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Crap,” Jake said aloud. He’d forgotten one of the first rules of anything:

don’t get so involved in what you're doing that you forget what you’re doing.

He’d forgotten to pay attention to his weather displays.

o
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The danger was immediately apparent. The wide line of the squall was
rushing toward him at incredible speed. Understandable. Everything on this
world was larger than he’d imagined. This wasn’t just a squall; it was a super-
storm. There was no way he could make it back to camp before it hit. He'd
have to find a closer shelter and wait it out.
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His first impulse was to head for the lee side of the volcano, but he
realized almost immediately that he would be just as defenseless to the
elements as the storm swept over.
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No, there was only one possibility. He headed his vulture for the nearest

lava tube. He'd been planning to explore some of the larger tunnels someday.
He just hadn’t realized that someday would be so immediate.
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The storm wasn’t entirely unexpected. His data crunches had shown the

planet was capable of extreme weather, but without any long-term studies of
wind and weather patterns, he’d had no way of knowing how often the super-



storms would occur. This planet needed an ice age to cool it down. All that
heat—the same heat that favored an oxygen-rich atmosphere and encouraged
giant plants and animals—it also favored massive evaporation of water vapor
from the surface of the ocean and horrific winds to hurl the resultant massive
super-saturated clouds into any obstructing mountain. This wasn’t just a
super-storm; it was a perfect storm, a scouring hurricane of colossal
proportions.
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By the time he reached the lava tube, the wind was already rising and
causing the vulture to buck almost uncontrollably. The entrance to the cave
was a hole in a sheer vertical cliff, partially blocked by hanging foliage.
Already the sky overhead was darkening, the first strikes of lightning were
flashing, and a spattering of heavy drops was pelting the canopy of the craft.
Jake held firmly onto his controls, easing the vulture through the vines and
into the tunnel. As soon as he was out of the wind, he could let his forward
momentum carry him up the tube. He needed only tiny nudges from the
thrusters. His headlights probed the gloom, but revealed only burnished walls
of obsidian. Myriad reflections glittered and sparkled from the dark volcanic
glass.
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Fifty meters in, Jake allowed the craft to settle to the floor of the tunnel.
This should be deep enough into the tunnel. If not, he could always go deeper
into the mountain. He had no idea how far this cave extended, but the sensors
on his vulture revealed at least another hundred meters, possibly more.
Beyond that, the display was indeterminate.
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Jake climbed down from the vulture. He flipped open the faceplate of his
helmet and took a deep breath. Already the air smelled wet. Even this deep
into the lava tube, there was a noticeable draft coming from the entrance. The

opening glowed as a bright circle of light, already darkening, occasionally
flickering from unseen lightning strikes. He approached just close enough to
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feel the wet spray of the storm. It was already hammering in with powerful
horizontal surges that left the walls of the tunnel dripping. The water came in
faster than it could drain. Jake wondered if he should move the vulture farther
up the tube, but as he walked back up the slope, it was clear that the water
wasn’t reaching up this far. He was safely beyond the worst forces of the
storm.
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