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Prologue
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Summer 2280

Darkness was all around her. She struggled to see through the inkiness but wasn’t successful. What the heck is going on here? Why can’t I see anything? I can’t tell which way to go. Please, someone help me. 

Desperation set in as she searched for any sign of light. Then as if out of nowhere a small light blinked into existence in the far distance. What is that? I wonder if it 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 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. She struggled against the tug but began losing ground, and the light began to fade away. 

Falling into despair, she began to give up, when suddenly the darkness surrounding her began to wane. She could see shadowy-looking figures and thought she must have been in heaven.

As the shadows became clearer, she saw faces staring down at her. When the faces became completely clear, she realized, with great shock, that she was seeing people. Suddenly, things snapped into perfect clarity and she tried to sit, only to fall back down on the table.

She tried to talk but no sound came out. She cleared her throat and tried again. “Whaaat haapppeeened 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 back, almost hitting your kidney. We did some major surgery and a blood transfusion. 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 awoke in time to stop him. We got into a struggle, and that’s when the gun went off.”

“Bo is a close friend of Thomas’s and I can’t imagine that he would do something like this. Are you absolutely certain it was him? Could you be mistaken?”

“I’m positive it was him. Who could miss that fiery-red hair of his?”

“Okay, I’ll send for Thomas. Please get some rest. It will be a long while before you’re able to get up and walk around,” he informed her.

[image: time travel scene change]

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 Paulette has identified Bo as the shooter.”

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.

[image: image]

Thomas stood in the thick woods of Tiger Mountain trying to decide which way they should go next. It was the third week of the search.

“Thomas, you need to come over here and see this,” Mark shouted from further into the woods.

Thomas turned and ran, hopping over dead trees and small bushes to reach Mark. He burst out of a stand of trees into an open space and was shocked to see a campsite. “You found a campsite,” he exclaimed.

Mark nodded. “Yes, and it only looks a few days old. I found something of interest over here.” He walked over to the ashes from a fire and bent down to show Thomas a burnt piece of cloth that was similar to what 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 to examine the material. It matched the outfit that Bo was wearing the day he shot Paulette. He stood and looked at Mark. “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. I’m frustrated it’s taking so long to find him,” Mark sighed.

“Believe me, I’m right there with you. We always seem to be several steps behind. 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 get grabbed by the scavengers or marauders, which would take care of the problem for us.”

“Agreed. Let’s go back and let everyone know that we’ll camp here tonight and head back to the village starting tomorrow. It should only take a day or two to get back,” Thomas replied.

Mark and Thomas headed back to where the group was waiting. As they joined the group, Thomas said, “All right, everyone gather around. I’ve got an announcement to make.”

Everyone walked over to Thomas and Mark and waited for Thomas to begin.

“First, I want to thank everyone here for helping to track Bo. 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. Any questions?” No one said anything, so he directed them to make camp for the night. 
	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 1
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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.

Startled from her thoughts by a voice behind her, Paulette spun around to see Thomas. “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 keep thinking how it has only been a few months since I was shot by Bo. If it hadn’t been for you, Mark, and 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. According to you, it’s going to be a bad winter. So we can’t even head out till the snow melts from the mountains. I feel like I’ll be 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.”

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’s the possibility that we will never find this city.”

“I understand your frustration. Trust me, I do. I forgot to mention that I sent a scouting team out after I got back. I’m hoping they make it back with good news by the time the snow melts,” Thomas said.

“That’s exciting news. I do hope they find the City of Technology. That will make it much easier for us to get there. I thought we were going to be wandering around the entire Eastern half of former Washington State,” Paulette 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. Plodding through 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 headed back to his cabin.

Paulette began the slow process of plodding through the snow to get to her cabin. She arrived at the front porch and took the few steps to the front door. She went inside and shed her deerskin jacket and hung it on a rack she had made that was on the wall next to the door. She then sat 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. She rolled on her left side and began to drift off to sleep.

Tossing and turning, she struggled with the dream she was having when Bo shot her.

Paulette lurched to a sitting position in her bed, drenched with sweat from head to toe. She kept having recurring nightmares about the shooting and wanted desperately for them to stop. She hated always being awakened by the sound of that gunshot and the slamming door.

Paulette got up and walked over to her little sink she had built, pressed the lever on her handmade pump, and washed the sweat away. Splashing her face with fresh, cold water helped to clear the cobwebs and wake her up. She finished cleaning, 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.
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Thomas headed toward the meeting lodge. He had a lot to talk about. He needed to update everyone about the team he sent in search of the City of Technology. He also wanted to discuss what they’d do to help Paulette. Slowly, everyone in the village began heading to the meeting lodge for the night’s important meeting.

Thomas entered the lodge. He sauntered over to the little podium and banged a small hand-carved gavel to get everyone’s attention. The loud, ambient noise of multiple conversations came to a halt, and there was complete silence.

“Good evening, everyone,” Thomas began. “I called you all here tonight to give you some updates on a few important topics.”

“Good evening,” they 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 do, that it appears our winter will be long and brutal this year. We anticipated this would happen and have stocked plenty of food to last us through the winter. We’ll be on standard rations. Please get permission from me or one of the advisors if you require additional rations. This is to make sure we’ve got enough for everyone here. Are there any questions?”

People sat 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 that. I hope to hear back from the team in the early to middle of spring next year. If they report back that they have found the City then we can discuss how a small group of us will help Paulette get there. Are there any questions about what I’ve just said?” he asked.

Craig piped up and asked. “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 at Craig and responded, “If that happens, 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.”

Craig nodded 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 as 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 cake or wild cherry pie.”

“I’d love some wild cherry pie, please,” she replied.

Thomas lifted the wild cherry pie from the shelf, set it on his little counter, sliced two pieces, and placed them on wooden plates. He picked up the plates and drinks and headed back into his living area. Walking to Paulette, he handed her a plate and a cup of hot cider, then turned and sat in the chair across from her. He smiled as he began to eat his pie.

Paulette tried the pie.

“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 there awkwardly as they ate the rest of their pie.

Thomas noticed that Paulette’s knee was bouncing up and down and she kept glancing at different objects in the room. “Are you okay?”

Startled, Paulette whipped her head back to look into Thomas’s eyes. “Umm, I am just a little nervous is all.”

“Well, you don’t have to be nervous, you know.”

“Sure, okay, I guess.

Thomas looked at her and smiled.

It was getting late so Paulette rose from her chair to say good night. As she stood, 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. 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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Chapter 2
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Winter 2030

Susan threw her hands in the air in frustration. “This just isn’t going to work,” she fumed. She shoved herself away from the desk, bolted from the chair, stomped out of the project room, and fled back to her office. Flopping into her office chair, she swiveled it to face her computer, dropped her head between her hands, and sobbed.

As Greg was passing by Susan’s office, he heard her sobbing. He stopped, turned around, and entered. “What's the matter Susan?” he asked.

Lifting her head, she drilled him with her green eyes, speaking volumes. “I don’t believe we will solve this problem on our own. It’s time to hire some experts,” she replied.

“You realize what Paulette thinks about that, right?”

“I do, but what else are we going to do? We can’t abandon her there to die, now can we?” she asked.

“No, but...”

“No buts, we wouldn’t be in this situation if you hadn’t tampered with the code.”

“We don’t know if that’s what messed up the time pod or not,” he countered as his green eyes flared and he balled his fists.

“Oh, give me a break, you know it did. Her work was flawless, and every test was a success, so why would it fail on the one attempt she carried out?”

“Fine, I will assume the blame, but I don’t think we should involve others.”

“We have to, Greg, there is no other alternative.”

“Do what you have to, but when she returns and blames me, I plan on pointing the finger at you.”

“Whatever,” Susan spat, spraying spittle on Greg’s face.

Greg snatched some Kleenex from the box on her desk and wiped the sticky spittle from his face, tossing the used Kleenex back on her desk instead of the trash can. He glared at her then spun around and stomped out of her office and headed to the research lab to check on how Steven was doing on the latest advancements.
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Susan shook her head at the audacity of Greg’s assertions. He was to blame for this mess, yet, somehow, it fell upon her shoulders to solve it. She turned her computer on, and the screen flickered to life. Susan entered the password, opened the Google browser, and typed in search strings for time travel experts. Most of what popped up was information on various theories for time travel and a bunch of crackpot stuff from conspiracy theorists. She tried searching for “expert scientists on time travel.” The list grew exponentially. “This will take forever,” she mumbled.

She devoted several hours to scanning the information, taking copious notes on several possible scientists to contact. Weary, she stood and stretched. Time to grab some lunch, I suppose.

Susan grabbed her purse and marched out of her office. She pushed open the front door of P&G Bionics and strode to her blue Tucson. Inside, she pressed the start button. The engine silently came to life, and the radio blared her favorite oldies music. She drove to Mayra’s Vegan Thai restaurant, where she hoped to have some much-needed time to relax and reflect on the issues at hand. Sitting down to eat should help calm her nerves.
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A half hour later, she pulled into Mayra’s, parked and walked in. She was shown to a secluded table near the back wall.

