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He feels like going on an adventure.

So instead of heading south out of Las Vegas to catch Interstate 15 and then switching to Route 58 in Barstow to take himself home to Bakersfield, Jake Bread decides to take a detour.

He thinks he’d like to drive through Death Valley, see what there is to see, and take a little more time to savor his good fortune before returning to the grind of an extremely ordinary life.

He drives up Highway 95 to Amargosa Valley passing, but not seeing the Area 51 Alien Center, hoping to maybe catch a glimpse of a flying saucer, but with that not happening he dips south on Route 373, which inexplicably becomes the 127 when it crosses into California. And all this takes a good long time until he could get on Route 190, which would take him into Death Valley proper.

He had gone to Las Vegas late Friday, actually arriving early Saturday morning, slept a few hours in an extremely modest motel room, and then hit the casinos.

Luck was with him all day and deep into the night right when he couldn’t stay awake any longer and retreated to the motel room with twenty-eight thousand, four hundred and thirteen dollars.

He woke up at around two in the afternoon only because someone from the motel management pounded on the door to say he needed to check out right now. 

Smiling, in a happy-go-lucky manner, he decides right there to go on an adventure to Death Valley.

He drives and drives. Sometimes after dark, after he had passed Zabriskie Point on Highway 190 but had not yet reached Furnace Creek, he decides to pull over and stretch his legs.

So quiet out here. And so dark. Except for the sky, which is filled with about a billion stars.

Just him out here and all this space. There, in the distance, he sees a small, sparkly light.

That’s curious. What if he moseyed out there and took a look? 

He doesn’t worry about getting lost because the car is directly behind him and if he stays walking in a straight line, all he would have to do is turn 180 degrees around and come back. He worries a little about snakes and spiders, but the flashlight function on his communications device or commD should shoo them away.

But after five minutes of walking, the light does not appear to be getting any closer. He stops and wonders. Should he go on? Was it worth it?

Then he tells himself that this is just the kind of adventure he should be pursuing. That this is the whole point of the trip. So he marches ahead. Another five minutes, then another three minutes. Forty-five seconds more. He stops. On second thought, this little jaunt into the desert now feels pointless since the light didn’t seem to get any closer. But the light drifts to the right and he rotates himself to the right. It drifts to the left and he rotates himself again. The light disappears.

Okay, he will simply go back to the car. Enough of this wandering around. But with the rotations, he isn’t sure now exactly which way is back to the car. He certainly can’t see it from here. But if some other car was driving down the highway, he’d likely see it and this would allow him to find his way back.

Unfortunately, he doesn’t see any other cars.

He estimates how much he needs to rotate to get back to his original vector and begins walking.

After about fifteen minutes, he realizes he has miscalculated. Now what?

With the already weakening flashlight, he spots a flat rock and sits down on it to think. Legs a little tired.

That’s when he sees it.

A fat stick, about four inches in diameter and about two feet in length. Can see that it had been broken, so who knows how long it had been originally? He picks it up and examines the many carvings on the stick, not a one of which really means anything to him. But it glows a little. Fading in and out. He finds this odd, so he holds on to it as he stands up and starts walking again.

––––––––
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A DAY AND HALF LATER, Leroy Mitchum, a California Highway patrolman, drives up Route 190 at nearly supersonic speed, windows up tight, air conditioning at full blast, sunglasses squat snugly upon the bridge of his nose, when he notices the car parked just off the road up ahead.

He has to brake harder than he would have liked so as not to overshoot this vehicle, but with his excessive speed he couldn’t help it.

He doesn’t want to get out of his patrol car with all the heat, but there’s no way around it. When he looks into the car, it is empty. He turns to face the open land, the flat stretches unfurling out before him, the mountains jagged and distant. Which is when he sees the vultures circling in the sky.

Uh, oh

It takes almost three hours to bring an off-road vehicle out to this location, but then it hightails off across the plain.

They find Jake Bread, or what remains of him, lying face down on the sandy ground, decomposing rapidly in the heat, the insects carrying away what they could use, the one or two vultures that had actually landed and begun tearing away strips of flesh chased away.

And they find the stick he had been holding in his hand. Loaded with carvings. An aesthetic smorgasbord. The stick which set everything off.

The stick, which Leroy Mitchum later described as, “Just some Indian shit.”
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Scorching Death Valley.

Jane “Oz” Ozzimo stares at the strata of earth inches from her face. Sweat drips down her forehead, her nose, her torso and she isn’t even in the direct sunlight here.

She has a butter knife in one hand and an ice pick in the other. Delicate now with each movement, scraping away the soil to see what lies beneath.

