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Chapter One ~ Antarctica
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IT WAS BALMY IN ANTARCTICA the day the science team disappeared. The wind had dipped the thermometer from a pleasant -20°F to a more refreshing -35°F, but the temperature made no difference to the stalwart beakers of the south. It was October 14 in the year 2039—the same year that China became a democratic nation, an 8.0 earthquake struck the heart of Los Angeles, and the first lunar residents were settling on the moon. All these world events meant nothing to the people clustered around the radio in the communications center of McMurdo Station, the American science outpost in the southern continent. They were intent on the crackling static.

Cathy Jones, one of the National Science Foundation’s guides to the deep south, was hunkered down amidst the penguins and the beakers, twisting her fingers around her short coils of copper hair and chewing on her lower lip. She was monitoring radio communications with the team along with ten other people crammed into the tiny room. One entire wall of the room was filled from top to bottom with electronics within silver boxes, black dials and knobs projecting from the metal sheaths. The equipment was devoted not only to picking up radio signals throughout the continent but to patching into satellite communications as well. A bank of computer screens flashing for prompts lined a counter below and a mishmash of wires was connected to the hazard of equipment. On a desk in front of Cathy rested a couple of antiquated microphones and headsets. As they sat in silence, a blast of wind rattled the Chalet building on its foundation, but it was the crisp voice on the radio that rattled her even more.

“Holy cow! Did you get a load of that?”

“Jimmy?” Cathy squeaked as the impact of his voice hit her, after the long silence from his end.

“Still here, Cath,” he responded in a rich baritone clip. “Bet you were worried.”

“I’ll say,” she breathed. The group of men and women around her let out a collective sigh. There were five scientists and three senior managers for the NSF along with the two communications experts. They’d been jammed in this room ever since Jimmy’s plane had touched down in the Transantarctic Mountains, four hundred miles southeast of McMurdo Station. The last ten minutes, much to the chagrin of the white-knuckled lip-chewing group, his signal had been lost.

Gottlieb, the Antarctic Sciences’ section head, nodded vigorously, his silver-streaked hair flipping into his eyes. “We’re not about to lose you, Albright,” he intoned. “It’s enough that our geologists from the Beardmore Camp have gone missing.”

“We’re all still here, Arnold. Although Jeanna and Tom look a little pale.”

Really? thought Cathy. It would make sense that Tom Debow, the slight astrophysicist with the slicked-back hair and nervous tic to his left eye, would be a little chalked from a hardy expedition, or rescue mission—however they were going to coin it in the history books. But Jeanna Sawyer was a glaciologist. They didn’t come any tougher. Despite the body of a beanpole and a sweet, apple-cheeked face, she’d set you straight in a minute, if you thought she was a pushover, with a left hook that had even laid Sal on his butt more than once. Jimmy hadn’t even mentioned Sal. Of course, Sal Vitrioni, the helicopter pilot, wasn’t worth mentioning. He was ex-Navy, heavy with muscle, and his eyes had a Medusa quality that had made Cathy shiver more than once. A bloody earthquake wouldn’t shake him up.

“W—what’s the problem?” Cathy sputtered out, grinding her fingernails into her palms.

A pause came after the slight chirp of the radio. “It seems we’ve found some bodies,” Jimmy finally said.

Andy and Jamal gasped behind her. “Dave? Mike?” They choked out the names of their fellow geologists.

“No, guys. Not ours. But they’re definitely d-dead.”

A chill ran through Cathy, as much from Jimmy’s tone as his words. He was usually so . . . steady.

“It’s like the killing fields here,” cried Jeanna. “Only in ice.”

“Let me get this straight, Jim,” said Gottlieb. “Are we talking volcano?”

“No, Arnold. This isn’t Vesuvius. These people froze to death, rather abruptly. I’d say they’ve been here for a while.”

Cathy frowned and squeezed her broad shoulders through the mesh of bodies to get even closer to the radio. It was hard to imagine confronting all those corpses in the ice, but at least they weren’t their friends and colleagues. “A long time” meant there was still hope.

“How long do you suppose?” asked Gottlieb.

“Hard to say, since they’re frozen. They’re sort of deep in the ice, though. Could be a few hundred years.”

This time everyone frowned. “Um, I thought this continent was uninhabited until the last eighty years,” said Jamal, shaking the dreadlocks on his head.

“Well, everyone thought that Christopher Columbus was the first European to reach the New World,” said Jimmy with a slight lilt to his voice. “When the Vikings actually beat him by about four hundred years.”

“So you’re saying these are bloody Vikings?” snorted Andy through his bristly mustache.

Jimmy chortled. “You’re a piece of work, Andy. Think for a minute. You’re all scientists—except for a few bureaucrats and that wicked beauty nestled between you.” Cathy’s face grew warm. Gottlieb and his entourage scowled, although the NSF manager had a quirk to his lips.

“We’ve learned through extensive study that everything we know, or believe we know, is relative. Einstein taught us that. From our position, it looked like we were the first, given our own little slice of history. But we should never be so arrogant as to believe that we are like Christopher Columbus, that we’re one step ahead of the other guy. Usually we find out, to our extreme embarrassment, that we’re one step behind.”

“Is this a philosophy lesson or a science expedition?” asked Gottlieb.

“I thought it was a rescue mission,” said Jeanna. “But there’s . . . nothing left to rescue here.”

Cathy grimaced. It was hard enough to hear Jimmy a little off the mark, but Jeanna?

“So you turn around and come back,” said Gottlieb.

“No,” said Jimmy firmly. “This tunnel leads to something. It’s where all the unusual heat is coming from. Maybe we can still find Dave, Mike, and the others.”

“Jim,” Cathy broke in. The way she clipped his name from affectionate to imploring made him pause.

“It’ll be okay, Cath.”