A server came over to her table with a menu and set it in front of Susan. Within a few minutes Susan had ordered an Arnold Palmer and sweet and sour tofu.

While waiting for her meal, she began mulling over the problem again. She just couldn’t figure out why Greg couldn’t find the error in the code.

Suddenly, a thought smacked her between the eyes, and she slapped her palm to her face. Even if we could fix the code, we wouldn’t be able to upload it to the time pod. She sighed in frustration. They had wasted six months racking their brains for nothing. She realized it was useless to call in a specialist now, since there was nothing anyone could do on their end. She knew Greg would not be pleased to hear about this.

When her food arrived, Susan no longer had an appetite. After picking at it for a few minutes, she pushed the plate away and went to pay her bill. She would return to work and tell Greg what she had discovered.
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Greg couldn’t remain still so he headed to the project room to do a little pacing and see if he could come up with any useful ideas. He started roaming around the room while pondering the problem. His second time around, he scanned the room, seeing nothing of importance, until he was facing the blast shield and computers. He noticed the cable coiled up and lying neatly inside the blast shield box on the floor. He knelt and picked up the cable to scrutinize it. An alarm bell went off in his head, and he slapped his forehead. “I can’t believe neither of us thought of this,” he mumbled. “We can fix the code, but how would we get it uploaded to the time pod?” he asked out loud.

He moved around to the chair in front of the computers and plopped down in it. He couldn’t believe they had missed this one crucial piece of information. “Why didn’t I think to place a module in the time pod that would allow modification of trip duration?” he shouted.

Greg pounded his fists on the desk, then stood and swiped the keyboard and mouse off the desk. He fled the room and bumped into Susan, almost knocking her over.

“Where are you going?” Susan asked.

“I’m headed home for the day. I’m extremely frustrated right now.”

“Interesting. I’m frustrated, too. Do you know what I just figured out about our little time travel issue?” she asked him.

“Hmm, let me guess. You figured out that even if we fixed the code, we wouldn’t be able to upload the new information to the time pod,” he huffed.

“Wow, how did you know what I was thinking?”

“Because I just ran across the cable, tucked neatly out of sight, that we used to upload the original code before she left.”

“Now what do we do?”

“There’s nothing we can do.”

Tears welled in Susan’s eyes as she whispered, “What are we going to do? She is all alone and stuck there.”

Greg didn’t pay attention to her, since he was on the brink of tears himself. He had just lost his best friend forever and didn’t know how to deal with it. He fidgeted, waiting to see if Susan would say anything further. He noticed that she wasn’t paying attention, so he headed to his car and burned rubber as he sped out of the parking lot and headed home.
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Greg slumped onto his couch and flipped through the TV channels. He was searching for something, anything, to take his mind off the heartbreaking realization that there was no way to get Paulette back. He paused on one channel after another, frowning at each show, not satisfied with any of them. Getting off the couch, he went to his ham shack and turned on his HF transceiver. After adjusting the squelch and tuning the radio to 28.420 MHz—10 meters, he keyed the microphone. He called, “CQ, CQ, CQ, this is KP7GRM calling any station.”

Greg released the mic button and listened for a response. Hearing nothing, he spun the dial to 28.400 and tried again. “CQ, CQ, CQ, this is KP7GRM calling any station.”

Sitting back in his chair not expecting to receive a reply, he jerked to alertness when he heard a voice return his call. “KP7GRM this is W4TXT, how are you doing today?”

“W4TXT this is KP7GRM, kind of depressed today. It’s been a rough year here.”

“Sorry to hear that man. Anything I can do to help cheer you up?”

“Not really, but it helps to talk to someone that isn’t connected to work, so thanks for coming back.”

“No problem. What is your QTH—home base?”

“I live in Seattle, Washington. What about you?”

“I live in Boston, Massachusetts. Looks like we are getting some good distance with the propagation tonight.”

“Yes, it does. You signal is five by nine—a strong signal.”

“Same for you.”

“How’s the weather there in Boston?”

“It’s beginning to snow here. I enjoy seeing the trees coated with snow and the creeks bubbling along with snow-crusted banks.”

“Sounds like it is beautiful there. Do you live in the city or outside the city?”

“I live on the outskirts. It’s beautiful here.”

Greg’s phone rang, and he pulled it out of his holster and answered. “This is Greg.”

“Greg, this is Earl. I am calling to find out if you can swing by the company real quick. We are experiencing an issue with one of the machines, and I have a deadline to meet.”

Rolling his eyes, Greg responded, “Sure, I’ll be there soon.”

Ending the call, he turned back to the radio and keyed the microphone. “W4TXT, this is KP7GRM. I have to go for now. It was great talking to you.”

“No problem, maybe we can talk again later. 73s, KP7GRM this is W4TXT clear and listening.”

“Thanks dude. 73s, W4TXT this is KP7GRM clear.”

Greg grabbed his keys and headed out the front door to see what he could do to help Earl.
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Chapter 3
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Late Winter 2280

The Village was pounded by one snowstorm after the next. Paulette looked out her window and saw that the snow was falling so heavily people wouldn’t be able to see more than a few inches in front of their faces. Sighing, she decided to stay inside her cabin for warmth. Unfortunately, she found that she had nothing but time on her hands. Since arriving at the village and after her recovery from the gunshot wound, she had made a few improvements around the place. The walls, once bare, now had crude paintings on them. She had learned how to paint with homemade paints and the use of small, dry hides. When she finished the paintings, she placed them around her living space to help brighten things up. Her biggest achievement was building an indoor shower that was gravity fed from a small wooden barrel placed overhead. The shower couldn’t be used during the winter, since she hadn’t figured out how to heat the water. She had also built a small closet to hang what few clothes she had. The additions shrank the overall open space that she had before, but she felt it was an improvement. Others in the village asked her to build closets and showers for them too. She was overjoyed to have something to do that kept her busy and also benefited others.

This particular day she was dwelling on the fact that she might never get home and reflected on the day she arrived. She still couldn’t figure out why the time pod wouldn’t return to the past. There was an obvious malfunction that hadn’t occurred in any prior tests. She didn’t understand why, and might never.

Her mind wandered to Thomas. She couldn’t believe he wanted to kiss her and that they were now doing things together as often as the weather allowed. She wondered how he felt about her being from the past and if he even wanted any kind of a commitment. She had to admit that she liked him a lot and, if she had to be stuck there forever, wouldn’t mind being with him.

The wind howled outside. She got up from her chair, poked the embers, and then added more wood to the fire. It was cold enough outside that the fire barely kept it warm in her little cabin. Sometimes she would wrap herself in her deerskin cloak to help stave off the chill. With the fire roaring back to life, the temperature rose, and she became more comfortable. She wished she had brought a journal on the trip but hadn’t seen the need for one then. Now all her adventures were only in her head. She still didn’t know if they would understand, but she knew she had to tell the entire village that she was from the past before they traveled over the mountains.

She was startled out of her contemplations by a knock at the door. She walked over and called out, “Who is it?”

“It’s Thomas. Can you let me in? It’s cold out here and the snow is already at my ankles?”

She opened the door just enough to let him slip in. She laughed at him. He looked like a snow monster.

“Hey, no laughing. It was quite the walk over here,” he said with chattering teeth.

She smiled. “Sorry, but you look like the abominable snowman and I couldn’t help myself. Thanks for breaking up the monotony.”

“You’re welcome, I think.” He smiled and began to disrobe from his outer cloak and then sat to take off his boots.

Paulette grabbed the homemade broom and swept the snow into a pile near a special drain that would allow it to melt and go back outside under the cabin.

“So why did you traipse all this way through the snow to come knocking on my cabin door,” she asked.

“I was bored and thought you might be as well. These harsher winters, when we get them, keep most of us inside and it can really get to you. You’re new here, and I wanted to check on you and see if you were doing okay,” he replied.

“I’m doing as best I can. You are right, though. Being cooped up can wear you down. Thanks for struggling through the blizzard just to check on me.”

“It was a struggle to get over here, but I’d do it again if I had to.”

Paulette blushed. “Oh, stop. You just wanted to get out of your cabin.”

“You’re right, I did, but I left my comfortable cabin to come see you.”

“Oh,” she replied.

Thomas strode over to Paulette, tenderly placed her hand in his, and looked deep into her blue eyes. “Paulette, since meeting you that day in the forest, you have done something to me I never thought would ever happen. You caused my heart to flutter. You are the most beautiful woman I’ve ever met, and despite finding out later that you came from the past, my heart continued to flutter. You stole my heart from that very first day.”

Paulette interrupted, “What are you saying, Thomas?”

“What I am saying is that I love you, and I hope you feel the same way about me.”

Paulette blushed again and said, “Yes, I have fallen in love with you too. I just didn’t want to mention it because of the situation.”

