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BLACK
RAIN

by Ian Sales

 

It was raining again. Black oily runnels streaked the heavy
distorting glass of the window and froze into rubbery puddles on
the outside window-ledge. Doctor Peter Albarn stared out at the
landscape of Titan just visible through the dark shower. His office
was halfway up the five hundred metre high butte within which the
settlement was sited. As a result, he had a fine view across the
ethane sea, a sluggish body of golden liquid. Pink bergs of frozen
organics loomed menacingly through banks of pale orange mist. The
brown rocks and dirty ice of the shore were tinged red in the ochre
light. It was a candy-coloured landscape, but its bloody hue was
anything but cheerful.

          And
dissecting his view, those black rills of rain, like the bars of a
gaol cell.

          Albarn
turned away from the warped lens of the window and crossed to his
desk. He dropped into his chair and coughed politely. The ‘ahem’
cleared his screen, showing him the half-filled page of the
pathology report he’d been dictating. There had been a blow-in, an
explosive inrush of Titan’s noxious atmosphere, in one of the
hydroponics bays. A seal on a window had given way, rotted by a
cocktail of organic acids which had formed in an oxygen leak. The
two workers caught in the room had not stood a chance:
flash-frozen, asphyxiated, and crushed by the pressure all in an
instant.

          Albarn
sighed. There was no real need for the report. Everyone in the
settlement knew that Titan killed the careless. It was drilled into
them from birth. He plucked uselessly at the sleeve of the
form-fitting body-suit he wore, failing to lift the taut material
from his skin. An environment-suit may have been required to
survive for any length of time outside the settlement but, in an
emergency, the body-suit was proof against the cold and pressure
for several minutes.

          If only
the two in the hydroponics bay had been wearing their
body-suits…

          That sad
fact was symptomatic of a malaise that had infected the settlement
during the last few years. No, it was more of an attitude
than a malaise, an attitude of complacency, a thoughtless faith in
a technology that was over a century old and increasingly feeling
its age. Titan tech was failing. Things broke and could not be
fixed. Albarn only had to look in his medlab to see the Rube
Goldberg affairs which had replaced the neat little
ergonomically-designed boxes which had malfunctioned once too
often. Pottering about that laboratory, Albarn felt more like
Victor Frankenstein than the medical officer of a settlement on a
moon of Saturn.

          Albarn
sat back. He had not said a word since returning from the window,
had simply sat and stared at the unfinished report on his screen.
He rubbed his face vigorously, as if to restore an enthusiasm for
report-dictating he had never really possessed. Who was he trying
to kid? The Council would just nod and say, “Thank you very much,
Doctor Albarn,” and then file his unread report in some little-used
sub-directory of their system. Albarn would be surprised if they
even bothered to have the system summarise it. No, if he wanted to
get his message across, a dry pathology report was not the way.

          Albarn’s
eyes flicked down the screen, rereading what he’d dictated earlier.
As he scanned the page, a horrible thought occurred to him. He
hadn’t really considered the ramifications of the blow-in — other
than treating it as evidence of the settlement’s dangerously blasé
belief in its technology. Yes, two people had died, had died stupid
and preventable deaths. But a great deal of the settlement’s
greenery had also been lost. Almost a third, in fact. There was a
strict biomass ratio of plant-life to settlers needed to sustain
the settlement, a critical mass below which consumption would
rapidly outstrip replacement. Had the blow-in reduced that amount
below the minimum required?

         
Frightened at what he knew he would find, Albarn leant forward and
began whispering queries and equations to his computer.

 

 

Albarn sat back heavily in his chair. Now he was well and truly
scared. The system’s conclusion was inescapable: the settlement had
insufficient plant life to maintain itself. That blow-in had not
only killed two people, but by extension, the whole settlement. Not
today or tomorrow. According to his calculations, the settlement
had half a decade at least before the air became too bad to breathe
and food was insufficient to feed everyone.

          Albarn
looked up, conscious he was no longer alone. Vita was leaning
against the jamb in the archway to the medlab, arms crossed,
relaxed, flaunting her good looks. This is what you can no longer
have, her pose, her easy smile, seemed to say.

