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The spacecraft entered Jupiter’s atmosphere just south of the planet’s equator.  Traveling at 108,000 miles per hour, this was not a controlled descent, but a suicide dive into the Jovian atmosphere. It was 2:57 p.m. on September 21, 2003, when NASA directed the Galileo into Jupiter, knowing that the speed and friction would tear apart the spacecraft and the pieces would vaporize before they made it far into the planet’s gaseous atmosphere.

“It has been a fabulous mission for planetary science, and it is hard to see it come to the end,” commented one of the mission’s project managers.

It wasn’t an accident.  It was intentional. A planned destruction engineered to prevent the spacecraft from crashing into Europa, one of the moons of Jupiter, and possibly contaminating an ocean hidden under the ice. A project that cost 1.4 billion dollars, involved 100 scientists and close to 800 people, and lasted almost 14 years, was intentionally terminated in a ball of flames. 

This is the story we were told...

_____________________

October 12, 1989, was the scheduled launch for the 31st space shuttle mission, the 5th flight of the space shuttle Atlantis.  STS-34 did not take off. A faulty main engine controller on main engine number two resulted in the launch being delayed. They tried again on October 17th but poor weather at the emergency landing site, the Kennedy Space Center, led to the launch being scrubbed once again.  On October 18, at 12:53:40 EDT, after a short delay to update the onboard computer and carrying the Galileo/Jupiter spacecraft as its primary payload, the Space Shuttle Atlantis launched itself into the skies over the Kennedy Space Center.

The flight of Atlantis was almost aborted three times as it orbited Earth because of malfunctions. Had it not been for the nuclear device powering their payload and the fear of causing an international incident, it probably would have been aborted. With only a six-second window to deploy the Galileo spacecraft, the spacecraft was successfully deployed at 18:15 EDT, six hours after launch. Using the IUS booster, Galileo was injected into a Venus transfer orbit before it separated from its booster.

The booster was not enough to carry Galileo to its final destination.  Gathering that speed required a triple gravity assist from Venus, Earth, and Earth again, to develop enough momentum to carry it to Jupiter. Twenty feet tall and weighing almost 6,000 pounds, the spacecraft consisting of an orbiter and an entry probe, Galileo hurtled towards Venus traveling at 9,000 miles per hour on the first phase of its five-year mission. It would slingshot around Venus, then twice around Earth before making its way to Jupiter, where it arrived on December 7th, 1995, a six-year journey.

On December 16th, 1997, at 4:49 a.m., just after Galileo’s primary mission had concluded, a signal was received back at Earth telling scientists that the Galileo had passed just 124 miles above Europa. Scientists received information about more images documenting the surface of Europa to add to the 1,800 images received during Galileo’s primary mission.  They were able to identify what they thought was some of the most recent geological activity on the moon and areas where the ice crust had broken open and been filled by some darker material. 

The mission was a resounding success.  What was originally a twenty-three-month mission with an 11-orbit tour and 10 close encounters of Jupiter’s major moons was extended three times resulting in 35 close passes in total. Eleven of these close encounters were with Europa, eighter were with Callisto, eight with Ganymede, seven with Io, and one with Amalthea. It provided data and images that stimulated additional study of Jupiter for decades, but in particular Europa which they identified as “one of the most promising places where we might find currently habitable environments in our solar system.”  A one-hundred-mile-deep saltwater ocean covered with a twelve-mile-thick icy crust, heated by the moon’s core from vents on the ocean floor.

Europa quickly became one of the scientific community’s top priorities and in 2015 NASA formerly gave the greenlight to the Europa Clipper mission which will launch in 2024 and arrive at Jupiter in 2030. The mission includes 50 flybys of the Jupiter moon, with some as close as 16 miles from the surface as they not only study the moon but also search for a potential landing area for the lander mission not far behind it.

That’s the official news and reports that have been provided to the public on the Galileo mission and Europa.  

