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Chapter 1

The woman wiped the water off her face and looked up as she heard the door to the gym's locker room hiss open. She saw a man walk in and stop short when he realized she was drying off after her shower. Her towel did nothing to hide her nudity.

"Phearson, right?" she asked.

"Uh, yeah. Sorry, I didn't—um, I'm gonna go and—"

She laughed and lowered her towel so she could extend her hand to him. "It's cool. I'm Lita Osgood."

"Oh shit," he said as his eyes dropped to her naked chest and then lower to the sparse strip of hair at the union of her firm thighs. "Um, Vernon. I'm Vernon. I'm in maintenance."

"I know," Lita said with a smile. "I read your file."

He jerked his eyes up to hers. "You what?"

"It's on the station roster. You can check me out, too," she offered. She grinned and gestured at her body. "I mean, in case you're not doing enough of it now."

"Shit!" Vernon's cheeks blazed red and he turned away from her. "I'm sorry. I wasn't expecting anyone to be in here. I didn't. Damn it. I don't even know what to say! I'm going to go."

"No, it's cool I said," Lita said while laughing. "We're going to be the two new guys and there's only four other people out there. That's three years of getting to know each other and I'm thinking that we're going to run out of things to talk about pretty quick."

Vernon turned back to look at her with his mouth hanging open. "You—wait, what?"

Lita winked at him. "Relax, big guy, I spent ten years in the navy. I learned real quick that everybody wears the same uniform, whether you've got clothes on or not."

"Huh?"

She grinned. "You're cute when you're confused. The navy's been unisex for over a hundred years now. Co-ed training, barracks, showers, you name it."

"Wow, I never thought about that," Vernon said. He shook his head and tore his eyes away from Lita's smaller than average breasts. He grinned while blushing and admitted, "Sorry."

"You're a man. I'd be worried if you didn't check me out. Might as well get it out of your system," she said.

"I'm good. I mean, you're good. Damn it, I don't know what I mean. I'm going to go work out. After sleeping two weeks, I need to get my blood flowing. Uh, more than what you did, I mean."

Lita was laughing hard enough she had to wipe tears from her eyes with her towel. She wrapped the towel around her hair and left it on her head. She turned to her locker and reached in for her clothes and hesitated. She turned and winked at him as she asked, "If I stick around long enough, will you return the favor?"

The look on Vernon's face forced her to wipe more tears off her cheeks. He was spared a response by a tone coming across the ship's PA system. It was followed immediately by the voice of Captain Lindstrom. "All hands, suit up and stand ready. We have an unknown vessel approaching that is refusing our comms. I repeat, all hands grab EVA suits and report to emergency stations."

"What's going on?" Vernon asked when the announcement was followed by a second tone, indicating the end of the transmission. "And where's our emergency station?"

Lita cursed and grabbed her one-piece jumpsuit out of her locker. She scrambled into it and pulled the zipper tight. She looked up as she secured the zipper and saw Vernon staring at her. "The girls are gone, Vern. Snap out of it!"

"What? Oh, shit!" Vernon shook his head and scowled. "That's not it, I was thinking."

"What about?"

"I've been asleep for two weeks. I came in from the Leonis system. I figured there was a lot better chance of scavengers where I came from than there would be in the Terran system."

Lita smiled. "Leonis? I was on a navy ship that spent six months cruising through there. Nasty place with all that radiation."

Vernon frowned. "The TCS Supernova? They took out a whole base of bandits!"

Lita smiled and crooked one eyebrow.

"Damn, that was you?" Vernon asked.

She laughed. "I was there. I didn't do it all! It was pretty messy in that base, though."

He grinned and shook his head. "And now you're going to work on the science robots on Europa."

"Navy wasn't for me," she said with a shrug. "I'm not good with being bossed around."

"Oh yeah?"

"Yeah, I like being in charge too much," Lita said. "So come on, let's get our suits on and head for the escape pods."

"Wait a minute, if you're some kind of badass, why don't you grab a gun?"

Lita rolled her eyes. "Space suit first, hero. If they blow a hole in the hull, we're fucked."

Vernon grunted. "Good point. Okay, General Badass, lead the way."

Lita frowned and looked back over her shoulder at her butt. "Badass? I thought you liked my ass."

"You're kidding me, right?"

She stuck her bottom lip out and then added, "Besides, I was a long ways from a general."

"Fine, how about I call you Major Niceass?"

