
        
            
                
            
        

    
 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Fire on the Desert Sands

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Julianna M. Kodis

	 

	Anthony R. Candela

	 


	 

	Editing, print layout, e–book conversion,

	and cover design by DLD Books

	Editing and Self–Publishing Services

	[image: Image]

	www.dldbooks.com

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Copyright ©2025 by Juliana M. Kodis and Anthony R. Candela

	 

	 

	All rights reserved

	 

	 

	Cover image by Richard McKee

	 

	 

	


Epigraph

	“When you are inspired by some great purpose, some extraordinary project, all your thoughts break their bonds: Your mind transcends limitations, your consciousness expands in every direction, and you find yourself in a new, great and wonderful world. Dormant forces, faculties and talents become alive, and you discover yourself to be a greater person by far than you ever dreamed yourself to be.”

	—Patanjali, 100 BCE

	 

	


Prologue

	The rattling yanked her from a luxurious dream. She blinked, disoriented, as the dimly lit train compartment came into focus.

	Bewildered, she moaned, “Oh my God. What’s happening?”

	“Pardon me?”

	Now fully awake, Desiree realized that the stranger sitting next to her had just spoken. He was dressed in traditional Arab garb, and his face, a deep brown, seemed careworn. His hands appeared callused and used to hard work.

	“I’m sorry,” she said. “Did you want something?”

	“No,” the man replied. “It was you who said something to me.”

	“Oh dear. I guess I was dreaming. I forgot where I was. I apologize if I disturbed you.”

	“Not at all. Of what were you dreaming, if I may ask?”

	“About the place where I grew up.”

	“I think it must be a place far away.”

	“Oh yes.” Desiree smiled. “Quite far away and quite different from this desert.”

	“It would seem that way,” he observed. “Where are you from?”

	“The Pacific Northwest.”

	“Ah, America. It must be beautiful.”

	“Yes.”

	Leaning her head back on the piece of wood that purported to be a headrest, Desiree tried to relax. She hoped her posture and curt answer had signaled that she wasn’t interested in having a protracted conversation. The man did not pursue.

	Desiree returned to thoughts about a place far different from the barren and beautiful desert outside the train on which she was riding. The golden sands that the train tracks traversed, shimmering under the relentless sun, contrasted starkly with the cool, lush greenery of her memories.

	Her mind drifted into the kind of half–sleep one enters when truly exhausted but unable to fully relax. Her father had described it as “overtired” when his young daughter had run herself so ragged with childhood enthusiasm that she couldn’t go to sleep at night.

	Desiree remembered him putting his arm around her, encouraging his beautiful red–haired girl to think about her day. “Think about coming home from school and running among the purple mountains that blend into the horizon with tall and proud redwoods, sequoias, evergreens, and pines. Think about running with Chance and letting him catch you and knock you down. Your stepmother sure hates it when you and your dog come home dirty,” he would chuckle.

	This usually helped her to drift off, but if it didn’t, the lullaby he softly sang always worked. Now, bouncing in this old train in this strange place, the images her father’s words once elicited began to come back to her. She could almost smell the pine needles and hear the rustling leaves.

	Desiree smiled as she remembered and began to relax. As a young teenager, she had loved trekking to a lake she had discovered. She had found peace and quiet and total freedom there. The lake turned out to be not only a sanctuary, but also the source of mysterious messages conveyed by the nymphs that resided in its depths. They had planted in her psyche the need to learn the secrets of the human race.

	That’s why she became an archeologist and anthropologist. The skills, explorations, and teamwork these professions required would help her achieve her dream.

	The train trundled on, ponderously plowing over the desert terrain, wheels pushing aside sand that gathered on the rails. The air was stifled by waves of heat and light. She was traveling to a place she probably should not have chosen to go to alone. Desiree didn’t know exactly why, but she had a feeling that she was heading toward danger.

	“This is eastern Libya,” she mused, pulled once again from her idyllic dreams. “It’s full of uncertainty and no shortage of strife, not to mention a lot of Arab men who still treat women badly.”

	Glancing sideways, she saw the man looking at her.

	“Yup.” She thought. “A redheaded white girl dressed in Western clothing should probably not be traveling on her own. Hope I make it on time for the caravan.”

	The trip had begun conventionally enough. A flight out of Seattle–Tacoma airport landed her in JFK New York. Then things got grueling. Fifteen hours later, she had landed in Tripoli, Libya. Groggy and somewhat disoriented, she had boarded a small plane to Ubari and then the train on which she now rode.

	It certainly was a far cry from the small town of Bellington, east of Seattle and nestled in the hills of a western wing of the Cascades, the place where Desiree was born and raised. Twenty–six years before, when he first saw the property that would become Desiree’s home, her environmental engineer father had told the real estate agent, “I see the potential to tailor this house to my liking. I can build a back porch with woodwork from the local trees and do a lot with the interior to make it space– and energy–efficient.”

	In short order, Michael Ciel and his new bride, Mari, had moved into the house. Desiree was born a year later, and it was the place she called home until she went away to college.

	The train rattled, and Desiree bounced out of semi–slumber again. This time she found herself slumped against the man. She was about to apologize when everyone on the train gasped.

	Desiree flinched. Without knowing why, she ducked her head and tried to make herself small. “What’s happening?”

	“Keep your head down,” the man said. “I think there are gunshots.”

	“Gunshots?”

