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Prologue
Wilmington, NC
 
She wasn’t your typical little girl, one who played with Barbie dolls and learned how to read in kindergarten. Oh no, she was much more! What made her different began before she was born, when her mother, Mary Brown, was struck by lightning. Mary was slim and beautiful, with long, blond hair and sparkling blue eyes, and loved working in her vegetable garden.
One day she was so deeply engrossed in her gardening that she hadn’t noticed a bank of dark clouds in the distance. Suddenly, the sky turned dark, and the angry clouds began spitting out heavy rain. Before Mary knew it, a bolt of lightning had slammed into a nearby tree and, as if it were alive, cast a small finger of energy out, striking Mary and knocking her to the ground.
Mary’s husband, Richard, was handsome, muscular, and usually had to bend over to get through most doorways. He happened to glance out the window at just the time his wife was falling to the ground. He ran out of the house, carefully picked her up, took her to their car, and laid her gently into the back seat of their red Ford explorer. Hopping into the front seat, he peeled out of the driveway, spraying gravel far into the air, and headed toward the local hospital. By some kind of miracle, Mary and the baby survived the lightning strike, and the doctor told them both would be fine.
Little Paulette Brown was born two months later during one of the most intense hurricanes that had ever hit North Carolina. Even though she came into the world screaming and yelling, she never spoke until she was three. Doctors believed it was because of the lightning strike, but little Paulette would prove them wrong. When she finally spoke, her words were more like a soliloquy of knowledge than a normal three-year-old. Her parents couldn’t believe what they were hearing and realized that she was indeed a gifted child. They no longer had doubts about their little girl’s abilities, but they were now left with new concerns — what to do with her genius, how to keep her a little girl, and how to prevent her from being turned into some freak show. They made the decision to keep her at the appropriate grade level for her age so that she’d be treated like a normal child.
Paulette didn’t like being held back and continued to learn everything she could. Even at the age of ten, her favorite subjects were math and physics.
Her favorite place to go after school and on the weekends was the library. She loved going in and being surrounded by rows upon rows of books — books like “Quantum Physics” or “Advanced Math”, and even “Huckleberry Finn”. She could then choose any book she wanted and sit down in a comfy chair and read to her heart’s content, basking in the silence that was only occasionally interrupted by a quiet whisper at the front desk or a pencil that slipped away from its owner and fell to the floor. She needed that place of refuge in her life since her school days were long and boring.
Paulette was growing up fast. She had entered the eighth grade and still hated every minute of school. She spent her days working on science projects. One project involved time travel; and, although she still couldn’t quite figure it out, she enjoyed the challenge. Her parents let her experiment because they assumed that fantasy would soon pass. But Paulette didn’t think of it as a fantasy.
The Browns lived in a modest, three-bedroom home, with a living room, kitchen, and den. The one thing that stood out with their home was the storm shelter that Paulette’s dad had built in half of the basement. He always believed in being prepared. He grew up in a family of preppers, those people who always prepare for the worst that seems to never happen. Because of his upbringing, he was a little burned out on the whole SHTF — Shit Hits the Fan — mentality; but living in a hurricane, and sometimes, tornado zone, he decided a storm shelter, with at least a week’s supply of food and water, would be good enough.
 

On October 8, 2020, a hurricane warning was issued for the entire Wilmington area. Hurricane Jackson was packing winds of one hundred plus miles an hour and would arrive in a day or two. The Weather Channel assured everyone it would hit land as a high CAT 2 or low CAT 3, but the government wasn’t taking any chances after what had happened from Hurricane Michael in Florida two years earlier. So, they ordered people to evacuate the city and outlying areas.
Richard, being a stubborn and self-assured person and determined that they could take care of themselves, refused to leave. He was certain that a measly CAT 3 hurricane wouldn’t hurt them any more than any of the other hurricanes of the past.
Paulette and her parents prepared for the hurricane as they always had. They boarded up the windows, checked to see that the animals could get free, made sure there was plenty of water and food in the storm shelter, and took their pets to the shelter with them. They had always come back up from prior hurricanes to find the house was fine, so they hadn’t bothered to take any important documents or anything else they wanted to keep safe.
As the hurricane drew closer, the weather forecasters became more and more concerned. They stated that the hurricane would hit the coast of North Carolina just slightly south of Wilmington, and it would pack sustained winds of two hundred plus miles an hour, with gusts as high as two hundred fifty. 
The storm worsened quickly; but it was long past time to evacuate, so Paulette and her parents went down to their shelter. Paulette’s dad decided that maybe he was wrong and should get their important papers and a few other things. Paulette and her mom urged him not to, but he insisted he would be okay and that the hurricane wasn’t that close yet. Paulette’s mom couldn’t convince him otherwise, so off he went with instructions for them not to open the door till he returned and not to come up for any reason. Paulette and her mom cried as her dad left to go upstairs.
The storm rammed into the coast and chewed up and spit out everything around it. The winds howled, and the rain came down in horizontal sheets. The noises continued to get louder, and trees were torn from their roots and slung into nearby houses and cars. The monster storm was carving a path of destruction through the heart of North Carolina, and it seemed nothing would survive.
Paulette’s dad did not return, and she and her mom stayed in the shelter crying. In the back of Paulette’s mind she figured he got stuck somewhere, couldn’t safely get back to them, and found shelter elsewhere. She felt she had to hold out hope that her dad was still alive.
The storm lasted two days. Paulette and her mom emerged slowly, not knowing what they’d find. As they poked their heads above the rim of the door, what they saw took their breath away. The devastation was total. The house didn’t exist anymore; in fact, there wasn’t much standing as far as the eye could see. Wilmington was gone. Nothing remained except broken trees, debris from houses and businesses, and crushed cars. After they left the shelter, they began to search for Richard. They found him pinned underneath a downed tree. Mary knelt down to check his pulse and see, if, by some miracle, he was still alive. She reached down, placing her two fingers on his neck, and held her breath, hoping to feel a heartbeat. But there wasn’t one. She sat there stunned before breaking down and sobbing uncontrollably, the tears and snot rolling down her face to drop into the remains of their once beautiful home. After hearing her mother and realizing her father was dead, Paulette became hysterical. Mary rose, wiping her face with her shirt sleeve, turned and grabbed Paulette, and hugged her.
Paulette had lost almost everything that day. All that she could think about was that maybe someday she could change what had happened, even though she had been warned to never experiment with time travel. But she was more determined than ever to test her time-travel theories and knew she’d someday fulfill her goal and prove everyone wrong.




Chapter 1
Buckley, WA
 
After Hurricane Jackson, Paulette’s mom decided she had had enough of hurricanes, so they packed up what little they had left and moved to Western Washington to a little town called Buckley. It was a small town in the foothills of the Cascade Mountains. Its one unique feature was Mt. Rainer.
Mary and Paulette arrived at their new two-bedroom house and stepped out of the vehicle. Paulette stood there staring at the house, pale blue paint adorned the outside with white trim, and the yard was small compared to her old home. She wasn’t very impressed, then as she turned her eyes upward, she noticed something more beautiful than she had ever seen. In the near distance she saw a tall snowcapped mountain with a cloud bonnet sitting at the top like a little hat. She drew in a breath and looked at her mom and said, “This will do,” as she promptly walked down the sidewalk and in the front door.
Once inside she
headed toward what would be her new bedroom, opened the door, and stood there frozen. She broke down in tears. Having to start all over from scratch was so hard. I wish mom had asked me about moving. I hate leaving all my friends and having to make new ones. Plus, our new house just isn’t the same without dad. Paulette mused as she continued to wander around their new house.
Her new bedroom was square and had light-green walls and an ugly light-brown carpet. She tried to envision where she’d set up her bed, nightstand, and bookshelf her mother had purchased for her from the insurance money they received. This room needs a lot of help. Maybe Mom will let me paint the walls a light blue, my favorite color, and replace the carpet with a nicer one. 
The movers Paulette’s mom had hired came in the front door huffing and puffing with the weight of the items they carried and promptly asked Paulette, “Where would you like us to put your stuff?”
“You can take it to my room, which is the one at the end of the hall on the right. When you get to my bedroom furniture, I’d like you to place the bed under the window, the nightstand next to the bed, and the bookshelf and dresser on the far wall. Thanks for your help.”
“No problem,” the mover replied.
Paulette’s mother wandered into the living room from the kitchen and caught Paulette’s attention. “I’ve been thinking about your request and as soon as we get everything moved in, you can go down to the paint store, select your paint, and paint your room. I know it’s more work, since you’ve got to move the furniture around, but we just didn’t have any extra time before moving in.”
“Thanks, Mom,” she said smiling.
“However, the carpet will have to wait till later.”
“Ah, Mom, that’s going to look gross with the new blue walls, but I understand. Thanks.”
 

Paulette was doing her best to adjust to her new home and her new hometown, but memories began to flood her mind.
I wish dad was still here. We had so much fun together. I remember my first camping trip with him. I was six years old, and he took me to the Appalachian Mountains. We set up our tent and campsite, then he took me to the bubbling stream nearby and taught me how to fish
The memory of the smell of fresh, slimy and squirmy fish still reminded her of the joy of learning how to descale it, clean it, and cook it.
The next day, we went hiking overnight, and that’s when Dad showed me how to build my own basic shelter. He also taught me how to hunt. I remember seeing a rabbit. It stood stock still and stared at me and me at it, while I leveled the .22 and aimed. The rabbit remained still, not sure what to do, and before it could jump, I took the shot and hit it right in the heart. Dad told me what a good job I had done and to go get it so he could show me how to clean and skin it. I ran over and picked it up by its ears, with a big smile on my face, as I followed Dad to a small stump. He pulled out his hunting knife, handed it to me and instructed me on how to clean, skin, and cut the meat. Later, he showed me how to tan the hide. We had so much fun. I wish you were; I miss you so much, Dad.
She wasn’t happy either that they had to have go bags ready in case of an earthquake. Her mom insisted she carry it with her, but Paulette preferred to leave it in the back of her closet. Maybe when she got a car, she’d throw it in there; but, for now, she felt she didn’t need it.
The town was tiny compared to Wilmington, NC. Even so, it had a high school and elementary school, and a local burger joint where all the teenagers liked to hang out. It served one of the largest burgers around and had the best milkshakes ever. Of course, the town sported its own post office, police station, small courthouse, and the usual businesses that a small town would have, like a family-owned hardware store, small grocery stores, and even an old-fashioned coin-operated laundromat. Despite the town being so small, it had its beauty, with all the forests and the river and the best viewing site of Mt. Rainer anyone could ask for. Still, it would take time for her to adjust.
Paulette had been out of school for over a month, and her mother felt it was time for her to go back to school, so she enrolled her in the local high school, White River High, where she began her freshman year. Her first day in a new school was hard. She knew no one and felt so alone. Sometimes I wish I wasn’t so smart, then maybe I could make friends easier. My luck I won’t make any friends at all. She got into the routine of going to her classes and focusing on just getting by each day. 
 

The weather changed and snow had begun to blanket the ground. She liked walking to school; it gave her time to think about her theories and enjoy the smells of nature around her. One particular day, she was deep in thought when she came to an abrupt stop and fell backward, her books flying into the air and skidding through the snow on the sidewalk. She looked up to see what had caused her to fall and had to suck in her breath. She had bumped into a handsome, olive-skinned teenager, with black hair and green eyes. He was tall and built like a rock, so much so, that he didn’t even budge when they collided.
“Excuse me,” Paulette blurted, as she tried to catch her breath.
“Are you okay?” he asked. “Here let me help you up, and I can help with your books, too."
“Thank you.” 
“You’re most welcome. My name is Greg Moretti; what’s yours?”
“I … um … ah … my name is Paulette Brown. So sorry that I ran into you.”
“Not a problem. Do you go to White River?”
“Um, yes,” she replied.
“Good, I’d love to walk with you to school if it’s all right?”
“Um, sure, I’d like that."
Greg bent down and began picking up and dusting the snow off her books and handing them to her to put in her book bag. Once he gave her the last book, he stood back up and they headed toward the high school.
“So, what grade are you in?” She asked him.
“I’m a freshman this year.”
“Cool, me too.”
“So, what is your favorite subject?” she asked
“I like math and science.”
“Me, too. So, do you have any hobbies?”
“Yeah, I like to read and tinker with electronics and engineering stuff. I’ve got several small projects going at one time.”
“Wow, I’ve got several projects going, too. Someday I’ll amaze the world with one of my projects,” she said coyly.
“Really, and what could that be,” he inquired.
“I plan on inventing time travel,” she stated.
“Time travel, really? You think you can do it?”
“Yep, without a doubt.”
Greg liked Paulette right away. They became best friends and hung out with each other as often as possible. 
Greg was one of the first kids who didn’t laugh at her when she talked about her time travel theories. In fact, as their friendship grew stronger, he encouraged her and told her she could do anything she set her mind to. He also enjoyed working on experiments with her. 
The two were inseparable. They camped, hiked, fished, and tinkered in Greg’s garage on their many electronic projects. It seemed before either of them knew it, they were seniors in high school; and they both needed to decide what they’d do after they graduated. One day while they were working on one of Paulette’s time theory projects, Greg brought up the college subject.
“Paulette, I think we should both go to Washington State University to study in our fields. You could study physics and mathematics, while I study engineering. What do you think?” he asked.
She looked up from the project she was working on and gave him a quizzical look.
“Me, go to college? Why whatever for?” she asked with a snorting laugh.
“Because there may be something you can learn that you don’t know,” he replied.
“Come on! You know I already know more than what is taught in college, so why would I need to go?”
“Oh, I don’t know, just for the fun of it, maybe; and you would get to hang out with me,” he said with a wide smile on his face.
“Fine, I guess I can. It shouldn’t be hard to get scholarships to help pay for school since my mom can’t afford to send me.”
“That’s the spirit. We’ll have a great time. You’ll see.”
“If you say so,” she said, punching his arm.
“Ow! That hurt,” he told her, as he chuckled and gave her a wink.
Both Paulette and Greg set their sights on going to Washington State University and applied for all the scholarships that were available. 
 

Graduation day arrived. As Valedictorian, Paulette had to give the class speech, and she did not feel confident speaking in front of people. She worked on her speech and practiced in front of the mirror multiple times, but still was nervous.
“Calm down; you’ll do just fine,” Greg said. “The best way to get past the nervousness is to imagine everyone in their underwear.”
Paulette chuckled at the thought of seeing people in their underwear. “You’re so silly. You know that, right?”
“Yep,” he said with a smile. “I’m going to go wait in the living room until you’re ready. Okay?”
“Sure, see you in a few,” she said.
Mary passed Greg as she walked into the room and looked at her beautiful, grown daughter with pride. “Honey, I’m so proud of you and what you’ve accomplished,” she said. “I can’t wait to see you walk up on that stage and get your diploma. I’ll see you at the high school in a little bit. Good luck with your speech.”
Paulette walked over to her mom, placed her arms around her, gave her a big hug, and said, “Thanks, Mom; I couldn’t have done it without you.”
Greg was getting a little antsy and yelled down the hall, “Hey, are you ready to go yet?”
“Yeah, give me a second, and I’ll be right there,” she replied while finishing the final touches to her hair and makeup. Blah, makeup. I only wear this stuff for special occasions. So hard to put on and get it right. Oh, well, I get to take it off afterwards and go back to my all-natural look. She took one more look in the mirror, then turned and left the bathroom and headed into the living room where Greg was waiting. He took her hand and led her out to the car and, like a gentleman, opened her door, got her situated, and closed the door. He then hopped into the driver’s seat of his red Chevy Camaro and whisked her off to the high school for graduation.
Greg pulled into the parking lot and found a space to park. He cut the engine, hopped out, went to the passenger side, opened the door, and helped Paulette out of the vehicle. They strode, hand in hand, to the gym, where they’d be lining up for the graduation march to the outside stadium.
He pulled the gym door open, and he and Paulette entered the noisy, boisterous gym. Greg walked with her to her spot, then turned to go to his spot in the back. As he left, he turned his head and yelled back, “Remember, you’ll do fine. Just remember the underwear.”
Paulette grimaced, afraid everyone in the gym had heard him yell. She looked around and saw that no one had paid him any mind.
In the distance, she could hear the band start up the marching song. Before she knew it, she was headed out of the gym and out to the stadium. When she got to the front rows of chairs, she turned and headed down to her seat and sat down.
It wasn’t long before she was called up to give her speech. She stood up and headed to the podium. She stood there for a few moments getting her notes set up, then she began.
“Ladies and gentlemen, and graduating students, I want to give you a warm welcome. We’ve all worked hard to get to this moment, some more than others. Despite all our trials and tribulations, we’ve come to that moment where we can say, ‘We did it.’
Many of you’ll be going off to college, some to the military, others to jobs you’ve found before graduating. Today, I want to implore you to explore every possibility, to search out and discover new things, to not hold back, and to know you’re capable of anything you set your mind to. I hope that every one of you reaches for the stars, truly finds what your gift is, and will apply that gift with all of your heart. Thank you, and I hope you all have a wonderful future.” Paulette, knees trembling, walked back down the steps and back to her seat.
There were several more speakers and some songs before the superintendent of the school district stood. Dr. Jacob Malcom strode to the podium, where he had to step up onto a small box to gain the height he needed. He wore silver-rimmed glasses that matched his silver hair, and his intense blue eyes stared out at the students and all the family members. He cleared his throat before he spoke with his nasally baritone voice.
“Ladies and gentlemen, family and friends, we gather here today to honor your children for their accomplishments in their four years at White River High. In a moment, I’ll call each student up to receive his or her diploma. Students, I’d like you to walk carefully up the stairs, where I’ll shake your hand and congratulate you, then you’ll move on to receive your diploma from your principal, Mr. Darren Graves. I want to congratulate each one of you for a job well done and wish for each of you a bright future.” He stepped down from the podium and went to the far-left side of the stage with a microphone in hand and called the students up one at a time.
Paulette was near the front of the procession because of her last name. When it came time, she stepped up and shook Dr. Malcom’s hand. She started to move on, but he kept her hand in his and leaned in and said.
“Young lady, I see you doing great things. Keep up the excellent work. Also, you’ll find a full-ride scholarship to Washington State University tucked in with your diploma.”
“Thank you,” she exclaimed!
He let go of her hand and she walked over to Mr. Graves, who stood just below her nose in height, with dark hair and bushy eyebrows encasing his piercing brown eyes. She reached out and shook his hand and took hold of the diploma with the other hand.
“Paulette, it has been a pleasure having you in my school,” he said.
“Thank you, I enjoyed being here,” she replied, not really but I can’t say that to the principal on graduation day, and then she hastened on.
Afterwards, Greg, Paulette, and her mom all went to the local burger joint for a great burger and an excellent milkshake. Paulette’s mom looked over at her daughter with a big grin, admiring her for all she had accomplished.
“So, why the weird grin, Mom?”
“Oh, just thinking about how wonderful you are and how proud I’m of you,” she said.
“Ah, thanks, Mom, I couldn’t have done it without you. I wish Dad could have been here, though.”
“I know dear. I’m sure he is looking down with pride right now.”
“Yeah, he probably is,” she said with a smile.
“Greg, you excited to be starting college in the fall?” Mrs. Brown asked.
“Yep,” he said between slurps of the milkshake.
“What about you, Paulette? Are you excited?” Greg asked.
“Oh, you know, as excited as I can be. You got me into this, so I’m in for the ride,” she said with a loud chuckle.




Chapter 2
Fall 2025
 
University of Washington, Seattle
Paulette woke up and sauntered into the small college dorm bathroom. She stood in front of the mirror and wondered what she was doing there. She wasn’t like everyone else, even in looks. She stared at herself, a six-foot-tall, skinny, muscular woman, with blue eyes, brown hair, and skin so white she almost looked like a ghost. Her hair was muffled up and sticking out in all directions. What a look, she thought. Here I am in a college dormitory studying physics, and it’s so frustrating to find that the professors don’t know as much as I do. Hmm, maybe I’m just being “holier than thou” again, but, jeez, couldn’t they at least attempt to answer my questions? Frustrated, she turned on the shower and jumped in to get ready for yet another round of classes, most of which were boring. There were only a few that she liked and sometimes challenged her.
Shower done, she put on her skinny jeans and a University of Washington T-shirt. Sitting on her bed, she put her ankle socks on and then slipped her favorite worn-out Nike shoes on. Getting up from the bed with a slight groan, she wandered over to her drab, college-issue writing desk, grabbed her books, and rushed out the door. Darn it! I’m going to be late again if I don’t hurry, she thought. While running toward the Einstein building where her first class was taking place, she thought about her best friend, Greg. I wonder what he is up to at the moment, since he doesn’t start his first class for another hour.
Greg and Paulette had been friends for over four years, and she had to wonder if he thought of her as more than a friend after all that time. Of course, neither of them ever broached the subject, comfortable to be close friends who could share everything with each other. But she had to admit that she thought he was quite handsome. That smooth, olive skin, green eyes, and black hair were enough to make any woman swoon. To say he had the looks of a body builder in his six-two frame was an understatement. Well, I guess I’ll just have to wait and see where things go. For now, I just need to concentrate on not blowing up every time a professor shuts me down.
Later, after she had completed several classes, she headed over to the cafeteria, hoping to run into Greg. Not long after getting her food and trying to find a place to sit in the over-crowed lunchroom, she spotted him. She turned and headed over to the table where he was sitting and plopped down in the seat next to him.
“Hey, what’s up?” she inquired.
Greg, having a mouth full of food, just mumbled for a second till he could swallow. “Not much, how about you?”
“Oh, you know the same old thing. The professors won’t listen to me, and they have quit calling on me as well. I’m getting really frustrated with this whole college thing. It’s just like every other school I’ve been to.” 
“Well,” he said, “you should at least give it a try for a bit longer. I mean, I know you’re smart and all, but there has to be something new you can learn, right?” 
She lifted her eyebrows up and said, “Really? Something new? I doubt it, but I guess you’re right. I can stick it out a bit longer. So, how is the engineering stuff going?”
“Well,” he drew out, “it’s going. Unlike you, I’ve got to constantly study and pay attention. However, I’m getting it. As I go along, I think I’ll get a good grasp on it.”
“That’s a good thing. I’m formulating a new idea and would love your help with it, if you’re interested.”
“Depends on what it is.”
She smiled really big and said, “Well, I think you’ll like this one. I’ve been watching the news lately, and they have been highlighting our veterans who are coming home from the wars in the Middle East. It’s really sad to see them coming home missing a leg, arm, or worse, both, or all their limbs. The military and VA just don’t have the sophistication to help them get back to normal. The idea I’ve got would benefit them. Plus, we can help others who are in need of a limb.” Her voice rose in excitement.
“What are you thinking about doing to solve their plight?” he inquired.
“Funny you should ask. I’ve been doing some research on prosthetics, which has come a long way over the years. A prosthetic limb can now be placed on a person with electrodes attached to the stump which provides some control over the prosthetic limb. However, I don’t think that’s enough, and the limbs still look bulky and hard to deal with. So … I came up with an idea that would stretch my own engineering, physics, and math, and I need you and others to help me design it.” 
“Go on. Exactly, what are we talking about?” he asked.
“I propose that we develop a bionic limb that will attach to the person as if it were his or her own limb. It will take a lot of work to develop the nerve conduits, as well as being able to stitch artificial muscle to the real muscle. Plus, we’d use synthetic skin to make the limb look real. If we are successful, then the bionic limbs will function exactly like the human limb — so much so, that people who have them will barely realize that they ever lost a limb in the first place. They wouldn’t have to worry about people staring at them, making faces or asking awkward questions anymore. These people would have their lives back. And, yes, before you even ask, the whole idea is to help these people. However, the overall goal is to make enough money to be able to work on my time travel project.”
“You do know that no one will fund you for the time travel stuff, right?”
“Of course, I know that, Greg, which is why this other idea will be perfect. We can start looking for people to help fund our company. Once we get funded, we can search for people for the research and development department. The other thing is, would you want to be my partner in this little adventure?” 
Greg thought for a moment before looking at her and answering. “I’ll need to think about it, but it does sound appealing,” he murmured. “You know that it will have to wait till we graduate, right?” he inquired.
“That’s the thing. I’m considering dropping out after my sophomore year to start the company. I’ll be twenty then, and things need to get moving. I’m tired of being held back, and this company will allow both of us to explore things we can’t do here or anywhere else. So, what do you think?” 
“I think it could be a great success, but I need to finish school first. I’m not like you. I’ve got to learn things I don’t know yet. However, I’d be glad to be your business partner. I’ll have to work part time till I get done with college. If you’re okay with that, then we can start working on finding some funding. Hopefully, you can get it up and running by the end of next year.”
“That shouldn’t be a problem. We need to come up with a name for the company. I was thinking we could use our first initials, something like P&G Bionics. What do you think?”
Thinking on if for a moment, Greg replied, “I like it. Simple, yet unique.”
Paulette was so excited that she leaned over and gave Greg a huge hug. “Thank you, thank you, thank you!” she blurted out.
“You’re welcome. Now how about we finish eating our lunch so we don’t miss our next class?” 
“Fine.” She looked down at her fork and thought, I’m much too excited to eat. She rose from the table, picked up her tray, headed to the trash can to dump the food, and then proceeded to take the tray, plate, and silverware to the kitchen crew.
 

After talking with Greg about starting a bionic limb company and the need for funding, Paulette went straight to work to secure that funding. She spent hours making phone calls and trying to connect with the right people.
She soon learned it wasn’t going to be as easy as she had thought. She contacted the military and the Veterans Administration to see if they were interested in her proposal and if they were willing to set up a meeting. Next she looked up multiple businesses that would know how to fund startup companies. Despite her misgivings she was able to persuade them to, at least, listen to her proposal. The VA, Military and several of the Businesses where interested in hearing her proposal and scheduled a meeting with her toward the end of her freshman year.




Chapter 3
Spring 2026
 
Seattle, Washington
She was really stressed the day of the meeting, not sure exactly how to present her idea, and it didn’t help that Greg couldn’t make the meeting. She sat nervously tapping her foot up and down as she tried to wait patiently to be called into the conference room. It seemed like an eternity before the secretary called her. Oh well, here goes nothing, she thought.
“Miss Brown, they’ll see you now,” the secretary stated. She thanked the secretary as she fumbled to get up and carry her notes into the meeting.
As the secretary opened the door, the squeaking of the hinges caused Paulette to grind her teeth. Entering the room, she saw the group of professionals sitting in front of her, and asked herself, so now what am I supposed to do? She had never been good at talking in front of people, which added greatly to her stress. She stood there frozen for a moment as she looked around the large conference room, with windows facing out toward the street, trying to figure out what to do next. Her gaze came upon a gentleman sitting nearby, who waved her over to a chair next to him. Paulette swallowed nervously as she made her way over to the high-back office chair, pulled it out, and sat down. She scooted the chair forward and placed her files and papers on the conference table. “Miss Brown, my name is Colonel Leamon, I’m the military representative and the leader of this meeting. I’d like you to feel comfortable so if you need water or anything, please let me know and I’ll have the secretary get it for you.”
“Thank you, Colonel Leamon, but I’m good for now,” she replied. 
“If you’re good to go, then you can proceed with your presentation,” he responded.
She nervously stood up and began. “Ladies and gentlemen, I’m here today to present to you a new and revolutionary way to replace people’s missing limbs, especially for our soldiers. I’ve been formulating this idea for some time, and I think you all will agree that it won’t only help these individuals but improve their life exponentially. As you know, there are already companies out there that specialize in prosthetics, and they even can give the user some sense of wholeness by using electrodes to stimulate the stump and cause the prosthetic leg or arm to have a sense of feeling. What I propose is that we go a giant leap further by replacing the limb with a bionic one that will integrate with their stump and give them full range of use again. This is what I envision to make that happen. My partner, Greg Moretti, and I will be designing a fully functional bionic limb that will allow us to re-attach the nerve endings and muscles to the new bionic limb, giving it full functionality. Right now, we are formulating a design for the artificial nerves by using a fiber-optic type material that will allow the electrical signals to travel down the bionic limb and respond as if it were a real leg or arm. We are also working on synthetic muscle tissue that can be stitched to the existing muscle, allowing for proper stretching and constriction of the bionic limb. The bionic limb would have artificial skin stretched over it, making it fully integrated to the patient. This skin would be matched to the skin color of the patient, giving it a more realistic look. When the procedure is completed, it would barely be noticeable that a bionic limb is attached. The bionic limbs would be made in large quantities but wouldn’t be completed until the patient’s exact needs were assessed. Once the evaluation is complete, we’d then generate the artificial skin and the titanium rod that would be used to fuse to the remaining bone. If the individual should require a replacement that is smaller and we were not able to use a rod, then we’d use titanium foam to attach the missing body part. I firmly believe this procedure will, not only give the person his or her full life back, but in the case of a military soldier, the capability to continue serving his or her country. So today, I’m presenting this idea to you to solicit funding to begin building my research and development lab, hire personnel, and secure a building for manufacturing the limbs. I hope you can see how valuable this can be. Thank you for taking the time to listen to my presentation and for taking it into consideration.” She sat back down and nervously awaited their response.
“Miss Brown, I think we’d like to take a few minutes and talk to each other about your presentation. Would you mind stepping out of the room while we do that? You can leave your materials here, and we’ll call you back in when we’ve arrived at a decision,” Colonel Leamon explained.
“Certainly. I’ll be happy to wait for your answer. Again, thank you,” she replied.
Paulette exited the conference room and slowly walked over to the chair she had sat in before her presentation. I wonder what they are talking about and whether they’ll fund the idea. I hope I did a good job with the presentation. I’m so afraid they didn’t like it. She sat there, her leg thumping up and down, while she waited to hear back from the committee.
In the conference room, Col. Leamon looked at the group and asked, “What does everyone think about her proposal?”
Jill Sikes, a beautiful red head with a slim build, a dominating personality, and the CEO of her company, spoke up in her shrill, high-pitched voice, piercing the room. “She has a great idea and all, but how do we know she can make it work? I mean, this is a huge leap from where other companies are now, and even they can’t seem to do what she proposes.” 
“I agree with you Ms. Sikes; however, I honestly think it might be possible,” he replied.
The Veterans Administrator, Gerald, spoke up. “It sounds impressive; however, the VA has been working on innovative technology for prosthetics for years, and we haven’t even come close to what she proposes. So why even have her come in today?”
Col Leamon’s face began to redden a little. “Because one, I’m not stupid; and two, she is the most brilliant person in the world. Heck, she is probably smarter than all of us combined. I also have done my research on Miss Brown prior to this meeting; and, from what I can tell, she is very invested in this idea and has the intelligence to pull it off,” he spewed out.
“That may be true according to you, but I still don’t believe she can accomplish something no other scientist has been able to do. Therefore, my company will not be funding her venture at this time,” Jill countered.
Gerald was looking a little perplexed. “Col. Leamon, I don’t doubt that you have done your research, but do you really think she can pull this off?
“Yes, I do or I wouldn’t have even scheduled this meeting today.”
“Okay, then the VA will be willing to help fund her project for now.”
“Thank you, Gerald, I appreciate your support.” The Colonel turned and addressed Jill again. “Would you be willing to change your mind on this at all?” he asked.
“No! Absolutely not. I stand firm in my decision,” She replied.
“Well, that will reduce the funds I had in mind, but I think we can still work something out. What I suggest is we give her several hundred thousand dollars so she can build a prototype, have it integrated to a veteran, and have her present it to us at the next meeting. What do you all think?” he asked.
The group discussed the new proposal for a moment and everyone, except Jill, came to an agreement to fund the making of the prototype. Then if that was successful, possibly funding the entire project.
Col. Leamon pressed a button on the conference room table.
“Yes, sir,” the secretary answered.
“Could you please send Miss Brown back into the room?” he asked.
“Right away, sir.”
The secretary walked up to Miss Brown. “They will see you now. Please follow me.”
Paulette rose from her seat and followed the secretary back to the doors of the conference room. The secretary opened the doors and Paulette stepped back inside, found her seat, and sat down.
“Miss Brown, the group is intrigued with your proposal; however, we’d like to see a prototype that has successfully been integrated to a veteran prior to expending so much money on a project when we’ve yet to see results. Before you get upset, we also have decided to fund the building of the prototype. This means you’ll have enough money to secure a building, a research and development department, and small manufacturing machinery. We are willing to start you out with several hundred thousand dollars. Will this be acceptable??” Col. Leamon asked.
Paulette sat there stunned for a moment, both from being turned down, yet not turned down. “Col. Leamon, I think that I can make that work and should be able to have something to show you within the year,” she replied.
“Great then, let’s get started. You’ll be required to give us periodic updates which can be done via skype. When you’ve got a functional prototype ready, we can schedule another meeting to have you present it to us,” Col. Leamon explained.
“Awesome,” Paulette exclaimed.




Chapter 4








Paulette was so excited that she practically ran to her car. She quickly put the presentation materials in the back seat and then hopped into the front seat of her old Chevy Tahoe. She started the engine and, hearing its low rumble and whine, she backed out of the parking space and headed back to the University of Washington’s campus. She was deep in thought while driving back. So, the first thing I need to do is secure a building big enough to conduct all the work that is needed, then hire the right people to do the job. Wow, I can’t believe this is happening. Soon my sketches will become reality. I sure do have a lot work ahead of me if Greg and I are going to pull this off. Finally, a challenge that will get my creative juices flowing. She chuckled to herself. Plus, I won’t have to listen to the professors who don’t like or understand my visionary thinking. I’m determined to show those professors and others who don’t believe in me that they were all wrong. However, that day was going to have to wait a bit longer. She knew she had to take one step at a time or her whole plan could blow up in her face.
She reached the campus an hour later, thanks to all the rush-hour traffic. Seattle was hell to drive through, so you never knew how long it would take to get from point A to point B. One day it could take fifteen minutes, another an hour. She didn’t really like city life, anyway. It was too busy, too crowded, and just way too many people who weren’t as kind as people in the rural areas. She parked the old Tahoe, got out, and went looking for Greg. She found him in the Lees Building and ran and jumped into his arms.
“Whoa there, hold on! What’s going on with you today?” he asked, backing up.
“I just got back from the meeting and you won’t believe what they said,” she blurted out.
“I’m not a mind reader, but I can assume from your excitement that you got the funding.”
“Yes and no. I was told they wanted to see a working prototype first, and they’d fully fund us once we accomplished that.”
He looked at her and realized they just might have a chance. “When do we have to have this prototype built?” he asked.
“I told them I should have something within the year. You think you can help with that?” she asked.
“Yeah, I guess I could, but it’s going to take a lot of time. I do hope you don’t plan on just the two of us building this prototype.” 
“No, absolutely not. In fact, we’ll have enough money to hire a research and development team and secure a building and the materials needed to build the prototype,” she said excitedly.
“Really, how much did they give us?”
“They gave us several hundred thousand dollars to start the project, with more to come if we need it.”
“Wow! That’s a lot of money,” he said as he whistled. 
“Yes, it is, and I need to get started locating a building big enough to house the research and development team and a small manufacturing area. I’ll be busy shopping for that, starting this weekend. Would you like to help me find the building we’ll need?” she asked.
“Sure,” he replied.
 