Lita grinned. "I like that. Let's go."


Chapter 2

"Kathy, let Mr. Dota know that none of the sensors are responding on well number three," Doctor Winters said.

Kathy looked up from her display to the research station's leader. "Okay, uh, let me finish recording these samples and—"

"Dr. Hale, well three is predicted to break through the ice any time now. If we've missed the opportunity to obtain the first glimpse at the untouched ocean beneath the crust ice, well, I think a lot of people are going to be disappointed."

Kathy blushed and nodded. "Of course, Doctor. I'm sorry. I'll go tell him myself."

"I think a comm call would suffice."

"He's chomping at the bit to leave this place behind as soon as the transport lands," Kathy said. She held up her hands to pantomime quotation marks in the air with her fingers. "End of the road shitty iceball, I think he called it."

Dr. Winters shook his head and sighed. "A lot of people don't appreciate what we do here. The human species has colonized dozens of solar systems, if not more. Yet only a handful have had the most basic of life on them. All my research points to there being quite possibly some very complex life right here on Europa, in humanity's home solar system. Such a find would be so meaningful in so many ways!"

Kathy nodded and cleared her throat. "Right, uh, like I said, I'll go get him on it right away."

Dr. Winters waved his hand at her, allowing the doctoral student the chance to scoot out the door of the lab and head towards the maintenance section where Matt Dota, the station's incumbent mechanic, spent as much of his time as possible.

"Doc, if a comm call was good enough, why didn't you call him yourself?" Ron Snyder, Dr. Winters's other assistant, asked.

Winters smiled. "Like Kathy said, face-to-face contact has a lot more weight behind it."

Ron chuckled and started to look away when he saw Kathy's screen black out. He frowned and stood up from his desk and walked over to it. "That's odd."

"What's that?"

"Kathy's display just—wait. Okay, there it is." Ron frowned as he tapped the control bar and then typed in a few commands to reset it. He pulled up a log and as he read it, his brow furrowed.

Dr. Winters moved closer so he could look over Ron's shoulder. He frowned. "Thermal spikes? What's this?"

Ron moved back to his station and brought up a series of different reports. "Looks like a small meteor shower."

"Can't be," Dr. Winters argued. "These heat spikes are too high for meteorites. These are temperatures that rival the surface of the sun!"

"Nothing man-made can do that," Ron mused. "Sensors need recalibrating?"

"Perhaps," the researcher said. He hummed and crossed his arms over his chest while staring at it. "Tell Kathy to have Mr. Dota check out the other sensors, too."

"That's going to take him a long time," Ron pointed out.

"I know. Have him take Sergeant Connors with him. They're probably already together and drinking that swill they call their home brew."

Ron chuckled and then shook his head. "He can't. Connors has to meet the transport. Otherwise we'll have a pissed-off transport crew, pissed-off people set to rotate off planet and on planet, and pissed-off scientists because we don't have our new food. Oh, and a pissed-off lead researcher who's been waiting months to get his new equipment."

Dr. Winters laughed. "Okay, fair enough. We don't want to piss off the lead researcher. That guy can be a real asshole!"

Ron chuckled and flicked the comm button at his station. "Dr. Hale, come in."

"Hale here," she responded a moment later. "What's up? Did George change his mind?"

"No, not really. I mean yes, but only because we just experienced a thermal event."

He could hear the hesitation in her voice as she asked, "A what?"

"Thermal event," Ron explained. "Other sensors claim we just had some planetary strikes."

"Meteorites," she said. "Big deal. Happens all the time."

"Meteorites burning at over fifty-seven hundred Kelvin?"

There was a pregnant pause before Kathy responded. "Holy shit!"

"Yeah, we know. So tell Matt to check out the atmospheric sensors, too."

"That's as hot as the sun!"

Ron looked up and saw the laughter in Dr. Winters's eyes. "Thanks, Kath, I forgot."

"Shut it," she snapped. "I'll let him know. He's going to be pissed."

"Don't worry, we won't let the transport leave without him."


Chapter 3

Matt swore as he heard the alarm bell in his helmet. A light flashed in time with the ringing bell on the display of his ice rover. He reached over and acknowledged it with a stiff finger to the button, and then shook his head and kept driving. "Shit breaks constantly on this fucking iceball," he muttered. "But no, they can't wait for the new guy. They've got to force my ass out one more time."

