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      Fear is the most primal of human emotions. And fear of the unknown is the most terrifying of all fears.

      

      If you are new to the Pierce Mostyn Paranormal Investigations series, then Demon in the Dunes is an excellent entry point into the series and into my world.

      

      In addition to my Pierce Mostyn Paranormal Investigations books, I’ve written short stories set in the world of the macabre and arcane. Many of which are only available to folks on my mailing list.

      

      So just click, tap, or scan the QR code to enter my world of terror and the macabre. You will get a free copy of The Feeder and you’ll get my monthly email of news and curated contact. Terror awaits!
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            IRAM OF THE OLD ONES

          

        

      

    

    
      Special Agent in Charge Pierce Mostyn gathered up his parachute and watched the giant Lockheed cargo plane fly off in a northerly direction back to Doha, Qatar, and the US air base there.

      Mostyn surveyed the desert. Resting on the sand were three Humvees and their trailers, along with four crates of equipment, which contained food, water, fuel, weapons, tools, tents, and ammunition. He watched the eleven members of his team gather in their parachutes. If there was room, they’d take the chutes with them. If not, they’d be buried to avoid discovery.

      The sun was bright and even with his tinted goggles on, Mostyn had to shade his eyes with his hand. He took in the geography where they’d been dropped by the plane. The single thing that impressed itself on his mind was the sheer aloneness of the place. The Empty Quarter was very much true to its name. A desolate wasteland of sand and more sand, and very little besides sand.

      The sun was burning hot. Of all the times to come to this godforsaken place it had to be August, Mostyn thought.

      The time wasn’t even noon and the temperature was already a hundred and one in the shade — only there wasn’t any shade.

      Special Agent DC Jones, who could easily pass for a Greek god, was directing the unpacking of the crates and the loading of the trailers. Mostyn decided to join the other team members.

      Unlike Jones, Mostyn, even with his short strawberry blond hair, could walk through a crowd and no one would remember seeing him. For this mission, he had traded in his custom-made suit for a pair of khakis and a khaki colored linen shirt. A pith helmet protected his head from the sun.

      “Hey, Boss, decided to get your hands dirty?” Jones said, a twinkle in his eye.

      “Nope,” Mostyn replied. “I’m wearing gloves.”

      Willie Lee Baker, the team photographer, laughed. “Gotcha there, Jones.”

      “That’s not difficult to do,” Doctor Dotty Kemper, one of the world’s foremost forensic anthropologists, said. Like Mostyn, she’d traded in her suit for a pair of khakis. Unlike Mostyn, she wore knee-high black boots, and a large straw hat to cover her head. Some of her dark hair, cut in a Dutch Bob, was visible under the hat.

      “I see,” Jones replied, “it’s gang up on DC time. That’s okay. Go ahead. Just remember who will save your asses when the shit hits the fan.”

      Special Agent Kymbra NicAskill gave Jones a playful shove. “Gee, thanks, Jonesy, for the shoutout.”

      “What are you talking about, Nicky?” Jones said. “I’m the one who saves their bacon. You’re the new kid, remember?”

      From one crate over, Special Forces Agent Donovan White said, “Are you people over there going to get any work done?”

      Jones shot back, “Do you even know the meaning of the word, Don?”

      Appearing out of thin air, Helene Dubreuil, who looked human, but wasn’t homo sapiens, or at least any variety of homo sapiens evolved on earth, was holding a lizard. “Look, Mostyn Pierce, isn’t this the most interesting creature?”

      “Are you sure that thing isn’t poisonous?” Doctor Richard Munroe, the linguist said.

      “I do not know,” Helene replied. “It is so pretty.” She set the lizard on the ground and it scampered away.

      And on the banter went. All the while the team unloaded the crates and transferred the equipment to the trailers. When the trailers were loaded, they were hitched to the Humvees.

      “Okay, listen up, everyone,” Mostyn called out. “Jones, you’ll drive the lead vehicle. Neumeyer, Doctor Hyde, and Baker, you’re with Jones. I will drive the middle vehicle. Dotty, Helene, and Salih, you three are with me. NicAskill, you’re last in line. White, Doctor Lentz, and Doctor Munroe, you’re with NicAskill. The site is about twenty klicks north of our current position. When we get to the site, we’ll set up camp outside the city. Any questions?”

      Mostyn’s eyes swept the group, and, seeing none, he said, “Let’s move out.”
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        * * *

      

      The Rub’ al Khali, the famous Empty Quarter of the Arabian Peninsula, is a vast expanse of sand dunes and salt flats; some quarter of a million square miles. Several Arab tribes call the region home. None of them in the area where Mostyn found himself.

