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The thin man looked into the camera and gave his best voice to his viewers as he and three others stood by their E-bikes. He was blonde haired with black glasses, and he had his own e-bike set up behind him. “Hello, everybody. We are just a little way from the border of Kairania, and things are looking pretty good. As many of you know from my series, we have been e-biking our way through four countries to reach Kairania to help document the bad situation that is happening there and lend help to anyone we find along the way that might be in need. My name is Norman French, and I am the one who put this together. My travel blog has been all over the world, shedding light on places that don’t often see the sun. I could not stand by and think of the people that might be suffering.”

Norm’s small camera was on a rod as he tried to get everyone in the shot. He panned over to a tall woman with shaggy black hair who was checking things on her bike. “This is one of my fellow influencers Haru. Why don’t you do a recap of the situation in Kairania?”

“Sure thing Norm.” Haru said with a smile, summoning a bubbly tone and personality. “The political situation in Kairania has been developing for just under two years now. There has long been political issues with their neighbor Ibaresh, and it has led to both factions having a cold war developing into a hot war. They have been shelling each other from their sides of the border and just recently have been sending troops to the other side. Though it has not escalated to full on invasion it has caused the cities and land on the borders to be devastated, and we are on our way in to offer help.”

“Thank you Haru.” Norm said as he whipped around to another person. This was a short bubbly woman with curly red hair. She had bright green eyes and was waiting for the camera long before it whipped around to her. “This is Carri, our resident artist who has her own plans to help the people.”

“Hello, I am Carri Crochets!” Carri replied in her rehearsed tone. “As many of you know I am a professional crochet artist. I have done life sized crochets of all hundred and fifty-one original Pokémon, and I joined this trip to offer my skills to the people of Kairania. I brought as much yarn as I could carry, and I intend to make shirts, blankets, and scarves for the survivors I find. No one is going cold with Carri crochet on the job!”

“That’s amazing.” Norm said as he walked over to the last member of the band. “This is Johnny from Johnny Golden cooks. Why don’t you tell the viewers a little bit about yourself?”

Johnny was a tall man with short, cropped hair and sharp cheekbones. His bike had the most gear on it and he was resting against it with his e-cigarette. “Hey, it’s your boy Johnny. I have been learning traditional Kairanian dishes, and I have been spicing them up! I am adding a Brazilian/Korean fusion take to them and I look forward to treating them to the people we find. I think just a little bit of spice will have a profound impact on their lives.”

A tall fit man walked into the back of the shot. He was broad shouldered with dirty blonde hair and an angular face. Norm ran over to him with his camera. “How could I forget this is Dimitri. He is our impromptu guide and resident badass. He has actually been to Kairania many times before.”

“Oh.” Dimitri said with a confused tone. “We are filming your show?”

“We are live streaming!” Norm replied. “This is live to over ten thousand followers right now. Do you have anything to say to everyone watching?”

“Uh...” Dimitri began. “I think as long as we are honest with people around and don’t make too much of a fuss, we should be safe. Though we need to go over a few things.”

“I have nothing but the utmost faith in you.” Norm replied happily. “We know if we get in trouble, you will go all Rambo on their asses.”

“Rambo was a soldier.” Dimitri replied. “I am just a guide. If we get into trouble, it will be honesty and diplomacy that will...”

“Dimitri once killed a guy with a box cutter.” Johnny said as he came up from behind. “At least that is what the rumors say.”

“That is not true at all!” Dimitri insisted. “Don’t make up stuff like that.”

“He’s like European Chuck Norris.” Norm added. “We are in capable hands. Anyway, we are going to end the live stream now. Please go check in on our sponsors’ Dollar Wax club. You got hair, you know where they got you. Use code Normantravels for ten percent off your first order!”

Norm ended the live stream and began to put away his equipment. The others began to complain and fight with their gear.

“So, tell me again why we can’t take the truck like we did the whole way here?” Carri commented. “We actually have to ride the rest of the way?”

“You love to complain.” Haru said with her hands on her hips. “You ride for like fifteen minutes to take a video and spend the rest of the time reading in the truck.”

“The seat digs into my ass!” Carri admitted. “I hate the idea of riding all day and what it is going to do.”

“The roads are not in good shape right now and checkpoints are keeping people from traveling freely.” Dimitri replied. “It is mostly for the safety of the people since cars and vehicles make tempting targets. Travel between cities is regulated and watched. We ride the bikes, and we can use trails and back paths that no one will notice...at least hopefully.”

“Yeah everyone.” Norm said as he walked up and tried to insert himself as the leader. “We have been doing the riding just for the videos thus far, but we all knew we were going to have to rough it now what we got here. This is the adventure we all signed up for.”

“Sounds like a little too much adventure to me.” Carri said with a sigh. “But I guess it is the only way.” 

“Cheer up bud.” Haru said as she put her arm around Carri’s shoulders. “If it will help, I got a little space on my bike left over I can help you carry some of your yarn.”

“Sure.” Carri replied with a nod. “I got some left in the truck I didn’t think I could carry. You can start with that!”