Saturday arrived quickly, and they got together and started searching the Internet for an industrial building that would suit their needs for the present, as well as the future. It was a long and tedious task, but they were able to select a few prospects to look at. They contacted the Realtors for each of the properties they wanted to see. After talking to a few of them, they ruled out several of the selections. Once they were down to three or four buildings, they made some quick appointments, then got into her old Chevy Tahoe and drove to each of the locations. Most were in the far southern portion of Seattle, which was too far away from the college; however, there was one building about twenty minutes away that looked like it could meet their needs. They drove to 820 W. Adams Street to check out the large, 25,000-square-foot building and see if they could make it work. When they arrived, they exited the vehicle and walked over to a man who looked to be in his mid-fifties, short and portly, with a slightly balding head, who, they assumed, was the person in charge of leasing the building.
“Hello, are you Mr. Bill Hogan?” they asked.
“Yes, are you here to look at the building?” he replied.
“Yes, we are, if you don’t mind.”
“If you’ll follow me, then we can get started,” he said.
Paulette and Greg fell in step with Mr. Hogan as he approached the main entrance to the building. Mr. Hogan dug into his pocket and pulled out a large key ring with a multitude of keys attached to it. He fumbled through them, picked a large, square-shaped key, inserted it into the door, giving it a twist, then pulled the door open. He took the key out of the lock and redeposited the keys into his pocket.
“Please, come in,” he said.
Paulette and Greg went through the door into a small breezeway. Mr. Hogan walked past them, waving his arm for them to follow him. Pulling the next door open, he ushered them in. “As you can see, there is a large office built into the warehouse, and the warehouse itself is very spacious and has high ceilings with built-in ventilation. What do you think?” he asked.
Paulette and Greg looked it over and decided it was spacious enough.
They envisioned the open space as being a part of the research lab, and the other section being divided up for the manufacturing area.
Greg looked at Paulette. “It does look like it will work for us. What do you think?”
“I seem to agree with you. There is plenty of space to work with.”
Paulette addressed Mr. Hogan, “So, how do we go about leasing the building?” she asked.
“You’ll need to do a minimum of a five-year lease at approximately $29,000 a month, as well as a $30,000 damage deposit,” he replied.
Both of their jaws dropped wide open. Looking at each other, they shrugged. Despite the steep price, it was a very large space, where they’d eventually have room to add the time travel portion of the project.
Paulette and Greg took a few moments alone to discuss the proposal, then Paulette looked up at Mr. Hogan. “We’ll take the building,” she said.
“Well, there are procedures we’ve got to go through before you can sign the lease,” Mr. Hogan stated. “One thing that concerns me is … well, not to be rude … but how old are you two anyway?” he inquired.
“Hmmp, does it really matter how old we are? We’ve got the money to pay for half of the year’s lease up front?” Paulette blurted out.
“Really! Mr. Hogan replied. How does someone so young get that kind of money?” he grumbled.
“Simple, we got funded by the military, VA, and other businesses interested in what we’ve got to offer,” she replied.
“Very well then. I guess we can head back to my office and draw up the lease.”
“We’d like permission to build and redesign the inside, if possible,” Greg interjected.
Mr. Hogan paused for a moment, then replied, “Sure, as long as it’s done to code, that will be fine. We can put it in writing as part of the lease,” he answered.
“Great!” they echoed. “Can we head over to your office now, please?” requested Paulette.
They all got back into their cars and headed to the Realtor’s office and settled in to read the lease very carefully before signing it. Then Paulette gave Mr. Hogan a check for the deposit and the first six months’ rent.
Later in the car, Greg pointed out. “I think this building will work great for us. I like the location because it’s far enough away from other buildings and gives us plenty of drive-in bays to bring in supplies, as well as eventually shipping out the bionic limbs,” he said.
“I agree. We’ll have plenty of privacy at this location.”
“All we need now is to hire some contractors to build the R&D Department, limb manufacturing, and the nerve, skin, and muscle manufacturing areas, as well as offices for the heads of each department,” Greg mentioned.
Paulette looked at Greg and shrugged. “I’ll have to look into who can do all this within our cost constraints. We can’t go too far over budget or we won’t have the money to build the prototype.” 
“I know. Hopefully, you can get a good contractor to do the work. You have anyone in mind?”
“No, actually I don’t, so I’ll have to consult the almighty Google and make some phone calls to see who can give us the best quote. Does that sound all right with you, Greg?”
“Sure, I guess. Do you need me to help out at all?” he asked
“Well, you’re an engineer; do you think you could handle some of the renovations?”
“Maybe, but I’m not a construction worker. I might be able to design the aluminum wall structures for the contractor to build upon and the workstations for the R&D and manufacturing areas. The rest will have to be done by professionals.”
Paulette, sighed as she replied, “Okay then, I’ve got my work cut out for me, and we haven’t even started building the prototype yet.”
Back at the campus, they both headed to their dorm rooms. Paulette suddenly felt overwhelmed by the scope of the entire project.
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Paulette got right to work on researching local construction companies in the Seattle area. She soon discovered how daunting a task this would be. She investigated each company thoroughly, researching every word about them and scanning highlights of their accomplishments. She poured hours of her time into each company. Eventually, she was able to pick a half dozen that she could call, explain the project and work requirements, and ask for quotes. All of this was done right at the midterm test time, and she was struggling to get a handle on everything. Although she was extremely smart, a lot of the things she was trying to take care of was way out of her league, especially when it came to owning and running a company. Guess, I’ll have to make sure to hire a good company manager and accountant, oh, and a lawyer too! Ugh, this is so much.
She picked up the phone and dialed Greg. He answered after the fifth ring.
“What! I’m studying,” he said irritably.
“Sorry to bother you, but I’m waiting to hear back from about a half dozen construction companies on quotes for getting the work done. I just thought I’d let you know.”
“Oh, okay. Sorry, just stressed as usual when it comes to tests. Really hate these things.”
“Yeah, I know and understand. Believe it or not, I sometimes stress over them too.”
“Really? You, stress over a test! Give me a break, Miss Genius.”
“Come on, Greg, I’m not always on top of my game, especially with all this company stuff going on. I really have to concentrate when it comes to the tests, now that I’ve got all this other stuff running around my head. Oh, by the way, we’ll need to hire a company manager, accountant, and lawyer to help us keep this company from going under before we even get started. Believe it or not, that kind of stuff isn’t my forte.”
“Really? You mean all those brains you’ve got, and you can’t figure out how to run a company and keep track of the money too?”
“Seriously, Greg, I wonder sometimes if you’re out to get me. Yes, even with all my smarts, I just don’t have that knack. Give me math or physics, and I can solve all the problems in the world. Throw business stuff at me, and I’d rather run a marathon than tackle it. I’m the inventor, remember, not the practical sit-in-an-office-and-push-paper kind of gal.”
Greg burst out laughing. “Okay you got me there. Guess I was wrong; you aren’t as smart as you pretend to be.”
“Hey that’s not nice. Stop laughing at me and get back to studying. I’m going to make a few phone calls and check on the best accounting and law firms to scout out. Later, you can help me do some interviews for them, as well as personnel for the company.”
“Sure, so long as it’s after I’m done taking all these darned tests.”
“Yep, it will be. I still have to do some research. Heck, by the time I’m done with all this, I should be a master at Google,” she said with a chuckle.
“All right, I’ll catch you later after these tests are behind me.”
“Sounds good. Bye for now.” She hung up the phone and pondered where to start looking for a law firm and accounting firm. Ergg, all this work just to get started.
 

Paulette decided it was time for a break so, she drove to the local Starbucks near the University Campus. She liked the quiet atmosphere, despite its being so close to the university. She wasn’t even much of a coffee drinker, so she’d order a caramel mocha frappe, her favorite drink. She parked her car, dug out a few quarters and slid them into the slot of the parking meter, and then walked in the front door. She was pleased to see that Brad Harding was working today. He was a polite young blond-haired man, about the same height as Paulette, and he had these piercing blues eyes and a wonderful smile.
“Ah, I see my favorite bistro person is working today.”
“Hey, Paulette, how’s it going? The usual?” 
“Yeah, Brad, I’ll take the usual. Can you bring it over to the corner table, along with one of your blueberry muffins?”
“Sure, no problem.”  
Even though she didn’t particularly like the taste of coffee, the smell of it brewing was intoxicating. She waited patiently for her drink and blueberry muffin. She could hardly wait to sink her teeth into one of their fresh-made blueberry muffins. Sometimes, if she arrived at the right time, there would be this wonderful blueberry and coffee aroma that was heavenly.
Brad walked over to the table in the corner, which gave a great view of all the activity on the street, and set her muffin and frappe down. “Hope you enjoy the frappe and muffin. If you need anything else just give me a holler. Oh, by the way, how is the company stuff going? Get any funding yet?” he asked.
“Yeah, we got some partial funding. They want us to present a prototype before they’ll consider giving us full funding. I’ve been busy securing a building, and now I’ve got to get contractors in to do some renovations, not to mention hiring people, and so many other things that it’s mind-boggling. A lot of work, but hey, that’s why I’m here. Just needed to take a break from it all.”
“Understood. Like I said, if you need anything else, let me know. And congrats on the funding, even if it’s only part of it.”
“Thanks, Brad. I appreciate it.”
Paulette sat there munching her blueberry muffin and sipping her caramel frappe, deep in thought. She liked sitting there thinking about how her life was going. She liked the idea of helping people, while also getting to work on her other project. At twenty, almost twenty-one years old, she was doing pretty well in life. Her thoughts began to wander back a bit.
Sometimes, I do wonder if I’d have been further along had my parents not held me back from exploring the world more when I was younger. I kind of understand their not wanting me to be in college at eleven or twelve; but still, I may have been able to do so much more, earlier in life. Oh well, I’ve got to remember not to live in the past. I can’t change what happened. Hhmm, or could I? Okay, no sense going there. Paradox theory and all. I just need to live with things the way they are and do my best to move forward with my life.
She was still deep in thought when she heard a shrill alarm. Startled, she looked up to see people pouring out of the building next to the Starbucks. Hmm, wonder what’s going on there?
A few seconds later, Brad announced “Can I get everyone’s attention please. There is a fire in the building next to us, and the fire department has asked that everyone leave our building quickly and safely
Paulette picked up her trash and threw it in the trashcan as she made her way out the door. She headed back to her car, got in, and went back to the dorm so she could start researching law firms and accountants.
 

A few days later she had narrowed her search for construction companies and accountants down to three each. She set up appointments with each construction company to have them come out and access the building so they could give her quotes. She also set up appointments that worked around Greg’s schedule so he could help with the interviews.
“You know this is daunting work, Greg mumbled. I don’t have the first clue how to interview someone, let alone a lawyer and accountant.”
“No worries, we are just trying to see what each can offer us and what they’ll charge for their services. Once we’ve got that information in hand, we can figure out which one will work. If something goes wrong, we can always fire them and get new ones, but let’s hope we get it right the first time.”
They spent several hours interviewing the various firms. The last one was, as it turned out, the most interesting; and they decided that they’d probably hire them. They really liked what the Muller Law firm had to offer and at a reasonable price. Mrs. Sally Muller was very helpful, polite, and courteous and was able to answer all of their questions, plus some they didn’t even ask. Her firm was not too far away from the company or the college, so that was even better. For the accountant, they both decided that XD Zander Group would do a great job, since they provided outsourced accounting at a reasonable cost, and they, too, were close to both locations. 
“Phew!” Greg wiped the built-up sweat off his face. That was a lot of work, and I’m glad we’re done. Have you gotten quotes back from the construction companies yet?”
“Yeah, I have and was going to look them over tonight. I’m leaning toward this one company that has a great record and tries to keep things green.”
“Oh, which company is that?”
“It’s the Newman Construction Company. Their quote, at a glance, looked reasonable; and they can keep costs down by setting us up with solar power and building the rooms we want.”
“Sounds like you’ve already made up your mind. Why spend time hassling over the quotes if you already are leaning toward a specific company.”
“Because I want to make sure I haven’t left anything out; that’s all.”
“Okay, sounds good to me. See you tomorrow, right?”
“Yep, you will.”
The next day Paulette called Brian Newman to congratulate him and his company for being chosen to do the construction and asked if they’d be able to start immediately. Mr. Newman was very excited and told her they’d be on-site by the end of the week to get started.
 

It didn’t take long for Mr. Newman to set up a team of construction workers and get them to their new building. 
“Hey boss, how do you want us to start?” asked a worker.
“Okay, I’d like to split everyone up into teams. One team will work on constructing the research and development area while another team renovates the two manufacturing spaces. The next team will design the offices. The last team will install the solar panels. An electrician still needs to be called to install the electrical wires and outlets. Last, we need an individual who can place all the fiber optics for the computers and telephone lines,” Mr. Newman replied.
Mr. Newman’s goal in assigning several teams was to be able to complete the work more economically and safely. The research and development team would construct an area that would cover 3,000 square feet of the building, while the two manufacturing areas would cover 9,000 square feet for the primary area, and 6,000 for the secondary area. The remaining 6,000 square feet would be left for subsequent expansion.
Paulette checked in on the project at least once a week to see how things were progressing. “Good morning Mr. Newman. I thought I’d check in and see how things are going.”
“Things are going good and we are on schedule. We just want to make certain we get everything the way you need it, including all the cabinets, counters, and heavy-duty manufacturing surfaces,” he said
“I’m delighted with your progress. I apologize for being so impatient; it’s just that I need to get working on the prototype soon. They want to see something besides a drawing,” she replied.
“I understand your concerns. Be assured we’ll get everything completed on time and exactly the way you want it.”
“Phew, I’m relieved. Thank you,” she replied.
Mr. Newman and his crew were proficient and could finish the task as promised, including being under budget without cutting corners. They took two-and-a-half months to finish each area, as requested. Research and development had enough workbench space, cabinets, refrigerators, and other things to allow a creative flow for the employees they’d soon hire. The primary manufacturing floor looked amazing. There were conveyor machines placed with plenty of space so workers could do their part in building the limbs; and, with the bay doors nearby, they’d be able store new supplies in the small rooms attached to the bays. This would help keep the cold, wet Seattle weather from reaching the workers, too. The second manufacturing area had more floor space and also had access to the bays. They designed special benches which would help the workers in developing the synthetic skin, nerves, and muscles. Special equipment and printers would be required in order to make the product as specified by the patient.
There was one main office and then a cluster of smaller offices near the front of the building, with hallways connected to each of the areas, which would help keep all the manufacturing dust to a minimum. They built a nice little break area for the employees. The only area not renovated was the other 6,000 square feet. That development, and Paulette’s time travel project, would have to wait until later when they had made enough money to have the room built the way she wanted.
 

Greg and Paulette worked for weeks to hire the minimum personnel they’d need to, at least, complete the prototype bionic limb. Their favorite selection to lead a team of R&D personnel was a woman named Susan Ross, who was quite feisty. She stood five foot four inches, weighed about a hundred and twenty-five pounds; and with her red hair and green eyes, it was apparent she wouldn’t let anyone run her over. She commanded a great leadership quality they felt wouldn’t only keep the R&D team on its toes but also provide a good working environment.
The manufacturing team was a little harder to figure out, but they settled on two managers, one for each section. One man, Sam Posh, a recent college graduate from a prestigious engineering school, had a keen interest in bionics. The other gentleman, Earl Jones, being in his mid-thirties, had what it took to develop the materials needed for the inside of the bionic limb. He had been on the leading edge for developing similar materials for robots and other bionics at an earlier job. The materials he would now need differed from what he had done before, but they both realized he could do it.
With their managers hired and a few key people for each of the manufacturing areas, Paulette and Greg were confident they could get a prototype out in a few months.
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With the building completed and ready to go and the supplies delivered, it was time to get the team into action and develop the prototype leg. Susan secured all the components needed to make the artificial muscle and tendons and the material to make realistic-looking and feeling skin. Many hours were invested in getting the exact combination of chemicals and other materials that would produce a viable and long-lasting product.
Sam worked diligently with Greg and Paulette to design and manufacture the mechanical components that would go into building the prototype leg. Once the internal parts were assembled, they could interweave the muscles, tendons, and nerves to the titanium rods, making the leg function like that of a human leg. Then, after the artificial nerves and muscles were connected to the human counterpart, the brain would sense the nerves; and the leg would begin to function normally. The whole thing was an intricate process that required hours of intense concentration to get everything placed in the right order and to test each individual component to make sure it would work with the other components. Sam figured it would take a few months to get everything right, and he had to wait on Earl to develop the segments that would help to operate the bionic leg.
 

The process of finding someone in need of their product was the next step. They consulted with the Veterans Administration to locate a person who would meet their requirements for the prototype. The VA sent several names as candidates and provided a specialist to assist in the interviewing process. With the VA’s help, and the consent of the patients, the prototype team was able to obtain the best medical information about each person. It was imperative to know the exact condition of the remaining portion of the limb, how long it had been since the loss, how much muscle atrophy had taken place, and so many other medical details. Without being able to obtain that information from the VA, the project wouldn’t have been successful.
It took several weeks to determine the best candidate for the prototype, but there was a young lady who seemed to meet all the requirements. Karen Shaffey was a former Army Ranger who had lost her leg to an IED while in Afghanistan. It had been only a year since the accident, which gave her the best chances of having her leg integrate to the simulated muscle and nerves. Also, the top end of the titanium rod could be matched to the exact measurements of the remaining femur bone, and the muscles and nerves of the bionic leg would have a better chance of matching her current human muscle and nerve endings.
Once Karen was recruited, Earl was able to make the skin shell that went over the limb and match it to her skin color. There were so many moving parts, and it would take a lot of time to get everything set up. Earl notified the team about midway through the assembly of the leg that he had the muscle, nerve, and tendons ready to integrate with the leg, and that in another week, he would have the skin ready to go.
Speaking specifically to Sam, Earl said, “Sam I need to have the leg completed and sent over to fit the skin to the frame of the leg as soon as possible.”
“Yes, I’m aware you need the leg to complete your part of the project, and I’ll have it to you by next week,” Sam huffed in frustration.
“Well, I guess that should work,” Earl grumbled.
Sam had worked long hours to integrate all the synthesized parts to the leg structure so it would match that of a real leg. It had taken a lot of trial and error to get things right, but he was certain he had it. This meant tests with the specialized walking machine would be done soon to see if everything functioned.
 

A week later with the help of the other manufacturing team, they hooked the leg up to the specialized walking machine and turned it on to see how well the leg would work once attached to a human. The computer, acting as the brain, would send signals through the artificial nerves, causing the leg to move. It took a few minutes of tweaking the machine before they were ready to begin the test. Once it seemed to be ready, Sam took a deep breath and hit the enter key, while everyone held their breath hoping it would work. The computer began sending the signals. A few seconds later, the bionic leg began to walk across the small testing area. Everyone was amazed at how smooth the gait was. Everything seemed to be working as expected. It was time to let Paulette and Greg know it was ready to be installed.
“Greg, Paulette, I’ve got good news. We finished a complete test of the bionic leg, and it works! We’ll do a twenty-four-hour endurance test; and, if everything holds up, we can have Karen prepped for surgery,” Sam stated enthusiastically, as Earl leaned in to express his okay, also.
“Wow! This is great,” they exclaimed.
“We’ll inform Karen when we are ready to have the leg integrated to her stump. You guys did a great job on this, and it will make this company soar.” exclaimed Greg
Greg looked at Paulette with a huge smile on his face. “We did it!”
“Yes we did, with the help of everyone else,” she replied.
“We need to call Karen and the VA so they can begin preparations for the operation. You think you can handle being in the operating room with all that blood? If I remember correctly, you’re a little squeamish,” Paulette stated with a teasing grin.
“Yeah, I think I’ll be okay. If not, I can just look away,” Greg choked out.
“Keep in mind that we both have to be watching to make sure they are stitching everything together correctly,” she said in a serious voice.
“Phew! Paulette, we’re about to make history!” he said excitedly.
“Yep, we are, but that’s only the beginning. Soon I can start my pet project that will change the world as we know it,” she said.
“You might change the world, but keep in mind how dangerous it can be too,” he replied.
“Jeez, Greg, you don’t have to remind me. I know how dangerous it is, which is why the military won’t have its hands in this at all. I can’t risk their taking my project away from me and using it for their purposes,” she said with a touch of anger in her voice.
“Don’t get so upset with me. I just wanted to make sure you understood the consequences of your actions,” he replied in defense.
“So, are you treating me like a kid?” she started to scream
"Of course not, just a gentle reminder. That’s all,” he replied. But his mind was saying, she sure is touchy about this time travel stuff.
 

Paulette made the call to the VA and Karen, and the VA began the pre-op procedures. It took a week to get a date set for the operation. Paulette and Greg could hardly wait to see how well the bionic limb would attach to Karen’s leg.
They packed the bionic leg into the germ-free, roll-around case and with it rolling behind Paulette, they headed down to her car, put it in the back and drove to the VA hospital, which in normal traffic was only 10 min away from P&G Bionics; however, due to heavy traffic it took close to an hour to drive to the hospital. Once there, Paulette parked the car, she and Greg got out. Paulette grabbing the case and rolling it behind her, they walked in the front door of the VA Hospital. The building was large and daunting. All the walls were painted in a plain cream color. Their footsteps echoed as they headed to the elevator. Standing in front of the silver doors of the elevators, Paulette pushed the up arrow, and she and Greg waited what seemed like an eternity before the doors swooshed back and beckoned them in. Maneuvering themselves and the cart, they entered the elevator and pushed the fourth-floor button. The doors jerked and then came to a close, and the elevator began a slow ascent to the fourth floor, where the surgery wing was located. It took a few minutes before the elevator came to a stop and the doors opened. They exited, took a right and then a left, and walked down the clean, echoing hallway toward the surgery department. After being admitted to the surgery ward, someone directed them to the operating room. Before they could go in, they had to scrub in and put on specialized gowns, masks, and gloves. After struggling to get everything on and situated, they entered the operating room. Rolling the case over to a cold, silver tray table, they stopped, bent over, unlatched it, removed the bionic leg, and placed it on the table. Karen was already under anesthesia and waiting for the operation to commence.
Dr. Drew Bellows, although a highly trained surgeon, still needed their expertise in attaching a bionic limb, since this was new to him. “Hello, Paulette and Greg. I do hope you’re ready to have me begin the operation,” he said.
“Yes, we are, and we are very excited to see how it all goes."
He introduced them to the surgical team and also pointed out that some people involved in the funding were present, and some of his student fellows were up above watching the operation. This made Paulette and Greg a little nervous; but, after sucking in and letting out a breath, they went to instructing everyone on how to attach the leg. The simulations the surgical team went through before the surgery were close to the real thing, but this would be live.
Dr. Bellows began by carefully cutting away the dead portion of the stump so they had live nerve and good muscles to work with. The doctor wouldn’t need to use the veins, so the surgical team worked to cauterize each vein and the artery that ran through the leg. Once they completed this part of the procedure, they carefully drilled a small hole into the femur and then picked up and placed the bionic leg down next to her stump. They applied the special cement to the titanium rod and then slowly slid the rod into the hole they made in the femur. Once they had this in place, they began the long and tedious procedure of carefully stitching the muscles together and each nerve ending to the synthesized nerves. It took over twelve hours to complete that portion of the operation. The doctors were very pleased at how things were looking. With the bionic leg attached, they began the skin grafting procedure. They were using the synthesized skin to graft it, both to the human leg and to the bionic leg. With the stitching they were using they were hoping there wouldn’t even be a scar. Sixteen hours after the surgery had begun, the procedure was completed, and Karen was sent to the recovery room.
Paulette looked over to Dr. Bellows. “How long will it be before Karen can walk again.” Paulette asked.
“She’d have to go through physical therapy, as if she had a spinal cord injury. And her brain would have to learn to walk all over again. I project it will take anywhere from two weeks to two months, depending on how well Karen responds to therapy,” Dr. Bellows replied.
Paulette and Greg seemed pleased with the answer, and the entire surgery team thanked them for this great innovation. Paulette and Greg left the operating room and went into the cleaning area to take their gowns, gloves, and masks off.
“Wow, that was awesome to watch!” Greg exclaimed.
“Yes it was! I hope we can get our girl up and running soon. If this works, then there will be many people we can help,” she replied.
“I agree with you there. Let’s get back to the university and get cleaned up. Are you still going to drop out at the end of the semester?” Greg inquired.
“Yeah, I don’t see a reason to stay there and rot away, when my talents are better used elsewhere. Don’t you think?” she said.
“Maybe, but I’ll miss not having you around campus. I still have two years left before I graduate, which means I’ll be lonely without you there,” he said with a frown on his face.
“Don’t worry I’ll come around now and then. Besides, you’ll see me at the company,” she said with a smile on her face.
“Yeah, but that’s not the same,” he sighed. Thinking at the same time “She doesn’t even pay attention to when I drop hints that I want more then to be just friends.”
“So, guess the next step is to follow her progress and when she is walking well, then we can set up the next appointment with the funding committee and get this company launched off the ground. And, yes, eventually get my project going,” she stated.
“You won’t give that up, will you? Do you really think time travel is possible?” he blurted out.  
“It’s possible, because I’ve got the answers to everything right here in my head, and when I get it all put together, I’ll not only shock you but the whole world,” she replied with an air of confidence.
“Such a drama queen,” he said with a chuckle.
“Yeah, well, someone has to be,” she said and smiled back.
With that, they headed back to their respective dorm rooms to prepare for another week of classes.




Chapter 7
Spring 2027
 
VA Hospital
Karen woke up in the recovery room and groggily looked down at her legs. She was shocked and surprised that a prosthetic leg could be attached to her remaining stump. Her spirit soared at the thought of being able to walk again and not need help with everything. She hated depending on her family. She lay back down and fell back to sleep. The next time she woke up, she was in her own private hospital room at the VA. She was being treated like a star. Everyone came in to check on her and make sure she was comfortable. Someone was always asking if she needed anything, and they all were so kind. She had never received this kind of attention when she lost her leg. She remembered lying in a VA hospital room for hours at a time with no one even coming by to check on her. She became so depressed that she stopped eating and drinking, and no one even noticed for some time; or maybe they were just too busy to care. Either way, that experience was one she never wanted to have again. Now, she was back in that hospital, but this time the attention overwhelmed her. Her thoughts were interrupted when a good-looking male nurse came into the room.
“Hi, Karen. I’m Roger Klipman, and I’ll be your physical therapist. Do you think you can maneuver yourself to this wheelchair?” he asked her.
“Sure, I think I can,” she replied. “On second thought, I may need help to get into the wheelchair. This is foreign to me and I’m not sure if I can move the new leg,” she stated.
“No problem at all. Here, let me help you.” He helped her swing her leg over the edge of the bed and then carefully helped her to stand. Once she was standing, he helped her back up and sit down in the wheelchair. She felt as if it were more of a flop than a graceful sit.
“There, you all ready now?” he asked her
“Yes,” she replied. I wonder if I’m really ready to do this again, she thought to herself.
He rolled her to the physical therapy room and over to the two bars she’d use, yet again, to learn to walk. But this time she’d have a leg and not a stump or artificial leg. This one should work like her real leg did. However, she had to figure out how to get that leg to do what it was supposed to do. Roger maneuvered her between the two bars, and he carefully helped her to stand. Karen grasped each bar and worked hard to stay standing.
“Karen, I want you to try to move your leg forward just a little,” he requested.
“I’ll try it,” she replied.
She worked really hard to make the leg move, but it didn’t want to budge. With the thought that if she used mind over matter she might get the leg to move, she tried several more times, with no success. It exhausted her to try to move the leg each time, and she became depressed and wanted to quit. Roger kept encouraging her, but she had had enough for one day.
“Can you please just take me back to my room now?” she asked with a grimace of defeat on her face. “I’m exhausted and need to rest.”
“All right, I’ll take you back. I can come and get you tomorrow, if you would like,” he stated.
Karen smiled, and said, “Sure, I’d like that.”
She didn’t care if she was defeated yet again; she wanted to see Roger again. She had taken a liking to the man within minutes of seeing him and couldn’t help but want to try again tomorrow.
“All right, let’s get you back to your room and settled in for the night,” he said with a handsome smile on his face. Roger wheeled her back to her room and helped her get back into bed and then said good night and left.
I wish this thing had worked right away, she thought. Reminds me of when I lost my leg. It was so hard to adjust to the missing leg. I couldn’t accept that my leg was gone. All the physical therapy I had to endure just to be strong enough again so I could use a prosthetic limb. Then the hours of learning how to walk with that limb. I was so exhausted each time we finished PT that I could hardly move. I really don’t want to go through this all over again for nothing … She drifted off to sleep mid thought.
“Good morning, Karen,” Roger said in a chipper voice. “I hope you’re ready for another beautiful day in the neighborhood,” he said smiling.
Grunting and grumbling, she said, “I guess I am, but who said it was a beautiful day? I’m still half asleep.”
“I did, and therefore it is,” he said as a big smile broke across his face. “Are you ready to get in the wheelchair and try again?” he asked her.
“If I must,” she said with discouragement in her voice.
“Don’t sound so down. You just had surgery a week ago, and it takes time for everything to heal and work properly,” he said trying to cheer her up. “Give it some time.”
“I’ll try,” she replied.
In that case, let’s get started,” he quipped.
He helped Karen get into the wheelchair and playfully whisked her down the hallway to the physical therapy room. When they entered, Karen groaned at the sight of her nemesis, the walking bars.
“Oh, don’t groan; it takes time and concentration, that's all,” he said.
“Sure, easy for you to say; you're not the one in the wheelchair who will have to use those blasted bars to stand and make a leg move against its will,” she said with a groan.
“Sorry, you’ve got a point there, but either way, I think you can do this,” he said encouragingly.
“Thanks for the confidence boost,” she said with a weak smile on her face and all the while thinking, I think he likes me, so I’ll give it my all today.
They reached the bars and he helped her stand. She grabbed the bars and faced them down like it was the longest walk she had ever taken. She mumbled to herself, I can’t believe I’m back here again. Snapping her out of her thoughts, Roger asked her to try and move the new leg. She struggled to try and move it, but to no avail. Frustrated, she thumped the bionic leg and yelled at it to do something, like she thought that would help. Taking a moment to breathe and calm down, she decided to do something even more daring. Holding on tight to the bars, she started to move her good leg forward, which caused her to start to lose her balance. Just before she was about to fall, the bionic leg suddenly jerked forward into place next to her good leg. Shock was written over both of their faces.
“You did it!” he said.
“Yes, it worked, but will it do it again?” she replied hesitantly. Karen carefully moved her good leg forward again; and again, the bionic leg joined the good leg. A big smile spread across her face as she thought, this is really going to work. I’ll be able to walk and run again.
“Seems all you needed was the good leg to move first so your brain would default to the other leg and make it move,” he stated.
“I figured it was worth a try. I was getting tired of willing the new leg to move and have it be defiant and do nothing. It was a gamble. If it hadn’t worked, you would have been picking me up from the floor,” she said with a chuckle in her voice.
“I’m glad I didn’t have to do that,” he replied.
Karen smiled as she continued to hobble to the end and back. It took all of her strength and willpower to do it; and by the time she got back, she was exhausted and ready to call it a day.
“Roger, I’m quite exhausted. Would you please take me back to my room for the night?” she asked with a slight blush on her face.
“No problem. I’ll take you back and help you get settled in for the night,” he replied with a smile.
Roger wheeled her down the hall while skipping behind the wheelchair. He got her to her room; and with a little help from him, she got into bed.
“Good night, Karen,” he said.
“Good night, Roger,” she replied.
She lay back with a huge smile on her face and couldn’t wait to see what tomorrow would bring.
 

P&G Bionics received a phone call from Dr. Bellows “I thought I’d update you on Karen’s progress. She is doing quite well. At the rate she is progressing, she should be able to walk herself out of the hospital in the next week or two,” he stated.
“That’s awesome news,” Paulette said.
“She was very upset at first because it wasn’t working. However, she experimented by stepping out with her good leg first, which forced the brain to make the bionic leg move forward,” Dr. Bellows mentioned. “This is great to know for any future patients. We’ll now know how to start their physical therapy,” he stated.
“Thank you so much for allowing us to come to you for the operation, and we are so pleased it’s working,” Paulette said. “I know that many more people will be happy to have new limbs that they won’t have to put on each morning.”
“You’re correct there, Paulette,” Dr. Bellows replied. “Good luck, and I wish you and your company well. If you ever need me, just call,” he said.
“We will. Again, thanks for all your hard work.” Paulette hung up the phone and turned to Greg with a wide smile. “We did it!”
“We did! That’s great news!” Greg said.
“So, I guess it’s time to call the funding committee and get them to schedule a meeting where we can have Karen display our handiwork,” Paulette said with excitement.
“Sounds good, except you’ll have to handle the meeting without me. I need to study for the end-of-term exams and will probably be in the middle of taking them by the time you have the meeting,” Greg said with some disappointment.
“Sure, leave me to sweat profusely from being a nervous wreck, while you take a test,” she said as she burst out laughing.
“Not funny. I get extreme test anxiety, and you know it,” Greg said with a slight smile on his face. “You can handle talking to them; you did great last time,” he told her.
“Sure, but I came back soaked with sweat from almost having a nervous breakdown. I don’t do well in front of people. Never have,” she said.
“Well, I wish you luck. You’ve got a successful product to demonstrate this time, so I don’t think you’ll be as nervous as you think you’ll be.”
“Probably true. Guess I need to call, set up the meeting, and start preparing. Would be good to go visit Karen, see how she’s doing, and brief her on what’s expected of her,” Paulette stated.
“All right, I’ll leave you to it,” Greg said.




Chapter 8
Late Spring 2027
 
Startled by the shrill ring of the phone, Paulette grabbed the receiver and put it to her ear. “Thank you for calling P&G. This is Paulette; how can I help you?”
With little time wasted, the secretary on the other end of the phone said she was calling to reschedule the funding meeting.
Paulette slammed her fist on the desk in frustration. “What do you mean they rescheduled the meeting? I’ve been preparing and waiting for quite some time to demonstrate the prototype in live action.”
The secretary apologized. “I’m sorry ma’am, but Col. Leamon can’t make the meeting because of a family issue and asked that we reschedule for next week, if possible. “Frustration dripping from her voice, she replied, “Fine, I guess I can wait another week. Please give my condolences to Col. Leamon,” Paulette said.
“I will, and I’ve rescheduled you for the 10th at 9:30 a.m.”
Paulette thanked the secretary as she slammed the receiver back down on the telephone set. Dang it! I was so ready to show them that the prototype works and that they should continue to fund the project. However, now I must wait another week. Oh well, I’ll have to let Greg know about the delay. He won’t be happy, either, but there isn’t much we can do about it. Guess it gives me more time to practice my speech and groom Karen for her part of the demonstration, she thought. 
Paulette headed out of her dorm room and to the Morgan building to see if Greg was in his room.
Greg was dozing in his bed when he heard a knocking at his door. He groaned at the thought of having to get up when he needed to rest for his test coming up in a few hours. The end-of-semester tests always stressed him out, and the only way he could stay somewhat calm was to rest after studying.
“What!” he yelled.
“Let me in, Greg, I need to talk to you about the meeting,” Paulette insisted.
“Fine, hang on while I put my pants on.”
A few minutes later, he opened the door and Paulette pushed her way into his room. “You won’t believe this, but the group has rescheduled, yet again. Now I won’t be meeting with them till next week.”
Greg just looked at her like she had two heads and wondered why in the world she was stressing over another rescheduled meeting. “So what? I think it will be okay; it’s just another week,” he mumbled.
“Well, sure, but if they keep this up, the second semester of my sophomore year will be over; and I won’t be any closer to fully launching the company than I was when we first talked about it. Jeez, Greg, don’t you even care?”
“Of course I care, but you forget that one of us has to study hard and finish college; and since that happens to be me, I’m not too concerned right at this moment,” he replied.
“Fine, I guess I’ll just get in touch with Karen and go over what we’ll do at the meeting next week. By the way, she is doing awesome. She told me the other day she doesn’t even think about the bionic leg anymore. It’s as if she never lost her leg in the first place, other than her nightmares, that is,” she informed him.
“That’s great! I can’t wait to produce other limb replacements, but we’ve got to wait and see if they’ll continue the funding,” he said with some hesitation. “If they don’t, I think we still can get bank loans, or something, since we’ve got the hottest new technological miracle on the planet!”
“Sounds like a plan,” she said smiling.
 

