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Pacific Cetacean Research Institute, Molokai, Hawaii, Earth

May 19th, 2035

Dr. Matthew Clark watched the ocean from his office balcony at the PCRI. There was a dense bank of clouds to the northeast, which looked like it might be over them by midday. Not uncommon in Molokai in the spring, yet still annoying. 

He turned his head and looked at the computer through his out-of-date prescription glasses, scowling slightly. A budget spreadsheet was displayed, with a lot of red entries. Tourism was down, way down. Kaunakakai still got a lot of traffic from tourists trying to get off the beaten path, sure, but they weren’t looking to see tanks full of stressed cetaceans in the process of being rehabilitated. Nobody was interested in whales and dolphins anymore, not with aliens coming to visit. 

Hearing a high-pitched whining, he looked to the south. There was one of the multi-fanned air cars they called “flyers” coming in over the ocean, no doubt from Honolulu. The island’s air traffic control was still leery of the craft and insisted on routing them over the ocean as much as possible. If what Matthew had heard was true, they needn’t have worried. The alien-manufactured craft were safer than the kiddy rides in an amusement park. 

“The Galactic Union,” he said, shaking his head. He’d been a scientist all his adult life, dedicated to the pursuit of truth. The existence of many thousands of alien races in the galaxy was an undeniable scientific truth. He’d seen many images on TV, and had even met a couple the previous year during a scientific symposium in Washington DC held by the new world government. They’d been installing Earth’s first GalNet node—the Union’s version of the internet, but on steroids.

A decade ago, he’d been a relatively young researcher doing post-graduate work on deep ocean sea life in the Atlantic, when first contact was made. The aliens landed in New York City and began negotiations to bring humanity into the Galactic Union. It had seemed to be going pretty well, until some Iranian-sponsored terrorists blew up the UN. 

Many of Matthew’s friends considered that almost a public service. The UN was a constant pain in the marine research community’s ass, after all. The problem was, the bomb also killed the alien ambassador, one of the owl-like race known as Buma. She’d perished along with several of her MinSha guards. The Buma were inclined to be forgiving; the MinSha were not. Those aliens looked like huge praying mantises and fought like demons. Iran, and many of the surrounding countries, no longer existed. 

“Dr. Clark?” he heard from his intercom. 

“Yes, Sheila?” 

“There’s a tour group due in an hour.” 

“Get Benjamin to take them through,” Matthew said. The young grad student was both competent and passionate about cetaceans. He always managed to get some good donations. 

“They’ve requested the director personally,” Sheila said. 

“Who is it?”

“Someone named Kodu’ku,” she said. 

“Are they kama‘āina?” he asked, referring to native islanders. 

“No, Doctor, they’re aliens.” 

“Oh,” he said, and quickly headed downstairs. 

The institute had started life as a posh resort, but had suffered from crib death. Financing had fallen through before it was completed due to the economic downturn in 2008. In 2033, it was purchased by NOAA, the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, not long after they were ported over from the USA to the world government and their responsibilities expanded to ocean life conservation. With some fresh funding, they set about rehabilitating cetaceans abandoned by ill-fated parks around the world. 

Their problem had always been getting enough funding. The world government kept their doors open and paid their salaries, but had never given them quite enough money to make a difference. When Dr. Clark had come on board in 2034, just over a year ago, he’d formed a conservatory endowment—with help from some rich family friends. It allowed them to improve their outreach and bring in some tourists. People had liked whales and dolphins, at least until the aliens had become more popular. 

Matthews waited impatiently for the elevator to arrive on the top floor, where the administration offices were located. While he was waiting, his son Terrence came running up. 

“Did you hear?” he said, his eyes wide with the kind of excitement only a ten-year-old could manage. 

“Yes, Terrence, I heard.”

“Terry, Dad,” he said, rolling his eyes. “Call me Terry.” 

Terry is the name you give a street sweeper, Matthew thought. He’d never preferred Matt; he refused to understand why his son now insisted on being called Terry. “Where’s your mother?” 

“She’s down at the docks waiting for the fishing ship,” he explained. “She heard a trawler had a large load of Hapu‘upu‘u they were trying to get rid of.” 

Matthew grunted in understanding. Hapu‘upu‘u, also known as Hawaiian sea bass, wasn’t a particularly popular fish. More often found in sushi, it had fallen out of favor. If the boat was unable to sell it, the fish was probably getting ripe. The institute was a well-known market of last resort to many of the fishing boats. Nine orcas and nineteen Pacific bottlenose dolphins ate a lot of fish every day. If the boat captain could make fuel money, and the institute could get some still edible fish, a meeting of the minds was possible. 

The elevator arrived, and Terrence—Terry—practically bowled his father out of the way. Shaking his head, Matthew followed his son in and pressed the button for the visitors’ level. Terry danced from foot to foot as the elevator descended, even reaching out to push the visitors’ level button again, as if it would speed their descent. 

“Patience,” Matthew said. “You don’t want to make a poor impression on our visitors, do you?” 

“No, Dad,” Terry said. With a visible effort, he composed himself. 

Very good, Matthew thought, but felt a barely-suppressed thrill run up his own spine. Aliens, here, at my institute! He realized their arrival likely explained the flyer, as well. Few but the superrich could afford those yet. 

The elevator dinged, and the doors slid open. Terry possessed just enough presence of mind to allow his father to exit first. Matthew walked out into the rotunda to find a huge tour group composed of mostly typical tourists, dressed in shorts, brightly colored shirts, and a plethora of floppy hats and sunglasses. There were around 30 of them, and they’d created a crescent around two more members of their group. One looked for all the world like a two-meter-tall bear standing on its back legs, except that bears on Earth weren’t bright purple. The other alien was a meter-tall bipedal gecko! 

Benjamin Anderson, the assistant he’d asked to take the tour, was talking to the gecko and turned when Matthew stepped into view. He moved forward, and the lizard followed. “Dr. Matthew Clark, may I introduce you to Kodu’ku,” Benjamin said and gestured to the lizard with a bow. “He’s a member of the race known as elSha.” 

Matthew nodded, came a little closer, and gave a slight bow, a greeting he knew many aliens used. Shaking hands wasn’t something most of them understood. “An honor to meet you,” he said. 

Kodu’ku made some hissing and clicking noises, then a clearly understood English voice said, “The honor is all mine.” The voice emanated from a silver medallion hanging around Kodu’ku’s neck. 

A translator, Matthew realized. The incredibly powerful little computer translators were starting to turn up in places on Earth. The government had quite a few, as did some large corporations. Now programmed with most languages on Earth, they were breaking down national boundaries in a way even being bombed by aliens hadn’t managed. 

“I understand you research marine mammals here?” Kodu’ku asked. 

“We call them cetaceans,” Matthew offered. “Cetaceans are a clade, a monophyletic group of marine mammals.” He added a bit of a questioning tone in his voice, uncertain if the alien would understand, then berated himself for doing it that way, realizing it was unlikely the computer would render such an inflection to his voice. 

“I understand,” Kodu’ku replied. 

“Oh, are you a scientist?” 

“Life sciences,” the alien replied. “My consortium reworks starships from existing designs to suit various other species. I’m here to meet with some of your primitive space contractors and discuss a possible expanding market.” He shrugged, a disconcerting gesture for a meter-tall lizard. “I think bothering with a merc race is a waste of time, but my boss doesn’t agree.” 

