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  High Plains Morning

  
  




The sky over the Big Horn Mountains was a lie.

It was a perfect, crystalline blue, the kind of aggressive azure that promised infinite summer and clear horizons. At 5:00 AM, the first bruised light of dawn began to bleed over the eastern ridges, painting the limestone faces of the mountains in hues of violet and cold gray. The air in Sheridan, Wyoming, tasted of sagebrush, dry pine, and the diesel exhaust of idling heavy-duty pickups warming up in driveways. It was the specific, biting cold of high altitude, a clarity of atmosphere that made distant peaks seem close enough to touch.

To the naked eye, the world was still, permanent, and breathtakingly beautiful.

Dr. Rowan Hale sat inside the converted sunroom of a rented craftsman bungalow on the edge of town, his back turned to the window. He did not look at the sunrise. He was staring at a spectral density plot on a high-resolution curved monitor, his eyes specifically fixed on a jagged, rhythmic anomaly bleeding out of a seismometer array buried six thousand miles away.

Rowan rubbed a hand over his face, feeling the grit of a two-day beard and the dry, papery friction of exhaustion. At fifty-two, he wore the erosion of his career on his features,  deep grooves bracketed a mouth that had forgotten how to smile easily, and his hair, once a dark thatch, was now the color of iron filings.

He took a sip of coffee that had gone cold an hour ago. The sludge was bitter, acidic, and necessary.

“Come on,” he whispered, his voice cracking in the silence of the house. “Don’t do that. Don’t be that.”

On the screen, the data refreshed. The waveform wasn’t a jagged spike, characteristic of a fault slip or a tectonic grind. It wasn’t the chaotic, messy noise of a surface explosion. It was a pulse. A heartbeat. A low-frequency thrum oscillating at exactly 0.08 Hz, originating from the crustal boundary beneath the Changbaishan volcanic complex on the China-North Korea border.

Rowan tapped a sequence of keys, isolating the S-wave shear velocity. He had spent twenty years in the Federal Risk Assessment Bureau, modeling catastrophic failures for people who regarded science as an inconvenient line item in a quarterly budget. He knew the signature of natural disaster. Nature was messy. Nature was random.

This was precise.

The signal was originating from a depth of fifteen kilometers. That was the first impossibility. We don’t drill that deep. Nobody drills that deep. The heat and pressure turn drill bits to taffy and collapse boreholes faster than casing can be set. But the signal was there,  a rhythmic, mechanical grinding that was transmitting energy directly into the solid rock of the lithosphere.

He pushed his chair back, the casters groaning against the hardwood floor. He needed to reset his baseline. He needed to be sure he wasn’t looking at a sensor ghost or a glitch in the satellite relay.

Rowan stood and walked to the window. The glass was cold against his forehead. Outside, the town of Sheridan was waking up. He saw the headlights of a truck moving slowly down the graded dirt road a mile away,  a ranch hand, likely, heading out to check fences. The normality of it was nauseating. The world was worrying about cattle prices, the cost of diesel, and the upcoming school board elections.

Meanwhile, half a planet away, something was hammering on the door of a magma chamber.




Ten miles north of Rowan’s bungalow, Wyatt Cole slammed the door of his 2018 Ford F-350. The sound echoed like a gunshot across the valley floor. The morning air was sharp enough to freeze the moisture inside his nose instantly.

Wyatt pulled his collar up, his breath pluming in white clouds. He was thirty-eight, built like a wall of corded wood, with hands that were permanently stained by grease and soil. He looked out over the three thousand acres of the Cole Family Ranch. It was good land, hard-won and harder kept. The cheatgrass was low, the hay fields were dormant but healthy, and the creek running through the lower pasture was high with snowmelt.

He walked toward the barn, the crunch of frosted gravel loud under his boots. His lead mare, a quarter horse named Bess, nickered from the corral.

“Easy, girl,” Wyatt murmured, his voice a low rumble. “Cold morning.”

He grabbed a flake of alfalfa and tossed it over the rail. As the horse ate, Wyatt leaned against the weathered wood of the fence, looking east. The sunrise was spectacular today,  no clouds, just a gradient of burning orange fading into the deep indigo of the retreating night. It was the kind of sky that brought tourists to Wyoming, the kind that made you believe the land loved you back.

But Wyatt felt an unease he couldn’t name. He had spent his entire life reading the weather, the soil, and the animals. Today, the silence felt heavy. The birds weren’t singing with their usual morning aggression. The cattle in the lower paddock were huddled together tight, facing north, despite the wind coming from the west.

He spat into the dust. “Storm coming?” he asked the empty air.

The sky remained mockingly clear. There wasn’t a cloud within five hundred miles. Yet, the hair on his arms was standing up, the way it did before a lightning strike.




Back in the bungalow, Rowan Hale had abandoned the window. He was pulling raw data from the Global Seismographic Network (GSN), bypassing the sanitized public feeds and accessing the raw telemetry via a backdoor access code he should have surrendered six months ago when his clearance was revoked.

“Accessing Node CN-44,” the system prompted. “Latency: 140ms.”

The screen filled with waterfalls of data,  spectrograms representing the vibrational energy of the Earth’s crust in Northeast China.

The rhythmic thumping he had seen earlier,  the “drilling” noise,  had changed. It was no longer a steady beat. It was faltering. The smooth sine waves were being corrupted by jagged, violent interruptions.

Rowan leaned in, his nose inches from the pixels. “Harmonic tremor,” he breathed.

In volcanology, a harmonic tremor is the song of moving fluid. It is the sound magma makes when it pushes through a narrow conduit, vibrating the surrounding rock like air moving through an organ pipe. But Changbaishan was supposed to be dormant. The Millennium Eruption of 946 AD had been one of the largest in recorded history, but the mountain had been sleeping for centuries, save for minor unrest in the early 2000s.

This wasn’t minor.

Rowan pulled up a topography map of the region, overlaying the epicenter of the tremors. They weren’t coming from the central caldera. They were offset by twenty kilometers, deep in a valley designated as a “Special Economic Development Zone” by the Beijing government.

He began typing furiously, opening a terminal window to run a correlation algorithm. He entered the coordinates of the epicenter and cross-referenced them with thermal emission data from the MODIS satellite.

The computer churned for ten seconds.

Result: Surface thermal anomaly detected. Ground temperature +4°C above baseline.

“Four degrees,” Rowan said, his stomach dropping. “In a non-volcanic zone.”

He grabbed a notepad, his pen scratching violently across the paper. Depth 15km. Frequency implies mechanical resonance. Shift to harmonic tremor implies cavity breach.

He stopped writing. The realization hit him with the force of a physical blow. They weren’t just drilling for heat. They weren’t doing standard geothermal interaction where you pump water down and bring steam up. At fifteen kilometers, you were skirting the brittle-ductile transition zone. You were knocking on the roof of the crustal magma storage.

“They’re trying to tap the chamber directly,” Rowan said to the empty room. “Supercritical geothermal. Unlimited power.”