      Sitting next to him was Salih ibn Adi, a twenty-seven-year-old second generation Arab-American who was studying for his doctorate in anthropology. His special interest was the culture of the Empty Quarter tribes. He was the team’s translator.

      Sitting behind Mostyn was Doctor Dotty Kemper and sitting next to her was Helene Dubreuil. Helene was tall and very feminine, with alabaster skin and waist-length black hair that she wore in a ponytail. However, if anyone mistook that femininity for weakness, they were in for a big surprise.

      Helene was born some nine or ten centuries ago in the deep subterranean world of K’n-yan, whose inhabitants came to earth eons ago with the Great Old Ones. The K’n-yanians were in many ways superior to homo sapiens. However, over the ages, they had become indolent, depraved, and sadistic. And when Mostyn and his team were captured by the K’n-yanians on a previous mission, Helene was the one who’d saved them from almost certain death. A hideously horrible death, at the hands of her people. When Mostyn’s team was rescued, she came to the surface world with them.

      Both Helene and Dotty were in a relationship with Mostyn, and if Dotty could help it, not with each other. All three suspected the director of the Office of Unidentified Phenomena, Doctor Rafe Bardon, to be the culprit behind the three agreeing to such an arrangement. “Him and his goddamned ancient Egyptian magic,” as Dotty often said. Helene, however, didn’t mind the threesome one bit.

      Mostyn looked at the endless piles of sand. The Humvees were having some difficulty negotiating them, and he was thinking they might have an easier journey if they took a different route. He picked up the radio’s handset.

      “H one, this is H two. Over.”

      “Read you loud and clear, Boss. Over.” Jones’s voice.

      “The driving is a bit difficult. Do you think you can find some hard-packed earth, instead of all this sand? Over.”

      “Already checked. It would add days to our trip and we don’t have the supplies for the extra time. Over.”

      “Okay. Thanks, Jones. Mostyn out.”

      Salih chuckled. “Camels. Should’ve used camels. If Allah had meant for cars and trucks to be used in the desert, he would have given them to the Arabs in the first place.”

      From the back seat, came Dotty’s voice, “That’s a crock of shit.”

      Salih, his bearded face displaying a huge grin, replied, “They don’t call us camel jockeys for nothing.”

      Helene, a bit of puzzlement in her voice, said, “Does that mean I shouldn’t drive because my people didn’t invent a car?”

      “No, it doesn’t mean that,” Dotty told her. “It means Arabs will use any excuse to reinforce their Medieval thinking.”

      “PC, Dot,” Mostyn said.

      “Don’t worry about it, Mr. Mostyn,” Salih said, “I’m not offended.” He turned to Dotty. “Women can now drive in the Kingdom. They’re just as modern as you.”

      “That’s a load of road apples,” Dotty shot back. “Your king just did that so you could attract tourists. Money for when you run out of oil.”

      Salih laughed. “He’s not my king, and it’s not my oil. I’m an American.”

      “What are road apples?” Helene asked.

      Laughter erupted in the Humvee.

      Dotty touched her arm. “I’ll tell you later.”

      Mostyn cursed as the Humvee slid sideways down the dune. He gave the vehicle more gas and powered it back up so he was once again in formation.

      “Doctor Bardon should’ve listened to me,” Salih said.

      “If he had, I wouldn’t be here,” Dotty countered. After a pause, she said, “Come to think of it, I wish he had.”

      “What do you mean, Dot? You’ve been complaining about not having a mission in the city. Now you have one.”

      “Fork you, Mostyn.”

      Helene was all smiles. “If you weren’t here, you wouldn’t have all of these new experiences.”

      “That’s fine,” Dotty replied. “Traipsing around this great big sandbox is an experience I can do without.”

      Mostyn looked out at the vast expanse of the dunes. There was a certain beauty to this sea of sand. Yet, at the same time, there was the terror of it too. He thought of the lines by Coleridge: “water, water everywhere,/nor any drop to drink.” Only in this case, it was sand everywhere and no water to drink. Being alone in the Rub’ al Khali was much like being alone in the ocean treading water. Death was only a matter of time.

      Salih intruded on his thoughts. “Do you think, Mr. Mostyn, this mission will be as easy as Doctor Bardon made it sound?”

      “Bardon makes everything sound easy, so, no, I don’t think it will be easy. If the ancient legends are true, then Iram of the pillars was one of the gateways by which the Great Old Ones invaded our universe. And if the gateway, all these eons later, is still open…” Mostyn shrugged.

