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      Alaskan bush pilot Aurora Evans and her trusty Twin Otter cargo plane Myrtle finally found the perfect fit—Antarctica.

      Glaciologist Tommy Dale has discovered his life’s purpose on The Ice—as locals refer to the continent—facing down climate change one-on-one.

      But when an accident far out on the Larsen Ice Shelf forces a rescue in the heart of a midwinter whiteout, Aurora and Tommy discover a whole new passion.

      If they can just survive.
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      “Whoever said scientists were smart, lied!” Aurora Evans glared through Myrtle’s windscreen at the white landscape that appeared to spread in every direction—including up.

      “Oh I don’t know about that, my dear.” Doc Tenniel was riding copilot for this flight.

      Aurora was too used to flying alone and having only Myrtle to speak with. She and the old de Havilland DHC-6 Twin Otter airplane had been together for a long time. They were each other’s constant, and typically only, companions. They could haul nineteen passengers or two tons of cargo just about anywhere. Wheels or pontoons in the summer, but mostly skis down here in Antarctica.

      “We scientists have led explorations into every corner of the earth, ocean, and sky. We’re quite adept at what we do.” He sounded almost…miffed! Which fit, being so British.

      She managed not to laugh in his face.

      Most “beakers”—Antarctic slang for scientists of any breed, shape, or specialty—wouldn’t survive ten minutes without the support crew they never seemed to acknowledge.

      “Yet here we are,” she nodded toward the non-view, “flying into the vast nothingness on the shortest day of the winter to save a pair of beakers with less sense than God gave a snail.”

      “A snail is actually a quite sensible creature. First, it eats its own shell to gather calcium and other essential minerals. Then it is able to continuously extrude his or her shell as it grows, and…”

      Aurora tuned him out and looked out at all the white.

      Someday she’d learn to keep her mouth shut around beakers. Like most men on The Ice, as Antarctica was known to its residents, Doc seemed incredibly pleased to talk to a woman, any woman, even if she wasn’t listening.

      Scientists might now be thirty percent women on The Ice, but as support personnel they were still few and far between. Gender rarity had its advantages…and someday she’d think of one. In the summer, it was typically easy to find a big enough clump of women to keep the men at bay, but this was her first winter on The Ice and the slim staff count made it much harder to hide.

      Nothing but white ahead, behind, or sideways!

      She and Myrtle had been rousted an hour before the Antarctic dawn for a rescue mission. It was actually a misnomer, because there wasn’t any dawn during the winter solstice, not at the Brit’s Rothera Research Station. This far south on the Antarctic Peninsula, there was a lame twilight for about five hours but that was all she wrote.

      She was supposed to be flying back up to Palmer Station today. Located two hundred miles north—clear on the other side of the Antarctic Circle—the US station boasted three hours and forty-four minutes of actual daylight on June 21st.

      Except now she wasn’t going to be there to see it.

      Shortest day of the year but she wasn’t going to get a day at all. They’d better get this guy rescued fast, she didn’t want to miss the Solstice Night party, too. Even with just ten people of Palmer’s summertime forty-five staff wintering over, it was supposed to be a serious amount of fun.

      The rescue report stated that a two-man science team was marooned far out on the ice, one critically injured, and nothing else useful. Something going wrong out in the middle of nowhere in midwinter? The only surprising thing was that they weren’t both dead.

      No matter how bad the emergency, rushing things in Antarctica was a fast way to die. Myrtle had the full cold-weather kit, but Aurora had still spent an hour with gas heaters to warm the engines before taking the risk of turning them over. Even a turboprop didn’t start well when it was that cold. And replacing an engine was a real strain down here. In winter, it probably couldn’t happen at all because the person to fly in the replacement engine…would be herself.

      Doc was running down on his evolutionary pathways of personal housing construction methodologies of gastropods.

      She offered him a friendly, “Really?”

      That seemed to cheer him up and get him rolling again so that she didn’t have to interact.

      He wasn’t only a medico, but also just so thrilled by the science of Antarctica that it made her want to dump him from a great height. Scientists could be a major pain, even if carting beakers about was half of her bread and butter. The other half was shuffling around supplies that kept them alive in the first place.

      Totally white!

      The only thing to see in any direction were Myrtle’s nose and wings.

      Aurora knew she was safe. Myrtle’s instruments insisted they were in straight-and-level flight at five thousand feet up. They were a hundred kilometers south of Slessor Peak, which rose to almost eight thousand feet. The rest of this section of the Antarctandes Range up the middle of the Antarctic Peninsula were under four thousand.

      Aside from their altitude, she had to completely trust Myrtle about the flight attitude. Though they’d been together long enough for her to trust the old plane’s opinion on that.

      The instruments don’t lie.

      It was the very first lesson any pilot learned. She’d been flying long enough to know that actually, on very rare occasions, they did. But it was always for a reason, none of which were relevant at the moment. Myrtle was a trustworthy beast. Aurora leaned forward and patted the console directly below Myrtle’s compass.

      “Good girl,” she whispered too quietly to disturb Doc’s ramblings. It didn’t matter, Myrtle heard her just fine.

      After a decade of bush flying in Alaska, first with Mom, then on her own—after Mom had found a new husband and gone Lower 48—Aurora and Myrtle had landed the golden ticket. For five years (so far), they’d been cruising up and down the Antarctic Peninsula for fun and profit with few problems. Mom’s native Alaskan blood had adapted to the heat of Coronado Beach in San Diego overnight. Despite her mixed blood, Aurora still felt like she was dying when the temperature crossed seventy.

      Antarctica never came close. A record hot summer day, high on the Peninsula might approach sixty, but it didn’t have the temerity to cross over. And South Pole Station had still never cracked ten degrees. Fine with her.