It was the Holy Grail of energy physics. If you could tap directly into the supercritical fluids surrounding a magma body, you could power a continent carbon-free. Theoretical papers had been written on it for decades. Rowan had written three of them, all concluding the same thing: The risk of induced destabilization outweighs the potential yield by a factor of ten thousand.

Someone hadn’t listened.

The pattern on the screen shifted again. The regular, rhythmic mechanical noise stopped abruptly. The line went flat for three seconds.

Then, the GSN feed spiked.

It wasn’t a massive quake,  maybe a magnitude 4.2,  but the shape of the wave was wrong. It was long-period. It was a fluid injection event, but on a massive scale. It looked like the earth taking a deep, shuddering breath.

Rowan’s phone buzzed on the desk. He ignored it.

It buzzed again. And again.

He snatched it up, seeing a restricted number. He swiped to answer. “Hale.”

“Rowan.” The voice was clipped, distorted by encryption. It was David Arkin, his former counterpart at the USGS in Golden, Colorado. “Are you seeing the feed from station MDJ?”

“I’m looking at it, Dave. Tell me that’s a sensor calibration error.”

“It’s not calibration,” Arkin said, his voice tight. “We just got a flag from the Comprehensive Nuclear-Test-Ban Treaty Organization. Their infrasound arrays in Russia just picked up a massive low-frequency atmospheric pressure wave. Originating from the Jilin Province.”

“An explosion?”

“No,” Arkin said. “Not an explosion. A vent. A gas release. Rowan, the ground deformation sensors… the interfereometric radar pass just came in from Sentinel-1.”

Rowan felt his heart hammering against his ribs. “How much inflation?”

There was a pause on the line. A silence that carried the weight of a funeral.

“Rowan,” Arkin whispered. “The ground rose thirty centimeters in the last six hours.”

Rowan dropped the pen. It clattered onto the hardwood, the sound disproportionately loud. Thirty centimeters. Volcanoes inflated by millimeters over months before an eruption. Thirty centimeters in hours wasn’t inflation. It was a balloon about to pop.

“Who knows?” Rowan asked.

“Nobody. Everybody. The Chinese are claiming it’s a minor tectonic adjustment. They’ve locked down the data feeds, but the raw seismic is leaking out because the magnitude is climbing. We’re seeing swarms of micro-quakes. Thousands of them. The crust is fracturing.”

“They drilled into the roof,” Rowan said, his voice flat, factual, identifying the cause of death. “They tried to insert a heat exchanger and they fractured the cap rock. They’ve depressurized the system.”

“That’s impossible. The engineering required…”

“Is irrelevant now, Dave! If they breached the seal, the volatiles are expanding. The magma is foaming. It’s going to rise. How big is the reservoir?”

“Estimates are… significant. It’s connected to the subducting Pacific slab. It’s a mantle plume feed.”

Rowan looked out the window. The sun was fully up now. The sky was a brilliant, blinding blue. A robin landed on the feeder in his yard, pecking cheerfully at a sunflower seed. The disconnect between the visual tranquility of Wyoming and the geological violence unfolding in Asia was inducing a sense of vertigo.

“Rowan, they want a risk assessment. The Director asked for you specifically, off the books.”

“I’m retired, Dave. They fired me. Remember? ‘Alarmist rhetoric.’”

“Rowan, please. Look at the waveform. Tell me what happens next.”

Rowan looked back at the monitor. The red line was thickening, vibrating with increasing intensity. The earth was screaming.

“What happens next?” Rowan repeated. “Physics happens next. If that cap rock fails completely, you’re not looking at a local eruption. You’re looking at a VEI-7 or 8 event. You’re looking at a column height of fifty kilometers. You’re looking at the stratosphere being injected with sulfur dioxide on a scale we haven’t seen since Toba.”

“Give me a timeline.”

Rowan studied the rate of inflation. Thirty centimeters in six hours. Exponential growth curve.

“Forty-eight hours,” Rowan said. “Maybe seventy-two if the rock is competent. But it’s going to blow, Dave. And when it does, it’s going to turn the lights out.”

“I’ll send the file up,” Arkin said. The line clicked dead.

Rowan stood there, the phone warm in his hand. The silence of the house returned, but it felt different now. It felt fragile.

He walked to the kitchen and poured the rest of the cold coffee down the sink. He rinsed the cup, dried it, and placed it in the rack. He moved with the slow, deliberate motions of a man in shock.

He needed to call his daughter. Mila was in Seattle. She was researching atmospheric currents. She would understand. He needed to tell her to go south. Mexico. Maybe further.

But he didn’t pick up the phone. Not yet.

Instead, he went to the hall closet and pulled out a heavy plastic tote bin. He carried it to the living room and opened the lid. Inside were N95 masks, sealed goggles, rolls of duct tape, and a crank radio. The remnants of his “alarmist” paranoia.

He looked out the window one last time. The sun was shining on the grassy hills of the High Plains. The shadows of the cottonwood trees were long and sharp. It was the most beautiful morning he had seen in years.

“Enjoy it,” he whispered to the unaware town. “Take a good look.”

He went back to the computer, sat down, and began to type the paper that no one would fund, and everyone would read when it was too late.




Five thousand miles away, on the border of the Changbaishan Nature Reserve, the ground did not feel solid.

It hummed.

The trees,  ancient Korean pines,  were vibrating. Needles rained down in a slow, green drizzle, covering the forest floor. There was no wind, yet the canopy rustled with a sound like rushing water.

Birds were taking flight in massive, disorganized clouds, screeching as they fled south.

Deep beneath the soil, in the complex web of tunnels and boreholes of the Jingyu Geothermal Station, the pressure gauges on the main wellhead were pegged beyond their redlines. The reinforced concrete of the containment pad was developing hairline fractures. Steam, invisible and superheated, hissed from the cracks, turning the surrounding air into a scalding fog.

The earth was waking up. And it was angry.
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  The Paper No One Funds

  
  




The cursor blinked on the white screen, a rhythmic, taunting pulse in the silent room.

Subject: IMMINENT CATASTROPHIC FAILURE OF CRUSTAL INTEGRITY: CHANGBAISHAN VOLCANIC COMPLEX

Author: Rowan Hale, PhD

Clearance Level: Eyes Only / Immediate Action Required

Rowan’s fingers hovered over the keyboard. His knuckles were white, the skin stretched tight over bone. He had spent the last four hours in a fugue state, consuming gigabytes of seismic data, thermal imaging logs, and leaked industrial schematics he had scraped from the dark corners of the GSN servers. He had synthesized twenty years of theoretical volcanology into a twelve-page document that read like a coroner’s report for the Northern Hemisphere.

He wasn’t writing a hypothesis. He was writing a death certificate.

The sun had moved across the sky, shifting the squares of light on the floor from east to west, but Rowan hadn’t moved from his chair. The coffee cup on his desk was now just a stain of brown rings on old mail. The air in the room was stale, recycled, heavy with the heat of the computer tower running at maximum capacity.

He hit SEND.

