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      Patrick collapsed into an old wicker chair and was immediately smothered by a cloud of dust. Everything in the barn was dirty, but he didn’t care—he could sleep for a month, even in this heat. He propped his feet up on the final moving box, a heavy one marked as “storage, non-essentials.” Probably yearbooks.

      August in southern Utah was as bad as Mom had said. Vina Profunda, her little hometown, was way hotter than Salt Lake up north. It was all desert here, red and dry, except for the low valley where the river fed the grasslands for cattle. Mom said he’d get to swim in the river a lot. She said there’d be trails to hike. She told him and his brother and sister a lot of things to try to make the move sound better, but they knew why they were here.

      Patrick was twelve now—thirteen in a month—and he wasn’t naïve. Your parents weren’t supposed to move in with their parents unless they got sick or something, but Grandpa was seventy and still going strong.

      No, Mom and Dad were broke. Super broke. So broke they had to sell their house and move to V.P., and if Patrick’s brother Link was right, they were still broke. Here they were, six hours away on the other side of Canyonlands National Park, so they could be poor at Grandpa’s house. Grandpa, who Patrick had only ever visited three times before this, was a quiet man. A nice man, but he always seemed distracted, looking for a task. Mom said it came with being a rancher, that there was always something else to do.

      Sighing again, Patrick surveyed the barn and saw several lifetimes’ worth of junk piled up. This was Grandpa’s second barn, the one that wasn’t for animals. Patrick figured this one was more of a storage unit now. Grandpa had let them unload the moving truck in here. New boxes sat next to old chests of who-knew-what, including stacks of weathered tools which were so worn down they could have been owned by Pioneers, and racks of equipment he didn’t recognize. Under a tarp in the corner he saw a rusted truck, with curved fenders like in old movies. The tires were flat.

      Patrick’s eyes followed a wooden staircase up to the loft, where more stuff collected dust on the upper level. That was cool. It kind of reminded him of that one Superman TV show Mom and Dad had watched, when Superman was just a teenager. He’d go check out the loft when he stopped sweating. Hopefully it would be as cool as his house in Salt Lake had been.

      Patrick didn’t want to hate the move the way Link did, even if Link had a good reason. Just a few months ago, Mom and Dad had sold Link’s gaming computer to pay off some of the debts from Dad’s accident. Link was—or had been—a streamer. His channel was small but steadily growing. He said he was close to getting it monetized and then he’d be able to pay everything off…Mom and Dad said it was too much of a long shot, and that was that.

      Patrick had tried to tell Link it was going to be okay, but Link didn’t listen. As far as he was concerned, everything sucked now and his life was over in this crappy town. Link had given Mom and Dad nothing but trouble since then. Sandy, their sister, wasn’t as bad, but she’d complained during the whole move too. Not wanting to make it worse, Patrick focused on trying to help. Link and Sandy could have at least been a little more understanding of Dad’s problems. The kids could walk. Dad could barely stand.

      “Pat? You in here?”

      Patrick sat up. “Coming, Dad.” He struggled to his feet—the chair was lower than it looked—then hurried across the dirt floor.

      Dad came into view, strapped into his wheelchair, his legs positioned at a slightly weird angle, looking thinner than they used to. He’d been in good shape before he got paralyzed. Partially paralyzed, Patrick corrected himself. The doctors said he could get better. Patrick believed he would get better, it would just take time.

      Dad wasn’t wheeling himself, though; Grandpa was behind him, tall and thin and hard, like an old hammer that still saw regular use. His jeans and boots and plaid shirt were probably older than Patrick, and he parted his gray hair on the side. An honest-to-goodness revolver hung on a holster at his hip.

      “You do all this yourself, kid?” Grandpa asked, taking in the stacks of boxes.

      “Uh, yeah…are they in the way? I can move them.”

      “Where’s Link?” Dad asked, frowning.

      “He said Mom told him to clean bedrooms.”

      Dad narrowed his eyes. “Mom told Sandy to do that. He was supposed to be here.”

      Patrick didn’t know what to say, but he knew how he felt about it. From the look on Grandpa’s face, he felt the same way.

      “I’ll go get him,” Grandpa growled.

      “I’ll take care of it, Jim,” Dad said. Grandpa ignored him, setting the brakes on the wheelchair and trudging off to the house. Dad started to say something else, changed his mind, and instead rummaged around in a grocery bag on his lap. He came up with a green sports drink, the bottle dripping like it was sweating, and Patrick realized he had sweat running down his own face too. He suddenly felt thirsty.

      “Here, bud. Gotta hydrate in this heat, okay? Thanks for working so hard today.”

      “Welcome,” Patrick said, uncapping the bottle and taking a swig.

      “Not just for unloading, kiddo. You’ve been a big help to Mom and me this whole time.”

