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On Sacrifice

 

Jamie M. Boyd

 

My father slid the paperwork in front of me. 

“Here,” he said. “Sign.”

It took me a second to understand. I mean, I’d seen printed documents before. I had three old-fashioned books my mother left me on a shelf right there in my bedroom. Still, I couldn’t have been more surprised if he’d laid a 17th-century sword across my desk. It would have been just as antiquated—and just as dangerous. 

“Um, wow,” I said, pausing my homework program to flip through the pages. “Why didn’t you just message this to me?”

“I have, Via. Three times.” His voice was tight. “I thought this might get your attention. The deadline’s tomorrow. I’ll wait while you read.”  

I frowned. I already knew what the pages said. That once my family left Earth for the generation ship Sacrifice, we’d never come back. That I understood this fact and all its ramifications. That I consented. 

Well, screw that. 

Of course, refusing was easier said than done. My dad and annoying stepmother had already given notice at work. The house was sold. My older brother gleefully dropped out of grad school. Everyone was ready, except me. I pushed the document away.

My father’s jaw flexed. “I know it’s hard, sweetie, but this is the chance of a lifetime.”

More like several lifetimes. My great-great-great grandchild would get to see the Trappist system, not me. “You’re asking me to spend my entire existence on a ship. A prison.” 

“Don’t be so dramatic. You want to be a scientist someday, don’t you? Whatever you choose to study, you’re going to make history.”

I rolled my eyes. “I want to study deep-sea corals here on Earth.”

He sighed. “Look, we’re going, one way or another.”

I stuck out my lower lip. Technically, he was wrong. Technically, the law required anyone sixteen or older to agree of their own free will to board a generation ship. My best friend, Monterae, said I should just say no and force the whole family to stay. But she didn’t understand, what with her perfect parents who attended her every soccer game, cheered her every report card. 

If I dug my heels in—if I argued I only had one more year until college, if I told my father they should all go on without me—he might just agree. And that terrified me more than anything.

“OK, fine, I’ll go. But on one condition.” I tried not to show how much the words cost me. 

“What?”

“I want to visit Enceladus before we leave the solar system.”

A long pause. “Why?”

Mom wouldn’t have had to ask. One of the hardcovers she’d left me was a picture book about the ancient ruins on Enceladus, Saturn’s sixth-largest moon. She’d read it to me almost every night when I was little. We’d gaped together at the famed, bleached-bone cities, the towering, undersea forests she promised to take me to someday. After all these years, the pages still smelled like her, like fresh oil paints and the linen-and-pine of one of her newly stretched canvases.

My father never smelled like anything other than the hospital and its strong disinfectant. He’d think it irrational, my desire to visit Enceladus as a final way to say goodbye to her.

“I just do. That’s the deal. Take it or leave it.” I lifted my chin, ready for battle. 

Instead, he flicked his wrist, bringing up the digital version of the consent form in the air between us. 

“I’ll take it,” he said.

* * *

We left Earth a month later. Monterae and I spent my last night watching the sun set over the Pacific Ocean atop San Diego’s Sunset Cliffs. Would I ever see those exact colors again—fuchsia, turquoise, and gold?    

Space was black and frigid, so I tried to make my heart match. We took an intrasolar ship to Saturn’s largest moon, Titan, where the mammoth Sacrifice was docked in orbit, fueling up for the big launch. My father kept his promise, arranging our arrival ahead of schedule, so we had time to detour to nearby Enceladus for a short stay at its science-station-turned-resort.  

When the inner moon finally came into view, it looked tiny—an insignificant snowball compared to Saturn, which floated like a giant, golden angel, complete with halo. But I knew better. There was more buried in that ice than just a hotel and casino.  

“I booked us a VIP suite, adventure package, the works. A last hurrah, of sorts,” my father said magnanimously as we landed on the surface.  

As if it were all his idea. 

After we checked into the hotel, it was time for the main event: the submarine tour. I picked anxiously at my lips, peeling from the dry spacecraft air, as we traveled three miles down an underground tunnel to the docking bay where the moon’s ice gave way to a subterranean ocean ten times deeper than any on Earth. The hotel’s gravity emitters wore off, so we held onto a handrail to keep from bobbing around like the underwater craft we were about to board.  

There was a round hatch in the floor, through which we slid into the submarine. As we strapped ourselves into our seats, a holo warned about rough seas. 

“Welcome aboard. You’re in for a special treat,” the driver said in a friendly Southern twang. “I’m Douglas, and this is Dr. Ayorinde. He heads up the research department here. Nobody knows the Briareus better.”

Dr. Ayorinde nodded his head graciously. We began our descent. 

When the Briareus first came into view, they were so far below us they looked like a small, bleached coral reef. But as we dove, it felt more like plummeting into a giant tree canopy. Some were smooth and hard as bone, others lacy and flexible like gigantic sea fans, their branches twisting and undulating all around us. Like ghosts. 

The hair on my arms stood on end as I placed my hand on the submarine’s thick, chilled window. On the other side, the giant trunks slid by like floors on a falling elevator. My brother, Nathan, had never shown an interest in anything to do with Enceladus, but by the time we reached the ocean bottom, even he gawked as the Briareus towered over us like skyscrapers. 

“Holy shit,” he murmured, craning his neck. 

Dr. Ayorinde chuckled. “It’s even more impressive when you realize they were slow-growing superorganisms. They took about 200,000 years to reach these heights.”

“What happened?” 

“They began dying off several centuries ago, as far as we can tell. We’re not sure why—most likely disease or changing sea temperatures. Or a combination of both.” 