The email didn’t go to a public journal. It didn’t go to the media. It went to a secure, encrypted distribution list known as the “Red Box”,  a direct line to the undersecretaries of the Department of Energy, the Department of Interior, and the senior risk analysts at the National Security Council. It was a bridge he had burned six months ago, and now he was trying to sprint back across it while it was on fire.

The screen flashed: Message Encrypted. Delivery Confirmed.

Rowan exhaled, a long, shuddering breath that emptied his lungs. He slumped back in the chair, the leather creaking. His hands were shaking. Not from fear, but from the adrenaline crash.

He looked around the room. It was a mess. Books were stacked in precarious towers,  Volcanic Hazards and Mitigation, Fluid Dynamics in Supercritical Systems, The Toba Catastrophe. On the wall, a framed photo of him and Mila from a hiking trip in the Cascades five years ago hung slightly crooked. She was smiling, windblown, unaware that her father was currently calculating the probability of her suffocating in ash.

He needed to move. He needed to do something physical.

Rowan stood up, his knees popping, and walked to the kitchen. He opened the fridge. It was a bachelor’s wasteland: a jar of pickles, a carton of milk that smelled suspect, three beers, and a block of cheddar cheese. He grabbed a beer and the cheese. He ate standing up, staring at the wall, not tasting a thing.

The phone rang.

It wasn’t his cell. It was the landline. A dusty, beige unit mounted on the wall that he kept only because the cable bundle required it. Nobody called the landline. Only telemarketers and the government.

He stared at it. It rang four times before he picked it up.

“Hale.”

“Dr. Hale,” a voice said. Smooth. Cultured. Specifically non-threatening in a way that set every alarm bell in Rowan’s hindbrain ringing. “This is Marcus Vance. Deputy Director of Energy Intelligence.”

Rowan leaned against the counter, the cold beer bottle sweating in his hand. “That was fast, Marcus. Usually, it takes you guys a week to ignore my emails.”

“We’re not ignoring this one, Rowan. The distribution list triggered a containment algorithm. Your email didn’t go to the NSC. It was flagged for review.”

“Flagged?” Rowan’s grip on the phone tightened. “By who?”

“By the automated systems designed to prevent the dissemination of sensitive diplomatic material. You’re using classified data sets, Rowan. Data you shouldn’t have access to.”

“I used my eyes, Marcus. The GSN is public. The Sentinel-1 radar data is public. Anyone with a high school physics degree can see the ground is swelling.”

“Interpretation is subjective,” Vance said. The smoothness was cracking, revealing the steel underneath. “I need you to open a secure link. I’m sending you a video request. Now.”

“I’m retired. I don’t take orders.”

“Rowan. Please. Before this escalates.”

There was a pause. The silence on the line was heavy, pressurized.

“Fine,” Rowan said. He hung up.

He walked back to his office, sat down, and accepted the incoming connection request on his laptop. The screen flickered, replacing his desktop with a high-definition feed of a conference room in Washington D.C. The room was sleek, gray, and windowless. Marcus Vance sat at the head of a long table, flanked by two people Rowan didn’t recognize,  a man in a military uniform and a woman in a sharp blazer who was typing on a tablet and didn’t look up.

Vance was younger than Rowan remembered. Forty, maybe. He had the polished, hungry look of a man who managed crises by managing the narrative.

“We read the paper, Rowan,” Vance said, folding his hands on the table. “It’s… dramatic.”

“It’s accurate,” Rowan snapped. “The Chinese are drilling into the brittle-ductile transition zone. They’re using a supercritical CO2 exchange system to harvest heat. They hit a fault. They depressurized the magma chamber roof. The harmonic tremor I’m seeing implies vesiculation. The magma is foaming, Marcus. It’s expanding. If they don’t cap that well and flood it with heavy mud in the next twelve hours, the casing will fail. When the casing fails, the pressure drop propagates down. The roof collapses. The mountain goes.”

The woman in the blazer stopped typing. She looked up. Her eyes were cold, assessing. “Dr. Hale, the Chinese Ministry of Natural Resources assures us this is a controlled hydro-fracking test for a new geothermal field. The seismicity is induced, yes, but within safety margins.”

“Safety margins?” Rowan laughed, a harsh, barking sound. “Did you look at the inflation data? Thirty centimeters in six hours! That’s not a margin. That’s a balloon. Who is this?”

“This is Assistant Secretary Carver,” Vance said. “State Department.”

“Great,” Rowan said. “Diplomats. Listen to me. This isn’t a negotiation. You can’t sanction a volcano. You can’t write a treaty with physics. If that mountain goes, it’s not just a bad day for China. It’s a VEI-7. Maybe 8. Do you know what that means?”

“We know the definitions, Doctor,” the man in the uniform said. General Grant, the nametag read. No, not Grant,  Gant.

“Do you?” Rowan leaned into the camera. “It means the jet stream carries a sulfuric acid aerosol cloud across the Pacific in three days. It means global temperatures drop. It means the grain belt in the Midwest fails. It means starvation. It means the end of the world as you currently finance it.”

Vance sighed. He looked tired. He looked like a man trying to explain table manners to a wolf.

“Rowan, we are in sensitive trade negotiations with Beijing right now. Vital negotiations. Accusing them of accidentally triggering a localized apocalypse based on stolen seismic data is not helpful. It’s destabilizing. If this paper leaks… if the markets see this…”

“The markets?” Rowan stood up, knocking his chair back. “You’re worried about the Dow? Marcus, the sky is going to turn black! Who cares about the futures exchange?”

“We do,” Vance said sharply. “Panic is more dangerous than the ash, Rowan. Panic collapses supply chains before the first flake falls. Panic kills.”

“Ignorance kills more,” Rowan countered.

Vance leaned forward. The image zoomed slightly, framing his face. “This is the reality, Rowan. You are a private citizen. You have no clearance. You have been accessing federal servers via a backdoor we have now closed. That is a felony. Several felonies, actually.”

Rowan went cold. “Are you threatening me?”

“I am offering you a choice,” Vance said. “Withdraw the paper. Delete the data. Go back to consulting for oil companies or whatever it is you do in Wyoming. Let us handle the diplomatic channels. If there is a real risk, we will address it through the proper protocols.”

“There is no time for protocols!”

“There is always time for protocols,” Vance said. “Withdraw the paper, Rowan. Or the FBI visits your house in twenty minutes to seize your equipment as evidence in a cyber-espionage investigation. You won’t be able to warn anyone from a holding cell.”

Rowan stared at the screen. He looked at the three faces,  the bureaucrat, the diplomat, the soldier. They weren’t evil. They were just gears in a machine that was too big to turn quickly. They were operating on a logic of containment, of risk management, of preserving the status quo. They believed that if they controlled the information, they controlled the outcome.

They were wrong.

“You’re going to kill us all,” Rowan said softly.

“We’re going to prevent a panic,” Vance corrected. “Make the choice, Rowan.”

Rowan looked at the camera lens. He saw his own reflection in the glass,  haggard, unshaven, desperate. He realized then that he couldn’t win this argument. He couldn’t shout them into submission.

