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    I  crawl forwards to where I can see around the blind curve of the tunnel.



    There  he is, shading his eyes against the light from my headlamp.
    
        His
    
    spare  headlamp.



    Damn  it.



    I  shut mine off, too, and we are drenched in a darkness more black than
    anything  I’ve ever experienced before.



    I’m  frozen.



    It  envelopes me.



    It  feels like I’m breathing it in, like all those coal miners in Eastern
    Kentucky  and their Black Lung Disease.



    It’s  soaking into my pores.



    It’s...



    “Sanjana.  You can turn your lamp back on.” Kyle’s voice is calm, even, like
    the total  blackness hasn’t bothered him one bit.



    “I’ll  b-b-b-blind you,” I manage to get past a tongue that seems thicker
    than it was  a minute ago.



    “I’ll  be fine. I’ll shade my eyes while you turn around.”



    I  want to object and say that whatever he can handle, I
    can handle.



    But  it isn’t true.



    I’m  petrified. 
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     Chapter ONE 
 A Sinking Feeling 
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   I  STARE DOWN INTO THE SINKHOLE unhappily, arms folded. Damn, but this is
    going to  give my parents another reason to suggest I move. They
    don’t have any  attachment to the farm in Eastern Bullitt County that they’d
    raised me and my  siblings on… but I did. I do.



    The other reason for my current displeasure with the world stands
    next to  me, a hulking six-foot-two of bad memories wrapped in a too-pretty
    package. Why  it hadn’t occurred to me that Kyle might have come back home
    after college,  too, and now be working in the family business… I don’t
    know. Also, it hadn’t  occurred to me that
    
        Bullitt Excavators & Sinkhole Repair
    
    would have  anything to with anyone I knew from school.



    Which  is kind of dumb in retrospect, since something like nine-tenths of my
    former  classmates still seem to be around here. It’s one of the reasons I
    drive up to  Louisville to do my weekly shopping – lower prices and lower
    chances of running  into people I don’t want to are worth the inconvenience.
    And I can usually plan  my shopping to visit with Janice or one of my other
    college-friends who had  stuck around.



    It’s  this piece of property I’m attached to, not the people living nearby
    it.



    “Hold  the end of this, would you?” Kyle says, and I automatically accept
    the end of  his tape-measure while he walks around to the opposite side of
    my sinkhole.



    “It’s  been here for years,” I comment, watching him take measurements. “I
    don’t know  why it decided to suddenly get so big.”



    Kyle  shrugs, even that casual movement looking good on his athletic frame.
    He  doesn’t seem to have lost much of his physicality, even though it’s
    surely been  years since he’s played ball. If he’d gone on to the big
    leagues, surely I’d  have heard, so his career must have ended at UK



    He’s  apparently finished with the diameter and jumps in as if landing on
    that uneven  surface some five feet down is nothing.



    “It’s  all karst around here, and there’s basically as much water flowing
    under the  ground as above. It can undermine an area for years before you
    see evidence –  and after all the over-grazing and over-farming of the last
    century–”



    I  must have made some sort of a sound, because he looks up with that
    mischievous  grin I remember from middle school. The one that had usually
    preceded some  particularly outrageous bit of misbehavior that the teachers
    would – again –  allow him to get away with, and no matter that it almost
    inevitably involved  spilling something on me.



    “Sorry.  I majored in Geology for awhile. It’s still an interest.”



    “‘For  awhile’?” I can’t help but ask.



    Now  he looks away, focusing on the sides of my sinkhole. “I switched around
    a few  times. Dad wasn’t real happy.”



    Unwillingly,  I feel some sympathy. I sit down on the side of the sinkhole
    and dangle my legs  in, since he looks like he’ll be in there for a bit. How
    he intends to get out,  I have no idea. “At least you were on scholarship.
    My dad said it had to be a  STEM major if he was footing the bill.”



    I’d  taken most of my art classes on the sly – everything I could stuff into
    a  minor, or working at local art shops teaching classes in order to earn
    lessons  from the owner. Or studio time. Baba hadn’t realized what I was
    doing until I  diddled around on med-school applications until all the
    deadlines were past.  And then he tried to get me to do what his
    friends’ kids were doing and  apply to a med-school in the Caribbean – all
    those other Indian kids who’d  hated their STEM majors and gotten MCAT
    scores too low for American med-schools  to even consider. They’d ‘caved,’
    gone down to the Caimans or wherever, partied  for four years, then come
    back, gotten themselves into residency programs,  passed their Boards, and
    were now living the life of proper ‘Indian doctors.’



    Well,  my sister is an engineer (married to a ‘proper Indian
    doctor’) and my  brother is in academics, finishing up his PhD in Nuclear
    Physics (he’d actually  agreed to an arranged marriage), so Baba has them to
    brag on. Every family has  to have one weirdo kid, right? Someone to tell
    the nieces and nephews not to be like?



    Kyle  doesn’t look up. “Yeah, well. Coach wasn’t too happy with my majors
    either. And  after a break and a couple of sprains… Dad had to ante up to
    let me finish. He  said I’d been such a whiz at math in school, I could get
    a degree in accounting  and then make it up to him by working for the
    business.”



