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Chapter 1

 

The camp was quiet. The tent was an airless oven. Alinea stared at her Latin textbook. Beeper, our pet, sprawled outside in the blazing sun, as motionless as the rocks around him.

I shut my book with a slam. Alinea grinned, gold lights dancing in her brown eyes. It was too hot to study Latin declensions, especially when we were supposed to be on holidays. It was just that we were in everyone's bad books.

My name is Mike, and my Dad is an archaeologist. His idea of an enjoyable holiday is working on other archaeologists' digs instead of his own. He didn't really want us and our weird pet with him this time, but we had promised to behave. Miss Smith, known as Smithy, would have looked after us, except she wanted to come with Dad, so we came along as well.

We were somewhere in Central Australia. The scenery was bush petering into desert and stony hills that lifted fold after fold into the glaring blue of distance. There were unexpected creeks and waterholes, usually dry, and sometimes caves.

Alinea and I had prepared meals, washed dishes and sifted dirt. We had packed and unpacked stores, and were allowed to drive the jeep, under supervision of course, down the winding dusty track back to the small township for the supplies.

We were getting on very well, until it happened, Alinea, and me and Beeper. Beeper is an odd creature who attached himself to me on one of our expeditions. Not even Dad is quite sure where he came from originally or what he is.

He has funny bowl-shaped ears, twinkling brown eyes and a heavy body covered in scales. His jaws are lined with sharp green stained teeth. He has retractable talons in his paws, and a long tail ending in a spike. His nourishment is from either basking in a hot sun or through eating wood.

On the quarantine form, Dad described him as a rare species of Tibetan Mountain dog. The official looked doubtful, but after the quarantine period we were allowed to bring Beeper home.

According to Dad, Beeper is just a baby, even if he is bigger than most normal dogs. He is also the nearest thing I have ever had to a pup of my own.

Alinea and I had used up dozens of old tennis balls teaching him to fetch. So whenever we went for a walk, we had to throw stones or sticks he could chase after to retrieve.

Anyhow, this particular afternoon when we were out walking, he dug up two dirty looking stones for us to throw. We skimmed them into the creek, and Beeper splashed after them, his silly ears straight up like sails and his long tail whirling.

When he dropped the wet stones at our feet, we noticed they were covered in a faint network of carved lines and squiggles. We were just examining them when an old Aborigine spotted us.

"Damn kids," he yelled, and snatched the stones off us.

More old men gathered around and shook their fists at us. Alinea and I walked away, but the old men followed us. When we reached camp, everyone gathered around and listened. We were supposed to have trespassed on sacred ground and desecrated sacred relics.

"How could you both," Dad kept saying.

We tried to explain it wasn't on purpose and that Beeper was only playing but Dad just got more upset. So, we were confined to camp. No one wanted our help in digging, cleaning or writing up details. To make everything worse, Dad decided we could put in our time brushing up on our Latin.

"A handy language to know," he said as he marked the lines we had to learn, and even Smithy nodded approval. It was all right for Alinea. She had a flair for languages, but I was changing my mind about becoming an archaeologist if I had to keep learning declensions. Also, it wasn't fair to keep punishing us when we really hadn't done anything that bad. 

"Let's go for a swim."

"We aren't allowed near the creek," Alinea reminded me.

"We can go to the waterhole," I retorted. "Everybody is away at the dig."

Back in the hills was a winding gorge that started somewhere up country and led nowhere, but in the middle was a small clear pool. It was deep and always cold. Dad said it was fed by an underground spring. I pitched my Latin book under the table. I felt cooler and less bad tempered just at the thought of a swim.

Alinea vanished into the tent she shared with Smithy. She came out carrying towels, a bag of fruit and both our water bottles.

Alinea wasn't really my sister. She, like Beeper was a sort of stray and Dad was acting as her guardian until we traced her parents. If I ever had to have a sister, Alinea was the sort of sister I would choose. She could ride, swim, run faster than me, and knew how to fix the trail bike.

"'We won't need those," I protested when I spotted the water bottles. "It's only twenty minutes over the hill to the waterhole."

"You know what your Dad said," Alinea reminded me as she threw my water bottle at me.

"I know," I grumbled as I fastened it to my belt. "Don't move out of sight of the camp without water, even if you're wading in the stuff."

Beeper's ears sprang up in their bowl shape as he watched us. He had been very quiet all morning, as though he understood he was in disgrace too.

"Beep," he uttered.

"Yeah, we're going for a walk, come on," I said.

Beeper shook the red dust off himself and waddled after us. We trudged past the steep rock wall and line of tents, over the hill and across the dusty plain to the gorge.

It was very still and quiet. The red dust drifted around us as we walked. It was too quiet. No hum of insects or birdcalls, or rustling of lizards slithering out of our path. The sky was a funny dull blue, and the heat haze shimmered across the stony hills, cutting down the visibility.

"There's going to be a storm," Alinea said as we slid down the steep track into the bottom of the gorge.

"Don't be silly," I scoffed. "It hasn't rained for about six months around here."

"It will though," Alinea predicted.

