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      To Val, Lilliana, the Swansbra family 
and the Bartels mob from W.A. 
Thanks for all your encouragement.
      

      
   
      
      ONE

      
      

      
      There are at least ten ways for a volcano to kill you.
      

      
      The most obvious, being overtaken by lava, is actually the least common.

      
      Inhaling of sulphurous gases is one.

      
      Inhaling ash and choking to death is another.

      
      Being hit by falling rocks is slow and painful, unless you’re lucky and one splits your skull right away.

      
      You can be burned to death by escaping steam.

      
      Or a lava bomb can land on you.

      
      Burning hot stones could drop on you.

      
      A falling boulder might pin you to the ground.

      
      Then there are the mud flows, responsible for thousands of volcano-related deaths. They occur when an erupting volcano melts
         a glacier and it mixes with the ash to make mud, which pours down into the villages below and buries everyone and everything.
      

      
      The worst by far, though, is pyroclastic flow. The pressure under the volcano’s plug builds and builds until it shoots out
         the top of the volcano, and superheated ash and steam come pouring down the side and you can’t outrun it no matter how fast
         you go.
      

      
      In the event of pyroclastic flow, your first breath takes in ash and you choke.

      
      Your second breath sucks in scalding gases which turn the ash already in your lungs to sludge.

      
      By breath number three, your lungs are just buckets of hot wet concrete and you die.

      
      You die horribly.

      
      But none of these things would happen at Mount Cumbal because she was quiet and still and nothing was going on, which was
         admittedly a bit of a bore. For once we were only there as a precaution, so it was safe.
      

      
      Little Mount Cumbal was inactive and had been for ages, so we were all pretty relaxed about going there. We’d had enough drama
         in the last twelve months, we were due a vacation, and this one would be with pay. AusDAR never paid us enough for risking
         our lives, in my opinion.
      

      
      Sometimes we all went with our parents to the disaster sites, other times we stayed back in Australia and went to boarding
         schools, which are unbelievably flat and mind-numbingly boring after earthquakes and volcanoes. To put it mildly.
      

      
      We preferred to go with our team.

      
      Dad’s team was, in no particular order:

      
      Pogo and his parents, the Jadwats. (Ultra brains.)

      
      Anna and her folks, the Richardsons. (Computer nerds.)

      
      Waxman and his aunt and uncle, who’d been his legal guardians since his parents died in a magma flow. (Occupational hazard.
         Really yukky way to go.)
      

      
      Kel with his dad, Max. (Meatball No. 2.)
      

      
      And me with my dad, Meatball No. 1, also known as The Supreme Meatball.

      
      This time we could have a bit of a bludge, because it was only a DisNote Level 1, which was basically just a warning to keep
         an eye on the area.
      

      
      One of Dad’s workmates had gone to Indonesia and we didn’t envy his team! They were in for a hot old time. Me, I just wanted
         a break. We’d had enough excitement lately.
      

      
      This would be our first time in Colombia (South America) so that’d be enough novelty for us. And there’d be a new school with
         new kids – that was generally nerve-racking enough. Therefore we did not need the volcano to be active as well, and it wasn’t.
         Well and good.
      

      
      When we went on location with our families we usually went to whatever local school there was and picked up bits of the local
         language. Most of us already knew quite a lot of Spanish and some Tagalog because we’d spent time in the Philippines and Latin
         America, plus we all knew some Indonesian (Bahasa mainly).
      

      
      Except for poor old Waxman, who didn’t always come along and who was hopeless with languages anyway. The Waxman was like Advanced
         Computer Guy, and yet he couldn’t seem to learn the simplest language. They just didn’t take. The words sort of wouldn’t stick
         in his brain.
      

      
      That’s why this time, because the Waxman was with us and we refused to be split up, we reluctantly agreed to go to the posh International School instead of the local Spanish-speaking one.
      

      
      Big mistake, but not really our fault. We meant it to be kind to the Waxman.

      
      If we’d only gone to a local Colombian school everything might have been all right, but we couldn’t know that, could we?

      
      International Schools always cost heaps of money but this time the local government had offered to pay for us as a sweetener
         so that our AusDAR team would agree to go. Most DAR teams didn’t like monitoring jobs because they were boring and a waste
         of time and the Meatballs always got restless, so I suppose the Colombian local authorities needed to bribe our families or we might not go.
      

      
      Which is not to say that our AusDAR team was any more popular with the locals than we ever were. Local business nearly always
         resented us because trade generally took a dive whenever our band of disaster experts turned up.
      

      
      Funny, that.

      
      In this case, there were huge and I do mean ginormous money interests around the base of the mountain – oil drilling and mineral mining. They said we had no business being there and we’d hold up the work. After all, the volcano wasn’t even active!
      

      
      Our very presence was bad for investors.

      
      Naturally, the children of all this big money attended Caqueta International School and naturally, just like Mummy and Daddy
         Big Bucks, they resented our presence also.
      

      
      To put it mildly.

      
      In fact, they hated our everlovin’ guts from Dayo Uno and they decided we should be made aware of this fact as soon as possible.

