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Chapter Zero

	It Begins

	Ben and his friends sat at the big table in the corner of their favorite café. He smiled as the waitress set a steaming bowl of grits in front of him. Glancing at the others, he saw that they were already digging into breakfast, so he didn’t wait.

	He was just enjoying the first creamy bite when Eric finally showed up, racing across the room. “Slow down there, Eric. Nothing can be so important that you need to kill yourself on the way.”

	Eric plopped across from Ben as Patrick scooted out of the way, pulling his plate of scrambled eggs with him. Eric huffed and puffed and tried to catch his breath, shaking a piece of paper in the air.

	Ben reached across the table and said, “Whoa, slow down. We’re all here.” He gestured at the half-dozen guys waiting. “Relax, will ya? We’ve waited this long. We can wait longer.” He smiled at Eric. “It’s not like we expected you to be on time.”

	Trahern snorted. “He wouldn’t be on time to his own funeral.”

	Patrick laughed under his breath. “Yeah, and with that uniform, it’d have to be a closed casket affair.”

	Ben frowned at Trey and Patrick. “Guys, give him a moment. Can’t you see that he has something important to tell us?”

	Eric’s head bobbed as he gasped and held the paper aloft one last time, slapped it on the table, and squeaked out one word: “Campout!”

	“A campout? We haven’t been on a campout since we graduated from scouts. That was three years ago, and now you want to go on another campout?”

	Eric’s head bobbed up and down. “One last campout.”

	Ben shrugged. “That could be fun, but the timing…” He frowned. “I’m close to being done with college, one more semester to go.” He listed off everyone sitting at the table. “Trey has the best place in town for a proper tune-up, Robb is hoping to be picked up by a professional ball team, Patrick is cooking at the finest restaurant in the county, and Joe has his life in the army. Ready to ship out, aren’t you?”

	“Yeah,” Joe said. “Orders are to head out with the next deployment, should be by early next month. I’m on leave until then.”

	“Where will you be going?” Ben asked.

	Joe shrugged. “Don’t know, don’t care. Anything’d be better than killing time sitting in the barracks doing nothing. We spent a lot of time in training, but now I want to use what they taught us.”

	Ben stared at Joe. “You mean you want to kill something?”

	“Not exactly—” Joe started.

	Eric butted in, “You can!”

	Everyone stared as Ben asked, “He can what? Kill something?”

	“Yeah,” Eric said. “It’s well beyond a mere campout. Beyond a simple hunting trip. Think bigger, an expedition, a walk-about, a safari.”

	“Safari? Where’re we going?” Robb asked. “Africa?”

	Patrick poked Trey with his elbow, snickered, and asked, “Got your shots?”

	Trey ignored Patrick and studied the flyer. “Says here that it’s someplace never before explored.”

	“Yup.” Eric grinned. “Remember my uncle? The crackpot professor?”

	Patrick commented to Trey. “Is there any other kind?”

	Trey continued to read the flyer. “It says this stuff is from Area 51 and is based on alien labor. Is this one of those of holodeck things?”

	Patrick nudged Trey again and muttered, “A pleasure planet?”

	Joe leaned back and stared at Eric. “What kind of joke are you pulling now?”

	“It’s no joke. My uncle’s friends out in New Mexico hit pay dirt. They secured access to some stuff the military dumped, some interesting stuff.”

	Joe perked up. “What’d the military do?”

	“They gave up on technology that they’d been working on for years, kept hidden, naturally. After they tossed it out, my uncle found a use for it. His team discovered that it opens a door to a parallel world.”

	Robb dropped the lighter he’d been idly flicking and stared. “A door?” he asked. “Modern Science had an article on a teleport door last month.”

	“You’ve heard of it before?” Trey asked. “It’s legit?”

	“Could be. It was a wormhole device, but only theoretical at this point…” Robb gawked at Eric. “…because they couldn’t figure out how to build the key hardware…the heart of the system.”

	“I’d say someone figured it out,” Trey said tipping his head at Eric.

	Robb frowned. “How could you have done that? Entire investigative teams have been hard at work on it for years, even backed by Elon Musk. They know the math works out, so it’s assumed the rest will work, but no one is even close to a real-world application.” He stared at Eric. “So what is this thing you’ve claim to have?”

	“My uncle, and his friends, managed to acquire a device being tested at Edwards Air Base. Once the Air Force was done with it, my uncle snagged it up and figured out what it could do.”

	“And it works?” Robb asked.

	“It not only works,” Eric said, stretching towards the paper in Trey’s hand. “They even founded this company to use it.”

	“Use it to do what?”

	“To send people on trips, journeys, treks.”

	“Speaking of treks, you gonna wear that uniform on the campout?” Joe eyeballed Eric and his long-sleeved, red shirt with an insignia on the chest over black, bell-bottomed, tight pants over tall, shiny black boots.

	“Certainly not my intention. I wouldn’t want it to become soiled.”

	Joe reached up and straightened the black beret sitting on his head, smiling. “I know that they say women like men in uniform, but I don’t think standard issue trekkie counts.”

	Trey gawked. “Doesn’t it ever bother you to wear that out in public?”

	Patrick set his fork down. “Hey, where’s your communicator? And phaser?”

	Eric pulled out a cell phone, flipped it open, and beamed as it chirped. “Though I don’t carry my phaser all the time. It tends to excite the local constabularies.”

	Ben stifled a laugh. “Did Officer Romero bust you for carrying a phaser?”

	“Well, I…”

	“You’ll never get a woman doing that!” Trey said.

	Eric sat up. “You’d be surprised at the women who find this uniform appealing.”

	Patrick snorted. “Yeah, you’re right. I would be surprised by them.”

	“How about back to the question at hand?” Robb wondered aloud.

	“Ouch!” Trey grunted. “Have you seen the prices on this thing?” He flipped the flyer to the back and smashed his finger on it.

	“Oh, you can ignore those prices,” Eric boasted. “My uncle wants to send a bunch of us on the trip, gratis, as part of a test run.”

	“Test run? They want us to test it?” Ben asked.

	“Yeah,” Eric said. “They’re mostly testing their marketing. They’ve already had big groups go out, but they want to see how it would work with common folks, not professional hunters and scientists.”

	“Common folks? Now we’re common?” Ben laughed. “Not us.”

	“And we all can go?” Joe asked.

	“Of course,” Eric said. “They want a dozen to go on this trip.”

	“A dozen?” Joe counted heads. “You only have half that many now. Who else is going?”

	“I asked all the old scouts to go with us,” Eric said.

	Joe frowned. “You didn’t invite all the scouts from the old troop, did you?”

	Eric sat there with a blank look on his face. “Yes, I did. I used the spreadsheet I had with all their contact information and sent invites to the ones not still here in town. Mostly John and his buddies.”

	Trey flopped into a chair. “Oh, great. That’ll be just dandy.”

	Eric stared. “What’s wrong? Wouldn’t you have invited them?”

	“Well,” Ben said, “if you remember, they were the ones who never followed instructions, were always in trouble, or were just a pain to deal with.” He paused. “Remember Melvin? We don’t need anyone like that, especially on a Model-T trip like this.”

	“Oh, I’m certain they’ve grown up. Take a gander at those around you,” Eric said, still proudly wearing his trekkie uniform.

	Patrick stared at Eric, then said, “I saw John’s name in the paper last week…in the police blotter. He’s still up to his old tricks, and still getting caught, too. If he comes along, there’ll be trouble. I can see it now.”

	Trey leaned and said sotto voce, “No trouble. We can handle them.”

	Joe patted Trey on the shoulder. “I’m with you.”

	“Oh, well.” Eric shrugged. “Anyway, if there’s anyone else you’d like to invite, you’d best tell them soon.”

	“Hey, Ben, do you think your sister could join us?” Trey glanced at Patrick. “She can keep us all fed.”

	Patrick started, “Hey, I’m a wonderful cook ask anyone—”

	“I’ll ask her,” Ben said. “But I’m certain she’ll have serious doubts. She’s not as brave, or should I say as foolhardy, as all of us seem to be.”

	Robb frowned. “I wouldn’t say ‘foolhardy,’ but wouldn’t it be nice to have a bit of an adventure before we’re forced into a boring life?”

	“Good point,” Ben said. “So, Eric, when is this trip going to be?”

	“They want the trip to head out by late next week.”

	“Next week?” Joe asked. “Short notice.” He glanced at Trey and crossed his fingers. “Maybe the others won’t make it.”

	“Oh, no,” Eric said. “They all replied that they’ll be here, short notice or not.”

	“Did you invite YB?” Ben asked.

	“Yeah,” Patrick said. “As our old scoutmaster, he’d probably enjoy going on a campout, too.”

	“I’m certain he’d like to go,” Eric said. “But when I asked Melvin, he said his dad was in the middle of a big project at work. Most of the old scout leaders can’t manage to enjoy a couple weeks off.”

	“And you think we can?” Patrick asked. “We have to work, too.”

	“Oh! I hadn’t thought of that,” Eric said. “Will you all make it?”

	Robb leaned back. “If Eric truly has a connection to this stuff, I’m all for it! I won’t miss out on that opportunity…no matter how dangerous.”

	“Dangerous?” Joe raised his eyebrows. “Well, in that case, it may be worth my time…as long as we’re back before I have to report.”

	Patrick put his elbows on the table. “I wouldn’t want to miss out either. Count me in.”

	“Me, too,” Ben said. “But I have a question: do we want to be their guinea pigs?” He frowned.

	“Why not?” Trey asked. “If we’re going to go out, I’d prefer to go in a blaze of glory!”

	Eric gasped. “It’s not going to be that dangerous. It’s just a campout.”

	Robb laughed. “Yeah, just a campout…to a different planet!”

	Patrick said, “How dangerous can it be? Eric already told us that we won’t be the first.”

	Robb agreed. “As long as we aren’t the last, I’m all for it.”

	“Then it’s decided. We’re going.” Ben shrugged. “Eric, do you have the permission forms for our parents to sign?”

	“No need,” Eric said. “Uncle Eugene says that we’re all adults, so we can sign for ourselves. They’ll have waiver forms ready for us.”

	“No permission forms?” Robb asked. “So, we tell our folks nothing?”

	“Well…” Eric started. “He did ask that we keep it under our hats. He doesn’t want word leaked to the press for the time being, not yet. Still working on the marketing aspect, he said.”

	“Trying to keep it away from interested parties,” Robb said.

	Ben frowned. “I’m not certain that we should keep quiet. Our parents should know. It doesn’t need to be kept a secret from them, does it?”

	Robb shrugged. “If the government found out that he managed to get this thing working, they’d snap it right back. We don’t want to spoil it for them. Do we?” Robb asked.