“You mean the fact that if we are successful in finding the City, you would go back home?”

“Yes, and I didn’t want to break your heart.”

“I understand and am willing to take that risk, even if it is for a short time.”

“Then, I love you too, Thomas.”

He leaned close to her face, his lips touching hers, and kissed her before speaking again. “Paulette, I know this is sudden and all, but with the possibility of you going back home so soon I would like to ask you something.”

“Yes,” she replied.

Thomas knelt on one knee and raised his right hand, opening the box lid to show a hand-woven ring lying in his palm, and asked, “Paulette, would you marry me?”

Time froze. Paulette sucked in her breath, eyebrows shooting up and eyes wide open, as she stood there processing the question. Her brain ran a million miles an hour.

“I... I... oh dear. What a surprise. This is so sudden. Wouldn’t it break your heart if I left after we were married? I’m not even sure if I want to leave now.” She paused, took in a deep breath, exhaled, and with her face glowing from the joy in her heart, Paulette replied, “Yes, Thomas, I will marry you.”

Thomas placed the ring on her finger, then stood. He smiled and kissed her again.

“We can have the ceremony once the weather lightens up, probably in the next few weeks,” he said.

Trembling, she said, “That would be great. I have one question for you though.”

“Yes, what is it, my love.”

“If I can get back to the past, what will become of us?”

He thought for a moment before answering. “Why don’t we cross that bridge when we get to it? There are several things we can do, but it depends on how things turn out.”

“Okay, I guess that will do for now. Besides, at least we’ll have this time together no matter what.”

“Very true,” he replied.

“Would you like something to drink?” she asked.

“Yes, please, that would be nice.”

Paulette went over to her little cupboard, opened the door and pulled down the jar with the special cider mix in it, pouring a little in each cup she had sitting on the counter already. She poured and stirred the hot water in the cups, took one to Thomas, and then sat in the chair next to him. They sipped their drinks as they sat there in silence.
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Chapter 4
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Spring 2281

Winter was subsiding and spring was in the air, though chillier than what Paulette was used to. In the post-apocalyptic world everything was different. The magnetic poles had reversed, and the temperatures had dropped. Some parts of the Northwest were gone, and the ocean was now where that area had been. She was so glad to have found Thomas and his people.

Things were transforming in her new world. Yes, she still wanted to get back home to the past, but now she found herself drawn to a man she never thought she would have feelings for. Thomas had saved her life, and she owed him for that, but that wasn’t why she had said yes to his proposal of marriage. She said yes because he was a kind and gentle person who could be rough when needed and who cared deeply for her, despite her initial deception. He could accept the fact that she came from the past easier than she thought he would, and it felt good to have an ally and believer on her side in her new upside-down world.

The wedding was only a week away, and she had so much to do to get ready. Paulette walked out of her cabin into the fresh spring air and headed to the main gathering hall. Julia needed her to come over so she could finish the final touches of the wedding dress. She stepped onto the porch and opened the door made from hewn logs with rough, leather hinges, which made it eerily quiet. She flashed back to the memory of the day Bo shot her. That would explain why she hadn’t heard him come in. The darn doors were so quiet anyone could sneak up on a person.

Julia broke into her thoughts a moment later. “Paulette, glad you could make it. I’m almost done with the dress. I just need you to try it on, and then I can do the final hemming.”

“No problem. I appreciate all the help you’ve given me. You’ve always been so nice to me, even on that first day when we met.”

“You’re welcome. I love people and unless they do something to lose my trust, I welcome them in with open arms. I could tell from the start that you wouldn’t be a problem in our village.”

“Thanks.”

“Can you go put this on?” Julia inquired.

“Sure, I’ll be right back.”

Paulette took the dress and sauntered over to the only bathroom. She closed the small door behind her, removed her clothes, and then shimmied into the beautiful, soft, form-fitting deerskin wedding dress. It surprised Paulette how light and soft the dress was, considering the material. “Wow, impressive,” she said as she headed back out where Julia was waiting.

“Wow, the dress looks absolutely charming on you,” Julia stated.

“Thank you. It’s all your doing and I’m so appreciative,” Paulette replied.

Paulette walked over and stepped onto the pedestal so Julia could examine the dress for any needed adjustments.

Julia inspected every inch of the dress and saw that, other than the necessary hemming at the bottom, everything else was perfect. The dress flowed perfectly over Paulette, making her look like an angel out of a fairy tale story. Julia made the necessary marks and then asked Paulette to remove the dress for the final touches.

While Paulette was undressing, troublesome thoughts came to her mind again. Soon she heard a knock on the bathroom door.

“Are you all right in there?” Julia inquired.

“Just a little worried is all.”

“What about?”

“I can’t help but wonder what Thomas is thinking right now. Is he sure he wants to marry me, knowing I may find a way back home? Will he stay here or come with me? And I don’t know what we’ll find at the City of Technology. Can I marry him knowing I still may go home?”

Julia said, “There’s no need to worry. Thomas wouldn’t have asked you to marry him if he wasn’t sure. I think you just have the before-wedding jitters. It will all be okay.”

“Thanks for reassuring me. It helps.”

A moment later, she opened the door and stepped out. Handing the dress to Julia, she said goodbye and headed outside. There was much to do to get ready for the wedding, but, thankfully, the people in the village were doing all the work so she and Thomas could relax.
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Thomas enjoyed springtime because it meant fresh air and smells of flowers and new growth in the forest. It was a time of new beginnings and fresh starts for the wildlife, crops, vegetation, and soon a fresh new start for him. Thomas’s heart fluttered at the thought of finally finding his soul mate. Though initially puzzled by his feelings for a woman from out of the past, he got over it and decided fate had brought them together and he wouldn’t test fate. He had a lot to do to get ready for his new start in life. After the wedding, Paulette would move into his modest little cabin. Though it was bigger than the guest cabins, he still needed to make some modifications. The men in the village joined in to help him with the renovations.

The first renovations he made were to enlarge his bedroom, add a second closet, and enlarge the bathroom that Paulette had helped him build when she first got there. He wanted to add a bigger shower room, a clever idea Paulette had come up with after her arrival. Paulette had helped modernize their cabins by setting up a means to get water to the inside without having to fetch it, and then she came up with a clever way to add indoor showers, although the water was cold most of the time. The only time anyone could get a semi-hot shower was if the sun warmed the water sufficiently before it was used. Still, being able to shower in your own home was a big improvement in life. He also added a special indoor outhouse by constructing a special plumbing system that whisked the waste to an outdoor covered hole in the ground.

His home improvements were almost done, and that was a good thing, with the wedding only a week away. He stood and inspected the work he and his friends had done and was pleased with the improvements. He felt that Paulette would like what he had done to the place.
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The joyous day arrived. Everyone in the village was getting ready and adding all the final touches. Julia did Paulette’s hair and made sure the dress was perfect.

On the other side of the village, Thomas was getting dressed and making sure he looked his best when it was time.

Mark was amazed it took Thomas so long to find the right person, and it was interesting that he picked someone he found lost in the forest. Now Mark would get to officiate Thomas’s wedding.

Mark was taking care of last-minute things at the pavilion. It would be his first time officiating a wedding, since Thomas usually did them. Even then, there weren’t many marriages in the village. This one would be special. Mark got the honors of doing this wedding because he was Thomas’s second in command and best friend. He looked over his notes to make sure he had everything he needed. Everything was ready to go, so he tucked his notes back into his pocket and walked off to get something to soothe his parched throat.

Outside near the pavilion, someone began playing a wedding tune on a handmade flute. The tune was the cue for everyone to be seated and for Mark and Thomas to proceed to the pavilion. After the villagers found their seats and everyone was in position, the tune changed to the wedding march, and Julia escorted Paulette outside and to the waiting crowd. Once by the crowds, Julia veered off as Paulette made her way down the man-made aisle and onto the stage inside the pavilion. She then turned and faced Thomas.

Mark looked out to the crowd and began. “Ladies and gentlemen, we come here today to join Thomas and Paulette in marriage. If there is anyone who would object, please speak now or forever hold your peace.” Mark paused briefly, but no one said a word, so he continued. “Marriage is sacred, and we do not take it lightly in times like these, so I ask you, Thomas. Do you take Paulette to be your wife, to love her, take care of her, and to stand by her always, until death or time doth thou part?”

“Yes, I do,” Thomas replied.

“Paulette, do you take Thomas to be your husband, to love him, take care of him, and to stand by him always, until death or time doth thou part?”

“Yes, I do,” Paulette replied.

“With the power vested in me, as second in command, I pronounce you husband and wife. Thomas you may kiss the bride.”

Thomas leaned in and kissed Paulette, and then they both smiled and began walking back down the aisle toward the meeting hall.

