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Lips pressed tight together, jaws clamped shut, eyes unfocused, Nephele Vandergarth sits rigid on the thinly padded couch in an uncluttered room next to the lab here at Vandergarth Pharmaceuticals where Dr. Breeden and two assistants are preparing her injection.

Her hands hurt, the cluster headache more than hurts, and she’s so tired she could cry. But she would never do that.

Almost sixty years old. Too old for her liking. Especially with her self-induced, screwed up, red blood cell medical condition. She won’t leave her youth behind, shrink into her decrepitude and then die. No. But there is a way out. She knows it. 

All of those strange rooms in the cavernous underground, which no one had any idea about. A complete surprise. The city starts digging the new landfill as the preliminary step in the lucrative Yaanga project, and what do they discover? This amazing archeological treasure, which, of course, the city—in their shortsighted idiocy—wants to stop and move on. 

Not if she can help it. Even if it would be in her financial interest to both move the project ahead and to accelerate it as much as possible since she is one of the primary investors. But it might be a good thing the city is so oblivious and they don’t realize what they have down there. They just need to stay out of her way.

And she knows the underground is Minoan in origin. Her archeological background clearly indicates it. Don’t understand why they came here, but that doesn’t matter, does it? It’s the portal the archeologists discovered that is important.

She’s aware the Minoans crossed through a separate portal to another world. And if they could do that, they possess an extremely advanced technology. She believes the technology for eternal life and restorative youth lies on the other side. 

And she figures Jane Ozzimo knows how to open it. After all, she opened the one underneath the old Signal building, which now is sealed up and unavailable, but a portal nonetheless.

So Ozzimo better stop lying about not knowing how to do it and just do it, or her friend will suffer beyond imagination.

Yes, poor little Midori, who sits ten feet away on a blue chair stuck in the corner, possessed by Nephele’s pet demon, Enki, who came out of the ancient blue-eyed Sumerian clay head. The Sumerian head found by her father in the cave on Crete such a long time ago. The sniveling, demanding demon, whose existence proves immortality exists except, unfortunately, without a body. Doesn’t work for her.

That’s why she’s so intent on her quest. The technology to solve the problem, she believes, is just on the other side of the portal. A technology she can almost taste.

Her magical staff lays across her legs. It mystifies her. She can do a few things with it, but not a lot else. She guesses it can do a whole lot more. All the symbols running up and down its length are without doubt the keys to making it work, but which symbols in which order? That’s the question. Her father didn’t leave behind a manual.

So far, she’s been able to wipe someone’s memory, disabled another, and been able to drain the life energy from a person which—for a short time—made her feel tremendous. But the price she pays with an equal and opposite crash of energy leaves her wasted for days. So much so she no longer wants to do this special trick. Where does this leave her?

It would be great if she could cast some sort of spell on herself that would give her energy or stop the pain or grant her eternal life. But if this staff is able to do any of those things, she doesn’t have a clue how.

She can barely grip the damned thing. Her finger joints scream, and she cannot bend or extend them without severe penalty. She wants to put her head in her hands because the headache is driving her crazy, but she doesn’t dare move.

The pain is practically the only thing keeping her awake. She’s so tired. But sleep doesn’t help much. Whatever went wrong with her red blood cells has kept going wrong and won’t let go. Bad drugs. Drugs, she once thought, might be the fountain of youth but now it looks as though it is just the opposite.

And now she waits for Dr. Breeden to give her more. To fix the first bad drug with some other bad drug, which she can only grit her teeth and hope it helps.

What’s really going to help is getting on the other side of the portal.

The door opens and Juanita Gonzalez enters. The lab assistant who has nursing experience, so she will do the injecting.

Must be in her fifties. Late fifties. Like her. 

Sagging skin. Wrinkles. Dark splotches on her hands. An aura of tiredness clamps onto her. Just more old age. Another reminder for Nephele, as if she needs one.

A fluorescent bulb in the ceiling array flickers.

God, all Nephele wants is a touch, a brush across the lips, a little romance. To sit in a huge bath of warm water, surrounded by candles, with a man to hold. Is that asking too much? 

It helps to indulge herself in these thoughts. It causes the pain to become slightly more distant. A sensation she can keep at bay. If only she could have her youth back.

The adjoining room door opens. Dr. Breeden and the other assistant sweeps in stiff and purposeful, Dr. Breeden handing Juanita the syringe because, even though Breeden is a medical doctor, his clinical skills lack the finesse of a more practiced physician, so the experienced Juanita is tasked with the deed.

Risk and doom. Doom and risk. This is how Nephele sees it. The new concoction that Breeden has cooked up does not generate hope. It’s part the Divine Elixir, which everyone calls Jump Juice, plus experimental variants of other drugs, whose original versions had failed, in their endless search to treat Nephele’s condition which was caused in the first place by a drug she had hoped would—at least to some degree—extend her life and bring back her youth. 

And now she gets to try something new. Something untested. She gets to be the guinea pig once again. But what choice does she have?

Juanita bends over her, swabbing Nephele’s arm with alcohol. Her face only inches away. Can smell roses on her. A dreamy fragrance that bespeaks of better times. Of a garden. Of beauty.

Dr. Breeden and the other assistant step away. The assistant’s face contorts in a way that spells trouble, but old Doc Breeden stays stone-faced as usual. She knows quite well he does not recommend this drug cocktail. But there is no going back. She must meet her fate. 

The needle slides into her arm.

The chemical energy explodes inside her like an electric bolt. Ragged and violent, she comes alive in a twisted, deviant way, and she can already tell this state of being will not do what she needs it to do.

Her hands lay across her legs, fingers trembling like some old and decrepit woman. No, no, no. 

She must open the portal and discover what is on the other side. She must be free of this disease. This disease called old age and mortality.

Jane Ozzimo will learn it is in her best interest to cooperate. Her stupid friend, Midori, is being ravaged, minute by minute, by Enki, her own private demon she accidentally inherited from her father. Which turns out to be another mystery. The more she finds out about her beloved father, the more she realizes how little she really knew him.