“We don’t all make our money killing things,” Matthew replied, a little put off by the alien’s back-handed swipe at his world. Though Human mercenaries were increasingly leaving to go fight off planet, he didn’t approve. The so-called mercs made inconceivable amounts of money, but it was all wasted on more guns. He got angry just thinking about what he could do with a fraction of that money. Galactic Union credits were worth thousands of dollars apiece on Earth. 

“You are a strange race, this is true,” Kodu’ku agreed, “however you are also apparently pretty good at killing, despite your complaints. What do you call your leading merc companies? Four Ponies?” 

“The Four Horsemen,” Terry offered from just to Matthew’s side. He’d forgotten his son was there. 

“A hatchling Human?” Kodu’ku asked. 

“My son,” Matthew said, placing a hand on the boy’s shoulder and moving him forward. “This is Terrence Clark.” Terry shot his father a disapproving look for not using his proper name, then looked back at the elSha. He was clearly piqued by the fact Kodu’ku was maybe a couple centimeters taller than him. 

“How old are you, Terrence Clark?” Kodu’ku asked. 

“I’m ten,” Terry answered. 

“Do you also study these cetaceans?” 

“I help Dad out,” he said and looked up at his father. “I’m too young to get a job, though.” 

Matthew and Benjamin both laughed. It was well known Terry thought he should get paid for the work he did. The boy didn’t entirely appreciate the tradition of working for the family business on a pro bono basis. 

“He’ll help on the tour.” Matthew looked at the crowd of tourists, who were all curiously looking at the aliens instead of the massive 50,000-liter tank behind the 10-centimeter Lexan wall to their left. A pair of dolphins raced by, unnoticed. The big purple bear followed the animals with its tiny black eyes. “May I inquire as to your friend?” He indicated the ursine. 

“Friend?” Kodu’ku turned and almost seemed startled to notice the other alien. “Oh, him? He’s just an Oogar merc, a company-hired bodyguard.” The Oogar regarded Matthew with cold detachment. 

As Matthew suspected, the tourists were an impromptu retinue Kodu’ku and his bodyguard had picked up when their flier landed nearby. More curious about the pair of aliens than a marine biology institute, they’d simply followed the off-worlders inside and continued to tag along. 

Matthew began his tour with an informative film on the different types of marine mammals and what made cetaceans unique. It eventually moved on to why they were in danger and various types of conservancy. A bit on the end of the movie thanked the guests for their interest and encouraged them to support the institute’s nonprofit endeavors. 

The next step was the part most tourists were the least interested in—the inner workings of the institute’s six huge seawater aquariums and two habitats. However, this was the part which interested Kodu’ku the most. He wanted to know all manner of details concerning heat exchangers, pump capacities, filter workings, and even what kinds of alloys went into the pipes. Matthew ended up calling his chief engineer in from his lunch to answer the questions. 

Kodu’ku took little notice of his bodyguard’s difficulties in maneuvering around the various tighter areas. The elSha’s diminutive size made the passageways no more difficult than if Matthew were walking down a city street. The Oogar nearly got stuck twice; the second time required three technicians to undog a door from its top to free the alien. 

If anything, Kodu’ku found it amusing. “They’re brutish, but reliable in a fight,” he told Matthew quietly at one point. “To be perfectly honest, I didn’t expect much more from you Humans until I got here.” He examined a huge seawater pump humming with power. “Your engineering, while lacking finesse, has potential.” 

“Thanks,” Matthew said out of the corner of his mouth.

“Think nothing of it.” 

As the tour moved on to the reason for the institute, the cetaceans, Kodu’ku seemed less interested to the point of indifference. Matthew would have assumed he only stayed out of a sense of common courtesy, except the alien didn’t seem to possess the trait. He didn’t ask any more questions, merely watching the dolphins leaping meters out of the water to intercept thrown fish with one of his two independently-controlled eyes. The Oogar was slightly more curious— though only slightly.

When they reached the first of the three large orca tanks, Kodu’ku perked up slightly as he caught sight of one of the four new Russian Resident orcas. Kray, the dominant male, breached to get a better look at the visitors. The orca’s head hovered a short distance out of the water, his eye examining the Oogar for a long moment before submerging. 

“Why are they here?” Kodu’ku asked. 

“All our cetaceans are rescues of one kind or another. These four are from Russia and were once on display at a park.” The elSha cocked his head. “A place where they’re kept for amusement. Sometimes for education, as well.”

“Terry!” 

Matthew looked over and saw his wife Madison coming in, with two men and a tub of fish in tow. He smiled. She’d made a deal. His son left them and went over to his mother, helping her with the fish. 

“You Humans enjoy seeing and experiencing other species?” 

“Yes,” Matthew said. 

The elSha shook his long head, both eyes going over different parts of the Human tourist group at the same time. “I think scientists will be trying to understand Humans for a long, long time.” 

Matthew looked over to where his son was feeding Kray. Terry had a feeding pole, three meters long and telescoping, with cotton twine holding a large Hapu‘upu‘u out over the tank. The familiar shape and grayish color of the Hawaiian sea bass dangled just above the surface. Kray’s great shiny black head broke the surface, an eye examined the fish for a second, and he submerged again. 

“Dad, Kray won’t take the bass.” 

The orca tossed its head and Matthew felt the distinctive ultra-low frequency feeling of the orca pulsing his sonar. “I saw,” Matthew said. “We’ll have to do some blood tests and see if there’s a problem.”

“There is nothing wrong with the creature,” Kodu’ku said. 

Matthew turned back to look at the alien, who was observing the orca. The two seemed to be staring at each other. “My apologies, but how do you know our orca is well?” 

“Because he told me.” Matthew shook his head, not understanding. Kodu’ku focused both eyes on Matthew for a long moment, then placed a hand on his head. “Oh, right, you don’t have ready access to these.” He placed another hand on the pendant hanging around his neck. “One moment.” 

The elSha reached into a pouch around his waist and removed another pendant and one of the small computers they called slates. Kodu’ku touched the slate a couple of times, closed his eyes, and the slate flashed. He placed the pendant on top of the slate and both flashed red, and then he handed the pendant to Matthew. 

“What do I do with this?” Matthew asked. 

“Place it near your mouth,” was the reply. 

Matthew did as he was told, and Kodu’ku pointed at the orca, which wasn’t looking at him. “Now what?” he asked. 

The orca pulsed his sonar directly at Matthew, and he shook his head from the power of it. Then the pendant spoke in strangely-accented but understandable English, “I no like funny fish.”

Matthew’s eyes were open wide in shock as he looked from Kray to Kodu’ku, and back to Kray. “Was that you speaking?” he asked. The pendant he was holding thrummed against his skin, the frequency similar to the one the orca used. In adjacent tanks, several other orca heads popped out of the water. Kray rolled slightly in the water. The move was eerily similar to the way a dog cocked its head. 

“Yes, I speak. I like hear you speak me!”

Matthew almost dropped the translator in surprise as he turned to look at Kodu’ku, then he laughed out loud. “Holy shit!” he said, and Kray laughed as well, bobbing his head up and down in an unmistakable nod of his huge head. Terry watched his father, the young man’s mouth hanging wide open and the fish dangling, forgotten. 