The failure of the molybdenum-mesh high gain antenna to deploy was well documented.  News stories described how they attempted to free up seemingly seized components of the arm by hammering at it using a motor turning off and on 180 times in 2 ½ minutes. They blamed the problem on three composite ribs stuck in the folded position and even concluded that their attempted fix increased pressure on the jammed parts.

December 16th, 1997 was not just the day that the Galileo made its closest pass to Europa though. It was the day two of the three jammed ribs finally gave way to the pressure they were under and broke free from the spacecraft.  It is entirely possible that the engineers at NASA’s Jep Propulsion Laboratory never knew as they had long since abandoned the process of trying to get the high-gain antenna opened.  Even if their telemetry did tell them that pieces had fallen off their spacecraft, it is well within reason that they would expect those pieces to just become space debris.  Even if that debris fell into a decaying orbit, it would only make sense that it would burn up as it fell into the atmosphere.  That is what would be expected...

2.8 billion miles, 14 years, 34 orbits of Jupiter, 3 mission extensions, 2 asteroid flybys, 1.4 billion dollars, and to prevent forward contamination NASA did the responsible thing and destroyed their spacecraft when they knew they would no longer be able to communicate with it and control it.  To prevent forward contamination....
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It was a madhouse at the MacIver’s. For the first time since they had moved to Canada John and Sandy, the MacIver kids’ parents, were traveling back to Scotland for a much-needed vacation, and to re-unite with family.  They had intended to delay the trip a couple more years, but Sandy’s mother was having some health issues and her brother suggested that it might be a good idea to return home sooner.  This change of plans unfortunately meant that they could not take the kids to Scotland with them.  Traveling overseas with 10 kids wasn’t something easily accomplished on short notice.  The trip on short notice, combined with the stress of Sandy’s mother being unwell, was stressful enough, but this was also the first time they traveled anywhere for more than a couple of days without any of the kids.

Amar’s grandparents sat in the living room and observed the commotion in the house.  His grandfather didn’t move around much anymore.  He was only out of the hospital for a few months since his incident with the Loma, and his recovery was slow. Amar sat with his grandparents, drinking chai, and keeping them company. Sandy came in and the stress was showing on her face.

“I can’t thank you enough for offering to stay with the kids on such short notice,” Sandy said as she watched Brad and her husband carry the luggage out the door.

“If you need anything I put all the contact information up on the fridge door, and all the kids have a copy of it in their phone.”

“We will be fine Mom,” said Allen as he rolled into the room with Fritter at his side.

“We stocked up the fridge and pantry and the freezer in the basement.  I e-transferred you some money in case you need to buy more groceries or anything else.  Have I missed anything?” asked Sandy.

“Car is loaded, Hun,” said John as he came back into the house with Brad.  “We don’t want to be late getting to the airport and who knows what traffic will be like when we get near Toronto.”

“Let me go find the kids and say good-bye,” said Sandy.

Before she could move Brad’s voice boomed through the house. “MacIvers line up for inspection!”

Brad’s mother gave him a wry look while his father just laughed.  It sounded like a stampede in the house as all of the kids raced from their various locations in the house to the living room.  Sandy started to say good-bye but ended up choking back tears.  Antonia gave her a hug.  

“Have a good trip, Mom, and tell Grandma I hope she is feeling better soon,”

One by one, each of the MacIver kids gave their mother and father a hug and wished them a good trip.

“If there is anything you need,” Sandy started, but Amar’s grandfather interrupted her.

“Go, go. This old man is tired and needs some peace and quiet,” he said in a half-hearted grumpy tone as he winked at John who was standing by the front door.

Reluctantly Jill went quiet and made her way to the car.  Some of the kids followed to watch them drive off, standing in the street and waving with exaggerated motions as their parent’s car headed down the road.

Back in the house, Amar’s Grandmother was already in the kitchen, setting out the sweets she had brought over.  The kids gathered around the table and dug into the treats as they talked about their plans while their parents were away.  It was also the first time many of them had spent any time with Amar’s Grandfather since he had been in the hospital.  He had been in a coma for almost 4 months and then spent another month in the hospital before the doctors would release him to go home. In the three months since he had made a fair recovery, but he still wasn’t the same man he was before the incident with the Loma.