It seemed just like yesterday she was complaining about the meeting being rescheduled, and now it was knocking on her doorstep. She arrived at Karen’s place early to pick her up.
“So, how are you doing today?”
“Doing great! Can’t thank you enough for what you guys have done for me. It’s been great being able to walk normally again, not needing help from others, and most of all, not getting stared at by other people when I’m out and about.”
“You’re welcome. I’m glad we could help you. Are you ready for the meeting?”
Karen was a little nervous but wanted to get the meeting over with. “As ready as I’ll ever be. Not sure what they want to see,” she said chuckling a bit.
“Yeah, they won’t see much, except you walking and being happy again, but that’s okay. We’ve got all of your x-rays and doctors’ notes to prove that you once were missing your leg, and now you’re using a bionic leg to get around.”
“I’m a little nervous, but I’ll get over it. So what time is the meeting again?” she asked.
“It begins at 9:30 a.m., so we need to get a move on, since we’ve got to drive across town,” replied Paulette.
An hour later they arrived at the Smith building and entered the lobby. Looking around, they noticed beautiful pictures on the wall of various scenes throughout the United States, giving a warm feeling about the place. They walked up to the receptionist’s desk and explained they were there for the funding meeting. The receptionist smiled and told them to have a seat in the waiting area outside the conference room. “They’ll be with you momentarily.”
“Thanks,” they both said simultaneously. A few minutes later, the secretary told them to step into the room. Paulette, still holding on to all of her notes and records, and Karen headed to the door. The secretary opened the door for them, and they both stepped into the conference room. The blinds were up, and the early morning sun was streaming in and lighting up the conference room table. It made the room look eerie, but that was okay. She had a successful story to tell. Both she and Karen found their chairs and took a seat.
Col. Leamon addressed the entire room. “Welcome back, Miss Brown, and a special welcome to you Miss Shaffey. We’ve heard a lot about you already and can’t wait to see what you can do.”
“Thank you, Col. Leamon; it’s great to walk again.”
“I’m sure it is. Miss Brown, you may proceed with your notes and demonstration.”
“Thank you.” Paulette arranged her notes and began her presentation. “Ladies and gentlemen, as you know, a year ago you helped fund our company, hoping we’d produce a viable product. Today, I’ll show you, not only a working product, but the notes, x-rays, and doctors’ statements to attest that we’ve done just that. We chose Karen as our candidate because of how recent her injury was and the chances of success. With the help of Dr. Bellows and his team at the VA, we were able to successfully attach a working bionic limb to Karen’s stump. She underwent weeks of physical therapy to help train her brain to use the new leg. After some trials and errors, Karen was able walk unassisted again. With her efforts and the research involved, we now know how to help new candidates become successful in their physical therapy. As you can see in your packets, she has been walking successfully now, with no limp or indication she ever lost her leg, for almost four weeks now. She has not had any residual effects or setbacks, and the typical phantom pain associated with a lost limb has also faded. We feel this is because of the nerves being reconnected and assisting the bionic leg in its motion. The brain no longer can tell that it was missing a limb.”
Paulette paused a minute then continued. “We’re pleased to offer more types of limb replacements as we continue to grow as a company. It’s my hope that seeing this successful prototype will convince you of its wonderful benefits to those who have lost a limb and that you’ll be willing and eager to continue to fund this project. Thank you very much for listening and taking this into consideration.” Paulette concluded her presentation and sat back down. She hoped that she did well enough to get funded.
Col. Leamon stood. “Well done, Miss Brown. Miss Shaffey, can you please stand so the committee can look at you.”
Nodding her head yes, Karen pushed back her chair and stood up.
“Thank you. Please take five steps backwards and stop. Then I’d like you to complete the following battery of tests. First, I’d like you to complete ten squats, then stand on the bionic leg with your other leg lifted. Next, I’d like you to walk around the room as you normally would. When you reach your seat again, you may sit down.”
“Yes, sir, no problem.” Karen pushed her chair to the side and stepped backwards five steps, completed the ten requested squats with ease, and then stood for one minute on her bionic leg, perfectly balanced. Once she completed this, she walked around the committee members till she reached her chair again, pulled it over, and had a seat.
Col. Leamon looked very pleased with the results. “Very good! I can’t see any difference. Other than your showing off how long you could balance on the bionic leg, we wouldn’t know that you even had a bionic leg. We’ve got one last request. We’ll conduct this in a private room with Jill Sikes. We’d like to see your legs and how well the integration went.”
Karen was hesitant about going into another room and removing her pants. “Umm, I wasn’t expecting to undress, but sure, I can see the need for you wanting to look.”
“Please follow her and she’ll examine your legs.”
Jill got up and said, “This way, please.” Both women walked to the women’s bathroom down the hall from the conference room. Once in the bathroom, Karen quickly shed her pants so Jill could look at her legs.
“Wow, this is amazing! I can’t even see any scaring.” “Which leg is the bionic one?” Jill asked.
Karen coyly played out the scene by asking, “Which one do you think it is?”
“Well, I don’t know; if I had to guess, I’d say the right one. But we all know it’s the left one, based on your demonstration in the other room. They did a remarkable job with the integration. There is no way to tell, just by looking, that you ever lost your leg, or that they replaced it with a bionic one. Amazing!”
“Thank you. If we’re done, can we head back now?"
“Sure,” she said.
Karen retrieved her pants and quickly put them back on then both women headed back to the conference room. Jill reported that there was no way to tell which leg the doctors had replaced.
Col. Leamon stood and addressed Miss Brown and Miss Shaffey. “Ladies, would you mind stepping out of the room and going back to the waiting area while we discuss the information presented to us today?”
“Yes, that would be fine,” Paulette said.
Karen and Paulette stood up and headed out the conference room doors and walked over and sat down in the same chairs they had been in before the meeting started.
“Do you think they were impressed?” Karen asked.
“Yes, I think they were, but I’m still concerned about what the committee will say now that they have seen how well it works,” Paulette replied.
Paulette wasn’t the type to get hopeful about anything until she knew for certain. They waited patiently, for what seemed like an eternity. Eventually, the secretary called them and told them to go back into the conference room. They both stood up and headed back to their seats in the conference room to await the decision of the committee.
Col. Leamon looked at both women as he addressed them. “Miss Brown, Miss Shaffey, it was great having you both here today! The committee and I’ve looked over everything you’ve presented and discussed the remarkable capabilities of the bionic leg that Miss Shaffey now has. We’ve decided to continue funding your project and hope you can help thousands more with your wonderful technology. That being said, I’d like to see if you wouldn’t mind prioritizing our injured military so they can get back to action, if they so choose. Then our veterans should be next. If you’ll do this, we’d be willing to assist those individuals who could never afford such a blessing by paying for their limb replacements and aftercare. What do you think?”
Paulette sat there for a few minutes, pleasantly shocked, but also pondering the idea of allowing the military to dictate who got bionic limbs first and who got them last. However, the fact they were willing to assist those too poor to have this technology was a plus. She wanted to help as many people as possible. She wished Greg were there to help with the decision, but he wasn’t; and she had to decide today. “Well, Col. Leamon, I’ll have to admit I don’t like the military directing me on what and how I do things; but that being said, I like the idea of you helping the less fortunate.” 
“Let me assure you, we won’t be dictating what and how you do things; we’d just like our troops and veterans to have priority. That’s all.”
“So, if we determine that a particular person is not a candidate for the limb replacement, you won’t insist that we do it, anyway?”
“Absolutely not. I don’t understand the whole process, but from what I can see here, there are some strict requirements to be followed to ensure the best success. Am I correct in my assessment?”
“Yes, you’re correct. We wouldn’t turn down an injured soldier unless there wasn’t enough remaining nerve, muscle, or tendons to make a good connection with the bionic limb. Hopefully, in the not-so-distant future, we’ll be able to help everyone who needs a new limb. But, for now, we need to keep it to the ones we know can have the best success. For one, they have been through enough already, and to give them false hope or to have it fail, would be catastrophic for them. I do have to admit that even we are not perfect and something like this could happen anyway, but we’d like to take every precaution to prevent that from happening.”
“I understand where you’re coming from, Miss Brown, and let me assure you again that you’ll be in full control of your company. All we ask is that you provide us with a yearly update on the progress being made so we can justify our continuing support. Will this be acceptable to you?”
She thought for just a moment before giving her answer. “Yes, your terms are acceptable, and I look forward to working with you and the rest of the committee members. Thank you so much for believing in me and our company.
“It’s our pleasure. This meeting is adjourned. Again, thank you for coming in and for fulfilling your promise to us,” he said.
“You’re welcome.”
Paulette and Karen packed up and headed back to the car — two very excited young women who couldn’t wait to go celebrate. “We need to go pick up Greg, so he can celebrate with us,” Paulette said with a giggle.
Karen smiled and asked “Can we swing by and see if Roger is available too? He was so supportive of me during my physical therapy I feel he deserves to celebrate with us. Besides, I kind of like him, and this would give me a chance to be with him, without being by myself.”
“Sure that sounds great. We can make it a double date if you would like!”
Paulette and Karen returned to Paulette’s vehicle and headed back to the University Campus to pick up Greg, and then they stopped by the VA Hospital to see if Roger was available.
Paulette, Karen, Greg and Roger went to a local pub in downtown Seattle to celebrate the success of the funding meeting. They ate dinner, had a few beers, and enjoyed the music.
Greg hollered over the music, “I can’t believe we’ll continue our work.”
Paulette barely heard him and yelled even louder, “Yeah, I was quite pleased with the outcome today, and Karen was great. Can you believe she stood balanced on the bionic leg for one minute? I think you were showing off a little, don’t you?”
Smiling, Karen said, “Well, yeah, why wouldn’t I? Besides, if there was any doubt in their minds that this wasn’t my leg, I think doing that kind of erased them.”
Roger piped up and said, “Man I wish I could have been there to see their faces when you did that.”
“I think you’re right on that account Karen” Paulette said then yelled at Greg again, “So Greg, now we can start working on other limb replacements, like hands, feet, and other important body parts. Oh, and they said they’d pay for anyone who couldn’t afford it, as long as we helped the military soldiers and veterans first.”
Greg sipped his beer and placed it back down on the counter before answering. “Awesome, can’t wait to get started.”
Paulette began to fall into deep thought when Greg interrupted her. “Hey, what are you thinking about?” he yelled over the music again.
“I’m thinking of getting a puppy once I quit school.”
“A puppy! You think you’ve got time to take care of one?”
“Yes and no, but it would be with me at the office so it should be a little easier.”
“Yeah, I can see it now. We all have to share taking it out to potty,” he sneered.
They spent the rest of the evening drinking, dancing, and enjoying the ambiance of the music. With the end of semester tests starting on Monday, they’d need to head out soon to get some rest. Being responsible, they called a cab to take them back to the dorms and one for Karen and Roger to get them home.




Chapter 9
Late Spring 2027
 
Final Exams Week
The next week was very stressful with the tests, especially for poor Greg, who always had anxiety attacks during testing. Paulette wasn’t too worried about them. She was more concerned about ramping up production and finding and evaluating new candidates. She also needed to look for additional people for positions that needed to be filled in her new company. One thing she desperately needed was a marketing manager and promoter. She couldn’t think of anyone better than Karen to fill both of those jobs. She decided to call her and offer her the position.
“Hey, Paulette, what’s up?” Karen asked after answering her phone.
“I’m calling to see if you would like to work full time for us as our marketing manager and product promotion person. What do you think?”
“Wow! I’m honored. I’d love to. I should certainly be qualified to promote the product since I’m wearing it.”
“That’s awesome. When can you start?”
“Well, I need to give at least two weeks’ notice to my current employer, and then I can start. However, I can come by and do some part-time stuff after my shift at my current job.”
Paulette could hardly wait for Karen to start. “That would be great. See you tomorrow night?”
“Sure, I’ll be right over after work,” Karen replied.
Relieved to have that position filled, Paulette headed out to take her final college tests. She had decided to quit after the semester was over. She felt she had too much to offer the world and didn’t have time to waste it in college.
Tuesday night she met with Karen to go over what she expected her to do in her new job. “So, basically, you’ll be in charge of marketing our products to the military, VA, and the public. Keep in mind, pricing is based on what is needed and the extent of the required surgery. We only have to worry about the bionics, not the surgery; but I’m sure people will ask. Also, we’d like you to set up small conferences where you can demonstrate the product and show the different types of bionics limbs and member parts we have available. Do you have any questions?”
Karen was feeling a little overwhelmed. “Wow, that’s a lot to do, and I’ve never done marketing; but I think a little on-the-job training will get me up to speed. The rest should be easy as pie.”
“Good, we want this company to go far in helping others, as well as make plenty of money.”
“I don’t see a problem with helping you achieve those goals,” Karen said.
“That’s great,” Paulette said.
 

The following week Paulette went into the college office and informed them she’d be dropping out. They were shocked and tried to convince her to stay. They even reminded her she was on a full scholarship and that if she didn’t complete four years of college and graduate, she’d have to repay the scholarship. She let them know repaying the scholarship money wouldn’t be a problem. They asked why she was leaving and Paulette told them that she felt her talents could be better utilized elsewhere.




Chapter 10
Summer 2028
 
Greg entered Paulette’s office and took a seat across from her. He noticed her new puppy was lying under her desk. “What’s your puppy’s name and how old is she?”
“Her name is Danni, and she is about a year old.”
“Wow! She’s gorgeous. What breed is she?”
“They told me she was part German shepherd and part lab, but I think she has some husky and chow in her as well. She is so sweet and obeys well. She has a great disposition and loves pleasing me.”
“That’s amazing. You can see the German shepherd in her, for sure, and those droopy ears make her so adorable.” Greg suddenly remembered why he had come to her office. “Sorry, I got distracted by the puppy.”
“No problem, she can do that to just about anybody.”
“I came in here to see when you planned to contact the construction company about renovating the other 6,000 square feet.”
“I thought I’d get in touch with them today. We’re finally making a bucket load of money, and it’s time for me to start my pet project. I’ve waited far too long to get this going.”
“Great! And you’ll have them sign a nondisclosure statement, correct?”
Her lips turned down into a slight frown. “What? Do you think I’m stupid?”
“Not at all, but since you spend most of your time working and little time with your friends, I just thought I’d remind you.”
“Well, thanks, I guess. So, what do you mean I don’t spend time with friends? I’m with you every day.”
“With me every day isn’t the same as spending quality time together in a more personal manner.”
“Really? I didn’t think you wanted to get close.”
Greg stood up and left, turning back in a huff. “Whatever, go make your phone call.”
Paulette dialed the number for Newman Construction Company.
A pleasant-sounding voice answered, “Good morning, Newman’s Construction Company, how may I direct your call?”
“Yes, I need to speak with Mr. Newman. We had an appointment set up for a phone call.”
“Yes, one moment while I connect you.”
A moment later, Paulette heard Mr. Newman’s voice answer, “Hello, Paulette, it’s been quite some time. How are you doing? I see that your business has taken off.”
“Thank you. It has been going well, and I’m doing good.”
“What can I help you with today?”
“I’ve got a new construction project for you. It will require a nondisclosure statement, due to its sensitive nature.”
With pride in his voice, he replied, “Well, our company builds things and we don’t ask what we are building, unless we think it might be illegal.”
She laughed. “Naw, nothing illegal, just a pet project of mine I’ve dreamed of since I was a kid. Are you interested in the construction job?”
“Certainly! Let’s set up a date for me to come by and look at what needs to be done so that we can get started.”
“Sounds great.”
“Are you available for me to come by, say, next Wednesday at 2:00 p.m.?”
Rifling through her schedule on her desk to check the date and time, Paulette replied, “Yes, it looks like I’m available then. Let me put it on the calendar so I don’t forget.”
“All right, I’ll see you then.”
“Thanks again for your help.”
 

Mr. Newman arrived right on time and was ready to look at the special construction project requirements.
“Morning, Paulette.”
“Morning to you too!”
“What do you need me to do for you this time?”
“Well, I’ve got that extra 6,000 square feet in the back, and I’d like you to build a special soundproof, fireproof, EMP-proof, and bug-proof room.”
He looked at her a little shocked. “That is a tall order. What are you planning to do that requires such extreme measures?”
“I don’t want to get into the details just yet, but if the project I’m working on falls into the wrong hands, it could be devastating. So, I want to protect against everything that could go wrong. Do you think you’re up to it?”
“Sure. I might have to do a little research to find the right materials for the project, but I think I can get it done.”
Tapping her foot, she asked, “How long do you think it will take to complete?”
“Well, not knowing exactly what I’ll need makes it hard to estimate, but maybe a few months.”
She grinned and then rambled out the rest of the requirements. “That’s a good timeframe. Also, I need a hard line brought in for the computers, protected telephone lines, high-capacity power lines, and a large breaker system, all separate from the main building. I’ll also require several large backup generators. I need you to do this as quietly as possible. I know you use subcontractors to do some of your work. I’d like you to vet the subcontractors you hire for clearance and also have them sign nondisclosure statements. Like I said, this could be dangerous if the wrong people get their hands on my project.”
“Wow, I’m not sure what you plan on doing here, but I’m thankful it’s legitimate. But again, wow! This will be the first ultra-secret construction project I’ve ever undertaken.”
“Interesting as it will be, please never advertise that you worked this project. I’m sorry that it won’t help you, but I’ll pay handsomely for your discretion.”
“Absolutely. No problem. When would you like me to start?”
“It would be great if you could start as soon as you’ve got the materials in hand. Hopefully, in the next few weeks would be great.”
“I should be able to make that work.”
“Good, thanks again for your help.”
“No problem,” he replied.
 

Mr. Newman drove back to his office pondering the details about the project. He wondered what Paulette could possibly be up to and hoped that one day she’d let him know. For now, he needed to get busy on finding the right materials to use for the job. Traffic was horrendous, and it took longer than usual for him to get back to the office. He got out of his car, headed into his office, shut the door, and got to work. He figured the first thing he would need was some kind of steel structure and wiring that would encase the entire space on the inside. That would make a Faraday cage of the whole room and should protect whatever was in the room from any EMPs or electrical spikes. Next, he would have to use a special material to sound-proof the entire room. He needed to find material to fireproof every square inch of the room, for what reason he did not understand; but she had requested it, so he would get it done. Every wire coming into the place would need to first connect to a block, then continue from the other side into the building, so that all the wires would have shielding from outside interference. There was plenty of space near the bay doors to add the large breaker system, and just to the outside of the building around the corner from the bay, there would be room for the generators. He also needed to install a self-contained heating and air-handling system. Shielding everything would be necessary so the room could be independent from the rest of the building. He had his work cut out for him. Worse than that, he had to be careful which subcontractors he used to do the wiring, air, and other systems he wouldn’t be handling himself.
It took time to locate, purchase, and have all the materials delivered to a special area in his company. The vetting of subcontractors took a little more time than he had wanted, but he finally found contractors he could trust and who would sign the nondisclosure statements. It helped to tell them it would pay well. Two weeks later, he had his special, hand-picked crew and subcontractors working on the room.
 

Mr. Newman was quite pleased with how the project was going. His crew completed the Faraday cage and other important structural aspects of the room in just a month. They were then ready to run the required wiring and cables. Once that part of the job had been completed, they could encase the whole area with soundproofing materials. His plan was to use baffling for the large areas. After he had the baffling in place, he would pump in a foam-like material that would double as insulation and soundproofing material, to cover all the smaller areas. That would enclose everything between the outer wall and the baffles. Then, they’d install the drywall and the special fire-retardant materials. He also needed to make sure there were plenty of outlets in the room. The project was progressing well. He estimated the entire room would be complete within a month.
 

Paulette was getting excited as the room got closer to completion. She had already ordered all the computer hardware and software she’d need and some raw materials for the time pod. Once Mr. Newman had completed the room, she could hook up the computers, get the systems up and running, and program the math and other information she had stored in her brain.
As completion of the project was just around the corner, Mr. Newman stopped by. “I wanted to let you know we are putting the final touches on and finishing up on the generators and power. I figure you should be able to move into the room by the end of next week, so long as we don’t run into any issues.”
She stood there barely able to contain her excitement. “That’s great. I can hardly wait!”
 

Monday morning, 5:59 a.m., was like any other, quiet with most people either asleep or just getting up and ready for work. At 6:00 a.m., however, all hell broke loose. There was a sudden shaking, and things fell all over the place. Paulette was sound asleep and dreaming when her dream changed and she felt like she was rocking in a boat. What the heck is going on? A moment later her dream ended abruptly when she landed face first on the floor. A searing pain in her face woke her up. It took her a few seconds to wake up completely and realize what was happening. She called for Danni. “Danni, here.” Danni ran over to her and was shaking from fear. They both sought shelter under her sturdy writing desk. The rocking and rolling and shaking seemed to last forever. Then, suddenly, it was over. Shaken and bruised, she got up, checked Danni over for any injuries, and didn’t find any except that she was a bit shaken up. Next, she looked around her bedroom to see what damage there was. She didn’t see too much, other than the bookshelf and dressers were knocked over, and the windows had shattered, letting in the cool air of the morning. She got up, dusted herself off, and went to inspect the rest of the apartment. Other than looking like a tornado had come through and stirred everything up, everything else seemed fine.
Phew, so glad I spent extra on the rent to get an apartment in a building designed to withstand earthquakes, she mused.
She took a few minutes to gather her wits before calling Greg to see how he was doing after the quake.
The phone seemed to ring forever and just before she was about to give up, a mumbled voice picked up on the other end. “Yeah!”
“Hey, that was quite the ride wasn’t it?”
“Always the jokester, aren’t you?” he grumbled.
“Well, got to look at the bright side, right?”
“I guess,” he replied.
“So, how are you doing? Any damage?”
“I got a few bumps and bruises and may have broken my arm. Stupid straps holding the bookshelf let loose right after it shook me out of bed. It fell right on my left forearm. Took me time to get myself free, then the phone rang. That’s why it took so long to answer.”
“Dang, you going to go see the doc?”
“Probably, in a little while. For now, I put it in one of my old arm slings. I figure there will be people with worse injuries than mine who will need help first.”
“So, how did your dorm room hold up?”
“Let’s see. Everything is all over the floor; it shattered the windows; and that’s about it, from my current observation. I’m sure there are more issues outside. Speaking of which, you’ve got a good view of downtown from your apartment. What does it look like out there?” 
“Hang on. She walked over to her broken bedroom window and looked outside. Holy crap! It looks bad out there. I see fires, smoke, and, from what I can see from here, it looks like part of the I5 collapsed.”
“This isn’t good. I wonder how the employees are doing and how bad the damage is to the company.”
“I don’t know yet. I suggest you call half of the employees, and I’ll call the other half. We should check on everyone, see how they are, and if they have any damage to their homes. If there is damage to their homes, I propose we help pay for the repairs. Then they don’t have to worry about it and can continue to go to work and make a living. If the employees sustained injuries and don’t have adequate health insurance, we can help there too.”
“Sounds good. I’ll check back later and let you know how everyone is doing that I contact. And yes, I’ll see a doctor as soon as I can.”
“Good, then I’ll talk to you later. Until then, stay safe,” she said.
Paulette checked to see if the shower worked. At least the shower is working; now I can get a shower so I can go check on the company. She planned on calling the employees from there since she had a dedicated line in the special projects room. Despite its not being finished yet, at least the phones would work. She quickly stripped out of her pajamas and hopped into the shower. She did a quick wash and rinse, got out and toweled off, and got dressed. While getting her pants on, an aftershock hit and knocked her off balance. Dang earthquakes, can’t even wait till I’m sitting down, eh? She picked herself up and finished dressing. A few moments later, she and Danni walked out of the apartment and headed to the elevator. Just as she pushed the button, she suddenly thought better and took the stairs. All she needed was for her and Danni to get stuck in the elevator with no one knowing they were there. It was quite the jog down five flights of stairs, and she stumbled out the door and into the lobby breathless. Danni seemed excited to be going outside and couldn’t understand why her owner was bent over trying to catch her breath. When she walked outside, she stopped cold. All she saw in every direction were broken buildings, damaged roads, fires, and people wandering around crying and confused. Once the shock wore off, she rounded the corner to check on her car, only to find falling debris had crushed it. Exasperatingly, she said out loud, “Just great, now I’ve got to buy a new car. On top of that, we can’t walk to the company because it’s too far. Guess we’ll go back upstairs and check to see if the main phone line works or use the cell phone if I can get through.”
She did an about face, with Danni at her heals, and headed back into the building, took one look at the door for the stairs, and sighed. It would be a long and exhausting climb up those five flights. I wish I had spent more time at the gym. This is going to be a long trip back to the apartment. Ugg. By the time she got to the fifth-floor door, she was out of breath and so exhausted she thought she’d collapse. She weakly opened the door just enough for her and Danni to squeeze through and proceeded to her apartment. Once inside the apartment, she stumbled toward her room and collapsed on her bed. I’ll just lie here and rest for a minute, she thought. Danni jumped up and cuddled up next to her as she slept. She woke up five hours later.
 

She eventually got in touch with everyone and found most of her employees were doing okay. Only a few had to go to the hospital; however, a lot of their homes had been damaged or destroyed. That would be a big setback for starting her project. Worse than that, it would be days before she could check on the condition of the company building; and if it rained, things could get even more damage. She sank to her knees sobbing at all the destruction and death and wished it didn’t seem that things always went wrong. She hated her mom’s moving them from hurricane country to earthquake country. It was like swapping one possible and eventual disaster for another, and in her opinion, earthquakes were worse.
 

It was three days before she and Greg could get to the company and check on the damage. To their disappointment, it too had suffered some major damage. The damage to the main portion of the building caused a delay in completing the special project room, even though there had been no damage to the interior. However, the outer brick walls had some minor damage and would need to be replaced. The main part of the building sustained damage to the roof and some inner work areas. The leasing company agreed to fix the ceiling and roof and was kind enough to allow Mr. Newman’s construction company to complete the repairs to the main building. The construction on the project room resumed too. Paulette wasn’t very happy about all the damage to the building and the setback to getting her project started, but she didn’t have much choice. The earthquake probably set them back several months. However, she was happy with how well the special project room had stood up to the quake.
Mr. Newman brought in a larger crew to work on the main building so he and the other crew could continue working on the special project room. He now supervised both crews, which made his job even tougher than it was before the earthquake. Thankfully, the room was completed only a few weeks behind schedule.
However, with all the construction going on in the main part of the building, Paulette decided to hold off on starting her time travel project. She left the equipment and other materials in the storage room near the bay door to be set up at a later date. She still was excited, because soon she could prove to Greg that time travel was possible, once she ironed out all the kinks and did some test runs after getting everything built and programmed. Paulette thought about how much was still left to do and how long it would take to get everything built and up and running. But for that moment, she knew she’d have to wait patiently and that she’d soon be on her way to fulfilling her dream.




Chapter 11
Fall 2028
 
Paulette was so excited about getting the project room operational that she couldn’t sleep. She tossed and turned all night, causing Danni to sleep elsewhere. Morning came early and she woke up anxious and ready to get started putting the computers, desks, and other equipment into the project room. Leaping out of bed, she went over to her closet, picked out her outfit for the day, and got dressed. I can’t wait to get to the office and get things set up. I’ve been waiting my whole life to accomplish this project, she thought as she headed to the kitchen. Danni traipsed behind her wagging her tail. “Hey girl, pick up your bowl for me,” she asked Danni. Danni walked over, picked up her food bowl, and handed it to Paulette. Opening the fridge door, she took out the opened canned food and placed it on the counter, then scooped out a tablespoon of wet food. She placed it in the bowl, added water, mushed it up, and then added dry food and mixed it all together. Danni sat and waited for her to put the bowl down. “Good girl, all done.” Danni immediately dipped her head to the bowl and began eating.
Despite all her energy, she knew breakfast was the most important meal of the day, so she took the time to make her favorite, a ham and cheese omelet and toast. She sat down long enough to inhale the food before running out the door to jump into her new, but old, beat-up silver and black Subaru Outback she had bought to replace her Chevy Tahoe that was destroyed by the earthquake, and head to the company.
Walking, well almost running, into the building, Paulette ran into Susan as she was exiting her office.
“Whoa, slow down there; you look like you saw a fire or something,” Susan blurted out.
“Thanks, but I’m just excited to get started on my special project.”
“Oh, right! Well, here’s hoping you get everything set up the way you want. If you need any help, let me know.”
“Sure,” Paulette said as she ran over to the door to the project room. 
The door was made of reinforced steel with special baffling on the inside to keep noise from leaving the room. On the right side of the door, was an electronic keypad that required a six-digit code for entry. Standing next to the keypad, Paulette punched in the code, the door clicked open; she gave it a push and entered the room, with Danni right behind her. She shifted to the left a little to hit the light switches. The lights were slow to come on, as if they were mocking her excitement. The room was a hundred feet long and fifty feet wide, with soundproof material to keep the noise down. Off to the end of the room was the bay area that was twenty feet by forty feet, sitting below the entrance to the room. At the far end of the room, there was a special fire-retardant material that could take a blast from a rocket engine, if need be. The bay had a special door and locking system that required the six-digit code so they could get supplies into the room without having to take them through the main part of the building. Everything was stored there.
After glancing at the empty room and getting a picture in her mind of how she wanted to set up the room, she walked to the bay door, punched in the six-digit code, opened the door, and walked in. She spotted the dolly she’d need to move the computers and desks in the far corner. She retrieved it and rolled it over to the first item. The desk was large; and grunting, huffing, puffing and swearing, she tried to maneuver it onto the dolly, with no luck. Frustrated, she stopped and tried to figure out how she was going to move it without help. “I can’t believe Greg isn’t here to help me,”
she muttered. However, before she finished her thought, she heard the main entrance door locks click. She froze for a minute until she was sure of who was entering the room. Only she, Greg, and Susan had the code. A minute later, Greg entered the bay area, and Paulette breathed a sigh of relief.
“You thought you would just move and set everything up yourself?” he asked.
With an exasperated look, she replied, “No … um … well, yes, but I now realize that I can’t do this by myself. Would you mind helping me move the heavy stuff into the room?”
Rolling his eyes at her, he walked over to her and put his hands on the dolly. “I guess I can, since I’m standing right here at the moment.”
“Really, why do you have to act like that all the time?”
“Because I don’t think you can pull this off, and I feel it’s a waste of money and resources; but I promised you I’d help you with this ludicrous project.”
Paulette was fuming. “Ludicrous! Ludicrous! How dare you say that! You wait and see. I’ll prove to everyone that time travel is possible!”
“I think the only people you’ll prove it to, if it works, will be just the three of us, since you want this all to be so hush-hush.”
Gritting her teeth and trying not to punch him in the arm, she raised her voice an octave. “Greg, if you weren’t my best friend, I’d fire you right on the spot.”
With a small chuckle, he said, “Funny thing is, you can’t fire me; I own half the company. Remember?”
“Great, how did I let you talk me into this again?”
“You didn’t. You were the one who asked me to be a partner in the company. You’ve forgotten that, too?”
Her anger deflating, she realized how wrong she was. “Oh yeah, that’s right. So, are you going to stand there and argue with me about how it won’t work, or are you going to help me move this stuff?”
Greg helped her lift the desk onto the dolly and then wheeled it into the room. “Where do you want to put this?” he asked.
Paulette thought about it for a few minutes. “You can set it up in the middle of the room, about ten feet from the main door. I want to make sure the equipment doesn’t get damaged by the time pod later,” she told him. That reminds me, I need to have a blast window built to protect all of this equipment once I get it all set up. She and Greg continued bringing in the additional desks and setting them up so they formed the top part of the letter C. She wanted to be able to have eyes on all the devices at the same time.
A few hours later, they had the desks and computers set up and ready to plug in. There would be a lot of prep work required to get all the cables and such laid out so she could begin to program the time pod. Greg crawled around the floor, hooking up cables and plugging in the computers. He stood up, brushed himself off, and said, “Everything is plugged in and ready to go.” Then he sat down in front of the computer to the left of Paulette
Paulette smiled and said, “Thanks.” She was sitting in front of the main computer, with Danni lying at her feet. She turned on the computer and waited for it to boot up. “Could you please turn all the other computers on for me?” she asked him.
“Sure, hang on a moment.”
Paulette needed them all on so she could program each one the way she needed it for the project.
They checked to make sure everything was operating as it should, and then she began loading the special software she had developed while in college, which would be the interface to the time pod. Once the software was installed, she could program the features and functions of the time pod and enter all the required math and algorithms needed to make it to work.
With the software loaded and the basics of the room set up, they called it a day. Greg and Paulette stood up, stretched, and then walked over to the door and exited the project room. Greg headed home, while Paulette stayed behind to tidy up a few things in her main office.




