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      Felisha Cole has been living on ‘The Ice’ for the last four years. Memories of her life before Antarctica are stretching gossamer thin.

      Supply flights can reach the South Pole only three months a year. The New York Air National Guard flies in summer scientists, supplies, and the all-important fuel to run the generators that power the entire South Pole station.

      Flight Engineer Steve Mason hits The Ice for the first time as his unique, Hercules “Skibird” proves it can deliver to the coldest and most remote place on Earth.

      When the fading memory of her beloved Georgia peaches meet up with his Yankee sense of wonder, there’s no predicting what their dreams can become together.
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      Felisha could feel it heading her way, like the first day of school after a sultry Georgia summer.

      She’d trained herself for this, mentally refreshing old skills for a month. And for the last week she’d been flogging her small team through the procedures until they moved like a well-oiled machine.

      It was her fifth full year on “The Ice” as those in the know called Antarctica. Two summers at Palmer out on the Peninsula, three full years at McMurdo, then she’d nailed the big ticket and spent the last two years at the South Pole.

      Her pair of teammates could feel it, too, or they wouldn’t be out here freezing their asses off along with her.

      After a hundred and eighty-two days of darkness and beguiling twilight, the sun had risen at the Amundsen-Scott South Pole Station for the first time on September twenty-first. Only once in the following twenty-four hours had it dipped below the horizon before coming back to stay in the sky for the next hundred and eighty-two days.

      But the South Pole, tucked so long in the deep freeze, didn’t warm up quickly. It had taken over a month for the temperature to rise from a typical winter-day’s minus seventy to today’s spring-like minus forty-eight. It was finally balmy enough for the first plane to arrive from McMurdo Station.

      “The first flight of the season,” Hubert practically crowed.

      “Freshies! Freshies! Freshies!” Lamar began to chant. She and Hubert picked up his chant, shouting louder and louder.

      Clay, the skiway manager, was the only other one out in the cold, waiting to guide the flight to a stop on the taxiway. He picked it up too until they all broke up in laughter.

      And her chest hurt from inhaling all of the freezing air despite her thick-knit peach scarf (all red and pink and orangey-yellow)—once a Georgia gal, always a Georgia gal.

      The fat-cats at McMurdo had gotten their first load of freshie food, people, and supplies two full months ago—South Pole’s turn now. There was going to be fresh fruit at dinner tonight!

      The hydroponics provided salad greens winter ’round, which would have made the old timers whimper with delight. But she’d almost forgotten what a banana even looked like. And a peach, please let it be a sweet Georgia peach from home.

      Except there wouldn’t be. It was winter there now. She’d take a New Zealand peach. Except it was only spring there. Please let there be a peach.

      “Tally-ho!” Lamar called out.

      “Since when did you become a fox hunter?” Felisha sneered at him behind her scarf.

      “A foremast hand. Since I became marooned on a sea of frozen ice. Like land-ho, only different.”

      “You’re nineteen. You so aren’t the ancient mariner, Lamar.”

      “A frozen sea at nine thousand three hundred feet.” Hubert was always a little anal; a trait that served them well as a member of her fuel crew. He was actually an astrophysicist they’d borrowed from the IceCube neutrino detector, but down here everyone pitched in at everything. Especially with just thirty-nine winterovers during this year’s nine months of inaccessibility.

      Except under the most extreme medical emergencies, the Amundsen-Scott South Pole Station was unreachable from mid-February to late-October. It made preparing for the brief summer expansion to a hundred and fifty staff and scientists—plus visitors—more than a bit of a stress on the team.

      She blinked hard behind her sunglasses—sunburn of the eyes was a major South Pole summer hazard—trying to sharpen her focus. She tried looking off to the side to catch sight of the black dot against the perfect blue sky with her peripheral vision.

      All she saw was the furred edge of the hood of her Big Red parka.

      By the time she turned back, it was visible straight on.

      That put the plane near the outer marker that stood six and a half miles from the airfield. Meteorological personnel had dug that out of the winter snows. Flattening the winter’s drifts and compacting the snow skiway had taken another two hundred people-hours. Then they’d staked flags every sixty meters down the whole twelve-thousand-foot length of the skiway because it was otherwise indistinguishable from the polar ice cap.

      She’d helped the electricians extend the grid out to where the plane would stop. Once they’d dragged out three fuel tanks on sleds and a giant wheeled fire extinguisher bottle, they were finally ready. The Fire Team was warm inside the base unless something went sideways—though she was part of that crew too. The Unloading Team kept their vehicles warm in the garage until the last second.

      For three long minutes the black dot crawled closer, changing to a black dot topped with the thin line of a hundred-and-thirty-foot wingspan and then to an LC-130H Hercules “Skibird” cargo plane of the Air National Guard’s 109th Airlift Wing.

      The wind was sweeping in its usual direction—out of the eastern hemisphere into the western—though slow today at under twenty knots. Here, two hundred meters from the South Pole, every direction was north except one, so they had to use hemispheres for direction. Actually, they used sectors. The wind consistently blew from the eastern Clean Air Sector, which was a no-fly, no-drive zone so that sensors could measure the particulates and global pollution accurately. The Skibird was arriving up the Downwind Sector.

      What all that meant was that they couldn’t hear the massive plane until the big skis which hung around the wheels were actually down on the snow, because the sound was being blown away.

      Then it began carefully reversing its engines. Like landing on an ice-skating rink, the least error could send the aircraft skidding sideways. Sliding off the groomed skiway here wasn’t like sliding off a paved runway onto the grassy median. Here the plowed-up snowbanks were likely to rip off the landing gear or completely destroy the plane if the pilot didn’t nail the landing.

      But even though it was the first run of the season, the pilot hit it dead clean.

      The first of seventy-six supply flights scheduled this summer from McMurdo was finally here. They damn well better not have swiped her peaches out of the freshies box. If there were any.
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