          He
scowled at her. He didn’t desire her. He hadn’t done since their
relationship self-destructed a year previously, torn apart in an
orgy of hate and recrimination — sparked off by the death of her
young cousin at Albarn’s hands. It no longer astonished him that
she continued to work for him, that he continued to put up with
her. They needed each other. And she was a good medical
technician.

          Vita
straightened languorously from her pose. “The autoclave is broken,”
she said. “Again.”

          “Use the
one in the prep room.”

          Vita’s
smile broadened. “That one broke last week.”

          “Damn it,
how hard can it be to fix? If you can’t find the right parts, use
your ingenuity: boil the damn instruments in the basin or
something. Or are we out of hot water too?”

          Vita
stepped into the room. “My, we’re in a foul mood today, aren’t we?”
She strolled around Albarn’s desk and bent over to read from his
screen. She let one hand rest on his shoulder. Her weight settled
on him as she leant forward.

          Albarn
squirmed under her grip. “Leave that alone.” He twisted to look up
at her, saw her frowning as she read the data on the screen. And
its frightening conclusion.

          “Is that
right?” she asked. “We don’t have enough biomass?”

          Albarn
sighed and nodded.

          “What are
you going to do?”

          “Do? What
can I do? I’ll tell the Council. It’s their problem.”

          Vita
stepped back, crossed her arms and glared down at the doctor. “Oh
no, Peter, you’re not getting out of this one.” She stretched an
arm forward to gesture at the words on Albarn’s screen. “You found
this, it’s your responsibility.” She looked down at him again, a
sardonic smile twisting her mouth. “Remember ‘responsibility’,
Peter? It’s a bit like the Hippocratic Oath, only with more general
terms of reference.”

          Albarn
glared back at her. “We’ve got five years. Plenty could happen
between now and then.”

          “Oh yes?
Like what? You mean you could mis-diagnose half the population and
kill them off? Then there’d be enough biomass, wouldn’t there?”

          Albarn
was stunned into silence. How could she bring that up? How
could she? The Council had exonerated him for the incident.
Even the boy’s parents, Vita’s aunt and uncle, had forgiven
him.

          Ignoring
Vita, Albarn instructed his system to save the file containing his
calculations. She left his side, and he watched her head back to
the medlab. She threw him a look over her shoulder as she stepped
through the archway. Albarn had no troubling deciphering the
expression on her face: she expected him to fail, to let
her down, to let them all down. The accusation angered him. Who was
she to judge him?

 

 

Albarn called up Counsellor Sogov. “Dmitri? We need to
talk.”

          Sogov’s
face in the window on Albarn’s screen frowned. “Is it important?
Johansen’s girl’s gone missing. We have to get a search party
together.”

         
“Pardon?”

         
“Johansen’s girl. Her and her boyfriend, de Vries’s oldest, had a
falling out and it looks like she decided to go for a stroll
outside.”

          “So?”

          “How long
ago?” Albarn asked.

          “Too
long.”

          “You need
my help?”

          Sogov
smiled grimly. “Every able body we can get.” He looked down as if
about to sign off, and then lifted his gaze back to Albarn. “What
is it you wanted to talk to me about, Peter? Important?”

          Albarn
nodded. “Yes,” he replied. “Very important.”

         
“Tell.”

          “That
blow-in last week: we lost biomass.”

          “So?”

          “Now we
don’t have enough.”

          “What do
you mean?”

          “Look,
Dmitri, there’s a certain amount of vegetation needed to sustain
the settlement. That blow-in put us below that amount. The
settlement cannot survive.”

          “So we
trade for more. One of the settlements on the other moons will help
out.”

          “Dmitri,
the manufactory’s down,” Albarn pointed out. “That blow-in leaked
in and contaminated the superconductor cultures. We need
Carbon60 to re-seed them.”

          Sogov
shrugged. “Peter, something will work out. My first priority is
Johansen’s daughter. Are you going to join the search party or
what?”

          Albarn
sighed. “Where and when?”