Something is back in there. She can just feel it. Go slow.

This archeological site has been operating for over two months. Because of the Native American mound. The mound that doesn’t belong here. Native American mounds have never been seen outside of the Midwest. And so this one has attracted the attention of the archeological world.

Oz has been out here for two weeks this time. They all get rotated back to L.A. once in a while. Different schedules for different people. The undergraduates can only come for long weekends, the grad students longer, but she, as an employee of the UCLA Archeological Museum, can stay longer. Which she likes. The heat out here, not that much.

But she doesn’t like that there are so many of them. Not only from UCLA, but from another four more universities and the domineering Smithsonian in D.C. There must be a hundred and fifty of them. Not all at one time, but still plenty.

She doesn’t want to talk to any of them. Just let her do her work.

Of course, there are so many people since this mound is about ten feet high and five hundred feet long. A lot of ground to cover. Plus, no one believed this was a Native American mound for hundreds of years because it was two thousand miles out of place.

The mound itself is about a hundred feet away and she’s glad not to be digging there anymore. Too crowded and nothing new has been found for days. 

Over where she is now, they have found a small patch of fungi slightly below the ground surface. And while that in and of itself is not significant, it indicates there must be a water source nearby and that might help explain why the mound was situated here. So she digs. Careful. And careful to stay in the shade, as they all have been advised. Avoid direct sunlight as much as possible 

She works beneath canvas tarps, strung across poles, flapping in the slight breeze.

“I hear vultures got at him,” Sparky Bigelow says, swinging a pickaxe into some particularly hard soil. A technique Oz thinks is not appropriate for what they are doing.

He’s fifteen feet to her left, and he’s speaking to Joe Dawkins, who is ten feet to his left and he’s pawing the ground as if looking for a lost contact lens.

They are both graduate students in the UCLA archeology program.

“And the ants,” Joe says.

“That too.”

“Did you see that stick?”

The half stick dropped off by a member of the Sheriff’s department as they didn’t need it and figured since they had a whole slew of archeologists right nearby, they would be the ones most likely to be able to do something with it.

Oz saw the stick too. And that’s the thing her mind churns about. It had symbols on it, dozens if not hundreds, and some of them she recognized as being distinctly Minoans, which is crazy. She hasn’t said anything to anyone, but she needs to take a closer look and touch the artifact.

“Sure, I saw it,” Sparky says to Joe. “But it just looks like more of the same crap we’ve been finding in that mound. The guy must have found it there and just walked off with it.”

She puts the ice pick down for a second to wipe her sweaty hand on her cargo fishing pants. Pants light enough for hot weather but tough enough not to get shredded into rags in two weeks.

Sparky drops his pickaxe and ambles toward her. His stutter step, which Oz first took for arrogance but is really more like clumsiness, brings him closer and closer, and she hopes he will not speak to her.

“Hi Oz,” Sparky says as he plops his five-foot, five-inch, somewhat plump body down to the ground, being careful to keep all of it in the shade of the blue canvas stretched out overhead.

“What?” She briefly glances at him, then right back to the wall of earth in front of her, letting out a subdued, exasperated breath of annoyance with the hijacking of her concentration.

“This mound.” He jerks his thumb behind him in the hill’s direction. “It’s far from where it should be. Why?”

“That’s what we’re here to find out.” She sits back on her heels, gazing out over the site, watching the nearby dozen or so people digging, walking around, some in the sun, some not.

“Do you think there’s a portal in there somewhere?” An eagerness in his eyes.

“Drop it, okay? That was a long time ago.” Oz thoroughly tired of people asking her about the portal under the Signal building those many months ago. A portal that sealed up and disappeared.

“But I still don’t get what the hell was going on down there. I mean, I saw that video that was broadcast. That news bot or whatever and it looked like chaos down there, electricity, vapors, some weird kind of opening in that wall, that King Zee Whitehead guy, and then, poof, all gone.”

“Look Sparky, I’ve got to get some water.” She doesn’t really but it wouldn’t hurt, have to stay hydrated out here. Just need to get away. Doesn’t want to hash over all that crap from nine months ago. Then more recently, her failure on the island of Santorini when they found that door that she was sure would lead to the chamber where two or three thousand years ago the Minoans trained their young in the ways of the mind. But when she opened the door, there was nothing but a wall of sand behind it.

What’s important is that in her hunt for another portal or, getting back down underground to that original portal, she will find a way to open it up and go through, catching up with the Minoans, finding out exactly where they went, what kind of world is it that exists right on the other side of this one, finding out how much more there is to know, finding out that her existence in this reality is only a small part of something much larger. Well, maybe it is.