Matthew knew the world had just changed for him in ways he might never fully understand. He was also more excited than he could ever remember being in his entire life. “I think I’m going to go buy Kray a tuna,” he said. Kray nodded with even more vigor. 

* * * * *
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Kaunakakai Elementary School, Molokai, Hawaii, Earth

August 10th, 2035

Terry leaned as far forward as he could without falling over and watched the pitcher. The boy glanced at the runner on first base, then back forward. Terry grinned; the pitcher had forgotten he was there. He led off several steps as the pitcher wound up. Terry glanced at the shortstop, who glanced at him. The shortstop’s eyes widened, and he opened his mouth to yell. Too late.

The pitcher released the ball at the same instant Terry broke into a sprint. The shortstop barked a warning as the ball went tink against the batter’s bat and bounced against the ground, hopping up just enough that the pitcher’s frantic jump for it fell a good half-meter short. 

Terry passed the shortstop, tossing a wink to the kid, who snarled a furious curse in Polynesian. He cut around 3rd, his foot just touching the base, and straightened out for home. 

“Go, go, go!” the 3rd base coach yelled as he passed, and Terry ran. 

Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the shortstop take a shot at catching the 1st base runner. The kid there had to jump a little to catch the ball, and the runner tagged before the 1st baseman came back down. Safe! He made up for missing the tag by making an incredible sideways throw. Terry took two long running steps and dove for home. The catcher reached for the ball, nabbed it, and swept his big mitt toward Terry, who slid just under it. 

“Safe!” the umpire called, and the parents of his team cheered. 

“Terry Clark scores!” the announcer yelled, and his team came out of the dugout to high-fives. 

The game over, Terry and his team were sitting in the dugout, a humidifying fan blowing on the kids as they drank ice-cold sodas. It was the 3rd year Terry had played on the Mokoka‘I summer league, and they were getting good. There were coeds in the advanced group that played all over the islands. Most of his friends played with him, and despite the mid-summer heat, it was the second-best time of the year for him. 

“You suckered the pitcher big time,” Yui said. 

“I saw he didn’t check 2nd very often, even when a runner was on,” Terry said, and Yui winked at him. Yui Tanaka played 2nd base, while Terry was a shortstop. As their positions were next to each other, they’d learned to depend on each other. Last year, the two had discovered their other passion—besides baseball, of course. 

“Okay, team,” the coach said to get their attention. “We’re undefeated, so that means we get to go to the All-Island Tournament on O‘ahu next week.” The kids all cheered and pumped their fists in the air. “Practice Wednesday. Make sure your uniforms are clean, and I’ll call your parents to give arrangements for the shuttle to Honolulu.” 

Terry raced Yui out to their bikes. They tossed the empty soda cans into a recycling bin and unlocked their bikes. “You hear from Doc?” Yui asked as she took her phone and started her bike. 

“Yeah,” Terry said, starting his own bike. “He says to meet him at Kiowea, Pond Place.”

“Oh, cool!” she said. 

Terry verified his bike had enough charge. From Kaunakakai Elementary School to Kiowea Park was just over 2 miles. He’d had his bike plugged into the baseball field’s common solar bank, but the weather was a hazy overcast, and thirty other kids were charging their bikes, too. His phone said the bike was good for 3 ½ miles. He made a face as he jumped on and followed her. Yui was already heading down the driveway toward Ailoa Street. 

He had a 20-watt panel in his backpack, sure. While they were out with Doc, it would give him a little juice. Probably not enough to get back to the institute, which would mean pedaling up the hill. He could ask Yui to pedal part of the way with him. He shook his head. For some reason he didn’t want to admit, he’d screwed up and hadn’t put his bike on the charger last night. He gritted his teeth and used the electric motor to catch up to her.

The early afternoon traffic along Route 450, Mauna Loa Highway, was busy. August was tourist season, and things had picked up since the aliens moved in. A dozen of them were always coming and going from the institute, and groupies were also always coming and going. Aliens were cool and all, but who wanted to follow a big stinky purple bear around, or one of those monkey-looking Maki? Yesterday, something that looked like an anteater had been talking to his mother. Gross!

Buzzing along at 15 kph, they were soon passing Paddlers, then Molokai Burger. He was hungry after the game and hoped Yui would pull in for a snack. No such luck; she sped on by. One of the Kaunakakai police officers was standing on the opposite corner talking to an elSha about something. He waved at Terry, who waved back. The elSha focused one eye on Terry for a second before pivoting it back to the cop. 

Mauna Loa slowly descended to just a few meters above sea level. Terry enjoyed the cool ocean breeze as he nursed his low battery while keeping up with Yui. At one point she looked back at him lagging and waved for him to keep up. He smiled and waved back, glancing down at the phone locked onto the handlebar. Only 10% battery remaining. Crap.

The last of the town fell behind them, and the ocean was just to the left as they rode. Finally a small coconut grove appeared between them and the ocean, and he heaved a sigh of relief. They turned on Kapuaiwa Road as his battery indicator started flashing at 5%. He switched to pedals for the last hundred yards.

The road turned to the right, becoming Pond Place. However, if you went a little further without turning, there was a dirt turnaround which put you on the beach. There, just off shore, floated an old red and white trawler that had seen better days. A man so suntanned most people would guess he was African-American was sitting on the fantail, messing with gear. 

“Yo, Doc!” Terry yelled. The man looked up, shading his eyes from the glare, and waved. 

“You want I should bring the skiff over?”

Terry looked at Yui, who stuck her tongue out and shook her head. “Naw, we’ll be right there!” 

They locked their bikes and sealed their backpacks, making sure the tape locked in place. The contents would stay dry for hours, maybe days, even underwater a few meters. 

“Last one there’s a sea turtle turd!” Yui said and sprinted for the water. 

“Damn it!” Terry yelled, jamming his finger onto the LOCK icon for his bike. He stuffed the phone into his front pocket, zipping it as he ran, and somehow got his backpack in place, too. Despite her head start, he was a better sprinter, and by the time her feet hit the water, he was only two steps behind her. Almost in tandem, they lept into a wave just as it reached them. 

In the water they were equals. Try as he might, though Terry was unable to catch her before she made it to the boat’s transom one stroke before he did. 

“You’re a sea turtle turd!” Yui crowed as she flipped up onto diving deck. 

“Shut up,” Terry mumbled. 

“Sorry, what? Did you say I won?” 

“You kids knock it off,” Doc said. 

Terry looked up at Doc, who was now on the flying bridge. He didn’t know how old the man who called himself Doc was. Maybe sixty? Who knew? Terry knew he’d lived in Hawaii all his life, growing up in the warm Pacific waters. He thought maybe Doc was a doctor of some kind. He’d met the man and his ship on a fishing charter their family had taken the year they’d arrived on Molokai. He was average height for most adults, with a thick body and heavily-muscled arms. Despite his age, his abdomen showed a fully-defined six-pack that made Terry hope he looked that badass when he grew up. The shaved, bald head was cool, too, but his mom wouldn’t let him shave his own head.

Charters were his main source of income. Mainly fishing, but also diving. It had been Terry’s introduction to diving, and probably the most exciting moment in his life. After they’d moved to Hawaii, the excitement of surf and sun quickly wore off, and it became just another place to live. 

