Back to Moab
by Phillip C. Jennings

Phillip C. Jennings’s fond desire is to hike the Glagolitic Alley to the walled town of Hum in Istria, visiting in turn the Pillar of the Chakavian Parliament, the Table of Cyril and Methodius, the Seat of Climent of Ohrid, the Pass of the Croatian Lucidar, the Belvedere of Gregory of Nin, the Wall of Croatian Protestants and Heretics, the Resting Place of Zakan Juri, and terminating in the Gate of Hum itself. Any land that has such things could easily have subterranean apertures to other planets—in fact it seems highly probable that while there, he’ll also find his way “Back to Moab”.

* * * *
My midlife adventure began at an over-air-conditioned Las Vegas conference. Junkets like this were the bane of my career. By day three I grabbed any excuse not to hear Mr. Gupta drone on about international insurance law. When my cellphone buzzed I fled to the hallway and spent a quarter-hour at liberty, hearing about my husband’s latest job prospect. Then a hotel crew came tidying after our lunch caterers. Not having the brass to brazen out their glances, I slunk back into the meeting.

Most of us had laptops open, though we’d long ceased taking notes. Squeezing by, I noticed the background “wallpaper” on Samantha Villiers’ machine. She gave me a wink. The conference died its final death an hour later, and I got to Sam before she closed up. “What’s that?”
“Hi, Janet. We had a slow June, too much spare time,” she said. “I’ve been researching my vacation on the Internet.” She tapped the screen with a glossy nail. “It’s the library of a monastery somewhere in Istria. I knew the globe would snag you. It’s your hobby. I told my people in Switzerland about your write-up in Weekender, and someone emailed this to me.”
I nodded. Everyone had checked out so it was just a matter of schlepping luggage to the airport shuttle. Sam and I rode together. She told me more than I wanted to know about her holiday destination; art colonies, nudists, native wines, truffles, castles, walled cities, gorges, and underground rivers. “Now that the days of hideous Balkan politics are over, Istria is opening up.”
“Can you forward that picture to me?” I asked. The pixelation had been stretched so details were impossible to make out, but clearly it was old, a globe with a cherrywood frame, the blue of ocean faded to green and the colors of land gone yellow. Sam showed it to me again at the airport, a vast northern blotch and a vast southern blotch with an equatorial ocean between, which could only mean that this globe was made in the eighteenth century or earlier, before the voyages of Captain Cook.

Well, no. It might mean a lot of things, but possibly the object on Sam’s screen was a collector’s item. Three centuries ago, people believed in a huge southern continent, balancing the mass of Asia to the north. Cartographers obliged by showing land wherever they could. Could this globe possibly be an uncatalogued Coronelli? I had the collector’s disease bad. No way was I going to let this rest.

That night I unwound from my trip. Sam sent her email the next day, including Internet addresses about Istria, a place with interior attractions which tourists ignored, preferring the coast. Sam’s Franciscan monastery was one such retreat, in the neglected city of Pazin, folded in ranges of looming karst.

I sought more information. When the week was done I telephoned my co-hobbyist. Lady Paysbury was Dean of Gynecology at London Royal Hospital.

Her life was booked. In lieu of leisure, she had wealth. We’d done business before, despite the ocean between us. It was simple: she funded, I fetched and did the write-ups, adding to my repute among the world’s historical cartographers.

Someday I’d quit the insurance biz. Meanwhile I planned my forays so they didn’t conflict with my career. Nor was I bereft of mate and daughters, who at times made me travel alone, but mostly were eager to come and impose their own priorities.

I let slip the information about the nudists. The Olson family went “eeewww.” I talked about karst and gorges and caves. No enthusiasm. They knew naught of truffles and found the idea disgusting. “If we’re going to Italy, we should go to Tuscany,” they said.

“Istria isn’t in Italy. It’s in Croatia.”
“Croatia!” This failed to cheer.

“But Dante visited the place and that’s where he located the entrance to hell,” I said.

Ken, Melody and Annette were not swayed. I spoke again. “Tuscany gets the press nowadays. Ten years from now it’ll be Istria. You’ll be ahead of the curve.”
No dice. Melody’s summer theater schedule got in the way. In the end, my trip would be solo. The abbot of the monastery would prefer it thus. I wrote and telephoned and emailed, but the rules of Croatian monasticism confounded me. Having no choice, I decided the thing to do was just show up. Monasteries had to take you in, didn’t they?

* * * *

I flew to Trieste on a bargain flight at the rag end of tourist season. I fetched my luggage and got tapped on the shoulder. Drago Sabotnik smiled his wolfish grin. “Jan! Welcome to Trieste!”
If you’re a math major in college and have a name like Janet Olson, you go into insurance.

If you’re Drago Sabotnik, you become a wild genius. “Drago!” I said, surprised as hell. “So this is where you ended up?”
“Near enough. Trieste is close to a number of borders. That comes in useful,” Drago said with a wink.

Drago had worked on stochastic decision-modeling software in graduate school. He used it to track the stock market. When he began peddling to big investors, he told them to tweak the default variables. Most didn’t. Drago placed his own orders and waited until “p” became 59 percent. The market went into a mad zoom as two dozen brokerage houses obeyed their computer-generated buy orders. Drago became rich overnight, rich enough for a lifetime.

He disappeared before the article came out in the Wall Street Journal; “When Mathematicians Go Bad.” Perhaps Blue Tuesday wasn’t his fault, but his role was questionable. The use of lockstep software for stock trading was outlawed. The lesson had been learned.

I remembered Drago as a complex classmate who wrestled with his soul before he did anything, so the spontaneity of riding with me from the airport to my hotel struck me as odd. Maybe his old college crush on me was still a factor. He was big on Trieste; harbor, funicular trolley, ancient synagogue. “Enough with the tour,” I said while still in the cab. “Tell me about yourself.”
“There isn’t much,” Drago said. “I have money now. I don’t call it my money. I regard it as a trust. I’m a praying man, Jan. I know what they think in America: I’m a bad guy, but if I went back and defended myself it would waste everyone’s time and I might end up in prison. Meanwhile there are important things to do. But let me turn the tables. Tell me, what brings you to Trieste?”
“I collect old globes. Well, not me exactly. I’m the front person, but I’m developing a reputation. Globes are my specialty in the field of historical cartography.”
“Historical cartography,” Drago repeated. “You know, on the Internet if you combine ‘Istria’ and ‘maps’ you get an enormous number of hits. We’re the homeland of historical cartography. We’re sophisticates. You won’t find an unappreciated treasure in this part of the world.”
“I see. A praying man? Perhaps a Franciscan monk? I think it was no accident you met me at the airport,” I said.

“I’d spare you a trip,” Drago said. “The globe you want isn’t for sale.”
“The monastery could have sent a letter,” I complained.