      This year she’d finally landed the lucrative over-winter slot. That ended the last of the quibbles; she was now officially an OAE—Old Antarctic Explorer. Some aspirational geeks said multiple summers counted. But she was with the purists, and a winterover—a single word to a Southie—was required to properly claim the title of OAE.

      It was the solstice today, so no matter what happened now, she was in.

      Of course, it was only June twenty-first and already a scientist was in trouble out on the ice—the first day of the new Antarctic Year in a very real way. If saving his hide made her miss tonight’s solstice party at Palmer, she was going to be rather ticked.

      Rather ticked? She’d been spending too much time with the Brits like Doc Tenniel. Majorly bummed! That was better. Pissed off? Yeah!

      On the bright side, other than the sun beginning its return, search-and-rescue paid double.

      But the white!

      Ten miles after she’d taken off from Rothera, she’d torqued the plane enough to look behind her. Yes, she’d still been able to see the spread of buildings, so visibility distance wasn’t the issue.

      Everything else was!

      It was all entirely white.

      That was a major problem.

      She was aloft with no sign of the ground, the sky, or a visible horizon between them.

      Aurora listened to the roar of Myrtle’s twin Pratt & Whitney PT6A engines. Firm and steady. Even if she wasn’t feeling so sure, Myrtle didn’t seem to have any doubts which was enough for her.

      Myrtle’s artificial horizon said she was dead on the mark, the blue half of the instrument floating evenly above the little airplane drawn on the glass with the black half below. With no external visual reference, a pilot could easily fall for a “gut feel” or an inner ear imbalance and end up flying completely upside down without realizing it. When there was no external reference, a body looked inside to find one—and it was always wrong.

      The situation reminded her all too clearly about the 1979 tourist plane crash on the other side of the continent. Mt. Erebus was a twelve-thousand-foot peak sticking up out of the flat sea, and the DC-10 airline full of sightseers had run into it head-on, without ever spotting it in a sector whiteout. Two hundred and fifty-seven people, and a DC-10 airliner, all dead.

      And she was in the same conditions right now.

      The long flat plain of white that was the Larsen Ice Shelf afloat on the Southern Ocean didn’t look any different from the ice-clad mountains that formed the backbone of Graham Land, the northern half of the Antarctic Peninsula. By mid-summer, enough of the rocky slopes would have melted out to show the peaks as rock and the valleys as ice.

      Not so much in June.

      The only real marker in the three-sixty of white was a nebulous brighter-half of the Antarctic haze that said the sun had peeked over the horizon for a few hours somewhere vaguely north…ish. Only her altitude extended her view enough for even that fuzzy hint of morning sunshine; it was going to stay twilight down on the ice until the darkness returned in a few hours.

      Their position, close along the Antarctic Circle, meant she had less than five hours of twilight to track down and rescue the two stupid beakers in question.

      “See anything yet, Doc?” She had heard enough about gastropods for a lifetime, maybe two. It was far too soon to spot a tent at their last reported position, but at least it gave him something to do.

      “Uh, no.” He shifted more upright in his seat and began studying the endless white below.

      Major science wouldn’t start arriving on The Ice until October. By Christmas there’d be four thousand folks scattered across the second largest country in the world, except Antarctica wasn’t a country. But for the thousand year-rounders, The Ice was a planet all its own.

      Then there were the ones crazy enough to go out and do midwinter research. Winter was a time for hunkering down at your base and playing with your data. Of course, if they did that, there wouldn’t be any winter gigs for her and Myrtle.

      Flights into the interior were close enough to impossible for six months of the year that only major medical emergencies called for them—the last one four years ago.

      But sixteen countries maintained thirty-four bases along the Peninsula and on the South Shetland Islands alone, and half of those were year-rounders. Even the ones not on islands might as well have been. Air travel was the primary connection between them, and with a little cooperation, it was enough to keep her and Myrtle in business through the cold months. She was the nomad of the Peninsula, never long at any base yet always welcome.

      If she had a home base, as such, it would be the US base at Palmer Station perched on Anvers Island. Nowhere on the Peninsula was much harsher than central Alaska. Palmer Station was within five miles of being as far south of the equator as Fairbanks was north. Even at the coldest, about minus forty Fahrenheit, fuel was still thirty degrees from freezing.

      Doc Tenniel had found a new topic, thankfully a little more relevant. He again began effusing happily in his slightly too urbane English accent, wholly unaware of the freakish nature of the flying that was going on.

      “You know, the breakup of a section of the ice shelf in midwinter is wholly unprecedented. Now is normally the time when it’s jolly well the safest to explore the ice.”

      “If you’re into freezing your asses off.” She knew it was a mistake the moment she said it and was able to recite his predictable reply along with him.

      “All in the name of science, Captain. All in the name of science.” Pip. Pip. Cheerio. Like he was a throwback to Victorian England. Maybe Doc had seen too many Gilbert and Sullivan operettas during med school.

      “Yet it’s happened,” she couldn’t resist pointing out. “The Larsen shelf broke in winter.”

      “Yes, indeed, it is a tad bit puzzling.” Maybe his retro-accent was just The Ice. Personality quirks were honed and cherished down here. When they became too irritating, they were cheerfully stomped back into place by other denizens of the base, but they generally thrived.

      And even she knew that this midwinter breakup was very strange. The Larsen Ice Shelf was one of the climate change hotspots, shedding thousands of square miles at a time in massive bergs. Originally larger than any New England state except Maine by a factor of three, Larsen had shed an area the size of Connecticut and Rhode Island combined in the span of her own lifetime.

      And somewhere out in all that twilit white was a scientific team in trouble.

      Sure, she had their GPS coordinates, but the terrain was still a great expanse of nothing but white.
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