“Don’t you young’uns be making any crazy plans just cause your parents are gone.  I may not move fast, but you gotta come home sometime.”

The kids laughed.

“I am glad you are, Grandpa,” said Kelly.  “We haven’t seen you in a long time.”

“Don’t be getting ideas,” Amar’s grandmother spoke up.  “He isn’t hiking into the hills or chasing down anything as long as I have a say.”

Amar’s Grandfather slipped a folded-up paper onto the table.  Bjorn recognized it immediately and smiled. Sheila reached out and unfolded the paper, revealing the drawing that Bjorn had made of the spaceship with the phrase “Our destiny awaits. Join us,” written on the bottom.  She passed the paper to Deane, her twin, and it worked its way around the table.

“I want you to know that I always knew when you guys were at the hospital, and I know your parents asked you not to bother me while I was healing up, so it is okay that you didn’t come by the house.”

Amar’s grandfather stopped to catch a breath.

“That drawing Bjorn, was the first thing I saw when I woke up. I have kept it with me every day since.  Thank you!  And yes, I will join you.”

Bjorn smiled shyly, slightly embarrassed.

“Well, they left almost a year ago, so hopefully that is all done and over with,” said Brad.  “Still not sure it really happened some days.”

Amar's Grandfather smiled and looked over to Allen who looked back at him knowingly.  The conversation was interrupted by Amar's Grandmother who asked for some help clearing the table as she put a tray of hot naan bread down in the center of the table.  The food that followed the naan bread was amazing, and there was always something on the kitchen table to eat throughout the rest of the day, which the MacIver kids took full advantage of as they came and went throughout the day.

It was a typical day for the MacIvers, aside from their parents being gone and Amar’s grandparents being at the house.  Everyone did their own thing.  Hanging out in the tree house. In their rooms reading, listening to music, casually scrolling through YouTube videos, and drawing.  Some of them off playing sports.  Brad spent a good part of his day in the driveway working on a small motorbike he had just bought for himself.  He got it cheap because it wasn’t running, which is also why he didn’t get much of an objection from his parents.  Brad was confident that he could get it going though.

“Hey,” Amar’s grandmother said in a startled voice as she jumped a little at the feel of Fritter’s wet tongue on her leg.

“Sorry,” Allen said. “Never have been able to break her from that habit.”

Amar’s grandmother set down her chai on the patio table and reached down to pet Fritter who promptly made her way into her lap.  Allen moved to get Fritter down, but Amar’s grandmother motioned that he didn’t need to, as she sat back in her chair and looked out to the driveway.  Her husband was on the ground, tools in hand, helping Brad work on the motorcycle.

“Keeping an eye on Baba?”

Amar’s grandmother looked at Allen curiously and raised an eyebrow.

“Amar taught me.  I hope that is okay for me to call him that.”

“He would like that very much, Allen.  So do I.  You kids are our family.”

They both watched the work taking place on the motor bike.

“He seems to be doing much better.”

“He has not moved this much in many, many months.  You guys are good for him.”  Amar’s grandmother paused, looking off into the distance as she pet the basset hound in her lap.  “Did you know when we were young, Baba, which I hope you all start calling him, and yes you kids should call me Nani.  Did you know he used to drive me everywhere on the back of his motorcycle?  He drove like a madman.”

“Maybe he can give you a ride on Brad’s motorbike when they get it running,” said Allen.

Nani shooed Fritter off her lap and stood up, grabbing her near-empty coffee cup to head into the house.  She looked down at Allen with a seemingly stern look on her face.

“If Brad even thinks about letting that old man sit on that motorcycle I will flatten the tires myself.”

Allen broke out in laughter, and Nani smiled back at him as she started to walk towards the door.

“He talks, sometimes in his sleep, sometimes just to tell me.”

Allen spun his wheelchair around so he could face Nani.

“It’s not over for him.  He says they will be back Allen.”

Allen could see the concern and worry on Nani’s face. He thought a moment or two before responding.

