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The Mountain
The Dread Sanitarium
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I saw the mountain from sixty miles out and I pulled over
because my hands were shaking.

I had driven from Sacramento. North on Interstate 5
through the Central Valley, past Redding, into the country
where the road climbs toward the Cascades and the terrain
changes from brown agriculture to green timber. I had
made this drive four times in my life — twice for work, twice
because friends said I should see Shasta, that it was a
special place, that the energy was different. I had liked the
mountain. I am a photographer. I liked the symmetry, the
isolation, the way the peak rose above the treeline like
something that had been placed rather than grown. I liked
the lenticular clouds. I had photographed them in 2024, sold
the prints at a gallery in Portland, and thought of the
mountain the way I think of most things I photograph: as a
subject that does not require my understanding to be
beautiful.

That mountain is gone.

What I saw from sixty miles was not a mountain with clouds
above it. What I saw was a structure. The peak was still
there — the same silhouette, the same glacial slopes, the
same snowline. But the air above the summit was not air. It
was visible architecture. Not clouds shaped like geometry.
Geometry that had stopped pretending to be clouds. The
lenticular formations that I had photographed two years ago
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— smooth, lens-shaped, the kind of atmospheric
phenomenon that makes people say the mountain has
energy — were present and they were not formations. They
were structure. They had edges. They had internal
complexity. They had depth, the way a building has depth
when you look at it from across a parking lot and your eye
resolves the facade into floors and windows and structural
members. The clouds above Mount Shasta were the facade
of something, and I could see through the facade to the
structure behind it, and the structure extended upward
beyond the range of my vision into a sky that was not the
same sky as the sky above the valley I was driving through.

I pulled over. I got out of the car. I stood on the shoulder of
Interstate 5 and looked at the mountain and my hands were
shaking because I am a photographer and a photographer’s
instrument is the eye and my eye was telling me that what I
was seeing was real and my training was telling me that
what I was seeing could not be composed and could not be
framed and could not be captured because the thing I was
looking at existed in more dimensions than a lens could
resolve.

I took photographs anyway. The camera saw less than I did.
On the screen the mountain looked like a mountain with
unusual cloud formations. Beautiful. Strange. Publishable,
probably. But incomplete in the way a photograph of a
building’s shadow is incomplete — it records the effect but
not the cause. My eyes were seeing the cause. The camera
was not.

I got back in the car and drove north.

* * *
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The town of Mount Shasta sits at the base of the mountain
on the western side. Population three thousand before the
convergence. I do not know the population now because the
town is inside the perimeter and the perimeter is controlled
and the census data since convergence has been classified
under the National Convergence Emergency Act along with
everything else that might tell you what is happening inside
the places where the world is most changed.

I could see the perimeter from the highway. Chain-link and
jersey barriers at the main road, which was the old exit into
town. National Guard vehicles. A checkpoint that looked
permanent - not temporary barriers but poured concrete
and permanent lighting and a processing station with a roof.
The kind of infrastructure that tells you the emergency has
become a department. Signs in English and Spanish and a
third script I did not recognise - angular, geometric,
composed of lines that intersected at ratios my eye wanted
to follow and could not resolve.

I was not going through the checkpoint. I did not have zone
clearance. I had driven from Sacramento with a camera and
a press credential that had not been updated since 2028 and
a need to see what the mountain looked like from as close as
a civilian could get, because the photographs coming out of
the convergence zones were wrong. Not falsified.
Inadequate. They showed mountains and buildings and sky
and none of them showed what I could see with my eyes
from sixty miles away. Someone needed to stand at the edge
of this and describe it with an instrument more honest than
a camera.

I parked at the last turnout before the checkpoint, where the
highway curved east and the mountain filled the windshield.
Other cars were parked there. Twelve, fifteen, scattered
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along the shoulder and into the gravel beyond it. People
standing outside their vehicles looking up. Some had
binoculars. Some had cameras on tripods. One woman was
painting — oils on a portable easel, working fast, her brush
moving in patterns that were not representational. She was
not painting the mountain. She was painting what the
mountain was doing to the air around it, and the painting
was closer to the truth than any photograph I had seen.