The mechanic was startled by another chime going off. This time it was an incoming transmission. Matt frowned and wondered if they'd put a transmitter in his helmet. He considered ignoring it, but Kathy was like a squeaky wheel—she wouldn't shut up until she got what she wanted. Damn shame it wasn't a little lubricant to loosen her up.

Chuckling at his own twisted fantasy, Matt tapped the button to answer the call. "This is Dota."

"Hi, Matt. Have you seen anything yet?" Dr. Hale asked.

He sighed. "I haven't even reached the first atmo sensor," he said.

He could hear the frown in her voice. "You're checking them out first?"

"Got to," he said with a grin. He loved showing how much smarter he was than the lab rats. "That well is on the dark side right now. Time I get done checking out the other sensors, we'll be coming around Jupiter and have some light."

"Your rover has plenty of lights on it," she said.

"Moving fast? What if the ice cracks or there's a fissure? I need better visibility. I'm getting out of here in a few hours. No way I'm risking my life for this place."

He heard Kathleen sigh on the other end. "All right, but those well sensors are the most important."

"Yeah, I heard it all before," he muttered. "Look, Doc, what's the big deal about some meteors coming down? We got three atmo sensors that registered them. Don't they all say the same thing?"

"Yes," Kathy said.

"So what's the big deal? Why do I got to go check 'em out? Seems like they've calibrated fine to me if they all agreed."

"Do you know how hot those meteorites were?"

"Not as hot as you and I could get in—"

"Matt!" she snapped to stop him.

He chuckled but let her continue.

"They were as hot as the sun. We're lucky the air is so thin here or it might have started a chain reaction with the hydrogen and oxygen."

"So what if it did? Might warm the place up for a little bit!"

"Or it might turn Europa into a tiny star that burned itself up in a matter of hours, including us."

"Oh."

"Yeah, oh. And that could have started a similar reaction on Jupiter. It's a gas giant with enough material to turn into a real sun."

"All because some rocks fell from the sky?"

"That's what we need to figure out. Rocks don't get that hot. Especially with the air—"

Matt waited a moment and then checked the cable connecting his suit to the rover. "Kathleen? You still there?"

With silence as his answer, he frowned and saw the signal indicator was spiked full. He frowned and tapped the display but it stayed pegged. "That's not right," he muttered. "Must be interference. What the fuck is out here that would interfere that much?"

He glanced up and out the window of the rover out of habit. He did a double take when he realized it didn't look right. Europa had a more or less smooth surface of ice that was somewhere around a hundred kilometers thick. The extreme cold kept it hard as rock but the orbit around Jupiter caused enough tidal flexing to keep it warm enough under the ice for water to remain liquid. That caused occasional cracks in the ice. That and the meteorites that crashed into the planet all the time.

What Matt was seeing this time looked like the mother of all meteorites had struck the planet. He was driving up on a ridge that hadn't been there the last time he'd been out this way. A ridge that looked shiny as the inside wall curved away from him. Shiny and green.

He slowed the rover and peered up through the window in the roof. Jupiter was always overhead on this side of Europa; the way the moon rotated kept it tidally locked to the planet. He saw reds and browns but no green light on the gas giant. "What the fuck," he whispered as he turned to look at the crater again.

He throttled up and brought the rover closer. "Kathleen, are you reading me? Are you getting any of this?" he asked after he flipped on the radio again. "I don't know if you can hear me, but whatever the fuck came down hit hard. My scanners are all over the place, like there's some sort of interference. Was it a rock that landed or a ship? Can't believe a ship would survive making the hole in the ice it did." Matt trailed off and guided the rover up near the edge of the crater. "I'm going to get out and check this out firsthand."

Matt opened his door and climbed out carefully. Europa was a little bit smaller than Earth's moon and with Jupiter overhead, it was easy to get confused and push too hard. The research base had artificial gravity to keep it almost at a full Earth G, the standard for human habitation across the Terran Coalition of Systems. Last thing he needed was losing his focus and pushing himself over the edge of the crater.

He walked slowly towards the raised lip. The ice beneath his feet was rippled and distorted, crushed by the impact. Matt's camera was on but he had no idea if it was recording, with the way none of his electronics seemed to be working. He stopped, sliding a few inches as his momentum overpowered how little traction he had in the low gravity.