But none of that matters right this instant. She feels the pain, the future, the technology, the promise of eternal life. That’s what matters. And she won’t be denied.

“Goddammit,” Nephele says through gritted teeth, “This is all wrong.”

“But your energy has come up,” Dr. Breeden says, his body angled forward as if looking down on a lab rat.

The two assistants, hearing the edge in Nephele’s voice, back up a step.

“What’s it going to take to get this right?” She wants to stand up and shout, but she doesn’t want to go through the troubling of standing. She wants linear time to collapse, she wants it to expand, she wants a thousand things, she wants nothing.

“I know this must be frustrating,” Dr. Breeden says, “but we are working with complex molecular structures and every human being could potentially react differently to any drug we make. The genetics—”

“Forget the genetics. What do I pay you for? Get me results.”

She feels the deceptively heavy weight of the staff on her legs. The air still and stagnant.

Juanita Gonzalez cleans up the tubes and trays and gauzes as quickly as she can, her aging body a deliberate provocation—as Nephele sees it—only to remind her of her own aging body.

Dr. Breeden sighs. “It’s a temporary fix. We’ve been here before. We are getting closer. You need to be patient.”

“Patient? I don’t have the time.”

Nephele emits a noise that is somewhere between a scream and a growl. A signal for Dr. Breeden and his other assistant take to mean it is time to leave.

Only Juanita remains, hurrying to gather her equipment. 

Nephele’s attention is all over the place like a mutant Ping-pong ball bouncing around inside her head faster and faster. She glances at the Midori woman. The demon is using Midori’s hands to rub her own vagina. Little pervert. The woman tries to resist, but that’s hopeless.

Nephele’s scattered attention slows. Partial coherence returns. A bit less physical pain. Maybe the drug is working, sort of.

At least she can touch the staff now without her fingers feeling as if they are on fire. She dances her hands along its length, across the geometric symbols, the symbols of various plants and animals appearing in no particular order.

She has to focus. After all, she is a scientist. A reluctant one, but one nonetheless. Her father insisted she study chemistry. They had a pharmaceutical company, and if she was going to be an important part of operations, she needed to know what they did and how they did it.

So, almost as a palliative, she studies the staff. Tries to be neutral. Have that fabled beginner’s mind. 

But the distraction of Enki, working to get the Midori woman sexually off, cannot be overcome.

“What are you doing? Stop it. I’m trying to concentrate.”

Enki forces Midori’s mouth to smile, but keeps her hands busy. “Just having a little fun here, youse all.” 

“Well, have it somewhere else.” She liked it better when she received messages from him in her head. She could control that. Hearing him speaking through the woman’s mouth is more than disconcerting. Makes her feel guilty. Although that’s a silly feeling.

“Then free me.”

“I should stuff you back in the clay head and you can rot there.”

Nephele turns her contorted and twisted face away, not seeing the demon has pressed Midori’s lips into an erotic triumphant grimace.

“Youse really don’t know how to operate the staff at all.”

“What? You know how this works?” She shrugs. ”Then tell me, you Sumerian reject.”

“As youse wish master.”

Nephele doesn’t appreciate the sarcasm, but if he’d been stuck in a clay head for a few thousand years, perhaps he needs to let off a little steam. Besides, what could he possibly know about the staff?

“Point the end of the staff straight ahead. Youse touch that circle in the middle, the one with the line through it, then the symbol of the bull at the top and then the one at the bottom.”

Nephele thinks, why not?

She does it and nothing happens. Well, for two seconds, nothing happens.

Nephele senses a pause as if time has stopped. The walls bulge and relax. The staff vibrates, a sensation she endures crawling up hands, her arms and spreads throughout her body like an old friend. 

A tight, focused beam of red light shoots out of the staff’s lower tip, striking Juanita first in the chest but spreading out to entirely engulf her.

She drops the empty syringe and the gauze and freezes in place.

Nephele watches a glow emanating from the woman’s body. The lines, wrinkles, and sagging skin on her face and arms tighten, recede and disappear. She takes two steps forward, her movement graceful and fluid. Nephele realizes it is a youthful fluidity. This woman in front of her is rapidly becoming younger.

Nephele gasps. Yes, this is exactly what she has been looking for. It was here all along.

The visceral pleasure of what she did with the staff injects her brain with possibilities for her future. She instantly sees that she has a great deal more to learn about the staff, and the more she learns, the more power she will have. Eagerness swells inside her.

This staff quite obviously originated from the deep past—especially if her pet demon knows about it—which is all the more reason to keep the archeological project at the landfill alive.

And despite her protest that Dr. Breeden’s drug did not work, she now notices a sensation. A greater focus. Sharper somehow. Not like caffeine or a nootropic, not even the Jump Juice alone. More like a long tunnel she can’t quite see the end of, but for which the journey feels smooth as silk.

Now, when her triumph appears to have become real, the trouble begins.

A wild, darting look in Juanita’s eyes. Her body shakes. Not much for a few seconds, but then increasing to the point where she’s jerking her body side to side and back and forth, her breathing more like an over-heated bellow. She collapses to the floor in a sodden heap, limbs bents in all the wrong directions. Nephele hears Juanita’s head bounce off the floor like a sack of potatoes.

What the hell is happening? 

Nephele shakes her head. Shit. Just when she thought she had a breakthrough.

She throws the staff onto the couch, stands up and walks across the room. Throwing open the lab door, she shouts, “Get in here now!” 

Enki, controlling Midori’s mouth, grins.
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“Danks is a massive bureaucratic slimeball,” Griselle Gemunda says. 

“That’s Los Angeles Environmental Chief Russell Danks to you,” Nickell says, smiling at his attempt to deflect her anger. Her hardcore anger. Now that he thinks about it, he knows other journalists at the Eco Sentinel—where Griselle works—who use anger like a bludgeon. Is it a cultural thing?

“It’s not funny.” She looks out the vehicle window as they cruise on Pacific Coast Highway. “That desalination plant is an eyesore.”

