
        
            
                
            
        



The Altar of Shulaani Series, Book 1: 

The Altar of Shulaani

 

 

 

By Margaret Pearce

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

[image: Image]

http://www.writers-exchange.com 







The Altar of Shulaani Series, Book 1: The Altar of Shulaani

Copyright 2007, 2015, 2022, 2025, 2026 Margaret Pearce

Writers Exchange E-Publishing

PO Box 372

ATHERTON  QLD  4883

 

Cover Art by: Sandy Cummins and Odile Stamanne

 

Published by Writers Exchange E-Publishing

http://www.writers-exchange.com 

 

ISBN 9781921314346

 

A version of this Mss published Puffin Books, Penguin Books Australia Ltd, 487 Maroondah Highway Victoria 3134 Australia in 1981

All rights reverted by Penguin Books Australia Ltd. in 1986

   

The unauthorized reproduction or distribution of this copyrighted work is illegal. Criminal copyright infringement, including infringement without monetary gain, is investigated by the FBI and is punishable by up to 5 (five) years in federal prison and a fine of $250,000.

Names, characters and incidents depicted in this book are products of the author's imagination and are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, organizations, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental and beyond the intent of the author.

No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission from the publisher.

 


 

 

 

Contents

 

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

About the Author

If you want to read more about other books by this author, they are listed on the following pages...

A Belinda Robinson Novel

A Useless Series

Catch Me If You Can

Caught in Willaburra

Jumping Into Trouble Series

Marmaduke

My Brother's Science Project

Sherry Sharples

The Altar of Shulaani Series

The Convertible Couch

The Edge of Forever

The Feud of Lovelace Court

The Misfit

The Mystery of the Third Seal

The Scarlett Quest

The Secret in the Compost Bin

The Wingless Fairy Series

Upcoming Books



 


 

 

Chapter 1

 

My first thought, when I scrambled to my feet, was that I had done it again!  If there was any trouble around I was always falling into it head first. To be more exact, feet first!

I had stepped backwards too close to a scraggy-looking bush, and pitched straight into the opening it covered.  One minute I was standing in the hot sun, and the next tumbling helplessly into a chilled darkness. First there was the sickening drop, then I bounced off one surface and shot into space to bounce off something else.

I was blinded by the shower of dirt and stones travelling down with me. I was jolted and bruised and my grasping hands found nothing to slow my fall. I felt as if I was sliding and bouncing off a series of polished mirrors.

At last I catapulted on to a pile of rubble and slithered to a stop. A few more stones dropped down beside me. My descent was over!  I was in a very large cave, dimly lit by the shaft I had pitched down. The high pile of rubble directly beneath it had broken my fall.

"Mike," echoed my father's voice. "You all right?"

"I'm okay, Dad," I yelled back. "I'm in a sort of cave. You'll need a fairly long rope though to get me out."

"It'll take a couple of hours.  Have to walk back to the camp.  I'll throw the water bag down. Thank goodness you're not hurt."

I moved back as a shower of more dirt and stones and the water bag bounced off the top of the rubble.

"Got it," I yelled.

Silence. I heard the restless flutter of bats--or at least I hoped they were only bats. The place smelt musty, and now that my eyes were becoming used to the dimness I noticed a couple of darker hollows in the corners, that could lead somewhere else.

I made myself comfortable with my back against the rubble. I was in for a long wait. I rubbed my bruised shoulders and shivered. It was cold down here.

I had been spending my school holidays with Dad--a welcome change from boarding school or relatives. Dave was an archaeologist and an authority on lost languages. I had joined him on this small expedition. There was grim old Miss Smith the anthropologist, and Dad's friend Ted Tait, who really was a physicist, but his hobby was archaeology. He was on holidays too.

Dad and Ted had become interested in finding out why the ancient caravan routes curved around this area instead of cutting through it.

"Just those hints in the old records that the whole area had to be avoided," Dad had mused.

