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CHAPTER 1


We called ourselves the Four Horsemen, though Lupe was a woman and none of us owned a horse. We were friends and good companions. After classes on Friday we used to gather at my place for a potluck dinner and a few hands of low-limit poker.


Derek Ironcraft taught physics and astronomy. A wiry little man with keen gray eyes and sandy hair he kept too short to comb, he wore rumpled khakis to his classes and called himself an apprentice cosmologist. He spent his summer vacations as a NASA research intern and liked to surprise us with the wonders of space. Our weekly game was over that night, early in the fall semester, but we still sat around the table sipping the last of our bourbon and water. He opened his briefcase to show us his latest enigma.


“We were scanning the Sahara with ground penetration radar.” He spread his papers and a satellite atlas on the table. “Dry sand is pretty transparent to it, and the sand there’s as dry as it gets. We got good images of old river beds and an impact crater where something big hit the Earth a few million years ago.”


He pointed to a hazy blot.


“Looking for another crater, I found this: a circle of huge stones under a dozen meters of sand. It looks like an older Stonehenge, larger than the one on the Salisbury plain.” He looked at Lupe. “I think it must be artificial.”


“Man-made?” Her black eyebrows arched. “I don’t know what the Sahara was like when your meteor fell, but I know it now. Your ring of rocks may look odd, but nothing intelligent ever set them up and no hominid ever saw them.”


She likes to puncture false assumptions, but that time she was wrong.


*   *   *


That was how it all began. Eastern New Mexico University is a small college in a quiet little town. We were still at home there, enjoying one another, finding adventure enough in our work and the campus feuds and those poker dinners.


Lupe used to come with chili verdi stew or a pot of posole or menuda. Derek brought good Kentucky bourbon. Ram brought Indian curry, the kind his father had peddled from a cart on the street in Mombasa. A shrewd player, he sent most of his winnings back to hungry relatives in Kenya.


Lupe had come to Portales to search for bones of the first Americans at the Blackwater site, where the first Clovis points were found. She and I were most of a generation older than Ram and Derek, but she was still a lively little woman, restless as a sparrow.


She must have been a beauty once. Her fine-boned face still has a lean grace, but years of field work in Yucatan and along the Great Rift of East Africa had turned her skin to tawny leather. She wore faded blue denims and a floppy field hat and spoke with a free vocabulary.


“I can do most things better than most men can,” I heard her say, “except screw another woman.”


I’m Will Stone. I teach English lit.


Ram was the stranger among us. A fine physical specimen, he was six feet tall and black as night, except for an odd little birthmark on his forehead. Eclectic in attire, he wore Western hats and boots, with colorful African shirts. He carried the genes of a half-dozen races. He called himself Kikuyu, but he was named for a grandfather who had left the Punjab to avoid religious strife. He said he had a drop of Portuguese blood, and a drop of Dutch. One great-grandmother was a mystery he had never solved.


Lupe had found him shoveling sand at her Koobi Fora dig and brought him to the university on an athletic scholarship. He went on for a linguistics degree at Yale and came back to teach linguistics and African history. Derek and I had never been to Africa.


*   *   *


That poker night seems an age ago when I look back now, but it’s still as real as today in my memory. We all leaned over the radar image. To me it was only a hazy blur, but Derek and Lupe were lost in a hot debate.


“You think it’s artificial? You think a human culture existed there before the Sahara was a desert? A culture that early, high enough to anticipate Stonehenge? I don’t think so.”


“Climates change,” he told her. “The Sahara has been wet as well as dry. Haven’t you heard of Farouk El-Baz? He did the pioneer research. Using penetration radar, he traced the beds of rivers that ran maybe five or six thousand years ago. People could have lived there.”


“Maybe.” She shrugged. “But five thousand years ago? The Neolithic hunter-gatherers had begun to settle down and farm along the Nile. In the Middle East. Maybe in China. But they weren’t hauling big rocks out of nowhere.”


Ram leaned to frown at the radar map. After a moment, he looked at Derek with a baffled shrug.


“Look at this.” Derek pointed. “See this half circle of stones? They’re in a hollow where the prevailing wind has scoured the sand out to build this dune. See how they dim toward the end of the arc? That’s because they’re deeper down. I think the circle is complete, the rest of it buried too deep to see. Maybe half a mile across.”


He looked up at Lupe.


“Dr. Vargas, what is your opinion?”


She blinked at him.


“Dr. Ironcraft, you’ve already heard it.” She mocked his formal tone. “I think you’re suddenly poco loco. If you’ve really found anything like Stonehenge, you’d be rewriting prehistory and wrecking a hundred careers. Archeology from space is a field I know nothing about, but I’ve seen coincidence play a lot of tricks. I’m afraid you’re trying to make a very long leap from pretty flimsy evidence. Your rock formation does look remarkable, but I’d want to know who put it there. And when.”