From a mile and a half, the mountain was overwhelming.

The geometry was everywhere. Not above the peak -
everywhere. The trees on the lower slopes had not died but
they had changed. Their branches held angles that trees do
not hold. Not broken angles. Precise angles. The kind of
angles you see in crystal structure, in molecular diagrams,
in the illustrations of sacred geometry that the shops in the
old town of Mount Shasta used to sell on posters and
bookmarks and coffee mugs. Those shops had been right in
the way that a person who smells smoke and says fire is
right - the correct identification, the wrong scale. What they
had called energy was not metaphor. It was leakage. Now
the leakage had edges.

I could see the exchange. This is what the photographs
could not capture. The air above the mountain moved in two
directions simultaneously — Earth’s atmosphere flowing
upslope the way mountain air always flows, and something
else flowing down. Not wind. Structure. The structured air
from the other side — denser, heavier, carrying geometric
particulate that was visible at this distance as a faint
shimmer, a quality of light that was not reflection and not
refraction but organisation. The air from the other side was
organised. Every particle was in a relationship with every
other particle, and the relationship was architectural, and



LV59 | The Mountain 5

the architecture was descending the mountain’s slopes and
meeting Earth’s atmosphere at a boundary that shifted and
flexed like a membrane breathing.

The boundary was not at the perimeter. The boundary was
above us. The structured air had reached the valley floor
months ago. I was breathing it. Everyone at the turnout was
breathing it. The perimeter was administrative - the line
inside which the structural changes to buildings, terrain,
and human bodies had become advanced enough that the
government controlled movement. But the air did not
respect the checkpoint. The air went where air goes.

I lifted my camera and put it down. I lifted it again. I took
photographs that I knew were insufficient and I took them
anyway because a photographer who stops photographing
has lost the only language they have. The images on the
screen showed a mountain. Beautiful. Alien. Wrong in ways
the sensor could not resolve. I would publish them and
people would say the mountain had changed. They would be
right. They would not know what the photographs had left
out.

* * *

I stayed at the turnout until sunset. What the sunset did to
the mountain was the most terrifying thing I have ever seen.

The structured air caught the light. Not the way clouds
catch light — not scattered, not diffused. The geometric
particulate refracted the sunset into its component
frequencies and reorganised them. The light coming off the
mountain was not reflected sunlight. It was processed
sunlight. Sunlight that had been taken apart by the
geometry and put back together according to rules that
were not our optics, not our physics, not our sky’s rules for
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how red light and gold light and the deep blue of high
altitude are supposed to behave at the end of a day.

The mountain glowed. Not metaphorically. The geometry in
the air above the summit produced light from the sun's light,
reorganised and returned in colours adjacent to the
spectrum I knew. They had depth. They carried
arrangement. My camera translated them into
oversaturated noise. My eye did not. I could not decide
whether I was seeing a signal or only the exhaust of a
process too large to require signalling. That uncertainty was
worse than an answer.

The woman with the easel was weeping. Not from distress.
From the effort of painting fast enough. She was mixing
colours that did not exist in her palette, improvising
combinations that approximated what the mountain was
producing, and the painting was better than anything my
camera had captured and it was still not enough. No
instrument was enough. The mountain was showing us the
inside of the convergence and the inside was beautiful and
terrifying and operational and it did not care that we were
watching.

* * *

I spoke to people at the turnout. Not interviews — I had no
recorder, no notebook, no professional apparatus.
Conversations. The kind of thing that happens when
strangers stand together watching something impossible
and need to hear another voice confirm that they are seeing
what they are seeing.

A retired geologist from Bend, Oregon, had been coming to
the turnout every week since September. He said the
mountain's geology was rearranging. Not eroding. Not
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shifting from tectonic activity. Reorganising. The andesite
was developing internal crystal structures that andesite
does not produce. The glaciers were not melting in any
pattern he recognised. He had seen the faint shimmer in
meltwater and again in a river south of the mountain. When
I asked whether the state had confirmed any of this, he
laughed once and looked back at the peak.