Chapter 12
Winter 2028
 
Paulette had devoted months working on the code for the time pod. She needed to establish that it was correct and would run when the time arrived. It pleased her when she figured out what she thought was the correct algorithms and calculations to allow her to travel into the future and return to the point of origin. The only thing she lacked was the ability to do a test run to see if it really worked. The main issue was that the time pod was still being built. In part, she blamed Greg for dragging his feet on the construction. She assumed he was doing it to piss her off, since he didn’t expect she could pull the time travel stuff off. Aggravated, she put her head in her hands and sighed. A few minutes later, she pushed her chair back, stood up, stretched and then turned and walked out of the project room. She headed to Greg’s office to get an update on the time pod.
She marched into his office with a stern look on her face. “So, what the hell is taking so long?”
Surprised at the sudden intrusion, Greg glanced up and said, “I told you it takes time, no pun intended, to build the time pod to your specifications. If you weren’t so picky, I could have cobbled something together already.”
“So, it’s my fault you can’t get the pod built in a reasonable time?” she blurted. Danni sat there growling quietly at Greg’s tone of voice.
“In a way, it is,” he remarked. “Think about it. You gave me very specific instructions, and it’s only been a few months. You can’t expect me to throw together a piece of high-tech engineering in a day.”
“Why not?”
Greg shook his head in amusement. “Because it’s a delicate process. I’ll have to make sure that all the components will work and communicate with each other. Then there is the matter of the surface material being capable of withstanding the pressures you expect to put on it, regardless of your negative energy field solution. So yes, it takes time. It will get done when it gets done.”
Glaring at him and fuming, she turned and walked out of the room mumbling, “I hope you complete it soon.”
Greg sat there for a moment thinking, I can’t believe she thinks I can just throw something together and expect it to work. Even though I don’t believe it will work, I need to make sure it can do the job, just in case it works out. He shoved back from his desk and stood, collected the engineering blueprints for the time pod, and headed to the project room. Entering the six-digit code, he pushed the door inward and went to the section where the time pod sat. He set the papers down on the desk nearby and walked around doing a visual inspection, taking a mental note of the progress. He went over in his mind what had been done and was still needed. The shell of the pod is almost complete, and I installed the small rocket engines that protrude from a concealed door in the pod; and they are ready to go. The inside still requires a lot of work. I need to install the seat, but that can’t happen until I get the rest of the electronic controls installed and the steering mechanism placed in the proper location.
He shook his head as he checked off his list of things he still needed to finish on the time pod. It was a complex machine but a basic design. Since Paulette only required a one-person pod for the moment, he built it on a rugged base with the pod itself resembling an egg that was bent at a forty-five-degree angle. The angle allowed for the seating of the pilot. It looked ridiculous but would do the job. It was even white like and egg. Greg smirked as he reflected about it being like an egg. Figures I’d lean on my own beliefs and prejudice when designing it, he thought. Chuckling, he thought about how it was hurdling through the wormhole and shaking its yoke apart. Um, the pilot and the egg cracking mid-way. All right stop thinking like that, Greg. She’s your best friend, and you don’t want her to get hurt. Get this built right so it doesn’t crack open like an egg, he chided himself. If only she’d quit whining about how long it’s taking to build. If she keeps pushing me, then it will be just like the egg that cracks. He gave up speculating about the what-ifs and went back to concentrating on the project.
He installed the computer board, which was the brain of the machine that would hold the code Paulette had programmed. It would control the entry, travel through and the exit of the time pod, and all the pertinent information about where and when Paulette would go. He was careful to install all the chips and memory on the board and place the jumpers in the right location. He then installed the remaining electronics that would control the thrust for the engines, the negative energy field that would envelop the pod, keeping her safe, which blew his mind. Paulette had told Gregg that if she didn’t produce a negative energy field, then while she was traveling through the wormhole, it would collapse on her before she reached the other side. It still amazed him how she could figure out the correct math and other science so she could produce the field. A lot of what she did was merely theory, and she had no means to prove any of it till he finished the time pod. He could see a lot of long hours in his immediate future. She was such a slave driver, and he didn’t get paid nearly enough for all the hard work he was putting into the project.
Greg didn’t care about the money, though. He was doing the work because he more than liked Paulette. He had fallen head over heels in love with her several years ago, although she never seemed to notice. Greg kept it quiet for now, because he realized a serious relationship might distract her from her life’s ambition; and he knew if she didn’t, at least, try to prove her theory about time travel, she’d ultimately blame him. So he waited for the right time to bring it up. Hopefully, soon he could let her know how he felt, but until then he would have to carry on.
 

Paulette entered the room quietly and sat down at the computer console. Danni curled up under the desk at her feet and went to sleep. She typed away and reexamined all her data and simulations to make sure everything was working properly. Satisfied that the math and algorithms were running as predicted, she sighed and glanced up to see what Greg was doing. She had always had a thing for him but felt that drawing too close wasn’t a good idea. She was socially awkward and didn’t know how to express her feelings, so she put all her energy into her passion, time travel. Hopefully, she thought, one day I can tell him how I feel about him, but for now, it will have to wait. Besides, he may not like me in that way. She shook the thoughts from her head and stood up and walked over to the time pod and Greg. Danni, seeing she had left, got up and followed her to where she and Greg where talking. She lay down next to Paulette.
“So, how’s it coming? I’m sorry about being angry earlier. It’s been tough for me to wait all this time to carry out my dreams.”
Greg looked up from his work with a grin on his face. “I know, Paulette, and I understand.”
“I’m so glad you’re my best friend; you get me,” she replied.
“I do, and that’s why I’m pacing myself and making certain the time pod will stay together. I don’t want you jumping in it and coming out on the other end in pieces,” he said with concern in his voice.
She looked at him quizzically. “You care that much about me?”
“Yes, I do,” he replied
She stood there silent for several minutes with her cheeks turning several shades of red. “I … um … I didn’t realize that you care so much. Um,” she continued to stutter.
“It’s okay; I know you’re so focused with your dream that it’s hard for you to see what’s right in front of you,” he said.
She stared into the void for a moment. “I guess you’re right,” she said, still not grasping what he really meant.
“Um … so back to my question. How is it going?”
He gazed into her blues eyes and chose his words carefully. “Most of the electronic components have been installed and tested. Once I finish installing the other components, I’ll put the pilot’s seat in and install the steering mechanism. Then it’s a matter of putting on the finishing touches and testing the crap out of this thing to make sure it will hold up,” he replied
“That sounds fantastic. What is the timeline for completion?” she inquired.
His complexion turned a few shades of grey before giving her the answer. “There are still a lot of small details to accomplish after I finish these larger components. I’d say about a year, maybe.”
“A year! You’re kidding right?”
“No, I’m not kidding.” he said
“So, at what point will it be complete enough for me to at least send the program over and run simulations?” she asked
“You can do that in a few months,” he replied.
She sighed. This is taking too long, she thought. “Okay, I guess. I appreciate all the hard work you’re doing. If there is any way to speed up the process, please do.”
“I’ll do my best, but I can’t make any promises”
“Fine, so long as you’re doing your best. I’ll just need to keep my patience in check. Again, I’m sorry for yelling at you.”
“You’re forgiven. Now, if you don’t mind, I’ve got things to do,” he said, turning back to what he was working on.
Paulette left the room and went back to her office to continue some research she was working on before going over to the project room. The research was on improving the bionic limbs for the people she was helping. She’d have to hold off on her dreams for a while, but soon she could live them. 




Chapter 13
Fall 2029
 
Susan walked into Greg’s office and asked, “Have you seen Paulette lately?”
Greg looked up from his computer. “She’s probably in the project room working on the time travel stuff.”
“Is she still trying to get things working in real life?” Susan asked.
“Something like that. She’s been taking things in stages. I can’t say anything to her about taking so long. She was riding my butt to get the time pod built, but now she has spent over a year running tests. She hasn’t even launched the thing yet,” he said with amusement in his voice.
“I guess she wants to make sure it all works perfectly before she sends it off,” she said.
“Makes sense. I know I’d be pretty upset if I launched the time pod and it didn’t come back. With all the hassles she gave me when I was building the thing, though, you would think she’d move a little faster. But maybe it’s a good thing she takes her time.”
“Who knows? Thanks for letting me know where she is. I need to talk to her.”
“You’re welcome.”
Susan walked out of his office and to the project room door. She entered the six-digit code into the keypad, pushed the door open, and entered the room. She only got a few steps when she stopped. She found Paulette slumped down over the keyboard sound asleep. Her head and arms were causing the letter t to scroll across the screen without stopping. Susan walked up behind Paulette and carefully shook her shoulder. “Hey, you need to wake up; you’re scrolling the letter t everywhere on the screen.”
With a jerk, Paulette lifted her head; and using her hands to wipe the sleep out of her eyes, she looked at Susan. “What time is it? How long have I been asleep? Oh crap, how long has this been going on with the letter t?”
“Slow down. It’s four in the afternoon, and I don’t know how long you’ve been asleep. You’ve been in here for so long I had to ask where you had gone,” she replied.
Shaking the cobwebs loose from her brain, she eyed the computer. “Dang it, now I’ll have to go back and erase a ton of t’s.” She looked at Susan. “So, what did you need?”
“I came to find you because I made a breakthrough in our search for a better synthetic muscle,” she replied.
Still groggy, Paulette had to think a moment. “What, wait you had a breakthrough,” she replied with excitement in her voice. “What kind of breakthrough?”
Susan pulled up a chair and sat down before explaining what she had accomplished. “As you know, I’ve been working for over a year to find a better material for our synthetic muscles. Last night, I made a breakthrough with a new technique for cellular growth. Basically, I can grow a portion of muscle that can be interwoven with our current synthetic muscle, giving it more flexibility and mobility,” she explained.
A stunned look washed over Paulette’s face. “You’re a genius! I’m glad we can continue to improve upon our product. Before you know it, we might have live muscles for our customers.”
“I wouldn’t go that far. It takes a long time to grow, and we have to use DNA from the recipient to grow the small portions we’d use in our new products. This means the customer would have to wait longer to get his or her limb put on,” she said, cautioning Paulette of the complexity involved.
“Oh, okay. Well, at least they’ll have the option to have more real muscle than synthetic in the future,” she replied. “Excellent job, Susan.”
“Thanks,” she replied.
Susan left Paulette sitting in her chair and went back to her office. Paulette turned her chair back around to face the mess she had made on the computer. You really need to get some rest, she mused as she proceeded to find the first t, and then delete them all. Now that she fixed her mess, she could get back to completing the programing. Without thinking, she bent down and gave Danni a scratch on the head. “You’re such a loyal dog. I don’t know how I’d cope without you.” Danni picked up her head and looked at her for a moment before gently laying it back down on the floor. She always liked sleeping under the desk when Paulette was working.
Refocusing her attention on the computer, she typed in the lines of code that would complete the program. With one final keystroke, she hit the enter key and sighed, sitting back in her chair to relax for a moment. I think I’m finished and can begin the testing phase. However, I need to rest. Rolling her chair back, she stood up and walked to the door. Danni, sensing her movement, got up and walked alongside her. Reaching the door, she opened it, they both walked out onto the manufacturing floor, and headed to her office to gather her things.
 

When they got home, her first order of business was to grab a bite to eat for her and to feed Danni. Once Danni finished eating, Paulette walked her around the block so she could get her exercise and do her business. Of course, Paulette, being a responsible dog owner, always carried doggie poop bags to pick up Danni’s waste. Tomorrow held promise, and she could hardly wait to begin the testing phase of the time travel project.  




Chapter 14
Fall 2029
 
Paulette sat in front of the computer with much anticipation, Danni lying under the desk at her feet, as usual. Her mind wouldn’t stop spinning. I can’t believe this is about to happen and that I’ll prove it works. She took a big, deep breath and sent the program to the time pod. Since no one would be in the pod during the initial tests, she’d also have to program in the target date and the return information from her seat. Once she completed the transfer, she took another deep breath and hit the engage command on the screen.
At first, it seemed nothing was happening, but then, suddenly, a small wormhole appeared near the time pod. The hole began to grow, and once the required diameter was achieved, the pod extended its small jet engines and engaged them. The pod lifted off the floor and entered the wormhole. It took, what seemed like an eternity, to see it take off, but before she knew it, the room was empty and the wormhole disappeared. She jumped out of her seat with such excitement, she startled Danni. She was screaming and jumping up and down. She had done it! The time pod disappeared, and if all went as planned, it would reappear in a few minutes. Danni eventually sensed Paulette’s excitement and stood there wagging her tail in support of her owner. A few minutes later the wormhole reappeared, and the time pod slowly exited it and landed back on the pad from which it had just left.
Test number one was a success. She could hardly believe it. Sitting back down, she reprogrammed the pod to go into the past for fifteen minutes, hit the engage button, and watched again as the wormhole appeared, the time pod flew off into it, and it shut back down. Danni watched what was going on in amazement and looked to Paulette for attention. Danni came up and placed her head on Paulette’s lap, which caused Paulette to put her hand on the dog’s head and absent-mindedly pet her as she waited in rapt awe for the return of the pod. Fifteen minutes later, as expected, the time pod returned through the wormhole and landed back on the pad. Test two was a success. Now that she was confident it worked, she couldn’t wait to show it to Greg and Susan.
She and Danni left the room and quickly located Greg and Susan. “Hey guys, I did it!”
“Did what?” Susan asked.
“I’ve officially invented time travel, and it works. I want you guys to come see a demonstration.”
Greg looked at Susan with awe, then turned to Paulette and said, “So you did it, did you? Sure, I’d love to see what you’ve accomplished.”
Greg, Susan, and Paulette headed back to the project room, with Danni at their side. Once they were inside, Paulette instructed them to have a seat and to remain on the computer side of the blast shield. Once everyone was situated, Paulette brought up the program and entered new dates and hit the engage button. Greg and Susan stared at the time pod wondering why nothing was happening.
“Hey, I thought ...” before Greg could finish his question, the wormhole appeared; and he nearly fell out of his chair in shock, amazement, and, maybe, a little fear. Susan was sitting stone-faced with her jaw dropped wide open. Both continued to stare as the time pod lifted off, entered the wormhole, and then the wormhole closed with a loud whoosh.
“Wow, that was amazing!” Greg shouted.
“It disappeared into a wormhole that opened in here.” Susan stumbled over her words.
“Yes, it did, and in a few minutes it will return from the future where I sent it.”
“No way,” they both said in unison.
All three continued to look at the empty room in front of the blast window, almost as if they were willing the time pod to come back. The room was so silent the only thing you could hear was the rapid breathing of the three individuals in the room. With no warning, the wormhole reappeared, bursting the silence in the room with the loud noise of the jet engines on the time pod as it came out of the wormhole and settled back onto the pad and shut down.
Greg and Susan were absolutely stunned. Not only did the time pod disappear, but it returned. Greg looked at Paulette. “I’m sorry for ever doubting you.”
“It’s all right,” Paulette replied, with an I-told-you-so look.
Susan was somewhat jittery and blurted out, “That was amazing, but how do you know a person can travel back and forth without getting hurt?” she asked
“First, I don’t think a person would have any trouble traveling through time, but I want to test it and make sure everything will be okay.”
“How do you plan on doing that?” Greg asked.
“I was thinking of sending Danni to the future and also the past to see how she does.”
“Hey that doesn’t sound right, using your own pet as a guinea pig,” he said.
Susan interrupted Greg. “What do you think NASA and other agencies did to prove that a human could withstand unknown elements?”
“I guess you’re right,” he conceded.
“Guys, don’t worry about Danni; she’ll do just fine. My plan is to test the time pod with her in it after a few more tests with no one inside. When I have Danni travel through time and back, I plan on getting a full workup on her to make sure nothing has changed.”
“Congratulations on making it work,” Susan said.
“Thanks guys. Do you want to be here when I send Danni through?”
“Absolutely,” they said at the same time.
“Great, I’ll run a few more tests and get her ready to go for a test run soon.”
Greg and Susan were so excited, congratulated Paulette again, and hugged her. They asked her to join them for dinner to celebrate. 




Chapter 15
Winter 2029
 
Paulette asked Greg to build a special harness and seat for Danni so she’d be secure in the time pod. He worked diligently on producing a five-point harness that would fit around Danni’s neck and torso without being too tight. It had special rings that would attach to the regular belt system in the time pod and attach to the specialized seat he created. Once he finished the project, he presented it to Paulette, so she could try it out on Danni.
“Morning, Paulette. I’ve got the harness and seat ready for you to try out on Danni when you’re ready,” Greg said.
“That’s great. Bring it on over and we can hook her up right now.”
Greg walked to Paulette’s desk and handed her the harness. Then he headed to the time pod to secure the seat in place. Meanwhile, Paulette took the harness and looked it over before getting down on the floor to talk to her best buddy.
“Danni, I’ve got a special harness for you to try on,” she said as she held it out for the dog to sniff. “What do you think? Want to get up and put it on?” Danni’s tail thumped happily on the floor, and she looked up at her owner and seemed to smile. Paulette got up off the floor and asked Danni to stand so she could place the harness on her. Danni stood perfectly still while Paulette placed the harness over her head and snapped the buckles together under her belly and around her neck. She checked to see if the harness fit snuggly and made a few adjustments to tighten it up. Once she finished getting the harness on Danni, she and Danni walked over to the time pod, where Greg had just finished installing the special seat.
“Danni, up!” she commanded. Danni obeyed and jumped up into the time pod. Then Paulette had her jump up into the seat. Once Danni was sitting and facing forward, Greg latched the harness to the time pod seat and to the specialized seat. He tugged hard on all the straps to make sure they were snug and then stepped back to look at his handiwork.
“Looks good,” Paulette said.
“It should hold her in the seat with no problem,” he replied. 
“You know, she may need a helmet and goggles. What do you think?”
“I’d say since she won’t be able to control her head like we can, that maybe she should have a helmet. Do you want me to make one for her or see if I can find one that will fit her?” he asked.
“See if you can find one that will fit her first, and if not, then make one,” she replied.
Paulette disconnected Danni from the seat and had her jump down and stand still while she took her harness off before heading back to work on the programming.
Greg had left the room and gone back to his office to search the Internet and see if he could locate a helmet that would fit Danni’s small head. He looked through Amazon’s website but found nothing he liked, so he searched tactical helmets for dogs on Google and found a site that supplied a helmet with the goggles built in. The helmet had holes on each side for Danni’s ears to fit through and a nicely rounded snout cover past the built-in goggles. It also had a strap that would secure nicely under her chin, giving her protection against any jolts that might occur during the trip. The helmet came with a mount on top that would allow a camera to be connected, which would make it possible for Paulette, Greg, and Susan to see whatever Danni was seeing.
Greg called Paulette to let her know what he found. He sat there for a few minutes waiting for her to pick up, when suddenly she answered with a shout.
“What!” she blurted.
“Sorry for disturbing your concentration, but I think I found the right helmet for Danni,” he replied.
“Great, can you send me the link so I can look at it?”
He quickly sent her the link through the company chat window, and a few minutes later, he heard her squeal loudly into the phone speaker.
“This is awesome!” I love it, and I think it will work great. How long before it can be here?”
“I can have it delivered by early next week, if that will work for you?”
“Yes, that would be fine. It will let me get a few more issues worked out before we send her through.”
Paulette hung up the phone and looked down at Danni. “Hey, guess what? Mommy is getting you a cool helmet with goggles. What do you think of that?” she asked.
Danni looked up at her and happily swatted her tail up and down on the floor in response.
“Come on, Danni; let’s go home for the night.”
Danni stood up and immediately fell in next to Paulette as they headed out the door. Paulette waved at everyone as she headed out the front doors of the company toward her car. She opened the back door. “Up, Danni!” And Danni jumped up into the back seat and lay down for the ride home. Paulette got in and started the car. She was so excited she talked to Danni all the way home.
Later that evening, Paulette was sitting on the couch with Danni lying next to her, when she called Danni over to lay her head on her lap. “So, what do you think of traveling in time, Danni?” she asked, knowing full well the dog wouldn’t actually talk. However, Danni looked up at Paulette with those beautiful brown eyes, surrounded by black circles, giving the appearance that she wore eyeliner, and stared into Paulette’s eyes, while thumping her tail. Paulette smiled and petted Danni on the top of her head. “You’ll do just fine in the time pod. It’s kind of like riding in the car, except you’ll go faster and see a lot of different things. When you get back from your ride, I’ll take you to the veterinary clinic and get a full workup done on you to make sure you’re still okay. Though I have no doubts, you’ll be just fine.” At the mention of the veterinary clinic, Danni raised her head and whined slightly in disapproval. “I know you don’t like the vet, but it’s a necessary step if I’m to be a good scientist and doggie parent,” she said. Danni again laid her head down on Paulette’s lap and enjoyed being petted before they headed to bed.
 

Danni looked so cute with her new helmet on. The sleek black helmet fit her perfectly, with her floppy ears sticking out over the sides of the helmet, and her short, stubby snout poking out from under the goggles. The helmet also sported a go-pro camera attached to the top of her helmet, already turned on and ready to record every moment of her exciting flight. Paulette let out a giggle. “You’re too cute there, Danni,” she exclaimed. Even Greg and Susan thought she looked cute in her new tactical helmet and goggles.
“You think she is ready to fly through the bowels of time and back again?” Greg inquired.
“Yep, she looks the part for sure.” Paulette giggled as she answered.
Paulette led Danni to the time pod door, “Up, Danni,” she commanded. Danni jumped up into her special seat, turned around and sat down, and Paulette latched the harness down to the passenger seatbelt system. She patted Danni on the head and gave her a big hug and kiss. Danni reciprocated by licking her on the face and smiling in her cool gear. Paulette backed up and looked at Danni and shook her head in total amazement. “You look ready to go Danni,” she said. “Hang on for the ride of your life.” Paulette reached out and turned on the other go-pro cameras that were installed and pointing out the clear door. The whole trip would be on video. She gave Danni one more look, closed and latched the door shut, walked back behind the blast wall, and sat down at the computer. She reviewed the information and made sure that the program would send Danni fifty years into the future. Once she was sure everything looked good, she hit the send button; and it transferred the program to the time pod. A few seconds later, she pushed the launch sequence command, the time pod fired up, and a moment later, the wormhole appeared. The time pod blasted its small engines, lifting the time pod off the floor and into the wormhole; and within minutes, everything vanished.
Paulette, Greg, and Susan were all holding their breath as they waited for the return of the time pod. However, a minute into the blastoff, they realized they’d have to breathe since Danni wasn’t scheduled to return for about fifteen minutes. They all blew out the remaining air in their lungs and breathed slowly as they waited.
Approximately fifteen minutes later, a wormhole appeared in the room, and out came the time pod with Danni still sitting upright in the seat. That was definitely a good sign. Paulette rushed over to the time pod as soon as it settled down onto the launch pad and shut its engines off. She opened the door, turned off all the cameras, and reached out to unhook Danni. While she was unhooking her, Danni lathered Paulette with slobbery kisses all over her. “No more licks,” she commanded. Danni stopped licking her so she could finish unhooking the harness. “There, you can come out now.” Danni jumped out of the seat, ran right into Paulette’s arms, and licked her all over again. “Okay, okay, enough with the licking. Let’s see what you recorded.”
Paulette carefully removed Danni’s helmet, removed all the secured digital SD cards from all the cameras, and took them back to her computer. Inserting one card at a time, she uploaded each video to her hard drive. All three of them were excited to see what the cameras captured. A few minutes later, Paulette queued up the first video. The video started out with her buckling Danni into her seat and the then her entry into the wormhole. What appeared next, astounded all three, as they sat there watching a swirling of colors and lights while the time pod twirled its way through the wormhole. At one point, all light dissipated, then reappeared a moment later. Moments later, the wormhole opened into a beautiful sunny day; and the time pod landed in a forested area, with the outline of Seattle in the distance. Paulette checked the other videos to see if there was anything interesting or intriguing in them. She brought up one of the door cameras that pointed toward the northeast and forwarded past the wormhole travel until the forest appeared. They again saw Seattle in the distance but also noticed objects flying around in the air. Paulette zoomed in on the video, and their mouths dropped open. What they were seeing were flying vehicles of all makes and sizes, and Seattle had a more futuristic look to it. All of this in fifty years. This was amazing. She could hardly wait to see what two hundred and fifty years brought.
The whole time they were watching the videos, Danni was lying under Paulette’s desk, sleeping off her long ordeal. Paulette, Greg, and Susan stood up and headed out of the project room with Danni still sound asleep. Paulette whispered to Danni, telling her she’d be back for her in a little while. Danni didn’t even stir.
An hour later, Paulette came in to get Danni. She called for her and Danni lifted her head and stood up, coming over to stand next to her. “Hey, it’s time we get you to your least favorite place,” she said with a smile. Danni wagged her tail and followed along next to her left leg as they headed out to Paulette’s old beat-up Subaru. She had purchased the Subaru after the last earthquake had demolished her other car. She liked this car much better, because it was her favorite color — blue — and it had four-wheel drive for those nasty winters they occasionally got in Seattle. They arrived at the car, and Paulette opened the back door and patted the seat. “Danni, up,” she commanded. Danni jumped in, turned around, and lay down, and Paulette closed the door. Opening the driver’s side door, she slid into the seat, fired up the car, and headed down the hill to the vet clinic. Traffic was light, so it only took about twenty minutes to get to her destination.
She slowed down and then turned into the parking lot of the clinic and found a parking space near the front. Getting out of the car, she opened the back door and told Danni to sit while she picked up the lead and attached it to her collar. She motioned for Danni to jump out of the car and then closed the door and led her inside. The receptionist checked them in, and they took a seat on the cushioned benches as they waited for someone to call Danni back.
It wasn’t too long when the vet technician came out, “Danni,” she called. Paulette stood up, and she and Danni headed over to the vet tech. “Can you have her step onto the scale please so I can get her weight?” the tech asked.
Paulette led Danni over to the scale. “Danni, on the scale and sit,” she commanded. Danni walked onto the scale and sat down while the scale read her weight. It showed Danni weighed a healthy forty-eight pounds. Satisfied, the technician led them back to the room they’d wait in. Paulette and Danni entered and sat down on the brown leather bench in the corner. Danni looked around her environment, inspecting everything. The room consisted of a stainless-steel counter, where the smaller animals were checked, and a sink and cupboard to the left of the counter. There was a small computer monitor on the corner of the counter space under the cabinets that the doctor used to log all the information in for the animals he examined. After a few minutes, the doctor came in.
“Good afternoon, Paulette,” Dr. Eric Tyson said.
“Good afternoon to you, Dr. Tyson.”
“What brings you in with Danni today?”
“Well, I wanted to get a complete workup on her. I’ve been putting her under a lot of stress lately. Could you do everything, like blood work, x-rays, dental exam, and such?”
“Sure, I can. I don’t see why we need all these tests, but if that’s what you want, then I’ll get them done. It will take a while, if you want to wait in the waiting area.”
“All right, thanks,” she replied.
Dr. Tyson led Danni out of the room and into the back to perform all the requested tests, while Paulette left and went to the waiting area.
To keep her mind occupied, she shuffled through the myriad of magazines available to read. She always enjoyed looking at the dog fancy magazine, so she picked one up and thumbed through it, stopping occasionally to read an article or two. It took longer than she had anticipated, and she had already read several articles in multiple magazines and drunk several bottles of water and a diet Pepsi.
“Paulette, the doctor is ready to see you again,” the technician stated.
Paulette looked up from the current article she was reading in the latest horse magazine, smiled, put it up, and followed the technician back to the room she had come from earlier. She walked in to see Danni sitting there, wagging her tail and excited to see her again.
“So, Paulette, I’ve run every test imaginable, and the good news is, I can’t find anything wrong with her. She is in perfect health. Her teeth need a little cleaning at some point, but everything else is perfect.”
“That’s great. I’m so thankful that there is nothing wrong with her. Thank you so much, Dr. Tyson.”
“You’re welcome.” 
Paulette took Danni by the lead, and they headed out to the front to pay the enormous bill she had run up, but it was worth every penny. She could barely contain her excitement. She knew, in her heart, Danni would be able to safely go to the future and return safely back home. She could hardly wait to try out the time machine, herself. She’d have to leave Danni behind for the first short trip but would have Greg modify the time pod to include a seat for Danni when she got back, so that she could take Danni, her best friend, with her on the next, longer excursion.
It was time to go home and get some much-needed rest. For soon, she’d travel to the future, and couldn’t wait to see what marvels awaited her.




Chapter 16
Spring 2030, Present
Spring 2280, Future
 
Day 1
This was the moment Paulette had been waiting for all her life — the moment she proved to all her friends and family that it was possible to travel in time. Greg and Susan helped her into the pod, buckled her in, and shut the clear door. She put the clear door on so if there was something to see while she traversed space and time, she could witness it firsthand. Once the door was closed, she turned her head and entered the year 2280 into the computer. She had decided to go two hundred fifty years into the future to see how humanity had progressed technologically and just all the changes, in general. She then programed in the location. She thought it would probably be safest to land in a field surrounded by trees at a higher elevation so no one could find her time machine. The last thing she needed to do was to hit the enter key and hold her breath — not literally, of course — as she traveled through time. She looked out of the clear pod door and saw that Greg and Susan were giving her the thumbs up. She took a deep breath and hit the enter key. The engines fired up, and she saw the wormhole appear before her. Using the flight stick, she eased the time pod into the wormhole. At first, it seemed as if nothing were happening, but then she felt a huge pressure on her and everything began to spin, shake, and vibrate. She thought it would tear her apart. She tried looking out the door, but all she could see were vibrant colors streaming by as she traveled through the wormhole she had created. After what seemed like forever but was only a few minutes, the ride came to a jarring halt. The last bit of the trip had surpassed the g-forces she thought she’d endure, and it caused her to black out. 
Her eyes blinked open, then closed, then opened again as she tried to regain consciousness and determine her whereabouts. I sure hope I landed in the right time and place. She thought as she tried to stay awake. It took a few more minutes to regain full control of her thoughts and body. When she did, she unbuckled the seatbelt and tried to stand. Successful at standing, she unlatched the door, swung it open, took a step, and stumbled out onto the grass.
“Well, at least I’m in a field with trees like I planned, so I should be able to step through and see the futuristic Seattle,” she said out loud. She couldn’t wait to see the flying cars for herself, and to investigate other futuristic technology. As she regained her balance, she walked north to find a clear view of the city. As she was walking, though, she realized that she could only hear the sounds of birds and animals. She should have been able to hear all the noise and commotion of the city just below her and planes overhead, or even spacecraft taking off. She paused for a moment and wondered if she had gone somewhere else entirely. Naw, she thought. It’s just me. The time travel must have messed with my hearing a little, and that’s why I can’t hear anything, or maybe the technology is so advanced that they can mask the sound.
She continued her journey and found a clearing. She headed toward it quickly and with intense anticipation. As she jogged out of the clearing, she barely caught herself from falling off a cliff and into the ocean. Looking out across the expanse of water that shouldn’t be there, she saw degraded and ruined skyscrapers covered with vines and moss and, who knew what else, growing on them and sticking out of the ocean. Shocked and frightened by what she saw, she quickly ran back to the time pod, wanting to get out of there as quickly as possible. Arriving back at the time pod, she climbed in, closed the door, buckled herself in, typed the year 2030 in the computer, set her destination, and hit the enter key. Silence ensued. Then tons of alarms and red lights went off, and she sat there in total shock. Her thoughts were racing. This can’t be. I know I programmed everything correctly, and I know, for a fact, my plan to get back to the present was right. So, what the hell just happened? Why am I still here? This is crazy! Panic set in. She was hyperventilating and had to shake herself out of it and take deep breaths. She continued to rationalize out loud. “So, maybe, the problem has to do with time dilation, or time refraction; or maybe the mouth of the wormhole threw me into hell.”
She decided to see if the problem had something to do with time refraction, or time hallucination. She got back out of the time pod and headed back the way she had come. As she got close to the clearing, she slowed down, then went out to take another look. What she saw hadn’t changed. She collapsed onto the ground and sobbed uncontrollably, snot running down her nose all over everything. Her eyes soon became swollen and her face red from all her crying. The last time she had cried that hard was right after hurricane Jackson, during her eighth-grade year in school, when she lost her father and everything she ever owned. She couldn’t bear to think that she had worked so hard to accomplish her dream of traveling through time, only to find that there was no future to go to. Several hours later, she gathered herself together enough to head back to the time pod. She had to think about shelter from the night and whatever was hiding out there. She was thankful that she had brought her go bag, sleeping bag, pistol and rifle, and a week’s worth of water and food. Although it gave her some comfort knowing she had the tools to survive, to some extent, it still didn’t give her much hope in making it out of this hell she found herself in. She decided, despite how uncomfortable it would be, that it would be safer to sleep in the chair in the pod for the night. She figured when she woke up, she’d do a little exploring of her surroundings and see if she could determine what might have caused the destruction she saw. Until then, she’d grab something to eat and then get some sleep. She settled into the uncomfortable seat after eating dinner, and before she knew it, she was out like a light.
She spent the night in a restless sleep, with nightmares plaguing her every moment. It seemed as if she’d never wake up. Soon the sun rose and placed a spotlight of sun rays right through the clear door practically blinding her while she slept, she woke with a start and immediately covered her eyes and cursed about the direction the pod had put itself in. Errg, what a nightmare, and that sun is too bright. Wish I had brought my sunglasses, she thought. She spent the next few minutes getting her bearings when she realized that she was still in the nightmare, except it wasn’t a dream. It was real. She didn’t know what to do, where to go, or if she’d even find anyone still alive; but she had to do something. She needed to try and find out what happened to this place. Was it only Seattle, the United States, or the entire world? All those thoughts and questions were large ones to tackle if she were the only living human being there. She got up, picked up her go bag and some granola bars, and went outside to sit and eat, while she contemplated her next move.
As she was eating, she decided she’d start by exploring the nearby area where she landed. Maybe she could find some clues to what might have happened. She had all kinds of theories, some of them based on all the doomsday predictions about global warming. But she needed to find out the answers for herself. That’s just who she was and part of the reason she was so smart. She cleaned up her breakfast mess, strapped on her go bag, and proceeded to the ledge where she had been the night before, to get another look at what used to be the great city of Seattle.
She arrived at the same spot and scanned the horizon, looking for anything that could help her. If she could find a boat or something, maybe she could get a closer look at the remaining buildings that were above water. Unfortunately, she saw nothing useful nearby, so she skirted the edge of the cliff, working her way around to check out the different areas. As she walked, she became more aware of the destruction. Some skyscrapers were leaning over against other buildings, and many of them had crumbled. Anything from an earthquake to a tsunami could have caused such damage. She filed her observations away in her head for later retrieval and kept walking. As she walked, she noticed the fresh air and scent of the pine trees, and even the grass. She hadn’t smelled these scents in a long time. In her present, she only smelled gas, exhaust, and other human-made smells. Rarely, did she ever have time to go hiking or camping, so she didn’t get away from the city to enjoy the fresh air and other smells found out in the wild. Now, here she was in the future, hiking around in an apocalyptic world, and all she could think about were the smells she missed so much from her childhood. She chuckled under her breath at the thought of finding something wonderful in a place so horrible. She continued her survey of the area, keeping track of things she saw, like the deer and birds, and other critters, and land structure and other formations. She looked out to the distant horizon trying to see some sign of what had happened, but nothing was registering. Before she knew it, the sun was getting low in the sky, so she turned back and headed to the time pod to get dinner, ponder what she observed, and get some rest.
She slogged up the hill to the time pod, deep in thought. She had been so engrossed in her thoughts she almost tripped and fell into the pod. She laughed at herself for being so focused that she didn’t pay attention to her surroundings. A few minutes later, she had a small fire going from some small branches she had collected on the way back. The fire gave her some much-needed warmth and allowed her to have her first hot meal. It wasn’t the same as a nice home-cooked meal, but the camping meals worked well, in a pinch, and allowed extra room to pack more food. She cracked a smile at the thought of her ransacking the local sports store to buy up all the camping food before her trip to the future. At least she got something right, she thought. She enjoyed the spaghetti and meatball dinner, and a hot cup of cider she heated over the fire. She took her time eating dinner and afterward sat back to enjoy more cider and the warmth of the fire. She stared into the flames and scrounged around in her memory to recall what she had seen and heard that day.
Suddenly, she sat straight up when she realized that there were a few things she didn’t see that hadn’t registered with her earlier. The Northwest was known for its beautiful, dormant volcanoes. Some of them were so tall they could be seen in the Seattle skyline, or just from the highways when driving around. The mountains there were tall enough; she should have been able to spot at least one or two. When she was looking to the north of the city, she should have seen Mt. Baker in the distance, but as she recalled what she had seen earlier, she realized she hadn’t seen it. She scurried around in her memory to recall what she had seen to the south. To her surprise, she couldn’t remember seeing Mt. Rainer or Mt. St. Helens. She paused in her thought process for a second to absorb this new information. “What could have happened to those tall wonders,” she said out loud. Then it hit her that maybe the huge earthquake everyone feared would happen in the future, actually had happened but with a lot more impact than anyone could have imagined. Something cataclysmic must have happened for the tallest mountains in the Cascade Mountain Range not to be visible. As she began to let it all sink in, she suddenly recalled that the entire Cascade Mountain Range seemed smaller. The only thing she could think of that could do what she had seen was a total shift in the tectonic plates. There must have been something huge that caused the Pacific Plate and the Juan de Fuca Plate to crash into and under the North American Plate, producing an apocalyptic earthquake that caused the West Coast to sink into the ocean. Under normal circumstances, the Pacific Plate going under the North American Plate might have caused the mountains to grow a few centimeters a year, but maybe, just maybe, that earthquake everyone had feared was what caused this. Of course, it was all Paulette’s conjecture at this point. She couldn’t prove one way or the other what happened.
Sighing, she decided that her brain hurt from all the thinking and that she was tired and exhausted from it and hiking all day. She doused the fire with some water and scraped dirt over the fire with her boot. Once the fire was out, she went to the time pod and snuggled in for another restless and uncomfortable night of sleep. In some ways she hoped that this was all a dream and that she’d wake up in her comfortable bed in her high-rise apartment in the morning. She quickly fell asleep, not knowing what tomorrow would bring.