	“We heard something that sounded like rifle fire. But now there does not appear to be anything. Perhaps it was flying stones from the wheels.”

	A few minutes later, the man said, “All is well, young lady.” He hoped she would calm down and not re–disturb the other passengers, most of whom were experienced with this mode of travel across the eastern Libyan Sahara.

	“This is a common occurrence here,” he said.

	“Are you referring to the shooting or the stones?”

	“The stones, of course. We are not used to shooting— although,” he whispered conspiratorially, “it does happen once in a while. My name is Ahmed,” he added.

	Noticing that he did not extend his hand, Desiree squelched the impulse to extend hers. She thought, “Perhaps this is one of those Islamic customs I’ll have to get used to. They are so difficult to fathom. Women have to be so careful.”

	Looking around, the man added, “See, the train continues on, and everyone is calm.”

	Desiree knew full well what had just happened. The train had indeed been hit by bullets, the collective behavior of the people on board providing verification. Her foreboding returned.

	“Why did he just lie to me?” she wondered.

	With as much humility as she could muster, she replied, “Thank you. I am new here and not accustomed to the dangers, either natural or man–made.”

	“There are some dangers, so please be careful,” the man responded. “You are a pretty young lady.” Then he probed, “I assume you are not acquainted with this part of the world?”

	Desiree perceived no guile in his voice, so she answered truthfully. “No. This is my first visit to this part of the world. I’ve been traveling for more than thirty hours. I’m quite tired and still have a long way to go.”

	“What is your destination?”

	“The archeological digs near Germa.”

	“I know very little about that place,” he replied. “Why do you go there?”

	“I’m an archeologist. We hope to learn about the ancient people who lived in the region thousands of years ago.”

	“I pray to Allah that you will be careful and well attended.”

	“It’s my intention to be both. I’m joining a caravan and will be with a team of scientists when I get there.” Considering, she asked, “How do you suggest I be careful?”

	“Do not walk unaccompanied, even in a big city. Women are not as free in many Islamic countries as in America.”

	Desiree thought about the many places in the Middle East, northern Africa, and South Asia where Islamic women were still treated like inferior beings. There were morality police in Iran that arrested women who didn’t dress according to strict Islamic law or were too outspoken. In Afghanistan, girls who wished to go to school and women who wanted to work had been stifled.

	“I would die in such a place,” she thought. “Their misogynistic power games would keep women like me from fulfilling our dreams. Visiting will be enough of a challenge.” Then she thought, “Beyond a proper amount of modesty, I hope I would never be forced to cover my body or be dominated the way so many Islamic women are.”

	Her mother having died when she was an infant, Desiree had endured a childhood of abuse from a mean stepmother. Her father’s new wife, Elvira, had seemed to relish any opportunity that presented itself to insult, demean, and otherwise make Desiree feel inadequate. Traces of those feelings still remained, but Desiree’s indomitable spirit had risen above all of it. She had vowed that she would never allow anyone, woman or man, to lord it over her again. But she still had to fight to remember not to feel inferior when challenged.

	Frowning, Desiree asked the stranger, “What are the dangers?”

	Noticing her unease, Ahmed considered before answering. Slowly, he said, “There are people who occupy land here in eastern Libya that do not have a right to be there. Those who believe the land is theirs are striving to get it back. This causes occasional conflict.”

	“Including shooting?”

	“On occasion. Again, make sure you know with whom you associate and take care to stay out of danger.”

	“I’m just a scientist,” Desiree protested.

	“When there is violence,” Ahmed advised, “it is often difficult to distinguish the innocent from the guilty.”

	“That is not comforting,” Desiree replied.

	Ahmed nodded. “I agree.” Then, in a low voice, as if to impart a guarded secret, he added, “And sometimes we do things without knowing that others interpret them as against their best interests.”

	“Such as what?”

	“In theory, my young scientist,” he answered, “you could have information that poses a danger to one side or another.”

	“That does not sound possible,” Desiree asserted. “All my team and I are trying to do is find information about ancient peoples from a time thousands of years ago.”

	“Granted, but one does not know the power of information until others know about it. What do you hope to uncover?”

	“At the grandest level,” Desiree smiled, “the origins of the human race in North Africa.”

	Ahmed replied, “We believe Allah sent his children from the heart of Africa.”

	“Do you mean the Garden of Eden?”

	“In Islam, we believe the Garden of Eden exists in Heaven,” Ahmed continued. “Many of us believe in evolution. The ancient peoples migrated north, much as did my tribe. When they were ready to go out of Africa, they passed this way.”

	“That’s also what we believe,” Desiree answered. “However, it’s incumbent upon science to prove the things we believe in ways that are truthful and convincing to everyone.”

	“A noble profession,” Ahmed offered. Then he asked, “Would not your explorations be better done in the heart of Africa?”

	“The location of the digs is a place my colleagues believe will show who occupied the Sahara Desert during a time when it was wet. There is a possibility that we will find artifacts from that period that will tell us a lot about how they lived and hopefully something about where they came from. This is so important that it’s worth some risk.”

	“This part of Libya has had much strife over the past dozen years,” Ahmed said. “I hope your efforts will not be hampered by fighting between the rival factions.”

	“Is that why everyone seemed on edge about possible shooting? Are there people fighting today?”

	“A few, but they are not sanctioned by any government, neither the one in Tripoli or the one in Benghazi. I will pray that Allah keeps them away from you.”