“And should have. But by the time your translated email—oh, bother. Why defend them? The Croatian Nationalists have won control of the government and the Catholic church, particularly the Franciscan order, is closely involved. Your communications got set aside in the political hullabaloo. So you spent your money and I wish it weren’t wasted. There’s much else good in these parts.” Drago sighed. “If I could help—but the globe, no. Not ever that.”
“What about that globe? Why does it look like no place—oh, here we are. What a hotel! Art deco and then some.”
We paid the cabbie, and made our wind-whipped way into the glorious interior. I checked in. We squeezed into a tiny elevator and lurched to the fourth floor. I entered a high-ceiling suite and set my suitcase by the dresser. Drago took the phone and spoke to room service. “Some good wine to celebrate our meeting again,” he said to me.

“I have to shower off a day of airports and cramped planes,” I said. “Then I want an accounting. Tell me the story of that globe. Lady Paysbury will expect no less.”
Drago nodded. I came back from my shower in a hotel bathrobe. A knock on the door signaled the wine. Drago poured. We toasted each other. “Well then, about the globe,” Drago began. “What are your impressions from the picture? Which should never have been made public, by the way.”
“A badly whanged-out East Indies,” I said. “Oversized, but small compared to the humongous Australia. Even Asia is oversized, except India’s gone missing. That’s the only sense I make of it.”
“Dear old Jan, what’s your impression of the Austro-Hungarian empire? An underachiever in world affairs, don’t you agree?”
“I’m told pensioners in Italy are still alive who collect from the imperial days.”
“From tiny Austria, doing the noble thing.” Drago drank. “Foolish, perhaps. There is no empire anymore. Nor do I imagine it will be wanted again. On this world, gone. On another world, the grand ideal. And all connections, very very secret.”
“Another world? How am I to take that? You’ve gone off the weird end,” I said.

“We do that a lot here,” Drago agreed. “We believe in Crusader orders and heirs to Byzantium and all that crap. People kill each other because of what happened in 1452.” He paused and took another drink. “It’s not a very good other world. At this juncture the Austro-Hungarian Empire can’t put a lot of money into the place. Sad, really.”
“Sad bullshit.”
“They used to come the other way. We stopped that centuries ago.” Drago sipped again. “Janet Olson, I noticed this about you back in college. Everyone assumed you were on their side. Winos evicted from K-Marts came bitching about security guards as if you’d make everything right. You reek of humanity. And now I want to tell you more than I should about all this. You’d make a great confessor.”
“It’s good wine,” I said, holding my glass to the light. “No, but if it were another world, how’d it get mapped the whole way around by underachieving Austrians, or Franciscan monks?”
“Or yet less likely, by the Dur Ossur. They’re nocturnal and breathe fog. That’s their handicap on a world of huge deserts. Our handicap is, we don’t reproduce. Lack of women.”
“How do you get there? Spaceships?” I asked, mastering a skeptical look.

“A miracle, with chance of death,” Drago said. “It’s like something from a torture chamber. It’s not of human manufacture, and it can misfire. We send only devout monks who accept the risk. If we did otherwise, a single female, the long peace would be over. If you knew about the Dur Ossur, you’d understand.”
“Neener-neener Twilight Zone stuff! I’d still like to see the globe,” I said.

“It’s not going to happen.”
“Why this elaborate lie?” I complained in a louder voice. “I understand when people say no deal. You don’t have to cook up stories of fog monsters from another planet.”
Drago spoke after a long silence. “You’ll have to swear to secrecy. The day you show up in Pazin—”
“Tomorrow,” I said. I knew he’d relent. In the old days, the power I held over Drago had frightened me. Maybe it scared him too. Once a mad romantic, now he’d gone far in the opposite direction.

“Tomorrow I’ll prove I’m no liar, if you make a promise beyond any compromise. Our captured iron box isn’t of human manufacture. I’ll show you that, too. But only if you keep your mouth shut.”
I made an easy promise, easy because I wasn’t having a bit of it. Drago and I drank a last glass of wine and then I got him out, on the excuse that I needed to sleep off my travel fatigue. I went to bed and woke hours later to gray skies and rush-hour traffic. Morning? Evening? I called down to the desk to find out. That’s when I noticed my cell phone was blinking.

It could only be Drago, but it wasn’t. In her message Samantha left a local number.

How had she found me? Was it just by chance that her vacation overlapped my visit? I was in a paranoid part of the world, and more was going on than could be explained by coincidence.

I needed to clear my head. I put on my jogging togs and went outside to run along the esplanade and breathe some Adriatic air. Afterward I sat down to al fresco coffee and returned Samantha’s call. She answered: “Where are you? Still in Trieste? I’ll be right over.”
I barely had time to buy the International Herald Tribune and get my second cup before Sam pulled up in her red Spider convertible. The sun burned through the clouds, and all was happy good cheer. “I’m so pleased to have someone I can rattle off at in English,” Sam said. “What’s your schedule today?”
“Rent a car and head down to Pazin, to the monastery,” I said.

Sam nodded. “I’ve got a car. Pazin is on my list, if you want to share the ride.”
“I might spend more time at the monastery than you’d like,” I warned.

Sam shrugged. “There’s the castle and the gorge, both close and touristized. How can you turn this down? Everybody knows what a cheap traveler you are!”
I laughed and nodded. I could do nothing else if I hoped to stay friends with this woman. After a short return to the hotel, Sam and I were on our way. Borders came quickly. Leaving Italy, we drove through narrow Slovenia and reached Croatian Istria. Most of the traffic veered for the coast, but Sam and I turned inland, driving past hilltop castles and tiny walled towns. Any historical cartographer will confess his true dream is to visit the lands of centuries ago. Here I was, only the roads were paved and Istria had gas stations.

Samantha clicked on the radio. A newsvoice spoke. “There’s some accident involving a yacht in the Limsfjord,” Sam translated.

“You know Croatian?”
“Italian,” she said with a laugh. “The radio guy uses both languages but just one accent. What about you? What languages do you know?”
“German,” I said.

“There are lots of German tourists. German could be useful,” Sam said.

* * * *

Although Mediterranean and entirely non-Norwegian, Istria’s Limski kanal had been dubbed the “Limsfjord” because fjords were a tourist draw. Istria had everything a tourist could want. It was wonderful that way. It even had a mysterious gateway to another planet, if Drago Sabotnik was to be believed.

We reached Pazin in time for lunch. The city was squeezed by the folded heights and depths around it. Schoolkids played soccer in the monastery environs. After we ate, Sam took her way toward the famous gorge that had inspired Dante. I gave her a smile and a wave, found the monastery door unlocked, and went inside to repeat the name of Drago Sabotnik until I met someone willing to help me.

Drago was not the glad fellow I’d met yesterday. He nodded and spoke in a whisper. “This way.” We climbed steps to the library, and more steps to a locked door. He took out a key and wrestled it open. “There it is.”
Drago’s furtiveness made me hurry. I bent over a world of vast northern and southern deserts, salt lakes, and ruins, all labeled in uncial Latin. The place-names grew thick near the equatorial ocean, especially in the area I’d likened to the East Indies. “These are the five kingdoms of the Dur Ossur,” Drago whispered. “That’s where we’re concentrated. We have schools and a hospital. We run them as a Christian duty.” Drago paused and spoke again. “Not one in all history has converted to Christianity.”
“They have their own religion?” I asked.