"Shit," he muttered as he reached down to the control panel on his arm and started pushing buttons on it to run diagnostics on the suit. Everything checked out good. He had eighty-seven percent of his air left and his scrubbers were operating in the green. He blew out a sigh of relief and chuckled. Just because he couldn't transmit something didn't mean his suit wouldn't work. Heck, his rover had worked fine.

"Aliens with energy weapons," he cackled to himself.

Matt moved up the incline and felt his eyes widen as he began to see over the edge and into the crater. "Holy shit," he breathed. "Kathy, you ain't going to believe this!"


Chapter 4

"Stand down," the captain's voice announced in their suit's speakers. "I repeat, all hands stand down. The unmarked vessel has changed course and is no longer a concern."

"What was that about?" Vern wondered aloud. His space suit picked up his question and relayed it via the suit's external speakers.

Lita reached up and twisted her helmet and then popped it off, breaking the seal with a hiss of escaping air. "I don't know," she answered. "Glad nobody's shooting at us, though!"

Vern removed his helmet and laughed. "Yeah, me, too. I've been saving for a while and this job's what I need to buy my own ship."

"Your own ship?" Lita turned. "You really have been saving!"

He blushed. "Yeah, but it's nothing big. It's kind of a wreck. Needs a lot of fixing."

"What is it?"

"Mining rig in a salvage yard," he replied. "Achilles Spade model IV."

"Achilles? Didn't they go out of business a while ago? Like, a really long time ago?"

He chuckled. "I said salvage yard, remember?"

"Good luck with that," she said. "But I'm glad they didn't come at us, too. I'd just met you and was looking forward to some good times. Nothing worse than getting shot prematurely."

Vern watched her wink at him and figured out her double entendre. "Wow," he said and shook his head. "Come on, let's get out of these rigs. I've still got to work out."

"And I've still got to watch you take a shower."

"Lita!"

She grinned and turned away to take her suit off.

* * * *

Ten minutes later, they were sitting in the transport's galley, pretending to enjoy flavored protein shakes. Vern grimaced after swallowing down the thick liquid and earned a laugh from Lita.

"It's not that bad," she said. "You should try the shit they feed marines."

"Thought you said you were navy?"

She took a drink without grimacing and nodded. "Yeah, I was. How do you think marines get to go to exciting new places, meet new people, and kill them? On navy ships, that's how! Did some cross training with them from time to time, too. Helps keep everyone from getting bored. Military transports aren't like this. We got up with a few hours until we hit the atmo. On a navy ship, you have to be ready for resistance up to two weeks out, plus the crew rotates to make sure there are humans running the ship at all times."

"That's not that bad," Vernon said. "Jump gates take most of the time out of travel. Only took me a little over two weeks from Leonis to here and that's almost four hundred light years from the Terran system."

"Yeah, well, sometimes the navy doesn't use the shipping lanes," she said.

Vern's brow furrowed. "Wait, what's that mean? They fly from one system to another? That's crazy! Isn't the closest one five light years away? Even if they had unlimited fuel, that would take a ship what, at least twenty or thirty years to get there? What's the point of that?"

"How do you think some of the first systems were reached?" she pointed out. "And what about your last stop, Leonis? There's only been a station and humans trying to live with a red dwarf in their backyard for less than fifty years now. Took them long enough to get there."

Vernon nodded. "I know. I was there to fix up the mining ships and private security defenses at the main station."

Before Lita could say anything else, one of the doors into the galley opened and a man with spiked blond hair stepped in. He waved when he saw them and moved to mix his own protein drink before joining them.

"You guys mind?" he asked after he sat down.

"Walliczek, right?" Lita asked him.

He reached his hand across to shake hers. "That's right. Second mate on the Drifter."

"Second mate," Vern repeated. "What's that mean? I'm Vern, by the way."

"Pleased to meet you, Vern. Being second mate means I do everything the captain and first mate don't want to. Which is most everything. Oh, sorry, I'm Kelly."

Vern's eyes widened and he shot a quick glance at Lita. Kelly saw it and sighed. "Kelly can be a boy's name too."

Lita and Vern laughed. "You look all man to me," Lita said with one corner of her mouth twisted up.

Vern rolled his eyes. "So what was all that about another ship?"

Kelly sighed. "I wish I knew. I mean, we picked it up on our scanners but we couldn't make heads or tails out of it. It flew in real close to Europa. Like brushed the atmosphere close, and then hightailed it past us. Was moving damn quick, too. Maybe not the fastest I've ever heard a ship could go, but faster than I ever seen one while near gravity wells."

