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​ 1 – Fishing Conamara
Reef

 


Jake slid the wet mop back and forth along
the empty space station corridor, and he put the storm warning
aside. Right now it all seemed far removed, but he had to admit
that he had never experienced Jupiter’s wrath before. He’d heard
that parts of the station would shut down to limit possible damage.
It seemed a sensible thing to do. He stopped as the deep rumble of
a shuttle launch intensified, thrust his mop into the bucket and
slid it over to a viewing window. The cold, dark of space-scape was
interrupted by a speckled brown view of Callisto, and he thought he
could see Thermisto, and he squinted… it had to be the further
moon, Ananke. He shivered and pulled his jacket tighter.

From the spaceport underneath, a shuttle
appeared. It rose to the level of the viewing window and positioned
itself. Jake watched the white glow of its engines shield the
titanium-silver hull from view. He held his breath, waited, dared
not blink. It headed off at a tangent from the station towards one
of the Galilean moons.

What he wouldn’t give to be one of the crew
right now. Strapped inside the craft as they shot towards
Europa.

One day, he would be part of the crew. He'd
earned that much after he had arrived at the station and given up
on his get-rich dream of mining asteroids out on the belt.

He shielded his eyes and a tickle of
excitement ran through him. The sky turned brilliant white as the
ship's drives engaged fully. He closed his eyes, and the inverse
black and white image faded. "Safe journey," he whispered. Reality
returned, and he pulled the wet mop from his bucket.

There'd be no interplanetary travel, no
adventures in space. He pushed away the thoughts. He had turned his
back on his family. There would be no following in his father's
footsteps and fishing Sauger out of Lake Winnipeg back on Earth.
He'd bought his one-way ticket here and until he could afford a
return journey home he was stuck. Sure, it was possible he'd made
the wrong decision, even when he'd swallowed his pride, put his
engineering degree aside and taken a job as a sanitation worker. A
space janitor! It didn't change anything.

Jake sighed and continued to mop the empty
corridor. Even so, he took pride in his work, and he decided when
he reached the departure lounge elevator, he'd have a break. He'd
stop and tie some fishing lures. Fishing Sauger out of Lake
Winnipeg wouldn't be so bad.

Up ahead, the elevator chimed into action.
Jake looked up and frowned. People swarmed out of the elevator, and
he looked at his watch and sighed. The storm! That had to be why
the Earth shuttle was early. He grabbed his mop and bucket, and he
strode away from the new team, World Builders. Let them terraform
the quadrant and light the Galilean moons without his help.

"Excuse me!"

Jake turned.

A woman strode over to him with an acoustic
guitar slung over her shoulder. She looked a year or so younger
than him, in knee-high soft leather boots, tight denim jeans, and a
holey white tee. He pulled the mop and bucket over to the edge of
the corridor.

"Hi." She held out her hand. "I'm Melody
Dixon."

"Jake." He shook her hand. It felt cool,
soft, and nice. "You're part of the new team?"

She nodded. "World Builders Incorporated. I
want to know where the Deputy Director of Operation's office
is."

"He's gone, left with his tail between his
legs when they failed."

"I know." She cleared her throat and smiled.
"I'm the new Deputy Director of Operations."

"You?" Jake grinned. She looked more like
the lead singer of a rock band, and he would have watched her play
anywhere. "Well, if you go down this corridor, and turn right at
the third intersection, your office is halfway along it."

"So what do you do around here?" she
asked.

"Me?" Jake glanced at the
mop and bucket in his hand and decided she was nice. "Oh, I keep an eye on
Jupiter, make sure he doesn't drift away."

"Funny." Melody smiled at him.

"So what are
you going to do the other
team couldn't?" It was a fair question, considering the failings of
the other team. He'd cleaned and watched them assemble Jupiter's
giant array of floating mirrors. When they'd failed to raise
atmospheric temperatures and light the Galilean moons, he
appreciated his safe janitor's job.

She laughed. "You've got spunk, mister."

Jake smiled back.

"Trust me. We're going to terraform this
quadrant. Place a fusion satellite in Jupiter's outer orbit."