Chapter17
Present, Day 1
 
Susan came crashing into the room. “You called and said there was a problem. What happened? What is with all the flashing red lights?”
Greg stood there looking at the lights and pondering how it all happened. Did he do it, or was it that Paulette was wrong and she couldn’t come back? Which meant the scientist would be right about it being easy to go to the future, but it may be impossible to come back, or did he cause this mishap by fiddling with her code.”
Susan rushed over to him and pulled on his arm. “Hey, I’m talking to you! What happened here?”
“I … um … well … ” He paused wondering what he should say and if any of it would matter since he didn’t know himself what really went wrong.
“Hey, um, and well don’t tell me anything. Spit it out! What happened?”
“Well, I’m not sure exactly. She got in the pod and initialized the wormhole, the engines fired, and she went through the wormhole. Everything was fine, until what appeared to be her trying to come back. When she did, that’s when all these lights and alarms went off. I’m as shocked as you are, but more so that she’d want to return right after getting there.”
“Okay, I guess the first puzzle is, why did she try to come back? The second puzzle is, why did all the alarms go off, especially when she was certain she found the right formula and answers to getting back?”
“Well, I don’t think we’ll ever know why she wanted to come back so soon, but figuring out the other problem could take forever, especially if we don’t know what went wrong,” Greg replied.
“You know you still look pretty shaken, and there is also something else. What aren’t you telling me?” she inquired.
“I … um … ah … ” Greg again went into deep thought. He felt guilty because he was thinking it very well could have been his fault. He had changed something at the last minute, but he couldn’t remember what he changed.
Susan pulled on his arm again to jog him out of his trance. “Ah what?”
“Oh yeah, you wanted to know if there was anything else that could be the cause.”
“Yes, that is what I’m asking. So is there?”
“I … ah … may have done something to the code, but I’m not certain it has anything to do with what happened?”
“What the heck? What do you mean you messed with the code?”
“I’ve been trying to get her attention for so long, wanting to be more than friends, but she always ignored me and was so obsessed with this project. I just thought that I’d make it so she’d have to stay there for about three months. I had no intentions of causing her any harm and had no idea this would happen. And again, I’m not sure it was my fault!”
“I can’t believe this. You’re telling me you were jealous of her lifelong dream of traveling in time so you sabotaged it, even if it was only for a short period.”
“Yes, I mean no. I didn’t sabotage it. I figured if she was so desperate to see the future then she could stay there and enjoy if for a bit, and maybe, just maybe, she’d miss me during that time.”
“That’s just great! What are you, twelve? How very immature, even though you never thought it would work. What now? How do we fix this?”
“Slow down with the questions, please. First, I’m not sure how to fix it. I can’t exactly remember, at least at the moment, what I changed. Second, we need to look to see if she has any backups made that we can look through to compare with the current program. If we can find the thing I changed, or something else in her notes that might help, then there’s a chance we can fix this thing. It’s not like we can ask her, you know.”
“Okay, I’ll look to see if there are any notes and backups. You can go home, take a break, reflect on what you did, and see if you can remember what you changed.”
“Sure, I guess, but you make it sound like it's all my fault.”
“Indeed I am, and until I can prove otherwise that’s the way it’s going to be. I’m disgusted at how stupid you were. It took her years to figure this out, and she was very careful to make sure everything was correct; and in one swift stroke of the keyboard, you screwed it up. So, yes, it’s your fault. Now get out of here before I call the police on you.”
“Really! The police. They’d never believe you.”
“Don’t test me, Greg. Leave!”
Susan’s anger overflowed and she accidentally spoke aloud. “I can’t believe he could do something like this. Oh, well, I need to get busy and figure out if it can be fixed.” She looked around the room, not even knowing where to start. Her eyes fell upon where the time machine had been, and she couldn’t help but wonder how Paulette was doing, wherever she was, and most of all, why had she tried to come back so soon.
Paulette had asked Susan to take care of Danni while she was gone for a week. Now, Susan had to continue taking care of Danni until Paulette got back, whenever that might be. This was going to be a big challenge no matter how she looked at it. Exasperated, she turned and left the project room.




Chapter 18
Present Day 1 & 2
 
Susan returned to her office after her confrontation with Greg and laid her head down on her desk. She couldn’t believe he would do something so stupid. She also had a major task ahead of her — figuring out how to fix the problem, or if it were even possible. Later, she went to the Research and Development Lab and called Richard Arbuckle over to talk to him. Richard, wearing his white coat with his scientific calculator in his pocket, looked over to where Susan was, swept back his blond hair, and turned and walked over to her. He looked at her with his bright blue eyes, and said, “Hey, Susan. What’s up?”
“I need you to take charge of R&D for a while. I have a major project to work on in the other room. Can you handle this for a while?”
“Sure, anything for you, Susan. We are working on the latest improvements to the nerve and muscle integration, so I think I can handle running the place for a while. What happened over there anyway? No one gets to see what Paulette was working on, and it’s odd that no one has seen her recently.”
“Well, unfortunately, I can’t discuss that with you. It’s top secret and must stay that way for the time being. As far as Paulette goes, she had to make a sudden trip out of town and may be gone for some time — something to do with some new technology.”
“Whatever. I don’t think that’s the truth, but, hey, it’s your story.”
“Thanks for helping me with this. I’ll see that you get a bonus for running the department and keeping silent on your theories of what’s really going on. Will that suffice?”
“That works for me. I can use the extra money, and, yes, I’ll keep my mouth shut.”
“Thanks, Richard.”
Susan walked over to the project room and entered the code on the keypad next to the door. A second later, the door swung open, and she and Danni entered the room. Pausing, she looked around the room trying to get a grip on what happened and how to solve the problem. She knew she certainly wasn’t a genius, so it would be extra hard for her to figure out the line of code Greg changed and how to fix it. The math required to send Paulette into the future was well beyond her understanding. She feared she and Greg would never figure it out and Paulette would be stuck in the future forever. Again, she wondered why Paulette would have wanted to return immediately and hoped she was okay. There wasn’t much else she could do right now but hope that her best friend was safe.
She walked over to the computer consoles and sat down, while Danni lay down and curled up under the desk. She stared at the screen for a long time just trying to figure out how to even look for a backup somewhere in the system. She was afraid that one wrong keystroke would indefinitely seal Paulette’s fate. She glanced around to see if there were any written notes to guide her through the process. While looking, she noticed a safe under the desk just to the right of where Danni was lying. She didn’t know the combination, but she hoped that there would be a USB drive backup of the program in the safe. She also hoped that it wouldn’t contain a password. She’d have to get a cart and move it to her office, then she could get a locksmith in to break it open. That would prevent anyone without authorization from being in the room. Her first order of business was to go retrieve a handcart. Sill frustrated about the whole situation, she slowly got up out of the chair, causing Danni to lift her head to see what she was doing, and headed to the small storage room to get the handcart so she could move the safe.
She made an initial scan of the room and didn’t see the cart, so she wandered in and went, row by row, looking for it, causing her frustration to build even higher. It wasn’t until she was in the back row of the storage cabinets that she spotted the handcart. Someone had left it in a dark corner. She retrieved the cart and headed back to the project room. Once again, she quickly entered the code, went into the room, and shut the door. She rolled the cart over to the desk, trying to find a way to get the safe onto it. She could see that it wasn’t going to be easy, since the safe was at the back of the desk unit. She went to the back of the desk, which, luckily, had a nice-sized opening in it. She sat down on the floor, then got as close as she could to the back of the safe. It didn’t help that Danni was standing next to her licking her in the face. “Danni, no licks,” Susan commanded. Once she got Danni to quit licking her, she proceeded to bend her knees up and with her hands supporting her, she moved the safe forward by extending her legs and pushing on it. She grunted, moaned, and cursed as the darn thing inched along. The safe had moved only about an inch, and she was totally exhausted. She rested for a few minutes and re-hydrated before attempting to move the safe again. Plopping on the floor once again, she pushed against the safe. Eventually, she got it moved out enough that she thought she could get the cart underneath it. She rose off the floor, circled back around to the front, and took the handcart and leveraged it under the safe. Once she got it fully under the safe, she pulled back with all her strength and finally got it pushed down enough to maneuver and move it. She carefully backed up to the door, opened it wide, called Danni over, and proceeded through the door, allowing it to shut and lock behind her. It took only a few minutes to cross over to her office and place the safe in the corner, where she had made space earlier. Phew, that was a lot of work. I sure hope it pays off, she thought.
 

At his apartment, Greg was banging and throwing things around. He was very upset and taking it out on anything that got in his way. He didn’t have a clue where to start on fixing the problem he thought he had probably caused. He continued to beat himself up, but tried to blame it on the fact that other scientists had said coming back to the present was probably impossible. He knew how smart Paulette was, though, and she had thoroughly tested the time pod, and it had returned each time with no problems. He wished she had paid more attention to him than the blasted time travel crap. He shook his head, just mumbled to himself for about an hour, and continued to stomp around his apartment and throw and break things. He was so in love with her, and now he might never see her again. All that he could think was, What have I done? Why couldn’t she pay more attention to me? Before he knew it, he had collapsed on his bed in a fetal position, sobbing and mumbling. He was useless to everybody. He spent the rest of the night sobbing, then sleeping, then waking up, and then sobbing again.
He was a total mess the next morning. He groaned and rolled over in his bed facing the wall, so he didn’t have to have the beautiful morning sun shining in his face. He didn’t want to be reminded that he had screwed up. Staring at the wall, he kept mumbling about all the reasons he had done what he did, and then all the regrets. He had a sick feeling he wouldn’t ever see Paulette again, and it would all be his fault. He didn’t want to live alone for the rest of his life, and he didn’t want to be the only one in charge of the company and its employees. He wanted to have a good life, an exciting life, one filled with companionship and family. But at that moment, he couldn’t see that happening. He didn’t think he could ever love again, partially because there would always be hope that they would determine what went wrong and bring Paulette back. He didn’t want to be the person who gave up and moved on, only to have her finally come home and find out her best friend had moved on without her, proclaiming her lost to this world. He couldn’t do that to her. Yet, he was willing to leave her in the future for a few months to teach her a lesson. How ironic of him. Only it backfired on him and left him a sobbing, blubbering man who couldn’t get his act together.
It didn’t help that Susan had literally kicked him out of the building. She instructed him to think about what he had changed so they could fix it. The problem was that he wasn’t in any shape to think about it and wouldn’t be for a while. He went in the kitchen and made breakfast. He hadn’t eaten anything since breakfast the day before. He didn’t feel like eating, and today wasn’t any different; but he would have to force himself to eat so he could keep up his strength. This whole thing was such a mess — his mess that he created because he was jealous of a time machine. Who would have ever thought a person could be jealous over an object, but that object had taken away the one person he wanted to be with. So, yes, he was jealous. However, now that jealousy had culminated into a heavy veil of guilt and regret, and he knew he needed to get moving on figuring out what he did as soon as he could function.
 

The next day found Susan making several phone calls to different locksmiths trying to find someone trustworthy who could attempt to unlock the safe. To her dismay, it didn’t seem she’d ever find the right company or person to do the job. Frustrated, she gave up for a while and went to eat lunch and take Danni out for her mid-afternoon outing. Her lunch consisted of the usual salad with plenty of vegetables and croutons sprinkled on it. She was health conscious; and, despite all the stress lately, she reminded herself she needed to stay on track. She scarfed her salad down and finished her drink, then took everything over and deposited it all into the trash. “Danni, here, time to go for your walk and go potty,” she called. Danni sat up and came out from under Susan’s desk, wagging her tail. Susan clipped her leash on, took her outside, and walked her around the building. Danni squatted and peed, then looked up to let Susan know she was done. She took Danni back in, and Danni lay back down under Susan’s desk.
Susan flipped through the yellow pages, scanned for locksmiths, and began making phone calls again. She needed someone she could trust and who had the skills to do the job. She finally stumbled across a company that she thought might be the right one — Excelsior, owned and operated by a man named Stan Lee. She thought the company name was a strange name for a locksmith company. Shaking her head about the name, she dialed the number. It was her last call of the day, and she had almost lost hope on reaching anyone who could help her. According to the ad, he had been in the locksmith business for fifty years and specialized in being able to crack safes. He had trained at a special locksmith school to learn how to work on different locks for different makes and models of safes. He was bonded and had an excellent reputation. Just as she finished reading the ad, the ringing stopped, and he picked up.
“Stan Lee here, where picking locks is my specialty. How may I help you today?”
“Mr. Lee, my name is Susan Ross, from P&G Bionics, and I’m calling you today to see if you can help me open a safe I’ve got here in my office. Do you think you can do it?”
“Yes ma’am, I can open just about any safe made. You said it was at your company. What happened to the combination?”
“Well, sir, it’s a classified matter, so I can’t explain that to you right now. I must stress to you how important it is that we get this safe open, though. It very well may be a matter of life and death, and the answers may be in the safe.”
“Oh, I see. It’s some big conspiracy thing, and you want me to help you solve it.”
“Well, not exactly. It’s not a conspiracy. It’s just a very secretive technology project, and we don’t want other people or companies to know about it. Can we trust you to keep this matter confidential?”
“Yes ma’am, you can. I’ve been running this business for over fifty years and am known for keeping my nose out of other people’s business. When would you like me to come over and work on the safe?”
“As soon as possible would be great. Like I said. ...”
He interrupted with, “It’s a matter of life and death. In situations like this, I can pack up and leave and be there within the hour. Will that be quick enough?”
Susan smiled as she answered, “Yes, absolutely!”
Within the hour, Mr. Lee arrived with his tool bag ready to get to work. He was a spry, elderly gentleman, slim build, with thinly combed white hair, and he wore an old-style pair of glasses. He walked up to the reception desk and asked for directions to Susan’s office and headed that way with an air of confidence. When he arrived at her office, he gently rapped on the door. “Who is it?” Susan asked.
“It’s Mr. Lee, here to work on that safe you inquired about.”
“One moment, please.” With a bit of noise and accidentally banging her knee into the desk, Susan made it to the door and opened it wide. “Welcome, and thank you for coming so quickly.”
“My pleasure to be of service. Where is this safe you need me to work on?”
“Oh sorry, it’s right over here in the corner.”
“Thank you, I’ll get right to work on it.”
Susan nodded and headed back to her desk to work on some paperwork while Mr. Lee worked on the safe.
Mr. Lee set his tool bag down on the floor next to the grey Mesa safe and pulled out a few tools. He had worked on some of these in the past and found that most times a stethoscope could be used to work the dial, but sometimes a few extra tools were needed. He took his stethoscope, placed the earpieces into his ears, and the scope against the safe next to the combination dial. He spun the dial a few times before beginning. He slowly moved the dial so he could hear the mechanism inside. A little spin to the right, and he heard the familiar click. Stopping, he spun the dial to the left. After the third rotation and click, he moved the dial back to the left and heard the final click. Grabbing the handle, he pushed down and swung the safe door open. He smiled as he put his scope back in his tool bag. Chuckling, he grabbed his tool bag, stood up and faced Susan. With a mischievous smile he said, “Well, young lady, I’ve cracked your safe wide open for you.”
“Wow, that was quick.”
“Yes, well years of experience makes you somewhat of a pro. Anyway, I hope you find what you were looking for. I’ll see myself out.”
“Okay, thanks again, Mr. Lee, for your prompt service.”
“No problem, ma’am.” As he walked toward the door, he began whistling a familiar tune.
Susan wondered if it was the tune to Spiderman. She shook her head in amusement and headed to the safe, anxious to see what she might find that could help them solve this debacle of a problem. Kneeling, she looked inside the dark safe, finding mostly paperwork, some money, a passport and a few other items. Her face dropped in disappointment, but as she continued to investigate, her hand brushed against a small object. Grasping it, she pulled her hand out to look at it in the light. “Eureka!” She screamed before realizing everyone could probably hear her. “It’s a USB drive. I hope it has what we are looking for on it.” Her scream startled Danni from her nap and caused her to jump up and make sure Susan was okay. Susan petted her on the head and assured her that everything was fine.
With Danni at her side, she headed to the project room, entered the code, and they went into the room. She quickly slid up to the desk, while Danni lay down in her usual spot, and inserted the USB drive into the USB port on the computer. She went to the menu bar and clicked on the icon to access the drive. The screen went blank for a moment before flashing “Password Required”. She banged her head against the desk several times with tears of frustration streaming down her face. No, this can’t be happening! Now she had another, more difficult, problem to deal with. She cursed Greg for his stupidity.




Chapter 19
Future, Day 2
 
Startled awake, Paulette jumped up from the seat, hitting her head on the side of the pod, and then came crashing down in a heap, still wrapped in her sleeping bag. Ugg, what could be making such a loud noise this early in the morning? Besides, it’s been eerily quiet the past two days, so what could that sound be?
she thought as she rubbed her head. She untangled herself from the sleeping bag, stood up, and opened the pod door and stepped outside. The early morning chill took her breath away. Another thought hit her, It was spring, so why was it so much colder there than it was in the present that she had just left. She didn’t have an answer to that question, so she donned her jacket and sat down, slid her feet into her boots, and laced them up and tied them. She stood back up, reached into the pod and grabbed her go bag, rifle, and pistol, and headed out to investigate the noise.
She hadn’t gone but about a hundred feet when she heard it again. Suddenly, she realized what the noise was; it was the crack of a thirty- aught- six rifle in the distance, which meant there was someone else alive out there in the hell she had found. Knowing someone was shooting a rifle, she proceeded more carefully. Heading out in the shot’s direction, she proceeded with caution and continued to trek northeast through the woods. Eventually, she came upon a clearing and stopped at the edge of the woods to inspect the area. She looked out into the clearing for several minutes to make sure nobody was there. Satisfied, she crossed the clearing and hiked back into the woods. A mile further, she heard a noise that sounded like human laughter and talking. She slowed down and quietly maneuvered through the trees till she could get close enough to see and hear the others without being spotted. Getting herself into position, she carefully looked around the pine tree she stood behind.
She saw people for the first time since arriving. There was a small group about hundred feet in front of her in a small clearing. The group was composed of two males, three females, and one child. They were rough looking, with scraggly hair, dirty, worn clothes, and teeth that looked as if they couldn’t possibly chew any of the meat they were cooking. She spent close to an hour observing the group before deciding that, despite her need for information and companionship, she wouldn’t risk trying to join them. She quietly retreated the same way she had come. It took several hours for her to get back to the time pod. Having forgotten to eat breakfast, she was now starving. She sat down and prepared lunch and decided where she’d explore for the rest of the day. She immediately decided against going northeast, at least for now, while that group was still hanging around. She’d explore southeast and see what she could find. Hopefully, she’d run into more survivors that could help her determine what had happened and where she could go to get the help she needed. In her mind, there had to be a place that still existed that would have the technology she needed to get back home.
Finishing up lunch, she gathered the things she’d need to do a wider search. She placed everything in a pile and packed it into her go bag and strapped the sleeping bag to the bottom. She grabbed a few extra clothes, as well, just in case it got really cold at night. If the temperature warranted it, she could build a shelter of things she found in the surrounding area. With the bag packed, her pistol on her hip, and the rifle slung over her shoulder, she was ready to take on the world, or at least she hoped she was. This was a different world than the one she had grown up in. There would be dangers, even she, might not be ready for. Shrugging her shoulders to get the straps squared, she began her hike southeast. 
Her hike was not as easy as she had thought it would be. Years of undergrowth was making it hard for her to get through the woods, not to mention having to avoid downed and rotted trees. The scenery was beautiful, with all the green pine trees, purple wildflowers, and other greenery on the floor of the forest, but beautiful wouldn’t make her trip easier. An hour into her hike, she stopped and checked her compass. She pulled the compass out of her pocket and oriented the needle, so it showed true north and read her direction. Puzzled at the reading, she shook the compass and tried it again. It still read the same. It showed her going Northeast, when in fact, she knew she had started out heading Southeast. Either her compass was broken or something else was wrong. She turned in several different directions to test the compass further and found that the readings were upside down from normal. I don’t understand why this compass is reading everything wrong. I guess I’ll have to adjust my thinking for now and travel based on the new readings. I must remember that it’s backwards now, which means that Southeast is now Northeast. Which means my true direction of travel is Northeast, toward my old hometown of Buckley, Washington. She placed the compass back in her pocket and continued hiking. She figured if she could make it to a town between her time pod and her old hometown that maybe she’d find someone who could give her answers.
A few hours later, she broke out into a clearing, where she found an old road nearby. She headed toward the road to see if there was anything that could tell her where she was. The road headed south—which in this world was north—so she followed it as far as it would take her before she had to head off into the woods again. As she was walking down the pitted and graveled road, she came across an ancient sign. She walked up to it and pulled away some vines and dusted the dirt off so she could see what it said underneath. She was pleasantly surprised that she could make out enough words to know where she was. The sign showed that she was in the Cougar Mountain Wildlife Preserve. She had planned to land in a higher-up region, but not one that would have been so popular. Unfortunately, popularity wasn’t in the scheme of things in this future. In her hours of walking, she hadn’t run into any people and had barely seen any wildlife. She was keeping an eye out for smaller wildlife so she could supplement and, eventually, replace her rations. She only had enough supplies left to last about three days.
Continuing to walk down the road, she turned a sharp corner and almost fell into the water lapping at the road. She stared at it, in surprise and shock, for some time and wondered how water had gotten on the road. It stretched as far as the eye could see, and when she looked to the west, all she could see was more water. “Crap,” she muttered. All the land that used to be southwest of Seattle was now completely under water. There was nowhere she could go in that direction. Even though she had corrected her direction to take her more southerly, now northerly, she still ran into water. This wasn’t good at all. It meant that her old hometown was probably under water. Sitting down on a nearby log, she took her time to think about where she should go. At this point, she’d have to head due east toward the mountains to get enough elevation to get away from the water. She was also assuming that the Cascade Mountains were still there. If not, she at least hoped that there would be enough elevation to escape the ocean. While figuring out her next move, she broke out a granola bar and munched on it for some extra energy and washed it down with a few sips of water. Maybe as she traveled due east toward the mountains, she’d find fresh water to replace her rapidly depleting water supply.
Frustrated with her whole situation, she stood up, adjusted her backpack, and headed due east toward the Cascade Mountains. She struggled through more forests and undergrowth, and it was becoming even harder to navigate. She cursed every time she’d smack a shin on a downed tree or step into a puddle of murky, dirty water. She had hiked for a little while when she came upon a thinning of the forest. It was getting late, and she had been hiking for hours, so she decided to make camp in that area. She searched out a place large enough and flat enough for her to make camp for the night and, eventually, found a suitable location. She pulled off her backpack and leaned it against a tree. She had a little work to do to make the area usable. There were branches and twigs she had to pick up and a rotted log she needed to maneuver out of the way. Once she got the site cleared, she walked around nearby looking for some rocks to use as a fire ring. It took several trips for her to bring back enough rocks to the campsite. She stacked the rocks up in a circle to help contain the fire she’d build. Next, she collected twigs and dry pine needles, and placed them in the fire ring, pulled out her box of matches, struck a match, and held it to the twigs and pine needles till they caught fire. While the fire was getting going, she used some soft pine needles to make a small area for her sleeping bag. I sure hope it doesn’t rain tonight because I’m too exhausted to build a shelter, she thought. She unhooked her sleeping bag from her go bag, unrolled it, and laid it on the bed of pine needles. After that, she brought over a small stump to sit on next to the fire. Grabbing her bag, she pulled out a freeze-dried meatloaf camping meal and her cooking pot. She added water to her pot, brought it to a boil, then ripped open the package, and dumped it into the pot. Fifteen minutes later, she was eating meatloaf and potatoes, in the forest of a future she had never expected to be in.
When she finished eating, she cleaned up the area and began the ritual of settling in for the night. It had been a very long time since she had been camping in the woods. She flashed back to the time her father took her to the Appalachian Trail and they hiked and camped along the trail. She had so much fun that trip. She missed her father, and now she missed her friends, her job, and, well, right now, even all of humanity. It was just too quiet here. She continued to daydream about better times for a while before deciding it was time to get some sleep. She wanted to get an early start the next day, when she hoped she’d find some wildlife, and maybe even people. Dousing the fire and covering it with dirt, she headed over to her sleeping bag and sat down on it to undo her hiking boots. Once she had her boots off, she slid into the sleeping bag, zipped it up, and rolled over, hoping sleep would come quickly.




Chapter 20
Present, Day 2 Continued
 
Greg screamed into the phone, “What?”
“Hey, calm down; it’s just me, Susan. I was wondering if you had figured anything out yet, and if you were planning on coming to work soon. Also, I thought I’d update you with what I found.”
“Well, to the first question: no, I haven’t figured anything out yet. And the second: yes, I plan on coming in today. What did you find?”
“I found a safe in the project room. I didn’t have the combination, so I had to hire a locksmith to come and open it. Once the safe was open, I found a USB drive. I figured maybe she’d put a backup, or at least her project notes, on it. I took it into the project room and plugged it into the USB port. However, as soon as I clicked on the icon in the menu, it came up with “password required.” You wouldn’t happen to know the password would you?”
“No! I don’t. She never trusted me with stuff like that. I wish she had so we could fix this, but she didn’t.”
“Just great, we are stuck.”
“Not necessarily; maybe we can find someone good at hacking passwords. It would be a very sensitive matter since they might have to be in the project room. Or do you think we could crack it outside of the room?”
“I can try it on my computer. If the USB drive is the only thing with a password, maybe we can hack it from there, then take it in the other room and see what we can find.”
“Sounds good. I’ll be there around noon; see you then. Oh, again, I’m sorry for screwing this all up.”
“Yeah, you should be. See you at noon.”
Greg stumbled around his apartment trying to get a grip on what he needed to do. Finally, he headed to the bathroom to get a shower. Once showered and shaved, he got dressed and strolled over to the kitchen to find something to eat. Opening the fridge, he looked inside to see what he had and was disappointed that he had not gone shopping in a while. There was nothing eatable in the fridge, so he slammed the door shut in frustration. Guess I’ll have to get something to eat on the way in, he thought. He gathered up his briefcase and set it near the door and sat down on the bench to put his shoes on. Once he was ready, he grabbed his lightweight brown coat and headed out the door. He walked over to the elevator and pushed the down button. He grew impatient while waiting for the doors to open. When they finally opened, he stepped into the elevator and punched the button for the parking garage that was under the apartment building. A few minutes later, the elevator suddenly came to an abrupt stop. “What the heck is going on?” Hey anyone out there? This dang thing just stopped between floors. Hello! Hello!” he yelled. He grew more desperate as time passed.
Greg dug out his cell phone and dialed 911.
“911, what is your emergency?”
“Yes, my name is Greg Moretti, and I’m stuck in the elevator to my apartment complex.”
“Can you tell me the address, please?”
“Yes, it is 11245 North 76th Street, Seattle.”
“Okay, I’ll have someone there to help you as soon as possible.”
“What do you mean as soon as possible?”
“Sir, we’ve got a lot going on right now with the small earthquake that just hit.”
“Oh crap, is that what caused this?”
“Probably, sir. I’m sorry that you’re stuck in the elevator; but as soon as someone becomes available, they’ll come over and get you out.”
“Thanks.”
“You’re welcome, sir.” 
Greg hung up and decided he’d better call Susan. If he didn’t, she’d be mad as hell. He quickly dialed her number and waited for her to answer.
“Hey, Greg. You okay? We just had a small tremor.”
“Yes and no. I’m physically okay, but I’m trapped in my apartment complex’s elevator. The 911 operator said it could be awhile before someone gets here.”
“That sucks.”
“Yeah, you’re telling me. Have you made any progress on the password situation?”
“No, not yet. I even asked some higher-up employees, and no one has any clue what it might be. I’ll have to hire someone, but hackers aren’t necessarily the trustworthy kind.”
“No, not usually, but maybe we can find one who can be helpful without compromising the situation.”
“I hope so. I guess you won’t be in at noon.”
“No, I won’t; and if it takes too long, I may just go back up to my apartment and chill for the rest of the day. You know with traffic and all, it would be a waste of time trying to get over there.”
“True. Well, good luck. Hey, call me when you get out of there, okay?”
“Sure thing.”
Greg hung up and looked around the small space he was forced to reside in for who knew how long. Silly me, I didn’t eat anything before I left, and if this takes too long, I’m going to get hungry, or worse. Ugg. Eventually, he sat down on the floor to wait for his rescuers. He hoped that they wouldn’t forget about him. At least an hour went by, and it began getting hot in the elevator, so he stood up and took his coat off. He paced around in the small space and became more agitated the longer he was stuck there. “This is ludicrous!” he yelled out loud. “Why hasn’t anyone come yet?” He checked his watch and saw he has been stuck in the elevator for four hours. His patience having run out, he pulled out his phone and dialed 911 once again.
“What’s your emergency?”
“Yes, I’m still stuck in this blasted elevator, and it’s been four hours and no one has come to rescue me yet.”
“I’m sorry, sir, but we’ve been really busy with more urgent calls.”
“Well, can you tell me when less urgent calls will get taken care of?”
“Let me check into it, sir. Please wait.” She put him on hold for about thirty seconds before coming back with an answer. “Sir, it appears that it could be a few more hours before anyone can get to you.”
“Are you kidding me? That’s crazy!”
“Sir, you should try to calm down.”
“Calm down? I’m anything but calm. You better get someone over here soon, I’ve not eaten all day. I have a sugar level issue, and stress kicks it off. If I die in here, you guys will be responsible.”
“Um, sir, why didn’t you mention this earlier? That puts you up higher on the priority list. I’ll get someone to you soon, I promise.”
“Thank you.”
“You’re welcome.”
He hung up while shaking his head at the incompetence of the fire and rescue people. He continued to wait for another two hours before he heard someone hollering.
“Fire department! Call out, so we can find what floors you’re between.”
Really, he thought. Why don’t they hit the button and bring it down? Again he heard the yelling as it got a little closer. Fine, he thought, and yelled, “I’m here!”
“Yell again; I think we’re close by.”
“I. Am. Right. Here!”
“Yes, we hear you. Stand by while we work the doors open to see where the elevator is located.”
“Sure!”
The firemen pried open the doors and looked up to see that the elevator seemed to be stuck between floors above them. With the electrical system fried, they’d have to rescue him through the hatch.
“Sir, we see the elevator, but there is a slight problem.”
“And what’s that?”
“We can’t bring it down or up to any doors, so we’ll come in from the top. We’ll bring you out the hatch and pull you up to the next floor.”
“Wonderful!”
“Just hang on a little longer.”
“Sure, it’s not like I haven’t been in here all day; what’s a few more minutes, right?”
The firemen shook their heads at his sarcastic tone but shrugged it off, realizing his frustration from the predicament he’d been in all day. They headed up the stairs until they were two floors above the stuck elevator. From there, they set up their repelling ropes and gear so they could safely get down to the top of the elevator. One rope had a harness that they’d place Greg in so they could pull him back up.
Once they had everything set up, Curt Young, a youthful and robust fireman, repelled down to the elevator. He arrived with a loud thump as he jumped onto the top. He knocked on the top of the elevator to let Greg know he was there.
“Hey, my name is Curt Young. I need to run a drill to unscrew the hatch, so you’ll hear a loud noise.”
“Okay, Curt.”
Curt ran the drill and took out the four screws holding the hatch closed. Once he had finished, he pulled up; and the hatch opened, revealing a very sweaty and haggled Greg. Curt lowered himself into the elevator and brought the extra line with him. “Hi, Greg. As I said earlier, my name is Curt Young.”
“Hi, nice to see you in person, Curt.”
“I need you to gather up your things, and then I’ll place this harness around your legs and waist. Once I’ve got it around you, I’ll tighten it down some and then yank on the rope, which will signal my guys up top to pull you up. Any questions?”
“No.”
“Good. Here we go.” Curt worked to get Greg into the harness; and once he had it around him, he tightened it down and yanked on the rope. “I also need you to hold on as tight as you can, especially since you’re holding your brief case and jacket,” Curt instructed.
“Okay,” Greg replied. He grabbed the rope with his shaky hands as tightly as he could.
The fireman above Greg slowly began inching him up to the floor they were on. As he drew close enough to the fireman, two of them leaned over and began hauling him out of the elevator shaft. It took about ten minutes, but he was finally out of that heat coffin.
The Fire Chief, Black Thorn, was young for a fire chief, but he had years of experience, and it could be seen in his calloused hands and the rugged features in his face. His hair was matted and sweaty from being underneath the fire helmet. He turned to Greg, who was sitting on the floor and asked, “Greg, how are you doing?”
“I’m weak and shaking from not eating all day.”
“Okay, we’ll get you down to the ambulance, and they can check you over.”
“Sounds good.”
The Chief called on his radio for the EMTs to come up with a stretcher to carry Greg down. A few minutes later, he was carted down ten flights of stairs. It was not fun because of all the bouncing up and down as they went. He gritted his teeth and thought to himself, I should have just walked down:
but then if I had collapsed on the way, it would have been even worse, so I’ll just bite my tongue and keep quiet.
They finally reached the bottom floor and took him through the lobby and outside to the waiting ambulance. The EMTs quickly got him set up with oxygen, took his blood pressure, and pricked his finger to measure his sugar level. The EMT then took the blood and measured it with a portable glucose meter. The reading was 43, and the EMT knew that was at a dangerous level. He immediately started a glucose drip and informed Greg that he would need to go to the hospital for care and observation. Greg mumbled something but the tech didn’t understand it. Once they had freed Greg from the elevator, his blood sugar had plummeted even further than before the rescue; and he had become delirious.
The ambulance rushed him to the emergency room, where he was given another bag of glucose; and eventually he was well enough to eat something. They kept him overnight for additional observation and tests, which he didn’t like. But he was in no position to argue.
The doctors ran several tests and couldn’t determine what was causing his sugar levels to drop so low. He wasn’t diabetic, and he ate healthy. They decided to do one more test — a special CT scan, which did not reveal good news. It showed that he had small tumors on his pancreas. The doctor informed Greg about his condition and explained he would need surgery. Greg wasn’t interested in the surgery if he could manage it on his own; but the doctor explained that if he didn’t get it taken care of while he was in the hospital, it would eventually get worse and could kill him. Since the last part of that statement wasn’t a pleasant thought to him, he, grudgingly, agreed to the surgery.
Greg called Susan after the doctor left.
“Hey, Greg. Did they finally get you out of the elevator?”
“Yeah, just took them all day, and now I’m in the hospital.”
“Why? What happened?”
I’ve had an issue with my sugar level dropping unexpectedly for years and have done pretty well at catching it. The doctors ran tests and said they found some benign tumors on my pancreas, and I’ll have to have surgery.”
“Wow! Surgery, that’s crazy. Glad you’re out of the elevator and doing better though. Do you want me to come by and see you off to your surgery tomorrow?”
“Sure, I guess.”
“Okay, then I’ll see you tomorrow. Do you know what time you’re going in?”
“They said around 6:00 a.m., and it should take about three hours.”
“All right, see you sometime before six.”
“Okay. Hey, Susan, again I’m sorry for what I did, and I hope we can find a solution to this mess.”
“Me, too, Greg. Me, too.”




