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      White canvas tents billowed in the morning breeze. The sky above was deep blue and cloudless. The quiet chatter of men and women who had grown used to living in close quarters drifted through the camp. Until the screaming started.

      A moment later, two men and a woman left their tents and ran towards the noise. They went inside together, and the screaming became sounds of struggle. Then it stopped. The men and the woman came out and once again the camp fell to its usual quiet.

      The camp was quiet again until later that morning. By now, people were up and about, going from tent to tent, preparing to leave for the day. Whatever they were doing, they all stopped when they heard the judder of helicopter blades and looked up to see the dark shape coming across the clear blue sky towards them.

      “Who do you think it is?” a man said to the woman standing beside him.

      “Hopefully, someone who will take him away.”

      There was no need to ask who she meant. He nodded, and they said no more.

      The helicopter landed a hundred-metres away from the furthest tent. By that time, everyone who didn’t have something important to do (and a few who did) had gathered to watch. The door opened, and a man climbed out. He was wearing a dark suit, shirt, and tie.

      “Where does he think he is?” a woman said. But no one answered her. The man took a pair of sunglasses out of his coat pocket and put them on. He walked towards them.

      A tent behind the crowd billowed open, but no one paid any attention. A slim woman wearing a white tunic came hurrying out. She made her way through the crowd and approached the man.

      “Mr. Cole,” she said. She offered her hand, and he shook it. “Nurse Somerset.”

      “William,” he said. His voice was deep.

      “Daphne.” She turned to walk with him. They approached the onlookers, who seemed unsure what to make of this development.

      “Where is he?” William said.

      Daphne nodded towards the tent the screaming had come from. “We need to speak to Tad first,” she said.

      “Tad?”

      “The camp leader,” she explained.

      He nodded. They kept walking and ignored the staring faces that turned to watch them go.

      Daphne led him to a small tent and stopped outside. “Tad?”

      “Who is it?”

      “Daphne.”

      He sighed. “Come in then.”

      She held the tent open and William walked in ahead of her.

      The only light came from a small lamp on top of a desk. Shadows filled the edges of the tent. In the corner, there was a sleeping bag. Tad was sitting behind the desk. He was a burly man, in his late fifties, with gray hair and a drawn face. His skin stained from years in the sun. He looked up at William without surprise. His eyes were red, as if he hadn’t slept for some time. “Can I help you?” he said.

      “William Cole,” he said and offered Tad his hand. Cupped in the palm was a small card.

      When he sat back down, Tad looked at the card. It had William’s name on it and a small symbol of a bird with a stone in its mouth. His eyes widened, but he said nothing about it. “You’d better sit down.”

      William sat, Daphne stood behind him in the shadows.

      “What’s this about?” Tad said. The symbol on the card had roused a sense of caution in him.

      “What’s your team doing here?” William said.

      “We’re a rescue team. We were called when a team of archaeologists failed to make it to two of their scheduled check-ins. It’s standard procedure.”

      William nodded for him to continue.

      “Usually, in situations like this, the only problem is with the equipment. Or they got so caught up in what they were doing they forgot all about the check-ins. We were expecting to find a flat battery, or a few embarrassed explanations.”

      “But you found something else?”

      Tad shook his head. “We found nothing. Their campsite was here, but all the equipment and the jeep they’d hired were gone. I called the rest of the team in and started looking for them.”

      “How long ago was that?” William said.

      “A week. I’m not sure we’ll find anyone else. At least not alive. They didn’t take enough food or water to last long.”

      William gave a single nod. “Tell me about the man you found.”

      Tad shifted in his chair. He looked as if he would rather forget the man existed. William continued to look at him, waiting for him to speak.

      “You must understand that my team are professionals. We’ve been on a lot of expeditions like this. They don’t scare easily.”

      “I understand,” William said.

      “Well, I don’t,” Tad continued. “These are hardened men and women, but they’re coming to me like scared children. Some of them have asked to go home.”

      “Why?”

      “They dread going into the tunnels. It gives them the creeps. They’re disturbed by the place.”

      William nodded.

      “His name’s Patrick. We found him in the afternoon of the second day. He was walking alone. Naked. Covered from head to toe in strange symbols that looked as if they had been burned into his skin. Mumbling nonsense to himself. When we approached him, he started trying to hit people. He might have done some serious damage if he hadn’t been so exhausted.

      “We covered him up and brought him above ground. He was blind.

      “We brought him back to the campsite and gave him drugs to calm him down. He kept talking about monsters and curses. The man was clearly out of his mind. The first night he was with us, he came out of his tent in the middle of the night and started attacking people. After that, we had to strap him to the bed.”

      “I would like to see him,” William said.

      “Of course,” Tad said, standing up and leading them to the door.

      Outside, the camp had returned to normal. A few people were standing close to Tad’s tent, in a whispered conversation about what was on inside. They stopped when Tad came out and hurried away when he looked at them. William and Daphne followed.

      Tad led them across the campsite. “We had to move his tent after the first night,” he said. “Even with restraints, he disturbs people.”

      “How?” William said.

      “He screams through the night. We have to keep him drugged.”

      William nodded. They stopped outside a tent twenty-metres away from the rest of camp.

      “You’ll have to excuse me,” Tad said. “I have some important work to do. Daphne can show you in.”