	“Life was once simple,” Desiree said. “It is no longer.”

	“Life was never simple, young lady. It only seems that way in our memories. I am sure you will stay safe.” Then, the train having pulled into a station, and without fanfare, Ahmed got up to leave.

	“In that case,” Desiree repeated, “I sure hope I don’t miss the caravan.”

	Ahmed exited and made his way to where his phone had good reception. Speaking to one of his men, he said, “Tell the caravan to leave. Our young lady with the red hair is going to be delayed.” After a pause, he added, “She is the one we want.”

	 

	


Chapter 1

	The old train with uncomfortable wooden seats seemed to match what she saw both within and outside. Peering through one of only a few small windows built into the side of the train, Desiree could see the sun casting long shadows over the rugged landscape. The rhythmic clatter of the train wheels and the faint scent of dust and sweat filled the air. Inside, the train was crowded with people traveling with livestock brought along for trade. The passengers’ wardrobe also seemed out of date. Desiree guessed this was because the purpose of such garb was not fashion but to protect them from the desert sun. This was probably why the train was nearly hermetically sealed.

	Ignoring the hustle and bustle inside, it felt to Desiree like she was no longer in the present, but a century earlier. In this region, time seemed to have stood still.

	The reality of her mission struck her fully with a mix of excitement and trepidation. Until now, although she had worked at several digs, including a momentous internship experience in Crete, where she had learned a lot of archeology and had had her first “experience” with a skillful but untrustworthy lover, she had never been in as alien a place as this one. Even though it was hot, she hugged herself, lapsing into a semi–sleep, dreamily recalling the protective presence of her father as she had prepared to leave on her adventure.

	As the day of her departure for Libya had drawn near, Desiree had sought solace in her beloved woods. Her heart had raced in the storm of emotions she felt. Fear of the unknown had loomed over her, casting a pall over the serene beauty of the woods in which she had always found solace. Those strolls were one of her most enjoyable activities. They helped her to stay hopeful about life, including her upcoming adventure.

	Ever since she was a little girl seeking refuge from her stepmother, Desiree had basked in the beauty and peacefulness of this place, including swimming naked in a secluded lake where she communed with the spirits. Now she was about to go to a strange land in order to act upon the messages they had been sending her since she was a young teenager. Desiree hadn’t known exactly why she had been provided this direction, but she was sure it was her destiny to uncover something important about the ancient human race.

	Approaching the house, Desiree spotted her father waiting on the porch, two cups of coffee in hand. “I made your favorite,” he said softly, his eyes reflecting the sadness he unsuccessfully tried to hide. She took the cup, their fingers brushing briefly, a silent exchange of love and understanding.

	Still handsome at 47, he stood at two inches more than six feet, was lean, and had some gray in his thick black hair that, along with his bright, piercing blue eyes, made him look quite distinguished. One always had the feeling that he knew what you were thinking even before you thought it yourself or spoke. He was full of compassion and had always seemed to Desiree to possess super–intelligence.

	Michael Ciel looked at her, simultaneously reveling in the scenery and in his beautiful daughter, now in her mid–twenties. As he gave Desiree her coffee, he took a deep breath but didn’t speak.

	Michael's gaze lingered on the tree line several yards away. His eyes were fixed, as if he were enveloped in a distant memory. His hand trembled slightly as he raised his coffee cup to take a sip.

	The morning sun cast a golden hue over the nearby trees. The scent of pine and earth filled the air. Birds chirped softly in the distance, adding a serene soundscape to the moment.

	Desiree broke the silence, gently asking, “Where were you just now, Dad?”

	Michael brushed a tear from his cheek, his voice thick with emotion. “Remembering when I met your mother. Looking at you and the scenery brings it all back to me.”

	“I really remind you of her, don’t I?”

	“Oh yes, my girl. When I see you, I see her. I’m very blessed.” As he spoke, his eyes shone with a mixture of joy and sorrow. Then he asked, “How about you? What are you thinking about?”

	Desiree’s heart ached at the thought of leaving her father. She knew she would miss these quiet moments of connection. She said, “Remember when you and I hiked into the forest and sat on the highest rock? You taught me how to truly see this beauty.”

	Motioning to her cappuccino and then pointing to her bare feet, he nodded. “I certainly remember our hikes. And I see you still like to walk barefoot through the forest, just like when you were a little girl.”

	His mind drifted to the past again. Was it to Desiree’s turbulent childhood or to the deceased woman, Desiree’s mother, whom he had clearly never stop loving? Snapping back to the present—at least that’s how it appeared to Desiree—he repeated a more urgent piece of advice, one he had frequently tried to etch into his daughter’s brain as she was growing up.

	“Most important, Desiree,” Michael said, his voice steady but earnest, “remember, no matter how difficult your tasks may be, don’t give up. Never tell yourself you can’t do something just because it’s difficult. If you give up even before you try to do it, you will have set yourself up to fail.”

	“I’ll remember, Dad. Like the first time you tried to teach me how to ski. I was so scared, but you didn’t give up on me.”

	Michael smiled. “And when I took you with me to the shooting range and tried to put a rifle in your hands, you totally freaked out.”

	Desiree said, “I couldn’t believe you took me there.” Her eyes widening as she remembered, a smile spread across her face. “Elvira was furious. She thought it was the worst idea ever.”

	“It certainly wasn’t what your stepmother thought a lady should be doing.”

