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      A medical emergency at the South Pole requires immediate evacuation. One problem­—it’s midwinter and the Pole Station remains cut off for another four months. No one has ever flown to the South Pole in winter.

      Ted Donovan, the chief pilot of Bernard’s Ice Air takes the mission. But if he’s going to survive, he needs to take the very best.

      Jessica Ryan joined Bernard’s as an expert mechanic but always dreamed of flying. When Ted gives her a chance, she leaps in. But her heart never counted on what else she might be flying into.
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      A special shout out to Kenn Borek Air who amazingly achieved the first-ever mid-winter medical evacuation from the Amundsen-Scott South Pole Station from June 14-24, 2016. Two critical patients were safely evacuated at immense risk to the flight crew.

      They were deservedly awarded the Michael Collins Trophy, essentially the Nobel Prize of aviation. Prior recipients include: three of the Mars Rover teams, the Hubble telescope team, and the flight crew of US Airways 1549 that managed to land safely in the Hudson River when their plane lost all power on takeoff due to a massive bird strike.

      This story would be an impossible fantasy tale—except Kenn Borek Air did it for real when lives were on the line. Many of this story’s details are unabashedly lifted from their amazing flight.
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      “Fight or flight?”

      “With you? Easy. Fight,” Jessica Ryan shot back. “You challenged, so I get to choose the weapons. Thumb wrestle.” She held out her still greasy hand in the proper shape without bothering to wipe it on her coveralls. She was always trying to find a way around Ted Donovan’s unbending demeanor. He was maybe three years older than she was, but he’d been the senior pilot at Bernard’s Ice Air since shortly after she’d joined five years ago.

      “Nope, flight,” he jabbed a finger toward Natasha, the Twin Otter airplane Jessica had been servicing. “You’ll need to load the skis.” Had the always proper Ted just teased her?

      “Last I checked, it was summer outside.” She made a show of peering out the hangar doors, opened wide to Montana June sunshine. “It is! Isn’t that amazing.”

      “Snow skis, Hotshot. Auxiliary tanks, all she’ll hold, and full winter gear. Including an emergency camp stocked for two for at least a week. Load both Boris and Natasha.”

      She stared out the hangar door again to see if it was lying. It wasn’t. It was definitely summer in Montana, it would be July any minute now.

      Two birds, spare fuel, skis, and a full emergency kit must mean… “Really?”

      “You always were sharp, Hotshot.”

      “But it’s…June!” That load didn’t fit a mission onto the Arctic ice. The summer melt was so bad each year now that teams would probably never again be able to walk or sled over the ice to the North Pole. They didn’t need maximum fuel tanks to reach anywhere on the Greenland ice cap.

      “Worldwide, we’re there!” Ted recited BIA’s motto.

      “That means Antarctica. In the winter? That’s crazy. No one does that. How far in? McMurdo?”

      He just stood there with his arms crossed, looking all handsome and confident, while he waited for her brain to reach the only other possible conclusion.

      “Amundsen-Scott? You’re flying to the South Pole in the dead of the Southern winter?”

      Still he waited, his killer smile on full display.

      “Me?”

      “Welcome to the game, Hotshot. We’re aloft the moment you have our birds ready.”

      She wanted to let out a Montanan whoop, even if she was from Seattle. She wanted to hug him, but women didn’t randomly hug men like Ted Donovan no matter how pretty he was. For five years she’d been busting her behind, getting every minute of flight time she could, taking every shitty cold-weather assignment she could get, just hoping to come to his attention as a pilot rather than only as a mechanic. Crossing over to pilot was a dream she’d been nurturing for a long, long time.

      But saying any of that just wouldn’t do.

      She managed a totally chill, “Ready in sixty minutes.”

      The moment his back was turned, she broke into a happy chicken-dance.

      “I see that,” Ted called out without turning. Blasted man had eyes in the back of his head.

      But she did another couple dance steps just to defy him. Ted was flying into the single most impossible airfield on Earth, and he’d just chosen her as his copilot.

      Then she turned to look at Boris, the second airplane. There was only one reason to take two airplanes to Antarctica in the middle of the southern winter.

      Boris would be there…in case Natasha crashed and they survived to wait for rescue. A field camp good for a week? That would be enough only if they were very lucky.
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      Ted had spotted the reflection of Jessica’s deep red hair flouncing about in the hangar’s office window as she danced.

      Damn but that woman cracked him up.

      She wasn’t his top mechanic, but that was only because Bob had spent his whole life working on these planes. She wasn’t his top pilot either, but through pure dint of effort, she soon would be. And what he needed on this flight was both an engineer and a top copilot.

      “You’re stealing her from me, aren’t you? Best damned mechanic to come through here in ages and you’re turning her into a driver.” Bob greeted him with a growl as he stepped back into the office. The old man sat before a series of charts rolled out across his battered desk—he was completely old school. The edges were tacked down with components of different airplanes.

      Ted recognized the blown-out fuel pump head that had almost killed him over Yellowknife in Canada’s Northwest Territories. And the steering wheel that was about all that had remained after Davy had augered in a Basler-converted DC-3 during an Alaska wildfire. Davy had delivered his smokejumpers on target, but then had nowhere to put it down except in the dense trees when an engine had seized and the propellor had cut his plane mostly in two.

      “You want to fly copilot to the South Pole with me?”

      “You think I’m a fucking idiot? You damn well better take the best,” he jabbed a finger out the office window at Jessica, “for a bejeezus bonkers stunt like this,” he slapped the charts.

      Out the window, Ted could see that Jessica had two interns, their supply master, and Boris’ two pilots on the hustle loading up gear. She’d said sixty minutes, he’d better be ready in forty-five or she just might leave him behind.

      Ted leaned in over Bob’s shoulder and looked down at the chart.

      It was a crazy map. Antarctica was half again bigger than the US, including Alaska. In all that area were just four thousand people in high summer—a mere thousand now in dead winter. Forty dots on the entire continent and the surrounding islands had a winter population at all, and only nine of those had more than twenty-five souls in residence.

      “The only base within seven hundred miles is summer-only. It’s vacant right now. The Russians have a dozen poor souls out at Vostok, but that’s eight hundred miles to the wrong side of Amundsen-Scott South Pole Station.”

      “Real helpful, Bob.” Ted hauled over a chair.

      Bob had been around since old man Bernard had founded this airline specializing in extremely cold or complex flights. No question Bob had a solution because he always did. He was the one who’d sent him out to prep the Twin Otters as soon as they’d received the call from the US Antarctic Program.

      Bob always had a solution.

      Ted just had to wait him out sometimes.

      Bob aimed a finger at the hangar again. “Twin Otter, it’s a primitive bird. Which is a good thing—not a lot to go wrong. Other than the engines and flaps, she’s almost all mechanical. No other hydraulics to freeze up on you.”

      “That’s why you didn’t select the DC-3’s.” The Twin Otter was an unlikely bird to fly halfway around the world and stage a daring medevac. Twin turboprop engines with big three-bladed propellors on a high wing, she could carry nineteen passengers or nine thousand pounds of cargo and fuel. This time it would be crew, a single patient, and all the rest fuel. And even that would be marginal. The South Pole was a long way from everywhere.
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