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CHAPTER ONE

If anything, Peter was a creature of
habit. He started each day with coffee made from freshly ground beans
and a bowl of raw granola. Only after finishing his breakfast would
he sit down at his desk and start working.

He checked his email to find the usual slew of
messages sent to everyone in the geology department. But, there was
also a single message marked as important.




Peter―





Due to
limited resources, funding for your research will cease at the end of
the summer quarter. Of course you are welcome to keep working under
my team, the department just won’t be able to pay you.





Your
new intern should arrive today. Please don’t scare this one
off. I will not be authorizing another one. Or, you could just come
back to LA. Surely you don’t feel safe staying in Last Chance.





Cheers,

Terry Hall,
PhD

Geology Chair
SLAU





He read the email twice, letting the implications
of Dr. Hall’s words wash over him. The grant for his research
had been substantial. How was it already gone? He had gone through
the arduous process of applying for academic jobs just last year. Now
he’d have to do it again, and the prestigious positions would
likely have already been filled.

The ground began to rumble beneath his feet. Not
again. He held onto the side of his desk while the
structure around him shook. His glass paperweight danced across the
desk, the cartoonish sea monster inside appearing to do a little jig
as it inched toward the edge. He shot out his hand to catch the
kraken before it could crash against the floor and held the trinket
to his chest as he waited for the tremors to subside.

Once the ground steadied, he heard a car door slam
just outside. Peter quickly adjusted his glasses, then opened the
front door to the small building and watched as a young woman
stumbled out of the sleek silver sedan parked out front. Her face was
fixed in an expression of shock.

Grace looked like all the other female students
from South Los Angeles University: slender athletic build, blond
hair, and uniformly tanned skin. Peter burned in the sun, especially
the bald spot showing through his deep brown hair. The day he’d
discovered he also needed to apply sunblock on his scalp had not been
a good one.

He offered out his hand when she got closer. “You
must be Grace Hudson. I’m Dr. Cork.”

She raised a hand to weakly shake his. “What
the hell was that?”

“That… was an earthquake.”

She raised a single brow. “In Colorado?”

“Unfortunately, it’s become a bit of a
common thing.” He stepped back and gestured to the small
building. “Please come in.” He followed her into the
building, stooping slightly to avoid hitting his head on the low
doorway.

“You work in a trailer?” She placed
her fist on her hips and stood just outside the threshold. Working
with Grace might prove to be difficult. His previous research
assistant had lasted only two days.

“It’s called a manufactured
structure.” He set the glass paperweight on his desk in its
precise spot near the middle before redirecting his attention back to
Grace. “They’re more cost effective for a temporary
research lab. It also doubles as living quarters.” He pointed
down the hall to where a small bedroom and a bathroom were situated. 


Grace looked around the main room, frowning at her
new office area. There were two desks, a small kitchenette in the
corner, and a card table with two chairs. Most of his work took place
outside, so the modest structure served its purpose perfectly.

He idly stroked a hand through his overgrown beard
as Grace wandered around the lab, looking at everything. “It
does seem newer than my geology lab,” Grace admitted.

“You’re a geology major?” The
pitch of his voice rose, giving away his excitement at finally
working with a student who might be genuinely interested in the
research he was doing.

“No, sociology. I took geology as an
elective.” She started looking through all the cabinets which
lined one of the walls. Most were empty save for a few dishes and
coffee mugs.

Peter sighed. There should have been several
undergrads vying for a research internship. Yet, somehow, Dr. Hall
kept picking worse and worse candidates.

“Which room is mine?”

“Behind me.”

She disappeared into the room, then came back out
a moment later. “I’ve dealt with worse. Help me bring in
my things?” 


He nodded and followed her out to her car. There
were two large suitcases in the trunk, along with a third suitcase
and a duffle in the backseat. “This is a lot of luggage,”
he observed.

“Heh, this is nothing,” she said with
a laugh. “You should see how my mom packs.” She strained
to pull out the smallest suitcase, leaving the rest to Peter.

“What is all this stuff?” he asked,
picking up the duffle. It felt like it was filled with unusually
shaped rocks. Dense rocks, like peridotite. 


“Oh, the usual.” She flipped her long
straight hair over her shoulder. “Shoes, clothes, shampoo.”

“There is a laundromat in town… ”
He grunted, hoisting the strap of the duffle over his shoulder. Even
if Grace stayed for the entire duration of her research internship,
it was only six weeks. Her luggage probably held enough clothing for
six months.

“In Last Chance? I thought there was nothing
in this town. Is there a dry cleaner?”

“Uh… ” Why would she need one?
Dry cleaners existed for the sole purpose of laundering suits, and
Peter didn’t currently own one. “I don’t know.”
He unloaded the bag and suitcases in the middle of her room with a
thud. “I’ll let you get settled. We’ll start work
tomorrow morning in the lab.”

···

Grace emerged from the small bathroom dressed and
ready to work before eight. More accurately, half-dressed, with the
bottom portion of her t-shirt missing and tiny, ripped-up shorts
which didn’t quite cover her entire butt. Her attire was
completely impractical for going on site, but Peter knew better than
to comment on a woman’s clothing. He always wore the same
thing, canvas pants and long-sleeved button-down shirts, regardless
of the occasion. At least she was awake and ready to work before
noon, a difficult feat for most students.

“Feel free to grab some breakfast and
coffee. There’s granola in the cabinet above the sink,”
he said.

“I didn’t realize anyone under the age
of forty actually eats that shit.” She flashed him a quizzical
look. “How old are
you?”

“Twenty-eight.” He didn’t see
anything wrong with eating granola. It was cheap and nutritionally
balanced, which was all he needed.

“Well, I don’t eat breakfast,”
Grace said, fetching a mug. She poured herself some coffee, then took
the bowl of sugar from the counter and added a spoonful to her cup.
Then she added another scoop, and another, and then a fourth. If the
caffeine did nothing to get her wired, the sugar high would. He
watched in disbelief as she mixed the fifth and final spoon of sugar
into her coffee.

She sat down at the card-table, which also served
as a second desk, across from him. After doing a twirl in her chair,
she leaned toward him with her mug firmly clasped in her hands and
asked, “Well, what are we waiting for? Let’s get
started.”

Her enthusiasm was refreshing. He logged off his
computer, grabbed his backpack, and stood up. “Let’s go
to the site.”

In a couple gulps, she downed the entire cup of
her sugar-coffee. “Let me get my hat.” She returned a
moment later holding a large, floppy-brimmed hat and a pair of
sunglasses. Peter opened the door for her, and they left the lab
building to walk to the site. They would be exposed to the
unrelenting sunlight for only a few minutes.

Scattered across the landscape were dozens of oil
rigs pumping the life out of the earth. Developments in laser
technology had produced a new drilling technique which could easily
reach depths that had been only imaginable in the past. With lasers,
a well could be drilled deep enough to reach the shale layer without
being exorbitantly expensive. And since Colorado still had oil,
several wells had been constructed in the last decade.

Peter hated that people were still so reliant on
fossil fuels. They were environmentally irresponsible, and renewable
energy was consistently improving by leaps and bounds. Instead of
focussing on laser drilling and fossil fuels, he cared about the heat
under the surface. Affordable drilling had made geothermal energy
more economical. His current project was concerned with the viability
of actually living deep underground, where the temperature was a
constant sixty degrees Fahrenheit.

Instead of fully embracing clean energy, the large
corporation funding the SLAU research team had invested even more
money in oil rigs. They employed other scientists willing to claim
the increased fracking activity was not harmful to the environment, a
hypothesis which Peter believed was quickly being refuted by the
recent increase in seismic activity.

“Just up ahead,” he said, pointing at
the canopy over a large hole in the ground. Just outside the shaded
area was an array of solar panels which provided power to the
equipment below. He squinted in the bright light, the sun already
high in the sky.

“This is it?” Grace asked, tipping up
the brim of her hat so she could look at him. “It’s just
a hole. There isn’t even a ladder.”

“You ever do any rock climbing?”

“There’s a rock wall at my gym.”
She walked under the canopy and peered down the hole, removing her
sunglasses to better see just how far down it went. He could tell by
her wide brown eyes that she wasn’t listening as he attempted
to explain how they’d get down.

“…You have to belay. You could try to
carefully climb down, but it would take much
longer.” Peter took off his backpack to pull out a couple
harnesses. He handed one to Grace, who was still staring at the hole,
before putting on his own.

“How do we get back out?”

“There’s a pulley with a winch,”
he said. Research scientists needed a lot more clout to get high-tech
equipment like elevators, or even staircases. Most of the funding Dr.
Hall had received for this particular project had gone to the lab
structure. Of course, Peter had not become a geology postdoc for the
money.

“Do I have to go down there?” she
asked, her voice uncertain.

“We’ll do it together. It’s
perfectly safe.” Her hands trembled as he helped her tighten
her harness. He handed her a helmet and put on his own, clicking on
the light fixed to the top. Grabbing a rope anchored at the top of
the hole by a pulley, he clipped both their harnesses to it. “Ready?”
he asked as he pulled on a pair of protective gloves.

When she didn’t answer, he went ahead and
jumped down, pulling her along with him. She let out a yell of shock
before clinging fiercely to him. He controlled their rate of descent
using the pair of ropes, letting them drop quickly.

Grace gave a sigh of relief when they finally
stopped moving. “Thank God that’s over.”

“Actually, that was just the first leg.”
He carefully unclipped the rope and anchored it to a hook on the wall
of the well. On the other end of the ledge was a second auto-belay
system. He began the process of attaching the two of them to the rope
for the next section. “There are ten total.”

“Ten! Ten?” In the stark light of his
head lamp, her wide eyes reflected the terror in her face.

He didn’t respond, instead concentrating on
correctly attaching both of them to the next rope. “Ready?”

She nodded, and they descended deeper into the
well. It took well over an hour before Peter announced that they had
arrived. They weren’t at the bottom of the well; it continued
much deeper than they could see in the low light, but there was a
landing to stand on. She was still breathing heavy as he detached the
ropes and unclipped the harnesses.

“Over here,” Peter said, leading the
way into a cavern, flicking the switch on an extension cord as he
walked, which made a string of lights flicker on.

Grace looked around the area. There were
electrical wires draped along the sides of the cave, secured directly
into the rock. They powered the array of devices which collected
data, including air quality, pressure, and sound. Rubber mats made a
path along the shale floor. She followed Peter as he pulled a tablet
out from his backpack. With a touch of a button, the display on a
squat machine lit up in a bright green color.

Looking from the display to his tablet, he noted
down the numbers before explaining, “This measures the air
quality. We want to note the percent oxygen, along with any
troublesome gasses above the safety threshold.” He pointed out
which numbers he recorded and demonstrated how to switch the display
on the machine using the buttons.

Next, he showed her a device which resembled a
jack spanning from the floor to the ceiling of the cavern. “This
measures any change in the vertical length of the cavern.” The
tool’s display only showed a single number, which he jotted
down.

“Why don’t you just remotely collect
the data? Why come down here?” Grace asked.

“Radio waves and Wi-Fi signal can’t
penetrate this deep underground. The only way to get a signal down
here would be to run a wire.”

She nodded, not looking completely convinced. “How
often do you come down here?”

“Every day.”

“What?” Her voice echoed down the
cavern.

He was unfazed by her incredulous expression. “I
need an assistant just in case something happens when I come down
here. It’s important to have someone who can get help.”

“Just in case? Like if this place
collapses?” She crossed her arms over her chest.

“No,” he said, looking down at the
span he had just recorded. “This alcove has proved quite
stable, even with the increased seismic activity we’ve had. If
I were able, I would come to the cavern by myself. Unfortunately, for
insurance reasons, research staff can only go here in pairs.”

“You should do it alone anyway.”

“I did and got caught. I’m already on
probation from that incident, and if I do it again, this project will
get immediately shut down.” In one of the many gaps between
interns, Peter had decided to continue collecting data like normal.
When he had forwarded the numbers to Dr. Hall, including from days
with no intern, his breach in protocol had been discovered.

“Maybe it should
get shut down,” she muttered. She kicked at the
rubber mats before following Peter.

“Most of the assistants I’ve had in
the past were excited for the opportunity to learn about deep
geothermal energy first hand.”

“Well, I’m not. My dad insisted I take
this internship,” she said. He wasn’t sure what response
she expected from him, but after a while she gave a heavy sigh and
continued, “He’s the CEO of Synergy Power Systems.”

“Oh?” He glanced up briefly from the
current machine’s display. “You’ll have to send him
my gratitude for continuing to fund this research.”

“Or I could tell him you’re dropping
me into this God-forsaken hole every day and get your whole operation
shut down.”

“I guess you could,” he said, already
moving onto the next machine. He had written the grant proposal for
this project, which had detailed the duties and specified the
necessity of an assistant. Grace’s father would already be well
aware of her obligations. He finished collecting data, Grace glaring
at him the entire time.

“Let’s go back up,” he said.
“I’ll show you how to ascend, so you can do it on your
own if needed.” He attached their harnesses to the rope,
demonstrating each step and having her repeat them. With a quick tug
of another rope, the winch activated, and they started their ascent.
Traveling back up took a twice as long as going down. The whole way
up, Grace tried to avoid touching or looking at him, even though they
were tied to the same rope. Instead, she gripped tightly on her own
harness straps with her eyes fixed on the wall of the tunnel as it
passed by.

Once they were back at the surface with their feet
planted on the ground, Peter detached the clips again and removed his
harness and helmet. Grace took a step away before removing her own,
picking up her hat and sunglasses from the ground and brushing off
the dirt before putting them on. They walked back to the lab in
silence. Before Peter could show her how to log onto her computer and
put in the data he had collected, she disappeared into her bedroom.

He input the information, plotting the new data on
a graph to see if there were any obvious trends or changes. From down
the hall, he could hear Grace’s voice. She sounded agitated.
She must have been talking to someone on the phone, but he couldn’t
decide if it was a friend, or the call she had threatened to make to
her father.

Another check of the graph, and nothing looked
extraordinary. All the numbers seemed to be holding steady. Recalling
the small earthquake from the day before, he pulled up the recorded
feed he had downloaded from the span machine and looked for the
timeframe of the quake. He took the block of time, including a few
minutes before and a few minutes after, and threw it into a graph.
Pulling up the graph of the previous earthquake and the one before
that, he compared them all.

He was so engrossed in his work that he hadn’t
noticed Grace’s return. She didn’t say anything and
simply stood behind him with her arms crossed, sighing heavily.

“Hey,” he said, taking a brief glance
at her.

“I called my father,” she said, her
tone threatening.

He wasn’t sure how to respond and uttered a
simple, “Oh.”

“He’s incredibly careful about which
projects Synergy Power Systems funds. He said that if you ever
put me in harm’s way, not only will he shut you down in an
instant, he’ll come after you personally.”

Peter swallowed tensely, unsure what to say. Not
only did he need for Grace to stay, but he needed to keep her happy
enough so she wouldn’t go running back to her father. “Great,”
he said, his voice cracking. He figured his best chance was to get
Grace excited about what he was doing here. “Come look at
this.” She pulled the chair from the other desk. “See
this?” he asked, pointing at a graph.

“Yeah.”

“This is the span reading from during that
earthquake yesterday.”

“It moves,” she observed.

“Yep. In fact, we could use these reading as
a primitive seismograph.”

“All right.” She glanced briefly at
him before gazing back at the computer screen.

With a couple clicks, he pulled up another graph.
“There was another earthquake a week ago. Do you see anything
different?” He displayed the two graphs side by side, and she
studied them before answering.

“The earthquake yesterday was bigger,”
she said.

“Here’s another earthquake from ten
days ago,” he commented, adding the third graph to the screen.

“I don’t see anything.”

“It’s there. It’s just subtle.
That one was only about a two on the Richter scale. But both the
earthquake a week ago and the one yesterday were close to a three in
magnitude.”

“But this one is bigger,” Grace said,
pointing to the larger peeks on the graph from the previous day. “How
could they be the same if the one yesterday looks so much bigger?”

“The tremors must have been more pronounced
in the shale layer where the span is read, two miles below the
surface.”

“Okay,” Grace paused, taking in
Peter’s excited face. “What does that mean?”

“The epicenter for the earthquake yesterday
was closer to the span device than the one before. Dr. Hall would
find this fascinating. I’m sending him all of my data to get
his opinion.” He noticed her look of indifference. She wasn’t
nearly as excited as him.

She continued to watch over his shoulder as he
collected the pertinent data from each earthquake and forwarded the
information to Dr. Hall.

“So, uh,” she interrupted, “did
you need me to do anything?”

“No, you can take a break for lunch.”
Before the words had even left his mouth, she disappeared out of the
lab. He looked back at the graphs on his computer as Grace’s
car engine revved before the vehicle peeled out and racing down the
road.





CHAPTER TWO

By some miracle, Grace stayed in Last
Chance. The pair soon fell into a routine―Peter made coffee
every morning, which Grace drank with at least five heaping spoonfuls
of sugar. After eating a bowl of granola, he would venture down the
well with Grace to gather readings from all of the equipment. The
rest of the morning Peter spent in the lab going over all the new
data while Grace read research articles and texts he provided her.
Having only taken one course in geology, she had a lot of work ahead
of her to get up to speed on the current research in deep geothermal
energy.

Peter always ate lunch at the lab by himself while
Grace went out. He spent the time reading his favorite web comics and
commenting on a variety of internet forums.

In the afternoon, he’d respond to emails and
deal with the more business side of being an academic, whether that
was preparing grant proposals, writing lectures, or organizing
upcoming conferences. Then, he’d lead a web lecture for the
online course he was teaching before calling it quits for the day and
heading into town for dinner. 


Usually, he wouldn’t see Grace in the
afternoons. She didn’t seem to want to spend much time at the
lab. It was also possible she didn’t want to spend time with
him.

Since he didn’t own a car, Peter rode his
bicycle into town. He always went to the same café and chatted
up the owner while he ate. After dinner, if he didn’t have any
errands to attend to, he would go back to the lab and unwind for a
few hours before turning in for the night.

This was the routine every day. Even on weekends,
they would venture down to the cave to collect data, and Peter would
bike into town at dinnertime.

After two solid weeks of this, Grace rebelled. She
declared that she would not be neglecting her social life all summer
and would spend the next weekend in LA visiting friends. Only after
getting ample time to unwind for a couple days would she return to
Last Chance.

This was how Peter found himself on a Saturday
morning, yearning to venture down the well after finishing his coffee
and granola. But he couldn’t—not if he didn’t want
his project shut down. All of the values had seemed to hold steady
for the past few weeks. If it was deemed safe, Dr. Hall would approve
the next phase: a permanent habitat underground. The biggest obstacle
would be getting enough funding to construct it.

The ground began to tremble underneath his chair.
Peter braced himself against the desk as the lab shook around him.
His few dishes clattered in the cabinets, and his coffee sloshed out
of the mug and onto his papers. He was more sad about the loss of
coffee than the sogginess of his notes, and since he only used
pencil, which doesn’t smear when wet, his papers would be fine
once they dried out.

As the ground settled, and the groaning of the lab
structure softened, he looked around to survey the damage. Other than
the growing coffee stains and all the smaller items being slightly
askew, the lab looked the same. Still, he knew without a doubt that
this tremor had been bigger than the previous one.

He desperately wanted to go down to the cavern and
check the span readings. The continuous recordings would give him a
clue of how strong the tremors were deep underground. There was
nothing he could do now to collect the new data, but the tremor did
make him wonder if Dr. Hall had reviewed the information he had sent.
Even though it was a Saturday, he decided to try and reach his
department chair on the phone.

“Hello, Peter. How’s it going?”

“Hey, Terry. We just had another earthquake.
I was wondering if you’ve had a chance to go over that data I
sent you a couple weeks ago.”

Dr. Hall let out a low, jovial laugh. “You
are so lucky, I’m actually on campus right now giving my
daughter a tour. She still thinks she wants to go to UCLA.”

Peter could hear Dr. Hall’s daughter let out
an exasperated “Dad!” in the background.

“Yeah,” Dr. Hall continued, “I
forwarded your email to one of my grad students. I don’t know
if she actually did
anything with it. I guess I could check with her on Monday.”

“Thanks, that would be great. I would really
appreciate it,” Peter said.

With a beep, Dr. Hall hung up and Peter went back
to staring at the numbers on his computer screen. He would have to
wait until Monday to get more info on the newest earthquake.

As he stared at the computer screen, he got a call
from an unknown number.

“Hello?” he said.

“Hey, uh, it’s Grace.”

Her call surprised him. He got the distinct
impression that she neither cared for him nor his research. “What’s
going on?”

“I heard about the earthquake. Well, I
actually set up an alert on my phone to let me know about any tremors
in Last Chance—you know, before I left.”

“Okay.”

“I,” she paused a moment. “I
just wanted to make sure that the lab was still there and the hole
hadn’t caved in or anything. You know, to see if you actually
need me to come back on Monday.”

He hadn’t thought to check the well. Even if
he couldn’t climb down there, he could at least visually
inspect it. He got up from his desk and went out the door. “Thanks,”
he said. “The lab is still here. I haven’t checked the
well yet. We’ll be able to get more information about the
earthquake when I download the continuous feed from the span device
once you get back.”

“Right.” Grace paused. “Okay,
well, I guess I’ll see you Monday.”

“Monday,” he agreed before hanging up.

···

Peter spent his Sunday evening looking over all of
the openings listed on the Geology Job website. With his post doc at
SLAU ending in a couple months instead of a year, he needed to find a
new post doc for the fall if he expected to be employed after his
current position ended.

This was the downfall of being an academic. While
others his age were settling down, starting families, and excelling
in their careers, Peter was still establishing himself. SLAU was only
his second postdoc, and most people in his discipline had to work
through at least three postdoctoral fellowships, each one lasting
from one to three years, before finding a tenured position. Once they
secured that elusive tenure, then life really began.

Of course, he fantasized about meeting the right
person and starting a family. His last position had taken him to
Alaska. The next one could send him somewhere even more exotic. He
didn’t want to drag a potential wife and kids along for several
moves across the world with no promise of future security.

Normally, he saved his scotch for while he graded
papers, but since the online course he was leading at the moment had
computer-graded exams, and he was all alone at the lab, he poured
himself a glass.

As he sipped the last little bit, his phone
buzzed. He pulled it out of his pocket to see a message from his
friend, Autumn. 


sup?

He typed in his message, Not
much, you? before pouring more into his glass. He went
outside and sat on the steps leading to the front door and watched
the sunset over the mountains in the distance.

A silver sedan glimmered at a distance, and he
waited as the car approached. Grace parked next to the lab structure
and emerged from the car with a large handbag slung on her shoulder.

“Hey,” she said as she approached him.

“Hey,” he responded. “How was
your weekend?”

“Technically not over yet. What are you
drinking?”

“Finest discount scotch they sell in town,”
he said, lifting his glass before taking a sip.

“I want some,” she said.

“Help yourself. I left the bottle on the
counter.” He slid over to the edge of the stoop to give her
space to pass by and enter the building.

She disappeared into the lab, and Peter pulled his
phone back out while he waited for her to return. He had another
message from Autumn. I met this
new guy, Jared. Sunshine is totally jealous. He couldn’t
help but let out a laugh. Sunshine was Autumn’s roommate and
made it no secret that she liked Autumn in more ways than one.

He typed a message back―Hope
it works out―before slipping his phone back in his
pocket.

The door slammed shut behind him as Grace came
back outside. She sat down on the step next to him with her own glass
of scotch, setting the bottle down on the concrete below them.

“I haven’t had enough experience
drinking liquor yet to tell if this is really good or really bad,”
she said.

“It’s bad,” Peter said, taking
the bottle and filling his glass. “You feel that burn when you
drink it?”

Grace took a careful sip, then winced.

“That means it’s bad.” He smiled
at her pain as he took a swig. “You are old enough to drink,
right?”

“Eh,” she said before knocking back
the rest of her glass, making a disgusted face, then refilling it. “I
will be soon enough. My birthday is in a month.”

Peter shook his head in disapproval.

“You really like this whole geology thing,”
she stated.

“I do,” he confessed. “I’ve
wanted to study rocks since I was a kid.”

“I have no idea what I want to do.”

“You’ll figure it out.” She
didn’t say anything, and Peter started to feel uncomfortable as
the silence stretched on. “Beautiful sunset,” he
commented.

“I guess.” She looked at him,
narrowing her eyes. “How long do you intend to stay here, in
East bumble-fuck Colorado?”

“Until the end of the summer.”

“You must be excited to go back to LA,”
she said, idly twirling a lock of hair.

“Not really.” He swirled his glass,
watching a vortex form in his drink. “My post doc at SLAU has
been cut short. I still haven’t found a new position for next
fall.”

“What’s a postdoc?”

“Postdoctoral position. It’s academic
purgatory for people who have their doctorate, but aren’t
established enough in their discipline to get a tenure track
position.”

“What’s tenure?” she asked.

“It basically means you can’t get
fired.” He drank the rest of his glass before setting it down.

“What? Not even if you suck at teaching or
fail an entire class?”

He laughed. “I’ve heard stories…”

“Oh my God!” she said, her eyes
widening. “You have to tell me.”

“I think that’s enough for now.”
He stood up and took the rest of the bottle of scotch with him before
opening the door. “I’m going to turn in.”

“Good night,” she said, raising her
glass before drinking the rest.

···

Grace had gotten used to the up and down of the
auto-belay system which rapidly lowered the pair to Peter’s
equipment two miles below the surface. She no longer clung to the
rope like she had the first time, instead letting her limbs hang like
a rag doll while waiting for her feet to reach the ground.

The span reader had fallen over, probably during
the most recent tremor, and now laid across the rubber mats. Peter
looked at it and poked at the display. Even though it still showed a
number, the little green light had gone out. He tried to hoist it
upright, grunting with the effort, but the device was just too heavy
for one person to set up.

“Looks pretty broken,” Grace said.

“No, it seems to still function. I just
can’t get it back in place.” She pointed to the top where
the spring-loaded arm could retract to measure distances. There was a
bend in the steel, preventing the arm from going in or out. “Shit.”
He set it down with a heavy thud. Since he was out of funding, there
was no way he could afford a replacement. And even if he could, it
had taken a herculean effort to get the equipment down here.

Without the span reader, he might as well give up
on the whole project. He wiped a hand over his face. “I have to
fix it.”

“How?” Grace asked, idly twirling a
lock of hair.

“I don’t know.” He could feel
panic welling up in his chest, making his heart rate accelerate and
his breathing shallow. He had to take a minute to compose himself
while she stood in one spot looking entirely bored. “I have to
fix it,” he repeated.

She ground the toe of her shoe into the rubber
mat. “Maybe if you could make if a bit taller.”

“That’s it!” he said, clapping
his hands, the loud sound echoing through the cavern and making Grace
jump. “You have a car.”

“Yes…” she said tentatively.

“Cars have car jacks. We could use it to
prop up the span reader.”

She shifted her eyes. “Does my car need
its car jack?”

Peter shrugged. “Probably not. We’ll
bring it down tomorrow and set it up.” With the crises handled,
he was able to work his way around the cave and collect the rest of
the data.

 While he recorded numbers into his tablet, Grace
ventured deeper into the cavern. “How far down can you go?”

“Quite a ways, perhaps even another mile.”

“And it was just down here? This cave?”

Peter sighed. He had given her literature on her
first day, detailing the fracking activity which had exposed the
cavern. “Did you read the book I gave you?”

“I skimmed it.” She made a point to
roll her eyes before venturing deeper. Cupping her hands around her
mouth, she bellowed a loud, “Hello,” and then paused to
listen to the echo the chamber made. As she continued looking around,
Peter finished collecting the data for the morning. 


She turned to him and asked, “Why do you
study geology?”

“I study geothermal energy with an emphasis
in deep geothermal potential,” he corrected. “I study it
because I find it interesting.”

“Yeah, but something must have inspired you
to pick deep geothermal
potential over something cool, like biology.”

Peter chuckled. Biology shouldn’t have even
been considered a science. “I liked physics, but instead of
getting a job after college I decided to attend graduate school. My
mentor was interested in renewable energy, and grants for applied
sciences are easier to get than for theoretical sciences, so I was
able to obtain funding for my deep geothermal energy research before
I even finished my graduate degree. Once I received my PhD, I got a
postdoc in Alaska for a few years and learned about fracking
firsthand before getting a position on Dr. Hall’s research
group at SLAU.”

Grace idly combed her fingers through her hair as
she walked back toward Peter and the well. He had finished collecting
his data and was already connecting his harness to the winch system.

“You lived in Alaska? That must have
sucked.”

“No,” he said, reflecting for a moment
before clipping Grace’s harness onto the pulley as well. “It’s
a beautiful state. I enjoyed my time there.”

“What was that?” Grace asked, her
voice tense.

Before he could ask what she was referring to,
Peter felt it as well. The ground below them groaned before it
started to shake. Grace instantly fell to the floor and curled up
into a ball, covering the back of her neck with her hands. Peter
crouched down over her and watched as his expensive data-collecting
equipment began to tremor with the ground, but overall stayed put.
Only a moment later, the shaking quieted.

One all was still again, she slowly got back up to
her feet. “Let’s get the hell out of here.”

“I should check the equipment…”
Peter began.

“Check it later. We need to leave before
there are any aftershocks.”

“This isn’t California,” he
pointed out. “These tremors aren’t caused by a fault
line; there won’t be an aftershock.”

Grace shuddered, clearly not comforted by his
words. “Just get me the fuck out,” she said softly.

“Of course,” he said, and with a tug
on the line, they zipped toward the surface.





CHAPTER THREE

All the plates and glasses at the diner
rattled as the ground shook for a moment. After a few seconds, it was
over, and everyone returned to their meals.

“Okay, you need to tell me what’s up
with all these earthquakes,” Grace said, her hands still
gripping their table. By that point halfway through the summer, they
had experienced several earthquakes.

Peter was caught off guard by her question. “Did
you read the textbook I gave you on oil extracting?”

“For the most part,” she said, picking
at her french fries.

“You got to the section on fracking, right?”

“Yeah. Pump water down, oil comes up.”

“High-pressure water,” he corrected.
“The energy is sometimes released in the form of an earthquake.
It’s similar to the tension being released from compression at
a fault line.”

“So fracking is bad,” she said.

“Well, no. It’s a balance.” A
similar process was used in geothermal energy plants, but the corporations
running those were much more environmentally conscious than the big
oil companies.

The waitress came by. “Can I get you two
anything? More soda? Some pie?”

“We’re good,” Grace said, waving
the woman away without further acknowledging her. She continued. “So
are the readings you’re taking in that cavern related to all
the earthquake stuff that’s been going on?”

“No. We’re testing to see if the site
is stable enough to put a permanent structure down there. Right now,
I’d say the answer is no.”

“So that’s it? At the end of the
summer it’s over and there’s nothing to show for all the
work we’ve done here?”

He let out a heavy sigh. “Basically.”

Grace pushed her food around her plate, keeping
her eyes down. She glanced at Peter for only a second before saying,
“I wish there was some way I could help.”

