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To Rachael and Tyler





 



THERE ARE AT LEAST 100 BILLION STARS IN THE MILKY WAY.
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RIP CANTRELL WAS HOLDING THE STADIA ROD, TRYING TO blink away the sweat trickling into his eyes, when a bright flash of light caught his eye. The light was to his left, near the base of an escarpment almost a mile away.

Careful not to disturb the stadia rod, he turned his head to get a better view.

“Hold that thing still for a few more seconds, Rip.”

The shout echoed off the rock formations and tumbled around in the clear desert air, rupturing the profound silence. Occasionally one could hear the deep rumble of a jet running high, but normally the only sound was the whisper of the wind.

Dutch Haagen was at the transit, reading the rod. He and Bill Taggart were the engineers surveying a line for a seismic shoot. Rip was the gofer, working a summer job before he returned to college in a few weeks.

Rip concentrated on holding the rod still. Fifteen seconds passed, then Dutch waved his arms.

Now Rip looked again for the bright spot of reflected light.

There! Shimmering in the hot desert air, at the base of that low cliff, maybe a mile to the north. The afternoon sun must be reflecting on something shiny.

But what?

Trash? Here in the central Sahara?

The three men were a hundred miles from the nearest waterhole, two hundred from the nearest collection of native mud huts. A twin-turboprop transport with fixed landing gear dropped them here three weeks ago. “Your nearest neighbors are at an archaeological dig about thirty miles west,” the South African pilot said, and gestured vaguely. “Americans, I think, or maybe British.”

As Rip thought about it now, it occurred to him that he hadn’t seen a single piece of man-made trash since he arrived. Not a crushed Coke can, a snuff tin, a cigarette butt, or a candy wrapper. The Sahara was the cleanest place he had ever been.

He put the stadia rod on his shoulder and waited for Dutch to drive up.

“Had enough for today?” Haagen asked as Rip stowed the rod in the holder on the side of the Jeep.

“We could do a couple more shots, if you want.”

Dutch wore khaki shorts and a T-shirt, was deeply tanned and pleasantly dirty. Water to wash with was a luxury. In his early thirties, Haagen had been surveying seismic lines for ten years. The job took him all over the world and paid good money, but at times he found it boring. “We’ve done enough for today,” he said with a sigh.

Rip looked again for the flash from the sun’s reflection as he got into the passenger’s seat.

“Look at that, Dutch.”

“Something shiny. Candy wrapper or piece of metal. Old truck, maybe. Maybe even a crashed plane. Found one of those once in this desert.”

“Let’s go look.”

Dutch shrugged and put the Jeep in motion. Rip was still a kid. He hadn’t burned out yet. The central Sahara was a big adventure for him, probably the biggest of his life.

“Did you find that plane around here, Dutch?”

“Closer to the coast, in Tunisia. Old German fighter plane. A Messerschmitt, as I recall. Pilot was still in the cockpit. All dried out like a mummy.”

“Wow. What did you do?” Rip held on to the bouncing Jeep with both hands.

“Do?” Haagen frowned. “Took a few photos, I guess. Stuck my finger in some of the bullet holes—I remember that.”

“Did you get a souvenir?”

“One of the guys pried something off the plane. I didn’t. Didn’t seem right, somehow. It was sort of like robbing a grave.”

“Did you bury the pilot, anything like that?”

“No,” Haagen said softly. “We just left him there. The cockpit was his coffin. The plane had been half uncovered by a windstorm a few weeks before. The cockpit had a lot of sand in it. The wind probably drifted sand back over the plane within days after we found it.”

Rip pointed at the sandstone cliff they were approaching. “About there, I think.”

“Yeah.”

Haagen stopped the Jeep and watched Rip bound away. He was a good-looking, athletic kid and smart as they come. The boss picked his résumé from a pile of two hundred engineering students who applied for this summer job. The kid worked hard, never complained. Still, this was just a summer job to young Cantrell. Rip was too bright to settle for seismic surveying when he graduated next May.

Haagen sighed, turned off the Jeep, and stretched.

The low cliff rising in front of him was sandstone sculpted by the wind, like thousands of similar formations in this section of the desert. It was perhaps twenty feet high, Haagen guessed. The slope of the face was about thirty degrees, gentle enough to scramble up.

“Better come up here and look, Dutch.”

“What did you find?”

“Looks like metal. Right in the rock.”

“A survey marker rod?”

“Come look.”

Haagen slowly climbed to where Rip was perched about ten feet above the desert floor.

“It’s metal of some kind, Dutch. Curved, right in the rock.”

Haagen reached out, touched it. The metal was exposed for a length of about a foot. Vertically, perhaps four inches of metal were showing. At the maximum, the metal protruded about an inch from the stone.

“Looks a little like the bumper of an old Volkswagen Beetle polished by windblown sand.”

“It’s no bumper,” Rip muttered.

Haagen bent down to study the exposed surface. It resembled steel, yet it didn’t. A titanium alloy? It seemed too shiny, too mirrorlike to be titanium, he thought, and the color was wrong. The metal was dark, a deep gray, perhaps.

“Funny thing is, it’s right in the rock. Inside the rock. Now how do you suppose someone got that in there?”

“Looks like it was exposed as the wind and rain weathered this cliff.”

“That can’t be right,” Rip Cantrell countered stubbornly. “That would mean it was older than the rock.”

“It’s a mystery,” Haagen said dismissively and turned to look out over the desert. Dirt, sand, and stone, but it was beautiful. He loved being outdoors. Even though he had an engineering degree he had never wanted an “inside” job.

Rip picked up a handy stone and swung it against the exposed metal. It made a deep thunk.

Haagen turned around to watch. Cantrell swung the rock three times, hard, then examined the metal closely.

“Didn’t even mark it,” he announced finally, straightening. “Not even a scratch.”

Haagen bent down and again examined the surface, which was smooth, extraordinarily so, without a mark of any kind, like a mirror. Amazing how sand can polish metal. Well, wind-driven sand wears away the hardest rock.

“There’re lots of mysteries in this desert. Lots of things we’ll never know.” Dutch Haagen shook his head, then climbed down the ledge toward the waiting Jeep.

Rip followed him. “Maybe we ought to report this, eh?”

Haagen chuckled. “To Harvey Quick?” Harvey was their boss. “What are we going to tell him? That we found a funny piece of metal out in the desert? Ol’ Harve will wonder what we’ve been drinking.”

Haagen grinned at Rip. “Someday you’re going to own this oil company, kid, and I’m going to win a big lottery, but right now we both need these jobs.”

That evening Rip told Bill Taggart about the find. “It’s right in the rock, Bill. The rock is weathering away, and as it does, more and more of the metal is exposed. That’s the way it looks to me, anyway.”

“What do you think, Dutch?” Bill asked. He was about forty, a heavyset, jowly guy who didn’t like the heat. He spent most of his afternoons in the tent plotting the team’s work on a computer.

“The kid is leveling with you. I don’t know any more than he does. Never saw anything like it.”

“Show it to me in the morning, will you?”

“Sure. If we can find it again.”

Taggart smiled. “Did I ever tell you fellows about the time we found a still in the Louisiana swamps? Mash was cooking and shine was dripping out the tube. There wasn’t a soul around, so we helped ourselves. Didn’t get any more work done that day, I can tell you. Ah, that was good stuff.”

“There’s something inside that rock,” Rip Cantrell said, unwilling to see his find so quickly relegated to the tall-tale file.

“Maybe it’s Martians,” Bill Taggart suggested with a chuckle.

“Or a big black rock,” Dutch put in, “like they had in 2001: A Space Odyssey. You guys ever see that old flick?”

“Before my time,” Rip said crossly.

“I hate to bring you wild adventurers back to earth,” Taggart said, “but we are going to have to do something about the food supply.”

“There’s nothing wrong with the food,” Rip said.

“You should know. You ate it all. We’re darn near out.”

“Maybe we should take an inventory, make a list,” Haagen suggested.

“I already did that.” Taggart passed him a sheet of paper. “Since the food delivery last week, this kid has personally hogged his way through enough grub to keep a caravan of camel drivers eating for a year. Honest to God, I think he has a tapeworm.”

“The tapeworm theory again! Thank you, Professor.” Rip stalked away. Haagen and Taggart had been kidding him all summer.

“There’s something wrong with him,” Bill Taggart assured Dutch. “Real people don’t eat like that.”

Before he went to bed, Rip Cantrell walked a few yards from the fire and sat looking up. Since the desert lacked the haze and light pollution that obscured the night sky in the major cities of the temperate world, the stars were stunning, a million diamonds gleaming amid the black velvet of the universe. Only in this desert had Rip seen the night sky with such awe-inspiring clarity.

The searing memory of this sky, with the Milky Way splashed so carelessly across it—that was what he would take back to college this fall.

Billions of galaxies, each with billions of stars.

As he had done every night this summer, Rip Cantrell lay down on his back in the sand. The warmth of the sand contrasted pleasantly with the rapidly cooling desert air. Lying spread-eagle on his back it almost felt as if he were free of the planet and hurtling through space.

A meteor shower caught his eye, dozens of streaks all shooting across the star-spangled sky at the same angle.

What was buried in that sandstone ledge?

He made a promise to himself to find out.

[image: image]

“SEE, BILL. I WASN’T KIDDING. IT’S IN THE ROCK. AND IT wasn’t pounded in. The rock is real rock, not concrete or some kind of artificial aggregate.”

“Hmm.” Bill Taggart examined the stone carefully. The sun had been up less than an hour and was shining on the metal at an angle.

When Taggart straightened, Rip set his feet, got a good grip on the sledgehammer, and started swinging.

Each blow took off a few small chunks of sandstone. When he tired, he put the head of the hammer on the ground and wiped his forehead. The humidity was nonexistent, yet the air was just plain hot. Already the thermometer was into the nineties. It seemed as if the heat just sucked the moisture from you.

Dutch brushed away the chips with his fingers. “Well, you didn’t dent it. Exposed a few more inches of it, I’d say.”

“What the hell is it?” Taggart asked.

“Something man-made from damn good metal before that rock was laid there,” Rip told him.

“And what might that be?”

“I don’t know,” Rip admitted. “Dutch, you been knocking around these deserts for a lot of years. What do you think?”

Haagen took his time before answering. “What’s the weather forecast?”

“Clear and sunny,” Rip replied, “as usual.” He got the weather off the satellite broadcast every morning. “Not a cloud in the forecast.”

“We’re a day or two ahead of schedule. What say we take today off, drive over to the archaeology dig, introduce ourselves to our neighbors? Maybe they’ll let us borrow an air compressor and jackhammer, if they got one.”

“Yes!” Rip shouted and tossed the hammer to the sand below, near the Jeep.

“An air compressor,” Bill Taggart mused. “I thought those folks used dental picks and toothbrushes for their excavating.”

“We can ask,” Dutch said and kicked at the metal sticking out of the rock. He frowned at it. It shouldn’t be there, and that fact offended him. Frogs don’t fly and dogs don’t talk and sandstone ledges don’t contain metal.

Bill brightened. “Might get a decent meal over at the dig.”

“Might even see some girls,” Rip said with a laugh. “You two old farts wouldn’t be interested, but I sure am.”

 

THERE WEREN’T ANY GIRLS WITHIN TEN YEARS OF RIP’S age at the archaeology dig. In fact, the only two females in sight had been on the planet at least half a century and weighed perhaps thirty pounds more than he did. Taggart kidded Rip about it as they walked toward the office tent.

“What are these people digging up?” Rip asked, to divert Taggart from the subject of women.

“Old stuff,” Taggart replied. “The older the better.”

The head archaeologist was Dr. Hans Soldi, from a famous Ivy League university. He shook hands all around, then listened with a skeptical expression as Dutch explained why they needed a jackhammer.

“We have one, to do the heavy digging,” Soldi said when Dutch ran out of steam. “Now tell me the real reason you want it.”

“It’s diamonds, Prof,” Rip said. “We found King Solomon’s mine. We’re gonna jackhammer the place, steal everything we can carry, and skedaddle.”

Soldi ignored the young man. “Metal inside rock is an impossibility,” he said to Haagen and Taggart.

“It’s there, sure enough,” Dutch replied quietly. “Whoever put it there didn’t know it was impossible.”

“I will let you borrow the compressor and hammer, if you will swear to me that you are not disturbing an archaeological site.”

“I swear,” Rip said. “Cross my heart.”

“You others?”

Dutch Haagen got out his pipe and slowly tamped the bowl full of tobacco. “I don’t know what we have, Professor. Tell you what—you loan us the equipment and come along. Take a look. We’ll bring you back this evening before dark.”

Soldi didn’t mull it long. He was in his fifties, a healthy, vigorous man wearing a cowboy hat. “Okay, I’ll come. I need to think about something besides stone tools.”

“Stone tools? That’s what you’re digging up?” Rip asked incredulously. “People used to live around here? In this desert?”

“This wasn’t always a desert,” the professor said as he led them to where the compressor was parked. “The climate didn’t become extremely arid until about five thousand years ago. Then the wind carried in most of this sand, which covered up the valleys and low places. What we see protruding from the sand today are the tops of hills and mountains.”

“So the site you are exploring is at least five thousand years old?”

“More like fifteen thousand years old, I suspect. Man lived here during the Ice Age. We are trying to find evidence that these people cultivated grain.”

“By the way,” Rip put in, “do you folks have any food left over from lunch? Maybe I can get a snack to take along. I’m sorta hungry.”

“Sure, son.” The professor pointed toward a tent and gave him the name of the cook.

 

HANS SOLDI MADE HIS EXAMINATION OF THE SANDSTONE ledge while the surveyors started the compressor and manhandled the jackhammer into position. Rip waited until Soldi was out of the way, then began hammering.

The heat wasn’t unbearable if one were accustomed to it. Wearing jeans, long-sleeve cotton shirts, and hats with wide brims, the men instinctively spent as much time as possible in the shade and swigged on water.

“I never saw anything like it,” Soldi admitted to Dutch as he watched Rip work the hammer. The scientist had been scrambling around with his video camera, shooting footage from every angle.

“We’ll see what Rip can do.”

Haagen picked up one of the shards of stone kicked out by the hammer and handed it to the archaeologist. “How old is this, anyway?”

“Offhand, I could only guess. I’ll get it analyzed.”

“More than five thousand years old?”

“Oh, yes. The desert and the ocean came and went through the ages, many times. Time is so…” He flung his arms wide. “We talk blithely of time—as we do death and infinity—but humans have difficulty grasping the enormity of it. Perhaps if we could comprehend the vastness of time we would be able to understand God.”

Soldi put the piece of sandstone into a pocket. He gestured at the cliff. “This is a windblown deposit, I think. You can see how the wind sculpted the sand as it was laid down.”

“I thought those designs were made by wind cutting the rock.”

“I don’t think so,” the professor replied. “The wind made the designs before the sand hardened to stone. After the sand was deposited, it was covered by dirt, probably this red dirt that you see everywhere else. Water and the weight of the dirt transformed the sand into stone. Through the millennia there were repeated periods when the desert encroached. Sooner or later the rains always came again and pushed it back. The desert is winning now, but someday the rains will come again. Everything changes, even climates.”

“Whatever is in that ledge now was there when the sand covered it.”

“So it would seem.”

“Playing it safe?”

“It looks as if the thing is embedded in the stone, but…” Soldi picked up another rock shard and examined it closely. He hefted it thoughtfully as he gazed at the face of the cliff.

“Give me your guess. How old is this rock?”