      “Yeah,” said Patrick, always awkward with gratitude.

      “I know there’s gonna be a learning curve with all this,” Dad trailed off, getting that look in his eyes that Patrick hated, like he was trying not to feel hopeless. It scared him. It wasn’t normal. Maybe it was why Patrick tried so hard to keep things normal, like it wasn’t a big deal that they had to do all this…

      Dad didn’t used to get all serious. It seemed to Patrick as if the accident broke all the humor out of him.

      “I don’t mind it, Dad,” Patrick lied, wanting to believe it.

      “Well that’s good, because there’s plenty to like about this place. Sandy’s gonna learn how to shoe a horse. You’d never catch that in the city,” Dad said. “I think Grandpa’s guy is coming by to do it soon. Want to watch?”

      Patrick shook his head. “I don’t want to go back in the sun yet. This is really good.” He took another drink. “Can I go swimming?”

      “Oh, uh, the river is about half an hour away, and it’s late. Church is at nine tomorrow.”

      “I meant in the pool.”

      “What pool?”

      “The…pond? Swimming hole?” Patrick gestured outside. About a hundred yards away there was a square of raised-up land that he’d seen earlier, full of dark, still water. “I know where my suit is. Can I go?”

      “Oh, buddy, ha-ha!” Dad chuckled and Patrick was glad to see him smile. “You don’t want to get in that. I can’t remember what Grandpa uses it for, but that water is funky. Stay out of it, you’ll get sick.”

      “Okay.” His hopes dampened, Patrick turned back to the barn. “What’s all this other stuff?”

      “The Westover family treasure,” Dad said, studying the odd collection of junk. “Your mom’s ancestors were some of the first settlers out this way. Brigham Young personally sent your great-great-grandfather down here to make friends with the Alapiutes and build a trading post. Oh shoot, I just remembered!”

      “What?”

      Dad thrust his chin upward at the loft. “Your Uncle Randy used to play out here all the time as a kid, that loft was basically his second bedroom. Most of that stuff is his. He collected comics, too.”

      Patrick’s eyes lit up. He also loved comics, although most of his collection was on the iPad, not on paper. “Didn’t know that. I kind of don’t remember him, but I didn’t want to say that to Mom.”

      Dad nodded. “Probably for the better. Someday, buddy.”

      “Yeah.”

      Uncle Randy had been in the Army Reserves. He died in the Middle East two years ago, in one of those desert spots where they buried bombs in the road. Randy got a closed casket for his funeral. Link told Patrick it was because there wasn’t enough left of Randy to see, and that was why Mom couldn’t talk about Randy without crying. A month later, Dad had his accident.

      When Patrick was ten, Dad had been on his way home from work at the mine in West Jordan. A drunk driver ran a red light and hit him at seventy miles per hour. Normally the police arrested drivers like that and made them pay, but this man had no insurance and was in the country illegally. Apparently, that got you out of paying for someone when you crippled them.

      Patrick didn’t understand all the details, only that surgery and treatment cost a mountain of money, and without the use of his legs Dad couldn’t do his job at the mine. Before long, the Kellers had to sell their house to pay for Dad’s doctors, and now here they were, moving in with Grandpa.

      New town. No friends. Lots of new chores. Mom was trying to stay positive, and Dad was trying to be tough through it all, trying to get back on his feet, trying to find computer work in the meantime. Link was always mad, Sandy was always whining, so Patrick didn’t want to do either of those things.

      Over at the house Patrick heard Grandpa snapping at Link, who slumped his shoulders as he pushed a wheelbarrow to the other barn. Patrick couldn’t hear what Grandpa was saying, but he sounded mad.

      “Told him I’d take care of it,” Dad muttered, and turned his wheelchair around to leave.

      “Here, I’ll push,” Patrick offered.

      “No, son,” Dad said, maybe a little sterner than he meant to. Softening, he added, “Take a break. Mom and Grandpa are going to return the truck. I’ll keep Link on task.”

      “Doing what?”

      “Shoveling horse crap, from the look of it. Hey, Grandpa’s making Indian tacos for dinner, I don’t think you’ve ever had those.”

      “That’d be cool,” Patrick said. “I can still help if you want, though.”

      Dad was already outside. “Pat, don’t burn yourself out. You’ve got the rest of your life for that. Be a kid for a while longer, okay? Check out the loft, I bet Randy’s comics are still up there. He showed me his collection once or twice; he used to go on for hours about that stuff.”

      Intrigued, Patrick climbed the stairs and was surprised to see the contrast with the ground floor; up here it was dusty and dirty, but well-organized and comfortable. Uncle Randy had a nasty old couch, and cobwebs around its base were enough to keep Patrick away. Opposite that were two bookcases full of paperbacks, their covers dry and sun-bleached. The titles sounded like either cowboy or alien stories, or both. The rest were history books and conspiracy theories. Randy must have had some imagination.