The group got ready, packing the rest of what they thought they would need on their bikes. Dimitri scolded them saying they weren’t bringing enough essentials. “You only have one- or two-days food! You will need at least a weeks’ worth.”

“Oh, I’m sure it’s not that bad.” Johnny commented. “I had to make room for my immersion blender and cast-iron wok. If we run out, I can make do if we hit a grocery store or a local food market.”

“Theres nothing like that where we are going.” Dimitri scolded. This is a war zone, and we are not going into the main cities. Even if we did, there’s rationing going on. All of the small towns are pretty much shuttered and if they were open, they are not going to take the money that you brought.”

“I have like four credit cards.” Carri retorted. “Surely they will take one of them?”

“Many of these places don’t even have power right now.” Dimitri explained. “They can’t take card, bitcoin or crypto.”

Norm looked like was just about to have suggested crypto but stayed silent.

“What about those like old slidey things where they put the paper over the card?” Haru asked.

“We don’t have that here.” Dimitri responded. “Another thing we need to talk about is what happens when we get to the border. They are tight and they need to know what we are up to not just for security but for our own safety. They are going to ask us why we are here, and I want you all to be simple and honest. Tell them you are documenting things in Kairania and you are independent online press. Which is the simplified version of the truth.”

“Oh, we are much more than press.” Johnny added. “Can we call ourselves influencer trend celebrities?”

“No, you cannot call yourselves that!” Dimitri snapped. “They think of you as rich American celebrities it could make you targets. There has been a lot of kidnapping around here and the idea is for us to not attract any more attention than we need to.”

“What about selfies?” Carri asked. “What if fans come up to us?”

“I doubt that will happen in there.” Dimitri commented. “But if it does don’t engage. You do not want to become a target.”

“Got it Rambo!” Johnny said with an exaggerated salute. “We will do whatever you say captain.”

Dimitri sighed and went back to work, hanging out more food and supplies to the others that they had to find a way to accommodate in their packs. He then looked back to Johnny. “Rambo was a loose cannon, and the military didn’t have much respect for him.”

The group got ready and headed off toward the Kairanian border. The roads were in decent condition as they had not been directly affected by the war. The neighboring country was an ally to many other powerful countries, and no one dared to mess with it. Eventually the group reached a checkpoint and was approached by a large guard with a AK-47 slung over his shoulders.

“State your purpose.” The guard said, his voice deep and gruff.

Dimitri handed over their passports and calmly replied. “I am escorting a group of journalists who want to document the war. They are independent.”

The gruff guard nodded before slowly looking over the group. He poked at their packs on their bikes in a few places but seemed convinced that they were nothing more than civilians with Go-pros. “You all journalists?”

“I suppose you could say that.” Norm said, not so secretly turning on his camera. “I have over twenty million followers on insta alone and got sponsored by Red Bull last year.”

Dimitri tried to signal Norm to stop talking but as he watched Norm went through the spiel introducing each person, their socials, and how many people followed them. His words were insincere, almost condescending.

“You don’t sound like journalists!” The gruff guard replied in an annoyed tone. “You sound like...game show hosts.”

“They are young and a little too enthusiastic.” Dimitri said, trying his best to disarm the situation. “I swear to you they mean well.”

The gruff guard seemed to calm down before he paused suddenly. He reached out and grabbed Norm’s arm and pulled it up revealing the camera blinking red in his hand. “Are you filming me!”

“Yeah, my viewers love border interactions.” Norm replied as if he could not understand why the guard might be upset.

The guard shoved Norm back and reached back to pull his rifle forward off his shoulders not his hand.

“Sir!” Dimitri said as he stepped in between Norm and the guard. “This guy is just trying to show what life is like here at the border and into the country. He will delete the recording right now!”

“But this is good stuff.” Norm argued. “I really want to-“

“Right now!” Dimitri insisted, his gaze was deadly serious. The guard was calmed down slightly but looked like in less than two seconds he could have his gun pointed at the group with his finger on the trigger. Norm looked dumbfounded as if the gears in his head were turning slowly and struggling to process the situation. He slowly reached up and hit delete on the last recording. 

“I don’t like any of this!” The guard said, seemingly calming slightly but not letting go of his gun. “I think I should turn you around back where you came from.”

“I don’t think that would be necessary.” Another voice came from deeper into the checkpoint. As short man in a well-cared for uniform stepped forward. He carried no rifle but had multiple rank insignia and decorations on his lapel. “We need more people seeing what is going on here.” He looked to Dimitri and nodded. “I am Captain Azaan and please excuse my guard here for being a little overzealous.”

“Sir they are internet celebrities, and they seem keen on recording everything they can get their cameras pointed at.” The guard commented. “They are Americans and show little respect.”

“That is fine soldier.” Azaan said with a wide smile. Go to the guardhouse and call it in. Let them know to watch out for them and if they need assistance be ready to do so.”

“We really appreciate it sir.” Dimitri commented as he gestured for the others to get on their bikes and get ready to move. “We will endeavor to cause as little issue as we can.”

“I am sure you will.” Azaan replied with a smile. “Please be safe and enjoy your time in Kairania.”
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