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Chapter 1

The Beginning





“Run!” Gabrielle screamed out the order over the howling wind and her people obeyed immediately. It gave her a warm feeling, even in the midst of the terror flooding through her, to think of them as ‘her people.’

Maybe it was the tone of command in her voice or maybe it was just dumb luck, but somehow the beast knew to charge at her out of everyone else. As it ran, it lowered its crested head to point the three large horns adorning its face at her retreating back. The ground was slippery with mud from the raging storm and rain stung her arms and face as she ran headlong into the falling drops of water being whipped by vicious winds. She inevitably slipped and slid forward with the momentum gained from her all out sprint across the ground. It saved her life.

The young man behind her wasn’t so lucky and was speared and thrown to the side. The woman to his left fell under the beast’s feet and was crushed instantly. In the time it took for the large creature to throw the man aside, Gabrielle angled her sliding body toward a large boulder and caught it as she went by, the palms of her hands scraping along its rough surface, as she swung her body behind it and curled up into a ball to hide her presence from the monster.

‘If only we hadn’t disturbed the nest, none of this would be happening,’ Gabrielle thought regretfully.

They had been so preoccupied with the possibility of going home that none of them had noticed the changes to the site of their arrival.

‘It was my responsibility. I’m Chief,’ Gabrielle berated herself.

She was still huddled behind the large rock, when she heard a piercing scream, and she couldn’t help wondering which of her people had just lost his life. She closed her eyes. Not a second later, she saw a bright flash of light through her closed eyelids and waited to hear the crash of thunder. Instead, she heard another scream, followed by more shouts that she recognized as confusion and then relief.

Gabrielle opened her eyes and stared. The large gray boulder she had been hiding behind was gone. In its place, was a large expanse of cut green grass. It was enclosed by a chain-link fence nearly thirty feet away. She blinked.

Suddenly, the floodlights that lined the back wall of her mother’s mansion illuminated the entire backyard and Gabrielle heard her mother’s voice calling out to her through the rain.

“Gabrielle? I’m heading over to Bruce’s now. Enjoy your party,” her mother offered, her voice sounding mechanical coming from the intercom box mounted by the back door.

Gabrielle couldn’t believe it. She was home. Everyone else was standing around, checking each other over, crying, staring at nothing, laughing. She walked to the closest group.

“Are you all right?” Gabrielle asked tentatively.

Tears were threatening to spill from her eyes. She got a few nods and went on to the next group, asking them the same question. Within a few minutes, she had ushered everyone inside her mother’s house, several people passing out glasses of water and juice and soda to anyone who wanted some.

Gabrielle looked around at the dazed and dirty faces, the ragged clothing, and relief-filled eyes of her friends. They had made it. Somehow, they had survived nearly a year in the prehistoric past.

‘No, not all of us,’ Gabrielle reminded herself.

She thought about all the people who had died during their stay in the past. Between sickness, accidents, and being mistaken for prey, she had lost more than a dozen of her friends.

Gabrielle unconsciously fell back into her role as leader and slowly managed to herd everyone to the huge common room of her mother’s mansion. Her mother liked to host extravagant parties and had made sure the room was furnished with plenty of places for people to sit and congregate. It seemed the best place to gather everyone at the moment.

After everyone was situated, either standing, or sitting on the many couches or plushly carpeted floor, Gabrielle clambered up onto one of the long serving tables adjacent to one of the walls and called for attention.

“We made it. We’re back.” Gabrielle looked at all the tired faces turned in her direction and saw the weary happiness she knew was reflected in her own expression. “I’ve checked with Claudia and she says that everyone seems to be okay, just scrapes and bruises.” She almost didn’t go on, but she had always maintained a code of honesty with them and knew she had to continue. “We lost Jeremy and Crystal in that last attack. I also haven’t been able to find Carol, John, or Micah since we came back.”

A young woman with red hair, Judy, raised her hand to get Gabrielle’s attention.

“Micah was trying to save Carol,” she hiccupped on a sob that caught in her throat, as the memory imposed itself on her mind’s eye. “He couldn’t pull her out of the way in time. It just ran right over the top of them.”

She curled into the man, George, who was sitting on the arm of the couch next to her, and he cradled her in his arms, as she let the sobs quietly wrack her small body.

Gabrielle felt her own tears rise and tried to swallow them back.

“And John? Did anyone see what happened to him?” she asked, her voice tight with emotion.

“He was speared, like Jeremy,” said Tristan, whose voice was surprisingly devoid of feeling.

Tristan was Gabrielle’s best friend and his voice was almost always filled with warmth no matter what was being talked about. They could have been siblings, both of them having blond hair and short builds, but where Gabrielle’s eyes were a vibrant blue-green, Tristan’s were a deep blue. Gabrielle’s heart broke for the loss she knew Tristan had suffered and ran her fingers through her short blond hair. She decided she would have to keep a close watch on Tristan. However, it would have to wait until later.

“That brings the head count down to ninety-eight from a hundred and twenty,” Courtney said, her voice quiet, as she let the meaning behind the numbers sink in to those around her.

Gabrielle, however, had a different thought entirely.

“We’re back at the beginning, the night it all started. We spent a year back there, but it doesn’t look like any time has passed here. We need to come up with some kind of explanation for the fact that a hundred and twenty people came to a party, but only ninety-eight of them are going to leave it. Anyone have any ideas?”

Several people looked up in alarm, realizing where Gabrielle’s thinking was headed. Most, however, seemed to just fall in on themselves, wanting nothing more than a good night’s sleep. Gabrielle realized sleep was probably a good idea.

“All right, how about this? Everyone get some rest. Today was, I mean is, a Friday, so no one needs to worry about school or work tomorrow. Hell, most of us graduated today.”

She got a lot of smiles from that little comment and she returned them wholeheartedly.

“Find a room you like and go to sleep. If you’re hungry, you know where the kitchen is. Same for the bathrooms. Try to take it easy on the hot water, though. Once it’s used up, it’ll take a couple hours to be replaced,” Gabrielle finished, still wearing her smile.

She got a bunch of nods and everyone slowly started making their way to the various destinations of bedrooms, kitchen, and bathrooms.

Gabrielle pushed against the flow of people trying to exit the room, nodding to a few weary people and squeezing shoulders in silent acknowledgment of their homecoming, before finally coming to stand in front of Tristan. She was dead on her feet, the adrenaline high of nearly being killed by a triceratops and then finding herself back in the twentieth century, abruptly leaving her body. In its wake was nothing but a bone-tired weariness.

She sat down next to Tristan and pulled his head onto her shoulder. Her voice was tired, but soothing in its softness, the natural deep timbre accentuated by her hushed tone.

“Let it out, Tristan. You need to cry or it’s going to eat you up inside. Come on, Sweetie,” she comforted him.

Tristan looked up into her eyes and Gabrielle saw a blankness there for a long moment. Then his face crumpled and he let out a heart wrenching wail. Tears spilled over his cheeks and he buried his head in her shoulder. Gabrielle hugged him tightly to her and rocked him back and forth, as he cried for his lost love.

She held him for nearly two hours. When her arms had started aching, she’d leaned back against the couch and let Tristan’s weight nestle onto her chest. She wished she could sleep, but her friend needed her and nothing would keep her from being there for him.

Gabrielle thought over how much she had changed in the past year. She’d gone from being a spoiled rich kid to leading over a hundred scared college graduates trying to survive in a time humans were never meant to see.

Tristan pulled away from Gabrielle and sat up. He wiped at his eyes and looked over at Gabrielle.

“I guess I needed that,” he said, spent grief coloring his voice.

“Yeah, you did,” Gabrielle replied. “Come on. We should get some sleep. I get the feeling tomorrow is going to be a long day.”

She stood and offered her hand to Tristan. He took it and let her help him to his feet. He followed her up the stairs to her old bedroom and they curled up together under her grandmother’s quilt, letting exhaustion finally overtake them.





* * *

 





Gabrielle woke to the muffled sound of pots banging and the smell of coffee in the air. She looked over to see Tristan still asleep. She decided to let him stay in dreamland until he woke up on his own. She stood up and turned around to make sure she hadn’t disturbed her friend. Looking down at the bed, she suddenly noticed a large amount of dry clumps of dirt scattered over the sheets. She then turned her gaze on herself. She hadn’t even thought about the mud she had been covered in the night before. It had dried on her while she was checking in with her people and she’d completely forgotten about it afterwards.

She went to her bathroom and checked for hot water. Amazingly, there was still some left, and she quickly took a shower. She stepped out of the tub and pulled the towel from the bar and began drying herself off. When she stood up from patting her legs dry, she caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror.

Gabrielle stared at her reflection.

‘Holy shit,’ she thought. ‘I’m buff.’

She giggled at the thought and inspected her image in the mirror. Her body had lost all of its extra fat and replaced the missing excess with muscle. Her stomach rippled, as did her arms and legs. Her blond hair, which had been long a year ago, was now raggedly cut short. Her skin was still fairly white, but it was definitely not the ghostly white it had been a year ago.

She scanned her body, taking note of the various cuts and bruises that adorned her hips and thighs and the palms of her hands. There was also a large bruise on her right shoulder.

‘Probably got that when I hit the ground,’ she mused.

The shower had cleaned out the cuts and none of them seemed to warrant bandages, so she wrapped the towel around her body and headed back into her bedroom. She immediately went to her dresser and quietly pulled open the drawers and lifted out a set of clothes from the ones she still stored here at her mother’s. As she dressed, she thought about how easy it was to fall back into the old patterns of living in a civilized world. Taking a shower, using soap, opening dresser drawers to retrieve clothing. It all seemed so natural. She was surprised at how quickly the forgotten habits returned to her.

Gabrielle eased her bedroom door open and closed it behind her, smiling slightly at the sleeping form still nestled in her bed. She made her way downstairs and went directly to the kitchen. The place was a wreck, but that was due more to the sheer amount of food being prepared than to any carelessness on the part of those who were cooking.

“It’s a good thing my mom’s spending the weekend at Bruce’s. If she knew what you guys were doing to her kitchen...”

Gabrielle left the threat hanging, as her friends looked up and smirked at her teasing tone. She was met with a loud round of ‘all hail the Chief!’ from the twenty-odd people in the kitchen. She smiled and nodded in recognition of the title.

 “How do ya like your eggs?” Luis called over the conversations and greetings to his Chief.

Gabrielle grinned.

“Oh Gods, real chicken eggs. I think I want them sunny-side up. Do you do hash browns?” she continued, as she walked over to see what was in the various pans that Luis was working over.

“For you, Chief? Anything ya want,” he said, as he winked at her over his shoulder and then went back to wrestling with the spatula.

Gabrielle sat on a recently vacated stool at the island in the center of the kitchen. She absently watched Gloria, Luis’s sister, chop up vegetables for the different dishes Luis was making and thought about how she had gotten the title of Chief.





* * *

 





Gabrielle looked around at her confused friends.

They had been standing in her mother’s backyard when the sky tore apart and dropped buckets of rain on them. They had just begun running for the house when lightning flashed across the sky. Gabrielle had felt the ground slip out from beneath her feet and she’d stumbled forward.

When she’d gotten back to her feet, she’d dusted her jeans off and looked around a little sheepishly, waiting to be razzed about tripping over her own two feet.

‘Gods, how embarrassing,’ she’d thought to herself.

But no one was looking at her. That’s when Gabrielle took in what everyone else seemed to be staring at.

The neatly cut grass was gone. So was the house. In their place was a small dirt clearing and trees like something out of a National Geographic depicting forests in Yellowstone. Gabrielle stopped fussing with her long luxurious hair and self-consciously closed her gaping mouth. Tristan stood next to her.

“Oh my God, girl! What the fuck happened? Where the fuck are we?” Tristan hissed into her ear.

“I have no idea,” she replied in a hushed tone.

Sharon walked over to her and looked at her expectantly.

“Well? This was your party,” she accused Gabrielle. “Do something.”

Gabrielle stared at her wide-eyed.

‘What the hell am I supposed to do?’ she thought nervously.

Tina sauntered over and stood next to Sharon.

“Yeah, this is all your fault. Fix it,” she demanded.

There were many nodding heads agreeing with Tina and Sharon.

Gabrielle looked around and suddenly saw what she had missed before in the angry looks that were being thrown her way. Fear. Every single one of her friends was terrified, and since it had been her idea to throw the graduation party, and her mother had agreed to lend her the mansion, they were all looking to their ‘hostess’ to get them out of this. Whatever ‘this’ was.

In the space of thirty seconds, Gabrielle took stock of her life and re-evaluated the goals she had considered to be the most important to attain. She was rich, had been given everything she had ever asked for, was considered one of the fashionable elite, and had just graduated from college with her MA in Business Management. She had planned to travel around the world for the next year, sleep with as many women in as many countries as she possibly could, and then come back to the States and become VP of whatever company her mother could con the owner into letting her run.

Now, it seemed none of that mattered. In fact, it all seemed kind of petty. Without even a second thought, she readjusted her life goals and decided keeping her friends safe was her top priority. But first, she needed information.

The leadership and assertiveness training courses she had taken as part of her classes came to her rescue and she stood up to her full 5’4” height and lowered her voice to what she had dubbed her ‘bitch’ tone.

“We need to take a look around. We’ll split up into groups of ten. Maybe we can find a road or something that will tell us where we are,” she said loud enough for the entire group to hear her.

“I don’t think that’s gonna happen,” said a soft voice towards the back.

Gabrielle frowned.

“And why is that?” she asked.

The group parted as everyone turned to look at Alan, who was staring off into the distance.

“Because roads haven’t been invented yet,” he said, looking a little dazed.

“What are you talking about?”

“Well, that’s a triceratops, which means we’re somewhere in the Cretaceous period. Towards the end of the Cretaceous, actually,” he said, as he pushed his glasses back up on the bridge of his nose.

Everyone turned to stare in the direction that Alan had pointed to. Gabrielle stood stock still, as she stared at a small herd of triceratops walking along. They disappeared over a hill and it took a moment before the spell was broken and Gabrielle was able to collect her jaw from the ground again.

“Holy shit,” she exclaimed under her breath. ‘What the fuck?’ her brain responded, trying desperately to make sense of what she had just seen and not really having much luck. “How far...?” Gabrielle cleared her throat. “I mean, how far back does that put us? Do you know?” she said, and turned to Alan for a response.

“Well, Triceratops was around between seventy-two and sixty-five million years ago. So, I guess you could split the difference and put us at about sixty-eight million years BC,” he replied, self-consciously pushing his glasses up again.

Gabrielle tried to wrap her mind around what Alan was saying, but she was still in shock. Instead, she decided they all needed to start thinking about food and shelter, the necessities.

“We need to get to work. We’ll still split up into groups of ten, but I want everyone to keep a lookout for food and possible shelter, since we’re obviously not going to be finding any roads.” Everyone just stared at her. “Come on! Get moving! Now!”

The barked commands made several people jump and that kick-started the whole group.

Tristan, ever the optimist, deciding humor was needed, said, “Aye aye, Chief.”

And so her title, and role as leader, was born.





* * *

 





Gabrielle glanced around when Luis put a plate of eggs, bacon, and hash browns down in front of her. A small glass of orange juice and a cup of coffee swiftly followed and Gabrielle thanked him. Apparently, Luis was done with his shift as cook and sat down next to her, digging into his own plate of ham, eggs, and hash browns.

“So, when you gonna call the meeting?” Luis asked around a mouthful of hash browns.

“I guess after everyone’s had breakfast and showered and whatnot,” Gabrielle replied. “I know Tristan’s still asleep. I figure we should let everyone rest for as long as they need to. But why don’t you pass the word around that I want everyone in the common room around two,” she requested.

Gabrielle continued to eat her breakfast and covertly watched her friends moving around the kitchen. Tristan entered by the back stairs, his eyes puffy from having cried so much the night before, and poured himself a cup of coffee. He sat down next to Gabrielle and leaned his head on her shoulder. She leaned her own head over his in a kind of hug and then turned to kiss the top of his head before going back to her meal.

After seeing Tristan’s drawn face, she recognized similar signs in those around her. Taking a closer look, she realized that almost everyone was wearing the clothing they had worn the night before. She turned to Luis.

“Has anyone thought about running some loads of laundry?” she asked.

Luis looked up in shock, and then understanding, as the realization that they could ‘do a load of laundry’ filtered through his brain. He shook his head.

“No, I don’t think so. And what are we gonna wear while our clothes are being washed?” he asked.

“Well, I’ve got some old clothes I keep stashed here for emergencies. Anyone close to my size can go ahead and take what they need. And my mother always keeps pajamas in various sizes in each of the guest rooms. I think there’ll be enough to go around,” she concluded.

Tristan raised his head off Gabrielle’s shoulder, and she was grateful to see a little piece of the old Tristan coming through, when he said, “Hey, we could have a pajama party.”

“Sounds like a plan,” she said.

Gabrielle scooped up the last of her eggs onto her fork and into her mouth and then carried her plate over to the sink. She rinsed it off and set it in the nearly full dishwasher, plunking her fork in the stuffed silverware basket. She looked over at Luis’s plate, which had been empty for some time, and held out her hand. He grinned and gave it to her and she placed it in the rack, along with his fork. Opening a bottom cupboard, she pulled out the dishwashing liquid and added a healthy amount to the cup inset in the lowered door of the dishwasher. She flipped the cap closed on the bottle and put it back, then closed the door on the washer and turned the dial to get it started.

Gabrielle turned around to see Tristan, along with nearly everyone else in the kitchen, smirking at her.

“What?” she asked, having a pretty good idea of why they were gawking.

“I don’t think I can ever remember you running the dishwasher before. I didn’t even know you knew how,” Tristan responded.

“I remember watching Lisa do it after Mother’d had one of her famous dinner parties. And you’re right, this is the first time I’ve ever run a dishwasher. Guess I got used to doing things for myself after this past year,” Gabrielle said quietly. A thought surfaced from the back of her mind and she decided to pursue it. “Where’s Tony?”

Gloria turned her head away from the conversation she was in and answered.

“I saw him on the computer upstairs.”

Gabrielle nodded and smiled.

“Figures,” she said, and left to find the mathematician.













Chapter 2

Starting Over





Tony’s large bulk was huddled over her mother’s computer in the spacious office her mother used to impress people with her twenty-first century technological know-how. The computer was state-of-the-art with an oversized flat screen monitor, massive hard drive, copious amounts of memory, cutting edge software, and on and on. Tony looked like he was in love.

Gabrielle leaned in the doorway and grinned.

“Gotten your fix finally?”

Tony looked up and smiled. He looked high.

“Oh yeah,” he replied, the glazed look in his eyes making Gabrielle laugh out loud.

No one would have ever accused Tony of being a computer geek with his dark hair and handsome features. He looked like your average high school football hero. But the only records he’d ever set were on a keyboard for words per minute.

“Well, I’m glad you’re happy,” she said. Then she remembered what she wanted to talk to him about. “Tony? I got a few questions for you.”

“What’s up?” he said, turning to face her.

Gabrielle entered the room and pulled a chair over from her mother’s second desk, the one with the printer/scanner/copier/fax machine resting on it, and sat down next to him.

“You remember when we talked about how we got sent back, that there was a tear in the fabric of space-time and when the lightning hit so close to us, it pushed us through the tear, and you said a similar occurrence could push us back through to send us home,” she said expectantly.

“Yeah, and it looks like I was right. I mean, we’re here, aren’t we?” he said smugly.

Sometimes his arrogance was a bit much to take, but Gabrielle had to admit that his confidence was well deserved.

“Yeah, we are. Do you think that it was just by chance that we got sent so far back?”

She knew what his answer would be, but she needed to let him go through the entire process to get him to the point she wanted him at.

“No, definitely not. I think the fabric of space-time is weaker in the area of your backyard. Not sure why or what could cause that, but the amount of time that was displaced was probably due to the amount of electricity that was discharged by the bolt of lightning. If there had been a lesser discharge of current from the lightning, we probably wouldn’t have gotten pushed through nearly so far,” he said, and leaned back in his chair, thoughtful.

“Do you think you could come up with an equation to determine how much electricity would be needed to push a certain amount of mass through the space-time barrier to a particular point in time? Based on what has happened so far?” she asked casually, as she mentally crossed her fingers.

Tony frowned in concentration.

“Well, that could be tricky,” he said. “There were no instruments measuring either of the lightning bolts that caused the two displacements. And the masses were different for each displacement.”

‘We came back with less people than we left with,’ Gabrielle thought, saddened by the reminder of lost friends.

“I think the only reason we ended up back where we started is that there may have been some kind of resonance that was imprinted on us from the first time and it naturally dragged us back to our starting point. But that’s just theory and speculation,” Tony continued, completely oblivious to his companion’s suddenly melancholy expression.

“Well, what if you experimented a little, sending things through,” she said, bringing her thoughts back to the present.

“There would be no way to track where the objects ended up. Well, wait, that’s not necessarily true.” Gabrielle could almost see the wheels spinning in Tony’s head, as his mind grappled with the problem. “There would be feedback waves from the displacement that could be measured. I could probably write a program to extrapolate from a basic set of equations...” Tony trailed off, lost in his thought processes.

Gabrielle smiled.

“So, you think it’s doable. A group of people could go back to a chosen point in time, if they wanted to,” she stated, waiting for Tony’s confirmation.

Tony shook his head a little to clear it of the calculations he was running in his mind.

“Um, yeah, I mean, I don’t think they could pin down a particular day or time or anything, but something within a few years could probably be worked out. Why? What do you have in mind? You can’t seriously want to go back to living with the dinosaurs,” he said, disbelief showing clearly on his face.

“No, not the dinosaurs. But what about ten thousand years ago? The Native Americans were already on this continent, and there were no bombs, no pollution—”

“And no computers, no Internet, no hospitals, wild animals at every turn wanting to eat you for dinner. I don’t think so,” he said, and sat back in his chair, a cross between triumph and disgust radiating from his body language.

“But we could change things. We could keep the world from making the mistakes it did the first time around. And we could bring the knowledge to make computers with us. Sure, we wouldn’t have the means to build them right away, but it wouldn’t be out of our reach,” she said passionately.

“You’re really serious. You want to go back,” Tony said, shocked.

“Yeah, I’m serious. I’m not saying you’d have to come with me, or anyone else for that matter, though I don’t think I’d go alone, but I do need you to figure out how to do it. And I don’t think I’m alone in this,” she said quietly.

Gabrielle had a feeling that a lot of her friends, though happy to be back with civilization, would be interested in going back to a simpler time.

‘As long as there’s no dinosaurs,’ she smiled to herself.

“Well, I think you’re nuts, but I’ll do it. It’ll be a nice challenge to my mathematical skills. At least we already know it’s feasible. I’ll just have to figure out the details,” he said, and turned back to the computer.

He was already calling up a program and searching for a disk to save his notes on.

“If anyone can do it, you can,” Gabrielle said, knowing a little ego stroking always went a long way with the computational genius.

She stood and put her chair back in front of the other desk, stopping before completely exiting the room.

“I’m calling a meeting of everyone to be held in the main living room at two o’clock. You might want to set the alarm on the PC to remind you.”

Tony looked up.

“No problem. I’ll be there. I don’t relish the idea of being suspected in the murders of twenty-two people,” he said, looking meaningfully at Gabrielle.

She knew he was waiting for her to divulge her plan for getting them off the hook. Unfortunately, she hadn’t come up with one yet.

“Me neither,” she said, and strode off down the hallway.

She ran into a lot of recently awakened people and bid them a good morning, getting similar greetings in response, which greatly relieved her. Gabrielle knew they were all going to be facing some serious cases of Post Traumatic Stress Disorder and was a little worried about how everyone was handling being back. She also knew that a suggestion to see a therapist to handle nightmares or panic attacks just wouldn’t work. How exactly do you explain that you’re afraid to sleep because a Tyrannosaurus Rex attacked your camp in the middle of the night three months ago and you watched one of your friends get ripped apart?

Gabrielle shook her head to clear the image from her mind.

‘I definitely do not need to go there right now,’ she admonished herself.

She looked for a clock and found one, reading the time. It was still several hours before her scheduled meeting. She thought about talking with everyone individually to see who might be interested in going back with her, as opposed to springing her plan all at once on the entire group. She decided getting it all out on the table at one time would probably be a better way to go.

She wandered out the backdoor and sat beneath one of her favorite childhood climbing trees. That is, until her mother molded her into the perfect little lady. Gabrielle cringed at who she used to be. She realized part of the reason she wanted to return to the past was so that she could keep this new person she had become. She was afraid if she remained in this time, she would return to her old ways.

‘And I can’t allow that,’ she decided.

Gabrielle felt Tristan walk up behind her and he sat down next to her.

“You know, you’ve got the whole group buzzing,” he said.

Gabrielle turned to look at him, a puzzled expression on her face.

“What do you mean?”

“Roseanne overheard your conversation with Tony.”

“You mean she was spying on me,” Gabrielle said, though the smile on her lips took the bite out of her voice.

“Yeah, you know what a gossip she is,” he replied. “So, is it true? You want to go back?”

“Yeah, it’s true. But not back to where we were. I want to go back about ten thousand years. I remember reading about how early man crossed the ice bridge to populate the ‘New World’ and that’s where the Indians came from. I mean, Native Americans. Everything I’ve ever read about them has shown them to be a great people that were just a little too technologically challenged to be able to defend themselves against the European invaders,” she said.

“Hey, I’ve got British ancestors,” Tristan said, pretending to be offended.

“So do I. Where do you think I get the blond hair from? But think about what the world could be like if the leading world power was based on thousands of generations of tolerance, acceptance, and a reverence for life that could be backed up with technologically advanced weapons when necessary. What if when Columbus stepped off his boat, he found an advanced civilization that was perfectly willing to open trade negotiations with his own country, but could kick his country’s ass if they threatened so much as a single tree?”

“There’s no way you could be sure that civilization would progress the way you want it to,” Tristan warned. “And who’s to say they couldn’t steal the technology and use it against our descendants? I’m assuming that’s what you’re talking about. You want us to go back and build our own colony, right?”

Gabrielle nodded.

“Something like that. Tony says it could be done. We could go back to a particular time, say within a few years or so of a chosen date. We know this time travel thing isn’t like in that Terminator movie, where only living tissue could be sent through or whatever, since we were all clothed when we arrived back then. We could bring stuff with us,” she said.

“Have you thought about what you’re really proposing to do here? You’re talking about changing the past, which will change the present. If we did this, everything we know now will no longer exist. Well, unless we die before we can make an impact on the past,” Tristan joked.

Gabrielle turned a wry smile on him, then her expression changed to reflect her mind’s sudden comprehension of what her best friend had just implied.