He reached out and pressed the disconnect button. The screen went black.

The silence rushed back into the room, louder than before.

He had maybe twenty minutes. If Vance wasn’t bluffing,  and Vance never bluffed about leverage,  there was a local Bureau field office in Casper. They could have agents here quickly if they were already in the area. Or maybe the local Sheriff, deputized.

Rowan didn’t panic. The cold clarity he had felt earlier returned.

He pulled a portable hard drive from his desk drawer. It was a ruggedized, encrypted drive, 4 terabytes. He plugged it in.

His hands flew across the keyboard. He didn’t delete the data. He copied it.

Seismic_Raw_CN.dat

Thermal_Logs.csv

Risk_Assessment_Hale_Final.pdf

The progress bar crawled across the screen. 20%… 40%…

He heard a car door slam outside.

Rowan froze. He walked to the window and peered through the blinds. A black SUV was idling at the curb. Two men in suits were stepping out. They weren’t running, but they were moving with purpose.

“Damn it,” Rowan hissed.

60%…

He couldn’t wait. He grabbed the drive, ripping it out without ejecting it. He shoved it into his pocket.

He looked at the computer tower. He couldn’t leave it. They would find the logs. They would see who else he had emailed.

He grabbed a heavy geological rock hammer from his bookshelf,  a souvenir from a dig in Iceland. He swung it into the side of the tower. Metal crunched. He swung again, smashing the fan, the motherboard, the internal drives. Sparks showered the carpet.

The doorbell rang. Polite. Insistent.

“Dr. Hale? Federal Agents. Open the door.”

Rowan looked at the back door. It led to the alley. His truck was parked out back.

He grabbed his go-bag,  the one he had packed in Chapter 1,  and the rock hammer. He moved to the kitchen, sliding the back door open silently.

“Dr. Hale! We know you’re in there!”

Rowan stepped out into the cool afternoon air. He didn’t run. Running attracted attention. He walked quickly to his Toyota Tacoma, threw the bag in the passenger seat, and keyed the ignition.

The engine roared to life.

As he reversed out of the driveway, he saw the front door of his house burst open. The agents were inside.

Rowan spun the wheel, tires kicking up gravel, and gunned the truck down the alley. He turned left onto the main road, heading away from town, away from the interstate.

He checked his pocket. The drive was there. The truth was in his pocket.

But as he drove, glancing in the rearview mirror, he felt a crushing weight settle on his chest. He had the data. He had the proof. But he had no one to tell. The government had shut him out. The scientific community would follow the government’s lead.

He was a crank. A washed-up alarmist running from the law.

He needed someone who didn’t care about the law. Someone who could take a story and turn it into a weapon.

He thought of a name he had seen on a byline a few months ago. An investigative journalist who had exposed the fracking cover-ups in North Dakota. A woman who had been sued by three energy conglomerates and won.

Iris Kade.

Rowan pulled his phone out. He didn’t call. He pulled the SIM card out and tossed it out the window. It bounced on the asphalt and disappeared.

He would find a burner phone at the next gas station. He would drive to a library in the next county to upload the files.

The sky above him was still that perfect, mocking blue. But as Rowan looked east, toward the horizon, he imagined he could see the faintest haze. It wasn’t there yet. But it was coming.

He merged onto the highway, heading north into the vast, empty space of the Wyoming basin.

The paper no one funded was about to become the most important document in human history. And Rowan Hale was now the only man on earth trying to save a world that had already signed its own death warrant.
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The sound of the Sheridan Memorial Hospital Emergency Room was a specific, dissonant frequency that Claire Maddox felt in her teeth.

It wasn’t just the noise,  the rhythmic ping-ping-ping of cardiac monitors, the hiss of hydraulic gurney legs, the squawk of the triage radio,  it was the texture of the air. It was too hot, too close, and it smelled of isopropyl alcohol, stale coffee, and the metallic tang of dried blood.

Claire stripped off a pair of purple nitrile gloves, the rubber snapping against her wrist, and dropped them into the biohazard bin. Her hands were raw, the skin red and chapped from forty washings in the last six hours.

“Bay Four needs a turnover,” the charge nurse, Helen, shouted from the central desk, not looking up from her monitors. “And EMS is two minutes out with a respiratory distress, male, thirties.”

“On it,” Claire said. Her voice was a gravelly rasp. She grabbed a bottle of water from the station, took a swig that was more backwash than hydration, and kept moving.

Claire was forty-four, with the kind of lean, wire-tension build that comes from twelve-hour shifts on concrete floors. She had been an ER nurse for twenty years, first in Chicago, then here in Wyoming. She had seen everything from gunshot wounds to tractor rollovers to the quiet, devastating drifting away of old age. She was hardened by triage, her empathy calloused over like a runner’s heel. You didn’t survive in the ER by feeling everything. You survived by sorting: Sick. Not sick. Dying. Wait.

But tonight, the sorting mechanism was jamming.

She walked into Bay Four. The patient, a teenager with a broken radius from a skateboard fail, had been discharged. The room needed to be stripped. Claire yanked the paper sheet off the exam table, balled it up, and wiped the vinyl down with a bleach wipe.

As she wiped, she noticed the residue on the counter.

It was a fine, gritty film. Not the usual dust of a rural hospital,  dried mud, hay chaff, road grit. This was different. It was a pale, silty gray. She wiped it, and it smeared, leaving a greasy streak on the laminate.

“Weird,” she muttered.

She didn’t have time to analyze it. The ambulance bay doors slid open with a pneumatic hiss, letting in a gust of cold night air. The paramedics rolled a gurney in, moving with the urgent, jerky rhythm of a “load and go.”

“Jackson Miller, thirty-four,” the medic called out, breathless. “Found in his truck on the side of County Road 14. Severe dyspnea. O2 sats were 82 on room air. We’ve got him on a non-rebreather, up to 88 now. Breath sounds are diminished bilaterally with audible wheezing.”

Claire moved instantly, her fatigue vanishing under the adrenaline spike. She stepped into the dance. “Bay Two. Let’s get him over.”

They swung the gurney into the trauma bay. The patient, Jackson, was a big man,  a ranch hand she recognized vaguely from town. He was usually sunburned and easy-going. Now, his face was the color of wet putty. He was tripodding, leaning forward with his hands on his knees, fighting for every cubic centimeter of air. His chest heaved with the effort.

“Jackson, I’m Claire,” she said, her voice dropping into the commanded calm she used for the terrified. “Look at me. Deep breaths.”

“Can’t…” Jackson gasped. His eyes were wide, bloodshot and rimmed with red irritation. “Burning… inside.”

“Dr. Aris!” Claire yelled over her shoulder.

The resident, a young guy named Aris who looked like he hadn’t slept in a week, hurried in. “What do we have?”

“Acute respiratory distress. No history of asthma in his chart,” Claire said, hooking Jackson up to the cardiac monitor. The leads beeped,  heart rate 120, sinus tach. “Allergies?”

“None listed,” Claire said. She put her stethoscope to Jackson’s chest.

