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    "For the daughters who kept the radio link open,and the fathers who finally learned to listen."

      

    



  	
        
            
            "The earth hath bubbles, as the water has,And these are of them."— William Shakespeare
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Chapter One: The Red Line
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The air in the deep tunnel tasted like old iron and dry dust.

Malik Vance stopped walking. He wiped his forehead with the back of his gloved hand. The sweat was cold, but the air around him was not. It was far too warm for October.

He stood in Section Nine of the transit system, four miles south of downtown Chicago and ninety feet below the surface. The tunnel was a gray cylinder of ribbed concrete and rusted steel brackets. To his left, the heavy steel rails stretched into the dark, reflecting the pale beam of his flashlight.

He took off his thick leather work glove. He touched the concrete wall.

"Vance to Control," Malik said. He pressed the button on his radio. His voice was flat, gravelly from thirty years of breathing transit dust. "Maya, do you copy?"

A brief crackle of static filled his ear. Then, a voice came through. It was young, sharp, and tightly controlled.

"I copy, Malik. You’re supposed to be checking the structural supports in Section Ten. Why are you still in Nine?"

Malik didn't answer right away. He kept his hand against the wall. The concrete felt like a radiator left on in mid-winter.

"The wall is hot," Malik said.

"Define hot," Maya said.

"Warm enough to make me sweat through my shirt," Malik said. "Warm enough that the moisture on the walls has completely dried up. This section is usually damp. Today, it’s dry as a bone."

On the other end of the radio, Maya paused. Malik could hear the faint click of a computer keyboard. Maya was his daughter, but down here, she was his dispatcher. They did not talk about anything else. They hadn't talked about anything else in five years.

"Our sensors show normal temperatures in Section Nine," Maya said. "Sixty-two degrees."

"Your sensors are wrong," Malik said. He reached down to his tool belt and pulled out a yellow thermal gun. He pointed the laser at the concrete wall. The digital screen flickered, calibrated, and then locked onto a number.

He stared at it.

"Malik? What does it say?"

"Ninety-eight point six," Malik said. "And rising. It went up half a degree while I was looking at it."

"There are no high-voltage lines behind that wall," Maya said. Her voice lost a fraction of its professional chill. "Are you sure you're calibrating the unit correctly?"

"I’ve used this tool every day for ten years, Maya," Malik said quietly. "I know how to point a laser."

He walked further down the track. His heavy rubber-soled boots made a sticky, peeling sound with every step. He stopped and looked down. He shone his flashlight at the floor.

The black sealant between the concrete floor tiles was soft. He pressed the toe of his boot into it. The rubber sank easily, leaving a deep indentation.

"The ballast is shifting," Malik said. "The tar is melting."

"That’s impossible," Maya said. "We would have a system-wide alert. The automated track monitors would flag it."

"I am the track monitor," Malik said. He knelt. The heat radiating from the ground hit his face like an open oven. He could feel it in his eyes, drying out his tears. He held the thermal gun three inches from the steel rail.

The screen read: 142°F.

"The rail is a hundred and forty-two degrees," Malik said into the radio. "If a train rolls over this right now, the steel will bend. You need to halt the yellow line maintenance cars. Now."

"Malik, I can't just stop transit operations because of a manual reading. I need authorization from the chief engineer. He's asleep."

"Wake him up," Malik said.

Suddenly, a sound cut through the silence of the tunnel.

It was not the rumble of an oncoming train. It was a low, deep, vibrating groan. It felt less like a sound and more like a pressure in Malik’s chest. The air in his lungs felt heavy.

The ground beneath his feet shuddered. It was a gentle movement, like a ship rolling on a calm wave, but it didn't stop.

"Maya," Malik said, his voice dropping. "Did you feel that?"

"Feel what? The monitors aren't showing any seismic activity."

"The ground is moving," Malik said.

"Malik, please. Just get out of the tunnel. If you're feeling lightheaded, it could be a gas leak. Carbon monoxide can make you—"

"It’s not gas," Malik said.

He looked down the tunnel. In the distance, where the blackness swallowed the tracks, a pale light appeared.

It wasn't the white glare of an approaching train headlight. It was a soft, flickering blue. It looked like the flame of a kitchen stove, but it was massive. It seemed to rise directly out of the concrete floor, casting long, dancing shadows on the curved walls.

Malik stood up. He took a step back.

The blue light grew brighter. The low groan in the earth became a sharp, whistling hiss. It sounded like water hitting a red-hot iron plate.

"Maya," Malik said. He started to walk backward, keeping his flashlight pointed at the blue glow. "There’s a fire."

"Where? What's burning?"

"The track," Malik said. "The actual stone. There’s nothing down there but concrete and steel, Maya. But it’s burning."

"That doesn't make sense. Concrete doesn't burn."

"Tell that to the concrete," Malik said.

A sudden blast of hot air rushed down the tunnel. It hit Malik like a physical blow. The temperature in the tunnel spiked instantly. Malik gasps, the air scorching his throat. The smell of ozone and burning rubber filled his nose.

The blue flame in the distance suddenly surged. It shot upward, licking the ceiling of the tunnel. The concrete ribs of the ceiling began to glow a dull, dangerous orange.

"Malik!" Maya's voice was loud in his ear, cracking with sudden panic. "I’m seeing a power drop in Section Nine. The circuit breakers just blew."