His elation dimmed, but only for a moment.


“How could it be natural? The stones are big. They all look about the same size. They’re spaced the same distance apart. Radar’s not as sharp as visible light, but I got a better image of these.” He pointed again. “Two taller megaliths, standing at what would be the center of the circle. It’s all too symmetric to be any sort of natural formation.”


She bent to squint at the image and shook her head.


“I’ve been over most of Africa, looking at the traces of early man. Hominids did evolve there, and spread into Asia. We’ve found traces over most of the continent, but none I’ve heard of there under the sand. The Phoenicians and Greeks never got far from the coast. Even Alexander never got beyond the temple of Amon, where he got himself made a god.” She shook her head. “The Sahara has been forbidden territory.”


“I’d love to see the spot, if I knew how to get there.”


“I like you, Derek.” Her tone was very serious. “You’re a great teacher. You can run a wicked bluff when you don’t hold the cards. But please don’t go public with the hand you’ve showed us tonight. Not if you want any respect in your field. Science is a cutthroat game. It’s too easy to play the fool.”


“Could be I am.”


He sighed and folded the map, but Ram wanted to study the image again.


“Why not take a look?”


“Here’s why I can’t.” He opened the satellite atlas and jabbed his finger at a wide white spot that reached into three nations on a map of North Africa. “The Great Erg Oriental. The greatest sand desert on earth. Probably the most hostile spot outside of Antarctica. I doubt if that site has ever been visited, not since the sand covered it up.”


Ram reached for the atlas and found the map again.


“My great-grandmother came from somewhere close to there.”


His lean dark forefinger traced a path on the map, out of the desert and west along the coast from near the site of ancient Carthage, past Gibraltar, down around the Sahara, and back east through the Sahel to Kenya. He had never said much about himself, and we pushed the books aside to listen.


“My father called her Little Mama.” His eyes had lit as he remembered. “A strange little woman, with no name I ever knew. She lived with us in Mombasa and took care of me after my mother died. Later, when I was only seven or eight, I tried to care for her.”


Old emotion warmed his voice.


“My mother’s aunt accused her of uchawi, witchcraft. My father thought she was crazy. Maybe she was, but I loved her. And she—she loved me.”


His voice quivered and he wiped at a tear.


“I knew she was dying. Of old age, I guess. She was toothless and nearly blind, wasting away to nothing. All she could eat was a little thin mealy gruel. She didn’t talk much, even to me. We spoke Swahili, but she said it wasn’t her language. It had no words, she said, for what she wanted to say.


“Close as we were, I never really knew her. I know there were things she never said. Something had hurt her while she was young. Hurt her so terribly that she couldn’t bear to talk or even think about it. I don’t think she was African.”


He paused to study Lupe.


“She had a nose like yours. Her hair was just as straight, though thin and very white by then. She had this birthmark.”


He touched his forehead and turned his head for us to see the mark. A tiny thing, it was a sort of negative freckle, a pale spot in the dark pigmentation. It was a neat little rectangle with seven white dots in an arc above it.


“My father had it, and it came down to me.”


“A hereditary birthmark?” Lupe frowned. “That’s odd.”


“Little Mama was as odd as they come. I never knew what to make of her story. She wanted nothing to do with Christian missionaries, but she was terrified of metal devils. She said they snatched her out of her village and tortured her in a white metal cage. She said she stole the key to hell and got away through a gate in the temple of bones.”


He shrugged at Lupe and turned to Derek.


“The temple of bones?” He shook his head. “What she meant I can’t imagine, but it could put her somewhere near your buried Stonehenge. She said she was still a girl when the Tauregs had caught her in the desert. I don’t know when, but she’d seen the Lebel rifles they took from the French army soldiers they slaughtered at Ain Yacoub in 1928.


“They traded her to the Bela, who sold her to the Dogon, down in Mali at the edge of the Sahel. Somehow she got to Kenya. She was one tough little cookie, but there were things she wouldn’t speak about. She was afraid to sleep alone. Toward the end she wanted me with her in the room day and night.


“My father tried to tell her that the Tauregs and the Dogons were a lifetime behind her and thousands of miles away. That didn’t help. She’d spent her life in terror, but she never really said what she feared. Maybe she thought we’d laugh at her. Maybe because she thought we wouldn’t believe or understand. My father kept at her till she told him about the metal devils and the temple of bones. He thought she was crazy, but at the end she gave me what she said was the key to hell.


“That was all she ever said, except once when she had a malaria fever. I heard her raving about adui, ‘the enemy.’ About mababa, ‘our ancestors.’ Something about mfalme, ‘the king.’ About ‘god-folk’ and the ‘god-mark’ and the ‘god-blood.’ Nothing that made any sense. I asked her about it when she got better. She shivered and said she must have been dreaming, but she gave me this the night she died.”


He snapped a thin silver chain off his neck.