Usually, asthma sounded like a high-pitched musical whistle. This didn’t sound like asthma. It sounded wet and tight, like someone crumpling cellophane underwater. It was stridor mixed with a chemical burn reaction.

“Let’s get 125 of Solu-Medrol and a DuoNeb, stat,” Aris ordered. “Get a chest X-ray portable.”

Claire moved to the med station, her hands flying. She pulled the vials, cracked the seals, drew the fluid. As she returned to the bedside, she noticed Jackson’s clothes. He was wearing a heavy Carhartt jacket and a flannel shirt.

The shoulders of the jacket were dusted with that same fine, gray powder she had seen in Bay Four.

She leaned in to put the nebulizer mask over his face. “Jackson, breathe this in. It’s going to help open you up.”

As she adjusted the strap behind his head, she smelled it.

It wasn’t the smell of a barn. It wasn’t manure or diesel. It was a sharp, acrid scent, faint but unmistakable. Like a match that had just been struck, multiplied by a thousand. Sulfur.

“Doctor,” Claire said, keeping her voice low. “Smell his jacket.”

Aris blinked, distracted. “What?”

“Sulfur. He smells like sulfur.”

Aris leaned in, sniffing tentatively. He wrinkled his nose. “Maybe he was working with fertilizer? Ammonium sulfate?”

“In January?” Claire asked. “Fields are frozen.”

“Maybe burning trash?” Aris shrugged. “Look, let’s just stabilize him. Get the X-ray.”

Claire didn’t push it. She couldn’t. The board was lighting up. Two more intakes waiting. But as she watched Jackson suck greedily at the misting medicine, the unease in her gut twisted tighter.




Two hours later, the rush had lulled into a steady, simmering chaotic hum. Jackson was stable, admitted upstairs for observation. The X-ray had shown “diffuse interstitial markings”,  doctor speak for his lungs are irritated and we don’t know why.

Claire sat at the nurses’ station, staring at the intake log on her computer screen.

She filtered the list by “Chief Complaint” for the last 48 hours.


	Sore throat / Burning eyes

	Shortness of breath

	Coughing (pediatric)

	Asthma exacerbation

	Allergic reaction - unknown

	Shortness of breath




There were twenty-two of them.

In a town of eighteen thousand people, twenty-two respiratory emergencies in two days wasn’t a plague. But it was a statistical bump. A blip.

“Hey, Helen,” Claire said.

Helen was eating a cup of yogurt, her eyes fixed on a soap opera playing silently on the break room TV. “Yeah?”

“Have you noticed the respiratory cases? They’re all weird. No fever. No flu signs. just… irritation.”

Helen licked the spoon. “It’s the inversion. You know how the valley gets. Cold air traps the smog. People burn wood stoves. Air quality goes to crap.”

“I checked the AQI,” Claire said. “It’s green. Particulate matter is low. And it doesn’t smell like woodsmoke. It smells… chemical.”

“Maybe the sugar beet factory had a leak?” Helen suggested, losing interest. “Don’t go looking for zebras, Claire. It’s horses. It’s winter in Wyoming. People wheeze.”

Claire minimized the window. Helen was right. That was the logical answer. Occam’s Razor. But Claire had been a nurse long enough to know that sometimes, the razor cut you.

She stood up. “I’m taking my fifteen. Cover me?”

“Go. Don’t smoke. You’ll catch whatever they have.”

Claire grabbed her coat and walked out the ambulance bay doors.

The cold hit her like a physical slap. It was minus ten degrees, the kind of cold that froze the hairs inside your nose instantly. She walked away from the idling ambulances, toward the edge of the parking lot where the darkness was deeper.

She leaned against a concrete retaining wall and looked up.

It was night, but the sky wasn’t black.

Usually, in Sheridan, you could see the Milky Way like a spilled bucket of diamond dust. The light pollution was minimal. But tonight, the stars were dim. They looked like they were shining through dirty glass.

There was a haze hanging over the mountains. It wasn’t cloud cover,  it was too uniform, too high. It caught the reflection of the sodium-vapor streetlights and scattered it, turning the night sky a sickly, bruised purple.

Claire took a deep breath, testing the air.

She tasted it again. That metallic tang. Like licking a battery.

She looked at the cars parked in the employee lot. Under the streetlamp, she saw the windshield of her Subaru. It was covered in a thin dusting of frost, which was normal. But the frost looked… wrong.

She walked over to her car. She ran a gloved finger across the glass.

The frost wasn’t white. It was gray.

She looked at her fingertip. The residue was gritty. It wasn’t ice crystals. It was particulate.

“What is this?” she whispered.

She looked around. The entire lot was dusted with it. A very fine, almost invisible layer of fallout.

A cough startled her.

She turned. Standing near the smoking shelter was one of the paramedics, a guy named Dave. He was smoking a cigarette, shivering.

“Hey Claire,” Dave said, his voice raspy. He coughed again, a dry, hacking sound.

“You sick, Dave?”

“Nah,” he said, flicking ash. “Just this air. Hurts the throat tonight. Dry.”

“Dave, where did you pick up that guy? Jackson Miller?”

“County 14. Near the hanging tree. Why?”

“Was there anything weird out there? Smoke? Fire?”

“No,” Dave said. “Clear as a bell. Well… actually…”

“Actually what?”

“The cows,” Dave said. He took a drag, wincing. “We drove past the Cole ranch. The cattle were making a hell of a noise. Lowing. You know how they get before a storm? Just restless. And the birds… I didn’t see a single bird on the wires. Usually there’s crows or magpies. Nothing. Dead quiet.”

Claire looked back at her car. She looked at the gray smear on her glove.

“Dave,” she said. “Put that out. Go inside.”

“I got five minutes left.”

“Go inside,” Claire said, sharper this time. “The air isn’t right.”

Dave looked at her, saw the look on her face,  the ER nurse look that said I am not asking,  and dropped the cigarette. He crushed it with his boot. “Alright, alright. Intense much?”

He went inside.

Claire stayed out for another minute. She pulled her phone out. She searched for “sulfur smell air quality Wyoming.”

Nothing recent. Just old articles about Yellowstone thermal features.

She searched “volcanic ash symptoms.”

Eye irritation. Throat irritation. Dyspnea. Metallic taste.

But there were no volcanoes erupting. Yellowstone was quiet. The news was just talking about the economy and the election.

She looked at the gray dust on her finger again.

Something had broken. Somewhere, something had broken open, and the world was bleeding into the sky. And it was drifting here, silent and invisible, filling the lungs of children and ranchers and nurses who thought it was just another cold winter night.

Claire wiped her hand on her coat, but the gray stain didn’t come off. It just smeared deeper into the fabric.

She shivered, a chill that had nothing to do with the temperature. She turned and walked back toward the automatic doors, the whoosh-thump of the entrance sounding like a ventilator cycling.




Inside, the chaos had ramped up again.

“Claire!” Helen shouted. “Incoming. Two pediatric respiratory. Brothers. Same house.”

Claire broke into a run.