Chapter 21
Future, Day 3
 
The sun shone in Paulette’s face, waking her up from a deep sleep. She stretched and groaned as she got her muscles working again after sleeping on the hard ground. She sat up and looked around to get her bearings since she was still groggy. Once she was fully awake, she unzipped her sleeping bag and rotated so she could grab her boots and put them on. She quickly rolled up the sleeping bag, cinched it to the bottom of her backpack, and finished cleaning up the area. Then she collected a few branches and started the morning fire to warm her up and make a hot breakfast. She had scrambled eggs and sausage from her supply of freeze-dried camping food. It took a while for the water to boil so she could make a cup of cider and cook her food. She sat on the stump munching her breakfast and thinking about where she’d head today, hoping she’d find a small rabbit or squirrel.
While sipping her cider, she heard a rustling in the bushes nearby; and a second later, a small rabbit appeared. It froze when it saw her; and she slowly picked up her pistol, aimed, and fired, hoping she had aimed well enough not to obliterate it. The bunny was dead almost as soon as she pulled the trigger. She stood up and walked over to the poor creature that would now become smoked rabbit jerky. Guess this means I’ll be here a little longer. Takes time to smoke rabbit, she was thinking. Holding it by its ears, she headed back to her seat. She carefully laid the rabbit down so she could rummage through her bag and retrieve her knife. Grabbing the knife and the rabbit, she headed into the trees a little way so she could gut and skin it. After finding a good spot away from her campsite, she cut its belly open and carefully removed the inner organs and entrails. Once she finished cleaning the rabbit, she skinned it. She’d tan the hide so she could have it for later in case she needed it. Next, she cut the meat into small, long strips, and small, short strips and laid them on a plastic mat she had. Once she finished, she went back to the fire with the meat and set it down. Sitting on the stump, she leaned over and picked up two long sticks that where Y-shaped and one regular stick that she had collected earlier, then she took out her knife and whittled the bottom of two sticks to a point so she could jab them into the ground on each side of the fire. Each stick branched out into a Y shape. She took the middle stick and using her knife, stripped away the bark and any small stubs. She jabbed the sharpened points of the other two sticks into the ground, one to the right of the fire and the other to the left, then she placed the longer stick across the other two. Inspecting her work and finding it looked good, she sat down and began picking up the strips of meat and hanging them over the middle branch so they could start smoking over the fire. She estimated that it would take at least six hours to smoke the rabbit meat, which would give her jerky for her trip east.
While the meat was smoking, she inventoried her go bag. She unrolled her sleeping bag to make a safe spot to lay everything down. Then she poured everything onto the sleeping bag and sorted it out. The first thing she sorted was her food supply. She carefully counted each of the packages and saw she still had four breakfast packets, four lunch and five dinner, as well as, several granola bars and some trail mix. She also had several packages of hot chocolate and cider. With the jerky, she could stretch her meals out by one or two more days. Water was getting low, so that would be her next priority. She saw that she still had a box of fifty rounds each for the pistol and rifle, plus the bullets already in the guns. That should keep her going for a while, as long as she used it sparingly and didn’t run into any trouble. She had her compass, knife, fire starter, first aid kit, one set of spare clothing, water purifier pump, water purifying tablets, cook stove and camping kit, para rope, a flashlight with batteries, an 8 by 10 tarp, tent stakes, a small radio, solar charger, emergency blanket, a small hatchet, a small shovel, masking tape and duct tape, sanitary items, and a few other odds and ends she thought she might need during an earthquake. She was glad she packed it in the time pod with her, otherwise she wouldn’t have been able to survive. Once she looked everything over, she carefully packed it back in her bag.
I’m low on water and will need to find a water source soon so I can replenish my supply, she thought. Walking over to the fire, she sat down, poked at the embers, and watched the meat as it was being smoked. As long as it would take to smoke the meat, she decided to stay another night at this location. When the meat was finished smoking, she would explore the nearby area for a creek. With that decided, she remade the pine needle bedding area and placed her sleeping bag on it. She wasn’t sure if it would rain, so she pulled out her tarp and rope and covered her sleeping area. She went about hanging the tarp over the low-lying branch and securing each corner to the ground with the tent stakes, then using broken-down branches, she laid them against her tarp. That would give her a windbreak and additional protection from the rain. Once she finished that, she started a secondary fire so she could heat her lunch and a hot drink. Despite it being springtime there, it was colder than normal. Once the fire was going, she pulled out a package of food to heat and a package of hot chocolate. She poured some of the warm water from the pot into her cup, and then mixed in the hot chocolate. She slowly sipped and savored the hot drink as she waited for the water to boil. When the water finally came to a boil, she placed the package of mac and cheese with wieners into the water. It took about three minutes for the noodles to soften and the food to heat to eating temperature. She carefully scraped it onto her camping plate and ate her lunch. While eating, she pondered again about what had happened and wondered how far the ocean water had come inland. She hoped that she wouldn’t run into any more ocean water, knowing that if she did, she wouldn’t be able to travel any further unless she could find a boat or make a raft. And making a raft would set her back by days, if not weeks. She also wanted to find people, hopefully, trustworthy ones, so she could get some information about what had happened there. She’d also need help with navigation, since nothing was recognizable anymore. She had found things so drastically different than the present time she had come from, so much so, that her compass read everything backwards. The only reason she could think of that would cause such a phenomenon was that the poles had shifted.
She checked the meat again and saw it was coming along nicely. She decided that the fire for the meat wouldn’t become a hazard, but put the other one out, grabbed her rifle and bag, and headed out on a small reconnaissance hike to see if she could locate water. She took what had become a southerly trek further into the woods. She hiked over and around the downed trees and brush and pushed tall weeds out of the way. Eventually, she came to a small rise, climbed to the top, and looked around. As she was scanning, she could hear the faint sound of gurgling water. She turned around, trying to locate the direction. A few minutes later, she determined that it was just to her left, so she carefully went down the hill, trying not to fall. She reached the bottom and headed to her left. Approximately three hundred yards to her left, she found a small, natural spring that was gurgling up out of the ground. She was so excited that she had finally found water. She pulled her backpack off and rummaged around until she found the water purifying pump. Then she set her water canister, water jug, and bladder bag down so she could process the water from the pump directly into the containers.
With everything filled up, her bag would be much heavier when she headed back; but she had to have water to survive. Once she ran out of her camp food, she wouldn’t need as much, but until then, she’d have to deal with hefting the extra weight. Two hours passed, and she had finished getting all the water she could handle. She shook the water out from the hose on the purifier, placed it back in its bag, and packed it away in her backpack. She then slid the four-gallon bladder back into the backpack and re-hooked the hose to the shoulder strap. Finally, she attached her canister to her belt. Once everything was ready to go, she hefted her now heavier backpack onto her back, knelt and picked up the five-gallon water jug, and huffed and puffed back up the hill. It was quite a struggle, and she slipped often; but she finally made it back up to the rise. The rest of the trip back to her campsite was relatively easy, compared to the hill she had gone up. Out of breath, she took a few minutes to recover before heading out. She had to walk more carefully than before to avoid tripping on the downed trees and debris. It took her an extra hour to get back to the campsite.
The trip to get the water had exhausted her, and all she wanted to do was sit down and rest for a spell. She placed the water jug and her bag down on the ground next to her sleeping bag and then walked over to the fire and sat down on the stump near the smoking meat. She checked it out and found that it looked done. To test it, she carefully picked up a piece and laid it down on her camp plate. Once it was cool enough, she picked it up and took a bite. Sure enough it was tough and chewy and tasted like campfire smoke. She quickly retrieved the rest of the meat and piled it on her plate to cool. She walked over to her backpack and pulled out a few Ziploc bags; when the meat cooled, she placed it in the bags and then packed the meat into her backpack.
Exhausted from all her activity of the day, she lay down and rested for a while. She always kept her rifle and pistol in reach, just in case she needed them. She crawled into her little shelter, sat down at the entrance, and took her boots off. She then climbed into her sleeping bag and settled in for a short nap.




Chapter 22
Present, Day 3 & 4
 
As promised, Susan had gone to the hospital to be with Greg before he was taken to the surgery ward. She smiled, squeezed his hand, and told him everything would be okay. A few minutes later he was wheeled into surgery. After he was prepped and ready, the surgeon used a special laser and carefully cut each tumor off his pancreas, cauterizing the small incisions. As they had expected, it took about three hours to complete the surgery, and the doctor was confident he had gotten all the benign tumors. Once the surgery was completed, Greg was taken to the recovery room, where Susan was waiting.
When Greg finally opened his eyes and looked around the room, he saw Susan sitting nearby. “Why are you still here? You could have gone back to work after they rolled me into surgery.”
“I know, but I wanted to make sure you came through the surgery okay. Besides, I’ve got an ulterior motivate — to make sure you can fix the problem you created.”
“Great, thanks for that little reminder. You didn’t stay cause you care about me?”
“Oh, I care, but not how you might think.”
“Ah, I got it. I think.”
“The doctor says you should be able to go home tomorrow; however, you’re not supposed to strain or lift anything heavy. And you’re to rest. That won’t be easy with all those flights of stairs you’ll have to walk up.”
“You mean they haven’t fixed the elevator yet?”
“Nope, they said it could be sometime next week.”
“Great, so I’ll have to stay here till then?”
“No, I set you up with a nice hotel room near the company, and I brought the things I thought you would want and need to the room. If you need anything else, just let me know and I can get it for you.”
“You went into my apartment?”
“Yes, I did, but only to get what you’d need.”
“Fine, I guess. Thank you.”
“You’re welcome. Also, I want you to take a few days to recover before coming into the office at all. We can work on the problem you created then. I’m still looking for someone to hack into the USB drive, anyway. Maybe I’ll have that done by the time you get back.”
“Okay. Again, thanks. Maybe I’ll remember what it was I changed and we’ll be able to change it back.” 
“To say that would be nice, is an understatement.”
“I’ve been thinking, though. If Paulette tried to come back so quickly and it didn’t work, then maybe she isn’t even at the site where the time pod landed anymore. What happens if we fix it and she isn’t there?”
“That shouldn’t be a problem. She developed a device she wears on her wrist that lets her know if the time pod is being tampered with and whether or not it’s functioning.”
“Doesn’t that require satellite communications? What if there aren’t any in the future? What then?”
“Let’s hope that there are still satellites up there; otherwise, she is stuck for sure.”
“All right, I’ll try to be more upbeat.”
A nurse came in and told Greg his room was ready and that she’d be taking him to it. “Talk to you later, Susan,” he said as the nurse pushed his bed out the door.
After he got settled into his new room, he lay there drifting in and out of sleep. During one of his naps, he had a nightmare about Paulette. He saw her trapped in a horrible future where she couldn’t get back, and she was screaming at him for causing it to happen. He tried to explain that he wanted her to love him, but she didn’t want to hear it. She continued to yell at him about her situation and how she could die there and it would be all his fault. He jolted awake in a sweat and wondered to himself how true the dream was. Was she blaming him for the failure, and was she really stuck in some horrible future? Taking some deep breaths he tried to calm down. It was just a dream, he told himself. It’s probably just my
guilty conscious causing me to have a nightmare, he concluded as he fell asleep again and slept peacefully till the morning.
He awoke to the sun streaming in through the blinds. He ordered scrambled eggs and pancakes for breakfast and tried to eat while it was still hot. Once he finished eating breakfast, he lay there thinking about how he could undo what he had done. Shortly after breakfast, the doctor came in to give him instructions for his care after he went home. The doctor asked if he had any questions and Greg shook his head no. An hour later, Susan came by to pick him up and take him to his hotel room. She helped him pack his things and then walked alongside the nurse, who was wheeling him down to her car. The nurse helped him get into the car, and then Susan closed the door and went to her side and got in. She drove to the hotel in silence. When they got there, she helped Greg into the lobby and over to the elevator. Greg began to sweat profusely. Genuinely concerned and a little frightened, Susan asked him what was wrong.
“Just having flashbacks of being stuck in one of these things all day, just a few days ago.”
“Ah, yes, some residual PTSD. Don’t blame you, but this one should be fine.”
“Thanks for the encouragement.” The doors slid open, they stepped into the elevator, and pushed the button for the third floor. A few moments later, the elevator stopped, the doors slid open, and they stepped out and headed down the hallway to Room 310. Susan helped Greg in the door and then helped him get settled in. “I’ll see you in a few days at work. Like I said, if you need anything just call me.”
“Okay, I’ll do that. Thanks again for your help.”
“No problem.”
Greg sat in the chair next to the windows and grabbed the remote to the TV. He wanted to watch some TV to help him forget about everything that had happened the last couple of days.




Chapter 23
Future, Day 4
 
Paulette sat up and looked around. Disoriented at first, she tried to remember where she was. It was light out when she went to sleep, and now it was dark. She had slept too long and ended up skipping dinner. It was hard to tell what time it was in the dark, so she scuffled around in her backpack and retrieved her flashlight. Shining it over her watch, she saw it was only 2:00 a.m. Dang, she thought. I still have several hours before sunrise. Since she was completely exhausted, she assumed she had probably awakened because of a bad dream, so she hunkered back down and tried to go back to sleep till dawn.
Feeling as if she had barely closed her eyes, Paulette woke up with the early morning sun peeking in through the branches she had set up as her shelter. Groaning, she rolled over and sat up. Running her hands through her hair, she sat there thinking about what she should do that day. Considering the amount of energy she used up the day before retrieving water, she made her current site a base of operations and explored nearby. She had run across a “Squak Mountain State Park” sign. Of course, it didn’t look like a park anymore; but she was hoping if she could get up to the top of Squak Mountain, maybe her direction of travel would be more visible and she could find out if more water blocked it. Now that she had developed a plan, she needed to get busy. She quickly got out of the sleeping bag, scooted over to where her boots were, and put them on. Then, she pulled her breakfast out of the backpack, started a fire, and boiled some water. It was a chilly morning, so she decided a cup of cider would be in order too.
An hour later, she had finished eating breakfast and cleaning up. She put the fire out, retrieved her bag, and hefted it onto her shoulders. She placed her pistol in its holster and slung the rifle over her right shoulder. Looking around the campsite, she decided things looked good and began hiking up the mountain. It was slow-going, with all the undergrowth and downed trees, but turned out to only be a gradual climb. Halfway up the climb, she heard a noise that stopped her dead in her tracks. This was not a normal noise heard in the woods, like from animals and birds. She knelt and waited to see if she could hear it again. A few moments later, she heard the same rustling noise. She continued to wait, trying to determine the direction the noise was coming from. Eventually, she knew that the noise was headed toward her. She hunkered down, trying to make herself invisible. A moment later, two individuals came into view. Each one had a rifle slung over his shoulder. This pair looked much different than the group she had spied on a few days ago. Taking a big chance, she stood up and began slowly walking in their direction. As she got closer, she could make out two men, one with wild red hair and the other with very short brown hair. They were facing away from her, but then, suddenly, the one with red hair turned and spotted her.
“Hey, you. What are you doing here?” The red-headed one yelled.
“Hi, I’m lost and was wondering if you had any information on where I am and if you could tell me what the heck happened here?”
The other man who looked to be in his thirties, with brown hair shaved close to his head and brown eyes, stared at her like she was a ghost, then said, “Hey, lady, it’s not exactly safe to be wandering around in the woods. And what do you mean what happened? Everyone knows what happened.”
“Well, I don’t, and I’d like to find out?”
“First off, I don’t know you, and where have you been this whole time to not know what happened?”
“Sorry, I should have introduced myself. My name is Paulette Brown, and I’m not from around here.”
“Well, Paulette that seems obvious. You would have had to been off the planet to not know what went on.”
“Yes, I guess you could say I’ve been off the planet. My vehicle crashed, and I’ve been trying to get back home.”
The man extended his hand and shook Paulette’s hand. “Well then, my name is Thomas Hallslee, and I can tell you all about what happened. Not sure I can help you get home, but I could try.”
“Nice to meet you, Thomas. Do you live around here?”
“My group lives on the other side of Tiger Mountain, which is the next mountain to the east of here.”
“I see. Can I visit your group so we can talk about what happened to this place?”
“Sure, I guess. We are a small group. Few survived the apocalypse, and those who did tried to keep things small and to work with Mother Nature instead of against her. We are afraid that if we overpopulate or cause harm again that the earth will chew us up and spit us out, like it did with others so many years ago. However, before we can head to our small village, we need to find food. We are one of four two-man groups out hunting, and we stay out for a week looking for food. If we find it early on, we head back; if not, we stay till the end of the week before heading back.”
“So, how long have you been looking?”
“We’ve been out here for two days, so far.”
“I’ve got a campsite just a few hours from here. I guess we can go back to my site, talk, rest, and then all three of us can head out looking for game tomorrow. Does that sound okay?”
“Yeah, I guess. Figure if you were going to rob or kill us, you could have done it when you had the drop on us.”
“That is true. And, hopefully, I don’t have to worry about you two either, do I?”
“Naw, we aren’t that kind of hunters, although there are groups that do that. Disgusting if you ask me.”
“All right then, I guess we head back down to my campsite.”
“Sounds good; lead the way.”
They all hiked back down toward Paulette’s campsite. Paulette started the conversation early and again asked for details about the destruction that happened. “So, Thomas, what’s your friend’s name?”
“His name is Bo Grant.”
“Nice to meet you, Bo.”
“Likewise.” Bo was tall and muscular, with wild red hair. “So, can one of you give me a few more details of what happened here and when it happened?”
“Thomas can explain it better than I can,” Bo quickly replied.
Thomas looked over at Paulette, took a deep breath in and began to explain what happened.
“According to our ancestors, and keep in mind this is all handed down by word-of-mouth and stories, it all took place around a hundred and eighty years ago. Where should I start? I guess the best way is to explain what we all think might have caused it. My ancestors told us it all began a long time ago with the human race overpopulating the earth and using up her resources. As they became more dependent on finding more resources to fuel their world, they did things like fracking, drilling, strip-mining, fishing up the oceans and rivers — just trying everything they could to feed and house trillions of people. There were even rumors of global warming, but they could never prove that theory. Regardless, the earth became overpopulated, and it was becoming harder and harder to provide for all the people. On top of all that, the younger generation preferred doing other things besides farming and fishing, so the percentage of people who produced food diminished, causing more countries to fall into periods of starvation. Earthquakes, volcanoes, fires, typhoons, hurricanes, and other natural disasters kept getting worse each year. With each disaster, more people would die. They said scientists worked tirelessly trying to find a solution for those left on earth, but never could quite grasp what to do.”
“Wait a minute, people left on earth?”
“Yes, somewhere around two hundred years ago, the human race finally made it to Mars. Supposedly, when the earth destroyed itself, those left on the space station may have taken the last supply ship run to Mars. No one knows if they survived or not, since there were no more supply runs. Anyway, people continued to ignore the signs and kept using and abusing the earth, and one day, according to the story, all hell broke loose. Apparently, it came close to happening all at once. The west coast experienced large-scale earthquakes. Many people died, but they continued to live there anyway, until Day Zero. That’s what we call it. When Day Zero came, everything happened at once, massive earthquakes that spawned extremely high tsunamis. This happened worldwide simultaneously, so they say. Yellowstone blew up, and the ring of fire erupted all at once. Some say the entire planet was shifting under their feet. The entire West Coast, from the San Andreas Fault, all the way to Vancouver, Canada, and maybe even further, fell into the ocean. Tsunamis hit the remaining areas. Either way, the new coastline had moved quite a ways inland. When Yellowstone blew her top, the shock wave was so massive that the story is that it pulverized most of the Rocky Mountains. Those mountains took the brunt of it; otherwise, my ancestors wouldn’t have survived. They survived by making it to the other side of the cascades and into some caves before the wave hit and went over the mountain range. Supposedly, a large earthquake split the Midwest section of the former United States in two, making the Gulf of Mexico border what was formerly Canada. The East Coast sank, and the ocean covered most of the cities. Part of the South, which is now North, is also under water from what they told us. The scientists who survived, which weren’t many, determined that the poles had shifted, or flipped, so North became South, and South became North. Many who survived the devastation soon died due to not being prepared for a disaster. Even those who were highly prepared, died in their expensive bunkers when the Midwest split in two. However, those who prepared ahead of time and weren’t in the bunkers survived. They had the skills to live off the land and learned to respect and fear it. For those of us on the West Coast, we’ve gone back to the way the Indians lived, treating the earth as scared. The initial and subsequent death tolls were massive. Before all forms of communications ceased to exist, the human population was down to about one to two percent of the original numbers. We don’t know what those numbers were after disease and other hazards killed more people. Also, we’ve no clue how large the population is today. One last rumor stated that at least one former city made a comeback and may have the technology that could help, but again it’s a rumor. Plus, no one knows for sure what kind of technology they have, if they even exist.” 
The story stunned Paulette, and she couldn’t believe within seventy years from her present, the world would turn into a hell. She thought it was bad now; she couldn’t possibly imagine what it would be like to live, or die, in it.
“Wow! To think things went the way of the dinosaurs for the human race is hard to contemplate, yet here I am standing in its aftermath. Did anyone ever say if there was a way to stop all of this from happening?”
Bo spoke up “Yeah, the human race could have stopped or slowed it down hundreds of years ago; but from what our ancestors told us, no one wanted to listen. In the former United States, it was all about politics, greed, and money. No one wanted to believe the earthquakes happening in places that never had them before was because of fracking, or that polluting the air and water would cause problems later on. The weather got worse. Heck, everything did, but people just kept living their lives with not a care in the world, until the world chewed them up and spit them out. And who knows if everyone learned their lesson or not. I know we did. But maybe others have forgotten and, at some point, will put the human race at risk again.”
“Dang, if no one will listen, then there may be nothing anyone can do to stop this from happening,” Paulette replied.
Thomas broke in, “Hey wait a minute, you used present tense, as if, you could go back and change what happened, which we all know is impossible.”
“Um, well maybe I was just thinking hypothetically, and it came out wrong.” She hoped they’d believe her, because she knew if she told them the truth, they would think she was crazy and wouldn’t continue to help her. Thankfully, she could distract them when she realized they were almost to the campsite. “Hey, we are almost to my campsite, and it’s getting late. Why don’t we settle in, get something to drink, and eat dinner? Then we can rest and be ready to head out hunting in the morning.”
Thomas grunted. “Sure, that sounds good.”
A few minutes later, they arrived at her simple campsite and settled in for dinner and some much-needed rest. She hoped that they could find a deer or two in the next day, so they could head to her new-found friends’ village.




Chapter 24
Present, Day 5
 
“Morning, Greg, how are you feeling today?”
“Much better.”
“Would you like me to come get you and bring you in to work?”
“Naw, that’s okay. I’ll take an Uber. Have you had any luck finding someone to crack the password yet?”
“Yeah, I think so. I found this young kid who is a whiz at cracking passwords. His name is Isaac Boward, and he should be in later this afternoon to give it a shot.”
“Cool, I’d love to see how long he takes to crack her password. Then maybe we’ll be on our way to fixing this mess I caused. I sure hope she’s all right.”
“Well, you know her best, and she left prepared for just about anything. I think it had a little to do with her father and his family being preppers. She, at least, picked up on doing the basic stuff, plus she is skilled and smart. So, yeah, she is probably doing just fine.”
“Thanks for that reassurance; see you in an hour.”
 

Greg finished getting dressed and headed down to the hotel lobby. It was a quaint little hotel with beige walls and glass exterior doors in downtown Seattle. He headed toward the doors to meet the Uber driver he had called earlier. Upon seeing his ride, he stepped out to the curb, opened the back door, and slid inside. The driver sped up and wove in and out of traffic heading to the P&G Bionics building. Greg was a bit nervous with how the driver was handling traffic, and sweat poured down his face. However, before he got into a full-blown panic, the car came to a sudden stop.
“That’ll be fifteen dollars,” the driver said dryly.
Even though Greg thought that was too much, he paid the driver and exited the car, glad to be back on solid ground. He turned and headed to the main doors of the company. He paused a moment before opening the door and stepping into the company lobby.
Susan spotted him as he walked through the doors and went over to welcome him back. “Glad to see you.”
“Likewise. That driver was crazy. Thought he was gonna kill me.”
“Sorry.”
“When is this hacker coming in again?”
“He’ll be in momentarily. I hope that once we get in, we’ll find what we need to fix the problem and bring her back.” 
“Me, too. I was selfish and reckless for changing a complex and sensitive system. I hope she’s okay. It has plagued me with nightmares.”
“I hope she is, too.”
Just as they were finishing their conversation a young man wearing jeans and a t-shirt, and a pair of all-star converse shoes, walked into the lobby. He looked to be about six-foot-two with sandy-blond hair and grey-blue eyes. He had smooth hands and a sweet baby face, with just a hint of a beard growing on his pointed chin. He headed over to the desk to ask for directions, but Susan interrupted and said, “Hi, so you’re the person who can help us with our password problem?”
“Yes, I am. My name is Isaac Boward, but everyone calls me Ike.”
“Good to meet you, Isaac, I mean, Ike. If you’ll follow me to my office we can get started. Is there anything you need? Would you like a cup of coffee, soda, or water?”
“I’ll take a soda, if that’s all right. Once I see the message on the computer requesting a password, I’ll let you know what I’ll need.”
“Okay, sounds great. Hey, Greg, can you grab him a soda out of the fridge, please?”
“Sure, be right there with it.”
She led Ike into her office and motioned for him to sit down in her chair facing the computer. He brought up the menu and immediately saw the password request message. He looked at Susan, “Okay, I’ll need a pen and paper.”
“All right, here ya go.”
“Good, now I need the following information. What is your birthday, a favorite pet, pet’s name, friend’s name, parents’ names and birthdays, a favorite song; and he kept listing things he wanted Susan to tell him?”
She thought about the questions and knew she couldn’t answer some of them since the questions weren’t about her, but did her best. “Let’s see. The birth date is 7/20/2006; favorite pet is a dog; pet’s name is Danni; friend’s name is Greg; parents’ names are Mary and Richard; and favorite song is ‘I Wear My Sunglasses at Night’,” she replied. She gave him all the information she could think of, and he worked his magic. A few minutes later, Greg walked in and handed him the soda. He watched in amazement as Ike’s fingers flew around the keyboard, trying different combinations to crack the password. Susan stood off to the side, keeping an eye on the whole process, making sure that when he cracked the password, she could quickly get him away from the computer. Ike kept working and working and working. Minutes turned to hours, and they were beginning to get hungry. Finally, Susan turned to Greg and asked, “Do you mind going to Subway and getting us some lunch? Ike, do you want anything while he’s there?” she asked.
Ike paused and looked at Susan for a brief moment and replied, “No, I’m fine; thanks though.”
Greg left the office, took one of the company cars, and headed to the local Subway to grab two six-inch subs, chips, and drinks.
After Greg left, Ike looked up and motioned for Susan to come closer. “I think I almost have it. I need to try a few more combinations to see if I’m correct. I’ll have to say, this is one tough password.”
“Yeah, we need to have good passwords due to the sensitivity and nature of our work.”
“I can see that. I’ve heard all about your company’s work and how you’ve helped hundreds of soldiers, veterans, and even the public. I’m totally amazed at what you guys can do.”
A moment later, he whooped and said he was in. “Well, ma’am, I cracked the password. I’d suggest you put in a new one right away and try to remember it this time.”
“Thanks, I most definitely will.”
He stood up and gave the seat back to her, and she sat down and typed in a complete sentence, using numbers in place of the vowels.
“Wow! That is one kickass password you put in there. Heck, it’s longer than the one I just cracked. Hope you can remember it.”
“Oh, I’ll remember it. I used something I won’t ever forget and made it even more complicated, if you know what I mean.”
He smiled. “Yep, know exactly what you mean. Can’t make it easy for the likes of me and my kind to get in.”
“You’re absolutely right. Thank you so much for your help. You can drop an invoice off with the secretary on the way out, and our accountant will get a check to you promptly.”
“If you don’t mind, I deal in cash only. It’s easier that way.”
“All right, then let her know how much we agreed on, and you can wait in the lobby while the accountant gets the cash for you.”
“Sounds great, but I’ve got another job to do, so can I come back tomorrow to collect?”
“Yes, that should work fine. Again, thanks for your hard work.”
“No problem. Hope you find what you were looking for.” He turned and left Susan’s office and headed to the lobby to talk to the secretary.
Susan went to the company lounge to wait for Greg to get back with lunch. She sat down at the table and thought about how they could solve the problem if everything they needed was on the USB drive. A moment later Greg walked in, interrupting her thoughts. “Hey, got your vegan sub, with the avocado on it like you like it.”
“Thanks, I appreciate it. Did you have them put olive oil on it?”
“Yep, I did.” Greg moved over to the table, pulled out the sub sandwiches, and laid them on the table. He placed Susan’s in front of her, then placed her vegan-style chips and lemonade next to her. He then sat down with his Italian-style sub, Doritos, and Dr. Pepper. “I take it he cracked the password?”
“Yep, he got it right after you left. Then he had me put in a new password. I’ll let you know what it is later. The password I chose impressed him.”
“Well, I can imagine you made it hard so it wouldn’t be easy for him to get into again.”
“I did. Plus there won’t be a need for him to crack this one, anyway.” She took a bite of her sandwich, swallowed, and took a sip of her lemonade. After clearing her throat, she continued, “I’m really hoping we find what we need.”
“You’ve no idea how bad I’m hoping that.”
They fell into silence while they continued to eat their lunch, knowing the tough work that was head of them once they finished.