“She was light as a feather when I held her in my arms. Too weak to tell me much about it.”


He gulped and wiped his eyes again, and passed the chain around to let us see the pendant on it. About the size of an American quarter-dollar, it had the look of polished emerald. Derek laid it on the table and set a pocket lens over it to let us see it clearly. One face had the image of a gate in a wall, two square pillars with a lintel block across the top. The chain ran through the gate.


Lupe took her turn at the lens and looked a little dazed.


“Ancient,” she said. “Anything recent would have an arch instead of the lintel stone.”


Derek turned it over. The other face had a line of sharply cut characters below the hole. Above it was the image of a crown with seven points above the band, each point tipped with a tiny circle. Lupe bent close to study it through the lens and looked up to squint at Ram’s face.


“Your birthmark!” she whispered. “What does that mean?”


“You tell me.” He shrugged. “Little Mama said we were marked. She said it was why she had to get away, before the demons killed her. She couldn’t read the inscriptions. She called the mark ‘the crown of worlds.’ My father thought her whole story was a uchawi hoax she’d invented. I’d like to know.”


He shook his head and hung the chain back around his neck.


“She told me to keep it, because the road to heaven runs through the gate to hell. I don’t know what she meant. It stumped a jeweler when I showed it to him. He said it isn’t emerald, but something he’d never seen. Hard as diamond. He wanted to send it off for evaluation, but he seemed so eager that I thought I’d never get it back.”


“If she came through that gate—”


With a new enthusiasm, Derek opened his folder and spread the radar image on the table.


“If you look, you can make out a shadow beside those two taller pillars.” He set the lens over them. “So deep under the sand that it’s hardly visible, but it has a rectangular outline. Could it have been the lintel stone before a quake knocked it off?”


Eagerly, Ram bent over the lens.


“I see it!” he whispered. “It really was a gate!”


“I’d like to know.” Derek looked around at us. “If we could look. I’ve located that dune on a Landsat visual image. There’s a faint black fleck in the hollow. It could be the top of those columns, sticking out of the sand.”


“If there’s a chance—” Ram caught his breath. “I want to get there, for Little Mama’s sake!”




CHAPTER 2


We met every Friday evening through that fall semester, poring over Derek’s maps and images, searching the Internet for facts about the Sahara, talking to travel agents, and playing very little poker. Still unconvinced, Lupe brought monographs on hominid evolution.


“They were growing bigger brains and learning to chip flints,” she said, “but I don’t think they were hiding megaliths under the Sahara.”


Ram and Derek longed for a look.


“I’d go in half a minute,” Ram said, “if I had the money.”


Derek got Ram to let him micrograph the pendant and make spectrographic tests. Not emerald at all, it was nearly pure silicon, with traces of nickel, platinum, and copper. With no trace of iron, it was still strongly magnetic. The chain looked silver, but it was something stronger than steel.


Lupe sent the micrographs to scholars who knew cuneiform, Egyptian and Mayan hieroglyphs, and a dozen other early forms of writing. Nobody could read them.


“You’re barking up the wrong tree.” She lectured us as if she had us in the classroom. “I know of just one stray australopithecine fossil found in the Sahara. If they were building anything, it was certainly no Stonehenge. Homo sapiens did appear in Africa something over a hundred thousand years ago. By the last ice age, the Cro-Magnon artists were painting their sacred caves in Spain and France, but I can’t imagine any high culture buried under the erg.”


The travel agents found pilots who had flown over the Sahara, but nobody wanted to take us to Derek’s site or anywhere near it. The caravan routes had always avoided the ergs. Any motor vehicle able to negotiate the dunes would cost more than we could raise. No plane could land us in the erg or take us out again. Any accident that didn’t kill us would leave us stranded beyond hope of rescue.


Yet we kept on dreaming. One evening Lupe came early with enchiladas and a pitcher of margaritas. When the enchiladas were gone and the table cleared, she made Derek get out his maps and find his satellite images of the Oriental.


“If you’re still determined, I’m no dog in the manger.” She offered to refill the margaritas. “Radar research is out of my field, but Derek’s half-circle of stones could be worth a look. Ram’s pendant is still a riddle. The odds look terrible, but if we don’t take chances we’ll never win a pot.”


“So you’ll go?”


“Just for a quick look.” She shrugged. “If we can get there. If we do find something worth a dig, which would amaze me, we can try to get back next summer with a bigger grant and a larger crew.”


Before Thanksgiving, we’d agreed to spend the Christmas break in the Sahara. Lupe had grant funds she could tap. Derek sold his car. I got a loan on the house to stake Ram and myself.


The day after fall commencement we took off for Tunis by way of Dallas, Heathrow, and Rome. Groggy from too many hours in the air, we landed at the Djerba international airport. Ram was fluent in Arabic and good enough in French.