She looks at Sparky again. That thick, pointy beard must make his face hot. Sweat covers his forehead. His hair in front sticking almost straight up as if to say let me out of here.

“Yeah, but—“ he starts, but she just stands up and walks out of the pit and then up along the edge, the hard crust of sand and soil and stones crunching under her feet.

Disembodied words float from around the back of the Smithsonian RV. Words like “wasting our time” and “what did he say to you” and “can’t wait until we can rotate back to L.A.” all of which stopped immediately when Oz came into view and she saw Sela O’Toole, the twenty-two-year-old daughter of Dr. Richard O’Toole, the leader of this whole project, straight from the Smithsonian Institute in Washington D.C. who spends most of his time in his air-conditioned RV. And right behind the ring of RVs are the tents. One of which she sleeps in. Or tries to. Mostly she just sweats.

Standing right next to Sela is Khristina Lebourgeois, an odd student at UCLA, twenty-five, whose arms, chest, neck, and probably other parts of her body are jammed with tattoos. Black ink on white skin, no color, with lots of symbols.

Oz nods as she walks past.

They don’t nod back, although Khristina gives a tiny, smirking smile. The kind of smirking smile that Oz has seen a thousand times. But one she is never bothered by anymore.

Maybe fifty feet in back of them is Sela’s 13-year-old cousin, Tate, who is always pretty much lurking in the background absorbed in his own little world. He probably should be in school, but he’s odd in a way that school would not benefit.

A cooler full of water bottles squats right up next to the UCLA RV’s rear wheel strategically planted in the shade. Just as she’s pulling one of those bottles out, the RV door swings open and out steps Dr. Ronald Potts, the leader of the UCLA contingent here. Must chafe him a little, Oz thinks, to have to work under the direction of the Smithsonian. He likes to be in charge.

Adjusting his small round glasses, he steps down, his bushy sideburns, with a slight streak of gray, blends in pretty well with the sallow color of his skin. He makes a point of staying in the shade as much as humanly possible.

“Ah, Ms. Ozzimo, how are things going?”

This is his habit, calling everyone Mr. or Ms. followed by their last name as if every encounter was some kind of formal event or maybe he was trying to keep a distance as in he’s at the top and everyone else is at the bottom and they need to know that.

“Slow,” she says while drinking the water.

“Yes, we’re not finding all that much anymore, just more of the same Native American artifacts.”

Oz checked herself from speaking. She well knows his bias toward any artifact as a Native American one, no matter what its true source. Before he came to UCLA, he taught at a college in Missouri that regularly scoured the land next to the Mississippi River, and that’s about all there was to find. Here, at this site, while most artifacts could be considered Native American, the rest—the remaining few—are of unknown origin.

“We might have to pull out,” Dr. Potts says. “I think budget cuts are coming.”

“What about the others?”

“They’re likely to pull out too. I mean, just look at all these artifacts. It will keep archeology departments busy for years.” He sweeps his arm out in front of him toward the three wooden boxes holding only a fraction of what has been picked up or dug out of the ground.

“Still might be plenty left to find.” She’d much rather be out here than back in the museum office shuffling papers.

“You’re due to rotate back to L.A. soon, aren’t you?”

“Yeah. Soon.” 

All the teams here send a few of its members at a time back to the city to rest and recuperate from this harsh climate in Death Valley. They don’t get to stay long, however.

“I need to take a look around,” Dr. Potts says, stepping away, but instead of heading out into the field, he walks straight over to the University of Southern California RV and lets himself in. The air conditioning in that RV is more powerful.

Even though she graduated from USC, there is no one here at the dig that she knows. And luckily Dr. Eisenfield, that pompous, self-aggrandizing professor who almost blocked her from graduating, did not come on this expedition.

She takes a few steps and stares down into the wooden boxes holding some items found here. There is indeed what appears to be a Native American artifact. A pipe. Although it’s not like any Native American pipe she’s ever seen but, then pipes are not her specialty and there is a large variety. A bone-bead necklace, a dream catcher and a young girl’s belt, hanging from are the remnants of feathers, thin colored stones or minerals, and Oz imagined what it might have been like for this young girl here in Death Valley probably hundreds of years ago.

But she stops herself from touching the belt. Don’t want her ability to inhabit that old world to kick in. Not what she wants right now.

As she walks back toward the pit, she stops in the thin shade of a seven-foot creosote bush, slides out her communication device, commonly known as a commD, and connects to Nickell, her partner back at the Topanga house.

She sets it for full 3D holographic imagery so that when he answers, his head will project out into space and they can talk almost as if they are both right here together.