“It was scary for all of us, and we all worried when he was in hospital.  It might seem like he is still scared and that is why he says that, but I don’t think that is it.  I think he knows, like I do, that there is more to come.”

Amar’s grandmother stood quietly, looking out at her husband in the driveway, listening to the excitement in his voice as he helped Brad.  She bent down and gave Allen a hug and a kiss on the cheek.

“I know.  Keep him safe please.”

Allen nodded and Nani returned to the house and back into the kitchen which seemed to be her happy place, where she started to prepare even more food.

“We are all going to have to join Kelly on her runs if she keeps making food like that.”

Allen spun around to find Antonia behind him.

“Something you should be telling us, Allen?  I was sitting around the corner and kind of overheard.”

“Just a feeling...”

The conversation was interrupted by the phone sitting on the patio table ringing. Nani must have forgotten it there.  Antonia picked it up, saw her mother’s name on the screen, and answered it.

Allen listened to the conversation, giving his sister they side-eye look when he heard her tell her mother that she was the only one home and everyone was off doing their own thing and Amar’s grandparents were napping.

“I will let everyone know you got there safe and are getting on the plane.  Have a safe trip, Mom.  Love you.”

Antonia hung up the phone and looked at her brother.

“You know as well as I do that Mom would have waited to talk to every one of us.  Probably would have missed her plane doing that.  I could feel Dad stressing behind her,” said Antonia.

Allen nodded as Nani poked her head out the door.  Antonia handed her the phone.

“Did I hear it ring?” asked Nani.

“Mom called,” replied Antonia. “I told her you guys were napping and everyone was off doing their own thing.”

Nani smiled at Antonia and tapped her temple.

“Smart girl. Call everyone in for supper, and make sure you tell those two to get out of their filthy clothes and clean the grease off their hands before coming into my kitchen.”

Allen and Antonia headed off to round everyone up.  It took a while, but eventually everyone found their way to the kitchen and their place at the table.

“Who ordered in Indian,” said Amar as he walked into the kitchen. He was surprised by the smack of a spatula on his backside.

“Sit your butt down,” Nani ordered.  She placed a last dish of food on the table before sitting down herself.

“It is nice to have family around the table.  I won’t be cooking like this every day, but I will always have something ready you can help yourself to.  Your Mom and Dad are on the plane now.  I know you are all good kids, but your parents' rules are my rules, so please remember that.  And you, mister,” Nani said as she pointed at Brad. “I am giving you fair warning.  If you let that feeble old man even close to sitting on your motorcycle I will flatten the tires, and I will put sugar in the gas tank!  Understood?”

“I can drive a motorbike,” said Baba.

“You drive like a madman, and you are 100 years old,” replied Nani. “One more thing,” she added and paused to wait for the giggles to die down. “There is no Mr. or Mrs. here.  Nani, “she said as she pointed at herself, “and Baba” she added as she pointed at her husband.  “Now eat.”

They didn’t have to be asked twice.  The MacIvers dug into the food on the table and supper was a noisy commotion of conversation and cutlery clattering against plates.  Baba regaled the children with tales of his motorcycle days, ignoring the looks from his wife across the table.  When they had all eaten until they were full, Nani watched as the kids worked together to clean off the table, wash the dishes, and clean the kitchen.  She was impressed.

“Why is Fritter barking like that?” asked Joane as she looked out the kitchen window.

Allen made his way over to the window to see what was going on as Fritter’s barking became the howl that only a hound dog could make.  Allen tried calling Fritter in, but Fritter didn’t move or stop her howling, which was very unusual.  It took Allen going out to the yard and putting a hand on Fritter for her to quiet down.  Allen could feel her vibrating.  He looked around to see what she was seeing, but there was nothing. Dawn and Brad came out to see what was going on and Baba soon joined them. Dawn got down on the ground and pulled Fritter into her lap, holding the shivering dog. 

“Everything okay?” asked Brad.

“I have no idea what is stressing her,” replied Allen.

Brad looked around and tried to follow the direction Fritter was looking in, but he didn’t see anything either.

