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An Ugly Duckling Retelling


One

AREINA LEAPT FROM the thick branch of the tree just as the rock hit the trunk behind her. Bark showered down on her pursuer as the branch shook, then again as she caught the pine bough only a few feet away on the next tree.

“You can’t hide up there forever!” Bryce yelled, voice frosty.

Of course she couldn’t run forever. But she could outrun that jerk any day of the week. Even if it was kind of maybe her fault he was chasing her in the first place.

Areina spun around the trunk of the next tree, sap smearing her puffy silver coat. That would be a mess to clean later, but at least it hadn’t torn. The station had provided durable clothing to resist tears like that. The next few trees were close enough to catch just as easily, Bryce running along underneath despite the hail of needles and bark.

And then a gap appeared, farther than she could jump.

Bryce laughed, the sound echoing off the trees, as she stopped short of falling the twenty feet to the ground. A rock pelted the trunk behind her, and she ducked instinctively as the bark exploded off the tree.

There was no choice, really. She would have to jump.

Areina looked down, the ground shifting beneath her, and she squeezed her eyes tight. That was a mistake. The small creek suddenly roared in her ears.

Thwack! Another rock struck the trunk, this one a little bigger than the last, and she snapped her eyes back open. Bryce raised his arm again, poised to throw another rock, and her stomach roiled. She hated heights.

She turned back to the gap between her and the next tree. Maybe she’d get lucky. She poised herself on the branch, then leapt forward, pushing off from the trunk behind her and lifting off the branch.

And then she was practically flying through the air. She felt like she was floating, almost like she had wings or like her body shifted and morphed somehow to push her forward.

Somehow, impossibly, her feet landed on the opposite branch, and she was clear. She slid down the trunk and was off and running away from Bryce before he could even think to cross the creek.

She almost relaxed, almost released her breath, but she wasn’t home free yet. The creek was only a delay.

Plus there was the fact she was glowing like an emergency flare in the dark—the very reason most of the students teased her mercilessly. She wouldn’t be safe just because she was surrounded by trees here.

Bryce would be able to see her anyway if she didn’t get home, and quick.

Areina slid around a rock, the soil loose underfoot. One of the introduced fauna had probably been digging here. She picked herself back up as a splash echoed between the trunks, and only paused long enough to find her feet again.

It wasn’t that she had anything against Bryce, not really, but he’d made it his job to be her rival in every sense. When she got an A, he had to get an A+. When the station assigned them to plant, he had to plant twice as many vegetables as she did. And when she started making friends, he made them like him more.

It was probably the most aggravating thing she’d ever had to deal with. Especially since there really weren’t that many kids on the station. And she and Bryce were the oldest. They should be friends. They should have always been friends. But it was like Bryce was holding something against her but refusing to tell her just what that was.

It wouldn’t have been so bad, not really, except that lately he’d shifted his rivalry and teasing to something meaner. Crueler.

Like alternating between telling the younger kids that Areina was a banshee or a ghost and telling them that she was an alien sent to infiltrate the humans so the aliens could conquer them.

The little neighbor kid, six-year-old Mia, hadn’t spent more than a minute with Areina since that one.

It wasn’t like she could stop, let alone hide, her glowing hair and skin. But she had hoped that after spending her whole life here, she’d have at least one friend.

Bryce.

The trees thinned out ahead of her, and she hurried forward, toward the edge of the trees. If she ran, she might make it home before Bryce made it to her.

She broke through the last of them, and the compound appeared before her, only a few hundred feet down a small slope. Overhead, through the shining, glimmering field that shielded them all from the intense radiation and cold, Jupiter stared down at her, its stripes bright against the darkness of space. But through the shield, its vibrant stripes and swirls were muted, almost white. It took special lenses to filter out the light from the dome. Most days, Areina would have stopped to stargaze, to planet-gaze. But today there was no time. Not with Bryce.

She ran forward, across the sloped field of corn and potatoes, the sprouts not even knee-high in this field. Her hab was just past the field on the edge of the compound.

“Hey, Ice Queen!” Bryce’s voice echoed toward her from the trees.

Areina glanced over her shoulder, her heart thrumming. Bryce took off down the slope toward her, sliding along the soil and gravel, and she doubled her pace, sprinting the last bit of distance separating her from safety.

She slid around the corner of one of the other buildings, nearly falling, but managed to catch herself just as Bryce’s steps thundered into the compound behind her.

Run, run, run!

Somehow, she managed to stop in front of her door, slap her hand against the scanner, and tumble through the door before Bryce could make it to her. She slammed the door shut behind her, leaning back against it even though the lock re-engaged with a click.

Slowly, Areina slid to the floor, panting, pulse pounding in her ears. She was safe. Sure, Bryce would never seriously hurt her... not while anyone could see. At least, she didn’t think so. But still, it was a relief to be behind a locked door.