 

 

Threads of orange, the organic cocktail making up Titan’s
atmosphere, swirled about the airlock, mirroring the paths of the
thoughts running around inside Albarn’s head. He had done his sums,
followed the chain of logic to its inescapable conclusion. Without
superconductors, the manufactory could not be brought back on-line;
without the manufactory, the settlement could not produce; without
products, the settlement could not barter for biomass; without
biomass, the settlement would die. His fears about the ageing
structure of the settlement suddenly seemed remote and
insignificant.

          Albarn
was one of a group of five. As he greeted them, he noticed none was
wearing a body-suit. Inside the lock, they stood in their
environment-suits before the external door, screwing up their noses
at the refinery-stink of the chamber, before seating their helmets
firmly on their neck-rings and taking deep breaths of scrubbed and
tinned air. Albarn watched eddies of Titan atmosphere slowly rise
up his legs. The colour was only really noticeable in the dirty
white of the airlock. Outside, the light would be dim, but the
atmosphere would be relatively clear.

          The
ginger mist rose past his face-plate, submerging him. A minute or
so later, the red light above the door to outside flashed and then
burned a muddy green. The door ground aside and the five searchers
filed out. The airlock door opened into a fissure, walled with
rust-red rock. A narrow, dirty stream, run-off from rain which fell
on the butte’s rounded top, flowed thickly past. Turning to the
right, the searchers strolled around a gentle curve to the
fissure’s opening. The ground underfoot was crisp with ice, and the
crackle of their boots on it sounded loud in the dense atmosphere.
Fifty metres before them was the sea of ethane. Tiger Tail Beach
glittered, white and orange and streaked with black — a composite
of ice, pulverised rock and numerous organics. Gelatinous waves
lapped heavily at the shore. Dark misshapen hulks loomed in the
ochre fog drifting above the sea: bergs, huge waxy mounds of frozen
organic compounds.

          Albarn’s
group had been instructed to search to the north, where the butte
stretched along the shore before curving away into the mountains.
Albarn took position closest to the cliff. At a signal from the
group’s leader, they moved forward, swinging their heads from left
to right so their helmet lamps could light their way in the
dimness.

          Mutters
and murmurs reached Albarn’s ears. Radios were mostly used for
communication, but Titan’s dense atmosphere picked up voices
transmitted by helmet face-plates, garbling them in the process.
Heavy splashes echoed across the beach; the “glub-glub-glub” of
waves lapping against the shore a percussive accompaniment.
Albarn’s gaze shifted to his right, to the weathered rock of the
butte, a bluey-brown in the harsh light of his helmet lamp. There
was little to see: the landscape around the settlement was boring
in its bloody-hued monotony.

          For over
an hour, they followed the line of the cliff. There was no sign of
Maike Johansen, no tell-tale signal from her emergency beacon. It
was as if Titan had simply swallowed her.

          And then
Albarn saw the fissure in the cliff-face. A narrow crack some two
metres across, it disappeared into shadowy blackness. He called a
halt. “I’m going to look down here,” he told the others.

          The
searchers’ leader swung his helmet lamp towards Albarn. “We’ll
wait,” he said.

          Albarn
stepped into the gap in the rock. The beam of his helmet lamp
played against the smooth red walls, and bounced off small pockets
of ice. Putting a hand to one rock face, he moved deeper into the
fissure. The ground underfoot was littered with stones. Some were
rubbery misshapen balls of organics, indistinguishable from rock.
Only when Albarn stepped on them, and stumbled as they gave
elastically beneath his boot, could he identify them.

          The crack
began to narrow and the walls closed in above him, until the only
light was that of his helmet light. Saturn’s dim radiance, filtered
through the cloud-deck two hundred kilometres up, was cut off by
overhangs. He turned a corner, and was momentarily blinded as a
huge sheet of ice on one wall reflected his light back at him. He
stopped, blinking, and when his eyes had adjusted, stepped warily
forwards. His foot came down on nothing. He flailed as he felt
himself topple forwards, and managed to grab a small outcrop.
Sweating, he pulled himself upright, and looked down. At his feet
yawned a break in the fissure, a horizontal chasm that crossed its
twisting path. Getting down on his knees, he peered into its
depths…

          And saw a
faint white shape some thirty metres down.