      “It is said King Shaddad and his people were giants and that they built Iram to challenge Allah. That Iram was to be a paradise on Earth perhaps even greater than Allah’s paradise in heaven. And when the city was completed, just as King Shaddad was about to enter it, Allah sent a huge sandstorm that wiped away the king, his people, and the city.”

      “That’s some legend,” Mostyn said. “When did this happen?”

      “Supposedly before Adam. It is also claimed by several obscure and arcane traditions and in some Sufi traditions, that Iram existed on several planes and was a doorway to the Void. In support of those traditions is the fact that Iram of the pillars, can be translated as Iram of the Old Ones.”

      Mostyn nodded. “And the Great Old Ones came across the Void to claim this dimension for their own, and will do so again when they are awakened and the time is right.”

      “If the old ones of the traditions are the same as these Great Old Ones you are speaking of, does Doctor Bardon know what he is doing?”

      “Usually,” Mostyn replied, a smile tugging at the corner of his lips.

      “My people came with the Great Old Ones many ages ago,” Helene said, “but we do not know of this Iram.”

      “Maybe you call it something else,” Dotty said.

      “We simply crossed the Void and entered this world through the gate.”

      “I think at that point, the gate and the legends match, regardless of what the gate is called,” Mostyn said.

      “Yes, you are without a doubt correct, my husband,” Helene replied.

      “Will you stop calling him that?” Dotty said, irritation coloring her tone.

      “But he is, my sister, just as much as he is your husband.”

      “Oh my God!” Salih exclaimed. “You have two wives, Mr. Mostyn?”

      A red flush began creeping into Mostyn’s face. “You might say that. Back to your original question, Salih, no, I don’t think this mission will be easy. I’ve never been on an easy mission.”

      Dotty chimed in. “There are no easy missions in the Office of Unidentified Phenomena. None whatsoever.” After a pause, she added, “Unless you’re dead.”

      Mostyn braked. Up ahead, Jones’s Humvee had stopped, and Mostyn pulled up next to it. NicAskill brought her vehicle to a stop next to Mostyn’s.

      From the top of the sand mountain, they looked out over a valley which had been exposed by what could only be called the sandstorm of the century. This was what the OUP satellites had photographed, and Doctor Bardon had been so very excited about.

      Before them, filling the valley, was an immense city. Everyone got out of the Humvees and stood staring at the ancient ruins spreading out before them. No one spoke. The scene defied speech.

      Mostyn’s eyes took in the city. It was spectacular, even with all the hallmarks of the ravages of time, and he couldn’t help but notice that it wasn’t quite right. It’s lines and angles and the geometric shapes didn’t quite fit those of any city on Earth. There was a decidedly alien quality to this site. Human engineering alone had not imagined the design of the structures or the layout of the city itself, and Mostyn guessed that not all of the hands that built it had been human.

      After several moments, Helene fell to her knees and said, “This is the gateway. This is the door through which my people came to this world.” And then she prostrated herself before the ancient ruin.
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      The valley ran east to west and was surrounded by mountains of sand, except on the east. There the valley emptied into a salt flat that still had remnants of water in it from the rains produced by Cyclone Mekunu.

      Mostyn directed the team to make camp on the east end of the valley, near the salt flat. After three hours a tent village could be seen that was dwarfed not only by the mountains of sand, but by the immense ruin of Iram itself.

      With the camp set up, Mostyn called for a working lunch. The midday meal provided courtesy of the US military and their MRE packets.

      “Okay people, we’re here. We have five days to gather as much information as we can. We’ll form two teams. Our archaeologists, Doctors Maddy Hyde and Waldemar Lentz, will be the team leaders.

      “Special Agent NicAskill and Special Forces Agent Neumeyer, you are with Doctor Hyde. Special Agent Jones and Special Forces Agent White, you are with Doctor Lentz.

      “The rest of you will rotate. You’ll spend two and a half days with one team and two and a half days with the other. Doctor Munroe and Ms. Dubreuil will start with Doctor Hyde. Mr. Baker and Doctor Kemper will start with Doctor Lentz.

      “Salih and I will be roving. We’ll deal with any unexpected visitors. Any questions?”

      Doctor Richard Munroe spoke. “This operation would’ve run a whole lot smoother if we had more people.”

      “Not my call, Doc,” Mostyn said. “However, given the current tense relations between Washington and Riyadh, this is probably the best we could get. Remember, the Saudis don’t know the real reason we’re here. We’re scientists from MIT checking on the aftermath of the cyclone. Any other questions?”

      “Do we have any real food?” Doctor Dotty Kemper asked.