      “Of course,” William said.

      Tad nodded to them both and then hurried back towards camp.

      William turned to Daphne. “What do you make of this?”

      Daphne smiled. She showed no sign of being troubled. Her eyes were bright and eager. “Wait until you meet him,” she said.

      She opened the tent, and he followed her inside.

      It was small, made smaller by the racks of medicine and equipment. In the middle was a hospital bed. There was a small man with dark hair strapped to it.

      “Who’s there?” The man tried to sit up, but the straps across his chest held. He looked around, although even in the dim light, it was clear he couldn’t see anything. “Who are you?”

      William stayed at the foot of the bed while Daphne walked around and stood over him. “It’s okay Patrick,” she said. “It’s me.”

      “Daphne?” he said.

      “That’s right.” She put a hand on his shoulder and that seemed to soothe him.

      William looked at the man. Just as Tad had described, there were symbols burned into his flesh. They looked as if they had been there for years, although only a week could have passed since he’d received them. William tried to read them. They were familiar, but he was no scholar.

      “I’ve brought someone to see you,” Daphne said.

      Patrick bolted upright again, and the strap across his chest groaned. “Who is it? What does he want?”

      “It’s okay. He’s a friend. You don’t need to worry.”

      “Hello Patrick, my name’s William. I’m here to ask you some questions.”

      Patrick remained stiff on the bed.

      “Daphne, would you prepare something to help him relax?”

      She nodded, but turned to Patrick. “Is that okay?” she said. “It won’t put you to sleep. It will just calm you down and help you think more clearly.”

      Patrick stared through unseeing eyes at the place where he imagined Daphne to be. “It’s not going to hurt me?”

      “No. It’s not going to hurt you.” She lifted his left arm and pricked the skin beneath his elbow. He winced as the needle went in and then fell still.

      William leaned back in his chair and removed a small leather notebook and pencil. He opened the book to the first clean page and looked at Patrick. “How do you feel now?” he said.

      “Better,” Patrick said. His voice slurred, as if he’d been drinking. “Better,” he said again, and this time his voice was clearer.

      “Good,” William said. His pencil poised above the blank page. “Can you tell me your name?”

      “Patrick Vaughn,” he said.

      William wrote it down. “Who do you work for?”

      “The North African Archaeological Survey.”

      William wrote this down as well.

      “Why did you come here?”

      “Two years ago, there was a survey flight over the area to test some new equipment. We didn’t expect it to find anything, but when the results came in, it showed a series of large underground caverns. It created a lot of excitement. There has been circumstantial evidence of an advanced civilisation occupying the area seven-thousand years ago.”

      “Circumstantial evidence?” William interrupted.

      “You’ve heard of Atlantis?”

      William nodded.

      “There are stories of similar places in lots of cultures. Places that took to farming more readily, that had technology others didn’t. Several excavations in the area have shown that people at the time spoke about one nearby.”

      “I see,” William said. “Carry on.”

      “We put together a team and spent the next year and a half securing funding for the expedition.”

      “Tell me what you remember,” William said.

      For a moment, it looked as if Patrick would not speak. But there had been more than a relaxant in the medicine Daphne had given him. Once he started, he didn’t stop until his story was told.

      It was a dull, frosty morning, and I was the first to arrive at the airport. I was dressed for the desert, hauling a heavy pack with everything I thought I’d need for a few months living in camp. Our equipment had gone on ahead of us the week before. I was excited to finally be going, but also nervous: although I’d been on plenty of digs, I was the junior member of the team and I’d never worked with any of them before. They were world renowned.

      Carrie arrived next. She was the team leader. A slim woman in her early fifties. She smiled when she walked through the door and saw me. “Morning Vaughn,” she said.

      “Morning Dr. Brooks,” I replied.

      “You’re going to have to stop calling me that,” she said. “Just Carrie is fine.”

      I nodded. She made me feel even more nervous. Luckily, I didn’t have to wait long before Brett and Robin arrived. They’d shared a car from the hotel they’d been staying at.

      “Okay,” Carrie said, once we’d spent a few moments greeting each other. “Let’s get going.”

      We followed her through the airport to check our bags, through security and then to spend a frustratingly long time waiting for our gate to be announced. Carrie bought us coffee, and we sat together in front of the screens until finally it was time to board.

      It was a long journey, by plane, by coach, and finally in the jeep we hired. By the time we reached the camp, I’d been traveling for close to twenty-four hours, but it was exciting to be there. I could see that the others felt the same. We hauled our stuff out of the jeep and looked around. It was late-afternoon, and the sun was already waning. For miles around, all I could see was desert. I couldn’t hear anything except the distant rush of shifting sand.

      “Brett, can you start dinner?” Carrie said.

      “Sure, no problem,” Brett said.

      “You two,” she said to me and Robin. “Come and help me set up the tents.”

      She was keeping us busy, but I didn’t mind. The work needed to be done, and at least it meant I didn’t have to cook. We pulled out the bags and got to work. In a little over an hour, we’d set up a tent each for sleeping in, a tent for storing our equipment, and moved everything we needed out of the jeep into them.

      “Dinner’s ready,” Brett called, and we went over to eat.

      We sat on camp chairs and ate from metal bowls.

      “What time do you want to start tomorrow?” Brett asked Carrie, as he
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