          Lying on
his stomach, he directed his helmet lamp at what he’d seen. It was
a figure in an environment-suit, spread-eagled on the chasm’s
floor.

          “Found
her,” he told the other searchers over the radio. He gave
directions and soon the ice sheet on the wall beside the chasm
shone with the light of four reflected helmet lamps. The group’s
leader knelt down beside Albarn.

          “Down
there?” the leader asked.

          “About
thirty metres down,” replied Albarn. “No sign of life.” How could
there be? Maike Johansen fallen thirty metres.

          “We’d
better get down there and fetch her.”

          “I’ll
go,” said Albarn.

          They
clipped a cable to Albarn’s belt, and the four of them lowered him
carefully down into the cross-fissure. Once he’d reached the
bottom, he released himself from the cable and crossed to Maike
Johansen’s sprawled figure.

          “Her
face-plate’s smashed,” he told the others. The fall had obviously
broken it. She would have died almost instantly. Through all that
remained of her face-plate, Albarn could see her distorted
features, blackened as her cells had flash-frozen and ruptured. It
was not a pretty sight. He glanced down at the emergency beacon on
her belt. Failed. Another victim of ageing technology.

         
Unfortunately, Maike’s corpse had frozen in its spread-eagled
posture. Albarn tried to straighten her twisted limbs, but to no
avail. Try too hard, and the brittle flesh would shatter. He would
have a real mess on his hands when he defrosted her for the post
mortem. He pulled on one outstretched arm to drag her to where the
cable hung down the chasm’s wall, but she would not budge.
Swearing, he played his helmet lamp across her, and saw that one
hand had frozen in a puddle of ice, was held fast in its frozen
grip.

          “What’s
going on?” asked one of the searchers.

         
“Nothing,” muttered Albarn, removing a pick from his belt. “She’s
just frozen into place.”

          “Be
careful. We don’t want to bring her back in pieces.”

          Albarn
ignored the comment. Stepping across the corpse, Albarn attacked
the frozen puddle with his pick. The ice shattered with the loud
report of a pistol-shot. The sound echoed around the tight confines
of the chasm. Once Maike’s hand was clear, Albarn pulled it free,
and watched a lattice of crystals knit across the puddle’s
surface.

          Something
odd about the process caught his attention, and he bent close to
the ice. In the actinic light of his helmet lamp, he could see that
the freezing H2O was a peculiar colour. It was not white, but a
pinkish shade. Pink? But organics did not dissolve in water. Not
even on Titan. He swung the beam of his helmet lamp around the
puddle, and saw the black runnel which crept down one wall and
formed a gelatinous puddle abutting the frozen water. He had
mistaken it for a rock. He prodded it with one gloved finger, saw
the indentation his finger made in the rubbery material. Tholin? It
looked like tholin, an organic compound unique to the moon. It also
looked like it had been there a long time. The runnel on the
chasm’s wall had worn a groove in the red rock, despite its slow
progress in the low temperature.

          “What the
hell are you doing down there?”

          Albarn
glanced up and saw the pinpoint light of one of the searchers
looking down at him. “Trying to get the body free,” he lied.
“There’s a lot of water down here and it’s frozen to her.”

          “Well,
hurry up”

          Albarn
grunted in reply. His attention was once again focused on the pink
puddle. He knew that tholin and water, under conditions
approximating Titan’s atmosphere and surface temperature, could
form amino acids, but he had never seen it outside a laboratory.
Amino acids. Perhaps even nucleotide bases. The building blocks of
life.

          Albarn
pulled a specimen bottle from the medical kit clipped to his thigh.
Carefully, he filled it with a sample of the pink ice, and then
zipped the bottle into a pocket on his upper right arm. Turning his
back on the tholin/water puddle, he grasped one of Maike’s
outstretched arms and manoeuvred her with difficulty towards the
base of the chasm wall.

          “You want
help?”