“Their five ponds are sex, politics, and religion rolled up into something no human understands.”
“Have you been there?” I asked.

“I got back ten days ago.”
“What about these ruins in the deserts?” I asked.

“The Dur Ossur are not native to this planet,” Drago said. “They were brought as curiosities. They survived when the true natives destroyed themselves. They resisted the toxins and diseases. That’s it in a nutshell. When the Dur Ossur tried to invade Earth centuries ago, they borrowed a technology no one understands. Probably they were trying to find their lost homeworld. Thanks to the valor of the Hapsburgs, they were defeated. Thanks to the humanity of the Hapsburgs, they were left to the interests of our order.”
I spoke while continuing to study the globe: “There are science fiction fans in Pazin. Jules Verne used this city as an inspiration. But you’ve actually seen your other world, so this isn’t a fraud created by fan enthusiasts. Unless it’s a ploy to bring in tourists. Speaking of bullshit, there’s a fjord in Istria, a thousand miles from Norway.”
“I’ll take you to one other place,” Drago said. “After that, I’ve no particular interest whether you believe my story. In any event, I have your promise.”
“You do care,” I said. “You care, and that puzzles me.”
“I’ll find you a monk’s robe. When we talk, talk German,” Drago said. “Better yet, let me do the talking.”
Drago dressed me in a robe from his cell, and we descended to a basement storeroom. We crossed to an antique elevator. He spoke as gears turned and cables hummed. “Tractor parts. Hospital supplies. Hams. Our local wine. Everything moves through the bottleneck of this one box. We’ve learned how to put people through without risk of death, but it’s not pleasant. It involves paralysis. Three minutes not being able to breathe. Oh, and if you’re discovered, we have a special policy. It’s worked for centuries, and you’ll find out how real Moab is.”
“Moab?”
“Our name for the place,” Drago said.

Our elevator rattled down into a cavern, no surprise. Istria is riddled with caves. The area was half-lit-half-shadow and had one obvious walkway. I heard rushing water not far away. “In times of extra-heavy rainfall we evacuate,” Drago said. “It happens about twice a decade.”
His voice dropped as we turned a final corner. “Dort. Eisen. Das innere Material hat ein Atomgewicht, das unmöglich hoch ist.” Such was Drago’s reverence I almost expected him to make the sign of the cross. And damned if he didn’t. I followed suit. We saw workers. They loaded the aforementioned hams into the coffin-box. The parcels sank through what might have been liquid metal.

Sank. As if heavier than that metal, which Drago had just told me had an atomic weight that was off the charts.

Nodding to the workers, we moved away. “That’s it. You’ve seen all you’re going to see,” Drago whispered. “Let’s get out of here.”
We were too tense riding the elevator for me to think like a skeptic. I was a burden to Drago. He was happy to get rid of me. I only started speculating after I made it out the monastery door. I ambled to the car park, wondering if that coffin-stuff was treated water; water that shone silver and did not splash. But the idea of a pointless fraud no longer appealed to me.

Samantha came walking from a different direction. We met at her convertible. “Did you see the globe?” she asked after we got in.

“Yes, but it’s not for sale,” I said.

She drove off. “Really? I’d have thought any monastery could use a few million dollars.”
“Huh! Lady Paysbury’s budget doesn’t go that high.”
“But some people have offered that much,” Sam said. “And they’ve been rebuffed. What’s the mystery? These people could use the money.”
“Who do you represent?” I asked.

“People who are interested,” Sam said. “Other than that, I can keep a secret.”
I watched Sam drive, consulting a piece of paper for directions. Then I spoke again. “Are you taking me back to my hotel in Trieste, or is something sinister afoot?”
“The Franciscans of Croatia are not pure,” Sam said. “They have a political profile. People tell tales. According to those tales we’re dealing with a failed regime and a failed religion.”
“You know what?” I asked. “I’m not good with banter and hints. I want to know that I’m heading home to America tomorrow in one piece.”
“Are you scared?” Sam asked. “Is this worth being scared about? See ahead? Farms hereabouts have little trattorias where they serve homemade hams and cheeses and wines. Let’s go in and talk. My people are there already and they’re entirely civilized. All you have to do is tell them what happened today.”
Sam turned onto a side road and people came out from the nearby house. She pulled close and stopped. I considered my dignity, got out of the convertible, and began to run. Several men gave chase. I heard the zing-pop of a bullet, and dropped for cover. Three people tackled me and dragged me to my feet.

They marched me to the farmhouse, which had a rear patio with tables. I saw more henchmen, and gave up struggling. Their boss sat on a chair that had been draped for the occasion. On the table at his side was a scale model of the monastery, open along its length like a giant dollhouse. “Please sit,” the man said. He shifted his attention. “Samantha, thank you. We’ll take care of things now. Take the car and return to Trieste.”
“If it’s all the same, I’ll stay and make sure Jan’s treated okay,” Sam said.

“Janet Olson is probably not inclined to forgive either you or us,” the man said. He looked at me. “For the present, my name is Heider Hummel. My supporters are interested in having you point out locations inside the monastery. This model may help. Eventful hours lie ahead for all of us. We insist that you cooperate. That’s why you should listen to this cellphone.”
One of Heider Hummel’s minions put a phone to my ear, the same bruised ear that had hit the ground hard a minute ago. “M-M-Mommy?” came my distant daughter’s voice. “There’s some bad guys here. They have us tied up.”
“Melody?” I asked. “MELODY!” My legs turned to rubber. At last I complied with Heider’s invitation to sit. I couldn’t have stood anyhow.

The minion pulled the cellphone away. “Any promises you made to Drago Sabotnik are not worth keeping. We don’t want to hurt anyone, but you will show us everything we want to know. Will you cooperate?”
I nodded. Promises meant nothing now. Men brought the monastery model, table and all, close to where I sat. I pointed out the upper library room. “That’s where the globe is,” I said. My hand was steady. How odd—it should have trembled. As if my arm weighed a hundred pounds, I traced the route to Drago’s room and then down. “Here’s a basement room your model doesn’t show. Across the room is an elevator. It goes down. There’s only one stop, and one path after that.”
Heider looked at me longer than was comfortable. “I believe you,” he said. He took the cell phone and spoke in a rapid dialect. Then he stood. “My men are leaving. Your family is safe. They’ll soon work free of their bonds. You’ve done wisely. Now let’s see what’s worth all this agony.”
I heard air brakes from the other side of the farmhouse. Heider led the way, breaking pace to offer Sam an escorting arm. “There’s too much at risk for you to drive off. It’s better if you come with us. Please.”
His was a very emphatic “please.” Sam took her handbag and came. Through the front door we saw a tourist bus waiting for us; Heider and gang and prisoners.