She met the mother at the door. The woman was terrified, holding a four-year-old in her arms, dragging a six-year-old by the hand. Both boys were coughing,  that same dry, hacking, desperate cough. Their eyes were red and streaming.

“I don’t know what happened,” the mother sobbed. “They were just playing in the backyard. There was this… this fog. But it wasn’t fog. It burned.”

Claire grabbed the four-year-old. He was hot. Not fever hot. Chemical hot. His skin felt dry and papery.

“Get them to Bay One!” Claire ordered. “High flow O2. Albuterol. Now!”

As she lifted the boy onto the gurney, she saw it.

In the creases of his ears, in the fine hair at his temples.

The gray dust.

It was heavier on him. Thicker.

“Did you wash them?” Claire asked the mother, stripping the boy’s shirt off.

“I tried,” the mother cried. “I tried to wash it off their faces, but it… it stung them. The water made it sting!”

Claire froze.

Sulfur dioxide mixed with water creates sulfuric acid.

If this dust was acidic… washing it with water without neutralizing it first would cause a chemical burn.

“Stop!” Claire yelled at the resident who was reaching for a wet washcloth. “Don’t use water! Dry wipe only! Use mineral oil if we have it. Do not use water!”

The room stopped. Everyone looked at her.

“What?” Aris asked.

“It’s not dirt,” Claire said, her voice shaking slightly. “It’s chemical. Look at his skin. It’s erythema. It’s a burn.”

She looked at the boy’s chest. The skin was angry red where his sweat had mixed with the dust.

“Hazmat protocol,” Claire said. “We need to isolate. We need to shut down the HVAC intake.”

“Claire,” Helen said, stepping forward. “Hazmat? For two kids? You’re overreacting.”

“Look at them, Helen!” Claire gestured to the boys. “Does that look like the flu to you? Does that look like allergies?”

The six-year-old retched, spitting up clear, frothy mucus.

“Shut down the intake,” Claire repeated. “And call the Fire Department. We need an air quality sample. Now.”

Helen hesitated, then looked at the boys, really looked at them. She saw the burns. She saw the fear.

“I’ll call,” Helen said, reaching for the phone.

Claire turned back to the boy. She grabbed a dry towel and began gently, painstakingly, brushing the gray powder from his hair.

“It’s okay, baby,” she whispered, though she didn’t believe it. “We’re going to get it off.”

Outside, the wind picked up. It howled around the corners of the hospital, rattling the windows.

The gray dust swirled in the parking lot, lifting into the air, dancing in the streetlights. It was falling faster now. Not snow. Not yet. Just a fine, invisible rain of glass and acid, settling on the roofs, on the cars, on the sleeping fields of wheat and alfalfa.

The intake had begun. And Claire knew, with a certainty that settled in her bones like lead, that there weren’t enough beds. There would never be enough beds.
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The floor of the Jingyu Geothermal Control Center was made of polished white epoxy, designed to look clinical, precise, and expensive. It was the kind of floor that whispered of a clean, limitless future where energy was drawn from the earth without smoke or fire.

Right now, the floor was vibrating.

It wasn’t a shake,  not yet. It was a frequency, a buzz that traveled up through the soles of Zhao Ren’s safety boots and settled in his molars. It was the feeling of standing next to a massive turbine spinning slightly off-axis.

Zhao Ren sat at Console 4, his face bathed in the amber glow of the pressure schematics. He was thirty-two, a prodigy of rock mechanics from Tsinghua University, with the anxious, caffeine-wired energy of a man who lived his life in megapascals.

“Injector Three is rejecting flow,” Zhao said, his voice tight. He didn’t look up. He was watching a digital needle quiver against a red limit line.

“Cycle the valve,” said Director Han, standing behind him. Han was older, a party appointee who understood budgets better than basalt. “It’s just backpressure. The rock is tight.”

“I’ve cycled it twice,” Zhao snapped, dropping the honorifics. “The rock isn’t tight, Director. The rock is full.”

Zhao typed a command: RELEASE_VENT_B.

The system hesitated. A spinning loading icon mocked him.

ERROR: VALVE SEIZED.

“Damn it,” Zhao hissed.

He pulled up the localized tiltmeter array,  a ring of sensitive laser gyroscopes buried in boreholes around the main injection site, five kilometers uphill from their position.

Tiltmeters measure the angle of the ground. On a stable planet, they should be flat lines. If a truck drove by, you might see a micro-radian blip. If the moon passed overhead, you saw the tidal flex.

The graph on Zhao’s screen looked like a staircase.

Step. Step. Step.

The ground wasn’t just vibrating. It was inflating.

“Director,” Zhao said, pointing a trembling finger at the screen. “Look at the tilt. Twelve microradians in the last hour. The mountain is expanding.”

Han leaned in, squinting. “Sensor drift. It’s the heat affecting the fiber optics. We’re drilling at four hundred degrees, Ren. The instruments get cooked.”

“All twelve sensors drifting in perfect unison?” Zhao spun his chair around. “That’s not heat. That’s displacement. We are pumping water into a system that has no outlet. We were supposed to hit a fractured granite aquifer. We missed.”

“We did not miss,” Han said coldly. “The seismic survey was flawless.”

“Then why is the return temperature six hundred degrees?” Zhao countered. “Granite doesn’t get that hot at this depth. We didn’t hit the aquifer. We hit the contact aureole.”

The room went silent. The other engineers, six of them, stopped typing. They knew what that meant.

The contact aureole was the baked, brittle shell of rock surrounding a magma chamber. It was the final barrier. The eggshell.

“We are injecting cold water into the superheated roof of a magma body,” Zhao said, the words tasting like ash in his mouth. “Thermal shock. We’re shattering the roof.”

“Enough,” Han said. “You are tired. You are imagining scenarios to justify a delay. If we shut down now, the core temperature in the wellbore drops, the fluid turns to gel, and we lose a billion-yuan asset. Maintain pressure. Increase injection to clear the blockage.”

“If I increase pressure, I will hydraulicly fracture the seal!”

“Increase pressure, Engineer Zhao. That is an order.”

Zhao looked at Han. He saw the fear behind the Director’s eyes. Han knew. Deep down, he knew. But Han had a quota. He had a ribbon-cutting ceremony next month with the Vice Premier. He had a narrative to maintain.

Zhao turned back to the console.

The vibration in the floor pitched up. It wasn’t a buzz anymore. It was a whine. The coffee in the mug on his desk began to ripple, concentric circles radiating from the center.

“I won’t do it,” Zhao whispered.

He reached for the EMERGENCY SHUTDOWN toggle,  a plastic-guarded switch that would scram the pumps and vent the pressure to the surface flare stacks.

Han’s hand clamped over his wrist. “Do not.”

The building jumped.

It was a sharp, vertical jolt, like a giant hammer striking the foundation from below. A ceiling tile fell, shattering on the white epoxy. Dust rained down.

The alarms screamed. Not the polite chirps of a warning, but the blaring, two-tone klaxon of a critical failure.

WARNING: WELLHEAD INTEGRITY COMPROMISED.