	“Yeah,” Trey said fixing his gaze on everyone meaningfully. “We’ll tell our families that we’re going on a campout…out of cell range. They won’t be able to contact us until we get back to civilization.” He raised an eyebrow at Ben. “That’s not a lie, is it?”

	Ben hesitated. “Not a blatant lie, but—”

	“Does that work for you, Eric?” Trey asked.

	“Yes,” Eric said. “That should suffice.”

	“But what if they ask more?” Ben asked.

	Robb laughed. “Can you imagine trying to explain to them that we went to another planet?” he asked. “They aren’t as open minded as we are.”

	“That was his concern,” Eric said. “He wasn’t certain that he could trust them to keep quiet if they knew what was in fact going on.”

	“They’d probably keep it to themselves better than we would. They don’t post half their life on the Internet,” Ben said quietly.

	“Good point,” Joe said. “And we’ll be back in a week, right?”

	With the flyer still in hand, Trey frowned. “Over a week. It says here that the trip will last ten days. Why ten days? Why not exactly a week? That would make more sense.”

	“They can’t charge the flux capacitors enough in a week. They need a full ten days to build up the required power. Any faster and the electric company might notice the extra drain. It’s not like they can tap into a nuclear power plant or anything.”

	Trey tried not to laugh. “Flux capacitors?”

	Robb ignored Trey and asked, “It draws that much power? I didn’t see anything about that in the article.”

	Eric smiled. “Do you think they told the reporter everything?”

	Robb laughed. “Touché.”

	“You’re all convinced?” Ben waited for nods. “So what’s next?”

	Trey read from the flyer. “It says that all we’ll need is standard camping equipment. Meals and lodging will be provided by the natives.”

	Ben raised his eyebrows. “There’re natives?”

	Eric responded, “Definitely, we’re not going to a desert.”

	Trey read more. “It says here that hunting is available, too, but if we plan on doing any, then we’ll need to bring our own firearms…and all the ammo we’ll need for the entire trip—no resupply along the way.”

	Joe perked up. “Firearms? Ammo? And no resupply? Then we’ll need to bring lots. Too much is better than not enough. We don’t want to run out. Remember, as scouts we need to ‘Be Prepared.’ Bring all you need.”

	Ben shrugged. “Well, Eric, you may tell your uncle that he has himself some white mice for his experiment.” Ben checked with the others. “Hooked like a fish.”

	Eric chuckled. “I already told him. I knew you’d be happy to go.”

	“One more question,” Trey said. “This place has never been explored, so what if we get lost?”

	“Oh, we won’t get lost,” Eric said. “We’ll have a guide along with us.”

	“Sounds more and more like a safari,” Robb said.

	“The guide has been there before? And knows his way around?” Ben asked.

	“I would assume that he’s been there more than once,” Eric said. “Maybe even made contact with the people there. We’ll find out when we get there.”

	“Where is there?” Patrick asked.

	“We’ll meet at the vacant Wal-Mart at 8:00 AM next Thursday, five days from today.”

	Trey laughed. “We’re going to Wally-World?”

	Eric stared at Trey. “No. That was where they set up their equipment. It was left vacant after the Super Wal-Mart moved in on the other side of town, so it worked out for them. Right next to the railroad tracks, so they could bring in their equipment without arousing suspicion, and close enough to the electric sub-station to tap into the extra power needed to run the thing.”

	“They tapped into the power?” Ben asked.

	“Yeah. They’re on the upstream side, so if there’s a power outage anywhere in town, they still have juice.”

	“They thought of everything,” Patrick said.

	“Does that fit everyone’s schedule? We can all make it, right?” Ben raised his eyebrows.

	Everyone agreed.

	“As long as we’re back in time,” Joe said. “I wouldn’t want to go AWOL.”

	“That shouldn’t be a problem. We leave next Thursday and return ten days later, Sunday after next.” Eric said.

	“Thursday?” Patrick asked. “Well, I’d better get my gear ready. I can’t remember the last time I went on a camping trip. This’ll be fun!”

	“Be certain to say ‘Hi’ to the others when you see them,” Eric added.

	Trey caught Joe’s eye and muttered, “Yeah, if we see them.”

	
Chapter One

	The Door Out

	Benjamin’s eyelids practically clicked as they snapped open. Awake in an instant, he thought. Feels like Christmas morning. I don’t want to oversleep today. Today he and his old scout buddies would be heading out on one last big trip. A week off, avoid all the hustle and bustle of life, and have an adventure…the adventure of their lives. That’s what the Ex Terra Expeditions flyer said—“Experience an out-of-this-world vacation.” He had hoped for a well-deserved break from his studies, and now that the opportunity presented itself, Ben planned to make the most of it. A week off wouldn’t affect his graduation—and a couple weeks off wouldn’t be bad either. He’d still be done with school in a year. He was caught up enough that he didn’t even need any classes this summer, so why not enjoy himself in his last summer as a student?

	They’d already told everyone that they’d be out of touch for a couple weeks, so now all they had to do was show up at the right time and right place with all the equipment they’d need. No chance for more supplies once there, but that didn’t bother him because he knew that he could survive in the wilds for a week, more if needed—he’d done it as a scout. Although, back then there had always been an adult standing by in case a problem came up. This time they’d be all on their own—they were their own adult. How things change, he thought.

	Ben gently thumped the wall and whispered loudly, “Hey, Annie. Up and at ’em. Time to be on the way.” He grabbed the old M-14 off the rack above his bed and wiped off a thin layer of dust. What used to be a decent military rifle certainly made a good hunting rifle. This rifle had once saved his grandfather’s life on a hunting trip, and now he’d carry it with pride on another, hoping to return with a trophy good enough to hang over the mantelpiece.

	He still didn’t hear any movement from his sister’s room, so he pounded on her wall as he pulled on pants and shirt. Slowpoke. He’d packed most of his gear the night before, so that wouldn’t delay him, but he didn’t know how ready she was. He grabbed his backpack and thumped on her door as he stumbled along the hallway. As he rounded the corner in the front room, he saw light under the kitchen door. Who could be up already this time of the morning? he wondered. He burst into the kitchen, running into Annie as she put a plate of bacon and eggs on the table.

	“Here’s breakfast, sleepyhead!” she said.

	“Annie! How’d you get up before me?”

	She smirked at him. “Simply one step ahead of you…again. Always up and ready to go when needed.”

	Ben’s face reddened as he sat. “Thanks for breakfast. I would have realized I was hungry soon enough. Honestly, I’m not much of a morning person.”

	“Yeah, so I’ve noticed,” Annie said. “I’ve seen you go for hours before you realize your stomach is finally awake…and empty.” He smiled at her through a mouthful of eggs. She continued, “I’ve always said, it’s better to have a decent breakfast before setting out on any adventure, especially one like this, than to run around on an empty stomach.” She sat next to him and ate her breakfast. 

	He agreed. “You’ll be glad you decided to join us, besides if we didn’t have a girl along, who would cook for us?” He avoided her playful fist as she swung at his head.

	“You know I can cook well enough, but Patrick will be there, and he can cook up a feast with anything…with practically nothing, too!”

	“Yeah,” he said. “With him coming along, we won’t starve!” He ducked again and tried to block her blow, but this time she aimed lower and caught him in the ribs. “Ouch! You are one dangerous girl. Remember that technique in case we need it on the campout.”

	She laughed. “With all the practice I’ve had beating you up, I won’t have any problems in the wild for a week.”

	“You’re my older sister, but that doesn’t mean that I can’t beat you up. It’s that I’m not allowed to hit a lady. That’s what saves your hide every time.”

	Annie laughed as she put away the breakfast dishes. “Yeah, right. We’ll see. Come on, you’d best haul your equipment out to your jeep. We need to be to the old Wal-Mart in less than an hour.”

	Ben grabbed his backpack, stepped out the back door, and tossed his gear into his Jeep. Then he went back and forth a couple times getting all of his sister’s accessories, wondering if he should ask her if all of it was necessary, but he knew what she’d likely say, so he decided to keep his mouth shut. He snugged up the ropes on the last of the gear and glanced up to see Annie come out in a parka with the hood up. He stared at her, unable to hold his tongue. “A fur coat? You expect it to be that cold?”

	She shrugged. “Better safe than sorry, I always say.”

	Ben hopped into the Jeep. “Well, don’t get too warm in that thing.”

	“If I do, then I can simply carry it, right?”

	He kept silent. She always has to be right. As he pulled out of the driveway and headed down the street, he checked the rearview mirror. Still dark, the house faded into the distance—they’d managed to leave without waking anyone else.

	Light traffic at that time of the morning made the trip easy. First light appeared as they pulled into the car park in front of the old Wal-Mart building. A sign for Ex Terra Expeditions hung above the front door, painted by a fifth-grader. I hope their engineers are better than their marketing folks.

	Most of the guys had already arrived, standing next to an old trash barrel roasting hot-dogs in flames that leaped six feet into the air. Robb was here early, he thought. Some of them must have spent the night, partying and carousing. He hoped that they took advantage of the bed in the back of Patrick’s old VW bus. Ben knew that van well. The dings and dents didn’t matter—it was a Godsend when the snow caves and igloos collapsed in on half of the scouts. I’d say we needed more practice, he thought to himself. Those party animals better not waste too much time. I’d hate to miss out on something simply because they ‘forgot’ to sleep at night.

	With no hinge strap, the door of the Jeep swung all the way open and bounced off the fender as Ben bailed out. “Hey! You guys ready to leave? It’s close to time for our group to check in.”

	“Yo, Ben,” Patrick said. “How’s it going?” He glanced at the guys behind him and yelled to Ben, “We’re getting ready now.” Patrick made a beeline towards the van, shouting orders, and getting everyone moving. All the hotdogs packed away and the rest of the food cleaned up, they even managed to extinguish the fire in the trash barrel without catching anyone on fire.

	Amazed at the action, Ben thought, He’ll make a good sergeant the way everyone follows his commands. He smiled as he watched each person grab a pack and line up. Yup, these guys’ll work together just fine.

	John was grabbing his pack when he saw Annie. “Hey, Ben, is your sister coming?”

	Annie stepped closer. “You have a problem with that, John?”

	John backpedaled and held his hands up. “No, no, not at all.” He quickly stepped away. “Hey, Eric, is your sister coming, too?”

	Eric blinked. “Liz? No, though she tried. I talked her out of it.”

	“Oh, shoot. That would have been fun if she’d made it.”

	Eric shrugged. “Maybe next time.”

	“Yeah, that would be good,” John said.

	Ben noticed that most of the group equipment, cooking supplies, tents, etc. were already packed into a couple of duffel bags, but no one had offered to carry them, so Ben yelled up towards the group already heading in, “Trey, grab that last bit of stuff, will ya?”