“Yeah, but we need the water and that—”

“Really? You think that’s the answer? To destroy the landscape, and not just any landscape but that beautiful beach. Beauty destroyed forever. Poof.” She flicks her fingers of her hands in a gesture of magical disappearance.

A line of five pelicans flies single file two feet above the ocean, hunting.

Nickell has stepped on a live wire. He could tell she was kind of upset almost as soon as they arrived at the hyped-up ribbon cutting ceremony, signaling the beginning of active service of the huge new desalination plant south of Oxnard, just far enough south so that it wasn’t actually up there in Ventura County but still in L.A. County where Danks has authority. He has to admit that she has a point. The plant is pretty ugly, but with this perpetual drought, they need the water. So what are the options?

A gray sheet of clouds blankets the sky. Real clouds? Pollution haze? Residue from the fires?

“I don’t know why we even bothered to go out there,” she says. “How many other journalists did you see? Maybe three.”

“It’s our job, we had to go.” A bit grimmer now. The so-called environmental beat is not exactly his thing, but for some reason his editor, Gene Zimmerman, believes he should be all over it. Sure, things—environmental things—keep getting worse, and reporting on those worse things is the lifeblood of media. It’s what the advertisers pay for. But he needs to find the smoking gun that will bring to light the criminal activities of Vandergarth Pharmaceuticals. He’s sure they’re behind a lot of the pollution. Just like he’s pretty sure they are behind the disappearance of his former friend and colleague Daniel Warcowski a couple of years ago, who conveniently went missing the day before he was to meet with a source about Vandergarth’s illegal activities. Nickell will never forget that, but he can’t get fired up about it now.

Instead, he glances at Griselle’s leg. She’s wearing dark clothing—not all the way to black but not brown either—Bermuda shorts with a wraparound skirt, the combination of which exposes her skin from an inch above her knee and down to her purple-colored toe-nails. 

Don’t linger.

They sit snugly—almost but not quite touching—on the narrow back seat of her small company-supplied, hydrogen powered, self-driving car. 

Nothing but the best for those folks over at the Eco Sentinel. 

“Have you heard any more about chemical dumping at the landfill site?” Nickell probing to find out if she’s heard something he hasn’t.

“You mean, as who might be responsible?”

“Like the Vandergarths.” That’s his target. That’s who he wants to hear about.

“I don’t know about any dumping they are doing, but I’ve heard a rumor connected to drugs they’re making.” She pauses. “Or were making.”

“They’re a pharmaceutical company. Drugs are what they do.”

She squints at him as if he’s an idiot. “Illegal drugs.”

Of course, he is an idiot. Or he’s just acting like one as a direct result of his ulterior motive. Sure, it was a good idea to ride together since they both had been assigned to cover this non-event put on by Danks, but the real reason he suggested it was because he wanted to sit next to her. The tractor beam of attraction grips him.

She’s a runner, she’s in shape, her wild long hair shoots out in all directions forcing her to tie it down and tie it back and her thick eyebrows are shaped above her slim open face out to a narrow point that induces a geometric pull. He wasn’t even aware that he was subject to a geometric pull.

What’s really going on? Is it her he’s having feelings for, or is she only a substitute for Jane Ozzimo? But Oz . . . no, he can’t really go there.

“So, what did this drug do? A nootropic?”

“Did. From what I hear—and that’s not much—it was a life-extension thing, some kind of fountain of youth. But there were complications, and they stopped distributing it to their rich clientele.”

“Huh.” Nickell looks out the window but not really focusing on anything as he tries to connect dots that don’t want to connect. “Then this drug . . . this former drug has nothing to do with the chemical dumping?”

“Hey look, there’s plenty of candidates who might have done it. Not necessarily Vandergarth,” she says with warning in her voice.

“But don’t you think that because the Vandergarths have so heavily invested in the Yaanga project there must be a connection?”  

“There’s a lot more to the pollution in this city than just chemical dumping.”

Her knee touches his knee. The pressure, while light, wants to distract him.

He leans in. “Yeah, with the city raking it in for the Yaanga development, you would think they could afford to repair the water treatment system? I mean, with those horrible-smelling vats of human waste they have strewn across the county, why don’t they do the necessary repairs?”

“Oh, yes. Money, money, money. It’s not about repairs anymore, it’s about a whole new system, which is well out of reach. They put those half-assed polyurethane caps on those shit tanks, which only causes the temperature in those vats to shoot up and generate all kinds of mutant organisms.”

She’s not even looking at him, instead staring out the window at the other cars, the brown parched earth, the simmering air moving in languorous waves like a reptile impassively waiting to strike, infinitely patient because its victim has no escape.

His communication device, otherwise known as a commD twangs. A special twang that most journalists have installed on their commDs in order to signal the reception of sensitive messages from secret sources.

This is text only. Encrypted. No chance to trace the source, as expected.

“A clue for you. A former driver at Vandergarth Pharmaceuticals. Jamsheed Hoxha. 12703 Rocket Street. Van Nuys.”

It’s like he’s stuck his finger into a light socket. His whole body tingles, vibrates. This is just the kind of thing he’s been looking for. His excitement overcomes that voice in his head that tells him to be careful, that this anonymous message could be absolutely nothing.

But he holds his commD up, facing Griselle.

She takes it in, sees the name Vandergarth, and winces.

“Not again.”

“This could be something.” He vibrates his hands in an isn’t-it-obvious gesture.

Griselle shakes her head. “You are obsessed with Vandergarth. This will take you down.” 

“But it—.”

“This is random . . . you don’t have any evidence.”

“Not yet. But if we go check this out, then—”

“We? You’ve got to be kidding.”

“No, it’s on the way back. Just a quick stop.”

“No.”

“Come on Griselle. Five minutes, just five minutes. Let’s check it out.”

She glares at him for seven full seconds but then speaks into her commD and redirects the hydrogen-fueled, self-driving car to a new destination. 

Fifteen minutes later, they pile out of the car on Rocket Street, him quickly, her not so quick.