We spent three days with travel agents eager to show us everything. The medina, which was a cultural heritage of great historic interest. The gold souk, built in the seventeenth century. The Great Mosque Ez-Zitouna, begun by the Umayyad rulers in 732 and finished by the Aghlabites in 864. The Souk el Attarine, which specialized in perfumes.


Some guests wished to see the site of ancient Carthage. If we were really anxious to rough it, a safari might be arranged to take us south as far as the Roman ruins at the edge of the desert, but not to the erg. It held nothing of interest. No ruins of any antiquity. Nothing alive. Nothing to film. Prudent men avoided it. Dust storms could be sudden, blinding, suffocating. Reckless adventurers had died there.


On the third day Ram found a helicopter for charter. The pilot was an Algerian who had learned to fly in the French air force. He had a global positioning satellite system that could guide us anywhere we wanted. Ram bargained for a charter, paying a fortune in advance, with another left in escrow till he got us back to Tunis.


Rain delayed us another day, but at last we got off with our gear aboard and flew south over the mountains. We stopped for fuel at Gabès, an oasis town near the coast. Beyond it, green vegetation gave way to an endless sea of bare brown dunes, empty of everything, as strange and lifeless as the moon.


Derek watched the GPS and studied his satellite images until at last he stopped the pilot over the giant dune that he said was our destination. To me it looked exactly like a thousand others. He kept us a long time over it, fussing with the GPS locator.


At last the pilot set us down with our gear and a dozen big cans of water on the floor of the wind-carved cup in the lee of the dune. Even through dark glasses, the sun on the sand was blinding, the heat suffocating. The pilot took off at once, leaving us standing alone in the wind of his blades.


Squinting into the sun and rubbing the dust out of my eyes, I watched him climb. My colleagues seemed elated. Ignoring the parching heat, they pitched a little tent and stretched the fly to make a tiny scrap of shade. Sweating under that merciless sun, I felt suddenly lost, too far from the old brown brick my grandfather built on First Street, the house where my mother was born and I grew up. I said nothing, but I couldn’t help a pang of regret, a moment of sick longing for the quiet security of college life and all the activities of the new semester, soon to begin.


We had a radio. The pilot had promised to return and pick us up three days later, unless we called earlier, yet I felt a stab of cold unease. What if he forgot? The others were more confident. Squatting there, they opened the box lunches we had brought from the hotel.


Derek unrolled one of his images. He said his circle of buried stones should be just north of us, under the edge of the dune. Winds had blown away the sand where we landed down to hard brown clay. Lupe walked out across it, kicked at something, and went back to our gear for a spade and a trowel. Ram helped her dig, till she stood up to show us an odd brown stick.


“Bones!” she cried. “We’re down in a dry lake bed or an old water hole. Something I never expected. Maybe worth the trip itself, if we happen on a trace of any hominid.”


Derek wanted to get to his radar site, but the bones came first for her. She gave us a quick lesson in fieldwork and we spent the rest of the afternoon there. She identified an antelope horn, the skull of a giraffe, and what she thought was a warthog’s jaw.


“But not a shard of pottery.” She shrugged an apology at Derek. “Not a stone that might have been a tool.”


Derek was fretting to move on, but suddenly she was prying out something else. A slender sliver of some glassy stuff that had a pale yellow color under the flakes of clay. She scraped them off and dug again. We were there another hour. She found another sliver, and another, till she had a dozen. We helped her clean them and fit some of them together.


“Another horn?” Ram asked her. “Or what sort of thing would have bones like that?”


“No horn.” She wiped at the dust on her forehead. “But these were really bones.” She lifted two yellow fragments. “The ball and socket of a joint. See how they fit. But the odd thing—” She bent to frown at them. “They’re brittle, but something harder than calcium. Maybe silicon. They aren’t the bones of anything I know. And these.”


She picked up one of those yellow splinters and raised her dark glasses to squint at it.


“They look like shells. Too badly shattered for any reconstruction. They look like the exoskeleton of an insect, but too big to come from any insect I know. It looks worth another dig, if we can get a grant for it.”


We carried the little pile of fragments back to the tent, gulped precious water, and plodded out again across the sandbank north of us. Derek kept peering at his radar image. He stopped us where he said his arc of buried stones must be. All we saw was the wind-rippled sand, but suddenly he was shading his eyes to look farther on.


“Those rocks! Let’s see what they are.”


They were huge, jutting five or six feet out of the sand. He had us stop for photos, and rushed us on to see them close. They were identical: two square columns of smooth black stone, some ten feet square and spaced twice as far apart.


“They’re the center stones I found on the visual image.” Derek squinted again at his radar map. “They stand on bedrock, under the sand. See that shadow? I think it’s the lintel stone that lay across the top to frame the gate.”


“Gate to where?” Lupe asked.