“Dave and Mike disappeared. These people are dead. How can you say ‘it’ll be okay?’”

“Because we’re being cautious,” said Jimmy.

“By plunging through an icy graveyard?”

“Cathy,” said Gottlieb. “It’s Jim’s call. He’s a big boy.”

Cathy glared at him but fell silent. What more could she do? They’d only allowed her to monitor the situation out of courtesy to Jim, since he was McMurdo’s chief volcanologist. She had no business in the communications room unless she was on the other side of the mike, guiding an expedition. Which is where she should be, but Jimmy had vetoed her attempt. He was well aware of the danger. They were all aware of the danger. That’s why there were ten people here instead of two. When one or two people disappear in Antarctica, it’s a tragedy, but not uncommon. When five or six, it’s time to investigate. When ten . . . 

Oh, she couldn’t go there. Not with Jimmy in that hollow tube of ice surrounded by corpses.

“Well, this is interesting,” Jimmy’s voice crackled over the radio again. “Seems to be some sort of structure. It’s so deep under the ice you’d have to crack it with dynamite to build anything here. Or maybe melt the ice with a thermodynamic event.”

“Such as a fissure in the earth’s crust?” Jamal suggested.

“Possible. But then you’d have a heck of a lot of water to pump out in order to build something this big.”

“Define ‘this big,’” said Gottlieb, stroking his chin.

“About fifty stories.” The room was filled with blinking eyes. “Oh, here. There’s a nice little access tunnel, ten by twenty.”

“Sounds really damn little,” rasped Andy.

“We’re going up now. Some sort of ramp. Now this you’ve got to see.”

“Try describing it instead,” said Gottlieb in his calm, placating manner.

“We’ve come to a round, hollow metal tube. Like a huge barrel used to store hazardous material. All that’s missing is the skull and crossbones sign.”

“Get out of there!” shouted Cathy.

“Cath, darling. You have no sense of humor. You know how I like to exaggerate.”

“Sure,” she snapped. “Like when you mentioned the fireworks of lava on Mount Erebus. They burned right through your suit.”

“And I returned, still kicking and driving you crazy.”

“You’d darn well better this time too.”

“Are you finished?” asked Gottlieb, raising his eyebrows.

She nodded, although she couldn’t help but shoot him another glare.

“Tell me about this tube,” said Gottlieb. “Are you standing in front of it?”

“I’m standing in it, Arnold. It has a diameter of about eight feet . . . feet . . . feet. Oh, look at that. It echoes too. You know I’ve seen something like this before. It was—”

His voice cut out as a loud gong sounded over the radio. Cathy jumped to her feet. “Jim?” A repetitive hammering noise crackled in and out through the receiver. “Jim!” she screamed. Then she heard them over the bounding noise. Voices. Some high-pitched, some low-toned, one unmistakably baritone. Screaming.

She was tugging at her hair, ready to rip it right out of her head. She wanted to jump through the mike and somehow haul him out. Before she could do anything, the gongs stopped, but the screaming continued for another minute. “Jim?” she said faintly, her chest tight as a coiled spring.

“Oh hell!”

He was still alive. “Jim, are you all right?”

“Right as rain. Just had my head pounded out. I don’t know what the heck this is, but it sure is loud. I could feel the vibrations right through my body. Ears are still throbbing.”

“Turn around,” said Cathy. “Get out of there now.”

“We’re all okay,” he said, ignoring her as usual when she tried to talk sense into him. “This thing is amazing. Somebody built a giant MRI machine.”

“Did you hear me!” she shouted.

“Calm down,” said Gottlieb severely. “I don’t want to make you leave.”

Cathy bit down on her tongue.

“What did you say, Jim?” he prompted.

“You know, Nuclear Magnetic Resonance Imaging. Uses sound waves to check out the atoms in your body. How does it work again, Tom?”

“Oh,” said Tom a little vaguely. “Yes, well, atoms tend to spin slightly off the vertical axis. What the MRI does is use a giant magnet to make the protons from the nucleuses in the atoms line up at the same time as radio waves pulse energy through the scanner. The protons absorb the energy required to make them spin in a different direction.”

“Like stopping and spinning a top in the opposite direction,” said Jimmy.

“Right,” said Tom. “Are you going to let me do this?”

“Sorry,” said Jimmy sheepishly. “Go on.”

“Anyway, by turning the magnets on and off very rapidly, they can take slices of the human body down to the atoms by altering their spin when they’re on, then, when they’re turned off, the atoms release the excess energy they absorbed from the radio waves, giving us an image.”

“I was in one once,” interrupted Jim. “Checking out my liver for a tumor. That was when I was on the sauce after my wife died. Bad time.” He chuckled mirthlessly.

No one else did.

“It was like this, only smaller. Drum rolls of sound. Very claustrophobic. Very loud. I wonder who’s looking for tumors here.”

“Jim, I think you should . . . turn back,” said Gottlieb.

“Are you kidding?” said Jim. “This is better than a volcano. Somebody built a giant lab down here. And I’m going to figure out its purpose.”

“Dammit, Jimmy . . .” Cathy tried to blink away the tears, but they crept out anyway.

“But I’ll send Jeanna, Tom, and Sal back to the helo.”

“Not on your life,” growled Sal. He’d been unusually quiet up until this point, but now his military background came into play. “I never leave a man behind.”

“I don’t want to go either,” said Jeanna in a stronger voice than Cathy had heard earlier. This was the Jeanna she knew. “This place is so strange and miraculous, like science on steroids. I want to discover who made it.”

“I’m staying too,” said Tom, surprising everyone. “There’s something almost celestial about this place.”

“Are you feeling the neutrinos?” grunted Andy.

“Maybe,” said Tom.

Andy shrugged and rolled his eyes. “Nutcase,” he whispered.