Then he dove underwater with a scuba tank, and everything changed for him. It was like being on another world, another universe. He could glide like a bird in a reality full of infinite variety. Each moment revealed another new thing—a new fish, a new coral formation—anything was possible. Since the first time, he’d spent every moment he could steal underwater. He’d even introduced Yui to it as well. Through it all, Doc had been his guide and teacher. 

“Good baseball game?” Doc asked, messing with the boat’s controls. 

“Yeah,” Terry said, “we won.” 

Doc nodded and hit the starter. The boat looked old and worn, yet it started with the roar of a well-maintained machine. “Let’s dive.” 

* * * * *
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PCRI, Molokai, Hawaii, Earth

August 10th, 2035

“Did you hear me?” 

Matthew looked up from the display and noticed his wife standing by the door to his office. He bit his lip and tried to remember; she’d been saying something? “Terry?” 

“Yes, Matthew, our son?” 

“I know he’s our son,” Matthew said, making a face. 

Madison crossed her arms under her breasts and glared. Matthew’s expression went away. “That’s the first step, now you can tell me where he is? His game was over two hours ago.”

Matthew looked back toward his office window to see the sun falling toward the horizon. He looked back at the display—an alien-manufactured, true 3D holographic display known as a Tri-V. It showed the anatomical makeup of a cetacean’s brain—an orca, to be precise. The images were like the Tri-V, thousands of times better than anything that had existed on Earth prior to the aliens’ arrival. The image called him with its siren call. 

“Goddamn it, Matthew Davis Clark!” 

Oh, shit, he thought, and his head spun around. “Uhm, I think he went scuba diving.” 

“And I thought we were going to talk about whether he should be diving with that man. Terry wants to shave his head to look like him.” 

“I think we’re safe. I checked on Doc with Kaunakakai PD.”

“What did they say?” She walked over to stand next to him, her own attention drawn to the anatomical model. 

“He’s fine,” he said. “Vincent ‘Doc’ Abercrombie has lived on Molokai his whole life, except when he was in the military.”

“Military?” 

“Yeah, a Navy SEAL, apparently. He was injured on a dive and medically retired. The boat belonged to his brother, who was killed in a traffic accident while Doc was in the service.”

“Oh, wow,” she said, looking back at him.

He nodded. “Terrence is quite safe.” 

“He wants to be called Terry, you know.”

“I know,” he said, then shook his head. “I don’t understand why, though.” 

“Because he’s an independent being, Matt.” 

Matthew’s head came around in annoyance. She was grinning ear to ear. “Okay, fair enough.” He touched a control and the Tri-V changed to show a device hovering next to the brain. “He said he’d be back before dark.”

“What about dinner?” 

“I admit, I didn’t think about that,” he said. 

“Well, I did. I saved him some.” She put a covered plate on the desk. “Saved you some, too.”

“You’re awesome,” he said. The cover popped off the plate and the delightful smell of roasted fish and vegetables filled his nose. “Oh, yummy.” He grabbed the fork and took a greedy bite. “I forgot.” 

“Of course you did,” she scolded. Again, her face didn’t show any anger. She pulled a chair out and sat next to him. While he devoured the food, she slid the alien computer over to herself. The device was no bigger than a normal tablet computer, though it was anything but normal. Less than five millimeters thick and completely transparent, the aliens called it a slate. The Tri-V was projected from it, and it didn’t move a millimeter as she slid it over. The slate instantly compensated, keeping the image frozen in space. 

“Such amazing casual technology,” she said, shaking her head. 

“Casual, sure,” he said between bites. “That ‘casual’ tech cost 200 credits.”

Madison whistled. “Two million dollars for what the aliens consider a ubiquitous toy.” 

Matthew shrugged. “Translators are 150 credits each.” He looked at the translator sitting on his desk. The institute now possessed three of them—all on loan from the Logoo Syndicate, the alien organization Kodu’ku worked for—in exchange for engineering assistance developing aquatic life-support systems. 

“Looks like you have it worked out,” Madison said and pointed at the display. 

“I think so,” he said. “The file we got from the Science Guild helped. The race known as Selroth have brains amazingly like cetaceans. I looked on the Aethernet and found these.” He reached over and clicked the slate. The orca brain was replaced with a tiny technological device. Popup explanations of various components appeared. “They’re designed for the Selroth, but were apparently rejected for use.” 

“Rejected?” she asked. “Why?” 

“The customer didn’t like the size. These are apparently large for a Selroth.” He clicked again, and the device was rendered next to an orca. It was almost invisible. “Obviously it won’t be a problem with our orca.” He glanced at her. “Probably not the bottlenose, either.” 

“Then you’re thinking about both?” 

“Why not?” 

“The question is, how much?” 

“They’re listed as scrap. Fifty of them for 15 credits each.” 

“Seven and a half million, Matthew,” she said, doing the math. “Where are we going to get that kind of money?” 

“What would someone pay to talk to a dolphin?” he asked. 

“Matthew!” she exclaimed. “You’re talking about an amusement park! That goes against everything we’ve worked for.” She pointed back toward the tanks. “All our cetaceans are rescues, for God’s sake!” 

“You don’t think I know that?” he snapped. She shot him a sharp look, and he calmed himself. “Look, don’t think of it as a side show, think of it as education.” 

“I’m not feeling it,” she said. 

“You don’t think Joe Sixpack would leave here with a better understanding of why we should take care of the oceans after talking to someone who lives in them?”

“You think Joe Sixpack will sit and be lectured by a fish?” She said the last with a decidedly sloppy but recognizable southern accent to emphasize her scorn. 

“No, of course not. We’d have to have some fun with it. I bet the dolphins will have a blast. It’s a small price to pay to advance cetacean sciences a hundred years in just months! Think of how much we can learn.”

“I know as well as you,” she said. “If you recall, our PhDs are the same.” 

“Of course,” he said. 

“But still, how do we earn over seven million dollars without first having our talking dolphins or whales?”

“I talked to the Bank of Hawaii,” he said. “They’re willing to see a demonstration.”

“We can’t demonstrate anything without the machines first.”

Matthew reached into a drawer and removed a metallic box smaller than a pack of cigarettes. She gasped when she saw the alien writing on it. He pressed a release and it popped open, showing the exact device displayed on the Tri-V.

“Where did you get that?” she asked. 

“I dug into our bank account,” he admitted. 

“Matthew,” she hissed, “even one is $150,000!”

“I got it half price, as a sample.” He swallowed. The $75,000 was almost the entirety of their savings, including Terrence’s college fund. “We’ve always been committed to the institute, right?”

“Of course, but our savings?” 

“It was the only way,” he admitted. “We can’t go to NOAA or the Trustees with this and risk losing control.” She nodded slowly. The Trustees were heavily risk averse. 

“When are we doing the surgery?” she asked. 

“As soon as I talk to one of the orcas.”

“Who do we use?”

“Who do you think we should?”

“Kray,” she said. 

He nodded in agreement; that was his choice as well. 

“Let’s have a chat,” he said, and picked up the translator. 

They rode together down the elevator to the tank holding the Residents. All four of the Resident breed were together in one of the two biggest tanks. As soon as Matthew and Madison came out the door, a huge shiny black head popped out of the water, and an eye looked to see who was there. Matthew held the translator between them. 

A whistle and thrum came from the orca they recognized as Kray. “Wardens,” he said, using the word the orcas had chosen to refer to anyone who took care of them. “Who these Wardens?”