"Get the maintenance crews out of Section Ten," Malik yelled. He turned and began to run back toward the emergency exit shaft. "Get everyone out of the underground. Maya, do you hear me? Clear the subways!"

His boots felt heavy. The rubber soles were softening, sticking to the ground with every stride. He felt like he was running through wet cement. The heat behind him was a solid wall, pushing him forward.

He looked back over his shoulder.

The tunnel behind him was disappearing in a cloud of thick, white steam. But it wasn't steam from water. It was dry. It was a gas that made his eyes burn and water instantly.

The concrete floor behind him was cracking open. Long, glowing fissures zipped across the ground like lightning bolts. From those fissures, more blue flames erupted. They didn't flicker like wood fire. They hissed like blowtorches, steady and incredibly hot.

Malik tripped. He fell hard on his hands and knees.

He screamed. The palms of his hands hit the concrete floor. Even through his heavy leather gloves, the heat was agonizing. It felt like holding a frying pan right off the stove. He scrambled to his feet, tearing his gloves off and throwing them aside. The skin on his palms was already red and blistered.

"Malik! Malik, answer me!" Maya was screaming on the radio.

"I'm here," Malik gasped. He was running again, cradling his burned hands against his chest. "I’m running. The exit. Section Eight exit."

"The exit is locked with a magnetic seal," Maya said. Her voice was shaking now. "The power drop locked it. I’m trying to override it from here. It's not responding."

"Override it!" Malik yelled.

He reached the metal stairs that led up to the emergency exit shaft. The steel handrail was too hot to touch with bare hands. Malik looked at his blistered palms, then at the stairs.

Behind him, the hiss of the blue flames grew into a deafening roar. The tunnel was collapsing. A massive chunk of the concrete ceiling crashed onto the tracks fifty feet away, shattering into a thousand white-hot fragments.

Malik didn't hesitate. He pulled his sleeves down over his hands. He grabbed the hot metal handrail and began to climb.

Each step was pain. The heat burned through his shirt sleeves, biting into his raw skin. He climbed upward, his eyes squeezed shut against the stinging smoke.

Thirty feet. Forty feet.

He reached the metal platform at the top of the stairs. The heavy steel emergency door blocked his path. A small red light glowed on the electronic lock panel.

Locked.

Malik slammed his shoulder against the door. It didn't budge.

"Maya!" he screamed into his radio, which was clipped to his collar. "Maya, I’m at the door! Open it!"

"I'm trying! The system is frozen. The main server in the basement is overheating. It’s not accepting the command."

"I can't go back down, Maya!" Malik screamed.

Below him, the tunnel was a furnace of blue light and white steam. The metal stairs he had just climbed were beginning to warp, the steel supports bending under their own weight. The heat rising up the shaft was suffocating. Malik felt dizzy. His breath came in short, shallow gasps.

"Malik, hold on," Maya said. Her voice was tight. "I’m going to cut the main breaker for the whole sector. It should drop the magnetic lock. But it will go completely dark."

"Do it!" Malik yelled.

A second later, the red light on the door lock died. The faint fluorescent bulbs in the shaft went out.

Complete darkness.

Malik grabbed the heavy manual lever on the door. He threw his weight against it. The metal was hot, but the latch clicked. The door swung open.

Malik tumbled forward, falling onto the cold concrete floor of a narrow alleyway.

He lay there for a long moment, breathing in the cool, night air of the city. He looked up at the stars. They were dim, hidden behind the glow of the skyscrapers, but they were there.

He rolled over onto his back. He looked at his hands. The skin on his palms was peeling, white and angry.

He stood up slowly, his legs shaking. He walked to the edge of the alley and looked out at the street.

It was 2:30 AM. The street was quiet. A few yellow cabs drifted down the avenue. People were sleeping in the high-rises above him. Nobody knew.

But Malik looked down.

Through the iron sewer grates in the middle of the street, a thin, steady stream of white steam was rising. It didn't smell like sewage. It smelled like ozone.

And when Malik pressed his bare, burned palm against the asphalt of the street, the ground was warm.
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Chapter Two: The Warm Ground
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The Transit Control Center smelled of stale coffee, cold air conditioning, and panic.

Dozens of monitors lined the curved wall of the room. Usually, they showed neat green lines representing the movement of trains across the city. Tonight, the entire southern branch of the Red Line was a dead, black gap. Yellow warning lights flashed on three different desks.

Maya Vance leaned over her console. Her fingers hovered over the keyboard. She could still feel the rapid, violent beat of her own pulse in her throat. Her father was safe—he had called her from his cell phone ten minutes ago, his voice shaking but alive—but the dread in her stomach would not go away.

"I want those shuttle buses on the street now," Deputy Director Charles Miller shouted. He stood in the center of the room, his tie loosened, his sleeves rolled up to his elbows. "If the morning commuters wake up and find the Red Line closed without a backup, this department is finished. Move!"

Miller was a large man with thin grey hair and a face that turned red whenever the pressure rose. Right now, he looked purple.

Maya stood up. Her chair scraped loudly against the linoleum floor. Several dispatchers turned to look at her.

"Director Miller," Maya said. Her voice was steady, but her hands were clenched into tight fists at her sides. "We need to close the entire underground loop. Not just Section Nine."

Miller stopped pacing. He turned his heavy frame toward
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