Peter sighed. “Research takes money. I mean,
even though a habitat wouldn’t work in Last Chance, a proof of
concept could still be made.”

“What do you mean?”

“My grant proposal introduced the idea of a
habitat that used heat from even deeper in the earth as a power
source. With a little bit of money, I could stick a battery down
there and a loop of water-filled pipe extending deeper into the well.
It could even power the devices down there and the lab.”

“Tell Dr. Hall. I’m sure he’d
okay putting money toward your project.”

He pushed his plate away. He wasn’t hungry
anymore. “Dr. Hall is out of money. It’s done.”

“Oh,” she said. She waved her hand to
call over their waitress and asked for the check. “So how is
this any different from the geothermal plants that already exist in
California?”

Peter leaned back and stroked his beard. If she
had actually read the text he’d given her, she would know this
already. “Classic geothermal heating is just burying a loop
underground, and the constant temperature beneath the surface
regulates the temperature of the air inside the loop, making it
easier to heat and cool a home. The next step, geothermal energy, is
pumping water down—similar to fracking—and then the
pressure underground builds, bringing hotter water back up to power
turbines and convert into electricity. However, this is most readily
done near a fault line where there is volcanic activity.

“That’s when interest in deep
geothermal energy arose. The thought was that drilling deeper would
help harness the thermal energy farther under the surface in
locations nowhere near a fault line.”

“Does it work?”

Peter shook his head. “Did you not read any
of the articles and texts I’ve given you?”

“I did,” she insisted, hanging her
head in shame. “I didn’t really understand all of them…”

He steepled his fingers and tried to focus on not
lashing out at Grace. Attempting to remain calm, he explained, “Deep
geothermal energy hasn’t panned out, since the hot water coming
from that deep underground has to travel such a long distance to come
back up, and most of the heat is radiated away against the walls of
the well. It could be pumped up faster, but the energy it takes to
pump up the hot water quick enough is much more than the energy we
can harness from the water’s heat.

She nodded like she understood, so he continued.
“The next step would be to have turbines located halfway down.
Harness the thermal energy from deep below during the water’s
ascent.”

“So, an underground power plant. That’s
kind of cool.”

“All the data we’ve been compiling for
the past month has been to see if the energy collected at that depth
would be enough to power the average household. And it is, just
barely.”

She bit her lip. “But it won’t work,
because, earthquakes?”

“Basically. We can try making a geothermal
generator, but Last Chance isn’t a good candidate for a
habitat.”

“So why are we here?” Grace took her
paper napkin from her lap and placed it on the table.

“I don’t know,” he sighed. “Ask
Dr. Hall.”

···

A few days later, as soon as Grace returned for
the afternoon, she slapped a certified mail envelope onto Peter’s
desk.

“You got your funding,” she declared.
The lab didn’t have a mailing address, so she must have visited
the PO box while in town for lunch. Peter shot her a look of
surprise. The envelope was still sealed. There would have been no way
to discern what the contents were.

She continued talking as he tore open the
envelope. “I may have mentioned to my dad that your research
was totally ready for the next phase and how great it would be for
Synergy Power Systems to be at the forefront of geothermal
habitation.”

He carefully read the enclosed letter. There it
was, on heavy-weight official Synergy Power Systems letterhead. Not
only was he getting enough funding to stay in Last Chance to work on
his research another year, but a contractor would be in touch with
him about installing a small geothermal generator.

Too shocked to say anything, Peter silently pored
over the letter a second and third time until Grace interrupted.
“There is a catch,” she said, examining her perfectly
manicured fingernails while leaning against the edge of his desk. She
stared at him until he looked up and met her eyes.

“What catch?” he asked.

“My dad doesn’t believe that I’m
passionate about geothermal energy, and says I have to prove it.
He’ll fund your research for as long I continue working for
you.”

He set down the letter and wiped a hand over his
face. Working with Grace had been manageable so far, but he couldn’t
imagine spending an entire year with her. However, this letter wasn’t
the actually contract he would sign—that would be sent over as
soon as he indicated he was interested—but it was unlikely a
business deal would add a caveat that the CEO’s daughter would
have to continue working there. On the other hand, he was familiar
with big businesses providing themselves an out for ‘any or no
reason whatsoever,’ so an unofficial understanding like keeping
Grace on could be
upheld.

“That also means you shouldn’t do
anything to scare me off,” she continued, giving him a sideways
glance.

He found it amusing that, yet again, Grace would
have the power to shut down his research. “Another year is a
long time to be an intern,” he noted.

“Well, you could promote me to staff or
something.”

“What will you do about school?”

“I don’t need
to be here all the time. You do fine without me during the weekends.
I can just video call you a few times a week to compare notes.”

“That’s not going to work,” he
said, leaning back in his chair. He carefully tucked the letter back
in the envelope and opened the email client on his computer to accept
Synergy Power Systems’ offer.

“Why not?”

“Generators require oversight. I’ll
still need to go down there every day. I’ll need someone to
come with me.”

She flipped her blond hair over a tan shoulder.
“You could find someone else to fill in while I’m at
school.”

“Sure,” he said. “I can get a
new intern.” He went back to his computer to finish emailing
the HR director at SPS and accept their offer. Whatever deal she had
supposedly struck with her father to encourage him to fund Peter’s
research was between the two of them. Peter would uphold any
professional obligations in the deal, but he wouldn’t babysit
Grace as a means to continue his work.

As he hit send, he realized Grace had disappeared.
The sound of objects colliding against the wall came from her room.
For a moment, he thought she might be organizing her things, but he
realized it was more likely that she was upset. He wasn’t good
at navigating emotional females. He decided to check on her.

He got up slowly from his desk and listened for a
moment outside the door before tentatively knocking. She didn’t
answer, but her sniffling stopped, so he slowly opened the door and
poked his head inside.

“Are you okay?” he asked. Even though
he already knew the answer was no, he couldn’t think of
anything else appropriate to say.

Grace stared down at her hands, but glanced at him
briefly. “You can come in,” she said.

He looked around the room. He hadn’t really
been in here yet, trying to be respectful of the young woman’s
privacy. She had her desk set up as more of a vanity, the top covered
in cosmetics and pretty perfume bottles. He knew it would be more
appropriate for him to sit on the chair from the desk than with her
on the bed. Pulling out the chair, he sat across from her.

Grace wiped off her face with a hand. “I’m
sorry,” she said. “I really thought I was doing a nice
thing.”

“You asked your father to fund my research?”
he asked in his usual matter-of-fact tone.

“You’re like, the smartest person I
know,” she gushed. “I tried to understand all the
articles and stuff you gave me, but I guess I didn’t get them
as well as I thought.” She caught a fresh tear with her finger
before it could trail down her face. “You’re so
passionate about your research. I saw the email from Dr. Hall, saying
that he couldn’t fund you anymore. I just figured, since Dr.
Hall’s funding came directly from SPS, that you could get
direct funding too. I thought if anyone deserved to do their
research, it was you.”

She sighed as she set the pillow she had hugged
against her down at the head of the bed. “My father read up on
your publications. I don’t know if he understood them, either,
but he agreed to send that letter if I was truly passionate about
your research. So, I told him I was.”

“You’re not interested in deep
geothermal energy?” Peter asked.

She let out a small laugh. “I barely
understand it. I just needed an internship, any internship, for my
dad to keep footing the bill for my tuition.”

Peter was actually sad to hear that she had come
to Last Chance only for financial reasons. Although she had made it
clear the whole time she wasn’t thrilled about being there, he
thought at least she had a better reason for picking his
research.

“You’re so fucking smart,” Grace
said. “I thought that whatever you were working on must be
really important, and that it would be a total waste for it to get
shut down.”

Peter smiled at Grace. She did have good
intentions. “Funding is a fickle beast, but in the end it’s
just business. Research gets funding from corporations, non-profits,
governments, and universities. If Synergy Power Systems doesn’t
end up funding the next step in my research, I could potentially get
money from the NSF or through SLAU. Just because Dr. Hall pulled the
plug doesn’t mean this is the end for me.”

Grace covered her face again with her hands. Peter
paused as she let out a frustrated groan. “I appreciate you
going out of your way to try and fund my work, but it’s not
your responsibility. I’m an adult; I can take care of myself.”

She looked at him and nodded. As he got up to
leave, she said, “Could I get a hug?”

“Uh, sure.” As soon as the words came
out of his mouth, Grace wrapped her arms tightly around him. He
awkwardly hugged her back. The smell of strawberries wafted from her
hair as she held him close for a moment. After letting go, she
plopped back on her bed.

“Let me know when you’re going out to
collect data later,” she said before flipping open a magazine.

“Of course,” Peter said, closing the
door behind him. He was confused. Somehow, Grace was both
disinterested and passionate about his research at the same time.

···

Peter was spending his weekend with his friend,
Autumn, and her roommate, Sunshine. They had space for him to crash
on their sofa, and as long as he brought his laptop with him he could
keep up with his work.

“Let’s make this game interesting,”
Autumn said, getting up from her seat next to the coffee table. The
three were in the middle of playing Settlers of Catan, and Peter was
pulling ahead of the two women. She hopped into the kitchen and
stretched up to reach the liquor stowed on top of the fridge. “What
do you cool kids want? We have whiskey and…” she pulled
off a second bottle, “vodka.”

“Get me a whiskey on the rocks, please,”
Sunshine said, peeking at Autumn’s cards which she had left on
the table. To Peter, she added, “Shh, don’t tell.”
Sunshine wore her sun-bleached hair in dreads, authentic to her
all-natural lifestyle. 


“Peter, you want some whiskey?” Autumn
asked as she poured drinks for Sunshine and herself.

“Sure,” Peter said. “Give me two
fingers.”

Autumn returned to the living room and delivered
everyone’s beverages before sitting back down on the floor in
front of the low table. Her dark eyes brushed over her cards, then
she glanced quizzically at the other two players.

Sunshine pretended to study her own hand. “I
could trade a couple wheat for some lumber. Do you need some wheat,
Autumn?”

“You looked at my cards, didn’t you?”
Autumn scolded. Peter simply shrugged his shoulders.

“Eh,” Sunshine said, “Damage is
already done. So, trade?”

···

Peter spread out the plans the contractor had
drawn up for the geothermal generator. It appeared simple enough.
Grace glanced at the technical drawing.

“Looks good,” she said before
returning her attention to examining her fingernails.

Peter had hoped she would show a little more
interest. Her internship was coming to a close at the end of the
week, and then she would return to SLAU for the fall quarter. During
that time, a contractor would construct the generator and Peter would
get to stay in Last Chance. “You don’t sound excited,”
he said.

“I am,” she said with a sigh.

“All of our hard work will come to
fruition,” he said, eyeing her as she sat down on the edge of
his desk. He had to admit she had been instrumental in getting him
funding, therefore allowing him to keep up his research for another
year.

She crossed her arms and stared at the floor. “I
don’t think my dad will let me continue working with you.”

“What? Why not?”

“He’s doesn’t know you, and
won’t trust me when I say you’re okay. He also doesn’t
want my staying in the lab any longer.”

It took Peter a second to realize Grace’s
father might think it was inappropriate for his daughter, a young
woman, to essentially be living with a single man. 


“It’s not like you’re trapped
here,” Peter said. “You can leave whenever you want. I
would never…” He wanted to add ‘rape you’ or
‘assault you,’ but saying them felt ridiculous. “You’re
safe.”

She looked at him, her brown eyes pleading before
studying the drawings next to her. She traced one of the lines with
her finger. “I told him that. I tried everything, really. Now
he’s saying that I should be at school and not in Colorado
playing scientist with you. He threatened to pull the plug on your
work.”

After funding another year and insisting Grace
continue working with him, it seemed insane that Grace’s father
would change his tune. “Maybe I could talk to him,” Peter
offered.

Grace looked at him skeptically. “I don’t
know…”

“I’ve never met the man financing my
research. Well, I’ve been to meetings with representatives from
SPS, but not the CEO. I’m sure if he could interact with me
face-to-face, he would understand just how important this research is
and that I would never do anything
to compromise it, especially not being disrespectful or inappropriate
with any of my staff.”

Grace smiled. “Damn, you’re
straight-laced. Fine, I’ll set it up. But he’d never come
all the way out to Colorado, you’ll probably have to meet up
with him in LA.”

“Couldn’t I just Skype him?”

“No, that would never work. He needs to see
how non-threatening you are.”

Peter wasn’t sure if he should be insulted.
Being called ‘non-threatening’ was a little emasculating.
“Okay, set it up.”

“Great,” she said, hopping off the
desk. Now she took her time poring over the drawings. “When
does construction start?”

“As soon as I return from LA.”





CHAPTER FOUR

The restaurant was huge, yet still felt
intimate. Each table was its own separate dwelling, with half-height
walls around them so that the opulent surroundings and chandeliers
were visible everywhere, but the other diners disappeared from sight.
Abiding by Grace’s advice, he wore his only suit, the one
Autumn had helped him pick out years ago for job interviews. He felt
stiff and uncomfortable and just wanted the night to be over with.
The time difference made the late eight PM dinner feel even later. He
should have grabbed a snack at the hotel.

On the flight over, Peter had studied a little bit
about the CEO of SPS, Michael Hudson. He had tried to memorize the
man’s face from the portrait on the SPS website so that he’d
recognize Michael in the large restaurant. He scanned the crowd of
businessmen at the front bar, looking for an attractive man with a
full head of hair. All the men here fit that description.

Peter approached the hostess, a well-groomed woman
wearing an impeccably fitted black dress shirt. “Good evening,
sir. Do you have reservations?” she asked.

“I’m, um, meeting someone,”
Peter stammered. He nervously stroked his beard, wondering why he had
thought this dinner would be a good idea. The future of his research
hinged on the evening going well.

“You must be Dr. Cork,” the hostess
said, interrupting his thoughts. She plucked up a menu from behind
her and stepped out from behind the hostess stand. “Please
follow me,” she said as she trotted off. They wove through a
maze of tables to one situated next to a cozy fireplace with flames
sprouting from sparkling rocks instead of wood logs.

The hostess waved an arm toward the plush booth
and handed the menu to Peter once he sat down. “Mr. Hudson has
been delayed, but should arrive only ten to fifteen minutes late.”

Peter tapped his fingers on the table nervously.
He had already decided he wouldn’t have any alcohol for the
evening, but when the waiter came by to get his drink order, he
changed his mind and asked for a whiskey in hopes of calming his
nerves. He hadn’t been worried about meeting the man in charge
of SPS until he had arrived at the restaurant. He tried to push out
of his mind the fact that this man was also Grace’s father, but
was reminded of that truth when he saw her approaching in a
tight-fitting deep blue dress with an older man escorting her.

He quickly took in Grace. She looked stunning with
her hair swept back off her face and dark liner emphasizing her eyes.
Her hand was on her father’s arm, a man whose confidence seemed
to fill the room.

“What a pleasure to finally meet you,”
he said, extending a hand for a firm handshake. His conservative suit
was much quieter than his commanding voice. “I’m Michael
Hudson, Grace’s father. She has told me all about you.”

Peter glanced quickly at Grace again as she slid
into the C-shaped booth. “Hopefully she has mentioned my work,”
Peter commented as Michael took a seat next. Peter hadn’t
noticed the second young woman who came with the pair.

“This is my friend Sandra,” Grace
said, indicating the beautiful brunette who took a seat next to her.

“Pleasure,” Peter said before sitting
back down. He noticed Michael had situated himself as a physical
barrier between Peter and his daughter by sitting between the two.

Peter couldn’t think of anything to say, and
studied his menu silently. There wasn’t a single item on it
that looked appetizing. 


“You can’t go wrong here—every
dish is amazing. I’d recommend the red fish,” Michael
said. “Order whatever you want, my treat.”

“Dr. Cork doesn’t eat meat products,”
Grace said as she flipped through her own menu.

“I have reservations about certain practices
at commercial farms,” he clarified, “so I abstain from
eating farm-raised meat and dairy or eggs.”

“Huh,” Michael said. “To each
their own, I guess.” The others all ordered steak, and after
the waiter insisted that the seared ahi tuna with wasabi glaze was
wild caught, Peter ordered that.

“Thank you so much for dinner,” he
said.

“Oh, of course, Dr. Cork,” Michael
said, smiling broadly, flashing his perfectly straight white teeth,
which matched his daughter’s. “I pay for your lab and
livelihood, what’s one dinner?” 


Peter shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “Please,
call me Peter. And, I was hoping for a chance to talk with you about
my work.”

“Oh, I know all about your work,”
Michael said before taking a long sip of his top-shelf scotch. “I’ve
read over all your proposals. To be honest, if you’re too
successful, I’ll be shooting myself in the foot. The real
profit lies in fossil fuels. But my PR people insist that funding
research on clean energy improves SPS’s image. Plus, it will
take a couple decades before anything like geothermal habitation will
be economical for consumer use, and hopefully by that point SPS will
have some patents on this whole process and have found a way to
monetize all this clean-energy hoopla.”

Peter sunk down in his seat. “Geothermal
habitation has the potential to change how we live and work―”

“Oh, I know all that,” Michael cut in.
“That’s not my concern.”

As if on cue, Grace said, “I’m going
to the ladies’ room,” before she and Sandra slid out of
the booth. Peter kept his attention on Michael as the two women
sauntered out of sight.

“Now look here, Peter,” Michael said,
glaring at the scientist. “Grace is my only daughter. She’s
my little ray of sunshine, and admittedly I’ve spoiled her a
bit. The only things she truly enjoys doing are partying with her
friends and shopping. But since she’s started this internship,
she’s been talking about geothermal energy non-stop, saying
she’s going to change majors and get a career in research.”

“I’m glad I’ve been a positive
influence for her,” Peter said.

“There lies the problem. She’s picked
up odd interests to attract boys before. My question is: is she
interested in your work, or is she interested in you?”

Peter ran a hand through his beard while thinking
about what Michael said. Peter had never really dated, instead
choosing to focus on his education and work. That, and a woman had
never expressed her interest in him, not romantically.

“I would like to think she’s
interested in my work,” he responded.

“I hope so, too,” Michael said,
draining the rest of his scotch. “She could certainly do
better. I fund your research; I know how little you academic folk
make.”

Peter flushed with anger, but knew better than to
say anything. Thankfully, Grace and Sandra returned and sat back down
at the table. Soon after, the server brought their food, and Michael
ordered another round of drinks for the table. Peter could feel his
head get a little fuzzy with the second whiskey. 


Throughout the meal, Michael made it clear their
discussion of business was done. Peter didn’t have much to
contribute to the conversation, and passively listened as Michael
asked his daughter and her friend about their lives.

Michael made an early exit when he received a
phone call. “Business waits for no man,” he said, kissing
his daughter on the forehead. He pulled out his wallet and handed a
credit card to Grace. “Have a fun evening, sweetheart,”
He turned to Peter. “It was a pleasure meeting you, Dr. Cork.”

“Likewise,” Peter said, standing to
accept another firm handshake.

“Let’s get out of here,” Sandra
said once Grace’s father was gone.

Grace nodded. “I’ll call the car.”
She pulled her phone out of her tiny purse and typed a quick message
before tucking it back in. “How does the Chandelier sound?”

“Excellent,” Sandra said with a smile
before draining the rest of her glass of wine. With a small gesture,
Grace summoned the waiter and handed him her father’s credit
card.

“I could ask my driver to give you a ride,”
Grace said.

“If it’s not too much trouble,”
Peter said. The three got up from the table as soon as the waiter
returned, and Grace signed the check. When they stepped outside, a
town car was already waiting for them at the front of the restaurant.

Peter sat in the front seat while the two women
slid into the back.

“Logan, take us to the Chandelier,”
Grace instructed.

“Of course, miss,” he said, glancing
at her through the rear-view mirror.

“Could you please drop me off at my hotel?”
Peter asked.

“Oh no,” Grace interjected, “This
car is only going to the Chandelier. That means you have to come with
us.”

“What’s the Chandelier?” Peter
asked.

“You’ll like it,” Sandra assured
him. “I’m going to text Blake and tell him to meet us
there.” Sandra pulled out a phone from just under the neckline
of her dress.

“It’s a club,” Logan said to
answer Peter’s question.

“My flight is early tomorrow morning,”
Peter said. “I need to head back to my hotel and get some
sleep.”

“Sleep on the plane,” Sandra said as
she furiously typed on her phone.

“Come on,” Grace pleaded. “You
owe me after I convinced my father to pay for your flight and your
hotel.”

It was already ten PM, which was eleven in
Mountain time. He guessed he could stay up a little later. The only
thing he needed to do
tomorrow was travel back to his lab.

“All right, I can come along, but just for a
little while.” The women squealed with glee from the backseat.

“Good choice, man,” Logan said. “The
Chandelier is sick.”

Peter wasn’t convinced.

···

On Sandra’s instruction, Peter left his
blazer in the car. Even though the sun had set, it was still hot
outside. He envied the women’s ability to wear short dresses
and still look elegant, whereas he had on long sleeves and pants.

Before they got to the door, Grace said, “Hold
on,” and grabbed Peter’s tie. She loosened the knot and
slid it off, tucking it in her purse, then unbuttoned the top couple
buttons of his shirt. “That’s better,” she declared
before leading them through the door and into the club.

At first, he had thought Chandelier was a
misnomer, but then he saw it. In the middle of the vast room hung an
enormous structure made from tubes of steel welded together. All of
the flashing and colored lights which illuminated the dance floor
were mounted on it. There was a small crowd of people already on the
floor dancing to the pulsing music, but most of the patrons were
crowded around the bar.

Sandra shouted to be heard over the music, “Blake
is already here at the patio.” They made their way through the
club, Grace reaching back and grabbing Peter’s hand to keep
from losing him in the crowd. Once they were out the back door, the
space opened up in front of them to a large patio where the music
wasn’t as loud, and the outdoor bar wasn’t nearly as
crowded.

A man sitting on one of the outdoor sofas saw the
group and came over to them. He embraced Sandra from behind nuzzled
his nose against her neck. “Hey,” she said before turning
around and giving him a deep kiss. Once they were finished greeting
each other, she turned back to Peter, saying, “This is my
friend, Blake.” Blake wore an impeccably tailored shirt with
machine-distressed jeans. His dark hair was carefully styled with not
a single hair out of place. Even though he was a head shorter than
Peter, his presence felt intimidating.

They shook hands quickly. “Why don’t I
buy the first round?” Peter offered. The quicker he downed a
drink with Grace and her friends, the quicker he could make his exit
and go back to the hotel. Clubs were not really his scene.

The clothes he was wearing already made him feel
uncomfortable, but the atmosphere of this place put him on edge. He
didn’t understand the allure of dancing while grossly
intoxicated. If he wanted to have a good time, he’d prefer a
game of Pandemic with a few friends while listening to smooth jazz.
Meanwhile, Grace was beaming, clearly enjoying the music.

“All right,” Blake said, nodding his
head in approval. Peter ordered another whiskey for himself, along
with three drinks with crazy names he had never heard before. What
the heck was a ‘zombie’ or ‘snake bite’? He
paid the tab, noting that the crazy drinks had similarly crazy
prices.

“Cheers,” Grace said, holding up her
‘Bahama mama.’ The rest clinked their glasses against
hers and took a drink. “I think Daddy really liked you,”
she said to Peter, looking up at him through her lashes.

“I don’t know,” he said,
reflecting on their conversation at dinner while Grace and Sandra had
been in the restroom. “He said―”

Grace pressed a finger against his lips,
preventing him from completing his sentence. “I don’t
need to hear what he said,” she insisted. “My father
likes scaring people, but he’s a big softy at heart.”

“Right,” Peter said, looking down at
his drink. It was so hot out, the ice in his cup had already melted
away. It wasn’t particularly good to begin with, but the added
water ruined it. When the others weren’t looking, he dumped the
contents of his glass onto a nearby plant.

“Let me get you another,” Grace
offered, taking his glass when she noticed it was empty. “Whiskey,
right?”

“Neat, please.” He watched as she
walked back over to the bar, her blond hair flowing behind her.

Blake gave out a low whistle. His eyes were also
following Grace’s back as she sauntered away. “Damn, that
woman is hot,” he said. “How do you know each other?”

Peter briefly explained his research and that
Grace was his current intern.

“Wow,” Blake exclaimed. “So
you’re, like, her boss. Man, I would love the chance to order
her around, if you know what I mean.” He gave Peter a firm slap
on the back. “You pick all the hotties for your interns?”

“No, my colleague interviews and hires all
the staff.” 


Grace returned and gave Peter his drink. He nursed
his glass as they all sat on a couple of the outdoor sofas chatting.
The other three periodically went back to the bar for a few more
rounds.

After they had been there for a sufficient amount
of time, Peter stood up, saying, “Well, I’m going to head
out.”

“No, stay,” Grace said, pulling at his
hand to get him to sit back down.

“Why don’t we all go dance?”
Sandra suggested.

“Yeah,” Grace pleaded, “come
dance with us.” Before he could protest, the two women grabbed
both his hands and dragged him back inside and over to the dance
floor. They started swaying and moving with the music, and Peter
tried to bob back and forth in an attempt to dance as well. A minute
later, Blake caught up to them and handed him a fresh glass of
whiskey.

Peter didn’t have the coordination to dance,
drink, and avoid bumping into everyone on the crowded dance floor
like Blake did. Before long, Blake and Sandra were rubbing up against
each other, their dance looking more and more like clothed
intercourse. Peter knocked back the rest of his drink, stowing the
glass with other empties sitting on a nearby speaker. With one less
thing to keep track of, he hoped he could now focus on not running
into the people gyrating around him, knowing that his dancing was a
pretty lost cause.

Grace closed up the space between them, placing
her hands on his chest. Peter’s body tensed, and in taking a
small step back he ran into another dancer. “Sorry,” he
mumbled. Grace persisted, wrapping her arms around his waist and
leaning her body into his.

With too much alcohol is his system, the loud
music, lewd dancing, and now invasion of his personal space, his
brain screamed for an escape. His chest tightened as he stood there
rigidly, not dancing at all. He needed to leave the club, hail a taxi
back to his hotel, and get some sleep.

“Let’s go sit down,” Grace said.
She led him off the dance floor and up a winding staircase to the
second floor. From the mezzanine was an amazing view of the central
chandelier. It hung at the same level as the second floor, but the
flashing lights all pointed down. Although the music was still loud
up here, the atmosphere without all the dancing bodies and strobing
lights was much more subdued. He decided he could tolerate the club
for a little longer, but his muscles were tense, ready to make his
body flee at any moment.

Peter sat down at one end of an empty sofa.
Instead of sitting next to him, Grace sat down in his lap. Before he
could protest, another person took the adjacent spot, leaving no
other place for her to sit.

“I’m going to miss you this quarter,”
she whispered in his ear. “What will you do without me?”

“There’s another intern starting this
week,” Peter said loudly over the music. “A quarter isn’t
that long. You’ll be back before you know it.”

“It feels like forever,” she purred.
“You’ll miss me, right?”

“Grace,” he said, summoning the
courage to tell her how inappropriate this all was. But he had no
idea what to say. There had to be a way to get her to stop without
making her overly upset. Before he could tell her off, she tucked her
head next to his, resting her forehead on his shoulder. The gesture
felt so innocent, he lost his nerve, and instead raised a hand to pat
her head. He had expected her blond hair to be soft to the touch, but
the hairspray holding her style together made it feel stiff.

“Daddy doesn’t want me to become a
scientist,” she mused in a childlike voice. He could barely
hear her over the music as she talked toward his chest.

“Why not?” The first time he met her,
he had thought she was generally attractive. But now that she was
curled up in his lap, making herself vulnerable, it was both
beautiful and terrifying.

“He is pushing for me to get a degree in
business management and start up my own Fortune 500 company. Either
that or marry someone who has.”

“It’s not enough to study something
you enjoy?”

“No,” she said, sitting up so she
could look him in the eye. “I want to matter. I want to change
the world―like you are.”

His aspirations weren’t that ambitious. He
had only started studying geology because he found it interesting.
Yes, he was passionate about clean energy and hoped his work would
lead to less reliance on fossil fuels, but that’s not what
motivated him. “I don’t know if I’m changing the
world,” he admitted. She curled back up under his chin.

“You are,” she insisted. “I read
the grant proposal you sent Daddy.”

He sighed. All grant proposals were written to
make a project seem urgently important and revolutionary with an
immense impact. If
his proposed plan for geothermal habitation even worked, it would
take a few decades before it would get implemented, and even longer
before it would be affordable to the middle class. “Change
takes time.”

“Let’s go,” Grace said. She got
up and held out a hand to help him up from the deep sofa. Once they
were outside, she pulled out her phone and sent a text to Logan,
asking him to pick them up. After they both got into the backseat of
the town car and were driving away from the club, Grace asked, “Would
you like to come over to my place?”

“I don’t think that would be
appropriate,” Peter answered.

“Right,” she said, rolling her eyes.
“It’s not like we’ve been living together all
summer.” After a few minutes of silence, the car slowed down to
a stop in front of Peter’s hotel. “Or I could come up for
a cup of coffee?”

“Grace,” he sighed, unsure he could
get through to her in her stubborn and inebriated state. “As
much as I would love to spend the rest of the night with you, I
really do need to get some sleep before my flight tomorrow. Feel free
to keep in touch, and you’ll see me again when you come back to
Last Chance after the winter holidays.”

“Okay,” she said, looking down at her
lap. “I’ll see you.”

He closed the car door behind him and went up to
his room. He had completely forgotten about his blazer and tie. After
undressing, he slipped into bed and stared at the ceiling, waiting
for sleep to come. Michael’s words circled through his head. Is
she interested in your work, or is she interested in you?

His chest tightened as he realized it was probably
the second. Somehow, he had to find a way to keep her on the project
without leading her on or breaking her heart.


CHAPTER FIVE

Throughout the fall months, Grace
faithfully emailed Peter every few days. Sometimes she’d ask
about the progress on the construction of the generator, sometimes
she’d share ideas for his ongoing research, and sometimes she
just wanted to check in.

From the tone of her correspondence, her memory of
their evening in LA had been forgotten. Even so, he was conscious of
the content of his email responses. Just because she pretended the
events of that evening hadn’t happened didn’t mean those
feeling were gone. He heard no other news from Michael Hudson or SPS
in general. As far as he knew, Grace would return to Last Chance
after the new year like she originally promised.

The construction started as planned and moved
along quickly. In the meantime, a new intern took Grace’s
place, a student by the name of Ian whose interest in geology ended
at categorizing rocks. He lasted an entire week before quitting, but
by that time there were enough contractors going up and down the well
that Peter never had to worry about visiting the cavern by himself.

By January, they had only met minor delays. On the
first day of winter quarter, Peter sat at his desk trying to keep
busy while frequently glancing out the window, looking for the
arrival of Grace’s silver car. He was nervous. Although her
chipper emails had kept his spirits up—even when he was
overwhelmed with delegating construction—he was still unsure
how to act around her. He needed to remain professional, but
shouldn’t be too cold, while also avoiding coming across as
overly friendly. In the summer, she had the power to shut down his
work. Now, not only could she put a stop to his research, she also
held the keys to future funding. As the shadows grew longer and the
sun dipped lower, the last few construction workers left, going to
the only hotel in town for the night. She wasn’t coming.