The building is a convalescent home or nursing facility. Heavy white drapes cascade down narrow windows like in a funeral parlor. A few scattered older, frail people spread out on the small lawn in front and behind a four-foot-high chain-link fence.

A darker-skinned man sits in a wheelchair next to the fence, his hand gripping one of the links.

They walk over. Nickell says, “Are you Jamsheed Hoxha?”

But the man looks up into the air as if seeing something that no one else can see.

A woman—who Nickell calculates must be at least ninety—and stands a few feet away on the wilting lawn and, clinging on to the rails of her walker says, “That’s him.” She nods. “But he don’t talk much.”

Nickell nods.

Griselle rolls her eyes and exudes as much impatience as humanly possible without opening her mouth.

“Mr. Hoxha? Did you used to work for Vandergarth Pharmaceuticals?”

He turns his head toward Nickell and waves his free hand through the air as if dispelling a disagreeable odor.

“Did you dump chemicals? Chemicals at that new landfill site?”

Hoxha takes a sharp breath in. 

“Damned place. No business going out there.” His voice sounds a little wobbly, the words not entirely formed.

“And this was Vandergarth, right? You worked for them.”

The man’s eyes swing left, then swing right.

“Coyote. Big teeth. Ha, the end. Burned my skin. They didn’t tell me . . . the burning. Why didn’t they tell me?”

“You’re wasting your time,” Griselle says.

“You drove a truck,” Nickell says, ignoring Griselle

“Tanker,” says the man who Nickell thinks has to be Hoxha.

“And you dumped chemicals from that tanker.”

“Yaanga, banga. You betcha. Not me. Never again.”

Nickell looks at Griselle when the man says Yaanga. 

Griselle shoots back a ‘so what?’ look.

A woman with short and severe iron-gray hair—bunned up so that not a single strand could escape and be free—charges out the front door and across the lawn.

“What are you doing? You can’t be disturbing these people.” Her face twisted with deep lines of protest.

“We were only—”

“Go on. Get out. Get out!”

“C’mon, Nickell,” Griselle waves her hand, motioning him away.

He straightens up, half turns, takes a step back. But he heard it. Yaanga. The burning must be the chemicals. This must be.

When they both have both returned to the car, Nickell stares at Hoxha being wheeled back into the building.

Who sent him that message?

Has to be someone on the inside. He’s approached many employees of Vandergarth Pharmaceuticals, and they either wouldn’t talk or knew nothing. And sure, that one time he found himself sitting two rows back of Conrad Vandergarth at a UCLA baseball game and heard him discoursing to a bosomy young woman how he could run the company much better than his sister and how she was ruining it.

Nickell, thinking he had a way in, started messaging Conrad a few days later. Pretty innocuous at first. Offering to discuss the company with him. But getting no response to that, he started asking Conrad about his relationship with his sister. No response here either. So he stopped.

But maybe. Maybe Conrad Vandergarth held on to Nickell’s contact information. Maybe he sent the message. 

He will find out. Somehow.
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After Nephele Vandergarth storms out of the underground chambers furious that Jane Ozzimo couldn’t or wouldn’t open the portal, Oz follows her outside to the landfill floor, but stays there at the entrance to the underground, carefully watching the woman and Midori cross the vast distance and go up the elevator. Disappearing into the darkness.

Oz turns and rushes back inside. Can’t wait.

She had discovered the small, virtually hidden switch just above what she assumes is a portal, a closed portal, located in this completely unexpected archeological find pretty much in the center of Los Angeles. Or, to be more precise, under it.

A location containing several underground rooms embedded deep in the newly developing Yaanga project. The same kind of switch that she discovered out in Death Valley, which opened into a passageway that brought her here to this underground. A passage of a couple of hundred miles that she walked in minutes. An impossible thing that she still can’t explain.

She didn’t want to use the switch when she discovered it as Nephele Vandergarth stood a few feet away, even though her friend Midori was nearby—Midori, who Nephele had somehow transferred a demon into Midori’s body that completely controlled her. How she did that is yet another thing she can’t explain.

But now she needs to see what is on the other side with no interference.

If this really is a portal that takes you . . . who knows where . . . to wherever the Minoans went, maybe she will finally get answers. But whatever she finds, she must do it quickly.

Gotta be past midnight. Nerves jagged. So much rides on this. If she can open this portal, then she needs to bring Vandergarth back down here right away. Oz cannot leave that demon thing or whatever it is inhabiting Midori’s body.

She will lead Vandergarth through the portal, then she releases Midori. That’s the deal.

Oz reaches up, pries open the disguised box, flips the almost invisible switch, and the wall opens like a flower in the morning sun. 

With no hesitation, she steps inside full of expectation, curiosity and rapt attention.

Before her lies a large circular room, fifty feet across. Atmosphere like a grand old house, a worn wooden floor, dark wood molding along the baseboards and across the ceiling. Smells faintly of cedar. Paintings in gilt frames encircle the walls. People from a long-ago generation in several, animals in others, a bowl of fruit, a question mark all by itself in one.

All this must have meaning, she figures, but can’t indulge that right now. But still, be alert.

Seven hallways split off from this room, along with a grand staircase so wide a wedding party could ascend intact.

A multi-faceted glass chandelier hangs from the ceiling of the large circle. Old-fashioned incandescent bulbs glimmer and illuminate the space.

The rhythmic chirping of a cricket rings from behind a wall.

A spicy warmth envelopes her as if she had returned home during the holidays to her lived-in, comfortable house.

Somebody went to a lot of trouble here. She’s suspicious. And what she’s seen so far is nothing similar to what’s in the rest of the underground. Well, if she did go through a portal to another world or other dimension, then it would be different, wouldn’t it? But she didn’t expect this.

Okay, now she’s proved she can enter here, so why doesn’t she take off and message Nephele?

Sometimes her need to explore and find out can be maddening.

She scans the hallways before her, the staircase, and the magnetic pull of her relentless curiosity says Why don’t we just take a quick look around.

