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      Darcy Olman gunned the snowmobile and raced for the blind where her videographer and best friend, Noah Elken, was shooting footage of penguins. She had to reach him in time. If he died for her World Wildlife Conservation Day story, she’d never forgive herself.

      The roar of the snow machine’s engine deafened her, while the tang of gasoline and exhaust assaulted her sense of smell, but she ignored both. The landscape whipped past as her snowmobile gained speed. Not that there was much to see. Just the glare of endless white beneath a deceptively blue sky. Darcy squinted behind her snow goggles in an attempt to make out the dips and rises of the seemingly flat landscape. She was driving too fast for safety, but fear pushed her beyond caution. She had to get to Noah. Now!

      Noah was filming emperor penguins on the eastern edge of the Larsen Ice Shelf, an area known for calving ice bergs. And the Antarctic research station’s seismometers indicated that the ledge where he was working was about to give way.

      She wasn’t worried about the penguins. They’d be fine. The were built to survive the frigid waters of the Southern Ocean.

      Noah wasn’t.

      The racing snowmobile jumped a depression in the ice field that Darcy hadn’t even seen, jarring her when it landed on the other side. Her fingers, warm enough in her thick, insulated mittens, nearly slid off the handles, but she gritted her teeth and held on. She couldn’t afford to lose control of the machine now.

      Noah couldn’t afford for her to crash.

      She needed to slow down, be more careful… but minutes were ticking away. Noah’s very life was ticking away. She couldn’t slow down. She had to reach him before the ice calved.

      Why had she ever wished for this assignment?

      Sure, she believed in wildlife conservation. She was definitely concerned with the effects of climate change. She knew Arctic and Antarctic wildlife were endangered and she wanted to help. She wanted to raise the public’s awareness of mankind’s desperate need to DO something. Not just talk about their concerns and debate the realities of what Mother Nature was showing them on a daily basis. The world’s leaders needed to take action to mitigate the effects of mankind’s poor stewardship of the earth’s resources.

      She’d been the one to pitch the article on penguins and their vanishing habitat to coincide with the December observance of World Wildlife Conservation Day. She’d been beyond excited to be given the assignment to travel to the Antarctic Peninsula with Noah.

      But she’d never expected to endanger his life… or her own.

      Tears threatened, but she forced them back. They’d only freeze on her cheeks and blur her already compromised vision. Goggles were an essential part of her cold weather gear, but she hated the way they narrowed her field of sight.

      Why hadn’t she stayed with Noah? Why had she simply delivered him and his sled of equipment that morning? Of course, if she’d stayed, they’d both be sitting on a soon to calve ice ledge, blissfully ignorant of their impending doom.

      “Hold on, Noah,” she whispered as the snowmobile bounced over yet another icy hillock. “I’m coming.”
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      Noah Elken lay on his stomach inside an ice blind, his video camera aimed at a group of emperor penguins. Between the insulated pad beneath him and the windbreak provided by the low white tent, he was warm enough to be able to remove his gloves and adjust the focus of the camera. The penguins ignored him, even without the blind, but he’d still taken the time that morning to set up his equipment and hide the sled beneath a white tarp.

      Darcy had been nervous about leaving him on the ice field without transportation, but he’d waved her concerns away. He didn’t need help filming penguins. In fact, her presence would only serve to distract him and possibly alarm the flightless birds. Besides, she needed to be writing the text that would be added as voice-over once the film was edited.

      She couldn’t write in the blind, but she could make good use of her laptop back at the research station where they’d been billeted.

      Noah was just thinking about taking a break for lunch when the behavior of the penguins changed. Suddenly. One moment they were doing their normal penguin activities— sliding across the ice, swimming, eating, encouraging their young— the next they were all, young and old, standing still, heads raised, beaks pointing to the clear blue sky.

      Then, everything changed. The whole colony waddled to the edge of the ice shelf and dove off. In orderly penguin fashion, but with a definite sense of urgency.

      One large male— one of the big guys Noah thought of as the village guard— stopped and stared at Noah’s blind, jerked his head toward the water, stared again, then turned and joined his colony in its evacuation.

      Had that penguin just tried to warn Noah about something? Was there a polar bear in the vicinity? Noah shook his head. Couldn’t be. Polar bears were arctic animals; they didn’t live in Antarctica. But something had the penguins upset, and it definitely wasn’t Noah.