He put in another hour of work, distracting
himself, before deciding to get some sleep. Just as he was about to
turn his computer off, it gave a shrill little beep to let him know
he had gotten a new email.

It was Grace. Her father was in town for only a
few days, and she wanted to spend some time with him. She would
arrive in Last Chance on Wednesday. Peter breathed a sigh of relief.
He turned off his computer and went to bed.

···

The coffee was still warming on the hot plate of
the coffee maker and everything was ready to go. The construction
crews were all cleared out, leaving behind only tire tracks
crisscrossing the ground as evidence they had ever been there at all.

Peter refrained from venturing down the well on
his own even though he desperately wanted to see the generator again.
It was a thing of beauty, and he hoped Grace would be able to
appreciate it at least a little. She had been unimpressed by the
plans, but had expressed mild interest in her emails.

He could hear the gravel crunch under the tires of
her silver sedan as she drove up. Quickly locking his computer, he
got up from his desk and rushed to the door to greet her. The cool
air outside greeted him, warm for January, but still colder than
inside the lab. As soon as the vehicle came to a complete stop, Grace
hopped out of the driver seat. She wore her hair in loose waves, and
had on a cozy sweater and jeans so tight they could have been painted
on.

“Dr. Cork,” she said, nodding in his
direction. She opened the back door of her car and grabbed onto a
piece of luggage, yanked on it until it tumbled onto the ground, then
grasped the next one.

Peter approached the car to offer help. “There
are three more in the trunk,” she said as she dragged the first
two toward the lab. “It’s unlocked,” she called
back.

He took a deep breath in an attempt to calm his
temper. Instead of warding off inappropriately affectionate advances,
he was dealing again with her extreme apathy. He hadn’t
mentally prepared for this scenario. Opening the trunk, he gathered
the remaining pieces of luggage and brought them inside.

Grace already had loud music blaring out of a pair
of Bluetooth speakers. He set the suitcases in the middle of her room
with the other two. She was lounging on the bed, staring at her
phone.

“I wanted to go down the well,” he
said loudly.

“Now?” She didn’t even look up
from her screen.

“I thought you’d be anxious to see the
new generator.”

She shrugged.

He clenched his fists, struggling to keep
composed. How had she gone from so hot to so cold? He would never
understand this woman. “We need to check on it sometime today.
Let me know when would work for you.”

She let out an exasperated sigh, then turned off
her phone and tossed it on the bed. “We can go now.” She
got up and powered down the speakers sitting on her desk.

They walked back outside. “Wait here,”
Peter instructed. Grace crossed her arms, but stayed in place.

He walked around the side of the temporary
structure to where his bicycle was stored. Even though he didn’t
have a driver’s license, he could still legally operate a small
motor vehicle, so he had purchased an electric golf cart with some of
the grant money from SPS. He climbed in and flipped the switch to on.
As soon as he pressed his foot on the accelerator, the little motor
hummed and the cart lurched forward. He zipped around the lab,
driving up to where Grace waited.

She turned and actually smiled as she placed a
hand on her hip. “Oh my God, that’s perfect.” She
hopped in and they headed off to the well.

Peter reminded himself of how fortunate he was as
the cool winter air blew past his face. At almost thirty, he was
leading a successful research project that was bound to change the
way people lived. Once his postdoctoral fellowship at SLAU ended, he
would have a chance to land a prestigious position with tenure.
Securing funding would be easier in the future. In fact, he’d
probably get such a cushy academic job with no teaching duties. He
would just do a little research each day and travel all over the
world as the keynote speaker at bunches of conferences.

As his imagined successes rushed at him along with
the chilled January air, the ride on the golf cart began to get
bumpy.

“Stop!” Grace shrieked. The urgency in
her voice made him think he might have run over an animal, which
would also account for the rough ride. But once the golf cart stopped
and the engine went silent, the jostling continued. “We need to
get away from the cart, now!” She jumped up from her seat and
dashed away from the vehicle.

Peter tried to follow, tripping as he got out. The
ground shook and was gaining momentum. He pulled himself up to his
feet and tried to run after her, but the shaking was so violent he
couldn’t get his footing. Leaping forward, he tried to at least
get clear of the golf cart, which was rocking back and forth.

The earth groaned beneath him as he tried to keep
moving using an army crawl. He could see Grace ahead, curled up into
ball, her body buffeted by the angrily shaking terrain, her hair
flowing around her like she was underwater. Dirt from the ground
saturated the air around him, making him cough. A few specks flew
into his eyes, and he covered his face with a hand while his eyes
burned and his lungs heaved in another cough, trying to expel the
dirty air.

Suddenly, something smashed into his legs, causing
pain to radiate up to his hips and down to his feet. After the
initial blow, he got hit over and over. Though the ground started to
steady, he couldn’t get away from the assault. He looked back,
blinking his now watering eyes to try and see through the cloud of
dust. 


“Oh my God, Dr. Cork, are you okay?”
Grace yelled as she ran back to him. Her hair and clothes were caked
in dirt, but other than that she looked to be all right.

The golf cart had fallen, and the roof was now
pinning his shins into the cold ground. He struggled to get his legs
free.

“Don’t move!” Grace instructed.
With more strength than Peter had thought possible from someone with
such a small frame, she lifted the golf cart by its roof, giving him
barely enough room to pull his legs out from under before letting it
smash back into the ground. “Are you hurt?”

“I’ll be fine,” he insisted as
he pulled himself up. He was able to stand, so nothing was broken,
but the force of the cart falling on him would definitely leave a
nasty bruise. “Help me get the cart upright?”

“Yeah,” she said. They worked
together, pushing up the roof of the cart until it settled onto its
wheels. Using extra care, he took a seat in the cart—on the
passenger side this time. 


Grace got in the driver seat, but didn’t
start the cart. She gripped the steering wheel tightly. “That
was an earthquake.”

“Yes,” Peter said simply.

“But, I thought all the fracking had
stopped.”

“So did I.”

“Then what caused it?”

“I don’t know.” She looked at
him a moment longer before turning to look forward and pressing on
the accelerator. Nothing happened. She pressed her foot down again.
“It’s not going,” she observed.

He hoped it wasn’t broken beyond repair; he
really didn’t want to walk all the way back to the lab. “Is
it on?”

She flipped the power switch. “Oops.” 


He stared forward as she drove the golf cart the
rest of the way to the well. The canopy which shaded the area was
still there, but instead of there being just a hole in the ground, a
rail wrapped around the well and a new metal platform. Grace slowed
the golf cart down, stopping in front of the hole. 


Her eyes widened and she jumped up from her seat.
“Is that an elevator?”

He couldn’t help but smile as he hobbled
over to the railing. “You could call it that. It’s a
simple pulley-dummy system.” Cautiously stepping onto the
diamond plate floor of the simple lift, she looked over the new
structure. “You’ll want this,” Peter said before
tossing a helmet to her. He put on his own and joined her on the
platform. Gripping the lever which controlled the motor, he asked,
“You ready?”

She nodded, and he pushed the lever forward.
Nothing happened. “What’s wrong?”

He looked closely at the controls. “Looks
like it doesn’t have power. This light is supposed to be
illuminated.”

“No power,” she gasped, her eyes wide.
“But, it’s supposed to power itself. Did the experiment
fail already?”

He kicked the lever, which sent a wave of pain
through his already battered leg. “Dammit!” Tightly
gripping the rails around the platform, he tried to figure out what
had gone wrong. “The battery cell should be fully charged. Even
if the generator doesn’t work, we should still have at least
some power.” He hung his head and closed his eyes, trying to
concentrate. “The battery must have gotten disconnected
somehow.”

“You think it was the earthquake?”
Grace asked.

“Yes, but we’ll have to go down there
to find out for sure.”

For safety, a ladder had been installed in the
well as a fire escape. During construction, Peter had insisted the
auto-belay system stayed in place, and was glad now for an easy way
to make a quick descent without the elevator.

The harnesses were waiting for them in a small box
on the platform filled with emergency supplies. They strapped on the
gear, linking themselves to the line leading down.

“Let’s go,” Grace said, sounding
more nervous now than excited. Their descent was fast, the safety
lights which Peter had gotten used to watching sail by during the
construction now dark without power as well. He desperately hoped the
earthquake hadn’t done irreparable damage.

When they reached the bottom, their feet splashed
into a puddle of water. They unhooked their harnesses and cautiously
made their way into the cavern heading toward the location of the new
generator. The smooth concrete floor was now immersed in dark water,
slick and difficult to navigate. Grace and Peter looked at each
other, barely able to see a thing in the darkness. 


“I didn’t think to bring a
flashlight,” Peter admitted. Grace slipped her phone out of her
back pocket and tapped it a few times until a small light on the back
illuminated the cavern ahead of them.

The glossy white exterior of the generator
reflected the light from her phone. Nothing looked amiss beyond the
mysterious pool of water at their feet and the eerie silence. 


All the equipment that had been down there had
been moved to an area to the far left. Directly in front of them sat
the new generator. It was enormous, and Grace gasped as they slowly
walked up to it. A plastic shell protected the machinery underneath.
Peter had no idea how a car worked or what the pieces inside a
computer did, but he was intimately familiar with this generator.

“I need to see what’s going on
inside.” He pointed at an access door.

Grace followed him with her light, and he opened
the panel and peered inside. “Huh,” he said, rubbing a
hand through his beard. “Nothing got tripped in the breaker.”

“You think it’s the battery?”
she asked.

“Perhaps.” He walked around the
generator to the battery compartment. The door was stuck. Gripping
the handle firmly, he gave it a sharp pull. The plastic door cracked
and fell off before a shower of sparks burst from the compartment.
The bright light temporarily blinded him, and he took a step away.

Grace let out a yell of surprise, losing her
balance as she tried to move back. Her phone tumbled out of her hand
and she fumbled trying to catch it before it fell into the water with
a small splash. They watched as the light on her phone slowly dimmed
before completely disappearing.

In the total darkness, the sound of water bubbling
up from the generator filled their senses. Peter could hear Grace’s
hand splash around as she attempted to find her phone.

She grasped the lost electronic and pulled it from
the depths. “Fuck,” she cursed under her breath. Fiddling
with her phone, she tried to get it to turn back on, but it was
pointless.

“We should get back to the surface,”
he said as he stood back up. It was warmer in the cavern than
outside, but he still felt cold from his now soaked pants and shirt.

“Are you okay?” she asked, pulling
herself up and reaching a hand out for his. Her cool fingers grasped
around his own, and they started walking to the well. She slipped on
the smooth flooring, almost taking Peter down with her.

She was soaked and shivering as he connected their
harnesses back to the rope. He had performed this task so many times
that he was still able to do so in the dark. She pressed against him,
wrapping her arms around him, and with a tug on the line they started
to ascend. Only once they were back on the surface did Peter realize
that her shivering had been replaced with sobs.


CHAPTER SIX

Peter stroked a hand through Grace’s
soft hair, which was now wet at the ends, in an attempt to help calm
her down. “Everything will be all right,” he whispered,
knowing that he was making promises he wouldn’t necessarily be
able to keep. He wished he could be as open with his emotions. Now
that they were safely on the surface, he realized how lucky they were
to be generally unharmed. The battery could have electrified the
standing water, turning the cavern into a death trap. They shouldn’t
even go back down to collect readings from the equipment. “It’s
cold out here,” he observed. “Let’s head back to
the lab.”

Grace pushed away for a moment to look at him, the
disappointment easy to read in her eyes, and nodded in agreement.
They took their places in the golf cart, Grace in the passenger seat
this time, and Peter switched it on ready to drive away.

While he was thinking about what this setback
meant for his research, he didn’t realize that the golf cart
wasn’t moving. The engine was making noises, but it wasn’t
the normal humming sound—it was an awful cacophony of grinding
gears.

Grace wiped the tears from her face and said, “Let
me check,” before getting up and opening the front compartment.
The inside was now full of dust and dirt. “Press the pedal,”
she instructed. When he did, the engine made the same sickly sound
again. “I don’t think we’ll be able to fix it,”
she declared, avoiding looking him in the eye.

“Let’s walk back, then,” he
said, getting out of the cart. They ambled quietly in the cold back
to the lab, Grace shivering and holding her arms close across her
chest.

The lab was a simple prefabricated building set on
a few concrete footings, and from a distance he knew it didn’t
look right—the roof line was at a slant. The whole structure
had shifted, and only half of it still rested on the concrete post.
As they got closer, the cracks in the siding and broken windows
showed that not only was it slanted, but the entire building
structure was compromised.

“Oh no,” he said. “Wait out
here, I’m going to check inside.”

“No.” He stopped and gave her a
puzzled look. “It’s obviously not safe. Why take the
risk?”

“My computer…” he trailed off,
realizing she was right. The slumping structure didn’t look
remotely safe, and the lack of any light coming through the broken
windows meant the lab also lost power. He bowed his head. There was
no way he’d convince anyone, let alone SPS, to fund fixing the
generator and
constructing a new lab. This was the death of his project in Last
Chance. “You’re right. I would like to call Dr. Hall.
Let’s go into town.”

She nodded and they both got into her car. She
turned up the heat and they drove without talking, listening to some
annoying pop tune on the radio while heading toward town.

Peter’s thoughts were consumed with figuring
out what his next steps should be. If he could convince Grace that
his research was still worthwhile, a task which shouldn’t be
too hard, she could possibly get her father on board to fund the
construction of a new generator. They would want to choose a
different spot. Last Chance had been convenient since the well had
already been drilled, but the fracking activity had obviously been a
drawback. They could choose a place sufficiently far from any oil
activity to start over. Since the cost of laser drilling wasn’t
prohibitive, he could probably get enough grant money for a new well
anywhere and not be limited to existing ones. In fact, he guessed the
cost of drilling a well seemed minuscule compared to that of
constructing a new geothermal generator and lab building. He knew
that when he received the Nobel Peace Prize in the future for his
work on geothermal habitation, this earthquake would feel like just a
minor setback.

As the car slowed down, he looked ahead to see why
they were stopping. He gasped in shock. The ground ahead crumbled to
an end, a crevice stretching across the road. When they were at a
complete stop, he raced out of the car, ignoring the pain radiating
from his shins and the cold sticking to him through his wet clothes.
A chasm had opened up, splitting the landscape in two. The road
continued on the other side, perhaps ten feet ahead. There was no way
to get across, and he looked down the endless abyss from the edge of
the road.

Grace joined his side and peered down at the chasm
as well. “Fuck.” They stared for a moment before she
broke the silence. “How far do you think it goes?”

He looked right then left. The scar across the
landscape stretched as far as he could see in both directions. It
split the earth north to south. They couldn’t continue east to
Last Chance’s town center. They would have to go west. “I
don’t know.”

“What now?” she asked.

“Drive to Denver.”

“Okay.” She turned around and walked
back to her car. He looked down the chasm one more time before
joining her in the silver sedan.

···

As they drove west, Grace tried to start a
conversation a few times, but Peter just didn’t feel like
talking. After giving terse answers to her questions, she gave up and
turned on the radio to fill their uncomfortable silence.

It was starting to get late, and neither of them
had a working phone or GPS to find their way to any specific
location. Peter did know the way to Autumn and Sunshine’s house
and gave Grace directions to their place. His friends would put them
up for the night, and then he would be able to call Dr. Hall and
figure out his next course of action.

They pulled up to the small house, the
gravel-covered front yard dotted with weeds and cacti, neither of the
women particularly concerned with any landscaping beyond their
vegetable garden in the back.

Peter knocked on the door, hoping at least one of
them was home. Autumn swung the door opened and exclaimed, “Peter!”
before giving him a tight hug. “What are you doing here? Is
this your famous accomplice?” She gave him a wink as she held
out a hand to greet Grace.

“This is my intern, Grace,” Peter
announced as Grace and Autumn shook hands.

“Please, come in,” Autumn said. He
walked right in as Grace tentatively followed. He could smell a
mixture of Indian spices. “Sunshine is cooking aloo mutter, and
you know how she always over does it. I’m sure there will be
plenty if you want to join us for dinner.”

“It smells amazing,” he admitted. “If
it’s not a hassle, dinner would be great.” Grace nodded
in agreement. “Would it be possible for me to use your phone?”

“Of course, let me go get it,” Autumn
said. 


She disappeared down the hall as Sunshine called
from the kitchen, “Who’s here?”

He entered the kitchen, a sly smile on his face.
“Hey, Sunshine.”

“Holy shit, Peter,” she said, a smile
spreading across her freckled face. As she gave him a hug, she
noticed Grace entering the kitchen as well. “Holy shit, man.
Why’d you bring a chick here? This house already has too much
estrogen.”

As Peter pulled back from her embrace he gestured
at Grace. “Sunshine, this is my intern, Grace.”

“Oh,” Sunshine said, giving Peter a
knowing glance before hugging Grace as well.

“Nice to meet you,” Grace mumbled into
Sunshine’s dreads as she continued to squeeze Grace.

Sunshine finally let go and focused her attention
back to stirring the pot on the stove. “So what brings you two
to Denver? Will you be staying long?”

“I had hoped we could stay the night,”
Peter ventured. “There was an earthquake, and it damaged the
new generator and destroyed my lab.”

“Oh man!” Sunshine said, placing a
hand on his arm. “I’m so glad you’re all right. Of
course you can stay. I’ll sleep with Autumn in her room and
Grace can take mine. You can take the couch.”

He smiled. “Thank you.” He knew
Sunshine had a crush on her roommate, and any excuse to sleep in the
same bed was good enough for Sunshine.

Autumn came into the kitchen. “Here you go,”
she said, handing her phone to Peter. 


“I’m going to go make a call,”
he said, excusing himself into the living room. He could hear his two
friends interrogate Grace as he tried to recall Dr. Hall’s cell
number.

He punched in the digits, hoping he’d
remembered them correctly, and waited as the line rang. “Hello?”
Dr. Hall’s voice came from the phone.

“Dr. Hall. It’s Peter Cork.”

“Christ, Peter. I just heard about the
earthquake on the news. That’s some bad luck. Is everything
okay?”

“Yes,” Peter began. “Well, no.
There’s a lot of damage to the generator. I’m not
entirely sure the extent of it right now, but when we went down there
to check there wasn’t any power, so I couldn’t make a
full assessment.”

“Shit, Peter, you went down there? There’s
a crack running the entire length of the US from New Mexico through
Montana into Canada!”

Peter paused, letting the news sink in.

Dr. Hall continued through the silence, “I
already spoke with Trish from SPS. They’re pulling the plug on
your work.”

“They can’t do that,” Peter
protested.

“You and I know very well that they can, and
they have,” Dr. Hall said, his voice quiet yet stern. “We
all knew that geothermal habitation was a pipe dream to begin with.
The only reason it got as far as it did was because I sent the
daughter of SPS’s CEO to be your intern. It was never really
meant to be.” Peter was too stunned to respond, and Dr. Hall
kept talking. “Look, my student Eileen Young is leading a few
courses this quarter, and I need her help looking into the geological
repercussions of the latest earthquake. This is an exciting
development for ground-breaking research―excuse the pun. You
could take over her courses and return to SLAU while you look for a
new position.”

His contract. Originally, he had been offered a
two-year fellowship at SLAU. Immediately after arriving at the
university, Dr. Hall had taken him under his wing. Peter’s
original grant money went directly to SLAU, and his research in Last
Chance had started under Dr. Hall’s guidance―both
professionally and fiscally. Only after Grace had come to work with
him had he gotten funding for himself. Now, it looked like he was
back at the mercy of Dr. Hall.

“Right, okay,” he said. “We’ll
head there tomorrow. I’ll let you know when I arrive.”

“I’m glad to hear you’re all
right,” Dr. Hall said before hanging up. Peter set the phone
down on the coffee table. Without funding from SPS, and no results
from his expensive research project, he could pretty much kiss his
academic career goodbye.

···

Peter remained quiet throughout most of dinner
while Autumn and Sunshine asked Grace all about her life as the
daughter of a horribly wealthy and powerful man. Autumn popped a
bottle of sake, which they all shared. Peter envied Grace’s
youthful optimism while his future felt so uncertain. He hadn’t
shared with them the details of his conversation with Dr. Hall, but
Grace would probably figure it out as soon as she talked with her
father.

The evening dragged seemed to drag on forever. As
Autumn opened a second bottle of sake, the four of them started
playing a card game in the living room. As Peter drank more, he began
to feel a little more mellow and started to finally accept his
current situation. He could at least find a job teaching at a
university. That could be enough.

After Autumn won the second game in a row,
Sunshine declared, “I’m going to turn in. Grace, I can
show you where you’ll sleep.” Grace followed her into her
room.

“I guess I should go to bed as well,”
Autumn said, studying Peter’s face.

“Yeah,” he said, “I could use
some time to myself.”

“Sure thing.” Autumn put away the
cards, then left Peter alone in the living room.

He was only alone for a few minutes before Grace
crept out of Sunshine’s bedroom to check on him.

“You okay?” she asked.

Peter poured himself a shot of sake from the
bottle left on the coffee table and drank it in a single gulp before
pouring another. “Sure.”

“I borrowed Autumn’s phone and talked
to my dad when you went to the bathroom earlier,” she said in a
quiet voice. She stood next to the sofa, probably waiting for him to
invite her to take a seat.

He drank the next shot before looking up at her
face. “You want some more?” he asked, pointing to the
bottle of sake. She sat down next to him, poured herself a shot,
drank it quickly, then set her glass back on the table.

She took his hand in her own. “I’m
sorry.”

“Why are you sorry? You didn’t do
anything.”

“The research coordinator at SPS is adamant
about shutting down your geothermal habitation research. She doesn’t
think it’s safe. Neither does my dad.”

Peter poured himself another shot, but didn’t
immediately drink it. He looked at her hand holding his own, then up
at her concerned face. “I knew it was too good to be true.”

“What do you mean?”

He pulled his hand away and drank the waiting shot
of sake before replying. “I haven’t put in my time. If I
had more experience, took more time to iron out all the details, I
wouldn’t have made such a costly mistake. Getting all the
funding upfront… well, I wasn’t ready. I blew it.”

“Don’t say that.” Her voice
wavered. He didn’t understand why she was being so emotional.
She would be fine. They were only a few days into the quarter. She
could still register for courses and continue on like this snafu had
never happened. “You deserve to do your research, and it’s
not right that SPS has pulled out after the first little hiccup.”

Peter laughed. “Little hiccup? The North
American plate has started splitting in half. All the drilling and
fracking is literally
splitting the continent in two.”

She shifted back, putting some distance between
them before saying, “What happens now?”

“We go back to SLAU. You take some classes.
I’ll lead a few. Life continues.”

“What about your research? And Last Chance?
And the crevice?”

“Best to forget.” He gave her a weary
smile, then glanced away, her face reminding him that he would be
losing her as well. Maybe it was just the alcohol, but he thought he
might actually miss her.

She leaned toward him, closing the gap between
them again. “I was looking forward to spending the quarter with
you.”

“Me too,” he admitted, swirling the
remaining sake in the bottom of the bottle. She continued to study
his face until he looked up at her pleading eyes. She leaned into
him, kissing his cheek softly. “We should try to get some sleep
before driving to LA tomorrow,” he said.

“Right,” she said, standing up. “I
should go to bed.” After she disappeared into Sunshine’s
room, Peter tipped the last few drops of sake into his mouth.





CHAPTER SEVEN

“Are you sure leaving your car is a
good idea?” Peter asked as a TSA officer directed Grace to move
through the metal detector. Peter picked up her bag, the only piece
of luggage between the two of them, as it came out of the scanner
while Grace put her shoes back on. They had left Autumn and
Sunshine’s house early, way before the sun had come up. There
was plenty of time to make it to their gate, but Grace seemed to want
to get there as quickly as possible.

“Well I’m not driving all the way back
to LA,” she said, flipping her hair over her shoulder. She
grabbed her purse from his hands and started walking again. All
morning, she had barely looked at him and had given him a generally
cold attitude. He was unsure of what was causing her icy behavior. 


Normally he avoided chit chat, but he was
genuinely confused about what would happen to her car, which they had
left in the airport parking deck. “You’re leaving your
car in Denver?” he asked again.

“No,” she huffed, walking even faster
down the terminal. “You’ve made it perfectly clear that I
don’t need to return to Last Chance, like, ever. I’ll
have it shipped to Los Angeles.”

“You didn’t want to drive?” He
would get reimbursed for the cost of his plane ticked by the SLAU
geology department, but he wouldn’t have minded taking a brief
road trip with Grace.

She stopped abruptly. “I know you don’t
drive, so you wouldn’t know that this short, two-hour flight
takes twenty fucking hours by car.”

“I didn’t know.” He quickly
blinked, but her angry face wasn’t an illusion.

“Of course you don’t,” she
snapped before turning and resuming her fast walk.

They arrived at their gate a solid hour before
their flight’s planned departure. When he took a seat near the
gate, she found another seat as far away from him as possible. She
proceeded to leaf through a magazine and ignore everything going on
in the busy terminal around her.

Peter got up to browse the news stand. He was
going to pick up a paperback novel to read on the flight, but the
headline of the local newspaper caught his attention. Scientists
Stumped by Catastrophic Colorado Earthquake. After reading
through the first page, he purchased the paper and returned to his
gate to sit and read the rest of the article.

He was pretty sure there weren’t any
seismologists in Colorado, so all the local scientists quoted in the
article only had a general grasp of earthquake activity. But the
article did have some raw data which Peter had not yet seen. The
quake had hit a 5 on the Richter scale in Denver, but was closer to
an 8.6 in Last Chance. The epicenter was about 25 miles north of Last
Chance, and the resulting chasm it caused spanned most of Colorado
with a maximum depth of 500 feet.

Peter read over the numbers again. Something
wasn’t right. Dr. Hall had cited a different span for the
crevice when they spoke yesterday. Why would they put the wrong
figures in the newspaper? Unless
Dr. Hall was wrong.

He looked up from his paper to see Grace quietly
standing in front of him, waiting. “Hey,” she said
softly.

“Hello.” He folded up his paper and
placed it on the chair next to him.

“May I sit?” she asked.

“Of course,” he said, waving a hand
over the empty seat to his right.

They sat in silence for a moment before she spoke.
“I just talked to my dad on the pay phone. He doesn’t
give a shit about research or the earthquake, he just wanted to know
my flight number so he can send a car to LAX.” She glanced at
his face for a moment before looking back down at her hands in her
lap. “I’ve been so… consumed by what has happened
and how inconvenient it is for me that I forgot how bad this all must
be for you. I’m sorry.”

“That’s just how life goes.” Now
he had to look forward to teaching lecture halls packed with freshmen
and applying for jobs yet again. With nothing to show for his
research project in Last Chance, the best he could hope for was
another postdoc for only a couple years in a different city. He had
gotten used to the nomadic lifestyle of academics and prided himself
on being able to pack all of his earthly belongings into two
suitcases. Still, he had looked forward to spending another year in
one place. He idly ran a hand over his beard before looking back at
Grace, who had picked up his newspaper.

“Eight point six. Not bad. I’m
surprised we made it through unscathed.”

“Well, almost,” he said, lifting the
bottom of his green canvas pants to reveal the angry purple bruise on
his calf.

“Ouch! I almost forgot the golf cart fell on
you. Does it still hurt?”

“Only when I try to walk fast.”

“Sorry.” She bit her lip. “I got
a little bitchy, didn’t I?” She flipped through the
article briefly before handing it back to Peter.

They sat waiting for their flight to start
boarding. From the large windows lining the walls, Peter could see
the planes lined up at the runway, patiently taking their turns and
waiting to lift off. As soon as one plane barreled forward, smoothly
ascending off into the sky, the next plane slid up to replace it.

“Seems silly that we can’t stay here
and investigate that new chasm,” Grace said. “You’d
think it would be a geologist’s gold mine.”

“Dr. Hall and one of his students are coming
here to do just that.”

“Why not you?” She placed her hand
briefly on his knee before pulling it back to examine her
fingernails.

“It’s not really my area. I focus on
geo-thermodynamics. This is more in line with what Dr. Hall does.”

“You can’t tell me that all the recent
drilling and fracking had nothing to do with that earthquake and the
chasm,” she said, raising her brows.

“I guess that’s what Dr. Hall will try
to prove.” Peter clasped his hands together. He had suspected
that fracking had caused the tremors and had been trying to show that
they were related using the data from his equipment in the well. Now
Dr. Hall had all his data and there was nothing specifically tying
Peter to it other than proximity, at least before he boarded the
plane.

“Fuck him. Stay here. You should figure out
what’s going on and get all the credit.” She smiled
triumphantly at her idea.

“That would be nice, but you’ll recall
that without funding from SPS, my paychecks come from the geology
department. They need me to teach classes, not start research
projects that won’t get published until long after I’ve
left SLAU.” While they were talking, a boarding announcement
for their flight came over the PA. People around them were gathering
into a queue to board the plane while Peter and Grace continued to
sit, deep in conversation.

“You’re leaving SLAU?” Grace
asked.

“This is my last quarter.”

“Why can’t you stay?” Grace
leaned forward and ran her hands nervously through her hair.

“My contract was for only two years.”

“But you were going to stay in Last Chance
for another year…” Peter couldn’t blame Grace for
not understanding the details of pursuing a career in academia. It
was certainly different than any other profession, and sometimes
didn’t make sense even to him.

“Only because I had corporate funding. Then
I could have remained affiliated with SLAU as I got paid by someone
else to do my research. Then all the papers I write would say ‘Dr.
Peter Cork, SLAU’ without them having to spend a dime.”

“You can’t give up,” she
insisted.

“Why do you care so much about what I do?”

“You’ve inspired me,” she said.
He hadn’t been aware he was fidgeting until she placed a hand
on his, making him stop. He looked up at her face, giving her his
full attention. “I was raised a spoiled heiress. My dad has
always doted on me. Everything I’ve ever wanted has been just
handed to me. Everything up until when my dad decided that I should
get an internship to ‘build character.’ Geology was the
only class I got a respectable grade in, so my geology professor
agreed to write a recommendation letter for me to get this one. When
I didn’t initially get it, my dad pulled some strings so that I
would.”

The crowd around their gate had thinned. Everyone
else on their flight had already boarded the airplane, and the
airline representative gave out the last call for boarding on Flight
632.

Grace held onto Peter’s hand and her brown
eyes searched his face. Her unwavering gaze made him a little
uncomfortable, but he couldn’t look away. “You’re
the most passionate and driven person I’ve ever met. Just being
around you makes me feel like I matter, like I can make a difference
in the world. I stumbled through the academic articles you gave me,
trying to piece together the details of everything you do. And when I
finally got it, I mean, you’re amazing. You’re everything
I want to be. Even if I’m just playing a supporting role,
lifting you up, I’m making a difference too.”