“How’s it going?” she says.

“When are you coming home?”

“Should be rotating back in a few days. Not much going on here. How about on your end?”

“Then I guess you haven’t heard. The Timbisha Shoshone tribe has filed suit to stop your archeological project, saying something to the effect that you’re desecrating sacred Native American land.”

“Really. There’s no evidence that they had anything to do with this.”

“It’s the way of the world,” Nickell says, resignation in his voice. “What are you finding out there?”

“Oh, not . . . you know, this whole thing shouldn’t be here. Native Americans didn’t build mounds out West.”

“But there must be a reason.”

“That’s what I’m looking for. I guess that’s what we’re all looking for.”

“Sounds like a life philosophy.”

As Oz speculates about that, her eyes point down to the ground and a thick ribbon of Harvester ants stream toward and away from the center of the creosote bush. She perceives their sense of purpose and it’s obvious their high degree of organization. What are they after?

“How’s Circuit?” Oz says. Circuit being the dog she rescued—well, stole really, from the kennel she used to work in—and who saved her life in that underground warren of tunnels beneath the Signal building where she encountered the portal. They’ve been inseparable since, but she just wasn’t allowed to bring a dog out here to Death Valley. Besides, with this heat, it wouldn’t be good for any dog.

“Ah . . .” 

And Oz hears the hesitation in his voice.

“Ah, what?”

“Haven’t seen her for a while.”

“What does that mean?”

“She’s probably just hanging out in the woods.”

“You’re saying she’s missing?”

“Well, like I say, I haven’t seen her. I’ve been away pretty much working.”

A little bloom of anger, laced with some panic, erupts in her head. “Have you looked for her? Any sign of her?”

“I haven’t gone out exploring in the woods, if that’s what you mean.”

“So you’ve done nothing.”

“Hey, she can take care of herself. She’ll be fine,” Nickell says.

Her eyes still pointed down at the line of ants, a Tarantula approaches. It’s also heading toward the base of the creosote bush and it seems to be oblivious to the river of Harvester ants. Oblivious until it stops because it is now surrounded. The alarm has begun. A disruption in the lines of ants is visible. The counterattack has begun.

The spider’s eight legs rise and fall, going nowhere for a moment, then the body moves backward, ants all over it.

Something disconnects in her brain. It might be expectation versus a reality check—a betrayal.

“Why aren’t you taking care of her?” Oz’s voice intense, projected directly at the 3D holographic head of Nickell hanging out in space right in front of her.

His face contorts in a confused sort of way, like he has no idea where all this is coming from. “I can’t be at the house twenty-four seven. I have a job. I’m working.”

For some reason, the tarantula pivots, still moving backward, but now deeper under the creosote bush, which by the looks of things, will bring it into deeper contact with even more ants. 

Oz stoops, trying to see, kind of wondering how she can be both angry and curious at the same time.

“Look, I gotta go.” And she shuts off the commD, Nickell’s 3D head evaporating. Now she’s got Circuit to worry about. What was he thinking? Can’t get caught up in this. Shifts her attention. What is that back there? Something white.

The tarantula stomps around trying to shake off the ants climbing on it and finally scurries around to the other side of the bush, which allows Oz to move in a little closer, keeping her feet away from the trail of Harvester ants.

She pushes back some branches and angles her head so that her eyes are almost straight down. Looks like a white dome, not perfectly circular, but close. 

Pulling the butter knife out of her pocket, she reaches down, careful to keep her feet away from the ants, and scrapes away the soil around the white dome, gradually making more and more of it visible. She can’t quite believe what she’s seeing, so doesn’t have the words. But then they come.

It’s a human skull.
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It was Dr. Potts who finally got through to the park service and told them about the skull and asked them what to do, Dr. Potts thinking that some sort of federal crime scene squad would be dispatched, not expecting instead to be directed to contact local authorities. And since Death Valley was inside Inyo County, the second largest county in California when you measure by land area, but inhabited by only fifteen thousand people, even that declining year after year, he had to call into the county seat, in the dinky town of Independence, which had a population of about six hundred, so the official coroner or medical examiner was one doctor—the only doctor—who did the official duties for the county as a part-time side gig.

It took him hours to drive to the archeological dig and Dr. Potts had to send someone in a four-wheel vehicle out to the highway to flag down the county official, let him park his car by the side of the road and then drive him up the long, bumpy trail inland to the site.

