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      Reed Walsh has been building snowy runways on The Ice, as locals call Antarctica, for the last three years. After four months of darkness, two events are about to occur: the first sunrise in four months, and Winfly. The first resupply flight after a long dark winter promises fresh food and new faces.

      Air National Guard pilot Kathy Lee Forester hails from a small town under Montana’s Big Sky. When she lands her huge Winfly jet at McMurdo Station, she’s surprised by a high school boyfriend grown into a man. But will either of them dare to try climbing that slippery slope of a second chance when the sun rises on The Ice?
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      August 16th, it was a day for cheating.

      And Reed Walsh did—along with the other thirty-five people who could get away. Halfway between the American McMurdo Station and the Kiwi’s Scott Base stood Observation Hill, just a mile from either one. Scott’s ill-fated race to be first to reach the South Pole back in 1912 had launched from Discovery Point, close by where the sprawl of McMurdo now stood.

      No one here had seen or felt the sun for a hundred and fifteen days. Those bums on the opposite side of the continent along the Antarctic Peninsula didn’t count. Some of those bases never completely lost the sun.

      “Losers! Don’t know what you’re missing,” Reed muttered to himself, with his mouth closed to avoid breathing in the bitter air. It was the end of his third winter on The Ice—as locals referred to Antarctica. Maybe it was time to move on, though he had no idea why or where he’d go.

      He’d feel better tomorrow.

      Tomorrow, the sun would leap over the horizon for over an hour for the first time since April twenty-fourth—a date no one on either base had any trouble remembering.

      Today, it still wouldn’t touch either base, but it might, just might, kiss the top of Observation Hill.

      The elevation of both bases was thirty feet above sea level. Just high enough to be clear of the crushing ice that jostled against the southern shore of Ross Island, but not lost in the rough slopes of the inner shore.

      The additional seven hundred and fifty-four feet of elevation at the peak of Observation Hill extended the horizon from a mere ten kilometers at the camps to fifty-five. A brief blip of sunlight just might grace Observation Hill. The weather “beakers”—just as cryptic and cautious as any other scientists on The Ice—wouldn’t commit one way or the other.

      People came in ones and twos from either station, climbing the icy slopes in the chill twilight. August was historically the coldest month of the year. Today’s predicted high? Minus twenty-seven degrees but with only a nineteen-degree wind chill—mild by late-winter standards. It was a chilly gamble but that didn’t deter many.

      Even the chance of seeing the sun was enough to draw a crowd from the ten winterover Kiwis and two hundred and fifty McMurdoans to the peak. Thirty-five people was a huge crowd by winter standards, especially out of doors.

      Reed was the exception rather than the rule. Most winterovers were kept indoors by their experiments: atmospheric this and magnetic that, and telescope the other thing. A lot of the support workers were insiders as well: food, laundry, medical, logistics. They rarely left the cozy interiors except to hustle from one building to the next.

      Even in winter, much of Reed’s life was outdoors. He’d come to both appreciate the serenity beneath the starry sky, and the alarming view of Mother Nature’s immense power. One “day” he’d be watching the snaking lines of the Aurora Australis and the next day the katabatic winds would blast the base so hard that even tight door seals couldn’t keep out the ice crystals driven into the vestibules every building had—snow drifts in the dorm entryway were a common problem in winter.

      Today was clear skies, the winds were well below brutal, and the temperature merely harsh. He couldn’t ask for a nicer day to cheat and leave his job down on the lower ice for a few hours.

      Observation Hill was more rock than ice, but not quite the snowless Dry Valleys that lay on the other side of McMurdo Sound. Only three-tenths of a percent of Antarctica was ice-free, and a big section of that lay just a hundred kilometers to the west. In Antarctica’s typical strange fashion, the barren areas of the frozen continent were also the driest and deadest deserts in the world.

      He loved that kind of juxtaposition. It reminded him of the Montana Front Range almost enough to make him homesick. Bleak winters that never seemed to end and such perfect summer days beneath the Big Sky that it made his heart ache just thinking about it.

      One of the other inverted things in Antarctica were the winds. When the katabatic winds sweeping the lower elevations—cold interior Antarctic air draining downward across the glaciers and onto the ice shelves under the force of gravity—were blowing rather than blasting, they split to either side of Observation Hill. There was a strange calm atop the hill itself where you’d expected higher winds. Of course if you were caught up here in a storm, your survival likelihood was very unimpressive even just a mile from base.

      And when the katabatics were really on the move—blowing over three hundred kilometers an hour—no one was safe out of doors.

      This noontime, people gathered about the rounded peak in twos or threes, but no more than that. After four months of isolation, there was little inner desire to form into larger groups. Though he knew everyone here at least by name, he was glad to stand alone at the moment.

      Another aspect of The Ice that had fit him down to his bones. He’d never needed the big crowds to be happy, probably part of growing up in a tiny place like Choteau, Montana. In summer, McMurdo’s population rose to almost the same size as his hometown, which was a little crazy as Mactown was also the biggest city on the entire continent.

      Today, Reed stood alone by the Memorial Cross. The nine-foot wooden cross had withstood the winds since being erected here in 1912, shortly after the death of Scott and his team attempting to return from the South Pole.

      If Robert Falcon Scott could stand where Reed was now, what would he think?

      To the west, the light green buildings of Scott Base housed ten in winter and perhaps ninety people in summer. Any of the Kiwi’s six main buildings could easily hold the entirety of Scott’s famous Discovery Hut—in which sixteen had crowded shoulder-to-shoulder over a final meal before he set out for the South Pole.

      And McMurdo? A quarter of the continent’s population were based here—whether summer’s four thousand or winter’s present one thousand. Spread out over thirteen million square kilometers, Antarctica boasted the lowest population density in the world by any measure—by comparison, the Sahara and Siberia were busy places, and the prairie of the Montana Front Range was an intense urban core.

      But all the winter peace was about to end. And they all knew it.

      For today, they had come to relish the last of the silence.

      Tomorrow, the first flight of the year was due with the sun.

      All winter, Reed had worked to prepare and maintain the three airplane runways whenever the weather allowed. In mid-winter, it was in case they needed an emergency flight. This had been a lucky year with no emergency med-evacs.

      Especially, every survivable day for the last three weeks, he’d been out on the ice doing final prep of the three runways for another year of activity. In the next two months, half of the continent’s summer population would arrive, touching down on “his” runways. Ever since he’d built his first runway twenty years ago at eighteen, he’d loved that ownership. Watching the planes come down out of the sky and land safely because of something he’d help build was one of the best highs there was.

      Here in Antarctica, the real summer work didn’t begin until October, but August was when the early crews began arriving to prepare for the others. Just like always, his runways had to be ready so that the first-wave prep teams could even arrive. Out on the edge was where he’d always belonged.

      Winfly—the first supply flight after a long winter—had finally found a hole in the weather. Tomorrow, he’d be down on the Ross Ice Shelf handling the traffic of the first incoming aircraft.

      For now?

      He turned his face to the northern horizon and waited.

      Venus and Jupiter faded completely from the sky until the entire overhead arch shone with an iridescent blue.

      The horizon turned a brilliant pink then a soft gold that he had forgotten even existed in the colorless world of The Ice.

      The sun haloed the great twelve-thousand-foot massif of Mount Erebus, the world’s southernmost active volcano, that rose thirty klicks to the northeast. The few steam clouds above the volcanic caldera burned like a brilliant torch, lighting the whole expanse of Ross Island as the sun caught them. Reflections of sunlight even created shadows across the hummocked ice shelf for the first time in four months.
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