“Wait, you said ‘we.’ You mean, you’d come with me?” she asked.

Tristan turned solemn.

“Gabrielle, we’ve been best friends since I first met you. Now that John’s gone, there’s really nothing to tie me here. You know how my parents feel about my ‘lifestyle choices’ and my brother won’t even speak to me. The last thing he said to me was being ‘half-gay’ was just as bad as being a ‘full faggot.’ Wish I knew where he came up with the term ‘half-gay’ for bisexuality. You’re lucky, though. Your mom thinks lesbians are ‘chic,’” Tristan grinned, but then immediately frowned, as a new thought entered his mind. “Have you thought about that? About leaving your mom? Oh man, I just had a thought. With us changing the past, won’t that create some kind of paradox? I mean, our parents probably won’t even be born, so how could we?”

Gabrielle smiled. Tristan was already acting as if their going back to the past was a done deal.

“I don’t know. I could ask Tony about it. But to answer your question about my mom... You know we’ve never been close. She’s always wanted me to be something I’m not. And unfortunately, I went along with it. I even deluded myself into thinking that I was really living life. Do you know what my plans were before we got tossed back to the dinosaurs? I was going to sleep my way across Europe, then come back and work for Bruce, or whoever my mother happened to be sleeping with at the time. That was my big life plan. Pretty pathetic, huh?” she asked.

“No. Hell, girl, I would’ve been cheering you on a year ago, you know that. We’ve all changed because of what we went through back there,” Tristan said, as he reached his arm around to hug Gabrielle to his side. “But I think you’ve surprised me more than anyone. You got us through that hell. You saved us all.”

“No, not all. I didn’t save everyone,” she said, the last part coming out in a whisper, as her throat closed up and the tears finally came.

Tristan held her close and cried with her, thinking about his own losses. Somehow, he had already made the decision to go without consciously thinking about it, and the thought of having lost so many of his friends hardened his resolve to follow Gabrielle back in time and create a better world, as if that would keep their deaths from having been in vain, though the two events really had nothing to do with one another.

It was a long time before Gabrielle’s sobs abated enough to let her breathe normally. She had sunk into Tristan’s lap and he had gently stroked her head like she was his pet cat, while the guilt and grief had poured out of her soul through her eyes, turning his tan pants leg a darker brown where her tears came to rest. Finally, she sat up and a small smile graced her lips.

“I think I need a tissue.”

Tristan laughed.

 “And I need a change of clothes,” he said.

Gabrielle looked down to see a large wet spot on his thigh from her tears. She blushed a little and then Tristan stood, offering a hand up. She took it and they walked back into the house. After drying her eyes and receiving a lot of curious, yet sympathetic, looks, Gabrielle went to the laundry room to check on how things were going. A fight was brewing and she quickly intervened.

“He deliberately shrunk my bra,” Stephanie cried, waving around said undergarment.

“I did not! My jeans shrunk, too,” Paul said defensively.

He crossed his arms against his chest and stared at the young woman, silently defying her to argue his logical defense.

Gabrielle could see that Stephanie was about to explode and smoothly stepped in.

“What’s going on here?” she asked.

It was the best opening she could come up with on such short notice. They both tried to speak at once and Gabrielle held up her hand to silence them both.

“One at a time. Paul?”

Paul smiled at being chosen first and Stephanie glowered at him.

“I was doing a load of laundry, you know, just tryin’ to help out and stuff, but the dryer shrunk everything,” he said.

Gabrielle turned to Stephanie.

“Your turn,” she said.

Stephanie stood a little taller and then thrust the worn piece of underwear in Gabrielle’s direction.

“He ruined it! If he didn’t know how to work a dryer, he shouldn’t have been messing with it. It’s just ruined,” she said.

She was near tears and Gabrielle suddenly realized this had nothing to do with a laundry mishap. In a flash of insight, Gabrielle understood where the near hysteria was coming from. She stepped forward and wrapped her arms around the young woman and pressed her head into her shoulder.

“It’s all right. It’s gonna be okay. I know it was important to you. It was everything you had,” she cooed into the girl’s ear.

Stephanie’s shoulders began to shake and her legs buckled, as the sobs were wrenched from her chest. Gabrielle held onto her and followed her to the floor. She looked up and saw comprehension dawning on Paul’s face, as well as the faces of everyone else present.

He knelt down and gently pulled Stephanie into his arms.

“I’m sorry. I’m so sorry,” he whispered, and she buried her face deeper into his chest.

Gabrielle stood up and squeezed Paul’s shoulder, before gesturing to everyone to leave them in peace for a little while. Tristan came up behind her and nudged her in the side.

“How did you know?” he asked.

“I don’t know. I just did. I knew she couldn’t be that upset over something so easily replaced. And then I realized that, until last night, nothing could be easily replaced, and then I knew.” She stopped just outside the entrance to the kitchen. “Everyone’s still a little shell-shocked. I think it’s gonna be a while before it sinks in that we’re back,” she said quietly.

Tristan looked at her thoughtfully.

“And you plan on announcing that you wanna go back. Maybe you should wait a little while,” he suggested.

“No. I know what you’re saying, but I think it’s better that people decide now, while it’s still fresh in everyone’s mind exactly what non-civilization is like. I mean we won’t be encountering dinosaurs at every turn, but it’s not going to be a walk in the park. In fact, this will probably be even more difficult simply because we’ll know we’re never coming back,” she finished.

Tristan nodded and followed her as they stepped into the kitchen. Luis was back at the center island with his sister and they were making sandwiches in assembly line fashion.

Luis looked up and grinned.

“Heya, Chief,” he greeted her and then went back to his task.

“Want some help?” she asked.

Gloria looked up at the mention of help and smiled.

“Sure. Grab some platters and start stacking. That pile is PB and J, that one is ham and cheese, and that one is tuna salad,” Gloria said, as she pointed to the accumulation of sandwiches taking up a quarter of the counter space.

“No problem,” Gabrielle replied.

Tristan helped her divvy up the individual sandwiches and place them on platters according to what was in between the slices of bread. It only took a few minutes and then they helped the brother and sister team come up with a few more varieties to appease the masses.

In less than half an hour, the kitchen started filling up with hungry people and the sandwiches began to disappear. Gabrielle noticed the dishes piling up in the sink, most of them still left over from the morning meal, and called for everyone’s attention.

“All right, let’s make this simple. When you’re done with your meal, you can either wash a dish, wash a couple utensils, dry a dish, dry some utensils, or put away a stack of clean dishes or utensils. Or you can wash or dry a cup or put away a stack of cups. If, when you’re done with your meal, there are no dishes left to clean or put away, wipe down the countertop or something,” Gabrielle proposed.

“That sounds like a lot of hassle to me. Why not just designate someone to be dishwasher?” someone called out from the large group of people crowding the kitchen.

“You volunteering?” Gabrielle shot back and grinned when they laughed and shook their head.

“Well, why can’t we just use the dishwasher?” someone else suggested sarcastically, and several people snickered.

“Because it’s obvious the dishwasher can’t fit that many dishes, since there are still dishes piled up from this morning. And I’m pretty sure I remember hearing Lisa complain about standing over a sink washing out the pots and pans that didn’t fit in the washer. She said it hurt her back. I think this way will be easier on everyone and is a lot more fair,” Gabrielle concluded.

The people Gabrielle could see nodded their heads in agreement and she got a round of ‘yeses’ and ‘sures’ as everyone consented to her suggestion. There were soon three lines formed at the sink: one for washing, one for drying, and one for taking the clean dishes to the cupboards. In only a few minutes, the large pile of dishes was reduced to nothing and the kitchen had been cleared of everyone not still eating. The pattern was repeated half an hour later when the next wave finished their lunches, and again, half an hour after that.

Gabrielle left, after washing a dish with the first wave of lunch-goers, and wandered through her mother’s mansion. It had always been her mother’s home, not hers. Even though she had grown up in the almost castle-like house, she had never felt at home here. She thought part of the reason was all the time she had spent away at private boarding schools, but she knew there was more to it than that.

Over the past year, Gabrielle had come to the conclusion that ‘home’ was wherever your family was, and since she had never really felt like she belonged to her mother, had never really felt any connection to her whatsoever, she could never call this place ‘home.’ She was interrupted out of her unhappy musings by Gregory.

“Hey, you gonna practice today?” he asked.

Gregory was a tall man with pitch-black hair and a finely muscled body. He moved with the smooth grace of someone who controlled his body completely, never expending more energy for a movement than was necessary.

It took her a moment to realize what he was referring to.

“What time is it?” she asked.

He looked at his watch, one of the few items that had survived their jaunt to the past.

“Ten ‘til one. We’ve got an hour ‘til your meeting.”

Gabrielle nodded.

“All right, sure. Let me go find a pair of sweats,” she requested, and he nodded in agreement.

“I’ll be out back,” he said, and he turned to go to the backyard while she went off in search of more flexible clothing.

A few minutes later, she joined him, along with over a dozen other people, and they began warming up. She did a few dozen jumping jacks and then began practicing a few kicks to work in some dynamic stretches before doing the more routine static stretches. After a few minutes, Gregory called for their attention.

“All right, let’s get that blood pumping,” he said, and he ran them through kicking and punching drills for almost half an hour. Finally, he called a halt and paired them off with one another. He took Gabrielle as his own sparring partner and called out to his students in a mix of English and Korean.

“Face each other.”

Everyone faced their opponents.

“Attention!”

Everyone brought their feet together and slapped their flat hands against the sides of their thighs.

“Bow!”

Everyone bowed at the waist to the person standing in front of them, reciting the respectful greeting of ‘taekwon’ that Gregory had taught them in the beginning.

“Free sparring position.”

Everyone fell back into a loose ready position.

“Courtesies.”

They all reached out to touch their leading fists to their sparring partner’s and then prepared for the next command, bouncing on the balls of their feet. Gabrielle’s lips drew back into a feral grin.

“Begin!” came the order, and the backyard became a mass of chaos, as everyone jumped to the attack.

After nearly a year of practicing their techniques, everyone knew to land only light blows while battling each other, but anyone sparring with Gregory was allowed to go all out. Being a fifth degree black belt in the Korean martial art of Taekwon-Do, if he got hurt, it was his own damn fault. They had never used sparring equipment, that being a luxury they didn’t possess in the prehistoric past, so they had all learned to take it easy from the very beginning. No one would suffer more than a casual bruise from the practice blows.

Gabrielle let herself go. She loved sparring with Gregory. However, as long as he was in teaching mode, she only referred to him as Sabum Nim (Master Instructor). She knew she probably would have cracked under the pressure of being responsible for her friends’ survival, if it hadn’t been for Gregory and his offer to teach Taekwon-Do to whomever wished to learn.

During class time, she was no longer in charge. All the responsibility fell away from her and was placed neatly on Sabum Nim’s shoulders. It was a relief to be able to cut loose and not feel like she had to save everybody. And, she admitted, it was a great outlet for her anger at being forced into taking care of everybody. It wasn’t something she thought about very much in the moment that everything was happening, but she knew the resentment built up in her on a daily basis and being allowed to punch and kick another human being with abandon was oddly refreshing.

She dodged a turning kick to her head and spun around, landing a back kick into Sabum Nim’s stomach. Well, his arm actually, since he’d blocked the kick, but the contact was nice and solid. He countered with a diagonal kick and she blocked it, immediately following up with a right backfist to his face and a quick left reverse punch to his midsection. He danced out of the way and then spun on his front foot, stopping his sidekick a mere centimeter from her nose. She grinned at him, as he snapped his foot back to the ground.

“Nice one. Never saw it comin’,” she said.

“That’s why I’m the black belt and you’re the green belt,” he replied, grinning back at her.

They continued to trade blows, Gabrielle enjoying the physical activity, while Gregory swelled with pride at watching his best student practice her art. She got flashy a couple of times, performing a fake turning kick with one leg and moving right into a jump front snap kick with the other, to finish with a double punch to his face. He blocked everything and then she faked him out.

He had told her over and over again to watch the shoulders. You could always tell how your opponent was going to move by watching the shoulders. She twitched her shoulders and shifted her hips to go into a reverse back kick, but at the last second, she moved forward and performed a high turning kick with her front leg. It landed half on his shoulder and half on his chest because of his sideways facing stance. He stared at her in shock for a second and then grinned.

“Good one,” he complimented.

Gabrielle squealed and jumped up and down several times, completely forgetting about staying on guard during the sparring match.

“I did it! I got you! I actually got you!” she yelled.

Her face beamed with joy. She had never landed a punch or kick without it being blocked by an arm or a leg before. She jumped into his arms and hugged him and he laughed.

Gabrielle pulled back from the embrace and found everyone looking at her.

“What?” she said sheepishly. “None of you guys have ever tagged him,” she defended herself.

Several of them shook their heads and laughed, as others congratulated her. Sabum Nim directed everyone to get back to their sparring, but had them switch partners.

Gabrielle faced off against Christina, a yellow belt, and remembered to pull her punches again, since she was no longer facing Sabum Nim. They went back and forth, Gabrielle giving pointers and offering words of encouragement to the woman to help her technique.

“Return to ready stance!” reached the two women’s ears, and they stopped their sparring, facing each other.

The ritual orders came and Gabrielle and Christina stood at attention and then bowed to one another.

“Taekwon. Good match,” said Gabrielle, touching fists with the other woman after coming up from the bow.

“Taekwon. You too,” replied Christina with a grin.

They all lined up in front of Gregory again and warmed down, ending with several minutes of deep relaxed breathing, while lying on their backs on the grass. Then he brought them back to standing positions and ended the class. He motioned for Gabrielle to join him.

“I wanted to talk to you. I think you’re ready to move up to blue stripe.” He held up his hand as she grinned. “And no, it’s not because you tagged me with that kick. You know your forms backwards and forwards and are competent in all the required maneuvers. I know we’re back home and we could go to my dojang to present you with your belt, but we’ve been doing without for the past year...” he trailed off.

“And this has become tradition,” she finished for him.

She held out her arm and they shook in the original form of the warrior’s greeting, grasping each other’s forearms.

The symbolism was not lost on Gabrielle. The handshake of present day had evolved from a need to establish trust between warriors. By grasping the forearm of a warrior, one could discern whether he was hiding a weapon up his sleeve or gauntlet. The use of the old form acknowledged that they were both warriors and trusted one another.

They broke the hold and turned to the house. Gabrielle checked the clock. She barely had fifteen minutes to change clothes and maybe take a shower. She hurried to her bedroom and just rinsed her body in the shower, scrubbing with a soap-filled washcloth to wipe away the sweat that covered her skin. She finished quickly and snagged her jeans from earlier off the bed and put them back on, zipping them up on the way out the door.

She reached the massive living room on the first floor with a few minutes to spare. Looking around, she could see that almost everyone was there. By the time she had made her way through the crowd to the table she had stood on the night before, everyone was assembled. She raised her arms and called for attention. Everyone found places to stand or sit and waited expectantly for her to begin.

“I’m glad you all made it. There are several things I think we need to discuss,” Gabrielle began, lowering her voice to a more reasonable speaking level as the conversations in the group stopped. “First off, twenty-two of our friends are no longer with us and even though it’s hard to think about, we need to figure out how we’re going to explain their disappearance.”

She waited as the various murmurs died down again.

“Unless we can come up with a good explanation, it’s quite possible that some idiot will decide we were practicing ritual sacrifices at our so-called party and will bring us up on murder charges. Since I’m pretty open about my Pagan beliefs, and you all know how the media just loves to make Witchcraft into some kind of Satanic worship, it’s not that difficult a scenario to envision,” she stated. “So. Does anyone have any ideas?”

The murmurs started up again and Gabrielle waited. After a minute, several hands were raised to gain her attention. She pointed at one of the older women who had become a part of her large circle of friends. Irene had gone back to college at age thirty, after her husband and son had been killed in a car accident caused by a drunk driver. She had started working towards her college degree in business management a year before Gabrielle, but Gabrielle had maximized her class load and caught up with the woman, so they’d graduated at the same time.

“Irene? You have an idea?” Gabrielle signaled for her to address the group.

“Well, anyone who came with a friend, you know, they didn’t drive their car here, we could just say they never arrived, if anyone asks about them. I’m not sure what we could do about the ones that drove their cars here,” she finished.

Gabrielle nodded.

“We need to come up with a list of who came with who and how many of those that died drove themselves here. I know I told a lot of you to carpool because I planned on getting all of you falling down drunk,” she stated, a devilish grin forming on her lips, as she tried to lighten the mood of the rather morbid conversation.

A list was quickly formed of who among those that hadn’t survived had driven themselves to the party and who had gotten rides. It turned out the odds were decidedly in their favor, with only five of those who had perished having driven their own cars, and three of those had come alone.

Gabrielle looked over the list, a plan forming in her head.

“All right. Jeremy, Susan, and Colleen all drove by themselves. We need some volunteers to drive their cars back to their apartments. Remember to wear gloves. It would be best if only those who were good friends of them drove the cars. That way, any suspicious hairs or whatever can be attributed to past excursions in the cars. As far as everyone here is concerned, they never made it to the party,” she intoned, seeing everyone nod their heads in silent understanding.

“Nicky and Joseph are going to be a little more difficult,” Gabrielle continued, and then read off the list in her hand. “They drove Jonathan, Trisha, Margaret, Jose, Gloria, Luis, Tristan, John, Kelly, Mark, and Julia. I think the best way to handle them is to drive their cars to a park or something and then leave them there. It’ll help explain where some of the other missing people are. We can just say they left the party early and we don’t know where they went.”

Gabrielle searched for Tristan and found him.

“Tristan? If it comes up that you were seeing John, don’t deny it. Say you had a fight with him because you wanted to stay at the party and he wanted to leave, so he left. You guys that got rides with Nicky and Joe, act all mad that you were left without rides home. Then when it’s announced they’re missing, you can get all concerned,” she directed.

“Anyone who has a problem with acting or lying, just say you don’t know. It’ll make sense that at such a large party not everyone knows where everyone else is, or even if certain people were ever even here.”

She let her gaze flow over everyone in the room.

“I know this is hard. Just remember what the truth is. We were sent back over sixty million years into the past and survived almost a whole year surrounded by triceratops and tee rexes, until we were finally sent forward to our present. Twenty-two of our closest friends died during our stay in the past, killed by dinosaurs, cave-ins, and strange diseases that we were helpless to cure. I don’t know about you, but I seriously doubt anyone’s gonna buy that explanation. We need to be strong,” she concluded softly.

Gabrielle could see the effect her words were having on her friends. Some of them were standing a little taller. Others were wrapping their arms around the shoulders of those closest to them. Each of them was gaining strength and resolve from their shared experiences. Somehow, they would get through this.

Satisfied with the plan for explaining the disappearances of her deceased friends, Gabrielle realized it was time to talk about her idea for going back. As the quiet strength gained from Gabrielle’s speech settled into everyone, nervous anticipation began to take over.

Everyone had heard that Gabrielle was thinking about going back in time again. Of course, with each telling, more and more speculation had been interjected into the rumor, until the only thing that anyone could be sure of was that someone had heard something about something.

Gabrielle cleared her throat and began her proposal.

“I know that most of you have heard that I talked to Tony this morning about the possibility of calculating a jump back in time to a specific date. Your first thought was probably that I must be crazy. Who in their right mind would want to go back to that hell we just barely survived? Well, you’re right. I have no intention of going back to that time. However, I am considering going back to a more recent time. Recent in comparison to our last trip, anyway,” she said cryptically.

“I want you all to imagine a time before humans had conquered nearly the entire surface of Mother Gaia. When there was no pollution, no endangered species lists, no threats of nuclear warfare, no holes in the ozone layer. Where animals roamed freely and were hunted only for food and clothing and tools, rather than sport. A time when the entire population of the world was less than that of New York City, rather than in the billions,” she stated softly.

Gabrielle could tell the image her words were painting was getting through. She had to let them see the negatives, too, though.

“It’s also a time when there are no planes, trains, or cars to take us swiftly across large distances over paved roads. No police or governments to intercede on an individual’s behalf against an assailant. No hospitals with X-ray machines and bottled pills to take care of the sick or wounded. No bathrooms or hot running water. No grocery stores or clothing stores. No TVs, radios, movies, CDs, videos, computers, Internet, or cameras. No telephones. No rubber, plastic, or nylon, which means no tennis shoes, Tupperware, or hosiery.”

She could tell the new imagery wasn’t quite as charming, but she was pleasantly surprised to see that everyone was still interested in what she had to say. She hadn’t scared them off yet. She went through the mental list she had been building since first coming up with the idea.

“The people that went to this time would have to learn a lot in order to survive—and thrive—in their new wild environment. Luckily, we have several thousand years of ingenuity to fall back on. We know what works and what doesn’t. In the space of a few years, armed with the right information, any group that went to the New World would be able to progress through several thousand years of inventions, without having to deal with all the mistakes that were made the first time around. We could just skip to the proven techniques.”

She saw Gregory wave his hand slightly to get her attention. She nodded to him.

“What time period are you thinking of?” he asked.

“Approximately ten thousand years ago. Native Americans would have been in North America for a couple thousand years or so, so we could eventually end up trading with them and maybe sharing our technology with them,” she replied.

Several people nodded, obviously liking the idea of a fresh start, but Gabrielle could see that several others were a little alarmed. Trisha spoke, quickly voicing her thoughts.

“You’re talking about changing the past. You could end up eradicating history as we know it.”

Several people standing close to her murmured their agreement.

“You’re right. I’m talking about attempting to create a new world, one that’s based on acceptance, tolerance, and a reverence for life,” Gabrielle repeated her earlier words to Tristan. “We live in a world that routinely tells us that women are less than men, that gays and lesbians are abominations, that anyone not falling under the category of Caucasian is stupid or prone to violence and crime, that money is more important than love, that sex is love. Children are abused, women are raped, wives are beaten, teenagers are thrown out on the streets, and entire nations go hungry. Our forests are burned to the ground, species become extinct every day, and the ozone layer continues to shrink under the onslaught of toxic fumes from factories and cars. Our world is in deep shit, people. We have fucked it up and our civilization has become too complicated to force change. The economy rules.”

Gabrielle stopped her rant and calmed her rapid breathing.

“I’m not saying that it’s hopeless. Change occurs every day. Many non-profit organizations have done a lot to make people aware of the environment. Others work hard to make sure that discrimination isn’t tolerated in this country.

“What I am saying is that we have a chance to maybe make those kinds of organizations unnecessary. Tristan pointed out to me earlier that there’s no way to guarantee what future generations would make of our society, that we could even be wiped out before making an impact on future generations at all. And I’m not blind to the idea that we could quite possibly make things worse by introducing technology earlier than it was originally conceived. I’m not stupid. But I think it’s worth the risk. I’m willing to take the chance.

“What I’m asking each of you is, are you interested in taking that chance with me?” she said and looked around at the faces of her friends.

Tristan, Gregory, and nearly two-dozen others began making their way towards Gabrielle. Tristan raised his voice above the growing mumbling that was passing in waves through the large group of people.

“If you want to go, line up over here. If you don’t, move to the back wall,” he called out over the crowd.

Gabrielle nearly wept at the mass migration headed her way. Trisha looked up at her.

“I think I speak for most everyone when I say I have doubts about all this and I definitely want more info, but... We’re with ya, Chief,” she said with a smile.













Chapter 3

Power





Gabrielle smiled down at Trish, but a nagging thought occurred to her and she wanted it taken care of sooner, rather than later.

“Um, about the whole Chief thing. I think this time the leader should be decided by vote. I mean when you guys put me in charge before, it was out of necessity, sort of.” She cleared her throat. “If you guys do vote me as Chief, I’ll continue to lead the group the same as I always have. The group’s survival comes first, individuals’ opinions second. I’ll make sure that we are as prepared as we can be to go back and create a working society that will survive and grow. I want this to succeed and I will do everything I can to make it work.”

She started to climb down off the table, but Trisha posed a question, stopping her descent.

“Will you go, if you’re not chosen to be Chief?”

Gabrielle thought about it for a few seconds.

“It depends on who’s chosen as leader in my place, but I’ll probably go no matter what.”

Gabrielle could see Gregory’s brow furrow and he raised his head to speak.

“Who would you have a problem with leading the group?”

She smiled.

“Well, actually, you for one. You’ll make a good military leader, and you should be considered for that position, regardless of whoever ends up being Chief. But you wouldn’t make a good community leader because you’re too strong-willed, though that’ll come in handy as a military commander.”

Gregory grinned at her. She knew he understood her reasoning and that she was right.

Justin raised his hand and Gabrielle nodded at him.

“Who would you consider to be a good replacement for you, if not Gregory?” he asked, his quiet voice causing those around him to cease their whispered conversations in order to hear him.

Gabrielle looked down at her best friend leaning against the table near her feet.

“I’d choose Tristan, though I would advise him to select three lieutenants to work with him, so that he could have other viewpoints around him at all times. He sometimes gets a little tunnel vision.” She smiled down at him. “And I’m serious about there being three advisors, instead of one or two. With three advisors, he won’t get forced into choosing sides between his lieutenants, and it also ups the likelihood that at least one of them will side with him, though,” she cautioned, “if the same lieutenant always sides with him, that could cause problems of an entirely different nature.”

Gabrielle looked around at the group.

“Are there any other questions?” No one raised a hand or spoke, so she continued. “I’d appreciate it if no one bullied anyone else into voting a particular way. I don’t want to hear later that someone was shouted down because they disagreed with the majority, no matter whether that majority is for, or against, my leadership abilities. Everyone should get a chance to say their piece and convince others that they’re right, before you all vote.”

She climbed down off the table and headed through the main archway and down the hall to leave the mansion by the back door. She crossed to the middle of the backyard and began practicing her forms. Since she was wearing jeans, she couldn’t get her kicks as high as she usually did, but running the patterns helped her to clear her mind of worry and anxiety.

She hoped if she were chosen to lead this crazy venture, the vote would be unanimous. A few kicks and punches later, she sent a prayer to Mother Gaia for whoever was elected to lead.

‘Let them be voted in unanimously, so that the entire community will feel undivided in their choice of leader, and let him or her be capable of fulfilling the post with compassion and fairness.’

She went through all the patterns she knew and had just started repeating them, when Tristan came out to get her. He led her back to the meeting and stood in the archway with her. Gregory stepped up to her and held out his hand.

“Congratulations, Chief. You won by a landslide. It was unanimous,” he said, and a grin broke out on his face. It was quickly matched by a similar grin on her own face and she grasped his forearm and was pulled into a one-armed hug. “I can’t believe we’re really going to do this,” he whispered into her ear.

 “I can’t believe Tony agreed to leave his precious computers behind and come back with us to the dark ages,” she whispered back.