“Glowworm?”

Areina looked up to see her father standing from the desk, packed with his monitors and overflowing samples and notes, as usual.

“You okay?” her father, Terrance said when she didn’t answer.

She flashed him a stiff smile as Bryce’s fist pounded the door behind her. “Fine.”

Her father, Terrance, quirked an eyebrow at her, then slowly sat back down in front of his computers. “If you say so.” He bit his lip, staring into the distance for a few moments. “You know if you’re having trouble, you can tell me, right?”

Areina pushed herself to her feet and brushed off her hands. Tell him? Sure, she could. If she wanted Bryce to start telling the other kids she was a total baby who tattled every chance she got. “Of course. But everything’s—”

“Fine, I know.” Terrance’s eyes flicked down to her coat. “You may want to deal with that tree sap before it hardens.”

She glanced down at herself. She’d already forgotten about the sticky mess on her coat. Rubbing a hand over it, she nodded absently and made her way to the small mudroom off the side of the kitchen. There were plenty of waterless stain removers for between laundry days, a necessity for field scientists, like Terrance, and children. Especially in this environment, where every drop of water was precious, hard won from the icy ground or the salty brine almost thirty kilometers below their feet. Below the ice.

Areina pulled her coat off, then her boots and puffy, water-resistant, tear-resistant pants and placed all her outerwear—except her coat—on the designated hooks in her cubby. Then, she pulled the stain remover out of the box and started scrubbing at the tree sap.

The warmer air of the hab began thawing out her bones. The cold had already settled into her, making a home, though she had barely noticed it until she came inside. It didn’t bother her as much as most of the others—something the few other children at the station teased her about, as if they needed something beyond the glowing. There were only six of them, but half of the other children were convinced she wasn’t even human because of her cold tolerance.

That was only more fuel for Bryce’s rumors.

But Areina liked that it didn’t bother her. She liked being able to sit outside on the hillside, staring up at the stars, dreaming about what it would be like to be out among the stars, to truly dedicate her life to seeing what was beyond the station’s protective dome. To drift among the stars like the scientists had on their way here before any of the children had been born.

But somehow it was more than that, more than a purely academic interest. It was more like... a need.

She sighed, scrubbing at the sticky mess on her coat with a little more vigor. The sap only came out partway, but it would have to do until laundry day. Surely one of the station’s other citizens would be able to restore her coat to its usual pristine state.

Areina looked up at the camera on the wall, the one pointed at the main door where Bryce had been only moments before. He was gone now, as if he’d never been there. But he’d be back in her business tomorrow, when they all met in the schoolhouse.

She replaced the coat on her hook and wandered back into the single room she shared with Terrance. Her “room” was sectioned off with a cloth partition, and she made her way there with only a brief stop at the kitchen for a glass of water. Terrance didn’t even look up, completely distracted by his notes. It must have been a good day of research.

She pulled the partition closed behind her, set the glass on the bedside stand, and dropped onto her bed, pulling her tablet from the drawer in the stand and powering it on to read one of the hundreds of books in the community’s shared library. For a moment, she looked up at the stars—or glowworms, like Terrance sometimes joked—painted on her ceiling, glowing the same cold, sad blue as she was. Then she pulled her thick blanket close around her, nestling into the soft nest of her bed. It was night, technically—the time she felt most alive.

She let herself fall into the world of classic science fiction, into a world far, far away from here, out among the stars and planets, and somehow found herself more at home than anywhere else. And slowly, her cold blue glow settled into a warm, serene white instead.

***
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THE CURTAIN JERKED back, and Terrance stood in the gap. “Time to get up, Glowworm!”

Areina groaned, rubbing the sleep from her eyes. She cracked one of them open just enough to see the clock next to her. It didn’t make her feel better.

Terrance dropped the curtain and disappeared back to the kitchen. The scent of fritters was already strong in the hab, pushing Areina to swing her legs over the side of the bed and attempt to start her day. She would be expected at the schoolhouse in an hour, and someone was sure to come knocking if she didn’t show up.

She sighed. Maybe it would be different if she just had one friend there. But Bryce had made sure that would never happen. 

She shuffled to her drawers and pulled her thermal shirt on, tugging it into place before throwing a hand-knit sweater over top. The sweater was the most colorful thing she owned: bold stripes of orange, yellow, and red, mimicking the swirls on Jupiter above them. Terrance’s late wife had made it before Areina had ever existed. A woman she’d never met. He’d given her the sweater once she grew big enough to fit it, like a few other pieces the woman had owned.

Areina slid a pair of dangly earrings into her lobes—another gift from Terrance—and pulled her second sock into place before making her way toward the kitchen. Terrance stood over the small range, flipping the vegetable fritters. They were filled with corn, of course, but she could also see some spinach, carrot, and scallion poking out of the batter. 

