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  Story




  



  I look through one of the shuttle's windows. In the distance, floating in the darkness of space, I see a solitary white sphere. Our destination. Europa. From here, it looks like a distant snowflake on a winter's night, reflecting the pale light of the Moon. If our medieval ancestors saw it now, they would surely think that they had found Paradise.




  However, as the shuttle approaches, I realize that its purity is an illusion. Brown spots cover a large part of its surface and still darker lines traverse it in all directions. The latter look like the lines that crisscross a cracked mirror, which is not that strange. After all, the crust of Europa is made of ice.




  Gradually, the moon grows. I feel a slight nervousness. After more than two years of training and traveling, my work is about to begin.




  Finally, I hear the voice of the commander through the intercom:




  “Prepare for entry into the atmosphere. I repeat. Prepare for entry into the atmosphere.”




  With the help of hand-holds welded to the ceiling and walls, I float to my seat and fasten the belt. I can't look through any windows. They are all behind me.




  About fifteen minutes later, I feel the shuttle tremble. We have entered the atmosphere. However, it doesn't take long to stabilize.




  I'm surprised with the smoothness of the entry. Obviously, I didn't expect it to be as violent as Earth's reentry, since this moon has a thinner atmosphere and a reduced mass that wouldn’t pull us with as much intensity. Still, I thought it was going to be worse.




  Slowly, the shuttle descends. I feel the speed decreasing, until a slight jolt announces that we have landed. I hear the hum of the engines fading.




  “We have arrived,” says the commander through the intercom. “Prepare for exit.”




  I unfasten the belt and get up. After almost a year of traveling in zero gravity, it's good to again feel weight on my legs. Of course, in the gravity of this small moon, I weigh a fraction of what I weigh on Earth, but, still, it's comforting after the absolute weightlessness of space.




  Through a window, I look outside. We are at the bottom of a deep crater, which was flattened to serve as a runway. Not far off, I see three more shuttles similar to ours. Next to one of them, several men wearing space suits carry metal crates into its hold.




  However, my attention is mainly drawn to a semi-spherical structure located at the precise center of the crater. To my layperson's eyes, it seems made of tin foil, because its surface reflects the scarce sun rays that reach this moon. Two openings in the ground, one bigger than the other, flank it. They must be the access tunnels of the underground base.




  I can't avoid smiling. For all the complexity of the human psyche, Man, with rare exceptions, only cares about one thing.




  For decades, the exploration of Europa was postponed, in spite of the strong possibility that it contained life. More projects and expeditions than I can remember were canceled. Even after the first probe pierced the ice and found intelligent life, about twenty-five years ago, the funding didn't increase much, despite the interest that such a discovery had for the whole of humanity. They sent only four scientists to study a whole new race, a whole new civilization. However, as soon as it was discovered that the natives were open to trade, and that they could provide us with the increasingly rare, at least on Earth, metals of the platinum family; in the very instant someone realized that this moon could make a lot of people rich, investment increased exponentially. This runway was built, as well as the base under it, and shuttles began flying constantly from and to Earth. More was done for the exploration of Europa in the last ten years than in the rest of mankind's history.




  “We have authorization to enter the base,” I hear through the intercom. “Start exit procedures.”




  As we practiced countless times, we join up in pairs. Mine is a Czech biologist, Roman Mantura. We help each other into one of the complex space suits. Each joint must be perfectly sealed, otherwise we'll find a horrible death outside the shuttle. Then, we put on the helmets and activate the individual life support systems. Once we check that the indicators don't signal any problems, we declare the task completed, almost one hour after we started.




  Then, we join the pairs already lined up in front of airlock. Our turn takes more than twenty minutes to arrive. We go through the first door, which then closes behind us. On the wall, a screen shows the decreasing percentage of air that's still in the compartment. Several seconds pass until it reaches zero, and, then, the outer door opens. Leaping, we descend a ramp to the icy surface of the moon and start moving towards the smaller opening in the ice. We can't stop. Even with the suits protecting us, we can't survive very long out here. On the surface of Europa, the temperature reaches negative one hundred and seventy degrees Celsius, a challenge even for the most advanced portable heating system, and the radiation, originating from Jupiter's radioactive belt, is of five hundred and forty rem, more than enough to fatally poison an unprotected man and overcome any protection if the exposure is too prolonged.




  It's dark. It feels like twilight, though we are in the middle of the day. I can see the Sun clearly in the sky, but it is a lot smaller than I'm used to. In contrast, Jupiter appears gigantic. In fact, it dominates a large part of the horizon.




  The low gravity makes it hard to move, but, thanks to the old leaping technique, it doesn't take us long to get to the tunnel's entrance. The tunnel descends with a steep slope, leading to several meters below the surface where we find an airtight door, similar to the one on the shuttle. When we all reach the bottom of the tunnel, the door opens, giving us access to an airlock. As soon as we enter, the outer door closes, and air begins to be pumped into the compartment. Moments later, the inner door opens.




  Two men already await us on the other side. One of them wears a lab coat full of stains and has a curved posture. He smiles excitedly while he watches us from behind thick glasses.




  The other man is almost his opposite. He wears an immaculate Russian military uniform, including the hat, and has perfect posture. His face shows a serious and cold, almost frightening, expression.
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