As she walks forward, the wooden floor creaks under her steps. 

She’s about to step into the first hallway but instead crashes into some sort of invisible barrier and recoils a couple of steps. 

With more caution this time, she moves ahead, holding her hand out in front of her until she touches the barrier. It’s hard. Her hand cannot go further, but whatever this is, it doesn’t so much feel like an object but more of an intangible surface that simply will not permit entry.

She stares down the dimly lit hallway. An unending line of doors on both sides that appears to go on forever.

Is there one of those switches here that will allow her to pop this open? Nothing but the dark wooden molding that circles the entire room. 

She walks over to the next hallway and it too is blocked. The same thing though. Lined with doors that go on and on. 

She thinks about it for a second, but she knows she can’t linger. Will it be enough to bring Nephele into this room but not be able to go any further? It’d better be.

At the staircase, a repeat of what she’s seen. It stretches both up and down the stairs so far she can’t see the end, but the way is blocked. Can’t even set a foot on the first stair. A sagging, well-worn stair that indicates high traffic.

Now what? Is each and every passage blocked here? Why do that? Once you’ve accessed that door or portal through which she came, why deny access afterward? There must be a key. Maybe each hallway and the stairway, for that matter, has different keys, and different people can access a few of these places and not others. A need-to-know thing. Definitely implies a hierarchy. 

Where would this key—or more likely—keys be? Not in this room, that’s for sure.

But maybe not a physical key at all. Only seven days ago, an arm reached through that wall and tried to pull her inside and did pull Sela through the wall. So, whoever that was can get in and out. And since they are not here in the circular room, they must be down one of these hallways. And Sela is likely to be there.

But that’s not her priority now. Just bring Nephele in here and have her keep her promise to release Midori.

She turns on her heels and takes two steps toward the portal—an innocuous blank wall—before coming to a halt. What if she checked out these few remaining hallways? It’ll only take a minute. But no, she shouldn’t.

Her feet don’t move. She glances at the hallways she has not tested. No reason to believe they’d be any different. But you don’t know until you try.

She should get out of the underground so that she can message Vandergarth and then . . . but she’s already here and those . . . well, only a few feet away. What could be the harm if . . . let’s just come back later and . . . 

She turns on her heels again and rushes to the next hallway.

With her hands extended, she discovers that this hallway and the next are both blocked by the invisible force field.

But the one at the far end isn’t.

This hallway is different. Not like an old-time-wooden-house, but with shiny, smooth metallic walls. And it doesn’t extend off into the forever. An end with a door, along with another three doors on each side.

Why would this hallway be unique? And unblocked, too. Was it built at a separate time? But by who? Is this a work of the Minoans? Doesn’t feel right.

Her senses on high alert. Anything could happen here.

She tries the first door on the left. It opens.

A small, square, bare room, eight by eight feet. Nothing to see. Or nothing to see until the door closes behind her. Closes and disappears, making Oz uneasy. Trapped here? The walls glow softly. Different walls with different colors. Almost warm, a warmth she senses seeping into her body as if to prepare her. Then a deep vibration. A sound, yes, but more of an invasion of her nervous system as if a force holds her in place.

Is there a point to this? Another one of these Minoan technological wonders that she has no idea what they mean? Of course it was—or maybe still is—used for something. Should she stick around to find out? There’s another six doors out in the corridor.

The colors swirl and tighten, becoming pure beams of light that actively seek her out, running up and down her entire body. But it’s not only light that she experiences, also a palpable sensation, like running liquid in her veins. 

Are these lasers? The burning of concentrated light. What if . . .

In that moment, the lights and vibrations stop.

Despite her nervousness, the words “That’s it?” are about to pop out of her mouth when a three-dimensional holographic image bubbles up in the middle of the room.

In the holographic bubble, Oz sees her eleven-year-old self shortly after she came to California—her Aunt Della bringing her here to live after her parents and brother died in that flood.

Entering her new school. Right away being the shunned new kid. Like nothing she had ever experienced before, and didn’t quite know how to deal with. But then, not just being shunned, but others mocking her name. Laughing at her. Feeling herself shrink day by day. A couple of incidents in the school cafeteria where spaghetti sauce or mashed potatoes or sticky salad dressing was “accidentally” spilled on her. 

She felt an increasing sense of isolation. An isolation that built up. Layer upon layer.

And even here, she can sense her body and her mind contracting, watching the accelerating isolation, inserting a distance between her and them. Always the distance between her and them. The great wall. The wall that cannot be breached. The wall that she built to protect herself.

The rapid sequence of these scenes slows and stops, revealing the swimming pool when she was in middle school. Her homeroom class had gone to the school’s indoor pool simply to be told the rules for using it.

Oz anticipates what’s coming and cringes. Claustrophobia shrouds her in this small space, and this hologram is so vivid and so real she feels she could reach out and touch the people in it, which only brings on a smothering apprehension.

Why is she being shown this? 

The air surrounding the pool squatted steamy and humid. The kids treated this as a holiday, the boys joking and trying to run around except for the teacher telling them to knock it off and because of this awkward hustle and bustle Oz found herself close to Pamela, a girl who had the sexualized hairstyle of a thirty-year-old and clearly believed it funny to harass Oz in front of her adoring fans—a clique of chattering teeth braces and over-abundant eye liner.

But Oz did not notice this, and Pamela noticed Oz did not notice and so she jabbed an elbow into Oz’s side and Oz tumbled into the water.

Shock. So shocked she swallowed a little of the highly chlorinated water and choked and coughed and dog-paddled to the edge, the teacher baring down on her, acting as if he thought Oz had deliberately jumped in to further disrupt the class.

Everyone laughed.

Oz dragged herself out of the pool and ran. Ran out of the building. Ran home to Aunt Della’s house, where she found herself cold and alone since Aunt Della was at work.

Her protective wall added a layer, grew thicker, grew taller.