	Trahern stopped his meandering and saw the pile. “On it,” he said, then spoke to the person next to him. “Hey, Eric. Give me a hand with that stuff.” Most suited to carrying the extra load, the strongest one in their group, Trey was used to carrying a greater share of the load, and Eric, well, he was Eric, the one and only. A hanger-on, a social misfit, an outcast of society (as Eric himself would say), Eric belonged to the group, and everyone tolerated, instead of pitying, him, mostly because he simply didn’t seem to understand.

	The two of them managed to load the duffel bags onto Trey’s back, but in the process had had to transfer equipment from Trey’s backpack to Eric’s. Sharing like that, they would have to be close friends on this trip. They hurried to catch up and found everyone else already checking in.

	The guard at the front gate said, “These are the last two?”

	“Yup, that’s the last of ’em.” Ben noticed all the equipment Trey had carried and said, “We wouldn’t have gotten far without the two of you.” He grabbed his pack and said to the guard, “Now we’re ready to go.”

	The guard made one or two notations on his list, checked his watch, and smiled. “Not even a bit late. May you have a good trip, and may you bring back some interesting trophies, but before you go, I need everyone to fill out a waiver. Everyone is over 21, right?”

	“Yup,” Eric said. “We’re all adults.”

	The guard smiled. “Forms and pens are on that table.” He directed his gaze across the room. “We can’t be held liable for anything you do out on the trip. Also, please remove any watches, phones, radios, CD players, or any other electronic equipment. They can go on the table with the forms.”

	Ben said, “We read the brochure. No one brought anything like that.” He slowly eyed everyone, folded his arms, and said, “Right?”

	Everyone nodded except Eric. He raised his hand, holding aloft an old pocket watch. He asked, “Not even this watch from my grandfather? It’s an old one, a wind-up, not electronic at all.”

	The guard showed a thumbs down. “Especially not that. It may not be electronic, but it would freeze up solid with all the magnetic fields and would never work again.”

	Eric slowly handed his watch to the guard who put it into an envelope, wrote something on it, then put it under his clipboard. “It’ll be safe here until you return. Now then, on to the more technical part. I’ll need each of you to step up on the scale, one at a time. Please keep your gear with you.” The guard noted the weight and a number for each of the travelers on his clipboard, did a cursory glance into everyone’s pack, then ushered them into the antechamber. “Please have a seat.” He tipped his head towards a couple rows of chairs by the wall. “One of the techies will be with you in a moment.” He stepped through a door next to a silvered window on the side of the room.

	Seconds later, a young man in a white lab coat stuck his head in through the same door. “Are you guys the oh-eight-thirty party?” The way he said it, it sounded like an insult.

	“That would be us,” Ben said. “But I thought we had to be here by 8:00.”

	The technician smirked. “That’s what we tell you, so you aren’t late. We need time to do the introduction, as well as inspect your equipment.”

	“Then that is us,” Ben said. “All ready and waiting to leave.” He glanced over the tech’s head. “Are there other groups ready to head out, too?”

	The technician frowned. “Once trip every two weeks is all we can handle.”

	Ben frowned. “Then why do we have to be here at a particular time?”

	Blinking in confusion, the technician said, “Eugene’s instructions.”

	“Whatever.” Ben shrugged. “Then we’re ready to go.”

	“But you can’t leave quite yet.” The technician held up his hand. “I still have to give you the introduction.” He stepped into the center of the room, dimmed the lights, and launched into his spiel, “If you’ll watch the demonstration, I’ll explain how this works.” A 3D image coalesced in the middle of the room and drew everyone’s attention, but few paid attention to the technician as he continued to spew forth irrelevant trivialities. “The Gauss-Jacobi Door is based on a theorem proved by Karl Friedrich Gauss [1777-1855] when he studied electrostatics and magnetism.” The red ball in the image stretched larger, and light green lines surrounded it like the magnetic field of the Earth. “Simply stated it says that if E is a simple solid region and S is the boundary surface of E, with positive orientation, then there is a vector field called F whose component functions have continuous partial derivatives on an open region that contains E.” Little blue plusses appeared on the surface of the ball opposite yellow minuses right under the surface, then they spread across the now immense ball, as the middle two-thirds faded away and leaving thin slices on the top and bottom.

	The techie inhaled and continued, “When combined with the matrix transformation of partial derivatives developed by Carl Gustav Jacob Jacobi [1804-1851],” the top of the ball twisted, and the plusses and minuses moved in little circles, distorting the magnetic lines, “and applied to the delta-epsilon definition of a limit refined by Augustin-Louis Cauchy [1789-1857],” the magnetic lines twisted far enough that they touched each other in the middle, and became a small, white, glowing ball, “they discovered that there is a way to manipulate a magnetic field to bypass the limits set by the speed of light.” The white ball blossomed open and showed a picture of a small planet circling a far-away sun. “Understandably it wasn’t possible to proceed beyond theoretical until the advancement of electronics and computers fast enough to complete the calculations in real-time, but now…” He continued for what felt like hours droning on and on, but the pretty pictures kept the group’s undivided attention until he at last paused to take a breath. “So, are there any questions?” He finally stopped talking.

	Annie raised her hand. “I’ll bet you love giving that speech, don’t you?”

	“Well, it is fairly interesting how it all happened when you consider it.” He launched off into yet another mind-numbing speech. “Most of the theory had been quite completely developed back in the mid-1800s, yet it required technology that hadn’t been perfected until the late 20th Century to make it even possible, and now it is…possible, that is…and profitable. That’s why you’re here,” he declared as he smirked.

	She poked Trey in the ribs and muttered, “He doesn’t understand sarcasm, does he?” Trey snickered.

	Ben stood up. “If that’s all, then are we ready to head out now?”

	The technician stepped towards the silvered window, then, as though he’d been given a signal, he said, “Yes, everything checked out fine. None of your equipment is on our banned list, and the group didn’t exceed the Gaussian count, so if you’ll follow me to the Gauss-Jacobi Door.”

	“The what count?” Eric asked.

	The technician repeated, “The Gaussian count. It’s a measure of the way magnetic fields interact with you and your equipment. If we exceed a certain amount, there’s an exponential increase for required energy. Now that discovery caught us all by surprise when it happened.”

	“It? What happened?” Eric expressed sincere curiosity.

	The technician glanced at the silvered window like a kid with his hand in the cookie jar and quickly waked towards what appeared to be a bank vault without answering. The door swung open as he approached, revealing a large room that had wires and cables strewn across the floor. People in white lab coats scurried back and forth.

	“In here,” the technician said, walking in.

	Everyone followed, staring around. The top slice of a sphere floated high on a set of transparent plastic catwalks directly above a circular platform, which looked like the bottom slice from the demonstration.

	“If you’ll stay out of the way for a moment, I’ll go see where your guide is,” he said as he scampered off.

	Ben shrugged. “Come on, guys. It’s time to hurry up and wait again.”

	Joe leaned back. “Used to that already.”

	The group wove their way through all the mess to the side of the room, trying to stay out of the way and not trip over anything. “Somehow this doesn’t seem as professional as I’d’ve expected,” criticized Annie. “For the price listed on the flyer they should have most of the bugs worked out.”

	“Oh, they tried,” Eric said, “But with the opposition from tree-huggers, they had to have it up and running before some someone passed legislation against it.”

	“I can see that,” Annie said. “That could have caused quite a delay.”

	Swinging shut, the massive wall-doors created a gust of wind that flapped lab coats left and right, much to the irritation of the techies. At last, the ponderous doors slammed shut with an impact that vibrated through the floor and sealed off the room with a hiss, which implied an airtight seal.

	A techie stepped up to the group (they couldn’t tell if was the same techie or if a new one had swapped in—they were virtually identical in those lab coats). He ushered along a man that was more dressed for the occasion: long tan coat with well-worn dungarees, tall black boots, a leather backpack hanging across his shoulder, all topped off by a dirty, brown hat. The techie checked his clipboard hesitated, then stuttered, “Uh, 8:30 group, this is Thomas Campbell, your guide.” Seeming to be embarrassed by his ‘public’ speech, the techie quickly handed off the clipboard then vanished into the crowd of other white-lab-coated techies.

	“Hello. Call me Tom. Who’s in charge of your group?”

	Ben stepped up. “I suppose you could say that I am. After all, I was patrol leader of most of these guys…a long time ago. I’m Ben.”

	Tom offered his hand. “Hello, Ben,” then he perused the rest of the group, his eyes settling on Annie. “You led the guys? This one doesn’t look like a guy. She’s a lady!”

	Ben laughed as Annie blushed. “She’s my sister. That doesn’t count!”

	Tom winked. “Yeah, right, whatever you say.” He held up the clipboard the techie had left behind. “Let me check you off. As I call your name, go stand by that railing.” He stepped across the room. “Find a spot where you can hang on. Understand?” He verified that everyone knew where to go, then went back to the list. “Ben…you’re checked off already. Head to the waiting area.”

	Ben grabbed his pack, snaked his way through the equipment, and stepped up to the front of the small waiting area, feeling as if he were waiting in line for one of the rides at a carnival.

	Tom read off the rest of the names as everyone fell in line behind Ben: “Annie, Carl, Douglas, Eric.” He paused. “Are you Eugene’s Eric?”

	“That I am,” Eric said as he walked past.

	“I thought so. I’ve heard him talk of you. Have fun out there,” Tom said, then continued, “Joe, John, Melvin, Patrick, Robert, and last of all, Trahern.” He checked off each one, then joined them. “Close to a full dozen. This should be a good trip. I look forward to yet another foray out into that other world.”

	The scouts lined up next to the railing, staring at all the commotion going on around them.

	As everyone settled in, Tom gave one last set of instructions. “When they start applying power, the platform will start moving. It might be noisy, but just wait for it. We want to stay out of the way as much as possible, and don’t forget to hang on. The breeze can be quite stiff when the air pressure equalizes.”

	The brash buzz of a klaxon startled them, and the platform started moving. Tom spun. “This is it. The Door is opening. Quick! Everyone grab the rail. If you have anything loose, hold onto it!” He dropped one knee onto his own pack, then opened his mouth as if yawning.

	Everyone else hesitated for an instant, long enough to be caught off guard. The floor of the platform spun up, slowly picking up speed. Sparks snapped and crackled from all the metal surfaces, the smell of ozone filled the room, and a flash of light and loud pop startled them all. Then they could see it: a ball of cold, white fire floating high in the middle of the sphere. A hissing sound followed the pop and grew into a howl as the ball grew larger. Loose papers flew, circling the room as if in a tornado, and plastered themselves to any flat surface.

	Ben felt a pressure in his ears, then felt a pop, akin to the feeling when a plane cabin pressurizes. He winced and stared. “What was that?” He thought he had yelled, but he couldn’t even hear himself.