“That’s so sad,” my stepmother, Nicole, cooed in that sticky-sweet voice of hers. “I wonder—”

The submarine shuddered, then accelerated so quickly my head slammed against the seat. The driver fought the controls as we hurtled toward one of the Briareus. We pitched right as he made a hard left to avoid hitting the giant sentinel, but then another lay in our path. The driver punched the controls and the engine roared in reverse, but it slowed our momentum only slightly as he wove between the trunks.  

When we finally emerged from the Briareus grove, the submarine swung like an amusement park ride, then slowly stopped. I thought I might be sick. 

“Sorry about that, folks,” Douglas called, forcing cheer into this voice. “Got caught in a current that just didn’t want to let go.”

My father frowned as he lowered the right arm he’d thrown automatically across my chest, as if I were still a little girl sitting in the passenger seat of his car.

“We should go back,” he grumbled to my stepmother, who sat perfectly composed, not a single blonde hair out of place on her meticulously coiffed head. 

I pushed a messy brown curl behind my ear and flushed. It would be just like my dad to treat a public tour driver like his private chauffeur.  

“Don’t worry,” Douglas said before my father had a chance. “Next part of the tour is in a calmer section.”  

About ten minutes later, we were there. Smokers—large chimneys with dark clouds of gas billowing up from the ocean floor—dotted the sea ridge like miniature volcanoes. The petrified remains of the Briareus here were a different species, tube-shaped, rising straight up in great colonies that from afar looked like cities of rounded skyscrapers. As we approached, the shapes sharpened until the closest section resembled a massive castle of turrets with walls as delicate and intricate as spun glass. It sparkled before our floodlights. 

“Far enough. Turn around,” Dr. Ayorinde said as we reached the edge of a crater. His voice sounded different, less scientist, more ship’s captain. 

The surface of the crater rippled with an oily liquid-mist, like an undersea lake. It was faint, but around the far edge glowed a strange golden crust. No one else paid it any attention—it was nothing, really, compared to the Briareus city—but it was the first color I’d seen the entire trip. It reminded me of the deep-sea microbes I’d studied in school, the ones that lived along Earth’s geothermal vents, converting all that heat into energy. 

“What is that?” I asked. 

Dr. Ayorinde’s shoulders tightened. 

“Just metal deposits,” Douglas said quickly. “Build-up sometimes happens around the vents and brine lakes.”

I peered out the window for a better look, but we were already speeding away. I glanced at Dr. Ayorinde. His face was carefully blank. 

“We’re beginning our ascent,” Douglas called back before I could ask more questions. “If you experience any uncomfortable symptoms, supplemental oxygen canisters are under your seats.” 

Maybe it was the power of his suggestion, but the skin around my neck itched. As I put the canister valve over my mouth and inhaled, the Briareus shrank away outside the submarine’s glass-bottom window, their branches waving an eerie goodbye in the current. 

My father placed his hand on my shoulder. “This was a good idea, Via. I’m glad we did this.” His green eyes went misty and crinkled around the edges. 

I softened. Once upon a time, we’d been close. Maybe he did understand why I’d wanted to come. 

Then he kept talking. “Just think. On the way to the Trappist system, we’ll find something even better.”

My skin flashed hot, then cold, then hot again. Better? I swear, if I had the power to crack that glass and bring down all the moon’s water upon us, I would have been tempted. How did he know what we’d find in the outer reaches, when he couldn’t even conceive of his daughter’s own depths? Why was he so quick to rush from what wonders we had in hand? Hadn’t we lost enough?

* * *

I chided myself the whole way back up the tunnel. I should’ve never left Earth. Since my mother died, I’d been chasing after my father and, no matter what I did, he kept slipping away—first burying himself in work, then his new marriage, now this quest to the stars. 

I’d agreed to board the Sacrifice because I didn’t want to lose a second parent. But it was time to face facts. I already had. I could spend the rest of my life clinging to his side, but each time he failed to see me, I’d only feel like I did right now: more alone than if I’d stayed back home. 

So maybe it was time to stop running. 

My family scattered when we returned to the resort, anxious to enjoy the luxurious accommodations we’d have to leave soon. My brother headed to the sports dome, where he could snowboard in reduced gravity. My stepmother made a beeline to the spa and my father turned to the garish casino. 

And me? A crazy idea struck as I stared at the slot machines’ flashing lights. I’d never understood why people liked to gamble, until that moment. Now it made perfect sense. When you have nothing left, going for broke is no risk at all.

The kiosk at the front desk showed me where Dr. Ayorinde’s lab was located. I practically ran. When I arrived and his assistant told me he wasn’t available, I parked myself in a chair and said I’d wait. 

Her expression stiffened. “If you have any questions about the Briareus, I’d suggest you visit the public museum on the third floor.”

“I want to talk to him about the GLOWING YELLOW CRUST on the BOTTOM OF THE SEA,” I said, raising my voice. Several people sitting at their desks turned and stared.

 Ayorinde appeared moments later, frowning, and ushered me into his private office. “So, young lady, how can I help you?” 

“I’d like to apply for a job. I want to study whatever that was growing along the brine lake. I know it wasn’t just metal.”

His eyebrows shot up. We stared each other down for a few seconds before his mouth twitched and he broke my gaze. “I’m afraid you’re mistaken. But your enthusiasm is impressive. How old are you?” 

I blushed. “Seventeen. It can be like an internship. I can run errands, bring coffee, do prep and cleanup for experiments, anything.”

“That’s a generous offer,” he said gently. Too gently.

“I’m not just some kid tourist. I spent years studying deep sea corals on Earth as part of my high school’s environmental science magnet. I won third place in the international science fair. I was accepted into Duke. And if we hadn’t left—”

He held up a hand. “We do have a program for college students, but the competition is steep. I recommend you apply in a few years.”

Of course. Only a stupid little girl would think she could just waltz in and have everything fall into place.   

“Also, have you spoken to your parents about this? I recall your father saying you were leaving together on the Sacrifice.” 