      Whatever the problem was, it was clear that Noah was finished filming for the day. He reached for his radio to call Darcy for pick-up, but froze as he felt a tremor through the layers of padding between his body and the ice.

      A wave of panic rolled over him as he scrambled to grab his video camera and exit the blind. Glancing around he saw only unbroken ice. No sign of fissures. Not yet. But between the penguin behavior and the tremor, he felt sure one was about to develop.

      Noah took a deep breath and attempted to calm himself. He knew he could pull the packed sled for a ways, but how far would he need to go to be out of danger? And, probably more importantly, did he dare take the time to pack up all of his equipment? The penguins seemed to think the danger was imminent, and their instincts were a lot more reliable than his.

      While he was pondering his options, a resounding crack sounded across the ice. He didn’t need another prod. Slinging his camera strap across his shoulders, Noah ran. Away from the ocean where the penguins had disappeared and toward what was hopefully more solid ground. Before he’d covered more than a few yards, Noah saw a fissure forming in the ice. At the moment, it was simply a line, but he knew it could grow into a chasm at any moment… and it was still a good distance away.

      But at least he knew he was running in the right direction.

      Hurtling toward the growing crack in the surface of the ice field, Noah prayed the crampons on his boots would keep him on his feet. He couldn’t afford to fall. Not when a delay, no matter how brief, might cause him to miss his opportunity to escape the forming fissure.

      He sure hoped Darcy…. Crap! He hadn’t had time to use the radio to alert her to his danger. And that radio still rested in his pack in the abandoned blind!

      Noah kept running— he didn’t have time to double back— but knew himself to be in serious trouble.
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      Even over the roar of the snowmobile’s engine, Darcy heard the boom of cracking ice. The sound echoed across the barren landscape, magnified by the hard surface of ice only shallowly covered in snow. Her heart stuttered. She was too late!

      Steeling herself, she pushed the snow machine even faster. She couldn’t, wouldn’t give up until she saw the new berg floating away… and even then she’d call the research station and request an arial search team.

      If Noah survived, she’d find him.

      He had to survive!

      She had  to find him. She couldn’t lose her best friend to the Antarctic ice.

      With tears she refused to shed stinging her eyes, she continued her race toward the ice ledge where she’d deposited Noah that morning. Everything had been fine when she’d left him unpacking his sled. He’d been happy, whistling a jaunty tune as he worked, excited to discover what the penguin colony would share with him today.

      God! She prayed he was still safe, that the penguins he’d been so pleased to film were also safe. Could the flightless birds have realized what was happening? They had to have witnessed ice bergs calving before. Would their instincts have given them warning? If the bird’s behavior changed, surely Noah would have noticed. If so, could he have inferred his own peril?

      She raced on as an even louder boom sounded in the distance.

      The penguins had warned Noah. She had to believe that. She had to believe he was even now running toward her, away from the deadly fissure that she knew was forming.

      Please! Let him be running to meet her!

      Darcy was so preoccupied with thoughts of Noah that she almost missed seeing the fissure. At the last moment, she turned the snowmobile, almost toppling the heavy machine, and slid to a stop mere feet from the newly formed crack in the ice field.

      Cutting the engine, she climbed to her feet and stared across the fissure toward the Southern Ocean and the place where she’d last seen Noah.

      The ice field was bare. No penguins. No man running across the barren landscape.

      He hadn’t made it. The penguins hadn’t warned him… or he’d failed to understand the message.

      She hadn’t made it. She hadn’t been in time to rescue Noah. Her heart stuttered, then slowed to a slow, mournful tempo. She’d failed him. The most she could do now was call for search and rescue.

      Wait! Noah had a radio too! Why hadn’t she thought to call him? She could’ve warned him herself instead of leaving it to the penguins. She’d been so focused on racing to his rescue that she hadn’t considered all of her options.

      God! She was such a fool!

      Grabbing her radio, she called his frequency… with no response.

      Her breath rushed out as if she’d been punched in the gut. Was Noah dead?

      He couldn’t be dead!

      She refused to believe it. His radio was malfunctioning. That was all. Equipment failure happened. Especially in harsh conditions such as those on the Larsen Ice Field of the Antarctic Peninsula.

      Lack of radio reception didn’t mean anything. She’d call for search and rescue and the men and women trained in arctic recovery would find him. Alive and well.

      She had to believe that. Noah was alive and well.

      Stifling a sob, Darcy dialed the frequency for the research station and waited for the dispatcher to pick up.
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