"Impressive,
if it works," he
said.

"Oh, it'll work," she said and leaned in
close.

He breathed in her wonderful heady
perfume.

"We're going to use the space station as a
base," she said, "and construct a simulated sun for Europa."

Jake took a half step closer and nodded in
encouragement. "How?"

"An array of Xenon long-arc lamps."

Jake smiled. "You know,
it could work."

Melody raised her eyebrows. "Sounds like you
know a bit about this stuff?"

Jake shrugged. "I'm a cleaner." He couldn't
mention his failed mining aspirations, or the fact he'd studied
terraforming for his final engineering project.

Melody continued. "We're placing
high-altitude, ozone–producing satellites into orbit around
Europa."

"Temperatures should climb," said Jake,
"and—"

Her phone rang and she answered it. "Yes,
sir. I'll be there in..." she checked her watch, "...five
minutes."

She smiled at Jake and walked off, phone
pressed against her ear.

*****

World Builders formed a protective band of
ozone on Europa like they said they would and Jake was impressed
when the greenhouse layer caused surface temperatures to rise. They
fired an array of ground sensors into Europa's frozen crust and
advertised for an overseer to monitor the results. Jake itched for
a change and applied. He won the position; the opportunity of a
lifetime too good to give up.

Jake almost burst with excitement the day he
found out about the opportunity to learn how to fly the lander
shuttle to conduct maintenance on Europa's surface equipment if
required. Imagine it, he'd be part of that crew flying to Europa
after all.

But after months of
isolation in the small engineering room, staring at a console of
flickering lights, ground temperature indicators, and radiation
levels, Jake wasn't so sure he'd made the right choice. After
learning to fly the lander, ideas of using him were shelved by
management. It seemed he were better off as a janitor, at least
he'd talked to
people, but not here.

Jake sat and tied fishing lures until he was
even bored with that, he accessed the mainframe and learned about
the station's engineering systems, and Jupiter's moons. He clicked
idly on files and directories.

A window popped up, it requested his
username and password.

Jake shrugged. What was the harm?

He typed his username, password, pressed
enter.

A new window appeared, along with more
directories and files. He clicked one, and an image popped up.

The door behind him slid open.

"Jake!"

He turned and looked at sullen, moody, Alan.
Jake never liked him from the day Alan arrived with Melody and her
crew.

He scowled at Jake.

"Maintenance wants you, boy, something about
a fitting."

Jake looked back at the image on the screen.
It looked like some buildings, all blurred as if it had been taken
at a distance with an underwater camera.

"Now, Jake. I'll take care of it."

Jake pushed himself out the chair and left
the room glad to be somewhere else.

He returned hours later after the wild goose
chase had gone nowhere. Nobody had any idea what Jake referred to.
He sat in his chair; annoyed over the waste of time and wondered if
it had anything to do with logging into the password protected
area. He pulled up the directory again and tried to log-in his
username or password. It failed. Odd, he thought, like the watery
image he'd seen and couldn't comprehend before he'd left his
desk.

The door opened behind him again, and he
swiveled in his chair, expecting Alan to have returned, but Jake
relaxed and smiled at Anna, the timid, new janitor.

"Clean your desk, Mr. Mason?"

He nodded, but Anna kept her face downcast.
Where Melody had curves, Anna had slender, fine-boned features.
"Thank you," he said.

"You're welcome, sir."

Jake moved some papers into a pile on his
desk. "Call me Jake. I used to be the janitor. I know what it's
like."

She nodded.

He tried to make eye contact with her and
failed. "Didn't you used to work in records?" He remembered her
smile, the way her eyes lit so they sparkled like blue
sapphires.

"Yes sir," she said and looked up at him,
but her dull smile and the distant look in her eyes made Jake
shiver.

*****

Jake squinted through the smoky, dull light
at the bar and decided Damien's wide chin didn't fit the rest of
his face. He smelled unusual too, like fresh, cut pine.

"Didn't I make myself clear?" Damien poked
him in the chest with his finger.

"Sorry?"