          “No, no.
Nearly done.”

          Albarn
clipped the cable to Maike’s belt. “Take her up,” he said. The
corpse rose jerkily upwards, bouncing ungainly against the rock
face. Albarn kept the beam of his helmet lamp on her as she was
hauled higher. But his thoughts were on the small bottle in the
arm-pocket.

 

 

It took Albarn several hours before he was satisfied with the
set-up. He had left the sample outside, rigged a portable pressure
vessel that aped Titan’s atmosphere, and then brought the
tholin-laced water to his lab in it. After a quick series of tests,
he had determined there were indeed amino acids and nucleotides in
the pink ice. And, even more importantly, they were replicating. A
nucleotide polymer had formed which was a catalyst, and set about
copying itself. From there, it was a short step to RNA, to DNA, and
then to simple protoplasmic life.

          Albarn
sank onto a lab stool and stared at the pressure vessel sitting on
the workbench. Equipment piercing the vessel would monitor its
contents. He had designed the experiment such that he could
manipulate his sample, perhaps add synthesised protein enzymes to
enable further replication. As the implications of this thought
occurred to him, Albarn chuckled: now he really felt like Victor
Frankenstein.

          Behind
him, the defrosted corpse of Maike Johansen lay on the operating
table. Despite his habit of doing an autopsy on all accidental
deaths, no matter how obvious the cause of death appeared to be, he
felt no real desire to do a post mortem on Maike. She had been
young, part of the future of the settlement. Now she was dead. But
in dying, she had led Albarn to life.

          Albarn
was disturbed from his reverie by soft footsteps behind him. He
twisted on his stool to see Vita strolling into the laboratory. She
glanced across at Maike’s corpse, and then looked at Albarn.

          Albarn
waved a hand airily. “I’ll get to it in a bit,” he said.

          Vita
crossed to the doctor and stood by his stool, gazing at the
equipment littering the bench-top in front of him. “What’s that?”
she asked.

          Albarn
grinned. “Life,” he said.

          He
explained further, “I found a puddle near Maike’s body — tholin and
water. Nucleotide polymers. And they’re replicating.”

          Vita
shrugged. “So?”

         
“Replicating nucleotides, RNA, DNA: it’s fairly straightforward.
Evolution in action.” He pointed at the pressure vessel. “What we
have here is pre-biotic life. Or, at any rate, something very close
to it.”

          Vita
harrumphed, unimpressed. “Have you got anywhere with the biomass
situation yet?” she asked.

          Albarn
shrugged. “I spoke to Dmitri. He didn’t seem to think it was
important.”

          “Not
important? Peter, you have to persuade him.”

          Albarn
coloured, but it was from anger, not embarrassment. “You think I
don’t know that?” he said.

          Vita
stared at him, her face expressionless. “So what’s this?” she
asked, indicating the pressure vessel with a curt nod. “What’s this
‘life’ thing?”

          Albarn
was tempted to explain, to point out the importance of the
discovery of life — no matter how low down on the evolutionary
scale — on Titan. True, compared to the situation with the biomass,
the tholin-laced water was trivial. The search for knowledge had
never been a priority at the settlement. Before Earth had left its
off-planet colonies to fend for themselves, Titan had been an
organics-processing plant. Earth’s self-imposed isolation had hit
the settlement hard, had hit all the settlements from Io to Charon
hard. No more supplies. No more technical support. And nowhere to
go should the settlement lose the battle to survive.

          Instead,
Albarn said, “What do you want, Vita?”

          “The
autopsy, Peter. Remember?”

          With a
sigh, Albarn left his experiment, crossed to the corpse, and fired
up the laser-scalpel.

 

 

The talk proved to be a mistake. Albarn had felt a face-to-face
discussion might improve his chances of getting his fears across,
but there was no cracking the counsellor’s easy faith in the
settlement’s continued survival. Smiling paternally, Sogov had
dismissed Albarn’s worries with an airy wave of the hand. They had
five years — according to Albarn’s own calculations — before the
situation became critical. They could easily trade for more
greenery. “What with?” Albarn had demanded. But Sogov wouldn’t be
persuaded of the situation’s gravity.