“Matthew and Madison,” he said, and they both knelt at the edge of the pool. Madison scooped some water into her hand and rubbed Kray under his mouth. 

The big male gave several deep clicks. “Rub good, Warden mates Matthew/Madison.” He submerged for a second, and the other three surfaced a few feet away, clicking and whistling their own greetings. “Not food time?” Kray asked. The others tossed their heads in agreement. 

“No, not meal time,” Madison agreed. The orcas’ sense of time was extremely hit or miss. They knew night from day and could usually tell meal time. However, even mounting a clock in the tank room big enough for them to see hadn’t produced any progress. It was part of the reason they wanted to do the implant. 

“We wanted to ask you something.” 

“Ask,” Kray said. “Pod like ask things, like answer things, like Wardens!”

“We like you, too,” Matthew answered. “You know the translator?” He held up the device, and Kray’s big eye locked on it.

“Talk box,” Kray said. 

“Talk box!” all the others echoed. 

“Yes,” Madison agreed. The orcas splashed water with their pectorals and shook their heads, happy to get it right. 

“We want to put a talk box inside you,” Matthew said, hoping they’d understand. 

“How do?” Kray asked. “Eat talk box? Eat like fish?”

“No,” Madison said, shaking her head in an over-emphasized motion so they could see it better. “We would need to cut.”

“Cut Kray? Make Kray gone?” The translator conveyed alarm. 

“Not gone,” Matthew said quickly. “It’s called surgery. Ulybka, do you remember when we helped fix your tail?” 

The female named Ulybka had come in with an injury to her fluke which hadn’t received proper medical attention in Russia; the result was a persistent wound that didn’t want to heal. They’d put her under general anesthesia and debrided the wound, applying a waterproof bandage, and it had healed up just fine. 

“Yes, yes!” Ulybka said. “Fix tail, tail good now!” She dove and flipped over, her tail popping out of the water to flip back and forth. The notch was clearly visible, but the bandage was long gone. 

“Like that,” Madison said, “but we’d have to put a talk box into your head.” She reached out and touched Kray just behind his eye. “Right here.” 

“Hurt Kray?” Kray asked. 

“A little afterward,” Matthew admitted.

“Why?” Kray asked. 

“You’ll be able to talk to everyone,” Matthew explained. 

“Not only Wardens?” Kray asked. “Talk Warden calf?”

“Terry, our son?” Madison wondered to her husband. 

“Yeah, I think that’s what he means,” Matthew agreed. The translators were so expensive, Terry had never been allowed to use one, or even hold it. Call it adult paranoia, but Matthew had forbidden it. Kids were kids, and the risk of losing or damaging a multi-million-dollar piece of equipment wasn’t worth taking.

“Yes, you could talk to Terrence, our calf. Anyone else, too.” 

Kray and the other three dove underwater and moved around each other. From experience, Matthew knew they were talking to each other. The orcas had adapted soon after understanding the Humans could talk to them. It had caught all the scientists completely by surprise. 

Dr. Patel had suggested they record their conversations on the hydrophone and run it through the translator later, but both Matthew and Madison had vetoed it. They’d agreed the orcas deserved at least some basic dignity and some privacy. For the same reason, they were now asking the orcas if they wanted the translators installed. 

Kray and the others surfaced, and Kray again spoke, “Why you ask?”

“We think we can learn a lot from you,” Matthew said. 

“No. Why ask? Why not do?”

“Do you mean, why didn’t we do it without asking?” Madison asked. Kray’s head bobbed in an orca nod. “Because you’re a person and deserve to decide for yourself.”

“We not Wardens,” Kray insisted, and they all nodded. 

“No,” Matthew agreed. “We take care of you, but you have rights.”

“Rights,” Kray said, trying the word. “What rights?”

“It means you can say yes or no,” Madison explained. 

Matthew pressed the mute button on the translator. “A little oversimplified,” he said. 

Madison shrugged. “Close enough?” 

He nodded, agreeing. 

“I say no, or I say yes?” Kray asked. “I say no, you no do?” 

Both Madison and Matthew nodded their heads. 

All four orcas floated for a long time; several took breaths, their respiration blowing mist over the pool. They’re thinking about it, Matthew realized. The orcas just kept surprising them. 

“Can pod all do talk box?” 

Madison looked at Matthew, who looked back at her; both of their eyes were wide with surprise. “Do you all want them?” she asked. 

“Yes,” Kray responded. 

“We would need to have one for now,” Matthew explained, hoping they would understand. “Kray would be first. If everything’s good with Kray, the rest of the pod, then, later. Other pod, then, also,” he said, referring to the pod of five Pacific Transient orcas in the next tank. “If Kray’s talk box works good, we’ll also give them to the bottlenose dolphins.” 

“Little brothers get talk box?” Ulybka spoke up. “Little brothers” was what the orcas called dolphins. The dolphins struggled more with the translators. Their language seemed to be more contextual, often speaking in metaphors. Ironically, the dolphins called the orcas, “Dark Killers.” 

“Yes,” Matthew confirmed. 

“Good, good, good,” the orca pod all agreed. 

There was no discrimination between the cetaceans the researchers had seen. Matthew was quite keen to see one day how well the device would work with other cetaceans. There were rough-toothed dolphins in captivity, and beluga as well. The other scientists at the institute had also talked to several other research establishments about trying to talk with a pod of blue whales to see if they could strike up a conversation.

“One more thing,” Matthew said. Kray focused on him. “There is risk.”

“You could die,” Madison said. 

Matthew looked at her, his eyes narrow. She stared him down, and he shrugged. It was true, there was risk. 

“I not fear,” Kray said without hesitation. “I want talk box.” 

“Okay,” Matthew said, “let’s do it.” 

* * * * *
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Kapukahehu Beach, Molokai, Hawaii, Earth

August 10th, 2035

Doc set the autopilot on his boat, the Krispin, and swung down from the flying bridge to greet the kids. He tussled Yui’s hair, and put Terry in a headlock. The young boy escaped with the nimbleness of a martial artist in a move Doc had taught him the previous month. 

“Where we going?” Yui asked, looking over the diving gear arrayed on the rear deck. 

“Kapukahehu Beach,” Doc said. 

“The Dixie Maru?” Terry asked, excited. 

“Yup,” Doc confirmed. 

“You said we can’t go down below 40 meters,” Yui said. 

“You can for a few minutes without decompression,” he explained. “However, we have a game changer.” He picked up a strange clamshell-style case. 

Terry immediately became more interested. The aliens who’d been visiting the institute over the last few months often carried cases just like it. They called them, “Union Standard” equipment cases, though they came in a dizzying variety of designs. He tried to imagine some factory floating in space, cranking out these cases for whatever you wanted to store. Everything from crazy alien toothbrushes to laser blasters! 

“You got some alien stuff,” Terry said. 

Doc looked at him with the appraising look he gave them sometimes when they surprised him. “Yeah,” he said. “How do you know that?” Terry explained. “I had heard there were a lot of aliens coming and going at Kaunakakai lately. You guys and your fish research?”

“Cetaceans, yup,” Terry replied. 

“Fish,” Yui said, poking Terry in the ribs with a particularly sharp elbow.

“They’re not fish,” Terry said, and gave her a push. Anyone else might have gone right over the transom. Yui just caught herself and stuck her tongue out at him. “They’re mammals, like us.”