    I  wince slightly. Kyle Williams had been on the MathCounts team with me in
    middle  school. He had been a whiz. But accounting is nothing like
    the kind of  math he’d excelled at.



    “But  you’re still here?” I can’t help but ask.



    He  shrugs again, bending and then kneeling down to look at the huge hole in
    the  side-wall of the sinkhole that I’d tried to check out from the rim
    yesterday.



    “Dad’s  not getting any younger. And I can do our accounting, but
    there is no  way I’m going to get my CPA, so I don’t have a huge number of
    options.” He  pauses and looks up at me, the sun catching golden glints in
    his grey-green  eyes. “I was surprised when he told me you’d called and
    asked for an estimate.  Mom told me how Dr. and Mrs. Sundararaman moved out
    to the East Coast a few  years ago to be closer to Vidya and Ashok. I
    thought you’d gone with them.”



    Now  it’s my turn to shrug uncomfortably. “They were willing to more or less
    give me  this place. And it’s paid off. Which is a pretty good deal for a
    struggling  artist.” Honesty compels me to add, “And otherwise they were
    going to sell it.  I didn’t want to see it get run over with another
    subdivision.”



    Kyle  snorts. “Not likely out here in these hollers. Too much work to level
    the  ground when there’s still other options. The old tobacco farms are
    disappearing, though.”



    Well,  he was right, but I hadn’t wanted to risk it.



    Time  to get this conversation back to where it belongs.



    “So  how much is filling this thing up going to run me?”



    Kyle  gives me a knowing look. “What you really want to know is whether you
    can just  leave it alone or whether it’s going to keep growing and
    swallow up your  house.”



    Well,  yes. But I hardly expect to get an honest answer to that out of the
    man I’d be  paying to fill it up. Certainly not from Kyle.



    I  fold my arms again and wish I’d stayed standing up.



    He  looks at the big hole in the side again. “I can give you a
    number for  the gravel, Sanjana. That’s not a great option, though. It’s
    likely to need  doing all over again in a few years and it doesn’t really do
    much about  preventing future collapses. We prefer to do a proper
    job of it with  bigger rocks, then smaller ones, gravel, then a good, thick
    layer of dirt and  sod over that. That lasts longer.”



    I  feel sick to my stomach. I’d briefly looked into the cost of gravel and
    made a  few estimates myself last night. That had been depressing enough.
    This… ‘proper  job’ sounded like it was going to cost several
    
        thousands
    
    more.



    Thousands  I don’t have.



    But  just leaving it might not be an option either. After looking at the
    cost of  gravel, I’d spent the next couple hours doomscrolling pictures and
    articles  about sinkholes appearing in the middle of the night and
    swallowing up whole  houses… or even towns.



    Maybe  sharing some of those images with Vidya – or my Aie – would be more
    effective.  Baba will probably just tell me to sell the place, move to town,
    and get a real  job.



    Kyle  is looking up at me. “I need to check out this cave in the side before
    I can  tell you whether it’s likely to collapse further. If it’s as big as
    it looks –  if it connects with one of the larger cave systems in the area,
    or if it bends  around towards the house – then you might have a problem.”



    Why  didn’t I take any Geology classes in college? Everything he says sounds
    reasonable. And I assume he wouldn’t risk the reputation of his family’s
    company just to mess with me… but rural Kentucky is a fraught place for a
    woman  alone. Especially a woman who isn’t lily-White. I’ve never trusted
    the first  estimate a mechanic offers me on my car –I usually end up getting
    it repaired  in Louisville anyways, if it’s more than I can handle. I’ve
    been learning a lot  about car-repair off of Google, since I can’t really
    afford mechanics if it’s  not an emergency.



    Those  pics of houses disappearing into the ground haunt me.



    “Um…  how fast do I need to deal with this?”



    Kyle’s  smile is reassuring as it never was in school. “Oh, not fast at all.
    This is a  hundred feet from your house and downhill. It might not be a
    problem at all.” I  start to relax. “I’d still like to check out this cave,
    though. We should do  something about this, even if you leave the
    sinkhole alone. There aren’t  really bear around here, but coyotes could
    make a pretty good den. You still  don’t have a dog, right?”



    “No…”  Aie had insisted we have pets of all sorts. And chickens, which
    weren’t really  pets, and which Vidya, Ashok and I had all hated taking care
    of. Ironically, it  was the chickens I’d kept up with… because raising my
    own eggs and meat cut  down on my grocery bill.



    Kyle  nods, as if it’s all decided. “Then I’ll come back tomorrow and do
    that. It’s  likely to get a bit grubby, so I want to have a set of spare
    clothes on hand.  And a few more tools.”



    I  give him a disconcerted look as he grabs a well-anchored tree-root and
    walks  himself out of the sinkhole. “You’re not planning on going
    
        in
    
    there?”



    He  gives me that same mischievous smile from middle school. “Of course.”