She had been absolutely shocked to see the dark-haired man move with the rest of the group, after Tristan’s announcement.

They pulled apart and Gregory winked at her. Gabrielle was quickly drawn into the embraces of her people.

‘It feels so good to be able to call them that again,’ she thought warmly.

Finally, she progressed through the crowd of well-wishers and climbed back up onto the table.

“Thank you for choosing me to be Chief again. I promise to do my best to make you glad you chose me to lead you. And I’m really touched by your confidence in me. I’ll try not to disappoint you.”













Chapter 4

Making Plans





Gabrielle waited for a few seconds, before donning her new mantle as Chief, and then began the process of getting them started.

“All right, first, I need those volunteers for driving the cars to their respective destinations.” She got half a dozen raised hands. “Great. Remember to wear gloves. Tom? Why don’t you take my car and pick everyone up when they’re done. Anybody else who wants taxi duty, go for it.”

The volunteers started to leave, but Gabrielle called a halt.

“Wait! You guys should wait for the cover of darkness. Don’t start until around midnight. There’ll be less chance of anyone spotting you dropping off the cars,” she reasoned.

She got nods from all of them and they took their places in the group once again.

“I guess now would be a good time to go over my ideas for what I think this whole enterprise is going to entail. Let me start by saying I have a one-year time table already started in my head. This isn’t going to be an immediate trip. You have one year to settle your affairs in this time before I expect us to be ready to leave.”

There were many shocked expressions directed her way. Apparently, most of them had assumed they’d be leaving pretty quickly.

“I think it’s going to take us that full year to prepare ourselves for what we’re going to attempt to do. We have a lot to learn and a lot of decisions to make.”

Robbie raised his hand and got a nod from Gabrielle to speak.

“Well, I think a good place to start is how our government will be organized. Like how long will your term of office be? Are you the only one in charge, or are you going to have advisors like you suggested for Tristan. And will you choose them or will we choose them by vote?”

Gabrielle had been waiting for the first question, but the others showed him to be an insightful young man.

“Well, as for your first question, I think, in the beginning, my term of office should be indefinite. Though I believe leadership should change hands regularly once our colony is thriving, changing leaders when we’re first starting out will only undermine the stability of our community. As to advisors, how about you guys nominate some people, and then I’ll choose from them. After that, whatever style of government we, as a community, design will take precedence over these first necessarily autocratic decisions. We can start right now by setting up a committee to research the various types of governments that have been used before to help us create our own. Who’s interested in researching law and government throughout history?” she asked.

Robbie raised his hand and Justin was just a split second behind him. Gabrielle smiled.

“I believe your name is going to be very appropriate, Justin,” she said, and he blushed at her comment. “All right, you guys are our Lawmakers, but that doesn’t mean the rest of you can’t participate. If you have an idea for a law, a way of choosing government offices, or anything to do with this area, I want you to submit it to Robbie and Justin for review,” she commanded.

She addressed Robbie and Justin directly.

“And I’ll expect reports on what you’re working on and any progress you’re making. You might also want to start collecting hard copies of any documents you think we should take with us. I’ll expect monthly progress reports at the very least,” she concluded.

“This brings me to my first official act as Chief. Gregory? Would you please come forward.”

Gregory moved through the group, stepping over people as they moved aside to let him pass. He stood in front of her and looked up into her green eyes.

“Gregory. Where we’re going, there will be only one already established law, and that’s the law of the jungle. We’re going to need protection. Will you be my First Warrior? If anything happens to me, you will lead in my absence, until a new Chief can be chosen. I will expect you to defend our colony with your life and teach everyone in our group, who wants to be a Warrior, the moral and ethical code that I know you live by. All the Warriors will need to be trained in hand-to-hand combat, as well as archery, knife and spear throwing, and anything else you can think of. They’re going to be doubling as our hunters when we first get there, so they’ll have to be good at hitting moving targets. Do you accept this responsibility?”

Gabrielle wasn’t sure where the officious sounding words had come from, though she suspected her high school debating class had something to do with it. She just knew this was important. Their very survival would depend on their ability to protect themselves and bring in food for the colony.

Gregory looked down for a few moments, deep in thought. He understood the ramifications of both accepting and refusing the appointment. It only took a moment for him to decide that he was in this for the long haul.

“I accept,” he replied solemnly.

Gabrielle let out the breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding. Her smile lit her face for a few moments and then she turned serious again.

“You’ll need to research how to make bows and arrows and arrowheads from scratch and anything else you come up with. You’re in charge of anything and everything that has to do with weaponry and defense and with recruiting our friends into the ranks of the Warriors.”

She squatted down on the table and grasped his arm to seal the pact and then looked around at her people.

“Does anyone have any objections to this?”

Everyone shook their heads in negation and a few people laughed outright at the idea that anyone would oppose the Master Instructor’s new role. She looked down at Gregory and winked.

“Guess you’re stuck with the position,” she said quietly, and he grinned.

Gabrielle let out a long breath and stood back up, releasing Gregory’s arm in the process. He went back to his seat next to Tristan.

‘Okay, on with the show,’ Gabrielle thought, as she tried to pick up where she’d left off.

“All right. The biggest problem we’re going to be facing is a lack of readily available technology and power sources. We’ve all seen the science experiment with the potatoes and copper wire powering a clock. Well, that’s great, until you realize that in order to get the copper wire, we’d not only have to find a natural formation of the metal, we’d also have to mine it, and then work it and draw it into wire. Which is going to take smithing skills. And smithing tools. Not to mention the damage that mining in general can do to the environment, if we got carried away. We could bring wire with us, but it’s not like we’ll be able to go to the local hardware store to get more, when it’s all used up,” she said, as she tried to inject some humor into her little lecture.

At least she got a few chuckles.

“Of course, there are a lot of different ways to generate power that are environmentally sound, like windmills, waterwheels, steam. Technology also covers how to make tools, pottery, crop irrigation, tanning leather, making paper, and on and on. I want some volunteers that will work on accumulating as much technology know-how as possible. I want a library of notes, diagrams, and anything else you think will help us survive, since we’ll be starting from scratch. Are there any volunteers?” Gabrielle asked.

Melissa, Andrea, and Carter raised their hands. Gabrielle nodded to each of them.

“You’re our Techno Seekers. I want you to ferret out all the inventions that have ever been invented that could prove even remotely useful to us. Remember, we’ll need to start from earlier technology and work our way up, building tools that we can use to build better tools that will help us build machines and so on. So don’t throw something out because it seems too primitive or not primitive enough. Think ya can handle that?”

She got nods all around.

“All right, this next thing is important for our future generations, which may seem strange to think about now, but it’s the entire point behind what we’re doing. Our children are only going to know the world they’re born into. In other words, they’re not really going to understand pollution or the detrimental effect cutting trees down without replacing them will have on the environment. In fact, a few generations down the line, our beginnings are probably going to sound a lot like the Greek or Christian creation myths. I want anyone who is interested in history to work on compiling a history of the world. I know, this is a daunting task, but I don’t want dry facts about so and so being killed on such and such date. Heck, dates themselves are going to be a little confusing.

“What I’m looking for is a strong, point-by-point analysis and synopsis of the past. I want the mistakes illustrated in glaring and realistic detail, so that future generations will be able to avoid the pitfalls that our current civilization went through to get to the fucked up now. I’ve watched too many sci-fi flicks where the younger generation didn’t listen to their elders and ended up making the same mistakes all over again. Nuclear power and the Holocaust are just a few of the mistakes I’d rather our children didn’t repeat. I want all the high points, the achievements of our greatest scientists, like Galileo and Newton and Einstein, depicted as well.

“I want anyone who reads it to be able to trace where our species has come from and how it got to where it is. Above all, it needs to be unromantic. I don’t want anything that sounds like myth, unless it is specifically describing myth. We don’t need to spark any new religions,” she joked.

“Whoever chooses to work on this particular committee should also be aware that they will be keeping notes on the progress of our colony when we go back, as well as what we’re doing now. You’ll be responsible for how our great grandchildren view us and themselves.” She glanced around. “Any takers?” she asked hopefully.

Joshua, Larry, and Trisha stepped forward and raised their hands.

“I kinda figured you’d wanna be on this one, Trish,” Gabrielle smiled. “All right, you are now our official Historians. You guys might want to start taking notes now, this being kind of a landmark meeting and all.”

Larry jogged over to an antique roll-top desk decorating one corner of the spacious room, and flipped open the lid. He found a pad and pencil and sat down, writing quickly to document what had already taken place.

“Well, I guess we’re down to just one basic question with a lot of different answers: what can everybody do? We all know Claudia’s a doctor and she took pretty good care of us when we were in the past last time. Alan majored in archaeology and Tony’s a math wiz.

“Each of us has skills that are going to be needed when we go back. Whatever you’re specialty, you’re in charge of making sure that whatever you need to use your skill and pass it on, comes with us, if possible.

“Luis, Gloria? You guys took over cooking while we were in the past. Whoever knows anything about agriculture, you’re going to be working with them and collecting recipes to bring with us, or whatever you need. Claudia? Whatever medical texts you need to bring with us, do it, and brush up on every area of medicine you can. You’ve got a year. Anyone interested in becoming her nurse, talk to Claudia,” Gabrielle advised.

“I can’t think of anything else right now, except that it’s getting on time for dinner,” she grinned.

Luis and Gloria stood and acknowledged the obvious hint to get to work.

“I’d like everyone to start thinking about what you can do. Can you knit? Do you know how to work a kiln and fire pottery? Do you know more than one language? Whatever you come up with, write it down and give it to me. I need to know what my resources are,” she explained. “All right, class dismissed,” she said with a grin.

Everyone started moving around, the buzz of excited conversations picking up quickly, as people wandered out of the room.

Gabrielle climbed off the table and went to Tristan, who was still sitting with Gregory. She sat down on Tristan’s other side and leaned her head on his shoulder.

“I’m insane,” she said tiredly.

The room was nearly empty and Tristan turned and kissed the top of her head.

“Yup,” he agreed wholeheartedly.

She slapped him playfully on the shoulder.

“You were supposed to tell me I’m just a gifted genius who’s taken on more responsibility than I can handle and that you’ll agree to be my First Advisor?” she asked, mock indignation degenerating into shameless begging.

Tristan looked at her, surprised.

“I thought you said you were going to have the others nominate people for the Advisors’ positions.”

“Well, Gregory here could nominate you for me. I did say I would make the final choices.” She grew serious in her effort to convince Tristan to accept the appointment. “Tristan, I trust you more than anyone else I know, except maybe Gregory, but that’s in a completely different way. You’re smart, compassionate, understanding, and above all, fair. And you make me laugh. I’m going to need that, just as much as I’m going to need to pound on Sabum Nim here when I get frustrated when things don’t go the way I want them to. So whaddaya say? Be my First?” she said seductively, and batted her eyelashes.

He couldn’t help but laugh at her double entendre.

“But I thought Gregory was your First?” he bantered back.

Gregory’s laugh barked out of his mouth and Gabrielle giggled.

“Somehow, I think you’ve got more of a shot at being Gabrielle’s first than I do, Tristan,” Gregory declared, the three friends knowing his preference for men was absolute.

“Sorry, boys, I’m a women-only kinda gal,” she replied wistfully.

“So, when are you gonna get yourself a woman then?” Tristan asked, taking the opening.

“Oh, like I’m gonna have time for romance. Plus, getting into a relationship with anyone not going with us would be pretty stupid on my part and I don’t really think of any of our friends that way. I mean a few of them are cute—”

“Ah ha! I knew it. So? Who have you got your eye on?” Tristan jumped on the first real bit of gossip he’d heard about his best friend’s love life since before the time trip.

“No one, really. I’m just not blind. I mean, hell, I think you’re cute, but I don’t wanna do you either,” she said derisively.

“Oh, thanks for the ego boost, baby,” Tristan snorted.

“You have the wrong equipment, Tristan,” she said, her voice taking on a warning tone.

“I’m just teasing,” he soothed, even though she’d started the whole thing.

Gabrielle had a sore spot where it came to her sexuality. She’d never been with a man and had constantly been informed that not only made her a virgin, but also invalidated her ‘decision’ to become a lesbian because she hadn’t sampled all the goods. As far as she was concerned, there was no need to test the heterosexual waters. She’d never had even the slightest interest in men. Ever since puberty, all of her attention had been focused on women and she saw no reason to change.

‘And why is it that argument is never used in reverse to question a heterosexual’s preferences when they’ve never had a ‘gay’ experience?’ she thought angrily.

Gabrielle shook off the pointless internal posturing and came back to the original subject.

“You never answered my question. Will you be my First Advisor?” she asked Tristan once again, this time, much more seriously.

Tristan looked thoughtfully into her eyes before responding.

“This is going to change a lot of things, you know,” he said, referring to their friendship more than anything else.

“I know. But you sort of were my advisor before. This just makes it official,” she reasoned.

Tristan turned to Gregory.

“Do you nominate me to be an Advisor to the Chief?” he asked seriously.

“Yes, I nominate you, Tristan, to be one of Chief Gabrielle’s Advisors. I think you will make an excellent Second-in-Command.” Gregory frowned and looked past Tristan to Gabrielle. “Hey, how will that work? You said if something happened to you, that I would be in charge, until a replacement was found. Won’t Tristan get that honor as First Advisor?” he asked.

“Yeah, I guess that’s how it would work. I guess I was thinking more along the lines of if something happened to me because we were under attack or something. Then it would make sense to have the First Warrior take over.” Gabrielle shook her head. “Fuck it. I’ll let the Lawmakers deal with it. The way I’m thinking of it is the Chief, three ranked Advisors, possibly acting as the beginning of a Council of Advisors, and the First Warrior is sort of outside the chain of command, almost equal to the Chief, but still reporting to her. Or him. And he, or she, would also have a seat on the Council. I guess in that setup, First Advisor would take over, until a new Chief was chosen, unless a state of emergency required the First Warrior to be in command in order to safeguard the village.” Gabrielle groaned. “Oh, I am so glad we have a year to figure all this shit out,” she moaned and laid her head down in Tristan’s lap.

“You know, it doesn’t have to be a year. You could always change it, if it looks like it won’t be enough time,” Tristan offered.

“No. I thought about that while I was talking up there, but the stronger our resolve to meet the deadline, the more likely it is we’ll actually go. If I start moving the deadline around, our enthusiasm is going to wane, and we may never end up leaving. And this is too important. It’s too good of a chance to waste because of ambivalence. You know?” she looked up into Tristan’s face and waited for confirmation.

Tristan nodded and so did Gregory. Gregory slapped his palm to his thigh.

“Well, I think it’s time to find out what smells so good,” he said, as he stood up and headed in the direction of the kitchen.

Gabrielle took a whiff of the air and noticed the scent of beef and potatoes wafting into the room.

“Oooo, he’s making stew, isn’t he?” she said knowingly.

“Mmm, smells like it. Come on, let’s go get some,” Tristan replied, and pushed Gabrielle off his lap so he could stand.













Chapter 5

Preparations





Gabrielle was surprised at how little was done to find her ‘missing’ friends. Apparently, having nearly two-dozen students disappear, right after college graduation, wasn’t a big deal. In fact, Gabrielle wasn’t even questioned about any of her friends until almost two months later, and that was by a private investigator hired by one of the parents.

After thinking about it, she realized it made sense. No missing persons reports had been filed, and most of her friends were rich kids like her, who had accounts that automatically transferred funds for rent and utilities on the first of every month. So, until a significant amount of time had passed between calls home to daddy asking for more money, no one had picked up on the fact that anything was wrong.

By the time a few parents finally began to make inquiries as to the whereabouts of their children, the cars had been towed and sitting in impound yards for weeks. And the rumors about a mega-graduation party, which suspiciously coincided with the disappearances of a few graduates, had been forgotten by those who hadn’t attended. Those who had attended seemed to know nothing about where their missing college friends were.

For the most part, Gabrielle was wholly focused on her role as Chief. As an administrator, she was flawless. Gabrielle had been at the head of all her classes where organizational skills were concerned. She simply had an innate sense of how to put together an operation and make it work. She knew where her strengths and weaknesses were and worked around them, getting results that astounded her supervisors during her time in the college work-study program.

She kept track of resources and squeezed every drop out of them. She didn’t let politics get in the way of putting the right person into the right job, but by the same token, she had no qualms about sucking up to certain people to get what she wanted. She maneuvered around a business party with the smooth grace of a tiger stalking a herd of deer.

It was all these qualities that had garnered Gabrielle over a dozen job offers by the time she’d graduated with her degree. She had planned to take a year off before going to work, even before her adventure back in time, so her mother wasn’t surprised at all that Gabrielle had turned down the offers for the time being. However, she was puzzled by Gabrielle’s request to move back home while she worked on some mysterious project she referred to only as ‘New Gaia.’ She only hoped her daughter hadn’t become one of those environmentalist types.

Gabrielle read over the first-quarter report she’d just completed to keep everyone up-to-date on what everyone else was doing.
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From: Chief Gabrielle

To: All Citizens of New Gaia

Re: First-quarter summary





To All It May Concern,



Before I get to the actual report, I would first like to congratulate everyone on the excellent work you all have been doing. We are right on target for what we should have done already and are actually ahead of schedule on many things. Good job!



The following is a brief summary of where each of the various departments and committees are in their development. The last summary is from me and details where we are on our timetable and what’s coming up.



As always, if you have any questions, comments, or suggestions, please direct them to the interested parties. If you’re not sure where to send them, send them to me, and I’ll make sure they get forwarded to where they need to go.



Your Chief,

Gabrielle
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Lawmakers Guild: Robbie, Justin



Thank you for all the suggestions you’ve given us regarding laws you would like to have as part of your government, as well as those you hope to leave behind when we go. It’s been most enlightening and has really helped us in determining the best overall structure to give our fledgling government.



As of today, we have narrowed our list of possible models of government down to three: American democratic, the Iroquois Confederacy, and socialism. We believe that our final conceptualization will ultimately reflect a combination of these three styles of government.



So far, we have a list of over 300 laws that we hope to have everyone vote on before the next quarter. We’ve decided that, for the time being, until a complete system of government is instituted, only those laws that are voted for unanimously will be included in our official law books. Those laws that aren’t, will be looked over more thoroughly, to decide why there wasn’t a consensus.



As a last note, please keep your ideas coming. We really need them! And if you’d like to join our Guild, all you have to do is ask and be willing to work your butt off in the name of justice.



Yours Judiciously,

Robbie & Justin
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Historical Committee - Trisha, Joshua, Larry



Hi, everyone. We’re almost done with our list of historically significant events to be included in the Library of History. I know, it doesn’t sound like a lot, but trust me, picking and choosing what to include from the last six thousand years of recorded history isn’t easy and it’s very time-consuming. If anybody would like to lend a hand, please let one of us know.



We hope to begin the actual writing and transferring of facts to paper by the end of the month. After that, we’ll be open to suggestions about what texts to start selecting for the story library our benevolent Chief has approved. Please, no harlequin romances. We’re thinking more along the lines of Greek mythology, Charles Dickens, Robert Heinlein, and Virginia Woolf.



We’re also continuing to document the progress of our group toward its ultimate goal of creating a new world. If you wish to contribute your thoughts/experiences regarding your work in this endeavor, please don’t hesitate to send them along to us, so that our great grandchildren can have a little insight into our motivations for doing all of this.



With Regards,

Larry, Trisha, and Joshua



Technology Department - Andrea, Carter, Melissa



Do you have any idea how many inventions it took to get us to the telephone? It’s unbelievable. Anyway, all of us have decided to take a certain block of time and research it. We’ve got lists half a mile long, from how to make a tooth pick, to using a laser to etch a CD-ROM.



We should be finished with compiling the lists and putting them in chronological order by the next quarter. At least, I hope we are. Then we’ll start working on documenting each thing and go from there.



Yours Truly,

Andrea, et al



Note from the Chief: If you want to help these poor guys out, let them know. I’m sure they’d be happy to have the assistance.
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Defense Department - First Warrior Gregory



I need more recruits. I’ve had only 23 volunteers and that’s just not enough. Right now, I’m training them as a group, but I’m going to start working with them individually in the next couple weeks.



If you know about archery or any other weapons (including guns), talk to me. I need some Lieutenants so I can divvy up the training. I think most of you are under the impression that I’m only teaching martial arts and that’s why you’re not interested in joining the ranks of what I’m calling Warriors, after my own title as First Warrior.



There are actually many areas that I’m attempting to train my Warriors in. There’s hunting, fishing, hand-to-hand combat, archery, bo (staff) training, sword fighting (broadswords and fencing, I’ll be including sabers, too, as soon as they arrive in the mail), strategy and tactics, sharpshooting (hand guns and rifles), and first aid.



Come to my dojang if you’re interested in any of these areas. You’ll need to go around to the back, as I’ve closed my school in order to concentrate on the training. I want at least 20 more volunteers.



Sincerely,

Gregory, a.k.a. Sabum Nim/First Warrior



Chief Administrator - Gabrielle



Due to the concerns raised in the last reports I received from the various committees mentioned in the previous pages of this report, I have decided to create several new committees. Some of these committees will act as subdomains of the main committees, but they will still issue separate reports directly to me, along with the reports I receive from those already established.



The new committees are as follows:



Story Library - This committee will be a subdomain of the Historical Committee. This will ease the pressure off Joshua, Larry, and Trisha. However, because of the historical significance literature has, I feel it necessary to keep this undertaking part of the Historical Committee, rather than making it a completely separate endeavor. I need at least two volunteers for this project.
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Hunters League - Gregory is quite capable of teaching swordplay and knife throwing to our Warriors, however, he really isn’t a hunter. So, after talking it over, George and Paul have accepted responsibility for training our Warriors in the arts of tracking, archery, spear throwing, and marksmanship (we’ll only be relying on guns as a last resort). Because weapons are involved though, this League will ultimately be under Gregory’s jurisdiction as First Warrior. If you want to learn how to provide food for our community, please talk to one of these guys.



Healers Association - Claudia has taken on the task of training several of our citizens in the arts of healing. So far, she says that her students are learning quickly and should be able to handle the basic medical needs of our community, like setting a broken leg or stitching up a wound, when we are without the use of twenty-first century medicine. She is, however, requesting that all of our citizens get certification in CPR/First Aid and I agree. Please sign up for a CPR/First Aid course with the local YMCA or hospital.



In addition to Claudia and her students, the Healers Association has added several new members with experience in Chinese/Old World herbal medicine, accu-puncture/-pressure, massage, and sports medicine. If you’re interested in joining the HA, either as a teacher or a student, please contact Claudia or myself.



Agricultural Committee - Luckily, we’ve got a purebred Texas rancher in our group and she’s agreed to head our farming committee. Barbara has already started to work with our cooks, Luis and Gloria, to decide what seeds we might take with us, and with the HA, to teach animal husbandry to the healers that are more interested in our four-legged friends. She’s looking for anyone who’s ever watered a plant or ridden a horse.



Now, for my own summary of my work and our overall progress.



I have finally compiled the list of skills our citizens are bringing to our community and I must say I am not only surprised, but also very pleased, with the variety. I had some worries about certain areas that might be lacking in our group, but those concerns have been put to rest.



I have talked with many of you individually about increasing your knowledge in the particular skills you already possess, and I am happy to say that everyone has been very cooperative. Remember, many of you will have overlapping duties in our community (i.e., I’m Chief, but I’m also training to be a Warrior, just as Luis, who will be our head cook, is also training to be a Healer and is working with the Agricultural Committee).



As for our timetable regarding the things we need to have ready to take with us, we are either making, or surpassing, our deadlines. The Historical Committee is right on task, and both the Technology Department and Lawmaker’s Guild are ahead of schedule. The only area I’m concerned about is the Defense Department, but hopefully, after you’ve read this update, you will consider joining the ranks of the Warriors.



I want to remind you that though First Warrior Gregory is looking for full-time Warriors, most members will only be part-timers. If your main skill is sewing, you will not be expected to give up that vocation if you sign up with Gregory’s group. So, please consider ‘enlisting.’



The next quarter is going to be a time of chaos. There’s no getting around it. This first quarter laid down our foundation. The second quarter will show us where we’ve gone wrong and where we’re on target. Hopefully, the third quarter will be smooth sailing, and the last quarter will probably be a time of hurried last minute preparations.



One last thing. I know it seems a long ways off yet, but I want you to start thinking about tying up the loose ends in your life. There’s only nine months before we leave. I don’t want anyone starting something that might keep them from coming with us. We need everyone.



Until Next Quarter,

Chief Gabrielle



Gabrielle gathered up the sheets of paper and headed for the nearest Kinko’s.

Everything was going according to plan. She was in daily contact with each ‘committee’ and spoke at least weekly with everyone in the group. So far, no one had backed out and she had only met with resistance a few times when making a request. The loudest had been with Tristan and it was over his piano playing.

Gabrielle had insisted that, just because they wouldn’t be taking a piano with them, it didn’t negate the cultural and artistic importance of the craft. The fact that Tristan hated the piano lessons his mother had forced on him as a child didn’t help his disposition, but he’d finally admitted that being capable of passing on the skill to someone else was a worthy goal and he’d agreed to take up lessons again to refresh his memory.

Every day, Gabrielle came across something else that they had overlooked in their rush to get things ready for their untried colony. Luckily, there was always someone there to catch the slip. Something as simple as how to make a broom wouldn’t really jeopardize their survival, but they’d all feel pretty foolish if they left that kind of knowledge behind and had to start from scratch.

At the same time though, Gabrielle realized that anything they did have to come up with on their own would contribute to the new culture they would be establishing. It was the one rationalization that let her put aside her worries and sleep at night.





* * *
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From: Chief Gabrielle

To: All Citizens of New Gaia

Re: Second-quarter summary





To All It May Concern,



The last reports have come in for the second quarter and I am pleased to announce that we are still ahead of schedule in many areas. It was a little crazy there for a while, but we’ve all settled in to the routine now and are going full speed ahead.



I’d also like to take this opportunity to notify everyone of our intended temporal destination. Tony has informed me that he can calculate our time of arrival to within a few months, which is a lot better than any of us dared hope for.



I’ve decided to time our arrival for early summer, giving us leeway on either side, so that we’ll have time to dig in before having to deal with winter. We’re shooting for an even twelve thousand years, putting us at 10,000BC.



As soon as Diane is able to calculate the day of Summer Solstice, we will begin using the calendar system we’ve all grown up with and will start our numbering system at Y0 (year zero). This may seem strange, but since it won’t be a full year, I think it makes sense. Plus, it gets rid of that pesky question about when the new century starts.