Dad, lanky and sun burnt, with close-cropped grey hair, alternated between moods of extreme absentmindedness and intense enthusiasms.

"May have been volcanic and unstable," Miss Smith had suggested.

"Hostile tribes," put in Ted. He was a lot younger than Dad, blockily built with dark hair and horn-rimmed glasses.

So the upshot of Dad's curiosity was this expedition to the middle of nowhere halfway between Egypt and Libya. We set up camp in the lonely eroded hills that silted up in desert further to the south, and vanished into the shimmering distance everywhere else. It was horrible country to move in. We took the four-wheel drives in as far as possible; then we walked.

There were shallow ravines, and loose shale and only the occasional solitary stunted bush clinging to bare rock. We toiled and scrambled up and down the sliding rocks, getting hotter and hotter as we went on.

For some inexplicable reason, Dad and Ted were surveying how high we were above sea level. We had reached what we thought might be the highest point around. It was nearly noon, and the heat caused a shimmering haze that blurred the tents of our camp in the distance.

I was, as usual, trying to be helpful. "It's a bit higher over here, Dad," I had suggested.

I was carrying the surveying tripod, and backing up to the little rise marked by the stunted bush, when suddenly, the bush had given way, and down I had plunged, zigzagging and sliding my way into the hillside.

I fidgeted around. The tripod stuck out of the pile of rubble like a broken spider. It didn't look as if it had survived the descent as well as I had.

I had a drink from the water bag. I was getting hungry. I wondered how the time was going. The cave was still lit by the soft filtered light from the shaft. I got up and walked around, wincing from the pain in my leg. The area I was in was vaguely squarish.  Under the loose rubble and odd boulders the ground felt flat, almost too flat and even for a natural formation. There was the sound of a clink, and a few more loose stones fell down.

"Dad," I yelled.

"Stand clear," a voice echoed.

Hammering noises, and a few more small stones and a shower of dust. A knotted rope came snaking down with a shovel tied to it.  I heard Dad clearly.

"Come and have a look at this."

More hammering, and another shower of dust.

First down were the legs and khaki clad bottom of Smithy. She scaled down the knotted rope like a young girl. She slithered off the rubble and blinked at me.

"There you are, Michael."

She felt around in her deep pocket and handed me a packet of chocolate. Then taking a torch from her belt, she started shuffling around, peering closely at the sides of the cave.

"What's happening?" I asked through a mouthful of chocolate.

Dad and Ted didn't appear to be coming down. I heard their raised voices echoing down the shaft, punctuated by more cascades of dirt and stones.

"The shaft is man-made, and constructed in a very peculiar manner, with very peculiar material." Her voice echoed from the dark opening into which she had vanished.

I hurried down the winding black tunnel after her bobbing light. It had stopped at a silted-up pile of rubble. She gave a sharp intake of breath as the torch beam poked and probed across rounded boulders and jagged shale, and the curved edge of something. It looked like the smooth polished fragment of a broken pillar.

"Tell you what, Mike," and for a change Smithy sounded almost genial. "You've stumbled into what could be a temple or a tomb."

 

 


 

 

Chapter 2

 

We spent the next couple of days working to exhaustion. 

First we shifted camp, transferring our tents and supplies across the painful distance to the saucer-shaped opening. Next the rubble had to be cleared from the entrance to the shaft. It was what it looked - rubble, but Smithy squatted in the shade of the tent, combing through every shovelful with infinite patience.

The temple--if temple it was, at first exploration seemed disappointing. Just the vague, squared area with two passages curving around and ending in rubble. No artifacts, no fragments of pottery shards, no clues to origin or race; just the tantalizing curve of a broken pillar.

The light shaft zigzagged down, its polished, faceted sides coated with a mysterious substance that was neither metal nor glass, and apparently indestructible. With the rubbish cleared from the entrance, the light reflected down into the area with a blinding glow.