I scowled. “He wouldn’t miss me.”

“I doubt that. I have a grown daughter on Mars and I can tell you, even though we’ve had some impressive fights over the years, I miss her every day.”

“This isn’t about family.” I clenched my jaw. “It’s about what I want to do with my life. I don’t want to go to the Trappist system; I want to stay here. I should have a choice. Everyone deserves a choice.”

At least he looked me in the eye as he dashed my hopes. “I agree. But sometimes adults don’t get all the choices you think we do.”

* * *

That night, my family ate dinner on the Siberian observation level, admiring the spewing geysers that made this moon famous long before anyone knew about the Briareus. 

As the ice trembled and vapor blasted hundreds of kilometers into the sky, I knew how the cryovolcanoes felt. A hundred thousand pounds of pressure roiled just beneath my skin, ready to burst.

* * *

In the morning, my stepmother woke us before 7 a.m., trilling like a songbird about the next item on our itinerary: ice hiking on the frigid surface. 

The bulky space suit rubbed my armpits and other joints raw, we weren’t allowed to venture off the safety lines, and the tour was so crowded it seemed more like an elaborate queue than an excursion. But I forgot all that when I climbed out of the last crevasse and surveyed the horizon. Majestic Saturn filled the bleak, black sky, silently gazing down on all of us. 

Was my mom, too? 

After lunch, we were scheduled to go to the Briareus museum.  

“You guys go ahead. I’m not feeling well,” I lied. “I’m going to rest in my room.”

Instead, I headed back down the underground tunnel. When I got to the submarine docking area, the sign said they were closed the rest of the afternoon for maintenance. A vacuum and container of cleaning supplies hovered by the open hatch. All unexpected circumstances, but ones I could use to my benefit. 

“Can I help?” I called as Douglas’s head poked out of the hatch. I didn’t wait for an answer, just bounced toward him in the low gravity. “I was on one of the tours yesterday.”

He blinked, then shrugged, as if he’d had stranger requests before. “Sure.” He handed me a bottle of window cleaner. 

We got to work and didn’t talk much, what with the roar of the vacuum. When I finished wiping down the windows and the seats of the submarine interior, I played my hand. “I’m a hard worker. Is there any chance you have any job openings here?”

He grinned, then shook his head. “I admire your gumption, but if you want to do this for a living, you have to get some experience first. I may look like a glorified bus driver and janitor, but I worked at NOAA for 20 years.”

I sulked as the elevators took me back up the three-mile tunnel. As I entered the lobby, a herd of tourists arrived. The noisy band was unified by hideous orange T-shirts, the front of which read, “How Do You Throw a Party in Space?” The back answered, “You Have to Plan-et!”  

Hotel staffers swung into action. I wondered why their jobs weren’t automated, until I noticed the way they spoke to the tourists—so obeisant, so admiring—and understood. What good is spending a fortune on a trip across the solar system if there’s no one to envy you when you get there? 

Once the tour group cleared out, I pulled my hair into a bun, which always made me look older, and approached the hotel manager. Soon a long list of job openings flashed on the public view screen.   

“It’s twelve-hour shifts and the pay probably isn’t what someone like you may be used to,” she said, appraising me doubtfully. 

“No problem,” I said. “I’m young and hungry.”

* * *

My family had dinner in front of the geysers again. Over desert, I set off my own little bomb. 

“I’m not going back with you on the shuttle tomorrow,” I said. “I’ve decided to stay here.” 

It was almost fun, watching their reactions. Nathan, his mouth hanging open like a cartoon. Nicole, her big blue eyes wide. My father’s face remained placid, but I could hear his teeth grinding. 

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said in the quiet voice he always used when he was truly furious.

I could play calm, too. “I want to study the Briareus. Dr. Ayorinde’s lab offers an internship.” No point mentioning I’d have to clean toilets for a few years first.

My brother’s face fell as if he were three years old, not twenty-three. “Wait. You don’t want to come with us? But once we’re gone—”

“She knows that, Nathan,” Nicole said. She studied my father’s expression, then mine, in a way that suggested she understood me better than I’d given her credit for. “Let’s let them talk in private.” 

As they left, my father seethed across the table. “You’re being ridiculous. How do you think you’d live here? The hotel rooms aren’t free.” 

“I’ll work. There are employee pods.”

He huffed. “They’re called pods for a reason. Too small to describe them as anything else.”

I slurped my drink, knowing the sound annoyed him. “It’s a small price to pay to follow your heart.” 

“Price? What would you know about that? Do you know how much this little detour of yours, even this meal, has cost me?” 

I leaned in. “Do you know what this little dream of yours, flying to some strange planet, has cost me?”

That shut him up. But not for long. I counted down in my mind. Three, two, one… 

He bolted up like a rocket, chair scraping the floor. “This is not a negotiation. You are coming with us.”

Finally, I had his attention. But he wasn’t really upset about losing me. This was about power. Control. If I fell back into line, I’d cease to exist. 

It was just like after my mother died, when I’d worked so hard to win all those ribbons at the science fair, hoping they’d make him smile again, show him that he and I were the same—smart, hardworking, logical. It never lasted. I’d always say the wrong thing, laugh in a way that reminded him of her, and he’d stare at me as if I’d just shot him in the chest. Then he’d retreat to his study and hide behind his medical journals, barely speaking to me for days. 

“I’m staying,” I said.

“You signed the paperwork.”

“I’ll appeal, tell them you pressured me, that I didn’t think I could say no. There’s precedent they’ll have to follow. I looked it up last night, Gomez vs. Gomez. You can’t stop me.”   

* * *

It was almost eleven when the knock came on my hotel room door. I couldn’t sleep anyway, so I yanked it open. My stepmother hovered outside. 

“Truce.” She held her hands up as if to ward off blows, her lacquered nails a cloying shade of pink.  