After they had passed the last person, the villagers stood and followed Paulette and Thomas for the celebration. Everyone had a great time of dancing, eating, and enjoying each other’s company. It was late into the night before the festivities ended and they all went to their respective cabins, allowing Thomas and Paulette to finally retire to theirs.
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Chapter 5
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Spring 2281

Troy stumbled into the stream just outside the village, falling several times before making it across to the other side. He was soaked, exhausted, injured, and hungry and was glad to be so close to being back home. It had been a long and dangerous journey, one that his friend Leroy had not survived.

Troy pushed on, swiping the occasional tree branch out of his face as he came upon the wide path leading into the village. It took him another hour as he stumbled along the path getting weaker by the moment. As he limped into the village, people began cheering and shouting, excited to see that the scout was back. However, the cheering turned to dismay when they noticed Leroy wasn’t with Troy and that Troy appeared injured. Despite his injuries, people began surrounding Troy and peppering him with a ton of questions. “Does the City exist?” “Where is Leroy?” “What happened? Are you hurt?” On and on they went, but he was too hurt and weary to answer, so he just kept pushing his way through the crowd. He wanted to report to Thomas and then get medical attention and some rest.

Troy arrived at Thomas’s cabin, wearily raised his fist, and knocked on the door, waiting for a response. He heard shuffling feet inside, and then the door opened and there stood Paulette. Troy’s eyes went wide in shock, but it passed quickly. “I need to speak to Thomas. Is he home?” Troy asked.

Paulette turned and yelled into the house, “Thomas, Troy is here to see you.” Paulette was unaware that Troy was one of two scouts sent to find the City of Technology.

Just as Thomas came around to the door to see who it was, Troy started to collapse. Paulette grabbed him as he slid to the ground, lying half in and half out of the doorway.

Thomas knelt to check Troy’s condition, then with urgency in his voice, said, “Paulette, run and get the medic.”

While Paulette went to get the medic, Thomas checked for a pulse. He could feel a weak pulse and began checking Troy for any injuries. Thomas swept his hands in and around Troy, looking to see if there was any blood. Still not finding any, he continued his quick exam, and as he pulled his hand back from Troy’s right side, he found blood on his hand.

Paulette sprinted over to the medical cabin to find Kaden. She burst into the door and saw Caitlin, Kaden’s assistant, and asked, “Do you know where Kaden is?”

Caitlin jumped from her chair, banging her knee when Paulette burst through the door hollering. Caitlin rubbed her knee and through pursed lips replied, “He stepped out and should be back soon.”

“There’s a man that collapsed on our doorstep. Can you come and help Thomas with him?” Paulette asked.

“Sure, let me grab my medical kit.” Caitlin ran into the medical room and grabbed her emergency medical supplies. She returned to the main office and nodded to Paulette. Caitlin and Paulette ran out the door and over to Thomas and Paulette’s cabin.

When they arrived, Caitlin placed the backpack on the ground and knelt next to Troy.

“I found blood on his right side,” Thomas said.

Caitlin tore off Troy’s shirt so she could examine his wound. She then opened her medical bag, pulled out a small bottle of water and rinsed the area, using some gauze to help clean the wound. With the wound clean, Caitlin could see that it appeared to be a bullet wound.

Looking at Thomas, Caitlin said, “We need to get him over to the medical cabin. He will need some additional work, stitches, and rest.”

Thomas knelt and placed his arms under Troy’s armpits, while Catlin grabbed his feet. “Okay, on the count of three lift. One, two, three, and lift.”

Grunting, they lifted Troy from the ground and carried him to the medical cabin. Once inside, they laid him on the examining table.

Caitlin began getting additional gauze, alcohol for cleaning and sterilizing the wound, and a needle and thread. Once she had all this laid out, she began to clean the wound with the alcohol. While she was cleaning the wound, the door opened and in strode Kaden.

“What the heck is going on in here? It looks like a murder scene,” Kaden said as he walked back to the examining room. He stopped short when he saw Troy on the table, Caitlin working on him, and Thomas and Paulette standing to the side. “When did he get back, and do you know what happened to him?” Kaden asked.

Thomas’s eyes widened in bewilderment as he spoke. “He just got back about a half hour ago and collapsed on my doorstep. It appears he was shot.”

Kaden walked over to where Troy was lying. “You’re right. It’s quite a deep wound, and stitching it together may work. I assume that’s your plan, Caitlin, seeing you have everything laid out.”

Caitlin barely glanced at him as she replied, “Yes, that was the plan, once you had time to look at the wound and confirm that I was correct in my assessment.”

“Proceed with what you’re doing while I talk with Thomas and Paulette.”

Kaden walked to the other room, but Caitlin could clearly hear the conversation.

“Do you know if Leroy came back with Troy?” Kaden asked.

“I don’t know, and Troy passed out before we could ask him. I would hate to think he is lying somewhere injured and we don’t know where,” Thomas replied.

“It seems we will have to wait for Troy to wake up before we can find out,” Kaden said.

Thomas, frustrated, hesitated a moment then said, “I understand, and it isn’t wise to send someone to look for him not knowing what path they took, but...”

“I know you’re frustrated, but we will just have to wait,” Kaden said.

Caitlin finished sewing the wound. “I have sewn him up and wrapped the wound. Now all we can do is wait till he wakes up,” she said.

[image: time travel scene change]

It was three days before Troy woke up. Caitlin heard a rustling in the other room and got up to check on him. A smile appeared on her face when she saw that he was awake and alert.

“Can you get Thomas for me?” he asked her.

She nodded to him and left to fetch Thomas. Leaving the medical building, she walked to the meeting hall assuming that Thomas would be eating breakfast. She spotted him and called as she walked over, “Thomas.”

Thomas turned to see Caitlin. “Hi, is Troy awake?”

“Yes, he just woke up a bit ago and is asking for you.”

“Tell him I’ll be right over.”

Caitlin hurried back to the medical cabin to get back to her charge. “Thomas will be over to talk to you shortly.”

“Thanks.”

Mere minutes later, Thomas flew into the room. “Hey, it’s great to see you awake again. How are you feeling?”

“I have felt much worse, but doing okay, I guess. Thanks for your help the other day.”

“No problem. Can you tell me what happened and where Leroy might be?”

Troy looked down for a moment, seeming to gather his thoughts, and began. “Marauders attacked us without warning. We didn’t even see them coming. One minute we were walking through the tall grass at the foot of the mountains and the next we heard gunshots ring out. When I shouted to Leroy to duck, it was too late. He had already been hit. I checked for a pulse, but he was gone. I continued to keep my head down as I ran for my life. I hated to have to leave him.” Troy paused seeming to remember his fallen comrade.

“I guess with all the adrenalin pumping through me, I didn’t notice that I had been shot. It wasn’t till I was sure I was safe that I stopped and saw the blood on my side. I didn’t think it was too bad. I just used my shirt to staunch the bleeding. After that, I stayed in the shadows and cover to avoid being seen, hoping to just get back here in one piece.”

Tears were streaming down Thomas’s face as he choked out a response. “I am so sorry that Leroy didn’t make it and that you’re injured. How far from the village did this happen?”

“It was several days’ walk from here, so we should be okay,” Troy said.

“That’s good. Do you have the strength to talk about what you found out?”

“I’m really tired, to be honest. Can you give me another day or two?”

“Okay, you get some rest and we’ll talk later.”

Caitlin walked Thomas to the door. “Give him a bit more time. He really needs it.”
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Thomas went back to his cabin, where he found Paulette waiting.

“How is he doing?” she asked

Thomas smiled and said, “He’s doing better.

“What about Leroy? Did Troy tell you?” 

“He didn’t make it. Marauders attacked them.”

“Not to be crass, but did they find the City of Technology? When can we leave...” she asked with excitement?

Thomas interrupted her. “First, I don’t know what they found; second he needs to gather his strength and then he will brief me; and third, I don’t know when we can leave till I get the info Troy has for me.”

Paulette lowered her head in resignation. “Okay, sorry for getting so excited. I should have waited till you were ready to tell me.”

“It’s okay. How about we just take a moment and enjoy each other while we wait to hear what they found?”

“Sounds like a plan to me. Now that we’re together, I’m not sure about going back home anyway, but there are things in the past that I need to deal with. You know you could come back with me.”

“Um.... Not sure that would be a good idea.”

“Why not? You could see what the world looked like before the disaster.”

“True. How about we just take one day at a time and figure things out as we go?”

“Okay,” she replied.
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A few days later when Troy was feeling better and could get up and walk around without getting dizzy, Kaden allowed him to go back to his own cabin.

Troy was too eager to see Thomas, so instead of returning to his cabin, he went searching for him. He found Thomas and Paulette a few minutes later at the pavilion.

“Glad to see you’re feeling better,” Thomas said.

“Thanks. I’m glad to be, too. I want to sit down with you and tell you what we found. Is now a good time?”

“Yes, we can go to our cabin, so we have some privacy.”

“That would be great.”