	Tom laughed. “That’s the Door. The pressure difference between the worlds causes that wind when it equalizes from this side to the other.” He apologized, “I didn’t have a chance to tell you what was going to happen.” He held his hand by his ears. “Give it a minute. You’ll recover. Next time try yawning or swallowing. It’ll ease the pressure.”

	The platform drew everyone’s gaze. Where, at first, there had been nothing, and then the ball of fire, now a large round window appeared, or what could be a window, if a window could be a ball. It reached from the upper slice to the lower. Through it, a yellow-brown field stretched out before them. Scattered tree clumps stood nearby, and beyond those, a mountain range glowed through the distortion of the Door, but more than all that, the flare of bright sunlight filled the room.

	Tom hefted his backpack and stepped up the small ramp that led to the Door. “Is this team heading out? Or shall we stand here all day and gawk?” He yelled at the near deaf group, “Come on!”

	Ben and his buddies hesitated for a mere moment, then snapped out of it, grabbed their gear, and passed Tom as they ran out through the Door. One moment the cold, dark, stale, technology-based room surrounded them, the next a deep blue sky lit up the wide-open space before them. The sun warmed the landscape, a cool breeze wafted the scent of vitality to encircle them, and they spread out like marbles spilled on the floor, blinking at the brightness, amazed at the pure essence of nature.

	 

	
Chapter Two

	The First Day

	Tom scowled. “Hello?” They ignored him as he stood in the darkness, still waiting on the platform. He held out his hand. “So, Annie, was it? Need help with that pack?”

	She smiled. “Yes, thank you.” Gazing out through the Door, she chuckled. “They’re sorta focused, aren’t they? Typical guys.” Then noticing Tom’s frown, she hastily added, “Present company excepted.”

	Tom lifted her pack and helped her secure it, ignoring the flirtatious sideways glances. Fastening the waist belt he said, “There, how’s that? Is it snug enough? You don’t want it to shift as we’re hiking.”

	Annie said, “Yes, that’s fine,” but she thought to herself, And he’s pretty fine, too. She hid her face before he could see her blush, changing the subject by yelling out to Ben, “Hey guys, we’re right behind you!” then hurried through the Door into the broad daylight.

	Ben stared at the Door, a dark ball the size of a small house perched in the middle of the field, and he could still see the techies inside working frantically in the semi-dark. The moment Tom and Annie came out, the edges started to shimmer, then the whole thing began to shrink.

	Tom faced the Door and laughed. “Last chance, everyone! It’s closing!” It continued to contract, going through a reverse of the opening process, becoming smaller and smaller, then changing from a floating hole to a white flaming ball, then with a slight pop, nothing. “That’s it! In exactly ten days we need to be right here.” He shot a marker post into the ground, then fastened a small flag to it. “That should make it easy to find.”

	Eric wandered across the empty field. “That’s so we know where the Door will open…right here?”

	“Not necessarily right here, but close enough. The techies haven’t figured out how to eliminate all the drifting.” He paused. “It’s still pretty much experimental, you know.”

	Ben asked, “How far does it drift?”

	“It’s never been far, at the most a short walk away. The farthest I’ve ever had to go was a couple hundred meters, but that was on one of the early expeditions, on a month long trip, too.”

	“A month long trip?” Annie asked. “That must have been exciting.”

	Tom smiled. “This trip is only a week long, so it’ll be much closer. I’ll bet it’ll be right here.” He stomped his foot next to the flag, then said, “You’ve noticed that it’s easy to spot, too, tends to stand out.”

	“What if it’s night over here?” Eric asked.

	“Ah, if they see it’s dark when the Door opens, they turn on big spotlights, so there’s no need to fret that you’ll get stuck here.” He raised an eyebrow. “But then there was this one time…” He trailed off.

	Eric gasped. “And?”

	Ben winced. Eric would be the only one to not get a joke.

	Tom patted Eric on the shoulder and confessed, “I was kidding!”

	Ben watched Eric’s face relax, much too slowly. This might be a long trip.

	“Seriously, if you guys are done sightseeing, we can be off now,” Tom said.

	Ben noticed that half the guys were skipping stones across a creek. “Patrick, can you get those guys back up here? We need to move out.”

	Tom consulted a small hand-drawn map, pivoting to line up the symbols on the map with their landmarks. Straightening up he said, “Our course is mostly southwest, so following that creek is the right direction. It’s the guys on that hill that need to be pulled in.”

	Ben noticed a group of scouts using the higher ground of a small rise to get a better view. Squinting into the still rising sun all he could see were silhouettes, but he could tell that the tall one was Trahern, and standing too close next to him had to be Annie. Ben frowned, I don’t want to spend too much time keeping an eye on those two. Cupping his hands around his mouth, he called out, “Hey! Trey! Bring everyone back here. We’re going that-a-way,” swinging his arm in the direction of the creek. Trey herded the group towards Ben.

	Tom sighted on his map, then said, “If we keep following this creek downstream, it will connect to the river. We’ll spend the night there and get to the village late morning tomorrow, and I want us to be well rested before we head out for a hunt.”

	Ben glanced at the sun. “How much time would you say we have?”

	“Plenty,” Tom said. “As long as we don’t have to keep gathering up strays.” He noted the group still playing by the water’s edge.

	“I was afraid that we’d end up with a delay,” Ben said. “But I didn’t expect it to happen so soon.” He mumbled something about walkie-talkies, then hollered back, “Hurry up! We have a lot of ground to cover!”

	Patrick rounded up the scouts near him. The sound of clamor carried faintly across the field as the guys picked up their gear and hoofed along the sandy shore. Someone was calling out a cadence as they ran beside the creek. Getting closer, Patrick whooped and hollered, “We’ll be there in a moment!”

	Yelling back he shouted, “Keep moving! Take your time, but hurry!” Satisfied with their progress, Ben checked that Trey’s group was catching up as well. “Give them a moment. We’ll all be here in a bit.”

	“Good, then let’s get cracking.” Facing downstream, Tom stepped off at a slow pace. “If we stay on top of this ridgeline next to the stream, we’ll be able to see farther ahead, to anticipate anything that we might encounter.”

	“Will we run into anyone?” Ben wondered hopefully.

	“Probably not, at least not for a while yet. The Door doesn’t open close to Roadranusis,” Tom said. “That’s the name of the nearest town, so there’s not much chance of running across anyone, but we might scare up an animal or two.”

	“That would make Patrick happy,” Ben said. “He wanted to test out new cooking ideas.”

	“Sounds good. I’d like to see what he can do,” Tom said. “Anyway, once the techies figured out how to generally aim the Door, management insisted that they aim for uninhabited places. Less chance of us running into someone right as we come out, or letting them in.”

	“That makes sense,” Ben said. “So the whole trip isn’t as desolate as this?”

	“Oh, no, not at all. The techies were glad that we happened to get dumped as far from anything as possible.” He raised an eyebrow at Ben. “Can you imagine what the locals would do if a bunch of folks popped out of a big hole in the clear blue sky?”

	Ben laughed. “Yeah, I can see that could be a problem.”

	“So now we get to walk the rest of the way in.”

	“How far is that?” Ben asked.

	“Half a day to the camp site, then in the morning, it’s only two or three hours into town. We’d continue straight into town, but we’ll be using that site as our base to go hunting, so we might as well set it up first,” Tom said.

	“And it’s easy enough to find?” Ben asked.

	“Oh, yes. The path from camp into town is well worn from all the traipsing back and forth, but getting to the camp site can be a bit elusive. It would be easier if they dropped us off at the same spot each time, but with the way the techies aim, they never hit the same place twice.”

	“Like lightning?” Ben asked.

	Tom snickered. “Yeah, except the techies aren’t as bright!”

	They continued laughing as Trey caught up to them barely out of breath even though he’d run the last part. “Wow, Ben, we could see that mountain range much better from up on that crest. It’s bigger than I thought because it’s a lot farther off.”

	“Yeah, it is,” Tom said. “We haven’t mapped much in that direction yet. We know there’s a big desert to the west, and on the other side of that are the mountains, but no one wants to cross through all that when there’s so much out this way that’s easier to cover. The plan is to follow along the waterways and spread out later as we have time.”

	Ben craned his neck to stare at the mountains behind them as he walked beside Tom. “So, how long has this world been open?”

	“The first contacts were as much as a year ago, but we didn’t know if we were even in the same place each time it opened, and the power required to keep it open dictated that all the trips were short. Open the Door, run outside, check what we could, drop a marker, run back in, and close. No time to do any sightseeing.”

	“How many trips have you been on?” Trey asked.

	“Oh, lots. The first were exploratory, but once they were confident that they could open it to the same place later, we were able to map it out.”

	“So you know your way around here pretty much?” Ben asked.

	“Well, I’ve gone out on the most trips, so I have the most experience here.”

	“And you’ve mapped it all out?” Trey asked.

	“As much as we can. We can’t use any GPS surveying equipment because there aren’t any satellites to lock onto—besides, we’ve never been able to get stuff like that to operate properly here. Not simply getting messed up in the magnetic fields as they pass through the Door. There’s something in the air, nothing electronic works, so we ended up having to rely on the old tried-and-true historical methods.” He shrugged.

	Ben leaned closer to look at the map. “But you can get a compass to work?” Ben asked.

	“Nope. That’s one of the big problems. When we started mapping, we just decided that where the sun rises is east, and where it sets west.” He grinned. “After that, north and south were easy.”

	“But no compass,” Trey said.

	“Nothing with a magnetic field works here. In fact, magnetic fields cause a real drain on the Door’s power. That’s one of the reasons we check your packs: to check for stray magnetic fields.”

	“One reason?” Trey stared suspiciously at Tom. “And the other reason?”

	Tom laughed. “Contraband! We can’t have you out here getting wasted.” Then he leaned to Ben. “But what they don’t know is that the locals here can cook up a pretty potent brew.”

	Trey smiled widely. “Well, we’ll have to check into that.”

	Ben narrowed his eyes at them. “Hey, can you keep it under control?”

	Trey snickered. “Yes, sir!” he said as he continued to conspire with Tom. “You’ll have to lead the way when we get to town.”

	“I will,” Tom said. “That’s my job. That and baby-sitting, so you all make it back safely.”

	Annie piped up from right behind them. “Well, good that someone has that in mind.”

	Tom stepped aside to let Annie lead. “Welcome to the front,” he said. 

	“We were just chatting about, uh…” Trey started, “…a trip to the mountains!”

	Annie glared at him. “Oh, you were?”

	Ben jumped in. “Yeah, Trey was telling us what he could see. Right, Trey?”

	Trey stuttered. “Uh…oh, yeah. Right,” then blurted, “They’re far away.”

	Tom broke in covering for Trey. “True, and if you can see them at them at night, they seem to glow. The techies don’t know what causes it, but they plan to find out.” He paused. “But, as you know, they won’t be going out anywhere—they’ll send someone else to do all the exploring, but then they will claim all the credit for any discoveries.”