“You have to be, to be a physicist,” said Jamal. “A lot of genius and a little bit of insanity. That way you can swing your mind around anything.”

“Are you insulting me?” said Tom in his high-pitched whiny voice.

“Never,” said Jamal. “You the man, Tom.”

“And don’t you forget it, rock-splitter.”

“Hey,” said Jamal.

“Well, if you’re all in agreement,” said Gottlieb, “you have my permission to go forward.”

“Thanks for the go ahead,” Jimmy said snidely.

Everyone in the tiny room laughed, except Cathy. They all knew that, despite Gottlieb’s title as the head of the National Science Foundation in Antarctica, his authority meant nothing to these bull-headed scientists. Cathy clenched her sweaty palms. Sometimes, despite their PhDs and their research papers and their various titles, they were just idiots.

On the radio the voices had petered out and a pall of silence hung over it—nothing punctured it but the clip-clop of boots on the metal tunnel. Finally, Jimmy broke through with a gasp.

“What is it, Jim?” asked Gottlieb.

“We have a chamber, maybe fourteen feet high. Red granite blocks on top. Small tunnels extending out the sides at oblique angles. There’s a layer of dust on the floor. No exit. Looks like a dead end.”

“Smells funny in here,” said Jeanna.

“Yeah,” said Sal. “Something like a burnt Christmas dinner.”

“Burnt a few turkeys in your day, have you Sal?” asked Andy, winking at the others.

“More than a few—”

“I don’t see anything funny about this,” said Cathy. “You’ve reached a dead end. There are no people except dead ones outside. It smells like burnt flesh. Does that tell you anything!”

“Cathy!” Gottlieb swung around, his teeth grinding together.

“Maybe you’re right, love,” said Jimmy quietly. “This does look like ash. Let’s get the hell out of here.”

“What’s that!” yelled Jeanna, her voice pitched to a soprano shriek.

“There’s a door rolling shut. Run, dammit, run.”

Cathy’s fingers bit into Andy’s shoulder beside her. He didn’t even flinch. His usually comical face was ashen.

“Oh God, we’re trapped!”

“What’s that!”

“Light of some sort.”

“Fire,” said Jimmy in an oddly monotone voice. “Love you, Cath.”

There were ear-splitting shrieks followed by a deafening roar, then silence.

Cathy’s knees buckled and the world blackened around her.
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Chapter Two ~ Alaska
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NEAR THE OPPOSITE POLE on the tongue of the Alaska Peninsula, Erica Daniels was shinnying up a rope over teardrops of glacial ice and sheer charcoal basalt. It was near noon, when the sun shed a few pitiful rays before the gloom of twilight chased away the light for the remainder of the day. She could make out each notch in the rock where she stabbed a hand or a foothold, but just as she placed her fingers in the next tiny groove, the mountain began to shudder and shake. The convulsions pummeled her against the rock face, jarring her hands and feet, and she felt her precarious grip slip away. Hell, no! She dropped a few sickening feet, then the line snapped her back, giving her entire body whiplash. Shocked and winded, she hung suspended from the rope as it sawed back and forth over the sharp edges of the cliff like a pendulum. At the same time Veniaminof coughed and spewed a spray of steam from her cone.

That woke her up in a hurry.  Not dead yet—the thought hooked a smile from her lips. Not by a long shot. With renewed determination she dug back into the crags of the mountain and scrambled up to the narrow ledge where her grappling hook was lodged. With a sigh, she rolled over onto the icy ground.

“Can you give me a hand?” yelled Murdock from below.

Erica leaned over the edge and grasped the guide’s huge hand as he tried to clamber up the side of the volcano. His rope was swaying ominously in the continuous seismic shivers. She hauled at him, feeling the convulsions try to jimmy his hand from her grasp.

“No, you don’t,” she addressed the mountain firmly. With her muscles shuddering from the strain, she pulled him the last few feet and flipped him onto the plateau. Murdock lay still, catching his breath.

“Damn crazy woman,” he muttered.

“Oh, come on, now. Isn’t this fun?” said Erica, winking. “We get to see the young lass foaming at the mouth.”

The “young lass” was Mount Veniaminof, an 8,225-foot volcano that projected from the middle of the Alaska Peninsula—the northern belt of the Ring of Fire in the Pacific.  She was actually not so young—3,700 years—with a spectacular steep-walled summit caldera, 4.8 by 6.6 miles in diameter. The caldera was filled by an ice field, except for a protruding cone in the middle. An electric-blue alpine glacier spilled from the crater through gaps on the west and north sides of the rim.

Murdock eyed her from beneath his frost-fringed lashes. “You call this fun? Crawling up a mountain while she’s vibrating like one of those beds in a cheap motel? Not to forget the fact that she’s letting off steam. Next will be the bloody lava bombs raining down on our heads. I hate Alaska.”

“Liar,” said Erica. “It’s the most pristine country around. You haven’t left it in fifteen years. And it has volcanoes,” she added with that special glee that Murdock would say is reserved for madmen and volcanologists. She liked to think of it as “appropriate enthusiasm.”

Jason Murdock slowly sat up and scraped the frost from his bristly bronze goatee. He studied her face with a sideways slant to his lips. “Okay, I don’t hate the state,” he said. “But I do hate volcanoes.”

Erica rolled her eyes and stood up. “You can fool some of the people some of time,” she said, tucking wisps of her hair back up into the bright red toque from which they’d escaped.

“I’m just here for the money.”

“Right.”

“Well, really, Daniels. This is a little insane. There’s lava bubbling out of her cone. Steam being ejected into the air. And that lovely aroma of sulfur. How do you propose we get near the cone anyway?”

“I think of everything.” Erica grinned. “Moon suits.” She dug into her bulging pack and removed two Nomex flight suits for heat protection, a couple of heat-reflective jackets, and some gas masks.