I just shrugged. We reached the pool. It was clear and cold and well worth the hot dusty walk. We just fell into it, shorts, tee shirts and runners. I ducked Alinea, and she ducked me and we both ducked Beeper. This was a waste of time as he didn't seem to need to breathe and just sat on the bottom, his tail stirring up the sand as he looked up at us.

"I can definitely hear thunder," Alinea spluttered as she bobbed up for air.

I shook the water from my ears. Somewhere in the distance was a continuous rumble. I looked up. The patch of sky visible between the high walls was still blue. If there was a storm the others would return early to the campsite, and we should get back before them. Not that the waterhole was off limits, but Dad was in such a touchy mood at the moment, I didn't want to upset him any further.

We climbed out, mopped ourselves down with the towels, put our water bottles back on our belts, and sat in the hot sun to dry. In five minutes flat our clothes and our runners were bone dry.

"And we didn't need our water bottles, Miss Careful," I said as I stood up.

Alinea was facing up the canyon looking past me. She suddenly looked scared. I spun around. For a few seconds I didn't quite realise what I was seeing and hearing. The thunder was deafening. A solid wall of tumbling yellow water hit us. We were knocked off our feet and pushed under water, tumbling and spinning.

I bobbed to the surface, coughing out water, and looked for Alinea. There was so much water racing down between the narrow walls it built up in the open space of the waterhole, and swirled around in a roaring whirlpool, spinning me around with it.

Alinea's head bobbed up beside me. I grabbed for her, shielding myself from the dried branches and then larger logs that tumbled and rolled with us. Something hit me. I went under. Alinea dragged me to the surface.

I coughed out the muddy water and pushed another heavy log away. We struggled to stay afloat, going round and round with the litter of dead trees and smaller branches. Alinea sank, and I hauled her to the surface. She came up spluttering. We tried to strike out for the sides. They were steep but we should be able to clamber up them but the current was too strong, and the sides of the gorge remained out of reach.

We both clung to a log as it spun around. The dismay in Alinea's eyes was mirrored in mine. We were both good swimmers, but we couldn't get across the current to the sides. 

We were in danger of drowning in an area that had had no rain for six months. If it wasn't so frightening, it would be ridiculous!

 


 

 

Chapter 2

 

The log spun around. Alinea and I clung on grimly. The water was building up to cascade in a thundering waterfall past the narrow rock sides. The log gathered speed towards the sloping edge of white water.

Beeper's head appeared. He was clinging to one of the steep sides of the gorge. His tail snaked out and curled around us. We let go of the log. It rolled and tilted and vanished over the waterfall. Beeper's tail pulled us to the side as he clawed his way higher. With one last heave he pulled himself on to a narrow ledge. His tail was wound around both of us so tightly we could hardly breathe.

"Go further along, you stupid animal," I gasped.

Beeper looked puzzled. I waved him to move. He moved further back on the ledge. His tail pulled us up and we scraped over on to the dry hot rock. 

"Let go, you idiot," I gasped.

Beeper raised his ears. Slowly his tail uncoiled from our middles. We collapsed and tried to breathe properly. The ledge was hardly more than a foothold, leading into a shallow depression. Above us the sky was still blue.

"Must be a flash flood," Alinea said.

I nodded agreement. Dad had explained that sometimes a heavy cloud burst a long way away would cause the dried-up creeks and watercourses to flood unexpectedly. 

A dead steer floated past, turning round and round. Trees and branches floated past, pausing at the rim of the waterfall before vanishing over. 

The water level was dropping. It was now a good arms' length below us. The noise lessened from a roar to a rumbling mutter. At last, the water dropped to a dirty fast-moving stream across the floor of the gorge, choked up with lots of rubbish.

"It's getting awfully dark," Alinea said uneasily.

"It's only about midday," I said.

I was wondering whether we should jump now or risk turning an ankle on the piled-up rubbish once the water was completely gone. A few spots of rain started. Black clouds sat across the top of the narrow rock walls. There was a deafening clap of thunder! The rain hosed down like a heavy grey sheet, the forked lightning turning it to silver.

We huddled back against Beeper covering our eyes. I supposed we were safe under the shelter of the rock, but right now it seemed much too shallow.

A fireball careered crazily down the narrow rock walls, lighting up Alinea's white face, and Beeper's raised crest of pointed spikes. We cringed as it vanished past us. Another one flashed by.

Beeper turned and started burrowing into the depression. Fragments of rock and clumps of clay and mud flew out past us.

"Watch it, Beeper," I warned, ducking the flying rocks and mud.

"Beep," he uttered, and wriggled into the hole he had made and vanished.

There was another deafening clap of thunder, and the forked lightning seemed to crackle almost on top of us, leaving a funny smell. Alinea crawled after Beeper. A flaring fireball bounced close, too close! I dived after her. I didn't know what sort of a burrow Beeper had tunnelled, but anything was better than a front seat watching thunder and lightning and fireballs crackle and roar down the narrow gorge.

The hole opened out into open space. Beeper had tunnelled his way into a cave. It was large and irregularly formed with a sloping overhang of wall and roof, lit by openings high up on the gorge side. The noise of the thunder was muted, but the glare from the lightning played through the openings.