While they wait, Oz walks a little way out into the area surrounding the site, away from the jangle of personalities, among the shadows cast by the setting sun. Where is Circuit right now? Out in the woods somewhere? Maybe in trouble? And yes, she understands Nickell works and that journalists are on call twenty-four hours a day, but he could at least check in with Circuit every once in a while. She needs to find out and needs to find out soon. 

When the coroner arrives and pops out of the vehicle, he circles the creosote bush a couple of times, stands in five different positions and says, “That looks like a skull all right.”

He points at them with a slightly crooked finger, suggests that with all these skilled archeologists here, they might as well go ahead and uncover the complete skull, which is what they do for a few minutes until they discover that it’s not just a skull.

The coroner tells Dr. Potts and anyone else who will listen that he’s not about to get down on his hands and knees and spend all night digging out some skeleton that has probably been there for decades, if not longer, so this is really more of an archeological find rather than some recent homicide that he needs to get all worked up about and so who better to dig than those who are trained to do so.

But he does volunteer to stay and observe, just in case.

Oz shakes her head. Is he staying out of professional curiosity or only hanging around so that he can bill the county for his hours?

As evening approaches, the crew sets up two light stands and illuminates the area with a bank of bright lights.

Oz walks down the rise to where she’s been digging for the last few days. Close to the skull.

And they’re about to shovel around the base of the creosote bush when Oz says, “It might be better to go in from the side, over here where I’ve been working.”

Dr. Potts walks over, looks down the rise and says, “Yeah, we can avoid all those roots. Okay, start over here.”

So they move the lights to the new location and all of them take turns using shovels and axes. Oz winces as they plow through the impacted soil that she was previously going into a fraction of an inch at a time. But really, she wasn’t finding much of anything anyway and what’s being revealed now, with this digging, will save her a whole lot of time she would have otherwise spent without results.

Clods of earth spill out. The indentation into the rise deepens. Some of the creosote bush’s roots have spread out this far, holding the soil.

The fading day turns into night, the edges of the desert becoming inky pools of darkness.

Now Oz drives a shovel into the ground. Next to her, in the center, Sparky swings the ax, sweating like a leaky fire hydrant, Khristina on the other side of him also with a shovel.

But Oz perceives Khristina to be a little reluctant. Like not putting in all that much effort. Could just be tired. All of them are tired.

As those dirt clods keep spilling out and little by little, they reveal more of the skeleton. Now the trained archeologists have to go back to using more delicate tools, the ice picks, the butter knives, scraping away all the soil to free the intact bones of this long-dead person.

Finally, Oz and Sparky and Joe carefully lift the skeleton away from its earthen prison.

The coroner steps down into the pit and spends a few minutes examining the remains.

“This fellow has been here quite a while,” he says. “Help me with this.”

And a couple of them lift it out of the pit and they carry it away. The coroner and Dr. Potts walk on ahead.

The rest of them collect their tools, but when Sparky lifts the pickaxe, it swings wide and hits the earthen walls, but instead of a thud there is more of a bang. A metal-on-metal bang. They all stop. They all look at each other as if asking what should be done next?

Oz nudges Sparky out of the way and begins using the shovel blade to scrape away more earth. Definitely metal and not just a fragment. The more she scrapes, the more metal becomes visible. It’s a wall. But not a solid wall, more like a portable one, as this metal is thin and flexible.

In another fifteen minutes, they have found one edge of this metal wall and when they pull back on it, they uncover an opening and beyond that a small chamber.

Oz steps into the opening and stretches out her arms to check the space. Not that large. Was this a natural cavity in the ground or was it intentionally dug out? How did anyone get in here? There must have been some kind of entrance, which is not obvious now. 

Sparky and Khristina follow her into the small space, Sparky still holding the ax as if danger is imminent. With Sela standing at the mouth of the opening holding a large bright flashlight, they stand back-to-back, looking all around. The thin, flexible metal sheeting that forms a wall surrounds them, gleaming in the light.

But there, on the back wall, engraved into the thin, metal sheeting, is a labyrinth. Roughly four feet across.

A shock of recognition streaks through her. Minoans. Nothing says Minoan more than a labyrinth. What the hell was going on out here?

Sparky stubs his toe on something sticking about two inches above the floor of this space.

Whatever it is, it’s covered by the same soil that the entire floor consists of. This part is just a little higher but is maybe fourteen inches wide and twelve inches long.

Sparky drops to his knees and starts working a small trowel around the edge.

“You probably ought to wait until Dr. Potts gets here,” Sela says, glancing over at Khristina, who looks as though she doesn’t know whether she wants to step back or step forward.

Oz, letting her curiosity get the better of her, drops to her knees as well, pulls out her butter knife and starts digging around the other edge, the dry, crumbly earth slicing away.