Chapter 25
Future, Day 5
 
The morning sun rousted Paulette, Thomas, and Bo when its rays peeked through the branches of the trees and shined its light onto their faces. Groaning, they sat up. Thomas got up first and wandered over to the fire pit. He grabbed some kindling and laid it on the old fire, and then using his crude fire starter, started the fire. The fire would help warm everyone up and allow them to cook a hot breakfast. Once he had the fire going, he walked back over to his sleeping area and began rolling up his bedding and packing everything up. Bo was a little slower getting up, and it took him a little longer to get packed. Paulette decided not to pack up, unless they caught something, because she didn’t want to have to put it all back if they had to stay another day. A few minutes later, all three gathered at the fire, heated water for their drinks, and got food prepared for breakfast. Thomas and Bo had brought a special drink mix that his group had made. It tasted something like oatmeal but was not very good, so Paulette decided to use one of her hot chocolate packets and have hot chocolate.
They sat around the fire eating and drinking their hot drinks and discussing the plans for the day.
Thomas looked over at Paulette and said, “Today we’ll head further up the mountain and west toward old Seattle to see if we can find a deer or elk. We are hoping for something big so we’ll have enough for a while. Our group is not small but not too large, either. We’ve got about forty people living in our little village, including children.”
Paulette paused for a moment as she sipped her hot chocolate. “So, if you guys find a deer or elk, how do you two plan to get it back to your village?”
Bo interjected, “That’s easy. Once we finish dressing it, we look for a nice-sized tree limb and shave off the smaller branches; then we tie the deer’s legs to the pole and each of us lifts one end. Then we carefully walk it back to camp. Depending on how far away we are, we might have to take a few breaks, maybe even spend the night. Usually though, we get back that day or the next morning.”
“That’s pretty clever. Will we fan out while keeping each other in sight to avoid any accidents?”
Thomas took a bite of his food before answering. “Yes, we usually do that. Like you said, we don’t want any accidents.”
“Good. I take it we’ll get started as soon as we finish eating and get cleaned up here.”
“Yes, that sounds like a plan. If we get a deer, we may have to come back here for the night, or you can come back to your site, pack up, and meet us at a set location.”
“That might work, except I’m not familiar with the area, so you might have to give me some markers to follow.”
“We’ll discuss what to do when and if we find a deer.”
They finished eating and put the fire out, then they all grabbed their backpacks and strapped them on and then slung their rifles over their shoulders. They began the hike, splitting up by about a hundred feet and walking in the same general direction. They stayed in sight of each other and were able to communicate through hand signals. It was easy at first, with the three of them walking through the lightly forested area, but then it became more difficult as they ran into more downed trees and debris. They slowed down so that no one would fall or get too far behind. They constantly kept an eye out for any deer or elk.
This sure is a painful way to hunt. I prefer sitting in a tree and waiting for the deer to come to me, versus, traipsing all over the forest looking for them. Besides, hiking around looking for deer could easily spook them, she thought. She knew her companions had honed their skills on being quiet, though, because she could barely hear them as they hiked through the woods. She was also trying to be quiet but didn’t seem to be doing as good a job as Bo and Thomas. Either way, they’d have to find something before the day ended, or it would be another night at her campsite.
They continued their audacious hike through the woods for hours, spotting nothing. Thomas was just cresting a small hill when he suddenly knelt, which alerted Paulette and Bo to do the same. Apparently, he had spotted something in the near distance and was trying to figure out what it was before taking a shot. He carefully and slowly brought his rifle up to his shoulder, rested his check on the stock, and adjusted his eye to the site. He scanned the area with his rifle site; and just as he found what he was looking for, something spooked it, and it went running off. “Darn it!” Thomas yelled.
The sudden shout made Bo and Paulette turn their heads to see what was wrong. You could see the look of frustration on Thomas’s face. He stood up and signaled that they should continue moving forward for another two hours before heading back.
The forest was eerily quiet, except for the occasional bird song or chirp and rustling of some smaller animals. The threesome kept walking and stepping carefully through the woods, continuing to look for any type of game. I wonder if either of them has ever learned to track an animal, Paulette mused. Tracking was a hard job but much easier than traipsing aimlessly around a large forest looking for a needle in a haystack. Thomas was in the lead when he signaled for them to stop and regroup.
As Paulette and Bo gathered around Thomas, Bo asked, “What’s up, Thomas?”
“We aren’t finding anything,” Thomas replied.
“What was that back there?” Bo asked.
“I saw something in the trees; and by the time I could make out what it was, it got spooked. It was a nice-sized elk.”
“Man, that really sucks. We sure could’ve used that kind of meat at our village.”
“Indeed, we could have.” Thomas looked over to Paulette. “What do you think we should do?”
Paulette thought for a moment before answering. “Well, I think we should head back to the campsite but still keep our eyes open in case we find something on the way back. Also, did anyone ever show you two how to track an animal?”
Bo gave a quizzical look and deferred to Thomas. “No, we never learned how to do that. Besides, there aren’t many animals in the area, which might make tracking them difficult.”
“I can show you some basics, at least. That way, you might identify where they recently passed through and head off in the direction you think they went. It might be better than running around the forest just hoping you run into them. Another method to hunt game is to set up a tree stand in an area you know the deer come to often, like near a river or waterway.”
Thomas looked at her like she was an alien or something before saying anything. “Really? A tree stand? You’re suggesting we sit and wait for the deer to come to us?”
“Yes, but only in areas you know are populated with them.”
“I guess we’d have to figure out where that was first before we did something like that. Okay, for now, let’s do what you suggested and head back to the camp and keep our eyes open at the same time for any possible game.”
All three turned around and headed back to Paulette’s campsite. Since they were still on the lookout for wild game, they took their time. Even so, the trip back would be faster than the trek they had just made. Everyone was tired and ready to get back to the campsite. The day’s hunt had been so disappointing, and they just wanted to regroup and see where they should go next.
Paulette was discouraged with the lack of wildlife in the area. She was used to even squirrels running past pretty often; but in this new, foreign world, she had rarely seen squirrels, let alone any large animals. It was obvious that most of the wildlife had been wiped out along with the human population. She felt that was very sad, not just because humans wouldn’t have a food source, but because of the beauty of wildlife, especially since there wasn’t much to view and admire anymore. She had been so deep in thought she tripped over a downed tree and fell flat on her face. “Uppf!” she bellowed as she went down.
Bo and Thomas came running over to see if she was okay. “Hey, you okay?” Thomas asked.
“I think so. Can you help me up?”
“Sure. Hey, Bo, go help her on the other side.”
“All right, try getting up.”
She grunted while trying to stand up. Ow! I think I sprained my ankle.”
“That’s not good,” Bo said.
“No it’s not. Do either of you know how to splint an ankle?” she asked.
“I do,” Thomas replied.
“Okay, then get at least two branches and some of my rope and help me splint this up. Also, can you hand me my first-aid kit so I can get the pain relievers? Then we can get back on our way.”
Thomas unzipped her backpack and looked inside to locate the first-aid kit. What he saw was foreign to him, and he wondered where she had gotten all the supplies he now saw in her pack. He rifled through all her things until he located a box with a cross and the words “first aid kit” and pulled it out. He handed the mysterious white box to Paulette.
“Thank you,” she said.
Thomas stared at her for some time while she was digging around looking for the pain pills she had mentioned earlier. He couldn’t stand it any longer and just had to ask.
“Paulette, I hate to be rude, but can you explain to me what all that stuff is in your backpack, and where you got it. I’ve never seen most of it before.”
Paulette stopped midway through ripping open the pill pack and looked up at Thomas. “What? You’ve never seen a first-aid kit or food before?”
“Yes I’ve seen those things before, but our first-aid kits don’t look like yours, and I’ve never seen food packaged in some weird bag before. Could you please explain where it all came from?”
“Like I said, I’m not from here; and where I come from, we’ve got these types of supplies for when we are out in the woods.”
“Okay, so you’re saying that you brought all of this stuff with you from space?”
“Something like that.”
“I didn’t know the Mars Colony still had all the old-world stuff, but I guess your answer will have to do for now.” Thomas shook his head as he continued to help bind her ankle.
A few minutes later, with her ankle splinted, they began their hike again. Thomas and Bo helped her along, so she could keep the weight off her left ankle. The trip back would now take longer than it had to get out there. Paulette felt bad for not paying attention to where she was walking and causing such a delay.
It was dark by the time they made it back to the campsite. Bo and Thomas helped Paulette to sit down on the stump while they took her bag and rifle and put it in her lean-to. All three of them were exhausted and hungry from their long day. Bo started the fire while Thomas got out something to cook for their meal. He decided that sharing their portion with Paulette would be a good thing since they had already put her pack up. Once the fire was roaring, he put water on to boil for their hot drinks and for helping to make their dinner. Dinner was mash, dried meat, and a dehydrated vegetable. He used the water for the mash and the vegetables and then placed all three items on plates and served them to everyone. Paulette was impressed with the food and was glad for a change from the camp food she had brought with her.
After dinner they started making plans for what to do the next day.
“Umm, Paulette, I don’t think you can go out with us tomorrow,” Thomas said.
“You’re probably right, but I can try to get things ready for you guys if you bring something back.”
“That sounds good. What is this about tracking an animal?”
“I won’t be able to show you tomorrow, but I can tell you about a few things to look for.”
“Okay, like what?”
“When you start tomorrow, try looking for deer or elk pellets, hoof prints, or broken branches that would show some type of life had been there. Usually, you can even determine the direction of travel by the way a branch is bent. Also, wherever you see smoothed-out grass, that’s a sign of where an animal may have slept. If you’re lucky and the spot is still warm, that means the animal hasn’t been gone long and could be close by.”
“Wow, that’s some good advice. Wish we had known about that a long time ago. It would’ve made our lives so much easier, right Bo?!”
“Yeah man, that would have saved us hundreds of hours of hunting,” Bo said.
“By the way, where did you learn how to hunt like that?” Thomas inquired.
“My dad taught me all about it when I was younger.”
“You have a resourceful dad. But if you came from space or the colony, how did he teach you?”
“I guess it was more of him handing down the knowledge to me.” I need to be careful what I tell them and how to answer their questions without giving myself away, she thought.
“I see,” Thomas replied.
Trying to avoid any further questions, she steered them back to the conversation about tracking deer or elk.
“Keep in mind you still may be out looking for quite some time, especially since you’ll be so new at using these techniques and there aren’t many animals around to begin with. Hopefully, though, with what I told you, it will be easier than just wandering through the woods hoping to run into something.”
Thomas nodded his head in agreement. “Well, we should probably get some rest so we can get an early start tomorrow,” Thomas quipped.
“That’s probably a good idea. If you guys make a kill, will you be going back to your village or coming back here first to get me?”
Thomas thought about it for a moment before replying. “I think we can come back here, rest up, and then head out the following day, depending on when, or if, we get anything. That way you’ll have an extra day to heal before the long trip.”
“Sounds good then. I’ll work on making a walking stick so I can keep weight off my ankle. That should help a little.”
With that, they headed to their respective beds. Paulette crawled into her lean-to and prepared to get in her sleeping bag and head off to sleep. She couldn’t believe how careless she had been earlier. She just hoped that the sprain wasn’t too bad and she’d be able to walk well enough when the time came for her to leave. She got in, zipped the sleeping bag up and rolled over and promptly fell asleep.
Bo and Thomas were ready for sleep, too, but rolled over to face each other so they could talk for a few minutes.
“What do you think of her, Thomas?” Bo asked.
“I think she is very strange. How does she know all these things we don’t? And what about all those things she has that we’ve never seen before?”
“Do you believe her story about crashing here from space?”
“No, not really, but what other explanation is there?”
“I don’t know. I just know it’s strange.”
“I agree with you there.”
“I’ve got to admit she is nice and doesn’t seem to have any ill will toward us, but I’m still suspicious and have been from the time we met her.”
“That may be so, Bo, but I’ll keep a close eye on her. I don’t need something going wrong at our village because I brought a stranger into our midst.”
“You’re so protective, Thomas.”
“I’ve got to be. Otherwise, we wouldn’t be as strong as we are. You know there are savages out there who would cut our throats and rob us in a heartbeat, and I just have to be sure she isn’t one. Today proved she, at least, is not one of the savages.”
“You’re right, Thomas; we should be careful. Maybe once she feels more comfortable with us and our group, she’d be more willing to tell us where she is really from. Heck, maybe she is from the City of Technology and is just feigning not knowing what happened here on earth.”
“Maybe. Who knows? For now, we keep our guard up, okay?”




Chapter 26
Present, Day 5 Continued
 
Once lunch was over, Susan and Greg headed to the project room. After pressing the required code and entering the room, they headed to the computer, sat down, and inserted the USB drive. Susan pulled up the menu and clicked on the icon for the USB drive, entered her new password, and then opened the file explorer menu. There were so many files on the drive, they’d have to sort through all of them and hopefully find the ones they needed to fix the problem and get Paulette back home. Susan reviewed file after file but did not fine one that looked like a backup file; however, during the search, she found other files she thought might be useful, so she had Greg write them down. It was an enormous task, as there were more than a thousand files on the drive, so they had to work together as a team. After she had gone through all the files, Greg had written several hundred file names, all of which would then have to be opened and reviewed.
Greg groaned. “This will take forever, and we are not even sure we picked the right files to look at, or if we can read them.”
“That’s true, but we’ve got to start somewhere.”
“Yeah, but it seems like we are buck-shooting this and taking what it hits. I mean, we are guessing at this point.”
Aggravated at Greg’s whining, Susan blurted, “Yes, we are; and unless you’ve got a better idea or approach, I think you should just be quiet.”
“Fine, but it’s still frustrating.”
“Indeed, it is. I’ll load these files onto two separate USB drives. Then you can look through one drive of files and I’ll look through another one. I figure if we load only what we need on separate USB drives, we don’t have to sift through all the files to find the ones we want; and we can change a file without damaging the original.”
“What a great idea!”
“I thought you would agree. Can you go to my office and grab two USB drives? Make sure they are different colors so we don’t get them confused.”
Greg stepped out of the project room and headed over to Susan’s office to look for the drives. He fumbled through her desk until he found a green and blue USB drive. “That should do,” he mumbled. After placing the USB drives in his pocket, he shut the desk drawer and headed back to the project room.
“Here are those USB drives you wanted.”
“Thanks. I’ll load the first half of the files we selected to your drive, which will be the green one, for you; then I’ll load the rest onto the blue one for me. Each of the drives will have the same password but different from the original. Once I’m finished, we can start digging through the files.”
“Sounds great, though it could take us a while.”
“No doubt. First, we’ll have to view each file to see if it’s even relevant. If we think it is, then we’ll have to scan through it looking for anything that might possibly correct the error in the original file. If we find something that looks promising, we’ll have to upload it and test it. If it doesn’t work, then we’ll have to upload the original again so we don’t cause more problems.”
“Right, that was a mouth full.”
Susan began the painful job of transferring the files. “Okay, Greg, this one is ready for you to start looking though the files.” She handed him the drive and gave him the password. “You can sit at the computer right here next to me, in case you’ve got any questions,” Susan said.
“Sure, sounds good to me.”
He plopped down next to her, plugged in the USB drive and brought up the menu. When the menu popped up, it asked for the password. He entered it and went to the file explorer menu, where he selected his first file. The file turned out to be all gibberish, so he closed it and tried the next file. It looked better; at least he could read the code. He quickly scanned the file and found nothing useful. That process kept going for hours.
Susan had finish downloading her selected files and had begun the audacious job of scanning each file for its importance. One thing she knew for certain was that scanning computer code was exhausting and mind-numbing. There were times the codes seemed to bleed together, making it very difficult to understand; and the lines of math were sometimes incomprehensible. She could tell this would be a long, drawn-out task.
After working several hours, Susan decided to call it a day. Neither of them could see straight any longer, and they were due for a break. “Greg, we should quit for the day. My mind can’t take another line of code or math.”
“I agree. I think I lost it an hour ago and may have to re-look at some files tomorrow.”
“Did you find anything helpful yet?”
“No. I thought I had a few times, but after looking at it more carefully, it didn’t look like what we were looking for. How about you?”
“Same here. I didn’t find much, or I thought something might work but then looked again and realized it wouldn’t.”
“Well, dang it. How long do you think this will take?”
“It takes as long as it takes. Remember, we wouldn’t be doing this if you hadn’t done something as stupid, and immature as changing Paulette’s return code.”
“Hey, keep in mind it also might not have been something I did.”
“True, but unlikely, since all the tests she had run worked.”
“Fine. You’re probably right.”
“Well, let’s head out for the day. Need to check in with my lab, and then I’m heading home. What about you?”
“I’ll probably head back to the hotel. Need to call my apartment complex and see if they have the elevator fixed so I can go back home. If I didn’t have a few more days to recover, I’d risk walking up the ten flights of stairs.”
“Best you keep resting and wait to go back home till you’re ready or they fix the elevator, whichever comes first.”
“True. See you tomorrow then.”
“All right. Take care, Greg.”




Chapter 27
Future, Day 6
 
Bo was the first one to wake up. Noticing everyone else was still asleep, he thought about going back to sleep but changed his mind and woke Thomas up. He wanted to discuss something with him before Paulette woke up. “Hey, Thomas, wake up.”
Moaning and groaning, Thomas finally replied, “Why do I need to wake up right now? The sun isn’t up yet.”
“Cause I got something I need to discuss with you.”
“Fine, give me a minute.”
“Sure, I’ll be over getting the fire started.”
Thomas rolled over and sat up on his makeshift bedding and rubbed his eyes. He couldn’t imagine what Bo wanted so early in the morning but knew it had to be important. He tossed on his shirt and jacket, strapped his boots on, got up, and headed to the campfire. “What’s so dang important you got to wake me so early?”
“I got to thinking when I fell asleep that we should go now and leave her here.”
“What are you saying? We told her we’d come back for her and take her to our place.”
“I don’t know, but I think she’ll be more trouble than she’s worth.”
“Good thing you’re not in charge of our group, else a lot of other people would have ended up with the same fate.”
“Ah, come on, I’m not that bad of a guy.”
“No, but darn close. We’ll do our hunting and come back as promised.”
“How about a compromise? If we don’t get anything today, we keep hunting, so we don’t have to start over again each day. If we get something and are closer to our place, we go there first, and then come back to get her. Heck, we might bring a stretcher with a few others to help her if she needs it. She can’t walk that far, not on that ankle of hers.”
“Fine. I’ll tell her when she wakes up what the plan is. For now, why don’t you get something going for breakfast?”
Bo left the campfire, went to his pack, and scrounged around until he got everything he needed for breakfast. A few minutes later, he had things cooking.
Paulette stirred in her sleeping bag. Something smelled good, and the aroma woke her out of a deep sleep. She rolled over and sat up and noticed that Bo and Thomas were already up and making breakfast. She chided herself for being so lazy, quickly got her coat and one boot on, and crawled out of her lean-to. She hobbled over to the stump near the fire and sat down with her bad ankle stretched out in front of her. “Hey what smells so good?”
Bo piped up. “Eggs and some leftover, hydrated deer meat.”
“Sounds great. So, I take it you guys will head out soon.”
“Yep!”
“So, anything you want me to do while I wait for you two to get back?”
“Nope.”
Thomas had finally had enough. “Paulette, things have changed. We got to talking and have decided that with your ankle the way it is, it would be best for us to keep hunting until we get something, take it back to our village, then come back for you. We figure we could bring a few extra people back here to help haul you and your gear. If need be, we can put you on a stretcher.”
“Wow that’s quite the change. So how long do you think that will take?”
“Don’t know, but it could be upwards of a week.”
“A week is a long time for me to go without water, and possibly food. I can’t get the water myself and I’m almost out.”
“We’ll go get water for you and leave you one of our containers to help hold you over. We also can spare a little extra food. That should hold you over.”
“Are you certain you’ll come back? I mean, there is no way to communicate with each other. What if something happens to you guys and well … you know?”
“Nothing will happen. I promise we’ll be back.”
“Okay, fine. I don’t really have much choice now, do I?”
“One other thing, we should help you shore up your shelter. The wind can be bad when a storm blows through.”
“That would be wonderful. Thanks.”
“Breakfast is ready, guys,” Bo said. He then dished out portions for each person. Everyone ate in silence. Once breakfast was over, Bo and Thomas got their things together and quickly headed out to gather water.
Paulette noticed they were going the wrong way and yelled, “Hey, the water is the other direction.”
Thomas looked back and replied, “No, it’s not. There’s a source closer to your campsite in this direction. It’s about a thousand yards down.”
“Well, dang! That would have been helpful to know a few days back.”
Thomas and Bo continued their quest for water. Eventually, they arrived at the small stream and put the containers down. They used a special hose made of a reed to funnel water into the containers. Once they completed the fill-up, they hefted them and headed back to the camp. They strode into camp and set the water containers down close to Paulette’s shelter.
“Hey, we’re back,” Thomas said.
“Oh, that was quick. What do you think we should do about my shelter?”
“We need to gather more tree limbs, branches, and some moss. Then we’ll dig a trench where you have them and place the current and new ones about a foot down and cover them back up. That will help stabilize them. Then we’ll use rope to bundle them at the top and tie them down to the trees. We’ll use smaller branches to cover the larger holes, then moss to fill in any smaller holes. It should hold well enough during the winds and rains,” Thomas replied.
“Why that’s amazing. What can I do to help?”
“We’ll remove the current branches. Can you sit and dig close to a foot down along the edges?”
“I can sure give it a go.”
“Great. We’ll gather the other branches and materials we’ll need.”
Bo and Thomas quickly removed her branches and went to gather more. Paulette sat down with her little shovel and began the laborious task of digging a trench all the way around her shelter area. It took longer than they thought to get all the materials; and even with Bo and Thomas helping to dig the hole, it was still near lunchtime before they were ready to put things back together. “Phew that was a lot of work,” Paulette said.
“Yes it was,” Thomas exclaimed. “Let’s eat lunch and then finish this project so we can get hunting before it gets dark.”
They took a short break to eat jerky and drink water. Once they finished, they quickly got to work on the shelter. They placed the branches they had collected into the trench and leaned them against her tarp. Once they got everything laid in the trench, Paulette piled and packed the dirt back on top. The guys finished up by tying the branches to the trees and then began placing the moss in the remaining holes of the structure. With her help, they finished the whole thing about two hours after lunch. Bo and Thomas did most of the work and were exhausted from the effort.
“We got your shelter set up and plenty of water and food set aside for you. You should be good till we get back. Take the time to let your ankle heal. We’ll see you in about a week,” Thomas said.
“Okay, I’ll do my best to keep my weight off this ankle. Thanks again for all your hard work and for helping me. I’ll see you in a week.”
“All right then, wish us luck at finding some game.”
Bo and Thomas placed their bags on their shoulders, slung their rifles over their right shoulders, and hiked out of the campsite. Paulette sighed as she watched them leave. It would be a long, boring week. She was thinking how glad she was that she had brought a few books along. One was more of a survivalist book, which it wouldn’t hurt her to study. She had been intending to read the other one and hadn’t gotten to it yet. It was written by Tom Abrahams and was titled “Home.” It was about a man named Marcus Battle who had survived a virus but had lost his family, and he was just trying to survive in his new world. Both the books seemed to be subjects she needed then, and she’d certainly have plenty of time for reading during the next few days.




Chapter 28
Present, Day 6
 
Greg got into the office early so he could get started again on the search for something, anything, that might be the solution to why the time pod couldn’t return. He headed to the project room, entering the code, as usual, sat down at his computer, and began where he had left off the day before. He had been working for about an hour when Susan arrived.
“Hey, I see you got an early start.”
“Yeah, I want to figure this out as soon as possible. I know it’s only been six days, but I miss her terribly.”
“I guess we should get moving and try to find a solution to how to bring her back.”
“That’s what I’m hoping.”
Susan sat down next to Greg, plugged her USB drive in and began where she had left off. They both worked for hours combing through thousands of lines of code and looking over documents. Their eyes were crossing, but they kept at it. At one point, Susan perked up. She thought she had found something and wanted Greg to look at it. “Hey, I think I found something, what do you think?”
Greg leaned over to look at her monitor. “It’s possible that could be the problem. Not sure though. All these math symbols are giving me a headache. Why don’t you tag that code so we can come back to it later and inspect it?”
Susan tagged the code and kept on searching. This whole search thing was eating up a lot of their time. They still had a company to keep operating. They feared at some point that they might have to just give up. They discussed maybe even hiring a few experts familiar with time travel. Neither wanted to do that just yet, though. It would violate Paulette’s mandate that no one else was to know about the existence of time travel yet. She was afraid of the implications and consequences it could have on the world if it got into the wrong hands. Susan wondered, though, if she could put a few probes out into the scientific community just to see what came back. If she kept it as just an interest and not that she needed a solution to a real problem, she might get the answer she was looking for.
When Susan and Greg finally came up for air, they realized it was already nighttime and that they had been working non-stop for over ten hours. “I think we should give this a break for a while,” Susan suggested.
“Yeah, I think you might be right. I’ve looked at about ninety percent of my files and cannot seem to fine anything that might help.”
“Yeah, me too. I’ve looked at close to eighty percent of mine and haven’t found anything useful yet. I don’t know if we’ll ever find a solution. What if she ends up being stuck there forever?”
“I don’t want to think about that right now. Heck, it’s only been a week.”
“True, but we can’t keep this up every day. We’ve got a company to run.”
“You’re right. Maybe we can hire someone to run the bionics portion of the company, get a new R&D manager, and maybe even hire a few specialists for the time-travel project.”
“That might work for the company. I think Richard can move into my position, and we can hire a new technician for the lab. As far as hiring people for the time project, I’m not sure. We’d really have to be careful. No one can ever talk about the project. At this point, all they’d know is that it doesn’t work correctly; but if we ever find a solution, we risk them talking.”
“You’re right. We’d have to vet these people even more than for a top-secret clearance and make sure that nothing left the company.”
“You think we should go ahead with our plans? Do you think Paulette will be mad when she finds out?”
“Who knows and who cares at this point? She can’t get mad if we never get her back.”
“True. Okay, let’s do this. It will take time before we can get everything up and running with new people.”
“It will, but I think it’s best.”
Greg and Susan put the USB drives in a secure location and then exited the project room. They went their separate ways for the evening. Greg was finally able to go back to his apartment. Neither of them knew how long it would take to get a resolution to the problem, leaving Paulette to wait and, hopefully, survive in her future world, wherever that was.




Chapter 29
Future, Week 3
 
Paulette was getting antsy. It had been a little over a week since Bo and Thomas had left for their hunting trip. She had been pretty bored most of the time because of having to let her ankle heal. She read and re-read and studied the survival guide she had brought. She thought it would at least help her survive better in the new post-apocalyptic world she had found herself in. She read her novel “Home”, and it impressed her how Marcus Battle had endured and overcome so many struggles. She wished she had brought the other books in the series with her so she could see how everything turned out for him. She spent a lot of her free time thinking of what he would do in her situation. It was all fantasy. She didn’t understand what this world really looked like or what troubles where hiding around every corner — much like Marcus. He hadn’t known about the cartel that was running all of Texas; and when he found out, he was in a constant battle with them. She didn’t want to end up fighting with anyone. She just wanted to get back home. She had time to think about how things went while she was growing up. I sure regret not getting to know Greg better, who knows maybe we’d have ended up being a couple, and now I may never know. Even going out on a date would have been nice.
I can’t believe what an idiot I am,
I should have took more time to test everything and make sure it wouldn’t fail. Her time in the camp was basically a time to reflect on all the things she did wrong and what she should have done instead. Her genius had cost her life as she had known it, and now it seemed she’d live the rest of her life in a foreign land with people she hardly knew.
She was pulled out of her thoughts by the sudden drop in temperature. Looking around she noticed dark clouds in the distance, meaning a storm was on the way. She stood up and hobbled over to her shelter, sat down, then crawled inside. Pulling her backpack over beside her, she retrieved her emergency blanket and wrapped it around her shoulders.
The wind picked up and the rain began to fall in small splashes outside.  All she could do was sit there and watch hoping the storm wouldn’t get too bad; however, the winds and rain only intensified
The wind howled and whipped at her shelter shaking it slightly and the rain came down harder and harder till it seemed to pound the dirt in. She had to resort to eating dried deer meat and drinking water while she was stuck in the shelter. It got colder and colder outside, so she crawled into her sleeping bag and covered her head and shoulders with the emergency blanket. She was thankful the wind was blowing the opposite direction from her shelter opening: otherwise, the rain would have been flying around inside. In no time, the water began to form little rivers flowing on the ground outside, as well as, pooling on the tarp above her head. Her thoughts began to wander as she lay there with nothing to do. Wow this wind and rain are insane. I’ve never seen anything quite like this, other than during a hurricane. I do hope the tarp holds or else I’ll get soaked. So glad Thomas and Bo helped redo my shelter and doubly thankful we left a small berm of dirt around it when we put the dirt back in the hole around the branches.
Exhausted from the cold, wind, and rain Paulette fell into a deep sleep for a few hours before being awakened by a large clap of thunder nearby. She looked outside her shelter to see that it was pitch black and the rain was still coming down in sheets. Frustrated she laid her head back down and tried to go back to sleep. She spent the rest of the night tossing and turning and getting very little rest.
The next morning, she woke up and looked outside to see that it was still raining but had let up quite a bit during the night. She continued to stay wrapped up in her emergency blanket and sleeping bag, ate some jerky and waited till about midday when the rain finally stopped. After a few hours had passed, she crawled out of the shelter, stood and stretched her sore muscles, and then went and sat on the stump. Looking at the fire pit, she wondered if she’d be able to get a fire started. She sat there thinking for a few moments when she realized she could pick some smaller branches from her shelter that were dry to start a fire. After that she would be able to use some bigger branches to get the fire really going.
She stood up and hobbled over to her shelter, knelt and crawled in. She gathered numerous small and medium branches from around her shelter, crawled back out, stood and took them to the fire pit, and started a small fire. A smile spread across her face knowing she’d be able to warm up and eat a hot meal for the first time in a day and a half.
The sun was setting on yet another day with no sign of her companions coming back. Paulette despaired that they wouldn’t come back to get her. I guess if they aren’t back in the next few days, I’ll have to head out on my own,” she mumbled to herself. The ankle was still painful but was doing much better. She figured if she only walked short distances and rested a lot, she’d be okay. She was getting ready to head to bed when she heard a noise. She froze in place and listened for the noise again. Then she heard it, just off to the left. She quietly reached for her gun and pointed it in the general direction of the sound. “Who’s out there? Speak up, or I’ll shoot.”
A reply came back instantly. “Hey don’t shoot; it’s Thomas. I brought a few other guys with me to help get you to our place.”
“I’m so glad you guys are back. I was getting worried that something happened to you,” she blurted out.
“Sorry, it took us a while to find an elk, and then we had to hike further than we planned back to our village. It also took time to gather supplies and some people willing to come out this far to retrieve you. Not only that, but we had to hole up for a night in a nearby cave to get out of the nasty storm that blew in.”
“That makes sense. Just glad you guys didn’t get hurt or something. I do have to admit I was getting a bit frustrated that you hadn’t returned yet.” She was still slightly frustrated with Thomas for taking so long to get back, but was relieved at the same time. Her supplies were running low and she would have had to leave soon, had they not shown up when they did.
A few minutes later Thomas and four others stepped into the firelight of the campsite. “Good to see you again. Sorry it took so long to get back. How are you holding up?”
“I’m almost out of supplies, bored, and looking forward to getting out of here.”
Thomas smiled and chuckled. “Well, good to see you’re in such good spirits.”
Paulette threw a punch in gest at his arm and missed.
“Hey now, no hitting. That’s not nice,” he said, still chuckling.
“If I was really going to hit you, I’d make sure you felt it.” She laughed.
“I see you still have spunk. That’s good. We need to set up camp for the night. We can head out after we eat in the morning. How’s your ankle?”
“It’s much better. I think I can walk short distances but not sure about long hikes. It could take us forever to get where we’re going.”
“No problem. We brought a flexible stretcher just in case we needed it.”
“Awesome. We might need it after a day or two of hiking.”
“All right. Let me get my guys going, then we can have some hot drinks and head to bed. I know the hike exhausted us.”
“Sounds good. Thanks for coming back for me; I really appreciate it.”
“You’re welcome.”
Thomas turned, “Okay, guys, go ahead and find a place to make camp for the night. We’ll head back out in the morning.”
The guys found spots to lay out their bed roll and put their bags down. Once they all got their stuff situated, they came back and sat down next to the fire. Paulette already had water boiling, so they each got their cups out and put a powder mix in each cup, including hers, and then she poured hot water in the cups. They used a stick to stir the drink and sipped it.
With a surprised look on her face she asked, “So what is this stuff?”
Thomas laughed and said, “It’s kind of like a hot fruit drink. We take several of our fruits we grow, dry them out, eventually pulverize them, and mix in a little sugar cane. Not much sugar, though, since we have a very hard time growing that around here. We do a little trading with a few other groups of people, so that helps to get things into our village we wouldn’t otherwise have. However, we are very cautious who we trade with and how we go about doing the trades. Since the world collapsed, things have not been easy and people turned ugly, so we’ve got to be very careful. Do you like the drink?”
“Actually, I do. Tastes a little strange, yet fantastic at the same time.”
Everyone finished their drinks and then headed to bed. The next day would be a long one.
 

The entire group awoke moaning and groaning and even complaining about having to get up so early. Thomas went over to Paulette’s shelter to see if she was awake. “Hey, just wondering if you’re awake yet and checking to see how your ankle is doing.”
Rolling over in her sleeping bag, she replied, “Yeah, I’m awake. How could I sleep with all the noise you guys are making? As for my ankle, it’s doing a lot better. I think we can start out with me walking; and if it gets bad, then we can consider the stretcher.”
“Okay, that should work. We’ve got quite a way to hike before we get there.”
“I understand. I think I can make it on my own two feet right now.”
“All right. We’ll get breakfast going, then we all need to break down, pack up, and head out.”
“Sounds good. I’ll be right out.”
Thomas left and headed over to the now blazing fire and sat down. The others in the group had all gotten ready and started breakfast. Paulette crawled out from her shelter, stood up and limped over to the stump by the fire, and sat down. Thomas pulled out some bowls and scooped out the oatmeal-style mash and some jerky and handed it to Paulette and the others. Bo poured several cups of the hot drink and handed them out to each person. Paulette was getting used to the food they ate. It was plain and sometimes tasteless, but it was better than nothing. Paulette dug into the mash, ate a few pieces of jerky, and sipped at her hot cup of cider. She called it cider because it was bitter, yet sweet, and she couldn’t think of a better name for it. She had no idea what her new friends called the concoction and didn’t care to ask them. As it became lighter, she looked around at the group. Thomas had brought all men, and they looked strong for having lived in this new messed-up world. She thought that they must, at least, be well fed. She couldn’t help but wonder how this community of people got along. What were their rules for keeping order? Was there a leader? She’d find out very soon once she got to their village. She finished up her breakfast, gulped the rest of her drink, and then stood up and headed to her shelter to pack.
Paulette decided not to destroy the shelter in case she ever came back that way. She packed up the rest of her supplies, carefully placing things in her bag. She rolled up her sleeping bag and tied it off to the bottom of her bag. Next, she cinched on her water canteen and finished up with the small stuff.
“Hey, is everyone ready to go?” Bo hollered.
“Yeah, we’re all packed and ready to head out,” he heard in response.
Paulette came out of her shelter and confirmed she was ready to go, also, by waving her walking stick in the air.
“If everyone is ready to go, then we should get moving. We’ve got a long hike ahead of us, and, hopefully, we can get there by nightfall. If not, then we’ll camp again and finish up the next morning. It all depends on how well Paulette can walk,” Thomas stated.
Everyone walked out of the camp. Paulette was in the middle of the group, and was doing pretty good, despite her ankle. The walking stick helped to keep her steady, and she barely had a limp. They walked around the base of Squak Mountain, instead of climbing over it, so they could avoid walking inclines as much as possible. They still had to keep their eyes glued to the ground, though, to keep from stumbling over all the downed trees, vines, and other undergrowth. The forest had recovered since the upheaval, so it was like walking through a jungle. One person in the group was out front using a machete to cut back anything in their way, making the path a little easier to navigate. It took all morning to get to the northeastern side of the mountain. Paulette had to remind herself that in her time it would have been the southern side of the mountain. The new world was so crazy.
Around mid-afternoon they stopped and ate a quick lunch before continuing with their hike. By late afternoon, early evening, they had finally made it to a small clearing at the eastern edge of the park. Paulette noticed that there was a gleam off in the near distance. “So, what’s that shiny spot in the distance?” she asked Thomas.
“Oh, that’s water. The ocean and the rivers in this area flooded during the great upheaval, so now we’ve got water dividing Squak Mountain from Tiger Mountain State Forest. Our village is on the other side of Tiger Mountain.”
So how do you plan to get across?”
That’s easy enough. A long time ago we found a boat. It was damaged, but we were able to repair it. Paddles and the wind will help us cross the divide.”
“Wow, that is pretty clever.”
“Thanks. We should be at the boat in about an hour. Once we are there, we’ll load up and start across. We may need to camp on this side of Tiger Mountain tonight and finish the hike in the morning. It looks like you could use the break. I noticed a while back that you’re limping again.”
“I appreciate that. Thanks.”
“Bo, take the guys up ahead and get the boat ready.”
“Will do. Come on, guys, let’s get to the boat.”
Bo and the rest of the guys headed toward the boat, leaving Thomas with Paulette. Thomas assisted Paulette with walking to ease her limping. 
“So why are you being so kind? Paulette asked. I know you and, especially, Bo, don’t like me.”
“In this world you learn to be kind to those that you’ve determined won’t harm you and save your bad side for those less friendly. You seem to be the kind that won’t harm me or my group. As far as liking you, we’ll determine that later, once you’ve lived with us for a while. I must tell you, though, I feel you’re not telling us the whole truth about your situation.”
“Well, it’s good to know I fall in the good group of people. As far as not telling you the whole truth, you’re correct.”
“Why have you withheld information?”
“Because if I disclose the full truth with you or your group, you won’t believe me.”
“It would amaze you what we’d believe. I guess you’ve got your reasons for not telling me everything yet. I hope that you’ll trust me enough at some point to confide in me.”
“It’s possible that I might tell you, but I’m not sure about divulging the information to the whole group though.”
“I can understand that. Let’s see what happens in the next few days.”
“That sounds like a good idea.”
They finally arrived at the boat. Thomas helped Paulette get in the boat, and then two of the other men paddled the boat toward Tiger Mountain. The other two men manned the sail and tiller to steer the boat. The boat was crowded with so many people in it, and everyone was pretty quiet for the hour’s ride over. Once they got close to the other shore, they brought the sail down, and the paddlers brought her into shore carefully. When the boat was close enough, one of the men jumped out and secured the rope to a tree. When it was safe, everyone got off carefully and grouped up nearby.
“This is what we’ll do. We’ll camp here tonight and then start out again in the morning,” Thomas directed.
“Why can’t we hike through the night?” Bo complained.
“Because I said so, for one; and for another, Paulette needs time to rest her ankle, unless you’re willing to carry her and her gear the rest of the way in the dark.”
“Uh, no, I don’t think so.”
“Then I suggest you be quiet and get your campsite set up.”
Everyone in the group found a good spot to sleep for the night, laid their packs down, pulled out their bedding, and laid it on the ground next to their packs. One of the men retrieved firewood for a small fire to keep them warm and to cook dinner. Bo got the fire started and the water boiling while a few of the other guys got the food out and brought it over so Bo could cook dinner. He took the food and heated it up. Dinner would be jerky, some re-hydrated potatoes, and some kind of vegetable Paulette had not seen before. Soon, Bo called everyone over to eat. Paulette tried the vegetable first and found it to be tasty. She thought it sort of tasted like sweet corn, but it didn’t look like corn at all. She liked the meat and potatoes too.
After everyone ate their dinner, they cleaned up and sat around the fire for a while. Paulette had a lot of questions to ask the group, and she figured they had just as many to ask her. However, she thought it best to remain silent for now, especially since she wasn’t ready to answer whatever questions they might have. Thomas and Bo where sitting across from her quietly arguing about something. She couldn’t make out what they were saying but was sure it had to do with her. Bo kept glancing over at her with a stare that could have killed, enforcing her notion that he didn’t like her at all and was very suspicious of her. She stared into the crackling fire and wondered what her friends back in 2030 were doing. Were they working on a solution to bring her back? Could they figure it out? Did they even know what went wrong? If they couldn’t fix it, could I figure out how to get back? All those thoughts kept racing through her brain, and it was giving her headache. “Excuse me, Thomas.”
“Yes.”
“I think I’ll head to bed. I should get as much rest as possible, so I don’t hold you guys up tomorrow.”
“Okay, that sounds good. I don’t think you’ll hold us up much. Once we get on the other side, it won’t take long to get there.”
“That’s good news. Thanks.” Paulette stood up and headed toward her sleeping bag. She sat down, took off her boots, unzipped the sleeping bag, crawled in, and zipped it back up. She rolled over, so she was facing away from the fire, and fell asleep quickly.
The rest of the group followed suit about an hour later. Soon, the entire campsite fell quiet except for the occasional snoring.