Alinea stood with her back to the small hole we had entered, studying the far wall. "Cave paintings."

They covered the entire end wall as it sloped up and forward to become the roof. We had seen lots of cave paintings since we had joined the digs, but these seemed brighter and fresher, and somehow different.

There was a stylized representation of a serpent, and dancing figures waving spears around it. They weren't the usual stick figures, but were filled out and decorated with wavy lines all over them.

"Dad will be interested."

"Someone must know of them," Alinea said. "That clay and ochre looks freshly applied."

I glanced up at the openings high on the wall and roof by the gorge. If the painters had to climb down through those openings they gave themselves a lot of work. No one would ever see them in here.

"Might be a secret cave."

"And one of their sacred areas," I said gloomily. "Suppose we'll be in trouble again for breaking into it."

We sat against Beeper and waited. Outside the thunder rolled and rumbled with the odd deafening boom, and lightning flickered lighting the cave with vivid flashes.

I sat and stared at the paintings. I wasn't into aborigine art. The paintings looked very complicated with all the curved squiggles. The serpent took up most of the wall, with the small black figures around it.

"The figures are all facing the serpent," Alinea mused. "Funny."

"They might be hunting it," I suggested.

"Or following it."

Outside the thunder was still noisy, and the rain poured down like a thick curtain. Water started spilling through the openings and trickling down the wall making widening pools. We shifted further over on to the drier ground under the paintings.

"The storm is over," Alinea said after a while.

The cave lightened as the sun poured through in golden rays, straight down on where we were sitting. I suspected it was a bit past noon, and yet it had seemed hours since we had left the camp for a quick swim.

It was suddenly very still and silent. Beeper stood up and shook himself. His scales glowed a blue grey in the bright yellow of the sunlight. We stood up as well. The warmth of the sun was very welcome, and steam rose from our clothes.

"Funny," Alinea said. "Did you notice that the paintings seem to have a lot of blue in them?"

I turned. In the bright sunlight, the maze of squiggles and curved lines filling the twisting coils of the serpent were a brightening blue rather than white. Almost as though the white was absorbing the blue grey sheen from Beeper's scales.

"Move away," Alinea said suddenly. There was abrupt command in her voice as she grabbed me and jerked me towards her.

The squiggles and curves glowed deeper blue with a compelling and vaguely recognizable pattern. I felt Alinea's tight clutch on my arm, and then the weight of Beeper's tail tightening around us. Suddenly we were hurtled tumbling in a mind wrenching nothingness! An icy coldness of neither up nor down that caused my stomach to lurch. Just as suddenly, whatever force was holding us, let go. We dropped into shadowy darkness and sprawled in a heap on thick lush grass.

One of Beeper's paws had landed heavily on my outstretched arm 

"Ow," I yelled.

Beeper gave me an apologetic slurp with his long pink tongue, and lifted his paw. I blinked and stared around. There was a feeling of openness and space. Stars twinkled down out of a shadowy sky. We weren't in a cave any more, nor was it just past midday.

"Don't you understand, Mike?" Alinea sounded scared. "It's Beeper!"

"What about Beeper?"

"The sun came out and he started absorbing whatever is in the rays he absorbs."

"So," I said. "That's his way of getting nourishment."

My eyes were adjusting to the shadowy dusk. There was an arch looming over us. It was an intricately carved representation of a serpent's head with the mouth gaped wide as entrance. Alinea pulled me to my feet as she stood up. 

"You're a dummy!" she stormed. "Some of those rays were reflecting off Beeper on to the wall paintings and they triggered something."

"Like what?" I demanded.

"I think Beeper's triggered off a time or dimension gate, and because he had his tail around us, we were dragged through with him."

"Through," I echoed like the dummy that Alinea accused me of being. "Through where?"

"Or when," Alinea said, sounding so miserable that I wasn't game to yell back at her.

 

 


 

 

Chapter 3

 

We were on the top of a hill. The stars blazed down out of a night sky. I studied the stone arch above us. It looked something like an Aztec or Inca type carving.

"We could be in South America," I said. "That would account for it being night time."

"We aren't in your world," Alinea retorted. "Look!"

I glanced up to where she pointed. The perfectly ordinary moon lifted above the horizon, fading the stars around it and flooding its light down on the grass hill. Except on the other side of the sky was a companion moon!

I stared at them. There was something uncomfortable about seeing two moons in a sky when you are only used to seeing one.

"If we came through, we can go back." I tugged Alinea closer to me, and stepped through the archway, Beeper at our heels.

The moons flooded their light down, silvering the worn grey carvings along the arch. Nothing else happened!

"If the gate was activated by Beeper and sunlight, we can try again in the morning," I suggested.

"It could be a one-way gate," Alinea said. "What if we've been dumped somewhere on the other side of the galaxy?"

The light from the two moons blotted out. Beeper huddled closer and showed his teeth in a snarl. Alinea and I crouched down into the long grass without even thinking. I don't know why we were scared. Perhaps it was the sudden silence, as though even the wind
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