	Desiree rolled her eyes, recalling her stepmother’s futile attempts to mold her into a “proper” young lady. “Then you took me to an outdoor shooting pit, and your jaw dropped when you saw how well I could hit aluminum soda cans.”

	Laughing, Michael said, “Your hand–eye coordination is as good as anyone’s.”

	Desiree had grown up to be a strong–willed and, she vowed, unobtainable woman. She was uncompromising in her determination never to be controlled by anyone, a stepmother or a man. Although eschewing personal relationships had left her not fully prepared to meet a guy like the one she had met at an internship after her senior year of college in Minoan Crete, Desiree knew she was strong enough to make a few mistakes and survive them.

	Slowly sipping her coffee, she said, “Dad, after Mom died, you buried yourself in your work.”

	Michael winced, guilt gnawing at him. He had indeed buried himself in his environmental engineering work, traveling around the world in a futile attempt to distance himself from unhappy memories at home. But at what cost? The chance to watch his beautiful daughter grow up?

	Desiree continued, seemingly unaware of the pain in her father’s face. “Every time you said goodbye, my heart broke, but the precious time we spent together gave me the strength to hold on because I always knew you loved me.”

	Michael smiled. Nodding, he said, “I know you have a mission in life, one perhaps even more important than mine has been.”

	“I have the same powerful desire that you do, Dad, to uncover the truth. Mine is to find the deep and eternal truth about the human race, and I’m going to do that by uncovering the mysteries of its origins. It’s my calling. I’ll travel the world to shed light on long–lost civilizations and the structure of their societies. If I don’t, they’ll be lost forever, and we’ll never know where we came from.”

	“Nothing that is lost is gone forever,” Michael said. “Sooner or later, it will be found. You should be the one to find what’s presumed to be missing.”

	Giving him a hug, Desiree said, “That’s the power of archaeology.”

	Patting her head the way he had when she was a child, he continued, “You’re a smart and intelligent young woman, and I’m proud of you. You will always be my special girl.”

	Wiping away tears, he continued, “You are so much like me. I followed my dreams and sacrificed a lot in the process. Now it’s your turn to realize your aspirations.” Then he said something Desiree would grow to comprehend as time went on. “And perhaps you will also find yourself.”

	Michael would always regret missing pieces of his daughter’s childhood while he travelled the world working on environmentally friendly engineering projects. This was something he could never make up to her, but at least in the present, he could provide some wisdom and guidance to help his daughter in her quest for the truth.

	As the days passed, Desiree prepared for her journey, her father’s words echoing in her mind. She found herself wishing that the day of her departure would not arrive for a while longer.

	When the taxi pulled up, tears flowed from Desiree’s eyes as she clung tightly to her father. Michael hugged her, the strength of his arms pressing into his daughter with the power of his love. Reluctantly releasing her, he picked up her bags and put them in the cab. He gently guided her to the back seat and slowly closed the door. The taxi pulled away, taking Desiree to a future the two of them could only imagine.

	Desiree emerged from her reverie and wiped tears from her eyes. The rickety rail conveyance she had been on far longer than she had desired felt like the longest two days of her life.

	Finally, she arrived at her first destination, an even more rickety–looking drop–off point.

	“It’s hard to believe they would call this a station,” she thought.

	Peeking through a slit, she sought the guide who would direct her to the caravan that would cross the desert to her ultimate destination, the archeological digs. The team of scientists she would join hoped to discover ruins and other artifacts dating back to the time of the Green Sahara, around 14,000 years ago. Thankfully, the digs were located not too far from an old trading post known to have existed since the 8th century BCE.

	“That should be a bit more welcoming than this place,” she thought.

	Stumbling off the train, Desiree had not realized just how wobbly her legs had become. Always physically fit, she blamed her diminished state on the long confinement on the train, a lack of really good sleep, and the heavy bags she carried.

	She looked around. “Where do I go now?” she wondered.

	Taking a guess, she stumbled through the crowd until she spotted a skinny, middle–aged man who appeared to be looking for someone. He wore loose cotton pants, an even looser gauze–like shirt, and a big hat.

	“Could that be my contact?” she thought.

	Blinking, Desiree saw that the man held a sign with her name on it. Relieved, she waved at him. Then her eyes fixed on his hat. “I imagine that hat was left behind by tourists of yore,” she thought, “but I’m too tired to care.”

	Waving again, she said, “Hello, I’m Desiree. What’s your name?”

	“Hello, young miss. I am Saabin,” he said. “Let me help you with your bags, and please follow me.”

	Desiree was glad to be rid of the burden; her shoulders and neck ached from the heavy load. It didn’t seem to affect Saabin. Despite his small, thin frame, he moved quickly. Looking over his shoulder, he motioned Desiree to catch up to him.

	“What’s his hurry?” Desiree thought. However, instead of asking him to slow down, her pride getting the better of her, she reached deep inside to find the energy to move more quickly.

	Saabin pointed past an old 1950s Jeep that stood parked in front of a far older mud–brick building. Glancing left and then right, Desiree called out, “Saabin, what happened to the caravan? I was supposed to meet someone associated with the caravan and travel with them to my destination.”

	Desiree noticed that Saabin was looking at the ground and not meeting her eyes. “Sorry, young miss, but the caravan had to leave. You were late.”

	Desiree knew she was late. The train seemed to have taken forever to make its way across the rugged terrain. However, she was not that late, so she complained, “It wasn’t my fault. I couldn’t control the train schedule. Why didn’t they wait for me?”