“To hell.” Ram shrugged. “If you remember my Little Mama. My father never believed her tales, but I did when I heard them. What kind of hell I don’t think she knew. She was certainly terrified of whatever she thought might follow her through the gate.”


“No matter what she meant,” Lupe said, “I’ve never seen any prehistoric stonework to match it. It should certainly get us a grant.”


Derek was already tramping on to study the nearest stone. It was an odd black granite, veined with thin green streaks, perfectly squared, polished slick. He rubbed it with his finger and blinked at Lupe.


“What do you think?”


“It’s impossible.” She looked dazed. “I’m no geologist, but I never saw stone like this. It certainly wasn’t quarried anywhere near. No culture so old ever worked stone so well.”


Derek started on around the column, searching for inscriptions. Ram followed. Only a step or two behind him, I stopped to look at an odd green mark that might have been a character in some unfamiliar script. I heard him gasp. When I turned back, he was gone.


“Ram!” Lupe was calling. “Ram?”


We heard no answer. We ran on around the column, then around the other. We scattered out to search the sand around us and found no footprints, no sign of him or where he had gone. We were gathering again in the shadow of the column when he came staggering back out of nowhere and fell on his face right beside me.


We dropped to our knees around him. He wasn’t breathing. His skin was blue, that tiny birthmark starkly white. His hand felt limp and lifeless when I caught it. We turned him over. I’d brought a canteen. Lupe wet her bandana and wiped the sand off his mouth and nostrils. His eyes looked glassy when she opened them. She took his pulse.


“He’s alive,” she whispered. “Just barely.”


His chest moved. He gasped for air, coughed, and tried to sit up. We lifted him to sit against the pillar. Lupe put the canteen to his lips. He gulped, strangled, and sat there breathing hard, his eyes closed again. It must have been an hour before he roused himself to look at us.


“Something—something happened. I don’t know what.”


His voice was a labored wheeze, and he had another fit of coughing before he found the breath to go on.


“The sand crumbled under me. I slid down into a dark place—I don’t know where. The fall knocked my breath out. I couldn’t get it back. The air—the air hurt my lungs like burning sulfur. I had to climb back up the rubble slope. Nearly—nearly passed out before I made it.”


He wanted water. Lupe offered the canteen. It shook in his hands till she took it and held it to his mouth. He took a few swallows, coughed, and gave her a feeble smile.


“What was the place?” she asked him. “What did you see?”


“Not—not much.” He had another fit of coughing. “It was too dark. The fumes burned my eyes. The sky—a dim red sky. Like low clouds with fire behind them. I remember great square columns standing all around me. Every pair had a lintel block across the top.”


“Trilithons?” she whispered. “Like Stonehenge?”


“Like gates.” He nodded and stopped for another long breath. “Like this one.” He touched the pendant under his thin tee shirt. “I never saw Stonehenge, but I think this circle was bigger. A lot bigger. Seven gates, all of them open. Nothing but red sky and dark rock behind them.”


He wheezed and had to cough again.


“These two stones—” He lifted his hand toward the other column and looked up at Derek. “I saw the lintel stone you found under the sand.” He was gasping again. “It was back—back across them at the top.”


His eyes were inflamed and tearing. He wiped at them and lay back against the column. Lupe gave him a few minutes to rest.


“Was that all?” she asked. “Can’t you recall anything else?”


“Not really.” He caught a long breath and blinked at her. “It took forever to get back here. That was all I thought about. I do remember a pop in my ears, like you get when a plane makes a quick change of altitude. And something like the feel you get when a fast elevator starts up. But nothing about it makes any sense.”


“Or maybe it does.” Eyes narrowed, Derek gazed out across the dune. “If what you felt was real—”


“It was real. Too real! It nearly killed me.”


“I wonder,” Derek whispered. “Could you have been somewhere off the Earth? I never believed any possible spacecraft could ever cross the distances between the stars, but that change in air pressure and gravity—”


Awe hushed his voice.


“Maybe somebody found another way across space.”


“What way?” Lupe stared at him. “What way is possible?”


“The math of space and time has been a sort of quicksand since Einstein and the others found limits to Newton’s laws. There are theories of wormholes between the stars, but no proof they are possible. Maybe, just maybe, we’re on the brink of finding out.”


“He was gone.” Lupe nodded slowly. “He was almost asphyxiated. But what does that have to do with the stars?”


“I want to know.” Derek stopped to peer at the two great stones and the dunes beyond them. “I want to know what this is. Who was here. What they did. Why they went away.”


“I don’t care.” Ram shivered. “It’s an ugly place. I’ve had nightmares, but nothing like it. We’ve got no business here.”




CHAPTER 3


I felt a sudden chill in the air when the sun went down. Ram felt able to walk with us back to the tent, refusing any help. Lupe wanted a campfire, but there was nothing to burn. In the pale glow of an electric lantern, we ate a cold meal out of cartons and cans, and debated what to do next.