“No, not the moon suit,” he said. “I can hardly walk in that thing.”

“But you’ll be able to breath,” said Erica. “And you won’t get cooked by the heat, unless a lava bomb drops on your head.”

“I feel so much better.”

Methinks he doth protest too much, thought Erica. She knew he loved these caldera walks almost as much as she did. They divested themselves of their Thinsulate snowmobile suits and donned stiff flight suits and silver jackets that did make them look rather rotund and alien, Murdock even more so draped around his large muscular frame. It had been heavy hauling them up the mountain, but at least it had only been a short climb. The helicopter had dropped them off on a plateau eight hundred feet below. They had only to rappel the last few hundred feet where the angle of the cone had become too steep to walk. Now came the fun part.

Erica scrambled over the rim of the caldera, taking her first steps into the pristine white snow peppered with slush where steam was hissing out. As she drew closer to the cone that projected from the middle of the caldera like a nipple on a concave breast, the snow became speckled with cinders until they were so numerous they rolled under her boots and sifted here and there where she trod. It was like walking over a sea of corn kernels.

Murdock came up behind her, breathing noisily in his mask.

“Isn’t it beautiful?” said Erica.

“Sure. I especially like the piss-colored gas rising out of the center.”

Erica smiled. She couldn’t help herself. It had to be the most thrilling experience in the world, investigating a live volcano, and most people would miss it. For what? Sitting on their couch in front of the idiot box? She chuckled to herself. “Oh look, there’s some lava.”

Murdock turned his head to where she was pointing. There seemed to be a pulsing pit at the base of the intra-caldera cone, bubbling up glowing red and orange globules of molten rock. “Oh goody,” he said.

“Let’s have a look.”

“Daniels, wait.” She ignored him and traipsed halfway down the slope. “You really want to be fried to a crisp, don’t you?”

“The only way to go,” she replied.

Murdock grumbled and groaned, but he followed obediently. “Dante must have been inspired here.”

Erica giggled as she approached the lava pit. Pockmarks scarred the entire caldera surface where old lava bombs had struck. Some were living room-sized craters. “It’s gorgeous. You think of hell, but I think of life. This is what our planet’s made of beneath our feet, and without the energy, the rotation, and the magnetism, we’d all be dead. These craters have their own symmetry and magic, too. They mimic the shapes on other planets, from volcanism, but they also resemble impact craters from asteroids and comets. It’s almost like we’re walking on the moon, only there hasn’t been any volcanic activity there for millions of years.”

“As far as we know,” he said, coming up beside her.

“Yes.”  She bent down in front of a hissing vent. “But that’s going to change soon.”

“No doubt. The great 2039 moon mission. Do you have to get so damn close?”

Erica extracted a sample bottle from her pack and inserted the tube into the fumarole. It was attached to a glass bottle with two stopcocks. She grasped the pump at the other end and began to evacuate the air from the bottle drawing in the sulfur gases. “It’s the only quick way to test it. I’m going to take it’s temp too.” She withdrew a thermocouple probe from her bag and jabbed it into a globule of lava.

“Can you make it quick?” said Murdock. “This mountain makes me jittery.”

Another large tremor, topping off the continuous small tremors, punctuated his remark. “One could say that you make Veniaminof jittery.”

“No, I don’t think it’s me. I think it’s the tons of magma percolating just below our feet.” Murdock pointed deliberately at his boots and grimaced.

“Really?” said Erica. “That’s an interesting idea. Oh, dear.” She removed the temperature probe from the lava.

“What?” he asked, his voice an octave higher.

“One thousand one hundred and eighty degrees Celsius. She’s a hot one.”

Murdock blinked. “As much as I like a hot date, I don’t like to be incinerated by her. Let’s get out of here.”

“I think this time you’re right,” said Erica, “though I hate to leave her. I think she’s ready to blow.”

As if the volcano were listening to her, it ejected another loud belch of steam and the cone itself seemed to lift upward. Erica gathered her equipment, thrust it into her bag and started to run just as she felt the pressure ripple the ground under her feet. Murdock matched her pace, scrambling over the dimpled caldera toward the rim.

A loud “pop” came from behind them. Erica stopped and looked back.

“Are you mad?!” screamed Murdock. He grabbed her hand and tried to propel her forward, but she held fast. A ball of lava had ejected into the air and was soaring above their heads.

Murdock kept tugging.

“You can’t just run blindly,” she said. “They’re erratic. You have to determine in which direction they’re going to fall, then run.”

Murdock stopped pulling Erica backward and gazed up at the ball of fire. It spiked high, then arced and began to fall toward them.

“Now,” she yelled. “Go!”

They raced like the hounds of hell pursued them, which to Murdock would have seemed appropriate, although Erica couldn’t keep from grinning as she leaped out of the way of the incoming impact. It smashed to the ground a few feet to her left, splattering red-hot lava on the leg of her flight suit. It smoldered its way in, singeing the skin underneath, but she didn’t care. It was just another part of the extravaganza.

Another “pop” sounded and then another. She stopped at the edge of the cliff and turned back.

“For Pete’s sake, Daniels.”

The lava bombs were shooting out of the ground like tennis balls from a practice machine. Ash and cinders plumed in the air. “What a show!” It had this paralyzing/mesmerizing effect.

Murdock growled at her and broke the spell. She turned to join him, but he wasn’t waiting any longer. He bent down and grasped her around the legs, throwing her bodily over his shoulder.

“You’re the craziest woman I’ve ever met. Why the hell do I like you so much?”

“Put me down, you big bully. I was coming.”

He ignored her and jumped over the rim with her head bouncing against his broad back. A lava bomb exploded near the edge as they landed on the plateau. Luckily the rim of the crater prevented the bomb from splattering over Erica’s head. Murdock dropped her on the ground, grabbed the rope and attached her line.

“Get going,” he snarled.

