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   As Chaitén sleeps…
 
    
 
   Two microbiologists monitor the effects of global warming in the shadow of the long-dormant volcano.
 
    
 
   A celebrity scientist and his film crew arrive at the caldera to capture Chaitén’s spectacular scenery for a television audience.
 
    
 
   And a Nobel Prize-winning scientist sits in his apartment in Paris, monitoring data on fifty-six volcanoes around the world—waiting for the one sign that his diabolical plan is about to be put into motion.
 
    
 
   Soon, their destinies will converge. For the Earth has become a pawn in the biggest gamble ever played with humanity’s future…
 
    
 
   And Chaitén is about to blow.
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   To the people of Chaitén, who carry on.
 
    
 
     The reasonable man adapts himself to the world; the unreasonable one persists in trying to adapt the world to himself. Therefore, all progress depends on the unreasonable man.
 
    GEORGE BERNARD SHAW
 
                  
 
   Chapter 1
 
    
 
   May 2 
Northern Patagonia, Chile
 
     
The air smelled of sulfur. At first, Sheila Kennedy didn’t notice. Two hours working her way down a steep scree staircase of fractured basalt and rain-slicked gravel, and all she could think of was finding a level place to sit and taking a long slug from her water bottle. But after she had both, the rotten-egg stench wrapped around her like a beggar’s blanket. She stashed the bottle in her backpack and pulled her turtleneck up over her nose.
 
    The rocks she sat on were warm despite the persistent drizzle and temperatures that necessitated her heaviest sweater. A flicker of worry. Both anomalies—the strong sulfur smell and the unusually warm ground temperature—could be signs of an active volcano. But Chaitén hadn’t erupted in nine thousand years. The slope she was descending was temperate rain forest lush at the lower elevations, the exposed rock on its peak smooth and weathered. On a danger level, climbing Chaitén ranked lower than falling out of bed.
 
    She peeled the foil from an energy bar and stuck the wrapper in her jacket pocket, then checked to make sure her camera was secure before zipping her pack shut and hefting it onto her shoulders. Her knees trembled when she stood. Another hour, and she’d reach camp—assuming her overworked calf muscles didn’t give out first. Two months of living and working in the mountains had her in the best physical condition she’d ever been, but the trek to Chaitén’s caldera and back in a single day would have defeated a far better athlete than she. Even Ross would have been winded.
 
    She resumed the descent, legs aching like an arthritic grandmother’s. First thing she’d do when she got back to camp was build a fire and change into dry clothes; then she’d upload her photos to her laptop and e-mail them to Ross. He was going to go ballistic when he saw them. She could hardly comprehend the enormity of their discovery herself.
 
    Gradually, the sky darkened. The drizzle became a spatter, and then a full-on downpour. She untied her raincoat from around her waist and threw it over her shoulders, pulling the hood over her head and clutching the coat beneath her chin with one rapidly freezing hand. From a distance came a low rumble. She considered. Keep going and hope she’d reach camp before the storm hit, or turn back and find temporary shelter? The last thing she needed was to get caught in the open during an Andean thunderstorm.
 
    Another long, ominous rumble set the ground vibrating like a tuning fork. She headed for the tree line, placing her feet carefully as she worked her way down the slope, the scree as unstable as tectonic plates. A series of pops like small gunfire followed by an odd crackling reignited her earlier worry. Some kind of storm-generated electrical discharge? Rocks expanding or contracting?
 
    Then a massive, end-of-the-world explosion stopped her cold. Heart pounding, she squinted through the rain as the echoes reverberated off the low cloud ceiling, and her worry-flicker burst into flame.
 
    A colossal pillar of ash and gas spewed from Chaitén’s caldera. Molten rock colored the column red as it streaked for the stratosphere, turning the sky around it a sickly yellow. Plumes of steam erupted from the surrounding rocks, cheering the inferno heavenward like hissing demons.
 
    For a moment she could only gape as the Earth turned inside out. Then she ran—gasping, stumbling, sliding, rolling down the slope. It was crazy to think she could outrun an erupting volcano, but instinct was stronger than reason. The trees. If she could make it to the tree line, she could shelter in the river valley. Stay low, and maybe the pyroclastic flow would pass over her, like in that movie about the tornado—
 
    She dodged around a boulder. Caught her foot in an erosion gully and pitched forward. Slid a dozen feet and smashed headfirst into another boulder. Lay on her back half stunned as the ash column swirled above: monstrous black cumulonimbus billows roiling with ash and debris; lightning slashing the pillar in schizophrenic scribbles. She closed her eyes. Listened to the mountain roar. Pictured a miasma of fire and toxic gases incinerating her into oblivion, and shuddered. Rolled over. Forced herself to her hands and knees. Shook her head to clear it, then staggered to her feet, wobbling like a boxer until she found her equilibrium and took off running again.
 
    She was almost to the tree line when a blast of hot wind knocked her to her knees. Cinders pelted her hair, scorched her jacket and jeans. Hot ash choked the air. Scrambling for two canted basalt slabs, she threw herself beneath.
 
    Then boulders the size of houses began falling from the sky, and she knew she was dead.
 
                  
 
    THE PREVIOUS DAY
 
                   
 
    Chapter 2
 
     May 1
 
     
She may as well have been a Sherpa. Sheila Kennedy reached behind to ease the weight of her pack, then leaned forward and rested her hands on her knees, pinpricks of light swarming her vision like E. coli in a petri dish. She took a deep, oxygen-deprived breath, and then another. Altitude wasn’t the problem; it was Ross. Sheila’s stride was half the length of his, Ross knew it, and yet every day as they hiked for the glacier, he set a pace that would have worn out a greyhound. She watched the gap between them widen as he strode along the trail, long legs eating up the terrain like he was born to it, black braid swinging, two small feathers bobbing tauntingly at the end. She waited for him to sense that she was lagging and turn back, but he rounded a bend and disappeared.
 
    She picked up a handful of gravel and flung it, not caring that the gesture was more appropriate to a petulant two-year-old. It was that or throw Ross off the mountain—not the optimal way to deal with a difficult research partner, though she doubted any juror who spent an hour in his company would disagree. Ross had changed after his field experience in Antarctica, and not for the better. Some people came out of a disaster more compassionate, more understanding. Instead, it was as if the continent had taken all of Ross’s negative qualities and polished them to a glossy shine. The new and unimproved version was arrogant and rigid, with a my-way-or-the-highway single-mindedness of purpose that at times was almost scary. Yes, their work was urgent. When you were documenting the regeneration of microbial life in the wake of retreating glacier cover due to global warming, you couldn’t exactly take a break and come back and gather your data later. But if you couldn’t stop once in a while and savor some of the most spectacular scenery on the planet, what was the point of working so hard to save it?
 
    She shrugged off her pack and sat down on a boulder. Sifted another handful of stones through her fingers, then picked out a piece of obsidian shaped like an arrowhead to add to her future jewelry collection and dropped it in a Ziploc. So she was stuck with a self-centered research partner with an ego big enough to make Donald Trump blush—so what? She’d chosen Ross for his expertise, not his manners. Dr. Roundtree was a pebble in her boot, a wrinkle in her sock. An irritation with the potential to grow into a serious blister—but only if she let him. Sheila’s strong suit was the ability to see the positive in any situation, and not let others’ vicissitudes spoil her good mood. Her mother used to joke that when the world came to an end and everyone else was running and screaming and cowering, Sheila would be the one standing alone out in the open, admiring the pretty colors in the sky.
 
    This particular sky was so blue she had to squint to look at it; the air balmy enough to convince the most devout skeptic of the reality of global warming. No equatorial sun-kissing at this elevation; the crinkling sensation when the sun hit her skin felt more like being fried. She unscrewed the cap from a tube of SPF 50 and smeared her face and hands. Just because she was African American didn’t mean she wasn’t at risk for a serious sunburn. She’d found that out during an eighth-grade graduation trip to Six Flags.
 
    Below, barren, boulder-strewn slopes morphed into undulating green ridges reaching toward the Pacific, where nalca grew like rhubarb on steroids and fuchsia bloomed on bushes taller than her head. Six miles south at the region’s only natural harbor was civilization, or what passed for it in an area as remote and uninhabited as Northern Patagonia: Chaitén, population four thousand, the capital of Chile’s Region X. The X was a Roman numeral designation, though in view of the area’s countless unnamed mountains and unexplored river valleys, Sheila rather liked the anonymity the X implied. With its homemade welcome sign and wood-frame buildings as individual as the people who made them, Chaitén reminded her of the lumber towns in Michigan’s Upper Peninsula, except that the signs were in Spanish. Even the people were similar: blond and redhaired Caucasians, brown-skinned Mapuche with dark, lank hair and aquiline noses, and every combination thereof (the conquerors having become the conquered)—all wearing wool watch caps and flannel. The two regions shared roughly the same 40-degree latitude—one in the Northern Hemisphere and the other in the Southern—which went a long way toward explaining why, as soon as she stepped off the air taxi from Puerto Montt, she felt at home.
 
    Speaking of which, if she sat here any longer, she may as well buy a condo. She stood up and stretched. No doubt Ross had arrived at the glacier by now and was working himself into a royal snit at her absence—as if starting fifteen minutes later than usual would make a modicum of difference. She adjusted her pack until it rested comfortably on her shoulders, then started off at a leisurely pace. No reason to let Ross’s issues become her own.
 
    There was movement on the road below, a distant glint of sunlight on silver. She lifted the binoculars that forever dangled around her neck against the day she happened to spot some wildlife more interesting than a turkey vulture. A line of trucks. Tankers. New ones, judging by their bright reflections. No logos, or if there were, none that she could read from this distance, even with 20× magnification.
 
    She lowered the glasses. She had a sudden urge to hide, as if by spying on the convoy, she was doing something wrong. Her bad-vibes meter was clicking off the charts. North of Chaitén, Chile’s main north-south highway was a rough, two-lane road of crushed black gravel; a single vehicle sighting was as rare as a condor. In three weeks, she’d seen nothing larger than a cattle truck.
 
    She crouched behind a boulder and rested her camera on top—to use the boulder as a tripod—and waited for the convoy to pass. Instead, long before the lead truck came close enough for her to snap a decent picture, it turned off the highway and vanished into the trees. She counted them off as, one after another, the following vehicles did the same.
 
    When the last truck disappeared, she turned off her camera and sat back on her heels. There was no industry in the region—no mining, no logging. Nothing but seven hundred thousand acres of pristine wilderness bought up by an American clothing tycoon in the 1990s and donated to the Chilean government as a park. No reason for twenty-two tankers to come trundling down the Carretera Austral, turning inland at a place where a road didn’t exist.
 
                  
 
    Chapter 3
 
     May 1 
Paris, France
 
     
Existence, Philippe Dumas mused as he waited on the corner of rue Bonaparte and rue de Seine for the light to change, was a precarious state. Every living moment was shadowed by death. A single step forward by any of the pedestrians waiting with him into the stream of Citroëns, Minis, and Smart Cars, and theirs would come to an immediate (and untidy) end. But Earth’s existence was just as tenuous. Given that the current generation of politicians and world rulers had come of age beneath the constant specter of nuclear war, one would have thought they’d have gotten a handle on the problem by now. Yet not only was the possibility of the planet’s going out with a bang on an order of magnitude equal to its creation still an appallingly credible threat, the relentless ruination at the hands of her most irresponsible inhabitants promised Earth’s demise as surely as if Philippe were to step into traffic. In a manner of speaking.
 
    He released the brake on his electric wheelchair when the light turned and rolled forward, pedestrians parting for the chair with as much interest as water around a rock. A nascent breeze fluttered the newspaper in his basket. He weighted it down with the block of Beaufort he’d purchased for his breakfast, then tucked his baguette under his overcoat as the first drops of rain began to fall. Like every Parisian, Philippe carried an umbrella whenever he went out. Unlike them, however, he was loath to use it. The chair was bad enough. Motoring down the sidewalk with an umbrella ballooned over his head made him feel as though he were driving a clown car.
 
    A clap of thunder as he reached his building, and the portier rushed to open the door. Philippe motored across the lobby and backed deftly into the elevator, pleased that he had won out over the weather. It was a small enough triumph to be sure, but for someone as limited physically as he, a victory nonetheless.
 
    His rooms comprised the entire top floor. He hung his coat on a low hook the maintenance staff had installed next to the elevator, left the bread and cheese on a wooden bench beside it, stashed the unopened umbrella in its holder, and negotiated the narrow hallway to his office. Casement windows circumscribed three-quarters of the turreted corner room. His building sat on a slight promontory overlooking the Seine. Philippe could look left at the Jardin des Tuileries and the Musée du Louvre, or look right to see the Pont Neuf and the crenelated spires of Notre Dame. In summer when the windows were open his assistant, Stéphanie, grumbled at the dust and the noise, but both were tolerable annoyances. He’d bought the apartment for the view.
 
    He drove directly to his desk, a curved, marble and mahogany monstrosity custom-built to match the shape of the room by the apartment’s previous owner. Philippe had had the desk turned to face the interior walls. The arrangement spoiled the symmetry, but Philippe was a visualist, and needed to reference his wall maps as he worked: New Zealand on his left, with the Kermandec oceanic trench off the coast noted prominently in blue. Following the wall to the right and progressing along the shorelines of Indonesia and Asia, the Tonga, Bougainville, Challenger Deep, Marianas, Izu-Ogasawara, Japan, and Kurile trenches were similarly noted. A gap for his office door, which corresponded with the Aleutian Channel (an accommodation suggested by Stéphanie, which Philippe thought particularly clever), and the progression took up again: the Aleutian Trench, the Middle America Trench, and the Peru-Chile Trench off the coast of South America on the wall to his right.
 
    Dotting his room-sized reproduction of the Pacific Ring of Fire, as the horseshoe-shaped, near-continuous series of oceanic trenches, volcanic arcs, and plate movement zones was called, were 452 color-coded pins representing both active and dormant volcanoes. Krakatau. Pinatubo. Mount St. Helens. Others the public had not yet heard of. Some, they never would. It was the middle group that interested Philippe most.
 
    He transferred from his wheelchair to an ordinary desk chair. Down the hall there was a ding and a clatter as the elevator gate opened and closed, followed by the click of a woman’s footsteps heading toward the kitchen in the back. For a moment, Philippe imagined it was Peggy returned from shopping. During the last years of their marriage, he often suspected the avenue des Champs-Élysées was the only reason she stayed. Marrying her had been his one great mistake, a single impetuous act against a lifetime of careful consideration. A second marriage for both, Philippe had been without encumbrances, but Peggy had come with a rambunctious seven-year-old, an insufferable child with a shrill, whiny voice and an insatiable curiosity, who, after far too many disruptive years, had at last grown up and moved out. Not long after, to no one’s great surprise, his American wife had done the same.
 
    He logged on to his computer and ran through the day’s e-mails, deleting the solicitations for money and forwarding to his assistant the invitations to speak. Since his Nobel, every conference on the planet wanted Philippe Honoré Dumas. To each, Stéphanie sent the same reply: “Dr. Dumas regrets that he will be out of the country.” Not only did the generic response effectively preclude further discussion, it was also his little joke. Philippe hadn’t left Paris in decades. He hadn’t even gone to Stockholm. Peggy had never forgiven him for that. They both knew neither his deteriorating health nor the chair prevented travel. He simply didn’t want to. “Homme déraisonnable,” Stéphanie would often say with a charming shake of her head. “Unreasonable man. You are stubborn as a mule.” But always with a smile.
 
    She knocked on his office door and entered with a tray and the day’s mail. Her black hair curled enchantingly from the humidity, and her blouse was damp where her hair lay across her shoulders. Philippe smiled. Stéphanie also eschewed carrying an umbrella.
 
    After the usual exchange of pleasantries, she adjourned to her office next to his. Philippe picked up a slice of buttered bread and spread his Le Monde open on the desktop. He could have gotten his news online, just as he could have had Stéphanie purchase the ingredients for his breakfast (as she did the rest of his meals), but going out each morning for the paper was a ritual he’d begun as an engineering student newly arrived in Paris, and he saw no reason to break the habit. Too much else had changed. Over the decades, the kiosk nearest his apartment had seen more owners than a last-finish soccer team, which made the loyalty of his patronage somehow more important. The current fournisseur was a surly Lebanese who contributed to the city’s air pollution with a constant cigar. Every morning Philippe arrived expecting to find the kiosk smoldering on the pavement; yet against all reason, it continued to exist. As did the planet.
 
    Breakfast finished, he deposited the newspaper in the recycling bin next to his desk and logged on to a secure website to review the previous night’s data. Monitoring fifty-six volcanoes on a continuous basis was an unimaginably tedious task for a mind as volatile and creative as his, the data multitudinous and complex. His lab assistants had written a software program to handle the bulk of the output, but interpretation was up to him. The project was also expensive beyond belief—another point of contention between himself and his former wife—though unquestionably, an instance in which the end quite literally justified all of his means.
 
    Three volcanoes on his watch list showed elevated seismicity levels. Two he flagged with yellow. The third he noted with red, rolling his chair to the right to switch out the wall pin at a point the equivalent of 760 miles south of Santiago.
 
    He rolled back to his desk, then swiveled to watch the rain sheet off the windows. He considered the most recent conference invitation, the third from the organizer of an environmental summit scheduled to begin the following day. Clearly, he was wanted badly. He studied the lone red wall pin. Perhaps a trip to Santiago was in order after all. Everyone complains about the weather, his American ex-wife had been fond of saying, but nobody does anything about it.
 
    This time, somebody was.
 
                  
 
    Chapter 4
 
     May 1 
Santiago, Chile
 
     
The weather couldn’t have been more perfect. Tropical without being torrid; warm, but not humid; shirt-sleeve weather, Rebecca Sweet’s mother would have called it, with just enough breeze to ruffle a person’s hair and nary a cloud in sight. Ahéhee’, she whispered as she left the Santa Lucia market with her backpack full of souvenirs for her family and angled for the Plaza de Armas across the street. Thank you.
 
    Rebecca had chosen Santiago as the location for her conference in large part because of its climate. Situated in the valley between the Andes and the coastal cordillera, Santiago’s weather was far more equatorial than its latitude implied. Santiago was also a prosperous city in a country that was one of South America’s most technologically advanced. Easy to get to, pleasant to visit and work in (assuming you were willing to overlook the city’s notorious air pollution problem, which Rebecca was not; in fact, in her opening remarks, she planned to use Santiago’s negative air quality as an example of how desperately man’s careless stewardship of the Earth needed to stop). Palm trees, pastel stucco, colonial architecture, cobbled streets, parks, museums, markets—what more could a conference organizer ask for? That the location also gave her a chance to hang out for a week with her brother for some postconference R and R was a bonus.
 
    She was going to need it. She’d deliberately invited both pro- and anti-global warming factions to her event hoping for fireworks. Rebecca may have left her environmental activist days behind, but she still understood the value of controversy. Boring never made the papers. With luck, one or the other group would say or do something outrageous enough to hit the wire services and Preserve Our Planet’s first-ever environmental conference would go on record as the conference to watch.
 
    And if they didn’t, she’d make it happen.
 
    Passionate hotheads, she could handle. The headache was Dr. Dumas.
 
    She’d sent him an invitation as a joke from her cell phone last night while she was out with her conference volunteers—one of those wine-laden party dares she normally wouldn’t have fallen victim to, except that her people had already worked incredibly hard for her (with more to come), and with Dumas’ draconian assistant running interference, there wasn’t a snowball’s chance he’d even see her e-mail, let alone accept, so what was the harm?
 
    She’d forgotten all about the stunt until she woke up this morning and checked her messages. Now she was stuck with a speaker she would have killed to include a month ago, but no longer wanted. What use was he to her? The programs were printed, the schedule was set, and it was far too late to leverage his participation for publicity. Worse, she was going to have to cut her opening remarks short tomorrow afternoon, leaving the program in the hands of her assistant, to go meet him and his assistant at the airport. She couldn’t send someone else—much as she might want to—or, heaven forbid, make the great man take a cab. It wasn’t just the issue of the wheelchair; she needed to be there in person to attend to his ego. Which was the crux of the problem. Dumas would naturally expect top billing because of the whole Nobel thing, which meant that before she’d even had her morning coffee, she’d had to bump her current keynote speaker in such a way that the poor man didn’t realize he’d been demoted. She felt like a glorified babysitter. Keep the kiddies fed and happy, and as long as they didn’t kill each other before Mommy and Daddy got home, she might get the chance to do it again.
 
    She walked past the Santiago Public Library, pausing to purchase two apples from an Amerindian woman selling fruit from a blanket on the sidewalk. Her conference was going to take place in the library’s event room. No clandestine gathering of scientists and politicians making esoteric talk beyond the public’s purview for her; her event was completely open and accessible. Of course, that also meant accessible to protesters. A handful had already taken up position. Rebecca recognized several. She’d left the People’s Alliance for a Prosperous Planet off the guest list on purpose, knowing they’d feel just slighted enough to come anyway, and at their own expense—the advantage of having once been a protester herself. Sometimes she thought she understood her dissidents better than she did her speakers.
 
    Even so, she turned her head as she walked past. It was possible one of the PAPP people was responsible for yesterday’s death threat. She’d filed the anonymous e-mail in the appropriately labeled folder on her laptop along with the others she’d received over the years. The threats bothered her husband, Antonio, far more than they did her. To Rebecca, they were only words. No one ever acted on them. People just wanted to have their say. She used to get death threats because of her radical activism; now she got them from radical activists claiming she’d sold out. What people didn’t realize was that nothing stayed the same. Ever since Al Gore’s documentary caught the public’s fancy, environmental issues had become the darling of the day. There was no need to raise awareness any longer by pouring sugar in the gas tanks of construction equipment or blowing holes in the sides of ships. You could draw attention to your cause much more easily and effectively by—well, by holding a conference.
 
    She entered the Plaza de Armas and sat down on a bench with her legs stretched in front of her and her face tipped to the sun. Her backpack was tucked securely behind her feet. Santiago was no more plagued by pickpockets and thieves than any large city, but as in any large city, tourists were the easy targets. No reason to set herself up as a mark. She’d already been approached in this park the day before by a young man and woman who gave her a slip of paper with a poem printed on it, claiming they were students and needed money to pay for their studies. “Two roads diverged in a yellow wood.” Right. Rebecca wouldn’t have fallen for that even if her Lonely Planet guidebook hadn’t warned against the scam. She was surprised they’d targeted her; with her brown skin and black hair and Navajo features she certainly didn’t look like a gringo. She supposed that, given the way the couple made their living, they’d become adept at picking up stranger-to-the-city cues.
 
    She crossed her arms over her chest and settled in for a ten-minute power nap. Her walk-through with the library’s event coordinator wasn’t for another twenty—which meant these were among the last minutes she could call her own. Once an event started rolling, the organizer was never off the clock.
 
    As if to prove the point, her cell phone vibrated in her pocket. She was tempted to let it go to voice mail. If you didn’t know about a problem, did it actually exist? But she flipped open the phone, then smiled when she saw the display. “Hey, Ross.”
 
    “Hey, yourself,” her little brother responded in Navajo. “Are you alone? Do you have a minute? Can you talk?”
 
    “I can talk.”
 
    “Good,” he said, still speaking Navajo. A family signal that something was up.
 
    Rebecca sat up straighter, then exhaled a low whistle after Ross told her what his research partner had seen. “Illegal dumping,” she said. “It has to be. A single tanker, sure. Two or three, maybe. But twenty-two? There’s no innocent explanation.”
 
    “I agree.”
 
    “I hope she took pictures.”
 
    Ross snorted. “Nothing we can use. Let’s just say she’s no Erin Brokovich.”
 
    “That’s too bad. You can’t make allegations without proof.”
 
    “Don’t I know it. She’ll have to redeem herself tomorrow. Sheila’s heading out first thing to track down the dump site. I’m taking the air taxi this afternoon to Puerto Montt. Those trucks came from the north. Somebody up there knows something.”
 
    “What about your research?”
 
    He snorted again, a rude, condescending mannerism that in recent months had become his signature response to anything he disapproved of. Which was nearly everything.
 
    “What research? If someone’s dumping chemicals anywhere near our study area, our data’s as contaminated as the dump site. All we can do now is find out who’s responsible. I’m not keeping quiet. Not this time.”
 
    Rebecca let Ross’s oblique reference slide. Two years since the Antarctica disaster, and he was still consumed. No way was she having that particular conversation yet again. “My bet’s on mining,” she said, to direct the topic to more productive ground. Getting people to focus on the big picture was one of the talents that made her a natural leader. Or, as her family used to say, “Rebecca knows how to make people do what she wants.” “The El Diablo copper mine isn’t far from Puerto Montt. Their chimneys produce tons of sulfuric acid every day. That may well be your source.”
 
    “Maybe,” he said slowly. “You’re the expert. But if the tankers are carrying sulfuric acid, why go to all the trouble of dumping it? Why not just sell it? We’re not talking nuclear waste. Plenty of industries use sulfuric acid.”
 
    Typical Ross. Acknowledge her proficiency in one breath while undermining it in the next. As it happened, she was an expert on South American logging and mining pollution, as he well knew; she and her people had been working to identify the most egregious polluters for years—ever since the iceberg water fiasco, as a matter of fact. Funny how the same incident was so pivotal in shaping their opposite mind-sets. Since that time, Ross had become more convinced than ever that whatever he believed was right. Rebecca had been truly frightened by the realization that she could be so absolutely and completely wrong.
 
    “Well, whatever the tankers are carrying, we can assume it’s a liquid. You don’t just dump a quantity like that out on the ground. Tell Sheila to look for lakes.” Rebecca had met an Englishman while working in Argentina who was pushing a handcart on a five-thousand-mile walkabout from Santa Cruz to Punta Arenas and back. He told her that after he drank from a stream near a mining site, eight of his teeth fell out.
 
    She tapped her own as she considered the scale of the operation Ross had described. This probably wasn’t the first run the tankers had made, nor was it likely to be the last. Somebody somewhere was paying someone a small fortune to do . . . something—presumably, with the objective of making more. Integrity was always first to go whenever large sums of money were involved. She hated to think what would happen when they realized they’d been found out.
 
    Across the park, the young couple who approached her yesterday stopped an older couple who were clearly tourists: cameras, shopping bags, maps, and sightseeing literature sticking out of the woman’s purse. At first, the older couple looked suspicious, but the scammers’ practiced smiles quickly won them over. Rebecca watched the woman accept a slip of paper from them while her husband dug in his back pocket for his wallet.
 
    “And Ross,” she added, “hazhóó ógo bidiní—tell her to be careful.”
 
                  
 
    Chapter 5
 
     May 2 
Northern Patagonia, Chile
 
     
Sheila trudged up the middle of the Carretera Austral, raincoat zipped to her chin, hood pulled over her head. She wished the heavens would just dump their load and be done with it, instead of subjecting her to this never-ending Chinese-water-torture drizzle. Everything was wet. Her boots. Her socks. Her jeans. Her backpack. Her hair. The vegetation—ferns, bamboo, nalca, deciduous trees, pine trees—branches bent low, water running off each pine needle and leaf tip like snot from a lumberjack’s nose. The road itself: puddles overflowing into rivulets that emptied into twin streams burbling down deep ditches on either side. A dank, sodden, green landscape relieved only by the occasional swamp.
 
    The road lay in deep shadow. Ten o’clock, and the sun still hadn’t cleared the mountaintops. Up on the glacier, Sheila would have been peeling off her sweater right about now. Instead, down in the valley, every time she exhaled, she could see her breath.
 
    Wet and cold. Delightful, if you were a dolphin or a seal.
 
    When she first started out, she’d hoped to catch a ride. It wasn’t inconceivable that someone would come along. Patagonia was remote, not uninhabited, and the Austral was one of only two north-south highways through the region. If anyone asked, she was a botanist studying Chile’s native ferns in order to write the definitive book on the subject. She wasn’t quite sure why she felt the need to concoct a story. Chile wasn’t a particularly dangerous country, even if her friends painted dire pictures of kidnappers and drug lords and armed rebels running rampant when they found out she was coming, as if that were true of every South American country whose name began with the letter C. She supposed she was just being careful. No reason to give out personal information if you didn’t have to. You never knew who might offer a lift. Or why.
 
    But by now, the issue was moot. According to her best guess, the convoy had turned off six, maybe eight miles from camp. She’d been hiking for two hours. At a steady three miles per, she had to be nearly there. Though “there” in this case actually meant “halfway,” since she still had to walk back. Sheila had packed enough food for two days, going light on the amount of water she was carrying because of the weight, and because she could refill her one-liter plastic bottle as needed from clean streams. But just because she was willing to spend the night in the bush didn’t mean she wanted to.
 
    A part of her was still surprised that Ross had suggested they investigate. He was so focused—okay, “obsessed”—with their research, that at first the deviation seemed out of character. But his sense of injustice was strong, all the more so after his last field experience in Antarctica, and having been made aware of evidence of pollution on a grand scale, he couldn’t look away. Environmental pollution was never a matter of out of sight, out of mind, he’d argued. There was only one planet; even the most remote places on Earth were connected. When the allegorical butterfly flapped its wings in Peking, everyone felt the breeze.
 
    She got that, and didn’t disagree; it just grated to have him taking charge and giving orders. He may have been the more experienced microbiologist, but her name was first on their grant application.
 
    Somewhere up ahead was a lake polluted with sulfuric acid, if Rebecca’s instincts were correct. Ross doubted the answer to the tanker mystery was that simple, but Sheila had known Ross’s sister since their UCLA days, and when it came to environmental issues, Rebecca was rarely wrong. Besides, logging and mining pollution was her area of study—she and her team were using the Santiago conference as a platform to present their most recent findings. Regardless, the trucks were doing something—Sheila’s assignment now was to find out what.
 
    Aside from the crunch of her footsteps and the rushing water in the burgeoning streams, the forest was quiet. Your average twenty-something would have freaked at the realization that she was more isolated from civilization than most people ever experienced and started digging in her pocket or purse for her cell phone. Sheila didn’t mind. Her early years were spent in a remote wilderness cabin as the only child of back-to-the-land parents who prided themselves on being self-contained. Friends? Why do you need friends? You have the woods, the lake, the sky—people will turn on you, She-She, but the Earth will always be your friend. Not quite the same as being raised by wolves, but close.
 
    Ross, on the other hand, had woken up this morning surrounded by people, under a real roof, in a real bed; no doubt with fresh fruit for breakfast and honest-to-goodness, real, fresh-brewed coffee. Contrast that with her cold, wet world, and it was hard not to feel like she was being punished. Yes, the division of labor he’d suggested made sense. Chile was no more misogynistic than any other country, but the reality was, Ross was more likely to get answers from truck drivers and mine workers and whoever else he made inquiries of because of his gender. With his Native American looks, he could pass for a local, even if he was a little tall. Sheila’s skin was dark as well, but there just weren’t many people of African descent in this part of the world. Ross’s Spanish was excellent, whereas Sheila spoke unaccented French. Still. It wasn’t her fault her camera had been set for close-ups.
 
    The bright spot (and Sheila was very good at finding the shiny side) was waking up this morning to the realization that for the first time in weeks, she was utterly and completely alone. She could do what she wanted, when she wanted to, without Ross’s constant critical eye peering over her shoulder. (And what—exactly—was wrong with eating a tin of Thai-spiced tuna for breakfast every morning? She’d like to know.) Sit on her favorite rock and watch the sun rise for as long as she wished. Pack what she needed without Ross telling her she’d included things she shouldn’t or suggesting things he presumed she’d forgotten. She hadn’t realized how oppressive living with a person twenty-four/seven could be. Sheila had always assumed one day she’d marry. Now, she wasn’t sure.
 
    Funny thing was, there was a time when she would have gladly married Ross, back when she was a freshman at UCLA and he was a teaching assistant. Ross was easily the smartest man she’d ever known, which was saying something, considering Sheila’s stepfather was a world-class, Albert Einstein-level genius. Unlike her stepfather, however, Ross was also fun; quick-witted and clever, with a delightful sense of humor that was so dry, only a handful of his students got his jokes, and only half the time at that. With his chiseled nose and swept-back forehead he could have been the model for the Indian Head penny. The Great Spirit had blessed the future Dr. Roundtree with looks and brains. Trouble was, he knew it. Fortunately, Sheila had matured quickly enough to be able to recognize the difference between confidence and arrogance before she made a fool of herself. She hoped.
 
    At last she came to the break in the trees she was looking for, just as the rain quit and the sun broke through the low-hanging clouds. Slanting rays, sparkling vegetation—she half expected to hear a chorus of angels. She certainly felt like singing a few hallelujahs. She shook out her raincoat and tied it around her waist, then took out her camera and shot a series of stills. Ross wanted pictures; she’d bring back a documentary. Never mind that she was setting herself up for a lecture on conserving camera batteries.
 
    This road was narrower than she expected: trees bulldozed indifferently to the sides of a slash through the vegetation barely wide enough for a pickup truck, wilted branches still clinging to green. Dirt piled up over a fat culvert hastily thrown down. Deep ruts scored the mud on the other side. Fresh-cut logs laid down over a swampy section. The new road looked exactly like an ordinary, nondescript logging road. Which she supposed was the point.
 
    She glanced around to make sure no one was watching (her finely tuned sense of irony could easily imagine someone coming along and offering a ride at the precise moment she wished they wouldn’t), then took out her video camera and started down the new road, filming as she walked. Mud. Soft soil. Ruts filled with puddles. Broken-off tree trunks and displaced tree roots poking out of the roadbed as if they’d been put there for the sole purpose of tripping her up. She pointed the camera downward. She wanted to make sure Ross saw every torturous footstep.
 
    Mercifully, after half a mile, conditions improved. The road became wider. Mud gave way to gravel. The road was graded, culverts strategically placed to channel away water. A stream that was probably a feeder for the Rio Blanco was spanned by a sturdy wooden bridge. The improvements made walking easier, but did nothing for her state of mind. Whoever was responsible for the new road had not only gone to a great deal of effort to construct it, they’d taken extraordinary pains to disguise the fact that they had. She glanced around, acutely aware that this was a private road built by lawbreakers for a nefarious purpose and she was wearing a bright red raincoat. She’d bought the coat for the color, thinking it could double as an emergency signal. Now it felt like she had a target painted on her back. Not that she was doing anything wrong. Chile was a free country—or was it? Hard to say. When you were working in a foreign country, the safest course was always to stick to your science. Poke your nose where it didn’t belong, get involved in local issues, ask questions of the wrong person—hike down the wrong road—and you could end up in serious trouble. South American jails had a reputation. She didn’t want to find out what Chile’s looked like from the inside.
 
    She stopped. Cocked her head. Thought—hoped—she had imagined it at first, but yes, it was a noise, a faint humming sound off in the distance. Definitely man-made. Mechanical. She glanced behind, saw nothing. Checked out the road ahead. Still nothing, yet the noise was growing steadily louder. Now it sounded more like a buzzing than a humming. Someone cutting lumber up ahead? Or was it coming from the highway? Maybe a passing truck?
 
    Before she had time to wonder further, the sound resolved itself into a concussive whump-whump-whump-whump. She dashed for the cover of the trees, whipped off her raincoat from around her waist, and threw herself on the ground. She bunched the coat beneath her and prayed that her black hair and brown sweater and blue jeans were sufficient camouflage as the whump-whump grew louder still. Dried leaves and twigs swirled around her. Squeezing her eyes shut, she buried her face in the crook of her arm as a low-flying helicopter passed directly over her head.
 
                  
 
    Chapter 6
 
     “Take us lower!” Max screamed over the rush of the helicopter’s rotor wash. “I want to touch the treetops!”
 
    The pilot and copilot exchanged looks and shrugged. The helicopter careened downward. Max leaned out the open door and whooped. He grinned at the three men sitting next to him, jammed his thumb down. “You getting this?”
 
    The cameraman, a fair-skinned Frenchman with thick dreads whipping in the swirling wind, stared back, eyes white.
 
    “Come on, Denis! You were an animal back at La Paloma, leaping over those crevasses like Ice Tarzan. And you’re scared now?”
 
    “Tu es dingue!”
 
    “And you’re a big poule mouillée. Come on, look at that scenery! It’s perfect.”
 
    Northern Patagonia streamed past, tree-bearded mountains rising and falling in green waves strung with silver threads—the ever-present waterfalls. It really was spectacular, all the more so with the wind in Max’s hair. The power of the Earth beneath my feet! The magic of geology! He grinned.
 
    The other two film crew members punched Denis and laughed. Probably glad they didn’t have to lean out themselves, the wimps. Denis shouldered his HD digital camera—only the best for Max Heat’s world-class science specials—and inched forward. Max pulled him to the edge and the poor guy almost lost the camera with his backpedaling flailing.
 
    Max laughed, steadied him, patted him on the back. “Sorry, bro. Enough fooling around, right? We’re good, yeah? Okay. Get some long shots, and some pointing straight down. Dynamic. And some of me looking out into the distance. You know how I mean.” He leaned back in his seat, straightened his field vest, and put on a serene, stoic face. The Serious Scientist contemplating the mysteries of the universe. The lighting was just right, his ash blond hair artfully tousled, his lean face and dark eyes perfectly solemn. With luck, the shot would make good promo. He held the pose just long enough, then broke into a grin.
 
    Marcel, the executive producer, leaned forward. “What’s got you in such a good mood?”
 
    Oh, the things he could say. Maybe it was the joy of being Dr. Maximum “Max” Heat, media star, world-class volcanologist, famous adventurer, and all-around excellent guy. Maybe it was being paid to do this stuff—and with a fat bonus waiting for him at the end from that wheelchair-bound Frenchman (really, what was up with all the Frenchmen these days?). Maybe it was the memory of the schoolgirls back in Santiago in their schoolgirl outfits: short skirts and long stockings, but not long enough to hide a sliver of teenage thigh—what Nipponese otaku reverentially called zettai ryouiki. Then there was Celia, black hair curtaining blacker eyes as she stood next to him atop San Cristobal Hill, Santiago twinkling below in the sultry night. The thought warmed him.
 
    Or maybe it was the simple things he was looking forward to today. Hiking in a millennia-old caldera, sun shining above, stone pulsing beneath his feet, cool Chilean mountain air on his face. Witnessing a rhyolitic volcanic eruption.
 
    He grinned again, a smile bursting with secret knowledge. Chaitén wasn’t going to blow today; he knew that because the town hadn’t been evacuated yet, and the whole point of the monitoring project was to give the people living in the shadow of Earth’s most volatile mountains sufficient warning. But soon. Definitely within the week. His Frenchman had promised.
 
    It felt great to be doing actual science. Cavorting in front of the camera was a gas, and international tail was even better, but he didn’t do nearly enough real data-gathering these days. At Chaitén, he’d get the chance, and with cutting-edge equipment, too. All thanks to the patronage of his Frenchman. A Nobel-winning Frenchman, no less. Max had known of Philippe Dumas, of course. Once you were featured on the covers of Time, Der Spiegel, and Paris Match (a triple play Max could only dream of one day accomplishing), the entire world knew who you were. What Max didn’t know was why the man had contacted him. Max wasn’t getting much good press within the volcanology community these days. He understood their reasons, but it still bothered him when he was treated with less than respect. Of course his TV features were simplified; they were for a lay public. Of course his nomen tempus was silly; how much attention was Maximilian Leibowitz going to get? What they didn’t realize was that by working to raise the profile of geology and volcanology, Max was benefiting them as well. Making science sexy. It wasn’t his fault he’d been blessed with an abundance of charm, media savvy, and good looks. If his colleagues couldn’t appreciate that, they could stick their collective heads up a sulfurous fumarole.
 
    Marcel held up his hands, backed off. “Hey, hey, mon ami, it was just a question.”
 
    Max replaced the scowl that had crept over his features with a grin that said, It’s all right, bro. “Just happy to be with you, Marcel. Je prononce la vérité.” And he was. When he’d first met the French film crew they were the perfect image of detached Gallic hipsterdom with their combat boots, Che Guevara T’s, white-boy Afros and dreadlocks, and Hello Kitty camo headbands. One was even fashionably black. But eventually he’d broken through their cool cliquishness, and they’d proven to be good traveling companions. Especially when exploring Santiago’s clubs.
 
    He leaned toward the pilot. “How much farther?”
 
    “Five minutes, sir.”
 
    Max clapped him on the shoulder. “Hot! Yo, Denis, let’s get some shots of me talking about the volcano.” Denis swung the camera around. Christian scrambled to ready his mic boom, but Max waved him off. “Don’t worry about it. We’ll catch it in ADR.”
 
    He put on his Serious Scientist face, then shouted above the sound of the helo’s thudding blades. “We’re flying above the Andes Mountains in Patagonia, Chile, nearing Chaitén volcano. In one way, Chaitén is like most volcanoes—it’s dormant, inactive, and has been for thousands of years.” A pause for effect. “But like all volcanoes, dormant doesn’t mean dead. Like a sleeping giant, Chaitén could awaken at any time to threaten the little Chilean town just a few miles to the south.” The words were cheesy, but Max delivered them dramatically and that was what counted. That, and amping up the sense of danger.
 
    He lowered his head, adopted an air of gravitas. “Chaitén is an especially dangerous volcano. It’s a rare type, called a rhyolitic volcano. Vesuvius, Krakatau, Mount St. Helens—they’re all rhyolitic, and when they go off, they erupt spectacularly.” Pause. “Lethally.”
 
    He leaned forward. Moved his hands as he talked. Explanation Mode. “All volcanoes release the pressure that’s always building inside the Earth. Like you might after a meal of bad Mexican food.” Dear Lord. Am I really making a fart-based analogy? He plowed ahead. “The Earth releases pressure in the form of gas and liquid. And in the same way an especially thick meal might cause a . . . a blockage, some volcanoes . . .”
 
    The crew was cracking up. “All right, cut. Forget that.”
 
    Marcel slapped Max’s shoulder. “Slick merde.”
 
    Max forced a smile, let them settle down. “Okay. Let’s try that again.” The little red light went on. “A rhyolitic volcano contains magma that’s high in silica content, making it especially thick and viscous.” Denis snickered; Max ignored him. “Unlike other volcanoes that can easily relieve pressure, in a rhyolitic volcano, the pressure just builds and builds. Sometimes for thousands of years. Until it releases.” Dramatic pause. “Explosively.” Another pause. “This is why rhyolitic volcanoes frequently erupt without notice. In most volcanoes, the movement of gas and magma under the earth causes seismic shifts that scientists can detect. But a rhyolitic volcano is under such high pressure that there is no movement, no seismic indicators. Chaitén volcano could erupt at any second, and we would have no more than a few hours’ warning.” He fixed the camera with a dire look, then smiled. “Cut. C’est bon. We can throw in some graphics and additional voice-over later.”
 
    Denis was staring at him. “Was that true? The volcano can blow at any second?”
 
    Max laughed. “Yeah, but it’s not going to. Not today.” He smiled to himself, took a swig of water, consulted his notes. “All right, let’s get some footage on the spider bots. Ready?”
 
    Denis nodded. Red light.
 
    “We’re here at Chaitén volcano to test out a cutting-edge scientific tool: the spider bot. It doesn’t look like much, just a suitcase-sized box on three metal legs”—“Edit in footage of the bots here,” he noted sotto voce—“but like the engine in a sports car, or the filling in your jelly donut, it’s what’s inside that counts. Each spider bot is packed with high-tech sensors—a seismometer to spot earthquakes, an infrared sensor to detect heat, a sensor to detect ash clouds, and a GPS unit to sense the most minute bulging of the ground. But what makes these spider bots really special is their onboard computers. With them, the bots are able to set up a dynamic mesh network, somewhat like the Internet, and communicate with each other. Together, they form a complete, big-picture data image that volcanologists can study. With this data image we expect historic new discoveries.” Dramatic pause. “Today we are going to deploy one of these spider bots for the very first time.” He looked out the window, let just the right note of anticipation creep into his features. Then he leaned back. “Cut. That was perfect.”
 
    It wasn’t the first deployment of the spider bots—he and Dumas had already set them up in dozens of calderas around the world—but Max’s telling made for a better story.
 
    “Dr. Heat! We’re approaching the caldera.”
 
    Max thrust his arm out the door, pointed. “Denis! That’s your cue!”
 
    The helicopter swooped low and then canted up, slowing and tilting forward with a flourish. Max and the French boys cheered; their pilot had style! And then there was the caldera.
 
    Max gasped. He’d been here before, a year ago, the first time the spider bots were deployed. He’d seen the two deep blue lakes on the forested mountain, one surrounded by a wide field of bare rock, the other a mountain meadow. But now, one of the lakes was a brilliant turquoise, a glittering, refractive pool of bright sparkling sky. A wisp of steam rose from the middle of the lake, the wind twisting it into origami curlicues. He whistled. The lake was beautiful. The perfect setting for the spider bot demo. This would make for spectacular TV.
 
    Then the scientist in him frowned. A change as dramatic as this wasn’t normal. Dumas had promised Chaitén wasn’t yet ready to blow. He trusted Dumas. He’d seen the man’s science. It was rock solid. Still.
 
    Then he grinned. Whatever was about to happen, the footage he shot today would be truly unique. Something never before seen. Majestic. Dramatic.
 
    Brewing below was the opportunity of a lifetime. He’d be a fool not to take it. He signaled the pilot. “Take us down!”
 
                  
 
    Chapter 7
 
     Ross leaned against the Suzuki rental in the parking lot of the El Diablo copper mine, arms crossed, face set, anger boiling. He’d learned plenty of tedious facts about the mine and the industry (“Did you know Chile produces five times as much copper as any other country in the world?”). He also had some fine pictures of the crystal room deep in the mine, a man-sized geode chamber stuffed with shining, meter-long quartz crystals jutting at crazy angles. He’d bought a bit of translucent emerald atacamite at the gift shop. But he had nothing on the illegal dumping at Chaitén. The tour had gone up to the mine, but he needed to go down to the foundries and sulfuric acid storage tanks, and they hadn’t been included. Besides that, the only people who’d taken the tour with him were a German couple. He’d had no chance to slip away and get lost.
 
    Enough fooling around. Time to take a chance.
 