Areina settled into one of the two chairs at their small kitchen table, and Terrance slid a plate of fritters in front of her. A larger bowl of oatmeal steamed between the place settings, and she spooned some of it into one of the durable metal bowls with a splash of milk. Terrance’s violin sat nearby on the counter, a sure sign he’d been waiting for her to wake up before playing. He used the time in music to ponder scientific questions, and it was one of Areina’s favorite things. He could have been a professional—if he hadn’t decided to move to Europa.

“Did you manage to finish your report?” Terrance asked, settling into the chair opposite her and preparing his oatmeal exactly the same.

Areina winced, spoon halfway to her mouth. “Technically.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Technically?”

“I... wrote it.”

He simply stared at her a moment longer.

“It’s a first draft.”

“Isn’t it due today?”

She shrugged, which was all the answer he needed. But he was a firm believer in letting her make her own way—mistakes and all. And if she was quite honest, she couldn’t quite see herself running calculations or studying Earth history for the rest of her life. The classes she really cared about—astronomy and astrophysics—were still a bit above her grade level.

She sighed and went back to the oatmeal and fritters.


Two

AREINA WIPED HER boots on the mat just inside the schoolhouse door, then hung her coat on one of the hooks and took the seat she’d been assigned at the beginning of the school term. There were only a few days left until the term break, but each day felt like it was years long. She kept her head down, hoping no one bothered her and she could just get through this last bit.

“You know why she’s so blue, right?” one of the younger kids said to another. “When they found her at that abandoned research station, she was actually dead. But her ghost followed Dr. Little back, and we haven’t been able to get rid of her since.”

Areina almost rolled her eyes. At least that rumor was kind of creative. True, her skin had a bit of a blue cast compared to everyone else. But that didn’t mean she was a ghost.

The rest of it, though—the part about the abandoned station—was partly true. She had been no more than an infant when her home station went dark and Terrance led a rescue team to see what had happened. No one was there, except for her. They never did figure out what happened to everyone.

At least, that was the official story. Except Areina had seen the way Terrance couldn’t quite meet her eyes whenever he repeated that tale. How the other scientists dodged the question. And how the records were kept confidential from the general population. Only the scientists who’d gone and the station’s commander really knew the truth. And none of them were talking.

As for the other rumors, they’d varied from day to day and year to year, depending on which one Bryce was attached to at the time: Areina was an alien. Areina was a science experiment gone wrong. Sometimes she was even a psycho murderer, though how she would have managed to kill everyone at the station and dispose of their bodies before she could walk was a mystery even more baffling than what had actually happened to the people at the station.

Areina pushed ear buds into her ears, hoping to block out the gossip until Mr. Carmichael was ready to start class. When he stood in front of the smart board at the head of the class, he pointed to her, then his ears, and she pulled them out reluctantly. His eyes lingered on her just a few moments too long...watching. Just like everyone else. At least the adults didn’t tease her—they only stared at her, like she needed an eye kept on her.

Before Mr. Carmichael could actually start the lessons, the ground shook underfoot, a tremble from the ice thick beneath the station.

Areina jumped out of her chair, throwing herself under her desk, heart hammering in her chest. The overhead lights flickered as the ice bucked under the ground of the station, and she clutched the leg of the desk as Mr. Carmichael darted past her to the emergency phone by the door. The other students huddled under the desks like her, fear covering their faces.

Areina was sure her face mirrored their own, all features contorted in terror. She couldn’t imagine being trapped in the ice, stuck far away from the stars, from the open air. Her vision grew spotty at the thought, the ice shivering below them again as the lights dimmed, then returned to normal.

Icequakes were common, sure, but the lights had never flickered like this before. Was this one of the big ones? A quake so massive it would split the ice under the station and either drop them into the brine kilometers below or shoot plumes of water straight up into their bubble?

The lights flickered again, then the classroom plunged into darkness. A few of the youngest children screamed, and Areina squeezed her eyes closed against the black of Europa’s eternal night, tears squeezing between her lids.

The quaking stopped, and the room quieted, except for Mr. Carmichael’s low voice on the phone. Areina forced her eyes back open. There were no cracks in the floor, at least not that she could see, but the lights were still out and the emergency lights hadn’t kicked on like they were supposed to.

But as her eyes adjusted to the dark, Areina’s eyes picked up a hazy glow around her. Great. As if she needed everyone staring at her again. And this time, the glow was a bright yellow—fear. Had they pieced together yet that the colors of her glow matched her emotions? 

She caught her breath, heart leaping, only this time not from the icequake. This definitely wouldn’t help the ghost hypothesis of the day.

As quickly as she could, she yanked her collar up to cover as much of herself as possible and tucked her hands into the pockets at her hips. Luckily, it seemed no one had noticed. Yet.