“Yes sir!” she barked, saluting briskly.

She ripped off the gas mask and leaped over the edge, rappelling smoothly down the cliff face. But Murdock wasn’t behind her. Maybe she’d been playing chicken a little too closely.

“Murdock,” she yelled.

There was no reply.

“Jason!” she screamed.

She was just about to clamber back up the cliff when he peered over the brim. “I’m coming, Erica. Just had to radio the helicopter.”

He vaulted over the edge and descended the rope, hand over hand. Erica sighed, although she didn’t like the way he’d said her name. Or the way he’d looked at her. Maybe it was time she left Alaska for a while. She shook her head, bringing her thoughts back to the task at hand. She had to focus on getting down the mountain and out of the hail of lava bombs and cinders. She rappelled as quickly as she could, boots slipping and sliding on the black basalt. Finally, she reached the gentler slope where she detached her clip from the rope and waited for Murdock to join her. Seconds later he leaped to the icy ground beside Erica, unbuckled, and grabbed her hand. They raced down the mountain amidst a haze of ash and steam until they came to the level platform of the plateau where the helicopter had dropped them off only two hours earlier.

“I think we’re out of range now,” said Erica, although fluffy flakes of ash were still falling on her lashes. “Plus, I think she’s settling down. That was only a hiccup.”

“I’d hate to be caught in a full-scale vomit then,” said Murdock.

“Veniaminof doesn’t blow her top. She just lets off steam every once in a while. She’s not dangerous.”

“Could have fooled me.”

For God’s sake, did he not even trust her expertise? “I know what I’m doing,” she said. “Maybe I called it a little close today, but I’m the best in my field. This mountain only ever has Strombolian eruptions. That’s just a few burps and hiccups with some lava bombs and ash plumes, but never a full-scale pyroclastic event. She’s no real threat.”

“Right,” said Murdock. “Lava bombs are no real threat. We’d better move farther out on the plateau. This ash could mess with the helicopter’s intake. But it’s no real threat, right?”

Erica shrugged. Her perception of threat might be a little less elevated than the average guy, considering her profession. As long as one was aware of the risks, what was the problem? They moved farther out in the open, as Murdock had suggested, but the plume was already drifting to the east.

“I wouldn’t want to see you get hurt,” she continued. “I wouldn’t do that to a friend.”

Murdock grinned. “Glad to hear it.” He moved closer.

Erica inched away. “That is all—” Her words were drowned out by the rising crescendo of helicopter rotors. “—we are,” she tried to yell. “Just friends.”

He tilted his head toward her and cupped his ear, but it was obvious he hadn’t heard her.

The brilliant blue and white Bell helicopter dove in out of the sky and drifted down toward them, dusting the snow with its thumping rotors. Erica and Murdock ducked and dashed for their transport as it touched down on the icy surface. Murdock reached it first, opened the door and leaped aboard, the downdraft flattening his thick chestnut hair as he crouched inside. He leaned over and hauled Erica after him, her head smacking firmly into his chest. His arms tightened around her for a second before he let her go. Erica clenched her jaw as she hastened to her seat and buckled in. This was getting too complicated. The volcano released another throaty belch as the helicopter lifted off. Soon they were well out of reach of the smoky plume that blanketed the top of Veniaminof.

Erica watched it out of sight, trying to avoid eye contact with Murdock. The sound of the rotors had deadened any chance of normal conversation, for which she was grateful. However, within minutes of take-off, he touched her arm, making her jump. With a deliberate flick of his hand, he motioned for her to put on her headset so she could talk to him. Reluctantly, she scooped up the headset beside the seat and slipped it over her ears, adjusting the mike in front of her lips. The movement, when she shifted in her seat, sent a jolt of pain through her leg and she winced.

“What’s wrong?” asked Murdock, loud and clear over the headphones. “Are you hurt?”

Erica shook her head. “It’s nothing.” She gritted her teeth.

“Oh really? Let me see.”

“Don’t be ridiculous.”

“It’s your leg, isn’t it? I can already see the burn marks in your suit.” He bent down and, before she could protest any further, yanked her jeans up over her calf.

An angry burn was etched in her fair skin, peppered with blisters. “Ouch,” said Murdock. “That looks nasty.” He grasped the First Aid kit from the wall, flicked open the catches and pulled out some smooth gauze and antibiotic cream.

“I can do that myself,” said Erica.

Murdock flung her a stubborn glance and began to bind her leg. “Best there is,” he mumbled.

“Every volcanologist gets burned once in a while. It comes with the territory.”

Murdock looked up as he wound Kling around her wound and taped it securely. “I guess it does,” he said. “Traipsing around lava and scalding steam vents does seem like a hazardous profession.”

“So does guiding people up mountains and over glaciers.”

He grinned. “So we’re made for each other.” He sat up and met her eyes.

Erica opened her mouth, but she didn’t know what to say.

Murdock grasped her hand and gave it a squeeze.

No! It was happening again. There was no way she could let it happen again. She forcefully extracted her hand from his grip. “Murdock.”

“You called me Jason back there.”

“That was when I thought you were dead or dying.”

He frowned. “That makes me feel so much better.”

“You know how I feel about colleagues getting into bed together.”

“And I know why.”

Erica was taken aback. “How do you know . . .?”

“I don’t know who,” said Murdock, “but I know why. You had a relationship with someone you worked with, and you got burned, excuse the pun. But I’m not that guy, and I’d never hurt you.”

“You couldn’t,” said Erica. “Not the way he did.” She took a deep breath. “I like you . . . Jason. You’re attractive, strong, and tough as nails. But I like you only as a friend.”

Murdock stared at her as if he’d been burned instead, as if he hadn’t even escaped the volcano, then he looked away.

Erica closed her eyes. It had been harder than she thought, but it had to be done. She wasn’t about to get into that sort of emotional pain again.