And now Oz, right here in this present moment stands before the hologram in its crisp three-dimensional glory and feels what she felt back then, the screaming humiliation, the blinding desire to not exist, and this feeling from the past pretty much wants to make her run and briefly fears what images she will be shown next and maybe she shouldn’t stick around to find out. She turns and searches for the door, but it still isn’t there, only a blank, smooth wall where the door used to be.

She’s stuck.

Then the whole swimming pool incident repeats—the pool still steamy and humid, the boys joking around fidgeting and whispering, the teacher barking commands trying to keep order, Oz still unaware of where’s she’s standing and who’s standing near her and doesn’t see Pamela until the last second when it’s way too late and she’s elbowed again and sails into the water. 

The hologram changes. What happened before doesn’t happen now.

This Oz swims to the edge, beams a bright smile and laughs and shouts “oops.” Now everyone is laughing with her, not at her—obviously thinking that Oz is mocking the teacher. Even Pamela grins.

Oz senses the feeling in her body changing one hundred and eighty degrees. Now she’s part of the group. One of them. Belonging.

The hologram offers her choices. The one she made back then and the one she could have made. Each has consequences, and Oz has had to live with the consequences of her choices all her life. But how could she have made a different . . . she wants to cast this as an impossible dream, but is it? Was it? Could she have done things differently?

Again, the hologram swirls and shows Oz an incident much closer in time. Only two weeks ago.

The day she ended the relationship with Nickell.   

There they are standing on the circle in front of the Topanga house, the surrounding forest still and dry with not even a tiny breeze and she sees the tension in her body, the rigid jaw, the arm moving like a piston and him taking it because even though the reason for her anger was her blaming him for losing her dog, Circuit, he knew he hadn’t, and she knew it too but the reason was irrelevant, her armor was up. She pushed him away. Had to. Losing Circuit opened her up, made her vulnerable, and he was a walking reminder of it. She retreated into her isolated shell, where no one could hurt her.

But as she observes herself, she sees where the fault lies, how she ruins everything, how with her oh-so-damaging, self-protective wall isolating her in false safety that, in the end, she winds up alone with no one and nothing. 

When the images repeat, this new, mysterious, and generous Oz greets him warmly, slips her hand around his arm, brings him into the kitchen where they eat a little and she enlists his help for a thorough search of the surrounding forest to see if they can find any clue to where Circuit might be. Calm, attentive, and open. If . . . but wait, witnessing these potential choices, she first thought this was about being nice or acting like some kind of saint, but that’s not it. This is about paying close attention, about playing the scene in the best way to get what she really wants and it’s clear that playing the damaged child wasn’t a good strategy, something she already knew but here, with this vivid, palpable, intense, the re-experiencing of it has pierced her.

Her armor cracks. With her back to the wall, she slides to the floor and puts her head on her knees, closes her eyes, and works the equation in her mind. But there is still a gap between where she is and where she needs to be. How can she . . . 

But the hologram changes. Out of the swirling mist, a figure coalesces, and it just stands there. No reproduction of a past event. A future event?

Oz stares. It’s Nephele Vandergarth and she’s using that Staff of hers. What is she doing? Hard to see. But the image pulls back, revealing a dog. A dog cowering on the ground. Oz recognizes Circuit. Circuit who she hasn’t seen for weeks and she instantly leaps to her feet and tries to rush to her aid but this is only a holographic image and she has to step away to see what is going on and she watches Vandergarth use the Staff as a sort of ray gun or energy attack or deadly force, that is sapping the life right out of Circuit until she no longer moves.

Oz grits her teeth.

No. 
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Oz can’t get out of that room fast enough. Once the holograms stop dancing, the door reappears and she slams out of there, crosses back through the circular room, finds the little hidden switch, and bolts.

All those other doors she could have opened will have to wait. 

She races outside in order to get a signal on her commD—no signal possible in the underground—and messages Nephele with the intent of getting her down here right now to free Midori. But no response.

She waits. Extremely dark in this dug-out part of the new landfill. A hundred feet or more below street level, and even though there are plenty of city lights blazing up top, hardly any of it reaches down here.

So, there’s not much to see except for the outlines of the large, hulking earth-moving equipment used by the workers. But all silent now.

She walks in circles. Waiting. Holding her commD in her hand. But no Nephele. Can’t even see her own feet.

Being as late as it is and as tired as she is, she decides to go back inside, rather than go topside and drive all the way out to Topanga. Maybe she’ll close her eyes for a few minutes. Get a second wind. Wait a little longer.

What she saw in that room with the holograms re-experiencing those parts of her life where she made one terrible decision after another has unbalanced her. Can she trust herself from now on? What is her alternative?

She’s only a few steps away from the entryway when her commD signals her. Must be Nephele, but when she opens the device, it’s a message from Dr. Potts announcing that the archeological dig will restart beginning at 7 AM tomorrow.

Finally!

She walks in through the entryway, with the massively populated wall painting—stumbling and yawning—and then on through the small door and into the tunnel.

She wanders toward the second room that she discovered two weeks ago, a room that has been thoroughly examined, abundantly photographed, tirelessly measured, and from which they have moved on to the more interesting erotic space. At least that’s what they did before the city locked them out.

This room looks nearly identical to the space she once found on Mt. Ida in Crete. A sacred cave—in which she had that experience, the release, the freedom, which she has pursued ever since. It’s been so long and the experience was so fleeting she’s not sure her memory of it is solid, but she felt—in those few brief moments—as if her life was in complete order, nothing could interfere, the past did not impinge, all of her emotional baggage had been dealt with, she felt free. Abundantly free.

But this room here is not the same as the other. This room has no experience to give as the other did, only similar drawings covering the floor. 

As she walks through the opening, she glances up at the symbol of the spider web located right above the opening and the word Kurios right next to it. And she thinks of her . . . what should she call him? Her mentor—Alexandros Papadakis—who not that long ago the two of them went on that wild goose chase on the island of Santorini—ancient Thera—where she hoped to find an early Minoan training room, where they taught their young. Rooms Oz was sure existed but which they did not find. Instead, when she opened a hidden door, she found was a wall of sand. A disappointing wall of sand.