“We’d better keep quiet about what happened to Ram,” Lupe said. “What with the bones and photos of the megaliths themselves, there’s enough we can carry back to get another grant. We can be back next summer with an expedition to write ourselves into history.”


“Next summer?” Derek shook his head. “I don’t want to wait. This thing’s too big to leave alone.”


“There is more we can do right now.” She nodded. “Dig for more bones. And those silicon splinters. I wonder what they are.”


She stared off into the dark.


“Whatever you find, don’t publish too much.” Ram shook his head at her. “Not if you want to come back. You could lose the site.”


“Huh?” Derek blinked.


“Jealous bureaucrats. Frontiers here aren’t marked on the sand. If the site’s anything important, two or three nations will be clamoring to claim it as a national treasure. You’ll be frozen out of the game.”


“Which means we’ve got to learn more while we can.” He turned to stare at Ram. “I’ve been thinking. You were somewhere. You felt that different gravity and air pressure. I think you were off the Earth. I don’t know why this place was built, but there had to be a reason.”


Lupe frowned at him.


“If those pillars framed some sort of gate, I want to get through it.”


“Through it?” She looked blank. “How? I’ve walked all around both stones. So did you. Where’s any gate?”


“I wonder.” Derek looked toward the megaliths, lost now in the dark. “Ram was wearing his pendant. His Little Mama called it a key. We found magnetism in it. Could be it trips some kind of lock.”


“The key to hell.” Ram shook his head. “That’s what she called it. I didn’t see Satan or anything alive, but that place did have the look and sulfur stink of hell.” He shivered. “You can’t breathe there.”


“You know—” Derek sat straighter. “We’d have to get oxygen equipment, but we can try to find out if it really is a key to anywhere. Let’s call the chopper back.”


“Oxygen equipment?” Ram shook his head, his dark features grim. “If you’d been there, you wouldn’t be so keen about it.”


*   *   *


I’d tried to smooth the sand under my sleeping bag, but I never found a good fit for my body. With too much to think about, I hardly slept. Up before the sun, Ram made coffee and pancakes on a propane stove while Lupe labeled her collected bones and sealed them in plastic bags. When we called the chopper pilot, Ram wanted to get out with him.


“It’s a place where we don’t belong.” He stared across the sand at the two great megaliths, still dark in the shadow of the dune and ominous even to me. “I don’t like it here.”


“It’s your chance to learn who your Little Mama was,” Lupe told him. “If she really got here through some kind of gate.” She peered at his birthmark. “Maybe your chance to learn who you are.”


He rubbed at the mark and shook his head.


“It might be better if I never know.”


Yet he agreed to stay and help her at the dig while Derek and I went out to Tunis. I’d spent a year in Paris, writing a novel that never sold, before I came back home to teach English lit. With my little French and his little English, the pilot and I got on well enough. Content to assume that the megaliths were Greek or Roman, he was baffled by our interest in them. I don’t think he liked the erg any better than Ram did, but the tourist season had been slow. He wanted our money.


We left Lupe and Ram at work at the dig, dwindling figures beside our tiny tent, soon lost in the sand’s blinding glare. The infinite sea of star dunes caught me again with an uneasy fascination. I felt relieved to escape it, even for a day.


The engine noise made conversation difficult, but we had time to think.


“Beautiful, isn’t it?” Derek raised his voice and gestured at the intricate pattern of waves on the tawny ocean of sand below, wind-carved cup and wind-piled point, wind-carved cup and wind-piled point, repeated forever. Empty of life or motion, the erg seemed as strange to me as the alien landscape Ram had glimpsed beyond the megaliths.


“Just wind and sand.” He was silent for a time, gazing through the window, and turned slowly back to me, smiling with what must have been a sort of rapture. “But look at the shape of the dunes. An infinite order born out of chaos. It’s a kind of natural art, if you can see it. A harmony of nature, as unexpected but yet as complete as the movements of a symphony.”


He paused to peer at me.


“Don’t you get it? The grand enigma of our universe. The joy of science, the power of math, the elation of discovery.” He looked out again, speaking half to himself, yet eager to share what he felt. “That’s the mystery of the natural creation. Galaxies and planets, life and mind grown from the fire and dust of the big bang. That’s the enchantment of science. New vistas of wonder exploding out of every advance.”


I tried to get it, but the dunes seemed more cruel than beautiful. I felt stunned by too much wonder, glad to get out of the erg and back across the mountains, cheered to see roads again and a freight train crawling around a curve, the green circles and squares of irrigated farms. Here were things men had made, things I thought I understood.


The pilot stopped at Gabès to have a mechanic check something about the engine. Dusk had fallen before we got back to our hotel. Washed free of sweat and sand, we went out for dinner. Derek found an Internet café and spent an hour on a computer.