The old fears resurfaced, adding to the fear of the dark. What happened to the other station? Why did she glow?

Was there really something to those rumors?

Her breathing came fast and shallow. Her panic was just barely contained. Was this why Bryce tormented her? Was it all true?

What the heck was going on? And where were the lights?

Mr. Carmichael hung up the phone and pulled a small flashlight up from his hip, clicking it on and aiming the beam around at his students. “Is everyone all right?”

Various grumbles responded, and lucky for Areina, the glow of the flashlight was enough to drown out the glow from her skin and hair. For now.

But if they saw the glow? If she reminded them how different she was? Would they try to blame her for the outage?

“You can come out,” he continued. “Go back to your habs for the day. The quake wasn’t a bad one, and the station is intact, but some systems are down. Obviously. You can turn in your reports tomorrow, assuming the electricity is back up. Class dismissed.”

Areina sighed in relief. Before anyone could question or harass her, she bolted from her place, snatched her things, and threw on her coat as she fled the building.

Outside, the station was dark. Jupiter loomed overhead, now somehow menacing. The shield overhead glinted in a few places—their only protection from the massive radiation Jupiter threw at them. The light outside reflecting from the ice around them was dim, just barely enough to guide her pounding steps back toward home. Red lights flashed around the station village, and a few alarms blared into the stillness.

This wasn’t a normal outage. Something was truly wrong here, but she couldn’t put her finger on it.

And then she stood in front of the door to her hab. Inches from the safety of home. 

She took the key ring from her pocket, something she almost never needed, and pulled open the emergency panel under the scanner. The scanner was dead, of course, but the access port below beckoned her with a tiny yellow light. She slid her metal key, programmed specifically for her, into the lock, and the door clicked. She retrieved the key, then pushed the door open and hurried inside, locking it behind her as fast as she could before she let herself relax.

The hab was just as dark as the classroom had been, and there was no sign of Terrance. That wasn’t so surprising; he probably had his hands full at the lab.

It was better this way anyway.

Her heart still pounded as her body cast that dim glow around the room. Every rumor she’d ever heard about herself cycled through her mind. She could almost believe that she’d brought something here with her—something hidden in the other station.

She bit her lip, pushing back the racing thoughts while trying to come up with some sort of explanation. Terrance wasn’t here, but even if he was, would he know what was happening? Would he even tell her?

But there was one thing she could still look at, something that didn’t need electricity. One thing she could read without Terrance. Something that had always been forbidden to her. Something she longed more than ever to read.

The field notebooks from that first mission. The one when they found Areina. 

Who would know if she just took a peek? After all, the book she wanted was about her, wasn’t it?

She pulled off her outer gear and hurried to the desk near Terrance’s bed. He kept all his logbooks in the same place, and unless they made him archive them, they should still be there. She couldn’t explain why, but she had a gut feeling that the books were still there. Though the glow she was still emitting was enough to get her to the desk, she needed to pull out the emergency lantern to actually read anything.

Areina set the lantern next to the dark computer monitor and scanned the spines of the notebooks stacked in the back corner. The dates on the earliest notebooks from twenty years back were Earth dates, though Europa’s time worked differently. After the first few years, the spines reflected both Earth and Europa times, the Europa times developed to keep a more normal schedule in sync with both places.

There! One single notebook, slightly crusted with salt, wrinkled from water. The only one with dates spanning the mission to the ghost station.

Areina slid the notebook out of the stack and flipped it to the first page, a list of the book’s contents. But just as she began scanning, the door clicked behind her. She snapped up straight, shoving the book behind her back just as Terrance stepped inside, a swinging light glowing on his belt.

“Areina?” he said, pulling the door closed behind him. His face took on an eerie, too-bright cast in the LED light. “Are you all right? I assume they sent you all home until we can sort out the power.”

“Yeah, of course,” she responded, her voice high and tight. Lucky for her, Terrance didn’t seem to notice.

He crossed the room and set a tablet on the desk next to her. “Will you be okay here for a bit? They need me to work on the backup generators.”

“You? But you’re an anthropologist.”

He shrugged one shoulder. “We’re all many things here. You know that.”

Her heart pounded hard against her chest and she nodded. Of course she knew. Why did she say that? She had to play it cool, or he’d know she was up to something.

The phone at Terrance’s hip suddenly beeped, its screen flashing to life. He pulled it out of the holster and tapped a few times. Areina stood at the desk, notebook still tucked behind her back, and bit her lip, waiting for Terrance to either leave or walk away so she could put the book back.

“Bad news, Glowworm,” he said suddenly, eyes still on his screen.

Areina jumped. “What?”

Terrance sighed. “The damage is bigger than they thought. The generators are cracked. And so are the backup generators.”