"Stay away from Melody."

Jake frowned. "You don't control me, or own
her. How about I buy you a drink?"

"No. Me and Melody, we've got an
understanding."

Jake laughed. "Not from where I stand. She
looks bored with you."

Damien's fist hit Jake's face before he knew
what happened.

Jake fell backward over some stools, and he
tumbled to the floor.

"Leave her alone," shouted Damien.

Men at the bar turned away
disinterested.

Jake sat up. He wanted to say Melody would
decide, but Damien had departed. Perhaps if Melody had been around
to witness everything she would have agreed with Damien.

Something warm ran over Jake's lip. He
touched his face and looked at the blood from his nose. His lip
swelled. He stood. What was wrong with the man? Jake stalked out of
the bar; he needed to clean his face.

Overhead lights struggled to illuminate the
corridor, a blessing when Jake didn't come across anyone. He
punched the lift button and waited for it to arrive and take him to
his sleeping quarters.

"Mr. Mason!"

Jake turned and faced Anna. The janitor
looked different out of her cleaner's uniform and in a party
dress.

Concern etched across her face.

Jake sighed. So she'd witnessed it.
Great!

She stepped closer, and he could smell the
sweet wine on her breath and a faint whiff of her perfume.

Blood ran from his nose again.

"Here, let me help you."

"It's alright." He pushed her hands away,
embarrassed.

"Nonsense." She pulled out a tissue and
touched his lip, dabbed his face.

He smiled at her.

"You've a cut lip. Follow me."

He shrugged and joined her in his old
janitor's room. He sat on his old chair, and she tended his
injuries.

"See, that wasn't so bad, Mr. Mason," she
said when she was done.

"Jake. Remember?"

She smiled. "Jake."

"Thank you," he said. "You like
cleaning?"

She pulled a face. "It's alright."

"Only all right? I loved it."

"Really?" She laughed, and her eyes sparkled
sapphire blue. "Why?"

"I liked meeting people, talking with them,
finding out what they did. Better than my new job. All I do now is
sit in a room and watch instrument lights all day, waiting for
something to happen."

"And has anything?"

"No," he said.

"I'm only cleaning until I can get off the
station," she said. "I'll be happy to return home."

It sounded like a familiar story, one Jake
could relate to. "Someone waiting for you Earthside?"

She laughed. "On the contrary, I came here
with my boyfriend, and it didn't work out. Taking the janitor's
position meant I left him in records."

A shiver shot through him, and he stood and
touched his lip. "Thanks for cleaning me up, and I hope for your
sake, you're Earthside real soon."

"You're staying?"

"Yeah, isn't it obvious? I've got my eye on
someone."

"Good luck with that," she said and smiled.
"Want a bit of advice?"

"Sure. What?"

"I'm not convinced Damien's really
interested in Melody. There's something else going on. I'd be
careful."

"Oh, I'll be more careful in the future." He
wished her a good night and left puzzled about Damien's
motives.

*****

The next day, Jake sat in the telemetry room
and pulled out some of the heavy-duty line from his pocket box of
fishing equipment. He tied some lures and tried to push away
thoughts of Damien's attack in the bar. Every time he tried to get
close to Melody, Damien made it clear he should leave her alone. He
touched his swollen face. If he'd known Damien was going to punch
him after Melody left, he might have listened. It seemed like he'd
have more luck catching a Sauger out here than attracting Melody's
attentions.

The comm crackled to life.

"Jake, are you there?"

"Robbie, what's up?" Jake's supervisor
hardly ever called.

"We've got a problem surface-side, one of
the arrays in the Conamara region is offline."

"Hang on." Jake leaned forward and looked at
the surface feed. Sure enough it had gone dead. He checked the
logs. "It's just happened. You haven't lost much data."

"We've increased ozone seeding. We need all
ground sensors operating. You ready to apply your shuttle
training?"

"What?" Jake sat upright. Yes! He punched
the air. "Ready and waiting, Robbie." He wound the thick nylon line
back onto the reel and placed it into his pocket.