I scowled and gripped the door handle, ready to slam it in her pretty little face. 

“I think you’re right,” she blurted. “I just want to talk.”

I let her in and she settled on the corner of my bed, smoothing the comforter nervously. “I’ve told you father I don’t think it’s fair to make you go if you don’t want to.” 

For a second, I felt sorry for her. It couldn’t be easy, putting up with both me and my father. But the flash of sympathy passed. Maybe this was just the chance she’d been waiting for—the perfect way to get rid of the moody brat daughter. 

My eyes narrowed. “So you’re going to help me convince him?” 

“I agree you deserve a choice. But you can’t stay on Enceladus. Your father talked to Dr. Ayorinde and the hotel manager. There’s no place for you here.”

“So what choice is there, then?”

“The ship or Earth.”

My insides dropped. “You mean he’d pay to send me back home? What about what he said, at dinner?”

She sighed. “He’s sorry about that. He wanted to tell you himself, but he thought you wouldn’t want to see him, that you needed time to cool down, to decide for yourself.”

I gaped at her. Should I whoop with the laughter of the victorious? Cry with the shame of the abandoned? Rage and demand to stay on Enceladus changing soiled bedsheets anyway?

She watched me with solemn eyes. “Sleep on it and let us know tomorrow. Our shuttle for the Sacrifice leaves at fifteen-hundred hours.” She stood and gave me a quick kiss on my forehead before I could duck away. 

“Oh, and one more thing,” she said as she headed for the door. “Before you decide, your father said to go talk to Dr. Ayorinde.” 

* * *

I almost didn’t. It was a trap, of course. Dr. Ayorinde and my father must have plotted together on how to manipulate me to return to the Sacrifice. 

Instead I slept in, took a long, hot shower, watched a holo with Nathan, during which we tried to pretend nothing was wrong. 

“I know I haven’t been around much these past few years,” Nathan said. “It must have been hard with me away at college so soon after Mom died. And then when Dad decided to remarry—”

“God, Nathan, stop.” I took his hand to show him that he was still my big brother. “Whatever happens, we’re good.”

I finally made it down to the lab around noon.  

“OK, take your best shot,” I said as I sat down in front of Dr. Ayorinde’s desk.

He glanced up from his program. “Excuse me?”

“I know you promised my dad you’d talk me into going to the Trappist system. So, go ahead. Let’s get it over with.”

He eyed me. “That’s not why I asked to see you.”

“Oh.” I flushed. “Then…?”

“I wanted to let you know you were right, about the metal deposits. They’re actually microbes.” 

My mouth fell open, then stretched into a smirk. “I knew it!”

“Some, like the ones you saw, are growing on their own. Others appear to be recolonizing the Briareus. We’re studying a new theory—that during crises the Briareus expel the microbes, then both go dormant to stave off death, a sort of hibernation until the threat passes or they figure out how to adapt.” 

“You think they’ve been hibernating for centuries?”

“What are a few hundred years to organisms that can live 200,000? Of course, it’s too early to know anything for sure. We keep comparing them to trees and coral and tube worms, but they’re nothing of the sort. Our preliminary findings will be published next month.”

I stared. “And why are you’re trusting me with this information?” 

He laughed. “Maybe because I see some of myself in you. If you’re going to be a scientist someday, heading for the Trappist system, it’s important you know that life beyond Earth is possible.”

I folded my arms. “And if I go back to Earth?” 

“Then I assume you’ll apply for our internship someday—and you’re too smart to betray the confidence of a potential employer.” A hint of a smile lingered on his lips. 

He had a point. I relaxed. “OK. Well, thanks. That’s really…amazing.”

He nodded as I stood to go. “I told your father, too. But for a different reason. He and I ended up talking, about you and my own daughter, about some of the choices I made and the regrets I have.”

“Yeah?” I asked suspiciously. “So?”

“I wanted him to understand. Sometimes after trauma, we bury our feelings so deep they’re hard to see. But that doesn’t mean they aren’t there. Sometimes they’re just waiting below the surface to flourish again.” 

* * *

I knocked on my father’s hotel door, resolute. I wouldn’t be guilted into caving, despite Dr. Ayorinde. I was headed back to Earth. If Duke would still take me, I’d go to college and study life at the bottom of the Pacific. With any luck, I’d return to Enceladus when I was older.

When my father opened the door, his face was drawn. Circles shadowed his eyes. 

“I want to go back home,” I blurted before I lost my nerve. 

He gestured for me to come inside. I braced for an argument. Instead, he exhaled long and low, as if his breath were the very fight draining from him. “All right. Fair enough.” 

That was it. He padded over to the hotel dresser and resumed packing. “There’s a tour group here. They’re headed back to Earth tomorrow. There’s extra space aboard their vessel for us.”

I stared. “Us?” I sunk onto the bed before my legs gave out. My mind buzzed. “I thought I’d be going alone.”

His eyes were red and wild around the edges as they met mine. He crouched down next to me and took my hand in his. “No. You’re my daughter.” He faltered, welling with emotion I hadn’t seen since the funeral, then swallowed. “You’re my daughter,” he repeated, as if that explained everything.

My skin prickled. “What about Nathan? And Nicole? They’ll come, too, right?”

He paled. “Nathan’s a grown man. And Nicole, she’s worked her entire life to make chief engineer. I can’t ask her to…”

Oh God. All the times I’d dreamed of breaking them up. It hadn’t felt like this. 

My voice came out strangled. “I’m sorry.” And then with a touch of awe: “Thank you.”

“No, I’m sorry. That you thought I’d abandon you. For being so absent these past years.” He wrapped me, trembling, in his arms. “Will you let me make it up to you?”

* * *

And I did. I let him make it up to me—just not the way he thought, not the way I planned.