	Ben missed Tom’s complaint. “They glow? That would be worth checking out.”

	Tom agreed. “But not until we can manage to get a vehicle through the Door. Those mountains are way too far for even a month-long outing.”

	Satisfied for the moment Annie asked, “So if all the leaders are up here, who’s keeping an eye on the stragglers?”

	Tom and Ben spun at the same time, finding that the group had indeed spread out quite a ways, meandering along the ridge, puddle hopping at the creek’s side, and drifting into the brush off to the side. Eric was the farthest off, wandering away from the creek, getting himself lost, again.

	Ben sent Trey up the hill. “Head that way, and pull Eric and those guys back to the ridgeline. I’ll see what the delay is with Patrick and the guys by the creek.”

	Trey threw a half-assed salute and jogged off. “Yes, sir!”

	Tom approved Ben’s supervision of the group. “Get things under control and join us when you can.”

	“I’ll stay at the back and lead from behind. How’s that?”

	“That’ll be fine for today, but tomorrow I’d prefer to have you up front with me.”

	“I’ll see if I can get the others to act more responsibly, put them in charge of smaller groups and have them report to us.”

	“I can live with that. Out here, you’d be too busy unless you delegate. If you try to constantly micromanage, you’ll be stretched so thin that you’ll never get anything done. Make them acting sergeants.”

	“I know a couple that would fit right in.”

	Tom checked out the path ahead as Ben fell back. “We’ll keep going, but slowly.”

	“Annie,” Ben called out as he trotted off, “you stay up here with Tom. He can keep an eye on you.”

	Annie smiled to herself, And I can keep an eye on him. This is a good chance to get to know him better.

	She and Tom walked along the ridgeline quietly discussing their respective backgrounds for a while. Annie mentioned that Ben had always enjoyed outdoor activities like scouting, so when Eric told them of this opportunity, this Ex Terra camp out, she knew that he’d enjoy it. She was glad that he’d asked her to come, along with all his scout buddies. She listed her siblings, with Ben being the youngest. She had been chatting on for quite a while when she realized that she was doing all the talking. Without thinking, she blurted out, “So, Tom, enough about me, tell me about you.” She blushed at such a lame line. He’s going to think I’m a half-wit.

	Not missing a step Tom responded brightly, “That’s a long story, but I can’t use ‘we don’t have time’ as an excuse.”

	“You can say that again!”

	They walked on, the banter going through whatever topic happened to come up. Tom told of his background and upbringing, and Annie told of her goals in life. They checked back occasionally, keeping an eye on the rest. At one point Tom had to call back for the group to stick together.

	Annie smiled. “They aren’t too bad, but some of them tend to get into trouble…a lot.” She was quiet for a moment, then asked, “So how did you get involved with all this Ex Terra stuff?”

	“Pretty much right out of high school, I joined the Army. After I did my time, I used the training they had given me and worked in a wilderness camp for a while, taking city folks for adventures in bush country, like a dude ranch, but without horses.”

	“That sounds fun,” Annie said, putting her hand on his arm.

	Tom was aware of her hand and could swear he felt a gentle warmth emanating from her touch. Trying to ignore the strange feeling, he continued, “During the winter months, when they shut everything down, I started doing hunting excursions across the world. Apparently I was kinda well known, because when this Ex Terra thing started up, they contacted me, so here I am.”

	“Sounds to me like you have plenty of experience for this job, so all we have to do is have fun and enjoy the trip.” She smiled.

	“That’s my goal. Get you out here, have fun, and get you back, all in one piece, in less than two weeks’ time. That’s doable. There might be a couple places where we’ll have to muddle through, but I have yet to lose anyone.”

	“Well, that’s good to know.” They both laughed.

	Trey followed a ways behind, keeping an eye on his group, an eye on Eric, and yet still managing to keep an eye on the two leaders. He wasn’t jealous, because Annie wasn’t his girl, but she was a friend, a close friend, and he didn’t want to see her getting involved with someone who might hurt her, even inadvertently.

	Ben worked with Patrick to keep that group moving, and they all kept plodding on, following Tom’s lead.

	Dry yellow grass soon yielded to a carpet of deep green, lush clover as they left behind the desert that Trey had spotted earlier. The hike was pleasant, and the day was warm with a cool breeze coming across the creek. The bright sun was working its way past zenith when Tom finally called for a break. They gathered by the creek for a brief lunch, and Tom showed everyone how to use the water pump filters that he’d brought. They wanted to make camp before dark, so he encouraged them to finish their lunch quickly and get on the way.

	The sun drifted across the sky, slowly descending before Tom spotted the line of trees that marked the river they were seeking. Following it downstream, southeast a little ways, he located the familiar campsite he had used on his prior visits. A lot of preparation had already been done: spots for the tents were levelled, a gentle path to the river for fresh water had been marked, and a well-built fire circle was ready for cooking. Gathering firewood was an easy task as the river tended to encourage the growth of trees, lending a calm, quiet, forest-like feel to their first night’s bivouac.

	
Chapter Three

	The First Night

	Settling into camp was straightforward because most of the guys had been together as scouts since they were young. Everyone knew his job and went right to it. Trey and Eric had already pitched the larger tents and were now in the process of setting up a smaller one for Annie. Robb had a roaring fire going. He was so good, he could even get soggy wood to burn. Along the way, Joe had bagged a couple of critters with his .22 pistol. Patrick treated them like squirrels, making them into a stew. By the time Ben brought up the rear, chasing the laggards in front of him, the feast was ready.

	“We can’t be as spread out tomorrow,” Ben said as they all sat to eat.

	“That’s true,” Tom said. “If we are going to get anywhere, we need to keep bunched together. There are beasts out here that you certainly don’t want to tangle with if you’re in a small group, much less alone. We haven’t had enough time to categories everything we’ve come across, but there has been evidence of much larger animals that we haven’t seen, carnivorous animals.”

	Eric shuddered. “Do we need to have someone keep watch tonight?”

	“Yes,” Tom said. “We’ll do that every night, even in town. We can’t be too careful. We’ll have two-hour shifts. That should give everyone plenty of time to sleep. I’ve used porters before, but this trip, Eugene said you guys are on your own. I don’t understand it, but he didn’t want anyone else to come along.”

	Ben frowned. “That’s strange. I wonder why.”

	Tom shrugged. “Anyway, you know your troops best, so I’ll leave it up to you to make the assignments. This far out, all they’ll have to do is keep the fire going. I have yet to hear of any animals that aren’t afraid of fire.”

	Remembering his grandfather’s watch Eric asked, “How will we know when to change shifts?”

	“I have an hourglass, made of wood, glass, and sand. Nothing there that will be affected by magnetic fields.” Tom smiled. “Remember that for your next trip. Any non-metallic technology is acceptable.”

	Ben picked up his M-14. “Is this good?”

	Tom admired the weapon. “Nice choice. Excellent at a distance, yet still useful up close. The sights might have been tweaked by passing through the magnetic fields, but it’s good that lead isn’t affected much by magnetism. How many rounds did you bring?”

	“Not as many as I wanted to. They weigh too much. I have them in a bag in my backpack.”

	“Well, they won’t do much good there,” Tom walked around the fire circle, reviewing the equipment. “If you’re feeling brave, now would be a good time for everyone to load up a couple magazines. Keep one in your gun and the other close at hand, in a shirt pocket if you don’t have loops on your belt. Carry your gun holstered, without a round in the chamber. It’s easier to lock and load in a hurry than it is to patch up an idiot who shoots himself in the foot.”

	Everyone went through their packs pulling out ammo and loading up, everyone except Eric. He sat off to the side, fretting. “Do I need a gun, too?”

	Ben walked over. “No, Eric. You don’t have to have a gun.”

	“Yeah,” Doug suggested teasingly, “You can be our cannon fodder.”

	Eric relaxed. “Good, I can manage that.” A moment later he blurted out, “Wait! What’s a cannon fodder?”

	Tom surreptitiously watched to see how Ben was going to handle this.

	Ben frowned at Doug. “Cool it, will ya?” He patted Eric on the back. “Never mind. We’ll find something for you to do.”

	Eric wandered off into the darkness muttering about cannon fodder and what it meant for him.

	Everyone else finished loading their magazines, oiling and wiping down their guns, checking to make certain the actions worked smoothly. Tom meandered through the motley band of adventurers. “Interesting collection of guns you guys have here. Quite a wide range of firepower, too, all the way from the Saturday Night Special that Robb has, to the .50 caliber muzzle loader that Trey has.”

	“How’s this?” John held his .30-’06 in the air. “Small clip, bolt action, used for hunting,” he said as he glared at all the unusual guns everyone else had.

	“Yeah, that’s more what I would have expected,” Tom said. “But don’t load it until we have prey in sight.” He smiled. “I expect you’ll have the best chance of hitting your target, but I look forward to seeing how useful these others will be.”

	John sneered at Robb, then sat near Melvin and the other serious hunters, ignoring the rest.

	With the meal cleaned up and the dishes done by lantern light at the river’s edge, the tents slowly filled, with Carl getting the first shift. He sat in a folding camp chair halfway between the tents and the fire facing off to one side, I don’t want to blind myself by staring into the fire. The first watch was as monotonous as the second. It wasn’t until the third that the excitement picked up.

	Joe grabbed the lantern and circled the campsite, checking that everything was as it should be. At the half-way point, he stopped to look across the river where he could see the moon sinking towards the treetops. Finishing his circuit, he heard Patrick crawl into his sleeping bag. All was quiet as he sat to wait out his turn. He shivered as a cold breeze whistled up from the river, and a wall of fog drifted in off the cold water. Tendrils of mist curled high, obscuring the roughly full moon.

	Joe squinted to see as far as he could out into the forest. Not much light from the fire. Maybe I’d better put on more wood. Making certain the safety was on, he set his rifle across the arms of the camp chair and headed to the woodpile. As he reached for a log, he froze, What’s that noise? Something doesn’t sound right. He swiveled, carefully perusing each and every tree, I don’t see anything moving, nothing making noise, so what did I hear? He picked up an armful of wood and stepped towards the fire—that’s when they hit.

	Joe snapped around, startled by a half a dozen men coming right at him. They were dressed in dirty, torn clothing, brandishing tree branches and charging at him from all directions. Throwing a log he was carrying at the closest one, Joe let loose with a blood curdling bellow and dove for his rifle—he never made it. The first one swung his branch, hitting Joe full in the back, dropping him instantly. The next one swung his branch hard at Joe’s head, but Joe rolled to his back, grabbing for his Bowie knife. He had intended to block with it, but somehow he managed to flip it, and holding it by the blade, he tossed it—it embedded itself in the middle of the guy’s chest. Joe rolled away as the body toppled to the ground, and he grabbed for his pistol.