WARNING: H2S DETECTED IN SECTOR 4.

WARNING: SEISMIC EVENT DETECTED. MAGNITUDE 5.1.

“Sector 4?” Han shouted over the noise. “That’s the surface manifold!”

Zhao ripped his arm free from Han’s grip. He didn’t look at the screens anymore. He looked at the window that viewed the valley floor. It was pitch black outside, but the emergency floodlights flickered on.

The view was a nightmare of engineering physics.

The main wellhead,  a massive assembly of steel valves and blowout preventers towering three stories high,  was moving. The concrete pad it sat on was buckled.

Steam was screaming out of the flange gaskets. It wasn’t the white, fluffy steam of a kettle. It was invisible, high-velocity superheated gas that shredded the air. Where it hit the steel gantry, the metal glowed cherry red.

“The casing is telescoping,” Zhao realized, horror numbing his hands. “The pressure is pushing the pipe out of the ground.”

“Stabilize it!” Han screamed. “Vent it!”

“I can’t vent it!” Zhao yelled back. “The valves are gone! Look!”

On the screen, the pressure reading for the main bore didn’t drop. It spiked.

PRESSURE: 120 MPa… 140 MPa… 180 MPa…

SIGNAL LOST.

The needle vanished.

Outside, the ground ripped open.

It wasn’t an explosion. It was an unzipping. A fissure, glowing with a dull, malevolent orange light, tore through the asphalt of the service road. A truck parked near the gate simply fell into the earth, swallowed by a throat of fire.

A column of black particulate shot up from the fissure,  not smoke, but pulverized rock. Ash.

“It’s not water anymore,” Zhao said, his voice hollow. “That’s magmatic gas. We breached.”

The control room pitched violently to the right. A bank of servers toppled over, sparks showering the room.

Zhao scrambled out of his chair, grabbing the edge of the console to stay upright. The noise was deafening now,  a roar like a thousand jet engines taking off inside a tunnel.

“Evacuate!” someone screamed.

Zhao looked at the readouts one last time. The data was garbage now, chaotic noise. But one sensor, a remote infrasound monitor ten kilometers away, was still transmitting.

It showed a low-frequency pulse. A heartbeat.

Thump… Thump… Thump…

It was the same signal Rowan Hale was watching in Wyoming.

The chamber was breathing.

Zhao grabbed his hard hat and his satchel. He didn’t run for the main exit. He knew the geography of the station. The main exit led toward the wellhead. Toward the heat.

He ran for the service tunnel that led to the old maintenance sheds on the ridge.

“Director!” Zhao yelled, looking back.

Han was standing frozen at the console, staring at the screens that were flashing red FATAL ERROR messages. He was still trying to type, still trying to command the earth to stop.

“Han! Run!”

Han didn’t move. A crack appeared in the reinforced glass of the observation window. A jet of sulfurous gas hissed through.

Zhao turned and ran.

He sprinted down the corridor, the fluorescent lights flickering and dying, leaving him in the strobing red of the emergency strobes. The air was getting hot. He could taste the sulfur,  rotten eggs and copper.

He burst out the back door into the freezing mountain air.

He scrambled up the rocky slope, away from the facility, his lungs burning. He didn’t stop until he reached the crest of the ridge, three hundred meters up.

He turned back.

The Jingyu Geothermal Station was gone.

In its place was a geyser of fire and rock. The wellhead had failed completely. A column of incandescent debris was fountaining a kilometer into the sky. The noise was a physical pressure against his chest.

But it wasn’t just the station.

Zhao looked further up the valley, toward the dark, looming silhouette of Changbaishan itself.

The mountain was glowing.

Not from the top, but from the base. Cracks were spiderwebbing across the flanks of the volcano, glowing red like veins in a fevered eye. The drilling hadn’t just caused a leak. It had destabilized the structural integrity of the entire edifice.

Snow was melting instantly, sending flash floods of boiling mud cascading down the ravines.

Zhao fell to his knees in the snow. He pulled his phone out. No signal. The cell towers were likely gone or overwhelmed.

He looked at the instruments on his wrist,  a smartwatch with a barometer.

Pressure dropping rapidly.

The atmosphere was being sucked in to feed the rising plume.

“We woke it up,” Zhao whispered to the darkness. “God forgive us, we woke it up.”

He watched as the ash cloud began to spread, blotting out the few stars that had managed to pierce the haze. It rolled down the valley like a black avalanche, swallowing the lights of the worker dormitories.

Zhao stood up. He couldn’t stay here. The pyroclastic density currents,  the hot gas avalanches,  would follow the valleys. He was on a ridge, which was safer, but not safe.

He needed to get to the rail line. He needed to find a way to warn the cities downwind. Jilin. Shenyang. Maybe even Beijing.

He turned his back on the fire and began to trek north, into the deep woods, as the ground beneath him continued to shudder with the waking breaths of a monster.
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Washington D.C. did not sleep; it merely fermented.

It was 11:30 PM, and the rain that had been threatening the capital all day finally broke, slicking the streets of Adams Morgan with a sheen of oily black water. The neon sign of The Last Page, a basement dive bar that smelled of mildew and secrets, buzzed with an erratic electrical tic.

Iris Kade sat in the back booth, the one farthest from the door, the one with the darkest shadows. She nursed a bourbon she didn’t want, her eyes scanning the room over the rim of the glass. She was thirty-six, with eyes that had seen too many redacted documents and a mouth that rested naturally in a line of skepticism. Her hair was pulled back in a severe, functional knot, kept out of the way of her work.

She was waiting for a ghost.

Or, more accurately, a Junior Assistant Deputy Undersecretary of Energy who had messaged her on an encrypted Signal channel using the handle Prometheus_Bound.

He was twenty minutes late.

Iris checked her watch,  a battered field piece she’d worn since her time reporting in Syria. She tapped her fingers on the scarred wood of the table. She didn’t like waiting. Waiting meant variables were changing. Waiting meant nerve failure.

The door at the top of the stairs opened. A gust of wet wind blew in, carrying the scent of ozone and exhaust.

A man walked in. He was young, soft around the middle, wearing a wet trench coat that looked too expensive for the bar and a look of sheer, vibrating terror that didn’t fit his face. He scanned the room, saw her, and flinched.

He walked over, sliding into the booth opposite her. He didn’t take off his coat. He kept his hands in his pockets.

“You’re Kade?” he whispered.

“I’m Kade,” Iris said, her voice low, a controlled contralto. “You’re wet.”

“I walked three blocks. Didn’t want the Uber dropping me out front.” He looked at the bartender, who was wiping a glass with a rag that was arguably dirtier than the glass. “Is this place safe?”

“Nobody here cares about energy policy, Arthur,” she said, using the name he’d given her, though they both knew it was fake. “They care about cheap drinks and forgetting their own names. What do you have?”

The man, ‘Arthur’, pulled a thick, manila envelope from inside his coat. He placed it on the table but kept his hand on it, pressing down as if the paper itself might try to escape.

“If this gets out,” he stammered, “I’m not just fired. I’m… erased. You understand? These are SAP documents. Special Access Programs.”