Soldi took his time before he replied. “Anywhere from a hundred thousand to a million years old,” he said finally and tossed away the rock. He grinned. “Doesn’t make sense, does it?”

“Don’t guess it does.”

 

THREE HOURS OF VIGOROUS, SWEATY WORK WITH THE jackhammer under the desert sun uncovered a curved expanse of metal fifteen feet long. It protruded from the raw stone at least three feet. The structure seemed to be a part of a perfectly round circle, one with a diameter of about seventy feet.

The four men squatted, touching the metal with their hands, examining it with their eyes.

Amazingly, the surface seemed unmarred. Oh, here and there were a few tiny scratches, but only a few, and very small. The dark metal was reflective yet lacked a patina. The water that had percolated through the stone for ages apparently had affected the metal very little. “Assuming the metal was in the stone,” Dr. Soldi muttered.

“Excalibur,” Rip said as he wiped his face.

Bill Taggart didn’t understand the reference.

“The sword Arthur pulled from the rock…Excalibur was its name.”

“Whatever this is,” Dutch remarked, “it isn’t going to make us kings.”

“It’s going to take us a couple days to hack this thing completely out of the rock,” Bill Taggart said gloomily. “The ledge is thicker back there, so the going will be slower. Maybe we ought to just leave it here. Forget about it.”

“So what the hell is it?” Dutch Haagen wondered.

“That’s obvious, isn’t it?” Rip said. “I thought you three were sitting here like store dummies because you were afraid to say it. The damned thing is a saucer.”

“A saucer?”

“A flying saucer. What else could it be?”

Dr. Soldi closed his eyes and ran his hands across the metal, rubbing it with his fingertips. “Two days. Whatever it is, we’ll have it out of the rock in a couple of days.”

“Are you trying to tell us that this thing we’re sitting in front of is a spaceship?” Bill Taggart demanded.

“Yeah,” Rip Cantrell said with conviction. “Modern man didn’t make this and put it here. Ancient man couldn’t work metal like this. This is a highly engineered product of an advanced civilization. That’s a fact beyond dispute.”

“I don’t believe in flying saucers,” Taggart scoffed. “I’ve seen the shows on TV, watched those freaky people from the trailer parks say they saw UFOs in the night sky while the dogs howled and cats climbed the walls.” He made a rude noise. “I don’t believe a word of it.”

Rip was beside himself. “It’s a saucer, Bill,” he insisted.

“Bet it ain’t. Bet it’s something else.”

“What?” Professor Soldi asked sharply.

 

THE NEXT DAY THEY GOT TO THE COCKPIT. IT WAS IN THE middle of the thing, at the thickest point. The canopy was made of a dark, transparent material. When they wiped away the sand and chips, they could stare down into the ship. There was a seat and an instrument panel. The seat was raised somewhat, on a pedestal that elevated the pilot so he—or she or it—could see out through the canopy.

“It is a saucer!” Rip Cantrell shouted. He pounded Bill on the back. “See! Now do you believe?”

“It’s something the commies made, I’ll bet,” Taggart insisted. “Some kind of airplane.”

“Sure.”

When he finished with his video camera, Professor Soldi eased himself off the ship, climbed down the ledge, and found a shady spot beside the Jeep where he could sit and look at the thing.

He sat contemplating the curved metal embedded in stone. After a bit the other three men joined him in the shade and helped themselves to water from the cooler.

“There hasn’t been a discovery like this since the Rosetta Stone,” Soldi said softly. “This will revolutionize archaeology. Everything we know about man’s origins is wrong.”

“You’re going to be famous, Professor,” Bill Taggart said as he helped himself to the water. Soldi gave him a hard look, but it was apparent that Bill meant the words kindly.

“Shouldn’t we be taking more pictures or something?” Rip asked Soldi. “Something that will prove we found it buried in the rock?”

“We have the videotape,” Bill reminded them.

“If it is a spaceship, then it must have been manufactured on another planet,” Soldi mused. “Once we examine it, there should be no doubt of that. Where and how it was found will be of little importance.” He held his hands to his head. “I can’t believe I said that, me—a professor of archaeology. Yet it’s true. For fifty years we’ve been inundated with UFO photos, most of them faked. The thing must speak for itself or all the photos in the world won’t matter.”

“So what should we do?” Dutch asked.

“Do?” Soldi looked puzzled.

Rip gestured toward the saucer. “Should we keep hammering? Uncover it?”

“Oh, my, yes. Before we tell the world about this, let’s see what we have. Is it intact? Is it damaged?”

“What I want to know,” Rip said, “is there a way in?”

“I’m not a nut,” Bill Taggart announced, “and I still don’t believe in flying saucers.”

“A spaceship,” Soldi muttered. “No one is going to believe this. Not a soul.” He couldn’t have been more wrong about that, but he didn’t know it then. He sighed. “When this hits the papers, the faculty is going to laugh me out of the university.”

“Perhaps we should keep this under our hats,” Rip Cantrell suggested. “When we do go public we don’t want anyone laughing.”

“I hear you,” Dutch murmured.

Rip looked toward the sun, gauging its height above the horizon. “We have three or four hours of daylight left, but it’s almighty hot and we have only a gallon or two of gasoline for the compressor. I think we have ten gallons at camp.”

“I want to go back to my dig,” the professor said. “Get some clothing and a toothbrush. We have four five-gallon cans of gasoline, I think. At the rate we’re going, my guess is that it will take us another two days to completely uncover this thing.”

“I’ll drive the professor over to his camp and bring him back,” Rip said eagerly, “if it’s all right with you, Dutch?”

“Sure, kid. Sure.”

“Bring back some food, kid,” Bill called mournfully. “And don’t eat all of it on the way.”

“What’s he talking about?” Soldi asked.

“He’s a big kidder,” Rip replied curtly.

Rip took Dutch and Bill back to their camp, then drove away with the professor.

“Twenty-two years old, and Rip’s a take-charge kind of guy,” Dutch said as he watched the Jeep’s dust plume tail away on the hot wind.

“Got a lot of his mother in him, I suspect,” Bill said. “The kid told me his father was a farmer in Minnesota and died when Rip was twelve. His mother has run the farm ever since. She must be quite a woman.”

“He gets on your nerves, doesn’t he?” Dutch remarked.

“A little, I guess.” Taggart shrugged.

Dutch slapped Bill on the shoulder. “We’re going to be famous too, you know. Finding a flying saucer sounds like a new career to me. Maybe they’ll stick us on the cover of Time magazine.”

“We’ll have to shave, then, I reckon.”

“We’ll put the saucer in a parking lot in Jersey City and charge five bucks a head to go through it. We’ll make millions. Our ship has come in, Bill.”
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“SO WHADDAYA THINK, PROFESSOR?” RIP ASKED AS THEY bounced along in the Jeep at thirty miles per hour, at least ten miles per hour too fast for the ancient caravan trail that he was generally following.

“The thing in the rock?”

“The saucer. Yeah.”

“It’s too soon to say. I don’t recognize the metal, if it is metal. I don’t yet have explanations for anything.”

Hans Soldi weighed his words. “I feel overwhelmed. This discovery is unexpected. If it is what it seems to be, the scientific benefits are going to be extraordinary. Think of the spillover from the American space program of the sixties and seventies—this could be many times that big. Ultimately the life of everyone on this planet could be affected.” He released his death grip on the side of the Jeep momentarily to wipe his forehead with his sleeve. “I just don’t know what to think, where to start.”

“We need some other scientists in on this, wouldn’t you agree?”

“Of course. Experts in a variety of fields. First, however, I think we should uncover the ship, see what is there, satisfy ourselves that it is what it appears to be. If we even hint to the outside world that we’ve found an alien spaceship and it isn’t, I’ll be laughed out of the profession. I won’t be able to get a job digging basements.”

“Uh-huh.”

“When we are absolutely convinced that it could be nothing else, then we tell the world.”

“I was thinking about the local government,” Rip said with a glance at the professor. “The Libyan border is just a few miles north, isn’t it?”

Soldi frowned. “Our dig is in Chad. They issued the archaeological permit.”

“The saucer may be in Libya, Chad, or the Sudan for all I know,” Rip remarked. “Borders are political—you can’t see or touch them. Qaddafi might run us off and confiscate the saucer if he gets wind of this. We’ve got to get it out of this desert before we say anything to anybody.”

“Let me do the talking at the dig,” Professor Soldi told him.

 

BY EVENING THE FOLLOWING DAY, THE FOUR MEN HAD the sandstone completely removed from the top of the spaceship, which was indeed circular in form, with a diameter of a few inches over seventy feet. The top of it seemed to be in perfect condition, although the bottom was still embedded in stone.

“The thing looks like it’s sitting on a pedestal in front of a museum,” Dutch remarked.

“That’s probably its ultimate fate,” Rip replied, then went back to work clearing the last of the stone from the four exhaust pipes that stuck out the rear. Each of these nozzles was about a foot in diameter.

Arranged around the circumference of the ship, but pointing up and down, were more exhaust nozzles, small ones. These, everyone agreed, must be maneuvering jets, to control the attitude of the ship in yaw, roll, and pitch. The upper ones were packed with sandstone.

Although it was late in another long day, Rip still had plenty of energy. He had ceased asking Professor Soldi questions only when the scientist quit supplying answers. Soldi was lost in his own private world. He and Bill measured the ship with a tape as carefully as they could. Soldi took notes on a small computer and shot more videotape. He also shot up several rolls of 35mm film.

The archaeologist studied the surface of the ship with a pocket magnifying glass, dripped a bit of acid from the Jeep’s battery on one tiny spot, and muttered over the result.

“It’s a giant solar cell,” Rip remarked.

“What is?”

“The skin. Put your fingers on it. You can feel it absorbing energy from the sun. And notice how the reflectivity has changed—it seems to change with the temperature, and probably the state of the battery charge.”

The professor gave Rip a surprised look. As soon as the younger man turned away, he caressed the skin with his fingers. A solar power cell, absorbing the sun’s energy and converting it to electricity! Of course!

He drew back suddenly, as if he had been shocked. Rip implied that the solar cells were absorbing energy now! Could that be true?

He lay for an hour on top of the ship with a mirror to direct the sun’s rays down inside the cockpit like a spotlight. Each of the men joined him there, looking at the seat and controls, the blank dark panels. The cockpit looked like nothing they had ever seen, and yet it was familiar in a way that was hard to describe.

“It’s human-size,” Rip remarked.

“Isn’t that extraordinary?” Soldi muttered.

Most of the afternoon Soldi spent sitting in the shade tapping on his computer, with long pauses to stare at the ship.

They had found no blemish on the upper skin of the ship and no way in. The skin was seamless.

“The hatch must be underneath,” Rip told Dutch and kept working with the jackhammer. He seemed almost immune to the heat and dust.

Twice the jackhammer slipped when Rip was working close to the ship’s skin. The hard steel bit whacked the ship several smart raps. Soldi examined the spots with his magnifying glass and said nothing.

Finally, with the evening sun fully illuminating the ship, Soldi shot two more rolls of 35mm film.

The rock under the ship was difficult to remove. After it was broken up, the shards and remnants had to be shoveled away.

Just before dusk, they managed to clear the first landing gear. It was a simple skid protruding from the bottom of the saucer, held down by what appeared to be a hydraulic ram.

“No wheels,” Soldi muttered and resumed chewing on his lower lip.

“It must land vertically,” Rip Cantrell said.

“So it would seem.”

“That means it must have some other mode of thrust besides the rocket engines to hold it up.”

“One would think so, yes.”

“What kind of thrust?”

“I dig up ancient villages,” Soldi said irritably. “How would I know?”

“Well, Professor, I never saw an airplane like this. No, sirree. Did you?”

Soldi pointed at the stone. “Hammer some more rock out. There’s another fifteen minutes of daylight left.”

Just before he quit for the evening, Rip uncovered the first landing light. The material that covered it seemed as hard and impervious as the canopy. Still, through the covering he could see the bulb of a powerful spotlight.

That night they ate dinner sitting on folding camp stools in the circle of light cast by a propane lantern mounted on a pole. “We have a supply plane from Cairo scheduled in tomorrow afternoon,” the professor told his hosts. The transport landed on unprepared flat, sandy places as if they were a huge paved airfield.

“It would be best if the crew of the plane didn’t see the saucer,” Dutch Haagen remarked.

“I think that’s wise,” the professor said. “We have several large tents at my dig. I suggest that after dinner we drive over and get one. We can erect it over the saucer tomorrow morning.”

“Okay,” Dutch agreed. “And I was thinking that perhaps we should move our camp closer to the saucer.”

They talked about the day’s events, about what the ship looked like. They were winding down, watching Rip eat the last of the cooked vegetables as they sipped their coffee, when Rip asked, “What have we really got here, Doc? Give us your off-the-record opinion.”

Soldi puffed on his pipe as he scrutinized each face. “It’s very, very old. Ancient man didn’t make it. That much I am reasonably sure of.”

“Is it a spaceship?” Dutch asked.

“You see, that’s the danger of loose language. The thing may fly, probably does—the shape is a symmetrical, saucer-shaped lifting body—but whether it is capable of flying above the atmosphere…” He shrugged. “Later, if we can get inside, we’ll get a better idea.”

“So who brought it here?”

Soldi puffed slowly on his pipe and said nothing.

“Why did they leave it?”

“I have seen no exterior damage.”

“Where are the people who flew it?”

“People?”

“Whatever.”

Soldi waggled a finger. “The answers to those questions, if we can find answers, are going to rock civilization.” He nodded in the direction of the saucer, several miles away in the night. “That thing is going to revolutionize the way we think about the universe, about ourselves. We must be very careful about the words we use because they have enormous implications.” He smoked some more, then repeated the phrase, “Enormous implications.”

Bill Taggart ran his fingers through his hair. “Maybe we should have left it in the rock.”

Rip Cantrell looked up at the sea of stars almost within arm’s reach. “We couldn’t, Bill,” he said softly. “We had to dig it out because it’s our nature to wonder, to explore.”

“Maybe that’s why they came,” Dutch Haagen remarked.

 

SOLDI, RIP, AND DUTCH WERE DEEP IN A DISCUSSION OF the physics of atmospheric entry when Bill Taggart wandered off into the darkness. When he was well away from the light of the camp lanterns, he walked quickly to the supply tent. By the light of a pencil-thin flash, he found the satellite telephone. He opened the dish antenna and turned the thing on.

Bill removed a small book from his hip pocket and consulted it by the light of the pencil flash. He dialed in the frequency he wanted, picked up the telephonelike handset, and waited for the phone to lock onto the satellite.

He punched a long series of numbers into the keyboard, waited some more. He looked again at the numbers. That country code, that was Australia, wasn’t it?

He heard the number ringing. A sleepy voice answered.

“This is Bill Taggart. Is Neville there?”

“Neville who?”

“Just Neville.”

“I’ll see. Say your name again, mate.”

“Bill Taggart.”

“Wait.”

Time passed. A minute, then two. Taggart glanced through the tent flap at the three figures sitting in the light near the camp stove. They hadn’t moved.

Finally the voice came back on. “Neville isn’t here. Why don’t you tell me what you want, mate?”

“I met Neville about eighteen months ago. In Singapore. He mentioned that he would be interested in buying certain kinds of information.”

“That Neville…” the male voice said noncommittally.

“I have some information to sell. It’s very valuable.”

“All information has value. The question is, is it valuable to us? We will discuss price with you after we have evaluated what you have. Sorry about that, but it’s the only way we can do business. You have to trust us.”

“How do I know you will play fair?”