Areina’s heart sank. “Cracked?”

That was bad. Really, really bad. There would be no new power without generators. And cracks? What could repair those?

“C-can they be fixed?”

Terrance shook his head slowly, shoulders slumping. He turned the screen to face her, and with that one image, she could feel the hopelessness.

The generators weren’t just cracked. They were broken in half. There was no repairing those.

Terrance’s phone blipped again, and he glared at the screen, brows lowering. “I need to make a trip.”

“A... trip? What do you mean?”

For several long moments that felt like ages, he didn’t speak, didn’t even look at her. Only sighed, long and mournful. Resigned. He finally looked up. “I’ll have Dr. Cartwright check in on you.”

Dr. Cartwright. As in, Bryce’s mom. A woman who seemed warm and caring on the outside but was just as suspicious of Areina as the rest of the station was.

Terrance continued. “They need someone to go get the old generators at the Beta station.”

The Beta station. Where she had started. Where the mysteries were thicker than the ice. And just like always, Terrance gave away no clue as to what waited there.

But he knew. She could see the worry. The uncertainty. He knew. And now he was returning to the very place that could explain everything.

Not that he would tell her.


Three

AREINA TAPPED THE screen on her tablet over and over, but it wouldn’t turn on. The battery had finally run down.

Drat. She was supposed to finish her report.

Since the power was still out, the school was still closed. Terrance had left her with the warning that she’d better use the extra time to revise and edit that report, but it was hard to focus with him out of the station, potentially in danger.

He’d told her there was nothing there. That she shouldn’t worry about what was before, only what was now. That would have been easier if now didn’t include the taunts of her peers and the stares of her elders. Like she didn’t quite belong here. Like they knew something she didn’t and refused to tell her.

And now Terrance had gone back to the very place he’d told her to forget. She felt sick at the thought of losing him to the same ghosts that had eaten her past. He was all she’d ever had, the only family she’d ever known. The only one who’d ever accepted her as part of their little community, who never saw her as “other” the way her peers—and even the other scientists—did.

What would happen to her if he didn’t return?

She shoved the tablet aside. Terrance had been gone a full day already, but she’d been too anxious to look at the notebook again. But now the tablet was dead, and there would be no charging it until the power came back or the commander figured something out. There were no other distractions.

She looked out toward the desk, visible where she had her curtain pulled back. She could see the notebook she’d been snooping around, its corner still sticking out of the stack where she’d hastily stashed it before he left.

She swung her feet over the side of her bed, her socks soft on the floor and protecting her from the cold that had seeped into the hab with the loss of the power. A strand of hair fell in front of her face as she moved, glowing into the darkness, and her heart leapt. Had it gotten brighter? Quickly, she tucked it back behind her ear where she couldn’t see.

She padded across the floor silently, even though she was home alone. Then, she grabbed the notebook out of the stack and scurried back to her corner of the hab where the light was bright enough to read. Luckily, the battery on her lantern lasted much longer than the one in her tablet.

Settling back into her bed and pulling her blanket around her shoulders, she ran a hand over the cover of the notebook, feeling the wrinkled edges of the labels and the heavy history and hard work the book had been through.

Areina flipped open the cover and scanned the first pages. She skimmed past the issue information—the person who’d issued the notebook to Terrance, the date, all those little regulatory details the Agency back on Earth required—and the table of contents and went straight to the first page of actual data. It was set up as a field journal, the first page laying out the purpose of the entire book: investigate the communications silence from Station Beta.

She flipped the page, skimming over more background information and details that seemed irrelevant until finally arriving at the first page mentioning the station itself. She skipped the details at the top like the date and coordinates; she knew those already.

We arrived at the station at 0832, Earth EST time. The lights were dark and power systems were down. Cartwright approached first, unlocking the airlock with the manual control and master key, and we followed her inside.

Wait... Cartwright? As in... Bryce’s mom?

Well that was new information. Areina shuddered. So now Bryce’s family was involved in her past, too? Could that have anything to do with how mean Bryce always was to her?

What did Dr. Cartwright see?

Birds called from the planted forest, but there was no other sound. The generators were definitely down, but if the birds were any indication, whatever had affected the power did not affect the wildlife in the biosphere.

Since we entered on the far side of the dome, we followed the road through the fields to the settlement, but even the fields were empty of activity. The machinery was still between the rows, the plants unmoving without a wind to stir them.

We made it to the settlement about thirty minutes after reaching the dome, and from all appearances, it was completely abandoned—

A knock pounded on the hab door, and Areina jumped, dropping the notebook on the floor with a loud slap. Her heart slammed into her sternum, and she froze, closing her eyes to gather herself.