All three strolled over to Thomas and Paulette’s cabin. Thomas opened the door and with a dramatic wave of his arm ushered Paulette and Troy in. Paulette stepped into their modest living room and moved a chair in front of the wooden couch. “Troy, you can sit here while I go put on a pot of water.”

Troy smiled as he gingerly lowered himself onto the chair. Paulette returned and joined Thomas on the couch.

Troy thought back to the previous months and his eyes teared as he recalled his friend Leroy. He sucked in a breath and wiped the tears with the back of his hand. He was ready.

“When we left the village, we headed southeast, looking for the easiest way over the mountains. It took us some time to find a trail that led to the other side, but once we did, we hiked for days to get to the eastern foothills. Then we headed straight east, thinking maybe the City would be near one of the former big cities to the southeast. The traveling was tough. There were so many broken roads, sand, weeds, and downed trees that it took us weeks to get halfway to the first destroyed old-world city. We ran into several traders. Some were friendly and willing to make mutually beneficial trades, but some were sketchy, so we had to be very careful who we tried to deal with. We saw a marauder in the distance, but, luckily, he didn’t come our way. We made our way further east with no additional trouble. When we arrived at the old city, it was in ruins and nothing new had sprung up. We camped on the outskirts and made plans to head north, where several large cities had been near the big river.”

Troy paused a moment to confirm Thomas and Paulette were following his words and then continued.

“It took us another few weeks to make our way due to debris and the blazing sun. We had to travel at night because it was so hot during the day. One night we spotted lights in the distance, and it got our hopes up. The next day we indeed found the City. It was encircled by a large wall with several entrances that were always guarded, so we didn’t venture closer. We observed that only certain people were allowed access. There were farms and a small town outside the City, and it appeared the farmers grew food for the City. We also saw windmills that we assumed had to be powering the City. Since we had found the City but doubted we could enter it, we decided to return. And I’ve already told you about when the marauders attacked us.

“If you decide to try and go to this city, my suggestion would be to curve north to avoid the marauders and other unpleasant groups.”

“Thank you, Troy, for all you’ve done. You have found what may be the City of Technology. Since you are familiar with the route, would you be willing to lead the group when the time comes to make the journey?”

Troy considered this request for a moment and then replied, “Yes, I’m willing. I’ll need time to recover and build my strength before I can go out again.”

“Understood. We will work with you to draw out a rough map and route, pick our group, and discuss the supplies and other things we’ll need for the trip. I hope we can head out soon so it won’t be too hot.”

Troy stood, shook Thomas’s and Paulette’s hands. They walked him to the door and said goodbye.
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Chapter 6
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Spring 2031

Greg, lost in thought, sat in his apartment staring out the window. All he could see were tall buildings and a bit of blue sky with puffy white clouds. As he looked around, he noticed beautiful flowers of all different colors in planter boxes hanging from some of the windows. He blinked and turned his eyes away from the window.

His leg began to bounce up and down. His stomach was constantly in knots, and he found himself crying out of the blue. He regretted ever having messed with the code. Pushing aside those thoughts, he headed into his tiny kitchen, opened the small fridge, and rummaged around until he found the last Diet Pepsi, hidden behind a container of something so filled with mold it now looked alive. He opened it and took a swig. As the liquid slid down his throat, it caused a burning sensation. He had forgotten how much it hurt his throat on the first swig. However, it always tasted better after the initial burn went away.

He searched for his car keys and found them next to the toaster. He shoved them into his jeans pocket and left, Diet Pepsi in hand, locking the door behind him. 

At the elevator, he pushed the down button. Sweat formed on his brow, and his fingers tapped the side of the Diet Pepsi can. Elevators still made him nervous, since he had spent most of the day stuck in one after an earthquake. The elevator door swooshed open, its mawing mouth awaiting its next victim. Greg stepped in, pushed the parking garage button, and watched as the doors slowly shut him into his chrome and faux-wood coffin. As the elevator moved down, his stomach lurched up. Finally, the elevator slowed to a halt and swooshed its doors open, presenting an escape route for its victim.

Greg stepped out and wiped the sweat from his forehead. After calming himself, he headed toward the space where he always parked his precious Chevy Camaro. He unlocked the driver’s door and slid into the comforting, brown leather seat. With his Diet Pepsi in the drink holder, he turned the key and heard the sound of a V8 roar to life. A big smile spread across his face. This was his old baby, and he adored and took good care of her. She was in pristine condition. He eased her out of the space, holding her back as he she wanted to run, which he would let her do once outside.

He cruised downtown Seattle. It was crowded, with cars and people everywhere. Downtown was the heartbeat of Seattle, where a person could get a true feeling for the people and the culture. He turned onto Adams Street and drove to the company parking lot. He parked as far away from other cars as possible to protect his baby from being harmed by careless drivers. He hopped out, leaving the empty Diet Pepsi can, and headed into P&G Bionics.

Greg was Paulette’s partner in the company, and, though it had been a year since Paulette left, he couldn’t bring himself to requesting a death certificate. He wasn’t ready for that, and he certainly wasn’t ready to give up.

He went straight to his office to his leather-back swivel chair. Sitting behind his large desk, he felt overwhelmed and doubted he could ever fix the problem. He took a deep, calming breath, like his therapist had advised him. He lifted his head and set his mind to hammering out a solution.

Greg was busy muffling paperwork around, when out of the blue an idea struck him. “Eureka!” Greg blurted. He could build another time machine, fix the code, test it, and take it into the future and retrieve Paulette? That was the answer.

He jumped up, ran out of his office straight into Susan’s, and rushed in without knocking.

Susan was busy working when Greg burst in. “What the heck is your problem? Don’t you know how to knock?” she spewed out.

“Yes, of course, I know how to knock. However, I just thought of a brilliant plan to help rescue Paulette from the future.”

“Really, and how do you propose we do that?” she asked, looking Greg dead in the eyes.

“Easy. I build a two-seat time pod, with a special harness for Danni between the seats, and program it with Paulette’s data. Once all that is done, I can go into the future, find her, and bring her back. Oh, and the other thing, I add a module in the time machine that lets me override the time delay function, allowing me to leave whenever I want.”

Susan’s mouth dropped open, and her eyes were wide as saucers. She sat speechless for a moment. “You think you can make it work?” she asked.

“Yes, I know I can. We have to fix the code still, but I am very hopeful that we can launch the time pod into the future and retrieve Paulette.”

“Greg, this is great news. When can you start?”

“I plan on starting right away. It will take six months to a year to build the pod by myself.

“We can’t wait a year. Paulette has already been out there for a year, and no telling what might have happened to her.”

“Yeah, I know. At this rate she’ll have been in the future two years. Maybe we can get a few other engineers in to help me, without them knowing what we’re doing, of course. When we get close to being finished, we can let them go and I can finish it myself. If we can do it that way, I might finish within three months. Then we test it, and once it passes the test, we go get her.” Greg paused a moment before another thought came to him. “What if we could enter the future at the same time and location she did? That would mean she would have only been in the future a few hours.”

“That’s a great theory, but is it feasible?”

“I’m not sure if it is or isn’t, but it’s worth exploring,” he replied.

“Fine, see if you can find some engineers that can help you so we can get her back sooner than later. Just be careful to not give away what we’re doing, and if they get wind of it, you can pretend that it’s theoretical and untested. Also, start requisitioning all the parts and materials you’ll need.”

“I’ll do that and start as soon as I get the materials in. Do you think she would mind using Danni as a test subject again?”

“Probably not, once you’re sure the thing will travel to and back from the future.”

“Great, I’ll get right on it. I can’t believe I didn’t think of this earlier.”

Greg ran out of Susan’s office and back into his. Plopping into his chair, he promptly went to work on the computer ordering all the components and materials he would need to build another time machine.
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Chapter 7
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Spring 2281

“Settle down everyone,” Thomas shouted.

As all eyes turned toward him, the murmurings amongst the crowd quieted.

“That’s better. Troy, what are the best routes to take so we can avoid any trouble?”

Thomas watched Troy glance around the room, side conversations stopping as his gaze fell on each person. Silence ensued for a few more moments before he uttered his first words. “You must listen to and follow all of my instructions or it dooms this mission before it even gets started. Do we understand each other?” he asked in a harsh tone.

Heads began nodding around the room as each person acknowledged his stern warning.

“Good.” Troy swallowed and cleared his throat before beginning his briefing. “Leroy and I took a more southerly route when looking for the City of Technology. Due to the dangers encountered along that route, I recommend the search party go in a different direction, one that hasn’t been scouted in some time. This would require us to go north, up to the old Highway 410 area. That area was heavily destroyed during the upheaval but was passable back a few years ago, though it has many dangers along its path. One of the dangers we may encounter in our travels is scavengers. These beasts are vicious, sneaky, and calculating. They will jump out at you from seemingly nowhere, leaving you with no options except to run. This will require us to be extremely vigilant to avoid as many of these dangers as possible.”

Paulette blurted out, “Why are they like that?”

