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This is a little out there, he thought. He
swung the car around another winding curve on the quiet mountain
road. If he hadn’t been sure of the directions he’d gotten from
Danny, he would have turned back before now. Nonetheless, he felt a
certain apprehension driving through the forest with a steep
embankment on one side and an equally steep drop off on the other.
It was a one-lane dirt road that seemingly climbed into
oblivion.

What added to his uneasiness was a byproduct
of living in the modern world of today. Cell phones didn’t work up
here. Danny had warned him about that. Back in these mountains
there wasn’t a clear enough signal from a tower to get any kind of
reliable reception. Regardless, the directions Danny had dictated
to him over the phone were detailed and Eric continued to recognize
landmarks.

It had been a while since he’d last seen
Danny. Almost two years, he thought. A year ago last Thanksgiving.
They were cousins, but having grown up living close to one another
they were more like brothers.

He rounded another bend and spied a steep
incline. According to Danny’s directions, he knew this to be the
last stretch before reaching the house. Eric hadn’t seen Danny’s
new house. Danny, Jenny, his wife, and their son Billy had only
been in it three months now and it was a wonderful coincidence that
they had just moved up here from Charlotte. It gave him a place to
stay during his summer volunteer work on the Biodiversity Project
and allowed him a chance for an extended visit with Danny and his
family.

The sun was dropping down towards the
treetops now and it was starting to get in Eric’s eyes. He reached
up to pull the visor down. His hand felt around, but didn’t find
the edge of the visor. He glanced up, found it and flipped it down.
His eyes came back to the road just as something, a thing, black
against the backdrop of the sun’s rays, burst out of the brush
alongside the road. Eric slammed on the brakes and the car quickly
came to a halt on the steep gravel road. The black thing bounded
off into the thick forest on the opposite side and was gone.

“What the hell was that?” He
muttered under his breath. The way the sun slanted in prevented him
from getting a clear view of it. He recognized that, in truth, it
could have been anything. A dog? A deer? Or maybe even a bear?
Still, it moved kind of funny for any of those things. He shrugged
and gunned the car to get it going again up the hill.

At the top of the slope Eric suddenly found
himself on a small flat clearing where the road ended and two-story
yellow house sat nestled into the lush surrounding forest. He
pulled his car up next to the two other cars parked on the gravel
next to the house. As Eric got out of the car, the side door of the
house opened and Danny hurried over to him.

“Hey, you made it!” Danny
said with a big grin. He still had the same semi-goofy look about
him, Eric thought. It was the red wavy hair. Eric always thought it
had given him a clown-like look. It was worse when they were back
in high school. When Danny had let it grow long. It was wavy long
red hair. You could never take someone serious that sported
something like that.

“I did indeed.” Eric said.
He shook Danny’s outstretched hand and Danny pulled him into a
hug.

“So what do you think?”
Danny asked waving his hands all around.

Eric slowly rotated around staring into the
massive forest in all directions. “Very impressive. You weren’t
kidding. This place is really ‘away from it all’.”

“You betcha. You betcha.”
Danny said vigorously nodding.

Eric glanced back at him. It struck him as an
odd thing to say. Not really the expression itself, but he had
known Danny his entire life and there was something subtly odd in
what and how Danny had said this simple expression.

“So, how are you doing?”
Eric asked, watching Danny a little closer.

Danny nodded some more. “Doing good. Doing
good. Just great.”

It was there again. Something odd. Almost a
nervousness.

“You’re looking good.” Danny
said stepping back and staring at Eric. “You know, for someone
that’s starting to get fat, of course.”

Eric chuckled. “Yeah, a little too much
eating out, I’m afraid.”

“You need a wife. Good home
cooking, you know.” Danny smiled.

Eric laughed. “Yeah, I’ve tried, but they all
sober up before I can get them to the Justice of the Peace.”

“That’s because they are all
too smart to marry the likes of you. Stay away from college
graduates. Find a waitress or something.”

Eric smiled. “That’s a good idea since
waitresses make more money than I do. I’d be moving up in the
world.”

Danny laughed. “Well, what do you expect?
Volunteer work. Didn’t Uncle Eddy teach you anything?”

Eric nodded. “Sometimes I wonder.”

“So what are you looking
for, alien life or something?” Danny asked with a grin.

Eric shook his head. “No, just unknown
things. The project involves volunteers, mostly from college
campuses across the country. We are going to comb through the
National Forest. The organizers believe that thousands of
undiscovered species may still exist there.”

“Oh, like bigfoot, huh?”
Danny said with a smile.

Eric shrugged. “In all probability anything
new we find will be in the form of plants and very small scale
fauna. Chances are, I probably won’t find a damn thing.”

“Yeah. Yeah. Nothing big out
here. Probably.” Danny glanced around them quickly.

Eric made a quick scan at the forest
surrounding them. Danny almost seemed nervous. What was bugging
him? Was there something about the forest that was making him
nervous? Eric suddenly remembered the thing that had leaped out
across the road in front of him.

“Hey, you know when I was
driving up here…”

“WAAAAAAAH!WOOOOOOH!” A wild
scream shrieked out from somewhere up the mountain in the
forest.

Eric jumped at the sound. Danny didn’t appear
to react to the sound at all.

“What the hell was that?”
Eric said staring up into the dense forest above them.

“What? Oh, that?” Danny
shrugged. “That’s just Billy.” Danny spoke flatly.

“Billy?”

Danny waved it off. “Crazy kid. He’s just
playing or something. Anyway, let me show you around.”