    He crossed the yard outside the main offices to the road overlooking the valley and the foundry. Putting on a hard hat he’d bought at the gift shop, he stepped over the guardrail and started walking. Loose rock crunched under his feet. The sun was bright. He stripped off his jacket and hung it over his arm. Reminded himself to tread lightly. He was here to search out illegal and unethical activity, and the people behind it wouldn’t want to be found. Codelco—the Corporaciòn Nacional del Cobre de Chile—was the country’s state-owned mining corporation. Chile had nationalized the copper industry in 1971; copper mining was Chile’s single biggest industry, bringing in $28 billion a year, with over half going directly to the federal government. Copper prices had quintupled since a sixty-year low in 1999, and increasing demand in copper markets, especially China and India, brought more and more wealth to the country. According to the mine tour guide.
 
    Money and power. A lethal combination.
 
    Despite Rebecca’s assurances that the tankers had come from this mine, Ross suspected his efforts would turn up nothing. They had no direct evidence to make the connection; all they were going on was Rebecca’s hunch and Sheila’s zoomed-in, pixelated pictures. Granted, his sister had a knack for instantly sensing the truth—so much, that there were whispers among some in the tribe that she was destined to become a priestess or singer—but hauling sulfuric acid to Chaitén and dumping it there made absolutely no sense. The mine scrubbed the sulfur waste generated by the chimneys, processed it, and sold it as sulfuric acid to overseas firms. Codelco wouldn’t have its trucks drive hundreds of kilometers to dump something it could readily sell. But he had to start his investigation somewhere, and it may as well be here. Twenty-two tankers had to have come from a big facility, and El Diablo was the largest industrial concern in the area.
 
    It wasn’t the illegality of its actions that angered him. That was a matter for the Chilean judicial system. It was the blatant disregard for the Earth he couldn’t tolerate. Ross’s profound sense of environmental injustice had crystallized one summer day when he was ten. He’d been walking along an Arizona desert trail, enjoying the wind and the solitude, when he happened upon the remains of someone’s long-ago party. Beer cans, faded plastic food wrappers, and bits of thin, rubbery plastic that when he was older he realized must have been condoms. Finding that site had ruined his entire day. It wasn’t that those bits of litter had damaged the desert; it was the disrespect their presence evinced. He’d tried to enjoy the rest of the hike, but his mind kept forming images of the phantom partygoers: grotesquely fat white people, their wiggling chins dripping with food and slime, rubbing their Ding Dong wrappers and Bud Light cans into the face of Mother Earth, taunting and tormenting a blind, mute woman who couldn’t defend herself. For years, he’d fantasized about finding the ones responsible and smearing their houses with trash and rotting food. Rubbing old discarded sneakers and rusty nails and broken beer bottles into their faces until they begged for mercy. A childish fantasy, but one that had set him squarely on the path of environmental activism.
 
    As Ross matured, he saw the bigger picture, and that was even worse. Even his own people had been infected with the European American lifestyle and values. Far too many Diné no longer hunted or grew their own food. They didn’t weave their own fabric from natural fibers as their ancestors had, or dig clay from the ground to make pottery vessels. Separated from the land, they imagined they could exist without it, comfortable living with trash, discarded tires, dilapidated trailers.
 
    By the time he became a man, Ross had come to realize that the world overflowed with people like the party litterers of his childhood. To be fair, much of the time they acted out of ignorance. What factory owner during the time of the Industrial Revolution could have foreseen how his firm’s actions would contribute to global warming a hundred years later? But if they had, would they have done differently? Ross didn’t think so. Times changed, circumstances changed, methods changed. People did not.
 
    Ahead, the access road ended in a T. To the right, it curved down toward the foundry, and to the left, up the hill to the mine shafts. He was about to start for the foundry when a white pickup truck pulled up next to him and stopped.
 
    A crazy kind of dread stirred his heart. He hadn’t done anything wrong, he told himself. He was only walking along the road. Even so, he didn’t much care for the cloak-and-dagger business. Plus he’d left his cloak at the hostel, and he didn’t even have a proper dagger, just a pocketknife. A real Medici roof stalker would have been disappointed.
 
    The driver, a pock-faced man in his forties, leaned out of the open window. He looked so much like a renegade cop in a B movie, with a wad of tobacco bulging his left cheek, that Ross almost laughed. The man looked Ross up and down as his passenger leaned forward with obvious interest.
 
    “Where you headed?” the driver asked.
 
    “To the foundry.”
 
    “What’s your name?” the driver asked after a long moment.
 
    “Patricio.”
 
    “I’m Vicente.” Another pause. Then, “Hop in.”
 
    Ross walked around to the passenger side. The truck’s other occupant, a pudgy young man with a broad, boyish face and the droopy, wide-set eyes characteristic of Down syndrome, opened the door and scooted into the middle of the bench seat. He smiled and offered his hand. “I’m Maiten.”
 
    Ross shook his hand as Vicente turned the truck around. “So, Patricio,” Vicente said. “What were you doing up here with the paper pushers?”
 
    Ross thought quickly. “They called me up for . . . a performance review.”
 
    Vicente grunted. “More and more of those happening every day. Management can’t get rid of the contract workers, so they look for any excuse to cut benefits. They must have it out for you to call you all the way up here instead of the foundry foreman’s office.”
 
    Maiten shook his head sadly.
 
    “You’re on contract?” Ross asked.
 
    “Sure am. I don’t understand how the company men think they’re so much better than us. We’re not mercenaries. I sign my contract every time it’s up for renewal. I’m as loyal as any of them. Though these days, I’m not so sure it’s worth it.”
 
    “You hear about the strike?” Maiten asked eagerly. “Did Lucero say something about it?”
 
    Vicente snorted. “Lucero says a lot.”
 
    “Lucero is a good man! He’s organizing something. I know it.” He looked back to Ross.
 
    “I haven’t heard anything about a strike,” Ross said. Ahead, the foundry buildings were coming up fast. He decided to go out on a limb. “But what about the tanker drivers ? Maybe they know something. I heard they’re taking loads down south, to Chaitén. Know anything about that?”
 
    Maiten and Vicente exchanged looks. “South?” Vicente narrowed his eyes, shook his head. “There’s nothing down there.”
 
    “Just something I heard,” Ross said quickly as they passed through an open gate in a chain-link fence. “You can let me out here. Thanks for the ride.”
 
    Vicente pulled off the road, looked at Ross. “You have a strange way of speaking.”
 
    “Why do you say that?”
 
    Maiten laughed. “Because you sound Mexican. But you’re too tall!”
 
    “My mother was Mexican.” For someone claiming to be a seeker of truth, it was amazing how easily the lies came out.
 
    “Your father must have been huge!” Maiten laughed again and waved. “Nice meeting you, Patricio. Maybe we’ll see you around.”
 
    Ross lifted his hand as the truck did a U-turn and left in a spray of gravel.
 
     
 
Vicente held a finger to his lips as they drove back up the hill. Maiten nodded his understanding. His black eyes danced. For thirty long seconds, he held it in. Then Vicente took his finger away at last, and Maiten whooped. They laughed, pounded their knees and the seat with their fists, slapped hands. After months of patrolling this road and the rest of the mine complex, they’d struck gold. All they had to do now was report in, and the bonus Moreno had promised was theirs. Vicente and Maiten had spent many hours deciding how they would spend their windfall. For Vicente, a new F-250 to replace his beat-up Toyota, a dining room set for his wife, and bicycles for his boys. For Maiten, a silver and black BMW 1000 racer with plenty of chrome, and a diamond ring for his Ayelén.
 
    Vicente drummed the steering wheel in happy anticipation as they headed for the mine foreman’s office. He and the deceptively simpleminded-looking Maiten were Moreno’s eyes and ears, charged with reporting anyone, employee or stranger, who made inquiries about the tankers going to Chaitén.
 
    Today, someone had.
 
    At last.
 
                  
 
    Chapter 8
 
     Conference Day.
 
    Rebecca sat in front of the vanity mirror in her room at the Residencial Londres and brushed out her hair, then began shaping it into a tsiiéél with her fingers. The traditional Navajo bun incorporated the sacred number four: two sections on each side, rolled and wrapped four times each and tied with white yarn. Her outfit was laid out on the bed: tiered dark blue velvet skirt, each layer representing one of the three stages of life (infancy, adulthood, old age), matching long-sleeved blouse, the shawl made by her grandmother and given to Rebecca at her kinaalda ceremony when she was thirteen, knee-high leather moccasins. Her sash, the leather-and-turquoise concho she wore over it, and the turquoise jewelry passed down from her mother and grandmother waited alongside. Rebecca wore the outfit whenever she represented POP in public. Traditional Navajo dress played well in the media, but that was only part of the reason. She loved the way she felt connected to her heritage when she put it on. Rebecca was all for progress and innovation, but not everything needed to change.
 
    The features reflected back to her in the mirror were serene, though her stomach was not. She was assuming a tranquil expression in the hope that a simulated aura of calm would overcome her preconference jitters in the same way a faked smile could become real. It wasn’t Dumas’ participation that had her nervous; she’d put that issue to rest as soon as she figured out how she was going to use him on the program. It was more a matter of the unknown. That something untoward was bound to happen over the course of the two-day event was a given. What it would be, how many issues would crop up, and what the severity of each would be, she didn’t know.
 
    Whatever artillery shells were lobbed at her over the next two days, they were nothing compared to the bombshell Ross had dropped. She’d mulled over the problem all night, and was no closer to finding a solution than when she began. POP had investigated the El Diablo copper mine a year ago, and it had come up clean, relatively speaking. The $800 million catalytic chimney Codelco had installed to remove the sulfur smoke generated by the refining process was working as it was supposed to. The chimney was scrubbed each night, and between that and the associated sulfuric acid plant, sulfur capture had improved ninety-eight percent over previous levels.
 
    That was the zoomed-in version. The bigger picture still included outrageously high arsenic levels in nearby rivers and streams. Denuded mountains. Irreversible health effects on the area’s peoples. Rebecca had never thought much of the way mankind solved its environmental problems by slapping on a patch and pronouncing the situation fixed. Earth’s garments didn’t only need mending; She needed a new set of clothes.
 
    But all things considered, environmental conditions at the El Diablo copper mine were on track, enough that POP had replaced its “red flag” designation with a yellow. That a new problem had developed was cause for concern, and only proved the need for continuous monitoring. Stop asking questions, stop demanding accountability, look the other way for just a second, and polluters went right back to their old ways. El Diablo’s backward slide didn’t surprise her. What did was the way they were going about it. Ross was right about one thing: hauling sulfuric acid out into the wilderness and dumping it just didn’t make sense. Rebecca had always understood that the acid was trucked to the coast and shipped to Japan, which a phone call to her Puerto Montt contact yesterday had confirmed. All she could think of was that the acid itself was somehow contaminated, and that was why it was being dumped rather than sold. Radioactive? Perhaps. The idea was far-fetched. But this close to the beginning of a mystery was too early for any possibility to be dismissed.
 
    There was a knock on the door. Rebecca opened it, and her personal assistant and POP’s secretary, Julie Walks-as-Bear, came in. Julie was also wearing traditional garb. She pointed to the silver and lapis lazuli necklace Rebecca had laid out on the bed alongside her turquoise jewelry. “Nice touch.”
 
    “I thought it would be appropriate.” Incorporating Chile’s national stone into her outfit seemed like a good way to make friends. “Are we all set for Dr. Dumas?”
 
    Julie nodded. “The caterers are going to set up in the auxiliary room while Dumas is speaking. They promise everything will be ready when he finishes.” She paused. “It wasn’t easy to find someone willing to set up at the last minute. I promised a big tip.”
 
    “That’s okay.” The spur-of-the-moment cocktail reception honoring Dr. Dumas was already costing a small fortune ; what was a few hundred more?
 
    “Neil’s not going to be happy,” Julie said. Neil Walks-as-Bear, Julie’s brother, was POP’s treasurer.
 
    “Tell him I have a donor who’ll cover it.” Rebecca didn’t, at least not yet, but she was reasonably sure she could twist Ross’s arm. He owed her in return for the help she was planning to give him in solving his tanker mystery. And he could afford it. Since his discovery two years ago of a microbe that had led to a whole new class of pharmaceuticals, Ross was a wealthy man. Not that anyone would know it by his lifestyle. If he didn’t want to spend his millions on himself, he may as well use it for a worthy cause. Like hers. “And the Ustream site is ready?” she asked, moving to the next item on her checklist.
 
    “All set. We’ve got the live streaming video feed, event pages set up on all the social network sites, and an army of volunteers who’ll send out the link with the time for Dumas’ speech as soon as I give the word.”
 
    “Perfect.” Julie was a gem. Traditionally, women were at the core of social and economic control in Navajo society, and as such were well represented among POP’s inner circle, but Rebecca had brought her cousin on board simply because she was just so darned good. Rebecca had come up with the solution to the Dumas Problem, but it was Julie who was making it happen. The idea was brilliant. Simple, as the best ones often were. Dumas had signed on too late for her to bring in people to hear him speak; she’d bring his speech to them. Everyone knew Dumas was a recluse. That he’d chosen to break his decades-long self-imposed asylum not for the Nobel, not for Kyoto or Copenhagen or Rio, but for her conference was news. Sit-up-and-take-notice news. The kind of news that would put Preserve Our Planet’s first environment conference on the world map.
 
    She still had no idea what he was going to speak on, and at this point, she honestly didn’t care. The political, scientific, and environmental communities were so fragmented, anything he said about global warming was bound to make somebody angry. Which would make Rebecca very, very happy.
 
    She smiled into the mirror. A knowing, self-satisfied grin smiled back. It wasn’t always what you said that mattered; it was how much noise you made.
 
                  
 
    Chapter 9
 
     The noise of the helicopter faded as quickly as it had begun. Sheila brushed the sticks and mud from her clothes and stood up. She picked up her video camera from where she’d dropped it and checked for damage. Her hands trembled as she turned off the camera and stowed it in its waterproof case. She sat down on a stump and forced herself to take slow, deep breaths until the adrenaline dissipated. She’d expected the helicopter to set down in the middle of the road, masked thugs to come tumbling out brandishing automatic weapons while they hustled her into the helicopter and took off for God only knew where to do God only knew what. Instead, nothing. Most likely, the flyover had nothing to do with the tankers, or with her. The helicopter could have been carrying scientists or sightseers or a rich businessman heading for a weekend at his mountain cabin—in which case, the only danger she was in came from her own imagination.
 
    She took a long drink from her water bottle, then stashed it in her backpack. Saw herself diving into the bushes, covering her head like a turtle pulled inside its shell, and smiled. She and Ross would have a good laugh about it later. If she told him.
 
    She walked back out to the road. Listened intently, then stepped out into the open. Closed her eyes and visualized the scene from above, drawing on the satellite images she’d found on the Internet before coming down so she could picture exactly where she was and what lay ahead. No more blithely following the road wherever it led as if she were out for a Sunday stroll. She needed to focus. Be proactive, make a plan.
 
    Fact Number One: The tankers were hauling a liquid.
 
    Fact Number Two: Ross’s sister had suggested she look for lakes.
 
    Fact Number Three: The new road was running east, climbing steadily at four or five degrees; ergo, Chaitén’s caldera lay directly ahead. A caldera that contained not just one lake, but two.
 
    She started off. The road climbed more sharply, at an angle she guessed was near the upper limit of the grade the tankers could navigate without switchbacks. The ditches on either side were deeper, the streams faster. The trees seemed taller as well, and the rocks, well—rockier, as if the higher she climbed, the more extreme and formidable the landscape became. No mistaking that this mountain was a volcano. Chile had well over a hundred, some active, some not. She’d seen several from the air on the flights to Santiago and Puerto Montt; great, stand-alone mountains with bowl-shaped depressions scooped out of the top. But it was one thing to view them from an airplane window; another to experience a volcano firsthand on the ground. Imagining the power of the forces that had shaped the area she was walking untold millennia ago made her feel small, like looking up into the night sky and contemplating the universe.
 
    At last she reached the caldera. The road entered through a narrow gap; not a man-made opening, but a section of the caldera wall that had collapsed on its own eons ago. The walls rose precipitously on either side. Inside, a secret world. Lush green meadow, pristine deep blue mountain lake, snowcapped mountains framing the caldera’s rim in the distance—so isolated from everything and everybody that Sheila might as well have been the lone inhabitant of a faraway planet. She exhaled a nostalgic sigh. Her parents would have loved this place. She remembered a story about her father, how late one evening he’d gotten up from the supper table and gone outside to investigate a banging noise on the cabin’s porch. Saw a furry black shape in the near darkness and assumed it was a stray dog nosing around for something to eat. When he slapped it on the rump and yelled for it to go away, the animal turned and looked at him. Sheila’s father looked back, until finally the bear huffed once and lumbered off. That’s the kind of stock she came from: the kind who could walk up to a bear and slap it.
 
    Sheila couldn’t remember her father relating the story to her—he died in a logging accident when she was five—but her mother always laughed when she told it, which was often enough that Sheila considered the incident a genuine memory. What else did she have of her father except a penchant for woods, water, and trees? Her mother had taken the compensation money along with her young daughter and let her whim carry them where it wished, marrying twice, first to a brilliant French physicist the still-grieving Sheila had instantly despised, later to a wealthy Swiss watchmaker she had never met. All in all, hers wasn’t a bad upbringing. Unconventional enough to guarantee she’d grow up confident and independent. Having lived almost everywhere, she was comfortable anywhere. But something about a mountain lake always made her pensive.
 
    She shook her head. Focus. She unwrapped a granola bar and studied the lake. There didn’t seem to be anything amiss. Deep blue color, just as you’d expect a mountain lake to be. Ducks quacking from the reeds near the edges. Two pairs of swans dipping their heads below the water out toward the middle. A river flowed out of the lake and exited the caldera through a gap in the wall to her right, the Rio Blanco beginning its six-mile run to Chaitén town and the Pacific. It was the river that convinced her nothing unusual was going on. If she were going to dump tankerloads of toxic chemicals into a lake, she wouldn’t do it in a lake that fed a river that eventually ran through a town. Not that similar crimes hadn’t been committed a thousand times the world over; just that given the scale of the operation and how long it had been going on undetected, whoever was behind this operation was clearly more clever.
 
    Conclusion: The dumping was happening at Lake Number Two.
 
    She followed the road deeper into the caldera. The grassy meadow morphed into a vast expanse of sunbaked rock. Except for a thin layer of disturbed pebbles, she would have lost the tire tracks entirely. She glanced at the sun to orient herself and walked faster. It was well past noon. If she didn’t find the dump site soon, she’d be spending the night on the road whether she wanted to or not.
 
    At last she crested a small rise and saw a glint of water. She took out her binoculars and climbed up onto a rock. A glittering, turquoise-colored lake roughly the size of a football field swam into view. On the near side of the lake, two green plastic portable toilets in a copse of trees. On the far side of the lake, the helicopter.
 
    She dropped to her stomach and cursed her bad luck. Sightseers, for crying out loud, pointing and taking pictures of each other posing beside the lake like they thought they’d landed on the Moon. Or maybe it was a movie crew. Their equipment looked big enough. She needed to get closer so she could take her own pictures and collect a water sample so she and Ross could get the water analyzed, but she couldn’t very well stroll up to this bunch from out of the middle of nowhere. Somehow, she doubted her “I’m a botanist studying ferns” story would fly.
 
    A light breeze carried the smell of sulfur. Sheila bit her lip in frustration as one man walked back to the helicopter and started dragging out more equipment. Next thing you knew, they were going to spread out a checkered blanket. She wondered if they realized the lake was dangerous. She wondered if she should tell them.
 
    The worst part of it was, from her vantage point she could clearly see the spot where the tankers had pulled off. The north edge of the lake farthest from where the picnickers were frolicking was scuffed, tire tracks fanning out and crisscrossing a section of vegetation that was obviously trampled and packed down. She snapped off a series of pictures, then lifted the binoculars again. Something about the road didn’t look right. Twenty-two tankers had traveled the route she’d just followed, dumped their loads into the lake not just once, but many times—and then what? Where was the turnaround? Sheila was no truck driver, but even she knew it was easier to drive in a circle rather than back up. There was plenty of room to construct a turnaround. Yet the tire tracks continued, following the meandering shoreline until they vanished on the other side.
 
    She pursed her lips, then realized what the road makers had done. Their new road connected with the other north-south road, on Chaitén’s eastern side. The trucks were in effect driving a huge circle—south along the Carretera Austral, turning east to the caldera, and then coming out the other side and driving north on the Carretera Puelche back to their point of origin. The plan really was quite clever. If the tankers had returned by the same route, the amount of activity up and down the Austral would have doubled. Someone would have noticed, asked questions. Instead, by continuing on to the second north-south road after they dumped their loads and using it for the return trip, no matter where they were spotted, it would look as though the convoy was only passing through.
 
    She slid down off the rock, sat down cross-legged in its shadow, and took out her cell phone to report in to Ross. No service. No surprise. They’d told Gabriel, the guide who’d helped them set up their camp, that they had to be able to send and receive e-mail and phone calls from that location even if it meant having to walk to their research site every day. They had the hike, but reception was erratic at best. Once she got a look at the landscape, Sheila understood why. These weren’t the Adirondacks or even the Rockies—these were the Andes. Taller and more majestic than any mountains she’d ever seen, rising straight up out of deep valleys laced with rivers bursting with salmon the size of three-year-olds. Rugged, snowcapped mountains too numerous to name. A land where superlatives were inadequate. It was no wonder their cell phones were often out of range.
 
    She typed out a report and saved it to “Drafts” to send later, then reread the most recent e-mail from Ross. There was no greeting, just the address and phone number of the hostel in Puerto Montt where he was staying. Under a roof. In a bed. No. No point going there again.
 
    She considered her own sleeping options. It was too late in the day to make it back to camp before dark, so as far as she could see, they were two. Spend the night in the caldera or on the road. Except—there was a third possibility. By road, she was a good ten miles or more from camp. But as the crow flew, she was only two. If she followed the Rio Blanco down the mountain to where it crossed the Austral, she could cut miles from the return trip. Following the river had the added advantage of keeping her hidden from the helicopter when it took off—just in case the picnickers weren’t as innocent as they seemed. She’d be traveling cross-country, but she couldn’t get lost with the river to guide her. How hard could it be? If she made good time, she could be back at camp in time to fix a hot dinner.
 
    She stood up. Someone else might have called the idea crazy, but Sheila had never claimed to be entirely sane. She thought about her bear-slapping, tree-cutting father; her gypsy mother. Life was all about risk. All following the safe course ever did was keep you safe.
 
                  
 
    Chapter 10
 
     The scent of burning metal made Ross’s nose itch. He couldn’t imagine working here. The clank of heavy machinery. Gruff shouts. Warning beeps of forklifts and dump trucks backing up. No trees, no grass, not even a weed. A world of oil and smoke. The ground barren and rocky, as if along with the copper, the facilities had sucked the life out of the land. He thought about the last act of ecovandalism he’d witnessed. Two years ago, while he was working a field assignment in Antarctica, a solar energy corporation had deliberately destroyed a section of ice shelf measuring hundreds of square kilometers. It had ruined an entire ecosystem beneath the ice, stressing penguin and seal populations for decades, all so it could claim the ice shelf was a freestanding iceberg and melt it into drinking water. He’d wanted to expose Soldyne’s actions immediately, but his colleagues voted to keep the news to themselves until they finished their research season. And that decision, his decision, had led to horrendous loss of life. With one exception, those colleagues were now dead. No matter how much good he did in the future, whatever additional beneficial microbial discoveries he might make, he would always carry the blood of twenty-two researchers on his hands.
 
    If the Antarctic experience had taught him one thing, it was the value of integrity. Never again would he be a slave to popular opinion. The women in his life, Sheila and Rebecca, thought he was a self-centered jerk. Driven. Obsessed. He preferred to think of himself as principled, focused. He could accept their dislike in exchange for his integrity. There were more important things than being popular. “This above all: to thine own self be true.”
 
    He checked his camera. Went over his objectives again: Find the trucks, get pictures, find out who was responsible. The foundry complex was both sprawling and labyrinthine. He made a quick assessment. He was on a road behind the main foundry buildings, surrounded by small shacks painted blue and green. Machine shops and storage sheds, most likely. The smokestacks towered over him, belching noxious-looking clouds that cast the complex into shadow. No one else in view. He took out his camera. Powered it on and cradled it with his fingers so he could take discreet photos when he found the tanker trucks.
 
    He thought about Maiten and Vicente. They were contract workers, they hated the company men, and they looked up to a man named Lucero. It wasn’t much, but if there was labor unrest at the mine, perhaps he could use it. The idea of acting as an agent provocateur amused him.
 
    He started walking, heading for the acid plant at the south end of the foundry complex on a cliff overlooking the river valley. The night before, he’d mapped out the facilities using Google Earth and user-added, on-the-ground photos. But on the ground, everything looked different. He moved openly, confidently. Act like you belonged, and no one questioned your presence. Just like the first time he’d entered a classroom as a teaching assistant. Never mind the twenty pairs of eyes staring at you. Walk into a room as though you owned it, and you did.
 
    As he passed the main smelter on his right, he smelled molten copper. He heard the blat of a diesel engine and moved aside as a dump truck rolled past. Dipped his head so his eyes were hidden by his hard hat. Two men passed him, nodded casually, then fell into step behind him. Coincidence ? Hard to say. He rounded one of the smelter outbuildings, and the acid plant came into view, looking exactly like the pictures he’d scoped out on the Internet. Dominating the plant were several white tanks clad in hexagonal blue metal frames, each easily six stories tall. Tangled in the gaps, a bewildering mesh of pipes, fan boxes, condensers, and arcane hardware curling in diminishing fractal iterations like a Blade Runner set designed by Escher. He cut right, between two tanks.
 
    The men followed.
 
    His muscles twitched. Flight or fight? He wasn’t yet sure if he needed to do either. He moved behind a group of shacks, found an open door, and stepped inside. Stilled his breathing as he stood in the shadows next to a dirty window and watched the men walk by. Waited, then waited some more until he was sure they weren’t coming back. Stepped outside and shaded his eyes. Looked left, and saw a glint of silvery metal sticking past the end of another building. The back end of a tanker truck. Finally. He felt a spark of relief, hurried over, and saw the truck.
 
    One truck. One stinking truck with its front engine cowl flipped open, toolboxes and welders and hoses scattered on the ground. Clearly the tanker was here for maintenance or repairs. So where were the others? If indeed, there were twenty-one more.
 
    He lifted his camera and snapped off several quick shots. Possibly the make, model, and markings on this tanker would match up with the ones in Sheila’s photos. It wasn’t much, but it was better than nothing.
 
    “You. Turn around.”
 
    He tensed. Reminded himself he’d done nothing wrong, and turned to see three men, the pair who had been following him flanking a tall man with a narrow Spanish face. The alpha dog and his pack, and Ross the intruder. He slid the camera into his pocket and balled his fists.
 
    The two beta males took a step back. The alpha glanced around, spoke in low tones. “Easy, hombre. We just want to know who you are. Who you’re with. Are you company, or contract?”
 
    Neither, Ross thought, then realized how he could turn the situation to his advantage. “Patricio Latorre,” he said, holding up his camera as he stuck out his hand. “I’m a journalist with—El Mercurio.” He had to grope for the name of Chile’s largest paper, then remembered it from the copy the owner of the hostel had laid beside his plate at breakfast. “I’m investigating working conditions at El Diablo.”
 
    Their eyes widened. He let the information sink in, then went out on a limb: “Take me to see Lucero.”
 
                  
 
    Chapter 11
 
     Probably the strangest thing that Rebecca Sweet had done in recent memory was take her backpack from its hiding place beneath the conference registration table, extract the keys to the faded red Toyota Corolla that one of the local volunteers had given to her earlier, and walk out of the Santiago Public Library. Getting into the car, pulling out into traffic, driving down the Alameda toward the Comodoro Arturo Merino Benítez International Airport—it all felt just plain wrong. Behind her in the ever-growing distance, the panel debating the merits of relying on carbon emissions reduction as a means of controlling global climate change was continuing as if she’d never left, speakers pontificating, reporters taking notes, the audience by turns captivated or checking messages on their cell phones. Julie was either stationed at the registration desk to handle issues or questions that arose, or standing in the back of the conference room making sure everything was running smoothly, or discussing last-minute details with the caterer regarding the next day’s reception. All of the things Rebecca was supposed to do. She felt like she’d entered some weird, anonymous limbo. No one in the vehicles traveling alongside her knew who she was, where she was going, or where she was supposed to be, while back at her conference, aside from a handful of volunteers, no one even knew she was gone.
 
    But the drive to the airport was pleasant enough, the day sunny and bright, and by the time she found a space in the short-term parking lot and walked to the passenger terminal, she was over it. What were assistants for if not to fill in for you when you needed them? Whatever was going on at the conference, there was nothing she could do about it from here.
 
    She pulled open the plate-glass door and shivered with relief as a wave of cold air washed over her. She never did get the ancient Toyota’s air-conditioning working, and in her long sleeves and heavy fabrics and leather boots, she was ready to have a stroke. She’d told Dumas’ assistant she’d be wearing her Navajo garb so she’d be easy to spot; what she had apparently neglected to add was that she’d also be the person passed out on the floor.
 
    She checked the flight board. Dumas’ plane had landed a half hour earlier. Perfect timing. She bought a large bottle of agua con gas in the cafeteria, then took the escalator to the lower lobby level and stationed herself outside the baggage claim area near an oversized concrete planter. It would take Dumas an hour to get through customs; possibly more if several international flights had landed at the same time. Possibly less, which was why she had arrived early. She leaned against the edge of the planter and settled in to wait.
 
    Airports were familiar territory. Rebecca traveled often, at least every other month, always on POP business, always without her family. Antonio took care of their children while she was gone, their six-year-old twins, Jesse and Joshua, and the boys’ little brother, Pablo. She was looking forward to the day when the boys would be old enough to join her. Jesse in particular seemed to have a genuine passion for the Earth—not just in the way that a child naturally adopted the beliefs and values of his father and mother, but on his own. During executive meetings in the family’s dining room, he often sat quietly in the corner, his expression solemn, dark eyes taking everything in. For now, she carried a picture of Antonio and the boys to prop up in her hotel room when she was gone, and showered them with trinkets when she got back.
 
    Nearly all of the key POP personnel were members of her extended family—not due to nepotism, but because of the way the organization had evolved more or less organically. Preserve Our Planet claimed thousands of members in dozens of countries, but a decade ago, it had been just her and a handful of other UCLA students who’d formed a loosely knit group with strong sympathies to Greenpeace—staging a handful of innocent protests, then more radical measures like firebombing SUVs and empty houses at construction sites and university laboratories and spiking trees in the Pacific Northwest. But after the narrowly averted disaster in which POP had come perilously close to being responsible for polluting the world’s oceans with a toxic microbe (a role reversal that was still hard to believe), Rebecca had had enough. Some of her closest friends quit after she took the organization mainstream, but she knew it was the right direction. You had to trust your gut, know when to admit you were wrong. She wasn’t building an empire or a personal legacy. All she wanted was to leave her boys a working planet when she was gone.
 
    She made a mental note to call them on Skype when she got back to her room that evening before they went to bed, then she scanned the crowd. The only wheelchair occupant was an elderly woman surrounded by her beaming family. She took out her cell and checked for messages. A text from Ross with the name and address of the place where he was staying in Puerto Montt. Nothing from Dumas or his assistant aside from the initial e-mail saying he was coming. A sudden thought: What if the whole thing had been a joke? What if he was gaming her the same way she’d gamed him? No, he wouldn’t do that—would he? Dumas was a respected scientist; he had better things to do than mess with her head. On the other hand, Piltdown Man, Archaeoraptor, the alien autopsy at Roswell, fake chess-playing robots—there was a reason history was rife with scientific hoaxes. A smart man with time on his hands . . .
 
    No, he was coming; he’d said he would. It was just a question of when. She drained the last of her water, looked for a recycling container, found none, and reluctantly dropped the empty bottle in the trash, then leaned back with her elbows on the edge of the planter. The first panel would have finished by now and the second should have started. From the little she’d seen of it, her conference seemed to be going well. She was especially pleased with the number of reporters who had turned out. You never knew about the media. Even after you’d snagged their interest and they’d promised a story, a terrorist attack or a natural disaster or a mother giving birth to octuplets could bump you out of your spot. Julie had leaked the news of Dumas’ forthcoming appearance to all of Chile’s major papers, which no doubt helped. The Internet was abuzz, and not just the scientific and environmental communities. Popular media sites were also speculating on what had motivated the great man to come out of hiding. Nothing like a recluse to pique people’s interest. She could hardly wait to hear the answer to that question herself.
 
    She thought about what he might speak on. Dumas was at the forefront of the movement advocating geoengineering—artificially modifying Earth’s systems to counteract the man-made effects of global warming. The most popular solutions included simulating a volcanic eruption by putting aerosol particles into the atmosphere to reflect the sun’s heat, or constructing a giant sun shade and launching it into space, or spraying fine droplets of seawater into the air to create low-level clouds that would lower daytime temperatures over the oceans, or seeding the oceans with iron filings. Radical ideas that until recently had been the province of crackpots and kooks, but which were increasingly being taken seriously as a growing number of advocating scientists put their reputations on the line. Geoengineering solutions should be investigated and tested now, they argued, before a full-blown emergency arose—or before a rogue nation forced the world’s hand by taking it upon itself to put one of the proposed solutions into practice.
 
    Rebecca had her own opinions about what should be done about global warming. Trouble was, as a conference organizer, she was no longer free to express them. Anything she said was assumed to be POP’s official position. Rather than stimulating discussion, stating her opinions shut it down. That was the only thing she didn’t like about taking the organization mainstream; she’d gone from player to facilitator. She used to be a woman of action. Now she was forced to stand silent while others did the talking.
 
    She shifted her position against the planter. What was taking him so long? She was hungry and thirsty, and she needed to go to the bathroom. Clearly, the liter-sized bottle of water had been a mistake. Thinking about food led to thoughts of the following day’s reception. If she was going to ask Ross to cover the cost, first, she had to earn it. She took out her cell and sent an e-mail to her contact in Puerto Montt asking him to hack into El Diablo’s computers again and check the tankers’ manifests against those of the shipping company. Put her phone away and smiled. So much easier to do your spy work electronically than sneaking around in person. Who needed a cloak and dagger when you had an iPhone?
 
    She leaned back against the planter and crossed her arms. That chore had taken all of two minutes. Oh, how she detested waiting. Even if Dumas was the last person off the plane, he should have been here by now. She grabbed her backpack and headed for the escalator. Paused at the top and scanned the baggage claim area in case Dumas had chosen the exact moment she had left her post to appear, then crossed the lobby to the information desk. She’d have him paged, then she’d give him five minutes to respond. After that, if he didn’t show, she was out of there. Dumas might be the center of his particular universe, but he wasn’t the center of hers. Professor Philippe Honoré Dumas was just going to have to find his own way to her conference, Nobel be damned. If he was even coming. And if he wasn’t, look out. There was nothing she hated more than being played for a fool.
 
    “El Dr. Dumas, viene por favor al mostrador de información. El Dr. Dumas, viene por favor al mostrador de información,” came over the loudspeaker a few moments later.
 
    She dropped her backpack on the floor and counted the minutes off on her watch. She’d been gone a total of two hours. At this rate, she’d be doing good to make it back before the afternoon session ended. She felt used and abused. The whole situation was beyond crazy. How could you misplace a Frenchman in a wheelchair?
 
    She didn’t realize she’d spoken the last aloud until a porter tapped her arm.
 
    “Señora. Por favor,” the man said. “I have seen this man. I helped him carry his luggage.” The porter was smiling. Must have gotten a good tip.
 
    “Where is he?” Rebecca grabbed her backpack and slung it over her shoulder. Oh, the things she could say when she caught up with him at last.
 
    “No, no.” The porter shook his head. “Él no está aquí. I helped the French doctor with his luggage so he could board his connecting flight to Puerto Montt.”
 
                  
 
    Chapter 12
 
     Philippe checked his watch as the jet’s engine pitch dropped and the landing gear doors ground open. He tapped his fingers against the armrest, fidgeted in his seat, leaned forward and punched the keys on his laptop to check the Chaitén data again. Not that he expected to see a change since he had looked two minutes ago, but he had to do something. If there was one thing about his life that he could forever and irrevocably change, it would be the hours he’d wasted waiting. People thought the reason he didn’t travel was because he was reclusive, that he didn’t like people, that he preferred his company to theirs. Their assessments were patently true. He had no tolerance for small talk, didn’t suffer fools. Social gatherings were a particularly tedious torture when you were consistently the smartest person in the room (a conclusion his first wife had once attempted to refute, but the determination was self-evident: how could you not know you were the smartest person present when you were?).
 
    But the primary reason he had avoided air travel since his worsening MS had consigned him to the chair was the waiting. A wheelchair passenger was the first to board the plane and the last off. Air travel was wearisome enough; in a wheelchair, it was absolutely humiliating. Forced to sit while the entire plane emptied; the other passengers given precedence merely because they possessed a working pair of legs—
 
    And the horror stories: Handicapped passengers dropped while being transferred into an aisle chair, retrieving their wheelchair at their destination only to discover that the chair had been seriously damaged. One man reported that the flight crew, not knowing how to safely transfer a handicapped passenger, moved him into the aisle chair, then set the chair down on his feet, breaking his toes. Another: on a plane lacking an aisle chair, a handicapped passenger was forced to scoot down the aisle to the bathroom on her rump, prompting an elderly passenger to inquire, “Why don’t you just get up and walk?” And as difficult as it might be for nonwheelchaired passengers to believe, at the end of the flight, airline attendants occasionally forgot their handicapped passengers entirely, leaving them to sit alone on the plane for hours until they were discovered by the cleaning crew.
 
    Thus far Philippe’s maiden voyage into the fun and exciting world of handicapped air travel had been without incident. But the waiting, oh, the interminable, mind-numbing waiting! Granted, he hadn’t planned on taking a second two-hour flight without ever leaving Santiago’s airport. His original intent had been to establish Santiago as his home base so he could remain available—on call, as it were—using the conference as a cover. But while monitoring the Chaitén data during the transatlantic flight, it quickly became apparent that the situation was far more volatile than even he had realized. Philippe had watched with growing frustration and excitement as the seismicity levels climbed (and yes, he was aware that airlines required their passengers to disable the Internet capability of their electronic equipment while the plane was in the air, but really—Flight 93 hadn’t crashed in a field in Pennsylvania because its passengers were using cell phones). Shortly before the flight touched down, he made up his mind. He was going straight through to the volcano. He should have realized a rhyolitic eruption wouldn’t wait.
 
    “Sir, we’ve begun our descent. You’ll have to put your laptop away now,” a flight attendant said. Emphasis on the “now.” It was her third request.
 
    He nodded, typed another command.
 
    “Philippe. S’il te plaît.” Stéphanie put her hand on his arm. A light touch that spoke volumes, none of it good.
 
    He sighed and reached for the laptop’s neoprene sleeve. The plane hit an air pocket, and the laptop slid off his tray table into Stéphanie’s lap. She grabbed it, took the pouch, zipped the laptop inside, stowed it on the floor, and returned to her inspection of the scene outside her window. As she had been doing for the past two hours.
 
    Philippe sighed. Of course she was angry. He couldn’t blame her. Philippe hadn’t wanted to leave the conference organizer in the lurch either. He’d assured Stéphanie he would send the sponsoring organization a sizable donation once they returned to Paris, which had thawed the icy facade a fraction. Philippe hadn’t expected his promise to make everything well. He had never been the kind to solve a problem by throwing money at it, and he wouldn’t expect Stéphanie to accept his gesture as anything more than it was: an apology. He wished he could tell her why he couldn’t possibly give his speech now. Talking about geoengineering versus seeing it in action was hardly a choice. This was the reason he had come to Chile, to be physically present at a once-in-a-lifetime, epoch-making moment. When someone in the future asked, “Where were you the day we solved the problem of global warming?” Philippe would be able to reply, “I was there.”
 
    There was, of course, the issue of Chaitén town. He’d thought long and hard about the ethical and moral ramifications of his secret knowledge. Studied satellite maps of the area. Checked the topography. Calculated every imaginable trajectory, and concluded that Chaitén volcano would erupt vertically, and not horizontally, as Mount St. Helens had. He was absolutely certain. The town was six miles away at the mouth of the Rio Blanco. When Chaitén erupted, there would be no danger to its inhabitants, no loss of life. The town would see a significant dusting of ash, but the prevailing winds off the Pacific would direct the bulk of the ash cloud to the east. A further consideration: because the volcano hadn’t erupted for some nine thousand years, the town would have no evacuation plan in place for such an occurrence. Raising the alarm would be like crying “fire” in a crowded movie theater when all that had happened was that someone had lit a cigarette.
 
    He looked past Stéphanie and out the window as the plane lifted, lurched, dropped—a weightless sensation that would have been enjoyable if they’d been on an amusement park ride. Philippe hadn’t flown often, but this was by far the roughest landing he’d experienced. He supposed it was because the jet was small, and the mountains surrounding the airport were huge, the wind currents swirling within the bowl-shaped valley every pilot’s challenge. As the plane banked steeply for the approach, he caught a glimpse of buildings clustered along the shore and freighters, cruise ships, and salmon pens out in the Pacific. Chile was the world’s second-largest producer of salmon after the U.S. Pacific Northwest; a fact he might have shared if Stéphanie had been speaking to him.
 
    The plane lurched and dropped again. “Woo-hoo!” he said and glanced her way. Jurassic Park was her favorite movie. With her petite frame and features and always feminine demeanor, one wouldn’t have expected her to enjoy a movie about dinosaurs eating people. She didn’t like it for the gore, she’d explained once when he’d called her out on it, but because the movie was so real. Oh, she understood that dinosaurs couldn’t be cloned from fossilized DNA, but if they could, events might have played out as the movie depicted.
 
    Stéphanie didn’t react. If she caught his reference to the helicopter landing scene at the beginning of the movie, and he was certain that she had, she wasn’t prepared yet to grant him the satisfaction of a smile. When the plane lurched and dropped again, he considered fumbling with his seat belt, then decided not. He’d take her to Hawaii and book her a helicopter ride in front of a waterfall instead.
 
    The plane touched down and taxied toward a modest blue-roofed building at the end of the runway. When the seat belt lights went off and the passengers began pulling their luggage from the overhead compartments, he and Stéphanie remained seated. As first-class passengers, they should have exited before anyone else. Instead, they had the privilege of watching the entire passenger list jostle by. In between passing bodies, Philippe caught suspicious glimpses of daylight through the exit door. Sure enough, when the plane finally emptied and Stéphanie had strapped him into the aisle chair and wheeled him to the door, his misgivings were confirmed. There was no jetway. Instead, a long flight of open metal stairs. At the bottom, his wheelchair waiting for him on the tarmac. He supposed he should have been grateful that his wheelchair had made it to the airport in one piece. But looking at the flight of stairs, he wasn’t so sure the same would be said of him.
 
    “Excuse me,” Stéphanie said in Spanish to the flight crew clustered behind her. “I’m going to need help. Someone needs to go down the stairs in front of us.”
 
    The flight attendant turned, nodded, smiled. “Sí, sí, señora. Un momento, por favor.” She squeezed past Stéphanie and Philippe and hurried down the stairs. At the bottom, she waved to indicate she was ready.
 
    “No, no,” Stéphanie called. “We need help getting down.” She gestured for the flight attendant to come back up; pantomimed assisting with the chair. The attendant waved back cheerily.
 
    “Just do it.” Philippe ground his teeth. It was the same attendant he had annoyed when he hadn’t put his laptop away quickly enough. He wondered if this was her way of paying him back or if she was always this dense. Decided it didn’t matter.
 
    “Are you sure?” Stéphanie asked.
 
    “I’m sure.”
 
    He folded his arms over his chest, closed his eyes, and waited. He wasn’t a large man. Stéphanie was an expert with a chair. It wasn’t so much a matter of strength, as care and agility that would get him safely to the bottom. She tipped the chair backward, found its balance point, and lowered him to the next step. He kept his eyes closed as he bumped down to the next. A wait, a drop, and another bump. He tried not to think how many more.
 
    “You can look now,” Stéphanie finally said when they reached the bottom. He opened his eyes and looked up. She was smiling.
 
    If that’s all it took, he thought as he smiled back, I’ll suffer a thousand indignities more.
 
    Inside, the terminal was far more spacious and modern than the runway side of the building portended: wide, carpeted hallways; attractive if generic artwork; generous, high-ceilinged lobby—a perfectly serviceable and comfortable regional airport.
 
    “Meet me at the information desk,” he told Stéphanie and she went off to collect their luggage. He navigated the chair through the clustering passengers and drove around to the side of the information kiosk. Wheelchairs and high counters were an awkward combination at best.
 
    “I’d like to rent a helicopter,” he said and held out his credit card.
 
    The attendant looked at Philippe, noted the chair, said nothing. He flipped through a notebook Philippe assumed contained flight logs, then closed the book and went off to consult with another. A moment later, he came back.
 
    “I am very sorry, señor. There is only one helicopter available, and it is presently in use. El Tepual Airport has a very attractive restaurant on the second level if you wish to wait for it to return. The helicopter is expected back within the hour.”
 
    “I’ll wait. Please page me as soon as the helicopter arrives.” Philippe gave the man his business card and turned around to find Stéphanie frowning. She said nothing as she accompanied him to the service elevator with their wheeled suitcases. Nothing as they got out at the second floor. Still nothing as she removed one of the dining chairs so he could pull his wheelchair up to the table. He knew what she was thinking. Of course she wanted a shower and a bed. So did he. After a ten-hour red-eye from Paris to Santiago and another two-hour flight to Puerto Montt, the last thing she wanted was to take a helicopter ride over a volcano. Unfortunately, his volcano wouldn’t wait.
 
    He set his laptop on the table. Checked the data, then tapped his fingers and stared out the lobby’s large plate-glass windows, willing a helicopter to appear.
 
    At last, a waitress came to their table.
 
    “Two hamburgers and two Diet Cokes,” Stéphanie said without looking at Philippe or the menu.
 
    “Ten minutes,” the waitress said and went to place their order.
 
    Philippe closed his eyes, scrubbed his face. Mon Dieu, how he hated to wait.
 
                  
 
    Chapter 13
 
     “This is incredible!” Max sat on a flat rock with his laptop open on his knees. The data from the spider bots was streaming in, a delicious flood of thermal, atmospheric, seismic, and coordinate information. The picture it created was terrifyingly, excitingly clear—Chaitén was going to erupt. Soon. He grinned. The sun tickled the back of his neck. His heart thumped and his brain raced, arteries aflame with adrenaline. The sulfur stench didn’t bother him at all; he could actually feel the rumbling coming up from the depths of the Earth, vibrating through his boot soles and the seat of his pants. It doesn’t get better than this. “Yo, Christian, come here. Check this out!”
 