Her eyes flew open when Sanders, the slim, black-bearded pilot, announced over the internal mike that they were over Katmai National Monument. Erica looked out the window at the spectacular scenery—sinewy rivers and ice-crusted lakes, the mighty mountains whose ebony peaks thrust above the slow-flowing glaciers and, of course, the rugged cinder cones of the park’s plentiful volcanoes.

She gazed down in wonder at the famous Valley of Ten Thousand Smokes—forty square miles of a pyroclastic ash flow deposited by Novarupta Volcano in 1912. The entire area was a bleak gray-black desert. Erica could replay the eruption in her mind—hot, glowing pumice and ash ejected from the volcano and flowing down the mountainside, snapping off trees like dry twigs and carbonizing all life in its path by the blasts of hot wind and gas. Destructive, but oh, so beautiful. 

“Hey.”  Sanders leaned over from the front and broke into her thoughts. “I didn’t want to interrupt before, but . . .”

Erica snapped the spell and turned back to meet his gaze.

“Well, you’re the impact specialist, right?”

She raised an eyebrow.

“You study meteorite craters as well as volcanoes?”

She nodded.

“Well, I’ve always wondered. Is Savonoski crater, you know, a meteorite crater?”

Erica smiled. She glanced out her window again as the helicopter edged over the water-filled bowl in the middle of the park. “Some people think it’s a maar,” she replied.  “That’s when a magma pipe—magma’s just another word for lava that’s under the earth—well, it strikes the water table before it reaches the earth’s surface, and the steam blows away the overlying rock to form a circular pit. It’s like a sneeze compared to Veniaminof or Novarupta. But I don’t think it is. You see, this bowl occurs in sandstone, not basalt like any other volcano. Basalt is basically hardened lava. I couldn’t find any shock features, like quartz crystals that have been altered, their grains crisscrossed—that’s an elemental signature of a meteorite or asteroid impact—but everything around here has been carved up and carried away for thousands of years by the glaciers. It’s very hard to prove it’s an impact crater without those features. I just look at it, though. It’s a big round gouge in the earth’s crust. I would put money on its extraterrestrial origin.”

The pilot was listening patiently to her rather lengthy analysis, nodding on occasion.  Murdock hadn’t turned his head back to her the entire time. He must hate her now. Why was it that men could never accept an offer of friendship? It always had to be more, or it had to be nothing.

“Oh, I almost forgot,” said Sanders. “Somebody’s been trying like hell to reach you. Is your satellite phone busted?”

Erica zipped open her pack and stared at the dainty black portable. “I don’t think the signal works very well during an eruption.” She slid her hand surreptitiously into the pack and flicked the power back on.

Sanders nodded, but there was dark cast of doubt on his face. “I guess. Anyway, some hotshot in NASA wants you to contact him right away. Name of Dellows.”

“NASA?” Erica’s mouth dropped open.

Sanders shrugged. “Maybe they want to send you to the moon.”

Erica widened her eyes. She turned and found Murdock was finally looking at her again, his eyebrows raised. “You are the best,” he said.
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Chapter Three ~ Over the U.S.
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DESPITE THE WARM TURBULENCE buffeting the plane, Erica felt a chill slice through her like a cold Alaska wind. The 747 yawed through the storm much like the bush planes of the Arctic. Erica’s stomach threatened to claw its way out of her mouth.

“Quite the storm,” yelled the man beside her in a clipped British accent. He had all but hid behind his paper when she’d boarded in Toronto after the long flight from Anchorage. Now his tan, angular face refused to come clear in the midst of the moguls.  

Erica put her hand to her mouth and nodded. She gripped the plastic bag.

“They say there’s a run of tornadoes west of Tallahassee.”

Erica stiffened. “We can’t fly through . . .”

“No, they’ve rerouted our flight. We’ll never make Houston.”

“Where?” she managed to mutter.

“Orlando, if we’re lucky.”

Another hard hit and Erica’s body strained against the seat belt. She tried to focus on his face and breathe deeply. “This can’t be happening.”

“Something big up in Houston?” he asked.  His eyebrows were raised over startling sea-green eyes. She could see them more clearly now, which meant that the turbulence had subsided, at least for the time being.

“Depends on your definition of ‘big.’”

His lips twitched. They were firm masculine lips with a thin rust of five-o’clock shadow tracing the crescent of his mouth. “Sky’s the limit.”

“Quite possibly.” She licked her own thick lips and threw back a tangle of her flaxen hair.

“The moon mission?” he said.

Her lips parted in shock. “How did you know about that?”

“I read about it.” He tapped a copy of Newsweek in his lap. “Quite the competition for a science team up there. First time living on the moon. Everyone’s scrambling for a spot, aren’t they?” He smiled shrewdly.

Erica furrowed her brow. “How did you know I was a scientist?”

“You’ve got the look.”

“Which is?”

“Preoccupied. A little rumpled.” His hand swept over her wrinkled polyester jacket and her battered leather briefcase. “And weathered.”

“Excuse me?”

“In a nice way, but definitely outdoors.  A field scientist, but a scientist nonetheless.”

“Why I could say that you have the same traits.” Her eyes travelled over his tan face, his grizzled jaw and the skin cracks in his hands.

“You see. We’re easy to identify.”

She stared at him. “You’re a scientist?” 

He nodded.

“Then you are . . .”

“Not a volcanologist, like yourself.”

She shook her head. Another round of boxing from the wind sent her careening into the window of the plane.

“Don’t look so surprised.” He tapped the magazine again. “If you spent less time crawling in volcanic craters or sifting through rocks from meteorite sites and more time reading journals, you might see yourself sometime.”

She grabbed the bag and held it close as another giant gust of wind threw the plane back. “I’m not that famous.”

“So modest. You wrote the book on impact craters.”