	Two, startled sleepy heads pushed out through tent flaps in time to see Joe shoot three more, firing from the ground, rolling between double taps. He grimaced in pain, pulled himself to one knee, and fired at the last couple of marauders sprinting for the woods. He did a quick scan for movement and, seeing none, collapsed.

	The noise woke everyone, and Tom was at his side in a flash. “What happened?!”

	Joe moaned, held his side, and tried to answer, “They…”

	“Never mind. Relax.” Tom put his hand on Joe’s shoulder. “Ben! Where’s the first aid kit?”

	Annie stepped up. “I have mine. Let me see what I can do.”

	“Ben, get a couple of your guys,” Tom said. “I want to see what’s out there.”

	Ben grabbed Trey and Robb. “Let’s check it out.”

	Following Tom’s lead, they crept off in the direction the last attackers had fled. Annie put her first aid kit on the ground next to Joe and kneeled.

	Patrick unhooked the lantern from the post it was hanging on and held it above Annie, trying to give her as much light as possible.

	Eric wandered through the campsite, gagging as he stepped over the bodies. He stopped at the corpse with the knife in it and stood there staring at it. “He’s dead, passed away, breathed his last…”

	Annie stared. “Eric, sit down. Joe’s hurt and you’re talking about those guys?”

	Eric muttered, “…departed this life, been called by his Maker, winged into Eternity…”

	Annie suppressed her incredulity at Eric and tried to pay attention to Joe. She palpated his ribs and thought, A couple cracked. All that rolling around could have punctured a lung. Aloud she said, “You’re going to be fine, Joe. We have things under control.”

	His eyes, wide with fright, locked onto Annie’s. He tried to speak but choked on his spittle. A drizzle of foamy blood leaked out of the corner of his mouth.

	Eric stood motionless, still mumbling, “…paid his debt to nature, taken his last sleep, joined the choir invisible…”

	Annie tried to suppress a gasp, Foamy blood! He had punctured a lung. We aren’t prepared to handle an emergency like this. Trying to smile, she put her hand on his forehead and said, “You’ll be fine. Hang in there. Ben will be back in shortly.” She searched through the shadows beyond the fire but didn’t see the search party. They were still out in the darkness, investigating. Waggling her head at Patrick, she quietly said, “Do me a favor: get Eric out of here. He’s not doing anyone any good.”

	Patrick grabbed Eric and dragged him off. As they left, Annie could still hear Eric muttering under his breath, “…awakened to life immortal, shuffled off his mortal coil, crossed to the Great Beyond…”

	With that distraction gone, she was better able to focus on Joe. She ran her hands along his sides but didn’t find any external wounds. Not knowing anything else to do, she closed her eyes, concentrated on his pain, and swore that she could feel his broken ribs inside her own chest.

	Joe gasped for air twice, then relaxed, and regained his composure. He surrendered to Annie’s ministrations and let her hands calm him. Everything slowed down, everything quieted, everything faded away, except her hands, her warm hands. He closed his eyes, and yet he could still see them: her hands, full of fire, on his ribs. Her hands were fire, burning deep into him. The heat radiated throughout his entire body, melting away the pain but leaving the fever. Then gradually the fever abated as well. He drew in a deep, cool breath and opened his eyes.

	Everyone stepped back. Annie had been leaning over Joe, but when he opened his eyes, she dropped her hands and slumped off to the side. Patrick caught her as she fell. “Annie! What happened?”

	She leaned back into his arms. “I don’t know. Did I faint?”

	“Maybe, but Joe’s certainly better.”

	Annie’s eyes flew open. “Joe! How is he?”

	Joe grinned. “There’s no need to fear, Underdog—” He coughed and grimaced, then caught his breath. “It only hurts when I laugh.”

	“But, Joe, how could you be fine? I mean…I saw…you were…”

	Patrick stared at the two of them. “Annie, is Joe hurt or not?”

	Joe laughed, then groaned. “Yeah, I’m not hurt, not at all. It doesn’t hurt to get whacked with a tree by a raving lunatic in the middle of the night.” He grimaced again and laid back down. “Well it doesn’t hurt too much. If you guys don’t mind, I’ll sit out the next one.”

	“You do that,” Patrick said. “We’ll keep an eye on you while you rest.”

	Annie’s head snapped up. “Patrick! You’re here, but…what did you do with Eric?”

	“Oh! I gave him a simple task: keep the fire going.”

	She almost laughed. “Will somebody go get him before he catches something on fire, like himself?” She sighed. “Patrick, you know you can’t leave Eric alone near a fire. Ben told me what happened at scout camp that one time.”

	Joe snickered. “You mean when he caught his sleeping bag on fire?” He tried not to groan as he laughed again. “That was so funny.”

	Annie frowned. “It wouldn’t have been funny if he’d been hurt!”

	Patrick agreed. “Yeah, but he didn’t, though he did have to sleep in a half-burnt sleeping bag that night. He might have frozen…all because he was trying too hard to keep warm!”

	Carl came back from the fire pit with Eric in tow. “He was trying to keep the fire going…by putting on all the wood. He could have smothered it.”

	“Leave it alone,” Annie said. “Robb can fix it when he gets back.”

	“I wonder where they are.” Patrick peered into the darkness. “And what they’ve found.”

	Joe tried to twist his head to see but couldn’t get that far. “Did anyone hear any shots out there?” He waited for an answer, but only saw negative responses. “Well, that’s good,” he said. “No one’s been shot.” Then he thought for a moment, and said, “On the other hand it could be bad. Those weirdoes weren’t using guns, so it also means none of our guys shot.”

	Annie was starting to get anxious when she heard the sharp snap of a branch breaking. The group stared as one into the darkness. Movement off to one side caught their attention as Tom stepped out into the light of the campfire, followed closely by Ben and Robb. “Well?”

	Ben paused. “Nothing. Whatever they were, they move fast and quietly. We may have scared them off for the night.”

	Robb headed to the fire. “Hey! Who’s trying to kill my fire?”

	Everyone ignored him as he stirred the fire.

	Tom checked up to see how Joe was doing.

	Annie paused half way up. “Wait, where’s Trey?”

	Ben’s head popped up. “He stopped behind that thirsty tree.”

	A moment later Trey stepped into the light adjusting his belt. “Ah, much better.” He paused, realizing that everyone was watching him. “What’s up? Why is everyone staring at me?”

	“Oh, nothing,” Annie said. “You were slow coming back. That’s all. We were wondering…”

	Patrick quietly said, “What do you mean ‘We,’ Annie?”

	Annie’s face reddened. “Shh!”

	Tom dropped to the ground beside Joe. “You did an excellent job of shooting, but you were hit pretty good. How are you feeling now?”

	“A bit beat up at first, but after Annie did her first aid on me, it’s better.” Joe tried to smile. “I’ll live.”

	Tom smiled. “I’m amazed you weren’t hurt as much as I’d have assumed.” He knew Joe had taken a solid blow to the back and hadn’t expected to find him conscious, much less chatting. He raised an eyebrow at Annie. She certainly knows her stuff. I’m glad the guys brought her along. Giving her a slow, careful look, he thought, Yup, I’m really glad she came.

	Trey joined the group. “That was some impressive shooting! Did you learn that in the army?”

	“Not really.” Joe tried to downplay his shooting. “The Ranger training must have sunk in. I’ve never been that good on the range, but when it’s real, well, I didn’t even have time to think. It just happened.”

	Ben strolled to the body with the knife in it. “And whose might this be?” He pulled at the knife, but it didn’t move.

	Joe rolled towards Ben. “Well, it might be Eric’s…but it isn’t!” He tried to laugh, but grimaced in pain instead.

	Eric, who had been sitting there morosely staring off into the distance, flinched at the mention of his name. “What?”

	Joe sat up. “Never mind. Hey, Eric, why don’t you head back to bed?”

	Eric stood and silently headed for his tent.

	Carl followed him saying, “I’ll see to it he gets there.”

	Tom agreed with Joe. “We all need to hit the sack. Morning comes early out here. Ben, hang on for a minute. Help me stash these bodies.”

	Ben continued to struggle with the knife. “Yeah. I’ll be right there, let me get this knife out first.”

	Trey ambled up and said, “Let me try.” Ben stepped back as Trey planted a foot on the body’s chest, grabbed the knife firmly, and pulled. It stuck for a moment, but as he wiggled it, it finally came loose with a sucking sound. “Yuck! You stuck it right in his sternum. I’ll go wash it off in the river.”

	“Thanks,” Joe said. “I don’t know if I’d make it that far right now. Anyone want to help me get into a sleeping bag?”

	Everyone surged forward, all offering to carry the hero of the day single-handedly. Ben assigned two guys to buddy-carry Joe gently to his tent as two more went ahead to get his bag ready. Patrick held the lantern as he walked Annie to her tent, and the rest of the group gradually broke up, several going in search of more thirsty trees, but soon enough the camp was quiet again.

	Tom and Ben moved all the bodies into one heap, then used the branches from the attack and stacked them to cover the bodies, piling on larger branches to secure it until morning. The plan was to check them out later, when they had more light than the lanterns put out. Carl put Eric to bed, then came back out to cover what was left of Joe’s shift. The rest of the night passed quietly. The morning, however, gave them a new problem to consider.

	
Chapter Four

	Into Town

	Sunrise brought new hope for the adventuresome party: Joe was recovering nicely. They even managed to cook, eat, clean up an early breakfast, and strike the tents, all without paying attention to the pile of dead bodies. As everyone packed up, ready to head out, Tom called Ben, Trey, and Patrick off to the side for a strategy session.

	“Now I know this wasn’t the type of adventure you guys imagined, but this is where we are now. We can either go on and work through this or head back to the pickup point and wait out the rest of the time there. It’s up to you.”

	Ben searched the other faces, then said what they were all thinking, “Joe reacted in self-defense, pure self-defense. He had no choice. We had no choice.” He frowned. “We should clean up now, at least clean up what we can, then head on.”

	Everyone mumbled their approval.

	Trey snickered and said, “No use crying over spilled blood.”

	Ben shuddered. “That’s sick, Trey.”

	Ignoring his comment, Tom suggested, “As long as they’re dead, they don’t need anything they have, right? And if we search the bodies, it might give us an idea of who they are and where they come from. I’ve never heard of anything like this on other outings, so I’ll need to bring back as much info as I can, to let the others know what’s going on out here.”

	The four of them went to the pile and unstacked the branches, revealing the bodies, even more gruesome in the daylight. Tom grimaced, then said, “Joe certainly knows how to use a pistol. Two shots each, but both centered in the chest.” He heard a couple of grunts as an answer. Trying to hold their breath, too, he thought, I don’t blame them.