Standing behind him, I watched math symbols flicker across the screen and glimpsed articles about dark matter and dark energy, about negative mass and negative time, about a false vacuum that might generate an infinite foam of universes. None of it meant anything to me or seemed to satisfy him.


“Nothing.” At last he shrugged and quit. “If what happened to Ram is what I think it might be, most of what we think we know will all have to be rewritten.”


*   *   *


Next morning we met the pilot at an Italian bank. Derek released the escrow to give him the balance of his fee and bargained to renew our charter. We found a supply house and I used my own credit card to buy oxygen systems. Four thirty-five-liter units, complete with masks, cylinders, regulators, gauges, tubing, and smoke hoods.


Noon had passed before we got back across the dunes to the camp. We found Ram waiting alone beside the tent. In haste to get out before dark, the pilot dumped our crates and took off at once. I saw nothing of Lupe. When Derek asked where she was, Ram shook his head in a dazed way.


“I don’t know.” He stared blankly across the sand at the black megaliths, his features drawn tight. “I don’t know.”


Derek led him out of the sun, back into the shadow of the tent flap. I gave him a cold beer we’d brought from Gabès. Squatting on the sand, he gulped a few swallows, set the bottle down, and rubbed absently at that odd little birthmark on his forehead.


“It itches,” he muttered, “since I went through.”


“Tell us,” Derek urged him, “what became of her.”


“This morning.” Peering anxiously back at the megaliths, he spoke in abrupt and disjointed phrases. “Early. We’d had breakfast. She was already down at the dig. I walked out of sight over the ridge to relieve myself. I heard her yell. Pulled my pants up. Ran back. Saw them coming.”


His head jerked toward the megaliths. His hoarse voice stopped and he stared toward them till Derek asked him to go on.


“Three.” He was almost whispering. “Three monsters. Gigantic. Jumping. She tried to run. They jumped too fast.”


“Monsters? What were they like?”


“Nothing on earth.” He shivered and stared at the megaliths, his lean forefinger on the birthmark. “Maybe like insects. Maybe like grasshoppers, if grasshoppers could be as big as airplanes. Not much like anything. They were hideous. Splotched yellow and green. Shiny like glass. Great red eyes that blazed like fire. Long hind legs. Short front limbs with claws.”


He shuddered again.


“Terrible claws. All bright metal the color of silver. Great metal jaws. And the things had wings. Stubby little wings that seemed too short. Spread when they glided. They came too fast for me. Nothing I could do.”


His shoulders sagged in helpless regret.


“One of them took her. Snatched her up with those bright claws. It was gone with her before I got back to the tent. It carried her back to the monuments. Crawled between them. Never came out. Took her back to the hell where I was.”


He wiped at his eyes.


“No air there. No air she can breathe. I’m afraid she’s dead.”


“Maybe not.” Derek caught his arm. “We brought the oxygen gear. We can go after her. Try to find where she is and help her if we can. If your key can take us through.”


He cringed again.


“Of course.” He picked up the beer and got stiffly to his feet. “If we can.”


He stood a moment staring blankly down at the old water hole.


“If we can,” he muttered again, and shook his head. “If she’s alive.” He shivered. “I—I loved her. She found me shoveling dirt at Koobi Fora. She helped get me to college on the track scholarship. She brought me back to Africa to work with her on two more summer digs. She—well, she gave me a life.”


He turned his head to hide his tears.


*   *   *


The western sun was already low, and the day had been exhausting. We could have rested and prepared for an early morning start, but nobody spoke of that. We uncrated three of the oxygen units and found the manuals. Printed in French and Arabic, they were brief and cryptic, but Ram deciphered them. We got the units assembled and tried them on. The smoke hoods had a sharp plastic stink and made vision difficult.


“No matter.” Derek’s muffled voice was hard to hear. “Not if they keep us alive.”


Ram asked how long the oxygen would last.


“Depends on demand,” Derek told him. “I hope it’s long enough.”


“To overtake those hopping things?” Ram took off the hood, wiped sweat off his forehead, shook his head. “We’ll never find Lupe alive. Not in the place where I was.”


“We can look,” Derek said. “If those trilithons are terminal gates—” His voice trailed off, but he caught his breath and went on. “We’ll go where we can. Learn what we can. Help Lupe if we can. Let’s get on with it.”


I longed for the comfort of a weapon, but airport security had forbidden knives or guns. We went empty-handed, but the oxygen cylinders themselves made heavy burdens. We wore canteens of water clipped to our belts. I had a light backpack stuffed with a flashlight, spare batteries, a jacket, and not much else.


We ate a quick meal and set out for the megaliths. Ram led the way, grimly silent under the smoke hood. I plodded after him, sweating, half sick from the stink of the smoke hood, thinking wistfully of spring registration, only two weeks away.


Derek was exuberant.


“Don’t count the odds. Win or lose, this is the greatest game men ever played.”