He didn’t know what to say. Usually he had
to work really hard to convey to people why his work was important.
Of course, it had been a challenge to teach Grace about geothermal
habitation and how Last Chance was a first step. In his periphery, he
saw the door for their gate closing, but that wasn’t important
at the moment.

“I think we should stay,” she pressed.
“So the generator didn’t work out and your lab has been
reduced to rubble. We’ve got an opportunity here. We should
take it.”

“It’s not that simple.” Her eyes
hadn’t left his face. She probably didn’t realize that
they were about to miss their flight, though maybe that was what she
wanted. “I can’t afford not to get a paycheck. I have a
couple months’ worth of emergency savings to get me through the
summer, and that’s it.”

“We’ll slum it. We’ll stay in
campgrounds and eat rice and beans.” Her face was so eager, he
couldn’t help but smile.

“Have you ever been camping?” he
asked.

“No, but I’ll give it a shot if it
means you’ll stay.”

From the windows, he could see the airplane at
their gate start to move away and join the line at the runway. They
had officially missed their flight. “We’ll need a tent.”

···

For once, luck seemed to be on Peter’s side.
The geology coordinator at SLAU answered when Peter called to inform
them he wouldn’t be available to lead any courses. Not having a
smartphone and his PC and laptop still in his destroyed lab, he
hadn’t been able to check his email since the major earthquake.
The coordinator informed him that the courses Peter was going to take
over had been canceled since so few students had signed up, but the
department did need someone to lead the online section for another
class. This only required a weekly video conference for just an hour
with the students in his section, being available for homework help
via email, and some grading.

Even though he would need to purchase a new laptop
and a cellular modem, his livelihood was set for at least the next
couple months while he investigated the Colorado earthquake.

Having never gone camping before, Grace was
excited by the prospect. The small town of Last Chance had been
decimated, the leveled buildings prompting the residents to move
elsewhere. Even if the Inn had still stood, there was no one left who
could check them in.

Peter went through the outdoor store, selecting
gear that they would need, while Grace meandered about, unfamiliar
with all the items that were for sale.

“They have a Hello Kitty fishing pole,”
she gushed, sprinting over to Peter with a bright-pink child-sized
pole in her hand.

He gave her a puzzled look. “There aren’t
any bodies of water…”

“I know,” she said, swinging around
the pink pole, “but it’s still cool!”

“Right.”

She set the pole down on a random shelf. “What
about rock climbing gear?”

“What about it?” He was trying to
decide which propane cooktop in the display would work best. There
was no way he was building a fire every day from local brush to heat
his food.

“To climb into the crevice. I think going
down the well every day for a few months has alleviated my fear of
plunging down a dark hole with only a thin line to save me from
certain death.”

He couldn’t help but smile at her hyperbolic
description of travelling down the well. Beyond being undeniably
adorable, she did have a point; they should go down into the chasm
and check it out. “Right, let’s get some rope, maybe some
gloves, and some…”

“Great,” she interrupted, “I’m
going over there to pick out a sleeping bag.” Prancing away,
she left Peter alone to choose a cooktop. He finally decided the
reliability of the premium model made up for the additional cost and
collected the rest of the gear they would need. 


Even though Grace insisted she didn’t need
her own space, she had never been camping before and didn’t
understand just how small a two-person tent could be. Instead, he
picked out two medium-sized dome tents as well as a canopy to make a
shaded work space.

Once purchased, they put the gear in Grace’s
car and drove to Last Chance.

“Fuck, camping is expensive,” Grace
said.

“Yes, well, the idea is that all of this
equipment will last for more than two months, where a hotel bill
would be around a hundred a night, for sixty nights.” 


“Yeah, but hotels include unlimited coffee
and housekeeping.”

“Touché.”

“We could hire a cleaning service for our
campsite.” Grace smiled, glancing at Peter in the passenger
seat.

He stared intently out the window, watching the
landscape go by. “That seems impractical.”

She sighed, then turned on the radio. Peter was
already lost in his thoughts.





CHAPTER EIGHT

Peter awoke with a start. “What the
hell is that?” Grace exclaimed. He looked around, trying to
remember his surroundings. They were still in Grace’s car en
route to Last Chance. Blocking the way ahead sat a few traffic cones
and a small orange triangle.

“Looks like a road block,” he said,
wiping a hand over his face then rubbing his eyes. There was a soft
thump as they drove over one of the cones, not even slowing down for
the obstacle.

“Yes, but we already drove around a road
block a while back, complete with barrels and scary-looking warning
signs. That sad attempt to stop traffic looks like the stuff that
comes standard in those crappy roadside assistance kits like the one
my dad insists I keep in the trunk.”

Peter nodded in agreement, although having never
owned a car, he had no idea what would be included in one of those
kits.

“Plus,” she continued, “why do
they need two road blocks? Wasn’t the first one enough?”
They slowed down and she parked the car. They had already passed the
rubble of the entrance to the well containing Peter’s equipment
and were now only a few hundred feet from the chasm.

“Maybe an individual put it there,” he
remarked.

“Yeah, but who? And why?”

“Well, there’s the answer for who.”
He pointed at something in the distance. Half a mile away from the
road, parked right next to the chasm, was an enormous RV. 


“But then why are they here?” she
asked. She tugged uncomfortably at the sleeve of her shirt. The car
continued idling, as they pondered why there would be an RV camping
out at the crevice.

“My guess would be they are into extreme
sports and want to try climbing into the chasm.” He got out of
the car and waited for her to pop the trunk so he could start setting
up camp. He didn’t want to verbalize the other reason he could
think for the RV to be parked here. The same reason they
were here. Dr. Hall had expressed the desire to research
the cause of the earthquake which had caused the chasm, and the RV
very well could be his. 


Perhaps Grace had the same thought, because she
let a long bit of time pass before agreeing, “I guess you could
be right.”

···

Peter felt strange setting up camp in Last Chance
just a day after his geothermal generator had been smashed. Instead
of erecting the tents directly next to the chasm, they decided to
stay close to the entrance of the well. Somehow, the canopy had
survived the earthquake, and would make a good location for their
camp. Peter wanted to wait and see what the RV did before taking the
chance of other people, specifically Dr. Hall, finding them there.

Grace surveyed what would be their new home for
the next couple months. “Should we, like, build a fire?”
The sun had already started to dip below the mountains. The sky was a
dark shade of blue with wispy clouds illuminated in shades of orange
and pink.

“No,” Peter said, rubbing a hand over
his beard. He looked around and took in their campsite. Maybe he
should have gotten more supplies. The temperature was significantly
lower now than it had been during the day, and if it got much colder,
they would really benefit from having foam mats to insulate their
sleeping bags from the cold ground and hot water bottles to help keep
them warm. Although he had bought a pot and a cook-top, perhaps a
kettle would have been a nice addition as well.

“I’m hungry,” Grace said,
interrupting his thoughts.

“Didn’t you save half of your sandwich
from lunch?”

“Yes…” she said slowly, drawing
out the word. She glanced at the car then back at Peter before
sighing. “I kind of wanted to get the whole camping meal
experience.”

“It’s nothing worth looking forward
to. Trust me, before long you’ll be sick of camp cuisine.”

She gave another sigh before going back to the car
to fetch her leftovers. 


Peter was too anxious to eat. He wasn’t sure
now why he’d agreed to return to Last Chance. Seismology wasn’t
within his area of expertise. He should have gone back to his
basement office in SLAU and focused on organizing the Advancements in
Clean Energy or ACE conference. He wasn’t putting together the
entire event, but he was in charge of coordinating the speakers and
research lectures. 


He had reserved the slot right after the keynote
speaker this year, Dr. Martha Glass from the University of Hawaii,
for himself. She was currently developing a new method for harnessing
the energy from volcanic activity in a safer way. Attendees who
lingered after her lecture might choose to stay and hear what he had
to say about the, unfortunately still theoretical, use of geothermal
habitation. But now he would have to cancel his own lecture.

What did he even expect to learn from being here?
Dr. Hall would pinpoint the source of the earthquakes far before he
could piece it all together. Although
Dr. Hall may have been wrong about some of the facts quoted in the
news. There was something else going on here, but Peter
had no idea where to even start.

“What are you thinking?” Grace asked.
He looked up to see her staring at him quizzically. How long had she
been watching him?

He shrugged his shoulders. “Just wondering
what I’m doing here.”

“We’re here to change how people
live,” she said simply before returning to her food.

···

Peter woke up shivering. It was still dark out,
and a quick check of his watch showed it was 1:20 am. A rustling
sound came from just outside his tent, which must have been what had
woken him up. 


“Dr. Cork?” Grace whispered. “Are
you awake?” She unzipped the door to his tent and poked her
head in. Her eyes were wide and she was also shivering. “Dr.
Cork? Wake up.”

“What is it, Grace?” he asked as he
sat up. The breeze coming in through the opening of his tent was even
colder than the air inside. It must have been below freezing. He
pulled his sleeping bag to his chin, the cold penetrating even
through his long johns.

She opened the door more before stepping into his
tent and zipping it back closed behind her. “It is so fucking
cold. I’m freezing and can’t sleep. All I can think about
is how incredibly cold I am.”

He looked at her as she huddled next to the tent
entrance, shivering. Her pajamas were made of thin material and not
suitable for winter camping. “You should try wearing layers.”

Although a heat source would have been preferable,
layers of fabric would insulate her, keeping her body heat in and the
cold out. “Can I sleep with you?”

She couldn’t be serious. “Absolutely
not.”

She stuck out her bottom lip. “Why not?”

“It’s completely inappropriate.”
He was shocked that she didn’t see it, too. Even if she was no
longer his intern, and her father had stopped funding his research,
they were both single and he was almost ten years her senior.

Hugging herself as she shivered, she said, “Don’t
be such a prude. I won’t tell anyone, if that will make you
feel better.” When he didn’t respond, she hugged herself
tighter. “If I die of hypothermia, it will be your fault.”

He could hear her father’s voice in his
head, disapproving of his daughter’s infatuation with Peter and
his work. On the other hand, he could hear Sunshine telling him that
nothing was off limits between two consenting adults and urging him
to live a little.

The war continued in his head as Grace crept in
further and slipped into the sleeping bag next to him. Her limbs were
like icicles.

“Just for tonight,” he insisted as she
curled up next to him and pressed her face against his chest. He
could feel her warm breath as she tucked an arm around his waist.
“But after tomorrow, you need to sleep in your own tent. If you
start the night with enough layers, you shouldn’t have a
problem staying warm.”

She nodded her head. He could smell strawberry
fragrance in her hair. She snuck a freezing cold foot over his,
entwining their legs together. Even though she was so cold, he felt
like his body was on fire. He was intensely uncomfortable being so
close to her.

The night he had met her father played through his
mind. What had she expected to happen when she’d invited him to
her place? Was that what she was trying to do now? He lay there, his
body rigid, afraid to move.

“Dr. Cork?” she whispered. “I’m
really sorry about the generator. I tried to convince my dad to pay
for another one, but he wouldn’t budge. I didn’t tell him
I was going back to Last Chance.”

He tried to swallow, but his mouth was too dry.
“Will he be upset?”

She took a deep breath. “He’ll get
over it.”

Unable to sleep, he stared at the top of the tent.
After a few minutes, Grace’s breathing slowed to the steady
rhythm of sleep. When she had been asleep for a while, his body
started to relax, although he was still afraid to move and
accidentally wake her up.

His thoughts kept circling. Why did he come back
here? What were Grace’s motives? And who was in that RV? He
must have stayed up at least an hour as the anxious worries consumed
his brain before he finally fell back asleep.

···

It was still cold out. At some point Peter had
woken up and zipped his sleeping bag up to the top, covering his
head. Although he couldn’t see Grace, he could feel her warm
breath blow periodically against his chest. The tent was barely
illuminated by the gentle glow of the sun rising.

As he stirred, Grace’s close proximity made
him feel more and more anxious. He needed to get some space. Careful
not to disturb her, he extricated himself from the sleeping bag and
crept out of the tent into the cold morning. The chill of the air
took his breath away.

He didn’t care how preciously limited their
propane supply was, he needed coffee. A warm beverage would help both
of them start the day.

After getting the cook-top out of the shopping bag
in Grace’s car, he unboxed the contraption and flipped through
the instruction booklet. It seemed straightforward enough. After a
few minutes, he had it working and set some water on top. Once the
kettle boiled, he poured some into two mugs and added a scoop of
instant coffee. Remembering her first day, he also dumped a good
amount of sugar into the second cup.

Sitting back, he watched the sun rise in the east
from behind the chasm. The dark sky slowly warmed in color to a deep
red then pale yellow.

Rustling came from inside the tent as Grace
emerged with his sleeping bag wrapped around her. “I made
coffee,” he said, offering her a mug.

“Thank you.” She sat down on the
ground next to him and looked toward the rising sun. They sat
silently drinking their coffee.

“I think that RV is Dr. Hall,” she
said, breaking the awkward silence.

“I think you’re right.”

She set her coffee on the hard ground and looked
him in the face. “He has no right. This is your research.”

“No.” He glanced down at his mug,
breaking eye contact. “He’s been studying geology much
longer than I have. He already told me he would be looking into the
Colorado earthquakes. Heck, I asked him to.”

“You gave him the reading from that one
machine in the cavern, the span thing. Did he do anything with it?”

“Nope.” Peter drained the last bit of
his coffee. “The tremors were probably all caused by fracking.
I wouldn’t be surprised if it led to the earthquake that caused
the chasm.”

“Ha,” she burst out. “I doubt
that. My dad said new regulations on fracking have caused most energy
companies to pull out of Colorado. I seriously doubt that’s the
cause.”

“Really?” he asked. He wasn’t
aware of any regulation and tried to keep up on those things by
following the news.

“Yeah really. There’s only a tiny area
of land where fracking is still permitted. On top of that, there are
huge tax incentives
to pump out oil off the coast where it’s more readily
available.”

Recalling Dr. Hall’s report of the chasm,
Peter pressed her, “Is fracking permitted in Montana and New
Mexico?”

She shrugged. “Sure, but that’s not
where the oil is.”

“Huh.” Thinking about this new
information, he held his mug up to his lips and breathed in the scent
of his instant coffee. It still smelled like coffee, even if it
tasted like plain water. He missed the fair-trade coffee beans he
bought at the small grocery in town. His PO box was also in town. How
would he get his mail with the chasm in the way? Was there any way he
could still get deliveries? “Shit,” he muttered.

“What?” Grace asked, raising her
brows.

“How far do you think the chasm goes?”

“You don’t know?”

He scratched at his chin through his beard. “I
have an idea. I wanted to hear your perspective.”

“It’s not a perspective,” she
said, setting her coffee down on the ground set to her and pulling
the sleeping bag tight. “It’s a fact. The chasm spans
half of Colorado, from Interstate 70 to Interstate 76.”

“That’s what the newspaper said―”

“Because that’s how it is. The Denver
Times had pictures taken by drones of the entire chasm, from
beginning to end, on their website.”

“When did you get a chance to check their
website?”

“When we were at Best Buy and you were busy
purchasing a new laptop, I Googled news articles on the earthquake
while I waited.”

She picked up her mug and drained the last few
drops of coffee, then said, “We should get to work.” She
got up and disappeared into her tent, Peter’s sleeping bag
still wrapped around her.

He shook his head. How had Dr. Hall been so wrong?
Did he know something that Peter didn’t?





CHAPTER NINE

It was like they had traveled back in
time to the summer as Peter and Grace quickly descended down the dark
well. Peter couldn’t tell if Grace kept so close to him because
of a growing affection or simply the cold.

This time he’d remembered to bring a
flashlight. Grace had also grabbed the camping lantern.

Their feet landed softly on the wet shale. The
only sound was that of water trickling down the well. Peter unclipped
their harnesses and walked to the edge of the pool of standing water.

“Stay back.” He lowered his arm to the
water and carefully touched the back of his hand to the surface. If
he felt any sort of tingling, then there was electrical current
flowing through the water. Luckily, however, it felt normal. “It
should be safe.”

She turned on her lantern and looked around.
“There’s no water over there,” she said, pointing
to the area where all the recording equipment was located. “We
should move our camp down here. That’s the whole idea behind
geothermal habitation, right?”

“I don’t think that’s a great
idea, at least not until we know more about the earthquakes.”
He stepped into the water and slowly waded over to the generator.
“Let me check out the battery.”

“All right. I’ll go collect data from
the equipment and have a look around.”

“Just don’t go too far,” he
warned.

With a sly smile, she asked, “Aw, are you
worried about me?” She gave him a wink before carefully walking
around the water’s edge.

Peter went over to the battery and shined his
light on it. The terminals were eroded. Next, he turned his attention
to the components of the generator. He disconnected the pipe which
pumped water down and illuminated the inside using his flashlight. It
was completely blocked with rocks and sediment. It needed a new pipe;
there would be no way to clear this one out.

Then he checked the water in line. This one must
have burst during the earthquake and flooded the cavern. Water
continued to trickle out of the gaping hole, following a shallow
stream toward the well.

“Dr. Cork!” Grace shouted. “Come
look at this.”

“Be right there,” he called back. One
last glance confirmed that the generator was broken beyond repair. He
glanced around and found her several hundred feet ahead. Her lantern
lit the cavern, which stretched almost endlessly, making the low
ceiling of shale feel even lower.

“What am I looking at?” he asked as he
caught up to her.

“Come here,” she instructed. “Stand
right there. Now, close your eyes.”

He gave her a sideways glance, but did as she
said, cautiously looking around before shutting his eyes.

“Let your eyes adjust to the dark. I’m
going to turn off the lantern.”

The red glow of light through his eyelids
disappeared, greeting him with total darkness. He could hear her feet
shuffle against the ground. “Just a little longer,” she
said. The complete darkness was unnerving, and the claustrophobia
started to make him panic. “Open your eyes.”

He should have seen nothing but utter darkness,
but somehow, he could just make out the edges of the cavern. The
edges of the stone sides made pale lines in the blackness.

He widened his eyes. “There’s light.”

“Yeah,” she said excitedly. “Do
you think this cavern connects to the chasm?”

“It has to.”

She turned the lantern back on, the burst of light
hurting Peter’s eyes, before walking toward the well. He
glanced back at the generator one last time before following her.

“I bet there’s going to be many more
earthquakes. It takes an immense amount of pressure to make the
earth’s crust buckle. I doubt it was all released at once.”

“Why not?” Grace asked, her voice high
and thin.

“When I spoke with Dr. Hall, he indicated
that the chasm was much larger than what was reported in the news.
It’s not like him to be wrong. So, there’s something more
about all this earthquake activity that he knows and no one else
does.”

“What could be making all that pressure
that’s causing the quakes?” she asked.

He looked at her, her graceful features lit from
the side leaving half of her face in shadow. “I have no idea.”

···

The temperature dipped even lower the next night.
As the sun set below the Rockies, the last bit of warmth left the
winter air. Peter tried to make a hot meal, but it wasn’t
enough to combat the cold penetrating his skin.

“You should wear more layers to sleep
tonight,” he said as Grace cleaned up after their dinner. “An
extra layer of clothing with an additional blanket tucked in your
sleeping bag should keep you warm.”

“I thought I could just sleep with you in
your tent again,” she said, not even looking up from her work.
She tucked the plates and cooktop into a nylon bag and slipped them
into her tent before returning outside.

“I don’t think that would be
appropriate.”

She plopped back down into her folding camp chair
and crossed her legs. “Why not? We did last night.”

He tried to give her a stern look, and she
responded to by tilting her head and raising her brows.

“Are you afraid my father will find out and
cut funding to your research? Because if so, I hate to break it to
you, but…” She shrugged, then hugged herself tightly.
She was starting to shiver.

Peter liked his personal space. It felt wrong
being in such close proximity to another person. People never seemed
to understand this, so he tried another excuse that she could agree
with.

“You’re my intern. We’re both
still affiliated with SLAU. It looks bad.”

She glanced down at the ground and paused for a
moment. “I’m not. Not anymore.”

“What do you mean?”

She stayed quiet, a somber expression on her face.
She wouldn’t look him in the eye. “I’m not an
intern. Or a student. I withdrew from my classes to be here. I guess
when my dad pulled funding, that also took away your ability to have
an intern, so my job disappeared.”

She shifted uncomfortably before continuing. “The
registrar shows that I’m not enrolled in classes or doing work
toward my degree. That, along with my lackluster grades, led to me
getting put on probation. If I want to take more classes, I have to
wait a year before reapplying to be a student.”

He stared at her in disbelief. “That can’t
be right. There must be something you can do.”

She shook her head. “I can appeal their
decision, but that would take just as long or longer.”

“Wow.” She looked up at him, her eyes
glossy like she was about to cry. The earthquake had destroyed more
than just the ground beneath them.

He didn’t want her to get too emotional.
Taking a deep breath, he realized that she had made a pretty major
sacrifice to be here and help him. He needed to make some sort of
concession for her as well. “How about you bring your bag into
my tent and sleep there.”

“Thank you,” she said, her lip
trembling. She went into her tent and came back out with an armful of
blankets. They both got settled in the same tent and fell asleep side
by side.

At some point in the night the sound of a zipper
woke him. Grace had crawled into his sleeping bag again and was
zipping it back up. He was too groggy to react as she wrapped an arm
around his waist and nuzzled her face against his chest. But this
time, instead of feeling intensely uncomfortable, he simply fell back
asleep.





CHAPTER TEN

Peter felt hot. Sweat formed on his back
and under his arms. Grace gave a soft moan, snuggling closer as she
continued to sleep. Soft light filtered in through the fabric of the
tent.

He tried to tug the blanket out of his sleeping
bag, but it had gotten tangled under him and around Grace during the
night. He unzipped the sleeping bag and crept out.

“No,” she muttered, pulling the
blanket and sleeping bag around her. She curled into a ball, refusing
to accept morning had come.

Outside of the mass of blankets, the interior of
the tent was still cool, but not as cold as it had been in the middle
of the night. He unzipped the door and was surprised by an avalanche
of snow falling into the front of the tent.

“Close that, it’s cold,” Grace
said. She opened her eyes a crack, then sat up with a jolt. “Snow?
We’re buried under snow?”

“It appears so,” he said, feeling
around the sides of the tent for his shoes. He slipped them on and
laced them tight before donning his coat. “I’m going to
go check out the conditions outside.”

She curled back up. “Close the door behind
you.”

The snow was between one and two feet deep. Even
though they had set up their camp under the canopy which shaded the
entrance to the well, the blizzard from the night before must have
blown it over. There was snow covering both tents, along with Grace’s
car. The well was now a perfectly circular hole in the mounds of
snow. He tried to locate the chasm in the distance, but the rising
sun over the snow greeted his eyes with a blindingly bright, white
expanse. The wind blew, picking up bits of snow, hurling the flakes
through the air.

He returned to the tent and ducked back inside.

“How’s it look out there?” Grace
asked, sitting up in her piles of blankets.

“Looks like we got around eighteen inches of
snow,” he said. “I think we should probably sit tight in
our camp and wait out the storm.”

“It’s still snowing?”

“No, but there’s a strong wind kicking
up the snow that’s already on the ground.”

“Let’s still try to climb down into
the chasm today like we originally planned.”

“It’s not safe,” he said loudly,
not meaning to raise his voice.

“Nothing here is safe!” she yelled.
“That’s not going to stop me. We need to figure this
whole thing out before Dr. Hall does.”

He clenched his jaw, trying to keep his temper in
check. “It’s not a race.”

She stood up and threw the sleeping bag and
blanket to the ground. “We came back for a reason. I’m
not going to sit around and wait for the weather to get better.”
She opened up the tent door, and they were greeted with a blast of
cold wind. Turning back, she pulled the blanket off the ground and
wrapped it around her shoulders before stomping off into the cold.

He closed the door behind her, hoping that she
would quickly come to her senses and return. He waited as he heard
sounds of Grace rummaging in the other tent and the clinking of metal
pieces from the climbing harness, followed by the crunching of snow
under her feet.

He held out hope that she would turn back, but her
footsteps gradually grew fainter. Going out in this weather was
insane, but going alone was even worse. He put on an extra layer and
his outer coat. 


Even dressing as fast as he could, when he stepped
out of the tent Grace was already far in the distance. If he had to
trudge through the snow, he wished they could have at least waited
until after eating a hot breakfast and drinking some coffee first.
Peter trekked as fast as he could to catch up.

“Grace!” he called out, not sure she
was aware of him following her.

“You decided to join me?” she called
back, slowing down to give him a chance to reach her.

“This is insane,” he yelled over the
wind.

“I don’t care,” she called back,
hugging her arms around her body as she continued to push forward.
Losing her balance, she fell into the snow.

He tried to run to her. “Are you okay?”
he asked. He was about to help her to her feet, but she held out a
hand to stop him.

“I lost my shoe,” she said.

“I’ll find it,” he said, digging
through the snow to search for the boot. He grabbed it from deep in
the snow and handed it back.

She slipped her gloves off, then untied the knots
in her shoelaces. Once undone, she slipped the shoe on and tried to
tighten the laces, but her hands were stiff as she fumbled with her
boots.

“My fingers are too cold,” she said.
“I can’t get it tied.”

Peter pulled his own gloves off and helped her
lace up her shoe. “Grace, this is insanity. There’s no
way we can safely climb down the chasm in this weather. We need to
head back to camp.”

“I know.” She lowered her head. Her
hair and hat were covered in a dusting of snow, as was Peter’s
hat and beard. More snow started coming down from the gray sky.
“Where is the chasm?” she asked, looking around.
“Shouldn’t we be there by now?”

“I don’t know,” he admitted.
Looking back, he could see the path they had taken, their footprints
deep in the snow leading back to the few little snow dunes which
marked their camp. He looked north toward where the RV had been, but
couldn’t see far enough.

As he strained, trying to find any distinguishing
feature in the terrain, Grace started walking ahead, away from their
camp.

“Grace, stop,” he said, attempting to
catch her. He tried to grab onto her arm, but she slipped from his
grasp and kept walking. She clearly hadn’t heard him. He
reached for her arm again, and this time she stopped, but not before
he lost his balance.

The snow cushioned him as he fell forward, the
cold stinging the exposed skin of his face. The snow made a crunching
sound before giving way underneath him, and Peter found himself
falling. They had located the chasm.

He plunged downward along with drifts of snow into
the dark abyss. Flailing, he tried to get a grip of the sides of the
chasm, but the icy rock was too slick to hold onto. He could hear
Grace shrieking, “Dr. Cork,” from above, but couldn’t
catch his breath enough to say anything.

Not far down, the chasm walls quickly closed
together. His body slammed into the rock and got stuck between the
two sides. His left ankle was firmly wedged between two protruding
rocks, and his torso was squeezed from both sides of the chasm.

He was alive.

Thankfully, nothing hurt. He would be okay.
Grace’s panicked voice continued to shout his name from thirty
feet above as melting snow trickled down the rocky sides and seeped
into the fabric of his coat. 


“I’m all right,” he called. “But
I’m stuck.”

Grace’s face, rosy from the cold, peered
down at him. “Dr. Cork? Oh my God, I’m so sorry. I didn’t
mean to—”

“Just help me out,” he called,
interrupting her.

“Right,” she yelled. “I brought
the climbing gear. I’ll send down a harness.”

“No harness, just rope.” His coat
already felt heavy and cumbersome from the water soaking in. He tried
to move his leg and pull up his left foot, but it wouldn’t
budge.

Grace anchored the rope and threw down both ends.
He couldn’t squeeze his arms down to reach his waist, so he
looped the rope around his chest and started to pull on the other
end. He could feel his torso move away from the rock, but he couldn’t
get his boot free.

“My foot is stuck,” he yelled.

“Can you get your shoe off?” she
asked.

He pulled his foot up again, turning his ankle in
an attempt to wiggle his shoe off. Now he regretted tying the laces
in a double knot. “I can’t reach it to get it untied,”
he replied.

“Maybe I can,” Grace said.

“No, it’s too tight.”

“I’m smaller than you,” she
said. “I’ll be able to reach your foot. At least let me
try.”

His body was starting to be overtaken by
shivering. He hadn’t noticed the cold until now, but suddenly
cold was all he could feel. He tried to reply, but couldn’t
make out the words between tremors.

“Okay, I’m coming down,” she
called. What felt like an eternity lapsed as she put on a harness and
anchored another rope before climbing down to Peter. “Which
foot is stuck?” she asked as she came closer.

He leaned his head to the left, and she climbed
down on that side. “Wow, it’s really tight down here,”
she remarked. She slid even lower until her torso was also firmly
pinned between the two sides, then reached down with her right hand
to get to his shoes.

She pulled her glove off with her teeth and began
fumbling with the shoelaces. “I can’t get it untied,”
she said, her voice high and panicked.

His chattering teeth made talking difficult. “Just
cut them.”

“I don’t have a knife.”

“I’ve got one.” He always kept a
pocket knife on hand. His shaking was so bad, he couldn’t get
his hand into his pocket. “I can’t… I can’t.”
He paused, trying to catch his breath, the shivering taking over.

“Where is it? I’ll get it for you,”
she said firmly.

“Right,” He gasped, trying to hold his
muscles tight and stop the shivering. His whole body was wet and
freezing, and his fingers started to feel numb.

Grace climbed up and over Peter and came down on
the other side, then checked his pockets. She felt in his jacket
pocket, commenting, “Your coat is all torn up,” before
reaching in his pants and finding the knife. She climbed around him
again, slipped the blade under his shoe laces, and sliced them off.

“Can you get your foot out now?” she
asked.

He twisted at his foot again, trying to pull it
free. “No,” he gasped. The exertion from all the
shivering as his body tried to stay warm was taking its toll. He felt
tired, and his thoughts seemed to slow down.

She grabbed on his ankle and pulled at his leg.
She gave another tug. “You’re almost free.” She
braced herself against the rock and put her weight behind a hard
yank, and his foot slid out his shoe, which remained wedged between
the rocks.

“Let’s climb out,” she said.
With all his remaining strength, Peter pulled himself up. His left
foot felt useless and was getting no traction on the frozen wall. He
had to pull using just his arms and one good leg all the way to the
surface.

Once they reached the top, he flopped onto the
snow. It felt good to look up and stare at the cloudless sky,
flurries dancing in the wind. His arms felt like jello.

“Dr. Cork, you’re all wet,”
Grace said, hovering above him. The water in the chasm had permeated
his coat and pants. “We need to get you back to camp. Can you
walk?”

Peter looked down at his foot, his woolen sock
caked in snow. “Not without a shoe,” he said, his voice
slurring.

She pulled her hat off and put it over his foot,
tying it on with a length of rope she cut off with the knife. “This
will keep your foot dry.” She removed her scarf and wrapped it
over her head, covering her ears. “We need to hurry back to
camp and get you warmed up.”

“Okay,” he agreed. She slipped his
left arm over her shoulders and helped him limp along back through
their tracks in the snow. He didn’t understand her sense of
urgency. Now that he was safely out of the chasm, he didn’t
feel so bad. He wasn’t even shivering any more.