"I can't send Alan back down, he's maxed out
his radiation dose."

Even sullen, withdrawn Alan didn't deserve
radiation sickness. "When?" asked Jake.

"Now. There's a shuttle waiting at Ranger
Dock. And Jake, there's a pay raise waiting if you do a good
job."

"Awesome! I'm on my way," he said, unable to
wipe the grin from his face.

Jake stood to leave, and Anna opened the
door to clean his office.

"Going somewhere?"

"Surface side." Jake grinned. "Flying my own
shuttle."

"Very impressive." Anna smiled at him. Her
eyes shone.

"Wish me luck."

She stepped forward, and Jake caught a whiff
of perfume. He remembered her in her party dress last night, and
his smile grew.

"Good luck, Jake." She squeezed his hand.
"And call me Anna."

"Okay, Anna. I've got to go."

On the way to the spaceport he decided life
couldn't get any better, not only had he made a friend, but he'd
finally crew that shuttle to Europa.

*****

Jake descended into the Europan atmosphere,
and he set a path directly toward Conamara Chaos. Below him jumbled
blocks of ice churned above the subsurface ocean. He checked his
watch. In less than two hours he'd be on the surface to assess the
faulty sensors.

Outside the viewing window, the Galilean
moon's striation of cracks and streaks welcomed. He trimmed the
craft, thrilled to test his skills, and hunkered down to fly a
perfect mission. He checked his speed, glanced over the instrument
panel and focused on the radiation gauges. The external reading
indicated 520 rem, and more than enough radiation to kill someone
twice his size if exposed for long enough. Inside, safe within his
lined craft, the readings sat at a comfortable 50 rem. He smiled.
It confirmed the ozone-producing satellites were doing a great job
at blocking Jupiter's radiation but it'd be a time before humans
could colonize Europa.

The comm crackled. "Base to Ranger 10. How
is it?"

Jake sat upright. Melody!

"Ranger 10. Everything on track and
functional. Over."

He closed his eyes and cringed. The most
beautiful, the highest ranking, woman in the colony station spoke
to him, and he'd reverted to textbook RATEL speech. How long had he
hoped, dreamed for this?

"Base. Roger that. It's Jake, right?"

"Yes." He remembered her job was to know
everything about operations.

"Why didn't you come over and say hello last
night?"

He touched his swollen lip. Yeah right, push
Damien, my senior manager, out of the way. "Um, well... you were
kind of busy."

She laughed, rich and throaty over the
comms.

"Nonsense, don't be so shy next time. I've
missed our chats since you stopped cleaning out my trash. You're
always there on Tuesdays?"

"Roger." Jake turned off the microphone. He
moved his tongue over his swollen lip and tasted blood. Roger? What
was he thinking? What about, 'sure thing, Melody. Doing anything
next Tuesday?' Give her something to—

The craft shuddered and a grating sound
echoed below. An alarm screamed.

"Goddammit!" The craft spun, and he gripped
his seat. The A.I. override took the controls, adjusted track, and
it settled.

Console alarms shrilled.

He scanned the instrument panel, puzzled the
internal radiation levels climbed. Things seemed normal, although,
the rip had breached the craft's radiation shield. With readings
now close to 500 rem, he needed the envirosuit. His exposure levels
were already too high, and he'd be out of action for a few days.
The drugs would make him sick. He looked at his watch and cringed
at the remaining thirty minutes until landfall. He struggled to
operate the controls, aware the large clumsy suit would make for an
awkward landing.

He clambered into the fitted envirosuit and
sealed it, surprised by the missing spare equipment. The indicators
suggested a leak, which seemed odd, given the helmet had clicked in
place like it should.

What then?

He inspected the suit and found tears in
both legs.

"Dammit! Dammit! Dammit!" He'd be a dead man
if he didn't think quickly.

He opened the survival kit, disappointed he
only found a knife, a radio, and crowbar. Everything else had gone
missing. He searched for the tackle box in his pocket, even if
there wasn't anything in it to help.

He had a bad feeling about this.

He grabbed the survival items and returned
to the pilot's console.

Mission
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