      
      So our free ride at Caqueta International School didn’t turn out to be such a bargain after all.
      

      
      Shame, that.

   
      
      TWO

      
      

      
      Our team got set up in a dinky little campsite surrounded by tiny caravans (one for each family) and every van had pull-down
         beds, kitchen facilities, electricity, one dodgy phone line and not much else.
      

      
      Kel’s dad had our only Internet access.

      
      Our van had the only fax line, which sometimes worked.

      
      The Waxman’s trailer had a tiny TV, and so did Anna’s.

      
      Pogo’s caravan had the single uplinked-PC, which talked to Geological Institutes around the world by SatCom Up-Link. When it decided to work, which wasn’t often.
      

      
      So all in all, we were a bit isolated – stuck between a mountain on one side and a village that didn’t want us on the other.

      
      Your typical rock-and-a-hard-place scenario.

      
      And then there was school.

      
      Ah. School.

      
      Some of the boys at the school were really good-looking. Major foxes if you go for that rich look. They all had that shiny,
         healthy look that comes from expensive soap and imported food, and Anna’s eyes were bugging out of her head immediately. I
         thought she was going to get whiplash from checking them all out. (Anna, being eighteen months older than me, is allowed to
         be eighteen months boy-crazier than me.)
      

      
      However, and I do mean however, there was no point getting a crush on any of these rich hombres, because in three or four months we’d be off to a new danger
         zone or called back to Australia.
      

      
      And anyway, they hated us.

      
      The real love of my life, though, rich shiny boys aside, was Kel, who at seventeen was two years older than me. Kel’s mum
         was Aboriginal (she died when he was younger) and he’s totally got her eyes. Deep, dark eyes that look into your soul and
         check out your secrets. When I don’t want Kel to know what I’m thinking I wear sunglasses.
      

      
      So Kel was my actual true love. Had been for years; he just didn’t know it yet.

      
      Or maybe he did. Whatever.

      
      Our fathers were best buds who worked together, risked their lives together and then got up to mischief afterwards. ‘We work
         hard, so we play hard’ was their standard excuse.
      

      
      Max Pearson and Bob Whitlam.

      
      The ‘Meatballs’ of the team.

      
      ‘Meatballs’ and ‘Coneheads’ are official terms, by the way – I didn’t make them up.

      
      US geologists divide their scientists into ‘Meatballs’ and ‘Coneheads’.

      
      Coneheads study computers and run numbers and make models and work out what’s happening in volcanoes, while Meatballs actually
         climb up the volcanoes and jump down the craters and take their temperatures or their seismograph readings and get the soles of their shoes
         burned off and their lungs scalded with hissing steam from the centre of the earth.
      

      
      Sometimes they even die.

      
      But this time, our Meatballs would be safe.

      
      And therefore bored. They were like hyperactive kids sometimes, with Kel and I the parents, trying to keep their interest
         levels up and their boredom levels down. Because otherwise they’d go out looking for trouble.
      

      
      So. The official reason for us being in the Andean mountain range was because two other dormant volcanoes in the area, Mount
         Galeras and Nevado del Ruiz, had been making noises.
      

      
      Not coughs, not what they call ‘throat clearing’ where they blow solidified lava into the air to clear a path for the boiling
         magma to escape. No. These were just little hiccups like steam escaping from fumaroles and they were most likely nothing because
         neither Galeras nor Nevado was due to go off again for decades. There wouldn’t be enough pressure built up yet for anything major.
      

      
      But just to be sure, we were sent to keep an eye on Mount Cumbal, little sister of fiery Galeras and the dragon lady herself,
         Nevado del Ruiz.
      

      
      Sort of a vacation with pay.

      
      Ha.

      
      Next time I’ll go swimming with crocodiles. More relaxing.

   
      
      THREE

      
      

      
      You know how you take someone’s temperature to find out how sick they are? Same for volcanoes. You take their temperature
         and it lets you know whether everything is A-OK or not. And those beep-beep machines in intensive care that show how you’re
         doing? Or not doing, when the line suddenly goes flat?
      

      
      Volcanoes are the same except that, in their case, the flat line is a good thing. The flat line is what you want to see. It’s only when the line on the graph (called a seismograph) goes up and down like a politician on a lie detector that you know you’re in big trouble.
      

      
      On an ECG or a heart monitor, a spiky line indicates signs of healthy life, which you want in humans.

      
      On a seismograph, a spiky line also means signs of life, which you do not want under the earth’s crust because it can mean there’s an earthquake on the way.
      

      
      Or it might mean that tectonic plates are colliding and forcing magma up into brand new pockets under the earth’s surface.
         When the earth’s crust can no longer withstand the pressure of this boiling melted rock, up she comes like a fountain of liquid
         fire and you have an active volcano on your hands.
      

      
      Which means waving bye-bye to your bum unless you’re an extremely fast runner.

      
      So spikes on a seismograph are always a worry, as are high earth temps.

      
      Unless you’re my dad, who studies active volcanoes for a living. He actually likes it when the core temperature is up and
         the line goes all spiky, because it means the lady is waking up, and it’s what he lives for.
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