Troy paused and looked at Paulette. “That’s right you don’t know, do you? Some people were affected badly by some sort of chemicals after the disaster, which caused brain damage and made them become violent. Unfortunately, that trait was passed down through the generations. At least, that’s what I’ve been told by my ancestors.”

Paulette nodded and then said, “So, why can’t we just shoot these beasts so they don’t attack us?”

Rolling his eyes and breathing out a deep sigh, he looked at Paulette and said, “Because using our rifles or guns would alert more of the savages to where we are. Plus it’s hard to shoot in such close quarters. It’s always best to run and get as far away as possible and shoot only as a last resort,” Troy replied.

“I guess that makes sense. Sorry for interrupting,” Paulette said.

Troy continued. “Where did I leave off before Paulette asked her question? Oh, that’s right. Once we cross over the mountains, we’ll go in a more northeasterly direction, which will take us to the City. Though many of the marauders are in the southern portion of the region, we don’t know what groups live in the northern region. Leroy and I didn’t go close to the City. We only observed from a distance, so we’ll want to approach slowly and carefully. The terrain is wide open with some large sand dunes here and there, but as we get closer to the City, the land converts to farmlands. We may be able to use some of the crops to get closer without detection. Once we’re close enough, we’ll come out of hiding and approach the main gates.”

Troy nodded to Thomas, who slowly rose from his chair. He glanced around the room before speaking.

“Thank you, Troy. It’s time to pick the individuals who will be in the group, and to get our supplies ready. The journey will be a long one. I asked all of you here today so you could hear what the plan would be and to pick from this group who will travel with Paulette and me.” He paused, sucking in a breath, and then looked at Mark. “Mark, you will stay here and be the leader of the village. Do you have any objections?”

Mark blinked rapidly as he sat there stunned. Seconds ticked away before he answered. “No, I don’t have any objections.”

Thomas looked around at everyone. “I have thought long and hard about this. We should take Kaden with us because of his medical expertise. Troy is our scout. Peter will help with hunting and tracking. That is all. We want a small group with us.”

All in the room agreed with the selection. Kaden stood and said, “Thomas, I think we should consider Lisa Harding. She is spirited, young, and has been studying medicine with me for a few years. She would make a good all-around fit and give us a backup on several skills that the group needs.” Kaden sat down, fidgeting a little as he waited for Thomas’s response.

Thomas thought for a second. “Sure, that would work, but you’ll need to be responsible for her,” he said.

“I’ll keep her by my side,” Kaden replied.

Peter raised his voice. “Thomas, I think we could use one more person to help with security.”

“Who do you recommend we take with us? Remember I am trying to keep our group small.”

“I thought Doug Bander would make a great addition. He’s an expert marksman and has the skills we need if we run into any trouble out there,” Peter replied.

“All right, I guess that will be fine.”

“Thanks, Thomas.”

Thomas looked around the room surveying each member who sat in front of him. He felt confident in the group that had been selected.

“Okay, if we have no more questions, we should all head back to our homes and get some rest. Tomorrow we gather our supplies and get ready to head out the day after.

They broke up and headed in separate directions, while Thomas and Paulette stayed behind for a moment.

“Do you think we’ll make it to the City?” Paulette asked.

“With the group we have, we shouldn’t have too much trouble. Our biggest issue will be the terrain and any run-ins with other people. Supplies might get low, but that’s why we’ll hunt along the way. So, yes, I think we have a good chance of getting there in one piece,” he replied.

“Okay, if you’re sure, then let’s get this show on the road,” she replied.

Paulette and Thomas walked out of the main hall into the waning sunlight. Thomas stood there soaking up the remaining sun, while looking over his village. In less than two days, he would leave the village behind, with the hope of returning soon. Until that time, he knew Mark would do a good job. 

Paulette took his hand, and they turned and walked down the steps and through the center of the village as they headed back to their home. There they could rest for the night and rise refreshed the next day to start packing for the trip.
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Birds chirping early in the morning caused Paulette to stir. Rolling over, she opened her eyes to sun rays peeking in through the partially closed shutter. Excitement and trepidation plagued her thoughts with the realization that it was the day they would begin packing for the trip. Her thoughts jumped from starting the day to hopes that the City could help her find a way back home. She was really hoping she would be able to convince Thomas to go back to the past with her, because she now didn’t want to lose him. She placed her feet onto the ground with determination.

Thomas began stirring a moment later, mumbling something in his sleep. He rolled over and began to sit, turned, and looked at Paulette with a smile on his face.

“Morning, love.”

“Morning.”

“Are you ready to pack for the trip?”

“Sort of. I am a little nervous. I’m used to hiking moderately long distances and camping, but this is more than just a two-mile hike.

“That’s true. We use nature to keep us sheltered, where you used a tent, and probably didn’t hike extremely long distances day after day. Let me assure you that you’ll do just fine. We’ll only travel about twenty miles a day with several breaks.”

“Oh, is that all? I feel much better now. Thanks,” she chuckled as she stood and started dressing.

Thomas got out of bed and joined her a moment later. He placed his arms around her waist and pulled her in for a kiss and hug. “It’ll be okay. You have me by your side, and, trust me, I won’t let anything happen to you. I promise,” he whispered into her ear.

She could feel the tension leave her body right after his assurance. She politely broke away from his grip and continued fiddling with the clothes. She chose a loose pair of deerskin pants, a lightweight shirt, and a shawl to go over that. She was amazed at how soft the clothes were, especially after wearing them for a while.

While Paulette was getting dressed, Thomas had gotten dressed and scurried off to the kitchen, presumably to make them some breakfast. She followed him into the kitchen a few moments later and began setting the table.

“So, what supplies are we going to take with us?” she asked.

“We’ll bring sleeping blankets, cooking supplies, guns, and, most important, water and food. The food will be dried meats and vegetables. During the trip, we will have to search for edible vegetation to supplement our supplies.”

“Ewww, eat weeds. That’s nasty.”

“Come on, dear, they’re not weeds, just plants that nature planted.”

“If that’s the case, you better make them taste great.”

“For you, I will make them taste exquisite,” he chuckled.

Thomas reached for the plates and served their breakfast. Sitting at the table to eat, Paulette watched intently as Thomas contemplated their journey and, in between bites, scribbled necessary supplies on a list.

She tilted her head and read the list upside down. First, were the sleeping materials, and, of course, her sleeping bag. Next, were the water purifier, hatchet, knife, rope, and first-aid kit, then cook stove, fire starter, and food and water. He rapidly scribbled out several more items that she didn’t see.

“I have a list of the supplies we’ll need. I’ll gather the camping materials if you’ll clean up here and then pack food items. We may need to go to the food storage area to get the additional dried food. You should also pack the things you’ll need, clothes and such.”

Paulette remained silent for a moment, then looked at Thomas with her piercing blue eyes and said, “Okay, I can do that. Is there anything else you need me to do?”

“No, that should be good for right now. Keep in mind, we have to carry all of this stuff on our backs, so please don’t over pack.”

“Okay, I’ll be careful to only pack the essentials.”

Thomas stood and headed out the front door. Outside, he turned and waved goodbye to Paulette.

Paulette got up from the table and took the dishes to the sink. She pumped water into a pot and took it to the wood stove to heat for the dishes. While the water heated, she began scouring through the kitchen and picking out deer jerky, powdered drinks, dehydrated vegetables, and a few other items she felt they would need. Laying them on the counter she began to sort the items for her pack and Thomas’s.

She had butterflies in her stomach and was giddy with the prospect of going to the City of Technology. It wouldn’t be long before she’d see if someone could help her get home. However, she also felt a desire to stay where she felt more at home than she ever had. No one treated her differently, and they appreciated her knowledge and skills. Despite all that, she knew that her friends back in the past had probably been in a panic for a long time not knowing whether she’d ever be able to get back to them.

Paulette traipsed over to the alcove and grabbed the backpack she had brought with her. She reached into the alcove again, shuffling a few things out of the way, and grabbed Thomas’s large deerskin pack. She took both packs and placed them in the living area so they could pack them later with food and supplies.



Thomas wore a wide smile as he wandered over to the supply building to gather the camping gear. He pulled the door open and was immediately greeted by an inky blackness that didn’t allow him to see much. Thomas reached down to his right, just inside the door, to grab the lantern that sat there. He checked that it had fuel, then dug in his pocket for his fire starter. Placing the lantern on the ground, he removed the top and put the fire starter next to the wick. He struck it several times till a spark caught and the wick came to life with a flickering flame. Satisfied with the flame, he placed the top back on and put his fire starter away.

Standing with the lantern in his right hand, he stretched out his arm and walked into the dark room. The darkness fled from the light, and he could see the supplies he would need. Thomas placed the lantern on a small table in the middle of the room they used to help sort supplies and assessed the available items. Spotting the sleeping blankets, he picked the lightest ones he could. He set the blankets on the far end of the table away from the lantern.

