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      For Nettie, my only best friend.

      When we were young we ran with those unpopular crowds,

      Navigating things, like emotions and broken hearts.

      You and I, a yin-yang, of storms,

      Never conforming to Fochville’s norms.

      Tempests of hormones, of sin and purity.

      Our ion-filled friendship, a cloudburst, lightning, and supercharged energy.

      While distance divides us, my failing memory is what binds us.

      Forever unbroken, but old and worn.
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      And now my readers, get fresh batteries for your flashlights and charge your headphones. We have worlds to explore and humans to save.

      But, most importantly, let’s see if Draxton and Kellan can bring Ouroboros his tunnel maker.

      

      Themes of oppression and slavery include war, hand-to-hand combat, bloodshed, intense violence, savagery, deformative surgeries, and alternate history. The narrative includes death, grief, burning, perilous mind torture situations, graphic language, and gay sexual activities are shown on the page. One of the main characters has level one autism. Readers sensitive to these elements should take note and prepare to escape reality and face the storm.

      

      Now that that is behind us, let’s go!
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      A) Map of South Africa showing the location of the Cradle and two satellite sites of Makapansgat Limeworks (MKP) and Taung. B) Inset showing the key fossil-bearing sites in the Cradle: 1) Bolt’s Farm 2) Rising Star 3) Swartkrans 4) Sterkfontein 5) Cooper’s 6) Kromdraai 7) Drimolen 8) Plover’s Lake 9) Gladysvale 10) Malapa 11) Motsetse 12) Haasgat and 13) Gondolin. Elevation data made available from Jarvis et al. 2008, figure adapted from Edwards et al. (2019)

      Source: Reconstructing the depositional history and age of fossil-bearing palaeokarst: A multidisciplinary example from the terminal Pliocene Aves Cave Complex, Bolt’s farm, South Africa - Scientific Figure on ResearchGate. Available from: https://www.researchgate.net/figure/A-Map-of-South-Africa-showing-location-of-the-Cradle-and-two-satellite-sites-of_fig1_347783213 [accessed 2 Jan 2025]
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        The Rising Star Cave System in the Cradle of Mankind, showing access to the Dinaledi Chamber. (Credit: Illustration by Pat Linse, based on image by National Geographic.)

      

      Source: Big news on Homo naledi: more fossils and a surprising young age by Nathan H. Lents, Ph.D.
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      Present Day

      South Africa

      With a disorienting jolt, the neeb-neeb-neeb of my alarm ripped me from my dreams. Holy shit! I startled awake and jumped to get ready. “The door!” I must find the door or lose all my grandfather’s credibility. “Today’s our last day,” I groaned out loud.

      Tobias reprimanded me last night. He told me to stop searching and start packing up today. So, I set my alarm extra early to sneak back inside the caves. It was now two hours after midnight, still dark outside, and the stifling hot January night air had just cooled down before the sun began to bake the caravan into a furnace once more.

      The summer chorus of insects that usually soothed me pushed me to move faster. Each irritating, repetitive krrrrr-krrrrr-krrrrr the insects produced outside sounded like a persistent tick-tick-tick as I rushed to beat the clock. It grated on my nerves, so I threw my favorite long-sleeve shirt over my head, popped my earbuds in, and pressed play on my phone. The rhythmic thump-thump-thump of Armin van Buuren’s latest song started and instantly lowered my anxiety while lifting my mood. I switched on the small gas stove to boil some water, then got dressed, brushed my teeth, skipped shaving, and put on my boots. For breakfast, I made myself an extra sweet cup of coffee, grabbed a cold vetkoek, smeared it thick with Marmite, and left to greet my day. We had run out of time, with the thunderstorms bringing six hundred and fifty millimeters of rain that halted my operation last week. So, yes, I wanted to go inside one last time.

      No camp lights in sight. No one was up yet. Good. When I reached the entrance to the cave, I gulped the last of my coffee, shoved the whole vetkoek into my mouth, and started to put on my Gonzo Guano seat harness. My denim shorts were still damp in the crotch. Typically, they dry overnight, but I’d only managed two hours of sleep. A little chafing and heat rash in the groin were the least of my concerns today. We’d been digging in this area for two years with no results. Sweet blue fuck all. Sure, there were plenty of skulls and bones from what they claimed was a graveyard, but not what we were searching for. First of all, I was a speleologist, a cave archaeologist, but my field of interest has taken a detour I didn’t like to brag about. Those who knew what I was looking for believed me, and those who don’t…Well, I knew they would laugh, and that was why I would never trust or share my secrets with them. Let them be content with their three hundred fifty-five-thousand-year-old Homo naledi. The species name, naledi in Sesotho, meant star, hence the Rising Star Cave system.

      It was also where the Stardoor was, according to my grandfather’s map. I believed the door opened into another time or reality. It had to be there!

      I’d also discovered evidence of a massive global fire that scorched the Earth’s surface around twenty thousand years ago. This fire was likely triggered by an EMP storm, leading to worldwide lightning storms that devastated the grasslands and transformed the crust into rivers of molten rock, shaping the surface into what we see it today. We know there are ancient civilizations that date back much further than Homo naledi. Tobias and I had scanned this belt of fifteen cave systems that form the Cradle of Mankind. Surely the entrance they used should be there as well. If I could find that entrance, I could demonstrate that modern humans and other ancient advanced species, like winged creatures, occupied that area for centuries before Homo naledi left their sick there. I believed that was not a burial place but rather the threshold to the home of advanced races. They brought their sick and dying because they knew someone on the other side could heal them or, better yet, transport them to another world or time. All I needed to do was find that damned door.

      I traced my fingers over the geometric shapes discovered in 2023. They matched the cuneiform wall etchings my great-grandfather transcribed in 1922, over a century ago. Those patterns of squares, triangles, crosses, and ladder shapes were also found deeper within this cave system.

      Shaking my head, I clucked my tongue and scanned the wall by moving from side to side as I slowly descended into the tight space. The low hum of a male voice and flickering light caught my attention, prompting me to look up. Someone was waving a torch down the shaft. I removed my earbuds and, yes, damn it, Tobias was calling me from above.

      “Draxton, do you want to take a break? You’ve been gnashing your teeth and talking to yourself for the past hour, and I’m sick of listening to you.”

      “Fuck off!” I shouted, but he didn’t respond. I couldn’t see him, but I could tell from the volume of his voice how far above me he was. “So, you’ve decided to get up early, too?”

      “Yes, I knew you would pull a trick like this. It’s our last day. Our approval expires at midnight.”

      Our voices echoed up and down the tunnels. I had to wait a moment for it to die down before speaking again. “I know! Now kindly fuck off and go get us that extension.” I adjusted myself so I could slide back and look up. The familiar warm feeling of seeing my best friend made me smile.