“You kids ate a lot of food at supper.  You should probably walk some of it off,” said Baba.  “A walk might help your dog too,” he added before making his way back to the house.

“Well, that was random,” said Dawn.

Allen looked out towards the trails and where what was once hills was now a valley.

“Maybe not,” he said quietly.  “I am going to switch chairs and take Fritter for a walk.

“Want company,” asked Dawn.  

“Sure.”

Allen went inside to grab a jacket and switch to his trail wheelchair.  He gave a call out to the others in the house, which was unusual because he liked to go for walks with Fritter on his own most evenings.  As he grabbed Fritter’s leash from the hook by the door he was a little surprised to find not only Dawn, but Bjorn, Shelia, Kelly, and Amar waiting to join them.

“Baba said we needed to walk off the big supper,” said Amar.  “Where we going?”

Fritter had heard her leash being taken off its hook and she was sitting outside the screen door, her tail eagerly thumping against the boards of the deck.

“I think Fritter is leading the way,” said Allen as he pushed open the door and hooked the leash to the Basset Hound.

Before he could sit up straight, Fritter was off, dragging Allen behind her.  Allen’s wheelchair almost toppled as Fritter took a sharp turn at the bottom of the ramp.  The others quickly followed.  Fritter didn’t slow down.  She headed straight for the west end of the street, ears and jowls flapping as she pulled Allen behind her.  The Basset Hound looked like she could trip over her ears at any moment. She would have headed straight into the woods if Allen hadn’t grabbed hold of the rims on his wheels to slow her down.  

The MacIver kids found themselves at the entrance to the trails where they last encountered the aliens.  A tall chain link fence had been erected there immediately after people had seen what was once a hill, lift into the sky and disappear.  The entire area had been closed off for what the public was told were “safety reasons”.  According to the media coverage, people had not seen a spacecraft, but a “large volume of debris that has been thrown into the sky from an explosion of gases that had filled empty aqueducts.”  They were told that what looked like a space craft flying away was merely the lighter debris being caught by the wind.

“The gates are open,” said Kelly as she walked closer to read a new sign that had been posted.  

Kelly started reading but Fritter wasn’t waiting.  She headed off at full speed through the open gate, pulling her leash out of Allen’s hand.  Allen looked at the others, shrugged, then followed Fritter, the rest of the kids close behind.  They quickly lost sight of Fritter, but with her hound dog call as she ran, Fritter was pretty easy to follow. When they caught up to her, Fritter was lying down at the end of a trail overlooking a valley where there was once a hill.

“This looks like it has been this way forever,” said Sheila.  “How could everything grow back so quickly?  There are even fully grown trees!”

“You would think that with all those people and machines that had up here, it would look more like a gravel pit than a valley that had been untouched,” added Kelly.

“You think we are supposed to be here?” asked Bjorn.

“They left the gates open,” replied Allen.

Allen started to say something else when he noticed Fritter raise her head and look as alert as a Basset Hound could.  He looked around and couldn’t see anything, but he felt the hair on his arms rise.

“We aren’t alone,” said Allen quietly.

The five other MacIvers moved in closer to Allen, looking around. Fritter picked that time to lay her head on the ground before casually rolling onto her side.

“I did not mean to scare you.”

All six of the MacIvers jumped at the sound of the voice in the trees beside them.  Fritter grunted as she rolled over onto her back, all four paws to the sky, lazily watching Pinqua emerge from the trees. The alien casually walked up to the MacIvers, pausing to look them over.

“Where are the rest of you?”

“We thought you were gone,” said Allen as he pushed his way around Amar who stood between him and the alien.

“I was, but now I am back, and we need your help once more.”

Pinqua looked at the children in front of him and realized they were not prepared.  Despite him trying to communicate with Allen for weeks, it was clear that the messages had never got through.

“Sit,” he said as he motioned to the kids.

Pinqua told the MacIvers that he and his people had got safely away from the Earth and the Loma.  His people were doing much better and by now were likely home.  During their journey
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