A last note regarding the updates. After speaking with the heads of each committee, it’s been decided that certain groups will continue ‘as is’ even after we’ve established the colony, while others will be adjusted to suit our new circumstances. The groups are labeled as ‘Temporary’ and ‘Permanent,’ accordingly.



Well, on with the updates.



Your Chief,

Gabrielle
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Historical Society (Permanent) - Joshua, Larry, Trisha, Christina



We’ve finished the basic framework for our historical narrative and have begun filling in the blanks. By the end of the third quarter, we hope to be finished with anything ending in BC, and will begin working on everything AD. We are currently working with the newly named Literary Guild to make sure that full accounts of myths, folktales, legends, biographies, and documentaries are included in their list of texts to bring with us. We are also continuing to document our community’s beginnings and would like to encourage everyone to keep sending us your thoughts and impressions as we move closer and closer to our deadline for leaving.



Literary Guild (Temporary) - Christina, Mark



There are millions of texts in the world and no way to bring all of them with us. Fortunately, because of what some of the other departments are working on, we’ve been able to narrow down our list of books to take with us to a more reasonable amount (for example, there’s no reason to bring a book about Taekwon-Do, since we happen to have a Taekwon-Do expert coming with us).



We’re working with the other departments the Chief has set up and are filling their requests without really having to decide anything where those items are concerned. What’s keeping us awake at night is choosing between the multitudes of fiction that everyone has been requesting. We seem to have a lot of science fiction buffs in our group, which is good in a way, because it means there have been a lot of repeated requests, and therefore less total number of books requested.



Other than that, everything’s great.



Healers Association (Permanent) - Claudia, Timothy, Rebecca, Sharon, Paul, George, Gregory



My students are getting a crash course in emergency medicine and the dissemination of information regarding Eastern medicine is progressing nicely. Every single member of our community has received their CPR certification. I’ve given a list of books to the Literary Guild I feel should be brought with us and have been told they are working on obtaining them. I’m also working with the AgriGuild to determine what healing herbs should be brought with us and should have a finalized list by the middle of the next quarter. The Technology Department has also assured me that they are including documentation on every medical tool known to man in their archives.



As for the “breeding program” many of you have been inquiring about, the answer is yes, we’re going to need one. According to current theories, any group of less than 500 individuals will eventually die out due to the inevitability of inbreeding and genetic drift taking place over multiple generations. A group of approximately 150-180 might last as long as 2,000 years, but if we want to avoid having an expiration date, we’ll have to rely on the humans we find in the past to inject fresh DNA into our gene pool, unless we consider inviting others to come back with us to boost our numbers, thereby increasing our genetic diversity. With only 98 of us, we’re looking at only a few generations before our descendants have no choice but to reproduce with a cousin or other close relative.
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AgriGuild (Permanent) - Barbara, Luis, Claudia, Irene, Sharon



As you can see, I’ve renamed the Agricultural Committee to the AgriGuild. Has a nice ring to it, don’t you think? Anyway, I’ve been working with many different areas of our little expedition. The most important, I believe, has been with the Lawmaker’s Guild to establish guidelines for planting and harvesting crops. At this point, we’ve decided to go with subsistence farming in the beginning and then we’ll go from there. I’ve got a large list of herbs from the Healers Association that I’m in the process of collecting and Luis is cross-checking it for duplication with his own list of cooking herbs he’s come up with. Sharon, from the HA, is working with myself and the Literary Guild to come up with a list of veterinary books to take with us and is studying her little heart out to be able to help me in taming food animals once we’re settled.



Hunters League (Permanent) - Paul, George, Gregory



Paul and I have been working with Gregory almost non-stop to expand on the skills he’s been teaching our Warriors. We’ve both been very impressed with the dedication we’ve seen displayed by those who have joined the Warriors Guild. No one has missed a single day of instruction. By the end of the next quarter, every single Warrior should have the knowledge to shoot a bow and arrow, fire a rifle, and catch a fish. Of course, then we’ll have to work on accuracy. :)



Warriors Guild (Permanent) - First Warrior Gregory (for a complete list of members, please contact Gregory)



I want to thank everyone who came to talk to me after the last quarter update. Nearly all of you have decided to join the ranks of the Warriors and, if I haven’t told you this already, you’re all doing very well. Those of you who have chosen to dedicate your lives to the safety of our community have my undying gratitude and everlasting respect. You’ve made me very proud. As far as whether or not I think we’ll be ready when the time comes to leave, I have no doubts that we will be prepared.



Technology Department (Temporary) - Andrea, Carter, Melissa



We’re finished with creating the invention trees, that trace how one invention led to another, and have begun work on collecting diagrams and materials lists for each. By the end of the next quarter, we expect to be about halfway done with the step-by-step instructions on how to make all the different things we’ve included in our catalog of tools and inventions. I want to thank the Historical Society for all their help in tracking down certain hard to find references on how to make stone age tools and give a loud ‘you’re welcome’ to the Literary Guild for taking so much work off their hands. - Andrea, et al
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Lawmakers Guild (Permanent) - Robbie, Justin



The results are in and the first set of laws have been added to New Gaia’s law books under the title ‘Codes of Conduct.’ A copy of the new laws will be sent to each of you, along with a list of those proposals that didn’t make it. We’re requesting that everyone take the time to look over the list of suggested laws and write to the Lawmakers Guild explaining why you didn’t vote for them or why you think they didn’t pass unanimously. Maybe the wording was ambiguous, or you disagree with the reasoning behind it, etc. Whatever the reason, we’d like to hear about it, so that we can better serve the needs of our community.



We’ve come to the conclusion that we will necessarily have to come up with two different styles of government in order to secure the best possible leadership at all times. In a long meeting with our Chief, it was decided that, for the time being, her term of office has no end date and, when it comes right down to it, her decisions are final (but you already knew that). However, once the colony has settled down, elections and set terms of office will be the norm. The style of government currently in use will continue to prevail on a ‘whatever works’ philosophy, while the Lawmakers Guild designs a more long-lasting working system of government.



Right now, we have taken what we consider to be the best of the American democratic system of government and coupled it with the more broad-based Council of leadership used by the Iroquois Confederacy and given it a socialistic focus, as opposed to a capitalistic one. Based on the suggestions we’ve been receiving, we believe this makes the most sense out of what we have to work with. Any questions, comments, or suggestions are welcome.



Chief Administrator’s Office (Temporary, in a permanent sort of way) - Gabrielle



As I mentioned on the cover page, we are right on schedule and continue to progress as expected. The various Guilds, Leagues, etc., are working well with one another and with our community as a whole.



I have drawn up a list of ‘duties,’ partially based on the list of skills each of you gave me, which will need to be fulfilled in order to ensure that our society not only survives, but prospers, as well. I have listed your names next to each job that matches your skills. Everyone’s name comes up at least three times. Please choose two jobs that you would be comfortable in performing (whether your name is listed next to it or not) and send me your choices.
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You will be required to fulfill at least one service as a member of our community (you must choose two, if they are designated as part-time). If you have joined one of the permanent Guilds, Leagues, etc., then you have already chosen a service to perform and need only send me a note confirming that this is your chosen vocation for the time being (you may change vocations at any time). The list of jobs will be sent to you separately from this report.



This upcoming quarter should be a continuation of the steady progress we’ve been making towards completion of our preparations to leave. From here on out, it should be smooth sailing (knock on wood). I wish us all continued success.



Until Next Quarter,

Chief Gabrielle



Tristan stood in the doorway of Gabrielle’s bedroom, which doubled as her office, and waited to see how long it would take her to notice his presence.

Without looking up, she said, “Well, are you just going to stand there and watch me work, or are you going to get in here?”

Tristan grinned.

“You’re just such a vision of loveliness illuminated by monitor light, I was struck dumb.”

“Oh, right. Well, if you can regain your senses for a moment, I’d like you to look this over.” She gestured to the computer screen and rolled her chair away to give him room to read. “It’s the second quarter report.” Tristan pulled the other computer chair over and sat down to begin reading. “I copied and pasted from the last reports I got from everyone. What do you think?”

Gabrielle waited as Tristan scrolled through the report. When he finished, he turned to look at her.

“You forgot to put in about the new Advisors. Me as First, Julia as Second, and Jonathan as Third. Maybe you could get Robbie to add a little bit about it in his update section.”

“Nah, I’ll just tack it on to the end of my summary. I just wasn’t really thinking about it.”

She began typing on the keyboard.

“Oh, thanks for making me feel so important,” he said sarcastically.

There was an underlying hurt tone to his voice that Gabrielle picked up on and she stopped typing to face him.

“I’m sorry. Really. I guess my mind’s just not on this today,” she said tiredly.

Tristan eyed her for a moment.

“When was the last time you took a break from all this? Have you, since we started?”

Gabrielle looked down and refused to make eye contact.

“You mean since the night we decided to go back?”

“Yeah, you know, the day after we came back from Hell?”

“Oh, since then? Well, um...”

“That’s what I thought. You, my friend, are taking a break. Come on.”

He stood, taking her by the wrist and dragging her up behind him.

“Wait! I have to finish...” she protested.

“Nope, don’t think so. It can wait,” he declared, and continued to pull her along with him.

Tristan drove them to a fast food joint and then found a miniature golf place. Gabrielle groaned when she saw where they were and sent pleading eyes in Tristan’s direction.

“You know those looks don’t work on me,” he intoned, as he pulled the car into a parking slot. “You are going to have some fun, even if I have to beat you with a golf club to do it.”

He removed the keys from the ignition and got out of the car and waited.

Gabrielle considered her options. She could sit stubbornly in the car and have a battle of wills with Tristan, a battle she was beginning to think she might lose. Or she could get out of the car, and go play with Tristan, the miniature golf champ, and get her butt kicked. She finally chose to get out of the car, rationalizing that she was doing it to make Tristan happy, not because there was the slightest chance she might actually enjoy herself.

Tristan grinned at her and led her to the front entrance. They entered the arcade area and Tristan went to the prize desk. He pulled out a twenty and handed it over, receiving a tray of quarters in return.

“What are you doing?” Gabrielle looked quizzically at the tray of quarters Tristan was carrying.

“I know you hate miniature golf, Sweetie. That’s not all there is to do here. Come on. Let’s go play some air hockey or something,” he smiled at her.

The resentment she’d been feeling towards Tristan melted in an instant and she knew that if her preferences were just a little different, she’d want to marry this man.

“I love you, Tristan. You’re so good to me.”

Tristan inclined his head a little.

“Hey, just because I prefer the home team doesn’t mean I don’t know how to treat a lady to a good time.” Gabrielle playfully slapped him on the arm. “Come on, let’s go play.”

His good mood was infectious and Gabrielle soon found herself dishing dirt over a fast-paced game of air hockey, catching up on all the latest gossip that Tristan kept track of as a matter of course. Tristan kept their sodas filled and the junk food readily available throughout the day of recreation. By the end of the day, Gabrielle was tired, but relaxed.

Tristan drove them back to Gabrielle’s mother’s place and tucked her into bed. He sat on the edge of the bed and stroked her bangs away from her face.

“Why couldn’t you be a woman, Tristan?” Gabrielle asked sleepily.

“Mmm, don’t think I could handle all the PMS,” Tristan joked back to her.

Gabrielle reached out and half-heartedly tried to slap at Tristan’s shoulder, which he blocked easily.

“I think I’m lonely, Tristan, that’s why I work so hard.”

Tristan realized Gabrielle must really be exhausted. She would normally never admit to these kinds of things, except when she was tired. For some reason, fatigue tended to short-circuit her brain and she would talk about things that were really bothering her, things she usually kept to herself.

“You’ll find someone, Gabrielle. I know you will. You’re too sweet not to,” he assured her.

“Mbfllsm,” Gabrielle muttered incoherently before drifting off into dreamland.

Tristan pulled up the covers around her shoulders, and held back her bangs with one hand, as he leaned over to kiss her on the forehead.

“Sweet dreams, baby. You’ll find her,” he whispered to the sleeping woman.





* * *

 





The third quarter came and went quickly. Gabrielle noticed a rather serious drop in productivity and decided to call a meeting for the start of the final quarter. They were falling behind schedule and she had a feeling it was due more to complacency and boredom than anything else. The drive to get things done was being replaced by feelings of overconfidence and ambivalence that she had to admit she herself had begun to fall into.

Everything was going so well, it seemed as if things might just take care of themselves and it had all become routine. However, Gabrielle knew that if they didn’t get back that determination to get everything prepared for their journey, they would not be ready to go at the end of three months. She needed to get them fired up again. It was time for a pep talk. And maybe a little vacation.

She waited until her mother had left for the weekend before gathering everyone at the mansion. As soon as everyone had settled down, refreshments in hand, Gabrielle called the meeting to order. This was the first time in nine months that everyone had been assembled together all at once. That in itself was proving to have an energizing effect on everyone. Gabrielle realized it was the sense of community that seemed to give purpose to everyone’s actions. She decided right then that the last three months would see a mass congregation at least once every few weeks in order to keep the energy level up.

“Good afternoon, everyone. Thanks for coming. I wanted to bring ya’ll here to talk about the last quarter’s reports. You each read the summaries. We’re falling behind schedule. We need to pick up the pace, if we hope to be ready to leave in three months.”

There were a few murmurs that Gabrielle could just barely make out as suggestions for pushing the departure date back a few weeks, if they really were behind. “I know we can make it. We just need to work a little harder. On the other hand, my First Advisor has pointed out to me, repeatedly, the need to take breaks. So, with that in mind, I’m ordering everyone to take a week off.”

A collective gasp was heard and Gabrielle swore she felt the air pressure change as the oxygen was pulled so quickly into so many lungs. “I know, radical concept, huh?” she grinned. “Me and Tristan, and a few others, plan to go to Disneyworld for a few days. You’re all welcome to join us. I’ve also set up group vacation plans with my travel agent. Just pick a destination and she’ll take care of the details. It’s all being charged to my account. I figure, since I can’t take it with me, might as well use it up.”

Gabrielle let her gaze fall on the faces of her people. “I want everyone to take the week off and not think about anything to do with New Gaia. Splurge, have fun, get some sun. Do the things you won’t get a chance to do, once we’re gone. Only one word of caution. Please don’t get yourselves killed or badly injured. It’ll be really difficult to sneak people out of hospitals in order to take you with us.”

She got a few laughs and some nodded heads of consent from the known daredevils of the group. David, the most notorious thrill seeker among them, had once spent several weeks in a full body cast, after a snowboarding mishap involving a cliff and part of a forest.

“The time is getting close. Three months from now, we will be in a wild and untamed land. If there are things you need to do before we go, now’s the time to get them done. Say your good-byes and tie up those loose ends. The one thing that will most definitely work against us is regret,” Gabrielle warned.

“I haven’t heard anyone talk about not wanting to go, but if you do have any doubts, working them out before we leave would be a good idea.” She waited for that to sink in and Kelly raised her hand to be acknowledged. “Yes?”

“I think we’re all pretty sure about going, Chief. I think we’re just a little scared, you know? I know I am, but nothing’s gonna keep me from going with you guys. Nothing,” she vowed. There was a sea of bobbing heads, as everyone nodded in agreement.

Gabrielle couldn’t explain the pride she felt at hearing that declaration. Just the knowledge that these were her people and they all trusted her to lead them to a new world, a fresh start, made her feel warm inside. She blinked back the tears that threatened to fall from her eyes. ‘I must be tired, if a little thing like that is making me tear up,’ she chided herself.

“All right. Well, you’re all here. How ‘bout we start this vacation off right? Let’s party!” There were cheers all around and someone found the stereo and turned it up full blast and then food was being brought out and the party got into full swing.

Gabrielle danced with nearly everyone and was finally allowed to collapse on a couch. She gazed out over her friends and watched them cut loose for the first time in months. ‘Yeah, they definitely needed this,’ she thought. ‘Hell, so did I.’

Her eyes stopped on Tristan, who was dancing with Gregory. It was a slow song and they were standing very close to one another. Gabrielle grinned. Maybe Tristan was finally moving on, after losing John. If anyone deserved to be happy, it was her best friend. She clamped down on the feelings of self-pity that tried to come up with the knowledge that she would probably never find that kind of happiness.

She enjoyed spending time with these people. Many of them could be considered very close friends, like Tristan and Gregory. But ever since taking on her role as Chief, she had become separate somehow. Different, not really above approach, just... Gabrielle couldn’t put her finger on it. She just knew that as long as she was Chief, she would never be able to carry on a romantic relationship with any of the people she was currently looking at.

Not that she was actually interested in any of them. She hadn’t felt anything beyond an awareness of the physical attributes of some of the women. There had been no spark, no need to spend time with anyone in particular.

Gabrielle pushed the thoughts aside and went in search of a new drink. If she remembered right, there were still a few cans of orange Crush cooling in the fridge...





* * *

 





The last week was hectic, to say the least. Gabrielle convinced her mother to go on a trip to Paris, so she wasn’t there to see the massive amount of boxes covered over with tarps piling up in the backyard. As soon as Gabrielle’s mother left, Gabrielle summoned everybody to move into the mansion ‘for the duration.’

Everyone seemed to have page after page of lists they were checking over. The place was in a state of controlled chaos. Everything was being checked off the printed out lists and then double-checked.

Gabrielle sought out Claudia to do her own double-checking on something that had been a little controversial in the beginning. The possibility of pregnancies in their first year of settlement had been a major concern of Gabrielle’s. She knew they would need to focus their energy on building their colony and she was worried that they wouldn’t have the resources to care for newborns in their fledging community.

When she’d voiced her fear to Claudia, Claudia had told her about a new birth control method that worked for three months at a time. It was a shot injected into a woman’s thigh and it basically stopped the maturation of eggs for monthly fertilization. After the last full assembly, and a long argument about the rights of the individual versus the needs of the community, it was agreed that all the women would get the injection before leaving. With three months of protection, and nine months for gestation afterwards, it gave them a good year for establishing themselves in the past before having to worry about preparing for an influx of babies.

And Gabrielle was sure the numbers would be substantial. She’d spoken with several of their more scientifically minded members and learned that all species had an inherent biological need to fill in whatever niche they’d chosen for themselves. It was why birth rates skyrocketed during times of war. The species as a whole seemed to know when it was dwindling and took steps to counteract the losses to ensure its continued survival.

Gabrielle found Claudia checking over the medical inventory with her nurses and Andrea, from the Technology Department. Items were called out and then Claudia checked them off on her list.

“Andrea, we’re still missing the drug encyclopedias the Literary Guild promised. Would you talk to Christina about it? We can make do with the herbal books Barbara got them to include, but I’d really like to be able to refer to the chemical compositions listed in the prescription catalog.” She looked up and nodded to Gabrielle, then turned back to Andrea. “It’ll really make all the difference once we get a laboratory set up and can start working on making new medicines from scratch.”

“Right, I’m on it,” Andrea replied, and jogged off to find Christina. She nodded to the Chief as she passed by.

Claudia turned to focus her attention on Gabrielle. “So, how’re we doin’?”

Gabrielle smiled. “Pretty good. Only four more days, but nearly everything is already here. I’m hoping we finish up early though. I want to hold one last party before we go,” she whispered conspiratorially to the older woman. Claudia was only 33, but Gabrielle, being 25, tended to look up to the other woman sort of as a mother figure. In light of what her real mother was like, Claudia accepted the role with a great deal of understanding.

“Well, considering we’re going to be working like dogs once we get there, I think a party beforehand is a good idea,” she agreed.

“Yeah. Well, I came to ask you about the birth control shots. Did everyone get theirs?”

“Yep. Did the last half-dozen yesterday down at the clinic. Remember, it’s not one hundred percent sure, nothing is, but it’s got the best effectiveness rating on the market, so we shouldn’t have to worry too much. And even though it’s only guaranteed for ninety days, some women have found it to be effective for up to nine months, so we’ll be covered for a while.”

“Good.” Gabrielle let out a quiet sigh of relief. “The last thing we need is to have a bunch of pregnant women trying to build a village before winter comes,” she stated.

Claudia laughed. “Well, it is said necessity is the mother of invention. Or would that be taking things too literally?” she quipped.

Gabrielle rolled her eyes. “Well, since you’d be the one taking care of them all, I don’t think you’re in any position to be making jokes.” They both laughed. “Well, I’ll let you get back to work. I need to go check in with Gregory. He said something about missing a few boxes of ammunition.”

They said their farewells and Gabrielle made her rounds. It was close to dinnertime and Gabrielle started nudging people toward the house to eat. At the mention of Luis’ cooking, most people broke into a run to get to the food. The man really was a master of the culinary arts. Why he had been studying law was a mystery to Gabrielle. Well, not that big a mystery. Luis’ father had certain expectations of his eldest son and being a cook was not one of them.

Several months after their accidental trip to the past, Luis had confided to Gabrielle that their misadventure had actually been a godsend to him. Though he was as terrified of being killed as the rest of them, he said he preferred it to the living death he would have had to endure back home. After they’d returned, Luis had gained a backbone and told his father he wasn’t going to join the family practice. Luis never told her what he’d told his father he was going to do instead, but they’d apparently come to an understanding. His sister, Gloria, just said she was glad the arguing had stopped.

Gabrielle walked into the dining room and filled a plate with food from the many platters laid out on the main table. Luis had obviously decided tonight was Mexican night and Gabrielle piled her plate high with chicken and beef enchiladas, Spanish rice, and refried beans. Adding dollops of sour cream and guacamole on top of the enchiladas, Gabrielle grabbed up a set of utensils and a can of A&W root beer and found a seat next to Tristan and Gregory.

They had become nearly inseparable and Gabrielle couldn’t help but grin at the beatific looks the two shared with one another. They were just too cute for words. Tristan glared at the smirk that Gabrielle was finding impossible to keep off her face and Gregory just shook his head at the two friends.

“When you two are done, Jonathan told me to tell you he wanted to talk to you both. I think he wants to hold a last Council meeting before we go,” Gregory said.

Gabrielle pulled her eyes away from the staring contest she was enjoying with Tristan and turned to face Gregory. “Then you should be there too. So should the representatives from each of the departments. I was planning on calling a last meeting anyway, once all the checklists are completed. I figure the last day will be weighing everything, so that Tony can calculate the time jump.”

“The CDs are going to be the heaviest,” Tristan said.

“At least no one insisted we bring records,” Gregory added dryly.

Once the Literary Guild had been thoroughly established, calls for a Music Guild had been made. After going round and round, they had finally settled on CDs, as opposed to sheet music, even though they wouldn’t have the ability to play them for quite some time. The Technology Department was already bringing blue prints for making CD players, as well as computer components, so the whole thing wasn’t too far-fetched, but it did add considerably to the amount of inventory they were taking with them.

“Now there, I would have drawn the line,” Gabrielle declared.

“So, when’s this party I heard being mentioned around town?” Tristan asked, as he casually took another bite from his chicken quesadilla.

“There’s just no way to keep a secret around here, is there?” Gabrielle asked exasperated.

“Nope. You are living in a community with a population size that makes gossip a major commodity. So, come on. When’s the bash?” Tristan encouraged.

“The night before we leave, but only if everything gets done on time. All the checklists need to be completed, bags packed, good-byes said,” she admonished. “I expect everyone to be pretty fuzzy after the party and I don’t want mistakes made because of hangovers.”

“Maybe we should have the party tomorrow then. You know, then the next day we can take it easy, get down to business on Friday, and then be fresh for the trip on Saturday,” Gregory suggested.

Gabrielle looked thoughtful. “Yeah, that might work better. I want everyone to be sharp when we leave anyway, so having the party now might make more sense. All right, pass the word around. Party tomorrow, recover on Thursday, and back to work on Friday.”

Tristan grinned. “You definitely know how to keep the masses happy, Chief,” he said.

“Thanks. I try,” she replied.





* * *

 





The party was a big success and everyone dutifully got back to work by Friday morning. The final inventories were completed and everyone began weighing boxes, as they were moved to the center of the backyard, where the first jaunt through time had taken place.

They would wait to weigh themselves until Saturday morning, no one wanting to risk a miscalculation based on daily weight fluctuations. If it were only a few people, it wouldn’t matter, but there were ninety-eight of them. A five-pound daily weight fluctuation multiplied by a hundred was too much for Tony to ignore, even if some of them canceled each other out. He’d assured Gabrielle that they had a twenty-pound plus or minus margin of error, being a few pounds off either way not really affecting their destination date. But anything beyond that amount would prevent him from guaranteeing when they would arrive.

Friday night was very tense and quiet. Very few people slept, nervousness being at an all-time high in the huge mansion. Gabrielle sat with Tristan, Gregory, Julia, and Jonathan and went over what they would do once they arrived in the past. They would need to coordinate their efforts and keeping everyone occupied in the beginning was something they all agreed was a good idea.

They spoke softly, as they held Council in Gabrielle’s bedroom. Tristan and Gregory lounged on the fat reclining chair in one corner, with Tristan half-sitting in Gregory’s lap. Julia sat next to Gabrielle on the bed, both of them leaning back against the headboard. Jonathan sat in one of the computer chairs with his feet propped up on the end of the bed.

“Even though we know where we’re going and what we’re planning on doing, everyone’s probably going to be in a bit of shock when we first arrive. I think we should get to work immediately on setting up temporary shelters for everyone,” Jonathan suggested, his low voice sounding crisp and clear in the quiet of the room. He was a tall guy with light brown hair feathered around his head and a pale complexion. His light brown eyes matched his hair and most people would have agreed he was handsome, if a bit lanky.

“Not everyone will be able to do that, though. Gregory, I think you should take a group of your Warriors and scout the area. It’ll keep our more restless members occupied and give us a good idea of what the local resources are going to be,” said Gabrielle. Gregory nodded his assent.

Tristan chimed in, “We’ll also need to prepare for feeding everyone within a few hours of arrival. And I think having Claudia set up a little first aid station with the other healers would be a good idea, in case someone gets hurt while we’re cutting down trees or hunting.”

Gabrielle nodded. “Well, we should figure out who’s going to be in charge of what those first few days. Gregory will of course be in charge of our defense. Tristan, why don’t you work with Claudia and Luis and their volunteers.” Gabrielle turned to Jonathan. “You’ll be in charge of getting a crew together to start building shelters.”

Julia tapped a hand on Gabrielle’s thigh to get Gabrielle’s attention. “I can take care of checking our supplies to make sure everything came with us and to get them safely tucked away in the shelters. I’ve already been talking with a bunch of people about it, so it shouldn’t be hard to find volunteers,” she finished.

Julia was a striking woman just a few inches taller than Gabrielle. Her hair was dark, not quite black, and her brown eyes sparkled at Gabrielle with something close to amusement every time she focused on the Chief.

“Great. Hopefully, it won’t be raining or anything when we get there, but that’s what the tarps are for. All right, I guess that leaves me to coordinate everyone and make sure it all goes smoothly.”