“I wish I had fins,” Yui said. “That would make diving even cooler!”

“Or be able to hold your breath for 10 minutes, like dolphins,” Doc said. 

“Fifteen minutes for orcas,” Terry said. He got the appraising look from Doc while Yui’s mouth became an O. Terry enjoyed knowing something Doc didn’t. “So what’s that?” 

“This,” Doc said and popped the case, “is badass.” Inside were four metallic cylinders and several sets of plastic grids. 

“Looks like waffles,” Yui said. 

Doc winked and took one of the cylinders out. Terry reached for another, and the man gently stopped him. “Hold up until I show you,” he said. “Remember what I taught you?” 

“Learn, then do,” Terry and Yui chorused. 

“Bingo,” he said. Doc took the cylinder and closed the case, much to Terry’s disappointment. Holding the cylinder in his lap, he opened a regular dive case and began removing equipment. Over the next few minutes, as Krispin motored along the Molokai coast, he used tools to attach other items. A rubber head strap, a wireless monitor, and a mouthpiece. 

“It’s some kind of rebreather?” Yui guessed, about a second before Terry was about to say the same thing. 

“Yes, it is,” Doc said and gave her a thumbs-up. Terry scowled. Doc attached a standard dive mask and slipped the unit over his head. The silver cylinder was maybe five centimeters long, and one centimeter thick. It wasn’t much wider than the mouthpiece when Doc slipped it between his teeth. It looked kind of comical compared to the long rubber tubes linking a standard regulator to dive tanks. 

“That’s it?” Terry asked. 

Doc removed the mouthpiece so he could talk. “For a low dive, yes,” he said. “It’s self-contained and has one of those crazy alien batteries, so you’re good for two hours.”

“How big is the battery?” Terry asked. 

Doc took the equipment off his head and popped a compartment open with a twist. The battery was a centimeter long and half the diameter of the cylinder. He showed them the intakes, which brought in seawater and extracted oxygen to breathe. 

“Wow,” Terry and Yui said.

“It’s like something from ‘60s James Bond,” Doc said. Yui and Terry gave him an uncomprehending look, and Doc shook his head. 

“What about the plastic waffles?” Yui asked. 

“Ah, yes,” Doc said and grinned as he opened the case again. “Remember that 40-meter limit?” They both nodded as he took out the plastic pieces. “These attach with a couple little hoses, and they’re extended gas extractors. They can pull anything from the water you want them to.” 

“I don’t understand,” Terry said. 

“They can suck nitrogen or helium from the water,” Doc said. 

“Oh,” Terry said. “So you can go deeper because you can add helium?” 

“Bingo,” Doc said. 

“How deep?” Yui asked. 

“As deep as you want,” Doc said, and winked. “At least as long as the battery lasts, and you can hot-swap batteries.” 

Terry looked at the units, and then at Doc, thinking about the dive breathers. “Where did you get them?” 

“Friends in the service,” he said. 

Terry knew Doc had been in the military, and that was where he’d learned to dive. It was also where he’d been hurt, though what the injury was, he’d never explained. “Are we going to use them?” 

Doc checked his phone and glanced around the cabin to verify the boat’s progress. “That’s the plan,” he said. “We’re going to use them to dive down to the Dixie Maru.” 

“We get to use them the first time?” Yui said in disbelief. 

“No,” Doc replied and laughed. “I’ve been using them for a month now. I love you guys, but do you really think I’d test alien stuff on a couple of ten-year-old kids?” 

Terry didn’t answer, because that would have been just fine with him. Doc briefed them on the basic operation of the apparatus. 

“I’ve already programmed them,” he explained. “There are only a couple controls you need to worry about.”

As the boat neared their destination, Doc shepherded Yui into the cabin so she could change into her diving gear, and Terry changed out on deck. Doc was already wearing shorts and a vest. Yui came back out just as the boat throttled back, and Doc’s phone beeped. They’d arrived over the wreck of the Dixie Maru. 

Doc set a sea anchor and programmed the boat to hold position. Terry ran up the red flag with its white slash, a universal dive flag to warn passing boats that people were in the water. Doc set dive lines over the side, then helped the kids get their weight belts in place. 

“Now, since we have the alien breathers, rate of rise isn’t an issue. If something goes wrong, pull the release on your weight belts and come straight up. Always keep me in sight down there, and let’s go slow on the descent. Got it?” 

“Yes, sir,” Yui said.

“Yes, sir,” Terry echoed. That was part of the deal; they were no-nonsense while diving, and had been from the first time Doc took them snorkeling.

Doc helped attach the plastic filters, which would allow them to go deeper. They were lightweight and attached to the back of their vests, where tanks would have been before. Once in place, Terry couldn’t even feel it. Then it was time to get in the water, and both kids hesitated. 

“What’s wrong?” Doc asked. 

“It feels weird,” Terry said. They were both standing on the diving platform, Krispin bobbing gently in the offshore swells, dunking their feet in and out of the water. 

“Yeah, wrong without the tanks,” Yui agreed. 

“Maybe this is a bad idea,” Doc said, rubbing his stubble-covered chin. 

“No, I’m good,” Terry said and jumped in the water feet first. He quickly surfaced, put the breather in, and stuck his head back underwater. He breathed in and felt cool, delicious air. Other than a tiny lag between drawing in the breath and the pressure catching up, it was no different than a scuba regulator. 

“Okay?” Doc asked. 

Terry gave him a thumbs-up. Not to be outdone, Yui jumped in, too. A few seconds later, she was using the breather as well. Doc nodded and slipped over the side, entering the water as smoothly as any dolphin Terry had ever seen. 

Doc gestured to the kids to take hold of the dive rope. Once he was sure they had a good grip, he pulled the release and grabbed it himself. The weight fell, and they went with it into the dark. 

As they descended slowly into the deep, Terry experienced a feeling of excitement mixed with fear, and he tried hard to control his breathing. Then he checked the monitor strapped to his wrist and saw the battery level at 99% and not changing. He’d become used to a tank with a fixed amount of oxygen. Doc preached constantly to carefully control your breathing to maximize dive time, and to give you a safety margin in order to escape problems. He relaxed and breathed normally. 

Every few meters he forced himself to swallow, equalizing pressure in his inner ear. The earplugs he wore kept any pressure damage from getting through to his eardrums. His mask pressed ever harder against his face. He drew some of the pressure away by letting it out through his nose and exhaling. 

The surface light fell off to only a dim hint of illumination. It reminded Terry of being under a sheet with only his room’s light on. Merely a hint of light, without being able to see its point of origin. He’d never been down a fraction of the distance. It was amazing, and spooky. 

The descent stopped suddenly, and Terry realized they were on the ocean floor. Bright light stabbed out, and he could see Yui in stark relief. Doc had turned his mask light on. Terry did the same, and Yui did so a second later. Their beams played around as they looked at the dark volcanic sand below them. Occasional plant life sprouted where there were rocky outcroppings, and a couple of light-dazzled fish swam past. Compared to the sea life he’d seen closer to the shore at shallower depths, it was almost dead where they were. 

As he played his light around, a shape came out of the darkness. It had to be the ship, but it only looked like a jumble of broken wood. He got Doc’s attention by flashing his light at him, then pointed at the boards. Doc nodded; that was it. 