“Come on, Dr. Cork, we’re almost
there,” Grace said, half dragging him along. His left foot
didn’t work like it was supposed to. It felt like a brick was
attached to the end of his leg, which refused to comply to his
brain’s commands.

When they got to the camp, Grace said, “Wait
here. I’m going to get my keys and then we’ll get in the
car.”

Peter wanted to point out that they wouldn’t
be able to drive anywhere, so her car was useless, but before he
could get the words out, she had sprinted to one of the tents and
furiously rummaged through it. Since she told him to wait, he decided
he might as well take a seat. The mound of snow next to him looked
soft, so he sat on that. When it didn’t hold his weight, he
sank down, falling back into the snow. This felt comfortable enough;
it would have to do.

He watched as she returned with keys in hand and a
sleeping bag under her arm. She looked around for a moment before her
eyes locked on him lying in the snow. Instead of helping him up, she
rushed to her car. She dug away enough snow to get in one of the back
doors, then climbed over the seat and jammed the keys into the
ignition. The battery sputtered for a moment before the engine roared
to life, steam erupting through the snow and making a hole over the
tailpipe.

She got back out of the car and helped Peter get
up and stumble into the back seat. She climbed in after him and shut
the door behind them. Pulling off her gloves, she pressed a hand
against his face. Her touch felt fiery hot on his skin.

“You’re so cold. You need to warm up.”


Peter realized that the burn of her touch wasn’t
because Grace was on fire, but because he was dangerously cold.

“Take off… wet clothes,” he
said, the words difficult to form in his mind and on his lips.

She pulled off his remaining shoe and the hat tied
to his other foot, along with his socks. She removed his gloves, his
coat, and the layer beneath, his pants, and his long johns. He wanted
to tell her that was enough, but his voice wouldn’t cooperate.
She kept going, removing his hat, undershirt, and underwear.

His muscles started shaking again, his body
shivering, distracting him from the fact that he was completely
naked. The car felt uncomfortably warm as heat blasted through the
vents. Grace grabbed her sleeping bag and wrapped it around him, then
hugged herself around the bag.

After a moment, she removed her own gloves, scarf,
and coat, keeping the rest of her clothing on, before lying alongside
him across the back seats. She held her hand up to his face again,
and although she still felt hot, it wasn’t as unpleasant this
time.

As he got warmed, his left foot began to throb. He
may have injured it, but he would have to wait until he was warmer to
see how bad it was. His teeth were chattering, and the vibrations
made his head hurt, and his torso where he had been pinned began to
ache.

“You feel any better, Dr. Cork?” Grace
asked.

“Peter,” he said, giving her a weak
smile. “You’ve seen me naked now. I don’t see any
reason to not use my first name.”





CHAPTER ELEVEN

Over the next few days while Peter
recovered, Grace didn’t mention earthquakes, the chasm, or
research. The thick snow covering the landscape made it impossible to
travel, so they stayed at their little camp. By the second day of
isolation inside his tent, he needed a change of scenery.

“You sure you want to go outside?”
Grace asked yet again. “It’s the same view as just
opening the door on your tent. The ground is still covered in all
that snow.”

He was sick of Grace taking care of everything for
him. He needed to do something. Anything. “I just want to go
outside,” he reiterated.

His left ankle was still swollen from a bad
sprain, but he was pretty sure nothing was broken. Since he didn’t
have a shoe now for that foot, he put an extra sock over his bandage,
then wrapped it with a waterproof bag.

Even though it was still freezing out, the fresh
air blowing against his face felt exhilarating.

“Here,” Grace said, looping his arm
around her shoulders, “I’ll help.”

He stopped hobbling. “Grace, please stop. I
don’t want your help. Just let me relieve myself in peace.”

“Right,” she said, flushing a bit.

Ever since his accident, she had been doting on
him. For the most part it was nice, her company staving off boredom,
but he was starting to feel better and needed to take care of
himself.

She pointedly stared in the other direction as
Peter slowly walked a good ways from their camp and did his business.
As he hobbled back, he saw someone approaching off in the distance.

The man on skis looked like a giant even from far
away. He was tall and overweight, his thick outerwear making him
appear even larger. “Dr. Cork,” he called.

“Terry,” Peter yelled. Grace glanced
between the two men, her brow knit in confusion.

His first exertion in days was harder on his body
than he had expected, and by the time he caught up to Grace he needed
to stop and catch his breath.

“Who is that?” she whispered.

“That is Dr. Hall,” he said between
gasps.

Dr. Hall skied right up in front of the pair and
stretched out a hand. Peter grasped it and accepted his firm
handshake.

“Peter, what the hell are you doing here?”

Peter glanced at Grace before responding. “We
were here to see if we could salvage the generator before we got
snowed in.”

“Surely that thing was trashed by the
earthquake,” Dr. Hall said.

Grace looked at Peter and bit her lip. She didn’t
seem impressed by like Dr. Hall.

“Yes, I don’t think there’s
anything that can be done,” Peter agreed.

“You look like you could use somewhere warm
to stay until this snow melts. No snowplow would dare come this far
out.”

“We’ve set up camp,” Grace said
sternly. “We’re fine.”

Dr. Hall ignored her and continued, “I’ve
got plenty of room in my RV. It sleeps six, and it’s just me
and my PhD student Eileen right now. Hell, if you want, you could
stay on and help me collect data on this fascinating new chasm.”

“That would be great, yes,” Peter
replied.

“Excellent. I’ve got a sled you can
use to carry your stuff. If you’d like I can go fetch it now
and get you two some snow shoes as well. It’s a bit of a walk.”

“I could also use a normal shoe,”
Peter said, indicating his foot.

“Hell, man, what did you do?” Dr. Hall
asked, taking in Peter’s bandaged foot and tattered coat.
“We’ll just load you on the sled. Give me about an hour,
I’ll be back.”

With that, Dr. Hall turned and started skiing back
toward his RV. Once he was out of sight, Grace said, “Dr. Hall,
this is my intern Grace. Grace meet Dr. Hall. Grace, would you
like stay in the evil doctor’s RV?”

Peter was too tired to deal with her surly
attitude. “I need to sit,” he said.

She immediately rushed to his side, helping him
back into his tent to take a seat. She sat on the floor next to him.
“How’s your foot?”

“Still sore,” he sighed. “Look,
Grace, I didn’t think about the potential of a blizzard when we
got all of our equipment. We’re not prepared to weather out a
storm. Staying in Dr. Hall’s RV is our best shot.”

“We’ve been fine so far,” she
said with a pout.

“Have we?” He lifted his injured foot
a couple inches.

She glanced at his foot, then crossed her arms.
“We’ll be alright until the snow melts.”

“There’s another front coming through
soon that’s going to dump even more snow. The national weather
report predicts another 6 inches of snow tonight.”

“How do you know that?”

“Check the weather on my laptop.”

She pulled his laptop down from the netted shelf
above their heads. He had been using the computer sparingly since
they didn’t have a way to charge the battery. Checking the
weather had seemed important enough. He watched her face fall as she
confirmed that, indeed, more snow was coming.

“Fine, we’ll stay in the evil doctor’s
RV.”

He couldn’t help but smile at her angry
face. “Thank you.”

···

After an hour and a half, Dr. Hall returned with
the promised sled. They loaded as much as would fit on the sled with
Peter also sitting on it and made their way to the RV.

When they approached the massive camper, the door
swung open and a young woman in a fur-trimmed coat greeted them. She
reminded Peter of an Eskimo with her straight black hair and black
eyes offset by pale skin. She and Dr. Hall brought in all the gear
while Grace helped Peter get off the sled and up the stairs into the
RV.

Once they were all inside, Dr. Hall made
introductions. “This is my student Eileen Young. This is my
fellow Dr. Peter Cork and his intern Grace Hudson.”

Grace looked surprised when Dr. Hall said her
name. Eileen stretched out her hand and shook hands with both Peter
and Grace. “It’s a pleasure meeting you,” she said.

“We’ve met before.” Grace’s
face was stern. When Eileen didn’t say anything, Grace
continued, “You were the TA for my geology course.”

“Right,” Eileen said. “I’ve
taught so many classes now, all the students sort of blend together.
Advanced Geophysics, right?”

“Er, no,” Grace said.

“Basin Analysis?”

“No, um, it was Intro to Geology.”

“Oh,” Eileen said, making a proud
little smirk.

“We really appreciate you letting us stay
here,” Peter said in an attempt to smooth over the tension.

“I’m just glad I found you before you
turned into icicles,” Dr. Hall said with a laugh. “Eileen,
I’m starving. Why don’t you make some of those noodles?”

“Of course,” she said with a little
bow. Grace gave Peter another look. Everything about the RV seemed to
make her uncomfortable. The three of them sat at the booth that
served as a dining and living area as Eileen began cooking.

“So, what do you think?” Dr. Hall
asked waving his arm around. Peter looked around the camper. It
resembled a nice hotel, just with all the essentials crammed closely
together in the limited space.

“Looks like a budget cruise cabin,”
Grace said.

“I assure you, this is much nicer than
that,” Dr. Hall said with a smile. “The top is lined with
solar panels, so there’s no need to hook into the grid or rely
on fossil fuels. The kitchen is fully equipped. It has a water
filtration system along with a composting toilet. And, there are two
queen-sized beds along with the bunk beds on that wall.”

Peter looked around and saw the door for the tiny
restroom across from the bunk beds before locating the large bed at
the end. The other bed must have been at the front before the kitchen
and dining/living area.

“Eileen is using the bottom bunk, but the
top bunk and back bed are available,” Dr. Hall said.

“I can sleep in the bunk,” Peter said.

Grace shook her head. “No way, not with your
foot. You take the bed, and I’ll sleep in the bunk.”
Peter decided not to fight her on the sleeping arrangements. He
assumed that, normally, she would have quickly taken the nicer
accommodations for herself. Her guilty feelings over his injury did
have a few advantages. He looked forward to spreading out in the big
bed instead of squeezing two people in a tiny sleeping bag like they
had in the tent. 


While they all ate dinner, Dr. Hall dominated the
conversation. He insisted on not discussing the local earthquakes,
but instead talked endlessly about the conference he and Eileen had
attended on geochemistry in Japan. Not once did he bring up Peter’s
foot or ask what had happened. Nor did he mention Grace’s
current status as neither student nor intern. He seemed more
interested in rehashing the highlights of his Asian travels with
Eileen.

After dinner, Dr. Hall said, “Since we made
dinner, I’ll let the two of you clean up. Just try to conserve
water while washing the dishes.” He turned to Eileen and added,
“I’m going outside for a quick smoke.”

“I’ll join you,” Eileen said.
They slipped on their coats and disappeared out the door.

“I can’t believe you convinced me to
stay here,” Grace said as she brought all the dishes to the
sink. Peter got up to help and wiped off the table and counters while
Grace washed the dishes.

After a while, they heard the driver door open and
shut. Peter expected either Dr. Hall or Eileen to come through the
small door to the kitchen area, which must have led to the front bed
and driving compartment, but no one did. Next came the sound of
zippers followed by wet, smacking sounds and giggling. After a good
bit of rustling noises, a soft female moan came, followed by a lower
heavy pant. 


Grace clenched her teeth and stared straight
forward as she furiously scrubbed at the plate she held. Peter had
heard rumors of indiscretions involving Dr. Hall, so he wasn’t
entirely surprised the man was sleeping with his PhD student. Still,
it took a certain amount of recklessness to do so within earshot of a
colleague.

Quickly, the soft moans were replaced by louder
ones, accompanied by grunts and groans.

“Oh hell no,” Grace said, dropping the
plate she held into the sink. The dishes clattered as she threw her
sponge on top. “I’m going outside for a smoke.”

“You smoke?” Peter asked.

“If it’ll get me away from that.”
She pointed to the door which separated them from the noisy pair,
“I’ll do just about anything.” Grace grabbed her
coat and hat, leaving the vehicle before she’d even put them
on.

Peter went to the sink to finish washing the
dishes. Dr. Hall was being very gracious sharing their food and
letting them stay here. Cleaning up was only a small gesture of
gratitude. As he rinsed the dishes, he could hear Dr. Hall’s
voice on the other side of the door. “Oh, yeah. You like that,
don’t you? Tell me you want it.”

He had planned on drying the dishes, but instead
quickly set them out on the counter before shrugging on his own coat
and hobbling outside.

Grace was standing not too far away, and he limped
over to her. It was full dark out now, but the exterior lights on the
RV illuminated some of the snow on the ground and the swirling dark
clouds above. It would start snowing again at any moment. Grace was
staring into the distance with her back turned to the RV.

Peter wasn’t sure what to say, so he
silently stood next to her. Although he could still hear Dr. Hall and
Eileen, it had started to quiet down.

“I would kill for a joint right about now,”
she said. Autumn and Sunshine smoked pot all the time to unwind.
Maybe Grace meant that she was stressed.

“You didn’t bring any?” He knew
it was a stupid question as soon as he said it.

“You saw it, right? They had some at the
camping store. Right between the GPS watches and waterproof
lighters.” She glanced at him before staring back in the
distance. He followed her gaze to their own humble campsite, the
snow-covered tents and car the only objects breaking the gentle peaks
of snow.

“If you really want some marijuana, you
could ask Dr. Hall.” That was another of the man’s
well-known vices.

“God, that man is truly evil,” she
spat.

“He’s not so bad,” Peter said.
His fingers were getting cold, so he blew on his hands and rubbed
them together. He couldn’t remember where he had set down his
gloves. “You get used to him after a while.”

“I can’t believe he’s fucking
his student.” She shook her head. He was surprised by her moral
outrage, since she had clearly wanted to do the same thing. “I
saw he was wearing a big fat wedding band. I bet he has kids as
well.”

“Two.”

“They probably banged every night at that
damn geophysics conference in Tokyo.”

“Geochemistry,” he corrected. “And
it’s actually held in Yokohama, not Tokyo.” Peter would
have gone as well if the geology department had approved his travel
expenses. He wondered if SLAU funded Eileen’s travel or if Dr.
Hall had paid her way.

“Whatever,” she said, shaking her
head. “He’s an asshole. I don’t like him.”

Peter smiled. He was amused that Grace could get
so passionate over things he personally hadn’t even give a
second thought. “When it gets a little warmer out and the snow
starts melting, we can go back to our camp. We don’t have to
stay with them.”

“Thanks, Peter,” she said softly. She
wrapped her arms around his waist and pressed her face against his
downy coat. After letting go, she looked back at the RV. “But
seriously, who makes that much noise while screwing? Especially when
they have company and are in a tight space with a thin wall.”

“I think some people just like the audible
reinforcement that they’re enjoying a mutually pleasurable
experience.”

She smiled. “Only you could describe sex
moans so technically.” She paused. “It’s quiet. I
think they’re done.”

Peter leaned against her as they walked back to
the RV. Without a shoe on his injured foot, the cold permeating his
sock helped ease the pain, but also made it harder to walk. He was
glad to get back to the warm interior of the camper.

“I’m going to bed,” Grace
announced. She dumped her coat on the booth of the dining/living area
and pulled off her shoes, leaving them in the middle of the floor.
Even though Eileen wasn’t in the bottom bunk, and there was no
sign it had even been used, Grace climbed over it into the top bunk.
She closed the curtain, disappearing into her private little sleeping
pod.

Peter felt overwhelmingly tired. He tucked his own
coat and one shoe under his bed before drawing his own curtain,
blocking the back bed from the rest of the RV. After crawling under
the covers, he quickly fell asleep.





CHAPTER TWELVE

Peter was back at his office at SLAU. Not
his basement office, but one of the nice ones on the top floor of
West Hall with picture windows overlooking the courtyard. The trees
were lush with leaves as birds’ chirping filled the air. The
sun filtered down on the picturesque scene of a trio of students
tossing a frisbee on the green lawn.

A sharp knock came from his door, which opened to
reveal Grace wearing a tiny red bikini.

He was glad to see her and got up from his desk to
greet her.

“Professor Cork,” she cooed. She
turned to close the door behind her before strolling up to his desk.

“Grace, what a wonderful surprise. I heard
you changed majors to geology.”

“I did,” she said, a smile spreading
across her face. “I actually wanted to sign up for your class
on metamorphic petrology next quarter, but the registrar said it was
full.”

“You could still drop in and attend the
lectures.”

“I need the credit,” she said, placing
her hands on his desk and leaning forward. He had a sudden strong
urge to close the small gap between their faces, but decided not to
act on it.

“Just get on the wait-list. I’ll make
sure to be a total hardass the first couple weeks until someone drops
and makes room for you.” It was a preposterous suggestion, but
he would gladly do it for her.

“Thank you,” she said, standing up
straight again. 


She started tugging on the small triangles of
fabric which concealed her breasts. “I think I got sand in my
top. It really itches.”

“Then take it off.”

With a quick tug on the strings, the red top came
tumbling off and landed on the floor. He should have been shocked to
have her here in his office mostly naked, but instead it felt totally
natural.

She strolled to the wall and examined the pictures
he had hanging there. “What’s this?” she asked,
pointing to a particular frame.

Peter walked up behind her and placed his hands on
her waist. “That’s a picture of Mono Lake.”

“I’ve never heard of it,” she
admitted, resting her hands on top of his.

“It’s a huge, shallow lake. It was
formed by crustal stretching and volcanic activity. Since it doesn’t
drain out to the ocean, the water has a high salinity. It’s so
high that no fish can survive there. It’s maybe three or four
hundred miles north of here.”

“You’ve been there?” she asked.

He rested his cheek on her head and breathed in
her smell of strawberries. She reminded him of home and how his
grandmother would spend the entire day in their kitchen baking a
perfect strawberry pie from scratch.

“I have,” he said. “That’s
my mom in the picture.”

“She’s beautiful.”

“We went there on vacation when I was ten.
The area is so majestic, and the geologic features are simply
stunning. That trip was what originally piqued my interest in
geology.”

She turned to face him and laced her fingers
behind his neck. Staring into his eyes, she said, “Thank you.”

“For what?” he asked

“For letting me in.”

He kissed her softly, pulling her waist even
closer to him.

“Oh, Peter,” she whispered before
kissing him back. She grabbed fistfuls of his shirt and closed the
gap between their bodies. He pressed her back into the wall, pinning
her against it with his hips. Even her lips tasted like strawberry.
As he kissed her neck just below her ear, she started to moan and
wrapped her legs around him.

He rocked against her, and as she moaned in
pleasure she threw a hand up in the air. She hit the picture of Mono
Lake and it fell off the wall. As it hit the floor, glass exploded
everywhere.

···

He woke up in a cold sweat. His ankle was
throbbing. Although he had gotten used to waking up with Grace lying
next to him, he was relieved to find himself in bed alone.

That dream.

And why had he been teaching a class on rocks?

He sat up and placed his hands on his left ankle.
It was fiery hot. His first-aid kit probably had ibuprofen in it; he
should take some. He slid to the edge of the bed, but his quick
movements jarred his hurt ankle. Yelping in pain, he tried to steady
himself, placing both feet on the cool floor. If he could just focus
on taking a few deep breaths, he’d calm down. Then he could
look through his luggage and find some medicine.

“Peter?” Grace’s voice came from
her bunk. He was too embarrassed. He didn’t want her attention.
Carefully leaning forward, he pulled aside his curtain and tried to
stand. He gasped in pain and had to sit right back down. “It
that you?” she asked.

He had to push his feelings and the vivid dream
aside. “Yes,” he whispered.

“Is something wrong?” She pulled back
her curtain and poked out her head. Soft curls of blond hair tumbled
down, framing her concerned face. He could still see her in his
imaginary top floor office, asking to enroll in his class.

“My ankle,” he said. “I need
painkillers. I think there are some in my first-aid kit.”

“You need me to go get it?”

“Yes, please.” He continued to sit at
the edge of his bed while she rummaged through their things.

“Oh good,” she said. “You’ve
got Tylenol and Motrin.”

“Motrin,” he said.

Grace got a glass of water before approaching him,
then carefully took a seat next to him on the bed. “Take both,”
she instructed, handing him the glass of water while she opened the
blister packs for the pills. “They have different ingredients
and don’t have any negative interactions.” She set the
handful of pills in his palm, and he immediately swallowed the
tablets. “My mom is sort of a pill expert. Especially in the
realm of painkillers. You should elevate your ankle.”

She helped him lift his throbbing foot back onto
the bed. “Oh, Peter,” she exclaimed, “Your ankle is
really swollen. You need to ice it.”

It was all too much—Grace’s concerned
tone and the dream. He laid back in his bed and closed his eyes. 


Grace rushed to the kitchen, looking for a bag of
some sort. She reached under the sink and pulled out the little trash
can, dumping the contents into the sink. Removing the liner, she
opened the door and stepped outside. She hadn’t even bothered
getting her coat. A moment later, she returned. Sitting down next to
Peter, she pressed the bag now filled with snow against his throbbing
ankle. The cold made him jump, but after a moment it finally started
feeling a little better.

“It’s snowing right now,” she
said. “Like, coming down.” When he didn’t respond,
she asked, “Is this helping at all?”

“Yeah,” he admitted, “it’s
helping.”

She left the bag of snow balanced on his ankle and
lied down next to him on the bed. She pressed her nose against his
neck, and he could almost smell the scent of strawberries on her
hair.

“I’m so sorry,” she said.

He just wanted to go back to sleep and didn’t
think he was capable of having a deep conversation with the woman who
had just starred in his strange dream.

“I just—” she started, “—I
just wanted so badly to figure out what caused that earthquake. Some
part of me thought that finding the reason for the quake would
somehow make up for the fact that the generator got destroyed. It’s
silly, but…” She trailed off.

He took a deep breath. Sleep. He needed to sleep.

“I should have guessed that the chasm would
have been invisible in all the snow. I was just really foolish.”
She sniffled, and he could feel her warm tears against his neck.

“It’s my fault we’re even here,”
she continued. “I should have let us return to LA, get back to
our own lives.” She rubbed her eyes with a hand and gave
another small sniffle.

“I…” she paused, rubbing her
eyes again. “I just really wanted to spend more time with you.”
She reached her hand down to his and interlaced their fingers.

As she drifted off to sleep, Peter finally let
himself open his eyes. He wanted to spend more time with her as well.

···

When he woke again, he’d expected Grace to
be beside him. Instead, he was alone. For an instant, he missed
having her next to him. As he sat up, he saw the improvised ice pack
was now a sad, torn bag and wet spot at the foot of the bed. His
ankle felt much better. His privacy curtain had been closed again.
Beyond, he could hear hushed voices conversing.

Checking quickly to ensure he was decent, he got
up and drew back the curtain.

“Look who finally decided to wake up,”
Dr. Hall said from the dining booth.

Grace turned to face him from her side of the
booth. “Good morning, Dr. Cork.”

“Morning,” Peter greeted.

“Help yourself to some coffee,” Dr.
Hall instructed. “Eileen is outside doing her morning yoga.
Insists on doing it in the fresh air.”

Peter poured himself a cup of coffee. Since Dr.
Hall was taking up the entire side of the booth, Peter slid in next
to Grace.

“We were just talking about the
earthquakes,” she said.

“Yes,” Dr. Hall agreed. “We’ve
been working while you’ve slept the morning away.”

“He had a rough night,” Grace said.

“Oh?” Dr. Hall raised a single brow.

Peter wished Grace hadn’t said anything. “My
ankle kept me awake,” he said. “It feels much better now,
though.”

“Good.” She flashed him a smile before
pushing papers covered in data and charts in front of him. “These
are all from the span reader in the cavern,” she said.

He looked down at the pages, recognizing his data.

“What’s missing,” Dr. Hall said,
“is the readings from the big earthquake a week ago. You should
have integrated that span device in your little generator experiment.
I haven’t really had a chance to investigate the big crack, but
I believe it’s just superficial. I think there will be more
earthquakes that will cause the North American plate to spit in two.”

“That’s a considerable theory,”
Peter said.

“Is it even possible?” Grace asked.

Dr. Hall leaned forward, his face uncomfortably
close across the small table. “Until recently I would have said
no. But in 2012, the Indo-Australian plate started to do just that.”

Peter shook his head. “Yes, but the
Indo-Australian plate is being pulled in every direction. The North
American plate isn’t under nearly the same amount of strain.”

“I assume you’ve seen the big crack,”
Dr. Hall said, noisily slurping down his coffee. “I’d say
it takes a great bit of strain to make that.”

Peter didn’t want to argue, so he got up and
helped himself to a second cup of coffee. Plates didn’t just
split out of the blue. There were signs of stress that indicated the
Indo-Australian plate bad been going to split decades before the
massive earthquake.

Looking out the kitchen window, he saw Eileen
outside balancing on her arms and toes. She was wearing tight
clothing which revealed her athletic figure. Still, she must be
freezing.

“You’re welcome to join me when I take
my drone out later today. I want to get some more aerial pictures of
the cavern.”

Peter tore his eyes away from the window. “I’ll
go.”





CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Dr. Hall loaned Peter a pair of shoes. He
was glad to finally be able to cover both feet again, even if they
were a little big. He walked slowly, cautious of his healing ankle,
and Grace trailed behind while Dr. Hall and Eileen got farther and
farther ahead.

“We’ll start here,” Dr. Hall
yelled back to them. This area of the chasm wasn’t blocked with
snow. He took the controller off the sled and pressed a few buttons.
The rotors of the drone began to spin and hum as it lifted slowly.

Eileen held a laptop which displayed the live feed
from the drone’s camera. As they got closer, Peter could make
out the snowy terrain on the screen. 


“Instead of setting up right next to the
road,” Dr. Hall said, glancing back at Peter and Grace, “we
parked my RV right at the widest point of the crack.”

“Then why did we have to walk so far?”
Grace whispered. Eileen turned to give her a stern look before
focusing back on the drone feed.

Dr. Hall maneuvered the drone around, expertly
bending the little joysticks under his thumbs. “What’s
the span today, Eileen?”

She clicked a couple points on the screen before
declaring, “Fifteen feet four inches.”

“What do you mean today?”
Grace asked.

“It’s getting bigger,” Eileen
said. “Eight days ago it was fifteen feet one inch.”

“Are you sure those measurements are
accurate?” Peter asked, pointing to the laptop screen. “There’s
a certain amount of error calculating distances with just a 2D image,
especially without any points of reference and the snow obscuring the
terrain.”

Eileen rolled her eyes. “Of course it’s
accurate. We know the height of the drone.”

“How do you know how high it is?”
Grace asked.

“Muscle memory,” Dr. Hall said,
raising the controller to indicate his fingers manipulating the
joysticks and buttons.

Peter tried to scratch his beard with his gloved
hand, but the rubbery palms of his gloves pulled at each hair, so he
quickly stopped. Even if the distance was correct, erosion could be
expected on the edges of the new chasm, and that amount of change
could easily be due to the sandy ground crumbling. Even so, the snow
on top would be throwing off the number.

There hadn’t been any seismic activity since
the big earthquake. For any remarkable changes in the chasm, they
would expect another big earthquake. If the North American plate was
in fact splitting, they could expect many more big earthquakes.

Dr. Hall flew the drone north to get more footage
of the chasm. “What we really need,” he said, “are
depth measurements. But we’re going to wait until some of this
snow melts to do that.”

“What’s that?” Grace said,
pointing to something on the screen. Suddenly the drone pitched to
the side, changing the image. “Go back,” she told Dr.
Hall. “There was a giant dark circle. Like a hole.”

“What, this?” Dr. Hall flew the drone
a ways away before pointing it at a mound of snow. “That’s
just a shadow.”

“No, it wasn’t a shadow,” she
insisted. “It was a perfectly circular hole.”

Eileen slammed the laptop shut. “I think
we’ve gotten all the data we need for the day.”

“I think you’re right,” Dr. Hall
agreed, piloting the drone back to them and landing it gently back on
the sled.

Again, Eileen and Dr. Hall walked ahead while
Grace matched Peter’s much slower pace. By the time Peter and
Grace reached the RV, Eileen was already busy preparing dinner inside
while Dr. Hall put away his equipment. 


“Hey, Peter,” Grace whispered. “Can
I borrow your laptop for a minute?”

“Of course.”

Grace found it among all of Peter’s stuff
under his bed before retreating into her own bunk and closing the
curtain.

···

The next few days passed similar to the first. The
group of four journeyed to the chasm to get drone footage and take
measurements, although the drone’s flight path always avoided
the mysterious hole Grace had pointed out the first time. They would
make strained conversation over meals of freeze- dried food. Evenings
were either nice and quiet, in which case Peter could work on his
online course, or uncomfortably loud from Dr. Hall and Eileen’s
sessions. As soon as Grace suspected there would be a good deal of
noise, she would immediately retreat outside. 


Peter understood it was an essential biological
function, but as their current love fest escalated, he found the
yells and moans overly grating. He shrugged on his coat and went
outside.

“I was wondering how long it would take you
to join me,” Grace said.

“I think they were trying to role play as—”

“Stop right there,” she yelped,
raising a hand. “I don’t want to know.”

“Teen vampires.” Peter smiled as she
covered her face.

“Oh God. When is this snow ever going to
melt?”

“Not soon enough.”

Grace tucked her hands under her arms and swayed
back and forth, trying to keep warm. “I always thought
listening to other people hook up would be kind of sexy, but those
two take it to a whole other level.”

He didn’t want to have a drawn-out
conversation about his colleague’s affair, so he didn’t
respond.

“Hey, when we go back inside, can I borrow
your laptop again?”

“Sure.”

After a sufficient amount of time, they went back
inside and were greeted by loud snoring. Peter pulled out his laptop
and handed it to Grace before retreating to his sleeping quarters. He
grabbed a fresh set of clothes and went to the bathroom to wash up.

Although he was able to wet a washcloth with warm
water in the luxury RV, there wasn’t enough water to take a
proper shower. When the snow melted, they would visit Denver where he
could enjoy a long hot shower. Just the thought of it was exciting.

As clean as he could expect to get while camping,
he returned to his bed to find Grace sitting there with his laptop on
her lap.

“I want to show you something,” she
said.

“Sure,” he said, scratching his head
as he sat down beside her.

“I know I saw something on the drone footage
that first day, so I thought I’d do some digging.”

“Okay.”

Her eyes shone bright in the dim light from the
computer screen. “I checked satellite images of the area around
the chasm through Google Earth, and I didn’t see anything.
Turns out, all those images are pretty old, from like, fifteen years
ago.”

He nodded.

“I remembered that the Denver newspaper had
photos of the chasm, so I pulled them up.” With a click, images
of the cavern in fairer weather filled the screen. She scrolled
through them quickly. “They have pictures of the entire chasm,
minus the area from thirty miles north of Last Chance to thirty miles
south of Last Chance.”

“That’s a pretty big gap,” he
said. “I wonder why.”

“That’s what I said. Why would they
have no pictures around Last Chance?” When he didn’t say
anything, she answered her own question. “Because it’s an
FAA no-fly zone. Doesn’t that strike you as odd?”

“All kinds of places are no-fly zones, like
national parks.”

“Does Last Chance look like a national
park?”