“Ooo, supervisors always have it so rough,” Tristan taunted.

Gabrielle sneered at him. “Anytime you wanna be Chief, just say the word, funny boy. We’ll see how long you last the first time someone blames you because there isn’t hot water for a bath.”

The words came out a little more harshly than Gabrielle had intended them to. The room was silent for a few heartbeats and then Tristan spoke softly.

“I’m sorry. I know you have the toughest job of all of us, keeping it all together and making the whole thing work. And I know whenever anything goes wrong, it all falls on your shoulders. Maybe, as your Advisors, we can take some of the pressure off.” He glanced to the other two Advisors and received nods of approval for his suggestion.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to sound so bitchy. It’s not like I didn’t choose this. I knew what I was getting into. It’s just hard sometimes,” she explained.

Julia put a hand on her knee. “But that’s what we’re here for. To help you lead us. I guess we haven’t really been doing our jobs. I mean, you just seem to handle everything without even trying. What if we start running a little interference for you? You know, instead of everyone always going directly to you, they could come to us first and then we could send them on to you, if the situation warrants it,” she suggested.

Gabrielle looked over to her. “That sounds like a good idea. I really am happy to be leading this expedition. Guess I’m just tired.”

She yawned to punctuate the remark and Tristan decided it was time to let their Chief get some rest. He stood and held out a hand to Gregory, which was taken with a smile. Jonathan took the hint and stood up, too. However, Julia decided to feign ignorance. Tristan frowned and jerked his head to get her to follow them. Gabrielle seemed unaware of the exchange.

“We should let you get some sleep,” Tristan said, to drive the point home to Julia.

He knew she was interested in Gabrielle, but he wasn’t sure it was for the right reasons. She had only seemed to take notice of his friend after she’d been appointed Chief. At least Gabrielle didn’t seem to return the attraction, so Tristan wasn’t too worried. Still, he didn’t want to see Gabrielle get hurt and he considered it his duty as a friend to watch out for her.

“Yeah, I’d like to actually be conscious for tomorrow,” she smiled, as her best friend headed for the door, his hand firmly gripped in Gregory’s larger one. “I’ll see you guys in the morning.” She turned to wait for Julia to get up and follow the three men out the door.

The blank patient look in Gabrielle’s eyes finally seemed to register with Julia and she raised herself off the bed. “I’ll come and make sure you’re up on time,” she offered.

“That’s okay. That’s what an alarm clock’s for,” Gabrielle smiled benignly.

Gabrielle shook her head internally. Julia had been subtle and persistent in her pursuit of a romantic relationship with her, but Gabrielle had realized early on that she didn’t feel anything for the dark-haired woman. Julia was unquestionably beautiful, but there was no spark of passion when Gabrielle looked at her.

“Oh, it’s no bother,” Julia said, and then winked before closing the door behind her.

Gabrielle pulled the covers out from underneath her and repositioned them over her body. She sent a quick prayer to the Earth Goddess asking for the wisdom to effectively handle what was clearly becoming a bad situation for the leadership of New Gaia.













Chapter 6

Arrival





D-Day, Departure Day, was just another Saturday for the rest of the world, but for the citizens of New Gaia, it was the beginning of a whole new way of life.

They lined up to let Claudia weigh them and she relayed the numbers to Tony, who punched them into his laptop program, after repeating them back to her for confirmation. No one was allowed to eat or use the restroom after being weighed, so the line in the backyard was sort of a continuation of the lines outside the many bathrooms in the mansion.

Finally, Tony rolled the mouse over the ‘TOTAL’ icon, and left-clicked, to get the calculations started. Less than a minute later, the program finished and flashed the results on the screen. Andrea, who was watching over Tony’s shoulder, immediately went to the portable generator to begin setting the dials that would regulate how much electricity was released into the area surrounding them.

Tony set his laptop on the nearest stack of crates and went to check on the conductors they’d wired around the area, while Claudia and Sharon dragged the medical scale out of range of the affected area. They had decided that though it was a useful item to have, it wasn’t something that couldn’t be recreated in the past, so there was no real reason to bring it with them.

However, the generator that would be discharging the pseudo-lightning bolt would be coming with them. It was a hand crank model that they would be able to use to power the computer that Gabrielle had agreed to let Tony bring with them, as well as to recharge the power packs for the laptop and the rechargeable batteries that would be used in the few electronic devices they were bringing.

Andrea sent a thumbs up to Tony and he nodded. She picked up a long stick that had been laid next to the generator and stood a few feet back from the machine and waited for Tony to join the rest of the group. Then she looked to Gabrielle and waited for the signal. Gabrielle nodded and Andrea used the stick to flip the ‘on’ switch.

Gabrielle’s stomach lurched and suddenly everything went dark. She heard several people scream, but after a few moments, her eyes adjusted to the darkness and she looked up to see a massive amount of stars criss-crossing the sky.

“Calm down! We just arrived at night, that’s all. Look up,” she prompted.

She heard a multitude of gasps around her. It was absolutely breathtaking. This was what the sky looked like without the fog of pollution or the reflection of city lights to get in the way. The line of the Milky Way was spectacular to behold. It went across the sky in a slightly curved line, the compression of so many stars in such a relatively small area making the bright band look like a thousand diamonds had been spilled into a crack in the heavens.

They all stood there for several long minutes just staring up at the stars in awe.

Gregory slowly made his way to Gabrielle and nudged her elbow to get her attention. He whispered into her ear, “We should start looking around, make sure we don’t end up being someone else’s dinner plans.”

She nodded in the darkness, which wasn’t so dark, now that her eyes were taking in the light from the stars. “Assemble your team and set up sentries along the perimeter. Break out the guns. I don’t want to take any chances,” she whispered back to him.

“Aye, Chief,” Gregory nodded, and moved off into the crowd to do as he’d been told.

He knew she didn’t want them to rely on the mechanical weapons, since they wouldn’t last very long if they did, and the Council had decided that the guns would only be used in extreme emergencies. But arriving at night made surveying the surrounding area impossible and none of them wanted casualties on their first day here.

Gabrielle called out for her Advisors to join her and ordered everyone to stay where they were and not stray from the group. Jonathan arrived at her side first, followed by Julia, and then Tristan.

“Jonathan, I don’t think we’re going to be doing any building tonight. See if you can arrange the crates and then string the tarps across them to give us some cover if it starts to rain.”

“I’ll get on it,” he said, and he went in search of volunteers to set up the makeshift tents.

Gabrielle turned to Julia. “You’ll have to wait ‘til morning to start inventorying what made it through and what didn’t, but from what I can tell, it looks like it all arrived with us. I’d like you to do a head count though, if you can. Start with Gregory’s group, they’ll be leaving to post guards around the area soon.”

“Right, Chief,” and she left to start roll call.

“So, we’re here,” Tristan said, once they were alone.

Gabrielle could hear the barely contained excitement in his voice. “Yup. We’re here,” and Tristan saw the smile splitting Gabrielle’s face even in the dim light from the stars. “Let’s get to work.”













Chapter 7

Working Together





That first night, no one slept. As dawn broke over the horizon, conversations ceased and everyone turned to watch the sunrise. It was one of the most spiritual moments of Gabrielle’s life. She had never felt closer to the world and the people around her than at that moment. She tucked the memory safely away in the back of her mind to call up again later.

The day was spent checking over their supplies, rationing out food packets that Paul had picked up at an army surplus store, and scouting the area to pick out a good spot to start building their village.

While the first two activities went without a hitch, the last proved to be a bit more difficult. It wasn’t until their third day of scouting that a suitable place was found. Gabrielle listened as Gregory and Tristan ticked off all the advantages of the location for her, while a few others watched the tag team convincing session.

Finally, Gabrielle held up her hands to stop the deluge of reasons in favor of building their community there and said, “All right, all right! You’ve convinced me. Now, how ‘bout telling me what the negatives are, so that I can at least be aware of them.”

Gregory and Tristan looked at each other then back at Gabrielle. Tristan spoke first. “Well, um, there aren’t any really. I mean, like we said, there’s a river not too far from here, plenty of woods for lumber material, and Gregory found dozens of animal trails...”

Gabrielle held her hand up and interrupted again. “Yeah, yeah, you already told me all that. Come on, there has to be at least one reason against setting up shop here,” she said, as she looked from one to the other. She received blank stares. “All right, fine. Let’s do it. It looks like a great spot.”

Tristan grabbed her hand and kissed it noisily over and over again, until she laughed and pulled her hand out of his reach. “Eww, boy cooties, now I’m going to have to cut my hand off,” she whined, and then ran, as Tristan chased her to pay her back for the teasing insult.

They garnered quite a large audience, as Tristan tackled her into the grass. They wrestled for a few moments and then finally broke apart, after Gabrielle begged for mercy from the cruel tickling Tristan was inflicting on her sides. They rested in the grass for several minutes, their heaving chests eventually resuming normal breathing. The audience dispersed and Gregory sat down next to them.

“I think morale just went up several notches,” Gregory quietly told them.

Gabrielle looked up from the blade of grass she’d been playing with. “What do you mean?” she asked.

“You two. Everyone getting a chance to see the Chief and her second-in-command cut loose. You guys have been pretty serious since we got here. I think everyone was a little worried that things weren’t going as well as they thought and you were trying to put up a brave front for them or something. That little display put a lot of minds at ease, I think,” he explained.

“Yeah, I guess we have been a little somber, haven’t we?” Gabrielle grinned to Tristan.

“Yeah, we’ll have to work on that,” Tristan replied.

“Gotta keep the masses happy,” Gabrielle finished, before standing and offering a hand up to both men. They each took a hand and Gabrielle leaned back to use her weight to lift both of them to their feet. Then she dusted herself off. “Well, back to work.”





* * *

 





As far as Diane could tell, after measuring the length of the days and nights for nearly two weeks, they had arrived just a few weeks after the Spring Equinox. She’d be able to pinpoint the date much better, once they hit Summer Solstice.

Their first month was chaotic, to say the least. Jonathan continued to organize the construction of living huts, while Julia worked with the Technology Department, Historical Society, and Healers Association to begin the necessary organization of the supplies they’d brought with them.

Tristan seemed to take on the role of liaison between Gabrielle and everyone else, including the other two Advisors. Gabrielle’s days were spent going from one ‘crisis’ to the next, working with the different areas of her fledgling community in an attempt to keep everyone on track and motivated.

By the time Gabrielle was finally allowed to go to sleep at night, she was so exhausted she didn’t even get undressed. Tristan noticed, after seeing her in the exact same clothes for nearly a week, and pulled her aside.

“Gabrielle, you’ve got to take better care of yourself,” he whispered to her.

“I’m fine, Tristan,” she snapped.

“You’re not fine, Sweetie. You look like hell...” Gabrielle interrupted him.

“Oh, thanks a lot. I can always count on you to make me feel better,” she grated out.

“Look, I’m telling you this as your friend, but also as your First Advisor. You have got to slow down or you’re going to burn yourself out. You’re up at the crack of dawn every morning and you don’t stop until the moon has nearly set. You can’t keep this up for much longer. Your people need you in top form, not running yourself ragged,” he implored.

Gabrielle looked down. She knew he was right. There was just so much that had to get done before winter came, and though it seemed like a long ways off, it really wasn’t.

Tristan continued, “You need to start trusting the rest of us to do what needs to be done. Delegate, Baby, delegate,” he smiled.

Gabrielle let a small smile grace her lips in response to his humor. Tristan always seemed to know what to say to get through to her. “All right. You’re right. I’m pushing too hard,” she said.

“Yeah, way too hard. Why don’t you go take a swim, change your clothes, and relax for a little while?” She started to protest, but he held up a hand to silence her. “Just until lunch. Then you can play superwoman and pretend you’re invincible.” He grinned again. “Go on. Go take a break for a few hours. I promise the colony won’t fall apart because our fearless leader checked out for the morning.”

Gabrielle smiled, a real grin this time, and shook her head. So what if it was a stupid fear? At least Tristan understood. She’d taken on this responsibility and she’d be damned if anything was going to keep her from fulfilling it, even her own health. But Tristan was right. If she really wanted to make sure the colony survived, she had to take better care of herself.

Gabrielle hugged the tow-headed man and gave him a peck on the cheek. He grinned at her and swatted her on the butt as she headed back to her hut to get a fresh pair of clothes to take with her to the river. In less than fifteen minutes, she was naked and swimming against the strong current of the water. The melting snows from the end of the recent winter made the stream chilly, but after the initial shock and several minutes of physical exertion, she warmed up considerably.

She stopped when she felt the first threads of fatigue pulling at her body and climbed out of the water. The cool morning air caused goose bumps to rise on her pink skin and she grabbed up the towel she’d laid on top of her change of clothes. She quickly dried herself and put on the warm clean clothes. Then she sat, leaning against a fallen tree trunk, and watched the water go by, listening as the clear liquid poured over large rocks and fallen branches to continue on its journey.

‘It’s so peaceful, just sitting here,’ she languidly thought to herself. She finally admitted that she really had needed a break. ‘No more midnight sessions,’ she vowed. She would just have to start trusting the others to get things done when they needed to be done. ‘And if they don’t, well, then I can chew them a new asshole,’ she grinned inwardly.

Gabrielle laid back and let her mind wander to the rhythm of the passing water.



Tristan, on the other hand, was getting a taste of what it was like to be Gabrielle. As soon as word had gotten out that their Chief had taken the morning off, everyone had decided to take their complaints and problems to Tristan. By the time lunch came, he was in the foulest mood of his life.

Gabrielle, however, seemed to be blissfully happy and it only darkened Tristan’s sullen demeanor. She was practically whistling when she joined her Advisors for lunch. She cheerfully greeted everyone and got grumbled ‘hello’s from her Second and Third and a terse ‘whatever’ from Tristan.

“Okay, what’s going on?” she asked, her happy expression turning into a frown, as she put her plate down and sat herself on the roughly hewn bench in front of a similarly made picnic-style table.

“Tristan got hit with about two dozen complaints while you were off lollygagging around this morning,” Jonathan informed her. His tone was flat and Gabrielle couldn’t tell if he was joking with her or not.

Gabrielle turned to look at Tristan. He definitely wasn’t joking, even if Jonathan was. She checked her anger and took a bite of her food, trying to decide how best to handle the situation without taking his head off. ‘Damn it, he’s the one that told me to take off in the first place. ‘Trust me’ he says. Fuck. Well, if he can’t handle it, I guess I needed to know that now and not later,’ she decided.

“So now you know how it feels,” she stated quietly.

Tristan looked up, sudden comprehension dawning on his face. He looked back down at his plate, chagrined. He didn’t know what to say. He’d acted like an ass.

Gabrielle continued. “When you’re the leader, everyone and everything is your responsibility. If something goes wrong, you have to handle it because it’s your problem, not anybody else’s. That means this is my fault.” Tristan opened his mouth to speak, but Gabrielle overrode him. “It is. It was my decision to take the morning off. I didn’t have to...”

Tristan finally broke in. “Yes, you did. You’ve been going non-stop since we got here. I’m sorry I didn’t realize how much you’ve been doing. I thought it was just the long hours. I had no idea everyone was... well, taking advantage of you and blaming you when things weren’t going right. It was insane today. You know I got blamed because we didn’t bring glue with us? Like that’s somehow my fault? And you know what they wanted the glue for? So they could make a stupid sign for the Healer’s hut! Like everyone doesn’t already know which one is the Healer’s hut,” he exclaimed.

Gabrielle grinned. “Didn’t you know you were supposed to think of everything?” Tristan finally let a smile slip onto his face. “So, what did you tell the glue seekers?” she asked.

“I told them they didn’t need it since they didn’t need the sign anyway. They weren’t too happy with that answer,” Tristan shook his head in remembrance.

“You should have sent them to Andrea or someone from the Technology Department. They have info on how to make glue, that’s why we didn’t bring any with us. If it could be made here, there was no reason to bring it with,” Gabrielle explained.

“Shit, I didn’t even think of that. I’ll go tell them after lunch.”

“Don’t worry about it. I’m sure it’ll come up again,” she promised him. She turned her head slightly to look at her other two Advisors. “So, why are you two so glum?”

They both looked up at her and then at each other. Jonathan nudged Julia, so she went first. “Um, well, I guess you sort of proved what you said about not changing leaders in the beginning. With you gone this morning, everything sort of went to hell in a hand basket. Tom and Jose have been arguing with Jonathan all morning about where to set up the Main Hall and whether we should even start work on that before we’ve got living huts for everyone. And Claudia started going on about the need for a bigger Healer’s hut. Then Tony mentioned something about the crank on the generator having a crack in it, so he won’t let anyone near it, kept saying everyone was being too rough with it. And Gregory and Paul said they need drilling space or else the Warriors aren’t going to be able to stay in top condition. And...”

Gabrielle put down her fork and held up her hand. She swallowed the half-chewed bite of food in her mouth and said, “All right, I think I get the picture. Jesus.”

Tristan grinned. “Thought you were Pagan,” he said.

Gabrielle flipped him off and he chuckled at the obscene gesture. She returned her attention to her Second and Third. “All right, tell Tom I want him and Jose to meet me at the Main Hall site. I want you there, too,” she said, looking at Jonathan. He nodded.

She flicked her eyes back over to Julia. “I want you to set up a complaint booth or something. Either you or some other volunteer can run it. We’ve obviously got the makings of a major communication problem on our hands and I’d like to nip it in the bud as soon as possible. I can’t have everyone coming to me with every little problem and neither can all of you. It’s just too much.”

Gabrielle pushed her empty plate away from her. She might not be willing to make the changes for herself, but seeing her lieutenants taking flack for her made her realize something had to be done.

Julia said, “That sounds like a good idea. Maybe it’ll cool a few tempers, too, since whoever takes the complaint will sort of be an innocent bystander.”

“One can only hope,” Gabrielle mumbled.

The rest of the day went pretty much the same as usual, except that Gabrielle called a halt several hours after dinner. She got a few surprised looks, but no one said anything as they took their leave and headed for their personal huts.

Gabrielle sighed and fell back onto her ‘bed.’ It was just a pile of dried grass and her grandmother’s quilt, the only personal item, besides her few sets of clothing, she’d taken with her. She was tired, but not exhausted the way she had been the past couple weeks, and decided she had enough energy to get undressed. She left her T-shirt on and then crawled back onto the bed, pulling up half the quilt to wrap around her body. She quickly fell asleep.





* * *

 





By Summer Solstice, construction had tapered off and the new focus was on hunting and gathering food stores for the coming winter. When Gabrielle had first mentioned the need to start stocking up, she’d been met with skepticism and a few incredulous laughs. Then she’d started talking about the need for three meals a day for a hundred people for at least three months, maybe longer. That had shut everyone up.

With George and Paul in charge of the hunting parties, and Luis, Gloria, and Claudia in charge of gathering local edible plants, the storehouses Tom and his crew had built were steadily filling up. People took turns checking on the meat being smoked and the fruit being dried for preservation. Nuts were gathered and recently woven baskets were quickly filled to the brim.

The skins of the animals that the hunting parties brought down were turned into clothing for those who’d made the kill as a symbol of accomplishment. However, by the middle of August, if Diane’s calculations of their calendar were correct, everyone had traded in their ‘city clothes’ for the leather outfits being made out of surplus hides. Once Carter, from the Technology Department, was able to track down how to make boots and moccasins, even tennis shoes were abandoned in favor of the leather footwear being made by the tailors in the community.

With the Main Hall completed, a ‘Suggestions and Problems’ box replaced the makeshift complaint desk and the lines of communication between the community at large and the Council was permanently opened. Gabrielle checked the box after each meal and passed out the slips of paper to those who could most easily deal with the problems or suggestions written on them.

Unfortunately for Gabrielle, she had to deal with most of the complaints herself. Many of the suggestions, however, needed to be discussed with the Council first before she could make a final decision on them.

“No. The crops will get rain or they won’t. We are not going to introduce an irrigation system into this region. I agree with the suggestion of piping water for the village’s use. Taking a hot bath again will be nice. But if we start abusing the technology we’ve brought with us, instead of living in harmony with nature...” Gabrielle was cut off before she could finish her thought.

“I don’t see how ensurin’ our crops survive a drought is an abuse of technology,” Barbara argued.

Claudia jumped in. “Well, it certainly isn’t living in harmony with nature,” she stated.

“Whattaya mean?” asked Barbara.

“Well, when the wolf runs out of deer to hunt, the number of new pups goes down. When the deer replenish their numbers from fewer wolves hunting them, the number of wolves increases. That’s the cycle of nature. If we do something as ecologically manipulative as use an irrigation system, we’re keeping ourselves from being subject to that natural law,” Claudia explained.

Barbara nodded her head. “Okay, I see what yer gettin’ at, but we still gotta be able to feed ever’one. As it is, we’re gonna be cuttin’ it mighty fine this winter,” she drawled.

Gabrielle took the floor again. “We will feed everyone, I have no doubts on that account. George and Paul will still be leading hunting parties during the winter, if possible. But I’m thinking longer term here. We cannot separate ourselves from Mother Nature. Barbara, when you saved the seeds from the best vegetables and fruits to use next year, you were working with nature, ensuring the best growth for the next season of life, but if you try to get out of living by the seasons’ rhythms, when it rains, when it doesn’t, when there’s a flood, when there’s a drought, you’re attempting to set us above the natural cycles of our environment. And we all decided that we wouldn’t do that.” Her tone was quiet, simply reminding them of why they had all chosen to live in this time.

Gabrielle saw the nods of the people sitting around the table. Even Barbara had to allow that particular point. She’d been a party to that decision, along with everyone else, and had agreed to abide by the laws of nature. Gabrielle continued.

“We have to set the precedents now. The decisions we make here will be the legacy we leave to our children. Survival won’t mean a damn thing, if we teach them that it’s okay to sidestep the rules of the environment, as long as it gets us what we want. Do we want to teach hypocrisy or honor?” she softly questioned them.

“Shall we vote?” Tristan asked into the silence. There were nods all around and Tristan passed out tiny slips of paper and quills. “Yay means we irrigate next year. Nay means we leave ourselves subject to Mother Nature and whatever she may choose to throw at us.”

Everyone took up their pieces of paper. They were beginning to run low on the stuff, but Andrea had assured him that paper-making was one of the crafts they had documented and they would get to work on putting that particular skill to use shortly. He dabbed his quill, another happy little invention they’d brought with them, into one of the ink blotters on the table and drew a small ‘N’ on his piece of paper.

It was a pretty shade of royal blue. Claudia had made the ‘ink’ from the juice of some berries they’d found growing locally that had turned out to be less than edible. They wouldn’t kill you, but Claudia had decided to keep them for use as a diuretic. And as ink.

Gabrielle collected the pieces of paper in a small woven basket she had made a couple months after their arrival. She’d seen some of the beautiful pieces Gloria had made for use in ‘Luis’s kitchen, he thinks he owns the place’ and had decided to try her hand at the craft. The little basket wasn’t very beautiful, but it was functional.

She sat back down and pulled out each piece of paper and called out the vote for Jonathan, as Secretary, to write down. They didn’t keep actual minutes of the meetings, but Gabrielle insisted that Jonathan keep a record of all the high points of the Council meetings and that included any votes taken.

It was unanimous. There would be no irrigating of crops in the near future. Gabrielle looked to Barbara and got a small smile and a nod. She wasn’t just going along to go along. She understood the reasoning and agreed with it. Gabrielle felt a small weight lift off her shoulders at the concession.





* * *

 





Gabrielle sat in her office in the Main Hall. It was furnished with one of the nicer tables that had been made so far and she sat on a very comfortable chair that had been built specifically for her and her particular size as a gift. There were two more chairs sitting empty on the other side of the desk for visitors to use, though neither of them were nearly as comfortable as hers. Light poured in from the only window opening, which also allowed a fragrant breeze to push into the room. There were wooden filing cabinets stacked against the wall behind her chair that let her keep all the documents she needed within easy reach of her seated position.

She was going over the latest reports from the Technology Department and Historical Society and papers were strewn about her desk. Luckily, the table was large enough that the papers didn’t interfere with the inkwell or candles that rested near the edges of her desk. As was usual, each report contained a ton of complaints, just barely veiled, about not being appreciated, along with the information she actually needed. Though the Technology Department had done an incredible job of gathering information and cross-referencing it with other areas of interest, finding the necessary information in the first place wasn’t always very easy.

Tristan knocked on her door and popped his head in. “You busy?” he asked.

Gabrielle looked up and smiled. “For once, it’s actually quiet around here. What’s up?” She gestured for him to come in and grab a chair.

“Well, I wanted to talk to you about something.” His nervous tone put Gabrielle on alert.

“Yeah? What about?” she asked warily.

“Well, I’ve been kind of worried about you.”

“Why? I’ve been taking it easy. I don’t even have circles under my eyes anymore. I checked,” she grinned.

“It’s not just me. A lot of people are worried about you.” He wouldn’t meet her eyes and Gabrielle lost her smile.

“Why?” she asked again.

“Well, you’re... um, you’re...”

Gabrielle sighed. Whatever this was, it was really difficult for Tristan to get out. She waited.

“You’re not dating, Gabrielle. You haven’t even shown the slightest bit of interest in anyone since before we made the first time jump. I know you may think this is silly, but everyone sort of looks to you to figure out whether everything is going okay or not. They see you without a love interest and it’s, I don’t know, kind of depressing,” Tristan finished.

“You’re worried about me because I haven’t gotten laid recently?” Gabrielle asked incredulously.

“No, it’s not like that.” Tristan sighed heavily. “Shit, I didn’t want to have this conversation with you. I mean I am worried about you not having a girlfriend... Actually, I’m worried you’ll start taking Julia up on her offers, but I think what you do with your life is your own business. Well, sort of your own business. I expect you to share any juicy details with me. I’m entitled as your best friend.” He grinned and Gabrielle smiled back at him. This was the Tristan she knew. “It’s just that I’m also the First Advisor, so I got stuck with telling you that your love life has suddenly become the topic of conversation for half the village.”

“What?” Gabrielle was speechless.

“Actually, it’s most of the village. It was bound to happen, Sweetie. Though, honestly, I think a lot of it has to do with Julia. She’s never been very quiet about being interested in you and there isn’t a whole lot of other gossip to distract anyone from the topic...”

“I don’t believe this. It’s not like there’s a huge amount of people for me to choose from. And I’m not the only one without a partner. This is crazy...” She trailed off, unable to think of anything else to say.

“I know. You just happen to be in the spotlight. That’s why you’re getting all the attention,” he reasoned.