He’d told them about the Dixie Maru more than a year ago, shortly after they’d begun diving with him. He’d been down to it a few times before. He had the equipment to do it, but had absolutely refused to take the kids down. 

The boat, a fishing junk which had sunk in 1916, still had some stuff Doc called “wreck trash.” They poked around for a while, digging in the sand. Terry found an old spoon, which still showed a little engraving. Yui found an amber bottle with the decayed remnants of a cork in it. 

The water temperature was in the high 70s, and they were getting cold. Terry spotted Yui shivering. Doc must have seen it, too, as he pointed toward the surface and made a thumbs-up motion. As per the rules, neither of them disagreed, and they repeated the gesture. He led them back to the dive rope, and they ascended into the light. 

It was only as they were ascending that Terry noticed he’d felt different at the bottom. He guessed it was the mixture of gasses extracted by the breather now in his blood. Doc had taught him about nitrogen narcosis and the dangers of it. Breathing helium kept the nitrogen from building up and forming bubbles in their blood. Also known as the bends, it could be horrible. Doc had shown them pictures, and he kept seeing them in his mind all the way up.

The display on his wrist said the breather was down to 77%. All the time they’d spent on the ocean floor, and the alien battery had gone down less than a quarter. Terry was amazed. They broke the surface, and sunlight hit their faces. He felt like he’d come up from a dream. 

“That was amazing!” Yui crowed after removing the breather. 

“It sure was!” Terry agreed. 

“You kids feel okay?” Doc asked, checking his own display. 

“Yeah, great,” Terry said. Yui nodded. Terry looked up and saw the sun was approaching the horizon. He needed to get home before too long. Besides, he was shivering now, too, despite the surface water being much warmer. He pulled himself up onto the diving platform and was soon followed by the others. 

Doc went into the trawler’s cabin and came back with a couple of huge, fluffy towels. Getting all the water dried off quickly warmed them up. While they did that, Doc got the boat back underway.

As they motored toward their starting point, Doc brought them hot chocolate, while Yui and Terry talked excitedly about the experience. Doc listened to them, smiling a little smile and enjoying their enthusiasm. 

“Doc,” Terry asked eventually, “how do you dive deep? I mean, really deep?” 

“Well,” Doc said, checking his phone for progress, “when you go below about 300 meters, you use hard suits.”

“You mean like the combat armor the mercs are making to fight aliens?” 

“Kinda like that, yeah,” Doc said. He tapped at his phone and held up an image for Terry to see. The suit looked more like the cartoon monster at the end of Ghostbusters than a diving suit. The diver only had a tiny window to look out of. 

“How deep can it go?” Yui asked as she looked at the picture.

“Record is 410 meters,” Doc said. “Now if you wanted to go really deep, you could go down further if you just stayed.”

“You mean forever?” Terry asked. 

“You could come back up,” Doc said, “but it would take you weeks to decompress.” 

“Even with helium?” 

“Yup.” Doc finished cleaning the breathers and put them back in the case. He glanced at them for a moment and nodded. “The guys are going to like my report,” he said as he locked it closed. 

The boat motored onward as Terry thought. He tried to imagine what it would be like to live deep down, deeper than even the cetaceans dived. No light at all reached past 200 meters. Perpetual night. What would it be like to spend your life down there? The sun fell behind Molokai as they continued on. The excitement remained, even when his bike’s battery died halfway home. 

* * * * *
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PCRI, Molokai, Hawaii, Earth

August 29th, 2035

Terry watched the TV news in the kitchen with half his attention as he ate breakfast. His tablet sat unused, his unfinished homework languishing as he ate. There’d been a brief bit about the Hawaiian junior baseball league championship on the Big Island. He was still stinging from the beating his team had taken in O‘ahu two weeks ago. Yui said they’d been beaten so bad, charges should have been filed.

“In further news, it has been reported from China that the infamous Golden Horde mercenary company, one of the so-called Four Horsemen, has experienced a change in ownership.” 

Terry focused on the news report. Anything about Human mercs was interesting stuff. All the kids in his class were completely fascinated by the stories of the Horsemen, or any of the other myriad companies which had sprouted up in the last few years. 

“When we contacted the Golden Horde’s press liaison for a more in-depth interview, however, they declined to offer information beyond their basic press release. In further news, the world government has approved the Global Development Incentive Act which, among other things, establishes a 5% tax on all mercenary income...”

Terry tuned it out as his interest in the story waned. His mother came in and offered him some more toast. 

“No, thanks,” Terry said, so she headed back for the kitchen. “Oh, Mom?” 

“Yes?”

“Is Kray going to be back in the tank today?” 

“Yes, the doctor said he’s clear to return.” 

“Do I get to find out what kind of surgery he had?” 

His mother grinned slyly before she answered, “I’m sure you will. Kray says he’s been missing you.” 

“Really? Cool!” 

“Hurry back from practice after school. We need you to help with the dolphins, too, before you can see Kray.” 

Terry nodded, glad they hadn’t had plans to dive. Doc had been too busy since the dive on the Dixie Maru to take them out again. Yui and he had been forced to subsist on snorkeling at the beach just down from the institute. 

The day’s lessons went slowly, partly because they’d just started back to school the previous week and were spending a lot of time going back over stuff, and partly because he was eager to see Kray again. They hadn’t been using the translators much since Kray had had his mysterious surgery. The other orcas didn’t want to talk about anything. They’d all seemed nervous about something.

Yui wanted to go snorkeling after class, but Terry told her he needed to get back and do chores. She was suspicious; he could tell. He took off the first chance he got and rode his bike back to the institute as fast as it would carry him. He forgot to plug it in, and had to go back down to attach the bike to its charger before he could do his chores. 

After an hour of mopping the fish room and helping feed the bottlenoses, he went into the residence for dinner. He fairly jammed the food in his mouth, and his mother clucked with disapproval. She didn’t stop him, though, because she knew why he was so excited. 

“Can I be excused?” he asked, though his plate was still half full. She looked skeptically at what was left. “Please?” 

“Go,” she said, and he bolted. 

When he got to the Resident tank, all four orcas were there. The other male and the two females floated next to Kray. As he entered, they immediately noticed him, and Kray gently floated over. 

“Terry, I greet!” 

Terry took a step back in surprise. 

“You can talk without a translator?”

“I get talk box,” Kray said. He turned sideways slightly, and there, just behind his huge eye, something was embedded in the orca’s flesh. 

“The surgery implanted a translator,” Terry said in amazement. 

“Talk box, yes! You like, Terry?”

“Yes, it’s excellent.” Terry considered for a second. “You know my name now, too?” Kray and the others had always called him “Warden Calf” before, a name he liked even less than Terrence. 

“Talk box help me know stuff.”

“What kind of stuff?”

“New stuff.” 

That’s informative, Terry thought. 

“Enjoying Kray’s new side?” his father asked as he entered. 

“Yeah, it’s cool! Alien stuff?” 

“An implant we bought to showcase their abilities. If we can get enough interest, we’ll be able to get them for all the cetaceans.” 

“Even the bottlenoses?”

“Yup.” 

“Wow, Dad, that would be incredible. Who did the surgery?”

“Dr. Jaehnig. You remember, he did the surgery on Ulybka’s fluke?” Terry nodded. “James has done more surgery on orcas than just about any other marine biologist.”

“So it’s a translator and something else?” 

“Just a translator,” his father replied. 