You know, it’s funny, how you want something so bad when you can’t have it. Or when you think this One Big Thing is the massive problem in your life, when actually it’s something else? 

I can’t really explain it, but a frozen part of me melted when my father said he was willing to follow me back to Earth, even if it meant ending his new marriage, sabotaging his career, watching his son go off on the adventure he’d dreamed of. It was no ploy, no empty promise meant to manipulate me. I knew, because as he held me in his arms, he shook, too.

We all boarded the shuttle back to the Sacrifice a few hours later. My father held my hand the whole time, afraid I might disappear. Nathan radiated relief. Nicole looked exhausted—as if the emotional whiplash of the past few days had finally caught up with her—but she flashed me a tired smile and said she was grateful I changed my mind. 

As the shuttle soared toward the massive generation ship that would be my home, I took one last look at Enceladus. Maybe my dad hadn’t been all wrong. If life could survive despite everything on such a harsh, little world, what else might we find in the vastness of space? 

What might be possible in the human heart? 



[image: ]



 

Little Big Planet

 

Gini Koch writing as Anita Ensal

 

Aaron heaved a sigh as he looked up from the surface of Europa Prime—the moon that represented humanity’s most important extension into the solar system—to gaze at the space battlecruiser high above them. Basking in Jupiter’s glow, the Washita looked like a little dot in the sky. If all went according to plan, Europa Prime would become a world, only there was a problem, as always. That little dot held thousands of personnel and far more weapons and smaller ships than should be necessary for terraformation. The military wanted to be sure that things went according to their plan.

Europa Prime was far colder than freezing and its ice crust thick, but under that crust was salt water. That wasn’t the problem. What was in the water was the problem. And what those in charge wanted to do about that problem was an even bigger problem.

Not for the first time Aaron wondered why the Solaris government had chosen to go with the military in charge of a scientific operation. It should have been science supported by military, not the other way around. This situation would likely be handled differently if the military were only here for support. Then again, Aaron wasn’t naïve enough to think that the government wasn’t willing to do whatever it took to terraform Europa Prime. 

“How long do you think we’ll have to wait for them to come by?” Duty Officer James Conason asked, as the core scientific team responsible for Europa Prime’s terraformation process stood around the giant hole they’d created in the ice. 

“Not long now, I’d imagine,” Melissa Gunnels replied. “They like to visit with us.”

“They aren’t Earth animals,” Glenda Dobbs reminded her. “You can’t be sure.”

Melissa grinned wide enough for all of them to see it through her helmet. “True, but I’m the one with the Dolittle Device.”

Glenda snorted. “As the head of astrobiology, you’d think I’d have it. Or Aaron.”

He shrugged. “Head of xenobiology politely gives way to the head of Earth genetics. I’m generous that way.”

“All this chatter might scare them away,” Duty Officer Tatsuya Katano chided gently.

“It won’t,” Aaron said confidently, mostly because he could spot the creatures coming now. Most of the moon’s ice crust was 25 kilometers thick, but they’d cut their hole in a weaker area where it was only about 2 kilometers. The hole was huge compared to them, but not compared to what lived in the slushy water underneath.

“No,” Glenda said, a mixture of sadness and anger in her tone, “we’re going to do that for them, in the most final way possible.”

“Not if we can find the proof of higher sentience we need,” Apollo Ascencio, their team leader, said. “If we can determine what they call themselves, that they have a name for themselves beyond ‘this one’ or ‘that one,’ then we have that proof. Without it, we have no chance of swaying anyone.”

This was the problem. They’d come to terraform Europa Prime, but there was already a thriving ecosystem underneath the ice crust. And the top creatures of that ecosystem were in no way human.

* * *

The core Terraformation Team consistedt of the heads of each branch of science required to ensure life as humanity knew it could successfully survive farther or nearer to Sol. They’d been the ones to make the discovery, right after the hole was drilled. The ice had fallen in and, when the team was near the edge of the hole, something had lifted it back up. 

That something had giant tentacles that lifted the crust out of the water and placed it carefully on the edge of the hole, away from where the team was standing. And everything they thought they knew about Europa Prime changed in that instant.

Now those somethings were back for another visit.

Tentacles slithered out of the hole without touching any of them and slid along the side of the hole to lie in between the humans.

“The Kraken has arrived,” Conason said with a chuckle.

“That’s not what they call themselves,” Melissa chided.

“Prove it,” Apollo said. “We can tell they’re intelligent because we’ve interacted with them. But, and I quote Commander Trahan, ‘Dogs and cats are intelligent, but unless those dogs and cats are able to speak to us on our level, then they aren’t as important as humanity.’ So it’s now or never—we find out what they call themselves or they’re called what James just said, Kraken. And Kraken stories never show them as being good for humans.”

Meaning it wouldn’t even cause Glynn Trahan a moment’s loss of rest if he gave the order for the Washita to destroy these creatures. The thought made Aaron’s blood boil, but they were fighting a battle they hadn’t been prepared for when they’d signed on for the next great step in humanity’s history. 

Of course, that order wouldn’t come from Commander Trahan. No, it would come from his favorite Lieutenant Commander, Jolone Cesair. Cesair was, in the entire core team’s opinion, Katano and Conason included, the evilest man to ever put on a military uniform since well before Earth had ever had a real shot at going into space. And the people Cesair surrounded himself with were no better. 

They’d been lucky that Katano and Conason had been assigned to the core team, because both of those men were intelligent, thoughtful, honorable, and as opposed to the slaughter of an entire ecosystem as the rest of the core team.

Katano stepped over the tentacle that was between him and Melissa and helped her sit down with her legs hanging into the hole. He stayed behind her and hooked her spacesuit to his, just in case. 

The challenges with easy communication were more than just the fact that the Dolittle Device hadn’t been programmed with anything other than Earth animal communication patterns. It was that, in order to use it underwater, the person controlling it had to be underwater.