“Well, no,” he agreed.

“I looked it up, and it’s been
categorized as a temporary no-fly zone for seven years. Dr. Hall is
technically breaking the law by taking his little drone around here.”

“He has a pretty loose grip on the rules,
especially when it pertains to his work...” He trailed off,
unsure why he felt compelled to defend his colleague.

“Oh, I think it goes much deeper than that,”
Grace said. “That hole I saw the other day looked like a
perfect circle. Only thing that can make a circle like that is laser
precision.”

“You think you saw a laser-drilled well?”

“I know I did.” She opened another
picture on the laptop to show a freshly drilled well which had a
perfectly round outline. “When laser drilling was first
developed, it had to be tested. Synergy Power Systems wanted to be on
the forefront, so they ran a lot of the initial testing to get it
approved.”

Grace opened her email on the screen and pulled up
a message from a Synergy Power Systems email account. “The day
that SPS started testing laser drilling was the day the temporary
no-fly zone was put in place.”

“It could just be a coincidence.”

“I don’t think so.” She opened
an attachment which showed a map of Last Chance.

“Last Chance got its name from being the
last place to get gas traveling east out of Denver. However,
traveling north or south from town, there’s a whole lot of
nothing.

“The original plan was to spread the test
wells throughout a large area, but the EPA preemptively approved
drilling up and down Highway 71. Since it was cheaper and easier to
just stick to the highway and drill a series of wells in a straight
line, Synergy Power Systems went with that plan.”

She glanced at Peter. She seemed to think all
these connections were obvious, but he wasn’t convinced they
were more than just a bunch of coincidences.

“The EPA contracts scientists to analyze
environmental effects of different plans. And if you look at Dr.
Hall’s CV,” Grace pulled up the professor’s page
from the SLAU geology website and clicked a link to display his CV,
“you see that he contracted with the EPA during that time.”

Peter rubbed his beard. He suspected fracking,
which put lots of strain on the reservoir rock, was more likely to
cause geological upset than punching a bunch of holes in the ground.
“I don’t know,” he said. “It all feels like
quite a stretch. I doubt Dr. Hall has taken part in any sinister
plot.”

Grace closed the laptop and began to pout. “He’s
hiding something. I don’t trust him.”

“He’s an excellent geologist. We’re
fortunate he’s included us at all in his work when we should
have returned to SLAU.”

She buried her hands in her hair and shook her
head. “He’s not including us,” she insisted. “He’s
distracting us with his fancy little drone and data you
collected. He hasn’t shared any new information or data he’s
come up with.”

“What about his theory that the North
American Plate is splitting? He didn’t keep that a secret.”

“I don’t think he actually believes
it,” she said. “I think he wants you
to believe it.”

Peter took his computer back from Grace’s
lap and slid it under the bed. She was getting a bit dramatic, and he
just wanted to get some sleep.

“Look,” she said, the low light
shrouding her face in shadow. “Pretend that you’re
writing an article about the plate splitting. Tell Dr. Hall that
you’re giving him credit. See what he does.” She got up
and stood, facing Peter, waiting for him to agree to her plan. When
he didn’t say anything, she turned and left in a huff. “I’m
going to bed.”

He wanted to say goodnight. He wanted to tell her
that everything would work out, that they would wake the next day
with cooler heads and she had nothing to worry about. But he didn’t.
He lay down and stared at the ceiling, wishing she was still there
sitting next to him.

···

Peter woke with a start, a fresh revelation on his
brain. How long had Grace said the drive was between Denver and LA?
At least a day. Did an RV drive as fast as a car? Even if it did, Dr.
Hall and Eileen had arrived at Last Chance within twenty-four hours
of the earthquake. It should have taken longer than that to get there
if they had driven the whole way.

There was the possibility that they had flown to
Denver and picked up the RV there. If the RV was a rental, then that
would make sense. Although they did have a lot of equipment with them
that would be hard to get past airport security, and certainly
couldn’t be packed in a hurry. Something felt off.

He tried to shake the feeling as he answered
student emails at the dining table while drinking his coffee. Grace
was still in her bunk and Eileen was already outside doing her
morning yoga. Dr. Hall was frying bacon on the kitchen cooktop.

Dr. Hall turned to talk to Peter. “The
misses only makes turkey bacon, says it’s better for the heart.
But man does that stuff taste like cardboard. I’d rather have
the real stuff or nothing. Would you like some bacon?”

“No thanks,” Peter said.

Dr. Hall turned his attention back to the sizzling
pan. “More for me, then.”

Peter had started and restarted his email response
to a particular student four times now. He couldn’t shake the
feeling; he had to know.

“I’m writing a paper on the split of
the North American plate.”

Dr. Hall nodded in approval. “Good for you.”

“Of course, I’ll list you and Eileen
first as authors. You’ve done so much of the groundwork
already.”

“Oh don’t bother,” Dr. Hall
said, flashing Peter a big, fake grin. “I mean, of course
you’ll have to reference a lot of my previous work, but if you
write the whole thing, it should just be your name on the by-line. I
could recommend some journals that would be eager to publish your
paper once you finish.”

For something of this magnitude, Dr. Hall should
want his name all over it. Tectonic plates didn’t just split
every day; this would be a huge discovery. Authoring this paper would
secure Peter’s academic career for life. Universities would beg
to have him on their staff.

Something definitely wasn’t right.

“Do I smell bacon?” Grace asked,
poking her head out from her bunk.

“Yes, you do,” Dr. Hall answered in a
sing-song voice.

She climbed down from her bed. “Oh my God,
real food. I am so hungry.”





CHAPTER FOURTEEN

“I need to go back to LA,”
Peter whispered to Grace.

“Why can’t we stay?” she asked,
careful to keep her voice low. Dr. Hall and Eileen had turned in for
the night and were in the front bedroom, but could potentially
overhear their conversation through the thin wall.

“I’m going to take a walk outside,”
Peter announced. He put on his coat and went to the door. He looked
back at Grace to see if she was joining him.

“Okay, fine. I’ll go too.”

They had been staying in the RV for almost two
weeks and it wasn’t getting any warmer outside. A thick blanket
of snow still covered the ground. He had finally gotten acclimated to
the weather and didn’t mind the cold as much, but Grace started
shivering as soon as she passed through the door. The snow around the
camper had been trampled from their frequent walks to the chasm, but
the swirling clouds glowing red on the horizon of the evening sky
promised to cover those tracks with fresh snow soon.

“Why do you need to go to LA?” she
asked.

“I’ve, uh,” he stammered,
knowing Grace would probably get angry. “I need to attend a
conference.”

“What about what we’re doing here?”
she asked.

He was relieved she remained calm instead of
crying or shouting at him. “I’m not getting anything
meaningful done. Something is off.”

Even though he hadn’t initially planned on
writing a paper about the plate split, he later changed his mind. He
packed in all the data from the little earthquakes leading up to the
big one, along with the measurements of the chasm which were printed
in the newspaper. He drew up some pretty weak conclusions,
postulating the possibility of the North American Plate splitting,
and finished it by recommending avenues for further research. The
whole thing was utter crap.

He sent a copy of the paper to Dr. Hall, who
offered to read over it and recommend revisions, promising to forward
it to a journal for publication once it was ready. That was all Peter
could hope for. But then he got an email that same day from one of
the editors for Journal of Earth
and Planetary Science thanking him for his submission. He
wondered if Dr. Hall had even taken the time to read it.

“I’m so tired of camping.” Grace
said. She had stopped bouncing in place to keep warm, and just stared
at the ground and sighed. “I want to go home.”

“My friend Autumn is dating a guy who owns a
couple of snowmobiles. They’re coming out here tomorrow
morning.”

“I’m going inside,” she said.
“It’s too cold out here.”

···

Peter found himself up early. He busied himself
packing before making a pot of coffee. Not sure when the others would
get up, he poured only two cups, adding sugar to one.

Two mugs in hand, he approached the bunks.
“Grace,” he whispered. “Grace, wake up.”

She opened the curtain. Her hair was a mess of
blond tangles surrounding her face. He smiled; he liked seeing her in
a more natural state.

“I made coffee,” he said, offering her
a cup.

“Thank you.” She accepted it and took
a slow sip.

“I thought you’d want some extra time
to pack,” he whispered, not wanting to be overheard.

“Let me finish this first.” She held
up the mug.

He idly watched out the kitchen window as he
sipped his drink and Grace gathered her stuff together. Dr. Hall
should have been up by now. Eileen wasn’t outside doing her
yoga. Where were they? He set down his coffee mug and rapped his
knuckles loudly on the door to the front bed.

“Terry? Eileen?” He was met with
silence. Without waiting, he shoved open the door. The bed was nicely
made, but nothing else was in there.

Perhaps they were outside. He pulled on the shoes
Dr. Hall had loaned him and dashed outside. “Terry? Eileen?
Terry?!” He hadn’t grabbed his coat, but was too anxious
to be bothered by the cold. He dashed around the RV, surveying the
landscape. A set of tracks started at the back of the RV and extended
west into the snowy expanse.

“What’s going on?” Grace asked
when Peter returned inside. She looked concerned.

“They’re gone. Dr. Hall and Eileen
aren’t here.” He didn’t remember them having any
sort of transportation besides their skis. Why would they have left
without saying anything?

“Something’s not right,” Grace
said, an edge of panic in her voice. “We need to get out of
here immediately.” She started putting her shoes on, leaving
the pile of clothes she was sorting through on the dining table.
“Let’s go. Now,” she pressed. “Grab your
laptop.”

“What about your stuff?” he asked,
slipping on his coat and gloves.

“Forget it; it will just slow us down. I can
buy new clothes later.” She rushed to the door and stepped
outside. “Hurry!”

His duffle bag was already packed, including his
laptop. He grabbed it and followed her out the door. She bolted down
the steps and across the snow at a run and he had to sprint to keep
up.

“What’s the rush?” he yelled
out.

“We have to get out of here,” she
responded, not slowing down to chat.

She continued running with him chasing close
behind for ten minutes without slowing down. Suddenly, she stopped
running and stood, clasping her hands on her knees, trying to catch
her breath. Peter hoped Autumn and her boyfriend would be able to
find them in the unblemished, snowy landscape.

“We need to keep going,” she
reiterated between heaving breaths.

“Why? What’s going on?” He set
down his bag.

“Dr. Hall. He knows.” She gasped and
coughed against the cold air. “I don’t know how, but he
knows when the earthquakes are coming. If he left, that means another
big one is going to happen soon.”

She’d lost it. Grace had become completely
paranoid. The stress of camping and living in such close quarters had
clearly unhinged her.

In the distance, he heard the high-pitched revving
of a motor. “I think that’s Autumn,” he said.

That was enough motivation for Grace to get moving
again. She ran toward the sound, and before long they saw the two
snowmobiles approaching.

“Oh thank God,” Grace gasped when they
reached the two vehicles. Without another word, she jumped onto the
snowmobile Autumn drove, and Peter got on the other.

They sped along, the snowy landscape zipping past.
The gray, gloomy skies had reached their breaking point, and more
snow began to fall. Flakes clung to the front of Peter’s
helmet, blurring his view. He didn’t know how Jared, Autumn
boyfriend, could see in these conditions. However, they didn’t
really need to follow the road. The snow mobiles raced ahead on the
snowy terrain like it was nothing.

Autumn and Grace abruptly stopped while Peter and
Jared kept going. “Stop!” Peter yelled. Jared applied the
brakes and their snowmobile turned hard right, sending up a spray of
snow as they slowed to a stop. Peter could already feel the ground
start to tremble beneath them.

At the forefront of his mind was Grace’s
safety. He headed back to where her snowmobile had stopped and saw
her stumble as she got off of the vehicle. “Grace,” he
yelled as he ran for her, the shaking snow threatening his every
step. She tumbled over next to the snowmobile while Autumn sprinted
to the side, getting a safe distance between herself and any
potentially dangerous debris.

Peter reached Grace and grabbed her by the coat,
pulling her to her feet. He was only able to sprint a few strides
away from the snowmobile before they fell into the snow. Using his
body as a shield, he threw himself on top of her.

It was like being in a violent snow globe. White
powder was tossed into the air, flying in every direction at once.
The only thing he could hold onto was Grace, so he embraced her
tightly.

He breathed a sigh of relief as the ground began
to settle. The only snow in the air now was the fresh-falling snow.
He helped Grace sit up. “Are you okay?” he asked.

Tears fell from her eyes. “Peter,” she
said. “I was so scared.”

He wrapped his arms around her as she trembled.
“Shh,” he said. “It’s okay now. It’s
over.”





CHAPTER FIFTEEN

The rest of the trip back to Denver was
uneventful. The snow mobiles survived the earthquake, and they were
able to ride back to town without further incident. Peter and Grace
went directly to the airport and caught a red-eye to LA. 


After everything that had happened, neither of
them wanted to talk about it. The flight passed in silence, and once
they arrived in LA they parted ways. Grace offered Peter a ride home
in her father’s town car, but he declined. His home had been
the lab in Last Chance, which was now destroyed. He didn’t have
a place to stay in LA. 


He took the bus to the SLAU campus and just idly
wandered around until he found a nice bench facing the quad. The sun
was just starting to rise. He sat with his duffle bag next to him and
watched the sun come up over the distant horizon. 


When the ground had started shaking, his first
instinct had been to protect Grace. She was just his intern. There
was no reason he needed to look after her. She was a strong
individual, capable of taking care of herself. Try as he could,
though, he couldn’t get her tear-stained face out of his head.
I was so scared.

He jolted awake to full daylight. Students milled
about, walking between classes. Peter got up, not sure what to do.
Unable to come up with a better idea, he decided to go to his office.

As he walked along the pathway, surrounded by
carefree undergrads, he felt as if he carried the weight of the world
on his shoulders. Did these people even know―or care―about
the earthquakes which were tearing the land apart? If they did, would
they bother to do anything about it? He wasn’t sure what he
could even do.

His feet were on autopilot as he lost himself in
his thoughts. Before he knew it, he was standing at the entrance of
the large, red-brick building which housed the geology department. He
slipped inside, then continued past the elevator, opting to take the
stairs to the basement.

The lower level of the building was illuminated by
garish fluorescent fixtures. This was where all the graduate students
and postdocs’ offices were. Even the staff and assistant
professors got rooms above ground.

He stopped at his door, which had a laminated post
card with “Cork” written on it taped to the door frame.

Where was his key? He dropped his duffle in front
of the door so he could rummage through it and find his office key.
It would be with his USB backup—not that he was mindful of
backing his data up.

Extricating his key, he let himself into his
basement office. It smelled more of mildew than he remembered. He set
his bag on the desk, which was shoved in a corner, and plopped down
in his chair. Other than a whiteboard, there was nothing else in the
room. Definitely no window.

He pulled out his laptop and plugged it in. He had
no idea what he would do. His savings were gone, he would no longer
have a job after the quarter ended, and he had nowhere to live. But
at the forefront of his mind were the geological forces in Colorado
and what could be causing the earthquakes.

···

Dr. Hall sent his apologies in an email for
leaving Colorado so abruptly. He blamed his departure on a family
emergency which had required his immediate attention. What he didn’t
explain was why he had taken Eileen with him.

The earthquake reached the top story on CNN’s
website. It had been an 8.5 on the Richter scale, making it even
stronger, if only by a little, than the one that destroyed the
generator.

Seismologists had no way of predicting the next
big earthquake, yet somehow Dr. Hall had preemptively known about
both big Colorado earthquakes.

The article on CNN discussed how rare it was to
have two large earthquakes back to back and quoted top seismologists
stating just how improbable the pair of earthquakes were. Although
the article postulated the magnitude of tectonic plate activity that
was required to form mountain ranges and rift basins, no direct links
to the recent earthquakes were made.

Peter had no idea how or what to do next. He
pulled up the seismic readings that recorded all of the United States
for the most recent activity. He plotted circles on a map
corresponding to the locations of each seismic reading. Zooming into
Last Chance on his map, he could get a good idea of where the
earthquake had been centered. There it was, a spot where all the
circles almost perfectly intersected, about a mile due north of the
well where they had constructed the generator. A spot just off of
Highway 71. 


···

Peter reread the email from the editor at the
Journal of Earth and Planetary
Science. Although they liked his paper, Peter’s
hypothesis didn’t seem supported by the information he
collected, and he would need empirical data in order for them to
publish his paper as an article. Their official decision was ‘revise
and resubmit,’ which was much better than he had hoped for.

He opened his last unread email.





Dr.
Cork,





My
father does an annual gala to benefit renewable energy. Usually
someone from First Solar does a presentation, but I think it would be
great if you said something about geothermal energy. It would just be
a five-minute talk for a bunch of rich business men and their dates.
I’ve attached an invitation.





Let me
know if you’d like to attend or do the presentation. Don’t
worry about the ticket price. 






Grace
Hudson





He was unsure what he would say in a lecture for a
charity gala, but he would think of something. He emailed Grace back
to let her know that he would be glad to speak at the event. Not sure
how technical his presentation should be, he put together some
interesting information on geothermal energy, slanting the topic
toward the inevitability of geothermal habitation. One of the
attendees may be interested enough to help support his research.

In the meantime, he had to dedicate his time to
finding a new job. The deadline for applying to the most prestigious
post docs had already passed, but there were a few lower-tiered
universities and colleges still accepting résumés.
Every once in a while, a prospect would flake out at the last minute,
leaving the department scrambling to find a replacement. This was
Peter’s best hope of getting a respectable job. All he could do
now was make sure his CV was polished and apply to every opening that
came up.

···

Peter didn’t recognize the young man meeting
him at the tuxedo shop. He had only met him briefly as Sandra’s
“friend” the night he spent in LA meeting Grace’s
father for dinner. The man before him was compact with dark hair and
a megawatt smile, complete with dimples. He seemed like the kind of
person who would gladly manage your investment portfolio for a hefty
fee, yet somehow found time to play 18 holes of golf twice a week.

But Peter knew better than to rely on judgments
made purely on physical appearance. Blake held out his hand for a
firm shake, followed by the question, “So, Peter, you play
golf?”

“I did play frisbee golf in the rec league,”
Peter admitted. 


“Oh, man, I played a lot of frolf in
college, but it’s been a while. We should do a course, but only
if you promise to go easy on me.” He gave Peter a wink, which
made Peter wonder if Blake had just asked him out on a date. He was
both flattered and perplexed.

“Perhaps,” Peter said, not willing to
commit to any plans.

“Well you have my number now,” Blake
said, holding up his cell phone. “Grace wanted to make sure you
had appropriate attire for the upcoming gala. This place does all the
wedding and prom rentals, so it is cheap,”
he said, hollering the word ‘cheap.’ “I figured I
could get some new links while we’re here,” he said,
pinching the end of his sleeve.

The salesperson showed Peter the catalog of all
the suits and tuxes they offered for rental. There were pages upon
pages of identical-looking articles of clothing; this one with two
buttons, this one with three, another one with two buttons and a
narrow lapel, but this lapel had a notch. After Blake insisted that a
particular tux was far superior to the rest, although it seemed the
same to several of the others in Peter’s eyes, Peter settled on
that tux.

As the salesperson began collecting Peter’s
measurements, Blake continued their conversation.

“So you’re presenting on geothermal
energy at the gala,” Blake ventured.

“Yes, that is the plan.”

“I heard there are a bunch of new geothermal
plants going in over the next few years. You affiliated with any of
them?”

Peter extended his arm as the clerk measured from
the back of his neck to his wrist. “No, I’m in research.”

“You should consider working for one of
these huge geothermal energy companies. One of my new clients is a
manager at GeoPower Solutions. He makes money like it’s going
out of style.”

“Huh.” Peter didn’t really care
for large corporations, and he couldn’t imagine leaving
academia.

“Actually, I think Synergy Power Systems
will be starting up a geothermal division. I bet Grace could get you
an in.”

After SPS had lost so much money on his
experimental underground geothermal generator construction, he
doubted he could get a job there even as a janitor. Instead of
mentioning all this, he said, “Synergy Power Systems has been
funding a good bit of research in the area. I’m not surprised.”

They left the tux shop, Blake holding a small
shopping bag containing his new cufflinks, which cost twice as much
as Peter’s tux rental. As they walked back toward the SLAU
campus, Blake said, “You know, Peter, you’re a cool guy.
Some of my buddies do a monthly poker night. You should come join
us.”

Peter didn’t respond, having no desire to
join a poker game.

“I’ll text you the details,”
Blake offered. Peter simply nodded before they went separate ways,
Blake to the valet to pick up his car and Peter to the bus stop.





CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Even though he came back to LA a week
ago, Peter still hadn’t bothered to find a place to stay. His
office had been working for the time being. One of the items he had
packed in his duffle when they scrambled to leave Last Chance was his
sleeping bag. It wasn’t terribly comfortable on the cement
floor of his basement office, but it was better than getting arrested
for sleeping outside.

He changed into the rental tux in the restrooms.
Having no idea how to tie a bow tie, he found a video by a Harvard
professor on YouTube and watched it four times before successfully
getting his own bow tied correctly.

Spending the majority of the last week preparing
his presentation and applying to jobs, he hadn’t really put
much more thought into the Colorado earthquakes. The only information
he had been able to put together since he returned to LA was the
precise location of the epicenter, information which had also been
calculated and published by almost every seismologist. Something
about the location didn’t sit well with Peter. He looked at the
map on his computer for what felt like the millionth time. Although
he had suspected that all the fracking had been causing the increased
seismic activity, he had been uncomfortably close to the epicenter
right before the last quake happened, and he knew without a doubt
that no rigs were nearby. Also, something that intense would have
been more likely caused by an explosion. An explosion deep
underground… right next to 71…

The realization made him jolt. It must have been
an explosion set in one of the wells off of 71, the ones Dr. Hall had
been trying so hard to hide from Grace and him. He had to see the
wells. Had one of them been used to orchestrate a man-made
earthquake? He needed to tell Grace.

···

Peter’s anxious jitters about giving a
presentation in a few minutes to a room full of extravagantly dressed
men and women had been replaced by an excitement to travel back to
Last Chance and do some investigating. He didn’t even have
enough money for a bus ticket, but he would figure something out. If
he could just get there, he knew he’d find the source and
hopefully stop future earthquakes.

He nervously bounced his knee under the table,
stopping when a delicate hand touched his shoulder. He turned to find
Grace smiling at him. She looked stunning with her blond hair half
pinned up and half in loose curls and wearing an impeccably fitted,
shiny gold dress. He knew he should say some sort of compliment, but
found himself speechless.

With the flick of a finger, a server approached
her. She grabbed two glasses of white wine and offered one to Peter.
“I find a drink helps take the edge off when I’m
nervous.”

He took the drink and set it on the table as she
sat in the chair next to him. “Thank you, but I need to keep a
clear head.”

“Well, all your jittering is starting to
make me nervous. Just one drink, for me?” Grace held up her
wine glass. “A toast,” she said. “To geothermal
energy. Far superior to solar energy.”

“Actually, in LA, solar energy is more cost
effective and yields greater wattage output.”

“Oh, come on, Peter,” she quipped.
“This is your time to shine. Just pretend that no one is in the
audience except for me. Do your presentation like we’re having
a casual conversation and forget all these old stodges.”

He smiled. “Fine,” he said, raising
his glass.

“To clean energy.” Their glasses
chimed in a single staccato clink, and Grace lifted hers to her lips
and kept drinking until it was empty.

Peter took only a careful sip before setting his
drink back on the table. “I’ve got to get over there.”
The MC waved him up to the front of the room.

“Good luck,” Grace said.

His laptop was already hooked up to the projector
and ready to go. The MC introduced Michael Hudson, who warmed up the
audience briefly before introducing Peter.

He opened the presentation he had made on Google
Slides, selecting the first page. The simple, bold black title, “An
Introduction to Geothermal Energy,” displayed over a plain
white background.

“Good evening, ladies and gentleman. My name
is Dr. Peter Cork and I am an associate professor in the department
of earth sciences at the South Los Angeles University.”

He advanced to the next slide. “What is
Geothermal Energy? The earth’s crust is just a thin layer
floating on top of molten hot magma. Harnessing the heat below the
surface gives clean efficient energy.”

The third slide was titled ‘Ecological
Impact.’ “The first concern when putting in a geothermal
plant is the ecological impact on surround plants and wildlife.
Although laser drilling has a minimal impact on the encompassing
area, the best option is to use an already existing well or naturally
occurring vent.”

He tapped the keyboard to advance the slides
again. “The method for collecting geothermal energy involves
pumping high-pressure water into the ground, forcing up hotter water
from deeper down. For residential use, a closed system is installed
with a loop which circulates air deep into the ground before coming
back into the home, which helps keep the home at a constant
temperature.

“Now, both of these methods work best near a
naturally occurring fault line. With the advent of laser drilling,
oil reserves deeper than could be reached with classical methods are
now being tapped. In areas where there is no oil, geothermal power
plants have been tested, but only with limited success, since so much
water needs to be pumped down to get any results.

“The natural next step is to use the large
caverns in the reservoir rock left by the depleted oil fields.
Potentially, these caverns could house domiciles. At their depth,
heating and cooling systems would not be necessary, so an incredibly
energy-efficient house could be constructed in the cavern.”

He looked around at the room full of decidedly
uninterested faces. It was no worse than when he held lectures for
his students. “And that concludes my presentation.” He
was about to ask if anyone had any questions, but Michael started
speaking.

“Thank you so much, Dr. Cork,” he
said, turning to face Peter while clapping. The room politely
applauded, and Peter took that as his cue to sit back down. “Next,
we have Alan Greenfield from Solar First, who’d like to share a
little about solar energy.”

Peter took his seat next to Grace. “That
went really well,” she whispered while Alan started his
presentation.

Alan was more of a salesman, trying to convince
the gala attendees that the newest model of solar panels were
aesthetically pleasing and would not detract from the beauty of their
homes. He emphasized the cost saving of solar energy in the long run,
but gave no information about how they worked or the environmental
benefits.

Peter wanted to tell Grace about the suspicious
location of the earthquakes’ epicenter, but was waiting for a
good moment. He couldn’t interrupt Alan’s presentation.

Grace kept glancing at Peter, making a variety of
silly faces. He wasn’t sure if she was doing this for his
entertainment or her own. Michael casually walked up to his daughter
and grasped her shoulder. “Stop that,” he said in a stern
whisper. She sighed, giving one last exaggerated eye-roll before
planting her elbows on the table and resting her chin in her hands.

Once Alan’s finished his sales pitch,
Michael invited everyone to the ballroom for after-dinner cocktails.
Grace introduced Peter to many of the high-profile attendees, most of
whom admitted they hadn’t understood a word of his
presentation.

After a whirlwind of faces, Peter was tired and
just wanted to get back to his office. Grace slipped aside and pulled
on another man’s sleeve. Blake turned away from the group he
was chatting with to look at her, his confusion quickly melting to a
smile. “Smoke. Back balcony,” she said. Blake nodded and
returned to his conversation.

“Let’s get some air,” Grace said
to Peter. She led him to the side of the ballroom that was covered in
windows. In the middle were a series of French doors leading out to a
grand balcony. They were about ten floors high, giving them an
excellent view of LA’s perfect grid containing high rises,
twinkling windows, and street lamps illuminating the night. The low
light made Grace’s pale, golden dress appear to shimmer and
glow. She looked beautiful all done up for the gala, even though
Peter preferred her natural and unadorned state she had sported while
camping in the snow. 


She led the way to the far-right side of the
balcony where there was a staircase leading down to a smaller
balcony. The February evening was a little chilly, and she shivered
briefly, running her hands up and down her arms.

“Would you like my jacket?” Peter
offered.

She nodded, so he slipped it off and set it on her
shoulders. “You think I would have gotten used to cold
weather,” she joked.

“Actually, I wanted to talk to you about
that—about the earthquake.” He could see her visibly
tense at the mention of it, but before he could go on, they were
interrupted by a pair of footsteps coming down the stairs.

“I’ve got the goods,” Blake
said, escorting a brunette wearing his jacket over a deep purple
dress. If Peter recalled correctly, she was Grace’s friend,
Sandra.

“You’re my hero,” Grace gushed
as Blake pulled a joint and a lighter out of his pocket.

“Ladies first,” he said, giving the
joint to his date. He held up the lighter as she put the end to her
lips. She gave a delicate puff before passing it to Grace. After she
took a drag, she handed it back to Blake.

“You want some?” Blake offered. “I
won’t think any less of you if you do.”

“No thank you,” Peter said.

“I’ve got cigarettes in my purse if
you’d prefer that,” Blake’s date said, opening her
bag.

“No, no, I’m fine,” Peter
insisted.

“Where are my manners?” Blake said.
“Peter, this is my fiancée Katherine.”

Peter tried to commit her name to memory, giving
her a nod in greeting. She looked so similar to Grace’s friend,
the last thing he wanted to do was accidentally call her Sandra.

Blake exhaled a puff of smoke before handing the
joint back to Katherine. “I liked your talk. You really think
houses could be built in decommissioned oil fields?”

Peter nodded. He didn’t want to get sucked
into small talk. “That’s what my research indicated.
Actually, Grace, I wanted to talk to you about something.”

“Let me just enjoy this first,” she
said, taking another hit. She passed off the joint and walked up to
the railing of the balcony. Leaning forward, she stared off into the
city, the lights reflecting off her eyes and shimmering gold dress.
He watched her as she took in the city.

“Here,” Blake said, holding his glass
up to Peter. “Single malt, take it.”

“Thank you.” Peter accepted the glass
and took a long sip. Now that he had finished his presentation, there
was no reason to abstain. 


Blake and Katherine started chatting about the
next few galas they would be attending. Peter walked up to the
railing next to Grace and stared off into the city with her.

“Where are you going after this?” she
asked.

“Back to my office.” They continued to
watch the city lights below as Blake and Katherine excused themselves
and went back inside.

“I’m not going to discuss Last Chance.
At least not here.”

“Is there somewhere we can talk?”

She turned to look at him. “I have a loft
near here.”

He nodded and held out an arm to escort her. She
placed a hand on his arm and followed him back through the ballroom
and outside to the waiting town car.

···

Peter was excited to tell Grace all about the link
between the earthquakes’ centers and the wells drilled along
Highway 71, but she looked positively sullen the entire drive home.
Only after the car stopped in front of a tall, newly constructed
building did she say anything. “I’m glad you accepted my
invitation to the gala. I wanted to talk to you about something.”

He was relieved she was finally ready to chat. “Me
too,” he said. “In Last Chance―”

She held up a hand. “Let’s just try to
enjoy one evening without talking about work or earthquakes,”
she said before getting out of the car. She led the way inside and
they took an elevator up to the thirtieth floor.

Instead of an overly extravagant loft, he was
surprised to find that her place was modest, with just enough space
for one person to live comfortably. It was clean and the plain white
walls were sparsely decorated. The bedroom was separate from the
living space, there was a small kitchen, and that was about it.

“I like your place,” he said, taking a
seat on the sofa.