    The sun was sinking lower in the sky. They’d already done several helicopter passes, filming that amazing, unexpectedly sulfurous lake. Then the pilot had landed the helicopter, saving its remaining fuel for the return trip to Puerto Montt. Max filmed a few walkabouts on the rocky ground surrounding the lake, spoke some lines about the power of the Earth, took some dynamic shots of the Star Scientist. They’d also shot footage of the spider bots “in action.” (“They don’t move?” Denis had asked, crushed with disappointment. “Hah! It’s just a name, bro,” Max had replied.)
 
    They’d gotten a close-up look at the lake. It was spectacular. They found an empty beer can in the helicopter, tied it to a piece of twine, and tossed it in. Pulled it out smoldering and hissing. “Just like Kawah Ijen in East Java,” Max intoned for the camera. “The largest lake of acid in the world.” He held up the smoking beer can. “It seems the acid in this lake is at least as strong.” They’d taken a sample in a glass specimen bottle for later testing. If only they’d brought a dinghy, they could have gotten some great footage of him out on the lake, like Katia and Maurice Krafft. But he had some amazing images, and that was enough.
 
    He clicked over to the GPS data. One of the bots, Number Thirteen, was registering a half meter higher than it had just two hours earlier. He craned his neck to inspect the unit. If it was rising, he couldn’t tell. The rock field it sat in was too jumbled. He checked the data again. “Hey, Christian! You need to see this!”
 
    No answer. He looked up. All three of the film crew were clustered together, staring at him. Distress and worry on their faces.
 
    Great. He smiled. “What’s up, guys?”
 
    Marcel stepped forward. “We need to go.”
 
    “Don’t worry about it. We’re fine. Who’s the scientist here?”
 
    “Max.” Marcel pointed behind him to the lake. “Look.”
 
    He turned and stared. The surface of the lake was boiling and sloshing like a pot on a stove. A hump of acid-water roiled back and forth, back and forth, as if the pot were being shaken by some giant hand, each slosh higher than the last. White foam flew into the sky. Sheets of steam scythed away in the strengthening wind. The sulfur stink was more powerful than ever. It was as if some great and wrathful water demon were thrashing just below the surface. Battling to free itself.
 
    He shot to his feet. A spark of fear flared. Then he grinned. “Better get the camera on that!”
 
    Denis didn’t move. Max stepped over, grabbed him by the shoulders, and physically turned him around. “Look at that! Look at it! You’re the only person to ever film this. It’s a privilege!” He put his hand on Denis’s camera arm and pushed it up. “It’s okay. Really. Mic up! Hurry! Get me in the shot.”
 
    Denis dutifully raised the camera. Max rushed into the frame. He felt like a hunter posing with his catch. Look at the size of that thing! And it’s mine! All mine!
 
    “Tu es fou!” Marcel shouted. He waved his arms, signaling the helicopter, and twirled his finger above his head.
 
    Max leaped over and pulled Marcel’s arm down before the pilot could see. This was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to get on-the-ground images, and Marcel was ruining it, the coward. He almost twisted Marcel’s wrist, then calmed himself. Patted Marcel’s arm instead. “Just a few minutes longer. Then we’ll go. I promise. All right?”
 
    Marcel looked at Max, looked at the helicopter. “Tu vas nous faire tuer.”
 
    “No. You’ll be fine. We’ll all be fine. I promise.” Max flashed his biggest, most charming media-star grin. “I know what I’m doing. I’m a scientist!”
 
    Marcel held his gaze. Then he nodded, once again the cool-faced professional Max knew and loved as he directed the crew to set up the shot.
 
    A tremor passed through Max’s feet. It felt good. It all felt so good. If only I could stay here forever! He wiped the sweat off his brow. Eyed the acid lake. The water was coming closer with each giant slosh. The Frenchmen were right about one thing—they really shouldn’t linger much longer.
 
    He took a swig of water, checked the elevation data again on spider bot Number Thirteen . . . the hell! His breath caught so suddenly he sucked down some of the water and started choking. Got himself under control and double-checked. No mistake. Number Thirteen was now a full meter higher than it had been just minutes before. Most of the other units had also added altitude.
 
    The mountain was growing. Fast. More quickly than he could ever have imagined. He stood up. Almost on cue, a tremor shook him to the ground. He landed hard, rolled over and dusted off, scrambled to his feet. A loud crack-hisssss , and he turned to see a steam vent opening up a short distance away. A yellow cloud belched into the sky.
 
    His radio crackled. “What’s happening, Dr. Heat?”
 
    Max looked around. Saw the pilot watching from the helo a hundred meters away. Spotted Number Thirteen riding higher and higher, rocks breaking off from the bulging earth, tumbling down the sides of the developing hill. He had a ridiculous vision of a monstrous mole pushing up from beneath the mountain as he called, “Denis! Camera over there, quick!”
 
    It’s happening. Right now. Chaitén is beginning to blow. He shivered with terror and excitement. Ever since he was a kid he’d wanted to witness a volcano’s initial eruption. Feel the earth shake and watch the fire climb up the sky and the smoke cover the world. A tremor shook his heart; a flush of heat bloomed inside him. It was almost too much to take. It’s really happening.
 
    Hell, yeah.
 
    Then he sighed. Time to bow to reality. They’d stayed long enough. Too long, really. With infinite sadness, he put the radio to his mouth. “Warm up the helicopter.” The pilot rogered and signed off.
 
    Someone grabbed Max’s arm. He turned. Marcel’s ice blue eyes locked on his. “Tell me we’re going.”
 
    “We’re going.” Max eased his arm away. “Where’s Denis? He has to get this before we leave.” He jabbed his thumb at Number Thirteen, still clattering on top of a growing earth bubble now fifty meters across. “Denis!” he shouted over the constant rumbling.
 
    Denis stumbled over. His camera hung at his side. His mouth was open, jaw slack. Max shook him. “Come on! Get that lens up! This is the shot of a lifetime!” No response. He grabbed the camera. Idiot. He’d do it himself.
 
    “Max!” Marcel shouted.
 
    “Go!” Max snarled. Christian and Denis took off. A tremor stumbled them. Denis pulled Christian to his feet and they were up and doing the hundred-meter sprint again.
 
    Marcel shook Max’s arm again. Max pulled away. “Go! Now! I’m right behind you, I promise.” Marcel eyed the bulging ground. Shook his head. Then he, too, made for the helicopter.
 
    Max put the camera to his eye and framed Number Thirteen, then realized in his excitement he’d almost forgotten to hit “record.” Steady, he told himself, assuming the role of both director and crew. The frame was jumping all around. He wasn’t sure if it was from the trembling earth or his thumping heart. Needs better image stabilization.
 
    He jumped back as a spear of igneous rock the size of a two-story house thrust out of the bulge, taking the spider bot with it. The bot tumbled off and vanished into a cloud of steam and dust. More rock burst out of the bulge, tumbled down the sides. Steam jetted from the gaps, firing chunks of smoking stone high into the air. They arced back down, thumped all around him. He ducked against a rain of hot splinters. Turned to see a web of faults split the ground like a shattered window, each crack oozing a thick blanket of rock splinters and pebbles.
 
    A lone thought came to him. When the world ends, this is what it will be like.
 
    His radio spat static. Max raised it to his ear, but could hear nothing over the rumbling and popping. He looked for the helicopter, then realized with a shock of horror that he couldn’t see it. Plumes of steam covered the field. The ground shuddered and humped. He strained to hear the helo’s rotors as he struggled to keep his balance, but couldn’t hear anything over the roar that threatened to drown him.
 
    He clutched the camera and scrambled for a hill that pulsated like a living thing. The rock in front of him split open, shot steam. Without thinking he leaped through it. Gasped from the pain of that brief steam shower and stumbled onto a loose slope of hot stones. Clawed his way to the top of the newborn hill.
 
    Below, the entire lake was boiling, the surface splitting apart as new islands thrust up out of the steaming waters, the rocky field surrounding it buckling and folding like God’s invisible hands shaking out a sheet.
 
    A curtain of steam rose up and hid everything from view, and Max was left holding a single, horrifying image: the helicopter was gone.
 
    No time for thoughts, yet some atavistic piece of him offered a small comfort: If I’m going to die, this is an awesome way to go.
 
    He shuddered. Looked up. And there was the helicopter.
 
   
  
 

 He hadn’t even heard it. The skid was hovering right there, right above his head, and if he hadn’t looked up, he’d never have known. The door was open. Marcel was mouthing something, leaning out, stretching out his hand. Max leaped up and grabbed it.
 
    And then he was in the helicopter. He sank into the seat, cradling the camera in his lap as the pilot took the helo higher. Looked down and saw Number Thirteen’s hill, now a mountain, vanish in a billowing gray and red ash cloud. His fingers tightened on the camera. The tephra cloud was growing, racing toward them, billowing closer and closer—
 
    Then it swallowed them. Max coughed. Closed his eyes. Everything burned. His throat. His skin. Through the volcano’s deafening roar, he could hear the ping-pting-tingpting of burning rock pelting the helo’s aluminum skin, as though the volcano were trying to swat them out of the sky. He felt Marcel’s grip on his arm tighten. A lapillus shard landed between his collar and neck and scorched its way down his back. The helicopter lurched and bucked.
 
    Then suddenly, he was airborne. Falling.
 
    He landed hard in his seat as the helicopter blasted free of the cloud. The air cleared. He wiped ash out of his eyes, spit it from his mouth, dared to look.
 
    Marcel, Denis, and Christian were coughing and groaning, covered in scratches and burns, surely terrified beyond anything they had ever experienced, but alive. They were all alive. They’d made it.
 
    He grinned. The rushing air felt amazing against his burned face. Marcel was still digging his fingers into Max’s arm. Max patted Marcel fondly. Marcel loosened his grip.
 
    He leaned out the door and looked back toward Chaitén. Behind them, a monolithic column of ash and flame towered over the spot where he had stood just minutes ago. That was what Max lived for. Awesome in every sense of the word. Spectacular, amazing, incredible—no words could begin to describe it. That sight cast everything he was, had been, and ever would be into nothingness. He was not only humbled, not merely abased, not simply emasculated, he was obliterated.
 
    Fire from the belly of the Earth. The magic of geology. He giggled.
 
    He checked the camera. Its “record” light was on. As he focused it on the spectacle they were leaving behind, a boyish grin split his face.
 
    That was worth it.
 
                  
 
    Chapter 14
 
     “How hard could it be?” The question Sheila had asked herself so blithely before deciding to follow the Rio Blanco back to camp now had an answer: “Harder than you could possibly imagine.” As she’d looked down from the lip of the caldera at a near-vertical twenty-foot drop, she’d almost changed her mind. Then, assuming that would be the worst, she started down, working her way from ledge to slippery ledge alongside a thin waterfall. The next hundred feet turned out to be a steep scree staircase of fractured basalt and gravel, the persistent drizzle making the naturally treacherous hillside even more unstable. After that, the terrain leveled out to a thirty-degree slope—a slope riddled with boulders and deep erosion gullies that threatened to turn or break an ankle with every step. The riverbanks were unstable, undercut by the swiftly flowing stream. And this far above the tree line, there was nothing to hold on to. Her only consolation was that she was going down the mountain, and not up. Each slip, stumble, and heart-stopping, arrested-at-the-last-second fall was still progress.
 
    She wished she could say the same with regard to the day’s results. All the hours, all the miles she’d hiked, and all she had to show for her efforts was a dozen long shots of a turquoise-colored lake. She knew the lake was contaminated with sulfuric acid; not only was the color right, she’d smelled it. What she couldn’t prove was that the trucks had dumped the acid there. Sulfur was a natural by-product of volcanoes; without close-ups of the tire tracks or other physical evidence of illegal dumping, she and Ross would be hard-pressed to prove anything.
 
    And really, did it even matter? Illegal dumping was serious, but so was their research. The title on their grant application, “Investigating Microbial Regeneration in the Wake of Retreating Glacial Coverage,” didn’t begin to convey how important their work was. Whether you believed that global warming was a natural phenomenon or that the current situation was the result of man’s shortsightedness, the Earth was in trouble. The more data she and others like her supplied, the better scientists and politicians and environmentalists would be able to come up with answers. They needed facts, not theories. Hard data, not speculation. By itself, the information she and Ross were collecting was only a small part of the whole, but combine their data with the efforts of researchers like them all over the world, and you had a realistic picture of what was happening to the Earth. Hopefully, in time to do something about it.
 
    Ross was going to tell her that she should have gone closer, waited until the helicopter left, gotten the necessary close-up shots and water samples before leaving the caldera. Her argument was going to be that she could still do all that—tomorrow, or the next day, or whenever Gabriel picked Ross up at the Chaitén airport and brought him back to camp. The lake wasn’t going anywhere. Gabriel could drive them out in one of his vans and they could be in the caldera again in a matter of minutes. Probably what she should have done in the first place, instead of wasting time with all this useless trekking around. Hindsight.
 
    She stopped, opened her backpack, and took out her water bottle. The water was warm. She drained the bottle, refilled it with river water, gulped another swallow, and then immediately spat it out. Sulfur. She wondered if her earlier conclusion was wrong. Could the volcanic lake that fed the river be contaminated as well? The two lakes weren’t necessarily independent bodies of water. Who knew how the water systems joined underground? The whole idea of fresh water on the top of a mountain was extraordinary when you thought about it. Mountains were so much more than piles of rock and dirt.
 
    She peeled the foil from an energy bar to get the sulfur taste out of her mouth, then stuck the wrapper in her jacket pocket and checked to make sure her camera was secure before zipping her pack shut and hefting it onto her shoulders. She resumed the descent. Gradually, the sky darkened as a wall of rain moved across the valley. She untied her raincoat from around her waist and threw it over her pack.
 
    A long, ominous rumble. She picked up the pace and headed for the tree line, placing her feet carefully as she worked her way down the slope. A series of pops like small gunfire gave her pause. Then a heart-stopping explosion as a colossal pillar of ash and gas burst from Chaitén’s caldera directly above her head. She ran—gasping, stumbling, sliding, rolling down the slope. If she could make it to the tree line, she could shelter in the river valley. Stay low, and maybe the pyroclastic flow would pass over her.
 
    She caught her foot in an erosion gully and pitched forward. She closed her eyes and listened to the mountain roar, picturing a wall of fire and toxic gases incinerating her into oblivion. She rolled over and forced herself to her hands and knees. Shaking her head to clear it, she staggered to her feet and took off running again.
 
    She was almost to the tree line when a blast of hot wind knocked her to her knees. Hot ash choked the air. Scrambling for two canted basalt slabs, she threw herself beneath. She wormed backward, terror pushing her deep within the mountain until suddenly it became clear that the slabs she had sheltered under fronted the opening of a cave. She pushed back, back, slithering on her belly, her sweater and T-shirt riding up around her armpits, pebbles scraping her bare skin, burying herself inside the mountain, not knowing if the cave would be her salvation, or her tomb.
 
                  
 
    Chapter 15
 
     Ross left the rental parked in front of House Rocco in Puerto Montt and headed down the hill to the Avenida Angelmó on foot. On his right, a row of worn-down businesses. Restaurants, gas stations, corner stores, sorry-looking clubs. Behind them, a forested hill. On the other side of the waterfront street, a concrete wall decorated in Chilean graffiti. Beyond that, the harbor, and a former El Diablo tanker truck driver turned dockworker.
 
    This time, he would get answers.
 
    His meeting with the labor agitator at the mine had been depressingly, frustratingly one-sided. As soon as Ross convinced Lucero’s men that he was a journalist for Chile’s largest newspaper, they’d brought him straight to the big guy. Lucero was nearly as tall as Ross. Handsome in a dark-eyed, Spanish-Mestizo way. Charismatic, too. It was easy to see why the contract workers had picked him as their de facto leader. Idiots were happy to follow another idiot.
 
    All right, “idiot” was harsh, but once they had a “journalist” to vent on, all they’d done was prattle on about pay and benefits and oppression from Codelco and how unfair it all was and couldn’t he help them? Ross didn’t see how their situation was so bad; they were paid almost as much as the company men, well more than the average Chilean’s working wage, and their working conditions were as safe and modern as could be expected considering they were working at a copper mine. Theirs were the complaints of the complacent. Lucero was a pretty face and empty head to hang their murmurings on. A puffed-up Moses wannabe who would lead them to the promised land of one percent wage increases and more paid vacation days.
 
    But finally, finally, he’d managed to bring the session around. “And what about the tanker trucks going to Chaitén?”
 
    “Chaitén?” Lucero rubbed his chin with attempted gravitas. The dim lighting of the shed where they parleyed added to the effect. A pair of his cronies flanked him, like every other strongman everywhere.
 
    “So that’s where they’ve been going.” He smiled. “It might be you know more about this than I do. The drivers are contract workers, too, but I’ve given up on them. They abandoned our cause.”
 
    Ross leaned forward. “What do you mean?”
 
    Lucero waved his arms, genuinely angry. “The company is paying them very well not to talk about their ‘special assignment,’ but we know that once a week, they drive south. It takes them all day. By land, not ferry, along the Carretera Austral. And to Chaitén, you say?” He shook his head. “That doesn’t make sense. There’s nothing there. Chaitén is the middle of nowhere.” An assessment with which Ross heartily agreed.
 
    Ross nodded, pressed. “Who gave the order? Who’s sending them there?”
 
    “I have no idea. The drivers might know; probably do. All I know is it didn’t come from their foreman. From somewhere higher up.”
 
    Now we’re getting somewhere. “How long has this been going on?”
 
    “Close to ten months.” Lucero waved his arms, impatient. “What does this have to do with anything? With our plight?” The mood of the room shifted as quickly as their leader’s. His goons muttered and scowled.
 
    Small-minded man. “It may be related. I can’t say until I have all the pieces in place.” Ross pushed harder. “I’d like to talk to one of these drivers.”
 
    Lucero snorted. “They won’t tell you anything. The company has an ax over their heads. Except possibly one. . . .” His voice trailed off. He rubbed his fingers in a gesture Ross immediately understood. He pulled five twenty-thousand peso notes from his pocket.
 
    “There is one man,” Lucero went on as he pocketed Ross’s donation. “I don’t remember his name. His contract expired, and the company chose not to renew.”
 
    Ross’s hands curled into fists. He made sure to let them see. “A name. Give me a name.”
 
    Lucero’s eyes grew steely. He rubbed his fingers again as his guards growled like starved dogs.
 
    “Listen very carefully,” Ross enunciated so that their dense minds could digest every syllable. “The drivers are paid to keep silent. That means the company doesn’t want them talking about what they’re doing. That means their activity is unethical at the least, and possibly illegal. Codelco wants it secret. If we can uncover this activity, you can use it as leverage to get what you want from the company. Do you understand?”
 
    The room was silent. Then Lucero broke the tension with a broad smile. He laughed, leveled a finger at Ross. “You are a smart man, Mr. Latorre. But I don’t know the driver’s name.”
 
    One of his comrades cleared his throat. “I know him.”
 
    Lucero nodded.
 
    The man stood straighter, pleased to be the huntsman who set the dogs after the fox. “His name is Hermán Vasquez. He’s my sister’s brother-in-law. He lives in Puerto Montt. After he was fired, he got a job as a porter with Navimag.”
 
    About time. “Where can I reach him?” Ross had asked, and Lucero’s flunky had given him the man’s phone number. Then Lucero had said, “Now, back to the matter at hand . . . ,” and the insipid session had drawn on for another interminably tedious half hour before Ross was able to leave, making false promises to expose the contract workers’ troubles to all of Chile.
 
    As soon as he got back to Puerto Montt, Ross had called Vasquez from the phone at House Rocco. Not his cell, in case his nosing around the mine had raised suspicions and his calls were at risk of being traced. Fanciful? Perhaps. Cautious? Certainly. Smart? Most definitely, a quality Ross had in spades. Vasquez hadn’t answered his phone, but Ross knew where the man worked, and that was almost as good. He was walking to the Navimag offices now for the same reason. If the flunky who had given up Vasquez had a change of heart and called ahead to warn him to be on the lookout for a tall Amerindian driving a red car, Ross was covered. As he strolled along the Avenida Angelmó, he felt pretty good about himself. His excursion to the mine had been a complete success. The tanker trucks had come from El Diablo, and he’d come away with the name and number of a former driver who was sure to know more.
 
    Across the street, a row of wooden booths were strung out along the waterfront with their garage-door-style shop fronts rolled up, colorful Chilean handicrafts spilling out onto tables on the sidewalk. He dodged traffic and jaywalked over. He knew exactly how his sister would have worked this: bought one item from every stall to spread out the wealth, beginning with the unlucky booth with the least desirable real estate, the spot farthest from the ferry dock’s exit. He stopped and checked out the merchandise. The tiny Amerindian woman behind the counter smiled as he selected a striped vest and an alpaca wool hat with “Puerto Montt” stitched on the front. He put them on and smiled back. Let her think he was pleased with his purchases. She didn’t need to know the reason he was smiling was because he was now a tall, somewhat Amerindian-looking tourist.
 
    Encouraged, she held out a box of hand-knit wool mittens. Ross thought about Sheila. While he was buying handicrafts in Puerto Montt, she was hiking through the cold hills north of Chaitén. May marked the beginning of winter in the Southern Hemisphere. It was probably raining right now. Even though she would have made no progress at all at El Diablo or at the ferry docks, there was no doubt he’d snagged the easier job. To show he wasn’t as insensitive as she thought, he bought her a pair of soft alpaca wool mittens dyed a bright pink. She’d laugh at that. And because she’d think he’d bought them as a joke and didn’t expect her to actually wear them, she would wear them. Just to spite him. And that made him smile.
 
    He stuck the mittens in his backpack, gave the woman an extra five thousand pesos over the asking price, and moved on. A hundred meters farther was the entrance to the Navimag ferry docks. A cramped parking lot with cracked pavement, humble office buildings. He bypassed the offices. Behind was a vast concrete tarmac parked with a jumble of semitrailers and construction equipment. Just beyond, a pier where a working ferry was docked, the kind that looked like it had been a landing craft in its former life, with a tiny passenger area, an even tinier cabin for the crew, a large open deck, and a ramp for loading and unloading trucks. Shouts and the rattle of truck engines carried across the tarmac.
 
    He approached a man heaping packages onto a hand truck. “Excuse me,” he said in Spanish. “I’m looking for Hermán Vasquez.”
 
    The man looked up, shook his head, went back to work. “Don’t know him, sorry.”
 
    Ross asked three times more before he got a bite. “Yes, Hermán!” An Amerindian with tobacco-stained front teeth pointed toward the ferry. “He’s down by the water.”
 
    Hermán Vasquez turned out to be an ordinary working-class Chilean, short, with brown skin and grease-stained hands.
 
    “Hermán, I’m Patricio Latorre with El Mercurio. I’d like to talk to you about your job at El Diablo.”
 
    “El Mercurio! I . . .” Vasquez rubbed his hands together. “I can’t talk about the mine.”
 
    “I won’t quote you by name. Hermán, this is important.”
 
    “Vasquez!” one of the other workers yelled. “Hurry up! Get moving!”
 
    Vasquez pointed to the sky. To the north, black-bottomed clouds pressed low over the Pacific. “We need to finish loading the ferry before it rains. I’m sorry. I can’t help you.”
 
    Ross grabbed the man’s arm. Too roughly. Vasquez grimaced. Ross didn’t care. Quickly, he fished his wad of cash from his pocket, flashed it, and promised, “You won’t be connected with the story at all. If anyone asks, I’ll say one of the other drivers told me. Hermán, listen. Tell me who gave you and the other tanker drivers the assignment to dump at Chaitén. All I need is his name.”
 
    “Vasquez!” the other dockworker shouted again. “Let’s go!”
 
    Hermán stared at the pesos. Licked his lips. “You promise I’ll be safe?”
 
    Ross nodded.
 
    “I don’t know any names. Our team leader got a memo from Codelco headquarters in Santiago. It wasn’t signed, although . . . there were rumors.”
 
    “Vasquez!”
 
    Ross leaned in, as if by pure mental effort he could squeeze the words out of the man’s head. “What rumors?”
 
    “Some say the order came from a shareholder. An important man. A French man.”
 
    Ross blinked. This was unexpected.
 
    “VASQUEZ!” The supervisor was stalking in their direction. He looked like he was ready to throttle Vasquez. Or Ross. Or possibly both.
 
    “His name,” Ross hissed.
 
    “I don’t know any more! I swear to Mother Mary!” Vasquez pulled away.
 
    Suddenly the supervisor was in Ross’s face. He was a sour-looking man built like a pork sandwich. Smelled like one, too. “Who are you? What’s going on?” He put his finger to Ross’s chest. “What are you doing harassing my workers?”
 
    Ross took a step back. Shrugged to indicate he meant no harm. He was so not in the mood for this.
 
    Then shouts came from the direction of the ferry. “Humo! Fuego!”
 
    Smoke? Fire? Both men spun around. Ross expected to see the ferry engulfed in flames, but the workers were looking away from the ship, pointing and shouting. “Volcán! Volcán!”
 
    Volcano.
 
    He ran to the dock. Pulled a pair of binoculars from his backpack and scanned the horizon. A hand pushed his arm in the right direction and he saw a small gray cloud on the horizon. The cloud was growing larger. It certainly looked like a volcanic eruption. But where?
 
    He lowered the glasses. Looked around the harbor to orient himself. The harbor and the ferry were facing north, which meant the volcano was toward the south.
 
    Terror swelled his chest. He pushed aside the workers crowding the pier and ran onto the ferry. The captain would know what was going on. They had instruments. Satellite. Radar—
 
    He pounded across the metal deck, dodging equipment, coils of rope. Ran up a set of narrow stairs. Burst into the pilothouse and demanded, “Where?”
 
    The first mate turned around in shock. But instead of reacting to the trespass, he merely answered Ross’s question, his voice a mixture of fear and wonderment: “Chaitén.”
 
    Chaitén. Ross sagged against the open door.
 
    Oh, God. Chaitén.
 
                  
 
    Chapter 16
 
     In addition to the usual condiments, Philippe’s airport restaurant hamburger had come with a layer of French-cut green beans; a local custom, he presumed, and one that, after he got over the surprise of it, was unexpectedly palatable. Stéphanie had laughed out loud when their burgers were served, and that had been the best part. They’d eaten, talked, remarked on the gaggle of nuns in the lobby below in their flying wimples and medieval habits, and Philippe had successfully resisted the impulse to open his laptop and check the Chaitén data again. Still laughing, they’d carried the remnants of their meal down to the main lobby, where they had now been encamped for two hours. Two tedious hours of watching passengers come and go, Spanish elevator music playing from the loudspeakers in the ceiling, interrupted periodically by a chime and a Spanish-language announcement of arrivals and departures. They had both long ago stopped laughing.
 
    Philippe was parked near the lobby’s plate-glass window, the computer on his chair tray tethering him to an electrical outlet in the wall. Stéphanie was passed out on a sofa, boredom and exhaustion having taken their toll. Her stockinged feet were tucked beneath her raincoat; Philippe’s folded corduroy jacket served as her pillow. Her makeup was smudged, and her hair tousled. If he’d held up a mirror, she would have immediately started fussing and smoothing and combing, but to Philippe, she was beautiful as she was. Such a contrast with his second wife, a tall African American of strong opinions and regal bearing. Headstrong and impetuous—qualities which Philippe at first found beguiling (so different from the staid monotony of his first wife!)—but which in fact had doomed the marriage from the start. As for his stepdaughter, he hadn’t seen her since she graduated from UCLA. He hadn’t spoken to her even then; hadn’t told her that he was there. The gap that had sprung up between them the day he and her mother married had only widened during her teen years until finally Philippe accepted that it had become too large to surmount. He had followed the broad strokes of Sheila’s career, knew her PhD was in microbiology and that she was monitoring retreating glacial coverage here in southern Chile on an unnamed mountain not so very far away, but he was loath to seek her out. There was only so much rejection a father, even a stepfather—especially a stepfather—could take.
 
    Philippe’s matrimonial scorecard may have had two strikes against it, but many of the scientists he knew couldn’t even hang on to their assistants. An astrophysicist colleague at MIT was known for burning through one per year. The secret, Philippe believed, was to find an assistant who was a near match to your intelligence, but who lacked ambition. Someone content to remain on the sidelines, delighted to see her boss prosper without yearning to share the spotlight or take it over; yet intelligent enough to keep up. Stéphanie had served as his personal assistant for fifteen years.
 
    Trust was also a necessary quality for a successful professor-assistant relationship—one regarding which Philippe had been experiencing increasing pangs of conscience. He hated keeping his reason for coming to Chile a secret. He had always prided himself on being a pure scientist, a seeker of truth. The closer they had come to the volcano, the more his reticence felt like deception. It was an impossible situation. He could never make Stéphanie understand the importance of his being physically present at Chaitén’s eruption without revealing his true purpose for being there. Yet with knowledge came responsibility, and he was unwilling to place such a burden on her shoulders. Given the scale of the operation, it was inevitable that a handful of people knew parts of the whole, but Philippe was paying each handsomely to keep their curiosity in check. There would be no legal repercussions when the truth became known; the field of geoengineering was too new. But there would be fallout. The less Stéphanie knew of his grand design, the more convincingly she would be able to claim ignorance.
 
    He unplugged the laptop. Rolled up the electrical cord and motored over to the information counter. The airport staff knew he was waiting for the helicopter—he’d asked after it often enough—which was exactly why he didn’t trust that they would notify him when it arrived. Philippe had never been particularly adept at reading people, but even he knew he was being a pest.
 
    “Not yet,” the man behind the counter said curtly before Philippe could ask his question, and he immediately returned to his whispered conversation with a female coworker. Philippe motored back to his window feeling uncomfortably albeit suitably chastised, then parked his wheelchair in such a way that he could watch the pair from a distance.
 
    Inexplicably, the woman behind the counter suddenly began to cry. She tried to hide her distress, dabbing discreetly at her eyes with a tissue while turning away and lowering her head. Her coworker leaned close and put a consoling hand on her shoulder. Soon, a LAN Airlines official joined them. The two men conferred with large gestures Philippe assumed were appropriate to the size of the problem. The official patted the woman’s shoulder, spoke a few words in her ear, and then the LED flight board above their heads went dark.
 
    Moments later, an announcement came over the loudspeaker : “Ladies and gentlemen. We are sorry to report that Tepual Airport has been temporarily closed. All incoming and outgoing flights have been canceled.”
 
    The hum of activity stopped. Passengers and personnel stared uncomprehending at the empty flight board as the announcement repeated.
 
    Philippe nudged Stéphanie awake. “Something’s happening,” he told her in a low voice as she sat up rubbing her eyes. He pointed to the flight board, which now bore the terse message: “Airport closed.”
 
    “I don’t understand,” she said, struggling to shake off her interrupted sleep. “Is it a state of emergency? A revolution?”
 
    “I don’t know. Put your shoes and coat on. I’ll see what I can find out.” He motored back to the information counter. The woman was now sitting on a high stool behind the counter alone, quietly weeping.
 
    “Por favor, señora,” Philippe said. “I understand that the airport has been closed. Could you tell me what has happened?”
 
    The woman raised her head. “Oh. I—my husband—” She stopped, drew a breath. “My husband is a helicopter pilot. He was flying a film crew over Chaitén volcano, when—” She stopped. Started weeping and pointed to a small television screen behind the counter. Philippe followed her finger, heard the reporter’s voice, saw the video footage, and gasped.
 
    Chaitén had erupted.
 
    He opened his mouth to speak, closed it. He felt as though he’d been physically struck. Impossible! Impossible! To have come so far, to be so close, and miss the actual moment—He felt like throwing up. Slamming his fist into the wall. Jumping out of his chair and screaming, “It’s not fair!”
 
    The woman reached over and turned up the sound on the report. “Chaitén volcano in southern Chile is currently erupting, causing a major alert across neighboring regions of Chile and Argentina,” the voice-over was saying. “Bulletins from the Buenos Aires Volcanic Ash Advisory Center report that the eruption plume may have reached as high as sixteen kilometers. Both Chile and Argentina are experiencing significant ashfall.”
 
    “It’s because of the ash that the airport is closed,” the woman explained. “It clogs air intakes. If fuel and water systems become fouled, the engines quit—” She stopped and began weeping again.
 
    Stéphanie joined him with their suitcases. She looked at the television screen, then put her hand on his shoulder. Together, they watched the shaky camera footage the reporter said had been shot by a resident from nearby Chaitén town. Thirty seconds of film showing a roiling white ash cloud rising impossibly high into the sky, the sky darkening, the camera faltering as the cameraman took cover and the ash rained down.
 
    A major eruption, the reporter was saying, as the data on Philippe’s laptop would no doubt confirm. With trembling hands, he set up his laptop on his tray table. The seismicity levels were higher than he had ever dreamed possible. Certainly this was the most extensive rhyolitic eruption in recorded history.
 
    And Philippe had missed it by minutes.
 
    “Our reporters are racing to the scene,” the television news report finished. “We’ll continue our Chaitén coverage around the clock, bringing you more news as it comes in.”
 
    “We have to go there,” Philippe whispered to Stéphanie, speaking French in case he was overheard.
 
    “What? To the volcano? No. We can’t. It’s too dangerous. Besides, no pilot will fly us there. The airport is shut down.”
 
    “We can rent a car.”
 
    “What? No.”
 
    “Yes.”
 
    She shook her head, truly frightened. Philippe felt terrible forcing her into such a position, but he had no choice. The one question his data couldn’t answer was the only question left that mattered: was his lake gone? It would be days, perhaps weeks, before the plume cleared sufficiently for satellite images to reveal the answer. He couldn’t wait. He had to know.
 
    “We’ll drive to the volcano,” he said as casually as if he were suggesting a weekend in Provence. “Not close enough to be in danger, just—to be there.” The argument sounded weak even to him. He tried again.
 
    “Stéphanie,” he said, taking both of her hands in his in an effort to put all that he was feeling into a single word; to convey not only the importance of what he was asking her to do, but that he understood he could do nothing without her. Nothing. The sudden knowledge that he would be lost without her was both enervating and humbling. If he could have gotten down on his knees and begged her to acquiesce, he would have.
 
    She bit her lip. Twisted a lock of hair. “Tomorrow,” she said at last. “We’ll rent a car and drive to Chaitén in the morning.” She forced a smile. “Your volcano isn’t going anywhere, and I need to sleep in a real bed.”
 
    He squeezed her hands. “Thank you.” His voice was shaky. He didn’t care. “You know I would never put you in danger.”
 
    “I know that, Philippe, and I trust you.” She paused. “I also know you’re holding back. I only hope that one day, you’ll trust me. But we’ll have to hurry. Once people realize there’s no way to leave the airport except by car, we won’t be the only ones wanting to rent one.”
 
    She pulled her hands free and hurried across the lobby to the rental desk, her high heels clicking on the tiles. Oh, how he loved her at that moment! He wanted to tell her all that he felt, but she would only think his expressions were because she had agreed to do as he wanted. He would tell her later, when they were back in Paris, when everything was over. When the time was right, he’d get down on his knee if it killed him and ask her to be his wife.
 
    For this, he could wait.
 
                  
 
    Chapter 17
 
     Rebecca was furious. Furious. As angry as she had ever been. As she drove away from the Santiago airport back to the city, it was all she could do to keep from mashing on the gas pedal as if it were Dumas’ head. The gall! The nerve! If she had a gun—
 
    She rocked back and forth, fingers clenched around the steering wheel as if she were choking it. The hours, the dollars wasted on this farce. Dumas would hear from POP’s lawyers first thing in the morning. Rebecca had a dozen on staff that she could call. If he thought she was some nobody—some know-nothing conference organizer that he could push around—he’d find out otherwise in a hurry. Breach of promise, failure to deliver, there had to be some charge she could slap him with. He’d messed with the wrong woman. Oh, yes. After she was done with him, if he felt even a fraction of what she was feeling now, Dr. Philippe Dumas was going to be an extremely unhappy man.
 
    Brake lights ahead. She hit her own as traffic abruptly slowed to a crawl. Great. Rush hour. What else could go wrong? She tapped her fingers on the steering wheel as she inched forward. Tried not to think about her conference, about all the Dumas promo she’d set up. Unless she could figure out a way to pull an eleventh-hour rabbit out of the hat, her reputation was in ruins. She’d be the joke of the Internet. People didn’t forget. No one would ever take POP seriously after this—unless perhaps she took up ecoterrorism again. She could see herself happily firebombing Dumas’ truck.
 
    She was still fuming when she pulled into the library’s parking lot forty-five minutes later. She locked the car, pocketed the keys, and hurried inside to catch the last fifteen minutes of her conference.
 
    Upstairs, she found Julie sitting behind the registration desk. Alone. In tears. Behind her, the doors to the conference room stood open. The room was empty.
 
    Rebecca hurried over, put her arm around her cousin’s shoulders, and pulled her close. “Oh, Jules. I’m sorry. Whatever happened, it’s my fault. I shouldn’t have left you alone.”
 
    “It’s not your fault,” Julie said. She sniffed and dried her eyes on her sleeve. Rebecca handed her a Kleenex. “I know you had to go get Dr. Dumas, and I thought I could handle everything by myself. I was handling everything, but—” She shook her head. “I don’t know. It’s like the conference just—imploded.”
 
    Rebecca pulled up a chair. Sat down and braced herself, then asked the obvious question. “What happened?”
 
    “After you left, at first, everything was going great. Raoul held up the countdown cards in the back of the room like we planned so the speakers would know how much time they had left, and the first panel moderator finished right on time. The next panel started, and just as I was thinking, ‘Piece of cake,’ the reporter from El Mercurio took out his cell phone. I didn’t think much about it at first. I figured his phone was on vibe and he’d gotten a message—an important one, because after he read it, he grabbed his laptop bag and ran out of the room. He didn’t say anything to me—he just left. People started looking around, wondering what was going on, but after a couple of seconds, the panel moderator asked a question, and we were off and rolling again. But then, all of a sudden, phones started ringing all over the room. I’d asked people to turn them off,” she added defensively. “All of the reporters started pulling out their phones, checking their messages and making phone calls. Then all of them grabbed their stuff and ran out. It was crazy!”
 
    Rebecca tried to imagine the scene. “Crazy” didn’t begin to cover it. “A breaking news story?”
 
    “That’s what I thought. I thought about closing the doors and locking everybody in the room, but somehow I didn’t think that would go over too well. Anyway, it was too late. The horses were out. La Hora, La Cuarta, the Santiago Times, El Diario—all the people we worked so hard to get here were gone. At first, everyone just looked stunned. Stunned and scared, because it was obvious something big was going on. I went up to the podium to try to calm things down, but before I could get there, one of the speakers pulled out his iPhone, found a news report online, and whispered to the speaker sitting next to him that there had been a major volcanic eruption.” She paused. “His microphone was on.”
 
    “Oh, gosh.” Rebecca covered her mouth. She tried not to giggle, but all of the anger and frustration of the past hours came boiling out in a fit of hysteria. After a moment, Julie joined in.
 
    “I’m sorry,” Rebecca said after they had both calmed down. “That’s not funny.”
 
    “No, it wasn’t,” Julie said, wiping her eyes. “People started jabbering about volcanoes and lava like they thought a lava flow was going to burst through the walls. I swear, some of the women even started crying. Someone wondered if the airports were going to close because of the ash cloud, and that was the end of it. Everyone just gathered up their stuff and left. Even the volunteers. A few people apologized as they were leaving, but there was nothing I could do.”
 
    “You could no more control a flood or the wind,” Rebecca agreed. Once the crowd mentality took over, events took on a life of their own. She’d seen more than a few innocent protests turn ugly.
 
    “A volcanic eruption,” Julie said, slowly shaking her head. “Can you believe it? A freaking volcano killed our conference. You think you’ve got everything covered, but how are you supposed to plan for that?”
 
    Rebecca patted Julie’s shoulder and walked into the empty conference room. It was a wreck: chairs lying on their sides, conference programs and other papers littered about, a pitcher of water on the speakers’ table knocked over with a large dark circle beneath it on the carpet.
 
    Julie picked up a chair to set it on its feet, then stopped. “Wait a minute. Dr. Dumas. What are we going to do about him?”
 
    Rebecca laughed. “Now it’s my turn to tell you a story,” she said as she put her arm around her cousin’s waist and walked her out of the room. “But first, I know two women who could use a drink.”
 
     [image: ] 
 
     Later, after they had changed into street clothes and mitigated their sorrows with food, drink, and bad jokes (“How do you know there’s been a volcanic eruption? When your conference explodes.”), Rebecca left a giddy and slightly tipsy Julie at the Residencial Londres and went for a walk. She felt drained—mentally, physically, emotionally. Too much adrenaline in too short a time. She needed a quiet place to reclaim her thoughts, preferably one with plenty of green. She cut north, following the side streets to avoid passing the library, and crossed the Alameda to Santa Lucia Hill. Cerro Santa Lucia was one of two hills plunked down in the middle of the city like upturned buckets of sand on a beach; it was smaller than Cerro San Cristóbal, but at five hundred feet, still impressive. Named for the saint’s day on which Pedro de Valdivia conquered the hill in 1541, Santa Lucia served as lookout from the Conquista years through the construction of Fort Hidalgo in 1820. The soldiers were gone, but the fortifications remained, a historical counterpoint to botanical gardens, winding paths, piazzas, overlooks, and fountains. A good place to be alone with her thoughts.
 
    Or rather, it would have been if the park hadn’t been closed. Given the events of the day, she supposed she shouldn’t have expected otherwise. She eyed the padlocked wrought-iron gate. Santa Lucia was a public park. She was a member of the public. No one would care if she slipped inside. She glanced around to make sure no one was watching, then ducked behind a row of bushes beside the gate and followed the boundary wall until it ended. She then squeezed between it and the adjoining bushes and scrambled a short distance up a steep incline to a gently sloping cobblestone path. Straightening, she brushed the dirt and wood chips from her knees and strolled up the hill, lingering near a planting of jasmine, feeling her way cautiously in the near darkness up a short flight of worn stone steps. Once she thought she heard footsteps following her and paused to listen, then decided it was only the echo of her own. Occasionally she stopped at one of the overlooks to admire the lights of the city below, but for the most part, she simply walked, up and up, letting the endorphins the physical activity generated wash away the stress of the day.
 
    Twenty minutes later when she came to the Terraza Caupolican, she decided she’d climbed high enough. She took a long drink from the water fountain near the piazza’s entrance, then sat down on a bench to catch her breath, listening to the night sounds and trying not to think about conferences and tanker trucks and volcanic eruptions and Nobel-winning scientists. Bushes rustled in a light breeze. An unknown bird chirruped like a frog. Horns honked faintly above the steady hum of traffic far below. A steeple clock chimed ten times. Suddenly, she remembered that in all the upset, she’d forgotten to call home. She stood up. The boys would be in bed by now, but at least she could check in with Antonio, tell him what had happened.
 
    On the other side of the piazza, she saw movement: dark against darker still, the vague outline of a shifting form. Not the small skulking of a feral cat or one of the city’s multitudinous stray dogs. The shape was tall. Like a man. And it was moving toward her.
 
    Quickly, she moved out of the circle of lamplight and into the shadows. Ch’íidii! What a fool she was to have wandered alone so far from lights and people. She had no idea of the park’s reputation, if it was a hangout for thieves and drug dealers after dark. She waited for her eyes to adjust, strained to see movement, saw nothing. She rolled lightly on her toes, ready to spring into action, grateful that she was still wearing her moccasins. Moving as silently as her father and grandfather had taught her, she edged around the perimeter of the piazza toward the exit stairs.
 
    Behind her, a footstep. She crouched low and waited. Another crunch. Closer. Still she waited, breathing shallowly through her mouth so as not to be heard. Another crunch.
 
    Then someone grabbed her arm from behind.
 
    She cried out, whirled, as her stalker jerked her to her feet. “Quiet,” a voice said in English. A hand clamped over her mouth.
 
    She kicked. Connected with what she hoped were the man’s shins. Reached behind to scratch at his face. Bit his hand. With a yell, the man let go.
 
    She darted for the exit path. She was a rabbit, a gazelle. Her feet slapped against the cobbles and her breath came hard and fast.
 
    Just as she was about to gain the stairs, another man stepped out of the shadows. She stopped, then spun around as the first man came up behind her and boxed her between them. She brought her fists up, turned from one to the other. “Don’t come any closer. Don’t even think about it. I’ll scream.”
 
    The man who had grabbed her laughed. “Oh, yes. You will scream. I have no doubt of that.”
 
    He threw a bottle at her feet. Glass shattered. She looked down at the glittering shards and the dark puddle spreading in the moonlight. What—?
 
    Before she had time to wonder further, the man blocking the path twisted the cap off another bottle and threw its contents at her once, twice, dousing her face and clothes. Icy liquid soaked her shirt, ran down her cheeks and chin. Gasoline? Dear God, were they going to set her on fire?
 
    Then her face began to burn. Her hands—her arms—her chest—acid. Someone had doused her with acid. She ripped off her shirt. Tossed it on the ground and sprinted across the piazza for the drinking fountain. Lowered her face into the stream, splashed great handfuls over her skin. Fell to her knees, clutching herself and shivering and sobbing. As the men’s footsteps pounded away down the path, Rebecca screamed.
 
                  
 
    Chapter 18
 
     The shower was cold. Max didn’t care. He’d seen his face in the mirror—skin ruddy and blotched with burns, crisscrossed with scratches and red welts. One of his fingertips was rubbed raw. He was growing a nice batch of bruises on his knees and thighs where he’d fallen more than once. The shower water was gray with ash and pink with blood.
 
    He staggered out and leaned against the cool bathroom wall, naked and trembling. Adrenaline withdrawal. A touch of mortality.
 
    He stared into the mirror. His face was raw and withered. Why so serious? You should be dancing on the ceiling. And then he grinned.
 
    On the bed in the next room was the camera. Recorded on it was the documentary footage of a lifetime. Seven straight minutes of never-before-seen volcanic action. A shaky-cam Paul Greengrass thriller with Dr. Max Heat as the star. This was the good stuff. A volcanologist’s snuff film; a tectonic money shot in extreme close-up; pure, uncut cinema verité. This wasn’t going to be a mere TV special; this would be the centerpiece of a feature documentary. Golden Globes material. An Academy Award nomination would be a lock-in. Max saw himself on the stage at the Kodak Theatre, giving Scarlett Johansson a kiss as he accepted a little golden man and thanked Mom and God.
 