The knock pounded again, and she took a deep breath. Opening her eyes, she reached down to collect the notebook, setting it back on the desk. Before whoever it was could knock again, she quickly crossed the hab and pulled the door open with the manual release, straining to pull the heavy metal to the side before leaning around to peer outside.

“Areina?” Dr. Cartwright leaned to see her the same way she did. “I’m here to check in on you. How are you doing?”

Areina peered past Dr. Cartwright, trying to get a glimpse of anyone else out and about. Nearly twenty meters behind her neighbor, Bryce stood with arms crossed, staring up at Jupiter through the dome’s ceiling. Dr. Cartwright seemed distant, disconnected, as if she didn’t really care how Areina was faring, and Bryce looked like he’d rather be out in Europa’s radiation and freezing cold than checking in on his neighbor.

She returned her gaze to Dr. Cartwright. “I’m fine, but my tablet’s dead.”

Dr. Cartwright frowned. “Did you finish your report?”

Jupiter’s storm, did Terrance tell her everything?

She pressed her lips together and shook her head slightly. She was saved from answering as the radio on Dr. Cartwright’s hip suddenly squawked into the still air of the village. Areina’s ears pricked, and she listened intently in case it was any news about Terrance’s expedition.

“Cartwright and Levinson, report to command. Repeat, Cartwright and Levinson, report to command.”

There was something behind the commander’s voice, a tension taught as the strings on Terrance’s violin.

Something was wrong. And since nothing inside the station had changed, that probably meant...

Terrance.

Dr. Cartwright pulled the radio up to acknowledge receipt, then briefly turned back to Areina. “I’ll see what I can do about getting your battery charged. In the meantime, let me know if you need any help with food or the hab, okay?”

Areina nodded, but her thoughts were kilometers away, out on the jagged, dangerous ice with Terrance. Could he be in danger even now? She had to know more!

And there was one way she could find out. Standing right in front of her. Areina bit her lip. Dr. Cartwright would never tell her, though. She’d have to find out on her own.

“Good. I’ll check in later.” And then Dr. Cartwright turned and jogged toward the command center. Bryce started to follow her, but even Areina could tell when he was dismissed with a stern finger stabbed toward his own hab.

She waited at the door, watching for several long moments as they both vanished, then quickly ran back to the mudroom for her outerwear. She shoved her feet in her boots and her arms through her coat sleeves, then followed as quickly and quietly as she could. Dr. Cartwright was going where there was more information on Terrance. 

No one was out in the village, everyone either hunkered down in their own habs or out tending the fields and research labs set up around the station. Still, she kept her guard up, intent on avoiding any questioning or delays.

Her heart raced. Whatever was up, she could feel it had something to do with the scavenging mission, though if someone had asked her she wouldn’t have been able to explain why she thought so.

She made it to command undetected and slipped in through one of the side doors that led to the community spaces. Dr. Cartwright was out of sight, but if she’d been called by the commander, chances were good they were in the command hub.

Where she didn’t have access.

But Areina knew a thing or two about the command center. She ducked around behind a stack of crates filled with backup computer parts and knelt in front of the vent to a duct. She pried open the vent and squeezed through, making her way along the ductwork in the general direction of the center until she could hear Commander Zheng’s voice. She stopped there, worried she might make too much noise if she got any closer. But from here, she could just barely see their forms through a secured grate in the ceiling over them. Her stomach sank at the huddle of scientist and sentries around the commander—definitely not a good sign.

“The radios cut out three hours ago, and we lost the feed an hour ago,” Commander Zheng was saying. “We haven’t been able to get it back. We haven’t hit the critical mark yet, but the icequake was big enough that we may need to send out a search party soon.”

“What about the girl?” one of the scientists asked. “When do we tell her?”

Areina’s heart flopped. Did he mean her?

Commander Zheng shook his head. “Not yet. Not until we know for sure. I don’t want her to worry if it’s just a glitch or interference. If Terrance’s team really didn’t make it through the last quake, then we’ll take care of it.”

The commander’s words grew fuzzy, staticky. Terrance’s team. They did mean her. Something had happened out there, another icequake, and now the scavenging team had lost contact.

Areina blinked hard against the burning in her eyes as tears fought to fall. Sparks danced in her vision. What would happen to her if he really was gone?

She shook her head, trying to clear it. No, it couldn’t be. But from the sound of it, they weren’t planning on sending help yet.

Terrance could be gone by then, for sure.

Areina pushed herself back out of the duct, then slid back out into the cold of the station, racing back to her hab without really seeing or hearing anything around her.


Four

AREINA SLAMMED THE door behind her and fell back against it, heart pounding, world spinning out of control.

Everything was falling apart.

She slid to the ground and forced herself to take a few deep breaths, to ground herself in the reality of where she was. She was home, in the hab. The air was cold, but not as frigid as outside. There was still no power.