They’d sent unmanned exploratory vessels down and the creatures had immediately ripped them apart and, as far as the images showed, eaten them. They’d gotten enough to know that the creatures looked like giant squid, similar to those on Earth, but even larger. They changed colors, but no one had yet identified why. 

None of the core team thought the creatures would attack them—at least not necessarily—but, since they didn’t want Melissa dead, and since there were no suits they had that would protect her against the icy slush that made up most of this moon, they were having to use other methods. Morse code, specifically.

That Melissa had been able to touch the tentacles, let alone start teaching them the alphabet and how to communicate this way, should have been more than enough proof that the creatures were highly sentient. But it hadn’t been.

Glenda sat next to the tentacle by her and Aaron stepped behind her and hooked her to his suit as well. Tiffany Hutto, the head of scientific consolidation for the team, meaning Apollo’s next in command, did likewise, and Conason hooked himself to her. 

Katie Hand, head of geology, sat as well, and Don Lijuan, head of microbiology, connected to her. The creatures didn’t dislike the men, but they seemed to have more affinity for the women.

Other than Charlie Mills, head of botany, and Christopher Nicholas, head of general biology. They were both exceedingly brilliant, even by the core team’s standards, which was why they’d made the team at their young ages, and the creatures seemed to adore them. Both young men had a tentacle wrapped gently around them and they were petting said tentacles. Christopher giggled as the tip of his tentacle tickled him. 

Apollo stood apart, looking sad and worried. One of the tentacles slithered over and stroked his leg. He patted it back.

“They know you’re scared,” Charlie said.

“Cats and dogs know when we’re scared,” Apollo replied. “Most domesticated animals know. Most wild ones do, too. That they’re animals with the ability to care would be enough for most of the general population on Earth. It’s not going to be enough for Truett Diegal, if the Commander even shares that information with him.”  

Diegal was the Solaris System President, and he was popular, with few detractors. If he declared that Europa Prime was off limits due to the intelligent life on it, then the system would turn its attention to a different moon around Jupiter.

“I still think we should have contacted Earth about this,” Tiffany said. “You know we could get a variety of high-level powerful interest groups involved.”

“That’s a last resort,” Apollo replied. “If we do that, we could all be replaced. Or worse.”

“Bad publicity to replace all of you,” Conason said. “You’re the faces of terraformation for the folks back home on Earth and Mars.”

“We can be the faces of incompetence if we’re not careful,” Apollo warned.

“Got it!” Melissa interrupted excitedly. “At least, I’m pretty sure.”

“Got what?” Aaron asked, trying not to be hopeful.

“They call themselves the Kalalula,” she replied gleefully. “They have a shared knowledge base, somehow, I'm not clear on how yet, and they are the top beings on this moon, as expected. They feel that the rest of the ecosystem is here for them.”

“Did they call it an ecosystem?” Apollo asked hopefully.

“No, they called it ‘the way things are is for us, not the things,’ but considering we’re just making clear, understandable contact now means I can probably get better words from them.”

“It’ll be enough,” Apollo said. “It’s what we were told we needed. We have the information. Let’s get back to the Washita and make the case.”

* * *

They hadn’t left the surface immediately, taking the time to do the best they could to say goodbye. Melissa felt the head Kalalula was who she’d been communicating with, but she wasn’t sure if all the tentacles belonged to it or to others. 

Now Aaron wished they’d stayed longer, because the closed door meeting Apollo and Tiffany were in was going on far too long. Voices were raised, mostly Apollo and Tiffany’s, but the top brass for the Washita were in there with them, and several of them were shouting, too.

“This meeting isn’t going well,” Conason said softly. “I don’t think we want to be here when it lets out.”

Katano nodded. “We should wait for the others in the main lab. And we should go quietly.” 

Conason nodded as well, emphatically. Meaning their military teammates felt they were being watched and observed. 

With Apollo and Tiffany in the meeting, Aaron was next in charge. He decided to choose wisdom over valor. “Let’s get back to work,” he said in a normal tone, then headed for the lab, which was two levels lower. The others followed.

None of them spoke on the way to the lift, while in it, or on the way to the lab. Only once they were inside the third interior lab where their work was housed did they feel safe—due to the delicate nature of what had to be done with the terraformation process, there was no way surveillance devices were in here, because they could cause issues.

They all looked at each other. “I think they lied,” Glenda said.

“What do you mean?” Christopher asked, sounding stressed. Not that Aaron could blame him.

“I think she’s right,” Melissa said, sounding furious. “They said ‘if’ but never thought we’d be able to communicate with the Kalalula in the timeframe we had, and now that we’ve done it, they still have no intention of stopping.”

“I agree,” Conason said. “Which is why Katano and I are basically here as your guardians and to ensure that proper military procedure is followed in case you run into trouble.”

“What Conason means is that we have no more information than you do and probably less sway,” Katano added. “I know you all knew this, but I think it bears repetition right now, because we’re not in any position to change any minds in the chain of command.”

“Tiffany was right,” Charlie said. “We need to let the people know what’s going on. Contact Inter-Solar Media and let them break the story.”

“And we’ll have to do it right away,” Katie said, “because the Bullet’s almost ready.”

The Warden Bullet, created by Jean-Marie Warden over a century ago, enabled fast and full terraformation, complete with ecosystem. They were still following her scientific processes to this day, because she’d been a forward thinker as well as a genius, and she’d left copious notes for expansion into the system and how to alter the Bullet as needed. 

“And the moment it is,” Don added, “it’s going to be the end of the Kalalula.”

The lab door slammed open and they all jumped. But it was only Apollo and Tiffany, looking furious. Apollo looked at their expressions. “I see you’ve all figured it out. We assumed you had when you weren’t in the hall where we’d left you.”