Doing this feels impulsive, and she’s not always comfortable with that. Her impulsiveness in the past has plunged her into trouble.

A few minutes later, they’ve revealed all the edges, and it’s not clear what it’s made of. Could be metal, or some hard plastic, or some kind of resin. But it definitely feels like a lid. Like there is something underneath that this lid has sealed in.

Soil covers the plate, obscuring a large symbol that Oz can’t quite make out.

“Let’s lift it,” Sparky says.

He and Oz grip the opposite edges and pull, but the ten-inch by ten-inch lid does not budge.

Whoever put this here has gone to great lengths to keep it out of anyone else’s hands, so maybe they should slow down.

Sparky looks up at Khristina and Sela. “You two could help.”

Khristina backs up a step.

Outside the opening, two of the other archeologists are peering in. Joe—who has told others to call him Joseph, but no one does that—says, “Dr. Potts is on his way.”

Oz, her knees still on the dirt floor, still touching the edge of this lid-like thing, sees an image in her mind. It’s faint and dark and indistinct. She can feel it more than see it. It’s vast, but she doesn’t know what it is. It’s not like when she would touch an ancient artifact and have some kind of communication with those who made and used the artifact. Not like that at all. But she can’t pin it down.

“Okay, great,” Sparky says, “but we can still get this thing uncovered and then he can see it too.”

“I kind of want to see,” Sela says, squatting down on one side of the rectangle.

“Not a good idea,” Khristina says, taking another step back.

Oz sees no fear in Khristina’s eyes, which she might expect considering Khristina’s actions here. No, it’s more like a form of fatalism, as if she hears the train coming but has no way to get off the tracks.

Joe pushes past Khristina and gets down on the ground opposite Sela and now the four of them are in place.

“Come on,” Sparky says, “let’s give it another try.”

Oz still touches the edge but glances up at Khristina, who shakes her head.

Sparky calls out, “One, two, three, pull.”

The lid lifts with a tremendous whoosh of air as if whatever lies underneath was in a vacuum and a cloud of pearl white gas explodes into the small chamber as if it had been trapped for eons and now finally could release.

Joe falls straight back. Sparky leans forward, covering his face with his hands and begins coughing violently. Sela keels over sideways.

Oz sits there in the swirl of chaos and touches a moment of absolute stillness. Stillness in the air. Stillness in the room. Stillness in her mind. A moment of perfect clarity.

But only a moment.

Then comes the roar.
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As Jamsheed Hoxha drives the little tanker truck onto the proposed future landfill site, he senses he’s stepping into a completely separate realm. Behind him radiates the well-lit downtown of Los Angeles, but here is only darkness.

The vehicle is really no more than a pickup truck with a fat tank strapped on. His assignment is to take the waste chemicals from Vandergarth Pharmaceuticals and dump them here. Since this is his second visit, he pretty much thinks he knows his way around. 

As he drives up the narrow dirt road—that winds through what used to be people’s backyards—all he can see in the peripheral glare of the headlights are the ruined houses from which everyone had been evicted to make room for this new landfill. All abandonment. Almost spooky. Yet he pops open another beer that he has pulled out of the cooler planted on the front seat right next to him.

Even when people lived here, the neighborhood was already in ruins. So what if they got kicked out?

And what it now has become isn’t so bad, no matter what all of those other pussy drivers—who have delivered these waste chemicals here before him—getting all worried about this dump, some saying that they saw ghosts or human shapes floating around and that large animals inhabit the old houses and who don’t behave the way animals normally do. What a crock. 

Now these lame drivers don’t want to come here anymore. Boo-hoo. Fine with him. Let the extra pay come his way. The more of them drop out, the more he gets to do this. Of course, driving out here at two in the morning is a little annoying, but that’s what he was told to do. Raises fewer questions if no one sees him and knows what he’s doing.

Another big sip of beer. Nice and cold. Just another of the fringe benefits, because coming out here this time of night means his bosses don’t know what he’s up to either. They’re all at home sleeping in their comfy beds.

He finally arrives exactly where he was told to go, same as last time, at the other end of this enormous site, at the opposite end of where the digging for the new landfill has already begun.

The cesspool he dumped into last time has grown larger. Maybe doubled in size. God, that water is putrid. Practically bubbling it’s so polluted. 

But what he notices most is the stillness here, as if the air has just given up and gone home. He’s kind of glad it’s so dark. Must be a miserable place to look at in broad daylight.

He might as well get to it.

At the back of the truck, he unhooks the hose—with its three-inch diameter nozzle—from the tank and releases the lever, which begins pumping the flow of the chemicals from out of the tank and into the cesspool.