Ted, who wasn't keen on the rope ladder, was in the temple arguing with Dad. He waved his compass around as he insisted that one of the silted-up passages led to the outside, and if it were cleared, it would be easier for us to get in and out.

"Suppose," Dad agreed vaguely. "Make it easier anyway."

It was just on noon, and up top, Smithy, on lunch roster, was heating baked beans. The smell drifted down, reminding me that, as usual, I was hungry. Suddenly, the light strengthened, blazing down like a focused beam on the heap of rubble under the opening.

"That's it?" Dad yelled.

Ted and I looked at him as if he had gone mad. He had scrambled up onto the centre pile of rubble, and was burrowing away with his bare hands.

"Hurry up and give me a hand," he snapped.

His eyes fell on me standing there with my jaw dropped. "Mike, get the small pickaxe and crowbar. Hurry up."

I climbed up the ladder and clambered over the lip of the shaft, into the heat.

"Lunch is ready, Mike," Smithy called.

"Dad's found something," I called to her.

I grabbed the pickaxe and crowbar and headed into the opening again. I had been going up and down so many times I was getting the knack of it. I slid down one facet, swung the ladder out, and slid down the next one, all the way down.

Dad and Ted looked dusty but triumphant. The pile of rubble was much lower. Dad was smoothing across a tilted, flat surface with vague marks on the edge. He was blowing dust out of the crevices with great care.

He took the pickaxe and started levering the heavy boulders and rubbish away. I helped him shift them further away from the centre of the area. Slowly a worn-down square emerged. Dad, on his hands and knees was digging with his bare hands along the sides.

At this stage Smithy came down. Practical Smithy had brought our lunch to us. We squatted in the rubble and ate the baked beans and drank the coffee. Dad still prowled around on his hands and knees, nose to the base of the stone, muttering to himself. 

He eventually stood up and stretched, and came over to have his coffee. His eyes were shining. "It is definitely an altar, and there is an inscription carved around the base."

We had another couple of days of frantic hard work. Ted had decided, after a lot of calculations with his compass, that if we shifted the rubble from one of the dead-end passages, we would come out on the side of the hill.

Ted, Smithy and I shifted rubble and levered huge rocks, and swung pickaxes. Eventually a glint of daylight proved the accuracy of Ted's calculations. Once more we shifted camp to beside the new entrance.

During this time, Dad appeared to have forgotten our existence. He had immersed himself in the two lines of hieroglyphs around the base of the altar, and just sat surrounded by discarded pages of his notebooks covered in squiggles and lines.

The enigmatic hieroglyphs carved in the base of the stone were translatable after a fashion, but they had a mathematical base that Ted pounced right on to.

That night I fell asleep listening to the arguments between Smithy, Ted and Dad. It had been a hard day and every muscle in my body was protesting. I was beginning to think I might be a road worker, rather than an archaeologist when I grew up. At least they got proper tea and lunch breaks.

In the morning everybody was excited. We appeared to be on some sort of treasure hunt, digging and probing the silted-up rubble in the huge room and in the two winding, sighing passages. I began to worry that Dad intended for us to disembowel the entire hill, when the huge circular stone was discovered. It was embedded in an alcove in the wall in the big room behind more rubble. The stone fitted so snugly, that it was only Dad's habit of blowing dust out of crevices that showed up the circular outline.

It took the four of us to struggle it across to the altar. The light from the shaft was flooding the cavern with a brightening glow. It was just on noon. The circular slab fitted across the top of the altar, settling into the hollows already there, held immovably at an angle. Smithy looked awed, Dad expectant and Ted triumphant

"It's the right angle," Smithy insisted. "And it has got to be about the right time."

"Probably the amplification is stimulated as it reflects from facet to facet," Ted theorized.