Her skin glowed with the same sickly yellow as when the first icequake struck.

She closed her eyes, shaking her head lightly. One thing at a time, and that one thing had to be Terrance now.

So what did she actually know? Well, one, Terrance and the scavenging party had fallen out of contact with the station. But it hadn’t been that long yet. Two, the commander would send another party soon to try to find them. Three, it was dangerous out there, and no one really knew what existed beyond the dome, even after living here for twenty years.

Wasn’t that always part of Terrance’s research? Figuring out if life existed here, somewhere deep below the ice, in the great brine ocean? Or even out among the ice. From the stars. Anything.

And what had he found in all that time? Nothing, that she knew of. And she’d never know, not while all the field notes were classified and returned to Earth without distributing them around the station. Maybe more of the adults knew, but it certainly wasn’t a lesson at any time in her last fifteen years.

What if he had found something? What if there were creatures beyond the dome, and what if those creatures were responsible for the disappearance? 

She shook her head again. No. Occam’s razor, right? The simplest answer was probably the right one.

And that simplest answer, at least the way she could see it now, was that the ice had opened beneath the party and swallowed them whole.

Tears pricked her eyes, and she collapsed forward on her knees, burying her face in her arms. Had she lost everything?

***
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EVENTUALLY, AREINA’S STOMACH grumbled, and she forced herself to uncurl from where she’d collapsed at the door. Her eyes had mostly adjusted by now, and she could make out every line of the furniture, every small emergency light reminding her the power was down. Those small lights were the only electricity they’d been able to restore to the habs.

Including a light next to the door where they received station messages. It must be on the emergency circuits.

Sniffling, she turned to the small amber light and felt for the button. But even as her fingers explored the panel, her eyes grew sharper, the outlines of the panel brighter.

She could... see? In this dark?

She froze, fingers poised over the message replay button. She’d been glowing as long as she could remember, but this was new. Now she could see in the dark?

She touched one luminescent hand to her temple. All this mystery and uncertainty was really giving her a headache. Trying not to give it another thought, she stabbed the message button.

“This is a message for all residents,” the commander’s tinny, recorded voice said over the speaker. “You may know by now that the station power is still down. To ensure everyone is properly cared for during this dangerous time, hot food will be served at the station command’s all-purpose room, and social games will be provided. Students are encouraged to bring their electronics to charge so that lessons may resume as soon as possible. Solar generators will be available for this purpose. I request all residents to check in before Phase 2 and 1500 hours Europa time. Thank you.”

Areina flipped her wrist over to see her station-issued watch. It flashed both the Earth hour and the Europa hour, a system the station had implemented to keep up with mission command on Earth and to regulate the station time regardless of Europa’s day, which was much longer than Earth’s, something the human body hadn’t adapted to. They’d split the Europa day into multiple phases to accommodate the eighty-five-hour day, but the station still functioned on a twenty-four-hour cycle. Even the kids had to know Earth times for their eventual communications with their home planet.

She had fifteen minutes left to check in. With a sigh, she grabbed her tablet and turned back to the door to yank it open. All her gear was still on, since she’d never made it more than a few steps past the door.

As she made her way toward station command for the second time that day, Areina scrubbed at her face, trying to remove all traces of her tears. If Bryce or the others caught on to how upset she’d been, she could only imagine the teasing.

Outside was still just as quiet as it had been earlier, the hum of the power banks too silent, though now she could at least hear the smaller, lower buzz of the solar generators. They weren’t providing quite as much as the geothermal generators did, but as the commander had said, it was enough to get them charged up and serve everyone a hot meal.

A few other residents were still trickling toward the all-purpose room, and Areina let out a relieved breath. She wasn’t last, and she wouldn’t be going in alone, at the mercy of whichever of her classmates might be there.

As she approached the door, she offered some of her neighbors a tight, forced smile and followed them straight for the check-in station. Then, following her nose, she headed for the small buffet that had been set up at one end of the room. Someone had provided plenty of staples and warm, filling dishes, like oatmeal and pasta and dough filled with potatoes and spices they’d been able to grow in the dome. There was even some macaroni and cheese left, one of her favorites.

Much better fare than what she’d have had in her own hab: cold grains or bread.

As she piled food onto her plate and poured herself a glass of water—purified from the station’s desalinators, which apparently were still up and running, thankfully—she surveyed the room. People were clustered around small tables or on cushions on the floor, many of them scientists gesturing to their tablets or notebooks, deep in conversation and debate. 

And then her eyes fell on her peers, all of them gathered around Bryce as he told them a story, gesturing wildly with his arms. As if he could feel her gaze on him, he met her eyes and smirked, like he already knew about Terrance.

Maybe he did. Maybe everyone already knew. Maybe they were all just too nice or felt too awkward to say anything to her.

But that certainly wouldn’t apply to Bryce.