“It was all lies, they don’t care that there’s a thriving ecosystem down there, and we’re going to murder an entire sentient race shortly,” Aaron said. “Right?”

“Right,” Tiffany snarled. “And I’m not standing for it. We need to send messages to everyone we know back on Earth and Mars. Let them know what’s going on.”

“How are you going to do that?” Conason asked. Everyone stared at him. “They have to know that’s what someone will try. They’re not going to let any of us send a communication freely, particularly not to media. And before you suggest sending messages to friends and family, anything anyone does on this team from now until the Bullet launches is going to be watched. The only freedom any of us are going to have is in the lab, and I can guarantee that we’re going to have company in here, sooner as opposed to later.”

“We could try delaying things,” Don suggested.

“How?” Melissa asked. “Honestly, the Solar Replication Team’s work is essentially done, the Transmutation Team is ready to alter the moon’s core, and if we slow down any work on the Bullet they’ll just pull us and have the next in line on our teams take over. We’re so close to done that it’ll be easy for them to finish without risk.”

“All the equipment on the moon is scheduled for removal tomorrow,” Conason said, looking at his IntelliWatch. “And that’s moved up. Yesterday removal was scheduled for a week from today.”

“Meaning they changed things after your meeting,” Aaron said to Apollo. “Or, to put it bluntly, I think we’re all screwed, us and the Kalalula.”

“We’ll figure out a way,” Apollo said firmly. “We’re the smartest people on a ship loaded with smart people. We can outsmart the military. Present company excluded.” He gave Conason and Katano a wink. The Duty Officers both chuckled.

There was a knock on the door and an ensign stuck her head in. “Lieutenant Commander Cesair would like to have Doctors Ascencio and Hutto join him for dinner.” She looked at them expectantly.

“We’ll be there,” Apollo said. 

The ensign nodded and closed the door. They all stared at each other.

Aaron broke the silence. “Can you two tell him you’re not hungry?”

Apollo shook his head. “He might actually want to help. He was the only one in the meeting who seemed to be considering the ramifications of us destroying the Kalalula. It just might be that, all evidence to the contrary, he’ll be an ally in this.”

Aaron didn’t believe it, but now wasn’t the time to argue, since they’d been specifically requested. Instead, he watched Apollo and Tiffany head out of the lab while trying to ignore the bad feeling all of this gave him.

* * *

Aaron’s worries were proved accurate within two hours. “I’m so sorry,” Cesair said with what Aaron knew were crocodile tears in his eyes, while they stood in the antechamber to the Bullet’s lab. “Something we had for dinner gave everyone a bad reaction but…” He spread his hands in what looked like supplication. “Doctor Ascencio died within minutes. Doctor Hutto fought hard, but she succumbed, too. We lost three ensigns who were servers, so the assumption was the canapes were the culprits, because they were allowed the leftovers once we’d been served dinner.”

Aaron managed to keep from commenting about how willing Cesair had been to sacrifice his own people in order to kill Apollo and Tiffany. He hoped he’d kept his revulsion and hatred off his face. “You two seem okay,” he said. “Did you get sick, too?”

Lieutenant Kim Grasskamp, Cesair’s right hand woman, shook her head. “We’re examining everything, but the canapes in question were filled with salmon mousse. Neither the Lieutenant Commander nor I care for salmon, so we avoided those. Thankfully.” She managed to put a sad expression on her face. “I’m so sorry. I planned the menu.”

“We need to get back to work,” Aaron said before anyone else on the team could respond. “I think it’s what Apollo and Tiffany would have wanted. Who’s arranging the funeral services?”

“They’ll lie in state until the terraformation is completed,” Cesair said. “That our two top scientists were lost this close to success is heartbreaking. We’ll ensure heroes’ funerals for them once we’re back on the other side of the Belt.”

“I want to see their bodies,” Charlie said through his tears.

“Of course,” Grasskamp said kindly.

“Charlie, we need you here,” Aaron said firmly.

Charlie shook his head. “I want to see them first.”

Grasskamp took his arm gently, but her hand placement meant she could tighten her grip and control him. “Would anyone else like to join?”

Katie and Don both went over. “It’ll be fine,” Katie said, looking right into Aaron’s eyes. “We just want to say goodbye right now, not later.”

Aaron wanted to tell them that he didn’t think he’d see the three of them ever again. But Melissa nudged him, so he just nodded. “Be careful. We’re too close to finishing to risk losing you guys to more salmon mousse attacks.”

Cesair’s eyes glittered for a moment. “I’m certain that won’t be the case.” With that, the five of them left the lab.

Aaron waited for a full minute, and everyone remained silent. Then he went to the door of the outer chamber. No one on the other side. He verified that no one was lurking in this area. Then he locked the outer door in a way that could only be overridden by the Commander or Aaron himself, since he was now the lead scientist. 

The others had followed him, with Conason and Katano both verifying they were alone as well. They went back into the antechamber and while the Duty Officers did the search, Aaron locked this door in the same way. Then into the main lab, again searched and locked.

Only then did Aaron speak. “We have to come up with a plan, and enact it, right now. I think we’re all marked for death and if we die, the Kalalula don’t have a chance.”

* * *

Cesair examined his handiwork. “Think they’ll buy it?” he asked Grasskamp.

“Does it matter?” she asked as she shoved the bodies of the three scientists under the draped gurneys holding the bodies of Apollo Ascencio and Tiffany Hutto. “We’re going to have to get rid of all of them anyway. Their external communications are all blocked, so if they try to advise someone outside of the ship it won’t go through.”

“Did you get the chelating mixture into the transmutation delivery system?” he asked her as they left the morgue. “We want all life there wiped out before the terraformation begins.”