He then located Paulette’s sleeping bag and placed it on the blankets. He walked around the room gathering hatchets, knives, ammo, additional fire starters, rope, first-aid kit, and the water purifier she had brought with her from the past. He gathered a few other assorted items that would be useful on their trip. The last thing he did was grab a bag that would hold everything. He loaded the blankets and other supplies in the bag, cinched it shut, grabbed the lantern, and headed out. Once outside, he extinguished the lantern, set it back inside, and shut the door.

He slung the bag over his shoulder and headed back to his cabin.



As Thomas entered his cabin, he called to Paulette. “Hey, sweetheart, are you still here?”

There were a few moments of silence before he heard a faint reply.

“I’m back here in the alcove looking for a few more items I think we could use. How about your supply run?”

“It went well. I think I found everything we’ll need.”

“Great. I’ll be out there in a few minutes, then we can put the items in the packs.”

Thomas removed the bag from his shoulder and set it down next to the two packs, then wandered back into the kitchen to survey the food and water supplies.

“When you finish in there, we can pack our bags. Then we should be ready to go in the morning.”

“Okay.”

Thomas walked back to the living room and picked up his pack. He opened it and started loading some of the camping supplies he had retrieved into it, and some into Paulette’s pack. Then he tied the blankets to his pack and her sleeping bag to hers. Once he finished dividing up the camping supplies, he grabbed his pack and headed back into the kitchen. At the counter, he began to place the food items inside. He placed things so he could get as much in as possible and Paulette wouldn’t have to carry too much weight. He picked up the last item and placed it in the top of the pack. Satisfied that he had everything that they would need, he closed and cinched the top. He picked up the pack and slid his arms through the straps. He shuffled and bounced until he got the pack situated comfortably on his back. A smile crept over his face as he did a test walk around the kitchen, making adjustments as needed until he was satisfied that the weight was distributed evenly and also that the pack wasn’t too heavy for him to manage on the trek.

Satisfied, he walked out to the living room and slipped each arm, one at a time, out of the shoulder straps and then set the pack next to Paulette’s. He grabbed Paulette’s bag and took it to the kitchen to finish packing the last of the food. Once done, he carried it back out to the living room. He knew she had a few items still to place in her pack, and then they would be ready for the trip.
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The entire village came out to say goodbye to Thomas, Paulette, and the rest of the group as they gathered to head out on their long trek over the mountains in search of the City of Technology.

Mark reached his hand out to Thomas, and Thomas gave it a strong shake. Before Mark could release his grip, Thomas pulled him into a big bear hug and whispered into his ear, “You can do this. Please keep everyone safe till I get back.” Thomas released Mark from the hug, and as he stepped back, he shook his head in the affirmative.

Thomas was clearly moved by the village’s farewell reception. “Thanks for coming out to say goodbye. I know you will miss all of us in the group and my leadership, but rest assured that Mark will do an excellent job until my return. Take care and continue to be the kind people you are. We will do our best to stay safe and to reach our destination.”

The crowd erupted with applause, and a few people were crying. No one wanted to see Thomas go, but they understood that he needed to lead the group to its destination.

With one last wave to the villagers, the group turned and headed down the wide road-style path leading out of the village.
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Troy was in the lead, guiding the group. After about a mile out, he stopped and addressed everyone. “I want to remind all of you to watch where you are walking so you don’t get hurt and to keep your eyes and ears peeled for any potential danger. We will hike through the forest using small trails, and there will be thick brush, downed trees, and other things for people to hide behind. Does anyone have any questions?”

Paulette asked, “So not only are we supposed to watch where our feet are going, but we have to be on the lookout for danger as well?”

“Yes. The area we are hiking in hasn’t been used in a long time, so I’m uncertain who or what might await us out there,” Troy replied.

“Well crap, that’s not good,” Paulette said.

Thomas looked over at her and reassured her. “It’s okay. We can handle anything that comes our way as long as we stay alert. Besides, you know I’ll protect you.”

Paulette’s cheeks turned a rosy shade of red after being reassured by Thomas. “Thanks, I know you’ll do your best to protect me.” Looking back at Troy she said, “Okay, I’m ready to go.”

Troy nodded his head and began leading the group again.
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Paulette enjoyed the smell of the pine trees, flowers, and other nature smells in the air. She loved walking through nature and seeing the expanse of the forest in front of her. To her, it was just amazing. She kept scanning around her, enjoying the many flowers and plants she saw. She was so enthralled by the very essence of it all that she didn’t see the slight movement in the brush ahead near the trail.

Suddenly, she heard a shout and looked up to see that Troy had turned back and was waving and yelling, “Run, run, run for your lives! It’s scavengers!” Once Troy saw that they had gotten his message, he spun back around and ran as hard and as fast as he could further down the trail.

Paulette jumped when Thomas grabbed her arm, and she almost tripped as they began running as fast as they could. The bag on her shoulders felt like a boulder. The weight of it bouncing around caused her back, neck, and shoulders to hurt.

She pulled in one ragged breath after another as she accelerated down the root-tangled path, trying hard not to trip and fall.

Troy led at the front, while she and Thomas were right behind him. Peter, Kaden, Doug, and Lisa followed as close as possible.

Paulette risked a quick glance back and was frightened by what she saw. The people, if you could call them that, were savage-looking with wild hair and ragged clothing, and they were filthy from top to bottom. When they growled like wild animals, ragged teeth showed behind their open mouths. She wanted more than anything to get away from them.

They pulled away from the savages and felt safe slowing down just a little. Then, without warning, a small group of them bolted out from both the left and right sides of the path, colliding with Kaden, Lisa and Doug.

Troy yelled again, “Run!”

Paulette was frozen in place, eyes locked on the savages and too frightened by the looks on the savages’ faces to run. These beings weren’t human anymore. Their eyes were dead-looking, teeth yellowed and broken, and hair wild. All they could do was growl and grunt.

Paulette felt her arm almost come out of its socket when Thomas yanked her out of her dazed condition. He pushed her into a run along the trail.

Paulette saw Peter struggle for a moment as he pulled away from a savage. Once free, he began running full tilt toward Paulette, Thomas, and Troy.

A couple of the savages surrounded Doug, Lisa, and Kaden. They raised clubs, knives, and fists ready to strike them down. The sound of gunfire was heard when Doug pulled his pistol and fired several quick shots. His aim was true. Three of the five savages fell to the ground, confusing the ones left and making them lose focus. Before they could snap out of their trance, the group members took off down the trail.

Troy glanced over his shoulder, checking to make sure everyone was still with him. He kept running, leading them away from the attackers.

At the top of the hill, Paulette heard a scream. She stopped cold in her tracks, turned around, and fell to her knees when she saw someone on the ground surrounded by the savages.

She couldn’t make out who it was, but she knew it was someone from the group. There was nothing she could do, so she remained frozen on her knees, hoping the others could come to the rescue.

Doug, Lisa, Kaden, and Peter ran for all they were worth. All of them were gasping for air and struggling with their heavy packs and the dangerous vegetation on the trail. Doug and Lisa were behind the others and kept falling further behind. Doug pushed Lisa on, but she was slowing down, exhausted and out of breath. He sprinted past her, grabbing her arm and trying to spur her on. However, Lisa was so exhausted her feet began to drag on the path. She then fell hard onto the path face first. Still holding onto her arm, Doug was yanked to the ground with her, but he was able to bounce back up quickly. Trying to keep his head on a swivel, he took a quick peek at the ground and saw that Lisa was dazed from the impact. He reached out to try and help her up, when he felt something grab his bag and pull him from her. Whipping his head around, he saw two savages pulling him off her. He struggled but couldn’t shake the savages off. He looked momentarily up the trail and saw the rest of the group and their terror-stricken faces. Doug knew that there was nothing they could do from that distance, and he also knew they couldn’t risk their own lives. He was relieved to see that Peter and Kaden had made it to the rest of the group.

Doug saw a savage dragging Lisa, kicking and screaming, along the path. The savages grabbed his arms, wrenching them behind him, as one of them tied him up. To his dismay they searched his body and removed his weapons. He still struggled to get away but was punched in the gut, causing him to double over gasping for breath. One of the savages then began to push him forward. Doug dug in his feet trying to prevent the savages from making him walk down the path, but it was no use. The savages were strong, despite their lean bodies. He knew he had to figure out a way to escape before the savages brought them back to the main group. If he didn’t, he and Lisa would be roasting on a spit by nightfall.

Doug began wriggling around and digging his feet in more. He needed to give the others more time to figure out how to rescue him and Lisa.

The rest of the group stood at the top of the trail in total shock. Thomas blinked and realized unless they did something soon, Doug and Lisa would be lost.

“Troy, Peter, I need you two to get down there now!”

Thomas noticed Troy and Peter look at one another, then back at the horror down the trail. He then saw them pull their rifles off their shoulders as they began running back down the trail toward Doug and Lisa.