      He waved his hands and pointed. “I’m not going back into Johannesburg. I’ve been to the geosciences offices every bloody day for the last week. The potholes alone are enough of a deterrent. Accept it, the permit will not get renewed. It’s a waste of time. I’d rather use the time to take as many scans as possible. You might get lucky. Why don’t you go?”

      Frustration ignited that short fuse in me. “Damn it, Tobias!” I lifted my arms and then slipped my whole body out of the narrow crack. “Okay, okay! I’m not wasting time arguing. Come down and make yourself useful. I will fucking go!” I said, irritated. “It took those wannabe archeologists months to remove those bones, and now that we have access, our permit is expiring—their precious skeletons and stupid red tape. I know the door is here. I fucking know it!” I murmured to myself, not to Tobias, because he’d heard it all before. Several times a day. I waved my arm up and down, our signal for “stand ready, I’m coming up.”

      “If it were here, we would have found it by now. We may have overlooked it and need to start over from the beginning.” Tobias stood with his hands on his hips, waiting for me.

      “How can we do that if we’re not allowed to search?” I reattached another cable I had used earlier to descend, then swung back, found my footing, and wiped my brow with the back of my hand. Tobias cranked the wheel to hoist me up. My back was killing me, and Tobias was right. We needed a miracle. I’ve been saying that for two years, and nothing has changed. I’d found one clue on the map with hidden text that pinpointed the Cradle of Mankind, in South Africa.

      “I can feel it. We are close. So, so very close.” When I stepped out of the chamber, Tobias pushed me to the side so I could stand next to him. He handed me the remote. I pressed the button to shorten the cable, then unclipped it. Tobias stood there, arms folded, shaking his head at me. I made sure the light from my helmet blinded him because I was spiteful and passive-aggressive like that. Once I’d climbed out of my harness, I tossed it and the tools still attached to it onto our worktable, removed my shirt to wring out the sweat, and walked over to a trough of fresh rainwater where I scooped a cup and drank the refreshing liquid. After drinking three more cups, I tipped one over my head to wash the dust and sweat off my body. The muscles in my back rippled and contracted as I cooled, and I let out a cry of frustration.

      “I’m going to pack up,” Tobias said.

      “Absolutely not. I’ll go and demand an extension myself. Please work the chimney at level WU1485. Push a camera down that groove we identified in the photos last night. It’s not just a crack. I’m telling you, it’s too perfectly long to be merely a crack. Break it open if you need to. Please, do that for me. If I’m denied today, at least we’ll have those photos to work with until we can get permission to go back inside.”

      “Draxton, we’ve worked that chamber many times before, and I assure you it’s only a crack. It’s too narrow for anything except maybe an ant or a spider carrying an ant in there. I’m one hundred percent sure the door isn’t there, not the house-sized one you described,” Tobias said, and I grunted a warning not to patronize me today.

      He sighed. “I will indulge you. I’ll go deeper and take more lateral scans. National Geographic withdrew its funding, and the university instructed its researchers to cease excavating the site. They are also packing today. I’ll ask them to leave the cameras so I can do the scans until you return.”

      I pointed deeper into the cave. “That’s all I ask. The cables are still in place.” I made air quotes. “They like you. Beg them to forget about them, at least until the day after tomorrow, for us. Tell them there’s a chance we might get an extension and that I’m personally going into the city. Tell them to come pick up their brushes and toothpicks, but to please leave the oxygen and the three-mile fiber optic cable for us.”

      I pointed in the direction of the camp. “Those one thousand five hundred fifty bones, which they call a treasure trove, have now suddenly made this a graveyard and a holy place. This is about money. The government and university claim ownership, and entrance is now granted by renewal of permits. Since they found what they found, they don’t even want to leave the scraps for us. No, they want money. That’s the only language these officials understand. I’m not concerned with bones, Tobias.”

      “You need to explain to them why we’re here and that we’re seeking much more than bones or fossils. Describe why the bones are here, why this appears to be a graveyard, and why we assert that it is not. Naledi and the sapien primitives knew that this door opened to another plane,” Tobias said.

      A feeling of frustration clawed and gnawed at my insides. I sighed. “Alright, I’ll tell them about the tomb discovered in 1922, along with the cuneiform inscriptions my great-grandfather found, which serve as the first tangible evidence of an ancient kingdom thought to have existed thousands of years ago. I’ll bring my great-grandfather’s map to show them. I’m willing to share all my family’s research if we can keep working in this cave system. They will see the texts and schematics revealing evidence of an ancient race, the naledi, utilizing the door to another world.”

      “Yes, tell them to look closer at the rock carvings.”

      “I will.” I scratched my head. “They could argue that divine beings enter through a door in the sky.” I chewed the inside of my lip.

      “No, they won’t. I promise you, one look at your map and they’ll be speechless. Go to Professor Kilroy first. He’s gay.”

      “Oh my God, Tobias! You want me to sell myself out!”

      “Yup, he’ll either eat it up or toss you out.”

      “You mean eat me out.” I laughed, and Tobias chimed in.

      Chuckling, he pointed a finger at me. “Yes, that too. But I agree, if you had a suitcase full of gold, it would quickly change their minds.”

      I shook my head slyly. “I don’t have a suitcase of gold, but I have my family’s research. If I show the university just a glimpse, they’ll be all over this. The risk is that they might grant us digging rights, or will they boot us out and continue the search themselves.”

      “I told you, there’s at least one gay man. I know how much you like a man in a suit. Start with Professor Kilroy. Use everything in your arsenal to sway him, and then the others will be falling over themselves to extend our excavations.”

      Waving my finger and smiling, I said, “Tobias, you may have a point. I’ll do that if I think they’re interested.” I adjusted my shorts, which had been riding up my backside while I sat in the harness.

      Tobias shook his head at me. “I will take pictures from every angle of that crack in the rock,” he retorted while climbing into his gear. I couldn’t let that opening slip by.

      “You could take pictures of my crack, too, but I don’t have time.” Fist high for the victory of the winning last word, I shouted, “I’ll be back in four hours, with the extension. I will. I promise.”

      Tobias laughed and said over his shoulder, “I love you!”

      “Love you too!” I shouted. I didn’t romantically love Tobias. He was becoming my best friend, even though he was just a business partner and mouthpiece for me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Kellan

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          
            
              
        Tobias

      

      
        Hey, how are you, brother?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Kellan

      

      
        Fine, wazzup?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Tobias

      

      
        Guess[image: smiling face with horns]

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Kellan

      

      
        Don’t have time, on my way to work.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Tobias

      

      
        Tweety’s coming.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Kellan

      

      
        Tweety who?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Tobias

      

      
        Tweety, your canary.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Kellan

      

      
        What?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Tobias

      

      
        Your birdie.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Kellan

      

      
        Dude, I have no clue what you’re talking about.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Text later, getting into the car.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Tobias

      

      
        Bring catnip.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Kellan

      

      
        Starting car.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        WTF??????

