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"Is this everything?" Liam asked as he climbed out from behind the wheel of his old 4WD pickup truck in front of Sadie's parents’ home.

"I hope so," she said as she handed him a backpack stuffed with gear and a small duffel bag. "I know Tyler's gear will take up most of the space."

An older woman with gray wisps in her brown hair hurried toward them carrying two reusable grocery bags. "The cooler is just inside the door," she said as Liam took the bags from her and set them on the back seat behind the driver's seat. 

"Thanks, Mrs. Oldham. You didn't need to do all of this."

"This way I know you'll eat well for a few days at least," she said as he came back down the walk with a bright blue cooler. "You kids be careful out there and remember to check in every 24 hours. At least a text, but a call is better."

"We will, Mom, but once we’re in the desert we might not have signal.”

“I know, but try,” her mom said.

“Thanks for being our comm person," Sadie said as she stepped into her mom's hug. "We're going to get some epic footage of the lighthouse in the desert."

Mrs. Oldham stood on the sidewalk and waved as the kids drove off in the pre-dawn light. It wasn't the first time they'd gone off to make a film, but something about this one had her nerves on edge more than usual. She smiled at her own thoughts. It was difficult to imagine that a pillar of rock in the desert could be more dangerous than hunting monsters in the woods, and they'd done that plenty of times since college.

XXX

Turning the corner onto the block where Tyler lived, Sadie pointed out the windshield. "Looks like I'll be buried in gear again," she said when she got a look at the pile of bags and cases in the driveway next to Tyler.

"Glad to see you cut down on the gear for this trip," Liam joked as he nudged Tyler's shoulder. "Let's get loaded up so we can get on the road. "Daylight's burning."

The three of them had been making films together since college. This wasn't their first trip into the wilderness on the trail of some strange story. They'd built up a respectable following for the short films they posted on various online platforms, but they wanted to attract interest from one of the major production companies. Tyler had come up with the idea to look for less well-known stories, and he found a way to do that through programmatic searches. That's how they learned about the lighthouse near Route 666.

Once all the gear was loaded, Tyler took his usual seat as navigator leaving Sadie to settle into the pile of gear that took over most of the rear seat as well as the trunk space. She didn't mind. Together they'd covered a lot of miles this way. "We've got a room booked tonight in Gallup, New Mexico," she said. "It's about 10 hours give or take. I figured we'd spend our windshield time reviewing the variations on the story."

The first couple of hours were spent settling into the drive and getting out of city traffic. Back in the car after their first bio break, Sadie pulled a folder from her bag and read through the legend again. 

"I know we've had to fast-track our research on this," Liam said, "so we haven't been able to discuss things as much as we normally do. Was there anything in your research that either of you found particularly interesting?"

"When I suggested using recurrence intervals as part of our search I hadn't stopped to realize how much those intervals would affect the story," Tyler said.

His comment led to a discussion about how the recurrence intervals—the average time between past events, affected this story. The oldest reference to the Lighthouse they uncovered was in a legend from a local native American tribe about a mysterious column of light in the desert. 

"One of the reasons I thought this was worth pursuing was that through all the occurrences over the years the core story doesn't change," Liam said.

"You're right, but that core story is that a pillar of rock in the New Mexico desert lights up mysteriously every 23 years," Sadie said. "It's not much."

"True, but hopefully our investigation can add to the story," Tyler said. "It's not like anyone has actually done more than observe the event before."

That was true. Only the most well-known legends had been investigated scientifically. A couple of hours were spent debating whether they should take time to drive the entire length of the Devil's Highway to gather background footage and interview local residents or whether they should hike to the tower and do as much investigation at the site as possible before the event. 

"We can gather the background information afterwards, but we need to gather soil and air samples before the event for comparison," Liam said.
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By the time they pulled into the motel parking lot, they had agreed on a plan for the next few days. They could adjust based on what they learned from their research and interviews, but Sadie always felt better with at least the framework of a plan. 

It was a pain, but they unloaded all the gear to keep it safe. They were sharing a room to cut down on expenses, so by the time the three of them and all their gear were in the room, it left only a small pathway between the door, the beds, and the bathroom. It was like driving on a road closed-in by man-tall snow drifts in the winter. "We should definitely get some film of this," Liam said. "We don't want our fans to think the life of a filmmaker is all glitz and glamor."

Tyler had discovered the story about the Lighthouse and realized the next occurrence would happen in a matter of weeks. Because they had such a tight schedule, they agreed to do a lot of the filming for the background after the fact. It wasn't ideal, but they had to work in the time frame they had. "We need to get some background on camera anyway," Sadie said. "We at least want to capture the excitement of starting the investigation."

"Yeah, before our enthusiasm has been beaten down by trudging for days in the desert," Tyler agreed. 

Liam walked across the road to a fast-food place and returned with dinner. He handed each of them a paper bag and a drink from the carrier. "Nothing but the best for this crew," he said as he set his drink on the bedside table and opened his burger on his lap. 

Dinner and cleanup was quick. "Tyler, get the camera ready," Sadie said. "I'll change and be right out." She took her bag into the bathroom and stepped out a few minutes later camera-ready.

"Welcome to our first day of filming for Lighthouse in the Desert," Liam said. 

"We wanted to give you a look at our behind-the-scenes process," Sadie said. "This is our hotel room in New Mexico at the southern end of what used to be known as Route 666."

"This will be our last taste of luxury before we head out into the desert for a few nights in our no-frills tent." 

After trading a few more lines, Tyler said he had what he needed, and they stowed the gear and talked through the plan for morning. If they didn't encounter any problems, they might get their first glimpse of the Lighthouse tomorrow. All three of them were curious though they'd seen photos of the spire.

Calls and emails filled the rest of their night. "I hope we don't cause a power failure," Sadie said as she looked around the room noting that every plug had several things plugged in as they took advantage of having access to electricity. "This is definitely not safe."

"If anyone smells smoke, wake us," Liam said, only half joking. 

Tyler and Liam shared one of the queen-sized beds, leaving the other for Sadie. It would have been OK, except that the other side of the bed was piled with equipment that kept shifting as she fidgeted to find a comfortable spot on the saggy mattress. She hoped for a good night’s sleep, but that seemed less and less likely as she checked the clock for the third time and realized it was only just past midnight.
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Three phone alarms sounded at 05:00 AM. "I'll grab the shower first," Liam said. Having traveled together a lot, they all knew each other’s quirks and had long since figured out the most efficient way to share their space. Liam grabbed his bag and headed for the bathroom giving Sadie and Tyler a few more minutes to wake up. 

Sadie was ready for her turn when Liam stepped out wearing only a towel around his waist. She grinned at him. "Damn chemistry," she said as she scooted past him into the bathroom. Liam was gorgeous and the women in Sadie's life couldn't understand how they could be best friends and nothing more. It was a source of many jokes between the two of them, but there just wasn't any chemistry. Sadie knew Liam was handsome, sexy, and kind, but a lit match would fizzle out in their presence. Best friends and co-workers was all they'd ever be. 

"At least you get to enjoy the
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