A mother from Redding with two children in the back seat of
her car came every Sunday. She said her daughter could see
more from here than the adults could. The daughter was
seven. Her mother showed me three folded drawings from a
school pad: structures made of repeated narrow chambers,
each one angled into the next. I could not see those
chambers in the air. They resembled the third script on the
checkpoint sign more than they resembled the mountain.
The mother did not know what her daughter was seeing.
She brought her because the child asked, and because the
child was calmer after the visits. She did not say that as
though it reassured her.

A man who would not give his name wore a fleece vest with
no insignia and carried binoculars that looked
military-grade. He watched a group of cabins and
observation structures on the southern slope for hours. He
called it the Gaze compound. He said the buildings were not
buildings anymore. He said they had joined the mountain's
geometry so completely that no survey could now identify
where construction ended and stone began. He said people
still moved between them.

I asked him what he meant.

He lowered the binoculars and looked at me and his eyes
had a quality I had begun to recognise in people who had
spent too long near the perimeter - a wideness, a depth, as
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though the pupils had opened to accommodate information
the iris had not been designed to admit. He said there were
children in the compound who had been born there, and
parents who had been born there before them. He said the
children moved through the joined structures the way fish
move through water. Not walking. Not climbing. Navigating.
They used angles that should not have admitted a body,
paths he could not see until one of them passed through.

He said the children were not being held there. He said they
were the only people on Earth who were at home.

* * *

I left at full dark. The mountain at night was worse than the
mountain at sunset because at night the geometry no longer
needed the sun to be visible. Faint, structural, blue-white
and amber in frequencies I had never seen, it showed along
the slopes and above the peak like the residue of a process
still running after the ordinary light had gone. The town
inside the perimeter had no separate darkness. Neither did
the people inside it.

I got in my car and drove south. The mountain shrank in my
mirror. The air changed gradually, losing density, becoming
the ordinary atmosphere I had breathed for thirty-eight
years before June, and the ordinary atmosphere felt thin.
Empty. Like breathing in a room where the furniture has
been removed. The air still worked. It filled my lungs. It
simply no longer felt complete.

The photographs on my camera were beautiful. They were
insufficient. They showed a mountain at sunset with
atmospheric phenomena unlike anything previously
recorded there. They did not show the geometry descending
the slopes, or the buildings joined to stone, or the children



LV59 | The Mountain 9

moving through channels adult eyes could not resolve. They
did not show the air crossing the turnout and entering
everyone who had come to look.

I drove home. I developed the photographs. I posted six of
them without commentary beyond the location and time.
They went everywhere. People shared them and said look at
Shasta and look at the colours and this is incredible. A
museum account requested licensing. Two magazines asked
for the full set. My finest professional success was built from
images I knew were failed testimony.

On the third night I enlarged the last photograph. There was
a fine division in the air above the highway, running at an
angle no cloud line could hold. I had not seen it when I
pressed the shutter. I thought, at first, that the camera had
caught one thing my eye had missed. Then I looked away
from the screen and saw the same division inside the light
cast by the lamp over my desk.

The camera had not improved.

Since then, streetlights have carried faint structure inside
their glare. Condensation on the bathroom window settles
into intervals before it runs. In the dark margin of a
photograph, I see depth that is not in the file. I do not know
whether the particulate remains in my lungs or whether
eight hours at the turnout taught the eye what it had been
refusing all my life. I know only that I can no longer make
the old distinction between a subject and the air around it.

I am a photographer. My instrument is the eye. The camera
still records what it can. I still understand exposure,
aperture, focal length, sensor noise. None of that has
changed. What has changed is the authority I give it. The
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image is no longer proof of what was present. It is proof of
what could be retained.

I have packed the camera again. The batteries are charged.
The press credential is still useless, but the turnout does not
require one. The mountain is the most important subject I
have ever stood before, and the only subject that has begun
to meet my eye halfway.

I will go back to the mountain. I will stand at the turnout. I
will take photographs that show one percent.

My eye no longer considers that a failure.