	Saabin didn’t answer. Acknowledging his silence, she thought, “I’m in trouble now.”

	Noticing the changing expressions on her face, Saabin blinked and said, “Do not worry, young miss. I have a guide for you.” Then he added a bit sheepishly, for he could anticipate Desiree’s reaction, “He is very good and very nice.”

	“What? A male escort?” she thought. Distracted from the caravan question, she blurted, “Saabin, I was supposed to be in a group with both women and men. One of the women is an archeologist friend of mine. What happened to them?”

	“They left in the caravan. A most interesting group.”

	“Those scientists have extensive knowledge of the desert and the ruins at the dig site. Now you’re telling me that I, a single woman, will have to travel alone with a man?”

	In addition to being worried and frustrated, Desiree was physically uncomfortable. She desperately needed to shower and change. The train had had no place to do so. The garments she wore were not suitable for the hot desert climate. The jeans and heavy shirt were bad enough, but her long hair made her feel even hotter. “I desperately need to sleep, a quiet, long sleep,” she thought. “I’m spacey. I feel like I’m submerged in my lake back home and conferring with the nymphs. They’re signaling danger.”

	Refocusing, she demanded, “Are you serious? You want me to travel into the desert with a complete stranger, and a man at that?”

	Not surprised by Desiree’s tone as her hands flew one way, her eyes another, and the pitch of her voice rose, Saabin turned to face her. “Young miss, in this region, the time schedule for the next caravan is unpredictable. Do you want to take a chance and wait?”

	Exasperated, Desiree exhaled. “I guess not.” Reluctantly yielding to circumstance, and with a tone of increasing cynicism, she said, “Okay, let’s meet this mystery guide.”

	Smiling, Saabin motioned her toward the old mud–brick building that stood not too far from the train station. It was full of bullet holes. Saabin noticed Desiree’s puzzled expression and hesitation to enter. It seemed from the outside that this building’s only purpose was to provide shelter from the desert heat and sandstorms while people waited for transportation to their destinations.

	In a calm tone, Saabin said, “Your guide is one of the best men I know, young miss. He was a special forces fighter, and he knows the desert better than most of us who have lived here all our lives. You will be all right.”

	Desiree stepped inside. Her eyes needed a few minutes to adjust from the blazing sunlight to the relative darkness of the place. Minimal illumination seeped in from tiny cracks in wooden blocks nailed to where there had once been windows. Saabin put her bags on top of an old and rather unstable wooden table.

	“Tell me more about this guide,” Desiree said.

	“I’m certain you will have time to learn much about each other,” Saabin answered. “You have a long journey ahead of you.”

	“Saabin,” she insisted, “I should know something about him so I can decide whether to continue or not.”

	“Very well, young miss. What do you want to know?”

	“First, where is he from? I assume he speaks English, but does he know how to treat an American woman? Is he trustworthy and honorable?”

	Saabin nodded. “Yes, young miss. In fact, he is American. Before he came to us, he was in the army. He is a gentleman and one of the most honorable and respectful men I have ever met.”

	“Would you trust him with your daughter?”

	Turning, Saabin said, “I have indeed entrusted the protection of my family to him.”

	As he walked away, disappearing toward the back of the room, Desiree made her way to the table, looking for a chair to sit on.

	The room was very plain. Paint peeled from the walls. The only picture hanging anywhere, faded and yellowing with age, was a poster for the movie Casablanca. Desiree could now see that the place was a tavern of sorts. As far as she could tell, there were only three people in the room, including the bartender, who also appeared to be the waiter, cook, and owner of this shack. They looked at her in a way that gave her the creeps. She returned the favor with a disinterested stare.

	The furnishings consisted of old tables and chairs, some with spots of blue paint on them. The wall adjacent to her, where Desiree thought a bar should be, contained only a long and stained wooden table. Behind it, against the wall, bottles of unknown content were stacked on nothing more than what must have been a bookshelf once upon a time. The creaky wooden floor was covered with sand blown into the tavern each time the door was opened.

	A few minutes later, Saabin reappeared. He was alone. Desiree perceived a bit of alarm on his careworn face.

	“What’s wrong?”

	“Young miss,” Saabin answered, “I just learned that your guide has not yet arrived. He instructs me to tell you that he will be here in twelve hours.”

	“That’s just great. What am I supposed to do in the meantime?”

	“Do not worry,” Saabin replied. “We have a place for you to rest. You will be safe and comfortable there, and I am certain you will enjoy the time to yourself.”

	Saabin could see the look of consternation on Desiree’s face. A husband himself and the father of a teenage daughter, it was not hard for him to understand that she must be feeling some alarm. After all, she knew nothing of the environment in which she found herself. “Why should she trust any of us?” he thought. On the other hand, he could see that Desiree longed for a chance to regenerate.

	“Where in this small building is a safe place for me to rest?” she challenged.

	Smiling, Saabin pointed to the door from which he had just emerged. “There is a room back there where people stay while waiting for their transportation. You will find it comfortable.”

	“I’d like to see it for myself if you don’t mind.”

	Picking up Desiree’s bags, Saabin said, “Please follow me, young miss. I will show you the room. It is cool back there. We have a wash basin with running water and a comfortable sleeping mat.”