    But he needed more footage. Everything else would be scrapped but for that seven minutes he himself had shot. (Sorry, Denis!) Already he was forming the mental framework of his new movie. A self-shot, real-life adventure. The Chaitén volcano and surrounding landscape would provide the spectacle and he himself the psychological depth. It would have to be a character piece; there’d be no better way to the Oscars. A quixotic quest to return to the scene of a life-changing trauma. Like Grizzly Man, with himself in the shoes of both Werner Herzog and Timothy Treadwell. The romantic, impossible struggle of one man to overcome the Earth’s deadly might. Except not ending with Max’s death.
 
    There wasn’t any other way to go about it. He had to go back to Chaitén.
 
    He wrapped a towel around himself. Eyed the camera on the bed. Best get started right now. He set the camera on the dresser facing him, hit “record,” and sat on the edge of the bed. He let the fatigue and stress of near death creep back into his face and posture. His head drooped low and he rubbed his eye sockets, hunched forward, and sighed for the camera.
 
    A few seconds passed, and it wasn’t an act.
 
    “I—”
 
    His breath caught and he took a moment to compose his thoughts. Passed his hand through his hair. A little separate part of him thought, This is good! This is real! “All my life I’ve wanted to see an eruption like Chaitén. Today, I did. And I was right there.” He paused. “I’m not sure I can put the experience in words. You think of the ground as immovable. Reliable. If you think about it at all. It’s just there and you’re used to it. You take it for granted. Even a volcanologist, who should know better, thinks he stands on solid ground most of the time. But when I was on Chaitén, it was like the earth had betrayed me. Like it had . . . turned to water. And I was a boat on stormy seas. You can pretend you have everything under control. You can steer the boat, you can bail it out. But you can’t change the sea. All your control is an illusion.” He paused. “It’s terrifying. You spend your whole life trying to be a man, trying to be in control. Of yourself. Of other people. But just like that you’re reduced to a little baby. All you can do is watch, and hope Daddy saves you.” He stopped and let out a long sigh, then made his face stony. “But I am a man, and as long as I am alive, I will not be conquered again. I will do the conquering.” Then he stood up and turned off the camera. Time to get moving. He got himself dressed. Man, his bruises ached.
 
    There was a knock at his door.
 
    He started. He’d been so involved in his own thoughts the interruption was a shock. He took a moment to mentally surface and finished buttoning his shirt. Then he opened the door.
 
    Marcel was standing in the hallway. He had also cleaned up, but his face was red like he’d been sunburned. There was a bandage over his brow. “Hey.”
 
    “Yo. What’s up? How’re you doing?”
 
    Marcel rubbed his brow. “I’m all right. So is Christian. But Denis is not so good. He’s having a hard time breathing, and he spit up some blood. We think he inhaled some ash.”
 
    “Makes sense. Volcanic ash is pulverized rock, finer than sand. It would abrade his tracheal and lung tissue.”
 
    Marcel stared at him. “You’re not on film right now. You know that. Right?”
 
    Max blinked. “Right. Let me see Denis. I wanted to talk to all of you anyway.”
 
    “This way.”
 
    Their room was just down the narrow hall. It was an old hotel, and one of the nicest in Puerto Montt—which wasn’t saying much. The town wasn’t a tourist destination. But it did have charm. An honest, working-class authenticity.
 
    They entered the film crew’s room. Christian was standing by the window, looking out at skies that threatened rain. Denis was laid out on one of the beds. Marcel went to him. Max followed. Denis wasn’t burned as badly as the rest of them, but he looked pale, and his breathing was rough. Max kneeled next to him. “How you doing, bro?”
 
    Denis wheezed and tried for a smile, couldn’t quite do it. “Been better.”
 
    “I hear that. We need to get you to a hospital.”
 
    Christian said, “We already called an ambulance.”
 
    This would make for a great image. The personal human toll. Max immediately felt guilty for thinking it, but he still glanced back toward the open door. I could just walk down the hall and grab the camera. Denis wouldn’t mind. He swallowed. No. Bad idea.
 
    Max stood up. “So, while we’re all here, I just wanted to say something.” He paused. “Thanks. For coming for me in the helicopter. If you hadn’t, crispy bits of me would be raining down around Chaitén right now. So, yeah. Thanks.”
 
    Christian and Marcel looked at each other. Denis closed his eyes. Then Marcel said, “That’s it?”
 
    Max frowned. “Huh?”
 
    Marcel scowled at him. His blue eyes were cold. “We almost died up there. Denis needs to go to the hospital. He might be permanently damaged.” He shook his head fiercely. “Does that mean anything to you?”
 
    “Of course. I’m deeply sorry.”
 
    “That’s not good enough.”
 
    “Look, none of this is easy for me. What more do you want?”
 
    Marcel stepped forward. Raised his fists. Max tensed.
 
    “Marcel! Arrête!” Christian came up behind him and put his hand on his shoulder. “Max is not the only one in the wrong.” He put his hand to his burned face and sighed. “Listen, Max. We . . . none of us wanted to come back for you.”
 
    Max stared. It took a few seconds for the words to sink in. They didn’t want to come back—? “What do you mean?”
 
    “The pilot took the helicopter down to look for you. We wanted to leave the mountain without you. I’m sorry. We—I—we just wanted to get out of there.” He lifted his shoulders in apology, shrugged.
 
    What? Max couldn’t find anything to say. He leaned against the wall and tried to sort out his thoughts. He knew he’d been incredibly reckless staying on Chaitén as long as he had. Surely he’d almost gotten them all killed. But . . . did that give them the right to abandon him? Was that an equitable response? To actually kill him, knowingly and deliberately instead of just almost? How could they? The only one who’d wanted to come back for him was the helicopter pilot, and Max didn’t even know his name.
 
    And yet, here they all were. Alive. Injured, maybe, but alive and recovering. And then there was that footage in the camera....
 
    Yes. He didn’t care what they thought. It was all worth it.
 
    “I guess we’re even then,” he said. “Take care, guys. I’m going back, and I’m taking the camera with me.”
 
    “Imbécile.” Marcel turned away.
 
    “Doesn’t surprise me.” Christian glanced out the window. “The ambulance is here.”
 
    Max knelt next to Denis, patted him. “You’ll be all right.” He looked at the rest of them. “Don’t worry. I’ll make sure you all get your compensation. I’ll be in touch.” And then he left the room. The last he saw of the Frenchmen was Christian looking out the window, Denis doing nothing but trying to breathe, and Marcel staring after him with malice in his eyes.
 
    Max went to his own room and put them out of his mind while he packed. He went over all the things he needed to do before he left Puerto Montt. He’d already called his producer once, but they needed to talk some more now that his plans were changing. He could be in the Chaitén area for a long time, and he’d need supplies. He needed to get news on the town there, see if he could find a place to stay. He needed to pay the rest of the pilot’s fee. He wished he could take the helicopter to Chaitén’s airport, but they had barely made it back, and he doubted the pilot would be willing to take off again. The pilot said the helicopter’s intakes had taken in too much ash. Max supposed he’d need to take the ferry.
 
    From outside his door he heard footsteps, shuffling, and voices. It went on for several minutes. He clearly heard Marcel shouting in French and someone else speaking in Spanish. Max didn’t open the door.
 
    Instead, the camera on his dresser drew his eye like a talisman. That hunk of plastic, silicon, and metal was now the most important thing in his world. That, and seven minutes of Hell. The key to Max’s personal Heaven.
 
    He crossed the room and cradled the camera in his arms. His adventure had just begun.
 
                  
 
    Chapter 19
 
     Ross stood in the Navimag waiting hall, hand clenched around his ferry ticket, watching the TV screen in stony silence. For the tenth time he took out his cell phone, checked for missed calls, saw none, and tried calling Sheila’s cell. And for the tenth time, the call went straight to voice mail. He listened to Sheila’s voice, relishing its bright sound, and then hung up. Wondered if it was now the voice of a dead woman, and clamped down on that thought.
 
    The mood in the hall was tense, though far from quiet. Groups of humble-looking men and women, stranded travelers with beat-up luggage and rough dockworkers alike, talked animatedly and glanced frequently at the TV. On the screen was footage from the town of Chaitén. In the cut between two mountains a tower of billowing whitish gray climbed up the sky, so big the camera frame couldn’t capture its full height. At its base a mist of white steam hid everything from view. The footage zoomed to show the cloud’s roiling and churning. It looked like the mushroom cloud from a nuclear blast, only much bigger and never-ending, folding in on itself as if it were feeding from within, drawing strength. From offscreen the reporter was spouting something banal that couldn’t possibly match the image of that ashen, amorphous, ascending pillar of doom.
 
    He stared at the image, burned it into his brain. Sheila had been right there, searching for the trucks at the caldera. In his mind’s eye he saw her fragile form swept away in the initial blast of debris and hot gases or smashed under an airborne tree or crushed by a careening volcanic bomb. He saw her body broken and burned, bones pulped, pierced by wood and stone shards propelled by the explosion, her hand reaching for someone, anyone, to comfort her. But no hand would come, because she was alone.
 
    He clenched his fists. No. It couldn’t happen that way. He needed to be there. He’d let over twenty people die in Antarctica; surely he could save one.
 
    He’d called the airport, but the news was as he expected. There would be no flights to Chaitén. The entire area was off-limit airspace now; the volcano was an unpredictable, rampaging beast that no pilot would dare go near. The Carretera Austral was also closed, since the road ran within a mile of the volcano. Officials didn’t yet know what condition the road was in, if it was passable, or if the road was completely destroyed, but they’d deemed the area too dangerous to enter regardless. Ross briefly considered going by car anyway. He was going to search for Sheila in the shadow of a volcanic eruption; what did it matter if officials had closed the road? But the dangerous section of the road would be north of the volcano, and the first place he needed to go would be to their camp, a couple miles south of the caldera. If he went by car, he’d have to stop on the wrong side of an erupting volcano and cross unpredictable and treacherous ground. It would be both reckless and a waste of time.
 
    That left the ferry. The ferry docked at the town of Chaitén, south of the volcano and their research camp. He could commandeer a vehicle from their guide, Gabriel, drive as close as he could from the south, and then walk.
 
    He fingered his precious ticket again. For several stressful, frustrating minutes, Ross hadn’t been sure whether the ferry would even be leaving, and despite his demands, no one at the Navimag office had any information. No one wanted to go to Chaitén. Everyone was escaping.
 
    And then the general evacuation order had come from the federal government. All available boats would sail to Chaitén with all haste, pick up as many residents as they could carry, and bring them to Puerto Montt. That evacuation fleet included the ferry docked outside right now. Ross had his ticket; he would arrive in Chaitén in twelve hours. In twelve hours, his search would begin.
 
    She’s not dead. She’s alive. Not dead. Alive.
 
    Ross’s lips moved silently, as if by repeating the words, he could make it so. Shameful, superstitious thoughts. Not at all fit for a scientist.
 
    He glanced again at his silent cell phone and looked out the window. The sky had darkened both from waning sunlight and gathering rain clouds. The ferry sat unmoving. Right now, he was going nowhere.
 
    At least he had time to clue in Rebecca to his latest discoveries. He composed a simple text message: “Photo of 1 mine tanker, talked to former driver; rumor that order came from French Codelco shareholder. No further leads.” He hit “send,” disappointed he didn’t have more to report. Regretful that he couldn’t follow up. Rebecca would have to put the pieces together now. His new mission was his top priority.
 
    He glanced out the window again, frowned. What was taking so long? He shoved his ticket and cell phone into his pocket, hoisted his pack, and stalked over to the ticket counter.
 
    The woman was watching the TV across the room. Ross stood between her and the television, breaking her line of sight. She pursed her lips, but something in his face must have given her pause, because she said nothing. “When is the ferry leaving?” He tried to speak quietly and calmly, but couldn’t help the edge that crept into his voice.
 
    The woman hesitated. “When the trucks are unloaded.”
 
    “ ‘When they’re unloaded.’ ” He leaned forward, clutched at the edge of the ticket counter from the effort to keep his voice steady. Reasonable. “When I got here, they were loading trucks on. And now they’re unloading them?”
 
    The ticket woman clamped her arms defensively over her belly. “They’re picking up passengers in Chaitén. From the evacuation. They need to make room on deck.”
 
    “And how long until the ferry leaves?”
 
    She shook her head roughly. “I don’t know! When the trucks are unloaded!” Her voice rose to a shrill pitch. It put Ross on edge; he ground his teeth. Why couldn’t the ticket woman answer a simple question? Eyes followed him as he crossed to the waiting room door, threw it open with a bang, and strode across the tarmac toward the ferry.
 
    He felt a drop of water on his forehead. Looked to the south. The clouds hid Chaitén’s plume, but Ross knew it was there, could feel it as an itch in his psyche, like a hungry monster in a horror movie, lurking out of sight.
 
    As he stalked toward the ferry, he watched one of the trucks on the ferry lurch forward, pause, back up, and then stop. The porter was talking with the driver, chatting and laughing. Then at last the truck inched forward and out of the ferry, taking three agonizing minutes to accomplish what should have taken seconds.
 
    His lip twisted. This was the time for movement, not for standing around chewing fingernails and chattering and waiting for someone else to do something. Didn’t these people understand? He pushed past a pair of workers and stomped up the ramp, ignoring their shouts. Shoving aside another dockworker, he mounted the stairs to the upper deck.
 
    For the second time that day, he burst uninvited onto the ferry’s bridge. Again, the first mate turned, shocked. The captain, a stern-faced, portly man, stared at Ross. “You again.”
 
    Ross forced himself to stop, take a breath, cool down. He wouldn’t get anywhere by making enemies. This was the captain. He had to be respectful. “Captain. When are we leaving?”
 
    The first mate stepped forward. “You need to go.”
 
    The captain raised his hand to the first mate, turned to Ross. “You’re traveling to Chaitén?”
 
    Ross nodded. “I have someone there. A friend.”
 
    “You’re American.”
 
    Ross blinked, nodded again. He’d been blending in for so long pretending to be Chilean, and his Spanish came to him so easily, to have someone call him out was a surprise. “As is my friend. She’s my research partner. She was on or near Chaitén volcano.”
 
    “What’s your name?”
 
    “Ross. Dr. Ross Roundtree.” He stepped forward. They had to go. Now. Talking about Sheila only made him feel the urgency more keenly. “When are we leaving?”
 
    The captain frowned. “When the trucks are unloaded.”
 
    The repetition word for word of what the ticket lady had said broke him. His emotions boiled over. His fists tightened. He leaned forward. His muscles tensed. He lowered his head and the bridge faded away until it was just him and the captain—and the captain was just one more obstacle. “Respectfully, Captain,” he growled, “that’s not good enough.”
 
    “Dr. Roundtree. We are already in a state of emergency. The trucks are being unloaded to make room for people who need rescue. The urgency of your personal concerns are secondary.”
 
    “Secondary.” Sheila was not secondary. Sight and sound faded as rage consumed him. The next thing Ross knew, his fist was aching and the captain was on the floor.
 
    Ross was as shocked as everyone else. Arms locked around him from behind and dragged him out of the bridge. Hands seized his ticket, ripped it up, tossed it overboard. Feet marched him out of the ferry, onto the dock, and up to the tarmac. Eyes, hard and cold, stared at him. The workers went back to unloading the ferry. They watched him carefully. Making sure he didn’t try to come back on board.
 
    He leaned against a nearby truck and ran a hand through his hair. More raindrops fell. It was getting colder and darker. He zipped up his coat.
 
    What now? He was ashamed that emotion had gotten the better of him. Still, a black cloud floated before his eyes and his heart beat out a deep rhythm that echoed in his ears. How dare they? Who do they think they are? Their shortsightedness could get Sheila killed. He’d find a way to Chaitén, even if it meant stowing away on the ferry. He would find a way. He had to. He already had blood on his hands. These men would not stop him. Nobody would stop him.
 
    Sheila, I’m coming for you. I’ll find a way.
 
                  
 
    Chapter 20
 
     As Gabriel drove past the houses and shops of the small town where he’d lived for a dozen years, he asked himself, Is this really it? Is the town really in danger? Chaitén was surrounded to the north, east, and south by mountains. They were still there, same as always. The only thing different was an upside-down triangular tower of whitish gray cloud visible up the Rio Blanco river valley.
 
    He shook his head. This was worth evacuating the town for? It didn’t seem possible.
 
    But the order had come through a few minutes ago. Citizens were to evacuate by boat to Puerto Montt. He’d heard that the Don Baldo, Naviera Austral’s flagship, had diverted and would be docking in a couple hours, with more boats after that. The entire area had been mobilized for a rescue.
 
    And yet the roads were sleepy, just like usual. There were no crowds milling about in fear. No looters. He snorted. Right. Chaitén had four thousand residents, and if some kid tried to loot, his parents would find out and then he’d be in real danger. No, Gabriel was proud of Chaitén’s citizens. They were taking this with real cool.
 
    As he drove along the neat, spacious boulevards, something started to fall from the sky. Little flakes, drifting and swirling on the breeze. Snow? It stuck to his windshield. He put on the wipers, but it smeared into gray streaks. Ash, he realized. Volcanic ash, spewed forth by Chaitén volcano. He frowned. People were coming out of their houses now, watching the ash falling from the skies. It was strange. Disturbing. Definitely not something you expected to see falling on the roofs of your own town.
 
    The windshield wipers were useless. Gabriel slowed to a crawl and rolled down his window, leaned out so he could see.
 
    The federal government said the town was in danger. It was still hard to believe. But they wouldn’t issue such a warning lightly. What was going to happen to Chaitén? Gabriel had worked hard to build a successful business as a guide for scientists and travelers to the area. He spoke fluent English and French in addition to his Spanish. He was smart, resourceful, and had two vans and a tourist office in town. He had a family, a wife and two daughters. Could they just leave, abandon their home and business for as long as the eruption lasted? And how long would that be?
 
    Ahead was Escuela Italia, the school where his wife, Sofía, worked as a teacher. The elementary school was the pride of Chaitén, clean and modern, painted creamy yellow with a bright blue roof, and with shiny new playground equipment.
 
    He came up on an intersection and slammed on the brakes as a truck pulled out in front of him. What the . . . ! His van skidded to a stop mere centimeters away.
 
    He sat, heart pounding, then leaned out. He was naturally easygoing; he got along with everyone in town. But who was this? What was he thinking?
 
    Gabriel opened the door, stepped out. Recognized the truck. It was Carlos Rojas. Gabriel calmed himself. “Hey, Carlos! What’s up? Everything all right?”
 
    Carlos rolled down the window. He looked chagrined. “Sorry, Gabe. Couldn’t see.” His wipers were moving fast but the windshield was still smeared with gray. He looked scared. “Strange stuff.”
 
    The ash was coming down heavily now. Aside from the gray color, it did look like snow. Gabriel breathed some in and it stuck to the inside of his mouth. He coughed. It tasted like minerals. He swallowed and said, “Right, Carlos. Be careful, eh?” and climbed back into his van.
 
    He pulled into the parking lot at the elementary school and went inside. His boots left gray smudges on the carpet. Sofía was waiting for him with their daughters. She looked calm, but Gabriel could read the worry that simmered below the surface. The girls were doing girl things. Lydia, the younger, was playing with a snowflake cutout. They both wore matching pink backpacks.
 
    Gabriel kissed Sofía on both cheeks. “You all right, love?”
 
    She nodded, smiled, just a little tightly. “Principal Quezada dismissed school. What are we going to do?”
 
    The question and its implications made Gabriel’s heart sink. “The Don Baldo is going to dock soon. We can go to Puerto Montt and stay with your mother. We’ll come back when things quiet down.” He spoke calmly, with a smile to soothe her. There was no reason to worry too much, yet.
 
    “We’re going to visit Nana?” Lydia looked up from her snowflake.
 
    Gabriel leaned down, picked her up, kissed her on the cheek. “That’s right, sweetie.”
 
    She smiled innocently. She was happy just as long as she could visit Nana. It warmed him. No reason to upset the girls. Luisa seemed more subdued; she’d picked up their mood. Gabriel patted her on the head. “Let’s go.”
 
    They piled into the van. It took longer to get home than Gabriel would’ve expected. The ash was accumulating fast, and it was slippery to drive on. Almost as bad as driving on wet snow, and getting worse by the minute.
 
    “What is that, Dada?”
 
    Gabriel swallowed. They couldn’t see the volcanic plume; it was behind one of the mountains. “Ash, sweetie. From the volcano.”
 
    “Is that why we’re going to Nana’s?”
 
    He nodded. Glanced at Sofía. Her face was tight, concerned. He reached out and patted her hand. She didn’t smile.
 
    They pulled up at the house. Sofía packed while the girls helped. Gabriel looked at the interior of the house, so friendly, a real home. They’d purchased this house just a year ago. It pained him to leave so soon, and with no idea when they’d be back. He laid his hands on the back of his favorite chair and squeezed. Then there was his business. And, specifically, the two American scientists he’d helped set up not far from Chaitén volcano. He’d tried calling them both earlier, with no answer. Worrisome. He took out his cell phone, checked the call log. No call back from either. Very worrisome.
 
    Gabriel’s last moments in his house passed far too quickly. He clicked off all the lights, closed all the shutters, locked the windows and the back door. Made sure everything was closed up, safe and sound, for when they returned. Whenever that would be. A lump rose in his throat as he picked up his charango to stow it in the van. His guitar was too big to bring with them, but he could find a spot on the ship for the small, ten-stringed instrument his Chilean ancestors had invented. Music would comfort his girls. He turned to see his family standing with hats and bandanas against the ash, and tried to smile. It wouldn’t be so bad. They’d stay with Sofía’s mother for a little while and be back soon. No, not so bad.
 
    Gabriel and Sofía were quiet as they got into the van and drove toward the dock. The town inched past them outside the smudged windows as other cars and pickups joined them, an exodus heading toward the docks at a glacial pace because of the slippery ash. Everyone leaving, going to Puerto Montt, or somewhere south, or west to Futaleufú. Anywhere but Chaitén. It hurt him in the heart to see it. This lovely town wasn’t made to be empty, abandoned.
 
    It was getting dark out and he couldn’t see the volcanic plume, even though he knew it was out there, close, threatening. Meanwhile the ash continued to fall. Gabriel had to drive slower and slower. Every time he thought he’d braked gently enough to negotiate a turn, the van threatened to lose control. He drove with the windshield wipers flapping, but not accomplishing much of anything.
 
    Finally they arrived at the dock. It was already packed with people and vehicles. The Don Baldo was an impressive ship, eighty meters long, painted orange, white, and navy blue, with a loading ramp on the back. The ship had comfortable accommodations, too. Too bad it would be so cramped. The ship was designed to seat three hundred passengers, besides cargo, but they’d try to cram many more than that on board. People would be packed on the open-air top deck, between the trucks on the cargo deck, and probably in the cabin corridors, too.
 
    On the crowded dock, all the faces were familiar, and they all looked worried. The port’s tarmac was a narrow, sloping area between steep, forested hills and with the crowds, there was no room to park the van. “Honey, I’ll drop off you and the girls.” He’d park at his tourist office and walk back to the dock; it was barely a kilometer.
 
    Sofía looked at him with glittering eyes. “You won’t be too long?”
 
    Gabriel shook his head. He helped them unload the luggage. Kissed each of them. “Dada will be back soon,” he promised, and gave Luisa the charango. She accepted it solemnly, clutching the colorful fabric case to her cheek as she struggled not to cry. They stood at the edge of the crowd, looking a little lost, and it almost broke his heart. He backed the van around and drove back into Chaitén.
 
    Between the growing darkness and the ash, he could barely see the road. He realized suddenly that he was drifting into oncoming traffic. He yanked the wheel and the van almost spun out. Gabriel gaped at the line of headlights coming up the town’s main boulevard. That was something Chaitén didn’t see—heavy traffic, all heading toward the dock. Many people were on foot, too. He was glad he and his family already had their place in line. A lot of these people were going to have to wait for the next boat.
 
    At last he pulled up to his office. The carport sheltered his other van. He backed up, parked, turned off the engine, and got out. It was full dark now. Chaitén’s streetlamps seemed dim, dusted with ash. He hurried to his office, made sure everything was locked and shut tight, and then joined the foot traffic headed back toward the dock.
 
    Sofía and his daughters met him. They joined the sea of Chaitén citizens streaming onto the Don Baldo. It still seemed unbelievable. Chaitén volcano, erupting. After nine thousand years of dormancy. The danger felt so remote. There was the ash, to be sure, and they had felt a couple small tremors, but otherwise . . .
 
    At last the ship set sail. Soon the plume would come into view. A strange commotion swept through the passengers. Gabriel checked his camera as he fought his way to the top deck. The evacuees pressed in close and he had to push more roughly than he’d have liked. Everyone wanted to go up top and see.
 
    Then he burst out into the cold night air and saw the plume. His mouth fell open.
 
    To the east, the massive pillar of ash stretched into the night. It roiled and pulsed like a living thing, lit from within by great sheets of orange and red flame like a Hollywood explosion that just kept going. Flickering around it and through it were brilliant bolts of lightning, dancing and chasing each other, lighting up the whole plume and the layers of cloud above and below with purple. A terrifying construct of fire and lightning and smoke. A vile, elemental monster, looming over his town, threatening to rain down flame and thunder. Heart-stopping. Terrifying. Like something born of the perverse imagination of a disaster movie director. This wasn’t something that happened in real life. And yet there it was, right in front of him, and Gabriel was watching it with his own eyes.
 
    Leaving was the right thing to do. Here on the Don Baldo, they were safe. But the town—their homes and businesses, their beautiful new elementary school . . . this evil thing was going to crash down on Chaitén and devour it. He knew it.
 
    Even as Gabriel gripped the rail in relief, his eyelids beat back tears.
 
                  
 
    Chapter 21
 
     Max crossed the tarmac at the Navimag ferry port in Puerto Montt grinning from ear to ear. Everything was going so well. The film crew were all right; Denis was getting the care he needed. Max had decided he didn’t need a lot of supplies and had gotten everything in just a couple of hours. He and his producer had argued. (“Max, you’re in breach of contract! The channel is expecting a piece, not some pie-in-the-sky, fairyland documentary concept of yours!”) So he’d fired his producer. An hour later, he’d fired his agent. Now he was truly on his own, and it was so refreshing to be unencumbered by other people’s demands. Liberating. Exciting.
 
    And it would be artistically fulfilling, too. He could create exactly the documentary his existing seven golden minutes of footage deserved. He could shop it on the film festival circuit as an indie, find a distributor—or distribute it online. There were all sorts of hungry start-ups looking for fresh meat to fuel their schemes. He’d never really thought of himself as an artist, as an auteur, but now he could see it as the logical outgrowth of his popularity. The perfect intersection of media and science.
 
    He had his camera in hand, ready to record every thrilling second.
 
    Not that crossing an empty tarmac to a dilapidated old ferry was thrilling. But it definitely had charm. Authenticity. He stopped while there was still enough light to get some shots. A scrappy Ship of Heroes, off to save Chile’s citizens from the Big Bad Volcano. Like the Millennium Falcon rushing to deliver the Rebellion from the Death Star. A little part of him thought it was silly to personify volcanoes (it was, after all, just a random vent releasing waste heat left over from the Earth’s formation), or ships, for that matter. But American audiences loved the clash of Good versus Evil. And the underdog was implicitly good. They loved to identify with the little guy, and who was littler than small-town Chileans fleeing from a volcano?
 
    He smiled. With dramatic shooting, editing, overwrought voice-over, and stirring music, you could make any old crap exciting. Including a beat-up old boat.
 
    He hiked up his pack and hurried down to the ferry. It had a name, the Pincoya. He zoomed in to capture that.
 
    There were a surprisingly large number of people waiting to board the boat to Chaitén. They all had faces drawn with worry, huddled in cold knots. Probably had family they were eager to meet. Possibly possessions they wanted to save. The harsh lights from the Pincoya’s upper decks set the scene in stark noirish shades.
 
    His camera caught flashes of images. A worried-looking single mother with a little boy clutching a Super Sentai toy. An elderly man with his grown grandson, the boy’s hat worn backward, the men holding hands. A father, no wife in sight, leaning down to comfort his daughter. From the way they stood, each little pod of people had someone conspicuously missing—as if there were an outline, a blank spot, where their family member should be.
 
    After a moment, Max felt a little guilty for intruding on these people’s distress, so he lowered the camera. But he kept his finger on the “record” button.
 
    One of the crew members signaled for everyone to start boarding. A porter took the travelers’ luggage and tossed it into a tiny compartment barely larger than a closet and handed back a luggage slip. Another crew member took tickets for passage. Max gave him his ticket, but kept his backpack.
 
    The cargo deck was nearly empty. He followed the line of passengers up a very narrow, very steep set of stairs to the railing, and from there to the aft end of the boat, up another set of stairs, and into the passenger deck. The deck itself was in two halves, dim and clad in cheap 1970s-style wood paneling. The passenger cabins were incredibly tiny and crammed with recycled airplane seats set in close rows, two seats on one side of a narrow aisle, five on the other. Amazing, Max thought as he found his assigned seat. They’ve actually found a way to make accommodations more cramped than on an airplane. Nearly all the seats were full. He imagined the ferry would be twice as uncomfortable on its return trip. He thanked God he’d be staying in Chaitén, though he was also disappointed he couldn’t capture the evacuation half of the trip on video.
 
    After a moment of sitting with his backpack stuffed beside him and his knees drawn up to his chin, Max couldn’t take it any longer. He spotted a door at the fore end of the cabin and stepped through, finding himself on a small deck painted in peeling white marine paint. There was one door marked Damas and another Varónes. Max filed that away as critical information in view of the twelve-hour ride. The late evening air was cool, and a gentle breeze came up off the water. Very peaceful. Hard to believe that less than a hundred miles away the ground was vomiting ash, smoke, and flame. Hard to believe that he’d actually been there, that he had almost been swallowed up, immolated in the Earth’s belly.
 
    He shivered. Just as he started to turn away to return to the cabin, he noted a commotion on the dock. A tall man just off the edge of the Pincoya’s open ramp stood facing a group of six crew members. The crew seemed to be preventing the man’s boarding.
 
    His documentary curiosity aroused, Max raised his camera and zoomed in so he could see. The man stood defiantly. He seemed to be arguing, but Max couldn’t hear his words. The man was very tall, well over six feet, with indigenous Amerindian features, black hair, a long braid, and dignity to spare. Something about him didn’t quite fit. Max headed down to the cargo deck for a better view. His Spanish wasn’t the best, and the argument was well past the opening salvos when he joined it, so he had a hard time following. The crew members were speaking heatedly, and the man seemed to be demanding to be let on board, and they were blocking him because “el capitán” wouldn’t allow it—that much, he got. Interesting. Reflexively, he raised his camera. Hit “record.” Moved in for a better view. The scent of potential violence was intoxicating. The tall man looked at him. His eyes were unexpectedly fierce. That savage, feral gaze almost made Max drop the camera.
 
    “What are you doing?”
 
    “You speak English?” Max blurted. Er. Stupid question. Way to make an impression.
 
    “Yes.” The man turned back to the crew members and they relaunched their demands and rebuttals as if there had been no interruption at all.
 
    It was too interesting for Max to walk away. He pushed closer. “You’re an American? They won’t let you on?”
 
    The tall man seemed to be thinking how much to say. “Yes, I’m American. I’m trying to get to Chaitén. My research partner is there, and I haven’t heard from her.”
 
    Now this was an interesting story! He kept his camera trained on the scene. Max asked the crew members, “¿Por qué detenerlo?”
 
    They replied, speaking too quickly and angrily for him to catch what they said. He made a “slow down” gesture. “Más lento, por favor. Sorry, I didn’t catch that.”
 
    The nearest crew member said slowly and clearly, “No billete.” No ticket.
 
    Max turned the camera back to the tall man. “Why don’t you have a ticket? No money? I can help you with that.”
 
    The man’s face grew dark. “I had a ticket. They took it. They took it and tore it up.”
 
    “What?” Max turned back to the crew members. This was getting good.
 
    “Él asaltado el capitán!”
 
    Max blinked. They were fuming now. He turned back to the tall man. What a story!
 
    For a split second it looked like the tall man was abashed. His face was etched with pain. In the stark lighting from the upper deck it cast his eye sockets and the edges of his face into blackness. “I lost my temper. My research partner is alone, missing. I can’t reach her. She was—is—on Chaitén volcano.”
 
    “What?”
 
    The tall man glared.
 
    “Sorry, sorry.” Max stepped forward. “So, do I have this right? You need to get to Chaitén to rescue your protegée, your ward, who also happens to be a damsel in distress. And yet, in the heat of the moment, I assume, anger overtook you and you tussled with the captain. A regretful decision. And now you are barred from boarding.”
 
    The tall man crossed his arms. “I doubt she’d appreciate being called a ‘damsel in distress,’ but yes, that’s the short version.”
 
    Max stroked his chin. Opportunities, opportunities. How fortune had favored him of late. Man, this was just perfect.
 
    “Listen. I could speak to the captain and help you secure passage. Don’t ask how; I have my ways.” He smiled. “In return, I accompany you on your righteous quest. I’m a volcanologist. You could use my expertise. Me and my Excalibur.” He patted the camera, still faithfully recording the scene.
 
    The tall man looked at the crew members, and then up to the bridge. He pursed his lips. Max couldn’t imagine what phantoms were whirling around his mind. What calculations and balances were involved.
 
    “What’s your name?”
 
    “Max.”
 
    “Ross.” The man held out his hand, and Max stepped forward to shake it. Ross’s handshake was very firm.
 
    He grinned. This was going to be great. He could see it already—Ross would be the Toshiro Mifune to his Akira Kurosawa. Or maybe more accurately, the dark and brooding Batman to his cheery, natural-leader Superman. Or the Han Solo to his Luke Skywalker (the bad-ass Jedi, not the whiny farmboy).
 
    The grip tightened unexpectedly, and Ross pulled Max close. Max couldn’t have escaped if he’d tried. Ross lowered his head. He stared into Max’s eyes. His voice was a deep growl, his breath hot in Max’s face. Max forced himself to meet that gaze. Despite himself, a tremble passed through his body. He hoped Ross didn’t feel it.
 
    “One thing, Max.”
 
    “Yeah?”
 
    “Turn off the camera.”
 
                  
 
    Chapter 22
 
     Why did I agree to this? Ross sat in his ferry seat next to Max. He glanced over at the other man’s face, scratched, burned, inches from his own. They were jammed so close together that he might as well be sitting in the other man’s lap. Plus, Ross had to fold his long legs so much to fit in the seat, he could lean his head forward and nearly touch his chin to his knees. And even though it was well past midnight, the cabin lights were shining brightly. An old CRT TV mounted on the wall was playing snowy videotapes of some Latin pop music star with the most absurd ’80s mullet. And it was loud. And it didn’t stop.
 
    Then there was the whole matter of the arrangement he’d allegedly made with this stranger. Max had helped him, but he seemed to think that because of that, they had a deal, and Ross wasn’t entirely sure what it entailed. Which made him frustrated and angry and distrustful. He was now in debt to this American man he’d just met. The type of man who poked his nose into other people’s business. Who carried around a camera like it was surgically attached to his hand. Who seemed to be a bottomless abyss of movie and pop culture references. Who talked in Renaissance Faire-speak one second, was swearing in Japanese the next, talking like a wannabe hip-hop gangsta a minute later, and using words like breccia and rhyolitic a moment after that. If Ross had thought the seat was painful, just being near this man was getting to be agony.
 
    He couldn’t take it anymore. He needed air, fast. He elbowed Max hard. “Move.”
 
    No response. Was the man actually sleeping?
 
    Elbow. Silence. Ross climbed over him and stumbled into the aisle. If it could be called that. He shuffled forward, not caring whether he disturbed the Chileans attentively watching the blaring music videos. Finally reached the door to the outer deck. Burst out into the cold night air, shut the door, and gasped with relief.
 
    The sky was clouded and pitch-black, but he could take in the feel of the night. The gentle up . . . down, up . . . down of the Pincoya’s motion. The shwoosh . . . shwoosh ... of waves breaking at the bow. Even the mechanical hum of the engines was pleasant. It meant they were moving, and every minute that passed brought them that much closer to Chaitén. Closer to Sheila.
 
    He sighed and leaned over the railing. The metal was cold. He shivered and zipped his jacket. Looked down, watched the water curling past the hull, lit by the boat’s floodlights. Silver-on-black abstract whorls that danced and twirled in impossibly complex patterns. It was strangely arresting.
 
    A sudden blast of noise and light came from behind as the cabin door opened. It shut, and the noise faded away again. But he wasn’t alone. He waited for the sound of one of the bathroom doors, but it didn’t come. Glanced over to see a dark man-silhouette standing at the rail two meters down. “Lovely night,” Max’s voice said.
 
    A lovely night to be alone. Ross tightened his grip on the rail. He hadn’t asked for this. Teaming up with Max was a mistake. Of course, the real mistake had been losing his temper with the captain. Had he ever punched a man? Even as a hormonal teenager? If he had, he couldn’t remember. It was unforgivable. If not for Max’s intervention, he would be driving down the Carretera Austral right now, and his chances of finding Sheila would have been much worse. The difference might have meant her life. His losing his temper might have meant her life.
 
    Max was still there, black on the black of the night. Their silence wasn’t as awkward as it could have been. He supposed Max did, after all, have thoughts of his own.
 
    He let the silence grow. Stared out into the void. Realized there was a single star visible through the clouds. He didn’t have a frame of reference to say which one. Words tugged at his lips. You know you have to say it.
 
    He knew. But he didn’t want to. Childish, but so there.
 
    Is it so hard?
 
    Yes.
 
    Fine. Do it later—
 
    “Max. Thank you. For getting me onto the Pincoya.” That was right. Just get it over with.
 
    Max didn’t reply. Ross imagined him nodding quietly, serenely. Like a man.
 
    Then an arm fell heavily across his shoulders. “Hey, Ross, bro, it was no problem! Glad to help out. Glad to play my part in your quest to rescue the maiden.” His voice was full of winks.
 
    Ross sighed. He was too tired to be angry.
 
    Then the arm was gone. A gentle hand lay on his shoulder for just a moment. “Just kidding. Sorry. I know you’re worried.” He paused. “What’s her name?”
 
    “Sheila.”
 
    “Is she your girlfriend?”
 
    Ross was taken aback. Of course it was the logical next question, but he didn’t think of her that way. Not really. Or at least, he tried not to. Being alone together for weeks on end had a certain effect, but he’d kept his distance. Stayed professional. So he said, “No. Just a friend.”
 
    “Have you known her a long time?”
 
    “Since college. UCLA. Five years, I suppose. I was a teaching assistant and she was a student.”
 
    “What are you studying?”
 
    “We’re microbiologists. I’ve been studying extremophile microbes for most of my career. What about you?”
 
    Max was quiet for a moment. “When I was a little boy, I wanted to be a paleontologist. Dinosaurs. But when I got older I decided I wanted to study something more active. More, you know, alive. So I went to Berkeley.”
 
    “Ah. I should have known.”
 
    “Ha-ha.” Max snorted. “I flip-flopped between journalism and geology for a while.”
 
    Ross blinked. “Really.”
 
    “Yeah. Ended up going with the more reliable choice. Got my doctorate in geology. Worked for an oil company for a while. Got bored, decided to go back to that journalism thing. Ended up splitting the difference, appeared as an expert on some TV science specials. Eventually got my own specials. Took on a stage name. ‘Dr. Max Heat.’ ” He paused. “You really haven’t heard of me?”
 
    Ross searched his memory. Sounded vaguely familiar. “I don’t watch much television.”
 
    Max was quiet again. The noise of the Pincoya’s engines filled the gap, along with that pleasant wave motion. Ross stared out into the night, though there was nothing to see. He wondered when the plume would be visible.
 
    “Hey. I want to say something.”
 
    Was this Max’s “I’m being serious” voice? “Say it.”
 
    “I was on the volcano. Chaitén. That’s where I got these scratches and burns. You probably noticed. And I survived. So did all the people I was with. The volcano threw its worst at us, and we all walked away. Or, flew away. In a helicopter.” He paused. “But what I’m saying is, we were right there. I was there. And I’m here now. If we lived, Sheila can, too.”
 
    He was there? It seemed unbelievable. Ross let the words sink in, turned them upside down and around, searching for a clever trap or weakness. But no. Max was right. There was no reason to think that Sheila was dead, yet.
 
    She’s not dead. She’s alive. Not dead. Alive.
 
    The words pumped through his veins. It had to be true. If it wasn’t, his world would collapse. He would collapse, fold in on himself like an imploding building. It had to be true.
 
    A long pause. Swish, swish of waves. Hum of engines.
 
    “In fact,” Max said slowly, “I think I might have seen her.”
 
    “What?” Ross grabbed Max’s arm.
 
    Max shook him off. “Hey, hey—don’t go all psycho on me, bro. I’m not sure . . . but if she was wearing a red coat, then yeah, I think I did see her. As the helicopter was lifting off. She might have been in the caldera. Over on the other side. Kind of hard to say for sure. Things were a little—tense.”
 
    Tense? What did this man know of tension? Ross gripped the rail. By Max’s own admission he’d been right there—in a helicopter. He could have saved Sheila—and he’d done nothing? He fought for control. He’d already decked one person today. He didn’t want to make it two for two. “Didn’t it occur to you that she might be in trouble? That she might need help? My God, man—you were in a helicopter! You could have swooped down, picked her up—at least checked it out—”
 
    “Whoa—take it easy. We didn’t know it was her. Or even that it was a person. It was just a red spot. A maybe red spot. Maybe I didn’t see her at all.”
 
    Ross’s hands were shaking. Calm down. Remember what happened with the captain. He wouldn’t advance Sheila’s cause by throwing Max over the rail. “You’re right,” he said with an effort. “You couldn’t have known.” He paused. The words were a concession to civility, but maybe they were true. He made his voice casual. “What were you doing in the caldera?”
 
    Max brightened. “We were filming a TV special. Of course we didn’t know the volcano was going to erupt. We just happened to be there. I’ve always loved volcanoes. It’s like seeing direct evidence of physics on a planetary scale. Heat in the Earth’s core left over from the days of its formation, when it was just a hot lump of protoplanetary material pounded by meteors. Add the heat caused by the decay of radioactive isotopes, and all that heat builds, causing pressure under the earth. Like a burrito in a microwave.”
 
    “I know how it works.”
 
    “Sorry. Guess I’m entering Mr. Media Scientist mode. But it’s all so amazing, I just like talking about it. There is so much going on under our feet that people never think about. Volcanoes are visible proof that we’re just these helpless little things clinging to the face of something much bigger. Something that doesn’t even need us. One day, you and I will be gone, but the Earth will always be here.”
 
    Did he really think it was that simple? “Earth’s existence is far more fragile than you seem to think. Pollution, greenhouse gas emissions—if we don’t stop, the planet might still be here, but the ecosystem might not.”
 
    Max laughed. “Global climate change doing us all in? Honestly, Ross—I thought you were smarter than that. You need to look at the big picture. This volcano, for instance. Right now, it’s releasing greenhouse gases equal to Santiago’s carbon dioxide output for the rest of the year. I know the party line says humans are the cause of global warming. Let’s just say I’m not convinced.”
 
    “So you think mankind has no responsibility toward the Earth.”
 
    “You’re twisting my words. Of course I do, but we’re talking about two different things. I know the Earth is our home, and we need to take care of it. I just wonder how much of an impact humans really have.”
 
    “Burned forests, filthy rivers. Extinction, invasive species, stress from noise and light pollution. Surely you can’t deny that humans have an impact on Earth’s species.” How did this idiot ever graduate university?
 
    “Hey, hey. No need to get all hot and bothered. I’m a geologist, remember? I like rocks.”
 
    Trying to dodge the issue. Suddenly, Ross had had all he could stand of this superficial, idiotic man. A man who by his own admission had seen Sheila in the caldera and had done nothing to help her. “I’m tired,” he said. “If you don’t mind, I came out here to be alone.”
 
    “Yeah, sure. I can take a hint. Just don’t stay out long. Tomorrow’s a big day.”
 
    The door to the passenger cabin opened. Ross caught a glimpse of Max’s silhouette as he passed through. In his hand was the video camera.
 
    He snorted. Figured.
 
                  
 
    Chapter 23
 
     May 3
 
     
Sheila opened her eyes. She blinked, then blinked again, but the light value didn’t change. She closed her eyes. Waited. Tried again.
 
    Still darkness, deeper and more absolute than anything she had ever experienced. She was lying on her side. That much, she knew. She lifted her hand. Waved it in front of her face. Nothing. Nothing. Not a hint that her hand was there. She waved again. Brought her hand closer. Touched her face. Took her hand away, and it disappeared into the emptiness as if it didn’t exist. She wiggled her fingers, brought her hand up again, smacked her cheek harder than she’d intended. She lowered her hand. Tried to quiet the flutter of panic that threatened to burst from her chest. Where was she? What had happened? Why couldn’t she see?
 
    She wasn’t dead; she knew that from the way her arms and legs and back and face hurt—the side of her face that was pressed against the ground—stiff and achy, muscles cramped from lying here—wherever “here” was—for who knew how long. Her eyes were open, she could feel her eyelids straining, but there was no form, no shape, not a single visual clue by which to orient herself. Time, space—how could you perceive either when you couldn’t see? She felt as though she’d lost all sense of self.
 
    She licked her lips. They were caked. Dry. Her mouth was sticky, like waking up after having slept too long. How long had she been out? That she’d been knocked unconscious, she had no doubt. Probably had a concussion. But if that was the case, why, oh why couldn’t she see?
 
    She pressed her palm against the ground—it felt like dirt—and tried to push herself up. Her head smacked the top of her burial chamber—that’s what it was, wasn’t it?— and she fell back as if she’d been punched. She cried out. Put her hand to her head and rubbed. Felt moisture on her fingers and in her hair.
 
    She closed her eyes. The darkness felt less obscene with her eyes closed. She lay still, tried to think. Wiggled her toes. She was wearing hiking boots; she could feel the steel-reinforced toes. She reached behind her, found her backpack. Patted the rest of her clothes. Jeans. Turtleneck sweater. The slick fabric of her raincoat.
 