Papadakis told her about Kurios. From an ancient Greek word that had several meanings, but a word that later found a home with Christians to mean God or Jesus or both, but which originally had to do with master of the household. But Papadakis told her that the meaning evolved into that of self-mastery. Oz believes that fits here. At least that’s what she thinks the Minoans were doing, especially after the few times she was able to make that Black Stone work for her. And since she has come to believe that the Black Stone was really a child’s training tool, her continuing search for something more advanced is not entirely a fool’s errand. But she even has doubts about that.

Not far into the room, she flops down on the illustrated floor pretty much right on top of that part of the drawing, showing the man and woman sitting cross-legged, facing each other.

Around her flows the fluxing blue light, always adjusting its brightness to fit but never revealing its source, casting multiple shadows over the rich brown rocky, jutting walls which strikes her as a mystery, with pockets of shadow next to the exposed, the rough ceiling a sharp contrast to the smooth floor.

Oz sits cross-legged too.

Just like that other drawing on that other floor in the cave on Crete, this is set in a city, an ancient city, with animals and other people inhabiting the streets, going about their business.

And this man and this woman sit inside a labyrinth, small balloon images above their heads. A series of balloons rising above them, each one smaller, each one with an identical representation of the man and woman. But the topmost balloon holds a tree. When she first saw it, she could make out many details, but later, when they brought in extremely bright lights, she could see even more of the intricacy of the branches and root system. 

Too tired to stay in this position, she leans forward, puts both hands palms flat on the floor in front of her and closes her eyes.

Threads of tiredness weave throughout her head like tidal forces at the beach. Wave after wave in a kind of rhythm. A rhythm she sinks into and lets herself be carried along by.

The tiniest vibration seeps up from the ground and into her hands. It’s almost nothing. But she lazily opens her eyes and stares at the parts of the drawing beneath her. The labyrinth. The twisting, multi-pathed avenues to the Minotaur, if you can believe that old myth. A fatalistic journey to self-destruction.

And she continues to stare. Her head heavy but not uncomfortable. The room begins to move, but she does not, her hands still flat on the ground. Feels like a crazy slow-motion carnival ride where the danger rides in the anticipation of disaster. She wants to get up but doesn’t. Stay here. She wants to run. Just not ready for another assault on her life, her decisions, her screw-ups, but she can’t quite make herself stand up.

Where would she even run to?

As she stares, the two-dimensional drawings become three. They have depth. There are layers. Layers that disentangle from their compressed position on the floor, but now each drawn image has a weight and Oz floats down, looking around as if underwater, seeing these things from swirling perspectives.

Seeing it this way brings on confusion. What is what? This must lead her somewhere. There has to be a reason. This can’t be random. 

Just like everything else she’s ever deeply probed, it’s a matter of time and concentration. Given enough of both, more is always revealed, and that is coming true here, as she perceives a lower layer that contains something none of them saw in the surface drawings. 

What was not apparent when she and the other archeologists examined this floor inch by inch is what now appears to be a revolving globe. A model of the Earth. And right in the middle of this Earth is a long, thin rod around which the Earth revolves. It is an axis. But not just any axis as Oz is pretty sure this is a representation of the Axis Mundi, the center of the Earth, which is commonly thought of in modern times as the way to heaven but which Oz figures must represent what the Minoans have been pursuing, whatever that is. 

From the hints she’s picked up from Aurora and from when she was briefly inside that little girl’s body and witnessed the younger Aurora arguing with the man in the spider room, she figures the Minoans are after an advanced state of being, a state of higher consciousness and so wouldn’t the Axis Mundi represent the pathway, not to heaven, but to this state that the Minoans seek? But really, she’s just guessing.

As she sinks mentally, layer by layer, into the three-dimensional floor, her visions of the revolving Earth sharpen and she notices a whitish fringe.

She zeroes in her focus and attention, giving more clarity. The fringe appears to be a spider web, but not like a web she’s ever seen before. This one does not lie on a single plane, but flares out in every direction. The more she looks, the more she sees. This massive cloud of tiny white strings extends out and there’s no end to it. She’s curious to know—always more to know, isn’t there? 

Curious or Kurios?

What Alexandros said about Kurios and self-mastery. That’s what those early Greeks—and maybe—the even earlier Minoans were up to. 

If it is self-mastery, why go to a different dimension or wherever it is they went? What did they need to do? Why not do it here? What was stopping them? Well, that would be the point of pursuing a higher consciousness, wouldn’t it? And she, sitting in her current state of consciousness, wouldn’t be able to see that, would she? Of course not.

But how does she access any of it here? Does she have to travel to another dimension? But isn’t this sought-after state of being exactly what she stumbled upon all that time ago in the sacred cave? Yet she still doesn’t really know, does she? Where is it? How does she get there?

Her fingers spread wide, the webbing between them taut.

Usually when she feels herself sinking deeper into the world of an artifact, of traveling through time, of entering an ancient world, she experiences a sort of pleasant anticipation.

Not this time. 

With the fresh memory of what the holograms shoved down her throat, pleasant has no place. She hates what she saw in those holograms. Her heart is beating way too fast. Her nerve-endings twitch.

As she goes deeper, the descent darkens, and even the fine spider web loses distinction as she leaves it behind. Now, down here—she must be getting close to the bottom—she discovers a tree. It’s similar to the tree visible on the floor surface, but here bears exponentially more intricacy, multiple branches and leaves, a hearty enormous trunk, and a complex root system that stretches out of sight. But a root system whose nodes connect to an even vaster fungi network. Encompassing it, caressing it, feeding it.

The descent suddenly stops.

Cold. Icy air rises from a depth far below. A depth that allows no entrance. A barrier that she is not ready to cross. And one she doesn’t want to cross even if she could. Would only make things worse. But that’s where the answers are. Always one more step and always it’s not the end, but unless that step is taken, she will never get any closer.

Not right now.

This decision breaks her concentration and shoots her to the surface in an instant.

Back on the floor. Back in the room.

But she has another idea.