She dropped his jacket on a chair. “Oh,
thanks.” She went straight to the kitchen and rummaged through
the fridge. “I actually just got this place. My old apartment
was right next to SLAU, and being there really got me down. My
therapist recommended getting a fresh start. Champagne?” She
peeked around the door of the fridge and held up a bottle.

“Are we celebrating something?”

“Nope, this is the cheap shit.” She
shut the fridge and uncorked the bottle.

“Sure, I’ll have a glass,” he
said.

She came into the living room holding two glasses,
handing one to Peter as she sat down next to him on the sofa.

“To surviving the renewable energy gala,”
she said.

“Cheers.”

After only a single sip, Grace set her glass down
and stood up. “This dress is horribly uncomfortable, I’m
going to change.”

While she was in her bedroom, Peter started to
feel uncomfortable. If she didn’t want to talk about the
earthquake, what exactly did
she want to discuss? He looked around the room, trying to take in all
the details of the few pieces of art on the walls and the pattern of
the rug on the floor.

She returned with her hair loose, wearing an
oversized sweatshirt and leggings. “This feels much better,”
she announced before plopping back on the sofa and grabbing her glass
for another sip.

“What have you been up to since you’ve
been back in LA?” Peter asked, making an attempt at small talk.

“I got a job temping at Synergy Power
Systems in human resources.”

“Do you enjoy it?”

“Sort of. It’s exactly what I’d
end up doing with my sociology degree, and I like working with the
variety of people.”

He had been sure that she would switch to geology
after the way she had thrown herself into his research. He was
certainly surprised that she, or anyone, could enjoy temping in HR.
“Is that something you want to do long term?”

“Yes. Although my dad is thrilled I’m
working for SPS and plan to return when I finish my degree, he still
wishes I’d take a more managerial role or make my own startup.”
She drank the rest of her glass before asking, “Would you like
some more?” He nodded, and she went into the kitchen and
returned with the bottle. After refilling both their glasses, she
left the bottle on the table.

“I thought you’d want to pursue a
career in research,” he ventured.

She shook her head. “Oh God, no! If Last
Chance has taught me anything, it’s that I’m not cut out
for that lifestyle.”

“It’s not always like that.”

“Sure, it’s not always camping in the
cold or working in a lab in a desolate town. But it is balancing on
the edge of human knowledge, grasping for the next idea. It’s
all a little too cutthroat for me.”

The last term Peter would use to describe himself
was ‘cutthroat.’ However, he was all too aware of the
feeling of despair associated with focusing on one subject, trying to
come up with something no other person had thought of yet. It took a
strong person to stick with research, but he knew Grace had what it
took.

She took a deep breath before continuing. “I’ll
go back with you to Last Chance. I know that’s what you came
here to talk about. I intend to finish what I started, but after that
I need to focus on my degree program and work toward graduating.”

He wasn’t sure what to say, so he just
watched her as she drank down her second glass, refilled it, and
topped off his own.

“Please don’t take this the wrong
way,” she continued, “but I’m glad we came back to
LA. It’s given me a chance to get over you.”

“Get over me?” he asked.

“Yeah. Any time I spend a lot of time with
someone―especially men―I start to kind of get obsessed
with them. I always think that if I take on a guy’s hobbies and
interests, then he’ll like me more. But that’s not how it
should be, you know? I need to be me and focus on doing things I
enjoy. I mean, if I hadn’t met you, I would have never given
geothermal energy a second thought.”

Peter began to feel ill. He thought she had
genuinely admired him and his work. His disappointment must have been
clear on his face.

“I still think geothermal energy is great
and that geothermal habitation will one day be a thing, it’s
just not my thing.”

He glanced down at his full glass of cheap
champagne and the half- empty bottle on the coffee table. He couldn’t
look at Grace’s face, even as she stared at him, waiting for
him to say something.

“Please don’t look so fucking sad. Say
something,” she pleaded.

“You needed to ‘get over’ me?”
he asked again. He covered his face with his hands, trying to collect
his feelings and somehow express the million thoughts zipping through
his head. “I know research is hard and isn’t for
everyone, but I was under the impression that you were really
interested in geology.”

“That’s my point,” she jumped
in. “I was so focused on impressing you that I pretended to be
interested in your research. It was all a lie.”

He didn’t bother raising his voice, or
standing to look physically imposing, or even smashing the fragile
glass. “I thought we had a personal connection. Was that a lie,
too?”

“Yes, that’s what I’m trying to
say. None of it was real.”

He stood up. “It felt pretty real to me.”
He grabbed his jacket and slipped it on, then walked out the door. “I
should go.”

“Peter, please don’t be all dramatic
about this. I’m just trying to finally be honest.”

He clenched his jaw. “I’m not being
dramatic—I feel hurt. I need to spend some time alone.
Goodbye.”

He left before Grace could protest and further. He
made his way as quickly as he could out of the building and to the
cold air outside on the street.

···

Peter couldn’t help but reflect on Grace’s
words from the previous evening as his flight to Denver lifted off
the tarmac. He could still see her charging ahead in the snow,
pushing him away, determined to complete her mission. He saw her
anxious face as she stripped away his wet clothing. He recalled
running in the snow, trying to reach her, trying to protect her. It
had all felt incredibly real. For him, it was real. Even if Grace
denied it, he knew what he had felt was genuine.

His flight was the first one in the morning, and
he hadn’t slept at all between leaving Grace’s loft the
previous evening and showing up at the airport. He had to apply for
the airline’s credit card to purchase the ticket and had no
idea how he’d afford the payments. Leaning his head against the
window, he shut his eyes.

The soft chime of the seatbelt light flickering on
woke him up. Glancing out of his window, he could see the mountains
give way for the Denver skyline in the distance. They would land
soon.





CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

“You just can’t stay away,”
Autumn said, smiling at him through the rear-view mirror as Peter put
his luggage in the trunk of her jeep. He used to pride himself on
being able to pack all of his worldly belongings in two suitcases and
a duffle bag. Now he only had the duffle bag.

“Thanks for picking me up, especially on
such short notice,” he said as he slipped into the passenger
seat.

Autumn sped off, leaving the airport behind. “Of
course. I’m your friend. I’ll always be here for you. I’d
even pick your ass up out of a blizzard in the middle of an
earthquake. Oh, wait, I already did.” She gave a light chuckle,
while Peter just solemnly nodded his head in agreement. She glanced
briefly at his sullen face. “Okay, I’m not sure which I
should tackle first. Why the gloomy mood, why you felt you needed to
come back to Colorado already, or why your sexy intern-sidekick isn’t
here?”

“I believe Dr. Hall caused the earthquakes.”

“Whoa!” Autumn said, looking over at
him as long as she dared before looking back at the road. “Why
would he cause an earthquake? And how? We were pretty damn close when
the second one hit. It would take something like an a-bomb to do
that.”

He nodded. “Yes, a nuclear bomb could cause
an earthquake of that size. It would probably take a ten-megaton
blast to create that kind of destruction.”

“Even if someone stockpiled TNT over their
lifetime, there’s no way they could get their hands on that
kind of blasting power unnoticed. And that still doesn’t answer
why.”

“He had a theory that the North American
plate would split in two. I think he’s trying to make that
happen.”

Autumn gripped the steering wheel tightly. “Okay,
that’s just crazy. His plan is to, what, destroy the United
States so he can write an article about it?”

“Actually, he asked me to write a paper. And
when I did, he forwarded it to Journal
of Earth and Planetary Science.”

She shook her head. “Let me get this
straight. He faked a couple earthquakes to convince you the ground is
tearing up and asked you to write the paper so that he could…
debunk you?” She turned onto the lonely highway that would take
them the rest of the way to Last Chance.

“I think it’s for money. Geothermal
energy can be incredibly profitable, but it’s most effective
near a fault line. The United States only has one on the West Coast,
but if there were another fault, say, running down the middle of the
country, building geothermal generators would be quite lucrative.”

“Then tell me how a professor makes money on
power plants.”

“He has an agreement with Synergy Power
Systems. They’ve been funding his work for a long time. I
wouldn’t be surprised if they provided the explosives to cause
the earthquakes.”

“Peter, let me stop you right there. You
sound pretty crazy right now.”

“Yes, well, a tectonic plate spontaneously
breaking in two is even more far fetched.” When Autumn didn’t
respond, he stared out the window at the desert landscape whizzing
past. The snow from before was completely melted.

They drove along, not saying a word for a while.
Autumn finally broke the silence. “Why didn’t Grace come
with you?” she asked.

Peter sighed. “I didn’t tell her I was
coming.” He rubbed his hand through his beard, frowning in
concentration. “She said she needed to get
over me.”

“Ouch. Well, like I said, if you need
anything, I’m here for you.”

“Actually, I’m going to need a place
to stay.” He looked out of the windows on both sides of the
car. They had made it to the chasm, and both the campsite and RV
weren’t there. He hadn’t seen his dilapidated lab
building either. It was all gone.

···

This time they were prepared. Sunflower frequented
a local art studio which had large-scale printers, and she made an
enlargement of the map Grace had gotten from Synergy Power Systems
showing where all the test drilling sites were located. Peter added
the spots where the two larger earthquakes were centered. He went
back and plotted the epicenter of all the smaller tremors, but none
of those seemed to align with the test sites. The two big quakes,
however, could have originated from one of the wells.

“You didn’t need to take the day off,”
Peter insisted as Autumn drove him yet again to Last Chance with all
of Jared’s camping gear in the backseat.

“It’s not a big deal,” she said.
“I just emailed all my students to let them know the lecture
was canceled for the day. We were going to review blocks on ramps.
Their TA can fill in the gaps. And it takes me two hours to drive
here and back, so my morning was already shot. Why not just take the
whole day?”

He wasn’t paying attention. Instead, he
studied the features outside his window. When they passed the
location where his lab had been, all that remained were the concrete
footings the structure had sat on.

The safety rail around the well which had held the
generator still poked up above the landscape. As they passed it,
Autumn turned to the left and they drove across the rough, rocky
ground toward the first laser-drilled test site.

She slowed the car to a stop. “Holy shit.”
Both she and Peter jumped out and tentatively walked up to the side
of the hole. It was huge. Peter knew from the scale of his printed
map that the hole would be big, but now that it was directly in front
of them, it was hard to fathom.

The other side was hardly visible. He could see
the edge perfectly curve on each side. The hole itself was easily
larger than a football field. It was probably larger than the SLAU
football stadium.

Autumn stepped right up to the edge. “The
sides are all blackened. Do you think that’s from an
explosion?”

“Could be.” He leaned down to examine
the precisely cut ground. “It might just be charring from the
heat of the laser when it was cut.”

“So how can you tell if there was an
explosion down there?”

“Ever go rock climbing?”

She stepped back and laughed. “Once, at a
Dick’s Sporting Goods.”

“Then this will be no problem.” He
returned to the car and got his duffle bag full of gear from the
trunk. He helped her get strapped in a harness and put on his own.
After securing some rope and grabbing a couple helmets, they
carefully rappelled down into the immense well.

“How big of an explosion did you say it
would take to make these earthquakes?” she asked.

“Basically a nuclear bomb.”

“Okay.” She nodded, the flashlight
strapped around her helmet bobbing with the motion. “So it
should be pretty obvious.”

As they continued descending, less and less
sunlight made it down to their depth. Peter was ready to call it once
they had climbed down about a hundred feet.

“Peter,” Autumn said. “Look over
there!” She pointed to her right, another fifty feet down. A
gaping hole blemished the otherwise perfectly curved wall. “Do
think that’s big enough?”

“Let’s get closer.” Climbing to
the side was harder than normal since there weren’t many
handholds in the perfectly cut earth.

She dropped into the blasted-out side of the well.
“I’ll take some picture with my phone. Is there any way
to survey this cavity?”

“Sure. There’s all kind of fancy
equipment to survey ground density and find water tables and caves
underground. I just can’t afford them and don’t have any
at my disposal.”

“You’re lucky you’re so far
behind,” she shouted. “I’d really like to punch you
right now.”

He chuckled as he finally caught up to her and
could finally plant his feet at the edge of the cavity. Looking
around, he tried to estimate the size of this cavity and the amount
of force it might take to displace that amount of earth. “If
this was caused by a bomb, I doubt it was enough to cause the first
big earthquake.”

“Maybe not, but it could have caused one of
the smaller tremors.”

“This is where the first large earthquake
was centered,” Peter said.

“There could have been several explosions
equidistant from here, coordinated to all go off at the same time.”

“Although possible, that’s highly
unlikely.” He pointed his light over every surface of the
cavity, looking for anything that stood out. He examined the well,
then slowly moved his light left to right, studying the walls around
him. He turned his light up, then down.

When he directed his flashlight straight down
along the wall, he saw it. Every hundred feet, at regular intervals,
was another cavity in the well wall. They went down as far as he
could see. He attempted to count them, but after eleven, he couldn’t
be sure. “Autumn, look at this,” he said, waving his hand
to have her come to his side.

“Shit, Peter. That can’t be from a
natural disaster. That looks intentional.”

···

Since Peter didn’t have the right survey
equipment, Autumn’s photographs would have to be enough for
now. They had visited the other test site, which served as the
epicenter for the second big earthquake. That one was similar to the
first, with regular blasts blemishing the otherwise perfectly smooth
walls.

Autumn convinced him that there was nothing else
he could do here without another geologist and millions of dollars’
worth of equipment. As the sun set directly in front of them over the
road, they slowly drove back to Autumn’s house.

“Are you planning on staying in Denver?”
she asked. “You know you’re welcome to crash with us as
long as you need. Mi casa es tu casa.”

“No, I should get back to LA.” Even
though his mind was reeling, trying to figure out what their
discovery meant, his body was tired from all the climbing, making it
hard to stay awake.

“Then I’ll give you a ride to the
airport,” she offered.

He nodded. “Thanks.”

···

During his entire time at SLAU, Peter had only
collaborated with Dr. Hall, a decision he now regretted. No one knew
where Dr. Hall had gone, and he wasn’t responding to Peter’s
emails. Peter needed to find another geologist with enough clout to
help him survey the aftermath of Last Chance.

“Dr. Brock?” Peter said, poking his
head into a colleague’s office.

“Please, Peter. Call me Stacey,” she
said, turning her chair away from her computer screen to face him.
She removed her glasses and set them beside her keyboard. She was
dressed in her usual tight-fitting pencil skirt and cream, button-up
blouse. As the co-chair of the department, she had the power to help
Peter get the equipment he needed.

“Stacey,” Peter said, tentatively
taking a step into the doorway. “I need some help with the
Colorado earthquakes. I was hoping you could loan me some of the
survey equipment from the department.”

“I heard about your paper for Journal
of Earth and Planetary Science from Ian. You looking for
the data to support your claims? Because, I have to admit, it’s
pretty far fetched, and I’m not sure I can get on board.”

He took a deep breath before explaining, “No,
I have reason to believe the earthquakes were creating using a bomb.
Well, several bombs, to be precise.”

Stacey erupted into a fit of laughter. Her laugh
was low and throaty, shaking her body with each new wave of chuckles.
She bent forward, trying to catch her breath between laughs. By the
time she calmed down she was rubbing tears from her eyes.

“Oh, Peter,” she said. “I needed
that. That was a good one.”

“I’m serious.” He stood
completely still, upset that she found such a serious topic so
comical.

She wore a stern expression to match Peter’s
tone. “To suggest that a bomb set off an earthquake of that
proportion is ludicrous.”

“Bombs, plural. And both earthquakes, not
just one of them,” he corrected.

She returned to whatever she had been doing on her
computer. “Terry has all of the department’s survey
equipment at the moment. You’ll have to ask him if you need to
use any of it.”

Peter wasn’t sure what to say. Why did Dr.
Hall have the survey equipment? Where was he?

“Close the door behind you, please,”
she added. She picked up her reading glasses and put them back on,
concentrating once more on her computer screen.





CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Peter liked keeping connected to people
in his past using social media. He had been so busy recently, he
hadn’t logged into his Facebook account in a long time. When he
did, he found a message waiting for him.

“Eileen Young wants to be your friend,”
he read. Really? He clicked confirm and looked at her page. Reading
over her recent posts, he saw pictures of all the interesting food
she had eaten, along with lots of pictures of her out with friends.
There were images of travel and sunsets, hiking trails, and kayaking
among glaciers. In all the time that Dr. Hall had gone dark, she had
been posting details about her own life.

On the day of the second earthquake, when she and
Dr. Hall had left in the middle of the night, she had posted a photo
of a fortune cookie broken apart, showing the sliver of white paper
with, “Life is not a mystery to be solved, but a reality to be
experienced,” written on it in red ink. She had added a caption
to the picture, “My favorite take-out with my favorite person
;-)”

After that were images from a ski trip with her
family in the mountains. He tried to find any hint of where Dr. Hall
might be, but she never mentioned him on her page, and Peter doubted
the man was wasting time at a ski resort.

Before he knew it, he was scouring all of the
content on her page, trying to find any clue that she or Dr. Hall had
been involved in planting explosives in Colorado. She had aerial
pictures of the sunset in Last Chance, probably taken from Dr. Hall’s
drone.

It was hard to tell how much time had passed with
no window in his office. When he emerged from the basement, hungry
enough to take a break from snooping on all of Eileen’s social
media, it was fully dark outside. Many of the restaurants on campus
were long closed.

As Peter slowly meandered around, trying to think
of a place that would still be open after hours, his phone gave a
shrill chirp.

He had received a text message from Blake. Hey
friend. I’m at the Rita’s, the bar next to Chandelier.
You should come hang.

Well, bars did have food. Peter messaged back,
Sure, I’ll be there soon.

···

Peter had rationalized going to the bar to meet up
with Blake, telling himself that he would have spent the same amount
getting dinner at a deli. But the cab ride to Rita’s had cost
as much as three deli sandwiches, and he knew that the food at the
bar would probably be expensive as well.

“My man,” Blake exclaimed, grabbing
Peter’s hand before pulling him into a hug. “I’m so
glad you decided to show up. I didn’t think you were going to
make it.”

“You caught me at a good time,” Peter
said. He took a seat next to Blake at the bar and ordered a
black-bean burger. Blake insisted on buying him a beer, even though
Peter didn’t really want to drink.

Blake poked at his phone. “The girls are
next door at Chandelier.”

“The girls?” Peter asked between bites
of his burger.

“Sandra and Grace. You want to go over there
once you’re done with your food?”

“No,” Peter insisted. “It’s
not really my scene.”

“Yeah, I’m not really in the mood
myself. I’ll just tell them to come over here.”

Before Peter knew it, Blake had typed out a text
and hit send. A minute later, he said, “Okay, they’ll be
here in a few.”

“Shoot,” Peter muttered before taking
a last gulp of his drink. “I should go.”

“Wait,” Blake said, grasping Peter’s
arm and preventing him from getting up from his bar stool. “You
just got here. What’s the big rush?”

“I can’t see Grace. I’m not
ready to see her again.”

“Why not? Did something happen between you
two?”

Peter stood, and Blake didn’t stop him this
time. “She said that she had to ‘get over me,’ and
that all of our interactions were a lie.”

“Hmm,” Blake said, idly fixing his
hair with his hand. “Honestly, that sounds like girl speak for
her admitting she’s afraid of how strong her feelings are for
you. Katherine did the same to me. Now’s your time to strike.”
He jabbed a finger at Peter’s chest. “When Katherine said
she needed a break, I proposed the very next week. Now we’re
getting married in a few months.”

“Strike?” Peter pulled at his beard,
nervous about the chance of running into Grace. He needed to get out
of the bar. “We were only friends; I’m not planning on
proposing to her.”

Blake rotated his stool from side to side. “If
she needed to get over you,
then she obviously didn’t see you two as simply friends. And
come on, man, a man and woman can’t remain just friends. Sex
always comes into play.”

Peter was about to argue against Blake’s
grotesque oversimplification of relationships, but held his tongue as
Sandra and Grace entered the bar.

“Blake!” Sandra squealed, running up
to him and engaging him in a deep kiss. Maybe sex did come into play
in all of Blake’s relationships with women.

“Hey, Blake,” Grace said, not looking
up from her phone as she tapped quickly at the screen. She looked
breathtaking with her hair pristinely straight, dark makeup, and a
dose of glitter around her eyes. Her little party dress was white
with silver trim and clung close to her body. Just looking at her
strappy high heels made Peter’s feet hurt. There was no doubt
she was dressed to impress and wanted to catch everyone’s
attention.

“I think we met once before,” Sandra
said to Peter. “I’m Sandra.” She looked like the
exact opposite of Grace with her hair curled and wearing a flowy
black dress.

“Yes, we did,” Peter said, accepting
her brief hug.

Grace’s eyes glanced up quickly at the sound
of his voice. She tucked her phone away in her bag and said, “Hello,
Peter.”

“Grace.” He nodded his head briefly to
acknowledge her.

“I don’t get a hug?” Blake
asked, holding his arms out. Grace wrapped her arms around him and
held him tight for a moment before stepping back.

“Well, I could use a drink,” Sandra
said loudly. She sat at the bar and caught the attention of the
bartender, ordering a vodka cranberry. “You want one?”
she asked Grace.

“No, I don’t want to stain my dress,”
Grace said. She sat at the bar next to Sandra and pulled her phone
back out.

“What do
you want?” Sandra asked.

“Nothing. This place is gross.”

“Okay, Rita’s isn’t really a
dive,” Blake said. “But if you want to go somewhere with
a little more personality, I know an Middle Eastern restaurant that
does hookah.”

“Oh, let’s!” Sandra said. “That
sound like fun. What do you think, Grace?”

“Sure, whatever.”

Peter didn’t get a say. As soon as Sandra’s
drink arrived she paid in cash, downing her cocktail in a single
gulp. She grabbed Grace’s hand and Peter’s, dragging them
with her as she followed Blake out of the bar.

They walked for a few blocks in the chilly night
air. Grace and Sandra must have been cold in their short dresses, but
neither woman complained. 


“Here we are,” Blake announced,
entering into what appeared to be a typical restaurant. The inside,
however, looked like it had been taken from the pages of an Arabian
fairy tale. Brightly colored silks draped along the ceiling and
walls, giving the appearance of being inside a multicolored tent.
Instead of typical tables and chairs, each table was low to the
ground, and diners sat on piles of ornate silk pillows on the floor.

Even though the place was crowded, everyone talked
in low voices, and soothing relaxation music could be heard over the
murmur.

“Okay,” Grace conceded, “this
place is cool.” They all sat at a table in the corner and Blake
ordered a round of drinks and requested strawberry tobacco and a
hookah.

“What is that?” Sandra asked when the
server returned with four glasses of cloudy white drinks.

“Arak,” the server said as he set up
their hookah.

Blake lifted his glass. “It’s the milk
of lions.” 


Peter watched as their server set up the glass
contraption. The base reminded him of an antique lamp at his
grandmother’s house. Once the coals were lit and tobacco added
to the tray on top, Blake picked up the hose and breathed in. He
exhaled slowly, a stream of white smoke wisping out from between his
lips.

Sandra took a turn, blowing out perfect circles of
vapor. Even Peter decided to partake, the cool, candy-flavored smoke
helping him feel a little more relaxed.

The serene music ended abruptly and was replaced
with a bright, rhythmic tune. The atmosphere changed quickly, the
quiet patrons suddenly cheering and clapping. It took a moment for
Peter to notice the pair of belly dancers who had emerged from the
back. They wore brightly colored costumes and played finger cymbals
while they danced. 


Both Grace and Sandra looked on, wide eyed. “Let’s
go,” Grace urged, standing up. They dashed to the dancers’
side, mimicking their sensual moves. A small crowd gathered around
the belly dancers, joining in on their dance as they made their way
from table to table, encouraging more people to dance with them and
tucking tips under the hip scarves of their costumes. 


After a few energetic songs, the dancers had made
their way across the entire restaurant and gave a bow before
disappearing to the back again. The music reverted to soothing tunes,
and the reserved and calm atmosphere returned.

“Oh my God, that was so fun,” Sandra
gushed as she sat back down.

“I hope you gave those ladies a nice tip,”
Grace said, smiling at Blake as she settled on her cushions. She
wasn’t being too careful about keeping modest as she shifted,
tucking her legs under her, so both Blake and Peter got an eyeful of
her flesh-toned panties. Blake flashed Peter a sly smile and gave him
a wink.

“What?” Grace asked.

“You look very lovely this evening,”
Blake said.

“How do I look?” Sandra asked, sitting
up straighter and thrusting her chest forward.

“Positively delicious,” he answered
before pulling her to him and giving her another deep kiss.

Grace let out a heavy sigh and rolled her eyes.
Peter chuckled at her reaction. When they finished their embrace,
Blake held Sandra close while they took turns puffing at the hookah.

“So, Blake, how’s Katherine?”
Grace asked.

“She’s good,” he answered, his
voice flat.

“Can we not talk about her?” Sandra
shot back, glaring at Grace.

“It’s too bad she couldn’t come
out tonight,” Grace pressed. “You did invite her, right?”

“She’s doing that bridal shower
vacation thing in Long Island this weekend,” he said, narrowing
his eyes as he glared at her.

“Seriously,” Sandra pressed. “Let’s
talk about something else.”

“You met Katherine,” Grace continued,
this time talking to Peter. “She was with Blake at the clean
energy gala.” The tension in the group was beginning to make
Peter feel uncomfortable. Grace turned back to Sandra. “Peter
gave a talk on geothermal energy. It was really entertaining. It’s
too bad you weren’t invited.”

Sandra leaned forward and got in Grace’s
face. “Fuck. You,” she spat before getting up and
storming out of the restaurant.

“Sandra, hold up,” Blake pleaded. He
turned to Grace and asked, “What the hell is your problem?”
before chasing after Sandra.

Grace took the hookah hose and breathed in deeply
of the smoke before offering it to Peter. He took a shallow inhale
while watching her closely, then passed the hose back.

“I can’t believe you hang out with
that jerk,” she said, her words punctuated by puffs of fragrant
smoke.

“He just messaged me out of the blue. I
wouldn’t consider him a close friend.”

She drank the rest of her liquor then poured the
remaining liquid from Blake and Sandra’s abandoned glasses into
her own and drinking that as well.

“So, when do we go back to Last Chance?”
she asked.

He took a slow sip of his drink, trying to stall.
Grace was already in a bad mood, and he didn’t want to be the
next target of her wrath. He set his glass down with a clank against
the table. “I already went.”

“Okay.” She nodded, then flagged down
the waiter, saying, “Could we get another round of this lion
milk stuff, please? Thank you.”

She turned back to Peter. “Did you figure
out the cause of the earthquakes? Was it the drilling?”

“Not entirely.” He tried to inhale
more from the hookah, but it was spent. “There’s evidence
of an explosion—well, series of explosions—in a couple of
the wells.”

“Like a bomb?” she asked casually
while twirling a lock of hair between her fingers. The server brought
fresh drinks and took away the hookah.

“Pretty much,” he said, sipping at his
new drink. The arak was strong, and he knew he didn’t need a
second glass. Yet here he was, drinking the spiced beverage. They sat
for a while, uncomfortable in each other’s company. Peter was
relieved when the waiter came back with the check. Grace insisted on
paying the tab, and they left soon after.

“You need a ride back to your apartment?”
she asked as she got in the backseat of her town car.

He slid in next to her. “Thanks. If you
could just drop me off at the SLAU campus.”

“You live on campus? Those apartments are
crazy expensive. My dad refuses to spend that much for my rent.”

“I’ve been staying in my office,”
he admitted.

She covered her face with her hands. “Oh,
Peter, you can’t live in your office.”

“It’s actually not bad,” he
said.

“How do you shower?”

“They have locker rooms with showers in the
student athletic center.”

“You go to the athletic center every day
just so you can bathe?”

“Yes. It’s really not that bad.”

“Damn it, Peter,” she shouted. “You
can’t live in an office!” Her eyes started tearing up. 


He didn’t understand why she was having an
overly emotional response to his living situation. Last time they had
talked, she was trying to distance herself from him. “Why do
you care?” he asked, confused.

“Because I care about you,” she
sobbed. “I never stopped caring. I tried, but I couldn’t.
I can’t believe you went back to Last Chance without me.”
Her dark makeup was now smearing across her face.

He wiped away a tear from her cheek and sighed. “I
never stopped caring, either.” He pulled her into a hug, and he
didn’t object when she invited him to stay at her apartment for
the night.





CHAPTER NINETEEN

It was later than he’d expected.
The bedroom was dark with the blinds shut and curtains closed. Peter
peered at the bedside clock. It was almost ten. He needed to head
over to his office soon if he didn’t want to be late for his
online class’s video conference. With all of his travel back
and forth between California and Colorado, he had gotten seriously
behind on his grading.

He rolled over, half expecting to find Grace
beside him, but he was in the bed alone. Perhaps she was in the
kitchen making breakfast. He got up and dressed in his clothes from
the previous day, which had been tossed haphazardly on the floor.

She wasn’t in the kitchen either. The coffee
maker on the counter was calling to him. He could use a fresh cup.
Once he found the filters and coffee grounds, he went ahead and made
enough coffee for two.

A flash of light from the counter across from him
caught his eye. It was Grace’s phone. She received a text
message.

She had several missed messages. Peter took her
phone and checked it. He read the most recent one.

Boss: Next
time you want to play hooky, have the decency of calling me first.

He wasn’t aware she had work today. If she
wasn’t at home or at work, where was she?

He poured himself a cup of coffee and opened the
blinds for the living room window. The view was just the street in
front of the building. Cars zipped by as pedestrians walked along
slowly. There was a single tree planted across the street―the
only green thing in view. He took a slow sip from his mug. Grace’s
laptop sat on a side table. Maybe he could do his class conference on
her computer and go over to his office a little later.

He could use also her shower. The thought of not
having to leave and venture to another building in order to get clean
was so wonderful, he had to act on it immediately. Grace had insisted
that he could make himself at home.

The hot, steamy shower felt amazing. For once, he
wasn’t in a rush. There was no line of people waiting for his
stall like in the locker room. When he lathered up a bit of her
shampoo to wash his hair, the whole room smelled of strawberry. He
rubbed it all over his scalp and beard, figuring that smelling like
Grace for a day wouldn’t be bad.

Once clean and dressed, he took a seat on the sofa
with her computer and logged onto his university account. He went to
the class website and created a link for the day’s video
conference. Since he was logged in as the lead of the conference, his
students would be able to see his video feed, and he could hear his
students’ questions. There was also a virtual whiteboard where
anyone could write text and draw diagrams to share with the entire
class.

His lecture for the day covered the composition of
earth’s interior. His notes on the topic were already posted on
the course page, so he was able to open them in the background and go
over them in a bit more detail. 


As he was wrapping up the lecture, the door
opened, and Grace came in wearing charcoal slacks and a blush-colored
blouse. “Oh good, you’re up,” she said.

“Who’s that?” a student asked
over the voice chat.

“That’s my cue to wrap this up,”
Peter said. “Don’t forget you have homework due Wednesday
by midnight. Email me if you have any questions. That’s all,
good-bye.” He closed the laptop and then turned his attention
to Grace. “I was starting to get worried about you. You left
your phone here.”