We packed in. Heider spoke through a microphone as the bus began to move. He used two languages before he got to English. “This will be an awkward invasion. Each of us will have to work off a bout of paralysis, and if the Franciscans on the other side are martialed, alarmed, and ready, we have no hope whatsoever. But we have surprise in our favor. The monks won’t know us as invaders until it’s too late.”
“You’re not sending us through?” I said from my rear seat.

“You and Sam? If you have anything to fear from the trip to Moab, tell us now.”
“There’s never been a human woman on Moab,” I said. “I haven’t been told a lot about the natives, but it has something to do with how they’ll react.”
“The natives are extinct,” Heider said. “You’re referring to the Dur Ossur. We have our own plans for the repugnant Dur Ossur. Their capacity for scheming deprives them of the honor we once thought they had.”
“Who the hell are ‘we?’” I asked.

“Some of us want a new life in exile,” Heider said. “The number of prosecutable war criminals in the former Yugoslavia is quite high. The idea of another world sounds good to many in our service. But not a world without women, no indeed! As for me, in the grand old Hapsburg days I’d have counted for something, and I’ve read the private family books. I’m an explorer, Janet Olson. I do not leave Earth because of guilt. Simply put, there are things to be known that a gang of Franciscan monks has failed to bring to human scrutiny.”
We were back in the outskirts of Pazin. The bus passed the monastery, made a turn, and doubled back so the body of the vehicle blocked the gate. The door opened and we all moved out, urged by men flourishing weapons. The rush through the monastery was swift. We panicked three monks and a schoolboy, swept aside and behind. We went down the elevator in shifts and hurried to the iron coffin. Two more monks cowered in submission. One of our men got an injection in his bared shoulder and was dropped into the coffin to sink and vanish. After a second man it was my turn.

I was paralyzed within seconds of my injection, eyes still open. I got hoisted and dumped. My view dimmed to an all-pervading dark. Something took and squeezed. I was sunk by then. My squeezing dance partner whirled me around, and then I—with unworkable paralyzed muscles—whirled it around, still a frozen corpse. It whirled me again and I felt a coldness not of Earth or anything in my former existence. We took turns, whirl and be whirled. I waltzed in a space between planets, perhaps between universes. Horror of not breathing. Horror of Nowhere. Repeat and turn again. Then came a sudden explosion of sun and gold and hams and tractor parts, and I was in a warehouse, sobbing out gasps as my neurotoxin wore off.

And now I saw a face that was nothing human. For an addled moment I associated that face with my whirl-demon, but obviously it belonged to a creature of mere mortal flesh.

The Dur Ossur sat behind a heap of goods as if possessing them all, not yet recognizing an invasion. I took to my feet and wheezed, and a new body came through. The monk who lifted him out spoke a question but did not expect an immediate answer.

The two men preceding me were now in command of themselves. When Samantha came through they shoved the horrified monk aside and lifted her out. The alien face showed no reaction. How would the Dur Ossur recognize human females from males? Maybe our watcher was a warehouse worker, low in status and intelligence. All its face parts were shrunk towards the chin region. It had no obvious eyes but an extravagant headdress that may have been organic and included sensory organs.

It moved from its squat, but without standing up, a slow fat thing with dark skin rough like an elephant’s, oozing from its pores. It came closer, smelling like a wet basement. The monk began something in German, and one of our men said “Shut up!”
“Was geht?” said the Dur Ossur, canting its head in puzzlement.

“Do you want me to kill it?” our man asked the monk. “If not, keep your bloody mouth shut. Tell it nothing.”
By this time Samantha’s toxin was wearing off and another of Heider’s henchmen came through. I turned my attention from the Dur Ossur for a second and took in the rest of the warehouse.

It was a depot, and the center of its own universe. Our iron box lay near the end of a long row of “coffins,” and in the first of two columns. Signposts showed numbers and letters in old blackletter Gothic. Our own planet Earth and the Franciscan Order was obviously the source of most of the goods distributed among the rows.

This was all I had time for. The Dur Ossur made up its mind as to what we were and began shlumphing off, in the manner of something that could be a biped, but preferred otherwise.

Heider himself came through. The Dur Ossur was still in sight when he wheezed back to life, pulling himself tall and handsome again, long hair a bit disheveled. The sight of this alien transfixed him as it had most of us. “Poor lady. She can’t leave the building,” he said. “Not with the sun bright.”
“She?” Sam asked.

“She’s a neuter female. The females with sexual capacity never leave the Ponds.” Heider turned to the monk. “Wo sind die Andere?”
“Klassen,” the unfortunate monk said. He pointed.

The Franciscans had taken a corner of the depot and built classrooms beneath the arching dome. Our gang kept an edgy eye in that direction as more invaders came through. It became obvious that the Dur Ossur was heading for help, but stopping her with gunshots was counter-productive. “We’ll have a confrontation soon,” Heider said. “It’s best done quickly, and without slaughter.”
A few of his men looked as if they disagreed, but Heider Hummel was the boss and so we waited until everyone had come through. Then we formed up and hurried, alarming the Dur Ossur, who called out, “Hilfen! Ausländer!”
Monks piled out of the far rooms. From what I saw of their blackboard they’d been drilling in some writing system used God-knows-where. Of course they had no weapons.

No weapons? One was a teacher in the German tradition, whatever his nationality. His voice had power and he spoke coldly: “Why guns? Who are you? If anyone’s been killed on the other side—”
“No one’s killed,” Heider Hummel interrupted. “If the answer to this question is your first priority, send one of your own through and back again. The one who should hate us is none of your number, and, on my honor, Janet Olson will have recompense.”
“Why are you here with all this armament?” another Franciscan asked, a stern man with eyebrows like God himself.