         
Afterwards, Albarn stalked back to his office and crossed to the
window. For several long minutes, he stared out at the Titan
landscape, the red and orange and white and black. But the sight
did not calm him down. The vitality that normally soothed him
seemed an affront to his mood. He turned away, still tense, still
angry at Sogov, and strode through the archway into the medlab. It
wasn’t until he had taken several steps into the room that he
realised something was wrong.

          The lab
was silent.

          The hum
of the pressure pump was gone. He strode faster towards the
pressure vessel on the workbench at the other end of the room. The
monitoring equipment beside it was powered down, the displays
blank, the telltales dark. He switched it back on, but the pressure
vessel now held only a noxious atmosphere at Earth sea-level
pressure and room temperature. The experiment was ruined. The amino
acids and nucleotides, the long chains of RNA had broken, had
fractured and dissolved into a soup of exotic chemicals devoid of
any potential for life. Shocked, Albarn stared at the pressure
vessel, at the dead display on the monitoring equipment, at the
pressure vessel. Gone. Dead.

          Albarn
spun around and stared at the archway that led to his office. Who
had done this? He put a hand to his forehead and screwed his eyes
shut as he felt a headache, fuelled by rage, began to pound. He
dropped his hand, and glanced furtively about the laboratory. There
was Maike’s corpse, tidily re-assembled after its autopsy; the
workbenches, littered with broken-down equipment, their electronic
guts spilling across the bench-tops; the drugs carousel, its hatch
open when it should be secured; the terminal on Vita’s desk…

          Vita!
No-one else had known what the pressure vessel contained.

          Albarn,
his incipient headache forgotten, stormed through his office,
across the corridor and into the empty ward. He found Vita watching
a domestic hoovering one corner of the room. He strode across to
her. “Vita? Did you turn it off?” he demanded.

          She
turned at his approach. “Yes.”

          “Why?” He
clenched his fists at his sides. “Why did you shut it down, Vita?”
Albarn stepped closer to her. “I had life in there. Life! The
nucleotides were replicating. Vita, how could you switch it
off?”

          She
shrugged, but her face was set. “While you’re wasting your time
with those chemicals, this settlement is slowly dying. The
biomass, Peter. Remember the biomass?” Her voice rose. “Or did you
forget? Were you so caught up in your little pot of pre-biotic
life, in your grandiose dreams of being the discoverer of life on
Titan, that you forgot about the biomass? Who cares about
Titan nucleotides? We could die!”

          Albarn
hit her. He didn’t mean to. His hand swept out, across her face;
the back of it struck her in the mouth. She stumbled and fell
backwards, narrowly missing the domestic. She put a hand to her
bleeding lip. Albarn saw her face harden and something in her eyes
change. He stood there, staring down at her, his mind a complete
blank.

          Abruptly,
he dropped to one knee and reached out to her. “Oh Vita, I’m sorry,
so sorry.”

          Vita
mumbled through her hand.

         
“Pardon?”

          “Go
‘way,” she husked. “Go ‘way. Leave me alone.”

          Albarn
didn’t understand. “But you’re hurt,” he insisted. “Are you all
right?”

          Vita
dropped her hand from her mouth. “Go away!” she screamed.

          She began
to cry, wracking sobs that shook her shoulders and torso. Albarn
reached for her but she battered his hands away with sweeps of her
arms. Tears streamed down her cheeks.

          Hurt at
her rejection, Albarn climbed to his feet. He looked down at her.
Vita’s crying was now a gentle panting and the occasional hiccough.
Her hands had fallen into her lap and she stared down at them, her
blonde hair hiding her face.

          Didn’t
she realise it had been an accident? That he was sorry?

          Albarn
left her. He turned his back on her and exited the ward. Back in
the laboratory, he stared at the powered-down monitoring equipment,
the pressure vessel with its toxic and quite dead contents. A brief
flood of anger swept through him, threatened to re-ignite his
headache. But it soon drained away and he felt only a dull throb at
his temples. He sighed, his ire at Vita dissipated. He would have
to fetch another sample. The loss was not irrecoverable.