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Catnip?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Tobias

      

      
        Draxton is on his way. Wear your gray suit and that car cologne—catnip.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Kellan

      

      
        Today?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Tobias

      

      
        Yes. Now! Don’t fuck this up.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Listen, agree, and be cool.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Kellan

      

      
        Fuck!

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Getting out of the car.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Shit!

      

      

      

      
        
          
        What car cologne?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Tobias

      

      
        The Ford cologne.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Kellan

      

      
        Ah, Tom Ford.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Tobias

      

      
        Yup.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Kellan

      

      
        Thanks…have to go.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        BTW birds don’t like catnip.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        And don’t call him Tweety!

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Tobias

      

      
        Whatever.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Good luck.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Kellan

      

      
        Thank you…bye.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Tobias

      

      
        Be a cool kitty cat

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Kellan

      

      
        LOL

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Thanks.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Will do[image: smiling face with halo]

      

      

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Draxton
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      I skidded over the loose pebbles as I exited the cave entrance and changed direction to sprint toward my caravan. The sun was rising, and I estimated it was just after five. Scattered lights from inside the other campers flickered on. George’s noisy electricity generator was already running. It was probably him waking everyone else up so early. After I unlocked the caravan door with my fingerprint scanner, I grabbed my toiletries bag and stuffed it under my arm, then stumbled out the door, slamming it shut behind me.

      Darting to the clothesline, I snatched a fresh pair of shorts and a t-shirt from the wire I’d tied between two thorn trees, then headed to the communal bush shower. No one else was using the facilities, so I quickly showered and shaved, then hastily put on a clean outfit, swapping my boots for a pair of Nike flip-flops. This outfit was dry—thank the Gods. There’s nothing worse than trying to navigate Johannesburg traffic with itchy balls and pulling on my shorts to make room while holding onto the steering wheel. To make matters worse, South Africa was an English colony until a hundred years ago, so I was also driving on the wrong side of the road. I didn’t particularly appreciate driving in foreign countries, especially amidst trucks, taxis, and potholes. I checked my toenails—they were clipped neat and clean. Combing my unruly black curls, I winked at myself in the small rusty mirror and donned my black wide-brimmed hat. “Draxton Dubois, you can do it. You go get that extension,” I told myself.

      A thrill ran through me. I was as gay as they come, but in my line of work, there weren’t many sexual social interactions at the camp unless I was lucky, which I rarely was. As my grandfather used to say, I walked around with flaps covering my eyes like a racehorse, only focusing on what interested me at that moment. I never had time to go clubbing or made it my mission to find someone looking for a quick in-and-out while standing ass up for me in the washrooms. I was also not fooling around in the camp where National Geographic could walk past my home and see the thing sway as I rocked into a willing body. The moans and groans would echo off the horseshoe cliffs of the Magalies mountain range surrounding us. Tobias’s remark earlier wasn’t a bad idea. Hitting two ostriches with one shotgun kind of thing. The thought of hooking up today energized me, giving me a buzz—a feeling that things were finally going to go my way for a change.

      I darted back to the clothesline to hang my wet clothes that I had just washed in the shower, and by the time I dove into the caravan, I was a jittery ball of plans, pumped full of adrenaline. I dropped to my knees to remove the carpet I’d used to conceal the trapdoor hiding the safe I had built into the floor. Once I entered the code and unlocked the ratchet wheel, I pulled out a rolled-up map dating back to 1922. I placed it inside a map tube to transport without damaging it. That piece alone was worth millions in South African rand, and with the information on it, unspeakable numbers.

      I’ve scanned, photographed, and even X-rayed it for more clues, so handing it over won’t hinder my work. In any case, I’ve memorized it too. If I gave it to them and signed over the credits for finding the door, they could either agree to extend my permit or refuse. I still had one extra layer to seal the deal—the family’s secret to decode the map, locked inside my mind. Yeah, I wasn’t reckless enough to give them the entire map on a fifty-fifty gamble. My grandfather wouldn’t object to me using this map as a last-minute backup barter, as long as I didn’t reveal my family’s secret.

      I grabbed the keys, rushed to the Mitsubishi Triton “bakkie,” which was what they called pickup trucks in South Africa, and then drove off. Halfway up the dirt road, George came running from the opposite side. I rolled down the window and slowed the bakkie. “You selfish jerk, your generator is running, and you’re not even home! For crying out loud!” He stopped running, arms at his sides, mouth open, heaving clouds of dust into his lungs. First, he looked at me as if I were crazy, which I am, then he began coughing. I rolled my window back up, pressed the gas pedal flat, and pulled the handbrake to spin the wheels and smother him further. Then I released the brake, leaving him in a cloud of dust while I laughed until tears streamed down my face as he vanished from my rearview mirror. Gods, that felt great. I shifted in my seat and rolled the window back down for fresh air, chuckling as the bakkie shot onto the main road.

      As usual, at the first four-way stop at a red traffic light, men panhandling and selling various items swarmed the vehicles that were coming to a halt. “Hey,” I called to the guy selling warm corn on the cob, boiled and salted. It’s early in the day, so they should be good. “Are those fresh? They won’t give me the shits?”

      “No, sir! I just took them out of the pot. You want one?”

      “Yes, and please peel, butter, and salt it for me.” He turned and stripped the leaves. My empty stomach gurgled. That vetkoek from 2 a.m. was long forgotten. My mouth watered as I watched him toss the leaves onto the ground, revealing the delicious white corn native to this country. My gaze caught that of a little boy, probably around ten years old, selling bottles of soft drinks on ice from an old cooler hanging from a yellow nylon rope around his neck. Man, that must be heavy. “Five rand for a Coke?” I asked, and the others made way for him to hand me an ice-cold one after he popped the cap, which tumbled to join the corn leaves on the road. Next, the “mielie,” as they called corn in South Africa, was handed to me, and I paid him with a five-rand coin. Others selling fruit, toys, and art saw I wasn’t interested and turned away to sell to and panhandle the other cars behind me. As soon as the light turned green, I sped away to try to beat the morning traffic in Johannesburg.

      An hour and a half later, I slammed my foot on the brakes, bringing the bakkie to a screeching halt in front of the security boom gates at the entrance of the University of the Witwatersrand. I sighed as I watched the security guard get up and saunter over to check my credentials. “Come on,” I mumbled, “a pregnant sloth moves faster than you.” The man frowned deeply, he must have heard, but wasn’t processing the insult. He handed me a visitor sign-up board and stepped back to read the logo I had attached to the side of the bakkie. “Behind the door…um. Spel-spel-l-e-o-speleologist?”

      “Yes,” I nodded. “I am a cave explorer.”

      He chuckled. “Oh, wow. That’s a big word.”

      Suddenly, I liked the man. I labeled him innocent and then put him in the Jack and the Beanstalk box of my mind, but he wasn’t Jack. No, this dude was the giant. But a friendly one. A humble one too.