    And remembered.
 
    The volcano. She’d been taking a shortcut to their camp down the Rio Blanco when the volcano erupted. She remembered the explosion, the ash raining down, the plume building until it filled the sky. Rocks falling all around. She’d sheltered under a pair of rock slabs. Wriggled backward into what turned out to be a cave. That was why it was so dark now. She was in a cave, that was all. All she had to do now was worm her way out.
 
    Except—why was it so freaking dark? She opened her eyes again. Still nothing. There should be light at the end of the tunnel—some hint, no matter how vague, that there was a world of light and air outside. Panic welled. Everything was wrong. This was bad. Really bad. She had to get out. Now. She rolled onto her stomach, pushed off with her toes. Raised herself on her elbows and pushed and wriggled forward on her belly. Remembered how terrified she’d felt when she was working her way in; tried to quell the same terror now as she worked her way out.
 
    Sweat ran down her forehead, dripped off her chin. Her turtleneck itched. She stopped and pulled it away from her neck. So hot. She remembered the half-full water bottle in her backpack. If only she could reach it. She didn’t care now that it’d taste of sulfur. She closed her mouth, worked up a gob of saliva, and swallowed. Pushed off with her toes and inched forward some more.
 
    And hit a wall. She reached forward and felt the earth in front of her. Patted the walls around and beside her. Her legs were free, but that was all. She couldn’t have gotten turned around in the darkness; the passage was too small. Which meant she’d reached the end of the tunnel. What had once been the cave opening was now a solid wall.
 
    She lay still. Tried to think. She couldn’t be sealed in; she could breathe, couldn’t she? If air was finding a way in, she could find a way out.
 
    She dug her fingers into the loose soil. Got her hand around a rock. Pulled, wiggled, and pulled again. The rock came free. She rolled it to the side and felt for another. The second rock came loose in a shower of dirt. She coughed. Pulled her turtleneck over her mouth and nose. Tried not to picture the size of the dirt pile blocking the opening as she clawed her way out of her would-be tomb.
 
    Time passed. How much, she couldn’t say; her cell phone was in her backpack. Her fingers ached. Her breath came in short gasps. So hot. But how could it be otherwise, with an erupting volcano above her head and magma rising beneath her feet? She felt like she was being cooked. The close air—the walls pressing in—the horrible sulfur smell—knowing freedom was a short distance away, yet she was buried alive and she couldn’t see.
 
                  
 
    Chapter 24
 
     Rebecca sat on the edge of the twin bed nearest the window in her room at the Residencial Londres with her face turned toward the sun. “A little more,” Julie said, and Rebecca tilted her chin higher. Julie snapped the picture. “Okay, now turn toward the left.”
 
    Rebecca complied. Her eyes watered from the morning light. She felt vastly better than she had last night, but the effects of the acid bath lingered. Blurred vision, redness, pain. When she’d floundered blindly down Santa Lucia Hill stripped to her bra with her eyes streaming, her first instinct had been to call an ambulance. Her eyelids were swollen nearly shut, and her face, chest, and neck burned. It was her eyes that worried her most. Only a fool would take chances with their eyesight. But getting medical treatment in a foreign country was complicated at best. Communicating with doctors and medical personnel in a language not your own; arranging for payment. And because she’d been attacked in a public park, the police would get involved. Rebecca wasn’t worried about her own illegal actions; she doubted Chile had a law on the books specifying a drastic punishment for sneaking into a public park. But tossing acid at a tourist was an unusual enough crime that the police would surely investigate. When they did, they’d find a connection between her and her attackers she’d rather they didn’t. That she had gotten involved in an investigation into the illegal dumping of sulfuric acid one day and been attacked with acid the next was no coincidence.
 
    Besides, by the time she reached the bottom of the hill and staggered out of the park, her eyesight had improved to the point where the pedestrians she passed looked like people instead of vague, formless shapes. By sticking to the less-populated side streets, she’d managed to stumble her way to the Residencial Londres without a well-meaning citizen seeing her distress and trying to get involved. When she buzzed into the hostel and requested her room key, the night desk clerk’s jaw had dropped. He’d hurried around from behind the desk, but she’d waved him off. Knocked on the door to Julie’s room, told her to fetch bandages, painkillers, and aloe, and then let herself into her own room and headed straight for the shower. Once there, she tipped her head back with her eyes open to flush them out again.
 
    “Okay. Now stand up.”
 
    Rebecca did, holding her arms away from her sides so that Julie could photograph the burns on her torso. The one directly above her left breast was the most severe, probably because that was where the acid solution had struck first before splashing into her face; it was an irregular red patch the shape of her hand that surrounded a quarter-sized blister. The rest of her burns were no worse than a bad sunburn. Removing her shirt, flooding her skin with water, and bathing her eyes immediately after the attack had made a significant difference.
 
    And really, at the risk of going all Suzy Sunshine about the episode, the truth was, the experience could have been so much worse. Last night, when she couldn’t sleep because of the pain, Rebecca had gone online to learn what she could about sulfuric acid. The list of health consequences were truly terrifying. From the spec sheet on the website she copied for her records: “Health Rating: 3—Severe (Cancer Causing) Label: DANGER! CORROSIVE. LIQUID AND MIST CAUSE SEVERE BURNS TO ALL BODY TISSUE. MAY BE FATAL IF SWALLOWED OR CONTACTED WITH SKIN. HARMFUL IF INHALED. AFFECTS TEETH.” (“Teeth”?!) “CANCER HAZARD. STRONG INORGANIC ACID MISTS CONTAINING SULFURIC ACID CAN CAUSE CANCER.” And in smaller lowercase letters below, a toss-the-poor-frightened-burned-woman-a-bone qualifier: “Risk of cancer depends on duration and level of exposure.” Not exactly soothing bedtime reading.
 
   
  
 

 If not for the acid connection, she might have believed the attack was random. She was equally certain the attack was meant as a threat. If the men had wanted to kill her, they could have. What the perpetrators didn’t know was that she was one of those people on whom threats and warnings had the opposite effect. Prior to the attack, she might have conducted only a cursory investigation to satisfy her brother and her own curiosity. Now, it was personal. She looked in the mirror, noted the red blotches on her cheeks and chest. Oh, yes, this was personal.
 
    “Okay. You can get dressed now.” Julie held out a lightweight gauze shirt of her own that Rebecca was borrowing on the thinking that the delicate fabric would lay easiest against her tender skin.
 
    Rebecca slipped her arms through the sleeves. The material felt like burlap. She bit her lip; held back a gasp. Julie still wasn’t entirely convinced Rebecca didn’t need to see a doctor, and for that matter, neither was Rebecca. She poured a double dose of painkillers into her palm and washed the pills down with a swallow of water. “Okay, let’s get to work. You got Manuel’s e-mail?”
 
    Julie nodded. She sat down on the extra bed with her laptop and pulled up the e-mail Rebecca had forwarded to her that morning. “According to the records Manuel hacked, El Diablo’s chimney scrubbings produce 1,078,000 gallons of sulfuric acid every week. But the shipping company’s manifests show weekly deliveries averaging 924,000 gallons. That means every week, 154,000 gallons of sulfuric acid go missing.”
 
    Rebecca nodded. She’d done the math earlier when her Puerto Montt contact’s e-mail came in. Now she wanted to see if Julie reached the same conclusion she had. Even before last night’s attack, the idea of handing off POP’s leadership had begun to look more and more attractive. She looked at the family photo on her dresser. She didn’t want to miss her boys’ entire childhood. With a little training, and a lot of confidence building, Julie would be perfect for the job. “And how many gallons does a tanker hold?” she prompted.
 
    “Just a sec.” Julie searched, found the answer. “A large tanker truck can carry between five thousand and nine thousand gallons.”
 
    “Okay, now divide 154,000 by twenty-two.”
 
    Julie did. “Bingo. Seven thousand gallons. One night’s production of sulfuric acid could easily be transported by twenty-two tanker trucks.” She leaned forward, eyes bright. “So here’s what I think is going on. Someone at El Diablo is on the take. Somebody is paying them to divert one night’s worth of acid production to Chaitén every week, where they’ve been dumping it into the lake in the caldera. But how are we going to prove anything without Sheila’s photos?” She stopped. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to sound callous. I know you and Sheila were close. It’s just that if she was anywhere near the caldera when the volcano erupted . . .” Her voice trailed off. She shrugged, finished the thought: “We have to assume her pictures were destroyed, too.”
 
    “I know.” Rebecca had seen the news reports this morning. An apocalyptic column of ash and debris towering miles in the air. Entire mountainsides swept clean. Sheila had been investigating Chaitén’s lakes when the volcano erupted. Rebecca had as good as sent her there. The odds of recovering Sheila’s pictures of the tanker trucks—or Sheila—were essentially nil. She pushed aside the thought. She’d have plenty of time to reflect on her part of the tragedy in the weeks ahead. Now she understood why the Antarctica disaster had so affected Ross.
 
    “We’ll just have to come up with some other proof.”
 
    “Like what? I’m not trying to play Devil’s advocate here—it’s just that if the acid was being dumped into one of the lakes in the caldera, now that the volcano has erupted, the lake is gone. All of the physical evidence of the dumping has been destroyed. And really, if the lake is gone now, does it even matter?”
 
    Rebecca thought of Sheila. Her eyes filled with tears. Sheila had almost certainly given her life to the investigation, and Julie thought they could just walk away? “Believe me, it matters. We don’t call polluters to account only for their current crimes. As for the lake, it might still be there. Remember, this is a very young volcano. A new lava dome is building inside the caldera, but at this point, it’s still relatively small. The caldera is three miles across. That’s a big area. One or even both of the lakes could still be there.” As could Sheila.
 
    “So what’s next?”
 
    Rebecca shook her head, focused on the facts. “We find other evidence. There’s always a paper trail. If you were the polluter, how would you keep a diversion of that magnitude hidden?”
 
    Julie thought a moment. “Well, you can’t hide how much acid the mine produces; that number’s a given. So if I were that person—let’s say, I’m a mine foreman—and I was being paid to ship one night’s production every week to some place other than it was supposed to go—” She stopped. “Gosh, Rebecca, I don’t know. The mine is owned by the government, right? That means our mine foreman ultimately answers to Codelco. If government officials are in on it, too, you’re talking a pretty big conspiracy. How do you hide the theft of thousands of gallons of sulfuric acid? It just feels too complicated.”
 
    “A conspiracy doesn’t have to involve as many people as you think. What about this: What if the acid isn’t being stolen? What if it’s merely being redirected? That could be the case if the purchaser was in on the plan.”
 
    “Yes,” Julie said slowly as she turned the permutations over. She grinned. “That’s brilliant.”
 
    Rebecca blushed. It wasn’t as though she’d come up with some clever out-of-the-box deduction. Truth was, most often, the simplest solution was the correct one. “So the mine contact—for our purposes, we’ll call him the foreman—and the purchaser of the sulfuric acid are in it together. The purchaser tells the mine owner to send six nights’ worth of acid production to his ships, where the acid goes sailing off to Japan. No secrets. Everything open and aboveboard. His ship captains don’t question the amount that’s delivered, because it matches up with their shipping manifests.
 
    “Then on the seventh night, he tells them to truck the acid to Chaitén. No one higher up the food chain questions the arrangement, because as far as anyone knows, none of the acid’s gone missing. The government is still being paid for the total amount of acid the chimneys produce, so why should they look into where it’s going? Of course, the purchaser would have to pay off the mine foreman to make his plan work, but corrupting one person isn’t difficult. The truckers would also have to be paid to keep quiet, but as long as the money is good, there’s no reason why they wouldn’t take the acid wherever they’re told and keep their mouths shut.”
 
    “Makes sense. So the next question is, who’s the purchaser?”
 
    Rebecca smiled, tapped her cell phone. “As it happens, I’ve got a good lead on that. Ross went out to the mine yesterday. He found out that the orders for the run to Chaitén came from a Codelco shareholder. A Frenchman.”
 
    Julie whistled. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”
 
    “It does seem too much of a coincidence, doesn’t it? The names of the shareholders are in the public record. See if you can find a list online. If not”—Rebecca smiled—“we can always take a walk over to the library and do some research. I hear things are nice and quiet over there today.”
 
    Julie snorted, started typing. Rebecca waited for her to ask the next logical question—the question that in some respects, was the most important of all. Someone had gone to a great deal of trouble and expense to purchase all of the acid—presumably at an inflated price that included kick-backs and bribes—just so they could dump a portion of it at Chaitén. Logically, it didn’t make sense. It was overkill. People didn’t do things without a good reason. Which meant that while they now had a good idea of what was going on, and if the shareholder records included the name of a certain French scientist they’d soon enough know who, the last question—the one that had ruined her conference, that had led to her being physically assaulted, and likely to the death of one of her dear friends—was why?
 
    She thought about Ross on his way to Chaitén volcano. His was a fool’s mission, but what else could he do? He loved Sheila, and Sheila loved him, though neither had ever admitted it. Okay, maybe “love” was too strong a word, but Rebecca had an instinct for these kinds of things, and they definitely cared deeply for each other. She was the one who had suggested Ross as a field partner when Sheila told her she was applying for her grant. Ostensibly, she’d reasoned that with Ross’s name on the application, it would be easier for Sheila to get funding, but in reality, Rebecca had been hoping that a few months alone together would reveal to them what she already knew.
 
    The whole situation was beyond heartbreaking. Ross’s going off to rescue Sheila was very gallant and White Knightish of him. She fervently hoped there was something left of Sheila to find.
 
                  
 
    Chapter 25
 
     Max stood on the aft deck of the Pincoya with his camera aimed at the town. The camera was recording, but capturing little. He checked his watch again, not quite believing. No, it was definitely eight thirty. Anywhere else along this meridian would see a bright, cheerful morning sun. And yet in this little coastal town it was still the deepest, darkest night. A vast black cloud covered the world, as though they had reached the edge of the Earth, and beyond lay no uncharted territory, no monsters, no anything at all but a devouring void. A supermassive black hole that reduced everything it touched to nothingness. The humble buildings crushed by that impenetrable interstellar blackness.
 
    Max felt an overwhelming need to talk to someone, to feel a human touch, to remind himself that he was still alive. A flickering flame of human contact to convince him that they were not venturing into the yawning mouth of Hell. Or at least comfort him while they descended into Perdition.
 
    He licked his lips. His mouth was dry.
 
    Snap out of it, Max.
 
    He checked the camera’s viewfinder again, turned it off. Crossing to the port side, he saw the crew readying to lower the cargo ramp. On the shore, huddled together under a cluster of harsh vapor lights at Chaitén’s ferry dock, a crowd of people waited to escape a town that had suddenly become alien. He started recording. Then, finding the quietly expectant throng too depressing, he turned off the camera again.
 
    He queued up with the other passengers. Spotted Ross and moved beside him. Ross shrugged away. Max could practically read the big guy’s mind. How could one solitary woman hope to survive this? Alone, in the wilderness? And how could we hope to find her? A fool’s hope, maybe. But it’d be more foolish not to try. He smiled. Ross wasn’t the best traveling companion Max had ever had, but no one could accuse Max of lacking heart. Besides, if that really had been his girlfriend Max had seen on the mountain, he couldn’t blame the big guy for being pissed. “So what’s the plan?”
 
    Ross didn’t reply, instead pushed his way through the crowd. Max hurried to follow. As he moved, he glimpsed vignettes: husbands and wives, parents and children, brothers and sisters and grandparents, openly weeping. Happy to see their family alive and well, but also crying at the sight of their home crushed by a shroud of doom. I need to capture this! He flicked the “record” button. But Ross was moving fast, and the best Max could manage was a shaky pass-through. Disgusted, he turned off the camera and hurried to catch up.
 
    “Ross. Ross, hold on. What’s the plan?”
 
    They were at the top of a sloping quay lit by the dock office lights. A rough road curled up a verdant hill into gloom. They were the only people moving away from the dock.
 
    “Ross, stop.”
 
    At last the other man halted. Max adjusted his backpack. With his other hand he readied the camera. “What are you planning?”
 
    Ross’s eyes flicked to the camera and then back to Max. His gaze was hard, but Max had no sympathy. The price of my aid, bro.
 
    “We’re going to go into town and find the offices of our guide, Gabriel. He owns a pair of vans. I’m hoping we can talk to him if he’s here and borrow one of the vans. We’ll drive up the Carretera Austral and then proceed on foot to our research camp. Gabriel helped set it up for Sheila and me.” He thought for a moment. “We’ll also need more water and food. And medical supplies.” Inexplicably, he smiled. “Getting to the camp isn’t going to be easy.”
 
    Food sounded good. They’d served snacks on the Pincoya , but a real meal would be better. Not that Ross would stop for one. He nodded. “How far from the road to the camp?”
 
    “A few miles. And there aren’t any trails.”
 
    A few miles through volcano-devastated land. Would have been nice if Ross had mentioned this sooner.
 
    “Are you up to it?”
 
    “Hah!” Max was in excellent shape. A little bruised from his encounter with an erupting volcano, maybe. Like that would stop him. “I climbed K2, yo. Point me to the camp and I be sippin’ Cristal and chillaxin’ while your mama’s still helping you put on your booties.”
 
    Ross snorted, turned, started walking. He moved like a marching soldier, rigid with drive and purpose. Max followed into the shadow of day-turned-night. His bravado flickered, but only the tiniest bit. A statistically insignificant amount. Anywhere this man goes, I can match, and more. That was simply observable fact.
 
    Now a sliver of light peeked through from the west, morning sun reflected back from the water. With the blackness above, it made Max feel like they were walking in an enormous cave, not under natural sky. The light brightened things enough so that they didn’t need flashlights. But it was less than the light from a full moon, and Max still risked stumbling on the road. He looked down and saw they were walking on a thin layer of volcanic ash. Silicate rock had been forced out from Chaitén volcano with such force that it had been pulverized into a particulate finer than dust. It was slick under their feet, forcing them both to move carefully.
 
    He looked up to see gray specks floating down from the sky. Bits of ashy tephra fallout from the ash cloud above them. “Ross, stop. We need masks.” He cut off long strips of fabric from one of his spare shirts, doused them with water. Tied his like a bandana over his nose and mouth, and handed the other strip to Ross.
 
    Ross hesitated.
 
    “What, don’t want to rub my shirt stink all over your face? Up to you, man. You can use mine, or make your own. We can’t breathe in the ash. It’ll ruin your lungs.”
 
    Ross accepted the fabric and made a bandana for himself following Max’s pattern. On their right was the bay, with the sea lapping gently at the shore. On their left, bushes and broad-leafed ferns turned gray and drooping with ash. And ahead was the town of Chaitén. Max readied his camera.
 
    He’d never actually been to the town. He supposed this wasn’t exactly the best way to get first introductions. Everything had turned gray and lifeless. They walked down a straight shore street with a park on the right and small, friendly looking buildings on the left. Empty buildings. They passed little hotels, a machine shop, a gas station, and cottage houses with white picket fences and gardens. Toyota trucks and Ford cars. And all of it, everywhere, covered with that same dull gray ash, a uniform, contrast-free world of smudges in the dim light.
 
    They walked down the middle of the street. Nothing moved except the ashfall.
 
    Ahead was a sign. It was difficult to read until they came close. Bienvenidos Chaitén in energetic blue letters speckled with gray. He tried to imagine what the town had looked like before, in the sunshine. Bright and winsome. A charming Chilean small town. The images came to him fitfully and briefly, disappearing in the crushing reality. Now it was a no-man’s-land. Empty streets, lifeless houses. Failing light. Everything disappearing in gray, like the world was dying all around him.
 
    For a moment, he saw all through the eyes of the people who lived here, and it was heartbreaking.
 
    Ross turned left up one of the side streets. Max followed silently. He shuffled along, mainly to keep from slipping on the ash that was coating everything, but also because he could not muster anything more. This place was enervating. He listened to himself breathe, felt the hotness and dampness of his bandana, heard the crinkle of his jacket and the swish of his jeans, the soft whir of the camera. He needed to remind himself that he was still alive.
 
    “This is it.” Ross stopped in front of a wood-paneled building with signs advertising tours. A carport sheltered two snub-nosed vans, both ash-free, one white and one navy blue. They looked to be in good repair. Max stood under the carport and dusted the ash out of his hair and eyebrows.
 
    Ross knocked on the office door. He tapped on the window. “Gabriel?” No answer. “Max, check in back.”
 
    Behind the tour office was a neatly trimmed fenced-in yard and a pair of sheds, one of them with windows. Max felt a little sting of social boundary, but went back and checked the sheds. Called out. Silence. There was a tiny thrill from the sort-of trespassing. As if here in this post-apocalyptic landscape the rules of society existed only to be broken. He reminded himself that people still owned these buildings, and they would be returning once the danger had passed.
 
    That same moment there was a clatter from the front of the office. Max jumped—the sound was shockingly loud in the otherwise total silence—and hurried back to check on Ross.
 
    Ross had his arm through a window in the building’s door and was unlocking it from the inside.
 
    He stared. “What are you doing?” Got no reply. Ross didn’t even bother to turn around.
 
    Being ignored was the worst part. He raised the camera. I’m going to make sure this is recorded. “Stop! You can’t just break into this building.”
 
    “We need a vehicle.”
 
    Breaking and entering and vehicular larceny? And in a foreign country at that? Might as well commit suicide. If they were caught, tried, prosecuted, they’d be locked away so long they might as well be declared dead.
 
    “I’m not going to go along with this.”
 
    Ross pulled hard and the door popped open. He removed his arm from the broken window carefully and stepped into the building, then turned around to stare at Max. “You’re welcome to try to stop me.”
 
    For a second, Max seriously considered it. He glared up at Ross. Max had always considered himself tall, but this man stood a good head taller. “This isn’t right. These people are going through enough. Don’t do this. Gabriel doesn’t need this.”
 
    “I’ll leave money to pay for the damage. I know Gabriel. He’ll understand. Right now, I have a more important matter.”
 
    Max looked around at the empty, gray street, nearly invisible from the dim light. At that moment, he felt more alone than he ever had in his life. Then he sighed. I hope it stops at this.
 
    He stepped forward. “I know you need to find Sheila. We need to find her. I’m still going to help however I can. Just know that I don’t agree with this.”
 
    “Noted.” Ross vanished inside the darkened building, leaving Max to fume on the street.
 
    At least he had it all recorded. He shut down the camera to save battery juice—he had several spares, but it was worth stretching his recording time—and held on to it tightly. For a moment, he’d been afraid that Ross was going to seize the camera or otherwise damage it. That was why he’d backed off. Max couldn’t let that happen. Without the camera, there was no reason for him to be here. Without it, no Oscars for Max.
 
    He frowned. He didn’t like the way the dynamic between him and Ross was shaping up. He understood there was a powerful purpose moving Ross. He was a man on a mission. Max admired that drive and determination, even as it frightened him just a little. But he recognized the same thing in himself. They each had their ambitions. As long as their purposes were tangent, they would be Frodo and Sam venturing into Mordor. He looked up at the black day sky. Sauron’s cloud sent to smother Middle-earth.
 
    Of course, in the end, Frodo had broken. And it had been Sam who saved the day.
 
    Max was going to keep his eye on Ross.
 
                  
 
    Chapter 26
 
     “The Chilean National Office of Emergency yesterday declared a red alert for the town of Chaitén at two o’clock local time on May second.”
 
    The soothing jazz-rock fusion playing on the Escalade’s radio cut out abruptly as yet another Chaitén news bulletin interrupted. Stéphanie had been concentrating so fully on navigating the rented SUV along the unfamiliar twists and turns that the radio announcement came as a start. Philippe reached over from the passenger side and turned up the volume:
 
    “An evacuation of fifteen hundred people to shelters at Castro and Puerto Montt has begun, with priority given to the sick, the elderly, and pregnant women. The town’s drinking water supply has been suspended because of the danger of contamination from volcanic ash, and emergency water supplies are being brought in by truck. Army, navy, air force, police, firefighters, and municipal and provincial governments are all active in the relief effort, supported by two ships, six patrol boats, a C-130 aircraft, and four helicopters. ‘We do not know how it is going to develop,’ Chile’s National Office of Emergency director has reportedly said, ‘because . . . volcanic eruptions are a little erratic in their behavior, and there is no historical record of recent volcanic eruptions at Chaitén.’ There is no doubt,” the announcer finished, “that the eruption of this previously inconspicuous and well-behaved caldera has taken everyone by surprise.”
 
    Stéphanie squeezed the steering wheel, tried to block out the words. She wished Philippe would turn the radio off. How many times did they need to hear the same bulletin to know that the Chaitén situation was bad, a major eruption? According to the rumors circulating among the other diners and the waitstaff at breakfast this morning, Chaitén’s plume had blasted twenty miles into the stratosphere—high enough to be visible from Puerto Montt as soon as the weather cleared. Philippe was no doubt itching for the chance to see it, but Stéphanie didn’t want to. Not when she was driving toward it.
 
    She eased off on the gas and navigated the Escalade through a sharp turn. The road was wet, but the SUV held steady. She glanced toward the passenger seat. Philippe’s laptop was open on his knees. He was hunched over it, fingers punching the keys. She knew he was monitoring the volcano. The early warning system that he and his team had developed and deployed in dozens of calderas around the world included Chaitén. The concept was brilliant, though given Philippe’s involvement, she wouldn’t have expected any less. Unlike other monitoring systems where permanent sensors had to be buried in the ground or drilled into rock at significant risk and expense, Philippe’s spider bots could be dropped in place by helicopter, where the rugged, spiked, suitcase-sized units essentially attached themselves. Another advantage: once in place, the spider bots’ sophisticated software set up a communication network, so that instead of a single device sending its data via satellite to a receiving station where a scientist then had to coordinate and interpret its output in relation to any others, the spider bots talked to each other from within the volcano, collating their data and sending the monitoring station a complete, up-to-the-minute picture. And the system was self-healing; if one bot was destroyed or otherwise malfunctioned, the others simply routed the data around it. At present, Philippe and his team were monitoring fifty-six volcanoes, but as soon as they acquired additional funding, the number would increase to dozens, even hundreds more. All that was needed was one instance in which the spider bot early warning system gave sufficient advance notice so that evacuation of nearby towns could be carried out in an orderly manner with no loss of life, and the donations would come pouring in. After that, there was no reason why, eventually, every volcano on Earth couldn’t be monitored. Never again need a single human being on the planet lose his life to a volcanic eruption.
 
    She felt bad that the system hadn’t worked as well as they’d hoped the first time out. The news reports describing the chaos in the town—rescue units scrambling to mobilize an evacuation after the fact—had to cut him as deeply as they did her. She didn’t understand what had gone wrong. She knew that rhyolitic volcanoes erupted with incredible speed, but Philippe had been monitoring Chaitén’s readings since before they’d left Paris. He had to have known they were rising. It hardly seemed possible that with all their technology and equipment, the early warning system had failed due to human error. Her boss’s error. She hated to think that Philippe was in any way responsible. Yet guilt would explain why he seemed so compelled to travel to the volcano. If their roles had been reversed, she supposed she, too, would want to know what had gone wrong. She hoped it was only a matter of one or more bots having failed. She hoped he didn’t expect her to hike out onto the lava bed and fetch one.
 
    The thought made her smile. It was the first time she’d smiled today. She’d woken up with a deep sense of foreboding, a certainty that the day was going to go horribly and irrevocably wrong. When she’d pushed aside the curtains in her room at the Hotel Club Presidente and seen the rain pouring down, it was as though her premonition had taken form: dense, black clouds hanging low over the Pacific like clusters of grapes, whitecapped water, rain-slicked pavement, traffic slowed to a crawl, wipers going full. Normally, she wouldn’t have minded driving in a foreign country in an unfamiliar vehicle on unfamiliar roads, but she preferred not to have to do it in a thunderstorm.
 
    According to the map Philippe had downloaded from the Internet, the El Diablo copper mine was just ahead. Why he wanted to stop there, she couldn’t begin to guess. His recent impetuosity had her worried. She was reminded of how he had acted in the weeks prior to his marriage to Peggy Kennedy, and they all knew how that had turned out. When Philippe had told her he wanted to attend the conference, she hadn’t questioned his decision, just started making phone calls. When he told her they weren’t going to stay in Santiago after all, but were flying on to Puerto Montt, she’d accepted it as one more adjustment in an ever-changing game plan. But driving to the volcano made absolutely no sense. Zut alors. Such an unreasonable man.
 
    Then they crested a hill and saw the mine complex and she had no more time to wonder and guess: squat, utilitarian buildings, two tall smokestacks, storage tanks and other industrial-looking equipment. The entrance sign directed them down a long side road. At the end, she pulled up next to a guard shack. Philippe leaned forward and spoke his name and the name of the man who was expecting them, and the guard waved them through.
 
    They followed the guard’s directions up a small hill to a group of clean, modern buildings painted in bright colors. She turned into a yard area and parked next to a charming steam locomotive and an antique foreman’s mine car painted yellow, both glossy with rain. A dignified old mine drill that looked like an enormous, toothy child’s top lay on its side nearby. She pocketed the keys, flipped her hood over her head, and hurried around to the back of the Escalade to take out the wheelchair: a portable, folding type they had borrowed for the day from the hotel. Philippe wasn’t happy about leaving his motorized chair behind. He hated being pushed, but he couldn’t manage an ordinary wheelchair on his own because his upper body strength was minimal. Stéphanie understood that it made him feel like a baby, but it was impossible for her to lift the motorized chair in and out of a vehicle by herself.
 
    Using the SUV’s back hatch as protection from the rain, she unfolded the wheelchair, put Philippe’s favorite cushion on the seat, and shook open an umbrella. With the umbrella in one hand, she pushed the chair around to the passenger side, assisted Philippe into it, gave him the umbrella—which he held up high over the both of them—and pushed him across the graveled parking lot. At the building entrance she turned him around and backed through the inward-opening door, then left him in the vestibule while she returned to the car with the umbrella to close the hatch and lock the car. Returning to the building, she pushed him the rest of the way into the reception area. As Philippe stated his name and purpose to the receptionist, Stéphanie closed the umbrella and shook out her hair.
 
    “Go right in,” the receptionist said. “Mr. Moreno is expecting you.”
 
    Stéphanie left the umbrella on a plastic chair in the lobby and pushed her boss through an open doorway into an inner office. Moreno came around from behind his desk with his hand outstretched. He greeted Philippe in flawless French. Philippe responded in Spanish. Moreno nodded Stéphanie toward the door. She hesitated. Normally, she stayed in the room during meetings to take notes and assist. “It’s all right,” Philippe said, “I’ll be fine. Go ahead.”
 
    Moreno followed her back into the lobby area, so close on her heels it felt like he was a rent-a-cop and she was a shoplifter, then pointedly closed the door. He may as well have slammed it in her face. She sat down on a hard plastic chair.
 
    The receptionist caught her eye and winked. “Don’t worry,” she said with a smile. “The walls are thin.”
 
    Stéphanie grinned as the receptionist returned to her keyboard. She took a paperback from her purse and pretended to read it with one ear tuned toward the door. At first, the voices drifting through were only murmurs. She could identify who was talking, but couldn’t make out their words. But as the conversation progressed, their volume increased, as did their tempers.
 
    “And I’m telling you, my trucks didn’t come back!” the foreman shouted. “What part of that don’t you understand?”
 
    “I can’t be responsible for what your drivers do or don’t do,” Philippe retorted.
 
    “You most certainly can. You are. You’re the one who sent them to an active volcano.”
 
    “The volcano wasn’t active when they went.”
 
    “Well, it is now! ¡Mi dios! What am I supposed to tell their families?”
 
    Silence.
 
    “I’ll tell you what I’m going to tell them,” the foreman said in a low growl that made the hair on Stéphanie’s forearms itch. “I’m going to tell them that a rich Frenchman sent their husbands and brothers and fathers to their deaths. I’m going to tell them that the rich Frenchman is very sorry for what he did. So sorry, that he has agreed to compensate each family for their loss with the sum of five million pesos.”
 
    Philippe snorted. “I don’t have that kind of money.”
 
    The foreman laughed. “A man like you? You can get it. And you will, or that’s not all I’ll tell.”
 
    “Are you threatening me?” Philippe’s voice was quiet. Stéphanie knew the tone. She’d heard him use it only twice: once when a lab assistant admitted to a mistake that had ruined a decade of research, the second time on the day Peggy walked out. She clutched her book. What had Philippe gotten himself into? No possible good could come from dealings with such a man.
 
    “As you wish,” Philippe continued. “But remember: I’m not the only person in this room who’s done wrong.”
 
    The mine foreman snorted. “All I did was make money for my superiors. In Chile, this is not a crime.”
 
    “Skimming twenty-five percent of the additional profit for your own pocket is.”
 
    Moreno swore. Stéphanie and the receptionist exchanged looks that said, I guess we’ve both heard more than we wanted to.
 
    “I’ll send an anonymous gift,” Philippe said, in a tone that Stéphanie knew brooked no argument. “You can say that a shareholder learned of the tragedy—assuming there is a tragedy, and your drivers aren’t drinking away their paychecks in Puerto Montt—and wanted to help. Portion it out as you see fit, but you’d better distribute all of it. If you hold anything back, I’ll know.”
 
    More muttering from Moreno. The men’s voices fell off. Snatches of conversation: people snooping around and asking questions and sulfuric acid and what Moreno had done to put a stop to it. A nasty, vile man. Stéphanie didn’t understand what legitimate business he and her boss could possibly share.
 
    Then footsteps. Quickly, the receptionist went back to her typing and Stéphanie picked up her book. The door opened and the men came out with Moreno pushing the chair. Stéphanie expected Philippe’s face to be an apoplectic red, but inexplicably, he was smiling. The two men shook hands and parted with assurances that they were looking forward to meeting again as if they were the best of friends. Stéphanie and the receptionist played along.
 
    “I know you heard us,” Philippe said once the wheelchair logistics had been carried out in reverse and they were settled in the Escalade again.
 
    Stéphanie waited for an explanation, but Philippe said nothing more. She sighed. He wanted to acknowledge that she had heard things she shouldn’t. Silence was his way of indicating he wasn’t going to say anything further and he expected her to do the same.
 
    She turned the key. More questions without answers. Didn’t he realize how difficult it was for her to push her thoughts aside, to compartmentalize them and then ignore them as if they didn’t exist? It was true he was her boss, and she was his assistant, and thus their respective roles were clearly defined. She did as she was told. As he wished. But their relationship was far more complicated than that. By signing on as his assistant, she’d attached her career to his. As his climbed, so did hers. They were deeply connected. United in purpose. After fifteen years, she’d earned the right to expect answers.
 
    She put the car in gear. As she retraced their path past the gatehouse and up the long entrance road, she reminded herself that for all his quirks and eccentricities, so far, he had never led her wrong. At the highway, she put on her turn signal to go right.
 
    “Not that way,” he said. “Moreno suggested a more direct route, down the Carretera Puelche.” He pointed. “Turn left.”
 
                  
 
    Chapter 27
 
     Ross brought the van to a halt, put it in park, and turned off the engine. He strained to stare out a windshield that was smudged with streaks of gray to the point where he could barely see. Thirty miles to the north or south, the day would be much like any other. But here on the Carretera Austral, under Chaitén volcano, everything had changed. Gray road bounded by gray ferns, gray bushes, gray trees under a gray-black sky.
 
    In the seat next to him, Max rolled down the window. “I don’t know how you can tell where you are.”
 
    “This is the place.” Ever since they’d taken the van, Max had been full of questions. Subtle criticisms and challenges. But not subtle enough for Ross to miss the point. If Max didn’t trust him, fine, he didn’t care. Max had helped with the Pincoya’s captain, but that was a one-off. Ross didn’t need his help. He hadn’t asked for it. In fact, he hated the sight of him. All he could think of every time he saw Max’s face or heard Max’s voice was, He was right there. He saw Sheila on the mountain, he knew the volcano was erupting, and he did nothing. It took all of his self-control to say, “Grab the extra pack.”
 
    The emergency kit they’d managed to assemble contained extra food, water, a blanket, and a surprisingly complete first aid kit they’d found in Gabriel’s office. The blanket could double as a makeshift stretcher. Ross hoped they wouldn’t need it. Maybe Sheila’s phone was dead; maybe they’d find her at the camp, safe and sound. Maybe. Maybe. He pulled out his cell phone and checked it again. No missed calls. He tried calling once more, but again it went straight to voice mail. He listened to the whole message, then hefted his own pack and stepped out onto the road, pulling his bandana up over his nose and the baseball cap he’d found in Gabriel’s office down over his eyes. The light was dim, as gloomy as his mood, like the last minutes of daylight before total darkness sets in. The last time he was here the valley had been pleasant with ferns, broad-leafed temperate rain forest plants, stands of native bamboo. Now the forest was gray, everywhere nothing but gray, a faded facsimile of its former beauty, as if the volcano had robbed the world of color and light.
 
    They couldn’t see the plume, but Ross knew it was there, behind the hills and a chill mist that seemed to cover everything. He led the way along a trail that followed a stream up through the hills to their camp. Under the shelter of the trees, the ashfall was lighter. Occasionally a breeze stirred the branches and clods of ash fell like snow in a northern forest. The ash looked light and fluffy, but the trees were bowed under its accumulated weight. The stream was choked with clumps of claylike ash mixed with sand and jumbles of branches.
 
    He set a fast pace. It felt good to be doing something proactive at last. He stepped onto a fallen tree and vaulted over it. Lost his footing and ended up on his hands and knees. Spit ash out of his mouth, stood, and dusted off. Turned around and glared, in case Max was planning a snide remark, and continued on.
 
    The stream ended in a spring at the base of a hill. From here, Ross and Sheila and their guide had made many trips up the trail during the initial setup. Not the most convenient place for their camp, but they needed to be near the glacier, and glaciers tended to be far from civilization, so there you were. The trail angled up the slope. It looked treacherous, slick with ash.
 
    He attacked the trail, stumbling and slipping, but for every three meters he slid back he gained four.
 
    “Hey, Ross! Buddy! Slow down!”
 
    Ross found a stable spot, grabbed onto the trunk of a small tree for support, and looked down. Smiled when Max’s foot slipped off a root and he grabbed hold of a tree limb. “What’s the problem?” He leaned casually against his tree, folded his arms over his chest. “I thought you said you climbed K2. You should be used to worse than this.”
 
    Max looked up. “I’ve got the extra pack, bro. We had climbing equipment then. And snow is easy compared to this ash. Why don’t you cut a man a break?”
 
    “And why don’t you stop whining? It’s a waste of breath. We need to get moving.”
 
    Max stopped. Looked up. Took off the extra pack and dropped it on the trail. “I’m not your frickin’ Sherpa.”
 
    “What are you doing? We need that pack for Sheila!”
 
    “Your turn.”
 
    Ch’íidii! For a moment Ross considered throwing the man down the hill.
 
    “Look, Ross. I know you want to reach Sheila. Believe it or not, so do I. But we need to be in this together. If she’s injured, you’ll need me to help carry her. And if you want me to do that, you are going to have to treat me better. Got it, bro?”
 
    “Fine.” Ross backtracked, picked up the pack. The sooner they found Sheila and he was rid of this albatross, the better.
 
    At last, lungs aching, knees smeared gray, hands scratched and stinging from the glasslike particles in the ash, they crested the top of the ridge. The view stopped them in their tracks.
 
    The valley before them and the next ridge, taller than the one they had just scaled, were the same ashen gray. Trees stripped of their leaves and branches, a forest of upright poles, an army of twigs marching away into the distance. On the slopes nearest the volcano, the trees lay in dead rows, a mass grave filled with the withered and burned bodies of a once-living forest. On top, a grave blanket of ash.
 
    And then there was the volcano. At the edge of the caldera, wisps of steamlike mist. Beyond, a smoking hump—a newborn lava dome, barely visible in the shifting ribbons that curled up around it. A brand-new mountain where none had been a day ago. It smoked and shuddered, and even from this distance they could hear it pop and rumble as boulders tumbled down its slopes. The tendrils of steam that spewed from its sides rose up to meet the main column, a vast nightmare tower of churning ash and steam. It rose up into the heavens and mixed with the clouds until Ross couldn’t tell where the volcano’s plume ended and the sky began, spreading its umbrella over the world and raining down ash. Ash that was falling on them.
 
    Max whispered, “I don’t think we’re in the Shire no more, Mr. Frodo. And to think, I was up there just yesterday. Give me a minute. I need to film this.”
 
    Ross nodded. He couldn’t speak. If Sheila had been there, she couldn’t possibly have survived. The realization hit him more painfully than he expected. No. He had to hang on to the thought that she’d found a way. Max said he saw Sheila on the side of the mountain, along the Rio Blanco. The river valley was protected from the worst of the blast. She could be at the camp right now, waiting for him. Maybe with a hot meal and a cup of coffee. He thought about the mittens he’d bought for her in Puerto Montt, still in his pack. Hard to believe how quickly things had changed.
 
    He dusted the ash off a log and sat down, watching Max pan the scene with his camera. “So if you nearly died here yesterday, why did you come back?”
 
    “I’m not sure,” Max admitted. “I just felt like I had to come back. To see the eruption myself, like I’m bearing witness. Then, of course, there’s this.” He patted the camera. “I can help people see things they’ve never experienced before. And I get to be the one to bring it to them. It’s an honor. Besides, it’s exciting, almost dying. You should try it sometime.”
 
    “I have. But I’m not reckless.” Did Max think life was a resource to be gambled? That existence was just a game? Ross thought of the last days at Raney Station, and later in the emergency shelter, where people all around him lay dying. Life was so tenuous. So precious. No sane person easily gave theirs up.
 
    “And I am?” Max chuckled. “Probably. There’s so much people miss out on by not doing. I can’t be that kind of person. I need to be out there, seeing and touching and smelling. Sticking my fingers in it.” He laughed. “It’ll probably kill me one day.”
 
    Ross considered his traveling companion, poised on the top of a ridge overlooking a landscape that looked like it had been struck by a nuclear blast or a meteor impact, happily filming a newly erupted volcano, and heartily agreed. Then he thought about Max’s callous disregard for Sheila’s life while scrambling to save his own, and decided he didn’t care.
 
                  
 
    Chapter 28
 
     Stéphanie pulled the SUV to the side of the road. Carefully, because the surface was dirt and the road’s shoulders were soft. She’d found that out the hard way the first time she’d edged too far to the right to make way for an approaching truck. Only quick thinking, steady nerves, a firm grip on the steering wheel, and the Escalade’s off-road-style tires saved them from getting stuck. She may not have been an experienced backroads driver when they started off, but after two hours navigating the Carretera Puelche, she was learning. The last stretch had passed through a low-lying, swampy area where the water was actually running over the road—not in innocent, cheerful little streams to add a soupçon of danger to the journey, but in great flowing sheets the size of millponds. She had never seen anything like it. The only way to gauge where the road was had been by eyeballing the tall weeds poking out of the water along the edges on either side. She’d driven blindly between them with no idea of what lay beneath—if the roadbed was solid or if it had been washed away and she was about to drive into a pit—water scything away from the wheels, hands clenching the steering wheel as if the act of squeezing it tighter could affect the outcome. Mercifully, Philippe had turned the radio off. But as soon as they were on solid ground, he’d turned it back on, even though he knew the constant breaking-news volcano chatter was stretching her nerves thin. Even though half the time, as they passed between mountains, all the radio did was spit static.
 
    He was chafing, restless, as irritable as she. So when they finally emerged from the swamp unscathed and she pulled over near the crest of a small hill to go to the bathroom, the first thing he did was turn toward her and glare. She didn’t care. Soon enough, nature would be calling him.
 
    She got out, leaving the engine running so the car would stay warm, and stood for a moment at the edge of the road shivering in the cold and the rain. She looked both ways. So far, there had been a surprising amount of traffic on the Carretera Puelche. Driving south from the copper mine, at first, the land had seemed impossibly empty. But then here and there they had passed a small farm, if you could call a half dozen sheep or cattle grazing on a rough pasture carved out of the mountainside a “farm,” and on occasion, a cluster of cows eating the grass in the ditches, and she’d marveled at the people who chose to live in such isolation. Most of the vehicles were those she would have associated with an untamed land: old pickups with flapping fenders carrying animals and farm goods, a family overflowing a beat-up, late-model luxury car. Vehicles that after a while she had realized were without exception driving toward her, on the other side of the road. Away from the volcano.
 
    She started up an embankment of silty gray dirt and loose gravel. She fell, banged her knee, dusted off, and pushed her way into a cluster of big, broad-leaved bushes at the top. She looked down at her feet. Poor little Guccis. Philippe was going to have to replace them with another pair of brown leather flats when they got back. The Dior slacks and jacket, too. It wasn’t her fault she’d packed for a conference, and not a wilderness adventure.
 
    When she returned to the car, Philippe was impatiently tapping his fingers. The radio was still on:
 
    “. . . because of poor visibility, Chaitén volcano was not initially identified as the location of the eruption. It was not until the Sernageomin overflight this morning that the eruption was definitely located at Chaitén. As AFP has reported, ‘This makes the emergency more complicated, since the volcano Chaitén is located much closer to a town of the same name, unlike Minchinmávida, which is about thirty-five kilometers away. . . .’ ”
 
    She slid into the soft leather seat. Checked her mirrors, put the Escalade in gear, and pulled back out onto the road. No sane person would knowingly drive toward danger, except possibly a news reporter. Stéphanie had never understood what motivated war correspondents to deliberately put themselves in peril. She supposed everyone had something they were passionate about, something for which they were willing to risk all. But gambling one’s life to report the news? Incompréhensible. A thought: if any reporters were to observe her driving her wheelchair-bound boss to a newly erupted volcano, would they understand her reasons for doing so? If so, she wished they would explain them. She wasn’t entirely sure she understood why herself.
 
    The hill was steep. She downshifted, slowed. A few fat drops of rain spattered the windshield, and she slowed even more. The sky had been threatening rain ever since they left the mining complex. She had hoped the weather would hold off until their return, but it seemed as though the rain gods had other plans. She turned on the wipers. Immediately, the rain mixed with the road dirt, coating the windshield with an opaque gray sludge. She fumbled for the “wash” button, found it, pressed again and again. After several hideously slow passes, she was finally able to see—only to discover that she was about to run off the road. She cried out and jerked the steering wheel. The Escalade slewed sideways. She corrected, they slid again, she corrected, and they slid again until at last at the bottom of the hill she pulled over to the side and burst into tears. It really was too much. She couldn’t do this. If she’d run off the road, if they’d hit a tree or, God forbid, another vehicle, if they ran out of gas, if she drove over a rock and they got a flat tire—if anything untoward happened at all, it was up to her to get them out of it. She could just see herself pushing Philippe’s wheelchair through the rain and the mud and the muck.
 