“As I said, you have to trust us. Do you?”

“No.”

“Well, you have our number. If you—”

“Wait a minute! Okay? I have to think about this for a minute.”

“We’re on your dime, mate.”

Soldi was standing, looking into the darkness toward the ship. Rip lay in the sand, looking skyward at the stars. Dutch was sipping coffee.

“I work for an oil company,” Bill Taggart said to the man on the other end of the satellite phone. “I’m on a seismic survey crew working in the Sahara Desert. I’ll give you the coordinates in a minute. We’ve found something, something extraordinary that I think would be of interest to Neville and his associates.”

“I’m listening, Bill. Talk away.”

“I want two million dollars.”

“I’d like ten my own self.”

“I’m serious.”

“I am listening, my friend. You’re paying for this call.”

 

CAPTAIN KATHLEEN SULLIVAN WAS THE DUTY OFFICER IN the operations center at Space Command, in Colorado Springs, Colorado, when one of the enlisted technicians called her over to his computer console.

“We were processing data from the equatorial satellite when the computer found an anomaly, Captain. I think you should take a look at this.”

“Okay,” Captain Sullivan said.

“The area we are looking at is the Sahara, on the border between Libya and Chad. The computer says the area of interest is a few meters inside Libya, but as I recall, the exact border has never been formally agreed upon.”

“What do you have?” Sullivan asked brusquely. She was in no mood for a long wind-up.

“This.” The sergeant punched a key on the computer keyboard and a picture appeared. He used a track ball to make the picture larger, and larger, and larger. In the center was a perfect circle. The sergeant stood back from the console with his hands behind his back.

“That circular shape is made of metal, is highly reflective, is about twenty meters in diameter, and wasn’t there four days ago on the satellite’s last look at that area.”

Sullivan leaned close to the computer screen. “This is a new one on me,” she muttered.

“Yes, ma’am,” the sergeant agreed. “Me too. If I didn’t know better, I’d say the damn thing is a flying saucer.”

“Or the top of a water tank.”

“There? In the middle of the Sahara?” The sergeant reached for the computer keyboard. “There is one vehicle near it and one small piece of wheeled equipment.”

“People?”

“At least one, perhaps two. If we had a little better angle on the sun we might have gotten a shadow…”

Sullivan straightened up and frowned. “You don’t believe in flying saucers, do you?”

“I have an open mind, Captain. An open mind. I’m just saying that circular shape looks like a saucer. It could be a water tank. It could be the top of a nuclear reactor. It could be a twenty-meter metal sunshade for the queen of England’s garden party.”

Sullivan picked up a notepad, jotted a series of numbers off the computer screen, then tore off the sheet of paper.

“Thank you, Sergeant,” she said and walked back to her office.

“Since I’m not an officer,” the sergeant muttered under his breath, “I can believe any damned thing I want. Sir.”

Captain Sullivan consulted the telephone number list taped to her desk, then dialed a secure telephone. After two rings, a male voice answered.

She explained about the anomaly and dictated the latitude and longitude coordinates. She was very careful not to label the anomaly a flying saucer. “It appears to be the top of a water tank, but it’s in an empty, barren godforsaken place. I suggest, sir, that we request a more thorough examination of this site.”

“Libya?”

“Near the place where the borders of Libya, Chad, and Sudan come together.”

“I’ll be down for a look in five minutes.”

Exactly six and a half minutes later, the general was leaning over the sergeant’s shoulder while Captain Sullivan watched from several paces away.

“We’re doing an initial analysis before we send this data to NIMA,” she explained. NIMA was the National Imagery and Mapping Agency, which collected, analyzed, and distributed imagery for the various agencies of the U.S. government.

“Hmm,” said the general.

“Yes, sir,” the sergeant agreed flippantly.

“What do you think it is, Sergeant?”

“Looks like a flying saucer to me, General, but I just work here.”

“Darned if it don’t,” the general said. He straightened, checked the lat/long coordinates on the screen, nodded at Captain Sullivan, then walked away.

In less than an hour a computer printer spat out a sheet of paper in a windowless office on the ground floor of a hangar in Nevada, at an airfield that wasn’t on any map, in a place known only as Area 51.

Two hours later a pilot wearing a helmet and full pressure suit manned an airplane that had just been pushed from the hangar. The airplane was all black and shaped like a wedge, with seventy-five degrees of wing sweep. An enlisted crew helped the pilot get into the cockpit, then strapped and plugged him in.

The airplane was receiving electrical power from a piece of yellow gear. The pilot set up his cockpit switches, then spent fifteen minutes waiting.

Only when the minute hand of his wristwatch was exactly on the hour did he signal the ground crew for an engine start.

Precisely ten minutes later he advanced the throttles of his four rocket-based, combined-cycle engines and released the brakes. The noise from the engines almost ripped the sky apart. Even snuggled in the cockpit under a well-padded helmet, the pilot found the noise painfully loud.

As he rolled down the runway, the engines were burning a mixture of compressed air and methane, augmented with liquid oxygen. As the plane accelerated, the mixture would be automatically juggled to maintain power.

The spy plane rolled on the fourteen-thousand-foot runway for a long time before it lifted off. With a flick of a switch the pilot retracted the gear. Then he pulled the nose up steeply and climbed away at a forty-five-degree angle. Passing Mach 2, the pilot toggled a lever that hydraulically lifted an opaque metal screen to cover the windshield and protect it. He had been using computer displays as his primary flight reference since liftoff, so being deprived of an outside view was of no practical consequence.

He watched his airspeed carefully, and at Mach 2.5 monitored the computer-controlled transition to pure ramjet flight. The air compressor inlet doors were closed and the flow of LOX secured. When the transition was complete, methane burning in the free airflow through the four ramjets provided the aircraft’s propulsion. Fifteen minutes after lifting off, the plane leveled at one hundred twenty-five thousand feet above the earth and accelerated to fifty-four hundred miles per hour.

The pilot kept a careful eye on the computer screen that displayed the temperature of various portions of his aircraft. He was especially vigilant about the temperatures of the leading edges of the wings, which he knew were glowing a cherry red even though he couldn’t see them.

Despite the deafening roar of the engines and the shock wave that trailed for miles behind the hypersonic plane, a placid calm had descended upon the cockpit. Engine noise reached the pilot only through the airframe. Amazingly, almost none of this noise reached the ground. The sonic wave of aircraft flying above one hundred thousand feet dissipated before reaching the ground, as did ninety-nine percent of the engine noise. And at this altitude the stealthy plane was invisible to radar and human eyes. Only infrared sensors trained skyward could detect it, and there were few of those.

The pilot ensured that his two Global Positioning System (GPS) devices agreed with each other, then coupled the primary autopilot to one of them. The autopilot would take him to the first tanker rendezvous, over the Atlantic. He would drop down to thirty thousand feet and slow to subsonic speed on the turbine engines to refuel from a KC-135 tanker, then climb back to altitude while accelerating to hypersonic cruise for the flight across Africa.

The night would not yet have passed when he arrived over the central Sahara, but no matter. His synthetic-aperture radar could see through darkness, clouds, or smoke. The digital signals would be encrypted and transmitted via satellite to NIMA for processing into extraordinarily detailed images.

With its mission in the Sahara complete, the hypersonic spy plane would make another pass over the Mideast—this pilot made the Mideast run at least once a week—then turn and head for a second tanker rendezvous west of the Azores on the way back to Nevada.

Just another day at the office, the pilot told himself, and tried to make himself comfortable in his padded seat.

 

WHEN BILL TAGGART GOT BACK TO THE CIRCLE OF LIGHT from the propane lamp, the professor was explaining: “…Modern man appears in the archaeological record about one hundred thousand years ago, but the story is mixed, hard to decipher. At least two other species of hominids lived at the same time. All we know for a fact is that modern man survived and the other hominids became extinct.”

Professor Soldi gestured into the larger darkness. “A hundred millennia ago this area was probably a lot like parts of Arizona are today, with wooded hills and mountains rising above the arid desert floor. People lived wherever there was a dependable source of water—didn’t have to be much, just a little, but steady. The desert encroached and retreated with variations in rainfall.”

“How do you see what’s under the sand?”

“We use radar. We look through the sand with radar, map the terrain, locate places that we think it likely that water might have been more plentiful than elsewhere. If these sites aren’t buried too deep, we dig.”

“Any luck so far?”

“Oh, yes,” Soldi said, and from a trouser pocket he removed a large flint blade. “This knife,” he said, cradling it in his hand, “may be fifty thousand years old.”

“The saucer might be that old,” Rip said. “Or older.”

“Extraordinary, isn’t it?” Soldi exclaimed, his voice vibrant and full of energy. “The technology in that saucer and the technology represented by this knife blade. They were found just thirty miles apart and are apparently so dissimilar. And yet…”

 

THE SKY WAS JUST BEGINNING TO LIGHTEN IN THE EAST when Rip Cantrell awoke. He was too excited to sleep. He could think of nothing except the saucer.

He rolled off the cot, pounded his boots to make sure that they were empty, then put them on. He pulled on his shorts and a T-shirt he had worn only a couple of days, then slipped out of the tent.

The air was invigorating, cool, and crisp. Actually, it was cold. He went back into the tent and rooted through his clothes for a sweatshirt. And a sweater.

After a long, delicious drink of cool water and a couple of leftover rolls from last night’s dinner, Rip set off on foot for the saucer. Dutch and Bill and the professor could bring the Jeep later.

As he walked he watched the first light of dawn chase away the shadows. This summer job was his first real experience with the desert, and he loved it.

He was at least a mile away when he saw the saucer reflecting the dawn’s pink light. God, it looked…so…sublime! Mysterious and sublime.

Today would be the day they got some answers. Yes. He could feel it.

He climbed around on the rock, looking at the saucer from every angle. He put his hands on it, felt the cool, smooth, sensuous surface. When he lifted his hands, their outline remained in the surface dust.

From the top of the stone ledge that had imprisoned the saucer, he watched the sun rise over the rim of the earth.

Why here? Why had they landed here, in this place? Was it a desert then?

When the sun was completely above the horizon, Rip got the shovel and began removing sandstone debris from under the saucer. He brushed loose sand and rubble away from the exposed landing gear skid with his fingers.

He almost missed it in the darkness of the early morning light. There, in the stone!

A handprint!

Just like the ones he had left in the dust on the skin of the ship…a handprint in the rock.

He blew all the sand from the print. Placed his own right hand in it.

The print in the stone was just a tiny bit smaller.

He sat down and stared at the print, trying to understand.

Finally he covered the print with loose sand, then packed the sand in hard.

He had the compressor going and was jackhammering rock under the saucer when the others arrived in the Jeep. He heard them drive up when he paused to move the hammer and rearrange the handkerchief he had tied over his mouth and nose.

Rip Cantrell grinned to himself. Yes. Today was going to be the day!

 

ABOUT NINE THAT MORNING THE MEN TOOK A BREAK FROM moving rock and rigged the tent, which was really a large tarpaulin without sides. An hour after they resumed work they uncovered a corner of the hatch in the bottom of the saucer. It was just aft of dead center, the thickest part of the ship.

The hatch cover joined the rest of the fuselage in a joint that was so fine it was easy to miss. As usual, Rip noticed it first.

They worked feverishly to break the rock loose from under the rest of the ship.

Panting from exertion and excitement, Professor Soldi crawled in and lay on his back, looking up at the hatch, which was about two feet above his head. Rip and Dutch lay on each side. In the center of the hatch was a drumstick-shaped cutout. At first blush, the cut-out channel looked like an engraving. It was no more than a hundredth of an inch wide, if that.

Soldi wiped his hands on his shirt, then used his fingers to wipe the dust from his glasses. “Look at the workmanship,” he whispered.

“Should we open it?” Dutch asked.

“You’re assuming that we can,” Soldi remarked.

“Of course we can,” Rip said, his voice reflecting his optimism. “I’ll bet this whole ship is just the way they left it. There isn’t a speck of rust on it.”

Soldi reached up and caressed the hatch with his fingertips. “We are on the threshold of a new age.”

“Let’s do it,” Rip said. He was out of patience.

“Relax, Rip,” Taggart rumbled.

“Perhaps we should wait for experts,” Soldi muttered, probably just to rag the young man beside him, who was almost quivering.

Dutch Haagen was kneeling beside a landing gear skid. “I really don’t want to meet anyone who claims to be an expert in flying saucers,” he said. “Let’s just get on with it before Qaddafi’s boys arrive and run us off. Besides, the suspense is killing me.”

Soldi reached over his head. He pushed gently on the small cutout. Nothing. Pressed on one end, then the other. “This is like pushing on a bank safe,” he said with his teeth clenched.

He pushed, tugged, pried with his fingers. Nothing.

“There’s gotta be a trick to it,” Dutch remarked.

“I’m sure there is,” Dr. Soldi agreed.

“Let me try.” Rip bumped his hip against the professor, who glanced at the youngster’s eager face, then moved over.

Rip put his hand against the cutout and held it there for a moment. Then he pressed on the large end. It gave. The small end moved down away from the fuselage.

“How about that!”

“It’s sensitive to the heat of your hand.”

“How did you know that?”

“It just makes sense. Doesn’t it?”

Carefully Rip grasped the handle. He applied pressure downward, then sideways. Finally he tried to rotate it. Now the handle turned, then the rear edge of the hatch moved inward.

The hatch opened slowly, making a tiny hissing sound.

When the sound stopped, the four men lay frozen looking at the gaping hole in the ship’s hull.

“Oh, man!” Dutch exclaimed.
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PROFESSOR SOLDI CRAWLED TOWARD THE OPEN HATCH and sniffed the escaping air. “It is air, all right,” he said, “but the aroma is a little strange…”

“That hatch has been closed for a very long time,” Dutch Haagen remarked, more to himself than the others.

The professor stuck his head into the open hatchway and inhaled a lungful through his nose. Then he sagged back onto the sandy rock. “Stale. Very stale.”

Rip Cantrell snorted. “I like your scientific method,” he said and laughed.

Soldi didn’t even bother to glare at him.

The open hatch beckoned.

“Rip, you found this ship,” Dutch said. “Would you like to go first?”

Rip didn’t have to be asked twice. He scooted over to the hatch and positioned himself immediately under it as Bill Taggart told Dutch, “Thanks for not asking me.”

Rip got his knees under him and eased his head higher in the hole. His eyes adjusted to the dim light.

His stomach felt like it was full of butterflies.

He inched his head up.

His eyes cleared the rim of the hatchway, and he could see into the ship.

The only light came into the ship through the canopy over the pilot’s seat, which was on a pedestal of some kind. No doubt the pedestal kept the pilot high, so he could see out.

Maybe seven feet of headroom in the center of the ship around the pedestal, less as the distance from the pedestal increased. The compartment was only about ten or twelve feet in diameter. There were six seats with seat belts lying beside them, but no bunks. All the seats faced forward. One seat on each side of the pedestal faced a blank white panel. On each panel were some switches and knobs, but no instruments were in sight—none.

After he had surveyed the entire compartment and his eyes were completely adjusted, Rip stood up in the hatch. His head just cleared the hatchway. The air in the ship was cool. That was unexpected. A metal ship, sitting in the sun. It must be well insulated.

He climbed in. Now he realized that there was a handhold and cutout for his foot, so that he could climb in more easily. He hadn’t seen that before.

Standing inside the ship, he breathed deeply. Was there a faint odor of salt? Of perspiration? Or was it just his imagination?