      “Yes, it is. I like caves and big things,” I said, turning on the charm to one hundred percent.

      I noticed the gears turning behind his narrowed eyes as they widened, revealing naughty twinkles. “Yoh-yoh!” he exclaimed in surprise, catching my innuendo.

      Smiling, I scribbled my name and handed him my company’s temporary University Faculty pass, which I kept behind the sun visor.

      He took longer than usual to read the information.

      “Has it expired?” I asked, tapping the steering wheel while waiting for him to hand it back to me.

      “No, everything is fine. Thank you, Mr. Dubois.” He returned my card with a twinkle in his eye. The big man was making a pass at me, but I didn’t have time for that now.

      “Thank you kindly,” I said with a smile as I shifted the stick into first gear, allowing the bakkie to roll forward a bit, hinting to him that I was in a hurry. Luckily, he went ahead and pushed the gate open for me.

      I waved, saying another, “Thank you!” and then drove onto the gigantic campus grounds to find visitor parking in front of the administration offices. It was still early, and students were arriving by taxi-buses and worn, rusted old cars. Two young female students hurriedly approached just as I opened the door to enter the building. I held the door for them. Engrossed in conversation, they barely made eye contact and walked inside without even saying thank you. “My pleasure,” I muttered, but they didn’t hear me.

      At the front desk, an eager-looking receptionist with a big afro looked up at me.

      I greeted her with a warm smile. “Good morning.”

      “Yes, good morning,” she responded, sitting up straight. I was an attractive man, and I knew exactly how to use my looks to get what I wanted. I removed my dusty hat and held it respectfully before me, like a well-mannered explorer.

      I glanced at her I.D. badge. “Sylvia, would you please contact the head of the Geoscience faculty? I believe it’s Professor Kilroy?”

      Batting her long false eyelashes, she said in a sweet, condescending voice, accentuating her s’s, “Sorry, sir, do you have an appointment?” She rolled her head from side to side, looking me up and down while nervously starting to chew on her pen, seconds from swooning.

      Gods, I felt like vomiting, but I smiled, leaning forward on the counter. “My colleague, Tobias Benson, visited a few times without results, so I’m here to bring your professor a gift he can’t refuse. Will you ring him for me and let him know I have something for him? If he doesn’t want it, I’m more than happy to give it to National Geographic.” I waved the black map tube at her. She must chew on the germ-covered pen often, as it was stained reddish-brown with her lipstick and chewed flat. I stifled a shiver. This was why I hated interacting with the public. They were disgusting.

      “Okay, give me a second,” she said, tossing the pen aside and reaching for the desk phone. I should have felt nervous, but instead, I was irritated and wanted to return to the caves, where it was cool, quiet, and free from annoying people. “Morning, sir.” She shifted in her seat, and I imagined he greeted her curtly. “Yes, I know you start working at nine, but there is a Mister…” She covered the mouthpiece and glanced at me questioningly.

      “Uh-hm.” I cleared my throat. “Draxton, Draxton Dubois.”

      “Mr. Dubois.” She checked the university visitor pass I showed her. “Oh, it’s another archaeologist from ‘Behind the Door,’ sir. He has something that he claims would interest you, but if you’re not interested, he can always give it to National Geographic.”

      “Or any other university interested in the 1922 treasure of the tomb of King Solomon,” I added, leaning in closer so he could hear me.

      “Yes, Professor.” She ended the call. “Down the hall. Last door on your right.” She pointed with her red-painted finger.

      “Thank you, Sylvia,” I replied.

      “It’s my pleasure, Mr. Dubois,” she said with an unflattering nervous giggle.

      I turned, and my flip-flops clicked, clacked, and squeaked down the long, dimly lit hallway that smelled of floor polish and old books. My gaze shifted to the name plaques and door numbers as I passed the offices. Most doors were closed, but I focused on the last door on the right, which was ajar, judging by the light spilling into the hallway. His office door featured an unusually customized, polished copper bear-head knocker. I craned my neck to peer inside and tapped the knocker, enjoying the dull reverberation from the solid acacia wood. Amused, I peeked inside, eager to meet this man.

      “Come in.” I heard a smooth baritone voice say as he opened the door wider for me to enter.

      I stepped into the office and was welcomed by a warm smile from Professor Kilroy. I’d always left negotiations to Tobias and suddenly wished I hadn’t. This man, with his impeccably tailored gray suit and clean-shaven head, was a perfect ten. Swiftly, I tucked the tube under my left arm to free up my right hand. The nauseating aversion I had felt earlier for Sylvia turned into absolute attraction as our palms touched in a handshake. His grip was firm, and his Tom Ford cologne made me zoom in on all his attractive features. His friendly, intelligent eyes met mine, and he carried a self-assurance that I found irresistibly attractive.

      I was fortunate to have Tobias as both my best friend and business partner, who helped me navigate and negotiate South Africa’s complex culture. Tobias mentioned that this man was gay, and judging by the glint in the professor’s eyes, I believed Tobias was correct in his assumption. I wasn’t leaving without that extension, and bending this attractive man over his antique French desk would be no chore.

      “Please come in and sit,” he said, and his voice rolled through me and settled in my groin. Moving aside graciously, I gave him room and watched as he closed the door.

      “Thank you.” I turned on my charm and raked him up and down appreciatively, signaling my interest, before handing him the tube containing the map and sitting down. His eyes sparkled with delighted interest. He cleared his throat and sat casually with one leg draped over the corner of his desk, watching me. I tipped my chin up, hinting for him to have a look, and waited. He opened the lid but didn’t glance inside. Instead, he sniffed it, not breaking our stare, eye fucking me with those beautiful, dark brown orbs.

      “It smells authentic. Very old. No hint of vinegar. Maybe a small amount of baking soda,” he said, closing his eyes as he continued to inhale its scent. Though he couldn’t see me, I studied his face, noting his full lips, sharp, high cheekbones, and broad African nose. The mix of his appearance and the way he casually suggested that he’s the most intelligent man in the room truly captivated me. I’ve always been drawn to well-groomed men, not the rugged, bad-boy mafia types or the fumbling, awkward professors with bow ties. No, I’m attracted to the refined, bald, intellectual types. I was attracted to the best of men, those who know they are a step above the rest because they can survive and adapt to any situation, leading others behind them. Yup, if I ever questioned my sapiosexuality, this man would prove me wrong. I was infatuated with brilliant individuals, to the extent that I considered it the most essential trait in choosing a partner.

      His nostrils flared as big as quarters as he inhaled the scent of the map inside the cartridge. “Something smells sour, someone used milk for invisible ink,” he remarked with a sly smile tugging at one corner of his mouth, interrupting my train of thought. Damn it, I should have known. This exotic beauty had brains, too.

      “Um, yes, please take the map out and see why.”

      He positioned the map tube beside him and entwined his fingers over the leg draped across the corner of the desk. “No, first tell me what you want, Mr. Dubois. Why are you bringing me gifts?”