We stood around waiting. I wasn't sure what we were waiting for. Nobody ever explains things to me. Soon the direct beam of sunlight would focus as it did every day for about ten seconds on the huddle of stone that had been the altar.  I don't think anybody was quite sure what difference the tilted circular stone sitting so snugly on top of it would make.

The light brightened. We all tensed. Then the blinding beam of light focused on to the circular stone. There was an echoing musical sound and the stone glowed an eerie blue, and became translucent.

We leaned over and looked into it. It was like looking down from the roof into a shallow misty tunnel. The altar stone glowed, mellow and sharp cut. It had etched-out channels for draining blood. The walls gleamed with highly coloured paintings, and the two blind passages were now covered with billowing draperies.

''Some sort of a time recorder has been activated," Dad gloated.

The oddly curved casket on the altar was so full of jewellery the lid wouldn't stay down. There were gold necklaces embedded with stones. There were odd handled containers from which pearls spilled - seed pearls threaded in ornate collars, and long, looping strings of larger pearls.

Behind the draperies we saw movement. The draperies were pushed aside. People marched through with white pleated skirts swaying and headdresses shivering. Lips were moving, and hands beating on drums and cymbals, but there was no sound.

I leaned further over, a lot further over, to have a better look. The scene was almost three dimensional, as if I could see around the corners.

"Careful," Dad warned.

His warning was too late! I overbalanced, and pitched head first into the screen, except that it wasn't a screen, but some sort of window--and it was open!

At first I wasn't quite sure if I was going up or down. For a few seconds I seemed to be spinning, caught in some sort of heavy tingling web of force, and then I definitely fell through.

I crashed onto the altar, scattering the casket of jewellery. I immediately became aware of the noise level, loud chanting, and the monotonous thudding of the drums and cymbals.

I looked up. There was a circular shimmer in the air directly above my head. For an instant I imagined I saw the outline of three heads, and then the shimmer was gone. There was just me, sprawled on the altar under the blinding light pouring from the shaft.

I looked around at the circling, chanting figures. Wherever or whenever I was, it wasn't the same time or place I had come from. I had done it again! Fallen straight into trouble!

 

 


 

 

Chapter 3

 

I slid off the altar, standing in the jumble of scattered jewellery, brushing off a seed-pearl necklace tangled on my arm. The light from the shaft was still an intense beam.

Around me the white-clad figures still circled, without a break in their monotonous chanting. The drums thudded a slow pounding beat that kept time with my pulse. The sweet overpowering smoke of the incense, eddied in lazy spirals up the shaft over the altar.

The men and women were short, about my height, with heavy blunt features. Some of the men were bearded. They all had swarthy skins and black hair, in startling contrast to the white of their robes. They all wore ornate girdles and headpieces with gold, red and blue stones.

No hand pointed to me, and there was no understanding or surprise in the eyes fixed on the altar. I wondered for a crazy second if they were only recorded phantoms from a time long past, or even whether I was real.

The leader of the procession stopped at the altar. He was crowned with a more elaborate and higher headdress than the others were. His eyes were heavy-lidded and glazed, and he had a long square, black beard. He held a long, curved knife in his outstretched hands.

The chanting stopped. Close to the altar a young girl in a close-fitting silver suit, her long brown hair hanging free to the waist, waited. 

The chanting and the drums started again. On each side of the girl, two men wearing high shivering headdresses, pushed her down on the slanting altar stone. She lay stretched out like an ivory statue. 

Her face was placid and remote, her eyes blank. She had a fine-boned face with regular features, a straight nose and high arched eyebrows. The intense beam from the shaft lit the red highlights in her brown hair, and picked up the gold in the expanded black pupils of her wide-open eyes. She wasn't of the sane race as the others.  She was as different with her light skin, hair and build, as I was with my jeans and tee shirt. 

 The high priest flourished his knife in some sort of ceremonial pass at the shaft. The chanting and drumbeats quickened. He raised the knife, which glinted in the beam of light, and plunged it towards the girl's exposed neck.