He’s supposed to wear a mask and goggles as he does this, but he can’t be bothered. As long as he aims it the right way, there’s no problem. Who the hell is going to be checking up on him anyway?

He’s not out here at two in the morning so that he can obey all the rules and regulations. He knows that pumping this shit out is illegal. Shouldn’t be doing it. But one of his bosses, could even be Vandergarth herself, must have some in with the authorities. Bet they turn their heads away for the right price.

He smiles to himself. Thinks this is part of his world. Well, anyway, it’s no skin off his nose. He’s just doing a job. But he wonders sometimes what’s in this shit he’s spewing out of this hose. Must be some kind of toxic to be having all this secrecy. 

All for what? So a few people can get very, very rich someday. Taking these hundreds of acres and making a trash mountain, then covering it over nice and tidy and then building houses and condos and whatnot all with a grand view of the city and selling them all for a ton of money. The so-called Yaanga Project. Oh yes, Ms. Vandergarth and all those other investors are going to make a killing.

But, of course, they have to expect a few hiccups along the way. Like now, with the delays. They’ve been working the ground for months—all this regulation shit about preparing things the right way for a landfill—and the digging so far has brought up a lot of water. Water no one saw coming. Slowed things down.

But he doesn’t give a damn, does he? He’ll never live here. He’s doing fine out in the Valley. Course it’s hot as hell out there, but that’s what air conditioning is for. And with this extra money, maybe he can afford to pay for it. Ha-ha.

He chuckles at his joke.

He thinks about getting another beer out of the cooler, but the chemical stink is strong tonight and the gurgling coming out of the cesspool is not exactly music to his ears. Must really be foul in there, so a beer right now is not all that appealing. He takes a quick step back just in case any of that gunk wants to splash up on him.

But another smell works its way into his stubby, fat nose. Kind of like wet fur, like after you wash a dog that has been rolling around in filth for a few years. And while he tries not to breathe that in, he hears a howling. Not close, but somewhere out there. 

With this former neighborhood being abandoned for so long, coyotes could have moved in. But they’re nothing to worry about. He’s been told they’re more afraid of people than people are of them. At least, that’s what he’s heard. Not that he has ever been up close with a wild coyote. Seen ‘em a couple of times scouting around his neighborhood in the dead of night, but nothing more than that.

What would they even find to eat out here? Could be rabbits. Squirrels maybe. Lost cats.

He’s thinking now that he’d like to get this over and go on home, but it looks like he’s got about half a tank to go.

He hears something. Twitches his head to the left. What was that? Sounds like whispering. Not clear words or anything, but kinda like human whispering. Man, he’s out of it. He needs more sleep.

He listens real hard, but the harder he listens, the more elusive the whispering seems. Must be imagining it. He shakes his head, half to clear, half to dismiss these crazy thoughts.

A breeze comes up, a gentle reminder remains that air still exists in this world. And behind that, a dim fog blows in. Almost a mist, nothing much.

He watches it as he continues to hold the hose and pump more of the chemicals into the cesspool. It lazily swirls around, almost hypnotic.

The faint fog settles on the other side of the cesspool, about twenty-five or thirty feet away. Becomes thicker but not too dense. It forms and reforms. As he watches, the outlines of a face appear in this fog. It has eyes and they look right at him. The thing smiles. Not a happy smile, but more like an I’m-going-to-eat-you smile.

Jamsheed feels a cold spike in his spine. He stares harder. It couldn’t be. But now the face breaks apart. Thank god.

His stomach squeezes tight. This isn’t going well. And this emptying of the tank isn’t going fast enough.

The howling has stopped. Not a good stop but an ominous one, as if whatever did the howling was done with all that and now was getting to its real purpose.

He hesitates, laying out his options. Need to get out of here. He’d catch hell though if he brought the tanker back to the shop with chemicals still in it. Hurry, hurry, hurry. He wished the chemicals out quicker. Almost done.

His body shakes as if he is cold, but he is not cold. This icy fear grabs hold of his mind and he feels the panic rising up his throat.

Something more than a little wrong here.

Finally, the chemicals are out. He quickly turns and reattaches the hose to the tanker.

He hears it before he sees it. The snarling vicious sounds of a mad coyote real close.

He snaps his head back around and there it is. Just ten feet away. A large, red-eyed coyote twisted into a state of high fury, tense, ready to spring.

A paralyzing panic clutches his entire body. He wants to step back, but he is already flat against the rear of the tanker.

The coyote, low to the ground, takes three quick steps forward, then stops, no more snarling or growling, only a concentrated and purposeful silence.