	Desiree straightened, and with more bravado in her stride than she felt inside, followed Saabin to the sleeping quarters. She was happy to see that Saabin had not misrepresented them.

	Gesturing, he said, “You can latch the door from within.”

	“Thank you, Saabin.” Visibly relaxing, she asked, “You will knock when my guide arrives?”

	“Of course, young miss. In the meantime, please allow me to bring you something to eat. We have some very good bread and a kind of cheese that will be gentle on your stomach. Traveling can be upsetting to the body and soul.”

	“That’s very nice of you, Saabin. May I drink the water?”

	“It would be best to get used to our water slowly,” Saabin advised.

	“Okay,” Desiree said. “I’ll use my chlorine tablets.”

	Saabin brought in a tray. Salivating, Desiree remembered to maintain her dignity. Instead of reaching for it, she allowed Saabin to place the tray on a table.

	Handing Desiree a small duffle bag, Saabin said, “Excuse me, young miss, but I forgot that the caravan leader asked me to give you this.”

	“What is it?”i

	“I was told that the bag contains a few items of clothing and other things they provided to everyone in the group.”

	The science team had sent advance instructions prior to her leaving the States, including the mission plan, dig site procedures, clothing must–haves, environmental and cultural orientations, and more. But the bag was a happy surprise for which Desiree was grateful.

	As Saabin turned to leave the room, Desiree thanked him for the bag, the food, and the nice accommodations. Then she closed the door.

	Making sure there were no peepholes and that the single window was fully sealed, she exhaled. “Thank God. Privacy at last.” Taking off her clothes, she stretched out on the sleeping mat.

	Then she sat up. “Before I doze off,” she thought, “I’d better wash and eat something.”

	After washing, which made her feel considerably fresher, Desiree poured water into a large cup and plunked in a tablet. She watched it slowly dissolve, listening to it fizz.

	Although she didn’t like the taste of chlorine, Desiree knew that discretion was the better part of valor. It was not worth the risk of getting really, really sick. Taking a sip and grimacing, she muttered, “It could be worse.”

	Breaking off small pieces of bread, she nibbled on some cheese. The food was much tastier than she had anticipated. Smiling for the first time in a while, she thought, “Thank goodness I’ve been taking acidophilus for the past couple of weeks. I’ll have plenty of time to fret about things in a few hours, but now I’m going to get some sleep.”

	Her stomach and soul at ease, she stretched out on the mat, letting the air, moved by an electric ceiling fan, bathe her naked body. “If there are any hidden cameras, I hope the viewers get a thrill,” she thought.

	Desiree was so tired that she had no trouble dozing off. It took only a few minutes before she found herself seeing images of the nymphs to whom she had grown so close while swimming in her beloved lake back home. She had first discovered them as a young teenager, running out of the house after one of many squabbles with her mean stepmother.

	The squabbles and occasional knockdown drag–outs began shortly after her widower father married Elvira. As it happened, Elvira was the real estate agent who had helped him buy the house in which Desiree had grown up.

	The arguments could have been about a number of things that made Elvira peevish. At any time, she might have gotten upset with the way Desiree looked, her rough–and–tumble approach to life, or her refusal to act like a proper young lady. However, Desiree would never forget the turning point argument, the critical event that had helped her realize she could control her own circumstances.

	One day, emerging from her reveries after spending time at her beloved lake, Desiree returned to the house to face her stepmother’s habitual complaining and verbal abuse. This could be especially painful after a nice experience at the lake. Sure enough, Elvira’s grating voice rang out. “Get in here!” she yelled. “Where have you been, and why is your hair wet?”

	“Just walking in the woods,” Desiree answered, trying to escape to the safety of her room.

	“Oh no you don’t,” her stepmother countered. Stepping in front of Desiree, she delivered a hard slap to her face. “Why is your hair so wet?”

	Desiree remembered touching her reddening face and facing Elvira with hatred in her eyes. With a grin, she hissed, “It’s none of your business. Leave me alone.”

	“Not until you tell me where you’ve really been and what you’ve been doing.”

	“I was hot and sweaty from my walk and dipped my head in the lake.”

	“There’s a lake out there? I hope you didn’t jump into it.”

	“Why not?” Desiree countered. It was hard for her to ignore the heat filling her head and the bile in her throat, but watching the expression on her stepmother’s face as she angered her compensated a bit for the nastiness Elvira had directed at her over the years.

	“Because you could get hurt or drown or get bitten by some animal.”

	“You probably wish that would happen,” Desiree mumbled.

	“What did you just say?”

	Almost under her breath, Desiree answered. “Nothing.” Then, looking Elvira straight in the eyes, she lied. “No worries. I only wanted to get refreshed.”

	If her stepmother knew the entire story, Desiree figured, she would have a conniption fit. Even worse, she would either tell her father or sneak around and spy on her or both. That would end her forays to enjoy the delightful immersions, the imaginative visions when she dived under the surface, and the stimulating sexual freedom she felt. No need to risk all that.

	The lake was a wonderful and secret place. But there was more. Something about it seemed to call to Desiree. It was almost spiritual. At first, she thought little of it, but as time went on, the pull of the lake grew stronger. Was it something deep within the lake? Or perhaps, Desiree mused, was it something deep within her that drew her to the lake?

	With her budding adolescence came a variety of new feelings, all strong. Because the lake was well hidden and private, she could relax there and fantasize. She also felt free to explore and grow acquainted with her changing body. She could see in her reflection that her features were growing softer and rounder. Electrical charges were spreading all over her with increasing frequency and strength.