Rip Cantrell took a careful look around, then climbed up into the pilot’s seat and seated himself. The canopy was deeply tinted and offered the pilot a good view in all directions.

He was examining the knobs and levers and switches on the control panel in front of him when he realized that Professor Soldi was standing on one side and Dutch on the other.

“Can you believe this?” Rip asked. “Look at this! I’ve never seen anything like it.”

“It’s a shuttle ship,” Dutch decided, “for taking people and supplies from a spaceship in orbit down to the surface.”

“There’s not much room for supplies in here. Maybe they used it for exploration. Or emergencies. Maybe it was a lifeboat.”

“There’s a thought.”

“What are all these controls?”

There was a small stick on the right arm of the pilot’s seat, which Rip suspected was the control stick. Another lever was mounted on the left side of the seat, but it ran forward at a forty-five-degree angle from a pivot point at the rear of the seat. Rip tugged on it experimentally. This lever moved only up and down. Both of the controls had several knobs and switches near the handgrips.

Where the pilot’s feet would rest were pedals. Rudder pedals, Rip thought, then remembered that the saucer had no rudder. Some of its maneuvering jets were mounted beside the rocket exhaust nozzles, he recalled, pointed away from the axis of the saucer at a forty-five-degree angle. No doubt these pedals activated those jets, simulating a rudder.

“The insulation sure keeps the heat down in here,” Rip remarked when he had finished examining the major controls. “I guess if this thing goes in and out of the atmosphere, it has to be well insulated.”

“These panels have to be computer screens,” Dutch said and pointed to the black panel areas directly in front of each control station. “Wouldn’t Bill Gates like to see these? Then he could get all the money.”

“Wonder why they left this ship here,” Bill Taggart muttered. He was standing behind Haagen, looking over his shoulder.

Rip picked a switch and flipped it. Nothing happened, of course.

“No electrical power,” Dutch murmured.

“But there is,” Rip said. “I’ll bet the skin is absorbing energy from the sun. We just don’t know how to turn on the power.”

“Man, don’t go touching stuff, flipping those switches,” Bill pleaded from behind him. “Makes me nervous as a naked cat.”

“This joystick must control the ship somehow,” Rip said, wrapping his right hand around the handgrip projecting from the right arm of the pilot’s seat.

“Man, we don’t even know what makes this thing work,” Bill explained. “Let’s not take foolish chances.”

Dutch Haagen chimed in. “I think that—”

He stopped there, because Rip had reached for a reddish knob protruding from the instrument panel at a sixty-degree angle, near one of the computer screens. He tried to turn it, and when that didn’t work, pulled it out The knob came. As it did, the computer screens burst into life, red and yellow lights appeared all over the panels, and a low rumbling noise came from behind the passenger compartment.

Startled, Rip pushed the knob back in. The lights died, the computer screens went blank, the noise stopped.

“Oh, sweet Jesus!” Bill exclaimed, then turned and clambered quickly out the hatch.

“It’s got to be nuclear-powered,” Dutch said, looking over the blank, dark panels. “That noise must have been the reactor.”

“Must be.”

“Professor, if this thing has sat here for eons, how could a reactor have any juice left? Wouldn’t it go dead, like a battery?”

“Over a terrific span of time, yes. The half-life of plutonium is a quarter million years. After five hundred thousand years, a reactor would still have twenty-five percent of its energy remaining.”

Rip reached for the knob again. Dutch’s hand shot out.

“Not just now, son. Bill had a valid point. I know you’re a tiger, but let’s think this over very carefully.”

“This ship may have been abandoned because it was no longer in operational condition,” Dr. Soldi suggested.

“Yeah,” Bill said from the hatch. Only his head was visible. “You go turning stuff on willy-nilly and we all may wind up knocking on the pearly gates sooner than we figured, Rip.”

“We’ve got to figure out what makes this thing go,” Rip argued.

“Let’s study up a bit more,” Dutch insisted and put his hand on Rip’s shoulder.

Rip got out of the seat and Taggart climbed back into the ship. The four men began poking and prodding. The low panels between the seats were on hinges. The latches were pushbuttons.

Behind the panels was the machinery. Pipes, pumps—well…they looked like pumps—lines for carrying fluid, insulated wires.

“This insulation must be rotten,” Dutch muttered and laid a rough hand on the nearest wire. He flexed it, twisted it, and still it remained intact.

“What is this stuff?”

“Somebody built this thing to last.”

“Over here is the reactor.”

It was small, not much bigger than a forty-gallon can. It was almost invisible, nestled amid a tangle of wires, pressure hoses, and other machinery.

“Yeah, that’s it.”

“Isn’t it awful small?” Bill asked.

“How big should it be?”

“I dunno. I guess I thought it would be about the size of a car or something.”

“If that thing’s cracked, we’re probably absorbing a fatal dose of radiation,” Dutch pointed out.

“It isn’t cracked,” Rip replied, suddenly sure of himself. “There’s nothing wrong with this ship. Nothing.”

“And on what do you base that scientific conclusion?”

“I just know.” The youngster shrugged. “Call it instinct.”

“I call it wishful thinking,” Bill said from the equipment room hatch. He had not crawled in, which was a good thing. The other three filled up all the space not occupied by machinery.

“Maybe you should stay as the mine canary, Rip,” Dutch suggested, “while the rest of us wait outside.”

“Exploring this ship is dangerous,” Soldi told them. “We are surrounded by unknown technology, in a ship with unknown problems. Radiation, bacteria, viruses from space…this ship should be explored by engineers wearing full-body clean suits.”

Bill Taggart’s head disappeared. Despite Soldi’s comment, neither Haagen, Rip Cantrell, nor the professor moved toward the hatch.

They found the batteries, the wires that seemed to lead to them from the skin of the ship, bundles of wires that led away from them to buses, and from there to a bewildering conglomeration of strange boxes and devices. They studied the devices one by one, trying to decide what each might be.

“Whoever built this was well ahead of where our civilization is today,” Dutch Haagen said finally. “This is like looking into the equipment bay of the space shuttle, only more so.”

Although he was still an engineering student, Rip had the most recent experience with high-tech applications. “This ship is less cluttered,” he decided, thinking about last summer’s trip to Cape Kennedy. “In a way, things are simpler, more…” He ran out of words. After a bit, he said, “…refined. Advanced. Better.”

They continued their explorations, until finally the compartment was so hot and stuffy they wanted out.

Rip held them back. “Come look at this, Professor.”

The young man was on his hands and knees, looking at something wedged between the machinery. He was holding his flashlight in his left hand.

Soldi crawled over for a look.

“It’s a pile of something that has deteriorated over the years.”

“Looks like it, doesn’t it?”

The professor adjusted his glasses, stuck his nose down almost in the pile, which looked somewhat like the pages of a very old book that had lost its binding.

“Paper? Pages?”

“Pages of something, I’ll bet. Let me get my camera and a bag.”

“What do you think it is?”

“My God, Rip! I have no idea.”

When Rip crawled out of the engineering spaces, Dutch was sitting with his back to the pilot’s seat pedestal, his arms curled around his legs.

“What do you think?”

“I feel as if I’m in a museum. This thing is ancient.”

“They’ve been dead a long time.”

“A long, long time. Too long for us even to comprehend the enormity of it.”

“I still don’t understand how everything works,” Rip mused. “It’s got electrical power, a reactor, but what powers the ship?”

Dutch ran his fingertips slowly across the deck. He touched everything in reach, taking his time, looking, feeling.

“We aren’t alone in the universe,” he said after a bit.

“Gives me the willies.” Rip shivered. ’This shouldn’t be real. Can’t be real. Yet it is.”

 

“WHAT WOULD IT BE LIKE TO TAKE THAT SAUCER INTO space?” Rip asked. Everyone else had finished lunch, but he was still eating. They were sitting under a tarp rigged as a sunshade.

Dutch just shook his head. He watched Rip stuff food into his mouth. Maybe the kid does have a tapeworm, he thought.

“The limiting factor would be the heat on reentry,” Rip said thoughtfully as he chewed. “I’ll bet the material that ship is made of is almost impervious to heat.”

“One wonders,” Dr. Soldi murmured.

“There is no food storage or prep area,” Dutch pointed out “The ship must be a shuttle, used to ferry people and supplies between a ship in orbit and the surface.”

“Why is the saucer here?” Rip asked, with his mouth full. “I mean, why in this place and not in another?”

“Questions, questions, questions…all we have are questions, but no answers.” Soldi said this, but he didn’t seem upset. Difficult problems had always fascinated him.

“Dutch, this afternoon you must examine the ship more closely. I want to take this pile of whatever that Rip found to the archaeology dig and examine it in the lab.”

They cleaned up perfunctorily, then Soldi left in the Jeep.

Standing outside the saucer, looking it over, Dutch told Rip, “We should start at the reactor. That is the heart of this thing.”

“Okay.”

“You want to help, Bill?”

“No thanks.” Bill Taggart was sitting in shade smoking a cigar. “You guys are nuts to poke around inside this thing. You have no idea what could be in there.”

“So we’re nuts.”

“Soldi wasn’t whistling Dixie.”

“You don’t have to help.”

“I know that. And I don’t intend to.”

“Ease up, Bill.”

“Dutch, you’re acting the fool. That damn thing has been sealed up tight since Christ was a corporal. You’re breathing viruses that haven’t had a host for a zillion years. Maybe the germs are from another planet, another solar system. God only knows what you’ll catch.”

Rip grabbed his throat, staggered, made a rasping noise. His eyes bugged out.

“Stop that, Cantrell,” Bill barked. “You half-wit!”

Rip made a dismissive gesture at Taggart.

“Come on, Dutch,” he said. “Let’s look at the reactor.” The youngster climbed into the ship without another glance at Bill, who hadn’t moved from his seat.

 

“HEY, DUTCH. LOOK AT THIS. THIS PIPE IS MARKED.”

Rip held his flashlight beam on a pipe. Dutch studied the markings.

“Looks like scratches.”

“Maybe a little. But they’re markings. They’ve marked the pipe.”

“Doesn’t look like anything I ever saw.”

“Course it doesn’t. But this proves this thing was made by people, doesn’t it?”

Dutch Haagen held his flashlight so the beam illuminated the inscription from an angle. “Looks like it’s painted on or something. Maybe etched in.” The symbol on the left was small and elegant. Above it and to the right was a small marking, like an upside-down cone but with no bottom. Following that was another symbol, different from the first, but even with it.

“Never saw anything like this.”

“It’s probably a label, telling us what the line carries,” Rip explained.

“Yeah, kid. That’s a good guess. But I can’t read it. Can you?”

“Ahh, yes… ‘Bill Taggart is a jerk.’ That’s the translation, anyway.” Rip shrugged. “I think they covered this stuff in the sixth grade, but I had the flu that week.”

“This couldn’t be the only marking. Look around.”

It took Rip only fifteen seconds to find another marking, this time on a pressure line. This was different from the first set of symbols.

Over the next half hour they found that almost every line was marked, and many of the symbols seemed to be the same.

“If we could read these damn marks, we could figure this thing out,” Rip exclaimed.

Dutch didn’t reply. He continued to look for marks, examine fittings, study everything he saw. After a bit he said, “This piece of gear in front of me looks like a generator. See all these electrical wires coming off it? They go down there, hook into those cable ends.”

The two men continued to explore. Finally Dutch said, “Well, it looks to me like the generator makes power, which is sent to these circular cables that go around the bottom of the ship.” There were six of these cables, making six concentric rings that circled the bottom of the saucer. “More juice goes into those big buses over there. I’ll bet a nickel those things are circuit breakers or fuses of some kind. From the buses, the juice goes all over the ship.”

“Antigravity rings?” Rip suggested. “Maybe the big circular cables cut the gravity force lines of the planet?”

“Maybe, kid. Maybe.” Dutch crawled on.

In the hour before dark, Rip worked on clearing sandstone from the saucer’s maneuvering ports. He used a small screwdriver as a chisel, pounding on the handle with a hammer. Blowing into the hole cleaned out the shards. The job went pretty fast.

Rip enjoyed touching the ship, running his fingers over it. The saucer fascinated him. As the sun got lower and lower on the horizon, he found himself sitting, staring at the ship, mesmerized. Who flew this ship here? Who were these people?

 

“I HAD TO GET OUR GEOLOGIST INVOLVED,” PROFESSOR Soldi reported that evening when he returned from his dig. He poured himself a cup of coffee from the pot on the propane stove. “He examined the sandstone sample under an electron microscope.”

“What did he think?” Rip asked as Soldi paused to sip coffee.

“It took him a while to sort out the pollens.”

“Uh-huh.”

“One hundred and forty thousand years, plus or minus ten.”

Dutch Haagen whistled. Soldi sipped coffee. Rip Cantrell wrapped his arms around his legs and stared into the fire.

Tonight the seismic crew was camped in front of the ledge, less than a hundred yards from the saucer. Moving the camp was no big deal, a chore the crew normally accomplished every other day. The camp consisted of two tents, one for sleeping, one for cooking, and a sunscreen rigged to keep the sun off the two water wagons, each of which was a two-hundred-gallon tank welded to a wheeled chassis. Most evenings Rip slept outside in a sleeping bag.

“We’re going to have to tell somebody about the saucer,” Dutch said after a bit.

“Like our boss in Houston,” Bill Taggart rumbled. “That poor fool thinks we’re doing honest work.”

“What do you think, Professor?”

“The geologist is a gossip. My assistant wanted to know where I’ve been. Maybe I should have taken more time to listen to him tell me what they have accomplished.” He shrugged, drained the coffee cup. “I asked them to keep quiet for two more days. Maybe they will, maybe they won’t.”

“You mean you told them about the saucer?”

“I had to.”

“I’ll bet they’re on the horn this very second,” Rip said glumly.

“Well…”

“What about that pile of stuff we found in the machinery spaces?” Rip asked.

“Our lab man was working on that when I left. The stuff isn’t paper.” Soldi poured a second cup of coffee. “He’s running some chemical tests, but I think we’ll have to send it to a lab in the States to get a reliable analysis.”

 

IT WAS ONE A.M. WHEN RIP AWAKENED WITH A START. HE had been dozing, examining the saucer inch by inch in his mind when the answer came to him. He sat up in his sleeping bag.

No one else was awake. The camp lanterns were out, a million stars looked down from a deep black sky.

In the starlight he could just see the outline of the tarp that covered the saucer.

Shivering in the chill air, he felt for his boots, knocked them out, slipped them on. Pulled on a sweater, fumbled for his flashlight.

Inside the saucer the temperature had not changed. It was insulated equally well from heat and cold.

Warmer, Rip crawled straight into the machinery compartment and put his light on the inscription he had first noticed.

Well, it could be. Maybe. If that raised figure between the two symbols stood for the number two, then the inscription might mean H2O. Water.

If so, then there should be a cracker, some device that separates the hydrogen and oxygen. Mix gaseous hydrogen and oxygen together, burn the mixture in the rocket engines, use some of the oxygen for the cabin atmosphere.

Rip traced the line. Okay, this thing could be a tank. This could hold water. The line went…This thing with the reinforcing bands must be the cracker, or separator.

Lines leading out, yes, they are labeled with one of the two symbols from the water line. This one must be hydrogen, this one oxygen.

Full of his discovery, Rip sat on the floor staring at the machinery. Everything was packed so tightly it was difficult to see how the system functioned, but he had it figured out now. He hoped. Well, it made sense…sort of.

The water intake valve must be on the outside of the ship. How had he missed it?