“To prevent you from hindering us,” Heider said. “We have a plan and a program, and expect no interference.”
“What is this plan?”
Heider stepped forward. “The treaty is abrogated. King Mut is dead. These last years, who knows how many, when he was alive, the Queen in whom lay his authority was a dead mummy in a walled-in pond. For all King Mut’s life you did not consider that the Dur Ossur were capable of such deception, until a new contender crossed the wall and found her corpse. But now we know they can lie. For six hundred years this same King with this same morality had the power to search everywhere on Moab that their species can reach, looking for weapons and high technology. Now we claim the same power, for the dry nine-tenths of Moab that only humans can explore.”
“This ‘treaty’ is between King Mut and some God-knows-when-Emperor.”
“Albert of Austria,” Hummel said. “Be careful. You have no rights here but by treaty or guns, and the treaty is overthrown.”
“We do good here. That is our right,” said the lead monk. “You represent nothing. There is no empire these days. You’re here to plunder an empty world. The natives destroyed themselves and now you’d take their terrible weapons back to Earth.”
Heider turned to the Dur Ossur. He reached for Samantha’s arm. “This is a human female,” he told her. “This is what they’re like when they’re young and fertile.”
The Dur Ossur spoke in German—this was the lingua franca of Moab: “We have a new king now, brave to climb the wall into the Pond. He has more courage than old King Mut. He will fight until there are no more humans on Moab. This must happen because you’ve broken the rules.”
Heider turned back to the Franciscans. “Hear now! The threat is sure. Flee to Earth or any other place where your hearts and loyalties lie. We will defend this depot. In the future, if you hope to use it, you will pay for the privilege, which we will earn with our blood. You will continue to send food until we can assess the local situation.”
“Where did you get such arrogance?” the first Franciscan marveled. “With these few men—”
“Do you think the Dur Ossur have learned anything these six centuries? We defeated them long ago and we have better arms now,” Heider said. “Their kings will bluster and some will die. We’ll let the rest live on tolerance.”
“What if we don’t choose to go?”
“We can drop you into the box, with or without the benefit of paralysis drugs,” Heider said. He looked at me and switched to English. “In any case you and Samantha can go. We’ve done a thing today it was brilliant of me to improvise. We have crossed a line and there is no ambiguity. We’ll have war, and a new treaty. And just maybe, the start of a new empire.”
“I’ve read about people like you in books,” I told Heider Hummel. “I never expected to see one in reality.”
“I’ve not been at a loss for words until now,” Heider said. “Goodbye, good Janet. Go back to your old safe life.”
Sam and I were taken back to the proper box, given injections, and dropped through. It’s possible to whirl in any of three dimensions; roll, pitch, or yaw. My previous “waltz” was a yaw-trip. This time I bobbed head-over-heels-and-reverse a long three minutes through the dim cold and was lifted out into the cave below the monastery. Sam followed. We were hustled along and interrogated by the abbot of the monastery, helped by a translator. The process was interrupted as more monks came through, exiled from Moab. Afterward we swore to silence. Still later someone drove us to pick up Sam’s car.

My cell phone was in the trattoria. I punched out the numbers for home. Melody answered the phone, excited about some Hollywood people who had dropped in at our house last night and taped an audition. She’d read for a part and had even been given a contract! “All I need now is an agent!” she said.

What the hell? What was I to make of my cheerful bubble-headed daughter? “Did your lines include stuff about being tied up?” I asked.

Melody stopped in mid-babble. “How did you know?”
“So you never were really tied up?” I asked this question softly.

“Did Dad talk to you already?” Melody asked. “Is this a joke?”
“Hold everything until I get home,” I told her. I clicked off and closed my eyes in thought. Getting my daughter starry-eyed about Hollywood was only a little less cruel than tying her up, but in the end I grudged Heider a point to his credit. A point for non-violence. God, what a schemer!

We had little daylight left. Sam and I drove into darkness and border crossings and eventually reached Trieste. Sam preferred silence to elaborate apologies. “I was tricked,” she said at last. “I was lied to. I’m sorry.”
“Our world might be better without its Heider Hummels,” I answered. Thinking back, I’d been manipulated like a chessboard pawn, and Sam had been used to goad me each step of the way.

We reached my hotel. I spoke again. “Ordinarily I’d put myself in your place and find some sympathy, but right now I’m exhausted. What’s terrible is that I doubt I can get to sleep.”
Sam laughed. “Try a bottle of the local brandy. As for me, I’m probably out of a job. Heider had connections with my company. Palsy-walsy with the Swiss directors.”
“Maybe they’ll promote you to keep you quiet,” I said.

“You don’t want any company tonight to share that brandy?” she asked.

“I think not.” I felt a little bitter, but this was my choice and I was what I was.

* * * *

When I got back to Illinois I stalled on telling my daughter Melody that her screen actor’s contract was just a piece of paper. I was exhausted and faced piles of work at the office. Cowardice won out. It was just as well. Next day Heider Hummel’s connections got Melody a role in a local TV commercial. I didn’t have to think hard to figure that if I kept my mouth shut, other good things might happen.

I could have contacted the Feds, of course, on the theory that no one wanted Moabite weapons of mass destruction to show up in the Balkans. But if I clued them in, factions in our government would have grabbed all they could get from Planet Moab, and they’d do a faster job than Heider and his few men. Quick. Ruthless. Fanatical. Need I mention I’m of the opposite political party?

I decided to play safe. Small-time Heider had his hands full. His men had the Dur Ossur to defeat. They belonged to three language groups and some were criminals, capable of mutiny. Were Earth women zooming in to keep them happy?

I thought of Drago Sabotnik and all his money. Drago was a lonely ascetic who had talked too much to me, and maybe he’d talked to other friends about his work on Moab, setting Heider in motion. He should have known better. He should know better than to tell me news if I gave him a phone call, impelled by mere curiosity.

I called anyway, leaving my number at the monastery. Nothing happened for a couple of days. I had no right to expect an answer. Then Drago called and left a voicemail message: “Try me at the Hotel Izola in Izola. Don’t call from your own phone but do use a land-line. Or else—but I don’t suppose you fly to this part of the world very often even if Trieste is one of the world’s insurance centers.”
Don’t use my own phone? Where in northern Illinois could I walk in and make a long-distance call to Izola without attracting attention? I took half an hour to solve this problem and then I was on the line. Drago picked up the phone. “It’s midnight.”
“Sorry. Janet Olson here, returning your call.”
“Oh. Well yes. Hello. How are things with you?”
“Could be worse. I have an over-excited daughter. How about you?” I asked.

“We’re all very happy,” Drago said, sarcasm in his voice. “We’re all on the same side now. That’s probably a surprise to you, but it was either that or an unthinkable alternative. And the big H put on a charm offensive. Besides, it turns out he was right. The flabby, stinky Dur Ossur folded without a fight.”
“So women have been going across?” I asked.

“What women do for love, eh? Even for this unlovely crew! But Heider has sent the worst to explore the ruins, the ones who have no women, and some of us hope they never find their way back. Sorry, that was un-Christian of me,” Drago apologized.

“Heider’s been lucky,” I said.

“Lucky or smart. He wants me to persuade you that there’ll be advantages if you keep quiet about all this. He wants you to help found a new company.”
“Are you working for him now?” I asked.

“I should resent that,” Drago said. “But we have to get along. And things may start to happen that got stalled for centuries under the Franciscans. I’ve always had an itch to explore. Moab is a hub, not only for the planet itself, but—well, you saw all those other coffin-boxes.”
“Yeah. Remember Homeland Security. The days of phone privacy are gone. Let’s ratchet back the conversation.”
“Yes, we should,” Drago said. “When do you next come to Europe? And where?”
I mentioned a couple of dates. “It’s either Frankfurt or later in Scotland.”
“A daytrip from Frankfurt brings you close,” Drago said. “We can talk about your new company.”
* * * *

In America, companies have HR departments, provide benefits and issue W-2 forms. They’re total snitches to the IRS. Public companies have to snitch to their stockholders. In Europe the burden is equally great, except in countries that specialize in the opposite. Drago and I met in Liechtenstein and that’s where Chemosch Entdeckung began to grow real, in a manor house that was rented for the occasion.