      “Call me Draxton, please.” I leaned back in my chair, resting my right foot on my left knee as I relaxed, invitingly, while covering my groin with my hat. The office was thick with the scents of leather-bound books and our mingling colognes. Clearing his throat, he flared his nostrils, soundlessly sniffing the air. He tilted his head to the side, sizing me up. Waiting. The silence felt like a challenge. He got up and moved to sit behind his desk. I wondered if he was hiding his arousal, just as I was concealing mine.

      In his maroon leather executive desk chair, he mirrored my posture, waiting patiently. He seemed comfortable, even amid the uncomfortable silence. I almost didn’t want to ask for an extension. Setting up camp in this man’s office to explore his cave might be more adventurous. I smiled at the thought. He raised his eyebrows, still waiting for my response.

      I cleared my throat. It was time to talk business. “So,” I said, pointing to the map, “that map is worth millions of rands.” He reached for his drawer, but I raised a hand to stop him. “No need for gloves,” I interjected. “I have preserved and waterproofed it.”

      “Smart man,” he remarked as he carefully took the map from the protective tube and began unrolling it. He reached for a carved wooden box decorated with elephants, lifted the lid, and removed four paperweights. I stood up, placed my hat back on my head, and moved my chair closer to help him by placing weights at the two corners nearest to me. Together, we examined the large, faded cream map covered with smudged charcoal etchings, that nearly filled his entire desk. Each time I looked at it, the drawings, cuneiform translations, and various symbols called to me. The silence and awe seemed to affect him as well.

      I sat down. “This is a replica of the northern wall of the king’s tomb before it crumbled. My great-grandfather sketched this in 1922 A.D. while the French and English bickered over who discovered the tomb of King Solomon first. He gave it to my grandfather, who then passed it on to me. Now, it’s yours,” I whispered.

      “Hm,” he grunted.

      “I’m begging you to extend our permit to search those caves, and I’m also offering you the chance to take all the credit when I find what that map says must be there.” I looked up at him, doing my best to give him puppy eyes.

      Looking up at me and tilting his head to one side, he asked, “What do you think is there, Mr. Dubois?”

      Taking a deep breath, I blurted, “I believe it’s a door. Those caves match the drawings of the Ziggurat structure from the tomb of King Solomon, which resembles the Gate of Judgment.”

      “Gate of Judgment? Are you saying you’re searching for the door to Heaven?” He chuckled in disbelief at me.

      “No, of course not. Maybe. I don’t know what lies beyond that door, but I’m one hundred percent sure it is there. Those tunnels are ancient passageways. Your naledi made the same symbols as the ones found in the tomb of King Solomon. It’s not called the Rising Star Caves by coincidence. The locals have referred to it that way for eons.” I pointed to the symbols on the map. He knew exactly what the drawings in the caves looked like. He was doing his best not to appear surprised, or perhaps this was old news to him. I wondered what else this professor knew. “Why does it seem like you already knew this?”

      “I see you are an intelligent man. I’m not sure it’s accurate to call them ancient passageways.”

      Ah, so he knew something already. “Why not? They are part of a labyrinth. I’ve compared them to the Cradle of Mankind, and to all those caves in that area from above.” I moved to the edge of my seat. “Fold the map in half, then fold those flaps back again.” I cleared the paperweights on my side to assist him. The more I folded the map, the more his eyebrows scrunched together. “Yes, just like a paper airplane.” He shook his head, looking from the map back to me in astonishment. “See, it’s a massive, complex structure leading to the center, to the door.”

      He sat back, crossing his arms. “A door for pixies, maybe? I’ve seen those tunnels. There’s no room for any door or structure down there, Mr. Dubois,” he said with a serious expression. I couldn’t tell if he was joking or not. I broke our stare and let my eyes wander over the bookshelves, which were stacked from the floor to the ceiling. Behind him was a tall glass showcase filled with various artifacts. A small, glimmering white marble carved into a polar bear caught my attention. I pointed to it with an open hand.

      “This map isn’t something you would save there. It needs to go into a place with better security.”

      His eyes flicked to mine. “You know, Mr. Dubois, I call bullshit. You didn’t preserve it. You were hiding something.” He was correct. I hid my great-grandfather’s code that he had written with milk on the side of the map.

      I waved off the statement. “Look, the passages on the map turn left upon entry and pass in front of the chimney, but then it turns sharply down and to the right. We need more time because we’ve been scanning that wall repeatedly. We can’t go right. We need time. Here, Tobias and I found a fine line. I call it a line, but he insists it’s a crack. It’s unusually straight and long. No human could have scraped that with a piece of rock. It’s not rock carvings. Look, the door has to be there, somewhere in this exact spot, either up or down. You know the rock carvings look just like these.” I pointed to ladders, triangles, and squares. “I know the door is there. All I need is time, Professor. Once I find the door, all the credit goes to you and your faculty. You won’t have to spend a cent. All you have to do is say yes. Let National Geographic pull out, as they planned to today. I need space to work without any interference or distractions. Give me three months. That’s all I ask. If there’s no sign other than what we’ve found up until today, I will gladly pack up and call it quits. I’ll go home and start my research all over again. Because then I’m wrong. So wrong.”

      I tipped my head down to catch my breath and waited. Usually, people hated it if I stayed quiet for so long, it made them uncomfortable. My grandfather told me it’s not my fault if people got impatient and thought I was rude. The silence in the office finally doused my echoing words. When I looked back up, he sat patiently waiting for me with a smile. This man was really at the top of the food chain.

      He pointed a finger at me. I wanted to sink to my knees for him. Not to beg, but to crawl closer and smell him like a dog. I bet he smelled like soap and tasted sweat. “I will give you three months, but I will be visiting and checking on your progress. No one else goes into those caves but you and Tobias. You work for me now. Without pay, of course. Anything new—be it the door, any bones, or anything, I don’t care if it’s just a hair. It belongs to the Wits, to my department.”

      A broad smile spread across my face. “Thank you.” I stood up weak in the knees, to shake his hand. “You just made the best deal of your career. I won’t disappoint you.”

      “Famous last words, Mr. Dubois.” He unfolded his new map, then rolled it back up and slipped it back into the protective tube.

      “Famous indeed, as you’ll see. You are about to become very famous.” I chuckled. “I was about to flirt with you and persuade you with my body.” I laughed, awaiting a reaction.

      “No need for that. We’ll see more of each other, Mr. Dubois.”

      “Please, I asked you earlier to call me Draxton.”

      “Only if you call me by my name, Kellan.” He looked like a Kellan. I liked the alliteration of the k’s.

      “Professor Kellan Kilroy, I look forward to working with you.” We shook hands longer than necessary. His long, slender fingers were surprisingly callused for a man who spends his days in an office. I shivered at the thought of those rough calluses scraping against my skin down my spine on their way to separate my butt cheeks.