He had been busy with the jackhammer breaking rocks. He hadn’t had time to examine the surface of the ship inch by inch or the nooks and crannies of the exhaust nozzle area. There must be a water intake there somewhere and he hadn’t seen it.

He went outside, began exploring with the flashlight.

Water!

Oh, man. Water is everywhere. Except here in the desert, of course. Maybe they ran out of fuel over the desert…

But it might not have been desert then. Maybe the crew was out exploring and something happened to them. Something ate them, or they got sick…Or humans attacked them.

He found it. He found a tiny hairline crack and used his pocket knife to pry on it. Finally it opened. A cover. Yes.

Inside the cover was a cap, a bit like a fuel cap on a car. This must be where the water goes in.

He had just closed the cover when a flashlight beam hit him. He turned toward it and heard a male voice say, “Well, hello friend. Didn’t expect you.” The words were English, the voice definitely American.

The flashlight played over the skin of the ship. Did he have the cover closed before the flashlight beam hit him? He decided he did.

The voice reflected its owner’s amazement. “By all that’s holy! It is a flying saucer!”

“Or a good mock-up.” That was an American voice too, a woman’s.
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“WHO ARE YOU PEOPLE?” RIP ASKED AND POINTED HIS own flashlight toward the voices. He saw a khaki uniform and a gray-green flight suit.

“U.S. Air Force. And just who are you?” A male voice with a flat Texas twang to it.

“Name’s Rip Cantrell.”

“Did you fly this thing here?”

“Yeah, sure. I just park it under this tarp when we need to work on it. Don’t want it to get rained on.”

“Who you work for, smart-ass?”

“Wellstar Petroleum. We’re seismic surveyors.”

“Uh-huh.” They were standing just above him, near the edge of the rock ledge, looking under the flap of the tarp at the saucer. The man was in his thirties, maybe, and the woman was…well, with just the flashlight, it was hard to tell. Mid-twenties. Late twenties, perhaps. Pretty, with her hair pulled back in a ponytail, wearing a flight suit and a flight jacket.

“You people got names?” Rip asked.

“I’m Major Stiborek and this is Captain Pine.” He gestured toward the woman.

“Not anymore,” the woman said. “Now it’s just plain ol’ Charley Pine. I got out of the Air Force two weeks ago.”

“What are you doing hanging around with these flyboys?”

“Now I’m a civil servant. Same job.”

“Get acquainted later,” the major snarled at her.

“Easy, buddy,” Rip said. “Don’t be so touchy.”

“We didn’t expect to find Americans here,” Charley remarked.

“Who did you expect to find?”

She didn’t answer. The major merely played his flashlight back and forth across the saucer.

“Unbelievable,” he muttered to the woman, so softly that Rip almost missed it.

Rip cleared his throat. “So,” he said as matter-of-factly as he could, “did your camel break down near here, or are you just scoping out desert real estate?”

“Something like that.”

“Or are you out snooping around?”

The major was still running his flashlight back and forth over the saucer. After a moment or two he asked, “Did your survey crew uncover this thing?”

Rip flipped off his flashlight and stuck it in his hip pocket. “Tell you what, Tex,” he said. “This isn’t Uncle Sam’s business. Why don’t you folks just buzz off into the wild black yonder?”

“Sorry,” the woman said. She actually did sound sorry. “This is government business.”

“Bullshit,” Rip shot back, feeling his face flush. He hated being talked down to. “We’re smack in the middle of the Sahara Desert. You people get back on your camels and fork ’em out of here.”

“There’s six of our people down at the camp, kid,” the major said brusquely. “You have two options. You can walk down like a gentleman to join your friends, or I can take you down there by the scruff of the neck.”

Rip took two steps toward the ledge. The major’s ankles were within range, so he grabbed them and pulled. The major smacked down hard on his butt, and groaned.

“You’ve made your brag, buddy. You think you’re man enough, you take me there.”

“Rip!” Dutch Haagen’s shout split the night. “Get down here. We got company.”

“Holy Jesus, Charley!” the major exclaimed. “I think my left hip is broken.”

“Mr. Cantrell,” the woman said, exasperated. “Would you please be so kind as to help me carry Major Big Mouth to the camp?”

“Just a minute,” Rip said and slipped under the saucer. He closed the hatch.

When he got back to the groaning major and the woman, he said, “So your name is Charley?”

“Charlotte. Charley.”

“Who are you people?” Rip asked her as they hoisted the major. Rip had the major’s left arm over his shoulders, Pine his right.

“I’m a test pilot,” she said. “Major Macho is an aerospace engineer. Our boss, Colonel West, whom you will meet shortly, is head of the Air Force’s UFO project.”

“UFOs! Oh, wow. Did someone around here call you about one?”

“Very funny. Our primary mission is to keep the public from panicking over unexplained phenomena.”

“Let’s not talk out of school, Charley,” Major Stiborek muttered.

“How about I drop you again, Tex?”

“Please be nice, Mr. Cantrell,” Charley Pine said. “We’ve had a very long day. We started out thirty-six hours ago in Nevada.”

“Charley!”

“Shut up, Mike.”

“Are you two married or something?” Rip asked.

“Or something. A mistake I made in one of my weaker moments.”

“Do you really like him or just need sex?”

Major Stiborek cussed; Charley laughed. Rip thought she had a good laugh.

“So you guys flew in from Cairo?”

“From Aswan. And then rode twenty miles across the desert at night in a hummer.”

[image: image]

COLONEL WEST WAS TALKING WHEN RIP AND CHARLEY Pine deposited the major by one of the lanterns that was brilliantly illuminating the camp area. The colonel and five enlisted men stood facing Bill, Dutch, and Professor Soldi. The Air Force people wore sweat-stained fatigues. The enlisted men carried rifles on straps over their shoulders. For the first time, Rip noticed that Major Stiborek and Charley Pine were wearing pistols in holsters, as was Colonel West. The vehicles the Air Force people had used were not in sight.

West was saying: “…are here by the direct order of the National Command Authority. By that I mean the president of the United States. I certainly hope you gentlemen are going to give the United States government your full and complete cooperation.”

“Well, of course, Colonel,” Dutch Haagen said, then looked curiously at the major, who was rubbing his hip and chewing savagely on his lower lip.

“He had an accident,” Rip explained. “Fell.”

West had other things on his mind. “I want to see this saucer shape. Will you please lead the way, Mr. Haagen?”

“Before we go anywhere, Colonel,” Professor Soldi put in, “perhaps we should have an understanding. This is an archaeological site, as defined by the United States Code. The Air Force has no jurisdiction whatever over an archaeological site. As a professional archaeologist, as defined by the United States Code, I do. I am in charge here.”

“Don’t go quoting law to me, Professor. We aren’t in the United States, and I have my orders.”

“I don’t care about your orders, Colonel. I know American and international law. As an archaeologist, I have a moral and legal obligation to protect that artifact. I promise you that if it’s harmed in any way you’re going to wind up in front of a federal judge.”

The colonel gave the professor a hard look.

The professor glared right back. Rip had thought the archaeologist something of an old fossil, but now he revised his opinion.

“Sergeant,” said Colonel West in a flinty voice, “search these men and their gear for satellite telephones. Confiscate all the com gear you find.”

“Yes, sir.”

“This is my party, Professor,” West snarled. “I intend to examine that thing. What happens after that depends on what I find.”

“Is that a threat?”

“Take it any way you like.”

Soldi busied himself with his pipe before he spoke. “No one is above the law, Colonel. The brass will swear they never told you to do anything illegal; they will fry you without a qualm to protect themselves. If I were you I’d keep that fact firmly in mind.”

The colonel apparently decided to let Soldi have the last word.

The sergeant frisked each of the civilians while several of the other men went through the gear in the tents. After he had been searched, Professor Soldi took a seat on one of the camp stools. Dutch sat down beside him.

Rip found a seat in the sand beside Bill Taggart.

“You are welcome to accompany me, Professor,” the colonel said gruffly.

“I warn you,” Soldi replied. He raised his voice. “I warn all of you people. That artifact is protected by American and international law.”

“We’ll be careful,” the colonel rumbled. He picked up one of the camp lanterns and marched away. Captain Pine followed.

Major Stiborek got slowly to his feet, massaging his rump. “I owe you one, kid,” he told Rip and limped after the others.

The sergeant detailed three men to watch the civilians. He went into the darkness and came back in a few minutes driving a hummer. He parked it with the headlights pointed at the saucer.

“I guess we should have called your university yesterday,” Dutch said to Soldi.

“I suppose.” Soldi fussed over his pipe. When he had it going well, he muttered, “Damnation,” so softly that Rip almost missed it.

The Air Force rigged lights. Soon the saucer was lit up like a museum exhibit.

“How did they find out about the saucer?” Soldi wondered aloud. “What do you think, Rip?”

“Satellites, I suspect,” Haagen said. “Or someone at your camp called someone. Does it matter?”

“I guess not.”

“Why does that guy owe you one?” Bill asked Rip.

“He got mouthy. I dumped him on his ass.”

One of the Air Force NCOs took a seat fifteen feet away facing them.

“What the hell is going on here?” Rip demanded of the NCO. “Are we prisoners or what?”

“Can it, kid.”

Rip went into the tent and shook out his sleeping bag. Haagen came in after him. “The officers will be right back,” Rip told him. “Unless they can figure out how to open the hatch.”

“You closed it?”

“Yeah.”

“If we don’t open the hatch for them, they might damage the saucer.”

“You’re kidding!”

“They’re going in one way or the other, I suspect. A detachment of U.S. Air Force people here, in the Sahara? By order of the president?”

“Okay, okay. But I found that saucer. It’s mine.”

“Don’t get cute with me, Rip. I’m no lawyer, but I don’t think you have a claim. You don’t even have a prayer. I don’t think anybody knows exactly what country we’re in.”

“I know this,” Rip Cantrell whispered heatedly. “My father left me a quarter of a million dollars and a third interest in a farm in Minnesota. I’ve got an uncle in Des Moines who’s a junkyard dog lawyer; his speciality is biting people on the ass. You’ll need a rabies shot if Uncle Olie gets anywhere close. With dad’s money and my uncle’s mouth, I can cause the Air Force a hell of a lot of grief.”

“Hey, you!” they heard the major call.

“Yeah.” That was Bill Taggart outside.

“You know how to open the hatch on the saucer?”

“This is your show, flyboy. I don’t know shit.”

Inside the tent, Haagen gestured with his thumb. “Go open it for them, Rip. Stay with them, see if you can learn anything.”

Rip went. The major was standing outside near the camp stove.

“I can open that hatch, Big Mouth.”

“Come on, kid.”

He could feel Charley’s eyes on his back as he crawled under the saucer and placed his hand on the hatch latch. He held it there for fifteen seconds or so, then pushed gently on one end. It moved out, and he grasped it and turned.

The hatch came open, just as it had that first time, several days ago.

The military officers sat stunned, amazed. Without a word Rip climbed into the ship and seated himself in the pilot’s chair. He was sitting there when Colonel West stuck his head through the hatch. The glare of the floodlights outside through the pilot’s canopy was the only light in the interior. It took several seconds for one’s eyes to adjust to the dim lighting.

West stood in the open hatch blinking and gawking. He looked all around, then slowly climbed in. Behind him came Major Stiborek, then Charley Pine.

“Oh,” she murmured when she got her first good look at the interior. She climbed all the way in, then stood near the open hatch. “Oh, my!”

“It’s really cool, huh?” Rip said softly, watching the expression on her face.

“A real…flying…saucer!”

“They don’t make ’em like this anymore,” Rip said expansively, once again running his eyes around the instrument panel. With his hands he caressed the controls, fingered them gently, molded his hands around them.

“Unbelievable!” Charley said again and stepped over beside him.

“It’s mine, you know,” he said.

She didn’t reply, just stood looking.

Behind her the colonel and major were touching and feeling. They peered into the equipment bay with flashlights, then stuck their heads in. They weren’t paying any attention to Rip or Pine.

“And I’m going to keep it,” Rip said softly.

He sat in the pilot’s seat listening to the exclamations and startled comments. All three of them crowded into the equipment bay, which had just enough excess room to accommodate them. They quickly figured out what the nuclear reactor was. They were musing about what fuel the ship might use when Colonel West stuck his head out of the equipment bay, glared at Rip, then told him in no uncertain terms to leave.

Reluctantly, Rip climbed out of the pilot’s seat and exited the hatch. The colonel was right behind him, calling for one of the enlisted men to bring a video camera and radiation detector.

Rip wandered slowly back toward camp. He paused halfway and seated himself in the dirt.

The saucer looked stark under the lights. Had he done the right thing by uncovering it?

After a bit, exhaustion overtook him. It had been a long day.

He struggled to his feet, then went directly to the tent he shared with Dutch and Bill. They were still seated with the professor outside by the lanterns.

As Rip was getting into his sleeping bag, he overheard the professor ask, “Just who is that kid, anyway?”

“He was one of two hundred applicants for this job,” Dutch replied. “My boss picked his application out of the pile. He could finish his engineering degree in one semester, but I think he’s going to stretch it into two.”

“Most of the time I think he is just what he appears,” Soldi said thoughtfully, “a kid in blue jeans with a dirty T-shirt. Then there are moments when I think he is brilliant.”

“Rip works real hard to appear normal,” Dutch said. “But he’s a straight-A engineering student with a genius IQ. And he may be the smartest man I ever met.”

Inside the tent Rip Cantrell snorted in derision. He pulled a pillow over his head and promptly went to sleep.

 

THE WHOP-WHOP OF HELICOPTERS AWAKENED HIM. THE sun was well up in a brassy sky when Rip stuck his head through the tent flap. He squinted, looked around until he saw them. Two large machines.

They circled the area, then went into a hover downwind of the saucer.

Rip pulled on his jeans, put on his boots.

Dutch and Bill were fixing breakfast on the propane stove while Soldi smoked his pipe and sipped coffee.

“Looks like more company, huh?” Rip said.

“Unexpected, looks to me like,” Bill said, nodding at the Air Force enlisted men, who were watching the choppers with their rifles in their hands.

Rip hurriedly filled a plate and started forking in fried potatoes and reconstituted eggs. He watched the choppers and ate as quickly as he could.

“Damn, kid, it makes me sick to see you wolf your food like that.” Bill Taggart made a face.

“I got a bad feeling about this, Bill. This may be all the food we get for a while.”

“You’ve been making every meal your last for twenty years,” Taggart replied and turned his back so he wouldn’t have to watch.

Rip finished eating as the choppers settled onto the ground a hundred yards from the camp. About a dozen armed men got out of each one. Even from this distance, the weapons were unmistakable.

“What have we got ourselves into, Dutch?” Bill Taggart whispered.

The men from the helicopters spread out into a ragged line and started this way with their rifles in the ready position. About fifty yards out they halted and plopped on their bellies.

The Air Force sergeant tersely ordered his men to lie on the ground.

When the first bullets whizzed over their heads, Dutch, Bill, and Rip also dove for cover.

“You chaps in the camp! Drop your weapons and come out with your hands in the air. No one will be hurt if you do as I say.”

Rip asked Dutch, “What the hell is that? A British accent?”

“Aussie, I think.”

Another burst of automatic fire went over their heads.

The airmen were having a whispered conference with the sergeant when the major crawled over. He and the sergeant talked while the other enlisted men listened. The major must have slipped over from the saucer while the choppers were circling.

Now the major stood and called, “We are a detachment from the United States Air Force. Who are you?”