Vern whistled. "That is weird. Scavengers?"

"Naw. Why would they want anything on Europa? Nothing but ice and some crazy scientists down there."

"And soon, us," Lita added.

Kelly laughed and raised his glass. "Here's to crazy."

Vern joined the toast. "We've all got to be to do what we do."

Kelly nodded and wiped the gritty foam off his lip. "Ain't that the truth, brother!"


Chapter 5

"Kath...ference drop...hear...a fucking lake!"

Kathy jumped in her chair and turned to Ron and Dr. Winters. "What?"

"Did he say a lake?" Ron asked.

Dr. Winters leaned closer to the microphone. "Mr. Dota, this is Dr. Winters. Repeat last transmission."

"Winters!" Matt's voice could be heard through the interference. "Did you guys get my video feed? Did you see that?"

"All transmissions were broken up; this is the first we've heard you."

"See what?" Ron mumbled.

Kathy turned and glared at him before she made a cutting motion with her hand across her throat.

"I think it recorded," Dota said. "I'll upload it as soon as I get a little farther away."

"What was it?" the head researcher asked.

"I didn't make it to the atmo sensors," Dota went on. "Do you still want me to check them out?"

"They've gone offline," Kathy reported. "Just before we lost contact with you the first time."

"Offline or just too much interference?" he asked. "Whatever came down is kicking out a lot of interference. Across all bands, but it's weakest in the visual spectrum."

"Visual?" Dr. Winters asked. "You're seeing visual interference?"

"It's crazy shit, Doc!" the mechanic said. "I can't wait to get off this rock. I didn't sign up for this shit."

"What type of shit is it?" Winters repeated.

"The crater that it landed in. Punched a hole in the ice. Deep. Too deep, but the whole place was glowing green! And the air was funny. Like it was shifting back and forth between my eyes."

"The light was bending?" Ron whispered.

Kathy nodded.

Winters frowned. "Gravity?" he asked. "Did you feel any different? Heavier or lighter? Pulled towards the crater?"

"Gravity?" Ron asked. "How could a meteorite this small have gravity?"

Winters shook his head while Matt responded. "No, no different. Dizzy, but when I looked away I was good."

"How big was the crater?" Dr. Winters asked.

"Maybe a hundred meters?" Dota said. "I tried to take measurements but they kept coming back funny."

"Of course. If the light was bending, it would. This is amazing. Did you get a temperature reading?"

Dota shook his head. "No, no temp. But it was pretty warm. Warm enough, anyhow."

"Warm enough for what?" Kathy wondered aloud.

"For water," Dota said. "The entire fucking crater was filled with it and it wasn't freezing over."

All the scientists stared at the now clear image of the mechanic on the monitor. He looked down at the display on the rover and then back up to the window. "It's still warmer than usual. I'm reading it at negative eighty Celsius."

"That's the highest temperature ever recorded here," Kathy breathed.

"By eighty degrees," Dr. Winters acknowledged. "I'm sure it will drop back down."

"It's still going up," Dota contradicted. "But it's slowing down."

"This is amazing," the doctor admitted. "I'm sure the interference is what's caused the atmospheric sensor arrays to stop communicating, but would you check them out anyhow?"

Dota swore and then glanced at the camera. "Sorry, Doc, I was heading the wrong way. I can do that, though, but I've got to go around the crater."

"Keep an eye out. We monitored several meteorites. I'd be amazed if there were more sites like this, but if you see any, let us know."

Matt turned the rover in the new direction and then asked, "How? I'm going to lose comms in a little bit."

"Take notes, Mr. Dota," Dr. Winters said with a smile. "Our ancestors managed to get by just fine without—damn, we lost him already."

"Liquid water," Kathleen said aloud. She turned to Dr. Winters and shook her head. "Can you believe it?"

"Based on the salt samples, the salinity here is nearly fifteen percent. Too strong to support most aquatic life as we know it. That puts the freezing point at approximately negative fifteen."

"Holy shit," Ron interrupted. "If the temp keeps rising, it might melt the ice!"

"Ron, it would have to rise sixty-five degrees!" Kathy pointed out.

"It's already come eighty!"

Kathleen clamped her lips together and frowned. She turned to look at their boss and he gave them a small smile in return. "Unlikely, but possible," he conceded. "My friends, we are witnessing a once in a lifetime event. Once in a millennium, in fact. I'd hoped I might be lucky enough to witness the ice splitting and water welling to the surface. This is unimaginable. Damn shame he didn't get a sample of the water."