“I did. We’re sure it won’t hurt the transmutation but will destroy all life on the moon while the core is altering. The scientists who will take over the head terraformation roles as soon as the others are eliminated were in charge of it. They’re fully confident there’s enough guanidine in the mixture to wipe out all life on Europa Prime, Mars, and Earth combined.”

“Excellent.” Cesair heaved a pleased sigh. “I’ll let the Commander know that there will be nothing that can stop Europa Prime’s becoming the next Earth.”

* * *

True to Aaron’s expectations, Charlie, Katie, and Don didn’t return.

They made a recording of what they knew—Apollo and Tiffany dead, the others missing and presumed dead, the Kalalula being fully sentient, the military’s decision to go ahead anyway. Then Katano and Conason went to look for the missing scientists, cautiously, and they remained in constant contact with Glenda and Christopher, just in case. They were also looking for a way to get the recording out to someone on Earth or Mars. Neither Duty Officer was hopeful about this, but they felt they had to try.

The remaining members of the team worked feverishly to add an anti-chelating agent into the Bullet, specifically targeted at preserving cephalopod life.

“Are you sure this will counter the chelating agents already in the mix?” Christopher asked Aaron as they tossed in another chemical. 

“Yes,” Melissa said confidently. “They’re similar enough to Earth cephalopods that this should counter whatever the rest of the Bullet throws at them. Only them, by the way, but the terraformation process will create a similar ecosystem anyway, so I think they can adapt.”

“I agree,” Glenda added. “I think we may be able to terraform the moon and keep the Kalalula alive at the same time.”

“Which would be a miracle,” Aaron said. “I’d like a miracle, honestly.”

They added the final mixture into the Bullet, identified as phosphorus. Phosphorus was vital to life as humans knew it, so there was no way anyone would remove it from the Bullet or think it was odd that there were multiple phosphorus cartridges—Warden’s notes had suggested that it was better to err on the side of more phosphorus than less the farther from Sol the terraformation would take place. 

Christopher altered their notes to show that the additional phosphorus had been decided on weeks ago. A good computer tech could decipher that it was added later, but by the time they’d know to look it would all be over.

“Now what?” Melissa asked once they’d finished.

“Now we sleep here,” Aaron said. “No one goes anywhere alone, you and Glenda go to the bathroom together, same for me and Christopher, and I know Katano and Conason know to do to that, too.”

“They may have found a way,” Glenda shared, looking at her IntelliWatch. “Conason says to sit tight and they’ll be back to us shortly, hopefully with good news.”

“Then that’s what we do,” Aaron said as he finally sat down and stared at the Bullet. “From now on, all we can do is wait and pray to Sol that this works.”

* * *

Conason moved cautiously. Katano was on watch but nearby enough that they could hear each other. They both knew they were as marked for death as the scientists under their charge, but they both refused to go down without a fight.

Not for the first time Conason was glad that he had a younger sister who was one of the best computer hackers in the system, because she’d not only taught her big brother quite a lot, but she’d also given him a portable Microdrive that contained code that would allow him to override whatever he needed to as long as he could link into a terminal. He was also glad that he’d never shared this with anyone on the ship, not even Katano or the core terraformation team. Some things were better kept to oneself.

That they’d gone to the maintenance section of the ship was, he hoped, the thing Cesair and his thugs wouldn’t think they’d do. Maintenance only had one terminal, and it was only used to ensure waste disposal could be altered or halted as needed. Meaning it was the least manned post on the entire ship. The downside was that Maintenance’s terminal only connected internally, meaning it seemed like the least helpful terminal to use, and his sister’s override code wouldn’t be able to break that. But Conason had a plan.

As hoped, no one was manning the terminal. He plugged in the Microdrive and got to work.

He got the recording into the system and disguised it as a maintenance update. Once the Bullet would launch, the recording would go live to everyone on the Washita. And once it did, it would be able to send itself out from the main computer linkup, which would be broadcasting to at least the Offices of the Solar President and most if not all system media outlets. It might not mean they made it out alive, but it would mean that everyone else in the system would know what had happened.

* * *

Conason and Katano returned and Aaron let them in. “It’s handled,” Conason said.

“Before you get excited,” Katano added, “be aware that there’s a contingent behind us coming to either kill us all or stay with us to ensure that you all do what you’re supposed to do.”

“They didn’t see us,” Conason said, “we saw them, but we have no more than three minutes before they’re here.”

Aaron considered this quickly and left the door unlocked. “Come on,” he said to the Duty Officers. They went into the antechamber and Aaron left that door unlocked, too. They got into the main lab and only then did he lock the door—but he locked it in the regular way. “Follow my lead,” he said to the others. “We’re happy scientists working to make all the system’s dreams come true. No one mentions the Kalalula, no one asks about the others. I’ll do that, possibly, but I want the rest of you working, busy, and above all, silent. Only speak if spoken to, and give the shortest replies you can, in as cheerful or intense a way as you can, depending.”

Everyone went to their various stations and started bustling. This wasn’t a hard ask, since they were down by half of the team, so they had plenty to do to cover.

No sooner was everyone in place than there was a banging on the door. Aaron looked to Katano and nodded. Katano opened the door.

“Why is this door locked?” the ensign in charge asked.

“We always lock it while the scientists are working,” Katano replied mildly. “Unless this is urgent, now is not a good time for a disruption—we’re missing half of the core team and until they get back, everyone’s doing double duty. If we’re going to launch terraformation on time, come back later.”

The ensign gaped. “Ah…Lieutenant Commander Cesair wants to be sure work is continuing apace.”

“It is,” Katano said, sounding bored. “None of you have any training to determine if that’s true or not, so I have no idea why you’re here, but leave and come back with someone who can verify if the Lieutenant Commander is worried. We have nothing to hide here, we’re just overworked. If you can find our missing scientists, that would be incredibly helpful.”
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