Eric started to ask something more, but Danny
led him off and began a tour of the immediate property. The place
was surrounded by the large trees of a seemingly endless forest. In
places, higher up, massive rock outcroppings were visible. There
were extensive gardens built into the side of the mountain
conforming to wherever rock formations permitted some kind of
access to the rich earth of the forest floor. Danny had been a very
busy man over the last few months overseeing the landscaping;
building small stonewalls to help retain embankments and clearing
back some of the forest vegetation from around the house. They
stopped next to an odd looking hump alongside the driveway.

“That’s not natural.” Eric
made comment as he pointed at it.

“You aren’t kidding.” Danny
said with a look that carried a story.

“I take it that’s the well.”
Eric said staring down at the fake rock cover.

Danny nodded. “Yeah. Yeah. The well. One of
the most expensive wells in these parts.”

“Oh?”

Danny sighed slightly. “Yeah. They started
drilling that and I thought they were never going to find
water.”

“How deep did they have to
go down?”

“A thousand
feet.”

“A thousand feet? That
sounds really deep. Is that common for places this high up in the
mountains?”

Danny shook his head. “Apparently not. It was
the deepest well the drillers had ever done. Usually, I guess, from
what they told me, the water table rises and falls with the terrain
so they should have hit something long before a thousand feet, but
they didn’t.”

“So they hit a spring or
something.”

Danny nodded. “Yeah. Yeah. They said it was
strange. They said it was like the drill bit almost dropped in.
They thought maybe they had hit on some kind of large pocket of
water.”

“So was it good water?” Eric
asked. He didn’t really know much about well drilling or, as he
thought about it, the details of household water
quality.

Danny nodded again. “Yeah. Tastes good. They
ran it through the normal tests and nothing bad showed up. Ready to
see the inside?”

Eric was still staring down at the fake rock
that covered the well. “Inside the well?”

Danny looked at him funny, then pointed back
over his shoulder. “The house.”

Eric looked up. “Oh. Of course.”
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Eric woke up. He heard the birds of the
forest singing in the morning sunshine. It was very peaceful and
pleasant up here. He could see why Danny had chosen to escape the
city for a place like this. There was a palpable feeling of calm
and peace in a lush landscape such as that surrounding this place
and a fresh fragrance of---wait, sausage? Yes, that was sausage,
but that too smelled pretty good right now. Eric threw on some
clothes, stepped out into the hallway and followed his nose into
the dining room.

“Wow, that smells good.”
Eric said as he entered the room.

“Pick a chair and have a
seat.” Jenny said with a smile.

Eric sat down across from Billy, who seemed
to be attacking the sausage on his plate with a certain fierceness.
He looked disheveled. His dirty blonde hair was wild and uncombed.
But, Eric thought, it was first thing in the morning. I probably
don’t look all that impressive myself.

“Hey Billy.” Eric said, as a
greeting.

Billy glanced up briefly. There was dirt
smudged across his face and it almost seemed to Eric that he hadn’t
bathed in days. He stared at Eric with a thinly veiled wild and
unfocused look. The look made Eric pause for a moment. There was
something about it that was almost unnerving. Billy had always had
sharp features which now, to Eric, seemed to have grown even
sharper somehow. His eyes were almost piercing. His mouth held
tight. The nostrils of his small pointy nose flared slightly.

Billy finished snapping up his sausage and
dashed out of the room.

“Uh, good talking to you,
Billy…” Eric said long after Billy was gone. He stared after Billy.
He and Billy hadn’t spent a lot of time together in the past, but
they had always enjoyed each other’s company.

Billy, though, like his father, did things
with a certain fire. That was not to say he did things with wild
abandon. He was enthusiastic, not reckless. This wired and silent
boy was not the same Billy.

Jenny brought a plate of sausage over to
Eric. “Is he okay?” Eric asked, waving off in the direction Billy
had disappeared.

Jenny laughed lightly. “Oh. He’s fine.” She
said. “He’s just in a hurry. He can’t wait to get outside these
days. Can’t hardly keep the boy indoors. Just loves being out in
the forest.”

“Well, I guess there are
worst things for a boy to be into these days.” Eric said with a
shrug. Still, this Billy was different.

“Sure is. Sure. Sure is.”
Jenny said as she put the plate down. Her hand shook a little as
she did so.
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He was puffing considerably in the heat as he
moved up the mountainside examining various small flags stuck into
the ground. They marked out a rough grid. The procedure was
straightforward. Each volunteer was armed with laminated pages,
held together with a single circular metal clasp, depicting the
most common plants and animals typically found in this area. Their
job was to comb through their assigned grid section. If they found
anything that was not found on their sheets, they were to call over
one of the project’s biologists. The biologist was the first step
in determining if the find was a known species or something new. In
this manner, they could thoroughly cover a fair sized section of
mountainside.

Eric stared at a flag and checked it against
the number written on the first laminated page. It matched. He
sighed. Thankful he didn’t have to climb any higher, at least for
the moment. He was a flat lander. Walking up these slopes was a lot
harder than he imagined.

“Excuse me, but you are
standing in my world.”

Eric turned. Behind him and to his left stood
another volunteer. She looked at him with only the barest trace of
a smile.

“Oh, I, uh…your
world?”

She waved a finger around in front of her.
“My world.”

“Oh.” Eric glanced down at
the flag again. “I think, I mean…my number matches this.” She was
kind of pretty and for some reason that had caught him off
guard.

She shook her head and pointed past him.
“That’s your world.” She spoke in a voice that seemed flat and
friendly at the same time. She brushed a lock of short
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