Back came the answer: “I don’t care if you are the pope’s eldest son, mate. Drop your bloody weapons, stand up with your hands in the air, or we are going to start shooting for real. It’s going to be a hot day in this sandbox and I don’t feel like screwing around. You’ve got exactly five seconds.”

“Do as he says,” the major ordered the airmen. Reluctantly, they tossed down their assault rifles and stood with their hands raised.

“I’m beginning to think we should have left that damn saucer in the rock,” Dutch announced to whoever might be listening.

Professor Soldi sat up and brushed the sand from his shirt. He sucked experimentally on his pipe, found it had gone out, and fired it off again.

 

THE LEADER OF THE GROUP THAT SURROUNDED THE CAMP was a tall, rangy redhead. He plucked the pistol from the holster on Major Stiborek’s belt and pocketed it as several of his men picked up assault rifles and frisked the Americans.

He put his hands on his hips and stood staring at the saucer. “As I live and breathe. Wouldn’t have believed it if I hadn’t seen it with me own eyes. If that don’t beat all! A bloody flying saucer!”

“This saucer is the property of the United States government,” Major Stiborek said with a straight face.

“Damn, Major. I don’t know exactly where in the hell we are, but I’m pretty sure it ain’t the U. S. of A.”

“That thing is U.S. government property,” Stiborek insisted.

Rip Cantrell shook his head in amazement. If he didn’t know the truth, he would have been tempted to believe the major.

“Well, tell you how it is,” the redhead replied, obviously amused. “I’m not going to waste air arguing about legal title. Details like that are way above my pay grade. We came to look that thing over and that’s what we’re going to do. Now you sit down, shut up, behave yourself, and we’ll get along fine.” He glanced around at the other Americans. “That goes for all of you.”

Red turned to the two men behind him, men in short-sleeve white shirts wearing glasses and nerd buckets—pocket protectors. In their arms were cameras and portable computers. They hadn’t taken their eyes off the saucer since Rip first saw them. “There it is,” Red said. “Have at it.”

The two scurried forward. They passed Charley Pine and Colonel West, who were being marched back to camp by two of Red’s men. Both of the Americans had apparently been relieved of their sidearms. Their holster flaps were open.

“Professor Soldi?” the redheaded man asked, looking at the archaeologist, who was still sitting in the sand with his pipe.

“That’s right.”

“Pleased to meet you, sir. My name is Sharkey.” Red reached down and helped the professor to his feet. “Perhaps you could come with me, sir, and tell me what you have found out about this flying saucer.”

“How did you know my name?”

“We did a bit of research before we choppered over, Professor. Never hurts to know the lay of the land, who’s in the neighborhood.”

“The saucer is a valuable archaeological artifact. It belongs to all mankind.”

“Yes, sir. You are absolutely right. My employer is merely interested in examining it, learning as much as possible about the technology. Obviously time is of the essence. The more you tell us, the sooner we will leave. Then you can go on with your research.”

“Don’t believe him,” Colonel West interjected.

Soldi looked at West with undisguised antagonism. “Just what would you like to know, Mr. Sharkey?”

“Everything you can tell me, sir. Believe me, we have no desire to harm the artifact, steal it, or deprive you of your opportunity to study it for the benefit of science. We couldn’t transport it out of here even if we wanted to. We merely wish to learn if there is technology here that we can put to immediate commercial use.”

“Who is your employer?”

“I would be indiscreet to name him here and now. Suffice it to say he is a curious industrialist. If his use of technology that we learn about here is illegal, of course the courts will haul him up short.”

Soldi knocked out his pipe and refilled it. He lit it and took a few puffs as he looked at the civilians with rifles guarding the Air Force officers and enlisted. He glanced at Rip and Dutch, looked again at the saucer.

“Why not?” Soldi said. “Everything will come out in a few days anyway.”

“Professor, I apologize for my confrontational manner when I first arrived,” Colonel West said earnestly. “Still, this is not a time for bruised egos or hurt feelings. This matter affects the national security of our country.”

“Hardly, Colonel,” Soldi shot back. “As I explained to you when you first arrived, that saucer is an archaeological treasure belonging to all mankind. It is quite ancient, at least a hundred and thirty thousand years old. Everything we learn about it will be made public as soon as possible. Every human alive is entitled to the benefits of the technology embodied in that saucer.”

“You don’t know what you are saying,” the colonel protested. “Civilization is not ready for that kind of knowledge.”

“That’s what the pope told Galileo three and a half centuries ago,” Soldi snarled. “Poppycock!”

“Colonel, you are on the losing end of this philosophical disagreement,” Sharkey said lightly. “Come, Professor.”

The Aussie put his arm around Soldi’s shoulders and gently steered the archaeologist toward the saucer.

 

THE DAY GREW HOT. IT WAS FUNNY, BUT WHEN HE WAS working, surveying, running the jackhammer or moving the camp, Rip didn’t notice the heat. Now, sitting in the shade with nothing to do, he found the desert heat oppressive. It enveloped him made it difficult to breathe, and he perspired freely.

So did everyone else sitting there under the watchful eyes of the Aussie’s friends. Those worthies didn’t look like they had seen a bath or clean clothes in quite a while, but their weapons looked well cared for. Russian-made assault rifles, British army web gear, automatic pistols…they were ready to fight a minor war. Fortunately they didn’t point the weapons at anyone. The rifles stayed on their shoulders or across their laps, the pistols stayed in their holsters.

Still, they stayed alert. A bit of moving around by the Americans seemed to be tolerated, but two or more people moving brought a curt admonishment.

“Think the prof is telling Sharkey all the secrets?” Rip asked Haagen.

“He doesn’t know any to tell.”

“He shouldn’t have gone off as pals with that guy.”

“That Aussie was going to look at the saucer with or without the prof. Maybe with Soldi there he won’t tear up anything.”

“You are an incurable optimist,” Bill Taggart told Haagen.

“Don’t you start grousing again,” Haagen shot back. “I’m not in the mood. And another thing…”

Leaving those two to squabble, Rip moved over to where Charley Pine was sitting.

“Hot day, huh?”

Pine looked him over, didn’t say anything.

After a bit, Rip asked, “What did you think of the saucer?”

“I don’t know what to think. I’ve been sitting here trying to decide.”

“It’s really old,” Rip offered.

“Yes,” she murmured.

“Did you see anything wrong with it?” Rip asked softly.

“What do you mean?”

“Well, we were wondering why it came to end up in that sandstone ledge. Maybe there was a malfunction of some kind. What do you think?”

“It’s possible. We didn’t have time to do more than give it a superficial look last night.”

“I’m sort of curious about what you experts found,” Rip said. “How does that thing work, anyway?”

“All I could give you are guesses.”

“The thing doesn’t have wheels on the landing gear. It must take off vertically.”

Charley Pine looked thoughtful. “I’d love to fly it someday,” she said.

“You could figure out what all those levers and things actually do?”

“That would be the easy part,” Charley Pine replied. “It’s strange, when you think about it, how vastly different cultures arrive at very nearly the same answers to engineering problems. The controls have to give the pilot control. How the systems work, how it’s powered, what the controls operate—it will take weeks or months of investigation to answer those questions.”

“Ever flown a saucer before?” Rip asked matter-of-factly.

Charley smiled. “No.”

“Have you flown many different kinds of planes?”

“Most of the tactical machines in the Air Force inventory and a half dozen helicopters.”

“Bet being a test pilot takes a lot of education, huh?” “It’s a specialized field. I have a masters in aero engineering too. That’s why Mike is so testy at times.” A faint smile crossed her lips.

“I’ve had a few aero courses myself,” Rip said.

Charley merely nodded and brushed a loose hair from her forehead.

Rip gestured toward the saucer. “Flying that thing couldn’t be too hard,” he suggested.

Charley cocked her head, looked at the saucer as if weighing his comments. “Shouldn’t be all that difficult,” she agreed, “if all the systems were in working order and we had the manual to study. Everything isn’t working, of course. Not a chance in a million.”

“You’re serious? You could fly that thing?”

“No. I couldn’t. Not unless we have a crew of Martians check it out, repair it, service it, and sign it off as ready to fly. And I would need to read the manual; I don’t fly anything without reading the book.”

“Bummer.”

“That’s one of the really big rules.”

“That’s cool,” Rip said. “Only two small caveats. I like that.”

Rip tried to envision what it would be like going Warp 7 in the saucer with the controls in your hand.

“The major there,” he said after a bit, “I’ll bet he’s a pretty good pilot.”

“He designs planes, he doesn’t fly them,” Charley Pine said, a bit vinegary Rip thought.

He grinned at her. She managed a small grin in return.

“So why did you get out of the Air Force, anyway?”

“My being in uniform was driving Mike crazy.”

“Umm…”

“It was time…time to move on. I’ve landed a job with Lockheed Martin that starts in six months. The Air Force asked me to stay with the UFO team until they can order in someone else.”

“I see.”

“Sorry to bore you. My life is a mess.”

“So exactly what does a UFO investigation team do?”

“Learn all we can. Write reports. Debunk the myths.”

“Are there UFOs?”

“That’s classified,” Charley Pine said curtly.

“Government’s been doing UFO stuff for fifty years or so, hasn’t it?”

“About that, I guess.”

“Seems like they could tell us something, after all that time.”

“If the authorities chose, perhaps they could.”

“Must be a lot of flying saucers to justify spending all that money.”

“There certainly are a lot of people who think they’ve seen one,” the test pilot admitted.

“Have you guys got any other flying saucers lying around? Out there in Nevada or somewhere else?”

Another tiny smile crossed Pine’s face. “Not to my knowledge. Of course, if we did and I told you, I’d have to kill you.”

Rip smiled easily. “Maybe we oughta call you Charley Manson.”

“Just kidding, of course.”

“You’re sorta cute,” Rip told her. “For an older woman.”

Charley Pine rubbed at the dirt and sweat mixture on her forehead. Sitting in the desert in front of a flying saucer with an amorous kid! She looked at the Aussie’s troops with their big flop hats and their rifles and gritted her teeth.
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AT LUNCHTIME BILL PASSED AROUND SOME FREEZE-DRIED fruit sealed in see-through bags. “This is it?” Rip asked incredulously.

“I’ll eat yours if you don’t want it.”

As they munched, Rip tried to make conversation with Haagen, who was in a dark mood. He got like that sometimes, and Rip usually tried to avoid him until the mood passed. Today he decided to take his chances.

“What do you think these Air Force types really want, Dutch?”

“They want the saucer, kid. Believe it. So does the Aussie.”

“If the Air Force gets it, this will be big back in the States, huh?”

Haagen ate another piece of dried prune before he answered. “If the Air Force gets that saucer, you’ll never see or hear of it again. The government’s position is that saucers don’t exist.”

“That’s crazy.”

“Why do you think the Air Force has UFO teams? I’ll tell you—to rush to the site of any ‘unexplained phenomenon’ and explain it away, get everybody calmed down. The people who saw strange things are dismissed as kooks.”

“But saucers do exist. There one is!” Rip pointed with his head.

“You know that and I know that, but the powers that be don’t want Joe Six-Pack and the Bible thumpers to get all sweaty. My God, kid, where have you been? There are still people in America who think evolution should not be taught in schools. Darwin will rot impressionable little minds, destroy their faith in religion, bring civilization crashing down around our ears, et cetera and so on.”

“Do you believe that?”

“Doesn’t matter what I believe. What matters is that the bigwigs in the government believe it.”

Major Stiborek dozed some during the heat of the day. He did it sitting up, with his head back against one of the poles that held up the shade tarp. It didn’t look comfortable, but he snored a bit.

Stiborek awoke when the Aussie, Sharkey, brought Professor Soldi back to the camp and helped himself to some water. After he had a long drink, Soldi grunted at Dutch and Bill, then went into the sleeping tent and lay down on one of the cots.

Sharkey tried to make conversation with the Air Force officers. He gave that up after a few minutes as a waste of time.

When Sharkey wandered back toward the saucer, Rip went over to where Stiborek was sitting on one of the camp stools.

“Captain Pine says you’re a pretty good engineer.”

Stiborek merely grunted. He didn’t even look at Rip.

“Bet a good aeronautical engineer like you has that saucer all figured out, huh?”

“What do you want, kid?”

“Just trying to be nice, Major, get acquainted. Let bygones go by the by.”

“What do you want to know?”

“How does it work?”

“Amazingly enough, it burns hydrogen. Cracks water into hydrogen and oxygen in some sort of electrolysis process.”

“Ever see anything like that?” Rip asked casually.

“It’s an extraordinary engineering triumph.”

“What holds it up when the hydrogen engines aren’t going?”

“That’s the mind-boggling part. It uses a force field of some type to modulate the earth’s gravitational field.”

“Does Charley know that?” Rip asked with a glance at the female pilot, who was sitting at least fifty feet away, well out of earshot.

“She was there when we discussed all this.”

“I see.”

Mike Stiborek frowned, glanced at Charley Pine, then studiously ignored her.

“Think the reactor is intact?” Rip asked.

Stiborek laughed. “You do the dumb kid act very well. Have I told you anything you don’t know?”

“What about the reactor?”

“We brought a small radiation detector with us, and as near as we can tell, the reactor is still a sealed unit.” Stiborek shrugged. “Can you believe it? A flying saucer?”

“Whoever flew it here, why did they leave it?”

Stiborek took his time before he answered. “I don’t know, kid. I really don’t. I don’t think the answer is in the saucer. It looks like it was parked there yesterday.”

“But it wasn’t,” Rip replied. “I dug away most of that rock myself. That’s real sandstone.” He took a small piece from a pocket and passed it to Stiborek, who gave it a cursory glance and rubbed it between his fingers.

When Stiborek passed it back, Rip pocketed the stone, then asked, “Could Charley fly it?”

Stiborek laughed. “Now, I never even thought about that. That woman can fly anything. But, no. There isn’t a chance that saucer is airworthy. Or spaceworthy. Whatever. Not a chance in a zillion.”

“Why?”

“My God, man. Everything deteriorates over time. Metal crystallizes, dissimilar metals react to each other, corrosion eats on everything…Entropy in a closed system increases over time—that’s the second law of thermodynamics. Time has taken a toll on that ship, even if the toll isn’t readily apparent to our eyes.”

“If it could fly, I mean. Could Charley fly it?”

“Kid—what’s your name? Cantrell? Well, Cantrell, if elephants had wings, car windshields would be made of bulletproof glass and it would be dangerous to walk around outside. ‘If’ is the biggest word in the English language.”

“Okay.”

“All those systems in working order, after a hundred and thirty thousand years? Whoever made that thing was good, I’ll grant you, but not that good.”

“One hundred forty thousand.”

“Give or take. What’s ten thousand years among friends?” Stiborek picked up a small rock and tossed it a few feet. After a bit he added, “The reactor is the critical unit.”

Rip looked puzzled. “You said you guys checked the reactor. Isn’t that a radiation counter there?” Rip pointed to a small battery-operated device lying on the sand near Stiborek’s feet.

“I made a cursory check,” Stiborek acknowledged, “with a battery-operated unit that is used only to ensure personnel safety. We found only background radiation. Which proves nothing.”

“At least—” Rip began.

“Insulation—that ship probably has several hundred thousand miles of wire in it. If the insulation has come off a wire in just one place, you got a short, maybe a fire.”

“The insulation looked okay to me,” Rip murmured. “In the places I could see.”

“Kid, you don’t know what you’re talking about. Let’s look at one more example, just one. If you try to fire off that reactor and something critical breaks, that ship will melt down. If there is no explosion—and there might be—the whole ship will dissolve into a puddle of molten-hot radioactive goo. You won’t care because you’ll have already been fried.”