The house was flanked by an ornamental pond crusted with an early-winter skein of ice. A guard with binoculars paced the parapet. Anti-bugging devices created a space where spy radios could not work.

Drago made the introductions and I shook a half-dozen hands. A woman in a wheelchair gave a short speech. Eventually Chemosch would have an engineering department. Reverse-engineering would decipher the principles behind Moabite devices, and not just weapons but other stuff too. There’d be a law department to file patent applications. God knows our accountants would have to be fancy in their skills, fancy too in their moral scruples. Above all, our explorers had to be paid. That was an absolute rule, even if those explorers didn’t work anywhere on any official map.

Heider’s older sister offered as my first job the task of finding and hiring these explorers. Here was a challenge for a woman as safe as me. Where do you go for people like that?

Soldier of Fortune magazine? Show up in tough places in New Guinea, Alaska, and the Central African Republic, waving contracts in the air? Maybe I should hit the Historical Cartographer mailing list.

The truth is, people wouldn’t sign for the kind of vague prospects I dared hint at, unless they’d made a mess of their lives. Did I want people like that?

I drew my first paycheck and flew back to the United States without having any brainstorms worth Heider Hummel’s faith in me. I was a fraud. I certainly hadn’t given notice at my old job. What was the point? Zero ideas meant zero time spent pursuing prospects.

Melody and Annette were in the back seat as Ken drove us home from the airport. They zoomed out the door as soon as we parked, eager to get to the TV and watch for one of Melody’s commercials. The feature that took place between ads was one of those spin-off reality shows.

For every person in televised never-neverland glumly eating witchetty grubs, there were a hundred applicants, eager to do something unconventional for fame and money. Where did I go to find the list of reality show rejects?
My daughter Melody was an expert at this. There are agencies that deal with screenings. This being America, those agencies had no qualms about selling names, as many as we wanted.

I could deposit my paycheck without feeling guilty. I was on the job. I was working for Heider Hummel. He was the guilty one. It was amazing how well I could rationalize my behavior, and now I was ready to do unto others as had been done to me. I was going to lie over the telephone, and change people’s lives.

Well, I couldn’t tell the truth, could I? Chemosch company policy was to keep the truth secret as long as possible. So I had brochures made up and began working down the list, telling people about a new reality show concept—a scavenger hunt for artifacts in a thousand-year-old ruined city. All they had to do was supply health certificates and sign a confidentiality agreement and a quitclaim and they’d be on salary. We’d pay their air fare and hotel expenses.

Within the week I’d collected my first dozen. I called Drago and warned him to stick video cameras in their gear. “They’re under the impression all this is for TV,” I said.

“What happened to your moral scruples?” Drago answered. “I guess you went to hell, just like me. Any mechanics in your gang? We’ve taken a Volkswagen Thing apart piece by piece, and sent it through. We’re putting it together on the other side.”
“We have a mechanic, a nanny, a chocolatier, a shoe saleslady, a computer geek, a medic, a jobless TV reporter, a wine expert, a high school teacher, a dental hygienist, a cowgirl from Montana, and an ex-priest. That’s just the first crew. There’ll be a second crew in another week.”
“These are thousand-mile desert treks,” Drago complained. “We can’t fit camels through. Little donkey colts, yes, but it’ll be months before they’re grown. What I’m saying is, don’t push people on us too fast.”
I shrugged. “I could go back to my old job.”
“You still have your old job?” Drago asked. “Don’t we pay you enough?”
“I have teenage daughters,” I answered. Drago accepted my comment, but in fact Melody was earning good money. I didn’t need my insurance job, which was boring when it wasn’t stressful.

Life was stressful enough. Melody got a call and was offered a part in a movie being filmed in the swamps of Belize. Being filmed right now! She said yes, leaving it to her parents to provide chaperonage and home schooling for the next two months. In the end the whole burden fell on Ken. My husband collected books, lesson plans, and luggage and flew south with both daughters, the culmination of a four-day whirlwind.

The house was suddenly empty. What was I to do with myself these next months, especially if I quit the insurance business? I fingered my brochures and thought about exploring an alien world. I’d sent Team One to Trieste. Team Two was waiting to go. Given a one-coffin supply bottleneck, that was all Chemosch could handle just now.

I gave notice. My twenty-year career was over. Team Two would contain a kosher butcher, an architect, a retired Coast Guard officer, a secretary, a day-care cook, a Navajo composer of new-age music, a power-plant engineer who repaired antique cars, a nurse, a mountain-climbing heiress, a bankrupt pickle-maker, a website designer, and now—a former insurance company executive.

* * * *

Drago was our greeter. We met at the same hotel in Trieste, and I was the only one who didn’t look for nonexistent camera crews. The pickle man and the Navajo recognized my voice but I was reassuring. Afterward Drago took me aside. “This might be interesting,” he said. “The ancient Moabites brought other species to their planet, not just the Dur Ossur. Some survive in the dry regions. There may even be humans.”
“Why are you telling me this?” I asked.

“Because our first explorers got spooked and worse,” Drago said. “Worse meaning shot at.”
“Shot at?” I wasn’t ready for this.

“Arrows,” Drago said. “We’ll send you someplace different. That first bunch couldn’t have high technology if they’re using arrows.”
“We of course will have guns galore,” I said.

“Certainly, whatever your vehicles can carry. Have I told you I met the new Dur Ossur king? His German was very good. He was a hospital medic before he decided to challenge old King Mut. His exploits of bravery are enlightening. For example, he crossed a bridge.”
“Yes?”
“That’s tough for a Dur Ossur. Climbing a wall, even tougher. One gets the impression the Dur Ossur are a bit soft. If they survive on Moab, the other species can’t be that terrifying.”
“If I get killed, I’m going to be very vexed at you,” I said.

“Oh heavens no. It’s all H and his family. Blame them. But you’ll have guns. The gunnery of Balkan freedom-fighters being what it is, those original arrow-shooters are thoroughly extinct.”
My meeting with Drago got interrupted. Our team of explorers needed help with aspects of life in a posh Italian hotel. Over the next hours my esteem for my husband and daughters as travelers went way up. By contrast, my eleven comrades had problems with lost shoes, elevator phobia, and a case of diarrhea. These were the tough people who were going to explore a new world!

Tough, maybe not. Give me Ken, Melody, and Annette any day. But buff, yes. And eagerly eying each other, trying out relationships. Next day we herded them into a bus and drove south. Drago led them through choruses of Dalmatian folksongs. We lunched on wine and prosciutto, and then we reached the monastery.

Schoolboys gave us a jaded eye—yet more tourists. We packed in, nursed the phobic website-designer down the basement elevator into the cave, and finally lined up by the coffin. First our bags went through, and then ourselves. A couple of people might have chickened out except for the video cameras, recording their heroism for posterity.

On the far side the rules were different. No one was coddled anymore. Heider Hummel came from his command post by the depot door, called me “old friend” and waved us to a hand-drawn map, hung over a blackboard.