Erica looked away. “I do know my craters.” She didn’t just know them, she loved them. The mere thought of those crisp gouges in the earth—from the bubbling vents of volcanoes to the mysterious pockmarks of asteroids and meteorites—swept away some of the nausea she was feeling right now. Craters were her life, maybe because she’d grown up in one. Sudbury wasn’t a well-known city, even in Canada, but its mines were renown. The nickel and copper deposits were the result of a giant impact with an asteroid—twelve miles in diameter—that had gouged out a kidney-shaped basin in Northern Ontario forty miles long by sixteen miles wide almost two billion years ago. Sudbury was located right in the middle of the basin. So, to Erica, craters were as fascinating as they were second nature. She’d been building miniature volcanoes since she was eight and erupting them all over the kitchen table, much her mother’s dismay. Nothing excited her more than to view the old footage from the Apollo missions where the astronauts actually set foot on a world of impact craters. That had been her goal through university in Toronto and on through graduate school in California where she’d met him. Damn him!

The nausea swallowed her again, although it had less to do with the turbulence and more to do with the thought of that man. The voice from the seat next to her broke into her thoughts, thankfully, and she could thrust him aside again. 

“Which should make you a shoo-in for this moon project since craters are about all that’s up there.”

“You would think,” said Erica. “But I still have to bid for the position and if I don’t make this conference at NASA in time . . .” Erica looked at her watch—11:45 a.m. The conference was due to start at 1:00.

“Out of the running, Dr. Daniels, unless . . .”

“Unless?”

“You boot it for Kennedy Space Center and link up with the restricted video conference.” 

Erica felt a flood of relief. “Yes, that could be the answer.” She studied him closely, suddenly impressed with his bronze face. She held out her hand. “Erica Daniels,” she stressed. “But you have me at a loss, Mr. Scientist.”

He grasped her hand solidly and squeezed ever so slightly. “Allan Rocheford.”

Erica whipped back her hand. “The Allan Rocheford?”

He nodded. 

“The burial chamber beneath the Sphinx?”

“Exactly the one.”

“I wouldn’t exactly call myself a scientist, if I were you,” she snarled.

“Archaeologist.” 

“You plundered that tomb.” Erica’s face burned. Suddenly all the nauseating motion was washed away in a sea of red.

“I studied it, scientifically. But, of course, I had sponsors who had to be reimbursed. Everything is on display in the appropriate museums.”

Erica shook her head. “Everything should have stayed in Egypt, exactly where you found it. You’re no different than the treasure-hunters of the Caribbean. At least they admit that they’re greedy pirates and don’t hide behind science.”

Allan shrugged. “Most people don’t look at it that way. We learned a great deal about the origins of the pyramids.”

“Oh, don’t spout that Atlantis crap at me. I’m not interested in myths that you perpetuate in the name of science.”

He smiled malevolently.

The pilot muttered something over the loudspeaker. It wasn’t very loud, considering the jolts they were still receiving. None of that seemed to matter now. Nothing seemed to exist except her and this miserable excuse for a scientist in front of her.

“How rich did this science expedition make you?”

“I don’t suffer,” Allan shouted as the engines screamed. “But I think you’re rather well financed yourself.”

“To study volcanoes and impact craters, not plunder gems.”

The plane banked to the right. Erica was thrown against her seatmate, her head thumping his solid chest. She could feel the bulge of his pectorals under her cheek. His breath fell on her hair, a warm annoying breeze. She gasped as his lips brushed her nape.  

Fighting gravity and the torque of the plane, she pulled herself off him.

“How dare you!” she screamed.

“What?” He shrugged, all innocence. “I think we’re landing.”

“Thank God. I hope this is the last I see of you, pirate!”

He leaned toward her as the wheels touched down with a thud. His lips were a hair’s breadth from her ear. “I doubt it, prude.”

She turned to give him a slap, but he was already out of reach—whistling, with his carry-on flung over his shoulder and sauntering arrogantly down the aisle.  

“Well, that certainly was an intense flight,” said a woman behind her.

“You’re telling me,” Erica muttered. She grabbed her duffel bag from the overhead bin and headed toward the front of the plane. “Prude, indeed.”
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Chapter Four ~ Florida
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BALMY AIR ENVELOPED Erica as she lighted from Orlando International Airport. It had seemed an intolerably long haul, wading through the endless stream of passengers and ferrying over to the main terminal on the shuttle. Then she’d spent an interminable amount of time waiting for her luggage, but she’d finally managed to claim her bags from the belt. She looked everywhere for the sandy hair of the pirate, but he’d been swallowed by a hungry wave of tourists, thank goodness.  

Erica headed determinedly for the taxi plateau, scrambling, like everyone else, to escape the bustle of the airport. She stripped off her jacket as she walked, feeling damp with perspiration despite the cool temperatures for a mid-October Florida day. The storms that tracked the southwest had chilled upper Florida to the low 60s, but it was tropical compared to Anchorage.

Erica spotted a taxi idling on the tarmac. Her feet flew over the sidewalk as she brushed stray tourists out of her path. She flung her bags into the trunk and caught the door handle at the same time as a man’s hand grasped it as well.

“Well, fancy that,” he quipped in his stilted British accent. “We meet again, Erica.”

Erica leaped into the taxi and tried to slam the door. He held it back, jerking the door open and leaping in beside her, almost on top of her.

“Despite your feelings about my work, there’s no need to be impolite.” The grin on his face was definitely mocking.

Erica scowled. “It’s hard to be polite to someone you don’t respect. Besides, you know how urgently I have to get to Kennedy Space Center.”

“Kennedy?” the taxi driver said, turning troubled mahogany eyes toward her, a series of furrows tracking his baldpate. “That’s a little out of my area.”

Erica turned to him and smiled sweetly. “But this is an emergency.”