“Areina,” came a voice behind her. She turned to see her teacher. “Glad you made it out. I was beginning to wonder... Never mind.” He gestured toward her grouped peers. “The charging station for students is set up over there. Why don’t you go join the others? We can get a game going soon or something.”

Leave it to Mr. Carmichael to try to make them get along. Still, she found herself nodding and taking her food and her tablet to the grouped students. Hopefully all traces of her tears were long gone by now. She took a place on the edge of the circle, trying to stay out of anyone’s attention, and set her tablet on the charging station. The battery symbol flashed to life, telling her it was eating just like she was about to.

“Well, well,” came a cold voice. “If it isn’t the resident freak.”

Areina raised her eyes slowly to meet Bryce’s icy blue eyes. A chill slithered down her spine, but she forced herself to sit up straighter despite the waves in her stomach. He still hadn’t gotten her back after she’d frozen his boots.

“If it isn’t the resident earthworm. Go eat dirt, Bryce.” Her words were bold, but could he hear the tremor in her voice?

He narrowed his eyes at her, but she picked up her fork and started eating. Maybe he’d leave her alone this time.

She hesitated a moment, fork halfway to her mouth. Would he really just go away?

To be safe, she scanned the room for adults. Their teacher was nowhere in sight, likely fetching whatever game he had mentioned, and none of the other adults were paying attention to the students.

Her stomach dropped.

She took another bite of her dinner without looking at her classmates, still stupidly optimistic. But before she’d gotten more than a few bites in, Bryce was suddenly in her face.

“What are you doing here, freak?” he snarled. “No one wants you here. Why don’t you go eat in the barns with the cows? They aren’t so picky.”

Areina paused. That was it? Some name calling? She shouldn’t respond, shouldn’t respond, shouldn’t... “Who needs to go to the barns when there’s a cow right here?”

So much for lying low.

Bryce leaned even closer, almost nose to nose with her now, and she forced her eyes up to his. “What did you just say to me?”

Don’t say it. Don’t say it. “What, didn’t you hear me the first time?” Stop, don’t do it! “I called you a cow.”

Bryce pulled back so suddenly that she flinched. His face was calm. Too calm.

Stupid big mouth. Why couldn’t she just shut up once in a while?

The next thing she knew, Bryce was yanking her plate out of her hands and dropping it to the floor with a clatter. She sat completely still, fork still in hand, heart pounding furiously like the pumps on the desalinators.

“Oops,” Bryce said so softly that only she could hear. Then, louder, as the others in the room looked in their direction, “Oh, Areina! You’re so clumsy.”

The rest of the room, with varying reactions ranging from nothing to rolling eyes at children’s antics, went back to their conversations.

Bryce leaned back in, lowering his voice again. “Watch how you speak to me, or it won’t be so clean next time. And maybe think about being a little less obnoxious. After all...” He smirked. “You won’t have Terrance to protect you forever.”

Her heart thudded harder, blood roaring in her ears. Maybe she had deserved that one. But it was still a low blow. Terrance was out there, somewhere, and who knew what kind of trouble he was in?

Bryce went on, oblivious to the cold settling into her bones. “For all we know, he might already be gone. It’s been, what, ten hours since they lost contact? He’s probably dead below the ice, drowned in the brine.”

She caught her breath, hot tears pricking her eyes. Why’d he have to be so blunt about it?

“Of course,” he went on, “there’s always the possibility they just had an equipment failure. But how long do you really think they could survive out there, alone and lost? You might as well pack your bags now. You’re as good as orphaned. Again.”

Areina leapt to her feet. No, no, no! Terrance was fine. Would be fine. She wouldn’t be alone. Couldn’t be.

But what if Bryce was even a little bit right? And what if the commander didn’t act in time?

Maybe Areina could do something. Maybe she could find them. Bring them back. Could she risk waiting? Could she risk losing the only person who’d ever accepted her?

She spun on her heel and bolted toward the door, flying past the shocked silence of scientists and laborers and even her teacher, finally returning now that the bullying was already over. But none of it mattered.

She had to get home. Had to make a plan.

Had to save her father.


Five

AREINA GRUNTED AS she yanked on the door, cursing Jupiter, Neptune, and even poor Pluto in her desperation to get inside and prepare to leave the station.

Waiting could mean the end of her world.

Finally the door slid aside with a groan of screeching metal, and she tumbled inside. She ticked off items in her head, all the essentials she’d been taught she would need outside the station: a hab suit, provisions, solar generators, radio, and an icecar, the sleek vehicles that had been specially designed by a team of scientists and engineers back on Earth to cross the jagged ice and deep crevices of Europa.

The icecar would be the hardest. While she could use Terrance’s code to get into the station’s garage—a code he didn’t know she had—she would definitely have
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