	Desiree was growing up. Based on what some of the girls in school quietly whispered among themselves, she surmised that her maturing breasts were just large enough to impress anyone but not overly so. Her nipples reacted when she touched them, but she neither understood nor knew how to assert their power or handle the surges coursing through her.

	The forest was the place where she could seek refuge from her stepmother’s ritual of torments. She came to call it “the magic mountain.” It was a safe place. There the trees seemed to talk to her. The grass under her feet felt as soft as silk. And just like Helios driving his horse–drawn chariot across the sky, the sun shimmered like a blazing red giant. Even after it set and no longer warmed her, she found solace in the memory of the beauty that always took her breath away.

	Sometimes the moon rose before the sun had completely faded, covering the forest with deep purple, blue, and white. When the moon and sun appeared side by side, the display evoked in Desiree an out–of–body experience.

	The first time it happened, Desiree grew frightened. Although she didn’t hover above herself as in the near–death experiences she had read about, she knew that something quite unusual was happening to her. After a while, she realized that the experience was the opposite of out–of–body; it seemed to take her more deeply into herself. Informed by forces she would get to know better as she grew older and more experienced, Desiree knew in her young heart that in this place, she had received an invaluable gift.

	It was on one of her forays into the forest that she discovered the lake. After several trips around as much of the lake as she could easily traverse and wading more deeply until she knew it was time to swim, Desiree began checking to make sure there were no openings in the trees that would permit someone to see her. A plan had been germinating for a while. Her adolescent hormones surging and her swimming skills well developed, she decided it was time to jump in.

	Ironically, Elvira’s jealousy toward Desiree’s deceased mother had accentuated the development of Desiree’s growing libido. “Maybe I do look like my mom,” Desiree mused. “According to my dad, she was very beautiful. It’s time to learn about myself and have some fun in the process.”

	Externally well–endowed and full of sexual drive, Desiree began to experiment with how to deal with her feelings. As a first step, one day when the time seemed right, she stripped naked and dived into the lake. When she reached the other side, panting for breath and stimulated in places where she wasn’t used to having such sensations, Desiree rested on the shore. Lying back, she spread her arms and legs, exposing her femininity to the air, sun, and trees, feeling one with nature. Luxuriating in her nakedness, she enjoyed a freedom she had never known before.

	After a while, and sensing she should probably go home, she slowly re–entered the lake and swam back toward her entry point. Halfway across and on impulse, Desiree took a deep breath and dived under the water. Something told her it was important to see what was down there. Was it another world, a place different from the one she now inhabited?

	To her dismay, when Desiree opened her eyes, all she saw were a few fish and a relatively smooth lake bottom. She looked around, floating nearly weightless. Naked and unimpeded, she wished she could stay there forever. Her brain beginning to fog as her blood oxygen level waned, Desiree saw her mother’s face before her. Then it faded, and she imagined that muses or perhaps spirits were talking to her. No words in the conventional sense were spoken; it felt to Desiree more like telepathy.

	She was recognizing yet another instance of special abilities that perhaps she had inherited from her mother. The first was what her elementary school teachers had identified as a near–perfect memory, especially for pictures and maps. Now she could add possible clairvoyance, deep imagination, or unusual contact with the spiritual. Perhaps it was all of the above.

	She imagined seeing a long–forgotten place, perhaps Atlantis or somewhere more primeval, a place harkening back to the beginnings of time. These images beckoned her to learn more about times long ago and far away. Born that day was the direction she needed in order to set her life course and give her purpose. Perhaps most important, also born that day was hope for a fulfilling future.

	As she popped out of the water and gasped for air, Desiree was convinced that it was her destiny to find the place she had just imagined—or at least something like it. It was then and there that her life’s course was set for her. Promising herself, “I will find the secrets of the lake,” she made up her mind to survive her stepmother, love her father, grow into a woman in every way that mattered, and, ultimately, pursue her destiny, whatever that might be.

	While Desiree slept, an armor–clad Jeep pulled up in front of the tavern. A tall and strapping man climbed out and quietly entered the front door. Saabin was there to meet him.

	“It’s okay, my friend,” the man said. “You can put down that rifle.”

	“It is good to see you, Jacob. How was your mission?”

	“We had to abort.”

	“What happened?”

	“We learned that your guest was in the same car as our old friend Ahmed. It’s a good thing we were tipped off before we did more than spray a few shots at his car.”

	“I think our young miss is going to provide a few surprises,” Saabin said. “She is unpredictable and—how do you Americans say? Feisty?”

	Jacob chuckled. “This is what I’ll be escorting across the desert?”

	“I am afraid so. It appears that the train was delayed so long that the caravan she was to travel with left without her.”

	“Something about this group of scientists has got Ahmed’s pants jammed up his ass,” Jacob mused. “I wonder if he spoke with her? If he did, they know she’s one of the scientists, and they’ll be on guard for whatever it is that has them upset.”

	“I fear you may be correct,” Saabin answered. “It would be good to know what they think is going to happen.”

	“Agreed. In any case, I’ll be ready for whatever he throws at us. But you need to gather a squad and follow behind us at a discreet distance.”