It’s going to kill me, Jamsheed tells himself. He tries to move around the back of the tanker and head for the driver’s side door, but this is when the coyote leaps.

He can barely turn his head in time, but the coyote’s jaws clamp around the side of his neck and drag him down to the ground, causing his right arm to fling out over his head, with his hand and wrist splashing into the cesspool.

Writhing and heaving, he twists this way and that, but the coyote is on him and not letting go. And just when things are about to go dark, the weight comes off, the jaws gone, the air still, no sounds.

Jamsheed opens his eyes. Nothing there. How can this be?

Then he feels it. His fingers and wrist burn. Burn like the surface of the sun.

He screams.
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Nephele Vandergarth marches down the stairs, steamed to high heaven. Stairs instead of the elevator because she can’t be cooped up and standing still right now. Way too angry. And it’s not just the massive screw-up from last night with one of their drivers—the idiot got caught dumping toxic chemicals onto the new landfill site. Sure, that’s stupid all on its own, but why are all these other idiots getting upset? It’s a fucking landfill after all.

But no, that’s not really why she’s so pissed off today. An anger that only builds as she works up a torrent of invectives while descending to the labs to ream out her dismal, slow-moving, results-absent, dawdling scientists, in order to light a fire under their lazy asses. 

As president and owner of Vandergarth Pharmaceuticals, this is exactly what the hell she’s supposed to be doing. A position she inherited from her father fourteen years ago when he disappeared or died or who knows what, leaving her in charge, not her younger brother—that hedonistic parasite.

A few of her brilliant scientists have supposedly been working on a drug that will extend life, with the intent of creating a solution that will defeat death altogether. 

But she hates getting older. Just turned fifty-nine. Took another look in the mirror and saw yet another wrinkle. And her fingers hurt again. Is this arthritis?

The drugs administered by her so-called scientists have not provided her with youth or vitality. No life extension, only some mysterious blood disorder that makes her tired, gives her headaches, and causes joint pain. 

Fucking wonderful.

So she pushes them even harder.

No time to wait. Things are not happening fast enough. The scientist’s failures have to stop. No more wrinkles. No more aging. They must perform.

She flings open the door to the subterranean lab where Dr. Bud Breeden and his two assistants stand, studiously postured like actual real scientists near a microscope of enormous proportions that—Nephele thinks—must have cost her a small fortune.

Of course, most of the scientists in the building work on other projects—mainly the promising Dream It drug or the already available Divine Elixir, which most everyone calls Jump Juice—but Dr. Breeden and his two assistants are the ones supposed to be helping her with this specific thing.

She stands right inside the door, arms folded, and glares at Dr. Breeden. She doesn’t want to open her mouth and blast him just yet. He’s been a part of Vandergarth Pharmaceuticals for a long time. Worked closely with her father. Knows way too much about the company. 

She inherited him, too. Like some fringe uncle hanging around in the background until he wasn’t. Now a seamless part of the company.

She should have let him go after her father disappeared. But through inertia and nostalgia and his mostly useful scientific skills, that did not happen. 

Plus, he’s no spring chicken himself, so whatever success they have with the development of this technology will benefit him too.

But he needs to speed this up.

His two assistants—dumb and dumber—nervously flinch at her entrance. With lips sealed straight across and knees locked as though they need to prop themselves up, Nephele perceives they don’t know what to do.

“How’s progress, Dr. Breeden?”

His jaws flicker as if trying out different formations of words before actually saying anything out loud, as though calculating how best to answer her based on the tone of her voice and the look on her face.

“Nephele, we’ve been over this. This takes time. We have, as you know, made incremental gains, but if you’re thinking that we are going to discover some silver bullet then—”

“No, what I’m thinking is that you’ve gone down some narrow path which has blinded you to anything else and so you will wander in the wilderness for the rest of my life.”

Dr. Breeden flutters his hands up a bit in a gesture of both frustration and surrender.

“If you have some other . . .” He stops in mid-thought, aware that he’s not making any traction. “What do you suggest?”

Luckily for her—although she didn’t think so at the time—her father made her take more than a few chemistry classes at university, and she has some grasp of the molecular universe.

“Let’s think a wee bit outside the box, shall we? Have you looked at other substances, substances provided to us by nature? For instance, mushrooms. Maybe Lingzhi mushrooms?” 

Although she’s not going to mention it to him—because he’s such a rationalist dork—she knows that at least going back two thousand years alchemist magicians in China searched for this mushroom as it was thought to confer immortality. Now it’s sold online as a common blood regulator. But there has to be more to it—and a great many other substances—than that.
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