      “MREs are real food, Dot,” Mostyn replied.

      “By who’s definition?”

      “The US government.”

      Dotty blew a raspberry and folded her arms across her chest.

      “Any other questions?” Mostyn asked, while looking over the group. “Okay, seeing none, I’d like for you all to take a preliminary look at your areas of operation. Doctor Lentz, your team will work on the west end of the city. Doctor Hyde, you and your people are on the east. Finish eating and move out.”

      The team members finished eating, deposited the mylar packets and biodegradable eating utensils in the trash containers, and departed. While Mostyn watched them leave, Salih walked up to him.

      “What do we do, Mr. Mostyn?”

      “We’re going to circulate and run interference should any unwanted visitors show up. Is that okay with you? Or would you rather be with a team?”

      “No. What would I do? I’m a translator. There won’t be anything for me to translate in these ruins.”

      “Okay. Good.” However, Mostyn could tell something was bothering the young man. “Something else on your mind?”

      “If I’m honest with you, Mr. Mostyn, I’d rather not be here at all. This place just feels, well, evil.”

      “You won’t get any argument from me there. Evil is what the OUP deals with. Come on.”

      Mostyn and Salih walked out of the tent that served as both the mess tent and the community tent to where the Humvees and trailers were parked. Sitting there was a small ATV. Mostyn got on.

      “Sit behind me, Salih. We’re going for a ride.”

      The Arab-American smiled and climbed on. Mostyn started up the machine and off they went. From the camp to the edge of the city, which oddly enough had no walls, was five hundred yards. Mostyn pushed the little machine as fast as it would go across the hard-packed sand of the valley floor. The little engine making a whine that reverberated and echoed off the ancient walls and columns of the buildings, breaking a silence that had reigned over the city and the site of its burial for millennia.

      Mostyn drove the ATV down what appeared to be the main thoroughfare from what he guessed would have been the waterfront into the central city square. He stopped and turned off the engine.

      “Come on, Salih, let’s look around.”

      Salih got off the ATV and took a look at the buildings surrounding the city square. “Something’s not right here, Mr. Mostyn. These buildings, they… they don’t look normal.”

      Mostyn looked at the buildings and then turned his gaze to what must’ve been, at one time, an enormous fountain. He slowly walked around the structure. “You’re right, Salih, this place isn’t normal. Something alien had a hand in its design and probably even in its construction.” He stopped and gazed at the tall fountain. “If this thing was actually a fountain, it’d mean that there must’ve been water here at one time. Lots of water.”

      Salih nodded. “Yes. The entire Empty Quarter was in very ancient times extremely green. The frankincense trade originated down in Oman and ran through here. Then the climate changed and it became a wasteland.”

      “Climate change before greenhouse gases. Interesting. Do we know what caused the climate to change?”

      Salih shook his head. “I don’t think so. Just like we don’t really know why the Sahara became a desert.” After a pause, he continued, “But this place…” He spread his arms and turned in a circle to indicate the city. “This place was cursed by Allah. The sand here is a curse.”

      “A curse? Do you actually believe that? I thought, having been born and raised in America, gone to college, you’d be⁠—”

      “Less of a fanatic?”

      “I was going to say much more secular.”

      “I may be much more secular than my parents, but I do practice my religion, Mr. Mostyn, and hope that I am a pious man. It is how my parents raised me: to believe in Allah and His prophet. And I do. It is the least I can do to honor them.”

      “I see.”

      “I spent two years with the Bedouins in Oman. Their lives are pretty simple. They have their religion, their traditions, and the daily business of trying to survive. They also have legends, ancient legends, about this place. And superstitions. They say it is cursed and that Allah, in His mercy, cursed it with the sand.”

      “And you believe that?”

      “I do. I think it fits with the Qur’an.”

      “I see. So why did you come on this mission?”

      “Doctor Bardon told me this was, to use his words, ‘Purely a reconnaissance mission, young man, purely reconnaissance.’ And I believed him. He said my knowledge of the Bedouins and their language would be a great help. Why wouldn’t I believe him?”

      A smile tugged at the corners of Mostyn’s mouth. “Yes, why wouldn’t you?”

      “But I don’t think Doctor Bardon told me the truth.”

      “Let’s put it this way: he told you his version of the truth.”

      “His version? There is only one truth.”

      “Not in Bardon’s world. May I ask why you joined the OUP?”

      Salih laughed, although there was a trace of bitterness in the laughter. “Doctor Bardon made me an offer I couldn’t refuse. He said my education would be paid for, and I’d have this incredible salary and amazing benefits. A lifetime of guaranteed employment.” Salih shrugged. “My parents aren’t rich. They’ve struggled their entire lives. I’m their only son and it’s my duty to provide for them in their old age.”