“Look, you can tell people to stop worrying. I have no control over when or who I fall in love with. Or if I ever do. And right now, my attention is focused on running this settlement, not whether I’m ‘gettin’ any’ later tonight,” she said angrily.

Tristan nodded his head. He’d known this was going to go badly as soon as he’d been roped into the assignment. He was going to have to kill Jonathan and Gloria later. He guessed since they’d finally gotten together, their partner hunting skills had no other direction to turn but outward, so now they were focusing on making matches for other people. He’d only gone along with it because he was genuinely concerned about his best friend’s lack of companionship.

“That’s not what I meant. I want you to fall in love. I mean, you deserve to be happy. I don’t give a shit what everyone else thinks. You’re the leader, so you’re a hot topic for gossip. Look what happened to Clinton,” he grinned.

“Guess it’s a good thing I don’t smoke cigars,” she said.

“Ewww,” Tristan groaned. “Please, no cigar jokes. The stained dress jokes are bad enough.”

“Yeah, both leave images in the mind best left unthought,” she agreed.

“Well, I should get back to work. I’m sorry I even brought any of this up,” he apologized.

“No, I needed to know. There just doesn’t happen to be anything I can do about it.”

Tristan left and Gabrielle sat at her table staring off into space for several minutes. Was there anything she could do about it? Did she even want to? ‘When’s the last time I even felt attracted to somebody else?’ she asked herself. She couldn’t come up with an answer.

Gabrielle groaned and put the thoughts out of her mind. She picked up the report she’d been reading and found where she’d stopped. Maybe she just wasn’t destined to have love in her life. At least, not romantic love.













Chapter 8

Meeting the Natives





Halfway through October, Gabrielle was summoned by Paul to meet with one of his recently returned hunting parties. He wouldn’t tell her what it was about, until after they’d arrived at the Dining Hall, the natural gathering place for the citizens of New Gaia. Once it had been explained to her, she understood his silence.

“So you didn’t say anything, just had a little staring contest, and then they were gone?” she asked.

“Yeah. It was weird. They just kinda looked at us like they were trying to decide if we were a threat and then they turned tail and ran. They were gone so fast, I almost thought I was hallucinating or something,” said Billy. He was one of the younger members of their group, only 21. He’d only been at the original graduation party because of his older sister, Kelly.

Gabrielle asked, “Do any of you remember which direction they went? Could you find your way back to the area again?”

Gregory, who had been sitting in a corner, watching the proceedings, said, “Yeah, we could find the place again. And I’m pretty sure they headed northwest. I was on point, so I got the longest look at them. They’re definitely natives. I just can’t figure out why we haven’t run into them before,” he mused.

“Well, it’s a big world,” offered Paul.

Gabrielle nodded. “But it’s just gotten a little smaller. I think we should go visit our neighbors.”

Gregory’s head shot up. “I can lead the mission. That way if something goes wrong...”

“No. I’ll be leading the delegation. If something does go wrong, I want you here to defend the village,” she told Gregory. Then she addressed everyone. “But I don’t think anything will go wrong. These people are biologically identical to us. They’re just lacking in technology and history. I think if we arrive with a peace offering, maybe some food and skins, it should get us off to a good start. I want six volunteers to escort me. At least one of you has to take us to the area where the encounter took place.”

Billy raised his hand and Gabrielle nodded her assent. Gregory stood. “I’ll have five other Warriors ready for you in the morning,” he said.

“Good. I’ll tell Luis to pack up some food to take with us.”

Gabrielle dismissed them and went back to the Main Hall to find Tristan. She explained about the hunting party coming across some locals and her plan to lead a diplomatic mission to their neighbors’ camp, if they could find it.

“You sound like Princess Leia. ‘I’m on a diplomatic mission...’” he laughed.

“Come on, Tris, this isn’t funny. If they were to decide they didn’t like us, we could end up under attack. And no, I’m not worried about any of us getting hurt; that’s what the guns are for. I’d just rather not be put in a position where I had to order the slaughter of a bunch of natives in order to ensure the safety of New Gaia.”

Tristan sobered up. “Okay, so what if they do end up being hostile? They could end up taking you hostage or something.”

“And then you would be in charge. You would have to make sure that the colony was kept safe. I’ve already told Gregory he’ll be in charge of defending the village against attack.”

“Wait, wait. This is moving too fast. I can’t suddenly be Chief. You’re Chief.”

“You can do this, Tristan. And remember, you won’t be alone. You’ll have Gregory, and Julia and Jonathan. And it’ll only be for a few days.”

“Unless you get yourself killed. Why do you have to be the one to go?” Tristan was bordering on whining and he tried to compose himself.

“Because, quite honestly, I don’t trust anyone else to do this right. And I’m the Chief. If something needs to be decided quickly, I can do that without having to check with anyone else. I’m going, Tristan. I need to know you can handle this.”

Tristan stared at her and took a few deep breaths. “I’ll do my best. I won’t let you down, Chief.”

A slight smile made its way to his face and eventually reached his eyes. Gabrielle let out a sigh of relief. Being Chief wasn’t nearly as stressful as it had been in the beginning, the changes she’d instituted to safeguard her own sanity helping to ease the strain, but Gabrielle knew Tristan remembered his short stint in her shoes with absolute terror. The pressure had nearly made him quit, Gabrielle just barely talking him out of it, when an acute fear of failure had hit him the night after his brief sojourn as leader of New Gaia.

The fact that he was accepting the possibility of being stuck with the position told her he’d dealt with his fears well enough. She didn’t intend for that to happen, though. She planned on being Chief until a new one was elected, not causing the election herself because of getting killed.

“Thank you. I know you’ll be fine. Just don’t plan on any coups while I’m gone. You’re still just First Advisor, Blondie,” she grinned.

“Hey, who you callin’ Blondie, Blondie?” he taunted back.

“That’s Chief Blondie to you, boy,” she said.

A new voice interrupted their playful banter. “Are you teasing my man again?” asked Gregory.

“No more than usual. And he deserved it, of course,” responded Gabrielle.

“Did not,” Tristan protested.

“Did, too.”

“Did not.”

“Did, too.”

“Okay, children,” Gregory interrupted. The two in question grinned at Gregory and he couldn’t keep the stern look on his face. “You two are incorrigible.”

“Thank you, baby,” Tristan cooed.

Gregory leaned down and gave him a quick kiss. As he came up, he winked at Gabrielle, who smiled back at him. She was so glad Tristan had found someone again. But Gregory didn’t replace John. In fact, Gabrielle thought the bond between these two men was even stronger.

Gregory broke into her thoughts. “I’ve got six Warriors to escort you around. They’ll be ready to leave right after breakfast.”

“Thanks. Well, I think it’s almost dinnertime. Join me?”

They went to the Dining Hall. It was the colony’s largest structure, even larger than the Main Hall, but it had been one of the easiest to build, mostly because it was just one large room with a huge kitchen running the length of one side. It could easily seat the nearly one hundred colonists it was built for.

Gabrielle always marveled at the simplicity of the design. It was built in the style of a log cabin with high ceilings, like their other structures, but because of its size, there were tall log supports at different points throughout the large room. This allowed for sconces to be attached around the support poles and the room was easily illuminated when the homemade torches and candles were lit.

Gabrielle spoke with Luis about fixing up a couple baskets of dried meat and fruits to take with her on her ambassadorial expedition. He’d already heard about ‘the encounter’ and readily agreed to the request. Returning to the eating area, she searched out one of the tailors and received a promise that several skins would be ready for her to take with her when the envoy left in the morning.

With all the details taken care of, she relaxed, and enjoyed casual conversation with Tristan and Gregory as she ate her evening meal.





* * *

 





With Billy taking point, they quickly found the area where the two hunting parties had met. A little careful tracking and Billy was able to follow where the natives had run off to. They ended up in the foraging area of the local humans. In under an hour, Gabrielle was face to face with several women and a man, dressed in light furs and skins, who were picking fruit and placing the berries on wooden dishes.

They looked up at her party and quickly gathered next to each other. There was only slight alarm in their eyes as they looked over their visitors. Gabrielle held a hand to her chest.

“Gabrielle,” she said.

She pointed at the man in the center of the group. He was tall with jet-black hair streaming over his shoulders. He seemed to be the one in charge. There was no answer, so Gabrielle pointed at herself again.

“Gabrielle.”

The lead man furrowed his brow and looked among his own people to see if they had any ideas. There were a few low whispers that Gabrielle couldn’t make out and then they all went back to staring at her again.

“Gabrielle.” She pointed to herself again and then pointed at the man. She crinkled her own brow to show confusion and maybe elicit some kind of response.

“Gayahbree-elll,” the man spoke the syllables slowly, trying to wrap his tongue around the unfamiliar sounds.

“Yes. Gabrielle,” she repeated. She pointed at herself, then back to him.

He rested his hand on his chest and thumped once. “Kuta,” he said proudly.

Gabrielle smiled. “Kuta.” She gestured to Billy, who was standing next to her, to bring out the baskets of food. He whispered over his shoulder and then moved aside so that the locals could get a look at the food.

Kuta took a step forward, but one of the women put a hand on his arm to hold him back. He looked back and forth between the woman and Gabrielle. Finally, he came to a decision and motioned for Gabrielle to follow him. The others went back to picking berries.

Gabrielle quickly signaled for her Warriors to follow her and she fell in step behind the young man.





* * *

 





Tristan found his second tour as leader of New Gaia to be a lot easier than the first. The routine that Gabrielle had set up greatly reduced the amount of problems he had to personally deal with. He just sent people directly to where they needed to go, instead of trying to come up with the solution on his own.

His first meeting was with Jonathan and Julia. Gabrielle had been working with all of them about building a paper mill, so Tristan finalized what Gabrielle had started. He sent Jonathan off to talk with Jose, one of their resident architects, about where to build it and whether they had enough time to finish it before the first snows.

His next meeting was with two of the leaders of the Historical Society. Trisha and Joshua reported on their latest efforts to document the colony’s development. They both started out in a sour mood, but when Tristan mentioned the construction of the paper mill, he received nothing but compliments on the good work he and the Chief were doing for the community.

“It’s definitely needed,” commented Trisha.

“Yes, we need to be able to make copies of all the documents we have, in case there’s a disaster,” Joshua declared.

“You’re right. I don’t even want to think about what would happen if the papers in the Technology Department were lost for some reason,” added Julia.

Melissa and Andrea, from said Department, arrived for their meeting with Tristan and joined into the conversation. They were absolutely ecstatic about the paper mill.

Andrea said, “You know, we could add on a printing press. It wouldn’t be that difficult and it would make copying easier.”

“But we’ve only got wood to work with. Actually, that’s one of the things we came here to talk to you about.” Melissa turned to Tristan. “We’re having problems making some tools without the use of a foundry. We just can’t get the temperature high enough to melt the copper pieces we found...”

Joshua cut in. “Hey, I think we have a couple books on that in the Historical Library. They’re part of a series about Greece and Rome and the different metal Ages. You know, the Bronze Age wasn’t a set time, it varied from culture to culture...”

Tristan listened to the conversation fade out, as the two groups left to work on the problem together. He smiled and glanced over at Julia. “It’s really starting to come together, isn’t it? I mean, everyone’s working together to make sure we succeed as a group.”

Julia nodded. “It just took a little time for everyone to adjust,” she replied. “Well, who’s next on the agenda?”





* * *

 





Gabrielle and her entourage followed Kuta until the sun was nearly setting. They finally came to the main encampment. It was a collection of roughly circular grass-woven huts surrounding a large central area of packed dirt. Gabrielle could see groups of men and woman, along with children of various ages, look up at her party’s arrival. No one seemed incredibly surprised, but curiosity was clear on their faces. Even the large dogs that a few of the children had been playing with seemed interested in the newcomers.

Kuta yelled out what Gabrielle assumed to be greetings to his fellow tribe members. After a few minutes, a tall raven-haired woman stepped out of the larger thatched enclosures and walked towards them.

Gabrielle’s breath caught in her throat. The woman was absolutely beautiful. High cheekbones accented stunning blue eyes. ‘Where did the blue eyes come from?’ Gabrielle wondered. That gene was considered to be a European attribute. From what she’d read, the Paleo-Americans had come down from Siberia, crossing the ice bridge to Alaska and heading south into what later became Canada and the United States, as well as South America. That made them Asian. ‘Huh, must be a genetic anomaly or something.’

Gabrielle realized she’d been staring. She reluctantly tore her eyes away from the woman and looked around. Everyone seemed to be waiting. Then Gabrielle understood. This woman was the tribe’s leader. One of the Warriors, who had been working on the Historical Society, had come to the same conclusion and moved to whisper into her right ear.

“This looks like a matriarchal society. That makes sense, since patriarchy didn’t really catch on until the worship of male deities, like Ra in Egypt. In fact, among Native Americans, women usually had the final say in important matters. It’s not all that surprising, considering that nature was worshipped quite extensively in their culture and nature has always been seen as female...” Gabrielle waved him away and focused her attention back on the dark-haired woman.

“Gabrielle,” she said, and pointed to her chest. Then she pointed to the young man who had brought them. “Kuta,” she said. Then she pointed to the woman.

“Tala,” the woman’s voice was low and almost seductive. A slight smile was playing in her light blue eyes, which contrasted nicely with the dark furs she was wearing.

Gabrielle repeated it. “Tala.” She liked the feel of it on her lips and tongue.

Gabrielle continued, introducing each of her Warriors. When she was done, she waited expectantly for Tala to introduce the people standing around her. Instead, Tala spoke quietly to a man standing next to her and he left. He came back with some food and began offering it to Gabrielle’s Warriors as Tala held out a hand to Gabrielle.

Tala turned to leave and then turned back around, waiting. Gabrielle whispered to Margaret, the Warrior in charge, “Stay calm, but alert. Try not to provoke anyone.”

Margaret assured her, “We’ll be fine. Don’t worry. Just you be careful.”

Gabrielle nodded and then moved to follow the tall tribal leader. She was led into the thatched hut the woman had come out of earlier. It was essentially one large room, much like Gabrielle’s own cabin. There was a low table off to her left and a comfortable looking pile of furs to her right.

Tala offered her some fruit from a bowl on the table and she took it, eating a small bite as she lowered herself to sit on the floor with Tala. She pointed at the fruit and then let a questioning look cover her face. Tala continued to watch her. Gabrielle decided to try again. She pointed at herself and then the fruit.

“Apple,” she said. Then she pointed at Tala and back to the fruit again. She adopted the querulous look once more. Tala remained impassive.

She went through the motions again, only slower this time. “Apple,” she said, and then pointed at Tala. She pointed at the fruit and this time Tala spoke.

“Nu,” she said. Her voice was strong, but quiet.

Gabrielle smiled. “Nu?” she questioned, and got a small nod from the woman.

Gabrielle pointed at a small wooden cup resting on the low rough-hewn table they were sitting at. “Cup,” she declared. She pointed at Tala and then back at the cup, raising an eyebrow in expectation. Several long moments passed and Gabrielle almost started over again when she heard Tala’s deep voice break the silence.

“Juba.”

Gabrielle nodded, “Juba.” Tala smiled slightly and nodded back.

They sat in silence and Gabrielle thought about what she’d just accomplished as she finished her apple. Tala continued to study her, her eyes never leaving Gabrielle. With the last bite of the apple, Gabrielle made her decision and stood. Tala stood immediately.

Gabrielle exited the hut to confer with her Warriors, Tala right behind her. It was getting dark outside. Through the shadows, Gabrielle could make out her Warriors standing together on the edge of the tribe’s camp. She walked over to them and Margaret stood a little taller as she approached. Tala stopped several paces behind Gabrielle to give her some privacy with her people.

“How’s it going out here?” she asked, her voice quiet.

“Fine. Haven’t had any problems with anyone bothering us or anything. They seem to be content to just stare,” she grinned.

“That’s good. Okay, here’s what I wanna do. I’m gonna present the food and skins we brought with us to Tala and her people. Then I want you guys to set up camp near here. In the morning, go back to New Gaia. Tell Tristan I need another offering for these people; three baskets of dried meat and fruit, instead of two, and another five skins. I’m going to see if I can’t wrangle a peace treaty out of this...”

“Wait, you’re not coming with us?” Margaret gave her a dubious look.

“No, I’m going to stay here as a good will gesture of faith,” she replied.

“No way. I’m not leaving you alone with these people,” Margaret started.

“Yes, you are. I know what I’m doing,” she said confidently. ‘At least, I sure hope I do,’ she added silently to herself.

Margaret grudgingly nodded her head and gestured for a couple of her Warriors to bring the gifts forward. She wasn’t going to disobey her Chief. Gabrielle had led them well and given her no reason to doubt the Chief’s capabilities. It still wouldn’t stop her from worrying, though.

Gabrielle gestured to her Warriors. Billy and a young woman, Colette, dragged the litter forward. It had two baskets, one filled with dried fruit and nuts, the other filled with dried meat. Three skins were piled on top of the baskets. Gabrielle gestured again, this time to Tala and then to encompass Tala’s people.

“For you,” she said, even though she knew the words wouldn’t be understood.

She motioned for Billy and Colette to back away from the litter and then took a step back herself. She bowed slightly at the waist and then waited. Tala stared intently at her for a long moment and then called over her shoulder. Several people stepped forward and dragged the offering away. Tala nodded at Gabrielle and then, by some unspoken agreement, the two women turned back to their own people.

Gabrielle seemingly led the way, but was receiving whispered instructions from Margaret the whole time. About a hundred paces from the edge of the tribe’s perimeter, Margaret called a halt, and they set up their bedrolls and got a good-sized campfire going. They ate their trail rations in silence and then went to sleep, each Warrior taking a turn at watch throughout the night.

In the morning, Gabrielle bid her Warriors farewell and then found a comfortable patch of dying grass to sit on underneath a tree. She was up on a small rise and it gave her a nice view of the tribe’s camp. She watched as Tala’s people went about their day. Doing a quick head count, she guessed there were nearly as many people in Tala’s tribe as there were at New Gaia.

Some people were working on repairing garments. Others were fashioning tools by hitting one rock with another, saving the flakes for future use. Still others were taking the time to show some of the older children these necessary skills. Every now and then, people would look her way, watch her for a few moments, and then return to whatever they were doing.

Tala was talking with an older man, maybe thirty-five, when the rocks came sailing into the camp. Several people reached their hands up to their heads or around to their backs and came away with blood. Gabrielle scrambled to her feet to help the injured, but they brushed her away angrily and several others grabbed her arms to hold her still.

There were shouts coming from everywhere and then Gabrielle heard Tala’s voice unmistakably commanding those around her. She turned her head to find the tall leader and ran right into piercing blue. The eyes questioned her and then turned away. A few shouts and five large warrior types followed Tala out into the surrounding woodland.

Gabrielle fought with herself not to struggle against the two men that held her captive. She was quite capable of taking down anyone there and she knew it. Gregory had performed the ceremony commemorating her promotion to black belt before they’d left to build their new society and she’d been working diligently on attaining her second degree ever since they’d arrived.

But Gabrielle knew that fighting with any of these people would probably lead to an all out war between their two settlements and it would certainly dash any hopes of peace treaties. Her guards finally tired of holding her arms and pushed her down to sit on a nearby log. She waited.

She didn’t have to wait very long. Less than an hour later, Tala returned with her people dragging several bodies behind them. Cheers rang through the small village and Tala whooped in victory. Gabrielle feared the strangers were dead, but then she caught the telltale signs of breathing from a couple of them and her heart calmed down.

She stood as Tala came to stand in front of her. Tala violently flung her hand in the direction of the pile of bodies and then gently laid her palm flat against Gabrielle’s upper chest. There was a question in her eyes and Gabrielle realized she was being asked if the strangers were hers.

Gabrielle shook her head and then pointed at the unconscious bodies. She drew her hand back and covered her eyes. She wasn’t sure, but she thought Tala had gotten her message that she had never seen them before.

Tala spoke tersely to the ‘guards’ and waved them away. Then she beckoned for Gabrielle to follow her to the tangle of bodies lying on the ground. She spoke a few words of her own language, pointed at one of the men, and then laid her hand flat against her chest. Gabrielle understood she was claiming ownership of the young man. Tala then gestured for Gabrielle to choose one as well.

Gabrielle shook her head and Tala looked at her with a confused expression on her face. She didn’t understand why anyone would turn down a temporary servant. It was a great way to gain information about other peoples and their ways and share knowledge with them if they returned to their home tribes.

Gabrielle shook her head again to emphasize her point and then took a chance and kneeled down to get a better look at the attackers. They were all young, not one looked to be over twenty. Gabrielle turned over the one that Tala had chosen and checked him over. He had long brown hair and appeared to be fine, except for a few cuts and newly forming bruises.

The boy, he couldn’t have been more than sixteen or seventeen, started coming around. He groaned and Gabrielle tried to help him sit up. His eyes opened and then darted around to all the people standing around him. Then he caught sight of Gabrielle and just stared at her. Gabrielle smiled a little.

“Gabrielle,” she said, holding a hand to her chest. She moved her palm to the boy’s chest and waited.

“Kall,” he said gruffly. He was in need of water.

Gabrielle looked up at Tala. She had the most amused expression on her face, as she watched Gabrielle tend to the boy. Gabrielle returned her attention to Kall. She wanted to find out why they had attacked Tala’s people. She picked up a rock and placed it in the boy’s hand, then grasped his closed fist and brought it to her head. She pulled the rock from his hand and then waited patiently.

Kall looked at her confused. The woman seemed to want to know why they had come to Tala’s tribe. He looked up at Tala and she was openly grinning now. He grinned back. He knew she would pick him. He slowly got to his feet and the small woman rose with him, steadying him as he gained his bearings.

Kall thumped his chest and puffed it out. Tala lost her grin and stood taller, taking a step closer to tower over the boy. Gabrielle heard a low growl come from the back of the woman’s throat and Kall bowed his head. Tala smiled slightly and relaxed her stance. Gabrielle decided she’d figure it all out later and bent down again to check on the others. They were starting to come around.

A cursory examination showed that none of them had received any serious injuries, just scrapes and bruises. After they were all on their feet again, Gabrielle returned to stand next to Tala. A few short words from the tribal leader and the other four intruders were led away. Tala regarded Kall for a few long moments and then nodded as if to herself. She pointed to where a group of about a dozen of Tala’s people were stretching skins across several poles. Kall nodded and went to join the group.

Tala turned her head to look at Gabrielle and then strode off to her hut. She turned once to make sure Gabrielle was following her and then resumed her walk. They entered the thatched dwelling and Tala sat on the floor. Gabrielle joined her. Tala watched and waited patiently. Gabrielle finally realized Tala expected her to do something and decided to continue where they had left off the last time.

She pointed at one of the apples sitting in the flat bowl on the table. “Nu,” she said. Tala nodded. Gabrielle repeated the word for cup and then pointed at the table. “Table,” she stated. Then she gestured to Tala. Tala pointed at the table and named it in her own language.

They continued for about an hour, Gabrielle frequently returning to previously named objects in order to keep the information fresh in her mind. However, she was starting to get a little unnerved. Tala watched her every move, never taking her eyes off Gabrielle for more than a moment. She barely even glanced at the objects Gabrielle pointed at.

Finally, Gabrielle couldn’t take the close scrutiny anymore and suggested they go outside. She stood and walked slowly to the door, then waited for Tala to follow her. Tala did and they began a slow circuit around the perimeter of Tala’s village.

Gabrielle pointed at things and named them as they walked, Tala supplying the word or words from her own language that denoted whatever Gabrielle was referring to. Tala reached out and touched Gabrielle’s hair, letting the strands cascade over her fingers. The sensation sent little tingles through Gabrielle’s body and it took her a moment to bring back her focus to the question in Tala’s eyes. It occurred to her that neither Tala, nor any of her people, had probably ever seen someone with blond hair before.

Gabrielle shrugged as if to say she didn’t understand it any better than Tala. Tala smiled at her and then pointed to the sky. The sun had set sometime during their third time around the village and it was dark out. Tala pointed at her own hair in comparison. Then she pointed at Gabrielle’s hair and made an exploding motion with her hands. She pointed at the sky again and then covered her eyes. Gabrielle understood the motion was symbolizing the brightness of the sun. Tala uncovered her eyes and Gabrielle smiled at the compliment and nodded her approval at such an analogy.

Back at New Gaia, the Warriors were just arriving with Gabrielle’s message. Tristan was pissed, to say the least, and Gregory seemed to be having a small conniption fit.

“I can’t believe you left our Chief with savages,” he railed at Margaret.

“She ordered me to return without her,” Margaret defended her actions. She calmly turned to Tristan. “She wants three more baskets of food and five skins. She said she plans to get Tala to agree to some kind of peace treaty, so we don’t have to worry about being attacked in the night.”

Tristan nodded. He was starting to calm down. It seemed to be in direct proportion to Gregory’s continued growing agitation. “I’ll have the supplies ready in the morning. Are you and your Warriors prepared to return in the morning or should I ask for more volunteers?” Tristan asked.

“No, we’re good to go, I think,” she looked around at the other five Warriors and received nods of assent.

“Good, prepare to leave at first ligh...”

“I’ll lead the group this time,” Gregory cut in. He stared daggers at Margaret, but she didn’t flinch or back down.

“No. The argument for you remaining here is still valid. You’re needed here, Greg,” Tristan added softly. “I have faith in Gabrielle. You should, too,” he continued, a little more loudly.

Gregory mumbled something about ‘stupidity’ under his breath, but finally nodded. “I’ll make sure the Honor Guard is ready to go in the morning,” he said.

Tristan turned to Julia. “I want you to head up the second delegation. Tell Luis what we need from the stores and then talk to one of the leatherworkers, Elena maybe, and ask for another five skins. Make sure you guys eat early. I want you on your way by sunrise. It took you a whole day to get back here from their camp. I’d rather you guys arrived while it was still light out,” he explained.

“Yeah, me too. I’ll go get everything ready,” and Julia turned to leave the Main Hall. The Warriors said their goodnights and turned to leave as well.

“It’ll be okay, Gregory,” Tristan said softly. “She’s a strong woman. That’s why she’s Chief.”

“I know. It’s just that it’s my responsibility to keep her safe. That’s how I think of it, anyway.”

Tristan wrapped Gregory up in a warm hug. “Technically, your duty is to protect New Gaia, but I know what you mean. She’ll be okay.”

Gregory let the warmth seep into his skin through the leather tunic he wore. He hoped Tristan would always want to hold him like this. Tristan prayed Gregory would never ask to be let go.





* * *

 





Tala led Gabrielle back into the center of the village and sat the light-haired woman down outside her hut. She left to fetch food and came back with two wooden dishes made from bark stripped from a tree. They were piled high with nuts and berries and a few strips of slightly charred fish meat.