“We’ve set out stations with fuel and supplies along the ancient autobahn,” he said, pointing with a stick. “This first part is barren gravel. The next part used to be a lake. Now it’s a salt flat, very dusty if there’s a wind, and there’s always a wind. Keep by the skirting road or you’ll lose your landmarks.”
My team raised a few hands. Heider ignored them. “After the salt flats things get better, scrubby, with bushes. Then comes a volcano. The ancients must have been interested because the autobahn makes a bend at the volcano. There might be mines, or quarries. Then the road turns east and comes to a hilly area. The city that’s your final destination lies at the edge of the hills. You may see greenery and even open water, because our weather models indicate sporadic rain during the monsoon season.”
“How are we going to get there?” the Coast Guard guy asked. “Isn’t this a long distance away? This is going to take a lot of time.” What he meant was, time doing something that wasn’t interesting to watch on TV.

“We have a fully operational Kummelwagon with a supply trailer. You’ll be carrying supplies forward, setting up new advanced stations,” Heider said. “The volcano is your first goal, but of course if you see anything interesting along the way, pick it up. Don’t worry about the time. You’ll be paid in proportion to the time and risk.”
“Risk?” asked the day-care cook.

“There might be people up there, or—others. This is virgin territory. For six hundred years the monks made few forays. Mostly they copied ancient maps and that’s what we’re working from.”
My team of eleven were shaken enough to guess that they weren’t play-actors in a TV script, but they weren’t sure. Maybe this was a terrific setup, beyond anything they’d seen before. They didn’t want to seem like idiots so they decided to go with the show.

We divided up responsibilities. We introduced ourselves to the people around the depot, and got shown around in a mix of English, Croatian, Italian, and German. As evening descended, we encountered a real live Dur Ossur ambassador, waking from her day-nap. At this point the truth sank home. I made myself scarce, in case there were hard feelings.

A delegation found me in my sleeping bag. “This is real, isn’t it?” the Navajo asked. I nodded and his face lit up. The heiress, the nurse, and the engineer felt the same joy. The website designer said she’d see me in jail for breach of contract. I wished I’d had the foresight to use a false name.

Next day the nurse went around with a notebook, writing down our blood-types and extending her notes to include our entire medical histories. “I wouldn’t have taken this record for a TV show, but this is serious.” The others went through similar transformations. Our cook took inventory of our supplies, for example. We’d be rationed from the very beginning.

Heider was impressed. “The other gang didn’t do their jobs this thoroughly.”
“Where did you send them?”
“North through the gravel desert, but bending west where there’s a fork in the autobahn. It seems the ancients were warlike enough to build a long north-south wall at some point in their development. The Latin globe calls it Terminus Mundi. A few days ago they went to check it out.”
“What did the ancients look like? Any idea?”
“They left mummies. The monks have pictures.”
The mummies had buck teeth and shovel-shaped claws and shocks of orange hair. If you melded a naked mole rat with a plastic troll from a Scandinavian curio shop, you’d get the idea. You’d have to plump out the image, of course. Desert mummification tends to shrink. But like the Dur Ossur, this was not a species committed to bipedalism. “If you see anything like this alive, treat it like God,” Heider said. “They had a space empire once. We’ll show them the utmost respect, no matter how goofy they seem. But I take no encouragement from recent events. Bows and arrows? The descriptions sound like humans to me.”
“Speaking of bows and arrows, what about a few hours of weapons training?” I said.

Planet Moab had long days and we had time for this. Later, one of the monks who were now Heider’s buddies taught us some Moabite symbols we might see on road signs. By evening we were ready for a bon voyage feast. Drago volunteered to substitute for the website designer, who made it clear she wasn’t cooperating. She hadn’t gotten a boob job and a tummy tuck in order to risk real death.

I was surprised that the rest of Team Two was gung-ho, but Tony the Navajo spoke for them when he said, “There’s a book in this. Or better, a documentary.” And so next morning we rolled off. We found a path through the nearby hills and into the gravel desert, a region un-eroded by rain and too warm for winter frost. The ancient autobahn was still a fast track here. Our needle climbed to forty kilometers per hour.

Late that day we reached the first station. Team One had been there before us, and we groused at the mess they’d made. The next day was a repeat of the long monotony, with a few diversions where the road had crumbled. The wind grew stronger. Our tents flapped in the night.

Secretary Linda found a “cootie” in her shoe in the morning and that was our introduction to native Moabite life. It was a miniature of the now-extinct natives, and unlike Earth bugs, it used lungs to breathe; puff, puff, puff. We stuck it into a bottle with airholes in the lid.

Next day we tasted salt dust in the air, which grew dingy as we paralleled the pitted, caved-in autobahn. We reached the fork where Team One had turned west, and we envied them. As for us, we’d be in the salt flats two more days even if all went well.

That night we drove extra hours with our lights on before we found the last supply station. The next morning the wind relented and we broke camp with regretful slowness, now heading into unknown territory. Hours went by before the Coast Guard guy pointed. “Look there.”
We saw a rust-brown flier. It veered toward us. We unbagged our guns. The flier grew to the size of a pontoon raft with no evident wings, a protected platform where people crouched, notching their bows. A few arrows went zing and we returned volleys of fire. Bullets ricocheted; tissue, blood, and bones went splatter. The flier whisked by on a declining trajectory, bellying to the flats as we drove fast to catch up. It plowed a short distance before it stopped.

Some of the crowd in the flier were prisoners, including two members of Team One. “Stop! Stop it!” they shrilled, pressing themselves to the floor. Their captors were dead, bleeding, waving knives, or tumbling out to continue the fight. They had no concept of surrender. “Stopping” was not in our power. The lad we trussed up slit his throat with an obsidian knife rather than be taken.

“It must be cultural,” Drago said. “Their five prisoners are all women. Males are supposed to fight to the death.”
We freed the Team One schoolteacher and the cowgirl. Carefully we studied the three others. Like the enemy, they were Sahara brown, with short wool-white hair. The irises of their eyes were pale gray and the midday glare gave their corneas a pinpoint look. They were quite female in all departments although their thighs didn’t taper correctly. We knew about the thighs because they wore nothing but straps of leather. “Barbarian princesses,” the engineer said, exercising his imagination. “We’ll take them back and win the gratitude of the King and be heroes.”
“First we’ve got to get this flier to headquarters,” someone else said. “It’s the best artifact ever! How the hell does it work?”
We tried various languages on the three “princesses.” One of them saw Linda’s cootie-in-a-jar and fell on her knees in worship. What this communicated was not useful. The Team One captives had no idea what the flier used for fuel, but the cowgirl thought she knew how to make it go. “At least we can fly it south to the next station and keep on, station by station so we’re not stranded if it gives out.”
“What about the Kummelwagon?” someone asked.

“Screw that. This flier is a million times more valuable. There’s unknown physics involved here.”
“It’s got to be a thousand years old,” I said doubtfully.

“Then it’ll make it another year and another few hundred miles,” said the pickle man.