Stiborek tossed another pebble. “Anybody who tries to fly that thing has found a flashy way to commit suicide.”

“Just thought I’d ask. A theoretical question.”

“Go away, kid. Leave me alone.”

“How come you and Charley are on the outs?”

Stiborek frowned. “Did she say we are?”

“Oh, come on! Give me a break. I’ve got a mother and a sister and have even had a couple girlfriends through the years.”

Stiborek looked glum. “She’s going to move to Georgia, be a test pilot for Lockheed Martin. I tried to talk her out of it, but she’s made up her mind, she says.”

“Does she have a reason?”

“Says this UFO team is a career dead end.”

“Maybe it used to be, but it isn’t anymore. You two are about to become famous.”

Stiborek made a rude noise, then picked up another rock and threw it out into the desert.

 

IN LATE AFTERNOON SHARKEY LEFT HIS EXPERTS IN THE saucer and settled in to interrogate the Air Force officers in the sleeping tent. Colonel West was his first victim.

West was still in there when the sun set. Dutch passed around cold food to his people and the Air Force crowd. The Aussie’s men ate food from a cooler they carried from one of the helicopters, which hadn’t moved all day.

When Red Sharkey finished with Colonel West, he sent for Major Stiborek.

Darkness came quickly in the desert. Rip went around lighting the lanterns, checking that they had enough propane.

A small breeze came up, easing the heat of the day.

Most of Sharkey’s troops were gathered around their choppers, eating and talking loudly and laughing, when Rip rooted in his bags for his passport and wallet. Then he made his usual pilgrimage to the portable outhouse. He kept the door cracked while he did his business, watched the two Aussies with guns across their laps sitting outside the tent. They weren’t looking in this direction.

When he got his pants up, Rip eased the door open and slipped away into the darkness.

He made his way to the Jeep. The glove compartment contained a roll of duct tape, which Rip pocketed.

Two five-gallon plastic cans full of water were attached to the rear of the Jeep. Out here in this desert, water was life. Rip checked these cans every day, and both Dutch and Bill did too.

He unfastened them both, lifted them down into the sand. They weighed about forty pounds apiece.

After a last check around, he hefted both cans, one in each hand, and set off in the direction of the saucer, which was still illuminated by two spotlights. The other spotlights, at least six, had been turned off.

Rip could hear Sharkey’s two experts talking inside the saucer. He made sure the water cans were out of sight, then stuck his head up into the thing. The two Aussie technicians had a battery-operated lantern going and were disassembling one of the computer displays. Maybe the whole computer.

“Hey,” Rip said.

“Yeah,” one of the men said, not looking around.

“Sharkey said to tell you guys to go get some dinner.”

“He did?” Now the man looked around.

“Yep.”

One of the men straightened up. “I could use something to eat. Come on, Harry.”

“I’m not hungry,” Harry said. “You go. Bring me back a bite.”

“Okay, mate.”

As the first man climbed down off the ledge, Rip crawled up into the ship. Harry didn’t turn around.

“What are you working on?”

“A computer. Really extraordinary. Never saw anything like it.”

“Did you guys take anything else apart?”

“Not yet.” Harry sat back on his heels. “We really should disassemble that electrolysis unit.” He pointed with a thumb. “I think that thing separates water into hydrogen and oxygen. Ol’ man Hedrick could make a mint with a thing like that, believe me, mate. Put every oil company on earth out of business. The possibilities are mind-blowing. Still, he said to examine the computers first.”

Hedrick could only be Australian billionaire Roger Hedrick, the second richest man on earth. “Hedrick’s rich enough, don’t you think?” Rip asked lightly. “He’s worth what? Fifty billion?”

“More like eighty,” Harry replied. “He owns half of Australia now. But a man can never be too rich. At least Hedrick doesn’t think so.”

Rip tapped Harry on the shoulder. As he turned his head, Rip delivered a haymaker on the point of his chin. Harry went down hard.

Rip got busy with the duct tape. By the time he had Harry’s mouth, hands, and ankles taped, the man was moaning. At least he wasn’t dead.

“Sorry, buddy,” Rip told the half-conscious man and grabbed his ankles. He pulled the man over to the hatch and dropped him through it. There was a satellite phone on the floor near where Harry had been working, and Rip pitched that through the hatch too, along with Harry’s tool kit.

He didn’t have much time. He pulled the man as far from the ship as he could, hoisted him, and set him up on the ledge. That would have to do.

Working fast, he opened the fueling hatch between the exhaust nozzles and got the lid off the first water can. He lifted it into position and poured.

He was halfway through the first can when a voice behind him said, “You didn’t kill that man, did you?”

It was Charley Pine.

“What are you doing here?”

“I wondered where you went when you didn’t come back.”

“Anyone see you leave?”

“I don’t think so. Now tell me, how bad did you hurt that man?”

“Just slugged him with my fist, taped his mouth shut. He’ll be okay.”

“What is that you’re putting in there?”

“Water.”

“After one hundred and forty thousand years? Rip, don’t be silly.”

“We’ll find out in about three minutes.”

“Are you kidding me?”

The words were just out of her mouth when two helicopters sporting floodlights flew over. Low.

“Now what?” Rip demanded.

He could see two more choppers settling onto the sand near Sharkey’s two machines.

“Pine, are these more Air Force?”

“I don’t think so.”

Someone in the door of the chopper just landing started shooting. Muzzle flashes.

One of the choppers overhead came into a hover and someone spoke over a loud-hailer. In Arabic.

“Uh-oh,” Rip said through clenched teeth. He finished the first can of water and reached for the second.

The floodlight hit the tarp over the saucer.

“Get down quick,” he shouted at Charley. “Get in the saucer.”

She leaped off the ledge, crawled under the saucer toward the hatch.

“Raise your hands. Drop your weapons. Surrender and you will not be harmed.” The voice over the loud-hailer was using English now.

“In the name of the Islamic Republic of Libya, surrender or be shot down.”

“Boy, it’s in the fan now,” Rip muttered to himself as the water gurgled out of the second can. The can was still draining. It seemed to take forever.

“Come on, come on…”

Then the can went dry. He made sure the saucer’s refueling cap was firmly in place. Ingenious how they did that.

He tossed both cans into the ship, then crawled in himself and pulled the hatch shut behind him.

Charley Pine was standing beside the pilot’s seat on a step that jutted out from the pedestal, trying to see out the canopy.

“One of us is going to have to fly this thing,” Rip said. “I flew my Uncle’s Aeronca Champ three or four times. I’ll give it a go if you want to wait to read the manual.”

She got into the pilot’s seat, reached for the seat belt and fastened it.

“That was the easy part,” she said. “Got any bright ideas on how to get this thing started?”

“As a matter of fact…” Rip muttered and reached across for the power knob. He pulled it all the way out. The instrument lights illuminated, the dials and gauges came alive, the computer screens came on, and from the equipment bay behind them they heard a welcome hum.

“My God!” The exclamation just popped out of Charley Pine. “I thought you were kidding.”

“This is the third time I’ve fired it off. The other night I had it running for over an hour while the other guys were asleep.”

She merely stared, her mouth agape.

“The neat thing is the computers,” Rip told her with a grin. “Everything’s done symbolically. I’m not sure I understand all the symbols yet, but I think I can figure them out in flight.”

She turned to examine his face. “Who are you, anyway?”

“Name’s Rip Cantrell, lady. Now, can you fly this thing or can’t you?”

She looked at the panel and controls, trying to take it all in.

“This lever here,” Rip reached and touched, “has got to be the control stick. I think this will fly like a helicopter. You see the pedals? They function like a rudder, I think, activating the maneuvering jets.”

“You’ve flown a helicopter?”

“I rode in one. Watched the pilots fly it.” He grinned at her to allay her fears. He was feeling none too confident himself, but he didn’t want her to know that.

“That thing in your left hand is the collective, which controls the antigravity field, I think. If you’ll lift it the tiniest bit…”

As she did, the saucer lifted itself from the earth. It rocked slightly from side to side, touching on the skids that were still down. Charley overcontrolled with the stick in her right hand, then had the sense to let go of it. The pedals at her feet she barely touched…and felt the ship slew.

“Awesome!” breathed Rip Cantrell, holding on tight to the pilot’s seat.

The tarp was still covering the saucer, so Charley couldn’t go up very far or that thing would drape itself over the canopy. She eased the right-hand stick forward just a touch.

The saucer moved ever so gently out from under the tarp. Some sand flew around, about as much as a helo would raise.

 

DUTCH HAAGEN WAS STANDING WITH HIS HANDS RAISED when he heard Bill Taggart cry out. He looked back at the saucer.

The spaceship was a silent silver shape, coming out of the glare of the floodlights toward them.

It was moving slowly, like a helicopter. Only there was no sound. Without even a whisper of sound, the thing was uncanny, like something from a silent movie.

“Sweet Jesus!” Bill said.

“If that kid crashes that thing…” Professor Soldi swore. He knew to a certainty that Rip Cantrell was in the pilot seat.

The Libyan officer in charge couldn’t believe his eyes.

He screamed something in Arabic, pointed his pistol at the saucer, and pulled the trigger.

His troops let fly with bursts of automatic fire. Sparks appeared along the body of the ship where the bullets were bouncing off.

 

CHARLEY RAISED THE COLLECTIVE AND PULLED BACK ON the stick. The saucer tilted up. She and Rip could hear the whump of bullets striking the ship.

“I can’t see,” she shouted as the illuminated camp disappeared under the nose.

“Fly the instruments!” Rip cried.

Sure enough, there was an artificial horizon on the computer screen in front of her. Charley lowered the nose to get the ship level.

“We’re not going very fast,” Rip pointed out.

“I haven’t lit the burners yet. I need to feel this thing out, fly it around a while.”

“Lady, I don’t think this is the time or place. We gotta boogie.”

Charley Pine felt completely out of her depth. Panic swept over her as she scanned the instrument panel. She pushed a button. Nothing happened. Flipped a lever. Symbols appeared above the lever. Three arrows pointing up. Then little green lights.

“Gear up.”

Maybe the rockets were controlled by the buttons on the grip of the collective.

She took her eyes off the artificial horizon to examine the grip. When she pushed a button on the very end of the stick, she heard a rumble.

“Watch where you’re going,” Rip urged, his voice an octave higher than normal.

Charley got her eyes back on the artificial horizon and leveled the ship with the stick in her right hand. Then she twisted the grip on the left-hand control. She heard the rocket engines ignite, a throaty rumble, and acceleration pressed her back hard into the seat. Rip Cantrell lost his fight against the acceleration G and fell toward the rear of the compartment.

Somehow Charley managed to pull the stick back; the nose of the ship came up. Straight ahead, through the canopy, was a sky full of stars.

 

THE FIRE FROM THE ROCKET ENGINES LIT THE DESERT FOR miles in every direction. The light was blinding, like a small sun.

And the noise was deafening, the loudest noise Dutch Haagen had ever heard. It vibrated his skull and teeth, massaged the flesh of his face. Dutch clapped his hands over his ears and fell to his knees. He kept his eyes shut against the searing light, which was so bright he could see it through his eyelids.

When the sound and light had faded somewhat, he opened his eyes to slits. The saucer was fifteen degrees above the horizon, accelerating away, the exhaust a sheet of white fire.
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THE SEVERE ACCELERATION FORCES HELD CHARLEY PINE imprisoned against her seat. Rip was on the floor, trapped against the bottom of a forward-facing seat.

Rip pushed off with his legs until he could reach the pedestal that supported the pilot’s seat. He pulled himself to it, then clawed his way erect. That he was able to accomplish this task under at least four G’s of acceleration was a tribute to his physical condition.

“Get off the juice, Charley, for God’s sake!”

She twisted the grip on the left-hand stick back somewhat and the G eased considerably.

“How much water did you put in this thing?”

“Ten gallons,” he replied.

“That isn’t going to get us far.”

“Maybe we can make the Nile. Lake Nasser. We’re heading east, I think.”

“How can you tell?”

“Look at this computer display. You tell me.” In front of them was a globe with a small arrow in the middle, which now pointed to the right.

In the crystal-clear desert air the earth below was an empty, dark wasteland under an infinite sea of stars. The sliver of moon that had been just above the horizon when they took off was now well up in the night sky and rapidly climbing higher as the saucer gained altitude.

“Oh, God!” Pine exclaimed. “What in the world have we done? How are we going to get down?”

Rip tried to swallow and couldn’t. “We’ll make it,” he said, his voice an octave too high.

“We can’t even see to land!”

Rip searched the control panel. “There has to be a light switch on here someplace,” he said. “There are two big landing lights on the bottom of this thing.”

Charley let the saucer tilt slightly. “Watch your attitude,” Rip said sharply, causing her to pick up the left wing, if there had been a left wing.

“How high are we?” she asked plaintively. She tried to keep the fear out of her voice, but she knew it showed a little.

“God knows,” Rip Cantrell answered, his voice tight.

He played with buttons and switches on the instrument panel until he found the lighting panel. Confident that he was turning on lights, Rip turned on every switch on that panel. Landing lights made the leading edge of the saucer glow, although the air was too clear to see the beams.

“Look at the displays,” Charley demanded. “Figure it out!”

“I’m trying! I’m trying!”

She still had a little nose-up attitude on the artificial horizon, so she assumed she was climbing. She had no idea what her speed might be.

Almost as if he could read her thoughts, Rip Cantrell remarked, “We must be supersonic. This saucer shape is optimal for hypersonic flight.”

Charley twisted the grip to add a little more power.

Off to her left, at about her ten o’clock position, she glimpsed the twinkling of city lights embedded in the vast blackness. Aswan? Luxor? It couldn’t be Cairo, could it?

Her heartbeat and respiration rate were almost back to normal when she said to Rip, “This is pretty cool, huh?”

The saucer responded to every twitch of her hands and feet. Never had she felt this wonderful, felt such a feeling of command.

“Too cool for school. But how are you going to land this thing?”

“Uh…”

Before she could say another word, the sound of the rocket engines died; they felt a decelerating force push them forward.

“We’re outta water,” Rip said bitterly. “Keep flying, keep flying!” he quickly added. “This thing is going like a bullet. Lower your nose just a tad to level flight and hold it there while we decelerate.”

“I know how to fly, Junior.”

“Just trying to do my bit.”

“The saucer is glowing,” she reported. By craning her neck, Charley could just see a bit of the fuselage.

“I think that glow is from the landing lights.”

Charley Pine’s mind was racing. She studied the displays on the computer screen. The graphics were alive. One of them must display angle of attack or relative airspeed, margin above stalling speed, something like that. Which one?

Perhaps…She reached up and touched the buttonlike protrusions that surrounded the main screen. Yes. Each button produced a different graphic on a small segment of the screen.

She quickly found what appeared to be an analog display of angle of attack. Suddenly sure, she told Rip, “I’ll fly this,” and explained how the needle on the screen would give her the best gliding angle. “When that needle gets to about this position,” she pointed with her fingertip, “I’ll hold it there by adjusting the nose attitude. Or try to, anyway.”

“And if you can’t?”

Charley swallowed hard. The magnitude of the task before her hit her like a hammer. She had been a damned fool to try to fly this thing. Now she was going to kill herself and this idiot kid. She had trouble swallowing.

“Relax,” Rip said, squeezing her hand. “You got us this far.”

“You’re crazy!”

Rip laughed. At a time like this, he laughed!