“Sorry.” The cabbie shook his head with a determined set to his jaw.

“I’ll make it worth your while,” Allan said, peeling off some hundred-dollar bills from his black leather billfold.  

“Sure thing, buddy,” said the cabbie as he laid his hands on the cash. He tucked the bills neatly into the pocket of his rumpled green and tangerine Hawaiian shirt and gunned the engine, nearly sideswiping a shuttle bus.

“Don’t do me any favors,” Erica growled.  

“No favor,” said Allan. “I happen to be heading in the same direction.”

Erica glared at him suspiciously as the cab squealed around the corner.  

“Why don’t you just enjoy the ride?” he added.

“How can I?”

“Well, at least enjoy the scenery.” His eyes swept the luscious growth of palm trees and Florida pine. “A far cry from the dark, icy Arctic.”

Erica thankfully broke her gaze with the irritating Briton and looked out her window. The palms bent low in the wind over scattered ponds and swamps frothed with algae; a carpet of emerald grass and ferns were thrusting through every murky stretch of land. Alongside the road, a blaze of tropical flowers wreathed carefully coifed gardens in hues of red and orange, yellow and lavender. The peninsula was so lush and verdant, not tempered by crystal snowscapes or ivory-encased aquamarine glaciers. It was dense, crowded. Even the air seemed heavy. “You’ve never been there. How would you know?”

“You’re right,” he said, amusement plain in his voice. “I have no concept of the cold north. The desert sand is what I’m most familiar with. Equally barren and perhaps just as exciting for its challenge.”

Erica’s eyes trickled reluctantly back toward the archaeologist. He was thick-lashed with those intriguing mossy eyes, a narrow nose and wavy sand-colored hair. His skin was toasted and overcooked in some dried-out patches, but overall he would have looked good on a beach, or in a desert. She could tell he had that rugged burn for nature. Why did he have to be who he was?

He caught her glance and returned the look. It was appreciation for more than the scenery.

Erica flushed and crossed her arms over her breasts. “What business do you have at the Space Center?” she croaked.

“Oh, it has to do with a new dig. NASA may be financing it.”

Erica snorted. “Why would NASA finance an archaeological dig? They’re interested in new frontiers, not old ones.”

“You’d be surprised what they’re interested in,” Allan said.

“Are you going to fill me in?”

“No.”

She raised her brows. “Is it a state secret or something?”

“Maybe.”

Erica shrugged. “Suit yourself. Just making conversation, since we’re stuck with each other.”

“Obviously.”

What a jerk! She turned away, once again tracking the greenery.

The drive took approximately forty-five minutes along the Beeline Expressway, a toll highway from Orlando to the Cape. They crossed the long NASA causeway over to Merritt Island, bordered by an ocean inlet that gradually gave way to tangled mangroves and ditches of swamp water. A few cruising alligators lurked in the shallows or watched them from the long grass with a measuring gaze. Snowy egrets were spearing fish with their long sharp bills and roseate spoonbills clustered in a brilliant pink and white mosaic that spread over the water. Erica spied the large bowl of an eagle’s nest in one of the trees as they passed by. It was amazing how the latest in space technology made its bed within the cradle of nature. As they passed the Visitor’s Complex, she was confronted with the full irony of it. Alligators cruised in the pond next to towering commemorative rockets and a space shuttle mockup. Tour buses shuttled in and out of the complex, ferrying people through the unrestricted areas of the Space Center past launch pads and the crawlerway—where rockets and the space shuttles were hauled to the pads—across which tortoises crept and diamondback rattlers slithered. This hub of civilization’s advancement—and popular tourist attraction—truly lived a symbiotic relationship with the wildlife of the Merritt Island Nature Preserve. It drew a smile from Erica despite her travelling companion.

She soon wiped the grin from her face, though, as she drew level with the scowling NASA security officer. He had short, spiked hair and narrowed almond-shaped eyes above a hooked nose that he seemed to look down at her through. It took her a good fifteen minutes to get through the barrier to the restricted area that housed the Headquarters building, the Operations and Checkout and the International Space Station Center. They had to abandon the taxi. Despite all her credentials, the guard still seemed leery of her even with the most reassuring smile she could coax from her lips. Allan, however, he instantly recognized from his stint on Fox where the entire world watched as he unearthed the treasures beneath the Sphinx. The guard bantered animatedly with him and passed him through without a challenge. He even commandeered a ride for him. If it weren’t for Allan, she probably would have been walking to the administration building. It grated against her pride that she had to feel grateful to the scoundrel.

Headquarters was the first building past the barrier, basically two rectangular sections attached to a taller slab in the middle. She had a clear view from here of one of the largest buildings in America—the Vehicle Assembly Building with its overpowering Stars and Stripes flag painted down the front. This was where the massive Saturn V rockets had been constructed for the Apollo missions to the moon. It sent shivers through her body just being close to it again. How close would she get to the moon? 

“Dr. Daniels?” said a tall security guard with a round pleasant face. Obviously, the guard had given him a heads up. He held the door open for her at the front of the administration building. “I’m Stewart James. The video conference room is this way.”

He showed her down a labyrinth of stark white passageways to a boardroom with a burnished mahogany conference table and plush brown leather chairs. A large television screen dominated the far wall beside which sat two computers with superfine plasma monitors. Three men were already in the room—average height and build, close-cropped hair and bland poker faces. The only way she could distinguish one from the other was by the color of their ties. They were red, white, and blue. They nodded silently at her as she took her seat facing the screen.

The conference was well under way. On the screen she saw an array of men and women from the science community with intense eyes and smooth, “un-weathered” skin passing out materials over another boardroom table of rich mahogany. A man at the head of the table was standing and discussing the hazards of space habitation.

“As you can see, from a geological standpoint, Mr. Marsh has made a excellent point regarding
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