Chapter 30
Future, Week 3 Continued
 
The group awakened early again and packed their stuff and cleaned up the campsite. Thomas and his group were eager to get home, so they wanted to push forward. Paulette, being a little slower at getting up, was gathering her things when Thomas approached her. “Morning. I hope you slept okay. How is the ankle?”
“Morning to you, too. I slept fine, for sleeping out in the woods; and my ankle feels much better today, even after all the walking we did yesterday.”
“That’s good. We’ve got a moderate distance today. Our village is on the other side of Tiger Mountain. It should only take us a few hours to get there.”
“Nice. I know I’ll be glad to be off my feet again.”
“I need to warn you that our group is very suspicious of new people. The only reason you’re getting to come into the group is because I vouched for you. Besides, I’m the leader and what I say goes, usually anyway,” he said and smiled.
“I understand and thank you once again for taking me to your village. So, Thomas was their leader. This was good to know, she thought. I need to know what’s going on and how I can get back to where I came from.”
“You sure you want to go back into space? Even if you came from Mars, I doubt they are doing so well after all this time,” Thomas said sarcastically. “Can you tell I don’t believe your story? You just have too many inconsistencies.”
“Sorry about that. When I feel a little more comfortable, I’ll share with you what really happened, though I doubt you’ll believe me, even then.”
“Ah, I see. Well, I probably would believe just about anything after all that has happened around here.”
“That’s reassuring. Thanks.”
“All right, let’s grab a quick bite to eat and then get going.” Thomas walked off to join the rest of his group, and Paulette followed.
They each ate jerky and drank water before putting their packs on and heading out. Paulette wondered how she’d go about telling Thomas the truth and what the truth might do to her once he knew. She was afraid that the group would throw her out or refuse to help her anymore. Doubts kept playing in her head as she walked along the path that the group had set out on.
For a change, the walking was a lot easier. Apparently, they had cleared this area so they could come and go more easily. She again thought about her friends in the present and wondered what they were doing. Obviously, they hadn’t figured anything out yet; otherwise, her watch-like device would have showed that the time pod was operational. She had been in the future for three weeks now and was not enjoying it very much. She had no idea how much longer she’d be there and hoped that it was not until she died. She really wanted to get back home. Her dreams of traveling though time had soured greatly since this mishap, and she vowed she’d shut the project down as soon as she got back. She thought if it was not reliable enough to return to the present, it would be too dangerous to keep it operational. She was so deep in thought she did not hear Thomas.
“Paulette are you listening? Wake up from your daydream there, girl. I need to talk to you. Hey!” he yelled.
Finally, she blinked and turned to see what he wanted. “Sorry, you were speaking?”
“Yes, I was. What the heck got you so distracted that you didn’t hear me?”
“Just thinking about my situation; that’s all.”
“Okay. Just wanted to let you know we’ve got about an hour to go and we’ll be there.”
“Oh, okay.”
Thomas just shook his head and walked back to the front of the group.
Bo still was not happy with her coming back to the village. “Thomas, I really don’t think this is a good idea. What if she is a spy for another group, or worse?”
“Bo, you worry too much. I don’t think she’s a spy, although I think there is much more to her story than what she is saying. However, that doesn’t mean she’s dangerous.”
“So you say. You get the say in everything. Sometimes I get real tired of having to do what you tell us.”
“Discontent, are we? You know I saved your butt a long time ago and practically raised you. Therefore, I think I earned the right to tell you what to do. If you don’t think so or you feel you could do better, then by all means leave the group and go live somewhere else.”
“I don’t want to live on my own. I’m just tired of all the rules being made by you. Would it not be fair to allow everyone to vote on the rules?”
“Maybe it would, but I’ve found that too much arguing takes place and nothing gets accomplished. I talk to a select group of people for advice before I make my decisions.”
“Great, and I’m not one of those people.”
“You might be if you could keep your temper in check. Like I said, I don’t need a bunch of arguing when things need to get done.”
“Fine!” Bo said as he stomped off mumbling to himself.
The path began to twist and turn and work itself up the hill. The hiking was getting a little more laborious as the group made its way up and around Tiger Mountain. Paulette depended more on her walking stick now that there was a steep incline to the path. Why are we going so far up the mountain? she wondered. It doesn’t make any sense. However, she kept silent and continued to make her way along the path. Abruptly, there was a change in the path. It widened and became more like a road.
Thomas, who was in the front, slid back to where she was. “Around this next corner, we’ll enter the village.”
“Wow. So, why this far up the mountain?”
“We tried having the village lower down in the beginning, but when the rains came, it ended up flooding terribly and we lost a few people. We had to move higher up to avoid the flooding.”
“That makes sense. Can you grow stuff this high up?”
“Yes, there are few crops we can grow at the higher altitude. We grow the remaining crops in the valley and hope they don’t get destroyed by flooding. Usually, we are lucky enough to get the crops harvested before the rains come.”
“It sounds like the rain is not the normal amount you would get here.”
“You’re right. We get normal rain, but, occasionally, we get a downpour that can last for days.”
“Dang! That’s a lot of rain.”
“Yes, it is. We’ve been able to adjust, over time, to this new earth; but it’s always a struggle to survive.”
“I bet it is. You don’t have the conveniences of the past that your ancestors had before the upheaval.”
“No, we don’t, and we prefer to keep it that way. Maybe the earth can heal, and we can co-exist with her again.”
“That’s a good way to approach it. I hope other survivors are thinking along the same lines.”
“Who knows? I can only control what my group does. Speaking of which, we are here.”
Paulette looked forward and saw a large sprawling community ahead of her. There were wooden homes along the path, and each one had its own outdoor fireplace, and basic wooden chairs. There were lines strung between the homes where clothes had been hung out to dry. It impressed her. They had used nature to build their homes and other materials they needed to survive.
Thomas stopped everyone just as a large group of people was gathering.
“Welcome back,” said Julia. Julia Knox, due to a disorder in her metabolism, was a short, plump, young woman, who slouched slightly when she walked. Her hair was golden in color and matched her hazel eyes. She wore a simple white shirt that hung over a tanned leather skirt. She wore leather moccasins and always had a warm smile on her face.
“It’s good to be back,” Thomas replied. “I want to introduce to you all a new friend of ours. Her name is Paulette Brown. She ran into Bo and me while we were out hunting, and we agreed to bring her here to visit with us.”
“Wonderful,” Julia replied skeptically.
The group tried hard to look friendly, but Paulette realized that Thomas was right. It would take time before his people would accept her. She looked around and wondered if there was anyone who would try to hurt her while she was there. She decided that even though they weren’t particularly happy that she was there, they wouldn’t do anything to harm her, as long as Thomas was vouching for her. Thomas walked over to her and said, “Please follow me and I’ll show you where you’ll be staying.” They began walking away from the main row of homes and toward some other smaller buildings further out. These homes were scattered about behind the main road, and Thomas led her to an unoccupied one.
“This is where you’ll be staying. We usually have at least one or two homes left open for visitors and traders.”
“That’s great thinking of you to have this available for people passing through.”
“We decided that people and groups we traded with may have hiked a long way, so to be kind, we made a place for them to stay while they traded their goods. For now, you’ll stay here. Please make yourself at home. More than likely, you’ll be here for a while.”
“So, why do you say I’ll be here for a while?”
“I think we need to get to know you better, and I want to hear the truth about how you came to be in Squak Mountain. You’ve got unusual things that no one has seen in hundreds of years, and so I want to hear your whole story — the true story.”
“I’ve already told you my original story isn’t true, except for the part about me traveling through space. I just didn’t give the details.”
“When do you plan to give me the details?”
“I guess when I get to know you and your group better.”
“That sounds fair. I need to get back to the main hall. I’ll come back in about an hour to give you a tour of the place.”
Paulette opened the door to the wooden home and stepped inside. There was an oil lamp burning in the corner, and it gave a soft glow to the one-room home. She walked over to, what appeared to be, a wooden bed with hay laid on it for the bedding. She unslung the rifle and placed it in the corner next to the bed. Then she pulled the straps of her backpack off her shoulders and set the bag on the bed. She untied her sleeping bag and temporarily slung the backpack on her right shoulder, while she unrolled her sleeping bag over the hay. Placing the pack back down on the bed, she began unpacking her supplies. She placed her ammo for her rifle and the pistol in a hidden location under the bed and then placed her first-aid kit in front of the ammo boxes to help hide them. She laid out what few clothes she had on a shelf nearby. After getting everything put away, she sat down on the bed to take the weight off her ankle. Thomas had said he would be back in an hour, so she lay down to take a short nap.




Chapter 31
Early Summer 2280
 
It had been about a month since Paulette’s arrival at Thomas’s village. She had settled in well and was making progress in getting people to like her. She still had issues with Bo. He hadn’t liked her from the beginning, and she didn’t understand why. It wasn’t easy living there, but she got busy trying to fit in. She used her special knowledge and skills to help the village people upgrade some of their systems. She helped build a system that would deliver water into each of the homes by siphoning it out of a closed tub or bucket. It wasn’t glorious, but at least they didn’t have to fetch water every day. After that, they only needed to fetch water about once a week, or more, depending on how much was used. She tinkered with a few other things and was able to repair them and get them working again. The group admired her for her ingenuity and ability to fix and manufacture things out of such simple materials. Apparently, there were few people who knew how to make wooden gadgets, so she also made wooden wheels they could attach to objects and roll them around. She was enjoying her time there and had almost forgotten why she was there.
The main task that Thomas gave her was to teach his team of hunters and trappers a better way to hunt. She began the lessons by having each person learn what upwind and downwind were so they could mask their scent as much as possible. She also helped them build deer stands in areas that had a good supply of game that came through. Then she taught them how to detect deer and elk. The basics were easy; it was just getting them used to sighting and identifying the signs — the same signs she had already gone over with Thomas and Bo earlier. She went out with each group of hunters to watch them use their training skills, and to reinforce or show them what they missed so they didn’t miss it the next time. The classes went well, and most of the hunters picked up on it quickly. This impressed her a lot, considering what they had all been through. Hopefully, with the new training and the upgrades she had made to the village, things would go better for them.
She had gotten to know her new friends well. She figured if she had to get stuck in the apocalyptic future that this was the place for her. However, she needed to remember that finding a way back home was her priority.
One afternoon, Thomas came by to visit. “Afternoon, Paulette. How are you doing today?”
“Doing great; and you?”
“Doing good. Thank you for all the help you’ve been giving my people. Things are looking up for the first time in a long time. The reason I’m here is to talk to you about what brought you here. I’m thinking you’ve had enough time to get to know people and to trust me. Do you think you can tell me the truth now?”
She paused a moment wondering what she should say. “Well, you’re right. I’ve gotten to know a lot of the people here and have been able to trust you, so far. So maybe it’s time for me to trust you with my story. I must tell you that, for now, it should stay between us. Is that okay?”
“Sure, no problem.”
“Also, keep in mind, you may not believe me, but what I’m about to tell you is the truth. I can prove it if you need me to, though it would be a long hike to do so.”
“Okay, shall we step into your cabin and talk?”
“Right this way.” Paulette led Thomas into her modest little cabin and got him a seat. She then siphoned water into two cups and added some of their favorite fruit drink mix in the cups and stirred it. Grasping the cups by the handles, she walked over and handed him one, and then she sat down across from him. She took a sip of her drink and placed the cup down on the floor before beginning her story.
“Again, what I’m about to tell you stays between us. It’s very important that it does, at least for now.”
“Okay, so shoot!”
“My name is Paulette Brown, and I was born in Wilmington, North Carolina, in July 2006.”
Thomas choked on his drink and spewed the rest out all over her. “What the heck? You’re saying your over two hundred fifty years old! That’s not possible!”
“Whoa, hold your horses. I’m not over two hundred fifty years old. Let me finish my story.”
“Okay, but I don’t know how you can explain that one.”
“It’s simple. I was mute till the age of three; and when I finally started talking, it scared my parents. As it turned out, I was some kind of super genius. My parents insisted I stay in the grade level for my age, though they allowed me to read any and everything I could get my hands on. As a child, I dreamed of traveling though time. It was a dream, but somewhere in my mind, I knew I could solve the problems other scientists had never been able to. I just had to bide my time. While in college, I asked my best friend to help me start a bionics company so I could raise enough money to fund my time-travel project. I got the funding, quit college, and the company soared. We made a lot of money while helping thousands of people. It took five years to program everything, build the time pod, and test it. All the tests were perfect. I could send it into the past or the future and have it return right where it started. Once I was convinced it was working properly, I stepped into the time pod and programed in the year 2280. I hoped to find new technology that I could study and learn about advanced techniques that I could take back with me. This first run was supposed to be only a test. However, when I got out and made my way to the edge of the clearing where I had set down, I saw Seattle destroyed and covered by ocean water. The whole area had become the new Pacific Ocean. I decided then that I should go back as quickly as possible, so I went back to the time pod to get back home to the present. But something went wrong, and I couldn’t get back. I figured maybe I was dreaming or was trapped in a time diffraction or something, so I checked again, only to verify my worst nightmare was true. I was stuck in an apocalyptic future with no idea what happened or how I’d get home. When I ran into you and Bo, I felt a sense of hope for the first time in a week. So that’s my story, without getting all technical and geeky on you.”
Thomas had been staring at her the whole time and may have even been holding his breath. His face was ashen, and he was just shaking his head and mumbling. It took a few minutes of silence before he could say anything. “Umm … so … you’re telling me you’re from the past?”
“Yep.”
“I never heard about any projects like that from any of my ancestors, so how can it be true?”
“Well, it’s possible. I never released the information and kept it a secret.”
“Possibly, but just wow!”
“There is a scarier issue. Maybe my friends can never fix the problem, and I’ll be stuck, here, in the future for the rest of my life.” She started to tear up.
Thomas reached over and took her hand. “Hey, if that City of Technology exists, maybe you can build a new one and get back home. If you can’t build a new one, maybe your friends will figure out what happened and how to fix it so you can get back home in the original time pod.”
“I hope you’re right and that I can get home somehow.”
“We’ll go looking for the City of Technology soon I promise. Right now, we need to get more information on its possible whereabouts. Remember, it may just be a myth.”
“Thanks. I appreciate that, Thomas; I really do.”
“No problem. I better get back to what I was doing. Thanks for trusting me. It was quite the story, and I do believe you. I won’t tell anyone else, either.”
“Thanks, Thomas.”
Thomas left her cabin and headed back to the middle of the village.
 

Bo had followed Thomas and had overheard the whole conversation between Paulette and Thomas. He stood there for several minutes in total shock; then he became angry. He didn’t know if she was telling the truth or not; but either way, it made him hate her even more. I don’t think she belongs here, and, no matter what, I’ll figure out a way to get rid of her if it’s the last thing I do, he thought.
Exhausted after telling her story, Paulette lay down for a nap. In no time, she was sound asleep. Outside, Bo heard her snoring and decided it would be a good time to act. Walking up to her door, he quietly and slowly twisted the nob, and opened the door just enough that he could slip in. Once he was inside, he closed the door and tiptoed over to Paulette’s bed. Just as he got there, she rolled over onto her back. He froze in his tracks, not knowing whether she’d wake up. When she didn’t wake up, he pulled his handgun out and crept closer until he was standing over her with his gun pointed right at her face. He began squeezing the trigger, but before it could go off, her hand shot up and knocked the gun out of his hand. She bolted up, grabbed him, and they tumbled to the floor. After falling over, Bo tried to get back up, but she pulled him back down onto his back and was on top of him, punching him in the face and chest. Enraged, he bucked her off, got a hold on her, and pulled her down. They struggled back and forth until Bo spotted the gun. He went to reach for it when she kicked out, causing him to miss it. Boiling over from anger, Bo struck Paulette, causing her to fall. As he ran over to grab the gun, she jumped on his back and was beating him with her fists. He still managed to get the gun and was trying to throw her off so he could use it. Eventually, he was successful at throwing her off and turned to shoot, only to find himself in another power struggle with her. They fought back and forth for what seemed an eternity, and the pistol suddenly went off.
Bo was so shocked and thought at first he might have been shot. But as he let go of Paulette and stepped back to check, he realized she had been hit. Phew! he thought. I wasn’t shot. Then he looked at Paulette and saw a gaping hole in her abdomen. Fear gripped him, and he ran out of the cabin. Although he had wanted to kill her, he knew people would have heard the gunshot, so he needed to get out of there before Thomas found out what happened. He ran as fast as he could into the forest without looking back. He knew he could never return.
Paulette lay on the floor of the cabin, bleeding from the gunshot. She looked at the wound before she passed out from shock and pain. As Bo had suspected, several people had heard the gunshot and wondered where it had come from. Someone mentioned they thought it came from Paulette’s cabin, and they saw a man run out of there right after the shot went off. A runner hurried to find Thomas. Thomas was in a meeting with some of his advisers when the runner came flying in, panting and trying to catch his breath.
Surprised at the interruption, Thomas asked sternly, “What is the meaning of this?”
The runner finally got enough air and said, “Someone fired a gun in Paulette’s cabin, and a man was seen fleeing the scene.”
“What? Are you serious?” Thomas rose from his chair, toppling it over, almost falling, as he rushed out the door. A few of the other advisors followed suit. Thomas arrived at Paulette’s cabin first and burst in through the door. He stopped immediately when he saw Paulette lying in front of him in a pool of her own blood. He wasn’t sure if she was dead or alive, and he rushed over, falling to his knees and quickly checked for a pulse. While he was checking her pulse, the others arrived and stood there in horror. Thomas turned and yelled, “Peter, run and tell the medic I’m bringing Paulette in with a gunshot wound to the abdomen. Hurry!”
Peter Anderson, the younger and more athletic of the advisers, took off running as he had been told. 
“Mark, come over here and help me lift her up.” Mark hurried over to Thomas’s side, knelt and shook his dark hair out of his green eyes, as he bent down to help pick her up off the floor. Mark Perez stood six feet tall, was very muscular, and would be able to easily carry Paulette.
Mark carried her out of her cabin and quickly got her to the medical cabin, where Kaden Matthews, a young, self-trained medic was standing by. He was short and thin with dusty blond hair and hazel eyes that could see some of the smallest details, which made him a great medic.
Mark barreled in with Paulette in his arms and quickly went over and laid her carefully onto the examining table. Kaden rushed over to examine her. He looked at Mark and Thomas and asked.
“How much blood do you think she’s lost?”
Thomas shook his head. “I don’t know; it looked like a lot.”
“Okay, I need someone who can donate blood if I need it. Do we have a universal donor in the village?”
“Yes, that would be me. Do whatever you’ve got to do to save her,” Thomas said.
His advisers gave him a perplexed look but decided not to ask questions.
Kaden quickly got to work. He examined her and saw that the bullet had gone into her right side and out the back, which meant he didn’t have to worry about retrieving the bullet. He packed up the backside of the wound to stop the bleeding and went to work on the front. He decided it would be best to start the blood transfusion, so he had his assistant, Caitlyn Gilbert, set Thomas up to donate.
Caitlyn was of medium height, slim, with red hair and green eyes. She had small hands that worked efficiently at inserting the needle into one of Thomas’s veins in his right arm. She then inserted an IV line into Paulette’s left arm and hooked the tube to her. She also hooked up a drip IV to keep both of them hydrated while Thomas’s blood flood directly into Paulette. Caitlyn kept a close eye on Thomas, since direct transfusions could easily kill the donor. There was so much blood that Kaden was having a hard time telling if the bullet hit any major organs. The best he could do was to suction the blood out, pack the wound, and wrap it. As he was finishing up, Caitlyn unhooked Thomas from the transfusion line.
“Is she going to make it? Thomas asked.
“I don’t know. It’s a waiting game, for now,” Kaden replied.
Thomas wasn’t happy with the answer. However, he knew he needed to hunt down whoever had done this. Although he wanted to leave right away, Kaden made him wait several hours before letting him leave, due to the blood loss he had sustained while donating.
He left fuming and quickly gathered together a posse. Nobody had gotten a good look at the guy who had done it, but Thomas planned on using the new hunting skills Paulette had taught him to track down the jerk who had shot her, it if was the last thing he did.
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Prologue
Summer 2280
 
Darkness was all around her. She struggled to see through the inkiness of it but wasn’t successful. What the heck is going on here? Why can’t I see anything? Why is it so dark? I can’t figure out which way to go. I’m so scared. Please, someone help me. There was no one there to help her, although she didn’t know this. The darkness was all around her, until a small light blinked into existence in the far distance. What is that? she wondered as she spotted the small light in the distance. I wonder if that will get me out of here. She began to wander toward the tiny dot of light. The darkness stretched on as if she’d never get to the light. This light was different, being that it didn’t pierce the darkness. It was just there. The light grew larger as she drew closer to it, and she started to feel at peace, when out of nowhere something began to tug on her. What the heck? Why am I not making any more progress, and what is pulling on me? I just want to make it to the light. I don’t want to be pulled back into the darkness. She struggled against the tug but began losing ground, and the light began to fade away. Crying, she tried over and over to get to the light, but she couldn’t.
Falling into despair, she began to give up. I don’t see the point in trying anymore. No matter what I do I can’t reach the light. A moment later. Hey, what is that? Am I hallucinating? Is it really beginning to become lighter in here, wherever here is? She began to experience a lightening of the darkness. As she concentrated on it, the darkness continued to lighten, until shadows began to form. At first she couldn’t make anything out, but after a few minutes, the shadows receded, and she could see shapes. What am I seeing? Did I go to heaven?
The shapes began to become clearer, and she noticed faces staring down and looking at her. Those faces became even clearer, and, with some shock, she realized she was seeing people. Suddenly, things snapped into perfect clarity and she tried to sit up, only to fall back down on the table. Table? I’m on a table? Ugg, why do I hurt so much? What happened to me?
She tried to talk but no sound came out. She cleared her throat and tried again. “Whaaat happaanedd to mee,” she croaked.
“Hi, I’m Kaden Matthews. I’m the village doctor. Do you remember what happened?”
“Umm, no. Ah wait a minute, I think I do. Did I get shot?” she asked.
“Yes, you did. The bullet went into the side of your abdomen and out the backside. We did some minor surgery and a blood transfusion, but we weren’t certain you would make it.”
“I think I almost didn’t. All I remember is complete darkness and then a small light. But as I went toward it, something pulled me back, and now here I am.”
“I’m glad you came back to us,” he replied. “Do you remember who shot you?”
“Yes, I do. It was Bo,” she replied.
“Bo! Are you certain?” he asked.
“Yes, I am. He tried to kill me in my sleep, but I woke up in time to stop him. We got into a struggle, and that’s when the gun went off.”
“I believe you. Please get some rest. It will be a long while before you’re able to get up and walk around,” he informed her.
Kaden turned and walked out of the room and went over to his nurse, Caitlyn. “I need you to send a runner to find Thomas and let him know that it was Bo who shot Paulette.”
She let out a loud gasp. “Really? He shot her? Oh my word. I’ll get right on it,” she replied.
Caitlyn ran out the door of the village doctor’s building and went to find someone who could run fast and also track Thomas.




Introduction
Summer 2280
 
It had been a long and rugged search for Bo and to this date they hadn’t found him. Thomas stood in the thick woods of Tiger Mountain trying to decide which way they should go next, when he heard Mark shout out.
“Thomas, you need to come over here and see this.”
Thomas turned and ran further into the woods, hopping over dead trees and small bushes to reach Mark, who was several hundred feet off to his right. He burst out of a stand of trees into an open space and was shocked to see a campsite. “You found a camp site,” he exclaimed.
Mark nodded his head and answered, “Yes, I found a campsite and it only looks a few days old. And I found something of interest over here.” He walked over to the old washed-out fire and bent down to show Thomas a burnt piece of material that was similar to what people in their village used. “I think this may have belonged to Bo, and he was trying to get rid of any evidence of his presence here.”
Thomas knelt down to examine the material and saw that it matched the outfit that Bo was wearing the day he shot Paulette and ran from the village. He wondered why Bo would be burning his clothes but couldn’t come up with a good reason. He stood up, looked at Mark and said. “This does look like what Bo was wearing, but you said the camp was several days old.”
“Yes, it is. I did a complete search of the area and couldn’t determine which way he went. He was careful to cover his tracks when he left. This is very frustrating not being able to catch up to him,” Mark sighed.
“Believe me, I’m right there with you. We’ve been looking for him for weeks and always seem to be several steps behind. In my opinion, I think we should call off the hunt and head back to the village. What do you think?”
Mark thought for a moment before answering. “Yeah, I think you’re right. We aren’t going to catch up to him, and, besides, he may very well end up getting caught by the scavengers or marauders, which would take care of the problem for us.”
“Agreed. Let’s go back and inform the rest of the group that we’ll camp here tonight and head back to the village starting tomorrow. It should only take a week to get back,” Thomas replied.
Mark and Thomas headed back to where the group was waiting. Thomas spoke as soon as he came into their sight. “All right, everyone gather around. I’ve got an announcement to make,” Thomas said.
Everyone turned and walked over to where Thomas and Mark were and stopped, waiting for Thomas to begin.
“First, I want to thank everyone here for helping me out in trying to track Bo down. We’ve worked hard and spent weeks trying to find him. We just found a campsite several hundred feet off to the right of us. He had been there but it was days ago. I feel that it’s time for us to halt our search and head back to the village. Our people need us there. As far as Bo, he may very well get what is coming to him when the scavengers or marauders find him. Let’s hope anyway. We’ll be camping here tonight and heading back in the morning and should be back to our village within a week. Any questions?” Thomas stood there looking at everyone to see if there were any questions. No one spoke up, so he directed them to make camp for the night.




Chapter 1
Winter 2280
 
Snowfall blanketed the ground, and a new storm was looming on the horizon. Paulette was gingerly plowing through the deep snow heading back to her cabin, her abdomen still sore form the gunshot wound. I can’t believe it’s only been a few months since I was shot by Bo. If it hadn’t been for Thomas, the leader, Mark, his advisor, and the medic Kaden, I might be dead. This setback is keeping me from finding the City of Technology, and it doesn’t look like we’ll be heading out anytime soon. Apparently, it’s going to be a bad winter. So we can’t even head out till the snow melts from the mountains. Errg, I just...
Thomas walked up behind her. “Hey,” he said.
Startled from her thoughts, Paulette turned around, “Oh it’s just you. You scared me.”
“Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you. I wanted to come by and see how you were doing.”
“Physically, I’m getting along. I still have severe pain in my abdomen and have trouble bending and sitting. Mentally, I could be better. I feel like I’m stuck here forever and won’t find a way home.”
“Yeah, you look a little down. I wanted to tell you that even though this winter may be long and harsh, it will give us plenty of time to plan and gather the supplies we’ll need for the trip in the spring,” he said.
Paulette paused as she looked at Thomas before replying. “That’s fine and all, but we still have months before we can begin to head out. Then there is the possibility that we never find this city.”
“I understand your frustration. Trust me, I do. I forgot to mention that I sent a scouting team out not long after I got back from trying to track Bo down. I’m hoping that they make it back with good news by the time the snow melts,” he said.
“Oh, you didn’t tell me that. That is exciting news. I do hope they find the City of Technology, then it will be easier to get there, because we won’t be wandering around the entire Eastern half of former Washington State,” she said with a smile on her face.
“I’m glad I could cheer you up a little. I hope you can make the planning meeting tonight after dinner.”
“I should be able to. I was just heading back to my cabin to get a little rest. Walking in this deep snow is exhausting.”
“Okay, I’ll let you get back to what you were doing and will see you at the meeting tonight,” Thomas said as he turned around and headed back to his cabin.
Paulette turned and began the slow process of plodding through the snow to get to her cabin. She arrived at the front porch and stepped up and took the few steps to the front door. Opening the door, she went inside and began to shed her deer-skin jacket and hung it on a rack she had made that was on the wall next to the door. She then sat down on the small bench she had made and unlaced her boots, took them off, and slid them under the bench. Padding over to her bed, she sat, unzipped her old and tattered sleeping bag, slid her legs inside, and then lay down and zipped it up. She rolled on her left side and began to drift off to sleep.
Tossing and turning, she struggled with the dream she was having.
There she was sleeping peacefully when someone entered her cabin. She felt it more than heard the person as he snuck in. The person worked hard to remain quiet but something alerted her of his presence just in time to reach out and slap an object out of his hand and jump up and start fighting her assailant. Screaming, she punched and clawed at the person, but despite her best efforts, he was able to grab the object. She looked and saw the object was a gun, so she fought even harder, but she couldn’t get it away from him. She now saw that it was Bo trying to kill her, and she was doing everything she could to prevent it. They struggled back and forth, and, suddenly, a loud bang came from the gun. He looked stunned for a moment, before running away. She looked down to see blood coming from her abdomen. As the door to her cabin slammed shut, she suddenly woke up.
Paulette sat up in her bed, drenched with sweat from head to toe. She kept having these recurring nightmares about the shooting, and nothing she did helped. I wish I’d stop dreaming about the shooting. I need my sleep and can’t keep waking up startled by the gun going off and the door slamming. I need to figure this out. Paulette got up and walked over to her little sink she had built and pumped the lever down to siphon some water to wash up with. Splashing her face with fresh cold water helped to clear the cobwebs and wake her up. She finished cleaning up, walked over to her little wardrobe, and pulled out a new, long-sleeve shirt, and a pair of pants to change into. She wanted to make sure she was ready for the meeting.
 

Thomas walked out of his cabin and headed toward the meeting lodge. He had a lot to talk about and needed to update everyone about the team he sent in search of the City of Technology, as well as what they’d do to help Paulette. Slowly everyone in the village began heading over to the meeting lodge for the night’s important meeting. They were all so glad to have Thomas back in the village.
A few minutes later, Thomas entered the lodge. He sauntered up to the little podium and banged a small hand-carved gavel on the top of the podium to get everyone’s attention. The loud, ambient noise of multiple conversations among the group came to a halt and there was complete silence in the room.
“Good evening, everyone,” Thomas began. “I called you all here tonight to give you some updates on a few important topics.”
“Good evening,” the group said as one.
Everyone sat quietly in anticipation to hear what Thomas had to tell them.
Thomas drew in a deep breath and began. “First, I need to let you know, which some of you already know, that it appears our winter will be long and brutal this year. We anticipated this would happen and have stocked plenty of food up to last us through the winter. We’ll be on standard rations, and no one is to try and get extra without express permission from me or the advisors. This is to make sure we’ve got enough for everyone here, plus the animals we’ve got to feed. Are there any questions?”
People sat there and looked at one another, shaking their heads. No one seemed to have any questions, so Thomas continued.
“Second, as you know, I sent a small team out to look for the mythical City of Technology. I did this because I made a promise to Paulette that I’d help her find this city so she could find a way to get back home. You’ve all been very nice and supportive of her, and I thank you all for this. I hope to hear back from the team in the early to middle of spring next year. If they have found the city, then Paulette, I, and several handpicked people will trek across the Cascade Mountains and through the wasteland to where this city is located. I’ll be appointing someone to take my place here while I’m gone. I promise, if I can find this city that I’ll see if we can set up some sort of trade agreement with them, so that we can do a few upgrades here to make our lives a little easier. Keep in mind, we won’t go against our values of taking care of Mother Earth. Are there any questions about what I’ve just said,” he asked?
A person in the group spoke up. “Thomas, I understand your need to help her, but this is a dangerous trip. What will we do if something happens to you and you don’t come back?”
Thomas looked over in the direction of the speaker and responded, “If that happens, which I hope it doesn’t, the person I’ve put in charge temporarily will be the permanent leader of our village. Trust me, this person will have the same qualities and values that I’ve got, so you all should be fine,” he replied.
The person shook his head in acknowledgment. There were no more questions for Thomas so he called the meeting to an end.
People began filing out of the lodge and heading back to their respective cabins or assignments. Thomas saw Paulette as she was wading through the crowd, and he squeezed between people to make his way to her. Tapping her on the left shoulder, she spun around. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you,” Thomas apologized.
“It’s okay. I wish I could quit feeling this way. Anyway, what did you want?” she asked.
“I was wondering if you wouldn’t mind coming over to my cabin for dessert and a drink,” he asked.
“Ummm, I guess that would be okay,” she replied.
Thomas looked at Paulette and they walked side by side over to his cabin. He opened the door and allowed her to walk in first, then he followed, closed the door, and headed to his little kitchen.
“What would you like? I’ve got chocolate cake or apple pie.”
“I’d love some apple pie, please,” she replied.
Thomas picked up the apple pie from the shelf, set it on his little counter, and sliced two pieces. He reached up and pulled down two wooden plates, placed a slice on each plate, grabbed some wooden forks, picked up the plates, and drinks and headed back into his living area. Walking up to Paulette, he handed her the plate and a cup of hot cider, then turned and walked over and sat down in his chair across from her. He smiled as he began to eat his pie.
Paulette cut her first piece and placed it in her mouth. “Wow, this is really good. Did you make it?”
“Yes, I made it the other day. I’m glad you like it.”
“Indeed, I do. Thanks for inviting me over.”

“My pleasure,” he replied with a wide smile on his face.

They both sat their awkwardly as they ate the rest of their pie.

Paulette was feeling a little nervous, or was it something else? She wasn’t quite sure. Meanwhile, Thomas was sitting there hoping that Paulette wouldn’t mind a formal date night sometime soon. They each avoided looking into each other’s eyes.
It was getting late so Paulette rose from her chair to say good night. As she got up, so did Thomas. He stepped over to her and asked, “May I give you a kiss good night?”
With her mind racing and feelings raging inside, she nervously nodded her head in the affirmative. Thomas came closer, wrapped his arms around her, leaned in, and gently kissed her on the lips. She blushed but pressed in for another kiss before breaking away from him.
“Thank you for the wonderful night,” she said short-breathed.
“You’re welcome; it was my pleasure.”
Paulette, still blushing, turned and headed for the door. Thomas ran past her and opened the door for her. She walked through and turned and said, “Good night, Thomas.”
“Good night, Paulette.”
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