  

 

The situation with the biomass — despite Vita’s remarks, he
was taking it seriously — occupied Albarn for the rest of
the afternoon and it was not until early evening that he had the
chance to fetch another sample. Stumbling up the fissure, he looked
up from the placement of his feet and saw the narrow crack was
lighter than it had been on his previous visit. He frowned. Turning
a corner, he saw the reason why. The sheet of ice which marked the
cross-chasm was shining with reflected light, light from within the
cross-chasm itself. Albarn hurried closer. Reaching the edge of the
deep crack, he peered into its depths, and saw an
environment-suited figure doing something at the bottom. A cable to
his left led down from a piton hammered into the rock face.

         
Feverishly, Albarn attached his own cable to the piton and lowered
himself down the crack. The figure turned as he hit the bottom of
the chasm. His footsteps on the frozen ground were loud in the
enclosed space. As the beam of Albarn’s helmet lamp fell across the
other’s face-plate, he made out familiar features.

          “Vita?
What are you doing here?”

          She
didn’t reply. Turning back to a puddle — which Albarn recognised as
the one from which he had taken his sample — she began to fumble
with something on her chest unit. Albarn moved closer and saw that
she was after one of her environment-suit’s oxygen lines. Why?

          Then it
struck him.

          “No!” he
cried, reaching out.

          Vita had
disengaged the line from its valve. Twisting the short length of
hose towards the ice, she sprayed the oxygen gushing from it over
the frozen water. Albarn grabbed for her but she pulled away.
Already, he was too late, a stream of O2 had hit the puddle.
It sank until it hung above the pink ice, a small patch of
clearness in Titan’s murky atmosphere, billowing and settling
around Albarn’s and Vita’s feet. Nucleotides needed a pre-biotic
atmosphere to replicate. The breath of oxygen was killing them,
snapping the chains of amino acid, breaking apart the tangled
skeins of adenine, guanine, cytosine, and uracil.

          Albarn
howled. It was genocide. He blundered towards the medtech, his arms
held out stiffly before him. A low moan issued from his mouth, was
broadcast by his face-plate, filled the chasm and echoed from its
walls. Perhaps somewhere else on the moon’s surface, the incredibly
unlikely concatenation of conditions that had created the puddle
would arise again. Perhaps somewhere else on Titan, nucleotides
would again form in a puddle of tholin and water. But the odds were
against it. It was this knowledge which fuelled Albarn’s
despair.

          Here, in
a puddle in the chasm that had killed Maike Johansen, the process
had already begun. Albarn could have given it a boost, given life a
bootstrapping to the next stage of evolution.

          Albarn
grabbed Vita. “Why? Why?” he shouted at her, his face-plate jammed
to hers. He could see her swollen lip in the shadows of her
helmet.

          She said
nothing. Her mouth opened and she began to gasp. Her arms scrabbled
at his sides.

          “Why did
you do that?” he howled, shaking her. “Why?”

          Vita
began to pant. With a start, Albarn realised that the air in her
environment-suit was getting short of O2. He craned his head
forward in his helmet until his nose pressed against his
face-plate. He watched Vita’s gasping features. Even through the
fogging caused by his own breath, he could see she was
asphyxiating. He brought the beam of his helmet lamp to bear on her
face. Her eyes narrowed to slits in the bright light. Her features
were turning a cyanotic blue. She continued to struggle in his
grasp, but he did not — would not — release her arms. He
would not let her reconnect her oxygen hose. Her writhing hands
scrabbled at the front of his environment-suit. Her struggling grew
wilder. She began to shake her head from side to side, taking great
gulping mouthfuls. Faster and faster, her mouth opened and closed,
her chest inflated and deflated. But there was not enough oxygen in
her environment-suit.

          Tears in
his eyes, Albarn hugged Vita tightly to him and watched her slowly
suffocate.

 

 

Originally published in Set It In Space and Stick A Robot In
It, an anthology of writing by the Sheffield SFF Writers’ Group
(March 2009)
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