	Beyond the blood, Ben could see that these guys had been living out in the wild for quite a while. They were filthy, had matted hair, and wore skimpy rags held on by vine ropes.

	Other than the branches they’d been wielding, each had a short, stone knife blade tied into a stick handle. One of them, the leader they assumed, wore a tight leather cap and a strangely carved wooden amulet on a leather cord around his neck. He had a small cloth sack tied to his waist that contained several copper rings linked together and three animal skin scrolls with writing on them. One might have been a map, but they couldn’t make heads nor tails of the other two. They came across an animal bladder filled with liquid, and not wanting to risk opening it, they set it aside to continue searching.

	Two of the other bodies wore necklaces that appeared to be made out of garlic or something that stinks like garlic. The third had a necklace of vines covered with small purple flowers. Lastly, they found another container of liquid lying nearby where it had landed in the skirmish. It could be a wine skin made from an animal’s stomach.

	Focusing on the booty, Tom said, “Well, I recognize money when I see it, so we’ll keep that in case we need to buy something in town.”

	“Money? Ben asked. “Where’s there any money?”

	Tom picked up the linked rings and jingled them. “This is what they use for money here. Small rings linked on bigger rings. Copper, silver, gold, and other local metals. The more rings linked, the more it’s worth. I’ve seen people who have a bunch of smaller rings looped onto a bigger ring that still manages to fit onto a finger like a normal ring, so they can show off how rich they are.”

	“Keeping money is good, but you can stick it in your pocket,” Ben said. “I don’t know where it’s been before,” he said.

	Tom poked through the rest of the pile. “Joe might like that amulet thing as a trophy, but I don’t think anyone would want to wear that helmet.”

	Trey peeled the helmet off and cringed. “Yeah, you should see all the crawlies under it! I’ll grab the wine skins, or whatever they are. We can check them out when we don’t have to fight off a gag reflex.”

	Patrick snagged the scrolls. “I’d like to try to figure out where this map leads. As far as the others, it would be interesting to see if anyone in town can read ’em. What’s the name of the town again?”

	“Roadranusis.” Tom shrugged. “You want the map? Keep it.”

	Tossing the rest of their findings aside, they dug shallow graves on a small knoll overlooking the river, placed rocks to cover the mounds, and put the necklaces reverently on top to act as a monument. They hung the leather cap on a stick posted at the leader’s grave.

	Finally, they tackled the question of the bladder and wine skin. Holding the bladder at arm’s length, Ben pulled the cork gingerly, expecting a pop or hiss, but nothing happened. Pulling it closer, he stared into the depths and shrugged. Taking a hesitant sniff he said, “No smell either. I wonder what it is.”

	Patrick asked, “What’s it look like? Pour it out.”

	Ben shrugged and poured a little out. “Water? Why such a small container, especially when there’s a river full of it right here?”

	No one had an answer, so he dumped the rest of it on the nearest grave and tossed the bladder on top.

	“What should we do with the wine?” Trey asked.

	“Is that what it is?” Ben asked.

	Trey shrugged as he pulled the cork and sniffed. He shuddered. “Whatever it is, it’s gone rancid. Smells like vinegar.”

	“A vinegar smell is caused by oxidation of alcohol. Rancid is when an oil is oxidized.”

	Ben spun to see Eric standing nearby. “Hey, why are you here?”

	Eric shrugged. “Wanted to see what you guys were up to.”

	Ben glanced back at the hastily dug graves. “Nothing that needs to trouble you.” He grabbed Trey and Patrick. “Let’s skedaddle.”

	No one argued with that idea, so they re-joined the rest of the group, who were getting ready to head out. Annie had Joe sitting on a rock with his shirt pulled up examining him. The extensive bruising across his back was ugly, but he could still move in spite of the pain, so he wouldn’t hamper the group’s progress. As they packed up the equipment, they shifted things to lighten his load. Plenty of volunteers offered to help carry his stuff.

	Tom walked up to Joe and ceremoniously kneeled in front of him. “In recognition of your valiant effort in protecting our party, I hereby bestow upon you the amulet of bravery.” With that, he solemnly looped the cord over Joe’s head, the wooden carving hanging in front, and everyone cheered. Trey reached to pat him on the back but then, remembered his injuries and quickly held off.

	Joe sat there uncomfortable at the attention. “Why, thanks. I don’t deserve it.” He stood up, tucked in his shirt, and stared at his new medal, a wooden disk with three circles carved into the front. The cord passed through one of the circles, leaving the other two to form the base of a triangle. “Shucks, folks, I’m speechless.” He glanced conspiratorially at Ben as he grabbed his now-lightened pack.

	Following Joe’s lead, Ben linked arms and launched into an entirely irrelevant song, “We’re off to see the Wizard…”

	Trey hooked into Joe’s other arm and joined in, “…The Wonderful Wizard of Oz…”

	Tom stepped back, staring at these discordant singers not knowing what to make of them.

	Annie stepped up to Tom. “That’s my brother for you. When those scouts go hiking, the whole countryside hears it. Come on. Don’t get left behind.” She linked arms with him and stepped out, adding her voice to the fray, “…We hear he is a whiz of a wiz, if ever a wiz there was…”

	All the others picked up their packs and joined in on the distinctly non-military cadence as Patrick brought up the rear.

	Tom thought, That’s not the kind of song I would have expected as they march…show tunes…but it keeps them together. We won’t get spread out at this pace.

	The path was easy to follow as long as they kept by the river, so Tom let Ben and his chorus lead. The song changed often, but Ben kept the group together and moving at a good clip. They followed the river downstream, heading generally southeast, as the sun slowly climbed. After they’d been hiking a while, the gentle slope they’d been following suddenly steepened and the river became a torrent, rushing through closely spaced rocks. Then the path plunged as the river went over a cliff, becoming a waterfall. The cliffs on both sides had animal trails worn into them, but as tight and narrow as they were, it would be nigh to impossible to carry any kind of boat up or down.

	Tom knew this was the boundary at the edge of civilization. He considered the area and thought, The techies certainly picked a good spot for the drop off point. It’d be unlikely that any locals would wander up this far, but then thinking back to what happened last night he wondered, So then where did those wild men come from?

	They stopped for a short rest and a quick brunch at the bottom of the rapids where the river once again slowed and spread out. A small pool had formed on the near side of the river where a circle of rocks isolated part of the water. Cool and deep, the pool tempted a couple of the guys to jump in for “a quick dip,” but Tom persuaded the group to stick together and keep moving.

	The tall grass they moved through so easily soon gave way to a well-used animal trail, which then became a real path through old-growth trees. As the sparse trees of the plains became a serious forest alongside the river, the footpath widened and was more worn, easily big enough for a couple of horses side by side, a trail undoubtedly used by local hunters who patrolled this forest. The canopy of leaves blocking the sun gave the travelers a slight chill as a light breeze came up, but after the scouts had walked a couple more hours, the trees thinned, and light was visible ahead of them.

	The forest opened out into green fields that appeared to be well tended and watered. Small hillocks separated the fields into sections, and the group soon passed by a human-powered pump consisting of small buckets on a rope that dipped into the river and emptied into a basin that had actual clay pipes leading to small, damp depressions in the fields.

	It struck Ben as strange that they had developed such an involved irrigation system. “I thought this was more of a primitive, old-fashioned kind of a place.”

	“This society is interesting,” Tom said. “In some things, they’re still in the dark ages, yet in others, they’re closer to modern society. Almost as if they leaped from the shoulders of a previous, much more advanced, civilization.”

	“Is there a previous civilization?” Annie asked.

	Tom shrugged. “Not that we’ve found anywhere, but then again, we haven’t had the time to map out much territory, much less go digging up old burial grounds.”

	“So, with all this technology,” Trey said, “where is everyone?”

	Frowning, Tom checked out the fields. “I don’t know. That’s strange. Usually by time we get this far, there’s a dozen kids deserting their field duties to check us out, but I don’t even see anyone working out there.”

	“The locals don’t mind you bringing all these strangers through?” Ben asked.

	“Not at all. They know that good times are in store when travelers come through. They look forward to the business we bring, and often they’ll follow along to help out with the hunt.”

	Annie smiled. “It’s nice to be on such good terms with the locals.”

	“Oh, I’m on good terms with most of the ones I’ve met. The kids in town can even say my name close enough that I recognize it.”

	Ben glanced back. “Is language much of a problem? I’m certain Patrick would love to interview the locals.”

	“He’s into languages? That’s good. We could use the expertise. Not many of the folks here speak English well enough to get things across. There’s the mayor and a couple of his buddies, but we usually just wave and point, what we have in one hand, what we want in the other.”

	Ben could go along with that. “You do what’s necessary.” He thought of the loot they’d plundered from the bodies. “How much do you think those copper rings are worth?”

	Tom shrugged. “Never gave much thought to costs. No need to be bothered by the monetary exchange for such a short stay. Barter works well enough.”

	“So…how much farther to town?” Trey asked.

	Glancing at the mid-day sun, he said, “Shouldn’t be much farther. Just past the next ridge, I think.”

	“Good, ’cause this pack is getting heavy. I’m carrying all the kitchen goods, the main tent, my own stuff, and half of Joe’s.”

	Tom stared at Trey. “And now you’re complaining? With half the camp in your pack?”

	“Not so much that it’s heavy.” Trey shrugged. “It’s been a long morning.”

	“Well, you can look forward to dropping your pack soon.” Tom led the way up the slope they were climbing. “There’s Roadranusis now.”

	Ben yelled, “The end is in sight. The town’s right ahead.”

	Patrick answered from the back. “Last one to the tavern buys!”

	Ben could barely hear his reply, but everyone else must have heard it because the pace of the entire column picked up. They descended the hill at a quick trot, but the closer they approached the town, the slower they went. The town was empty, deserted. Cooking fires were still burning, but no one was visible.

	Tom called a halt. “Hang on guys. This isn’t right.” He frowned as he scrutinized the buildings. “Something’s going on.”

	The group closed in naturally, everyone at the ready.

	Abruptly, a man stepped out from behind the building in front of them, an older man, but what caught everyone’s attention was the six-foot long, two-handed broadsword in his hand, glinting in the sun. A peasant farmer ready for war, he scrutinized the group carefully, then, keeping his sword at the ready, he called out, “Tomss?”

	“Shess? What’s happening?” Tom could feel tension behind him. He glanced over his shoulder. “Stay put. I’ll see what’s up.” He faced the sword, half stepped, bowed slightly with his wrists together, and in a calm voice said, “Shess, peace, mi pismi gu. We speak, mu tahknah?”

	Shess looked Tom up and down slowly, finally saying, “aa-eh, mu dislu lo pahlnah. Yes, we talk of trouble.” Then he leaned back and yelled out in that strange, flowing language. In response, more men stepped out from behind buildings all around them. Armed with no weapons other than swords and spears, the locals stood their ground. The threat was unmistakable, so the scouts stayed put as well.

