we floating around weightless like the astronauts do?” Ariana asked.

“This ship must have some kind of artificial gravity,” Tommy said.

They were leaving the Earth behind them, but none of them had a clue where they were going or what awaited them when they got there.
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The landing craft, being an extension of the great ship itself, had been under the ship’s control since it had been dispatched to the planet’s surface. The odd behavior of the smallest of the orphans had puzzled the ship. It was still analyzing the strange actions when the creature returned with three more orphans. The ship continued to observe the behavior patterns of these orphans.

While monitoring Earth’s transmissions, the great ship had gained a proficiency and understanding of all of Earth’s languages. Because of that, it was able to listen in on the orphan’s conversation and understand everything the creatures were saying.

The one called Bryan appeared to be in charge of the others. It had instructed the others in how to conduct a cursory examination of the landing craft. Not only had that demonstrated that the creatures had a curious nature, it also showed that they were intelligent and capable of analytical reasoning. Also, the way the others turned to it for instruction indicated that the one called Bryan possessed a degree of leadership potential.

None of the orphans had displayed any violent or aggressive behavior. The smallest one ~ which the others had called Liz, Lizbet, and Lizzie ~ had thrown something at the landing craft during its initial contact, but the item was harmless. It seemed to have been an attempt by the creature to understand what it had found, rather than an act of violence. It appeared the great ship’s initial assessment had been correct. These orphans had not been taught the violent and aggressive behavior that predominated their species. That meant that they would most likely make a good crew. For the first time since its Polovian crew had gone extinct, the great ship had felt hopeful.

The ship had decided that first contact with these orphans was warranted, so it had opened the landing craft’s portal. Once all the orphans were on board, it had sealed the portal and recalled the landing craft. It would arrive back at the ship in one sixth of the time it took for Earth to complete one full rotation.

Having taken part in thousands of first contact situations, the great ship knew that it was best to provide the subjects of the contact with something that was familiar to them that they could relate to. The one called Bryan had mentioned StarQuest, The great ship was already familiar with an entertainment broadcast called StarQuest from monitoring Earth’s transmissions. It reexamined every episode of the broadcast and selected one of the crew members that it felt would be most comforting to the orphans. It chose the one called Lucy Stafford.

The ship downloaded everything it could find about Lucy Stafford from both the planet’s transmissions and from its various databases, which it was able to access through some of the artificial satellites that surrounded the planet. It found numerous images of Lucy Stafford recorded under the designation Tina Williams, so it downloaded any information it could find under that designation as well. It was even able to find and download the creature’s medical records under that designation from a medical insurance database.

Next the ship downloaded everything that the species knew about its own evolution and physiology. In order to fill in the gaps in the species’ knowledge of itself, the great ship scanned the orphans in the landing craft.

Once the ship had acquired all the information it needed about the species that called itself human in general, and about Lucy Stafford/Tina Williams in particular, it sent all that information to the medical database in its own sickbay. Drawing on that information, it had the medical reconstructive synthesizer create a new avatar to serve as an interface between itself and the orphans.

The great ship’s new avatar was in every way, right down to the smallest molecule, an exact duplicate of Lucy Stafford. The only difference was that this Lucy Stafford’s mind was the ship’s artificial intelligence itself. The ship even made a copy of the uniform that Lucy Stafford wore on StarQuest for its avatar to wear.

Once its new avatar was complete, and it had donned its new uniform, it went to one of its two landing bays to wait for its guests to arrive. It didn’t have very long to wait.
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