      Gods, I have to stop gazing into his all-knowing eyes. I can’t…I can’t look away.

      He beamed at me knowingly, and we paused for a moment. In that instant, for the first time ever, my entire world went silent as I made eye contact. It didn’t make me nervous—no buzzing noises urging me to find silence—just a profound and unexpected comfort that settled deep within my bones. All the usual frantic chatter in my mind faded, replaced by a singular, unwavering focus as we shared the understanding of mutual attraction.

      “We’ll see each other again the day after tomorrow. Please tell Tobias I said hello.” He patted my arm, and my skin prickled where he had touched me.

      Swirls of heat detonated inside me. “I…I will, until then,” I said hurriedly, opening the office door, flustered and eager to resume my trek through the Johannesburg traffic—with a victorious grin.
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      Our family wasn’t the conventional South African black family. We’ve been guarding a secret for a few hundred years.

      My father had passed away just after I finished my final year of professorship. He had guessed that he was about nine hundred years old.

      Even before the English and Dutch set foot beyond the Drakensberg Mountains, my father had waited here for someone, anyone, to join him or at least come get him.

      He wasn’t from around here originally. He knew our history because he’d witnessed it firsthand. Earth’s true name was Anzulla, and back around 1600 A.D., he had arrived here, when he’d escaped death during a war that erupted in a time and place hidden somewhere behind a door, exactly where Draxton had been searching.

      Our old stone house, which had stood for hundreds of years, sat on the outskirts of Diepmeadow, Soweto. It was along my route, and I had been stopping by my mama’s house for coffee either in the mornings before or in the afternoons after visiting the Rising Star Caves.

      She enjoyed hearing about my adventures, but lately, there had been little adventuring, as I had mostly been stuck in my office, shuffling paperwork and piecing together funding for my department. As her only biological child, telling her about my meeting with Draxton, after Tobias arranged it, ignited her curiosity about my love life.

      “You be good to that white boy of yours now,” my mama pointed her crooked, arthritic finger at me. I smiled warmly at her. She was much shorter than I was.

      On our way out the door, we found someone had dropped more groceries for my mother and clothes for the children, which always seem to arrive at her doorstep, so I helped her carry the stuff inside before leaving.

      I gently grasped her bony shoulders and pulled her closer for a hug. “Drive safely,” she murmured into my chest, while I bent my neck to rest my chin atop her head.

      “I will, Mama.” I chuckled. She wrapped her arms around my middle, squeezing as hard as she could, which wasn’t much, but the familiar feeling of overwhelming warmth and love enriched me. Her faith in me, regardless of what her neighbors and nearly everyone else who thought they knew better were saying, motivated me every moment to improve.

      I had been brought up in a very unorthodox manner. They’d taught me to be a role model for the younger generation. Instead of responding with hate and violence, absorbing negativity, I would cleanse it and return the opposite to the world. I’d always aimed to turn hate into love and kindness, staying true to my values. It was how I was brought up by a father over nine hundred years old and a mama, though small, shielding me and instilling in me the strength to face judgment while remaining proud and motivated to keep my head held high. I wanted to prove to those who doubted me that I was the better person, despite our differences in sexual orientation. My parents taught me to love people for who they are, and to disregard things like race, gender, wealth, possessions, or social status.

      Guarding the caves was a team effort. Aside from my mother, Tobias knew about our family secret. He worked in the field, excavating and mapping the caves nestled in the Cradle of Mankind, keeping an eye on Draxton and National Geographic, as I could not be everywhere. It had been my mother’s idea, after my father had passed away, to entrust Tobias, who had been the second eldest of our weird family. She probably thought the two of us would eventually hook up and fall in love, but Tobias had only been a sidekick, a friend, and not a lover. I wasn’t his type anyway. He liked dainty twinks, which was a good thing, because Draxton was none of those things. No, he was a beautiful, untamable beast, and that’s why I had concocted a plan with Tobias to make an offer Draxton couldn’t refuse.

      Tobias had suggested approaching and teaming up as business partners with Draxton, not only because he could help him excavate and search, but also navigate South Africa safely. That was especially beneficial, as Tobias would assist with the talking and dealings, given his familiarity with me, and thus be my inside man. Together, Draxton could avoid the red tape while they were spelunking for the very door we’ve been hiding and guarding all my life.

      So far, no one had seen a door, not even my father. I was more worried about someone coming through from the other side. Perhaps searching for my father, who thought, and I tended to agree, that the door couldn’t be opened from our side. As an extra precaution, I had infrared cameras situated at the cave’s entrance and surrounding areas. While I monitored from afar, Tobias would have to intercept and contact me if someone out of the ordinary suddenly appeared or exited the cave.

      For the last two years, they’ve been in and out of the caves, and still nothing except for my growing obsession with meeting Draxton.

      My parents guarded the secret until I was old enough to understand what they shared with me. After I turned nineteen and left home for university, our house had become a haven, a revolving door for all kinds of ages and backgrounds of queer children. Tobias was the first gay kid who had visited and never left when he was old enough and ready to face the world. Like Tobias, all the other children had grown up and made something of themselves. But Tobias was the only one who knew our secret.

      Lately, as if she didn’t have enough people coming and going, she’d gotten the idea of grandbabies into her head and been pushing me to marry and adopt.

      I was forty-three and had no desire for children or to get married. My work was my priority, and finding someone to spend time with was never high on my list. But one mention of Draxton and Tobias, and suddenly, she’s been bringing up the subject of grandbabies at every visit.

      I let go of her and turned to touch the door handle with my thumb to unlock the door of my 2017 Mercedes 4x4. She smiled enthusiastically. Her soft, thin skin, crinkling like old paper at the corners of her eyes and around her mouth, reminded me of how fragile she was and that she, like my father, probably wouldn’t wake up one morning, as she had little time left to live. “Ask them to dinner. I want to meet your new friend,” she said as I opened the door and climbed into the driver’s seat.

      “I will ask him. But not for tonight. Maybe next week. We’re still getting to know each other.” I closed the door, found the button, and lowered the window. The cool morning air wafted inside along with the scent of her sweet rose perfume. She placed her arthritic hands on the side of the door, leaned in, wrapped her tiny hands around my neck, and kissed me again.

      “Next week is perfect. Tell them both to come say hello, then the week after that, you can bring your man, and then we’ll talk grandbabies, okay?” I rolled my eyes.

      “No babies, Mama, please. He has no time for children. I doubt he will stay, even if he finds what he’s looking for. He is out of the ordinary and not the type of man confined by everyday expectations. His mind is locked onto things we can’t see. He searches for those things, not for children and a home. I told you, Mama, I don’t want more responsibilities. I have enough.”

      I started the car, and she crossed her arms. “You have no time to waste. You are almost fifty. Ask him about babies, if he wants that. Get to know him.”