Gabrielle took the offered dish and began to eat. It was her first real meal of the day, having only snacked on fruit during her time with Tala, and she was quite hungry. All work ceased while the village ate its evening meal. Tala watched Gabrielle eat and Gabrielle smiled to show she was enjoying the food. It was actually pretty good. There were some flavors she didn’t recognize, probably herbs she didn’t know, but all in all, it tasted all right.

She finished her meal and Tala took her dish away. When she returned, she held out a hand and gestured for Gabrielle to stand. Gabrielle accepted the help up and then followed Tala back into her hut.

Gabrielle stood in the middle of the large room and waited to see if Tala wanted to continue their educational exchange. She was pretty tired and just wanted to find someplace warm to curl up and go to sleep. Tala pointed at Gabrielle and then at the furs piled up on the floor. She looked back to Gabrielle and then closed her eyes for a long moment. When she opened her eyes again, she began to remove her fur coverings. She laid her weapons next to the ‘bed,’ and then proceeded to pull off each layer of clothing she wore.

Gabrielle finally realized that Tala intended to have her sleep in her hut.

“Um, no, that’s okay, I can just sleep.. outside...” she trailed off, knowing her words wouldn’t be understood.

But somehow, Tala did seem to understand Gabrielle’s reluctance to share her lodgings, though she mistook it for a lack of faith in her fighting abilities. Tala pointed to her weapons and then thumped herself on the chest, puffing herself up. Gabrielle grinned at the ‘apeman’ display and Tala smiled back at her.

Gabrielle reluctantly nodded her assent and removed her knee-high moccasins. Then she crawled onto the fur bed and lay down closest to the wall. She was too tired to argue and there really was no way for her to explain why she didn’t want to share a bed with the native woman. Tala lay down next to her, completely naked, and pulled several furs over the both of them. Gabrielle felt a strong arm wrap around her and, moments later, heard the soft rhythmic breathing of a sleeping Tala.













Chapter 9

Becoming Friends





In the morning, Gabrielle woke to find herself snuggled against the hard naked body of Tala. She breathed in Tala’s scent and felt a tingle run through her body. It was still dark out, but there was enough light for Gabrielle to easily see Tala’s peaceful features in sleep. Gabrielle felt very warm and comfortable in Tala’s embrace, so she sleepily nestled back down to doze a little while longer.

When she woke again, Tala was gently shaking her shoulder. “Good morning,” Gabrielle greeted her languidly.

As soon as Tala was sure Gabrielle was awake, she began getting dressed again in her furs. Gabrielle stretched and watched for a moment, as the tall woman put her clothing back to rights. Then she scooted to the edge of the furs and put her boots on. She got up and followed Tala outside.

There were several dozen people already up and about, a few standing around a cook fire where a large haunch of meat was being roasted. Tala walked over to the fire and pulled a chunk of meat off. She tasted it and then spoke a few words to the people standing around. They immediately dug into the food, passing out portions to the children first, then to the older members, then finally to everyone else.

Tala handed the chunk of meat to Gabrielle and pulled off another for herself. Gabrielle was a little surprised at the pecking order where the food was concerned. She would have thought the strongest would have first dibs, but apparently not.

She tasted the meat. It was tangy, like the venison the hunting parties brought back to New Gaia, but in a much stronger way. From what Gabrielle could tell, there were no herbs to mask any of the meat’s natural flavors. It was good.

She spent the day following Tala around, picking up bits and pieces of conversations as Tala spoke with her people. By late afternoon, Julia arrived with Margaret and the other Warriors. Gabrielle greeted them and checked to make sure the food and skins were all there as she had requested.

“Excellent. Let’s get this show on the road,” Gabrielle said under her breath.

Gabrielle turned to face the growing audience that was gathering. Gabrielle gestured behind her back for her people to spread out behind her and they all lined up on either side of her. She motioned to her group, then at the food, then to Tala and the rest of Tala’s people. She smiled and clasped her hands in front of her.

“Friends,” she declared and then held out her right hand to Tala.

Tala recognized the ritualism and clasped her hands together to mimic Gabrielle’s movements. “Friends,” she said loudly, and then held out her own right hand to Gabrielle.

Gabrielle’s eyes twinkled in humor at the obvious mirroring of her gestures. Then she solemnly grasped Tala’s outstretched arm with her own.

“Friends,” she said again, and Tala repeated the word.

Gabrielle released Tala’s arm. She practically beamed at her own people. She spoke to Julia, “We did it. We’ll return home in the morning and let everyone know we have a truce. Hopefully, we can turn it into an alliance as time goes on.”

Julia nodded and turned to prepare everyone to set up camp for the night, but Tala called out to them. Julia looked to Gabrielle for an explanation, but Gabrielle just shrugged her shoulders in bewilderment. Gabrielle turned back to Tala to wait for some kind of explanation.

Tala yelled a few words over her shoulder and was greeted with a huge chorus of cheers in return. The people to the left and right of Tala moved forward and began distributing the food to everyone. Gabrielle saw over a dozen people come running back out of their huts with little drums and other musical instruments. In the space of a few minutes, a rip-roaring party was going. Tala pulled her into a circle of dancing people and Gabrielle looked back at her astonished Second Advisor with a helpless grin on her face.

“Uh, join in, if you want,” she called out, then disappeared into the melee of dancing figures.





* * *

 





Tristan strode across the center of the village and down a short trail to the clearing that had been taken over by Gregory and his Warriors Guild. There were several small buildings off to the left side of the field. One housed the weapons, both those that had been brought from the future and those that had been carefully made after they’d arrived. The second was Gregory’s office and it contained a simple table that was used as a desk, a chair, and a couple of cabinets that held Gregory’s records concerning the ranks, standings, and accomplishments of each of his Warriors.

Tristan stood off to the side and watched a small group of Warriors practice their archery under Gregory’s watchful eye. Paul had started that particular training when the Hunters League had been founded, but Gregory had quickly proved to be a fast learner and had surpassed even Paul’s incredible skill with the bow and arrow. Now, they shared the task of teaching and refining the skills of the Warriors and Hunters in the art of the bow.

Gregory saw Tristan and walked behind the line of archers. He said something to one of the archers that Tristan couldn’t hear and the woman took Gregory’s place, calling out commands of ‘ready, aim, fire’ to the others still in line.

“They’re looking really good, Baby,” Tristan said quietly, so the others wouldn’t hear. Gregory was a big teddy bear with Tristan in private, but in front of ‘his Warriors,’ Gregory felt he had a reputation to uphold.

“They’re doing really good,” he confirmed. “With that year of makeshift weapons the first time around, everyone was kind of sluggish to want to go back to that. But then that last year of preparing to come here, everyone started getting into it. And now, with the practice of putting to use what we’ve been drilling into them all this time, I think everyone is actually enjoying themselves. It makes it easier to learn when you actually want to, so everyone’s picking it up really fast,” Gregory concluded.

“Well, I think it helps they have such a good teacher,” Tristan complimented his lover.

Gregory felt a warmth enter his tanned cheeks. The way this man could get under his skin with just a few words... “I’m not the only one teaching them. Paul and George are here almost every day working with anyone who needs help.”

Tristan shook his head. The man couldn’t accept a compliment to save his life. “But you’re the one who’s responsible for it all. If someone fucks up, no one’s going to look to George or Paul for answers. So, from my point of view, if you have to accept the blame, you should at least get to accept the credit, too,” he reasoned.

Gregory blinked his eyes. Tristan was always looking out for him in some way. “I love you,” he said quietly. It was the only way he knew to thank the young blond for caring enough about him to make sure he knew his worth.

“I know. I love you, too,” and he leaned in to kiss Gregory soundly on the lips.

Tristan let his arms wrap around the taller man, his fingers going to the back of Gregory’s head to play in the short dark strands of hair there. Gregory relaxed into the embrace and snaked his arms around Tristan’s waist, the tips of his fingers scraping along the top of a firm ass as they bent into claws to pull Tristan closer.

Gregory broke the kiss and got his ragged breathing under control. He ducked his head slightly to look covertly over his shoulder. No one was watching them.

“Don’t worry, I don’t think I’ve blown your cover as a hard-as-nails commander,” Tristan whispered.

Gregory grinned. “Never can be too careful. Besides, this is personal. I don’t want to share this with anyone else,” he said.

“Why don’t you finish up here and then we can have dinner at home, just the two of us,” Tristan suggested.

“That sounds perfect. I’ll be there before you know it,” Gregory promised.

Tristan turned around and went back up the trail to find Luis to get some ‘take out.’





* * *

 





Gabrielle collapsed to the ground and held her hands up. She was laughing so hard she could barely get the words out.

“No more. Please, no more,” she pleaded.

Tears were starting to stream down her face from all the laughter she had subjected her body to. Tala looked down at her and took pity on the small woman. She grinned and helped the woman back to her feet. They’d been dancing for hours. Tala led Gabrielle away from the dancing crowd and they walked to the small stream they’d found earlier in the day. She sat down several feet back from the water’s edge and patted the ground next to her for Gabrielle to join her.

It was cold out, but the dancing had made them both very hot. The breeze coming off the water sent welcome relief over their heated skin. Gabrielle stared at the water reflecting in the moonlight. It was beautiful and very soothing.

“Water,” Tala said, and pointed to the liquid rushing by.

Gabrielle nodded, then stretched out her arms to take in the whole length of the river. “River,” she expanded.

Tala looked at her companion curiously. Gabrielle frowned and shook her head. There had to be a way to explain this.

Gabrielle held up her left hand and pointed at her index finger. “Finger,” she said. Tala repeated dutifully, still looking a little confused. Then Gabrielle flexed her whole hand. “Hand,” she stated and waited for Tala to repeat again. Tala complied.

Gabrielle stood up and moved closer to the edge of the water. She scooped up a handful and then said, “Water.” She let the cold water run out of her fingers and raised her arms out to her sides to enclose the expanse of flowing water. “River,” she said and then turned back to Tala.

Tala maintained her confused expression for several moments. Then her face cleared. “Sitpi,” she said. It was Gabrielle’s turn to look confused. Tala beckoned her to sit again and went through everything Gabrielle had done, using her own language instead. She cupped a handful of water and said, “M’ni.” Then she pointed out at the river. “Sitpi,” she finished. Understanding dawned on Gabrielle and she smiled.

They spent a few more minutes just watching the water flow by and then slowly made their way back to the village. It didn’t take Gabrielle long to figure out that she was expected to stay with Tala again. The fact that Tala was gently nudging her to her hut was a pretty good hint.

Gabrielle pointed to where her people had apparently set up camp while she was otherwise occupied. “I should stay with my people,” she said. She knew that some of what she was saying was getting through to Tala, but Tala shook her head and continued to gently push her towards the hut’s entrance.

Gabrielle tried to think of a way to get out of the situation without offending the tribal leader. She couldn’t think of anything. It didn’t help that she was actively looking for an excuse to remain with Tala.

She let herself be guided into Tala’s quarters. Tala stripped again and Gabrielle decided that she’d been uncomfortable the night before with all her clothes on. She removed her boots and leather trousers, leaving her long leather shirt on as a kind of nightgown the way she usually did.

Gabrielle climbed under the furs and Tala settled in right next to her, completely bereft of clothing again. Tala pulled the smaller woman next to her and promptly fell asleep. Gabrielle tossed and turned for a short while, before she finally let herself get comfortable in Tala’s embrace and joined the raven-haired woman in dreamland.













Chapter 10

Meeting the Family





Gabrielle awoke in the morning to find a pair of light blue eyes staring at her. She felt a twinge of alarm before remembering where she was and who she was with. She smiled and said good morning to Tala and then pulled back the fur covers to begin getting dressed. She felt Tala’s eyes on her for a minute longer and then the lanky woman stood and began getting dressed herself.

They finished at about the same time and Gabrielle followed Tala out into the bright light of the morning sun. Tala went to the cook fire and Gabrielle joined her Second and the Warriors. They were all ready to leave and Gabrielle caught several comments about Tala’s people really knowing how to throw a good party. She smirked at the compliments.

With the final preparations for departure completed, Gabrielle turned back to the village to seek out Tala to say her farewells. She found her talking with one of the older men. Gabrielle had noticed he spent much more time around Tala than any of the others of Tala’s tribe. They looked similar, except the man had chocolate brown eyes instead of Tala’s unusual blue. She guessed they were probably siblings.

Tala turned away from the man and faced Gabrielle. She thumped her hand against her chest and then pointed to Gabrielle and then to Gabrielle’s escorts. “Go Gabrielle,” she declared.

It took a moment for Gabrielle to realize Tala wasn’t trying to send Gabrielle and her people on their way, but instead intended to come with her. She smiled and then nodded her assent. Tala turned back and issued a few orders to her people. The man yelled and gestured wildly for a moment before Tala straightened up to her full height and growled deep in her throat, sounding for all the world like a pissed off wolf. The man backed up a step and lowered his eyes. He didn’t say another word.

Tala returned to her hut and retrieved a satchel of food, a slingshot, and a pouch of rocks. The bag went over her head and one shoulder and the weapons were tied off at her waist. She came back to stand in front of Gabrielle and awaited Gabrielle’s command to start her people moving.

Gabrielle turned to her Second. “All right, then. Let’s go, Julia.”

After frowning for a moment, Julia turned to lead the way with Margaret walking next to her. Gabrielle and Tala brought up the rear. As they walked, Gabrielle pointed at things and named them for Tala, Tala repeating the words and offering the corresponding sounds from her own language, which Gabrielle then repeated. After awhile, they started pointing at things and trying to recall the word the other had used for it. Tala won that game more often than Gabrielle. She seemed to have near perfect recall for the sounds she’d heard Gabrielle use.

They arrived at New Gaia just before the sun sank behind the trees. Tristan had been alerted by Gregory’s sentries and was waiting for them on the edge of what they considered to be their town. Gabrielle spoke to the Honor Guard.

“Thanks for the escort guys. Why don’t ya’ll get some food and a good night’s sleep?” she suggested, and most of the weary guards left to do just that, but Julia and Margaret decided to stay.

“Come on, let’s go to the Main Hall, where we can talk,” Tristan said. He glanced at the imposing figure standing just behind Gabrielle’s left shoulder. He had no idea what she was doing there, or even who she was, but he intended to find out.

They strode into the Main Hall. The entrance was guarded by two of Gregory’s Warriors and they stood a little straighter as she walked into the large building.

“Welcome back, Chief,” the guards greeted Gabrielle. She gave them mock salutes and smiled.

“It’s good to be back,” she responded.

Gregory had decided guard duty was a useful lesson in patience and alertness. He’d even put it in such a good light that Warriors considered it a privilege to work at the Main Hall or the Healer’s hut because of the importance of those two particular buildings and the amount of activity that went on at each. ‘He’s got a silver tongue,’ Gabrielle smirked to herself.

They moved to the spacious central room that was bordered by Gabrielle’s and her Advisor’s offices and stood next to the large round Council table. Gabrielle explained to Tristan what she’d accomplished so far.

“I can understand the very basics of their language, and I think Tala gets the gist of what I say to her. She’s agreed to a kind of truce between our people. At least, I hope so. I think she got the concept, anyway,” Gabrielle hedged, looking to the silent woman.

Tristan grinned. “This is so cool. I can’t believe you pulled this off,” he exclaimed, and moved to hug her in congratulations.

Before anyone could even blink, Tala was standing between Gabrielle and Tristan, a low menacing growl coming from between bared teeth. The guards stepped forward, knives drawn and ready to pounce. Both Margaret and Julia had stepped back, but they’d both drawn their knives as well.

Gabrielle reached out a firm hand to Tala’s shoulder. Tala turned just enough to get Gabrielle in her peripheral vision, but not enough to cause Tristan to leave it. Gabrielle slowly pointed towards Tristan. “Friend,” she explained.

Tala turned back to Tristan, then looked back to Gabrielle, then back at Tristan again. Finally, she stepped out of the way and held out her hand. Tristan quirked an eyebrow at Gabrielle, but took the proffered arm in a firm grip.

Gabrielle let out the breath she’d been unconsciously holding and then laughed a little to relieve the tension. She motioned the guards back and they tucked their knives back into their belts and reclaimed their positions near the walls. Margaret had already sheathed her blade, but Julia kept hers out just a moment longer before eventually putting it away.

“She’s awfully protective, dontcha think?” commented Tristan, and he winked at Gabrielle as he released Tala’s arm.

Gabrielle felt a slight blush come over her skin. She knew what Tristan was implying. She also knew that deep down she was secretly hoping it was true, no matter how much the idea might scare her.

Suddenly, Gregory rushed in and grabbed her up in a fierce hug.

“What the hell were you thinking? I was so worried about you being there all alone with those savages,” Gregory proclaimed when he set the blond woman back on her feet.

“They’re not savages, Gregory. They’re actually not that much different from us, they just have a lot less documented history behind them,” Gabrielle scolded her First Warrior.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean it like that. I was just scared you’d end up getting hurt or something,” he apologized. It finally registered with Gregory that there was a very large, very angry, woman standing at Gabrielle’s side.

Gabrielle suddenly remembered she hadn’t made any real introductions yet. “Oh, um, Gregory, this is Tala. She’s the leader of the tribe your hunters met the other day.”

Gregory reached out his hand and Tala looked to Gabrielle for a sign as to what to do.

“Friend,” Gabrielle intoned, and Tala looked back to Gregory.

She tentatively grasped Gregory’s arm. When she looked him in the eye, though, she immediately drew herself up and firmed her grip on his arm. They broke the clasp and Gregory smiled at her. Tala returned the smile with one of her own toothy grins and everyone let out a collective sigh of relief.

Gregory turned to face Gabrielle. “Well, since you’re safe, I guess I’ll let you get back to work,” Gregory said.

“Thanks,” Gabrielle replied, and then Gregory left.

“I’ll catch ya later, Chief,” Tristan said, and followed Gregory out.

Gabrielle jerked her head slightly and Julia and Margaret took the hint and departed as well. When they were finally alone, Gabrielle tried to decide what to do with the woman. It was getting dark outside, but Gabrielle decided a small tour of New Gaia might be a good place to start.

They walked around the village, Gabrielle naming things and Tala repeating them, only fumbling on some of the more difficult words. Before Gabrielle could suggest they go get something to eat, Tala stopped her with a hand on her arm and turned to face her. She wore a puzzled expression.

“People no. Where?” she asked.

Gabrielle tried her best, but could not for the life of her figure out what Tala meant. She shook her head. “I don’t understand,” she said helplessly.

Tala gestured around at the woods surrounding the town, then at the buildings and some of the other people who were walking around outside. “Okla. People.” Gabrielle accepted the statement with a nod. She’d learned that okla was a general name for humans.

Tala pointed to the ground. “People here,” Tala continued. Gabrielle nodded again and Tala gestured back to the surrounding countryside. “Where?” she questioned.

Gabrielle shook her head in frustration. She still wasn’t getting it. “I don’t understand what you’re trying to say,” she apologized.

Tala waved her hand in the air as if to brush the problem aside. She gestured for Gabrielle to continue with the tour. Gabrielle hesitated and almost asked Tala to try again, but she restrained herself. Until they knew more of each other’s languages, it would be near impossible to have a complicated question and answer session.

Gabrielle’s stomach growled and that decided her. Tala smiled down at her and gave a playful growl in response. Gabrielle giggled and was thankful for the darkness that hid her blush.

When Gabrielle led her charge into the Dining Hall, no one was very surprised to see the tall dark-haired woman with the bright blue eyes. They’d all heard about her and the truce their Chief had evidently secured with her people. Many of them had also caught glimpses of the woman in the fading light as Gabrielle took her on a tour of their small settlement.

However, when Gabrielle asked Tristan to move down a bit so Tala could sit next to her, several murmurs of astonishment went around the room. They quickly quieted down when it was decided that this was a diplomatic gesture.

Before the food could be brought in, Gabrielle stood. “May I have your attention please.” She waited for the conversations to die down. “Thank you. I want to introduce the leader of the tribe we’ve recently come in contact with. Her name is Tala and she’ll be staying with us for a short while.” Gabrielle turned to Tala and pointed at the assembled group of diners. Then she clasped her hands together. “Friends,” she declared.

Tala stood and clasped her hands toward the group exactly as Gabrielle had. “Friends,” she called out.

There was a short silence and then several people stood and imitated the greeting, mumbling the word ‘friends’ at the visiting leader. The notion picked up steam, as more and more people stood and declared their support of the camaraderie between their two communities. Tala sat back down and nodded, accepting the pledge of fellowship, as the last of Gabrielle’s people returned to their seats.

After a few minutes, Luis and half a dozen volunteers brought in large wooden trays filled with food and laid them out on the serving tables that lined the walls of the room. People took turns getting up and filling their plates and returning to their tables. After a few dozen people had served themselves, Gabrielle nudged Tristan and they both got up to fill their own plates. Tala started to rise with Gabrielle, but Gabrielle gently pushed her back into her chair and shook her head.

The Chief and her First Advisor filled two plates each, a fact that was not lost on anyone present, except maybe the Chief herself. Gabrielle juggled the two plates along with two mugs of water flavored with a little fruit juice. As soon as she and Tristan returned, Julia and Jonathan rose to retrieve their own dinners.

Gabrielle set one of the dishes in front of Tala and placed the other one in front of herself, then set the mugs down for each of them. Tala watched her with a strange expression on her face and Gabrielle tried to think what might be wrong.

“Eat,” she said, and demonstrated by eating a bite of her own food.

Tala continued to stare at her for another few moments, then took a tentative bite of the food on her plate. Her eyes lit up and she started shoveling the food into her mouth as fast as it would allow itself to be scooped up by her nimble fingers.

Gabrielle laughed. “I guess that means she likes it,” she said to those within hearing range and received a few laughs in response. Gabrielle got Tala’s attention and tried to make her slow down. She reached for the fork on Tala’s plate and placed it in her hand. “Like this,” she said, and illustrated by dipping her own fork into the food on her plate and bringing it up to her mouth. She waited and Tala slowly copied her movements.

When Tala was done chewing her food, she grinned and then laughed. Gabrielle scrunched her face into a question. “What?” she asked.

Tala thought for a moment, then said, “Food tools,” and laughed even harder. Gabrielle shook her head at first, but Tala’s laughter was contagious and soon she was holding her side from laughing so much.

Tristan watched his best friend laugh with the native woman. He hadn’t seen her in such a good mood since he couldn’t remember when. She just seemed so at ease. Heck, she was downright giggly. He’d never seen her like that.

They finished dinner and Gabrielle grabbed up their dishes and headed for the three large water troughs that had been set up in the back of the room. Gabrielle sunk her dishes into the large soaking/washing trough and then took her place in the line behind the rinsing trough. It moved quickly and she rinsed two plates that were handed to her by the man in front of the washing trough, and then handed them off to the person on her left, who was waiting with a damp towel. The person waiting in line behind Gabrielle took over for her and she headed back to Tala.

Tala watched as the woman who took over for Gabrielle was in turn relieved by the man standing behind her. She noticed that the whole relay of scraping, washing, rinsing, drying, and stacking was made up of lines of people waiting their turn to help out. When there were no more dishes, the utensils were washed and then the cups. Finally, the last people left in line worked together to empty out the trough and carried the stacks of dishes to another room in the back of the building.

Gabrielle watched Tala watch her people. It was fascinating to see the various emotions cross Tala’s features as she studied the cleanup system Gabrielle had invented oh so long ago.

Tala realized she was being watched when the show ended. “People strong. People good,” she told Gabrielle.

“Thank you. We all help each other, so that we can always remain strong and good,” Gabrielle explained.

Tala nodded her approval.

Gabrielle motioned for Tala to follow her out of the empty Dining Hall and took her to one of the many outhouse facilities that graced the outskirts of the small town. The pits had to be redug in different places on a regular basis, in order to keep up with the high usage, and Gabrielle made sure to take Tala to one of the newly dug privies. Luckily, Tala grasped the concept immediately and Gabrielle was spared having to try to explain their use.

When they were finished, Gabrielle led Tala to one of the surplus shelters Tom had constructed. He’d argued it was only a matter of time before some of those that had doubled up because of romantic involvements decided they needed ‘space.’ Gabrielle had agreed with his reasoning and okayed the construction.

Gabrielle gestured into the small dwelling. “You can sleep here,” she said. Tala nodded and motioned for Gabrielle to precede her. Gabrielle shook her head. “No, I live over there,” and she pointed to a slightly larger cabin across the center of the square, near the Main Hall. “You can stay here,” she said again.

Tala shook her head and stood taller. “Tala go where Gabrielle go,” she declared.

Gabrielle suppressed the chuckle that wanted to erupt from her throat. “Maybe I should start calling you Ruth,” she mumbled under her breath.

Gabrielle shrugged her shoulders and sighed outwardly in resignation. Inside, she was doing cartwheels at knowing she wouldn’t have to be separated from the tribal leader.

She led Tala across the square and into her own modest housing. Her cabin was square and larger than Tala’s hut, but was still just one room. There were windows cut out in the middle of the left- and right-hand walls that could be covered over with thick shutters that hung on the outside of the dwelling. The wall directly across from the door had hooks set at Gabrielle’s chest level that were being used to cradle her bow and quiver. Below that was a stone hearth that would soon come in handy as the weather turned colder. Gabrielle’s bed of dried grass, furs, and her grandmother’s quilt was positioned in the left corner and there was a low table next to it. A dining table with two chairs was set in front of the window to the right.

Gabrielle lit several candles around the room. Tala seemed interested in the lighting devices, but refrained from touching any of them. Gabrielle prepared for bed and slipped off her clothes down to her shirt again. Tala removed her weapons and laid them out on the small table next to the bed. Then Tala stripped and climbed onto the soft bedding.

Gabrielle picked up a spiky brush, one of the first made in New Gaia, and ran it through her hair a few times. She’d had Gregory cut it a few months back, so it was nice and short again. Gabrielle noticed Tala watching her and decided to see if she could brush out the woman’s beautiful long black hair.

She knelt down and moved to position herself behind the reclining woman, nudging her to a seated position. Tala looked dubious, but allowed herself to be moved. Gabrielle splayed her legs to either side of Tala’s body and began to gently work the brush through her long mane.

There were surprisingly few tangles in Tala’s hair and Gabrielle only pulled on the sable strands a few times. She brushed Tala’s hair long after all the tangles were gone, enjoying the closeness it engendered. Gabrielle’s hearing picked up a low humming and she realized that Tala was purring. She tried to figure out how Tala was making the sounds, but all she could determine was that the sound originated somewhere low in the woman’s throat.