	Glancing at all the weaponry, Tom bowed again to the group’s leader. “Peace, Shessicheros. We hunt, zhahnto, we trade, bahtmi.”

	“Yes, Tomss. We know you.” He called out again and archers rose up from nearby rooftops.

	Ben whispered to Tom, “Ouch! Not the kind of reception I’d expected.”

	“Me neither,” Tom said. “I have no idea what’s wrong, Ben.” To the rest of them he said, “Everyone sit tight. I’ll go talk with the mayor and see if I can figure it out.”

	Trey plopped on a wooden bench next to a small cook fire. “I’m dropping my pack here. If something goes wrong, I want to be able to move quickly.”

	Shess frowned at Trey and walked towards one of the larger buildings. “We sit there, mu skitu vaa.”

	The armed men moved up behind them, closing off any chance of retreat or escape.

	Trey shrugged. “We follow them?”

	Slowly walking through a gauntlet of warriors, they filed into the meeting hall. As Joe stepped inside, one of the young men jumped out and grabbed him, yelling, “vahlnimlimre!” He threw Joe against the side of the door holding a quickly drawn knife to his throat.

	Joe’s eyes went wide with fear. He held out his empty hands in front as a token of surrender. Shess pushed through the crowd as he hurried back to see what was going on. He spoke harshly, and the young man replied excitedly but didn’t move his knife, instead he used his free hand to pull at the ‘medal’ that Joe was wearing.

	Shess frowned. “ti zahvlo.” He reached for the medal. “This bad. We fight, miyi kahmdah.”

	“Yes, we fight, too,” Tom said fervently. He grabbed Joe’s shoulder and held up four fingers. “He kill four!”

	Shess stepped back and blinked. “He kill four, di mormah zi daa?”

	Joe tried to nod without running into the blade at his throat. “I kill them,” he said holding up the medal.

	All of the townsfolk spoke at once, gesturing at Joe and his medal, trying to decide whether to believe the story or not. The decision finally made, the young man pulled the knife away from Joe’s throat, slipped it into his sheath, then offered to help Joe inside.

	Tom breathed with relief. “Close call. A few run-ins with those wild men would tend to make anyone touchy, but it sounds to me like they’ve had more than a few run-ins.”

	Now accepted, the adventurers and the townsfolk bypassed the language barrier by using a lot of pantomime, though both sides were quickly learning the speech of the other. They muddled through the story of Joe’s squabble, and Trey practically ripped Joe’s shirt off in his haste to show the wounds Joe had received. Some of the natives called him “vebri, hero,” but others didn’t think he was so tough. They had their own tales to tell, and, trying to outdo each other, they alternately launched into tales of derring-do and argued the details in others’ stories. Although Trey, Joe, and the others couldn’t keep up with the details of the conversation, they were certainly able to follow the emotions of the controversy.

	Annie found a small stool nearby and sat, leaning back on the wall with her feet up on a bench, trying to keep out of the testosterone-slinging match by watching from a safe distance.

	Meanwhile, across the room, a discussion of a different sort took place as the leaders studied a map working through the details of the problem.

	
Chapter Five

	The Decision

	Shess drew his finger along a blue line on the map and explained why they had greeted Tom’s group at sword point, “Here vahlnimlimre pass river south.”

	Ben squinted. “Valnirie?”

	Shess appreciated Ben’s futile attempt at the native language. He said it again, more slowly, “vahl-neem-LEE-mre, wild-animal-like men.” Seeing confusion, he tried again. “Say short NEE-mre, animal men.”

	Ben tried, “nimre, nimre. Hmm…It flows nicely.”

	“You say good,” the mayor said.

	“And you speak English reasonably well, too.”

	Tom interrupted the language lesson, “And you thought we were more of the same, more nimre?”

	“Yes, hunters see men moving into forest from north. They warn us someone coming from outside. We worry because the vahlnimlimre,” he acknowledged Ben, “the nimre, they not good. They burn fields, raid stores, take food, kill workers. We hear someone pass waterfall, we bring all from fields into town, get ready.”

	Ben leaned in to see the map. “The waterfall is there?”

	Tom put his finger on the map. “Yes, that’s where it should be.”

	“It is our land edge,” Shess said. “Farther is animal land. Animals live there, we live here.”

	“But the nimre came from up there, from the animal land?”

	“They animal men, live in animal land. They same as animal, stay there, not come here long times.”

	“Well, considering the one time we encountered them, I don’t blame you for being jumpy. If it weren’t for Joe’s quick action…and good shooting, we’d be in a world of hurt, too.”

	Shess smiled at the raucous group, still exchanging stories. “Your people and mine, they friends now, gui fremi miaa.”

	Tom stood slightly, put his hands on the table, and studied the map. “So how do we handle these nimre?”

	Ben interrupted, “Wait a minute. Who said we’re doing anything? It’s their problem, not ours. We’re here to hunt, and anything we do besides hunt will cut into what little time we have, and we have barely over one week. I can’t see that we’d even have time to do anything more.”

	“Relax, Ben. I was thinking,” Tom said, “as long as we’re here, we could be useful and help. After all, check out what Joe did, and he was by himself. Can you imagine our whole group going after them? We have enough firepower that it’d be a slaughter. We could wipe out the whole band of them and still have time to do some hunting.”

	“I don’t know.” Ben stopped to think. “We weren’t planning to do anything like that. When they attacked Joe, he had to fight back, in self-defense. What you’re suggesting would be a pre-emptive attack against unarmed people…not the same at all. It wouldn’t be fair. And can you imagine trying to bring back a trophy of one of them? We’d get arrested for murder!”

	“So, no trophies, but we’d have established some good friends here,” Tom said tipping his head towards Shess.

	“That sounds nice, but I don’t think so…I mean…I can’t see how it would affect us much. We’re going to be here a short time, but I can see why you’d like to help ’em out. You’ll be coming back here again with the next group to visit Ex Terra, but this is the only time we’re going to be here.”

	“So how would you feel, being the guests of these people, abandoning them in their time of need? If you ever did want to come back, they might not be as welcoming…if they were even still here at all.”

	“I’ll tell you what. I like these people, and I like the mayor here.” Shess smiled as Ben continued, “I’ll go talk to the guys and see what they think.”

	Tom stood up. “That’s all I can ask. Talk to them, and let us know.”

	Shess stood up to follow Ben as he headed towards the noisy group. He took Ben by the arm. “We first eat. You later talk. They need time, relax and know us. Then they good decide.”

	Ben smiled weakly. “Yeah, they ‘good decide.’ For us as well as you.” Ben considered leading his buddies to war…because that’s what it would be. They would be killing people, not the animals they’d planned on hunting. No trophies, just terror. He shuddered at the idea.

	The mayor stepped up to the group of braggarts, and, with one look, they all fell silent. He signaled his men to move off to one side and the adventurers to the other. He was surveying the room when suddenly, at an inaudible command, a horde of children burst out of a side door and spread out through the room. They showed that they knew their role well as the older children shuffled tables and benches, forming a large ‘U’ with one table at the head of the room and two tables along each side, as if they were in the great room of a castle. As the group continued to watch, the younger children placed plates and mugs spread out on each table, then ran to stand against the walls.

	Shess observed, approving their actions, though he frowned once, when a young boy tried to go out the wrong door and ran into a girl coming in with a platter. She paused to direct him to the right door, then hurried back to her task. Shess smiled.

	Ben glanced at Tom. “This is neat to watch. As if they’re doing a dance.”

	“Yeah,” Tom said. “It’s kinda exciting to watch…the first few times. It gets boring after that. I’ve seen them do this every time I bring through a hunting party, but you’re the first group to watch with me. Usually the soldiers are too busy guarding everything, and the scientists are too busy doing whatever they do to even notice.”

	“They treat you like this because of all the technology you guys bring?”

	“It has nothing to do with us or our technology. They do the same thing when they have visitors from anywhere, even the next town just downriver. And the other towns do the same, too, when Shess visits them. Everyone here does it.”

	“I don’t think I’ve ever heard of an entire society with such a level of self-sacrificing service.”

	“Get used to it.” Tom said. “It happens all the time here.”

	Once things were set and the children had left the room, Shessicheros walked towards the head table followed by a couple of his higher-ups. He called Ben and Tom to join them, then answering Ben’s unasked question, he allowed Annie to join them as well. The rest of the group wandered, then slowly divided up and found spots along the side tables. Ben was happy to see that his friends weren’t at all uncomfortable mixing in with the townsfolk, and he could see camaraderie starting to form between the two groups. Then he realized that it might be difficult to not help these generous people.

	As they were getting settled, young women came in carrying clay pitchers, filling all the mugs with a dark liquid. Following them were women carrying bowls full of what could be small potatoes mixed with bright green leafy vegetables. After filling all the mugs, the servers stood at attention along the inside edge of the tables and waited.

	The door leading from the kitchen flew open as an imposing lady came through carrying a huge, deep dish filled with sliced meat that had broth sloshing up to the edge. She stopped in front of Shess, and he made quite a show of picking through the slices with his knife, finally proclaiming it good. The servers all started ladling the veggies onto plates as the large lady carried the platter of meat to each person, letting them reach across with their knives to slice their own portion.

	Ben hesitated, glancing at Tom with a question in his eyes.

	“It’s good stuff,” Tom said. “We’ve eaten it before, and no one has gotten sick. I don’t know how they cook it, but the flavor is decent.”

	Ben watched as the guys dug in without a moment’s hesitation. “Well, you’d better be right, because we’re into it now.” He stuck his tongue out at Annie, knowing how much of a food fussy she was, but she had already followed suit, trying to fit a green leaf dripping with juice into her mouth without making too much of a mess. He shrugged and dove in, taking cautious bites at first, finding that the tart concoction made his mouth water not quite to the point of pain. Swallowing gingerly, he decided it was quite good. Grabbing his mug for a quick swig, he noticed Tom staring at him.

	“Go ahead,” Tom said. “It’s fine.”

	Ben sipped cautiously, and the sudden sharpness of the beverage caused him to wince.

	Tom chuckled. “Yes, they have something here like a lemon. Close enough to be a citrusy fruit. This certainly isn’t lemonade, but it is brewed with a touch of lemon in it.”

	Ben choked out, “A touch? It’s way sour.”

	Eric spoke up, “Essentially the acerbic flavor serves to enhance the modicum of alcohol.”

	Ignoring the rest, Trey reacted to the words ‘brewed’ and ‘alcohol.’ He swallowed quickly and said, “Yeah, this stuff is kinda light. When do we get the good stuff?”

	“They won’t serve that until later,” Tom said. “Much later, after the kids are in bed.”
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