      “I am getting to know him, but that doesn’t change the fact that I don’t want children. I’m not almost fifty, I’m forty-three. I love you, Mama, but I am happy. Whether I’m with someone or not, I don’t want children. My life is full enough. I wouldn’t mind spending it with someone who shares my interests, but it’s time you nag someone else about babies.”

      She uncrossed her arms. “We’ll talk again. Just be careful of those tsotsis at the crossing.”

      I shifted the car into drive. “I will, and no more baby talk, Mama.” I pinned her with a stare. “I will call you. Love you.” She grinned and waved. I pressed my foot on the pedal and leaned out the window, waving goodbye as I drove away. I was looking forward to seeing Draxton again today. I was definitely in trouble.

      Ever since I saw his picture attached to the file submitted for an application to participate in our faculty’s excavation, research, and mapping project focused on the caves in the Cradle of Mankind, I had fixated on him. The more I learned, the more I wanted to get to know him, shake his hand, and hear him speak to me. Those mysteriously deep, dark eyes gazed straight at the camera through unruly black locks of hair framing a face that appeared to be in a state of permanent scowl. But it wasn’t just his dangerous look; the more I researched him, the more intriguing his background became, and I’ve been diligently figuring out how to get my hooks into him. He was like an ancient relic I wanted to own. He was extraordinary, and I wanted him to be mine, because he was a unique and complicated man.

      His intensely dark exterior concealed a delicate mind. I never would have known he was different if I hadn’t looked into his family history and found a diagnosis, almost as a footnote, indicating he was an exceptionally gifted individual with ASD.

      I needed to find a way to tie him down and make him mine without sounding like I expected him to stay in one place, as he would likely get bored with me as soon as I agreed to fuck him. As much as I wanted him, I wasn’t certain that Draxton could ever really belong to someone. How do you catch a bubble without bursting it?

      That powerlessness drove me to understand him and win him over, which left me feeling vulnerable in his presence. He had a beautiful intellect and a personality like a rhinoceros. I loved it. I doubted he was even aware of this deep connection to another man. The way his grandfather raised him both shielded him and rendered him unaware of the intrinsic dynamics between people, between lovers. Draxton was clueless about society. He only focused on his work—maps and caves. I was besotted, infatuated, and just plain foolish around him—everything he said and did was innocently amusing and extraordinary. I was weak in my desire for him, and I battled both him and myself not to fall too hard and too fast for his brilliant mind, although he granted me free access to his body.
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      I was all kinds of frustrated. My balls were full, and I felt like a bull, thinking being an ox must be better. As promised, Kellan had shown up a few times at camp, checking on us. So far, it was nothing more than a brief hello with a peck on the cheek and handshakes with Tobias.

      Bloody fucking hell, I thought we’d had an understanding when I’d last been in his office. I wanted to feel like that again, but how could I if he just showed up to tease me?

      Rolling my eyes, I set aside all my murderous, sexually frustrated thoughts. “Are you gearing up, or did you only come by to check on us?” I grunted.

      Tobias snickered, and I nudged him aside with a hip bump to help him wash our breakfast utensils. Once we start working, we won’t return until much later. Without sunlight, cave explorers often lose track of time. It’s also much cooler, a constant seventeen degrees Celsius, making the South African summer far more bearable inside the caves.

      Kellan had arrived earlier than usual from Johannesburg and joined us for an early breakfast this morning. He got up from the camping chair he’d been lounging in, stretching his arms in various directions. That made his shirt pull up, revealing his narrow hips, belly button, and the fine black trail of hair that disappeared into his low-cut denim, secured by a black belt. I blinked and tried my best not to look at his bulge, but failed. Our eyes locked, and I looked away to conceal my desire. Bloody fucking hell!

      “Yes, I’m gearing up today,” Kellan announced proudly. The gears in my head clicked faster and faster until they created one loud humming noise. “If you two don’t mind,” he added as an afterthought.

      Kellan was becoming increasingly difficult to understand. I wanted him close and pressed against me, yet also as far away as possible until he became just a speck of dust to me. This situation between us was way too complicated, and took up too much space in my mind, and I couldn’t concentrate on my work. My work was more important because I’d promised my grandfather I would find that door. I shook my head to quiet it down. But, as usual, the voice inside my cock and head had different opinions about Kellan, and couldn’t decide which had the final say.

      If I told you I wanted to sleep with you, and you agreed, then what was the problem? I didn’t have time to prolong the wait. We could have had incredible sex three times already. Three! Today could have been the fourth. But he had wasted it.

      Hell, I didn’t even know how to respond to Kellan. He seemed eager to explore, but unfortunately, it wasn’t my body that captivated him, it was the cave.

      Today, he dressed in work clothes like us. His fitted blue shirt, jeans, and boots gave him a look that made him appear like a seasoned spelunker. My fingers tingled, yearning to loosen that bloody buckle, unbutton, and unzip his pants to reveal the impressive bulge he was showcasing. I shook my head, telling my cock to calm the fuck down. I had to stop thinking about him like that. He’s not interested in sex, he’d made that abundantly clear. Three times. I didn’t want to hear it again.

      “It’s okay, Draxton. I’ll finish up and pack our lunches. You and your professor can gather the urinals and backpacks.” Tobias shoulder-bumped me with a strange, sly look as he dutifully packed our food into the small cooler. I snapped my tongue, throwing down the washrag.

      “Thanks,” I whispered through clenched teeth, leaning closer to Tobias’s ear. “He is not my professor.” Tobias didn’t look at me, but judging by his shaking shoulders, he was amused.

      I turned and pointed to the ablution block. “I’ll be back,” I said, ignoring Kellan, who stood with his hands locked behind his neck, teasing me. There was nothing worse than working with a full bladder and no urinal in sight. The general rule of thumb was to empty your bowels before entering the caves. We kept drinking and eating to a minimum until we exited again, then we rehydrated once outside. Unlike those assholes climbing Mount Everest, we speleologists never left anything behind. We carried glow-in-the-dark urinals with us, which we emptied, washed, and reused daily to ensure we didn’t have to crawl outside prematurely or piss where we worked.

      “I need to use the facilities as well,” the professor said from somewhere behind me. I was doing my best to avoid him. He was becoming a real pain, and not the enjoyable kind. Since our meeting on campus, he had paid us three visits, and three times he had given me the I’m-not-interested treatment. I had work to accomplish, I had made my effort, and I wasn’t going to belittle myself any further. I stormed into the bathroom, furiously relieved my bladder, gathered the urinals I had cleaned and sterilized last night, packed them inside their netted bag, washed my hands, and charged outside, colliding with Kellan’s broad chest with an oomph.

      “Careful,” he said on a chuckle just before I could slam on my brakes.

      “Excuse me,” I burst out, my voice squeaking with nervousness.