    “Are you all right?” Philippe asked. The sound of his voice surprised her. He had been so absorbed in his data for so long and she in her thoughts, that she had almost forgotten he was there.
 
    She started to say “I’m fine,” then stopped. She wasn’t fine. She was nowhere close to being fine. And so for perhaps the first time in a dozen years, instead of saying what she knew he wanted to hear, she told him the truth.
 
    “No, I’m not.” She glanced over, hurried on. “I don’t understand what we’re doing here. We’re risking our lives, but for what? I have no idea, because you won’t tell me. I think you’re the most unreasonable, rude, and self-centered man I’ve ever known, and I think it’s unconscionable of you to expect me to help you without telling me why we’re doing this.” She met his gaze. Braced for fireworks.
 
    At first he said nothing. Seconds stretched to minutes as the windshield wipers flapped and the rain pelted the roof. Then, “You’re right,” he said at last. “You deserve to know.”
 
    And he told her.
 
                  
 
    Chapter 29
 
     Wow. This is worse than either of us imagined.
 
    Max panned his camera and whistled. Quietly. So Ross couldn’t hear. The man already had enough anger and emotion boiling beneath the surface without Max giving him further cause to snap.
 
    When they’d first seen the wisp of smoke from a distance, they hadn’t thought much of it. It was just more smoke in a landscape wreathed in steam and mist. But as they got closer, it was clear the smoke was different—the diffuse bluish smoke of a wood fire burned out.
 
    And now they stood in the camp. Max surveyed the wreckage. He could tell that originally there had been two small tents, a fire pit, and a generator. But a tree lay across one of the tents, and a fire had reduced them to melted yellow and red slag. The ground was charred. A few small flames flickered in heaps of wood ash scattered with half-burned branches. The great trunk that speared one of the tents was blackened and stripped of branches except for a few stumpy spikes that dripped melted nylon. And, of course, everything was now covered in a layer of tephra that continued to float down from the heavens. The camp looked like it had been trashed by the Incredible Hulk, then set aflame by the Human Torch for good measure.
 
    “Sheila!” Ross peeled open the melted tents, kicked aside trash and debris.
 
    Of course there wasn’t an answer. Max figured Ross knew, but he said anyway, “She’s not here, Ross.” Or if she’s here, she’s not alive. Max didn’t dare say that.
 
    The camp was small, and it didn’t take long to search everything. No body, no bones. Thank God. That would have been too tragic, too terrible to contemplate. Max took in everything through the camera. “What happened here?”
 
    Ross examined a chunk of twisted plastic that might once have been a laptop, tossed it aside. He picked his way through the debris and kicked the wrecked generator. “The tree fell on the spare fuel can. Burst it. A volcanic cinder set off the gasoline.”
 
    A cinder, or it could have been the heat from the pyroclastic flow. Pyroclastic flows were a feature of rhyolitic volcanoes like Chaitén. The initial eruption was like a blast, with the shock wave taking the form of a heavy cloud of hot ash and poisonous gases that flowed along the ground, smashing flat everything in its path. That’s what had caused the destruction of the forest nearest the volcano. Closest to the caldera, the flow ripped trees right out of the ground and incinerated them. As the blast lost energy and cooled, it knocked the trees down, stripping off branches but leaving the trunks intact. Nothing—human or animal—could hope to survive without significant shelter. Even then there was risk of asphyxiation from heavier-than-air gases like carbon dioxide. When the Indonesian rhyolitic volcano Krakatau erupted in 1883 in a series of violent explosions heard as far away as southwestern Australia, the official human death toll was over thirty-six thousand. Later estimates put the number as high as 120,000. When researchers arrived almost a year later, the only living thing they found on the entire island was a single spider hiding in a crevice.
 
    And that was something Max definitely would not mention to Ross.
 
    As they’d struggled up and down the hills and through the devastated forests on the way to the camp, Max had surveyed the damage and decided that Chaitén volcano could have been a lot more destructive. The worst rhyolitic eruptions were the ones that exploded sideways, like Mount St. Helens. Here at Chaitén, it looked like most of the energy had gone straight up. Ground-level pyroclastic effects were modest. As long as Sheila hadn’t been within a mile of the caldera, it was possible . . .
 
    “Don’t worry, Ross. If Sheila isn’t here, that means she could still be okay.”
 
    “I know that.” Ross stood up from inspecting the generator, turned, and glared. “Turn off the camera. I am sick of that thing.”
 
    Max pressed his lips together and resisted the urge to snap back. Or to keep recording, just to spite him. Ross was under a lot of stress. Then Max hardened himself. No, I won’t make excuses for him. He wanted to say something, but everything that came to him sounded petulant and whiny. So he rubbed his face, tightened his bandana, and sighed. Gave himself a long moment to make sure his voice was steady and neutral, then asked, “What are you going to do now?”
 
    Ross sat down on the burned log. No, he didn’t just sit; he fell. Collapsed backward, and then bent forward, put his palm to his face, took off his stolen baseball hat, pushed his hand through his hair. Slumped forward and sighed like the weight of the world rested on his shoulders. Then he did something Max could never have predicted. Said words that Max wouldn’t have been surprised to learn that Ross had never said in his entire life: “I don’t know.”
 
    The admission was so shocking, at first all Max could do was stand speechless in the smoke and ash. He felt embarrassed for Ross, like walking in on a naked stranger. It hardly seemed possible that this had been Ross’s whole plan. Come straight to the camp and look for Sheila, and then . . . what? Max had assumed there was a grand strategy, but apparently, this was it. He looked down the hillside at the ravaged landscape. Was it possible they could find Sheila out there? If so, where would they start? Where could they go and hope to have any success?
 
    He licked his lips. It was noon, and they had a lot more searching ahead of them. A lot more. They needed a whole search team, with airplanes. With thermal to spot Sheila’s body heat from the air. If she still had any. But no plane would fly anywhere near that volcano right now. No sane rescue team would come. The terrain was too rough, the eruption too unstable, the weather too dangerous. Hell. This was all a terrible, terrible idea.
 
    He sighed. “Ross—”
 
    “Shut up.” Ross leaped to his feet, dusted himself off, put his cap on, and stared at Max with an expression that could have been carved in granite. “Sheila would have had some warning. Tremors, steam.”
 
    Max nodded. “She might have smelled sulfur. Even from a distance, a couple hours ahead of time, she might have known.”
 
    “She was at the caldera investigating one of the lakes and she would have seen the signs.” Ross pointed down the valley. “Look—over there. Right there is the fastest, most sheltered way to get out of the caldera.”
 
    Max followed his finger. For a moment the volcano and its churning plume caught his attention—Wow, look at that. Can’t believe I’m actually here—and then he saw the cut in the caldera walls that Ross was pointing at. It turned into a river valley that twisted its way south past the camp toward the town of Chaitén. The Rio Blanco. And Ross was right. The turns in the valley, the high hills—practically cliffs—that separated each turn from the next had sapped a lot of the pyroclastic flow’s energy. It was like the difference between a race car on a straightaway versus twisting S-curve roads—you could get a lot more speed, and cover more distance, on the straightaway. The pyroclastic flow had lost momentum closer to the caldera in the valley, and there were more trees standing there.
 
    He nodded. “Yeah. That’s the best place to start.” Ross was sharp. Max should have spotted that first. Who was the volcano expert, anyway? “What was Sheila doing in the caldera?”
 
    Ross was quiet. He seemed to be thinking. Then he said, “We saw some trucks. A convoy of tankers. It looked like illegal dumping. Sheila was tracking their destination.”
 
    Max blinked. “Really. There was a road in the caldera, but I didn’t see any evidence of trucks.”
 
    “Never mind. Ready to go?”
 
    How touching. Ross had actually asked this time. “Let’s hit it.”
 
    Ring ring.
 
    For a second, they both stood straight and still. Then Ross thrust his hand into his pocket with inhuman speed and pulled out his cell phone, his face shining with expectation, and examined the caller ID. His face fell. He flipped open the phone. “Hello, Rebecca.”
 
    Max felt similarly deflated. If it had been Sheila, it would have simplified their search immensely. Or canceled it entirely, if she happened to be calling from some swanky resort hotel in Puerto Montt. He sighed. There just ain’t no justice.
 
    Then he heard Ross repeat a familiar name: Dr. Philippe Dumas. He perked up his ears.
 
    “He’s doing what?” A pause. “And you agree with this scheme?” Another pause, longer than the first. Max got the sense that this Rebecca person was trying to convince Ross of something, with minimal success. No surprise there; Ross was one of the most stubborn people Max had ever known.
 
    “Ch’íidii!” Ross shouted into the phone. “There’s a big difference between advocating geoengineering and engaging in it.”
 
    Geoengineering?
 
    “You may think you’ve found a savior. I say you’re in bed with the Devil. I can’t condone this. Don’t even think about calling again until you’ve come to your senses. This conversation is over.”
 
    He snapped shut the phone, looking absolutely furious. Granted, up till now, the expression had pretty much been Ross’s default, but in this version he looked more upset than ever.
 
    “Who was that? Did I hear you say ‘Dr. Dumas’?”
 
    “The call was from my sister.” Ross’s eyes narrowed. “You know Philippe Dumas?”
 
    Max nodded. “Of course I know him. He’s the scientist who sponsored my expedition to Chaitén. What does this have to do with anything?”
 
    Ross advanced a step. Max could see the rage boiling around the edges. This was very strange.
 
    “You work for Dr. Dumas?” Ross’s hands balled into fists. Max had the sudden sense that he’d stepped into something big, something dangerous. What the hell was going on? He needed to calm Ross, and fast. He shrugged again, held his hands out, palms open. Nonthreatening.
 
    “Like I said, he sponsored the expedition. Paid part of the money for the film crew and helicopter. Asked me to drop some additional sensors in the caldera.” He held up his hand. “Listen, what’s this all about?”
 
    “So you admit you were at the lake.”
 
    “Of course. We’ve been monitoring Chaitén and dozens of other volcanoes as part of an Earth-wide early warning system. Though in this instance, it doesn’t seem to have worked so well.”
 
    “And you knew nothing about illegal dumping.”
 
    “Illegal—no. I have no idea what you’re talking about. Why don’t you just tell me what’s going on instead of playing twenty questions?” He shrugged, grinned. Submissive. Wondered if he should roll over on his back and expose his tummy.
 
    “Don’t act so innocent. Dumas salted that lake with sulfuric acid so that when the volcano erupted, the sulfur would shoot into the atmosphere and cool the planet.” Ross took another step forward. Max retreated another step. His foot slipped on an ash-covered limb, and he almost went down.
 
    “Why would Dumas do that?”
 
    Ross leveled a finger, jabbed Max’s chest. “Because he’s a rogue. He’s taken it upon himself to solve the problem of global warming without the scientific community backing him up. No studies, no academic agreement, no international political compromise—he just did it. It’s arrogant. Reckless. Geoengineering is a quick fix, like giving a junkie a shot of methadone. The full extent of the consequences of what he’s done will be completely unforeseen. Dumas thinks he can play God? He’s gambling with humanity’s future. The stakes are so incredibly high, and the consequences are so unpredictable and wide-ranging, Dumas’ gamble isn’t just irresponsible. It’s evil.” Ross stepped forward again. They were getting perilously close to the edge of the hill.
 
    “You’re crazy, man. The sulfur in that lake was natural.” It was, wasn’t it?
 
    “So you admit it! You knew the lake was contaminated! It was no coincidence that we ended up on the same ferry.” His eyes burned. “You’ve been spying on me.”
 
    What the hell, man? The accusation was so unexpected, so out of the frickin’ blue, all Max could do was gape. Ross was paranoid. Insane! How had he missed it? No, he’d seen the signs, he just hadn’t put it all together. This was not good. Not good at all. Think, think. How could he convince him? He held up one hand. The other held the camera. “Look, look. If I were a spy, would I have admitted I work with Dumas?” Come on, Ross! You aren’t stupid. You have to see it!
 
    Ross didn’t answer. His eyes were slits, his mouth tight. But he stayed where he was. Max’s mind darted this way and that, looking for the best arguments. Reason and sense. “Besides, we’re here now to look for Sheila, right? That doesn’t have anything to do with whatever Dumas is doing.”
 
    Weak, weak. Ross took another step. If he and Max collided, bad things would happen. Bad, bad things.
 
    Then it hit him—he couldn’t defeat irrationality with reason. He had to fight back, emotion against emotion.
 
    “Ross, how is any of this helping Sheila? We need to get to her, and you’re wasting time.”
 
    Ross stopped.
 
    “You’re responsible for her. And she’s still out there. And you need me to help find her. You want to stand here and argue while she’s still out there?” Push it, push it. Max took his own step forward. Crazy anger and recklessness pulsed through his body. Feel it, man, feel it. “You’re wasting time with pointless accusations. And it’s going to hurt Sheila. Do you want that?”
 
    “Shut up.”
 
    “You heartless bastard. She’s out there, right now. And she needs us.” Max put his hand to Ross’s chest and shoved. “Us. Got it? You can’t do it alone.”
 
    “Shut up!”
 
    “Listen to me, you idiot.” Max filled his voice with fire. “I came with you to help you. To help you find Sheila. And now you are just going to let her die? How could you?”
 
    Ross stepped back. “Enough.” His shoulders lowered, his fists loosened.
 
    Max took a long breath. Held it. Let it out, slow and cool. And smiled. Hell, yeah. That felt good. He wanted to punch something, stomp up and down, laugh like a crazy man, grab a girl and kiss her hard. Real good. Breathe in, breathe out. Cool down. Yeah.
 
    He dared to speak again. “So let’s go.”
 
    Wordlessly, Ross turned and headed north.
 
    Max felt the air move in and out of his lungs. He should leave. Grab his stuff and head in the opposite direction from the crazy man, Ross. It would be the smart thing to do. The cautious, sensible thing. But when had Max ever fled from danger? He checked the camera. Yes, still recording. He had everything on tape.
 
    He brought the camera to his eye, captured the image: Ross moving like a demigod seething with fury and determination, long braid lashing at his back, boots kicking up billows of ash, framed against the primal burning violence of the volcano. Oh, yeah. This was so good.
 
                  
 
    Chapter 30
 
     Easy, Sheila told herself. Don’t panic. Take it easy. Her situation was tough, but others had coped with worse. She thought of her father—not her stepfather, but her real dad. She didn’t know the details of his logging accident; all she knew was that he’d been killed while cutting in the woods when a tree unexpectedly came down. Had death been instantaneous, or had he lain under the tree, incrementally dying, thinking of his wife and daughter, knowing he wouldn’t survive?
 
    He came to her now. Not in a vision; her view of the afterlife didn’t include angels. She saw him in her memory, teaching her how to ride her bike when she was five. She was poised at the top of the tiny hill behind their cabin, wanting so badly to ride down it, but too afraid to push off. Her father was at the bottom, his arms wide, encouraging her to try. “Use your feet, She-She. Come on! Hit those pedals! Use your feet!”
 
    Her feet. She rolled onto her back as far as the pack would allow. Drew her knees up to her chin and pivoted sideways on her butt. For a minute, she thought she was going to get stuck crosswise in the tunnel, which threatened a fresh burst of panic, but she powered through. Pushed against the sides with her hands and her elbows, feeling like she was scraping half the hair off her head. Then at last relief, when she was able to stretch out fully again. She raised herself up on her elbows and kicked at the dirt wall with her feet.
 
    The earth crumbled. She kicked again. The dirt pile shifted, rained down, buried her boots. She saw a sliver of daylight. She pulled her boots free and kicked again. The earth shifted, and the daylight disappeared, but she didn’t care. She’d seen it once; she’d see it again.
 
    And then she was free. Her feet punched through and she popped out of the mountain as if Chaitén had given birth. She squinted against the sudden onslaught of air and light and covered her face. So bright. So blessedly, beautifully bright. She grinned.
 
    She cracked open one eye and then the other, gradually opening them wider until her eyes adjusted to seeing sunlight again.
 
    Except, it wasn’t the sun. The light was soft, filtered from a rain of volcanic ash falling from the sky. Finer than snow, with the texture of dust. Coughing, she dug in her backpack, pulled out her extra shirt, and tied it over her mouth and nose as a scarf.
 
    In front of her, the Rio Blanco. A white river that now lived up to its name, oozing with viscous, light gray sludge. In places, she could see the water running freely beneath the blanket of ash like a river beneath ice. A winter scene devoid of vegetation. No ferns, no moss, no bushes, no trees. It wasn’t that they had been buried, they were simply gone. Vaporized in the initial blast of hot gases.
 
    As she should have been.
 
    On the next hillside, the trees had been knocked down, the mountain swept clean. At the base of the river valley in the deep V of the gorge, the trees still stood. But they were ghost trees now, stripped of their leaves and secondary vegetation, a forest of broomsticks planted in gray mud.
 
    She shivered. Gathered her courage and looked up.
 
    An angry black column of ash and debris filled the sky, writhing and roiling like something alive, so big, she felt like an ant contemplating the smoke from a roaring campfire. Like the lone survivor of an atomic blast.
 
    She’d survived. She’d survived a freaking volcanic eruption and lived to tell about it. Top that one, Dad.
 
    She dug through her backpack again. Took out her water bottle and shivered with relief as the warm, sulfur-flavored water wet her lips and slid down her parched throat. She took another drink and held it in her mouth lovingly before swallowing it at last, then capped the bottle to conserve the rest and returned it to her pack. Took out her cell phone to call Ross. No service. She almost laughed.
 
    At least Ross had been in Puerto Montt when the volcano erupted. She wondered what he would think when he heard the news. Would he come looking for her, or would he assume the worst? He might go to their camp. He would go, she was sure of it. If she were him, that’s what she would do. She could go there, too, and wait. But would that be the best move? Her water supply was severely limited; even at camp, they’d drawn theirs from clean streams. Now there was no such thing. If their camp looked anything like the next mountain did, there was nothing waiting for her there but more destruction. And with the ash and debris covering the mountains, it would be desperately difficult to climb either down or up.
 
    No. If she was going to survive, she couldn’t wait for Ross to find her; she was going to have to walk out on her own. The closest road was the Carretera Puelche, at most, maybe two or three miles away. Much closer than the Austral. She could work her way laterally around the mountainside. The important thing was to get out of the blast zone and get moving. She hefted her backpack onto her shoulders. She’d earned the “I survived the Chaitén eruption” T-shirt. Now all she had to do was make sure she got the chance to wear it.
 
                  
 
    Chapter 31
 
     “There it is.” Philippe pointed. “Right there; that break in the trees. Turn there.”
 
    “Are you sure?” Stéphanie asked. “It doesn’t even look like a road.”
 
    “I’m sure.” He leaned forward and tapped the GPS screen. He’d gotten the coordinates for the turnoff from Moreno, back at the mine. Determining the access road’s exact location had been his only reason for stopping, a move he now deeply regretted. That scene in the office where Moreno had threatened to expose him—he shuddered. Stéphanie and the receptionist had heard every word. Moreno had known exactly what he was doing, had drawn Philippe into an argument so that Philippe would compromise himself. Probably recorded the conversation as well. Philippe hated Moreno, hated that he had allowed himself to be manipulated, hated that Moreno was one of the men who held a key piece of the whole. Thus far, the man’s greed had served Philippe’s purposes well. But a greedy man by definition couldn’t be trusted. He always wanted more, as his avaricious foreman had demonstrated. Moreno’s threats to reveal that Philippe was the mysterious buyer who had offered double the previous rate for the mine’s total acid production—no, half again, since the other half was going straight into Moreno’s pocket—were ridiculous. As soon as Philippe verified that his lake was well and truly gone, he would announce what he had accomplished to the world. Nothing was more pitiable than a blackmailer without power.
 
    Stéphanie flipped on her turn signal, pulled onto the side road, and stopped. “I can’t drive over that.”
 
    On the other side of a crude dirt-over-culvert access, a row of logs spanned a swampy area as a makeshift bridge. Beyond that, deep ruts scored the mud before the road ascended a steep, rocky hillside and disappeared into the trees. All of it slick with tephra, the trees and bushes bending low over the road, ready to drop their loads at the slightest touch.
 
    “Of course you can. The tanker trucks use this road all the time. Just put the car in low gear, and take your time. Let the engine do the work. As long as you don’t gun the engine or spin the tires, we should be fine.”
 
    “ ‘Should be’?”
 
    “Will be,” he corrected. “The Escalade is far more maneuverable than a tanker. If they can travel this road, so can we. And Moreno promises the road gets better on the other side,” he added, though disguising the access road at both ends as a logging two-track had been Philippe’s idea. He wasn’t quite sure why he was reluctant to tell Stéphanie that. Possibly because at this point, it seemed wiser not to take credit for the road’s condition.
 
    She put the Escalade into gear and they started off. As the SUV lurched confidently over the logs and up the hill, he conceded that Stéphanie had made a wise choice of vehicle. When they reached the top and the road leveled out, he leaned over and patted her knee. He knew she was frightened. Back on the highway, when he had told her everything—how he had been seeding the volcano’s lake with sulfuric acid and his reasons for doing so—she had been quiet for so long, he honestly hadn’t known if she would see the thing through. Admittedly, enhancing the upper atmosphere with sulfur dioxide particles to cool the planet by reducing the amount of sunlight reaching the Earth was a radical move. But someone had to act. Carbon emissions reduction programs were too slow, too conservative. Radical measures were required, and he wasn’t afraid to initiate them. Injecting sulfates into the upper atmosphere might not seem the reasonable course, but it was the only course. Once the Earth had cooled, the world would have to commit to maintaining the process. He’d pushed the ball. All the others had to do was keep it rolling. Assuming his lake was gone. If it wasn’t, well, Philippe was far too intelligent to have put all of his eggs into a single basket.
 
    He noted the set of Stéphanie’s chin as she drove over the ridiculous road, watched her chew on her lower lip as she always did when concentrating on a problem, and was nearly overcome. He had no right to ask her to take him to the volcano. But he also had no choice. He’d grown used to the chair, to being dependent on her, but if his dependency put her life in danger—
 
    No, no danger. Chaitén had already done its worst. The mountain was volatile, but the eruption was new, contained to a relatively limited area. Later, the lava dome would grow to the size of a mountain, but at this point, it was no larger than a good-sized hill. The caldera was three miles across; surely they could drive close enough to get a look. That would be enough.
 
    Stéphanie sensed him studying her, glanced over, and smiled. She turned her attention back to the road. As they rounded a curve at the bottom of the hill, she shrieked and jammed her foot on the brake pedal. Philippe braced against the dashboard. The Escalade slid sideways, recovered, and stopped mere inches from the front grill of a tanker truck.
 
    “Je suis désolé! I’m so sorry! I didn’t see!” Stéphanie’s face crumpled.
 
    “There, there, it’s all right,” Philippe said and patted her knee again, his own voice shaky with adrenaline. Mon Dieu—if she had crashed the Escalade into the tanker, bursting the radiator or causing any of a thousand other mechanical mishaps major or minor, their journey would have been over before it had begun.
 
    They waited, expecting to hear shouts and to see the driver come running to see if they were all right. But the cab appeared empty, and all was quiet. After some moments, Stéphanie asked, “Do you think I should go and see if I can speak to someone?”
 
    The idea of Stéphanie getting out in the rain and the mud and approaching a truck driver in a remote area of Northern Patagonia—never had Philippe wished more that he had the full use of his legs. “Yes, please,” he said meekly. “If you would. This is very odd.”
 
    Stéphanie reached between the seats for her umbrella, got out of the car, and walked up the road. Philippe watched the bright pink umbrella bobbing over her head, then rolled down his passenger-side window after she passed the first empty truck and headed for the second, and disappeared from view. Through the dense vegetation along the right-curving road, he could make out flashes of silver. A long line of tankers. The missing convoy. He waited, suddenly uneasy. There was no movement aside from the constant ashfall. No sound except for a familiar deep rumbling that Philippe had been telling Stéphanie was thunder.
 
    He leaned forward, wiped an opening in the condensation on the windshield with his shirtsleeve, and looked for her umbrella. What was taking her so long? He imagined himself getting out of the vehicle, striding up to the first tanker truck driver, demanding to know why they were parked here, what was going on. He pictured Moreno instructing his convoy drivers to hide their trucks to make it look as though they had gone missing, promising them bucketloads of money in return for their cooperation as he set Philippe up for blackmail, no doubt never dreaming that Philippe would come here. So deeply immersed was he in his imaginings that Philippe actually put his hand on the door latch before he caught himself and stopped. He drummed his fingers impatiently on his knees. Somewhere up ahead, not far at all, was his volcano. They were so close he could smell it: a faint tang of sulfur in the air. They could be there in mere minutes—if only the tankers would move out of the way.
 
    It was raining harder. As he waited for Stéphanie to return and drive him to his destination, he felt as impotent as a baby in its carriage. He supposed he should be grateful for small mercies. He could still stand for brief periods, even walk a short distance, though he wobbled as unsteadily as a drunk. The day would come when he would have to be carried. While the prognoses for multiple sclerosis sufferers varied, his case was one of the bad ones. Eventually, his doctors had told him, he would become forgetful and unable to speak or to write. He would develop problems with his respiratory system, with his bowel and bladder. Most MS sufferers enjoyed an average life expectancy, or at most, their lives were cut short by a dozen years, though a disproportionately high number committed suicide.
 
    At last Stéphanie returned. She shook out the umbrella, opened the driver’s-side door, and climbed in. She tossed the umbrella onto the backseat, then folded her arms across the steering wheel and lowered her head.
 
    “What is it? Are you all right? Did you talk to someone? Did you find out what’s going on?”
 
    She shook her head. Her shoulders heaved. When at last she looked at him, her face was white, her eyes stricken. “I couldn’t. Philippe—the truck drivers—all of them—they’re all dead.”
 
                  
 
    Chapter 32
 
     Rebecca turned off her cell phone and slipped it into her pocket. Her hands were shaking. A disagreement with her little brother was nothing out of the ordinary; their personalities were so different that on one level or another, they’d been arguing since the day Ross was born. But the vehemence, the viciousness, the violence of this disagreement was something new. She hadn’t expected Ross to agree with her position regarding Dumas’ grand, planet-saving plan. But she hadn’t expected their ideological differences would split brother and sister apart.
 
    “It’s over.” Those had been his last words before he hung up, and the cold finality with which he spoke them chilled her soul. She remembered when Ross had indeed been her “little” brother, playing with him when he was a toddler as if he were one of her dolls, dressing him up in her pink, girly T-shirts and braiding his fine black baby hair with ribbons and bows. The image broke her heart. Families were supposed to stick together, to support one another and be there for each other no matter what. Ideology should never come before people. Ross was consumed with finding Sheila, but Rebecca couldn’t help wondering if he was looking for the right reasons. Was he searching because Sheila was a fellow human being who needed saving, one he cared about a great deal, or was it to satisfy his own damaged ego? She knew he felt responsible for the deaths of twenty-two researchers, but she’d nearly been responsible for many thousands more. Two years ago, POP had been planning to blow a hole in the side of a tanker carrying ill-gotten Antarctic iceberg water when it docked in the Los Angeles harbor. Thanks to Ross, she found out at the last minute that the water was contaminated, and the plan was called off. She owed him for that, but he owed her, too. If for nothing else than because they were family.
 
    “It’s over.” The words stung worse than the acid burns on her face. She hadn’t even told him about the attack before he hung up on her. Now she wondered if she ever would.
 
    She tapped her fingers, considered Ross’s reaction to the bombshell she had dropped. After Julie had left for the library to search out the list of Codelco shareholders, Rebecca had spent the next hour playing “What-if?”—letting her mind run wherever it wished as she turned over the possibilities, put herself in the purchaser’s shoes. If the person who had bought all of the sulfuric acid was indeed Philippe Dumas, then what? What was his objective? What was the point? Not only with regard to the acid, but also in connection with her conference. People didn’t do anything without a reason—not smart people, at any rate, and Dumas was one of the smartest in the world.
 
    Her conclusion: Dumas had geoengineered a solution to global warming. He wasn’t just talking about permanently altering Earth’s atmosphere as a possibility; he was actually doing it. A conclusion that had been confirmed when Julie called from the library. He had come to Chile to witness a watershed moment in Earth’s history. Probably would have made his announcement at her conference if the eruption hadn’t derailed his plans.
 
    She picked up her backpack and nearly slung it over her shoulder out of habit before she remembered the burns and let it dangle from her hand. Time to run her discovery past Julie.
 
    “Hey, beautiful,” Julie said when Rebecca joined her in the hostel’s lobby. Rebecca’s hand went to her face. “Seriously, you look fine. In a week, no one will be able to tell. If it’s battle scars you’re after, you’ll have to try harder next time.”
 
    Rebecca smiled, linked her arm through her cousin’s, and hoped they’d still be on speaking terms after their lunch. They left their room keys with the desk clerk—skeleton keys with big wooden fobs that he hung up in a box behind him on the wall—and descended the curved marble staircase, crossed the street, and sat down at an outdoor café table.
 
    “So I’ve been thinking,” Rebecca said after the waitress took their order. No need for a long preamble; there was only one subject worth talking about. “We know now that Dumas is the one who purchased the sulfuric acid, and that he arranged to have a shipment diverted to Chaitén once a week.”
 
    “That’s right.” Julie picked up her napkin, shook it out, and placed it in her lap.
 
    “So the question I keep coming back to is why. Why would he dump the acid in the lake?” Rebecca leaned closer, hoped her excitement was contagious. “Remember when Mount Pinatubo erupted in 1991? The eruption cooled the planet so much, the next year was known as ‘the Year without a Summer.’ When Chaitén blew, all that sulfuric acid Dumas dumped into the lake got blasted into the stratosphere, where it will accomplish the same thing. The eruption is his delivery method. That’s what Dumas is doing. He’s shaping the future. Taking definite, proactive steps to cool the planet.”
 
    “But no one can predict a volcanic eruption. How could he have known that Chaitén was going to blow?”
 
    “He couldn’t. That’s why he bought up all the sulfuric acid. Don’t you see? We presumed he bought all of the acid so that no one would know some of it had gone missing, but that’s overkill. It’s neither reasonable nor logical—two qualities Dumas has in spades. I believe Chaitén wasn’t the only volcano he was seeding. I think Dumas has been using the rest of the acid to seed other volcanic lakes around the world. It makes sense. The more lakes he preps, the more likely it becomes that one of his volcanoes will go off. According to the shipping manifests, the bulk of the acid is going to Japan. Japan is part of a cluster of volcanoes surrounding the Pacific called the Ring of Fire, as are the Philippines, Indonesia, and a whole host of others—all places the acid could be easily delivered by ship. So there you have it: Dr. Dumas has concocted a grand geoengineering scheme on a global scale.”
 
    She leaned back. Hoped Julie could appreciate the brilliance of Dumas’ plan. Funny, how quickly Dumas had gone from top man on her hit list to the top of her list of saints. Figuring out the scope of his geoengineering plan was like finding treasure, like following a trail of bread crumbs and discovering a wedding cake. Tiny pieces that added up to an unexpectedly magnificent whole. It was both the simplicity and the secrecy that intrigued her. Scientists and politicians and environmentalists were only just beginning to accept the possibility that something drastic needed to be done to curb global warming. But it was all talk. Dumas had done it. And only she, Ross, and Julie knew.
 
    “And you think this is a good thing,” Julie said at last.
 
    “Don’t you?”
 
    “No, I don’t. Deliberately altering Earth’s atmosphere to reduce the effects of man-made global warming? So far, just about everything man has done to the planet has turned out badly. What makes you think that this time, they’ll get it right?”
 
    “Somebody has to do something. Global warming has already gone too far. Carbon emissions from industrial countries need to drop eighty percent or more over the next decades. Do you really think that’s going to happen?”
 
    “There’s a big difference between promoting geoengineering and actually doing it. Besides,” Julie continued, “it’s not as simple as you make it sound. In virtually every geoengineering approach, some populations will benefit, but others will suffer. Overloading the upper atmosphere with sulfur might cool temperatures in some parts of the Earth, but other parts would suffer drought. Who do you think is going to reap the benefits of geoengineering the planet: the rich nations who put these so-called solutions into practice or the poor nations who have to deal with the consequences?”
 
    She stood up, put her napkin on the table. “I’m sorry, Rebecca. I just don’t think I’m hungry anymore.”
 
    Rebecca watched her cousin—her assistant—her friend—turn her back and walk away. Her eyes stung. To lose two of the most important people in her life in one day was too much. She picked up Julie’s napkin. Dabbed her eyes. Told herself it was their choice. They had their beliefs, and she had hers. She wasn’t the one walking away.
 
    She watched the city passing by: schoolchildren, nannies, tourists, businessmen. All of them oblivious to the fact that their planet was dying. That Earth’s situation was desperate. That they were teetering on the brink of disaster. Earth needed a savior, someone people could rise up and rally behind. The Dumas solution might be the right one. It might be the wrong one. It might be too late. But it was better than doing nothing.
 
    She thought about what she’d been doing for the past two years. Pushing papers, organizing conferences, marking time—and doing what? What had she accomplished that actually made a difference? Two years of inactivity, two years wasted. It was time to stop talking and return to action. Dumas wasn’t afraid to act on what he believed, to take those beliefs and use them to shape the future. Dumas was going to the volcano. So would she. Fate had decreed that their destinies be entwined. His goal had become hers. All roads led to Chaitén.
 
    Besides, she really didn’t want to organize a conference again.
 
                  
 
    Chapter 33
 
     Ross had no illusions that the route up the Rio Blanco toward the caldera was going to be easy. But he’d had no idea just how hard it was going to be.
 
    At first, he and Max had followed the riverbed for a distance, but it quickly became impossible. The Rio Blanco was filled with the jumbled and broken remains of trees, made slick by water. The river itself flowed in unpredictable ways, dammed up by clods of ash deposits that sucked worse than mud at the feet. Climbing the hills surrounding the river valley was scarcely a better option, but the river was all but impassable. If only they had real climbing gear. Rope, heavy gloves, spiked boots. He had come woefully unprepared.
 
    Worse than the physical pain was the knowledge that Sheila was missing. That Max could have helped her and didn’t. That Max worked for Dumas. Dumas’ megalomaniacal plan.
 
    He scrambled up a hillside, using the tangle of broken limbs as a ladder. Ross carried the extra pack now, the one with the medical kit. Let Max follow, keep up if he could. Ross didn’t need him, didn’t want him, would have been the first to rejoice if Max had simply disappeared.
 
    Each handhold, each foothold, was slick with volcanic ash. He grabbed hold of a small log, and a surge of adrenaline blasted through him as the log slipped and he scrambled to keep from pitching backward. He grabbed another branch, and then his feet went out from under him and he smashed his knees on a bed of broken-off bamboo as sharp as knives. A limb stabbed him in the side—a sudden agony that took his breath—and then he was falling, tearing his hands, cracking his knees and shins, out of control. A vision of himself tumbling head over feet down the hill, landing at the bottom a mangled mess—
 
    —and then a hand closed over his wrist.
 
    He steadied himself, placed his feet, caught his breath. Gave his heart a moment to settle.
 
    Max looked down at him, his face flickering through a rainbow of emotions—determination, relief, sadness. “You okay?”
 
    Ross shook his wrist free. Said nothing. The last thing he wanted was to feel grateful or indebted to this man.
 
    He turned his back and resumed climbing. With the caldera just ahead, his mind went to the lake that used to be in there. The lake polluted with sulfuric acid, now probably vaporized, sulfur dioxide flying on the wind. Was the volume of sulfuric acid in the lake sufficient to have an effect on the global climate? It was hard to say. He didn’t know how many gallons of acid the trucks had dumped, but it had to be in the hundreds of thousands. Millions, possibly. Dumas wouldn’t have gone to all the trouble and expense of dumping acid in the lake if he didn’t expect the results to be significant. Yet Chaitén volcano was just one point source, and it would take months for the sulfur dioxide in the atmosphere to circulate worldwide. Dumas had to know that a single volcano wouldn’t be sufficient for real global cooling. The more Ross thought about it, the more sure he became that Rebecca was right. Chaitén wasn’t the full extent of Dumas’ delivery system. There were other volcanoes around the Earth that he had similarly seeded.
 
    Which meant that, at this moment, Dr. Philippe Honoré Dumas was the most evil man in the world. Even if Rebecca couldn’t see it.
 
    Rebecca’s betrayal, Dumas’ hubris, Max’s idiotic complicity all blended together into a tangle of emotions that twisted his gut, speared his heart. The only person he could depend on was himself. He scrambled up the hillside, ignoring the pain in his hands and knees and the agony in his side. Shrugged off the extra pack when he reached the top and set it down. He stepped to the edge of the hill, wincing, and surveyed the final approach. Sheila’s red raincoat should stand out. Assuming it wasn’t buried. He heard a noise from behind. The sound of a zipper. Whirled around to see Max rummaging in the extra pack.
 
    “What are you doing? Get away from there!”
 
    Max took out the first aid kit, sat down, set it on his lap, and stared at Ross. “Easy, bro. You need something for those hands.”
 
    His hands were stiff and burning. Fire radiated from his right armpit to his pelvis with every breath. “I’m fine. Put that away.”
 
    “Ross, be reasonable—”
 
    “We need everything for Sheila.” He stomped over, grabbed the pack, and pulled it away. Put the medical kit back in, zipped it up, and flung it onto his back, trying not to grimace at the extra weight. “Now let’s go.” What feeble light they had would be gone in a few hours. And was that a raindrop?
 
    “Hold on. I need to make wee-wee.”
 
    Ch’íidii, couldn’t the man be serious for more than five seconds? Well, Ross wasn’t going to wait around while Max fiddled with himself. He stood at the north edge of the hill and stared down. It was a hundred meters of a jigsaw puzzle made from broken logs and fragmented tree limbs. All of it covered in ash. And now it was definitely starting to rain. Going down would be worse than coming up. He still ached terribly from his fall. Besides that, fatigue was creeping in. The constant need to press forward, to move with all possible speed, was taking its toll.
 
    He started off. In the distance behind him, a shout and a grunt. What now? Ross sighed and walked back along the uneven terrain to the side of the ridge that faced the river and looked down.
 
    Max, a few meters below on his hands and knees, looked back. Sheepish. “Slipped a little.” He smiled. “Stupid, silly mistake. We should have equipment. So unprofessional.” He stepped up onto a log. The log shifted. He scrambled for purchase, didn’t find any, and went down again. Got up, slipped on the ash and the loose gravel, and this time, couldn’t stop himself.
 
    “Max!” Ross watched in disbelief as Max just kept going. His grunts and curses echoed, grew remote.
 
    Damn it all! We don’t need this!
 
    He started picking his way down the slope. Max was far, far below. Almost to the river at the bottom. He’d managed to catch a log just above a drop to the riverbed. Ross held his breath as Max scrambled and clutched, trying to pull himself up and over. Then the log dropped, and he was gone.
 
    “Max! Can you hear me?”
 
    Ross waited. He heard nothing but the rising wind and the irregular pitter-patter of the first raindrops on his hat. He saw no movement. Max was gone. Out of sight. Just like that. It was unbelievable.
 
    What now? Should he go after him? Ross stared down the ashy, broken slope in frustration. It would take forever to go down and back up. Could he spare that kind of time? How much daylight did they have? He took out his cell phone to check the time. Frowned. One missed call. A call that had come in just minutes ago. He opened the call log. Probably Rebecca again, wanting to apologize and—
 
    Sheila. His breath caught. He wiped the rain from the display. Made sure that was what it actually said. Yes.
 
    He put the phone to his ear, held “1” for voice mail. No message. Why didn’t she leave a message? He hit the “call back” button. It rang and rang and eventually went to Sheila’s own voice mail. Pick up, Sheila!
 
    Nothing. No matter. At last he knew. He knew. Sheila was alive.
 
    A sound floated up on the wind. A shout. Max?
 
    Yes, it was him. But Ross had to go. Had to. He thought of Sheila, probably injured, possibly seriously, going through God only knew what. It wouldn’t hurt Max to suffer some of the same. Once he found her, he’d be back. But he was going to take his time. Because Max deserved it.
 
                  
 
    Chapter 34
 
     Ring—ring—ring—the absolute normality of the sound as Sheila stood covered in ash and muck in a tangle of burned and broken trees on the upper slope of a newly erupted volcano waiting for Ross to pick up was truly bizarre. Her anticipation rose with each ring—until the call went to voice mail. She listened to his greeting: “This is Ross. You know the drill.” Waited for the tone to leave a message—and the call was dropped.
 
    She tried twice more to get a signal before she turned off the phone and slipped it into her pocket. She pulled the bandana she’d fashioned from her extra shirt back up over her mouth and nose. She wanted to listen to Ross’s voice-mail recording again—and again and again and again—but didn’t dare. The phone’s battery was already low, and while she thought another half mile of hiking would bring her to the Carretera Puelche, life had a way of throwing in a few unexpected twists and turns, as yesterday’s events had shown. Like getting caught in a volcanic eruption.
 
    It was just that she felt so utterly alone. She had always thought of herself as a cheerful, sunny person, the kind who, like the old Timex commercial, could take a licking and keep on ticking. But this was different. Knowing that she was the only living thing—the absolutely only living thing that had survived the eruption in who knew how many square miles—made her feel more desolate, more forsaken and abandoned than she would have thought possible. No rabbits, no deer, no mice, no insects—nothing. Nothing was alive, except for her.
 
    Well, there was a way to fix that. She started off again. When she first crawled out of her hiding place and studied the bare, devastated slopes above and the tangled, ruined slopes below, she’d concluded an area free of debris would make for easier walking. Only that hadn’t proven to be the case. The scree had been unstable enough before the eruption; now it was covered with a thick layer of ash mixed with rain. Add in the fact that there was nothing to hang on to, and the upper slope was slipperier than a bar of soap, like walking on ice or glass. But the jumble of logs and branches and rocks below, all covered with the same slick gray ash-rain mixture, was completely impassable. She’d ended up walking at the upper edge of what was left of the tree line, a jagged, irregular path traversing the mountain like the tide line on a beach, hanging on to branches where she could, slipping and sliding where she couldn’t. Progress was painfully slow as the broken-off branches tore at her palms and bruised her shins, but at least it was progress. As long as she kept moving, sooner or later, she’d reach the road.
 
    The lack of water worried her. There were definite physical limits to how long a person could go without water that had nothing to do with determination or stamina. Her one-liter bottle was less than half full, and she had zero prospect of getting more. She’d tried collecting rainwater by shaping the foil wrapper from an energy bar into a bowl and waiting for it to fill, but the rain that seemed so abundant when it was pouring down on her head had taken forever to accumulate into a single mouthful. The water was tainted with ash, but she drank it anyway, then collected a second mouthful. This time, she covered the bowl with another foil wrapper, thinking that the sediment would settle and she could sip the clear water off the top. But that had taken far longer than she was willing to wait. No need to play Robin-son Crusoe. Better just to suffer a little and power through and keep going.
 
    And there were positives. She wasn’t injured. She had plenty of food (though she discovered the sweet-salty energy bars only made her more thirsty, so at the moment, she was hungry as well), and she had her emergency-signal raincoat. She would be easy to spot from the air: a red dot moving sideways against a gray landscape. She hoped Ross had hired a pilot.
 
    She continued on, concentrating on her footsteps as she circumvented the mountain. Looking out at the ruined landscape to gauge how far she’d come and how far she had to go was too depressing. Looking up was even worse. As long as she watched her feet and ignored the mountain’s constant deep rumblings she could forget that there was a newly erupted volcano looming over her head. She remembered a film documentary featuring Maurice and Katia Krafft, the French husband and wife volcanologists who were famous for being first on the scene of a new eruption. In the film, Maurice had said that he didn’t care if he died in a volcano. He’d smiled when he said it, and as the scene played, it was all very charming with his beard and French accent and watch cap, but the next day, both Kraffts were killed in an eruption. If she had to go, this wasn’t the way she would choose.
 
    A bigger rumble. The ground rolled, buckled, and shook. She wrapped her arms around a branch and waited for the earthquake to pass. And then both she and the branch were falling, bucked off the slope like a flea off a dog.
 
    Weightless—falling—falling—falling—She slammed against the ground, banged against rocks and tree trunks, tossing and tumbling, down and down and down—
 
    She finished on her back in a tangle of brush. Lay still and waited for her brain to come back up to full power. Everything hurt—her arms, her legs, her back. She put a hand to her head. Her hand came away red. She wiped the blood off on her jeans. Put her hand in her pocket hoping against hope that this time, she would reach Ross.
 
    Her cell phone was gone.
 
    She shuddered. Looked up. The tree line where she’d been hiking was now hundreds of feet above her, easily the length of a football field, maybe more. Between her and it, a morass of trees and boulders, all of it slick from the rain and the constant ash fall. Above that, the volcanic plume, larger and more menacing than ever, spreading up and out, rolling and turning in on itself, struck through with flashes of lightning, burned red from the reflection of the pyroclastic activity below.
 
    She closed her eyes. It was too much. Too hard. Too far. She couldn’t keep going. She was so tired. She’d done her best. No one would fault her if she gave up. There was only so much a person could take. Even Pollyanna must have had a bad day.
 
    The thought made her smile. Not a full-fledged grin—she was far too tired and discouraged for that—just a wry upturn of one corner. The barest beginnings of a smile, but it was enough to lift her spirits. Quitting was the option of cowards and fools. Sheila was neither.
 
    She reached for the nearest branch, pulled herself to her feet, and started climbing again.
 
                  
 
    Chapter 35
 
     Insane. Philippe was insane. There was no other possible conclusion. Stéphanie looked at him sitting in the passenger seat, hunched over his laptop, madly pressing keys, occasionally reaching forward to clear the condensation off the windshield with his jacket sleeve or rolling down the side window and sticking his head out into the choking cloud of dust, muttering about invisible volcanic plumes and shortsighted scientists and how he was going to save the planet with his grand geoengineering scheme, assuming his lake was really and truly gone, and where was that damned volcano? She drove up the road, the air so filled with ash it looked like it was snowing, rain pouring down, windshield wipers straining to clear away the sludge. Thunder and lightning from above. Rumblings and shudderings below. And somewhere up ahead—not very far if the Escalade’s GPS readout was to be believed—a newly erupted volcano.
 