    I  scramble to my feet so as not to be utterly dwarfed by him. “That doesn’t
    seem  safe. Can’t you use, I don’t know, ‘ground penetrating radar’ or
    something?”  It’s a phrase from an issue of Scientific American a
    few years ago – I  don’t remember the article very much. Baba tries to
    browbeat me into returning  to a more lucrative career path, but Aie’s way
    is a subscription for Christmas  every year to try to lure me back.



    Kyle  laughs, and it’s a friendly sound, for all that he seems to be mocking
    my  ignorance. “Sure, if you’ve got the money for that, I’m sure there’s
    someone  who can do that. I can look it up for you, if you like. But I’m
    still coming  back tomorrow to check out that cave. Once it’s clear it won’t
    cause you any  long-term problems – because it’s connected to a larger cave
    system or  something – then I’ll collapse it so you don’t end up with any
    unwanted  neighbors.”



    I  hesitate. That… doesn’t sound so complicated.



    “Maybe  I could just do that myself,” I suggest. His dad had said the
    estimate would be  free, but surely this extra effort won’t be.



    His  hand shoots out and grips my shoulder. “Sanjana. Don’t. It’s not
    something to  do alone. And you wouldn’t know what to look for.” He lets go
    of me before I  have time to object, his brief look of concern gone in a
    flash and replaced  with that – that rakish smile. “Besides, caving
    has kind of become my  thing since I moved back home. You wouldn’t do me out
    of exploring a brand new  one, would you?” He pauses, then adds enticingly,
    “It’s a big treat for me, so  it’s not like I’m going to charge you.”



    I  give him a skeptical look. “It could end three feet in.”



    He  rolls his eyes. “Fine. Then just say I want to do it so I get to see the
    prettiest girl from school again.”



    I  fold my arms again, somewhat reassured about his motives, since
    
        that
    
    is  surely not it. “Fine. Eleven?”



    The  grin is back. “Eleven sounds good. I’d ask you out to lunch after, but
    I’ll be  pretty dirty.”



    My  turn to roll my eyes. “See you tomorrow.”




     Chapter TWO 
 Into the Breech 
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    MY HAIR IS FRENCH-BRAIDED TIGHT TO my head and a bandana tied over it when
    I hear  the roar of Kyle’s F-150 in the driveway. I’ve never let a
    contractor work on  my place without watching closely to learn what I can,
    and I’m not about to  start now. I’m wearing an old T-shirt and my gardening
    overalls; I’m ready to  get dirty.



    He  jumps out as I come out of the house, gives me a wave, and begins
    unloading  stuff from the pickup bed. He’s already walking towards the
    sinkhole before  I’ve made it down off the covered porch. I have to hop to
    catch up to his long  strides.



    “I  didn’t notice yesterday, but you still have that basket-swing on your
    porch,”  Kyle notes as I come alongside of him. “I didn’t think you’d have
    kept it.”



    I  glower at him. “I like it just fine when there isn’t someone
    
        spinning me  around
    
    until I throw up.”



    “You  always had the best birthday parties,” Kyle says reminiscently, just
    as if that  wasn’t an incredibly horrible memory. “Your mom’s cakes were
    spectacular. From  scratch, right? My mom never even did them out of a box.
    My birthday cakes were  always store-bought.”



    “I  remember.” There had been an unspoken rule that your whole class was
    invited to  everyone’s birthday parties up through elementary school. And
    then in middle  school Kyle had managed to attach himself to my older
    brother’s group of  friends and had been a regular visitor. Ashok had
    thought pranks with his  little sister as the butt were just as funny as any
    of his other friends did.



    Thank  God that had all ended with high school. Kyle had gotten serious
    about his  athletics and had had too many cheerleaders fawning all over him
    to bother with  harassing me anymore. And once Ashok graduated and went to
    Purdue, his friends  hadn’t hung around our house – except on his visits
    home, but Kyle had been  thoroughly ignoring me by then.



    “Do  you have her recipe?” he asks as he sets down some equipment on the
    edge of the  sinkhole. Rope, what looks like one of the rock hammers we used
    in middle  school science, a flashlight, and so on.



    “Of  course, I do.” Wasn’t he supposed to have someone else here to help
    him? He  said this was too dangerous to do alone.



    He  grins at me. “Don’t suppose you’d bake me a cake while I check out your
    little  cave?”



    I  frown. That sounded…



    “No.  I want to see what you’re doing.”



    He  cocks his head slightly to one side. “So, you can do it all yourself the
    next  time? Not alone, I hope.”



    I  decide not to answer that. “I thought you said you’d be bringing someone
    else  to help.”



    “Oh,  Mike’s in the truck. You saw his feet, didn’t you?” Kyle brushes his

































Don't forget!!!



Find your next great fantasy read by Mangala McNamara at https://www.RisingDragonBooks.com



For SPICY - I recommend starting with Book One of the Chronicles of Ilseador: The Rebel Duchess!






For more in the  Kentuckiana Romance  genre - check out the Kentuckiana Romance Writers CHARITY Anthology that this story was first published in Double Down on Love



And if you loved this book, please tell a friend, leave a review, or simply read it again!
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