      In a flash, I cataloged his warm, tall, and sturdy frame against me. A constant cloud of exquisite smells hovered around him—a spicy leather scent with notes of citrus and lavender. His beautiful, dark eyes and wide smile revealed straight, shiny white teeth. Sweet hot sauce! I was jittery around this man.

      His arms wrapped around me, pulling me in for an embrace. My eyes widened, and I inhaled sharply. It felt amazing yet horribly uncomfortable. This man made me edgy. He smiled, his expression almost playful, like a gorilla preparing to play with me until I was dead.

      “Are you okay?” he asked, his voice laced with concern.

      I nodded, attempting to steady my racing heart. “I-I think so,” I stammered.

      He chuckled again, not tightening and also not releasing me from his hold. “Sorry for scaring you,” he said, his tone sincere.

      I shook my head, still trying to regain my composure. “It’s okay,” I finally managed to say.

      He flashed me another charming smile, still not stepping back. “Well, I should probably let you continue on your way,” he said, gazing in the direction of the caves.

      I nodded, grateful for the chance to escape his overpowering presence. “Yes, please excuse me. Please and thank you,” I replied, eager to return to the caves, my heart still pounding.

      “Draxton Dubois, you are excused, but I hope this is not the last time you end up flustered in my embrace.”

      Too close. Too tight. Too sexy. Too bloody much! I thought. His arms felt like industrial steel clamps around me. His breath carried a minty scent, like the gum he was chewing. His affectionate eyes and rigid body pressed flush against mine signaled that he wanted me. He focused on my mouth. The tip of his pink tongue swiped over his plump bottom lip. I stood mesmerized, forgetting that I was about to be broken in half by the jaws of life. He chewed and moved the spearmint bubblegum around. I wanted half of it. If we kissed, I would get half. I would steal a piece, bite it off, and then push his half back into his mouth. The thought had me panting. The heat between us was scorching. Too fucking hot. As much as I wanted to kiss him, I wasn’t going to. This time, it’s up to him to make the first move, and I don’t intend to make it easy for him.

      “Nope, not gonna happen.” I wiggled my arms free and pushed him away.

      “Do you want me or not, Draxton?” he asked gently. Damn it! He’s creeping under my radar. That’s precisely what he’s doing!

      Shaking myself like a wet dog, I tried to rid myself of the hooks he’d harpooned into me. If I didn’t escape him, he’d reel me in—my mind and my body.

      Before I could say anything else, Kellan turned and disappeared into the washrooms while Tobias was coming up the trail, laughing.

      Screw this, I thought as I veered right toward the cave’s entrance. “I’ll get started,” I muttered to Tobias, too embarrassed to look at him.

      He clapped his hands once. “You two are so much fun to watch.”

      I turned my head up to the sky and shouted over my shoulder, “Tobias, I’m going to kick your ass one of these days!” Then I lifted both my arms over my head, pointing two middle fingers at him before entering the cave’s mouth.

      “You can try!” he taunted, then shouted back, “See you in two minutes!”

      I pretended not to hear him. Asshole, I thought. Tobias found us so entertaining. Kellan flipped all my switches faster than Lady Gaga played piano. I didn’t know how to act around someone so perfect for me, and yet not wanting to sleep with me. What was wrong with him? He was making me look like a fool running after him. I liked the challenge, but this was too much. I didn’t pine for impossible men. I didn’t have the time to…All I could do was ignore him and pretend he was ugly and stank like a decomposing pig.

    

  

OEBPS/images/draxton-header.jpg






OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        Dedication
      


      		
        Warning
      


      		
        PART ONE
        
          		
            Reference Maps
          


          		
            1. Draxton
          


          		
            2. Kellan
          


          		
            3. Draxton
          


          		
            4. Kellan
          


          		
            5. Draxton
          


          		
            6. Draxton
          


          		
            7. Callisto
          


          		
            8. Kellan
          


          		
            9. Draxton
          


          		
            10. Kellan
          


          		
            11. Draxton
          


          		
            12. Kellan
          


          		
            13. Draxton
          


          		
            14. Draxton
          


          		
            15. Kellan
          


          		
            16. Draxton
          


          		
            17. Draxton
          


          		
            18. Kellan
          


          		
            19. Kellan
          


          		
            20. Draxton
          


          		
            21. Draxton
          


          		
            22. Draxton
          


          		
            23. Callisto
          


          		
            24. Kellan
          


          		
            25. Draxton
          


          		
            26. Callisto
          


        


      


      		
        PART TWO
        
          		
            1. Kellan
          


          		
            2. Kellan
          


          		
            3. Draxton
          


          		
            4. Zaidon
          


          		
            5. Zaidon
          


          		
            6. Zaidon
          


          		
            7. Draxton
          


          		
            8. Draxton
          


          		
            9. Callisto
          


          		
            10. Kellan
          


          		
            11. Zaidon
          


          		
            12. Kellan
          


          		
            13. Zaidon
          


          		
            14. Draxton
          


          		
            15. Draxton
          


          		
            16. Draxton
          


          		
            17. Zaidon
          


          		
            18. Kellan
          


          		
            19. Draxton
          


          		
            20. Kellan
          


          		
            21. Draxton
          


          		
            22. Callisto
          


          		
            23. Kellan
          


          		
            24. Draxton
          


          		
            25. Draxton
          


          		
            26. Callisto
          


          		
            27. Draxton
          


          		
            28. Draxton
          


          		
            29. Draxton
          


          		
            30. Kellan
          


          		
            31. Draxton
          


          		
            32. Callisto
          


          		
            33. Draxton
          


          		
            34. Kellan
          


          		
            35. Kellan
          


          		
            36. Bonus
          


          		
            37. Timeline
          


          		
            Afterword
          


        


      


      		
        About the Author
      


    


  
  
    
      		Title Page


      		Copyright


      		Contents


      		Beginning


      		About the Author


    


  


This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/maps-of-rising-star-caves-sa.jpg
Entrance

39 foot (12 meter) verticalshaft

; : Superman's cral-
alerages 79 inches (20 om) wide

 passage as small
a5 7 nches
(48 om) vide

Dinaledi
Chamber

The Rising Star Cave System, showing access to the Dinaledi chamber.
Credit: Illustration by Pat Linse, based on image by National Graphic.)





OEBPS/images/draxton-header-copy.jpg






OEBPS/images/rtx-1f608-text-received.png





OEBPS/images/draxton-by-kashel-char-ebook.jpg






OEBPS/images/children-of-anzulla.jpg
\_KASHELJCHAR \

CHILDREN
or A\IZULLA

DRAXTON & KELLAN:
Wf INDING LOVE IN THE#WORLD OF TITAN&M

= g

\

71 MM sciFI FANTASY =

D— g S
— Y N7 -~






OEBPS/images/image-340x1000-logo-koda-calmz.jpg
KODA CALMZ
PUBLISHING





OEBPS/images/the-location-of-the-cradle-of-mankind.jpg





OEBPS/images/rtx-1f607-text-sent.png