      There was an actual CD player on the table, though most of the CDs were country music, which Patrick didn’t like. Randy had left a disc in the player from some guy named ‘Toby Keith.’ Shrugging, Patrick turned it on while he looked around. The twangy guitar sounded okay, and felt like it fit the room.

      Over on the wall, a giant map caught his eye, pieced together from large sheets of paper tacked into a square of plywood. From the look of it, Uncle Randy had drawn the map himself, with squiggly lines and uniform text in different colors, highlighting grades and natural formations.

      “Whoa,” Patrick breathed, scanning it from top to bottom. It was a blown-up map of southeast Utah, showing Vina Profunda and the surrounding area in sharp detail. Canyonlands National Park was on the west side, with Moab up north and Monticello down south. Right along the northern edge of V.P., wrapping around the east, was the border to the “Alapiute/Terrano” Indian reservation. Patrick couldn’t remember why it had two names.

      South of the reservation there was a range of oil fields, and west of those was a big mine, though not as big as the one where Dad had worked. Elemental symbols marked the different deposits of precious metals—gold, silver, and copper. South of that was a windmill farm, and the map ended on the bottom with Blanding, which had a uranium mine. Patrick remembered Dad saying they were careful about radiation there.

      As neat as all that was, nothing held his attention as much as a cluster of markings right between the reservation and the oil fields; these were small, crisp, and deliberate, and Patrick had to get right up close to see what they were: dinosaurs. Two legs, four legs, even a few with wings, all chained tightly together in a messy line like the path of a river. They weren’t all drawn in the same color ink. Patrick assumed that Randy had added them over time.

      “Cool,” he whispered. He counted them left-to-right and came up with sixty-eight. Did people dig up fossils out there? Patrick had always liked dinosaurs, but only the real kind, not the weird ones that ended up in movies. Any real paleontologist knew that dinosaurs didn’t look like that. Randy might have drawn them wrong but that was okay. Patrick really wanted to get out there and see if Vina Profunda had fossils to dig up. Maybe moving here would have its upsides.

      He studied the map for a while longer, then rummaged through some of Randy’s comics on a nearby shelf. To his disappointment, almost none of them had characters Patrick recognized, and hardly any of them were even superheroes. Some of them were historical comic books and others were in French—Randy had served his church mission in Canada, so that made sense. Patrick went from box to box, looking for something interesting, until he pulled out the last box on the bottom, and immediately noticed something different about it.

      So far, all the boxes had been neatly organized, with the comics standing upright, packed front to back in clear plastic bags. This box rattled like its contents were loose, and a single comic laid flat on top of something inside. Frowning, Patrick removed the comic to reveal…a mask?

      Setting the comic aside, he pulled out the curved object, made of what seemed like glazed clay, all smooth and shiny from being fired in a kiln. He’d made a clay pot back in elementary school, and Mom filled it with candy every year at Christmas. The glazing on this mask was far smoother than Patrick’s pot had been; cleaner, better, and done by a pro. It gave the mask a shiny black finish. In fact, it kind of had a superhero look to it, the sort of thing Patrick had hoped to find in the comics: geometric squares for the eyes, a smooth plate over the mouth, and sharp lines where the cheekbones would be. Like Iron Man, or a Transformer. He wondered how it worked, and decided it might be hard to see out of because the eye holes had such dark lenses in them, so dark that they almost looked like they were glazed, too.

      “Nice,” Patrick said. He turned the mask over, peeked inside for spider webs, and decided why not? There weren’t any straps but it looked to be the right size, and the inside was layered with a soft material, like felt. He pressed it to his face. The forehead was a little big, but the mask framed his cheeks and jaw almost perfectly. So perfect, in fact, that it stayed in place even after he let go.

      “Awesome,” he whispered. Was that a mirror in the corner? The reflective glass hid under a layer of grime, so he snatched a rag from a nearby table and went over to polish it. Once he could see himself better, he took in every detail of the mask, turning his head left and right. The mask looked cool, and it weighed less than he had expected.

      To his surprise, the dark glass lenses didn’t impede his vision at all. If anything they made it better; the interior of the barn was suddenly clearer and brighter. Smiling wide, Patrick walked around with the mask on, just looking at things, taking it all in, and generally enjoying the novelty of it, until the world around him started to…change.

      The light dimmed, fading at first and then blinking out all at once, leaving him fumbling in the dark. Puzzled, Patrick reached up and was about to take the mask off when his sight suddenly came back, only now the loft was gone. The world around him had changed, taking the shape of a dim, wide room, its roof curved like a dome.

      “Uh-oh,” he said aloud. Had he broken something? What was this place? He’d never seen it before…what was the mask showing him?