Ram went ahead, eyes on the hoppers’ footprints. They looked like the tracks of gigantic two-toed birds, pressed deep into the sand and spaced perhaps forty yards apart. He stopped us near the megaliths, pushed ahead to inspect the sand around them.


“The things came out on the west side,” he said. “Went back on the east. No tracks go anywhere else. They did take her through.”


He stood between us at the end of the hopper trail, the setting sun a blinding glare on our goggles. My heart was pounding. He seized my arm.


“Moja.” He’d been giving us Swahili lessons. Huskily, he whispered the numbers. “Mbili. Tatu.”


He gripped my arm so hard it hurt.


“Nenda! Go!”


We stepped forward together. The sun was gone. My ears clicked. The sand crumbled under me. The sudden surge of gravity dragged me down into darkness.




CHAPTER 4


For a few seconds the darkness was total. Feet first, I slid down a rubble slope that melted under me. Light came back, a dull red gloom. I came down hard on flat stone. Ram let go my arm. Under the weight of the oxygen cylinders I staggered for balance and tried to get my breath. I felt nauseated with the smoke hood’s plastic reek.


“Wapi?” Ram gasped. “Where are we?”


I turned to look back. The two great megaliths stood where they had been. Or were they really still the same? Giddy for a moment, I wondered. They were far taller, the sand gone from around them. The fallen lintel stone lay back in place. Beyond them, sand dunes and sunlight had vanished. Instead, I saw a dark creation of fire and violence. Flame red clouds hung low over dead black lavas.


We three huddled close together, shut in by the seven great trilithons. Towering all around us, they felt like the walls of a nightmare prison. The lavas beyond were a black-fanged desert, flows of it frozen on older flows, twisted into monstrous gouts, cut with bottomless crevasses. Great boulders were scattered across it, and shattered ejecta from volcanic explosions. Jagged mountains in the distance rose into a roof of fire-colored cloud.


I felt wrenched with a sick distress for Lupe when I tried to imagine what she must have felt when that nightmare thing snatched her out of the dig. Dazed by the shock of it, I longed for the campus, the classroom—for anything familiar. All I saw was Little Mama’s hell. Derek stood a long time scanning it, and finally raised the little camera slung from his neck.


“It’s not the Sahara.” Cooler than I was, he spoke as if dictating research notes. “A waterless world. No river channels. No sign of water erosion.” He snapped a picture and looked at Ram. “A wonder you got out. The atmosphere is likely nitrogen, maybe mixed with carbon dioxide and sulfur gases. Can’t guess what the clouds are, but they don’t make rain.”


He frowned again at that dark wilderness and turned to me.


“Without water there’s no green life. No photosynthesis to liberate free oxygen. If this is really the sort of interworld terminal I think it must be, the site may have been selected to make a trap for trespassers. Nobody gets through without the right gear.”


“A lot have failed.”


Ram was pointing across the thick dark dust on the floor inside the trilithons. I saw the white gleam of a human skull. He kicked at a ridge and stooped to pick up the long horn of an oryx. Stirring the dust with that, he uncovered bones. An impala’s skull with the graceful horns still attached, the skeleton of what he said had been a dog or wolf, the remains of something larger, perhaps a lion.


“We need Lupe with us.”


He picked up the human skull.


“She would know, but this must be Cro-Magnon. An unlucky guy that fell into the trap maybe thirty thousand years ago.”


Careful with it, he laid it back in the dust. Derek pushed ahead to find another skull that Ram said was Neanderthal, and then a third that looked more modern. Ram dug into the dust around it and uncovered a bit of flint that he studied under the lenses of his smoke hood.


“A Clovis point!” His head shook under the smoke hood. “Like those from our own Blackwater dig. It’s the right length for a spear point. Double-edged. Fluted from the base to hold the haft. Beautiful work!”


He held it for us to see.


“Clovis?” Derek was incredulous. “How did it get here?”


“Lupe would die to know. She’d wonder if the first Americans came through here.”


“That’s hard to believe.” Derek peered at it. “It’s a far hop from here to Alaska.”


“A farther hop back to New Mexico.” Ram stood a moment gazing around us at the great trilithons and the dark desolation beyond them. His voice fell. “If we do get back.”


We walked on, till Ram stopped to look at a long pile of older, stranger bones, buried under a thicker blanket of dust. Rib cages, backbones, leg bones, most of them puzzling even to him. Empty eye sockets mocked us from a sharp-crested skull the size of a car. A white thighbone was four feet long.


I felt chilled with a sense of the trilithons as a vast temple of death, dead and abandoned for many millennia. Could Lupe’s kidnappers be its custodians, somehow here to haunt it? Shivering from too many of those cold unknowns, I longed for the little riddles of Shakespeare’s life, for Christopher Marlowe, Boswell and Dr. Johnson, even the dull toil of freshman comp.
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