Kathy laughed. "I'm sure that was probably the last thing on his mind. We're lucky he was sober enough to walk away from the crater instead of into it!"

"He seemed in control of his faculties just now."

Ron laughed. "Seeing all of that would be a sobering experience, I think."

"George, should we let the others know?"

Dr. Winters frowned. "Yes, as a precaution."

"What?" Ron asked. "A precaution? For what?"

"This station is on top of the ice," he pointed out. "If the temperature continues to rise and spread, I doubt we'll be floating. Even at a salinity of fifteen percent."

"Oh shit," Ron whispered as he looked at Kathy.

She forced a smile on her face as she said, "Like George said, I doubt the temperature can continue rising. The meteorites were hot but they can't maintain that heat."

"Let's make sure of that," Dr. Winters said. "We need to take a closer look at all the data we have on them as they entered the atmosphere."

"Are you worried?" Kathy asked him.

He shook his head. "No, but we're scientists. We have to examine all possibilities. Mr. Snyder, would you get started on that?"

"What are you going to do?" Ron asked.

"Kathy's going to notify Sergeant Connors and Mrs. Husaim about what's going on. I'm going to review the parts of the video that Mr. Dota sent back. If that meets your approval?"

Ron blushed at the reminder that he was the junior member in the room. He nodded and mumbled, "Yeah, sorry. This is just exciting. And kind of scary. I wasn't expecting anything like this out here."

Dr. Winters offered the man a smile and moved to his station so he could access the partial feed from Matt's rover before the interference cut it off. "None of us did, Ron. But this is our chance to do some amazing work. And, in case our worst fears are realized, be thankful the supply ship will be here in a matter of hours."

"Why? Is there new equipment on there that will help us figure this out?"

"He means in case the ice melts," Kathy said with a roll of her eyes.

Ron's eyes widened. "Oh! Yeah, good point. We can get away that way."

Dr. Winters nodded. "Let's hope it never reaches that point. If we lost the station and equipment, the cost would be considerable."

Kathy grimaced. "The TCS wouldn't fund us to start over?"

"I doubt it," George said. "Not with the attention of the scientific community focused on that new planet they discovered."

Kathy scowled and spoke the word on all their minds. "Vitalis."


Chapter 6

"Captain, I'm picking up some really strange readings from the surface. The ship's having a fit because it doesn't match Europa's profile. I had to reclassify it as a new planet."

"What?" Captain Lindstrom asked. "A new planet, Thanh? Europa is a moon, not planet!"

"I know, but the ship doesn't care about that. It treats any large mass in space as a planet. It's just the way the system's built," Thanh explained. "I'm reading oxygen down there. And not just a little like the ship says it should have—a lot."

Captain Lindstrom walked across the small bridge to look over his first mate's shoulder. "I've never been to Europa before," he admitted. "I don't remember hearing about it being terraformed, though. Isn't it too far from the sun to be warm enough?"

"It's about two hundred below zero at the poles, but along the equator, I'm reading everything from about one fifty below to fifty below on the daylight side."

Adrian frowned. "This far out, it should be colder than that. A lot colder."

"I thought you said you'd never been here before?" Thanh asked.

"I haven't, but I've flown the Drifter through seven systems and more planets, stations, and moons than I can count," Lindstrom said.

"Right, sorry."

Kelly stepped into the doorway to the bridge and saw the captain and first mate gathered together. "Hey, did I miss something?"

"Weird scans from the moon," Adrian said. "It's warmer in spots than it should be and there's a lot more oxygen."

"Well, it's a moon; it won't last," Kelly offered. "I bet those scientists did something to heat up the ice. They probably melted a bunch of it or released some gas pockets trapped beneath it."

"Europa's supposed to have around thirteen percent of standard gravity," Thanh said without turning to look at the second mate. "The oxygen I'm reading has already reached a density that suggests eighteen percent of a standard G."

"What?" Kelly asked.

"How?" the captain wondered aloud. He frowned and reached down to pull up the image of the planet on the station's display. It was half lit by the sun and half lit by the reflection from Jupiter. He squinted and reached to the display to enlarge a dark spot on the sunward side of the moon. "Is that a lake?"

"Looks like it," Thanh said while Kelly moved in and peered around the other two.