Suddenly the paralysis gripping me snapped. The sharply cut channels with their brown stains on the altar became menacing. The girl was going to have her throat cut! 

I grabbed the girl by her limp wrist and dragged her off the altar. The knife continued its downward swing. The narrow beam of light shut off. The ten seconds of focussed sun was over. 

From the days I had spent working, shifting rubble in the large room, I knew what was coming next. We had three seconds of intense gloom before the faceted shaft again started pouring its indirect light into the room. Dragging the unresisting girl after me, I brushed past the shadowy waiting circle towards the entrance. Behind the draperies should be the curving passage that led outside. 

It was there all right, high and square, with torches set into the walls, and the same procession of wall paintings that were in the large room. It was still the same passage though, and curved around in the same manner. I swerved automatically to dodge the boulder that Ted and I couldn't shift, although it was no longer there.

There was now a high, squared opening with carved double doors instead of a narrow crack between the rubble, but it was the same entrance. I pulled at one of the heavy handles and one half of the door moved slowly with a sighing sound. Behind us I heard a rising hum. It sounded angry.

I yanked the girl and myself into the blazing heat of daylight. We stood at the top of steps. I had a confused impression of a large square spread out below, surrounded by stone buildings, and bright awnings covering stalls. People were everywhere, in vivid robes and headdresses. There were animals and noise, heat and smells.

I risked a quick look at the girl. She must have been drugged to have lain on that altar, waiting for the knife so peacefully. I wasn't going to get very far with a drugged slow-moving automaton. However, her face was vivid and alive. Her eyebrows raised, and her brown eyes flashed.  She returned the grip on my hand and showed white teeth in a grin. She pointed downward over to one side of the square, and started running, pulling me after her.

She was headed for a narrow opening on the side of the square. I glanced back over my shoulders. Black Whiskers had burst out of the double doors waving the long knife with the white-clad crowd at his heels. The crowds of people in the square had frozen. Every face had identical expressions of horror and revulsion under their differing headgear. In the silence Black Whiskers voice was loud, accusing and ordering.

I had one last look at the temple looming over the square, a ponderous mass of masonry, bulging pillars reaching up to an Aztec style stepped pyramid roof, and then I was running for my life down a twisting narrow lane

A stone whistled over my shoulder. The noise behind rose to a babble of shouts, yells and shrieks. I ducked and nearly tripped. The girl pulled me into another dark opening that became another winding alley.

The outcry got louder and the pounding of feet closer. Every time we skidded around a corner, or raced into another winding lane, people looked at us with revulsion and started chasing. At one stage a spear whistled past and landed quivering in the wall ahead.

The girl, who seemed to know where she was heading, grasped my hand even tighter and jerked me into yet another side entrance, to veer down another alley. The buildings became smaller and meaner. They were no longer faced with marble or heavy cut stone, but were mainly mud brick with mud plastered lattices. 

My heart pounded and my head throbbed. I breathed in the hot air in painful rasping gasps. The girl looked at me and a frown crossed her face. She gave my hand an encouraging squeeze. She was panting as well, but her speed was still the effortless lope she had started off with.

The angry hum became muted. For the last few alleys we had seen no one. This area now seemed to be deserted. There weren't even any more of the thin mangy dogs that had joined the chase with such enthusiasm.

We went down another short lane, and into another winding alley and slowed down. The buildings were dilapidated, and in places there were gaps where there had been fires, with rubble of blackened ashes and charred beams.

The girl squeezed past a door leaning sideways across a flight of stairs. We went up the stairs, across a flat roof with an eroding parapet, past a pile of rubble to a narrow opening in another wall. It appeared to be a false ceiling. We scrambled across on our hands and knees. 

She fumbled at a loose, woven lattice. Behind it was a dark earthen passage. She pushed the lattice back, took my hand and started hurrying again. I stumbled after her. After the first winding turn, the floor sloped steeply. It was
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