    Zut alors. They were both insane.
 
    Her morning premonition had been correct. This wild, dangerous land was going to swallow them up. They couldn’t possibly drive up to an erupting volcano, look into it, and survive. Like Icarus, they would see the volcano and die. The gods didn’t like it when mortals tried to touch the sun.
 
    A jolt shook the car. She looked in the rearview mirror. Behind them, a boulder as big as the SUV she was driving had landed in the road where they had been mere seconds before. She looked forward. A gap in the road wider than the worst Parisian pothole. She gunned the engine, and the Escalade leaped across, tires skidding when they hit the other side. The car slewed sideways, Stéphanie gripping the steering wheel as if she were the one in control, but in truth, she was only hanging on.
 
    And the truck drivers! Mon Dieu. She had never seen a dead body before. Now she had seen twenty-two. Asphyxiated, Philippe had explained, similar to the incident at Lake Nyos in Cameroon when eighteen hundred people, along with scores of cattle and wild animals, were found dead after the magma beneath the volcanic lake in the ancient caldera where they lived had given off poisonous gases. Philippe seemed satisfied with the explanation, but to Stéphanie, it was hardly reassuring. What was to prevent the same thing from happening to them? She had edged the SUV past the dead truck drivers with one set of wheels off the road and one set on, only occasionally glancing up at the drivers’ ruined faces. All of them with families, hopes, and dreams. All of them dead.
 
    As she soon would be.
 
    No. She was Philippe’s assistant, not his slave. This had gone far enough; too far. Philippe had promised that the volcano was young; that the caldera was large and the new lava dome would comprise only a small part; that they could drive into the caldera to determine whether or not his lake was gone and his geoengineering plan had succeeded without suffering harm. She hadn’t believed him when he told her. She didn’t believe him now. She should have refused at the first sign of danger, turned the Escalade around, and driven away from this madness. She still could. She would turn around at the first opportunity.
 
    She slowed, looking to the left and right, trying to find a wide spot in the road. A cluster of branches covered part of the road. Beside it, a flat expanse of rock. If she pulled the branches off the road, she’d have enough room to jockey the SUV around. She stopped, leaving the engine idling, and reached for the door.
 
    Philippe looked up from his laptop. “What are you doing? Why are we stopped?”
 
    “I’m just going to move a few branches.” She pointed and slid out before he could say anything further. She was so very tired of him telling her what to do.
 
    Outside, the wind was stronger than she had anticipated. Ash finer than beach sand blew into her nose, her mouth, her eyes, choking her and making her cough and sneeze. Tephra, Philippe had called it, rock turned to dust. She pulled her scarf from her hair and tied it over her face and nose. Stumbling forward with her head bent, she raised one arm against the wind and grabbed hold of a young treetop with the other. It didn’t move. She pulled again, using both hands, and it broke free from the others. Her shoes slipped, and she fell back on her rump. She scrambled to her feet and waved “okay” at the Escalade in case Philippe was watching, then dragged the branch to the side of the road.
 
    She went back for another. The wind grew stronger, a hot wind, a reminder that the volcano was not far off. A rumble louder than thunder, and she looked up. She yelped as the wind showered hot cinders on her hair and clothes. A rock as big as a fist struck her shoulder, and she cried out. Another smacked her head. Dropping to her knees, she covered her head with both arms as more rocks rained down. She got to her hands and knees and scrambled for the Escalade. But the rocks became boulders, all sharp edges and newly cut stone, hewn from the Earth by forces unimaginable, cutting her flesh, breaking her bones. She screamed, fell to the ground. Lay dazed. Realized the mountain was burying her alive.
 
    Then Philippe was beside her. But he couldn’t be. She was dreaming; she was dying; he was safe in the Escalade—he had to be in the Escalade—please, God, let him be in the Escalade—but no, it was Philippe, holding her, leaning over her and protecting her from the boulder shower, taking the blows the mountain meant for her.
 
    “I’m sorry.” He brushed her hair from her forehead. “Ma chère Stéphanie, je suis désolé.”
 
    She closed her eyes. Carried the image of his tender face with her as the noise and the light faded. The last thing she heard was Philippe telling her that he loved her.
 
                  
 
    Chapter 36
 
     God, the water was cold. And now it was raining.
 
    He had to get out of here. Max grabbed again at the logs that surrounded his chest. Tried wrapping his arms over one, felt for a good handhold. Or fingerhold. Anything, as long as he could get out.
 
    Nothing. He twisted. Maybe there was something behind him. Yes, there, an unbroken limb protruding from one of the logs. It hurt so much to twist around. He grabbed the limb. Worry struck him. It’s too weak. Try anyway. He pushed up with his free foot. His pinned foot scraped and bumped and twisted, sending agony shooting up his leg. He grunted. Keep trying. Pain is temporary. He grabbed the branch and tried to lift himself out.
 
    Snap. The branch came off with a jolt and Max sank down deeper than before. He scrambled to wedge his elbows against the wood and steady himself. He stopped, breathing hard and grimacing in pain.
 
    He knew about survival situations. The ones who died were the ones who gave up. Well, Max wasn’t going to give up. And he wasn’t going to die.
 
    Look around. He couldn’t see much of the rest of the river except the smashed and ashen logjam that held him. It was raining hard now. A real Chilean downpour. It dripped down around his ears and soaked him everywhere. It was cold, very cold.
 
    There. There was a branch holding one of the logs in place like a shim. Maybe he could push on that, from the side, twist out the shim, loosen the log, and let the current do the rest of the work.
 
    Max wedged himself against the opposite log and pushed out with one free arm. The angle was bad. Come on, Max, you can do it. Come on. He pushed. Nothing. He pushed some more. Did it budge? Push! He pushed until his arm was shaking and burning with exertion and he was breathing in ragged wisps. Nothing. It was pinned too well. He was pushing against hundreds of pounds of slippery wood, from a bad angle. Nothing worked.
 
    No! Can’t think that way. He’d only been here for, what, an hour? That was no time at all. He remembered the man who fell down a crevice while rock climbing and pinned his arm under a boulder. He’d been there for days, his arm crushed, unfeeling, until he recognized that the arm was dead and putrefying. It was going to poison him. Using the cliff as leverage, he broke the bones in his forearm and then patiently sawed through the flesh with a knife. He escaped, dehydrated and delirious, minus one arm, but alive. And then he went right back to climbing mountains with a rock pick attached to his stump.
 
    If he could do that, Max could do this. He was up against stone; Max was up against wood and water. He had the advantage.
 
    Except he lacked the crucial element of leverage. He could barely move his body. His foot was pinned. If it came down to real desperation, he didn’t think he could amputate his own foot. The quarters were too cramped to break the bones.
 
    Maybe he could slip out from underneath. Push down and through, into the water, and surface outside the logjam.
 
    It was a crazy idea. But he didn’t see any other options. He couldn’t shift the logs at all. And he had to hurry. He didn’t need to worry about dehydration, but hypothermia was another matter.
 
    Focus. You can do it, Max. You’re Dr. Max Heat! You’ve been to some of the most dangerous places in the world. This is nothing.
 
    He sucked in a deep breath and let it out. Wriggled down, thrust his pinned foot deeper into the water. He probed the opening with the toe of his other foot. There was a basket of branches there. They were tough. He made a little space.
 
    The rain kept coming.
 
    Max suddenly realized this could be even worse than he thought. Rain and volcanoes were a bad mix. There was a risk of a lahar—a flood of water mixed with loose ash. If the caldera lake feeding this river was still intact, its level was probably perilously high, already choked with ash sediment. Add in more water . . . and bad things were sure to happen.
 
    Hurry, Max, hurry. Maybe he could free his foot. Cut the branches pinning them. No need to get fancy with this going-underwater thing. Not to mention amputation. He was thinking backward. The cold was getting to him. Keep it simple. Start with the obvious.
 
    He twisted his shoulders so he could thrust one of his arms down into his pocket underwater. Found his knife, pulled it out, thought better of it, left it there. Instead reached down farther and started unlacing one of his boots. It was cold, slow work going by feel alone, the laces swollen and his fingers numbing in the cold water. Max started shivering. Finally he got the lace free. Pulled it up, twisted his shoulders, and hung the lace on a nearby twig. Fished out his knife again. With both hands, he fashioned a loop out of the shoelace and passed it through the knife’s heavy belt clip. Tied the shoelace to his wrist, knotted it. Made sure it was tight on both his wrist and the knife. Now, if the knife slipped out of his grasp he wouldn’t lose it.
 
    First smart thing I’ve done all day.
 
    He pushed his arm down into the water and started sawing at the weave of branches holding his foot in place. The knife did slip, but he grabbed hold of it again. Cutting the branches sight unseen, body twisted in an awkward position, with just a knife, in cold water, was quickly getting unbearable. Max straightened. Take a break. Warm up. He wrapped his arms around himself and rubbed his shoulders. He was soaked through everywhere and freezing cold. All his bruises and scrapes were aching more than ever. And he was hungry. Man, was he hungry.
 
    No time for that. Back to work.
 
    While he sawed away, his mind drifted.
 
    He regretted leaving the film crew the way he had. He’d treated them badly. They were good people and fun to be with. He shouldn’t have left them like that. It wouldn’t be good for their careers; they had wasted all their time with him. Then there were his producer and agent. Max had been cruel and selfish, and he could see it now. That whole planned TV special was scrapped. At least he had the camera—
 
    The camera. It was in its case when he fell, and he had dropped it partway down. It was durable, and it was probably okay.
 
    He craned his neck, twisted around to see. Yes, there it was. Durable, and in a hard, waterproof case. That, at least, was something that Max had planned well. The camera would be fine for now.
 
    He took up his knife. Saw, saw away. Frowned. Was the water getting warmer? It felt nice. He fervently hoped—God, do I hope—that it wasn’t hypothermia setting in. He took a sip. Tasted minerals. Decided no, not hypothermia. The water was actually getting warmer.
 
    That’s not good. It helped Max in the short term—at least he wasn’t going to be so cold. But it foretold doom for him. Doom! Doooooom! He smiled. That was a funny word. Sounded best screeched by an old witch in a cheesy movie.
 
    Focus, Max!
 
    Keep sawing. Faster! Harder! He’d sawn through two of the smaller branches, but there were a half dozen more. And he wasn’t sure he could get through the biggest. He pulled on his foot, but it was still jammed.
 
    He couldn’t worry about the big branch now. Maybe breaking the rest will be enough. Keep sawing!
 
    Ow! “Frack!” He’d stuck his foot with the knife. Lovely. Now he’d free himself only to get an infection.
 
    No point in dwelling on it. Keep sawing!
 
    The logjam suddenly shifted and rocked. Max popped his head up in surprise, looked around. The water was rising. It had carried another log into the tangle that had him trapped. As he watched, the current spun the log until it knocked against the jam a couple times, then twisted free.
 
    That was unexpected. Could be good, could be bad. Probably bad. Any log big enough to break up the jam would do nasty things to any fragile body caught in the middle.
 
    Faster. Have to work faster.
 
    Oh, Celia. He saw her again, silhouetted against the orange jewels of Santiago at night. I should have called you. But he hadn’t, because there was another girl, one more beautiful. A club girl with lots of makeup and a big silly hat and goofy oversized sunglasses and a slutty tramp stamp. Why had he ever thought that look was hot? That had always been Max’s weakness—a pretty face, a luscious body. But Celia had been different. Pretty enough to catch the eye, but even more beautiful in heart. Playful and sweet and . . . and . . . And, and, and.
 
    Focus, Max, focus. Keep sawing!
 
    Another log thumped against his prison. Max turned to look.
 
    The water was rising, and fast. Upstream another logjam was starting to loosen. He could see the streams of water pouring through its cracks, a leaky dam that was getting more and more full, pummeled with more detritus from upstream. A precarious pile of debris that would get too heavy to hold itself against the quickening current. Until it burst.
 
    Where is Ross? I need you! I need help!
 
    “Ross! Can you hear me?” His voice sounded tight, strained. The logs around him were shifting, getting tighter. One of them was rocking back and forth, pinching him. His body was one big hunk of ache. “Ross?”
 
    No answer. He was on his own in the rain and the cold.
 
    Keep at it, damn it!
 
    Yes! Another branch sawn through. Another little triumph. Another iota closer to being free. His knife was getting dull already; he hoped it held up. He should have attacked the biggest branch first. Come on, come on!
 
    He was down to one last branch. The big one. Saw, saw, saw. That was the only thing that mattered right now. The only thing. Have to get out of here!
 
    He heard a series of splashes and thumps. A great white-noise rushing sound.
 
    He whipped his head up, looked.
 
    His eyes grew wide. A terrible thing headed his way. His death, if he lingered any longer.
 
    The log dam had broken. A seething wall of water carried tree trunks and limbs, all tumbling crazily, right toward him.
 
    He planted his free foot and pulled and pulled on his pinned foot. Harder, harder. Put all his strength into it. Pushed with his free foot until he felt like his muscles were going to explode. Push, pull, push, pull.
 
    The logs grew nearer.
 
    He pulled, not caring if the ragged bark bit into his foot. He pulled until he felt his ankle pop, felt his flesh peel off. And still he pulled harder.
 
    Not enough. More! God, more!
 
   
  
 

 The first log smashed into his jam. It flipped up and flew over and crashed down onto his prison and suddenly he was free, well and truly free, and he sank his fingernails into the bark and pulled himself out, as more logs were smashing all around him, and his feet came free of the water and he pulled himself up and My God I am actually free thank you Lord above thank you—
 
    And then his foot slipped. And the logs closed around it.
 
    No! Pull pull pull!
 
    He ended up on his knees, his hands in the water. A floating tree trunk, snapped and twisted like a splintered spear, angled for his head.
 
    He scrambled backward. A jagged chunk of debris vaulted up over the jam, propelled by a spray of water, and attacked him in the chest, and he grunted and fell backward, and the undead trees pulled him deeper while he gasped for air and thrashed in vain.
 
    Tree trunks held his body tight but his arms were free so he grabbed and scrambled and pulled until the water pushed one log up and over and slammed it down onto his arm and he screamed as he felt the bone smashing and shattering.
 
    The trees were consuming him and all his bones were splintering, imploding, with loud pop-pop-pops as he felt each rib go, felt something go terribly wrong in his body, felt his bones betray him, slashing his flesh and organs from the inside like they were trying to escape, all in terrible, amazing agony. I didn’t really think I was going to die here Ross how could you leave me why did I come here you better find Sheila Celia I wish I told you how beautiful you are Ross you left me oh God—
 
    The log kept rolling, up and over his head and his face, pushing him down into the water, and the water pressed deep into his mouth, his ears, his eyes, his nose, warmer than it had been, and growing warmer, and more bones in his body moved in ways they weren’t meant to move, and how could Max die now when he had so many regrets, so many things left to do and say and there was his movie to finish and hey the camera I need the camera I need to film this and God does it all hurt how could anything ever hurt so much. And then it didn’t hurt anymore.
 
                  
 
    Chapter 37
 
     Philippe wept. Lay in the ash and the rain in the road alongside Stéphanie’s broken body and wept as he hadn’t since he was a boy. Perhaps not even then, since never until now had he known such utter despair, such desolation. Stéphanie—the love of his life—gone, and it was his fault. His pride, his arrogance, had brought them both to this.
 
    He didn’t care that he was about to die. That he would never know if his geoengineering efforts had been a success. If the world would praise or vilify him when he was gone. As the rain and the rocks beat him into the ground, he pressed his face against Stéphanie’s neck and whispered once again that he was so very, very sorry.
 
    He lay still. Cleared his mind of all thought and his heart of feeling and waited for the volcano to take him.
 
    Instead, the shower of stones stopped as abruptly as it had begun. Cruel fate, to take his love so quickly and leave him to linger! No matter. Death would come for him soon enough. Unable to walk back to the car, unable to drive it if he could, unable to carry Stéphanie or otherwise care for her as she deserved, all he could do was lie next to her and wait. For all his intelligence, all the acclaim and recognition, all of his self-sacrifice and grand ambitions, in the end, he was powerless. He could do nothing to alter the inevitable. He wondered if he could find the strength to endure what he could not change.
 
    Gradually Stéphanie’s warmth faded, replaced with a chill seeping up from the ground. Rough stones dug into his shoulders. He felt the mountain’s constant deep rumble, the drenching rain and the ashfall. Raised a hand to wipe his face and realized his fingers were numb.
 
    He heard a crunching sound. Footsteps on gravel. Then warmth on his face. A breath. A voice: “Papa?”
 
    He was dreaming; he was in his apartment, the turreted corner room, but it wasn’t his office, it was a music room, and instead of his desk, Peggy’s grand piano stood in the middle. Sheila was running the toy train he’d brought her from his recent trip to Italy around the edges of the room, calling, “Papa! Papa! Come and see!”
 
    “Papa.” A hand shook him. Not a child’s. “Papa. Philippe,” a voice said. “My God. Is it really you?”
 
    He opened his eyes. A woman. Curly black hair, red raincoat, a kerchief over her nose and mouth. Familiar dark brown eyes staring in recognition and wonder.
 
    He couldn’t move. Couldn’t speak. Those bright, sparkling eyes that couldn’t have hidden a smile if her life depended on it. Sheila looking exactly as she had the last time he had seen her, at her university graduation. But what was she doing on his volcano?
 
    “I can’t believe it!” she said. “What are you doing here? What happened?” Sheila touched his face, touched Stéphanie’s. “It’s Stéphanie, isn’t it? My God, Philippe—I’m so sorry. You can tell me what happened later. Right now, we need to get out of here. This is a bad place to be.”
 
    He nodded again, still unable to speak. Stéphanie gone—his estranged stepdaughter here—it really was too much.
 
    “Come on. Help me carry her to the car. You take her head, and I’ll carry her feet.”
 
    “Sheila.” It took all of Philippe’s upper body strength to push himself to a sitting position. “I can’t. The MS—it’s worse than you remember.”
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t know. If it’s easier, you can take her feet.”
 
    He shook his head. “I—can’t walk. I’m in a wheelchair now.” He didn’t know why it bothered him so much to say it.
 
    She looked at him for a long moment. Then she stood up and hurried over to the Escalade. She opened the passenger door, then came back and squatted beside him. “Can you stand? Just for a minute? It would help a lot.”
 
    “I can stand if you help me.”
 
    Sheila slung his arm over her shoulder. Pulled him up, grunting with the effort, then turned to face him as he swayed—from shock and grief and surprise, not because he wasn’t capable of standing on his own—and wrapped her arms around his waist.
 
    “What are you doing?”
 
    “A fireman’s carry. Give me your hand. Not your right hand. Your left one.”
 
    She slung it over her shoulder, then bent her knees and reached between Philippe’s legs. When she stood up, he was draped across her shoulders like a wounded soldier in a battlefield, his weight distributed evenly across her back. When had she learned how to do that?
 
    She carried him to the Escalade and set him down on the passenger seat. Swung his feet around until they rested on the floorboards. Straightened, rolled her shoulders, and rubbed the small of her back. “Do you have any water?” she asked.
 
    “Stéphanie—we can’t leave her here—you have to go back for Stéphanie.”
 
    “I will, but Philippe—it’s been a really long time since I’ve had a drink.”
 
    He looked closer, noted the cuts and bruises on her face and hands, the mud on her clothes, the haggardness behind her eyes. What had happened to her? How had she come to be here? And why was she alone? “Stéphanie packed a case of bottled water. She thought—” He couldn’t continue. Referring to her in the past tense was too fresh, too new. “It’s in the cargo area in the back.”
 
    Sheila returned carrying an armful of plastic bottles. She handed one to him. “Do you need me to open it for you?”
 
    “Of course not. It’s only the legs that aren’t working. The rest of me is fine.” Except for a broken heart, he thought as he cracked open the bottle. He wasn’t thirsty, but he took several swallows anyway to please her.
 
    Sheila opened her bottle, lifted the kerchief and drank a long, unseemly gulp, then took a deep breath and finished the rest. She opened another and used it to wash the mud off her face and hands. Twisted the cap off the last bottle and drank that one down as well, then tossed the empties inside the Escalade.
 
    Philippe rubbed a hole in the condensation on the windshield and watched his stepdaughter return for Stéphanie, bending her knees and lifting Stéphanie up—he couldn’t bring himself to say “Stéphanie’s body”—and carrying her to the car in the same manner that she had carried him. She laid Stéphanie on the back passenger seat, then opened the door on the opposite side and pulled her the rest of the way in. Moments later, she returned with a blanket. Philippe’s eyes filled. He’d laughed when Stéphanie insisted on stocking the Escalade with a variety of what she considered survival items before consenting to the trip: food, water, blankets, a rope. He had never imagined that one of the blankets would serve as her shroud.
 
    Sheila got into the driver’s seat and reached for the control to turn the heat down. Philippe realized with a start that the Escalade’s engine had been running since Stéphanie had gotten out of the car. She’d left it running for him, so he would stay warm, while she went out into the rain and the cold and—his eyes welled again.
 
    Sheila put the car into gear, backed up, pulled forward, backed up, and pulled forward. Philippe was so deeply immersed in his thoughts that it took a moment to register what she was doing. “No, no. Not the Puelche.” He pointed left. “That way.”
 
    She paused, looked. He’d forgotten how intense her gaze could be. He braced himself. This was one argument his stepdaughter was not going to win. Stéphanie had given her life so that Philippe could come to the volcano. He couldn’t turn back now. Wouldn’t.
 
    “Look, Philippe. I don’t know what you’re doing here, and I know you’re wondering the same about me. We can have a nice chat about all that later. Right now, we need to get out of here. We can’t go west. In case you haven’t noticed, we’ve got a little problem over there in the form of an erupting volcano.”
 
    “I’m well aware,” he said stiffly. Why did she always bring out the worst in him? “I also know that this road passes through the caldera and comes out the other side.”
 
    “And you know this how?” Her eyes narrowed.
 
    “Just drive. I’ll tell you what you want to know.”
 
    “I’m not driving into the caldera.”
 
    “You have to!”
 
    “I won’t.”
 
    Mon Dieu, she was as stubborn now as she had been as a child. It was no wonder they had never gotten along.
 
    Then an explosion—a terrible one—louder than the one that had heralded the rain of stones—followed by a horrendous thump and a shudder, and a shower of rocks and debris rained down.
 
    “Convinced?” Sheila shouted over the clatter of rocks on the Escalade’s roof. “We’ve got to get out now!” She turned the car to the right—his car—the car he had rented for his own purposes and which she had no right to take— east, away from the volcano. He balled his hands into fists—useless fists. She was in control, and he was helpless to stop her.
 
    Then she slammed on the brakes. In front of them, a break in the road, wide and deep as a canyon with a river running through it, chocked with boulders the size of Volkswagens.
 
    She stared. Slowly, reluctantly, she turned the car around. “Looks like you get what you want,” she said as she began driving toward the volcano. “As always.”
 
                  
 
    Chapter 38
 
     The pain, the ache in his limbs, the lactic acid building up in his muscles from the struggle to climb. The fatigue that constantly threatened to set in. Ross battled them all, kept moving, kept pushing, afraid that if he stopped to take so much as a single bite of an energy bar, he would never start moving again.
 
    Then there was the rain, the relentless frigid downpour that mixed with the ashfall, soaking into his clothing and weighing him down. Dripping into the extra pack slung over his shoulder and pulling him backward. Tugging at his shoulder and his side. The same side he’d hurt so badly in his fall. He wondered if the injury was worse than he thought.
 
    He fought his way up to a shelf of logs, hands grabbing, feet slipping, finding toeholds, pulling himself up by his arms when he could, and by sheer force of will when he couldn’t. Every time he stretched his right arm, or rotated that shoulder, throbbing agony.
 
    He picked out a stable-looking spot on the ledge and dropped his packs. Pulled off his soggy coat. Clenching his teeth against the pain, he peeled up his shirt and looked. A nasty black and red bruise ran the full length of his side. He probed with his fingers. The slightest touch agonized. Was he bleeding internally? Had he bruised a rib? Damaged a kidney?
 
    He tightened his lips. Rolled his shirt back down. Collected his coat and packs, shivering with the cold, and started climbing.
 
    When he’d first realized that Sheila was in danger, he’d moved forward on pure instinct. No hesitation, no second thoughts, no risk assessment, no resentment. He’d just . . . gone. Done what he needed to do confidently, purposefully. That made him proud. Doing the right thing simply because it was right. But there was something else, some seed of emotion beyond a straightforward sense of responsibility, that was neither simple nor easily defined. He hadn’t realized how much the uncertainty had been affecting him. Purpose was hard to maintain when you had no solid evidence. He’d been operating under the assumption that Sheila was alive, but it was just a hypothesis. Each step forward, each mountain climbed, came with a little tag of doubt. He’d always known the path was right—how could he not go looking for his missing research partner? But the more pragmatic side of him wondered if setting off cross-country was an efficient use of his time. Was this worth it? Especially if there were no Sheila—no reward at the end?
 
    Now his hypothesis was tested, observed, and would be confirmed as soon as Sheila was right there next to him, when he could hear her voice, touch her. He couldn’t turn back now. Sheila was alive. That was all that mattered. Ross had never been one for displays of affection, but he could see himself hugging her. He smiled. That would be good. Yes, he would do that.
 
    The light was growing dimmer. In a couple of hours, he might not be able to see at all. It was hard to believe it had been barely more than a day since the eruption. He reached for another handhold. Another foothold. Everything was slick with rain and ash. His arms trembled. His knees shook.
 
    Stop. Take a rest, said something weak and traitorous inside him.
 
    No. He had to go on. Not just for Sheila. Rebecca had spoken a name that gave every agonizing step added purpose, the name of hubris: Dr. Philippe Dumas.
 
    None of this would have happened if not for Dumas’ seeding the volcano. Dumas’ arrogance, his haughtiness, ate at Ross with every step. Anger fueled his climb. Dumas thought he could play God? He was a child in the face of the planet’s power. Ross had all the proof he needed in the form of that mighty pillar of judgment ascending before him from Chaitén volcano. The land was the True God. Ross would be Nemesis to Dumas’ Hubris. He would carry out divine vengeance. Bring Dumas down.
 
    He pulled himself up over the top of the ridge, arms and legs shuddering, his breath coming in great gasps, his chest tight and his right side on fire. He leaned against a stumpy half tree, shivering against the rain, and looked north. There was the caldera and the volcanic plume. One more slope to climb and he would be at the caldera’s edge.
 
    To the west was the river valley, the river a broken mosaic of woody debris and shifting ashy water. At the top where the river broke through the caldera wall in a narrow cut, a series of waterfalls, a rushing staircase of foaming white water and torrents of ashy sludge. It took a long, careful inspection through his binoculars before Ross decided Sheila was neither in the valley nor near the waterfall spewing from the caldera.
 
    A sudden shudder passed through his legs. For a moment, he thought his strength was giving out. But then he saw the broken limbs on the ground around him, bouncing and shifting, and realized the tremor was coming from the ground itself. He stared at the caldera, heart thumping. He couldn’t see any evidence of new activity.
 
    He started down. This close to the volcano, on the side of the hill that faced the eruption, everything was stripped away. A few stumps terminated in shredded splinters, a spare handful of mighty tree trunks stripped of their leaves and secondary branches lying on their bellies, and nothing else. No ground cover, no bits of sticks or twigs, no boulders. Just ragged, raw soil and stone carpeted in ashfall, mixed into a uniform slurry by the pouring rain.
 
    Muddy, treacherous, but there was no other way. He placed each footstep with care. Pain throbbed behind his brow, a stress headache that echoed the tightness in his neck and shoulders. His heel landed on a loose piece of stone. Adrenaline flooded him as he teetered and fought to stay standing. Other stones broke loose and started to slide. The muddy slope vibrated. Shifted. Ross’s stomach lurched. He felt like he was falling. Looked around and saw that he was falling. The ground was slipping downward in a rushing torrent of mud and loose stones, faster and faster, a landslide with Ross caught on top, falling down the side of the mountain. No, the whole side of the mountain was falling, rumbling all the way like a train from Hell. Ross flailed for some sort of control, anything, but there was nothing he could do as the mud rose up around his ankles, carrying him faster. Furious and impotent, he thought, Stop! Stop! I need to get to Sheila! She’s alive! Stop!
 
    But it didn’t stop.
 
                  
 
    Chapter 39
 
     Unbelievable. Un-frickin’-believable. The whole thing was too bizarre for words. Sheila looked at her stepfather sitting in the Escalade’s passenger seat. He had hardly changed. Older since she’d seen him years ago—what? eight? nine? ten?—hair whiter, thinner on top, but that ridiculous professorial beard he thought made him look so distinguished was the same, maybe even longer. Sheila had hated that beard since the first time Philippe had given her a hug. Her real father had always been clean shaven.
 
    And his explanation of how he had taken it upon himself to cool the planet, Mon Dieu! Unbelievable, that he was the polluter she’d been looking to find.
 
    More bizarre than Philippe’s being here was that she was now driving him toward the caldera, and not away from it. How had he managed to bend her will to his way? It was as if all of the old patterns from her adolescence were playing out again. She knew he was right, and there was a chance that the access road leading to the Carretera Austral on the west was relatively intact and undamaged. Still, she hated that circumstances had forced her to do what he wanted her to. Again.
 
    At least she wasn’t driving blind; she had been in the caldera and seen the road before. The east half of the caldera basin, the half from which the volcano had erupted, was broad and flat, most of it rock. If the road the truckers used was destroyed—and odds were good that it had been—she could drive wherever she needed to, dodge the rocks and steam vents and whatever other hazards they encountered and essentially make her own road. Another plus: she was driving a sturdy SUV and not a flimsy compact. Whoever had rented the Escalade had made a good choice. She hoped Philippe had sprung for extra insurance.
 
    At last, the caldera. She craned her neck as she drove through a passage that was eerily similar to the one she’d entered from the other side barely twenty-four hours ago. Towering walls guarding a narrow entrance, the gates of Hell. Inside, a world of fire, steam, and smoke. Staggering in its immensity and power. Elemental. She could feel Chaitén’s vibrations thrumming through the floorboards. See the rocks crumbling off the cliff faces as she drove between them. Smell the sulfurous odor belching from the bowels of the Earth. Hear the mountain roar. The vast expanse of rocky ground was split apart, riddled with cracks oozing new rock, spurting steam. And in the middle, a hill of red rock that was already the size of a small mountain, vomiting a roiling tower of ash and gas from the center of the Earth, darkening the skies and raining down cinders and ash: the newborn lava dome. Dante’s Inferno.
 
    She drove forward, keeping as close to the caldera walls as possible on the theory that the ground farthest from the new lava dome would be the most stable. Even so, she expected a steam vent to burst open in front of her or a boulder to come crashing down on them at any second. What they were doing was too daring—too audacious. No one could drive through the caldera of an erupting volcano and live.
 
    The rock was slippery with ash and mud. Mud accumulated on the Escalade’s windshield, the wipers barely able to push it away. Philippe was gripping the edge of the dashboard, leaning forward and staring into the caldera with intensity, as if he were looking at the face of God. Incredibly, he was smiling.
 
    “It’s gone,” he breathed. “Mon Dieu. It’s really gone.”
 
    It took her a moment to realize that he was talking about the second lake, the one that had been colored an unnatural turquoise from the sulfuric acid he’d dumped into it. So his geoengineering efforts were successful. For good or for ill, untold tons of sulfuric acid had been blasted into the stratosphere, where it was already converting to sulfur dioxide and spreading over the whole of South America and beyond, on its way to cooling the planet. And Philippe had accomplished it.
 
    He gripped her hand. “I’ve seen it,” he whispered. “I have seen the future.” He straightened. “I made the future.” He patted her hand, laughed.
 
    Sheila shook her head, drove faster, pushing the Escalade to its limits over the rough terrain. If this were a movie, her stepfather’s classic Mad Scientist success moment would mean they were about to meet with disaster. Not that she was superstitious; all she had to do was look around to know that the circumstances alone were likely to do them in. She checked the rearview mirror and noted that the Escalade was leaving dark streaks on the rock. The tires were melting.
 
    She gripped the wheel. With a bang, the first tire blew. Pow!—pow!—pow! went the others, and then a horrible screeching-scraping noise.
 
    “Sheila.”
 
    She almost snapped back “What?” in the same resentful tone she’d used when she was thirteen. For crying out loud. Couldn’t he see that she was busy?
 
    “Sheila. I want you to know—I—I realize there’s a chance we might not make it.”
 
    Ya think? she felt like saying as she drove through a shower of hot cinders that pelted the Escalade’s hood and roof and made ominous smackings against the windshield. What an idiotic, self-centered man. No wonder they had never gotten along.
 
    “If I die, there’s something you should know.”
 
    Deathbed confession time? Frankly, my dear, I don’t give a—damn. There, Philippe. I said it. What are you going to do now, wash my mouth out with soap?
 
    “If I don’t make it, and you do—and I certainly hope you do—there’s a key in my desk in my office in the apartment in Paris. You remember the turret room?”
 
    She did. She used to play there with her trains, running them around the edges of the curved room. She glanced at the caldera wall beside her. Rather like she was doing now.
 
    “It’s in a secret compartment. You take out the middle drawer and press a lever in the middle in the back. The key opens the top file cabinet drawer. In that drawer, are my—personal files.”
 
    She almost snapped. Now he’s suddenly thinking about dying? Now he wants to talk to her about his will? Whose idea was it to drive into the volcano, anyway?
 
    “Please listen,” Philippe said. “This is important.”
 
    What the hell—she nodded.
 
    “This volcano, this lake—it isn’t the only volcanic lake I’ve seeded. There are thirteen more. No one knows which volcanoes are involved, aside from me. The records are in my personal files. I’m entrusting that knowledge to you. You’re smart, brave—” He smiled, gestured to encompass the volcano. “And most important, you’re my daughter. If something happens to me, I hope you’ll carry on.”
 
    She glanced over. Long-lost relatives, deathbed confessions. It was all very touching, and she knew he was waiting for her answer, but she had bigger concerns. Like the rumbling that had been growing steadily louder as Philippe was talking. And the fact that the “check engine” light had come on. And that the temperature gauge was rising and the Escalade’s engine was making an ugly ticking-clanking sound. She drove faster. Topped a rise and slammed on the brakes. The SUV’s tireless wheels skidded to a screeching stop.
 
    Before them, water as far as they could see. Chaitén’s other lake, swollen with rain, an angry, churning expanse turned gray with ash. Sheila looked left and right. The lake filled the entire basin. Not so much as an inch of a ledge that she could drive on. They were trapped.
 
    She leaned forward, peered through the straining wipers.
 
    “How deep do you think it is?” Philippe asked.
 
    She pulled her kerchief up over her mouth and nose against the ash and grit, rolled down her window, and looked down. The water was halfway up the rims.
 
    She pulled her head back inside. “I think we can make it. I was here yesterday. The lake is in the middle of this part of the caldera. If we stick to the edges, we should be okay.”
 
    Philippe nodded. “I trust you.”
 
    She put the car in gear and drove into the water, trying to remember the exact path the road had taken, reversing the twists and turns in her mind. She wished that yesterday she had paid better attention. She hadn’t known there was going to be a test. Briefly, she wondered what had happened to the swans and ducks.
 
    Ahead were two openings in the caldera wall. Up a hill to the right, the exit to the new road and safety. To the left, a narrow opening choked with logs and rocks: the Rio Blanco.
 
    Another tremble shook the caldera. The lake’s surface shimmered and rippled. And in the middle—was that steam?
 
    Philippe rolled down his window, looked into the water, pulled his head back inside. “It’s getting deeper.”
 
    She stuck her head out. The water was over the running boards, almost to the level of the doors. She felt the wheels slip, grip, slip again. Then the car turned sideways. She spun the wheel to the right, to the left, to the right again. Nothing. No traction.
 
    They were floating.
 
    “Not that way! You’re driving out into the middle! Go that way! Over there!”
 
    “I can’t steer!”
 
    The current was carrying them faster. The engine sputtered. Stalled. Frantically, she turned the key and mashed the gas pedal to try to restart it as she squinted through the flapping wipers. Ahead, she saw the edge of the lake where it emptied into the Rio Blanco. Yesterday, it had been a midsized stream. Today, it was an enormous waterfall.
 
                  
 
    Chapter 40
 
     Cold. Dark. Ross moaned. Dirt clogged his mouth, pushed beneath his bandana. He gagged. Retched. Something came up, leaving a terrible taste in his mouth, but at least there was no more mud trying to suffocate him.
 
    In his fist, a handful of mud and sharp stones. Bits of obsidian cut into his palm. He tightened his muscles, tried to move. It was hard to breathe. In fact, he couldn’t breathe at all. There was no air. Can’t breathe! He started to gasp, and then with a supreme effort slowed his breathing, brought himself under control. Be calm. Don’t waste your oxygen.
 
    There was a bit of looseness around one finger. He pushed hard, cleared a space for another finger, and then another, until his hand was free. Moved his wrist in concentric circles. Flexed his arm muscles. A little wiggle room, that was all he needed.
 
    Now his whole arm was free. Then his face. At last, he could see and breathe. He wiped the dirt from his eyes and blinked away the grit. Cleared his torso, his legs, and climbed out of the loose pile of dirt and rocks. He let the rain wash his hands and face. Tore off his bandana and breathed in deep. Then he sat down in the mud, shivering, not caring that the ground was wet. Every part of him was already freezing. He shuddered and wrapped his arms around himself. Everything was a terrible ache and the pain in his side was worse than ever.
 
    He staggered to his feet. The extra pack with the food and water and the blanket and medical kit for Sheila was gone. He looked around. He was standing in a soupy field of mud and stones and puddles of water. Another tremor made the mud jump and ripple, but he hardly noticed.
 
    He was in the valley between the caldera and the last mountain. The slope leading directly up to the caldera was steep and rocky, a vertical cliff. To the west, the Rio Blanco poured over the lip of the caldera like a dirty sewer. Below, the river was jammed with logs and mud and stone, descending to the valley floor in a series of rapids and waterfalls. The easy way up. Relatively speaking.
 
    Ross tried to go, but his feet wouldn’t move. There was a hundred-pound weight on each foot. He couldn’t lift them.
 
    Come on. He lurched forward, almost fell, and steadied himself. Managed a stiff shuffle. Wondered how much punishment one man could take.
 
    No time for self-pity. Self-pity was a waste of time. A sucking quicksand worse than any landslide.
 
    He saw the reunion with Sheila in his mind, tried to summon up a bright and happy image. An embrace. Sweet words. It was hard. But everything was hard.
 
    Get control of yourself. He was climbing now. This is not the worst. His hands were numb. He paused, clapped them together, beat life into them, and filled himself with fire. The fuel of indignation. Where was the government in all of this? Where was the warning that Chaitén was about to erupt? Chile had hundreds of volcanoes; surely there were seismometers near Chaitén. They should have detected tremors ahead of time. If Ross had known, they wouldn’t have been anywhere near Chaitén. He wouldn’t have left Sheila on a mountain about to erupt. He wouldn’t have left her to die. This is the government’s fault.
 
    Then there was Dumas. If the tankers hadn’t distracted Ross and Sheila from their work, if Ross hadn’t left to track down leads at El Diablo and Puerto Montt, they’d still be together. Continuing their research. Without those trucks, none of this would have happened. This is Dumas’ fault.
 
    And Max. If he hadn’t been working for Dumas, if he hadn’t been such an idiot, he would still be here to help. They would be working together to find Sheila and Ross would not be alone. This is Max’s fault.
 
    He tightened his fists, letting his rage fill him with power. He climbed up onto a flat basalt slab extending outward from beneath the first waterfall. The Rio Blanco’s ashy water splashed his face, his arms. It was warm. It felt good. It was almost as hot as the rage in his heart. He held the anger close, let it power him from ledge to ledge, waterfall to waterfall. He twisted and leaped, scrambled and stretched. The drenching downpour threatened to knock him back down, but he held on, clothes heavy with water and ash, boots brimming, hands scabbed and claw-like, toes numb.
 
    And then he was at the top. One final vault, and he pulled himself up and over, muscles flexing and joints popping. He rolled away from the edge and lay still.
 
    He’d made it. He’d reached the caldera. He felt like a soldier at the end of his quest. Shakily, he sat up, then got to his feet before exhaustion could set in. Stood on a graveled ledge at the edge of the caldera with the lake water lapping his boots and stared into the womb of destruction.
 
    Choking smoke, swirling ash. The jagged slopes of the newborn mountain, the lava dome in the center. Rough boulders tumbling down its sides, swirling braids of steam. The caldera lake that fed the Rio Blanco, now gray, swollen, an enormous dead thing, spreading for almost a mile to the north and raked with wind that stirred up hot mists. The great tower of billowing cloud, streaked through with splinters of fire. Everything in constant motion, implacable, merciless. A glimpse of the Earth at the time of its creation. A view no man should see.
 
    Another quake. He fell to his knees and clung to the lakeshore while the dull rumble of the mountain and hiss of the falls turned into a whooshing, hollow roar, shot through with crackles and booms. He hung on and watched the lava dome as the plume bulged and shot forth a new gout of ash, churning within itself and rocketing forth flights of red rock high into the air, each of them trailing a contrail of white and gray. A hot wind washed over him. Chunks of tephra cracked against the rock, splashed into the lake, pelted him as he curled into a ball against the hot stones.
 
    The assault diminished. He got to his feet again, groaned. Climbed onto a boulder, and then up a small hill. He took out his binoculars and surveyed carefully, looking for anything out of the ordinary, looking for a spot of red. For the first time, he saw the land from the perspective of the conquering volcano. Once this whole area had been thickly forested. Lush. Verdant. Now the volcano owned it, taking all life and transforming it into a gray wasteland. But in six months, the first plants would start to grow. After the volcano went dormant, in a couple more years, this area would be green. Another hundred and it would return to lush forest. The volcano was destructive, but the ash was full of nitrates and served as fertilizer. It would actually spur greater growth than before. It was easy to see the volcano solely as a force for annihilation, but in reality, it was the source of new and better life. It was beautiful.
 
    The effects of Dumas’ ruination were neither benevolent nor beautiful.
 
    Another quake jolted him. He lowered the glasses, then sucked in a deep breath and let it out in a long, ragged sigh. If Sheila had been in the caldera during the eruption, she couldn’t possibly have survived. Now that he had seen it for himself, he knew the truth. A great weight slammed down on his shoulders. The phone call had been a fluke. A random electronic impulse. A trick from an evil digital spirit. If it had been her, why hadn’t she left a voice-mail message?
 
    He sat. Rested his arms on his knees and put his head down. His mind emptied. He saw nothing but the pebbles at his feet. The wind brought up a little curl of dust and ash.
 
    That’s what it all is. Dust and ash.
 
    What was he going to do?
 
    He didn’t know.
 
    He raised his head, looked up the lake to the north. Movement through the shifting curtain of mist. He rubbed his hand over his eyes. Lifted the binoculars. At first, the speck was difficult to resolve, a dark smear in the distance. The hot wind carried a veil of mist back and forth across the lake, making it difficult to see. He lowered the glasses, looked with the naked eye. Raised the binoculars again. Then the wind cleared the mist away.
 
    A vehicle, an SUV, floating in the water. He jumped to his feet. The current was carrying the vehicle toward him. Sightseers, adventurers? Government investigators? It didn’t make sense. No one in their right mind would come here.
 
    He held one arm over his face against the growing heat and staggered toward the lakeshore. The SUV spun in the water, all of its windows coated with thick ashy mud. If anyone was inside, Ross couldn’t see.
 
    It floated closer. Now he could tell that it was a Cadillac, an Escalade. Or rather, it had been. The roof was dinged and dented and the paint looked like it had been scorched. One of the tires hit bottom and, with a jerk, the Escalade spun around. The driver’s side was now facing him. The window rolled down. A hand waved, a head looked out. A voice called. “Ross!”
 
    It was Sheila! Sheila! But what was she doing in an SUV?
 
    “Ross! Do something! Help us!”
 
    Sheila was alive! He ran into the water. Hot! He strained against the current, took a step, another. Looked left at the lake water rushing over the dam of rocks and tree trunks at the lip of the caldera. The dam was holding, but for how long?
 
    “Ross!”
 
    “I’m coming!”
 
    It was her—really her—his Sheila—floating toward him in a battered SUV across a boiling mountain lake toward the lip of a raging waterfall.
 
                  
 
    Chapter 41
 
     Rebecca leaned forward as the helicopter blasted over the landscape, the ground streaming past in a green blur. Renting the helicopter had to be the craziest thing she had ever done. It was reckless, she’d get kicked out of her own organization because of it, but she was beyond caring. As soon as she’d found out where Dumas and his assistant had gone, she’d slapped her POP credit card on the counter without a second thought. Dumas had brought them all to a watershed moment. She had to be there. Dumas was at the volcano. The volcano was where she was meant to be.
 
    The pilot was following a ribbon of road, a thin black line that snaked through the trees. If the coordinates she’d gotten for the Escalade from the OnStar service were correct, the pilot assured her that the Carretera Austral was the route her father would have taken.
 
    Okay, so she’d lied when she told both the OnStar service and the pilot that Dumas was her father. In theory, OnStar operators could locate a vehicle anytime they were asked. But giving out the coordinate information to anyone other than the police or a government agency wasn’t going to happen without a compelling reason. “A man I’ve never met who might or might not need or want my help who’s on his way to an active volcano” clearly wasn’t going to fly. Luckily, she had a talent for improvisation. As far as the pilot and the OnStar operator knew, not only had her father rented the Escalade using a false ID and was driving it recklessly toward the volcano, he was also senile.
 
    She grinned. Oh, yes, she was cool under pressure, a consummate actress when she needed to be. But when the service gave her the Escalade’s coordinates and she’d checked them out using Google Earth on her laptop, she’d almost lost it. Not only had Dumas gone to the volcano, he was in the volcano. It seemed impossible. Then she’d noted the two small lakes in the preeruption satellite photo and understood. He needed to know if his lake was gone.
 
    Of course, she hadn’t told the pilot that either.
 
    She wasn’t sure exactly what would happen when she caught up with Dumas. There were too many unknowns. She had expected him to be in the vicinity of the volcano, perhaps monitoring the eruption from a safe distance. Driving into the caldera was insane, risky, bold. But Dumas was a man of vision. She had to believe he knew what he was doing. And if it happened that he’d run into trouble, she and her rental helicopter would be there.
 