This might be a good time to go to the duplicate Native American mound in the other room and go down into that deep hole. The Minoans did not make a replica of the mound out in Death Valley as some sort of minor hobby. No, there is a reason, and she suspects it’s that hole.

She stands up, gains her balance, and walks over to the mound room.

As she steps across the top of the constructed hill, she notices the Minoans must have added something to harden the soil. Out in Death Valley, the relentless sun had hard-packed the soil, making it like a paved highway. But no sun in here yet this soil is hard too.

Reaching the hole, she looks down. Sparky and a few others have already descended into this hole, found nothing of any consequence, and have come right back out.

Okay then.

No sense waiting. She turns around and begins descending the ladder. Even though she knows this depth is proportional to the hole in the mound out in Death Valley, it feels as though it goes down even farther.

Finally, at the bottom, she finds a similar same small bench to the one she saw in the Death Valley mound.

When she sits down, she doesn’t know what to expect. Now what?

It’s almost completely black. She turns her head. Little sparkles arise and fall in her vision. Her mind drifts. Dream-like. And she notices that this reminds of how important dreams were to the Native American, and watching this thought revolves around and around making her drowsy. Can’t feel her body so much anymore.

An image comes.

An old woman sitting on the floor of a small bare room. Sitting in the corner, her head on her knee. Perfectly still, as if in defeat. And she wonders who this woman is and fears she knows. Fears that, unlike her normal reach into the past, this is a reach into the future.

Almost against her will, she brings her attention in closer, looks at the back of the woman’s hand and sees the tattoo. The small, flaming sun. Her tattoo. The same tattoo that is on her hand.

This can’t be. It must be only a suggestion, not a certainty. This is just another way of telling her that the choices she makes today affect what tomorrow brings. Meaning she has to go through with this all the way to the end.  

No, no, no. She doesn’t believe in this kind of destiny. Can’t be how this turns out. She can’t read the future. This isn’t her. This isn’t real.

More to reveal here. But she can’t, just can’t see it yet.

She grabs the bottom rung of the ladder and starts climbing.
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This waiting is killing Oz. Endless, boring, twisted, nervous, brain-destroying waiting. Every minute that goes by is another minute that the horrible thing inhabits Midori’s body.

Finally, this morning—after last night’s entry through the portal—Oz reaches Nephele. But more delay as they have to wait for the construction work on the landfill to be done for the day and for the archeologists to pack up and depart—Oz pretty much going through the motions during the day pretending to be busy in order for the two of them to have the underground to themselves. No sense in letting anyone else know what they are doing.

At least the archeological dig is back in business. If she had to sit in the museum office all day, she would have gone crazy. But for the dig to be open implies that Vandergarth has a good deal of pull.

She might ask about it when they meet, which will happen at the portal’s entrance.

Oz didn’t bother driving all the way out to Topanga after her work for the day. She stayed downtown and grabbed a sandwich at a little shop a few blocks away.

She arrives first, but not having a key to unlock the lift, she climbs the dull-silver, eight-foot-high, chain-link fence where the trucks enter, walks down the packed-earth ramp, and across the enormous pit in the thick darkness, surrounded by the huge equipment used to rip up the earth and finally into the underground chamber.

Alone as she travels through the tunnels, no whisper of sound but she senses a presence that only grows more perceptible as she penetrates deeper, until she enters the so-called erotic room where she feels or hears, or likely both, a low humming vibration and she glances at the wall where before she momentarily saw that face, but no face now, only the carvings and sculptures of the many, many people depicted having sex in all kinds of different positions as if encased in amber for eternity, entirely for the benefit of those who come after.

Maybe she only imagined the damned face.

But there’s more going on here than meets the eye. This is far too elaborate to fit any singular practical purpose. Sure, the Minoans might have used this room to prepare themselves to go on to the other room or a portal or a journey to another dimension, but did they really need this? All these little sculptures of people having sexual intercourse?

But she’s not here tonight to wonder about this.

She pushes herself across the dimly lit space—an unhappy effort needed in the face of her sleepless degradation—to the small door in the far corner and on into the chamber that contains the portal. The chamber that had once sprouted a holographic, three-dimensional forest and a huge spider web, but which now remains empty.

Her head feels as if it’s going to explode. Her nervous system strains at its limits.

Five long minutes later, she hears footsteps.

Nephele enters and barely looks at Oz as if Oz is just one of her employees whose only purpose in life is to serve Nephele.

Fine with Oz. She doesn’t much care about making friends.

“Let’s get on with it,” Nephele says, grimacing, rubbing one hand over the other, letting the staff lean against her hip. 

“Is Midori with you?” Oz wants to get this over. She’s not sure that showing Nephele an empty room with a bunch of blocked doors will cause her to keep her agreement, but she wants to press the issue.

“Don’t worry about that now.”

Okay. That’s how it is. Oz will need to deal with the condescending Nephele. Then she’s going to have to find a valuable item on the other side to convince her. Even so, a clicking anger builds, an anger she increasingly finds harder to resist.

“Just remember our deal. I get you in, you let her go.”

“You’ll get what you want when I get what I want.”

Oz reaches above the white arch, opens the tiny, nearly invisible box, and flips the switch. The door dissolves and she steps in.

Nephele hesitates, apparently getting her bearings. Watching a wall dissolve into nothingness can be disconcerting. But step in she does and looks around the large circular room with an appraising eye, taking in the seven hallways, the staircase, the pictures framed along the wall.

“So where are we?”

“Your guess is as good as mine,” Oz says. Even if she knew, she wouldn’t be telling Nephele. Let her be surprised by anything they discover.

“Another world?” 

“Might be.” Keep it vague.

Nephele shakes her head with displeasure, obviously wanting a better answer from Oz.

“If this is supposed to be another world, it doesn’t look like much,” Nephele says as she walks across the floor toward one of the endless hallways.

“I got you in now release Midori.”

“Let’s take a look at what we have here.” Nephele doesn’t even turn around, just keeps walking, stumping her staff all across the floor.
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