“Then what does Kray mean by ‘new stuff?’”

“We’re not sure,” he admitted. “We’re still running tests.” 

Terry looked back at Kray, and the orca looked back. “Can I help?” 

“It’s better if you just do your chores and help with feeding.” Terry looked down in disappointment. “I’ll tell you what, maybe after we’ve finished our evaluation?” 

“Excellent,” Terry said, and went to get the fish cart. 

Despite his complaints, he really enjoyed feeding the cetaceans. He’d been around a couple of times as the scientists had tried to get the hang of talking to the bottlenoses, which seemed to be going nowhere fast. He’d also talked with all the orcas. He wasn’t surprised they’d chosen Kray to give a translator to. The Resident orcas were far more talkative and willing to learn. The Transients were another matter entirely.

Terry rolled the cart into communal tank #2 and saw a group of scientists working with the Transients. He looked at the orca talking. The long, thin dorsal fin meant it was Uila, the dominant female. She was also the most communicative of the mostly quiet Transients. The head of the group talking to the orcas was Dr. Orsage.

Dr. Penna Orsage had been researching cetacean language long before the aliens had brought translators to Earth and revolutionized the process. Scientists had known cetaceans communicated for many years, though they were uncertain how and to what order. Did they merely express desires and information like where food might be? Or could they convey complex meanings and theories? 

Orsage had already been learning how orca society interacted and was correlating sounds and actions against those interactions. When the alien translators provided the words, Orsage put her previous knowledge toward making more sense of what the orcas were trying to say. 

Terry put fish on poles and held them out for the orcas to take one at a time. These animals weren’t the passive, trained ones you found in places like SeaWorld. Their actions weren’t as predictable, and even SeaWorld had experienced loss of life in spite of the training. Only a few of the most skilled marine biologists could enter the water with the orcas. Terry was certainly not qualified. 

While he fed the other five, he listened in on the conversation with Uila. 

“...was a decision based on many things,” Dr. Orsage was saying. 

“Not ask us,” Uila said. “Not ask Uila, not ask Ki’i.” Ki’i was the dominant male, and her mate. The Transients took their lead from a female, unlike the Residents, who followed a male. It was some of the sociological details Dr. Orsage was studying.

“No, we didn’t.” 

“Wardens do without ask.”

“There are complex factors you would not understand.”

“Wardens think we calves.”

“We don’t think you’re children,” Orsage said in a steady voice. 

Uila snapped her jaws twice, rolled over with her pectoral fins, and showed her belly. She pushed away from the tank wall with her flukes and moved toward Terry, evidently to get a fish. 

Dr. Orsage sighed and turned off the translator before speaking. “I guess the interview is over,” she said. 

“They’re mad because you gave a translator to Kray?” Terry asked from across the pool. He held a big mackerel out on his pole. Uila snapped it away so viciously, she almost pulled Terry in after it. She shook the fish, tearing it apart. The other orcas moved away from her anger. 

“Not that we gave it to Kray, but that we didn’t give it to her,” Orsage said. 

“You could argue she’s jealous,” another scientist said. 

“That’s a reasonable assertion,” Orsage said, picking up her tablet computer and making some notes. “The Transient and Resident pods have never been seen to interact directly.”

“But orca specimens with Resident traits have been spotted with Transient pods,” another marine biologist pointed out, holding up his computer stylus. “Five separate discreet occasions.” 

Orsage nodded. “And in each occasion the Residents were eventually gone from the Transient pods.” 

“Dr. Gene Meander suggested it was kidnapping for breeding purposes,” still another marine biologist said. 

“That’s been pretty roundly criticized as apocryphal,” Orsage said with a wave of her own stylus. 

Terry kept feeding the orcas, keeping a careful grip on the pole after the earlier incident. He liked listening to the scientists arguing. His mother and father did the same thing sometimes. It wasn’t like other grownups argued; this was science arguing. His father called it searching for consensus. He wasn’t sure if he completely understood. 

After a while, all the other scientists left, and only Dr. Orsage remained. She watched the five Transients eat and talk to each other. Her brows knitted together in concentration. He didn’t know why they didn’t just listen in; he would have. When the fish was all gone, he rolled the cart toward the door. He stopped before leaving. 

“Dr. Orsage?”

“Hmm?” she replied, not looking up from the orcas. 

“Do the Transients hate the Residents?” 

She turned her head and focused on him, seemingly realizing who was talking. “That’s a strong word,” she said, “maybe too strong for the orcas. We don’t know if any other species have hate in their repertoire.” Terry’s brows knitted, and she smiled. “I don’t know if they can hate the way we do.” 

Terry looked at the way Uila was swimming, then back at Dr. Orsage. “Ma’am, she looks pretty pissed off to me.” 

* * * * *
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PCRI, Molokai, Hawaii, Earth

September 7th, 2035

Dr. Matthew Clark watched the bankers’ reactions and smiled. The entire group, all ten of them, were staring wide-eyed as Kray spoke.

”Shool moved in deep water. Deepest water. Shool was alone. Shool made first pod. Boy, girl, so have calves. Pod grew. Alone long time. Pod lonely. Shool fill water with life. Shool fill sky with life. Life good. Pod good. All good.”

Alice Kemp, president of Hawaiian Bank Corporation, turned to Matthew with her eyes wide and shining. “That is beautiful,” she said. “Did you teach it that?”

“Not at all,” Matthew said, shaking his head. 

“Then where did it learn that?” 

“Him,” Madison said. 

“I’m sorry?” President Kemp asked. 

“You said ‘it.’ Kray is a male, ‘him.’” 

“Surely it doesn’t matter,” another banker said. “Him, her, it? They’re just animals.” 

“Tell me, please, how many animals have a God?” All ten of the bankers gasped. 

“That really doesn’t matter,” Matthew interjected, stepping forward to stop the fight he sensed was coming. “They, the orcas, told us this story after the translator was installed, after a week or so for Kray to become used to it. He talked to the others in his pod, and they put this story into words we could understand. Don’t you see? They created this!”

The bankers all nodded and looked at each other. Matthew could see an overlay of skepticism, so he pushed forward. “Think about people coming here, to Molokai, to interact with these noble...” he looked at his wife, “beings. What other stories might they have within themselves? Ladies and gentlemen, we’ve met aliens from the stars. They came here and told us we were not alone. Now we fly off across the galaxy and do what? Kill them? Get paid? Is that our sole destiny?” 

He gestured to Kray, who was floating on his side, lazily pumping his massive fluke to slowly move around the tank. “Other intelligence was right here, among us, all along. The cetaceans are intelligent. They have language, a sort of oral history, perhaps even a mythology. People will come to hear about this.”

“And pay to hear it?” Kemp asked. 

“Oh, without a doubt,” Matthew said. 

“You have your talking fish,” she said, gesturing to Kray. Madison scowled as she continued. “Why do you need millions of dollars then? We appreciate the opportunity to invest in this project, but couldn’t you do it yourself with this one talking whale?” 

“Sure,” Matthew said, then shrugged. “Probably. But with money, we can give all the rest of our wards these translators. More of their stories will come out, and they can grow as their own people—realize their potential!”

Kemp laughed, but the humor didn’t reach her eyes. “You talk as if they’re people.” 

“Maybe they are,” Matthew said. “Maybe they are valuable people who can make you and I a lot of money.” 

* * *
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