“Oh, right. I didn’t want any
distractions. I left you a note on the fridge.”

“I didn’t see a note,” he said,
turning to look at the bare refrigerator. She didn’t even have
magnets on it.

“Oh, come on! I swear I left a note.”
She walked over to the fridge, then knelt down and looked under it.
“Of course. It fell off and slid underneath.” She got
back up and held out the pink, flower-shaped post-it.

“I didn’t want to wake you this
morning,” she continued. “You looked so peaceful.”

“Your mattress turned out to be much more
comfortable than my sleeping bag on a basement floor,” he said.

She fixed herself a cup of coffee, adding her
signature heap of sugar, before sitting down next to him on the sofa.
“I talked to my dad this morning.”

He nodded, waiting for her to continue.

“Synergy Power Systems has been funding a
bunch of new research projects recently. Geothermal energy, solar
energy, hydropower, wind energy, the works. This is public knowledge.
It gets them all kinds of good PR. I guess doing all the laser
drilling and increasing the US oil output three-fold gave Synergy
Power Systems the image that they don’t care about the
environment. The last thing that they want is for the fracking
activity in Colorado to escalate and cause huge geological impacts
like tectonic plates splitting apart.”

“You think someone is trying to harm their
image?” he asked.

“I’m not sure.” She set her mug
on the coffee table, then leaned in close. “When I asked my dad
if we could use the survey equipment normally used for finding oil
reserves to study the damage caused by the earthquakes, he flat out
refused.”

“I can’t get any tools from SLAU
either,” he said.

“So SPS and
Dr. Hall are both trying to hide something.”

“We just don’t know what.”

“We’ll get to the bottom of this,”
she insisted.

···

It was surprisingly hard to keep focused at his
office. Peter’s mind kept drifting off, thinking about last
night and what a relief it had been to reconnect with Grace. Every
time he took a deep breath, he got a whiff of her shampoo from his
beard which sent his mind wandering all over again.

What he needed was a change of scenery. The
ambient noise of a café along with the strong overpowering
scent of fresh ground coffee beans would help him keep on task. There
was a coffee cart in the student center, but he decided to travel a
little farther to The Mug, an independent coffee shop just outside of
campus. 


With a steaming cup of fair-trade coffee, he took
a seat in the busy café and opened his laptop. He started by
reading a paper by Dr. Onishi from the most recent Geology Impact
Journal. Onishi had set up an enhanced geothermal system in a much
deeper well than the one Peter had studied. His theory was that the
deeper well would heat the water to an even higher temperature,
leading to less heat loss overall as the water came back up. Although
this geothermal generator produced more energy per gallon of water
than one on the surface, it still wasn’t anywhere close the
efficiency Onishi had theorized.

Peter’s phone started buzzing in his pocket.
He should have ignored the interruption, but decided to answer when
he saw it was a call from Blake.

“Hello?”

“Hey, man,” Blake’s cheery voice
came through the phone. “You have a good time last night?”

“Yes, I did,” Peter said.

“I’m so sorry I stuck you with the
check. I was hoping to make it up to you. Let me buy you dinner
tonight and we can catch the Lakers game.”

“Oh, uh, you don’t need to make
anything up to me.” After the previous evening, Peter had
gotten more than enough interaction with Blake. “Grace settled
the check.”

“Well then, I’ll take her out to watch
the game. Anyway, the reason I called is because Grace said you were
looking for a new place to stay. I happen to have an extra bedroom at
my house. We could be roommates! How does that sound?”

Peter couldn’t think of a place he wanted to
move into less than Blake’s home. He was a nice enough person,
but the two had very different lifestyles. However, if one night at
Grace’s loft taught him anything, it was that he needed a real
bed to rest his head on.

 “You’ll have to help out with rent,
of course,” Blake continued. “But until me and Katherine
get hitched, you are more than welcome to stay.”

“All right,” Peter agreed. 


“I’m still taking you out to dinner.
Game starts at six, so I’ll pick you up around then.”

“Sure,” Peter said. 


He hung up his phone and tried to concentrate on
his laptop in front of him. Having finished Onishi’s paper, he
wanted to find another article to read. Even though he had already
looked up all of Dr. Hall’s papers on geothermal energy and its
relation to fault lines, Peter did a search for Dr. Hall’s
work.

A new paper was listed on Academic Archive, a
website which held papers that hadn’t yet been published,
authored by Dr. T. Hall and E. Young.

He opened the paper and scanned over it. Then he
read through the whole thing. No, there was no way.

“The Split of the North American Plate
Influenced by Subterranean Oil Reserves.” The article blamed
oil fields for causing instability in the earth’s crust―not
the fracking or drilling used to get to the oil, but the simple
existence of the oil reserves beneath the surface. Peter knew for a
fact that the less-dense cavities underground would have crumbled
long ago it they were structurally unstable, and the tremors from
something like that didn’t reach anywhere near the magnitude of
the earthquakes they had experienced recently. The article never
mentioned the drilling tests or explosives Peter had found.

The most infuriating part was that this paper had
already been accepted for publication in a future edition of
International Journal of Earth
Sciences, which was the premier journal for geology. Who
could possibly believe the wild theories in the paper enough to
accept it for publication?

He slammed his laptop shut, gaining the attention
of a few of the other patrons at The Mug. What could he even do? He
knew the paper was obviously wrong. Whether or not the North American
plate was splitting, he wasn’t sure, but he did know that the
earthquakes were somehow linked to the regularly spaced caverns he
and Autumn had found in that large well.

He didn’t want to believe it, but he
strongly suspected that Dr. Hall wasn’t the only geologist
trying to hide something. 


···

“You can put your stuff anywhere,”
Blake said as Peter surveyed the interior of the house. “This
is the living room, kitchen’s over there,” he pointed to
the left, “bathroom’s at the end of the hall. You’re
the second door on the left.”

Peter poked around the house before setting his
duffle bag in his new room. The four-bedroom was actually a duplex.
It was a long, sprawling house situated on a tiny lot.

Blake came up to the door and leaned against the
frame with his hands shoved in his pockets. “Stay as long as
you need, but if you’re still here in the fall, I’ll be
moving out and you’ll be in charge of paying the whole amount
for rent.”

There was no way Peter could stay that long. His
post doc at SLAU was coming to a close in a few months, and although
he didn’t have any plans after that, they certainly didn’t
include staying in LA.

“I appreciate all this,” Peter said.
His bedroom already had a bed, desk, and dresser. The tiny room was
everything Peter would need.

···

Peter settled into a new routine. He’d get
up and ready at seven, followed by coffee from the student center. In
his office, he would check his email and also look up Eileen’s
Facebook page. Her travels and activities through winter seemed
almost random, but he hoped to figure out something that would lead
him to Dr. Hall.

One morning, she made a post which seemed
promising. “Spring break with my favorite person!”
Attached was a picture of a bus ticket from Aspen to Denver.

Peter barely made it through his online lecture.
All he could think about was going to Last Chance to find Dr. Hall
and confront him, and he knew Grace would be anxious to help.

He ended his class fifteen minutes early, then
locked the door to his office. He pulled up Grace’s work number
on his phone and called her.

“Thank you for calling Synergy Power
Systems, where a bright today leads to a bright tomorrow. How may I
direct your call?”

“Hi, Grace.”

“Hey, Peter. What’s up?”

“Did you make plans for spring break?”

“I was going to spend the week at my
parents’ vacation house in Malibu working on my tan.”

“You want to come with me to Last Chance?”
he asked.

“God, why would I ever want to go there?”
He smiled at the obvious sarcasm in her voice.

“I’m pretty sure Dr. Hall is going to
be there.”

“Why do we
need to be there?” she asked.

“Everything that I’ve seen and
calculated indicates that the North American Plate hasn’t
actually split. In order for him to secure his fame, he’s going
to need another earthquake. I’m thinking we might be able to
catch him in the act of planting the next series of explosives.”

“I’m buying the plane tickets right
now. We’ll leave Friday after work.”

“Great,” Peter said.

“I’ll see you tonight at your place
for dinner.”

“See you.” Peter hung up. He needed to
stop Dr. Hall, and this was his chance. However, not only was spring
break the perfect time to get away and prevent geological
catastrophe, but it also marked the end of Peter’s time at
SLAU. He still didn’t have a job lined up, and all of the
geology postdocs and staff positions were already filled. On top of
that, he now had a huge balance on his airline credit card from his
travel between California and Colorado, and he needed to come up with
next month’s rent.

But his personal problems seemed insignificant
compared to the North American plate splitting apart. And with Grace
by his side, he felt confident in his ability to not only prevent
future damage to the continent, but also to protect the integrity of
geological research.

···

“Should we try to keep hidden from Dr. Hall,
or just go storming in?” Grace asked from the passenger seat of
Autumn’s car. Peter sat in back with the piles of camping gear
Autumn’s boyfriend was graciously loaning them.

“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Autumn said,
glancing at Grace. “I thought you two were just going to
collect rocks and stuff, not confront a geo-terrorist. How do you
even know he’ll be there?”

Peter began explaining, “Dr. Hall has a
paper getting published which states that the plate has split, and
that the cause was fracking. But the plate hasn’t split―”

“Yet,” Grace interjected.

“And we already know that explosives were
the cause,” he said.

“There’s no way Synergy Power Systems
is behind this. There’s nothing to gain by bombing
middle-of-nowhere Colorado,” Grace added.

“So, he’s blowing up the US for what?
An academic paper?” Autumn asked.

“A discovery like this would be huge,”
Peter said.

“I’m sure there’s an easier way
to make an impact,” Autumn said.

“He’s just taken it literally,”
Grace said.

Autumn stopped her car next to the cracked
foundation that had once held Peter’s lab. “I don’t
see an RV, or any other evidence that someone else is already here.”

“It’s only Saturday,” Peter
said. “He’s got all of spring break to carry out his
plan.”

···

The next few days went like a typical camping
trip. Peter, Grace, and Autumn spent their days hiking up and down
the side of the chasm, taking pictures, and making notes of any signs
of other people having been there. They ate dinner by campfire and
slept in Jared’s enormous three-season tent.

Peter began to lose hope that Dr. Hall and Eileen
would be coming to Last Chance. He checked Eileen’s social
media pages frequently. She was posting pictures of restaurants and
parks in Denver, but didn’t mention anything about her travel
companion or plans to come out to Last Chance.

By Thursday, he was totally demoralized. Grace
seemed to have an endless sense of adventure, but Autumn was also
starting to get tired of their trip. Peter checked his phone for
anything new as they cooked yet another dinner of veggie dogs on the
fire. Yet again, the chasm remained unchanged, and the only
footprints they saw were their own.

As he scrolled through the new post on his
Facebook feed, an image caught his eye. “They’re here!”
he said.

Grace hopped up and ran up to him, looking over
his shoulder to see the screen of his phone. “Really?”
The screen showed a selfie of Eileen and a man wearing a safari-style
hat and large sunglasses followed by a picture of the sun setting
behind the Rocky Mountains.

“Is that Dr. Hall?” she asked.

“Definitely.” 


The caption said, “Enjoying the sunset with
my favorite person!” The details on the photo indicated it had
been taken at a hotel in Limon, a small town a hundred miles south of
Last Chance.

“So what should we do?” Autumn asked.

Peter tucked his phone back in his pocket. “We
wait.”





CHAPTER TWENTY

Grace had volunteered to stay up late and
keep an eye out for anything suspicious. Peter didn’t think it
was necessary, but she had seemed so happy when he conceded to the
idea.

“Peter,” she whispered, shaking his
shoulder to rouse him from a deep sleep. “Peter, wake up.
They’re here.”

He jolted upright. “What’s going on?”
he asked.

“A red sports car. It went driving by super
fast. It was them―I know it. We should follow them.”

“Is Autumn up?”

She gave a little frown. “No.”

“I’ll go wake her, then the three of
us will go find them.”

She sighed. “I’ll wake her up. Just
get your shoes on, we need to head out.”

With Autumn awake, they piled in the Jeep and sped
through the desert, following the tracks made by the red sports car.

“Maybe you should turn off the headlights,”
Grace suggested.

“I turn off the headlights, I can’t
see their tracks. They stay on.”

“But they’ll see us coming,”
Grace complained.

“They’re going to know we’re
there when we stop them from igniting any explosives,” Peter
pointed out.

Grace sighed, settling down in her seat in the
back. She looked nervous. She kept alternating between wringing her
hands together and tapping her fingers against the seat beside her.

When they saw the red car parked ahead, Autumn
dimmed the headlights to the daytime running lights as she slowed
down.

“Turn them back on,” Peter said.

“I don’t see them,” Grace said,
sitting up straighter to get a better view.

“Oh my God!” Autumn exclaimed as she
slammed on the breaks. Right in front of them was a gigantic hole. It
was easily three hundred yards across and much larger than any of the
others they had seen.

“Holy shit,” Grace said as she jumped
from the Jeep and dashed toward the edge of well. 


“Do you see them?” he asked softly
from behind her, not wanting to get too close to the edge in the
dark.

“No,” she whispered back.

“Hello!” Autumn called out in a shout.
Grace hissed at her to be quiet, but it was too late. Their presence
was now obvious.

Peter heard the whirring of the blades from a
drone. “Autumn, turn on the headlights.” She dashed back
to the car and turned on the brights. As she did, they got a brief
glimpse as the drone, loaded down with a heavy box, descended into
the well.

“You’re too late,” Dr. Hall’s
voice came from a distance. He was around the side of the well to
their left, holding the controller for his beloved flying toy.

“You need to stop right now!” Grace
shouted.

“Wait,” Peter whispered, holding
Grace’s arm to prevent her from running up to Dr. Hall.

“I had hoped the first two earthquakes would
be enough,” Dr. Hall said as the trio walked cautiously toward
him. “See, I was afraid of hurting the CEO of Synergy Power
Systems’ daughter. But when you ensured Peter’s stupid
geothermal energy project got funding, that left less money for me.
So, I didn’t really care if you got hurt. Now you’re
actively trying to get in the way. But great scientific discovery
doesn’t happen without a little collateral damage.”

“You don’t mean that,” Peter
said, slowly inching closer to Dr. Hall.

“Oh I definitely do,” he said. The
drone had disappeared deep into the well, the thrashing of the blades
now inaudible. “Here,” he said, handing the controller to
Eileen, who stood behind him. “Bring it back up.”

“Why the hell are you blowing up the
ground?” Autumn yelled.

“Peter should know,” Dr. Hall said. He
was walking toward them, then stopped ten feet away from the trio.

“I assure you I do not,” Peter said.

“You’re a smart man. Figure it out.”

When Peter didn’t say anything, Dr. Hall
continued. “I did great work in geothermal energy, pioneering
the research into geothermal habitation.”

Grace looked at Peter, and he nodded his head to
confirm that this was the truth.

“The theory was all there. So, I did it. I
built a habitat.” Now Grace’s eyes were wide. “If
it would have worked, I could have changed the way people lived. I
would have gotten a Nobel Prize.”

“But… Peter was…” Grace
stammered.

“Yes,” Dr. Hall said. “Peter was
also researching geothermal habitation. See, my habitat prototype,
which I built with my own money, was demolished because it was too
close to a proposed oil drill. When they started fracking, the
reserve stretched too close to my habitat. It crumbled with the
high-pressure water, leaving me with nothing.

“You see, fracking is bad for the
lithosphere. It tears it apart. But how was I going to prove that?
Especially with America’s love affair with fossil fuels. I had
to show that this oil mongering was literally ripping the country
apart. Poetic, isn’t it?”

Grace started yelling something, but was cut off
by the drone rising from the well right beside her. She ducked down,
trying to stay away from it, but stumbled. She grasped onto the side
of the drone, but it wasn’t enough. The flying device shot back
up while she went tumbling down into the well.

“Grace,” Peter yelled, stumbling to
the edge. “Grace!”

The sound of her yells made his gut turn. He got
up and ran at Dr. Hall, not sure what he would do to the man. He
grasped Dr. Hall’s shoulders, staring him in the face, his
hands trembling with pure hatred.

“Peter?” she shrieked. He could hear
the fear in her voice. She was barely hanging onto a ledge. “Help,
I can’t hold on for long.”

“Autumn, the rope!” Peter shouted.

Dr. Hall smiled at them as they scrambled. “I
need to go. You could try to save your intern, but the explosives are
going off in a few minutes, so you won’t all be able to get
out.” He and Eileen jumped into the red car, and he shouted,
“Goodbye,” before they sped off.

Peter went back to the side of the well, peering
down as he strained to see Grace. “Grace,” he yelled.
“Autumn is getting some rope. I’ll be right down there to
help you out.”

“Hurry,” she pleaded.

“I’ve got the rope,” Autumn said
as she rushed to Peter’s side.

“Secure it to the tow hitch,” he
instructed, tying in a slip knot to loop around the Jeep. As she
secured the rope, he tied the other end around his waist. “I’m
going in.”

He rappelled down as quickly as he dared, his
hands rubbing raw against the rope with no gloves for protection. He
had forgotten to grab a helmet or flashlight and couldn’t see
much this deep down.

“Grace!” he yelled.

“Over here,” she called.

He slowed down as he got closer. He didn’t
want to accidentally ram into her and make her fall off her ledge.
“I’m almost there,” he shouted.

“I see you,” she said. “I can
almost reach your leg. Just come down a little more.”

Her fingers grasped at his shoe. “Let me get
a bit closer.” He could almost see the pale color of her hair.
With one hand on his rope, he wrapped his other arm around her. “Hold
onto my waist.”

He breathed a sigh of relief as she wrapped her
arms around him. She was safe, at least for now. “Let’s
get out of here,” he said.

“Wait,” she said. “What about
the explosives?”

“We don’t have time.”

“They’re down here somewhere. If we
don’t stop them, there’s no way we’ll survive the
blast.”

His hands cramped as he gripped the rope tightly.
“I don’t know how to defuse a bomb, do you?”

“We have to try,” she pleaded.

“Look, I don’t have time to argue.
Autumn, pull us up!” he shouted.

“No,” Grace insisted. “I saw the
drone go down over there.” She pointed across the well to a
spot on the other side.

“When Autumn and I checked out the other
earthquakes, we saw they had been caused by several explosives, not
just one big one. Even if we did know how to deactivate them, I have
no idea how many there are, and they’ll definitely go off
before we get them all.”

The Jeep’s engine turned over, and the
vehicle started slowly moving away, pulling at the rope and lifting
them out of the well. When they got to the surface, Grace pleaded,
“We have to do something. We can’t let Dr. Hall get away
with this. We need to somehow turn off the explosive.”

Autumn stopped the Jeep for a moment, waiting for
the other two to get in. “You know how the military deals with
bombs?” she shouted. Peter rushed to the vehicle, dragging
Grace along with him. “They detonate them!”

“Maybe we can knock it deeper into the well,
then,” Grace said, pulling away from Peter.

“That won’t be enough.” Peter
said. He was sure their time was almost up and was starting to panic.

“We can’t let him win,” Grace
shouted, tears coming to her eyes.

“No, but we can stay alive.”

He shoved her into the car, climbing in after her,
but instead of speeding off, Autumn turned back to look at them.
“They can’t detonate it,” she said.

“What?” he asked, confused and anxious
that they weren’t putting as much distance between them and
that hole as possible.

“The bomb has an antenna. They could either
have if go off on a timer or use a radio signal. I’m betting on
radio signal, probably from that drone. No signal, radio, cellular,
nothing, could get through all that earth,” Autumn added. “The
only way to set it off would be from above.”

“Dr. Hall said we only had a few minutes.
That makes it pretty clear it was a timer,” Peter said. Even in
the cool of the night, sweat dripped along the side of his face and
down his back.

Grace jumped back out of the Jeep. “It makes
sense. If he flew the drone directly over the well, it could send a
signal to all the bombs below to make them go off simultaneously.”

“What exactly do you propose we do?”
he asked, looking from Autumn to Grace.

Grace ran back to the edge of the enormous hole.
“We remove the bombs. If they could withstand transportation on
a drone, it’s sturdy enough for us to move it.”

“I’ll move the Jeep closer,”
Autumn said. She drove around the well to where the explosive was
planted. Neither woman waited for Peter’s acceptance of the
plan.

Grace turned on the light on her cell phone and
tucked it in the front of her shirt so the light shone outward.

“Come on, Peter,” she said. “Climb
down with me. Autumn, you keep a look out.”

“I can’t,” he pleaded, his knees
trembling. 


“Yes, you can,” Grace said. The way
she said it—a matter of fact statement of ultimate truth—gave
him just enough courage to climb out of the car and double check the
knots on the rope.

They descended slower than normal, Grace rotating
from side to side to illuminate the soil walls with her phone. “Where
did it go?” she whispered as she methodically scanned every
inch.

A small, blinking-green light caught his
attention. “Over there,” he said, pointing to the right.

“Autumn, bring us fifteen feet to the
right,” Grace shouted. The Jeep and the ropes tied to it moved
around the edge until Grace and Peter were directly in front of the
device. “That’s good,” she said. She examined the
compact device. “It looks too small to cause any serious
damage.”

“It’s probably not the only one.”
He looked down, trying to see if there were any more little lights
which would indicate more explosives. “Unless…” He
had a flash of insight. “The map. Pull up the SPS map of the
test sites for the laser drill.”

Grace pulled her cell phone out from the top of
her shirt and started tapping at the screen. “I can’t
pull it up,” she said. “I don’t have it saved on my
phone, and there’s no reception down here.”

“Maybe Autumn can get it on her phone.”

“No, it’s restricted access. Why do
you need a map?”

“Guys,” Autumn shouted from above.
“They’re coming back! I see headlights coming toward us.”

“There’s a really productive oil rig
near here. If this well is close to the reserve that feeds that rig,
then just one little explosive would be enough to ignite the methane
gas inside, leading to a much bigger explosion.”

“Yeah, it’s definitely them, and
they’re almost here,” Autumn yelled.

Grace grabbed the small explosive and yanked it
away from the earth wall of the well. A single spike had held it in
place. The dirt behind the explosive started to crumble away, and
thick tar oozed out of the growing hole.

“Oh shit,” she said as more earth fell
away, and slick, black oil began to flow freely, seeping onto their
rope.

“We’ve got to get out!” Peter
shouted. He tried climbing the rope, but the oil had gotten on his
shoes, and he couldn’t get any traction.

Black liquid started sputtering and then spraying
out of the ground. Grace let out a yell as the stuff splashed onto
her. “My hands are slipping,” she shrieked. Peter tried
to grab a hold of her, but instead got oil all over his hand as he
grasped at her arm.

“What should I do with the bomb?” she
asked, trying her best not to slip down her rope.

“Just throw it down,” he said. “If
it doesn’t ignite the oil reserve, we might make it.”

She tossed the explosive, and the little green
light disappeared into the abyss. But as she let go, her hand slipped
and she fell as well.

“Grace!” Peter yelled, sliding down
his own rope to the end where she hung limp, the rope tangled around
her body. He wrapped an arm around her, and her breath warmed his
shoulder. He hoped they would make it out

“Autumn!” he shouted. “Pull us
up.”

“It’s too late,” Dr. Hall said.
Peter looked up to see Dr. Hall’s silhouette illuminated by the
headlamps of his sport car. The little drone whizzed up into the air,
and a moment later a blindingly bright light flashed from below,
followed by a deafening boom.

Peter squeezed his eyes shut tight as he held
Grace close. His ears made a loud ringing that drowned out any other
sound, and he was temporarily blinded. The sudden sensation of his
rope going slack was all he could feel while they jostled through
space. 


It became quiet and still. At first, he thought he
was dead, but Grace was still there in his arms. They were safely
secured on the rope.

“Are you okay?” Autumn called.

The air was thick with smoke and debris, making
him cough. He struggled to get out the words, “Take us up”

The engine of the Jeep revved and pulled the rope,
slowly bringing Peter and Grace to the surface. When they got to the
top, he gently laid Grace down on the sturdy ground.

“Grace?” he said softly, placing a
hand on her dirty cheek.

Autumn put the car in park and ran over to them.
“Is she all right? Is she breathing?”

Her chest wasn’t rising. “I don’t
think so.”

Autumn sprung into action, squatting next to
Grace, tilting back her head, and breathing into her mouth. “Does
she have a pulse?”

He pressed a couple finger to her neck. “No,
I don’t feel one.”

“Shit,” Autumn got down to her knees
next to Grace’s limp body. “Help her breathe. I’ll
do chest compressions.” Autumn pressed down on her chest in
short bursts while Peter took over breathing into her mouth.

“Check her pulse again,” Autumn
instructed.

He felt her neck. “Nothing.” He kept
breathing into her mouth until Grace suddenly kicked her legs and
took in a huge gasp.

“Are you okay?” Autumn asked loudly.
Grace didn’t speak, but she nodded her head.

“Oh my God,” Peter said, pulling her
up into an embrace. All the tension and adrenaline that had knotted
up in his body burst through. He wept, his tears flowing into her
hair, which now smelled of dirt and oil. “I thought I lost
you,” he said.

She weakly hugged him back, whispering, “I’m
still here.”





CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

They drove in silence back to Denver. Dr.
Hall, Eileen, and the red sports car were nowhere to be seen. Peter
sat in the back seat with Grace curled up next to him, her head in
his lap. He was so glad they had survived, but was afraid that if he
took his eyes off of her, even for a second, she wouldn’t be
there when he looked back.

“I’m taking you to the hospital,”
Autumn said.

“Please don’t. I’m fine,”
Grace said.

Peter brushed a hand over her tangled hair. “Your
heart stopped.”

“It’s beating now.”

Autumn glanced at the pair through the rear-view
mirror. “It might stop again.”

“I just want to get some sleep,” Grace
said.

“You’ll be able to sleep in the
hospital,” Peter said, gently squeezing her shoulder.

“Fine,” she said. Her eyelids
fluttered before shutting.

“What did Dr. Hall do when he realized his
explosives didn’t work?” Peter asked.

“You didn’t see?” Autumn said.
“It was pretty creepy. Right after he pressed a button, he just
jumped in.”

“What? Why?”

“He was expecting an earth-splitting
earthquake. Dropping into a fiery blast would be a pretty
instantaneous demise.”

“But, his car...”

“The other person was in it. She drove away
before I could get you guys out.”

Grace let out a moan.

“What’s wrong?” Peter asked.

“Can you guys be quiet? I’m trying to
sleep.”

“Don’t worry, Grace,” Autumn
said. “We’ll be there soon.”

···

The first rays of sun crept between the blinds of
the small room. The steady beep of the heart rate monitor was so
comforting, Peter was able to fall asleep himself.

The nurses only ran a few basic tests, and when
everything looked normal, the doctor recommended Grace stay for
overnight observation. If everything continued to look good, she
would get discharged the next day.

He woke up with a crick in his neck. The hospital
arm chair was even less comfortable than sleeping on the floor of his
office. He looked over at Grace and watched her chest rise and fall
in a steady rhythm as she slept. She needed rest, and wouldn’t
be up for a while. He slipped out of her room to head to the
cafeteria.

Her phone was in his pocket. He pulled it out and
found her father among her contacts and pressed the green call
button.

“Hey, sweetheart. How’s Malibu?”

“Um, this is Dr. Peter Cork.”

“Dr. Cork?” His tone went quickly from
gentle to hostile. “Where’s Grace?”

“Grace is fine. She’s not hurt, but
she did have an accident. They’re just holding her in the
hospital for observation.”

“Hospital? What happened?”

“Her heart stopped,” Peter said. “Only
for a moment.”

Peter was prepared for angry yelling, but the
stretch of silence was even worse. “I take it she’s not
in Malibu.”

“No, sir. We’re in Denver.”

“Denver? For fucks sake! I told her to stay
away from you and that blasted place.”

Peter had no idea what he was supposed to say.

“Look, sorry. I’m not mad at you―I’m
mad at my daughter. Could I please talk to her?”

“She’s sleeping right now.”

“Fine, let her sleep. When she wakes up, ask
her to call me.”

“Of course,” Peter said before hanging
up the phone.

···

The nurses had graciously given Peter some blank
paper, and he used it to jot down notes on the past day’s
events. It he was lucky, he’d be able to write an article on
the entire experience. He was officially unemployed, homeless, and
broke. They had successfully prevented a catastrophic earthquake, and
he idly wondered how he could add that to his CV.

“Peter,” Grace whispered. He looked up
to see her awake.

“Hi,” he said.

“Did it split?” she asked.

He set down his notes and pen and clasped her hand
in his. “No. You saved the day.”

“The bomb went off.”

“But the oil reserve didn’t explode.”

She took a shaky breath. “I don’t
think geology is for me.”

Previously, he would have been offended by that
statement. “That’s okay.”

“It’s too dangerous.”

He chuckled.

“Peter,” she said again.

“Yes?”

“I love you. Not, like, romantically, but I
care about you. If you ever need anything, I want to be there for
you, like you’ve been for me.”

He tucked her hair behind her ear. She smiled
weakly as he kissed her lightly on the forehead. “I love you
too.”





CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Peter opened the current Journal
of Earth and Planetary Science to the front page. A
picture of himself looking uncomfortable in a suit was among a
handful of geologists’ portraits. He was listed as a
contributor.

He flipped ahead to his article. “Too Much
of a Good Thing: Taking Seismic Events into Account when Planning
Geothermal Energy Plants.” The title was a mouthful, but that
was just how academic articles were. This was only the second of a
series of papers he was working on which examined the impact of
drilling and fracking.

The article Dr. Hall had submitted had quietly
disappeared. In its place, a thoughtful obituary was published. He
was hailed as, “The pioneer of geothermal habitation, an idea
which may one day change the way we live.”

There was a sharp knock on his office door before
it opened.

“Grace,” he said, standing to greet
her. She wore a fur-trimmed coat with a fuzzy hat over her blond
curls. “I didn’t think I’d see you until dinner.”
She smiled and gave him a hug.

“I had to check out your new office,”
she said, walking up to the window as she pulled off her outerwear.
“Holy shit, check out this view.” Beyond the campus were
jagged, snow-covered mountains to one side and the ocean on the
other.

“Certainly beats the view from the West Hall
basement at SLAU,” he joked.

“How’s your Finnish coming along?”
She tossed her coat onto his desk, then took a seat on the sofa in
his shared office.

He sat down next to her. “Pretty well,
actually. Their philosophy here is that the foreign professors should
teach lots of courses to give them a chance to use the language. Kind
of a sink-or-swim mentality.”

She chuckled and shook her head.

“Are you back in school?” he asked.

“Well, sort of. I’m taking a few art
classes. I’m trying to build up a portfolio so I can apply to a
graphic design program.”

“That’s excellent.”

“My dad is furious.”

He laughed. “You could still marry the CEO
of a Fortune 500 company.”

“I guess. But not right now. I need to take
some time and focus on me.”

“Good choice.” He got up and shut down
his computer, then put the journal on his bookshelf. “If you
can handle the weather, I could give you a tour of the campus.”

“That
would be lovely.”
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