Gabrielle set the brush on the low table, next to Tala’s weapons, and gently pushed Tala down onto the bed to sleep. Tala turned over as soon as Gabrielle had joined her and wrapped a protective arm around the smaller woman. They fell asleep together.













Chapter 11

You Want a Piece of Me?





Gabrielle awoke to find Tala nestled into the crook of her left shoulder, one leg thrown over both of hers and Tala’s left arm over her stomach, the hand cupping her right breast through her shirt. She deftly plucked the hand from her breast and attempted to slide out from underneath the larger woman without waking her, but Tala’s eyes snapped open. Gabrielle finished her extrication with a little less finesse, since she didn’t have to worry about disturbing Tala’s sleep anymore, and stood to retrieve a set of clean clothes.

She dressed and Tala followed suit, grinning at her the whole time. Gabrielle thought it should have been a little unnerving, but instead it caused Gabrielle to smile in response. They finished dressing and Gabrielle escorted Tala back to the Dining Hall for breakfast.

On the way, a couple was rough housing with each other and the man accidentally bumped into Tala, knocking her to the ground. Tala leapt to her feet and started for the man. Gabrielle put a restraining hand on her upper arm to get Tala’s attention.

She gestured to the man, David, and clasped her hands together. “Friend,” she promised.

Tala clasped her own hands together and then ripped them violently apart. “No friend,” she insisted.

She moved forward again, but Gabrielle stepped in front of her and pressed her palm to the middle of Tala’s chest. “No,” Gabrielle ordered.

Tala stared at her, then backed down. “Him no you fight me,” she stated.

Gabrielle tried to decipher the sentence. David spoke up. “I think she expects you to fight in my place. But that’s all right, I could take her.”

Gabrielle shook her head. “Go on, go have breakfast,” she absentmindedly told the couple. She watched Tala for a moment and then came to a decision. “You fight me?” she asked.

Tala nodded in satisfaction and followed Gabrielle to the Warrior’s drilling field. They squared off against one another. Word had spread quickly, when the two had been spotted heading for the drilling field, and a crowd swiftly gathered to watch the two circle each other.

Gregory came running up. “Wait!” he yelled. “What the hell is going on here?”

“It’s all right, Gregory,” Gabrielle assured him, not taking her eyes off the other woman.

“Like hell it is!” Gregory bellowed.

Tala stopped circling with Gabrielle and yelled at Gregory in her own language. She pointed at herself, then at Gabrielle. Gregory started to come forward to physically stop the fight. Gabrielle spun to face him and literally stood toe to toe with the tall man.

“Back off,” she growled. Her voice was low and made the hair on the back of his neck stand on end. He quite meekly took several paces back and stood with the rest of the crowd.

Gabrielle turned around to face Tala again. They circled a few more times, but then Tala lunged for her. Gabrielle lightly jumped to the side and tripped her as she went by. Tala stumbled to the ground, then rolled with her momentum and easily got back to her feet.

“You’re good,” Gabrielle complimented.

Tala nodded and smiled, then lunged again. This time, Gabrielle planted a foot in her stomach and then spun to perform a back kick with her other foot. As she continued to spin from the back kick, Gabrielle landed a turning kick to Tala’s shoulder with the first foot.

Tala stumbled to the side and looked confused. She lunged again and Gabrielle performed a jump front snap kick to her chin. Tala went down, unconscious. The crowd cheered for their Chief, but Gabrielle was yelling for Claudia, even as she knelt down to check on Tala. She opened Tala’s mouth to check her teeth and made sure she hadn’t bitten off the tip of her tongue when her jaw had snapped shut. It was fine.

Claudia arrived several minutes later and Tala was carried to the Healer’s hut.





* * *

 





Tala woke to find Gabrielle sitting next to her, watching her. She smiled and tried to sit up. Gabrielle put a hand on her chest and pushed her back down.

“Rest,” Gabrielle gently ordered.

“Gabrielle good fighter,” Tala proclaimed.

“Yeah, I am,” agreed Gabrielle.

“Teach Tala,” she requested.

“Maybe later,” Gabrielle hedged.

“Now,” Tala demanded.

“No,” she refused.

“Yes.”

“No.”

“Yes.”

“You’re worse than a two-year-old,” Gabrielle grinned, in spite of herself.

“Teach Tala good fighter,” she requested again.

“You already are a good fighter,” Gabrielle assured her.

“Tala good. Gabrielle good good,” Tala reasoned.

“Rest now. Teach later,” Gabrielle promised.

“Yes.” Tala relaxed her body, but didn’t close her eyes. She just grinned her triumph up at Gabrielle.

“Listen, I have to go take care of something. Will you be all right here?”

Tala frowned and started to sit up again. “Tala go where Gabrielle go,” she insisted.

Gabrielle pushed her back down. “No. You stay here and rest for a little while longer.” Tala continued to struggle. “Or I won’t teach you to be a better fighter,” Gabrielle threatened.

Tala stopped struggling and lay back down, a serious pout darkening her features.

“That’s better. Now, I’ll be back in just a little bit,” Gabrielle said, and left the Healer’s hut.

She headed directly for the Main Hall. She found Gregory and Tristan in the Council room and they both immediately started yelling at her. Gabrielle held her hands up for silence and let her anger show clearly in her facial expression and body posture. The two men fell silent.

Gabrielle pointed at Gregory first. “I had everything under control. I am a black belt and she has never had any training in fighting whatsoever, except probably grappling. I knew, as long as I didn’t let her get a hold on me, I would be fine. Next time, trust me,” she said.

She was angry, but Gregory could also see the hurt in her eyes at the lack of confidence Gregory had shown in her.

“And next time, don’t force me into an open confrontation with you in front of half the town. It undermines their faith in both of us; me, because of your lack of faith in my decisions, and you, because I had to call your competency into question. What kind of message do you think it sent when I had to order you to back down? Everyone saw me basically saying you were making a bad call and I was calling you on the carpet for it. I really hated that, damn it. Don’t make me do that again,” Gabrielle finished.

Gregory didn’t reply. He wouldn’t meet her eyes.

Tristan defended the First Warrior. “He was only trying to protect you. As leader of New Gaia, you shouldn’t be taking chances with your life, no matter how confident you feel.”

“It wasn’t to the death,” Gabrielle defended, losing some of her ire.

“You don’t know that,” Tristan disagreed.

“Tala wouldn’t kill me,” Gabrielle said, the conviction in her voice catching Tristan’s attention.

He stopped the short pacing he’d begun during Gregory’s dressing down and stood still, watching her for a few moments. “What’s going on between you two? The entire village knows Tala spent the night at your hut.” Tristan watched Gabrielle’s cheeks pink, then her eyes flared in annoyance.

“First off, that’s none of your business, secondly, nothing happened, and thirdly, when I was at Tala’s village I stayed in Tala’s hut. I just assumed it was a ‘leaders stick together’ kind of thing.” She shook her head and waved away any further explanation. A subject change was definitely in order.

“I think because she’s the leader of her tribe, we have a really good opportunity here for opening up the lines of communication between our two peoples. She’s really catching on quick to speaking English and I think I’m starting to get a good grasp of her language as well. Do you realize all the things we could learn from her people? Not to mention the help we could give to them.” Gabrielle noticed the almost mirthful stares she was receiving from her two Firsts. “Well, I should get back to check on Tala. I’ll see you guys later.” She quickly left the Main Hall.

Tristan and Gregory turned to stare at each other with knowing smiles.













Chapter 12

Apple for the Teacher





Gabrielle collected Tala from the Healer’s hut and they walked slowly out into the daylight. Gabrielle watched her charge to make sure there were no lasting effects from their earlier combat. Tala appeared to be steady on her feet.

“Are you hungry?” Gabrielle asked.

Tala nodded and they started walking toward the Dining Hall. Tala suddenly lunged for Gabrielle. Gabrielle’s reflexes took over and she immediately sidestepped the attack, but Tala was there. She didn’t do anything. She just stood there and grinned down at Gabrielle. Gabrielle laughed and they continued on with their walk.

“You’re a quick study,” Gabrielle commented.

They arrived at the Dining Hall and Gabrielle cajoled Luis into fixing up a couple of breakfast plates for the two of them, since they’d missed that meal by about an hour. They sat down at one of the empty tables and dug into their food.

“Teach Tala words,” Tala requested.

Gabrielle swallowed the food she’d been working on and nodded. “All right. Let’s see. How ‘bout we work on your pronouns.” She pointed to Tala. “Tala eats.” She pointed to herself. “Gabrielle eats.” She pointed at Tala again. “You eat.” Tala’s face wrinkled in confusion. Gabrielle pointed at herself. “I eat.” Tala maintained her puzzled expression.

“Okay, how ‘bout this. I am Gabrielle. You are Tala.” She gestured at them respectively.

Tala looked no closer to comprehension than before. Gabrielle started to speak again, but Tala held up her hand and stopped her, her face still frowning with the concentration of trying to understand the foreign tongue. Tala pointed at her dish. “Tala food.” She looked at Gabrielle’s dish. “Gabrielle food?” Gabrielle nodded. It was close enough. They’d work on ownership qualifiers later.

Tala looked at her dish again. “I food?”

Gabrielle shook her head. Maybe they’d be working on it sooner. “No.” Gabrielle pointed at her food. “Gabrielle’s food. My food. Mine.” She pointed at Tala’s plate. “Tala’s food. Your food. Yours.” Tala ate some of her food and continued to puzzle over the complicated information.

They finished their meals in silence and then washed up their dishes. As they walked outside into the fresh air, Tala made her request again.

“Teach Tala good fighter now.”

Gabrielle was about to say no, when Gregory stepped up from where he’d been leaning against the outside wall of the Dining Hall, waiting for the two to come outside.

“Are you really going to teach her martial skills?” he asked.

Gabrielle couldn’t detect any malice in his voice, so she hoped that their argument had been put in the past. “Yes, but I want to wait until she’s feeling better,” she replied.

Gregory looked the tall woman over. “She looks fine to me,” he offered.

Gabrielle looked between the two of them. Tala was smiling, having figured out she now had an ally in her quest to get Gabrielle to teach her how to fight better. Gregory had a small grin on his face. This was his way of apologizing for earlier. Gabrielle accepted it.

“All right. Fine, let’s go,” she consented.

They walked to the drilling field and all activities stopped when they were noticed. Gregory shouted for them to get back to work. However, just to be on the safe side, he went to Paul and suggested that the archers find something else to do while they were there. Paul agreed. That was all they needed; a distracted archer could get somebody killed.

Gabrielle squared off with Tala again. They circled a few times the way they had earlier. Then Tala performed her trademark lunge and Gabrielle brought her foot up to perform a sidekick. She was stunned when Tala caught her foot and held it. She didn’t try to flip her or knock her off balance, just held her at a stand still, all the while wearing a face-splitting grin.

Gabrielle retracted her foot and they started circling again. Tala charged again and Gabrielle decided to try the jump front snap kick again. She really didn’t want to knock Tala out, so she made the force of her kick barely a quarter of what it could be. It never landed.

Tala dove under the kick and caught Gabrielle up, lifting her into her arms, and cradling her like a child. She set Gabrielle back down on the ground. The grin never left her face. They went back to circling.

“It looks like the same trick won’t work twice with her,” Gregory commented.

Gabrielle nodded and Tala charged her again. Gabrielle started to sidestep, but then spun and delivered a back kick at the last moment. It landed solidly in Tala’s stomach and the tall woman doubled over and coughed at the impact. After a few moments though, she was back to circling Gabrielle again.

Tala lunged again and Gabrielle sidestepped the opposite way and then twisted to perform an outside crescent kick to Tala’s head. Tala shook her head at the light impact and grinned.

“Why is she grinning?” Gregory asked.

“I’m not sure. I’m barely using any force, so I think she thinks we’re playing a game,” Gabrielle answered.

Tala charged Gabrielle again and the small woman leapt up to deliver a jump sidekick to the taller woman’s chest. Tala fell back and skidded on her butt. She rolled back to her feet and started circling again, but Gabrielle held her hand up to forestall another attack.

She took a few steps to stand at Tala’s side and then turned so she was facing in the same direction as the larger woman. She stepped back into the standard L-stance that all white belts learned in their first Taekwon-Do class.

Her front left leg was bent at the knee, the toes facing forward, while her back right leg was bent similarly, but with toes facing to the right. This created the L form for which the stance was named. Her body was turned so that her chest faced right as well, giving a small profile to anyone attacking her head on. Her left arm was positioned out in front of her, her right arm close to her chest, both hands balled into relaxed fists that could be tightened when circumstances called for it. She patiently waited as Tala mimicked the stance.

Gabrielle pivoted her hips and whipped her right leg out in front of her body, performing a front snap kick, and then returned to the natural L-stance. Tala copied the movement without too much trouble. Gabrielle turned to look behind her and performed a sidekick off the same leg. This time the kick landed behind her, instead of in front of her. Tala tried to imitate the movement, but lost her balance and quickly planted her feet again. Gabrielle moved to stand in front of Tala and bowed. Tala seemed perplexed at the ritual, but performed the maneuver anyway.

Gabrielle took a couple steps back and stepped back into her natural fighting stance. This time, however, Tala didn’t lunge at her. Tala waited and finally Gabrielle moved to attack. Tala lashed out with her right leg and sent a front snap kick to Gabrielle’s chin. Gabrielle blocked it by crossing her arms at the wrists and then twisted to deliver a turning kick to Tala’s left shoulder. Tala brought her hands up in the same X-block that Gabrielle had just used and blocked the kick.

Gregory whistled. “Holy shit! She’s the fastest learner I’ve ever seen,” he exclaimed.

Gabrielle grunted her assent, as she jumped up to perform a flying sidekick at Tala’s head. Tala sidestepped and spun to face her. They both grinned wildly at each other. Gabrielle straightened from the crouch she had landed in and then bowed to Tala. Tala returned the bow and they both walked over to Gregory.

Gregory stared at Tala. “You’re incredible,” he breathed.

Tala looked to Gabrielle for an explanation. This was a new word and she didn’t know whether it was a compliment or an insult, though judging by the man’s tone, it was probably a good thing.

“He means he thinks you are a good good good good student,” Gabrielle explained.

Tala beamed at him. “Gabrielle incredible teach good good fighter. Gabrielle incredible fighter. Gabrielle incredible,” her words rushed out of her.

Gregory blushed and coughed a little and watched Gabrielle’s reaction. She was blushing too, and cleared her throat. “I think we should continue your lessons later, Tala,” she suggested.

Tala agreed, much to Gabrielle’s surprise. Now that the promise had been kept, Tala felt secure to move on to other things for the time being.

Gabrielle and Tala left Gregory to teach his Warriors and went for a walk around the village. It had really grown over the past few months. There were nearly a hundred individual living shelters of varying sizes spread throughout the large open clearing Tristan and Gregory had chosen for their town. The center of the clearing was open space and was called ‘the Square,’ even though it was circular in nature.

The Main Hall was the second largest structure, the Dining Hall beating it by several hundred square feet due to the need for a room large enough to seat a hundred people at a time. The Main Hall faced southeast. The Dining Hall was several hundred feet away and to the left of the large building. On the right, and facing northeast, was the Technology Department. To the right of that was the Historical Society’s building where the various libraries were kept. Even though it was run by the Society, it was usually just referred to as ‘the Library.’

Toward the outskirts of town, were the Healer’s hut, the storehouses, the tanning area, and other necessary structures that housed industries that were directly related to the functioning of New Gaia. Tala could hear the pride in Gabrielle’s voice, as she spoke about her people.

Gabrielle explained the duties of the people who worked in each area and how they were responsible for the continued survival of their society. Tala appeared to get the gist of most of what she was talking about and Gabrielle decided the more Tala heard English being used, the more she would learn how to use it herself.

They stopped by the river that ran south of their settlement. She wondered if their river joined Tala’s river at some point in its journey. They sat on the ground and Gabrielle decided to work on Tala’s use of verbs. She understood go and fight and eat, since she’d used those words correctly in her short sentences, but Gabrielle hoped to be able to teach her tenses by focusing on verbs specifically.

It took a little effort, pantomiming the actions for the words she wanted Tala to learn, but once Tala understood what Gabrielle was trying to teach her, she caught on quick. A little too quick, actually. Gabrielle was starting to regret teaching Tala the ‘-ing’ ending for verbs. Tala was adding it to everything in an attempt to keep all her words in the present tense.

“Leafing treeing falling,” she commented, when a tree finally released its last lonely leaf to the forest floor.

Gabrielle shook her head. “No, Tala. A leaf and a tree are nouns. They’re things. Objects. They simply are. When the leaf falls, falling is what it’s doing...”

“Leaf tree falling,” Tala corrected herself before Gabrielle could finish.

“Right. That’s right. Very good,” Gabrielle praised. “The leaf is falling from the tree.”

“The leaf is falling from the tree,” Tala repeated. She wasn’t entirely sure what all the extra words were for, but she was getting the hang of it.

“Right. Exactly.”

Gabrielle looked around and noticed it was almost time for lunch. She’d gotten caught up in teaching Tala the finer points of the English language. She stood and held out a hand for Tala, which was easily accepted. They headed back to the town just in time for lunch.

Gabrielle led them to their seats and greeted her Advisors and First Warrior. She went to retrieve their meals, but Tala stopped her and left to get the food herself. She came back with two filled plates and two cups of fruit-flavored water. She even remembered the ‘food tools’ from the last two meals.

She set one plate and cup in front of Gabrielle. “Your food. You eat your food now. Yes?” she asked.

Gabrielle nodded and smiled. “Yes, that’s right.”

Tala set her own plate and cup down and took her seat. “My food. I eat my food now. Yes?”

Gabrielle’s smile got even wider. “Yes. You figured it out. That’s great!”

Tala smiled at her and started eating.

Gabrielle decided to test whether Tala really understood the concept and pointed at Tala’s cup. “Your cup,” she said.

“My cup. I drink my water now,” and she took a sip.

“I drink water from my cup,” Gabrielle said, and punctuated the statement by performing the act.

“I drink water from my cup,” Tala repeated, and then did so. “My cup in my hand,” she declared.

“My cup is in my hand,” Gabrielle corrected.

“My cup is in my hand,” Tala repeated.

Tristan leaned forward a little more, so he could address Gabrielle around Tala, who sat between the Chief and her First Advisor. “She’s learned so much in such a short amount of time,” he commented.

“She’s like a sponge. I’m betting she has an IQ of at least a hundred and twenty-five,” she said proudly.

Jonathan disagreed. “Actually, I’d place her closer to one-thirty or one-thirty-five,” he said.

Julia nodded her head. “Yes, with a gift for languages. It usually takes people weeks to understand even the most basic sentences of a foreign language, especially if the training doesn’t start until after adulthood. She’s really quite amazing,” Julia admitted grudgingly.

Tala listened to the conversation and then reached out her hand to Gabrielle’s chin to pull Gabrielle’s attention back to her. Then she made eye contact with Tristan and the others. “Mine,” she said. Then she brought her gaze back to Gabrielle and went back to practicing her new words.

Tristan nearly bust a gut trying not to laugh and Jonathan and Julia had about the same amount of luck keeping their snickers to themselves. Gregory shook his head and went back to eating as a way to hide his smirk. Gabrielle just glared at them and encouraged Tala to talk as much as possible in order to reinforce what she’d learned that morning, though Tala obviously had no problem with the concept of ownership.

They finished with their meals and Tristan touched Gabrielle’s shoulder to get her attention. “There’s a few progress reports you need to take a look at and some proposals you should sign off on today,” he reminded her.

“Right. Um, Gregory? You wanna take Tala with you to the fields?” she requested.

“Sure, no problem,” Gregory replied.

“No,” Tala stated.

“Tala, I have to work. There are things I need to do. It would be boring for you. Go with Gregory,” she urged.

“No,” Tala refused.

“He’s going to teach you to be a good good fighter,” Gabrielle coaxed.

“No, you teach me. No Gregory,” Tala stood her ground.

Gabrielle looked for help from her Advisors. They each looked away, desperately fighting the urge to giggle. She looked to Gregory and he shrugged his shoulders. “It looks like she’ll only learn from you,” he supplied.

Gabrielle sighed. “I have to help my people be strong, Tala,” she tried one more time.

“I help you,” Tala said, as if that solved everything.

Tristan nearly choked on his laugh and covered it by coughing. Gabrielle sent daggers his way, but softened her gaze when it returned to Tala. “All right, but if you change your mind, tell me and you can go practice fighting with Gregory,” she said.

Gregory touched hands with Tristan and left to return to the drilling fields. Julia and Jonathan went to take care of their individual responsibilities and Tristan followed Gabrielle and Tala to the Main Hall. He handed over the papers that needed Gabrielle’s signature and then left to work on the things she’d already approved.

Gabrielle sat Tala at the table and then took her own seat. Tala watched as Gabrielle looked over each document, adding notes here and there, and then finally signing them. Tala remained quiet, until Gabrielle took a break to stand and stretch and sip from a mug of water.

“What flat leaves for doing?” Tala asked quietly.

“The flat leaves are called paper. The papers have writing on them and I’m reading the writing,” Gabrielle explained. Tala’s puzzled look brought a scene from The Dark Crystal into Gabrielle’s mind and she smiled. “Writing is ‘words that stay,’” she quoted from the movie. It was one of her favorites.

Tala’s face lit up at the notion. “Teach me writing,” she requested.

“I will, but later,” Gabrielle promised.

Tala nodded and Gabrielle went back to reading the next proposal. It was for a system of money and wages to be instituted into the colony. She shook her head. There was absolutely no reason to start putting a price tag on anything. If someone wasn’t happy with what they were doing, then they could change their vocation. At this point, there was no use for a monetary system, the work being reward enough. Later, maybe, when there were many settlements and a way to ensure fair trading was needed, but not yet.

Gabrielle marked off ‘NO’ on the bottom of the proposal and signed it. However, she added a note to save the proposal for later consideration. Money wasn’t evil. It just didn’t have a use in their fledgling economy yet.

Gabrielle got lost in the next few proposals. When she finally looked up again, Tala was nowhere to be found. Gabrielle panicked. She was about to run out of her office to look for her, when Tala came through the door carrying a tray with two plates of food and a pitcher and two mugs on it. Gabrielle breathed a sigh of relief.

She smiled at the thoughtfulness of the native woman. “Thank you,” she said.

Tala gave her a curious look, while she set the tray down on the table and laid out their meal. “Thank you?” she questioned.

“Oh. Right. I never explained courtesies to you.” Gabrielle took a bite of her food and then a sip from her mug, while she tried to come up with an explanation of please, thank you, and you’re welcome.

“Okay. Well, when I said ‘thank you,’ I was letting you know that I appreciated what you did for me by bringing me food. What you did was good and I wanted to let you know that. The proper response among my people is to say ‘you’re welcome.’ And if you want something, you say ‘please’ and then whatever it is you want. Or you can say what you want and then ‘please.’ Then, when you get it, you say ‘thank you’ and the other person says ‘you’re welcome,’” Gabrielle concluded. She cringed inside. That was way too much information and she’d probably just totally confused her student.

Tala studied her for a moment and then said, “You’re welcome.” Gabrielle grinned.

‘Okay, maybe she did get all of that,’ Gabrielle thought wryly to herself.

They finished up their dinner, Gabrielle keeping the conversation flowing so that Tala could practice her skills again. Tala stacked their dishes on the tray again and headed for the door.

“Thanks,” Gabrielle called out.

“You’re welcome,” Tala replied, and grinned, then left.

Gabrielle quickly concluded her work for the day and was ready to leave when Tala came back. Gabrielle dropped the papers off on Tristan’s desk on the way out. He would be able to get the ball rolling on the things she’d approved, and deal with the people whose proposals she hadn’t, to either work on changing them, or explain why they wouldn’t work no matter what. Anything he couldn’t handle, he’d send to her.

Tala led them to the edge of the village to walk the now familiar circuit around New Gaia. They continued talking to each other, mostly commenting on what they could see in the dim light of the rising moon. The air was brisk. They probably only had another month or so before their first major snowfall.

Tala pulled an apple out of her shirt and handed it to Gabrielle. “Nu, for you,” Tala told her.

“Apple. And thank you,” Gabrielle replied.

“Yes, apple. You’re welcome.” Gabrielle bit into the side of the apple and chewed the sweet fruit. It was crisp, but warm from being next to Tala’s skin. Gabrielle hastily pushed the image out of her mind and took another bite of the apple.

They meandered back through the village and Gabrielle finished off the last of the apple. She put the core in a barrel sitting along the outside wall of the kitchen. If the seeds weren’t saved, at the very least, it could be used for compost next spring.

They walked to Gabrielle’s hut and began preparing for bed. Gabrielle stripped down to her shirt again, while Tala divested herself of all her clothing. Tala lay down on the bed and watched Gabrielle. There was something she’d been wondering about, but hadn’t been able to ask before.

“Why you wear other skin now?”

Gabrielle went through the possible meanings in her head, but the lack of clothing on Tala’s body pointed to one interpretation in particular. “You mean, why do I wear clothes to bed?” Tala nodded. ‘Oh boy,’ Gabrielle thought to herself. ‘How do I explain nudity taboos?’

“Um, well, among my people, being without clothing is considered a special occasion. People usually only get naked, get undressed, when they’re alone,” she explained.

“Why?” Tala asked, still confused.

“Uh, well, because. It’s a very personal thing to let someone else see your body without clothes on. Not everyone feels that way, I just happen to be shy.”

Tala looked utterly perplexed. Gabrielle gave up. “That’s just the way it is,” she said.

Tala nodded at that logic and stood up to put her clothes back on. Gabrielle winced. “No, Tala. I didn’t mean you have to.. You don’t have to get dressed, if you don’t want to. I’m the one that’s shy. Whatever makes you feel comfortable, then that’s what you should do,” Gabrielle assured her.

Tala tossed her clothes back on the floor and plopped down on the bed, a wide smile gracing her features.

“Well, I guess we know how you feel on that subject,” Gabrielle joked.

She crawled under the covers next to Tala and was wrapped in a strong embrace. Just before she completely drifted off, she heard the sleepy voice of Tala.

“Mine.”

Gabrielle turned slightly to look at Tala, but she was already asleep. Gabrielle snuggled deeper and was surprised at the warmth she felt from hearing that word from Tala again. But she also couldn’t help wondering what the word truly meant to the tribal leader.













To Be Continued...

 





Thanks for joining Gabrielle and Tala on their journey so far. I hope you enjoyed it. :)



If you’d like to continue reading their story, please visit https://www.kodiwolf.com/fiction/NewGaia/ to get access to the rest of the available chapters.



Want more stories involving lesbian science fiction?



Check out my original stories:

Lights of Life

Prisoner of War


OPS/images/cover.jpg