	A few hours later, something caused Desiree to wake up. Still spread out and naked, it took her a minute to realize she was in the room to which Saabin had brought her. Grabbing the clothes she had tossed aside the evening before, she scrambled to cover herself. Feeling well–rested and having washed up, she pondered what to wear. After all, if everything went according to the plan that Saabin and her mystery guide had for her, she would soon be on her way to the dig site.

	Pulling out panties, a long–sleeved top, and a matching pair of pants from her bag, she dressed. Smiling as she contemplated the advantage she might have if she wore no bra, she looked down at herself. Happy with what she saw, she ate and drank again. Then, hearing voices and sensing movement in the forward portion of the building, she consolidated her belongings and packed them, trying to ignore the feeling that the outfit she had just selected was probably too warm.

	Her orientation was to have occurred on the caravan trip to the digs, including how to dress for the desert and procedures at the dig site. Instead, she would be traveling with some strange man—and until she joined her colleagues, essentially left to her own devices. She had no experience in the desert, only her training at university and stories from fellow archeologists she had met along the way. She would be leaning more heavily on the experience of her guide than she liked.

	Quickly securing and hoisting her bags, Desiree ventured toward the sounds she heard, retracing the steps she had taken to her sleeping room. It already seemed like such a long time ago.

	Making her way to the front room, Desiree found it unoccupied. Sitting at the table, she contemplated the trip in front of her. The unknowns were many. How long would it take? Would there be dangers, as Ahmed had suggested? Most important, would she and her fellow archeologists be successful in their mission at the digs?

	Soon Saabin emerged. He was accompanied by a man who, in the dim light, appeared to be tall, well–built, and self–confident. He had a deep tan, which Desiree couldn’t help but admire. He wore a khaki jacket, a wide–rimmed safari hat, and tight, American–made Levi’s jeans that left little to the imagination. His boots, which were made to withstand the sandstorms and dry heat of the desert, reached almost to his knees. His attire, which definitely stood out and was different from the local people’s garb, convinced Desiree that he was not from this region. Between the poor lighting and the hat blocking her view, she could not make out his face.

	Saabin spoke up. “Young miss, I trust you had a good rest?”

	“Yes, Saabin,” Desiree answered. “I’m well–rested and glad to have eaten the bread and cheese you provided.” Then she fixed her eyes on the man standing next to him.

	“May I introduce you to your new guide?” Saabin said. “He is very familiar with the desert, and he is highly respected among our people.” Sensing her unease, he continued, “Do not be concerned, young miss. You are in good and safe company with him. He came to us and protected our village from bad people who wanted to take our land from us. This land belongs to our people, who have lived here for hundreds of years.” His voice was full of pride.

	Placing his hand on Saabin’s shoulder, the man interjected, “Okay, Saabin, I’ll take it from here.”

	Desiree couldn’t help noticing his deep, husky voice. Standing to face him, she observed that her head barely reached his upper chest. It was disconcerting to be facing such a large figure. He was muscular, with a ruddy complexion. Desiree felt a twitch in a place she’d forgotten about for quite some time.

	“What have I gotten myself into?” she thought. “The last time a man did that to me, I gave into my impulses. It was both good and bad.” Her thoughts wandering, she wondered, “How am I going to deal with being with this stranger? I must admit, he sure is interesting.”

	Extending her hand, Desiree said, “Hello. I’ll be your passenger through the Sahara. This piece of desert was important in ancient Libya. My destination is Germa.”

	Ignoring her extended hand, he said, “I know where we are and the history of this region.”

	Sizing her up from head to toe, Jacob observed that Desiree didn’t look like any archaeologist he’d ever met before. She intrigued him. Her face, dark green eyes, fire–red hair, and rosy neck from exposure to the sun caused his eyes to wander. Her tight–fitting shirt and pants, probably more revealing than she realized, caused Jacob to fixate on the lustful promise, mystery, and sensuality she exuded.

	“Oh yes,” he thought. “This girl is indeed full of surprises.”

	Jacob’s magnetism affected Desiree equally. Her lips involuntarily parted. She felt her neck getting hot and her nipples growing firm. Her legs and buttocks seemed to arouse his male interest. It appeared he was taking note. Needing to feel a semblance of control, Desiree was glad for her athletic body. It gave her a sense of power at a vulnerable moment.

	Clearing his throat, Jacob broke the spell. “This journey of yours is a long and dangerous one for someone as young as you.”

	Reacting to his condescension, Desiree spat, “I assure you, sir, that I am highly qualified to make this trip.”

	Jacob removed his hat and twirled it around his right index finger. “Terrific. It’s yet to be seen how qualified you are for it.”

	Desiree noticed his thick, curly, dark–blond hair but could not see his eyes. Annoyed at herself for caring about any aspect of this person, she turned to walk away from him.

	Jacob turned to Saabin. “My good friend, will you please gather this young person’s bags and put them in my Jeep. It’s in front of the tavern.” Then turning toward Desiree, he said, “Join me outside, and we can continue this conversation.”

	Once outside, and after her eyes had adjusted to the radical change from the tavern’s dark interior, Desiree got a better look at Jacob. Her first impression was that he wasn’t all that handsome, but she couldn’t help noticing his deeply tanned face, his chiseled jaw line, and his rugged good looks. His sparkling blue eyes were full of mischief and mystery, uncompromising and determined. His sexy lips were full of promise. Desiree speculated that he was somewhere in his late thirties and spent most of his time outdoors. This would explain his athletically toned body and deep tan, as well as his arrogant personality and exceeding self–confidence.
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