      Patrick immediately thought of the room as a cave, though not so rough-hewn from the rock. The domed ceiling overhead had no obvious light source, yet as he looked, he could make out shapes in the cave. Then there were voices, not friendly, not hostile, just unclear. Who was talking?

      Shadows shimmered before him, gradually refining into four tall figures and three smaller ones, all vaguely resembling people. The taller ones were bulky and jagged, like suits of armor standing nine feet tall, while the smaller ones were more his size and shape. Each of them wore a shiny black mask just like his, with pale dots of light where their eyes might be. They seemed to notice him at the same time, their faces locking onto him together, and Patrick felt nervous heat flush through his body.

      “Another one? Who’s that?” one of them asked. A boy, Patrick decided.

      “Oh, sorry, I…I’m not sure what happened,” Patrick began.

      “Sweet! It’s talking!” another shadow said.

      “No way! The fourth one’s here? Hey, what’s your name?” asked the third.

      “Dude! Where are you?”

      Out of habit Patrick almost said his name along with ‘Utah,’ before remembering a million lectures from Mom and Dad about strangers on the internet. This mask might not be a computer—and the wi-fi in Vina Profunda was bad anyway—but the situation was the same. He was hearing voices from people he couldn’t see and didn’t know.

      “Uh-oh,” said the first shadow, snapping his fingers. We’re losing him. Hey, bro! Where are you? We can help!”

      “Unless he’s the cops,” said the second shadow. “You better not be the cops.”

      A chill ran up Patrick’s back. He immediately reached for the mask.

      “No wait, that was a joke!”

      “Great job, dummy! You scared him⁠—”

      Patrick didn’t hear the rest of the conversation. The second he had the mask off, the sound cut out and he was fully back in the barn. Heart thudding in his chest, he turned the mask over in his hands, took another look inside, and saw…nothing. No sound, no images on the lenses. For a second he was tempted to put it back on. His good sense got the better of him and he replaced it in the box, its lifeless eyes staring up at him.

      That. Was. Weird.

      A faint golden glow appeared on the center of the mask’s forehead. Patrick couldn’t be sure if it was there before, but as he watched, the glow sharpened and refined into a symbol of some sort, like a foreign language he couldn’t read. Some lines swooped and curved and others were straight. A light bulb went off in his mind and he went back to Uncle Randy’s map.

      Near the center there was a perfect circle the size of his palm, directly over the border between V.P. and the Indian reservation. Inside the circle were four crudely-drawn figures that looked like people. Underneath each of the four figures was a symbol made of swoops and straight lines, distinct, but the same language. One of them matched the symbol glowing on Randy’s mask.

      Snatches of conversation from downstairs made him flinch. Grandpa and Mom talking—no, arguing—about Link as they came to get the moving truck. Patrick went very still.

      “Dad, it’s not that I’m ungrateful. You know that! But we’re still his parents and that’s our job. Kent said he’d handle it and you ignored him,” Mom said.

      “Hannah, I done told you this’d happen if you tried to bring up them kids in the city. It ain’t that you two failed him or nothin’, it’s that life is too easy out that way and he fell for it. Couple of weeks here and he’ll shape up as long as you remember how it’s done,” Grandpa countered.

      “It’s not for you to decide!”

      “I will not abide Lincoln taking advantage of a brother half his size in a hunnert-degree heat on my ranch, sweetheart. He’s lucky I don’t break my boots in his⁠—”

      Their words cut off as they climbed into the truck and started the engine. Patrick bit his lip and waited for them to leave before he bounded downstairs two steps at a time, eager to put distance between himself and the strange mask.
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        * * *

      

      Far to the north and high in the mountains, a man woke from a deep sleep in the back of his tired old box truck. Something was wrong; his mask was calling to him. Rolling off his cot, he rummaged around for a locked box under his rucksack. It took him a second to dial in the six-digit code and open the lid. The perfectly glazed black face stared up at him with a sharp, glowing white symbol on the brow. A gravelly rattling noise emanated from the false face, uttering words that very few people in the world could understand.

      The man listened. Then his eyes went wide. “By the Core…”

      Pressing the mask on, he frantically opened his guidebook, flipping through pages of maps until he came to the Mountain West of North America. Through the lenses he saw a beacon of light that marked his location in a place known to the locals as Yellowstone, in a state called ‘Wyoming.’ Next to it was the state of ‘Utah,’ and in the southeast quadrant another beacon lit up, bright and perfectly round like a ring.

      “The gate,” he whispered airily, staring in disbelief. He almost screamed with triumph. “We have a gate!”

      Things had changed. He didn’t know what, or why, or how, but they’d just gotten their biggest break. Years of scratching at rocks and coming up with nothing, stranded on the surface, and now the impossible just fell into his lap. Nobody could fake a gate. If it was there and it was active, he was going home.

      And he was
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