In the end we voted. I got to drive the Kummelwagen back south, with the kosher butcher keeping me company. The Team One teacher opted to join us, mistrusting the rust-raft and especially the three princesses. The cowgirl got the flier going, zigzagging at first, and we followed until it became a mote in the dusty haze and finally disappeared.

The winds began gusting again. “So did your team ever reach the wall?” I asked the schoolteacher, who was unnaturally quiet.

She shook her head. “It’s no wall. Or maybe we didn’t go far enough.”
“What is it then?” the kosher butcher asked.

“I taught astronomy,” the teacher said. “Worlds with striped bands are gas giants. Like Jupiter. A red-banded Jupiter.”
“What are you talking about?” I asked.

“You only see when you cross the line,” the teacher said. “Moab must be lock-faced on a gas giant. When you cross west, you start seeing the red bulge on the horizon.”
“You mean Moab’s a moon?” I asked.

“It’s awfully close in,” the teacher said. “That’s obvious given a twenty-eight hour day, which means a twenty-eight hour orbit. The bulge is a huge thing. We never got far enough to find out how huge. We were distracted and then the wild men attacked. The place we were at was almost grassy. They were able to sneak up.” She coughed. “That one white-eyed bitch gave me a cold,” she said, scratching herself. “Jeez, this salt-dust stings.”
Her coughing and itching got steadily worse. That night she started wheezing. Her last ten minutes were terrible as her lungs stopped working. After she died we collapsed her tent and left it like a shroud.

“We have to assume the disease is contagious. We don’t know the incubation period,” said the butcher.

I nodded. “Let’s go. We’ll drive in shifts.”
I was first to take the wheel. By now I looked like a planetary explorer; dusty, wild-haired, eyes darting widely in fear of new menaces. My companion consoled himself with Croatian brandy and despite the zero humidity and nocturnal chill, he managed a few beads of sweat. During a brief conversation he damned Heider Hummel, perhaps unfairly, for not setting up a radio-phone system that we could use in emergencies like this.

Day dawned and he was asleep. I got my second wind and continued. My dry cough could be anything, right? I hadn’t necessarily caught a killer disease.

Eventually I let the butcher take over the wheel, drank sips of brandy, and took a turn trying to sleep. My cough went away. Then—damn—it was back.

My driving buddy started coughing too. We tried not to notice. He edged up the speed and we made it into the land of gravel.

We had two days left to go but we made it to the turn-off in thirty hours, stopping only to refuel. We recognized the place by the wheel-tracks but also by a column of smoke on the other side of the hills. Was it Heider Hummel’s signal, or something worse?

We had the rising sun behind us. Ahead was medical attention. We were both definitely coughing now, and more than a little itchy. We gunned the Kummelwagon. As we crested the hills, my friend had me fire a few rounds as a signal to those ahead.

The smoke dwindled away. We rolled into base camp. We found a pile of burnt bones. No flier. Not much else. A voice from the depot said, “Stay right there. You’ve been exposed?”
“We’re not sure,” I prevaricated.

“You’ll know within the day,” Heider said. “The same with us. So far, there’s a zero survival rate. Those three girls stole the flier and flew off, so it’s all for nothing. This disease is only a bad cold for them.”
“We can guess they were exposed to some of our diseases,” said another voice.

“Drago!” I answered. “How are you?”
“I’ve got the itch. It won’t be long now.”
I spoke, using up what was left of my voice. “Listen, the way this works at the end, it’s like paralysis. The same as the neurotoxin we use to make it through from Earth to Moab. So maybe there’s an anti-neurotoxin.”
“We’re not going back to Earth to find it,” Heider said. “We don’t want to be responsible for spreading this disease to Earth.”
There we were, stymied. Everybody waited to die. I collected some water and found shade. I meant to ask how many were still alive inside the depot, but I never got around to it. I felt weak and queasy. Breathing became difficult.

The sun moved, taking my shade away. Somewhere I heard someone’s last struggles, a few stentorian gasps before his lungs shut down. My own gasps grew worse. I was dizzy. Disoriented. I saw Drago crawling close through the glare, choosing to die with a friend.

It was such a struggle to breathe. Such a struggle. But then—not such a struggle. Could it be that the crisis was over? I looked at Drago. He seemed asleep. He wasn’t dead either.

We were the only two baking in the noonday sun. The only two apparently alive. Hours later, I tottered to my feet, found new water, and drank.

I found a bench and drowsed some more. Drago came shambling. “Heider’s dead. They’re all dead.”
“Except us.”
“Why us?” Drago looked at the westering sun. “Maybe that’s why the wild people go naked. Solar exposure. We lay in the sun, and lived.”
I got up and held on until I felt less faint. I went into the depot to see if the truth was as gloomy as Drago thought. “Hello? Hello?” No one answered.

Next day Drago and I summoned the strength to drag bodies to the pyre. We sprinkled them with gasoline, and threw a match, and muttered prayers. Then we went back inside. “We’ll know if there’s any lingering contagion,” Drago said. “People will come through the box. They won’t know not to. If they live, it’s okay for us to go home to Earth.”
“We can drop a message through. Tell them to stop,” I said.

Drago shook his head. “What if our message isn’t sterile? We can’t risk that.”
Neither of us wanted permanent exile, so we sat, pondering quarantine-morality with dulled minds until our appetites and vigor returned. Some new supplies came through, followed by a curious monk.

He was not grateful to learn he was a guinea-pig, perhaps doomed to our same exile. But we watched and he did not catch the disease. We shared food and handshakes to make sure. In the meantime, others came through.

The depot returned to what it was before Heider Hummel’s invasion. Drago and I decided we were free to go back to Earth, the last remnant of Chemosch Entdeckung. We rested in Trieste one additional day and went our different ways.

Illinois again! I caught up on messages from Ken even before I landed at O’Hare airport. I reoccupied the house and next Monday I called to see if I could get my old job back. My twenty years with the company meant something, I suppose. It meant I was put on the list with other applicants and would be interviewed for the vacancy quite soon. Definitely. What a favor!

I checked for email on the computer downstairs. A new message popped up from Drago. “I’ve reported our sad news to Hummel’s sister in Liechtenstein. She’s sold me all her family’s shares of Chemosch Entdeckung for one euro. I’ve given it some thought. We know that there are valuable artifacts on Moab. We know how to deal with that first disease. Is this really the time to give up? Think about it. I’ve got enough money to fund another expedition. I’ll be waiting for your long-considered answer.”
I thought about it. Twenty-three people I’d hired were dead on another world, and though they’d signed papers, there’d be inquiries. Why ever would Drago buy Chemosch and set himself up as the target for all those lawyers?

Well, we’d be targets anyway. Point one.

Point two: If we were on another world, the lawyers couldn’t get to us.

Back to Moab after all?

I sat down at the kitchen table. Hours passed and I switched on the lights. I started writing Ken a long letter. I managed fifty-six pages in honor of our old love and a safe quiet past I’d never see again.

I left the house the next morning.
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