“This thing will glide like a brick,” he told her. “It’s a lifting body, but the sink rate is going to be spectacular.” He checked the position of the lever to the left of the pilot’s seat. “Better lower that.” He pointed. “It works the antigravity rings, and we’re going to need all the help they can give us to cushion our descent at the bottom.”

Tears trickled down Charley’s cheeks. She swabbed at them with her left hand while she kept her eyes moving between the artificial horizon and the angle of attack presentation.

“We’re way high up,” she said when she finally trusted herself to talk. “It’s going to take us a long time to coast down.”

“Not as long as you think. Believe me.”

“I’ll bet this thing has radar,” she suggested.

Rip began playing with the other computer displays. One computer hung half out of the panel, partially disassembled. There were three others. Luck being what it is, Rip was sure the radar display was probably presented on the computer that Harry and his mate had operated on.

He felt the nose dip. Heard the hiss of gas being ejected from the maneuvering jets as Charley moved the control stick. Now he understood the system: gaseous oxygen and hydrogen had been automatically stored so the pilot could control the machine with the rocket engines off, as she would have to do to rendezvous with a mother ship in orbit.

There, a radar presentation! Amid the sea of return was a black ribbon angling left and up. That would be the Nile.

“I’ve got it, but I don’t know the scale.”

“We’re coming down pretty fast,” Charley said in a worried voice.

He checked. Almost ten degrees nose down on the artificial horizon.

“Look for lights along the river. The river’s out there, all right. We’re aiming straight for the southern end of Lake Nasser.”

“Lights…”

“Little towns along the river. Villages.”

“There,” Charley Pine said, relief evident in her voice, “I’ll steer for that.” She consulted the radar presentation.

That bright spot along the riverbank…that could be the town. She looked again through the canopy, examined the radar presentation one more time.

“Are we high enough?” he asked Charley. She knew what he meant, which was, Can we glide that far?

“Jesus, I hope so,” she told him and inadvertently waggled the control stick.

“I wouldn’t do that,” Rip told her nervously as he braced himself against the twitching of the saucer. “The gas in the reservoirs for the maneuvering jets must be oxygen or hydrogen from the water. When it runs out, we’ll have no way to control this thing.”

Charley had an almost overpowering urge to urinate. She fought it back.

The lights of the town were coming rapidly closer. The gliding saucer rapidly closed the distance at a velocity of four hundred knots true.

They crossed over the town several miles above it. It was on the Nile, the southern end of Lake Nasser, so Rip had Charley turn to the northeast to fly along the lake. “We’ll have to land beside it regardless of obstacles.”

Charley’s head bobbed.

“When you near the ground, level off. As our speed bleeds off, lift up on the collective, that left-hand lever. Those antigravity rings will keep us airborne, I hope. Keep flying the saucer with the control stick and the rudder. Pick a flat place near the water and bring us down gently.”

Charley nodded again. Her head just kept bobbing up and down.

“Can you do this, Charley?”

More head bobbing.

“I’d feel better if you said something to me, Charley. Anything.”

She glanced at him. Her face was white. She was too scared to say anything. It was written all over her face.

Rip kissed her on the lips. “Thanks for the ride, babe.”

“Better”—she cleared her throat explosively—“better sit down and strap in.”

Charley Pine stared into the darkness ahead. She could see…absolutely nothing.

No, wait! There was a light, reflecting on water. A boat.

Too low!

She pulled back sharply on the control stick and up on the collective. The G’s mashed her into the seat as the nose rose.

Oh, too much, too much!

She felt the ship shudder…the edge of a stall…rammed the stick forward…pulled the collective toward her armpit, as high as it would go. She knew she was grossly overcontrolling, but what choice did she have?

The earth appeared suddenly in the landing lights; quick as thought she lifted the nose sharply, although not as precipitously as the first time.

The saucer leveled, then the nose dipped and the landing lights revealed the ground racing to meet her. She pulled the stick as far back as it would go.

The saucer hit something a glancing blow that threw it back into the air.

Still slowing, the ship would have crashed were it not for the antigravity rings, which prevented contact with the earth. Once again the saucer seemed to carom off an invisible rail.

A cliff appeared dead ahead in the landing lights.

She had no time to think. She dropped the collective, slammed the stick and rudder to the left. The saucer hit the earth, bounced once, then stayed on the ground.

Rip lost his grip on the pilot’s seat. The deceleration slammed him forward onto the instrument panel. He went out like a light.

 

WHEN RIP CANTRELL AWOKE, THE SUN WAS IN HIS EYES. He was lying in sand, he discovered, and the sun was reflecting off the saucer. He squinted, tried to rise and couldn’t, rolled over to see where he was. He could hear an airplane, a buzzing.

He held up an arm to shield his eyes from the sun. The plane was a high-wing Cessna, only a couple hundred feet up, circling. The pilot must be looking the saucer over.

“About time you woke up,” Charley Pine said. She was pouring water into the fuel tank using one of the plastic cans Rip had thrown into the saucer last night.

He had a hell of a headache. He rolled over, levered himself up to a sitting position. He fingered his forehead. A large scab. Dried blood on his skin, in his eyebrows. He picked at it.

Finally he checked his watch. Ten o’clock.

The saucer was sitting on its landing gear, as neat and pretty as a pigeon on her nest. Fifty or sixty yards away, mostly downhill, was the riverbank. The river was perhaps two miles wide at this point; this must be Lake Nasser. The view was worth looking at, but his eyes ached from the sun’s glare. He shut them to let them rest.

The drone of the airplane’s engine brought him fully awake. “How long has that plane been circling?” he asked.

“Oh, fifteen minutes or so.”

“I thought we crashed, last night.”

“We did. Nothing damaged, though. I lifted the saucer and put the gear down. Got you out here in the sand so you would sleep better.”

“Is the thing okay?”

“Sure.”

“Didn’t hurt it?”

“Honest.”

She finished pouring and set out for the river. Rip started to get up, then thought better of it.

The Cessna made one last circle, then flew away to the northeast.

Rip watched it go. He was still sitting beside the saucer when she returned carrying the heavy can with both hands. Unassisted, she hoisted it to the refill receptacle and began pouring.

“You’re pretty strong.”

“You’d better be, this day and age.”

“How many gallons is that?”

“Fifty. Ten trips. I’m going to sit a while and watch you add the next fifty.”

“Isn’t that just like a woman! You do your work in the cool of the day and leave the hot work for a man.”

“Isn’t that just like a man!” she shot back. “Sleeps late, watches the woman work, then gripes.”

Rip struggled to his feet and took the empty can from her. He picked up the second one in the other hand, then set off down the hill.

The river was a flat sheet of brown, opaque water. In every direction, all he could see was sand, mud, rock, and water. There wasn’t much breeze. Sweat dripped off his chin as he forced the first can into the water and let the water run in the opening.

Liquid mud. This brown water wouldn’t do the saucer’s machinery any good, that’s for sure. Still, there was nothing else.

After he filled the second can, he paused, staring morosely at the brown water, which didn’t seem to be flowing. He was thirsty and hot, but if he drank that stuff he would get the runs for sure. He squatted and splashed water on his face, in his hair, then swabbed it with a rolled-up sleeve. His sleeve picked up most of the dirt.

Maybe this afternoon they would get to a place with cool, clean water.

A bath wouldn’t hurt either. And food.

If he could work up the courage to fly in the saucer again. He had never been so scared in his life as he was last night, in the darkness, with the earth rushing toward them…He shivered once, remembering.

Climbing the hill with the cans, he told himself he could do it. “It was dark last night,” he told Charley. “Couldn’t see a darn thing.”

“Uh-huh.”

“Flying in the daytime will be different.”

“Yeah.”

“You can see things.”

She nodded her head and brushed the hair back out of her eyes.

“You’ll do better today,” he said.

“Maybe.”

“No, really. I’d be dead right now if you hadn’t crawled into that saucer with me.”

“You would really have flown this thing by yourself?”

“I was going to.”

“Seriously?”

“I intended to.”

“Uh-huh.”

“I didn’t know what was involved.”

“Life’s like that, isn’t it?” she said and brushed a wisp of hair off her forehead.

He trudged down the hill for another ten gallons.

When he had poured his fifty gallons into the saucer, he flopped down on the sand beside Charley. “Wonder how much that thing holds.”

“Let me see your head.” She put her hands on the side of his head and examined his forehead. “You may have a scar. That’s a pretty good whack. Blood’s still oozing from it.”

Her hands were strong. He liked that.

“Are you married to that major?” he asked.

“What made you ask that?”

“You’re not wearing a ring, but some women don’t these days.”

“I’m single.”

“Live with him?”

She made a dismissive gesture.

A gentle breeze stirred her hair. She looked like a fine hunk of woman, Rip Cantrell thought. Pretty old, though. Heck, she must be pushing thirty.

“So how come you got into that saucer with me?”

“I didn’t want to see you kill yourself.”

“Oh, come on. Give me a straight answer. I’m not a kid.”

She shrugged. “I figured you might try to fly it, and I thought, why not? A girl can only die once.”

Charley Pine started to laugh, then thought better of it and bit her lip. She got up, picked up one of the cans, set off for the river.

Rip picked up the other can and trailed after her.

“So are you in trouble with the Air Force?”

“I will be, sooner or later. When they find out this thing will fly, they’ll want me to fly it to Nevada.”

“Where in Nevada?”

“Area Fifty-one.”

“That’s the top-secret base?”

“Yes.”

“So are you going to?”

“Can’t take you there, can I? You don’t have a clearance.”

“They’ll fire you, maybe. Talk Lockheed Martin out of hiring you.”

Charley grunted.

On the next trip back up the hill with full cans, Rip relieved Charley of her can. “What do you think we ought to do?” he asked as he poured water into the saucer.

“We should fly this thing to the States, give it to the Air Force.”

Rip tilted the can, listened to the gurgling water. When the can was empty, he tossed it in the sand and picked up the other one.

“No,” he told her.

“Well, where do you want to go?”

“I don’t know,” he confessed.

“This ship is designed to shuttle back and forth between an orbiting mother ship and the surface of a planet. I doubt if it carries enough fuel to operate continuously in the atmosphere.”

“What are you saying?”

“This craft is designed to shuttle up and down from the surface, not fly cross-country like an airplane.”

“Can we safely go into space without knowing how to run the computers?”

“Don’t kid yourself. There’s nothing we can safely do with this ship except let it sit right where it is.”

“I don’t want to leave it here and I don’t want to give it to the Air Force.”

She didn’t say anything to that.

“I don’t want to let those Aussies have it,” Rip added. “Qaddafi either.”

“Uh-huh.”

“I just don’t know,” Rip Cantrell said.

“Well, we’re going to have to do something. Sitting here on this riverbank is going to attract a crowd before long. And I could use something to eat and something tall and frosty to drink.”

Finally they got the saucer’s tank full. They could tell by the sound that the tank was filling up. Rip poured water in until it overflowed, then tossed both cans inside the ship. The tank had taken about one hundred and sixty gallons.

They were sitting in the shade of the saucer, neither of them saying anything, when a small steamer drifted to a stop about fifty yards from the riverbank. It must have been in sight for at least fifteen minutes but they hadn’t noticed it. The small ship was perhaps seventy feet long, with two decks above the waterline, and crammed with people and animals. All the people were looking this way. So many had crowded to this side of the boat that it was listing.

“Uh-oh!”

Everyone on the boat seemed to be talking at once and pointing this way. The gabble of voices carried across the water.

“Do you speak Arabic?” Charley asked Rip.

“Nowhere near enough to talk to those guys.” Rip stood and dusted off his trousers.

“Maybe we better get aboard and bop on out of here.”

“Boy, look at ’em,” Rip said. “You’d think they’d never seen a flying saucer.”

“Ha, ha, and ha.”

Rip waved at the mob on the boat. Several waved back, but most just stared. They seemed to be silent now.

With his hands on his hips, Rip looked around as if he were trying to memorize the setting. “This place is gonna be famous,” he said with a grin. “The Roswell, New Mexico, of the Nile Valley. People will come from miles around just to see the place where the saucer sat.” He waved at the boat crowd again. “Who knows, there are probably some folks aboard that boat who will eat out for the next twenty years on their story of what they saw today. ‘And then, just before he went aboard his spaceship and blasted off, one of the aliens waved. Damnedest thing I ever did see.’ ”

“That’s enough, E.T. Into the ship.”

After one last wave to the people on the boat, the imaginary fans on the landward side, and an unseen television audience all over the globe, Rip Cantrell ducked down and waddled his way under the saucer to the open hatch.

“We must do something about the method of ingress. It’s just plain undignified.”

He fired off the reactor, waited a bit for some water to percolate through the system, then helped Charley Pine into the pilot’s seat. She wiggled the stick and rudder. Little puffs of dirt and dust rose from each of the maneuvering jets. She kept wiggling the stick until the puffs stopped.

Rip stood beside her on the step where he had stood last night.

“You want to get strapped in or something?”

“Just take it easy, lady. Don’t do anything exciting.”

She slowly lifted the collective, concentrated on making only tiny movements with the stick. The saucer became light on the skids, then rose off the ground in a little cloud of dust. She lifted it into a hover about six feet above the ground, then used her left hand to reach for the gear switch. A humming noise was audible from the machinery spaces until the gear legs were in.

Charley took a deep breath and let it out slowly. Please, Lord, don’t let me screw this up.

She turned the ship with the rudder, pointed it ahead of the boat, which was still dead in the water fifty yards or so from the shore.

She let the saucer move that way. The ship was at least a hundred feet in the air and climbing when it crossed the riverbank. The test pilot kept lifting the collective, lifting the saucer higher and higher. She ran out of collective when the ship was about two hundred feet high; it would go no higher without rocket power.

Taking her time, Charley slowly circled the drifting boat. As she crossed behind the stern, the boat listed the other way as everyone on board shifted sides for a better view.

“If that boat capsizes, a lot of those people will drown,” Rip pointed out.

“Okay.”

Charley turned west and leveled out, nudged the control stick forward to coax more speed out of the saucer. They crossed the lake leisurely, accelerating slowly. On the far shore they passed over a railroad track and a highway. Only then did Charley Pine light the rocket engines.

The acceleration pushed her deeper into the seat. Rip Cantrell held on tightly.

Yes!

A smile lit up her face.

The saucer was accelerating nicely, but it was only a couple thousand feet above the sand and rock wilderness when Rip spotted the first jet fighter and pointed it out to her. The plane was a silver speck in the deep blue sky, glinting in the sun. There was another behind the first, offset to one side.

The fighters were coming in from the right, pointed almost directly at the saucer.

“We stayed too long at the party,” Charley told him.

Even as she spoke, a series of flashes lit up the nose of the first fighter.

“He’s shooting! Let’s go!”

She cranked the rocket engines wide open. The G struck her like a fist.

Rip Cantrell shouted something, lost his grip on the pilot’s seat and instrument panel, and tumbled toward the back of the compartment.

Despite the push of the rockets at full cry, the fighter was closing. Instinctively she banked the saucer toward the fighter, forcing the other pilot into an overshoot. The saucer ripped by the silver delta-winged fighter at a scant hundred yards, accelerating through Mach 2.

At Mach 3, Charley pulled back on the control stick and pointed the saucer almost straight up. She stayed on the juice.

The saucer roared skyward on a cone of fire.

 

ABOARD THE BOAT, THE PASSENGERS STARED WITH OPEN mouths as the rising fireball began slowly tilting toward the northeast. They could still hear the distant thunder of the engines echoing back and forth between the steep shores of the lake when the bright fire from the rockets merged with the great golden orb of the sun.
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