      Mostyn couldn’t help but notice the gold rings on Salih’s hands. Three fairly large ones at that. He thought, He may be providing for his parents, but he isn’t denying himself either.

      To Salih, he said, “Bardon can be very persuasive. But why did he pick you to begin with? There’s something in your life that he found out about that makes you a perfect candidate for the Office of Unidentified Phenomena and the work we do. What is it?”

      “My family are Sufis, Muslim mystics. I  have studied the works of Ibn Arabi and al-Ghazali, the greatest of Muslim mystics, since I was eighteen. When I was twenty-five, my soul crossed the Void to the realms of light. I have been a regular traveler ever since, gradually going higher and higher in the planes of existence.”

      “And Bardon found out and recruited you.”

      “Yes.”

      Mostyn chuckled to himself and thought, A pious man who likes big gold rings. Where have I encountered that before?

      His eyes looked up and down the tall column that formed the center of the fountain. Any images that had been there were long ago worn away by the sand. All that remained was the conically shaped black pillar. The circular terraces that must have held pools of water at one time were likewise just bare black stone.

      “When this thing was working, it must’ve been amazing,” Mostyn said. “Come on, we have work to do. Let’s go and take a look at some of these buildings.”

      With Salih following, Mostyn headed for a large black building, which had many massive pillars across the front. Two-dozen steps led up to the portico, an expansive area between the pillars and the front of the building.

      Everything seemed off about the structure. The steps were not made for the average size human. The rise was too high and the steps themselves too broad. The columns and lines of the building didn’t follow Euclidean geometry. They were off. How so, Mostyn couldn’t put his finger on it. The effect, though, was immediate. A certain uneasiness wrapped itself around him. He could tell Salih felt it too.

      “This place was made for giants,” Salih said, a touch of awe in his voice.

      “Which would confirm your legends.”

      “Yes, it does. The legends are real.”

      “I’d say, it confirms the legends are based on reality. No legend is real. That’s why it’s a legend and not history.”

      If Salih heard him, he gave no indication. He simply stood there mesmerized by the gargantuan structure.

      “Come on, let’s see what’s inside.” Mostyn started up the steps, and with a bit of non-verbal coaxing got Salih to follow him.

      With some difficulty, the two climbed the stairs and reached the portico.

      While Mostyn looked up and down the length of the shaded expanse, Salih, awe in his voice, said, “This place truly was made by giants, Mr. Mostyn. Look at the size of these doors!”

      Mostyn took in the massive doors before them. The pair still showed evidence of the ornate carving that had once decorated them. Mostyn whistled.

      “They are big, I’ll grant you that. Although giant doors were often used to impress visitors, not that they were actually needed for the inhabitants.”

      “But these are thirty feet tall. And look at how wide they are. They wouldn’t need to be that big to impress people.”

      Mostyn shrugged. “You might have a point there.” With Salih in tow, he walked up to the doors. Attached to the left door was a wide strip of gold that overlapped the other door where they met.

      “Let’s see if these will open,” Mostyn said.

      The two men pushed on the righthand one, and, after much effort, got the massive wooden door to swing inward on protesting hinges just enough for them to enter. With Mostyn in the lead, the two men walked into the building.

      Light filtered into the enormous interior from large open windows that were located high up near the roof. Sand had filled in about a third of the floor on each side of the building. The wide center aisle remained mostly clear.

      Lining both sides of the center aisle were rows of massive statues, and even in the dim light Mostyn could tell that they represented hideous things. Things not of this dimension.

      The sand on each side of the building formed a gentle curve from the bottom of the windows to the bases of the statues, giving something of a bowl effect to the building’s interior.

      “It’s too dark to see much of anything,” Salih said. “We should’ve brought flashlights.”

      “Maybe it’s a good thing we didn’t.”

      “Don’t you want to see what this place is?”

      “I think I already know.”

      “You do?”

      “Yes. It’s what might be called The Hall of the Great Old Ones.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “These statues here?”

      “Yes?”

      “If I’m not mistaken, they’re statues of the Great Old Ones.”

      “You mean…”

      “Yes, I do.”

      Even in the dim light, Mostyn could tell Salih’s eyes were like saucers. Barely above a whisper, Mostyn heard him say “Ya Allah!”

      And after a brief span of silence, Salih cried out, “We’ve walked into the house of the Shaytan! Rahimana Allah!” He turned and ran from the building.
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