“I know how the classification system works,” Iris said, reaching for the envelope. “I also know that the Energy Department has been quietly liquidating strategic petroleum reserves for three months. Why?”

Arthur didn’t let go of the envelope. “It’s not about the oil. The oil is a distraction. A smoke screen to keep the market calm while they finished the real project.”

“What project?”

“Project Hephaestus,” Arthur said. “Joint venture. Off the books. Us and the Chinese.”

Iris paused. “The US and China aren’t doing joint energy ventures. We’re in a trade cold war.”

“That’s the theater,” Arthur hissed. “That’s for the voters. Behind the curtain? We’re both terrified. The grid models for 2030 show a 40% deficit. We need base-load power that isn’t coal and isn’t nuclear. We need a miracle.”

He slid the envelope across the table.

Iris opened the clasp. She pulled out a stack of documents. The top page was stamped TOP SECRET / NOFORN / ORCON.

She began to read.

It was a contract. A Memorandum of Understanding between a shell company based in Delaware,  Apex Geothermal Solutions,  and the Jilin Provincial Energy Bureau.

She flipped the page. Technical specs. Boring, dense engineering jargon. But her eyes caught the numbers.

Target Depth: 15.2 km.

Thermal Gradient Expected: 450°C.

Injection Pressure: 180 MPa.

“Fifteen kilometers?” Iris murmured. “That’s impossible. The deepest hole ever drilled was the Kola Superdeep, and that took twenty years to get to twelve.”

“They have new tech,” Arthur said. “Plasma-pulse drilling. It melts the rock instead of grinding it. Faster. But that’s not the story.”

Iris flipped further. She stopped at a page titled Risk Assessment Waiver: Addendum 4.

She read the paragraph. Then she read it again.

Acknowledged Risk: Proximity to Magmatic Lens. Geophysical surveys indicate a 15% probability of intersecting the brittle-ductile transition zone of the Changbaishan caldera. Simulation models suggest potential for induced seismicity up to Magnitude 6.0.

Mitigation Strategy: None. Speed of extraction prioritized. Risk deemed acceptable by Executive Committee.

“Acceptable,” Iris said, the word tasting like bile. “They knew they were drilling into a volcano?”

“They aren’t drilling into the volcano,” Arthur corrected nervously. “They’re drilling next to it. Into the heat halo. They wanted to use the volcano as a boiler. Infinite steam.”

“And the risk waiver?”

“That’s the smoking gun,” Arthur said. “Look at the signatories.”

Iris turned to the last page. There were three signatures.

One was a Chinese official she didn’t recognize,  Liu Wen.

One was the CEO of Apex Geothermal,  Victor Martinez.

And the third…

The third signature was American. Marcus Vance, Deputy Director of Energy Intelligence.

“Vance,” Iris said. “The guy who gives the press briefings about ‘energy independence’ and ‘safe transitions’.”

“He signed off on it,” Arthur said. “Six months ago. A geologist named Hale tried to red-flag it. He sent a report saying the crust there was too thin, that the magma chamber was ‘metastable.’ Vance fired him. Buried the report.”

Iris looked up from the papers. The neon light form the sign reflected in her eyes, turning them hard and cold. “So, let me get this straight. The US government, through a shell company, is funding an illegal, high-risk drilling operation on the Chinese border to secure a patent on supercritical geothermal energy. And they waived the safety protocols because they’re scared the lights are going to go out in five years?”

“Yes.”

“And if it goes wrong?”

Arthur laughed. It was a dry, cracking sound. “If it goes wrong? You know what Changbaishan is, right? It’s not just a mountain. It’s a monster. If they crack that lid… it’s not an oil spill, Kade. It’s a planetary event.”

Iris felt a chill that had nothing to do with the damp basement air. She looked at the date on the contract. Execution Phase Begins: January 15, 2026.

“That was last week,” she said.

“They turned the pumps on three days ago,” Arthur said. “That’s why I’m here. I have a buddy in SIGINT. He says the seismic chatter in that region just went off the charts. The Chinese have gone dark. No comms.”

Iris shoved the documents back into the envelope. She needed to scan these. She needed to get them to a secure server in Switzerland. She needed to write the story before Vance’s people scrubbed the internet.

“Why me?” she asked.

Arthur looked at his hands. “Because you’re the only one who didn’t buy the ‘clean coal’ lie last year. And because… because I have a kid. She’s three. I live in D.C. If that thing blows, the models say the ash cloud hits us in four days.”

He stood up. “I’m going to Mexico. Tonight. I suggest you do the same once you publish.”

He turned and walked out, leaving Iris with the envelope and the cold bourbon.

Iris didn’t move for a long minute. She sat there, feeling the weight of the paper. It wasn’t just a story. It was an indictment.

She pulled out her phone. She opened a secure browser and checked the global seismic monitor,  the public one.

It was slow to load.

When it finally rendered, the map of East Asia was a cluster of red dots.

Magnitude 5.1 - Jilin, China - 10 minutes ago.

Magnitude 4.8 - Jilin, China - 12 minutes ago.

Magnitude 5.3 - Jilin, China - 4 minutes ago.

“It’s already happening,” she whispered.

She threw a twenty-dollar bill on the table and grabbed the envelope. She needed to get to her apartment. She needed her laptop.

She climbed the stairs, pushing open the heavy steel door.

The rain had stopped. The street was quiet.

Too quiet.

A black sedan was parked across the street, engine idling. The windows were tinted dark enough to swallow the streetlight.

Iris didn’t walk toward her car. She turned right, heading down the sidewalk, keeping close to the buildings. She didn’t run. Running was an admission of guilt. She walked with purpose, like a woman late for a date.

The sedan pulled out. It moved slowly, matching her pace.

Iris’s heart hammered against her ribs. They knew. Or they suspected. Arthur had been followed. Or she had.

She turned the corner onto 18th Street, where the nightlife crowd was thicker. Safety in numbers. She merged into a group of college students, using them as a shield.

She ducked into a 24-hour bodega. The bell on the door jingled cheerfully.

She walked to the back, past the aisles of chips and soda, to the “Employees Only” door. She pushed it. It was locked.

She kicked it. Hard. Right at the latch.

The wood splintered. She shoved through into the alley behind the store.

She broke into a run now. The envelope was tucked under her arm like a football. She sprinted down the alley, splashing through puddles, her boots slipping on the wet asphalt.

She heard the bodega door crash open behind her.

“Hey! Stop!”

Not the clerk. The voice was deep, authoritative. The voice of a man who carried a badge and a gun.

Iris didn’t stop. She vaulted over a stack of pallets and hit the next street. She hailed a cab that was stopped at a red light, ripping the back door open before the driver could protest.

“Union Station!” she yelled, slamming the door. “Double the fare if you make the light!”

The driver, a weary Ethiopian man who had seen worse, floored it.

As the cab sped away, Iris looked out the back window. The black sedan whipped around the corner, but it was caught behind a delivery truck.

She slumped back in the seat. She opened the envelope
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