"Kelly, see if you can get the research station on the comms. We should have line of sight to them now. I want to know what they've done down there and if it poses any threat to us."

"I've got some weird energy readings," Thanh said and pointed at the bars and figures on another display at his station. "Radiation, but I'm not sure if it's harmful. I've never seen energy like that before."

"How'd you find it then?" Kelly asked from the other station on the bridge.

"I noticed some weird readings on the known frequency ranges so I widened it. This stuff is off the charts; I figured why not look?"

"Why not?" Captain Lindstrom agreed.

"Science Station Europa, this is the transport vessel Drifter, do you copy?" Kelly said once the communication system was online.

A squelch came back over the speakers, and then the Drifter's background noise filter reduced it to more of an irritating buzz. "Drifter, this is Dr. Kathleen Hale. Advise confidential transmission immediately."

"Dr. Hale? Is there a problem? We'd have to transmit our plotted course over wide band in order to go tight beam transmission. That kind of defeats the purpose."

There was a lengthy pause before the ship translated Dr. Hale's voice for them again. "It's not suffer secrets, Drifting, his touring the circumference."

"What?" Captain Lindstrom asked. "Touring the circumference? Are they breathing too much oxygen?"

"No, it's the Drifter's noise filtering. It's trying to pick out the transmission from the background clutter."

"Oh, all right, go ahead and transmit our course and put it on a loop. Hopefully they can figure it out if we hit them with it enough times."

"On it," Walliczek said and began to fiddle with the controls. A moment later, he stopped working and started watching his station.

"Anything?" Lindstrom asked after several seconds had passed.

"Not yet," Kelly confirmed without looking up. He frowned and was about to risk a glance when he saw a light flicker. He stabbed his display with his finger before the light turned off. "This is the Drifter, confirm."

"Confirmed, Drifter. This is Science Station Europa," Dr. Hale's voice was stronger and, they realized for the first time, feminine. "Boy, are we glad to see you!"

"What's going on down there, Europa?" Captain Lindstrom stepped over to Kelly's station and asked.

"Well, Drifter, to be honest, we were hoping you could tell us," Hale said.

All three members of the Drifter's crew turned to look at one another. Kelly hit the mute button when Captain Lindstrom cut across his neck with his hand.

"Captain?" Thanh asked.

Lindstrom frowned and shook his head. "We need to get in touch with the TCS. I'm not risking the Drifter."

"What about Dr. Hale?" Kelly asked. "And our passengers and cargo?"

"I'm not risking any of them," Adrian insisted. "Tell her to stand by."

Kelly turned back to his station. "Dr. Hale?"

They heard her sigh through the direct beam laser communication. "I was afraid we'd lost you. We've seen some interference in the visible frequency ranges, too."

"Interference from w—sorry, we'll deal with that later. Stand by, Doctor. We're not sure what's going on but we're going to get in touch with the TCS. Shouldn't be more than a couple of hours before we have guidance."

"Drifter," a new voice came over the line, this one masculine. "This is Dr. Winters, lead researcher on Europa. I'm afraid I can't allow that."

Lindstrom barked out a laugh. "You can't allow that? Look, Dr. Winters, I'm up here and you're down there. I'm afraid you don't have a choice of what you can and cannot allow."

"This is the captain of the Drifter?"

"Captain Adrian Lindstrom," Adrian confirmed.

"Well, Captain, in order to do business with the TCS and be registered as a captain, you need to agree to rescue any TCS civilians in danger. Whatever is happening down here may very well put us in danger."

Adrian scowled and bit back the curse that almost slipped out. "What sort of danger is that?"

"The planet seems to be melting underneath us."


Chapter 7

Matt hesitated when he heard the loud crack. He felt weightless just long enough for his heart to rise into his throat. His reflexes kicked in and he jammed on the rover's brakes, even though he was still trying to figure out what had happened. He looked at his wrist display panel before the rover's treads stopped sliding across the ice.

"What the fuck," he whispered when he read that his sight was operating fine. He ran diagnostics on the rover and it, too, was running in optimal condition. "What was that?" he wondered aloud as he turned and peered out the windows. His answer was obvious.

"Holy shit," Matt breathed. He turned back around and stared straight ahead, his heavy breathing fogging up the window in his helmet before the suit puffed air across the surface to clear it. He turned and looked again at the massive wall of ice less than fifty feet behind him.
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