    “There’s the volcano,” the pilot said. He pointed toward a gray plume rising up out of the hills like the smoke from a campfire. A very big campfire. As they drew closer, she could see the plume building into gigantic billows, colored purple and orange. And to think that Dumas was seeing the eruption from the ground! Watching the same cloud she was, while standing in an area devastated by the pyroclastic flow, seeing the volcano’s steam vents, hearing the mountain crackle and rumble. To be in an area of both destruction and creation and observe firsthand the primal forces that had shaped the Earth—
 
    “See anything?” the pilot asked.
 
    Wonderful things! she almost answered, then realized he was talking about the road. “Not yet. Can you take us closer?”
 
    The pilot flipped switches, checked gauges. “The winds are coming from the west. I can move in from that direction and avoid the ash. But if the wind gets too strong, or if it changes direction, we’ll have to back off.”
 
    “I understand.” She squeezed out a tear. “Thank you. We’re all so worried about Dad.”
 
    She hated to acknowledge that she might not catch up with Dumas, but she knew she was lucky to find a pilot who was willing to come at all. Volcanic ash played havoc with aviation—with any equipment, for that matter. She had a brief vision of the helicopter’s engine coughing, choking, cutting out, the blades stopped, the craft falling out of the sky like a mosquito shot with bug spray. She pushed it away; lifted a pair of binoculars; strained to see. The mountains below them were green, but nearer the volcano, entire hillsides had been destroyed, untold acres turned to cinders in a blast that had lasted mere seconds.
 
    Seeing those hillsides convinced her that Sheila was gone. No one who was on the mountain when the volcano erupted could have survived. Ross was down there somewhere. He would wander around looking for her for as long as he had food and water and then some. Her brother was not the kind to give up easily. But eventually, he would have to acknowledge that Sheila was gone. She shivered. Ross was a hard man now; losing the person he loved would turn him to stone.
 
    The wind grew stronger. She glanced at the pilot, hoped he wasn’t thinking about turning back. Not now, not when they were so close. If only she could spot the Escalade before he changed his mind! The rental desk at the airport had said the car was black. She wished it was red or yellow.
 
    “Down there!” She pointed. “Is that another road?” It seemed to lead from the main road directly to the volcano.
 
    The pilot acknowledged, banked left. They flew low over the road, almost touching the treetops. If the Escalade was down there, surely she would spot it. She scanned the road, the hills. Nothing. “Can you take us higher?”
 
    He nodded, took them up. Rebecca craned her neck. They pulled up even with the rim of the caldera. And then, the volcano.
 
    She gasped. Pulled back. It was right there—in her face—less than a mile away—a mountain within a mountain, a cone of new red rock spewing ash and gas, steam vents spurting from its sides, rocks flying out, tumbling down its sides and into the caldera. Its roar filled her head, her heart. The sound of the underworld; First World; Fire God burning everything the Six Beings had made. Changing Woman had come in the Fourth World and chased all the monsters away, but as she faced the volcano, Rebecca felt as though she were spinning backward—Third World, Second World, First—all the way back to the moment of creation. She understood now why the ancients worshipped volcanoes.
 
    The helicopter hovered, the pilot as stunned speechless as she. She was changed. She felt it. Having seen the volcano, she would never be the same. The power—the grandeur—the majesty—the sheer awesomeness was something no film footage could capture, no words could relate. No wonder Dumas had come.
 
    Dumas. She looked down. Below, a reflective surface: shiny, like water. A lake. Her heart sank. If Philippe’s lake was still here, then his project had failed. The thought squeezed her throat. She thought—knew in her heart—that he had seeded other volcanoes, but when would another of his volcanoes go off?
 
    She passed her hand over her eyes. Blinked. Then she opened them again, hoping irrationally that when she did, the lake below would be gone. “Wait!” She grabbed the pilot’s arm, pointing. “I see something! Down there! It’s the Escalade! It’s moving!”
 
    Dumas was alive. He was in the caldera, monitoring his experiment, observing the results. Such courage! Such devotion to his purpose! Such audacity! Dumas was a visionary, a prophet, a man who had seen the future and wasn’t afraid to change it. This was a man she would follow to the ends of the Earth and beyond.
 
    Only—why was he driving away from the access road? Why was he driving in the lake?
 
    Then she knew. The Escalade wasn’t being driven, it was being drawn, out of control, adrift in the current, floating toward the far side of the lake, to a gap where the lake spilled out of the caldera in a roaring waterfall.
 
    “Closer! Hurry! They’re in trouble! We need to get down there!”
 
    “I can’t. Not from this angle. The winds are too bad. I’ll try another approach.”
 
    The helicopter banked a hard right over the lip of the caldera, away, away from the lake and the SUV. He was leaving! Leaving! He wasn’t going to come back. Dumas was gone—she twisted in her seat, craned to see—
 
    Then the pilot banked again. Made a wide circle and returned to the volcano from the southwest, flying low over the ruined forest to avoid the volcanic wind as long as possible. The waterfall was directly in front of them now, dirty gray water spewing from the edge of the caldera into the valley below. The helicopter paused, lifted, climbing slowly higher and higher until they crested the ridge again.
 
    Rebecca gasped. Fifty feet away, a figure, a man so gray with dirt and ash she almost didn’t see him against the dirty gray lake, standing in the water near the SUV, signaling with his arms.
 
    It was Ross.
 
                  
 
    Chapter 42
 
     Yes. The helicopter had seen him! It was coming closer! Ross didn’t know who was in it, didn’t care; all he cared was that it was there. He fought his way to the SUV. The door opened and Sheila jumped out, gasping as she waded into the boiling water. The pain in her face was a spike to his chest. A rumble built under his feet. Ross struggled to stay standing. He stretched out his arms. Took her, held her in his arms at last.
 
    There was so much he wanted to say. That he was sorry. That he was glad to see her. That he’d make the bastard who was responsible for all of this pay. That he cared for her, deeply, everlastingly; that he’d never let her out of his sight again. Instead, his voice scratched and hoarse with emotion, he simply said, “You’re here.”
 
    He laughed, filled with feeling and purpose and life. It all felt so good. He saw the lake streaming between their legs, saw the column of cloud above, the SUV, and took her hand and turned. “I don’t know where you got the Cadillac, but it’s time for a change of transportation.” He pointed to the helicopter, now hovering over a spit of gravel at the water’s edge and lowering a rescue sling from a cable. “Come on; let’s go for a ride.”
 
    Sheila pulled away. “We can’t go yet! My stepfather is inside.”
 
    “Your stepfather?” Sheila had never said anything about a stepfather. Or her father, for that matter. There was so much about her he didn’t know. But after this, they would have all the time in the world for him to learn.
 
    “You’ll have to go get him. He can’t move.”
 
    “Is he hurt?”
 
    “No, he has MS. He can’t walk.”
 
    Sheila waded toward the shore. Ross clung to the SUV’s front grille, fighting to make his way against the rushing water to the passenger door. He looked in.
 
    Him.
 
    The sense of unreality drenched him at full force. Dr. Philippe Dumas. Sheila’s stepfather. World-famous, Nobel Prize-winning scientist. The architect of the worst idea in the history of the world. Arrogant, reckless, evil. Ross had known anger. Especially in the last years, it had been a constant companion. Always, always, he kept the anger under control. But now he knew rage of a sort he’d never experienced.
 
    Rage, but also victory. Excitement. A flush of power. It’s really him. He’s right here. Helpless. I can do anything I want. I can stop him and his madness right here, right now. Running through his mind and heart, a shifting parade of emotions that ended with wide-eyed, childish glee. There is no one to prevent me. I can get away with it.
 
    His hand stretched out. Closed on Dumas’ arm. Pulled. Twisted. Made sure it was painful. Dumas cried out. Ross smiled. Dumas was a baby in his grasp, a feeble old man. What should he do? Close his hands around Dumas’ throat? Hold Dumas’ face beneath the almost-boiling water? Smash it against the side of the SUV? Toss him off the side of the caldera?
 
    But something flickered around his head. A buzzing insect, stinging him, irritating him. No, it said. This isn’t justice. This is revenge. Think of Sheila. This is her stepfather!
 
    No! Ross hardened his heart. I can do this. He could make the hard choice. Do what was right.
 
    But what about Sheila?
 
    He turned. Where is she? Is she watching?
 
    Sheila stood on the spit of gravel beneath the hovering helicopter on the other side of the SUV. She couldn’t see. This was his chance. The gods had brought Dumas to him on the waters of fate.
 
    Then that insect wormed its way back into his perception. There was something else in his head now—fear. Ross was aware again of the burning heat climbing up his legs. The choking ash. The shaking and rumbling, the rush of the current, the battering of the wind. The SUV rocking and shuddering, threatening to break for the waterfall. If it did, it would take both of them with it. They were all in danger. Vengeance could cost him and Sheila their lives.
 
    Dumas was looking up at him in confusion, pain, and anger. “What are you waiting for? Help me out of here!”
 
    Ross reached in and grabbed Dumas by his armpits. Ignored the protest from his weakened muscles and the injury in his side and dragged Dumas out through the open window. He braced Dumas between himself and the SUV, then slipped one arm behind Dumas’ back and the other under his knees. Picked him up. Grunted with the effort. Heavier than he looks. His arms trembled with fatigue and pain. He stopped, steadied himself. Fought the strengthening current and started walking.
 
    Ahead, Sheila waving her arms. The helicopter waiting. Rebecca leaning out of the open door, gesturing for him to hurry, hurry—Rebecca. A hot flush of anger—What is she doing here? How could she side with Dumas?—then relief. Rebecca. Thank the Creator.
 
    Sheila splashed into the water, winced, started toward him.
 
    “No! Go back! I’ve got him! Get to the helicopter!”
 
    “Get in the sling!” Dumas shouted. “We’re right behind you!”
 
    Suddenly her hand flew to her mouth. “Behind you!” she screamed.
 
    Ross turned. The Escalade had broken free and was sliding toward them. He couldn’t move fast enough in the waist-deep water, couldn’t get out of the way. He stumbled. Tightened his arms and held Dumas close as he fell. Hot water rushed into his ears, beat him against the rocks, swept him and Dumas toward the edge. He kicked out, found solid rock, braced himself, stopped. Leaned back against the current and clenched Dumas against his chest. Waited to feel the SUV smashing into him, but it didn’t come. He glanced behind. The Escalade was caught again.
 
    Have to move. But how? If he stood up holding Dumas, the water would knock his legs out from under him and sweep them both away. He was too unsteady; Dumas was too heavy; the water was too strong.
 
    This is it, the voice whispered. This is your chance.
 
    No. I can’t.
 
    Yes, you can.
 
    Could he? All he had to do was let go. Dumas couldn’t save himself. It would be the easiest thing in the world. Let go, let justice take its course. Justice. Yes. It was the right thing to do.
 
    “Ross!” Sheila’s voice, ragged with fear.
 
    But she’s right there. Watching. And Rebecca, too. If they knew, I would lose them both.
 
    There was no right way. Either he let Dumas go and saved himself or they both plunged to their deaths. There was no other way. The current was too crushing, the angle too precarious.
 
    No other way.
 
    He could feel death lurking. No! It wasn’t fair! Not now—not when his life with Sheila had only just begun—
 
    Dumas stilled in his arms. Ross looked down. Dumas was looking up at him strangely. Despite the water and wind, Ross heard him say clearly: “Your life or mine.”
 
    He nodded, throat constricted as the waters smashed against his back, tried to rip him free and throw him into the Rio Blanco valley. The SUV waiting to plow them to their deaths. Oh, how he wanted to let go!
 
    “It’s you, or neither of us,” Dumas said. “You know I’m right. I’m an old man. My life is done. My work is finished. Everything I began will continue without me.”
 
    His work—the volcano—the sulfur—Dumas’ geoengineering scheme. Ross was filled with fury once again. This wasn’t a man—this was evil personified. If Dumas lived, he would continue to assume the role of God, ruining the Earth as he asserted his unrighteous control. He didn’t deserve to live. Dumas had to die. He had to pay for gambling with Earth’s future. It was the planet’s vengeance.
 
    Still, Ross held him. It was irrational. Beyond reason—
 
    It was love. Love for Sheila. He couldn’t kill Dumas because of love.
 
    “Ross!” Sheila was trying to reach them, splashing into the water. No! She’ll get hurt!
 
    He tightened his trembling muscles. The rushing water, the burning water—so hot, too hot—trying to sweep him to his death while his body betrayed him in ache and pain. Love and justice. How could he choose?
 
    “Damn you, Dumas. What you did was wrong.”
 
    Dumas shrugged. Very Gallic; c’est la vie. He looked into Ross’s eyes. Ross saw sorrow. Guilt. Acceptance. Contrition. Permission.
 
    That was all he needed. Ross swelled with the joy of his love for Sheila, with righteous justice delivered by his hand.
 
    “C’est la mort, Dumas,” he whispered. “Say hello to the Devil for me.”
 
    And he let go.
 
                  
 
    Chapter 43
 
     Philippe—Ross—struggling in the water—the hot, hot water—boiling up her ankles, her legs, her thighs—the helicopter ladder dangling the rescue sling—but Ross—Philippe—they were in trouble—they needed her—
 
    “Sheila!” Rebecca screamed. “Grab the cable! Hurry!”
 
    Sheila raised her arm against the helicopter’s rotor wash. Water sprayed from around her feet. The cable dangled lower, incrementally lower as the pilot hovered, fighting the winds, until finally the cable and sling were within her grasp. All she had to do was reach up and grab it. But Philippe—Ross—they were trapped, locked in a life-and-death battle with the river. Ross couldn’t possibly carry Philippe to the helicopter—the current was too strong.
 
    “Hurry!” Rebecca screamed. “The pilot can’t hold position much longer!”
 
    She grabbed the sling. Put one arm through. Looked at Philippe and Ross—
 
    And let go.
 
    “No!” Rebecca screamed. “Sheila! Don’t!”
 
    “I’ll be right back!” Sheila yelled. “Stay there! Tell him to wait!” She looked around. A branch. A log—anything that she could hold out to them, pull them from the water—
 
    The car! There was all kinds of equipment in the back—maybe there was a rope. Yes, she was sure she’d seen a rope along with the water and blankets and other emergency gear.
 
    “Hold on!” she yelled to Ross. “I’m coming!”
 
    A tangle of trees and branches extended from the spit of land where she was standing to just past the rear of the Escalade. She could wade out into the water, hold on, work her way to the end of the branches, and let go. The current would carry her down to the SUV. Once there, she could climb inside, get the rope, and toss it to Ross. He would catch it; she knew he would. Ross was strong.
 
    She grabbed a branch, wrapped her arms around it, stepped into the water. Hot! So hot! Like stepping into a bathtub where she’d forgotten to turn the cold water on. She cried out, bit her lip, worked her way hand over hand along the log, never letting go, bracing against the current that tore at her legs and tried to sweep her feet out from beneath her.
 
    Her foot caught. She pulled. Stuck. Pulled again. Looked up. Philippe and Ross were still there, still at the edge of the waterfall, still hanging on. She pulled again, then reached down with one hand and jerked at the lace on her boot. The knot held, the lace wet and swollen. She pulled again, ripped at the knot. No way was she going to let a simple cotton lace spell the difference between life and death.
 
    She felt the lace loosen and pulled her foot out of her boot. She worked her way hand over hand through the branches again, ducking beneath, stepping over, climbing around and through until she came to the end and let go.
 
    The sensation of weightlessness lasted only a moment. Then she felt her jeans, her sweater, her jacket, her lone boot dragging her down and down. Her head went beneath the water. She felt for the bottom. Nothing. Her clothes were too heavy! The water was too deep!
 
    Then she smacked into the back of the Escalade. She grabbed hold of the bumper. Scrambled up onto it. Looked in. Yes! The rope! Neatly coiled and lying in the cargo area in the back. She worked her way along the driver’s side till she came to the open door and scrambled in.
 
    The SUV tilted with her weight. The seat plunged beneath the water. She grabbed hold of the gearshift to keep from sliding out and pulled herself in. Reached both arms between the bucket seats and dragged herself into the back. Water covered the floor and half of the seat. Stéphanie’s body. Sheila felt a pang as she climbed over the body and into the cargo bay. No time for thought. She grabbed the rope. Worked her way back to the front of the vehicle. Found one end of the rope and tied it to the steering wheel. Climbed into the passenger seat and leaned out to toss the other end to Ross—
 
    But they were gone.
 
                  
 
    Chapter 44
 
     “We have to go back!” Rebecca screamed.
 
    “We can’t! The wind is too strong. There’s nothing we can do.”
 
    Rebecca clutched herself, rocked back and forth, moaned. No, no. Ross and Dumas gone. It couldn’t be.
 
    But it was true. She’d seen it all. She’d watched as Ross pulled the old man from the SUV, picked him up in his arms, tried to carry him to the one spot of high ground beneath the helicopter, staggered, went down, the water sweeping them both toward the edge, Dumas’ head barely visible above the rushing water as Ross clutched him to his chest. Sheila—crazy, crazy Sheila—working her way through the branches toward the truck, intending to do who knew what—
 
    —and then Dumas was gone. Rebecca saw him slip over the lip of the waterfall, saw him fall. Then he was hidden in a spray of dirty water. Gone. She saw Ross straighten as if he had been freed of an unbearable load. He took a step, and then another. She’d been so sure he was going to make it.
 
    She saw the tree before he did, its monstrous trunk bearing down. Through the SUV’s windshield, she saw Sheila tie a rope to the steering wheel. Saw her scramble to the passenger side at the exact moment the tree struck Ross. Saw her lean out the window, ready to throw the rope—
 
    Sheila had looked up at the helicopter, and even from a distance, Rebecca could see her stunned expression. Then the helicopter angled away with a lurch.
 
    “No! No! We have to go back!” she screamed at the pilot again.
 
    He shook his head. Flew a tight circle and hovered a hundred feet away from the waterfall. Rebecca clutched her seat. She saw the water pouring over the lip. Saw the truck appear at the edge. She saw the Escalade teeter. . . plunge. She cried out and looked down. Saw the Escalade smash onto a ledge, flip, land on its roof on the next ledge, fall off, roll, tumble, flip. Down and down and down.
 
    Then the dam burst.
 
    All of the water from the rain-swollen lake came crashing down. It buried the Escalade, overran the river valley, picked up trees like they were matchsticks, threw boulders as if they were marbles. A great wall of water and ash and debris sweeping toward the town.
 
                  
 
    Chapter 45
 
     Sheila sagged against the door frame, the rope dangling in her hand. Gone. Gone! Philippe and Ross both, in the blink of an eye, gone!
 
    In front of her, the dam of logs and boulders was breaking apart—disintegrating in the rush of water. No time to get out of the SUV, no time to do anything except to watch in horror as the waterfall’s edge dipped, widened, gave way, and the waters burst forth. The SUV slipped toward the edge. She scrambled for something to hold on to. Some crazy impulse made her lock the doors. She wrapped her arms around the steering wheel, closed her eyes, opened them again as the SUV floated over the lip of the caldera. It tilted forward at a terrible angle, and she saw everything—the helicopter, Rebecca’s horrified face, the plunging waterfall, the ruined valley, the river swollen with rain and ash—and then a wall of water slammed into the Escalade’s rear axle and consumed her. Her heart exploded, she screamed, she was weightless—
 
    Something punched her in the chest and face. She blinked, dazed—her arm was tangled in loose white fabric coming from the steering wheel. The airbag. She fought to regain some sense of self, to stay alert, not to give in to the sheer and overwhelming panic. She was still alive. Not dead, but alive. She looked out the window. She had landed on a ledge. Boulders rained down on the SUV, smacked its roof, the water still pouring, threatening to wash her over the edge. The SUV tilted forward again—
 
    Another crash. She opened her eyes. This time, the driver’s seat was above her head and she was lying on the ceiling. She scrambled for something to hold on to or to brace herself against as again the SUV rolled forward, flipped end over end, a full 360, and smashed down on its roof again, jolting her teeth like a punch to the face, jamming her arms and legs against the ceiling like a car crusher. There was a deafening SMASH as the windows disintegrated, and now she was fighting against hot mud and water that streamed in and tried to drown her, tried to sweep her out of the SUV, but she held on, held on, because only death waited outside. Then she was falling—again—and the roof smashed in, and now she was trapped in a hurtling, spinning, flipping hunk of metal tossed about by the lahar as easily as a leaf on the wind.
 
    She lost all sense of space. Closed her eyes.
 
    But she was still going. The SUV shook and rolled, pitched forward then bucked back, smashed against logs and boulders while riding the torrent, each time with an ear-shattering CRASH that almost matched the rumble and hiss of the raging water and mud. With each chunk of debris that smashed into the SUV, Sheila had a terrible image of the Escalade imploding into nothing, herself crushed into paste. Helpless, all she could do was try to brace herself, even as hot mud drenched her—so hot—and left her shaking and gasping. Something flopped onto her shoulder from behind, something soft, and she touched it and realized it was a hand—poor Stéphanie, she thought before she laughed a crazy laugh again because Stéphanie was already dead—and then there was no time for that as there was a hill coming up and the torrent was going to smash her straight into the side of a mountain—
 
    She leaped into the passenger seat as the driver’s side collapsed with a terrible smash. The Escalade rolled along its long axis, a barrel roll, slewing sideways as the flood took it and turned it over and over and over. I’m going to be pulped if this doesn’t stop, just stop it, stop—but it didn’t stop, just more rolling, and then the SUV finally, finally, stopped rolling. She got a glimpse of the outside and of a log angled straight toward her and she dove for the backseat as the log impaled the passenger side door, sending chunks of metal and plastic slashing through the Escalade as she crouched on the floor behind the passenger seat and curled into a ball and tried to stay alive.
 
    And the flood kept going.
 
    I’m going to die I’m going to die I’m going to die—
 
    Then the SUV stopped. There was a clang clang as stones and debris pounded it from behind. She raised her head. Looked through what was left of the window and jerked back as chunks of mud flew in. Gray mud flowed into the SUV from every opening, filling it as the Escalade twisted and rocked. Then, with a jerk, it was free and being carried along by the flood again.
 
    Still the flood kept going.
 
    Too much. It was all too much. The sounds, the smashing, the flipping, the rolling, the mud, the water, the fear, the pain. Everything blended together. She closed her eyes. Tried to pretend she was on an amusement park ride. A terrible ride at the most horrific amusement park that had ever been.
 
                  
 
    Chapter 46
 
     The pilot had done his best. They shouldn’t have been flying so near to the caldera. It was a miracle they were still airborne, with the incredibly hot winds and updrafts coming off the volcano. As it was, the helicopter’s air intakes were taking in ash; Rebecca could hear the change in the pitch of the engine. She couldn’t blame the pilot. He’d done his best. Even so, she couldn’t help feeling that if only they had stayed a little longer, if he’d flown a little lower, if he’d flown faster and they’d arrived sooner—
 
    No, it wasn’t fair to blame him. She gripped her seat restraint. The scene at Chaitén volcano played over and over. Ross gone. Dumas gone. But Sheila . . . Sheila still had a chance, didn’t she? She’d been in the SUV, and it was big and sturdy and she just might be alive.
 
    She licked her lips, leaned forward. “Do you see it?”
 
    “No, ma’am.”
 
    “Keep going. We have to find her.”
 
    The lahar was so fast, a roiling deluge sweeping through the valley, straight down toward the town of Chaitén. More tragedy. The flood filled the town, tossing logs through walls like they were made of paper, smashing boulders through fences and gardens, uprooting more trees, lifting entire houses from their foundations, flipping cars like they were toys. The flood was still going at the edges, but it was slower now, oozing out into the harbor, turning the beach into a tidal flat, coating the streets in gray mud, burying trucks above their tires, filling backyards.
 
    Even from the air, Rebecca saw things that brought tears to her eyes: The entire contents of someone’s living room lying in the road, sofas and chairs and an end table with a half-knitted sweater. Children’s swings and a merry-go-round yanked from the ground and flung through the side of a shed. The foundation washed out from beneath a house, its floor sagging open, spilling out toy cars and a teddy bear. A pair of horses whinnying in their paddock, fighting against the mire that came up to their fetlocks. A lonely dog on a roof, whining.
 
    She bowed her head and said a prayer, not just for her friends, but for the people of Chaitén town.
 
    “Ma’am! Look there!”
 
    She straightened, clutched the edge of the door. There! The twisted and scarred hulk of a Cadillac Escalade, covered in mud, half buried. Barely recognizable as an SUV; no one would have known it for such if they hadn’t been looking. It looked like it had been steamrolled and then thrown off the top of a mountain for good measure. Rebecca held her hand to her mouth. Tears sprang to her eyes. It was too horrible to think of Sheila buried inside. The scene spun before her. She thought she might faint. She felt sick, whether from the helicopter’s swaying, hovering motion or her own grief, she couldn’t say.
 
    Then something moved in the wind, a scrap of fabric stirred by the helicopter’s wash. An arm. The sleeve of a red raincoat, hanging over the side of the door.
 
    Sheila was inside. She’d seen with her own eyes now. Sheila was dead.
 
    “Ma’am!”
 
    She opened her eyes. Watched as Sheila climbed out through the broken window, pulled herself up onto the battered and dented roof, took off her raincoat and flapped it at the helicopter as a signal, smiling her incomparable thousand-watt smile.
 
                  
 
    ONE YEAR LATER
 
     Sheila had just finished boxing a custom-made Chaitén obsidian pendant to send to Rebecca as a gift when the e-mail from her best friend came in. She smiled. Things like that had a way of happening with Rebecca. The scientist in her called it coincidence, but she often wondered if it was something more. Possibly the experiences they had shared in Chile had forged an invisible bond, the sixth sense of sisters. If so, it was a work in progress, or else when Sheila read the subject line—“Conference in Hawaii!!!”—she wouldn’t have concluded that Rebecca was back in the conference-organizing business again. It wasn’t likely. Rebecca had sworn off conferences after relinquishing POP’s leadership to her cousin, but Sheila wouldn’t have been surprised at anything Rebecca did.
 
    But when she opened the e-mail, she saw that Rebecca had been invited to present at a major environmental summit in Hawaii, and that pleased her even more. Sheila had handed over all of her stepfather’s private research to Rebecca. The papers revealed which volcanoes he had seeded with sulfuric acid and how many tens of thousands of gallons had been added to each, as well as filling in details on the more public spider bot project. Since then, Rebecca had been working hard to legitimize the geoengineering solution that Philippe initiated, and her efforts were garnering a surpising level of support. Philippe would have been proud of the protégée he had never met. “You HAVE to come!!!” Rebecca’s e-mail finished. “Remember—Hawaii has volcanoes!!!”
 
    Sheila smiled. Rebecca knew there was only one volcano that interested her. She looked at the photos beneath the glass on her desktop and ran her fingers over the images : A tattered sheet with “Yo ♥ Chaitén” painted on it in blue letters and tacked to the side of an empty building; geraniums and hydrangeas blooming in abandoned gardens; the horses that had been left behind when their owners relocated grouped around a park bench with the Pacific in the background; herself standing in front of an empty house half buried in the sand and ash that had flooded ninety percent of the town.
 
    Sheila had taken the pictures a month earlier, when she returned to Chaitén with a small group of potential Roundtree Foundation donors. She’d set up the foundation to assist Chaitén’s former residents with funds Philippe had left her in his will. The plight of the refugee played out far too often all over the world, but Chaitén’s situation touched her personally. She’d been there the day their lives were changed forever.
 
    In many ways, Chaitén looked exactly as it had the day she left. The town was still empty, the volcano still erupting, officially on “red alert” due to the ongoing threat of lahars and pyroclastic flows. The ash and sand mixture still buried most of the town; an elementary school was broken in two where the river had cut a new path through the center of town; roofs of the houses that had been swept out to sea were poking out of the ashy deposits that looked like tidal flats in the bay.
 
    “Every house has a story,” Gabriel told her as they walked the near-empty town. Despite the lack of electricity and running water, several dozen people remained. They generated their own electricity, carried water from clean streams, bought the gasoline to run their generators from towns a hundred miles away. Several stores were open, stocked with goods brought in by ferry—staples and fresh fruits and vegetables, but also luxury items: potato chips, candy, and wine. Prices were often less than for similar goods in other towns nearby, Gabriel had told her, which said a lot about the stores’ owners. These people were as tough as their forefathers who settled this remote area of Northern Patagonia, and their roots went deep. All had their own reasons for remaining.
 
    Sheila had been the only one of her party who stayed in the town. A friend of Gabriel’s rented out cabins. Given the conditions, her cabin was surprisingly comfortable. The Cabañas Pudú had their own well, and though electricity was only available when the generator was run between seven and ten in the evening, it was enough for Sheila to type up the day’s notes on her laptop and recharge her camera batteries. The rest of the group thought she was crazy to stay in the shadow of an active volcano. Little did they know.
 
    Gabriel had taken them to see the volcano. They’d driven as close as possible in one of his vans, then hiked up the ruined road to where a streambed afforded an unobstructed view. Sheila hadn’t been sure what she was going to feel when she saw it. She’d been prepared to be depressed, angry, even frightened. But watching the plume swirl and build, seeing the steam vents, and hearing the mountain rumble were oddly comforting. It was impossible not to feel a sense of loss, but seeing how Gabriel and the townspeople were coping helped her to move on. They all carried scars, Sheila’s a compound fracture of her left arm and three parallel stripes on her right shoulder that looked like she’d been slashed by a raptor. No one who left Chaitén the day the volcano erupted could have imagined they’d never be back.
 
    She picked up a sturdy brown envelope from off her desk and turned it over in her hands. She’d ordered the DVD after watching an award-winning television documentary. She and the world had been stunned by Max Heat’s on-the-ground eruption footage—seven minutes of film for which he’d given his life. What she hadn’t expected was the video footage of Ross. In the documentary, he’d been standing beside a ferry, the Pincoya, while Max Heat filmed him, and in the stark lighting from the upper deck that cast his eye sockets and the edges of his face into blackness, he’d said, his expression etched with pain: “My research partner is alone, missing. I can’t reach her. She was—is—on Chaitén volcano.”
 
    The DVD had arrived two weeks before. Sheila wasn’t sure if she would ever open it. For now, knowing that she could see his face and hear his voice again if she wanted to was enough.
 
    She swiveled her chair and looked out the windows of the turreted corner room. Philippe’s building—her building—sat on a slight promontory overlooking the Seine. Sheila could look left at the Jardin des Tuileries and the Musée du Louvre, or look right to see the Pont Neuf and Notre Dame. She fingered the Chaitén obsidian necklace she wore constantly as a remembrance and watched the rain sheet off the windows.
 
    It had been a cold spring.
 
    
 
   ###
 
                  
 
    Author’s Note
 
     As with all novels, the characters and story events in this book are fiction. And while some of the geographic details and the time frame have been altered to suit the needs of the story, the eruption of Chaitén volcano in Northern Patagonia, Chile, is real.
 
    Chaitén came to life for what many believe is the first time in nine thousand years on May 2, 2008, with what scientists consider a major eruption. The plume ascended twelve miles into the stratosphere, covering much of Patagonia with volcanic ash and drifting as far east as the Atlantic. Scientists have since determined that the magma traveled 3.1 miles to the surface in four hours, giving residents in the town of Chaitén only thirty hours’ warning.
 
    The town of Chaitén lies six miles from the volcano at the mouth of the Rio Blanco. Chaitén town was evacuated at the start of the eruption, with no loss of life. Heavy winter rains ten days later washed the ash that covered the denuded mountains into the river, creating a lahar that caused the banks of the Rio Blanco to overflow. Ninety percent of the town was flooded. Over subsequent weeks, the river excavated a new course through Chaitén, destroying a significant part of the town. Since that time, the volcano has never stopped erupting, and the Chilean government agency charged with monitoring volcanic activity in that country considers Chaitén volcano on red alert.
 
    One year after the initial eruption, I traveled to Chaitén as research for this novel. I stayed in the town, even though it is without electricity and running water, and hiked to within one mile of the lava dome, where I saw steam vents, heard distant explosions coming from the caldera, and felt a small earthquake.
 
    People ask if I was afraid. I can honestly say that I was not. Seeing the volcano’s steam vents, hearing the mountain crackle and rumble, watching the plume build into gigantic cumulonimbus-like clouds while standing in a valley that was devastated by a pyroclastic flow was an incredible experience. There’s a sense of enormity in the presence of an active volcano, a keen awareness of forces unimaginable that’s difficult to convey. To be in an area of both destruction and creation and observe firsthand the forces that shaped much of our Earth engenders a feeling approaching reverence.
 
    It was an amazing and awe-inspiring trip which gave me a greater appreciation for the plight of refugees all over the world. None of Chaitén’s residents who left that day could have imagined that they would never return. My thanks go once again to my guide, Nicolas La Penna, for opening my eyes to their situation.
 
    You can read more about my experiences and see photos and video clips of Chaitén volcano and the town at my website, www.karendionne.net.
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   We thought, because we had power, we had wisdom. —STEPHEN VINCENT BENÉT
 
    
 
   PART ONE
 
    
 
   Access to a secure, safe, and sufficient source of fresh water is a fundamental requirement for survival . . . yet we continue to act as if fresh water were a perpetually abundant resource. It is not.  —KOFI ANNAN, UNITED NATIONS SECRETARY-GENERAL
 
    
 
   Chapter 1
 
    
 
    
 
   St. John’s, Newfoundland 
 
    
 
   The wind howled around the solitary trawler like an angry god. Inside the wheelhouse, Ben Maki braced his feet as an errant wave hit broadside and the trawler listed heavily to starboard. Sleet spattered the windows on the port side. White patches of sea ice told him they were close. He gripped the back of the first mate’s chair and glanced at the captain. In the hurried introductions, Ben hadn’t caught the captain’s name, and the guy was so intimidating with his overshot brow, deep-set eyes, and unruly salt-and-pepper beard that Ben was afraid to ask him to repeat it. The captain grinned—at least, Ben hoped it was a smile; the expression could have been a grimace as it wrapped around an unlit cigar. 
 
   He shifted his feet again when the trawler finally righted herself, thanking God he’d eschewed his oxfords this morning for a pair of Doc Martens. He peered out at the forward deck. Derek MacCallister, the Arctic Dawn’s owner and the man Ben had flown 3,400 miles to see, stood at the open prow, nylon jacket flapping furiously in the wind, bare hands gripping the icy rail. Ben shook his head. He’d entrusted his life to a madman. Only a lunatic would leave port in this kind of weather. Dark clouds in the east promised more snow, the St. John’s fishing fleet were safely tucked into their berths, and yet here they were, out here all alone, battling waves the size of small mountains with the harbor two hours behind them. Back at the dock, the trawler and her crew looked like something out of The Perfect Storm, and now that they were out to sea, the resemblance hadn’t diminished. The lawyers who’d flown up with him were probably sitting in a bar or a pub or whatever they called them up here, laughing at Ben’s impulsive decision to play iceberg cowboy and sucking back beers while Ben tried not to upchuck and to stay out of everyone’s way. 
 
   “Where’s Derek?” Jack, the first mate, climbed the narrow gangway to the bridge.
 
   The captain jutted his chin toward the ice-glazed window. “Where else?” 
 
   “Out there? Can’t he watch the scope?” 
 
   The captain shrugged. 
 
   Tyler, a skinny kid they’d hired for the season, joined them from the galley below. His eyes grew wide as the ship rode the crest of another swell and fell with a sickening thump. Ben’s stomach plummeted with it. Swallowing hard, he held on more tightly to the chair. 
 
   The handle on the wheelhouse door turned, and Derek stepped through. The cabin temperature dropped ten degrees in the time it took to dog down the door behind him with a clang. Derek pulled off his toque and shook the ice crystals out of his hair like Ben’s Jack Russell after its bath. His cheeks—what could be seen of them above his curly brown beard—were bright red; each with a white patch in the middle the size of a quarter where the skin was just beginning to freeze. 
 
   “It’s there! Three hundred yards dead ahead!” 
 
   The captain nodded. “I got it on the scope.” 
 
   “Okay. Start circling around. Jack, you and Tyler get ready to pay out the cable.” 
 
   “How’s she look?” Jack asked. 
 
   “Big,” the captain answered grimly. “Maybe seventy thousand tons.” 
 
   Jack’s brow puckered. Ben’s mirrored his concern. You knew you were in trouble when the first mate looked worried. 
 
   “Not to worry,” Derek said. “Sure she’s big, but we know what we’re doing, eh? And snagging a berg this size means we won’t have to come out for the rest of the season. You’d like that, wouldn’t you, Tyler?” Giving the boy a good-natured shove that sent him sprawling into the opposite wall. 
 
   “Aye, sir!” Tyler scrambled to recover the proper seaman’s attitude of attention. Derek guffawed, and the boy added a nervous grin. 
 
   “All right!” Derek pulled on his toque and turned to his men. “Let’s do it!” 
 
   The captain spun the wheel, and the Arctic Dawn swung around, rolling and pitching as she turned sideways to the waves. The crew donned safety harnesses and survival suits, then stepped out of the wheelhouse onto the icy deck. 
 
   A hundred yards ahead, the berg towered fifty feet above the ship. “Icebergs calve off the Greenland glaciers,” the captain said to Ben as he leaned forward to wipe the condensation off the windows with his shirt sleeve. “Tabular bergs are the most stable, but this far south, we hardly ever see ’em. By the time they get to us, the bergs’ve eroded into all kinds of shapes. Domed and wedge-shaped are the most unstable. They can roll over in seconds, just by looking at ’em.” 
 
   Ben studied the craggy, gray mountain looming off the starboard bow. The berg looked stable enough. Was the captain trying to frighten him on purpose? 
 
   The captain cut back on the power to let the drift carry them closer. “No way to know what she’s like under the water. The Arctic Dawn was retrofitted with a three-inch steel-reinforced hull when we changed from fishing trawler to ice hauler, but there’s not a ship afloat that could survive that kind of collision.” 
 
   Hardly reassuring, but Ben didn’t figure it was meant to be. 
 
   As the craft made its slow circle, the crew paid out the towline: A yellow-and-black polypropylene rope as thick as a man’s arm that floated conspicuously atop the rolling sea. The captain kept a watchful eye on his men, cringing when Tyler tripped over a coil of rope and a wave nearly washed him off his feet. 
 
   “Boy needs another hundred pounds on him. Skinny ones are too easily swept into the sea.”
 
   Another unlucky thought. What happened to the much-vaunted sailors’ superstition? Ben’s seafaring experience was limited to working weekends as a teenager on his grandpa’s Great Lakes fishing boat, but even he knew that a sailor foolish enough to voice misgivings invited disaster. 
 
   The captain turned back to the task at hand, chomping on his cigar until forty-five tedious, stomach-churning minutes had passed. Ben sighed his relief when they completed the circle without incident. Jack snagged the towline with a grappling hook while Tyler worked the winch handle and Derek made the junction and added cable. Once the pelican hook snapped into place, Derek gave the signal, and the captain began the long, slow turn that would take them home. 
 
   A clear patch of sky opened directly overhead. Instantly the iceberg transformed into a shimmering celestial blue, its faceted surface reflecting the sunlight like a thousand mirrors. Ben shielded his eyes. He had just decided the sun was an omen of success when a flock of seabirds resting on the berg’s peak took flight, their raucous calls audible above the wind. The iceberg leaned to the right. It hung undecided for a moment, like the stuck secondhand on a clock, then tilted even more. 
 
   The captain flung open the door. “She’s going over!” 
 
   Out on deck, Jack was already shoving the boy toward the wheelhouse. Ben held the door as the captain regained the helm and pushed the engines for power, desperate to put distance between them and the collapsing berg. 
 
   “Where’s Derek?” he bellowed when Jack and Tyler burst inside. 
 
   “Out there!” Tyler pointed toward the stern. “He’s still trying to unhook the cable!” 
 
   “Mother of God!” Jack cried. “Back off! Give him slack!” 
 
   The captain jammed the engines into reverse. The ship groaned in protest, and Ben’s gut wrenched along with it. As long as they were connected to the berg, their fates were irrevocably tied. If it rolled, they were going with it, and the Arctic Dawn would be flipped into the air as easily as a child’s toy tied to the end of a string. 
 
   Jack leaned out the door. “Hurry!” he called to Derek. 
 
   “I’m trying!” Derek yelled back. “The hook’s jammed!” He stripped off his gloves to fumble barehanded with the ring release. 
 
   The captain’s hand twitched on the throttle as the seconds ticked by. At last Derek waved the all clear and they started forward—just as the iceberg split in two with a thunderous crack and roar. 
 
   “Inside!” Jack screamed to the deck. “Now!” 
 
   “There’s no time!” Derek wrapped his safety line around the rail, yanked the survival suit hood down over his head, and hugged the rail in a death-grip, bracing for the killer wave they all knew was coming. 
 
   Seconds later it crashed over the ship, engulfing them in icy white. 
 
   Ben barely had time to hook his arms through the spokes of the ship’s wheel before the ship yawed leeward at an impossible angle, leaving his legs dangling in midair. The crew smashed into the opposite wall, map charts and coffee cups raining down on them like confetti. 
 
   “The door!” the captain yelled as the ship foundered. “For God’s sake, somebody shut the door!” 
 
   “I can’t reach it!” Jack called back. “It’s too high!” 
 
   “I can do it! Boost me up!” Tyler scrambled on all fours across the canted floor. Jack linked his hands and lifted the boy to his shoulders, gripping Tyler’s ankles with both hands as he fought to keep his own footing. 
 
   Tyler strained for the latch. “Move to the left! The left! Hurry, hurry!” 
 
   “I’m gonna fall!” Jack let go with one hand to brace himself against what used to be the floor. 
 
   “More, more! Okay, I got it!” Tyler pressed his shoulder against the door as water poured in around the edges. 
 
   Ben tightened his grip. No way could ninety pounds win against the sea. Still, the door slammed shut. Jack lowered the boy to the floor. Tyler put his head in his hands. Jack patted his shoulder. “There, there, lad. Give her a minute, and she’ll quick put herself ta rights, you’ll see.” 
 
   But the ship rolled even farther. The cabin lights flickered and went out. Ben squinted through the watery half-light, trying to discern if they had passed the point of no return, but with no true vertical reference it was impossible to tell. If his feet were acting as a plumb bob, they were at 45, maybe 50 degrees. The trawler could probably do 60 and still recover—they had plenty of ballast; the insurance company had seen to that—but any more, and— 
 
   Suddenly his feet found their purchase. He thanked God and started to stand, but his feet slipped out from under him and he smashed to the floor. He put out a hand to raise himself, then snatched it back as though he’d been burned. 
 
   Mother of God. It couldn’t be. He extended both hands again, feeling about cautiously as if slow, deliberate movements could somehow change the truth—but no. Instead of the raised-patterned, sheet-metal floor he’d been expecting, the surface beneath his palms was smooth as baby’s skin. 
 
   He was sitting on the ceiling. 
 
   JesusMaryandJoseph they were turtled; the ship’s underbelly exposed to the sky; her antennas pointing uselessly toward the pitiless depths below. It was all over now. The Arctic Dawn would float upended for a few minutes, maybe five, maybe ten. Then her holds would fill, and the sea would claim five more. He closed his eyes. He supposed he should do something—break out a window to swim for the surface or try to open the door—but if ever a ship and her crew needed help from above, it was now. He tried to call up an appropriate prayer from his childhood, then remembered the supplication to Saint Elmo his grandpa had framed and mounted in his fishing boat. 
 
   Almighty God, he prayed, mouthing the words that had been uttered in every church nave and every household and every candlelit vigil since the first sailor had been lost at sea, you bestowed the singular help of Blessed Peter on those in peril from the sea. By the help of his prayers may the light of your grace—may the light of your grace . . . damn—how did the rest of it go? “Shine forth”—yes, that was it—shine forth in all the storms of this life and enable us to find the harbor of everlasting salvation. He drew a deep breath and began again. Almighty God, you bestowed the singular help of Blessed Peter on those in peril from the sea. By the help of his prayers— 
 
   “Derek,” Jack whispered. 
 
   Tyler sobbed. 
 
   Ben squeezed his eyes shut tighter. “Almighty God,” he prayed aloud, as if the force of his entreaty could effect an answer, “you bestowed the singular help of Blessed Peter on those in peril from the sea. By the help of his prayers—” 
 
   “May the light of your grace shine forth in all the storms of this life,” the captain joined in. 
 
   “—and enable us to find the harbor of everlasting salvation,” they finished in unison. 
 
   “We ask this through the name of our Lord Jesus Christ,” Tyler added, his youthful voice cracked with terror. “Amen.” 
 
   “Amen.” 
 
   The men fell silent, listening to the Arctic Dawn creak and moan as if she were already mourning her crew. Ben opened his eyes, but this time, instead of praying, he willed the iceberg to shift, to roll, to split again—anything that would generate another wave like the first one—a monstrous, rogue wave that would slap them with all the force the Atlantic could muster and knock them upright again. It could happen. Miracles could happen. Miracles did happen . . . 
 
   Almighty God, you bestowed the singular help of Blessed Peter— 
 
   The ship shuddered. He blinked, then blinked again as a coffee thermos rolled slowly across the floor. It picked up speed, finally clattering into a corner, and Ben clenched his fists. Yes, by God. They were moving. He grabbed hold of the ship’s wheel. 
 
   “Hang on!” the captain cried. “We’re going up!” 
 
   “Hold on where?” Tyler asked as he slid across the ceiling and cracked his head against the window. He scrambled to his knees, then fell again. “Is it really true? We’re saved?” 
 
   The captain didn’t answer. 
 
   More, more, Ben urged, a little more . . . come on . . . keep going . . . keep going . . . It wasn’t his imagination; the water outside the windows was getting lighter . . . 
 
   The ship continued to roll, straining for the surface like an Olympic swimmer after a high dive, until at last they burst up from the depths into the middle of a shaft of sunlight so ethereal Ben would have thought he’d died and gone to heaven if his arms weren’t so sore. 
 
   He extricated himself from the ship’s wheel and looked around the cabin in speechless amazement. Tyler was on his knees retching into the corner, but Ben couldn’t fault him for that. He didn’t feel so well himself. 
 
   Most unbelievably of all, when he stood up on trembling legs and crossed the wheelhouse to look out the door, he saw Derek still strapped to the stern, his hair and beard dripping, his clothes freezing stiff as he grinned back like a madman and gave a big, victorious, double thumbs-up.
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