Troy and Peter stopped suddenly, trying to catch their breath.

“Hey, you get the one trying to drag Lisa away, and I’ll go for the two pushing Doug down the trail,” Troy told Peter, as he brought his rifle up to his eye.

“Okay,” Peter replied through his final gasps for air. “But don’t we need to try and take them down at the same time?”

“You’re right. If I shoot one of the savages holding onto Doug at the same time you shoot the one holding Lisa, that will give me time to get the last one. Then we can get to them, before any other savages show up.”

Troy and Peter aimed their rifles at their corresponding targets. Each took a deep breath in, slowly let it out, and lined up his target. They gently squeezed their triggers and fired in unison. The bullets left the barrels of the rifles with a flash, and a moment later, two savages were lying dead on the ground.

Without hesitation, Peter immediately lined up the second savage in his sites, only to discover that he was no longer pushing Doug forward and was now running straight for him and Troy.

“Crap. Troy, I need your help. This guy is running too fast.”

Hearing Peter’s cry, Troy brought his rifle back to his shoulder and aimed at the running savage. Three rounds were fired, two of which hit their target. Peter and Troy watched as the savage fell to a heap.

They ran to help Doug and Lisa. Peter stopped to untie Doug. Troy ran further down the trail to help Lisa. He could see her shaking her dark hair back and forth, as if trying to get the cobwebs out of her head. She looked up and saw Troy running toward her. He helped her as she slowly got up, wiped the dirt and grime from her body, and looked around. Then he assisted her as they headed back to where Doug and Peter were

Shaking her head and still trembling from the attack, she said, “Thank you, you saved me.”

“You’re welcome.”

Troy saw that Peter and Doug were watching the trail behind him.

“Let’s get back up to the group. We need to keep going if we plan to get away from these monstrosities,” Troy said.

They began running back up the hill to where Thomas, Kaden and Paulette waited. Halfway there, Troy heard a yell.

“Move it. There are more behind you,” Thomas yelled.

Troy glanced back for a split second to see a large group of savages rounding the bend, hot on their trail.

“Run!” Troy screamed as he picked up speed.

Troy, Doug, and Lisa raced up to the rest of the group. Winded, they stopped for a moment to catch their breath. Troy looked behind them and noticed that the savages were getting closer.

“We need to go. Now!”

“I need to take a quick look at Lisa,” Kaden said.

“It’ll have to wait till we get away from the savages.”

Troy could see the frustration on Kaden’s face as he shrugged, turned, and began running.

When they got a few miles between them and the savages, Troy called a halt so they could rest and Lisa could be treated. Kaden examined Lisa and cleaned and dressed her wounds. He informed everyone that her injuries weren’t life threatening or anything that would keep her from going on.

Troy walked up and got everyone’s attention.

“That was really close. I’m glad everyone will be okay. We lost some time with the fighting. I think we should try to make the lake further north of here and then rest and resupply our water. What do you think, Thomas?”

“I think that would be wise. How far away do you think we are, and will we get there before dark?”

“We’re probably about four hours away, if we hurry and don’t dawdle, and yes we should make it before dark.”

“All right, you heard him. We need to get moving if we’re to make the lake before dark,” Thomas said.
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“How much further is it to the lake?” Paulette complained, her legs like rubber, her brown hair matted to her face, and sweat flowing like rivers down her face making rivulets through the dirt and grime.

She noticed Troy looking back at her with a little disdain. “We should be there soon, maybe another few miles.”

Paulette rolled her eyes at the thought of going another few feet, let alone another few miles. She wasn’t used to such long hikes with heavy bags attached to her like a second body. Despite her dislike of having to trudge further, she kept at it, knowing this would hopefully end with her being able to find a way back to her friends in the past. Thomas sidled up to her, took her hand, and gave it a reassuring squeeze.

“You can make it. I’ll help you in any way I can. Do you want me to carry your bag for a bit? I know it’s heavy.”

Paulette winced under the weight of the bag but was determined to woman up and carry her share of the load no matter what, even if she had to crawl the last few miles on all fours. “No, I think I can manage, sweetheart. It’s just a few more miles and then we can rest.”

“All right, but if you change your mind, just let me know.”

“Thanks, I will.”

They continued to trudge on, lifting their feet to avoid roots, misplaced rocks, and downed trees. They were traveling along a tiny trail, one used solely by wildlife, which meant they had to keep an eye out for anything that could trip them.

Troy jogged back to the group from where he had been scouting to give them a report. “Hey, guys, I can see the lake from up there. I think we just have about a mile to go. It’ll be a little tricky since we have to traverse a moderately steep slope, so walk slowly and watch your step the whole way down. Once we get to the bottom of the slope, we’ll be on the flats for a bit before we edge upward again to the lake. Questions?”

They all shook their heads. Everyone looked like Paulette felt, and that was probably about all they could do. They were gasping for air and hunched over, holding themselves up by their knees. Despite living there, they, too, weren’t used to such long hikes.

Paulette blanched at the thought of hiking up the hill, then down and back up another hill just to reach the lake. She looked at Thomas and, with an incredulous tone, asked, “Can’t we just camp here tonight?” not giving much thought that there wasn’t an open space in which to camp.

Thomas took her hand and gazed at her with his brown eyes and said, “No, darling, we can’t camp here tonight. Look around you. There’s no place to set up camp and no water source nearby.”

Defeated, Paulette shook her head and replied, “Okay.”

Troy began moving again, and the group, half bent over to keep their balance, marched up the hill. Once they made it to the top, they began the tedious job of walking down the other side. They leaned back to help keep their balance and picked up legs that felt like cement to step over obstacles till they made it to the flats.

Once on the flats, they made good time till coming to the last hill. Luckily, it wasn’t that steep. They put one heavy foot after another in front of them till they broke through the trees and spotted the lake. Everyone was exhausted, and within a few hundred feet, they all slipped out of their bags and put them on the ground, relieved to have made it to their stopping point for the day.

Peter grabbed his waterskin and headed to the lake. He had run out of water a mile back and was thirsty. No one was paying attention to him as they discussed where to set up camp. At the edge of the lake, Peter was still rapidly breathing and missed the fact that something didn’t smell right.

He bent to fill his waterskin. His hand had barely touched the water, when he jerked it back from the lake and let out a high-piercing scream. He collapsed, holding his right hand and forearm. He withered on the ground, moaning and groaning from the intense pain. His hand was burning, almost melting. He wrapped it in his shirt tails, only to see the shirt dissolve. He gasped and slung his right arm out into the air in front of him, terrified at what was happening. His hand swelled, blisters formed immediately on his arm, and his skin was sagging off his hand and forearm. His vision began to blur. His ears rang so loudly that he felt his head would burst. He screamed and screamed and screamed until everything went dark.

Thomas had heard the scream and followed the sound to find Peter crouched in agony by the lake. He had only gone a couple of yards when he saw Peter fall to the ground, writhing, moaning, and groaning. Thomas started to run. Peter gasped, threw his arm out in front of him and started to scream again. Before Thomas reached him, Peter had stopped screaming.

Thomas yelled, “Kaden, Lisa, get down here with your bags right now! Something is terribly wrong with Peter’s hand and arm.”

Thomas bent and checked Peter’s pulse. He was still alive but unconscious. Kaden and Lisa arrived, out of breath from their sprint.

“Does something smell strange here?” asked Kaden.

Lisa took in a deep breath and began coughing and choking. “Something is wrong with the air here.”

Thomas took note of the smell and wrinkled his nose with disgust. “What the heck is that?”

“I don’t know,” Kaden replied.

Thomas watched as Kaden assessed Peter’s injured hand and arm.

“Lisa, can you get me some water out of your bag. I need to rinse Peter’s wound.”

Thomas watched as Lisa rummaged through her bag, pulled out a waterskin, and handed it to Kaden. He poured water over Peter’s hand and arm to help wash away whatever was causing the burning.

Thomas was becoming queasy and dizzy. “Hey, Kaden, I don’t know what this smell is, but it’s beginning to make me sick. I think we need to move Peter away from the lake.”

“I was so busy concentrating on Peter’s wound I hadn’t noticed. But now that you mention it, I’m feeling sick too.”

“So, you agree we should move him then?”

“Yes. Normally I wouldn’t, but this is an unusual circumstance. Can you go to his feet and help me lift him?”

“Sure, give me just a second to get into position,” Thomas replied.

Thomas walked over to Peter’s feet, barely avoiding the water from the lake, and grabbed his ankles.

Kaden moved to Peter’s head and bent over and positioned his hands under Peter’s shoulders. “On the count of three, I want you to lift. One, two, three, lift.”

Thomas and Kaden lifted at the same time, then slowly walked back to where the others waited. Thomas could just catch a hushed conversation as he walked up.

“Lay him down right here in the soft grass,” Kaden said.

Kaden sank to his knees to examine Peter’s hand and arm.

The hand was continuing to deteriorate. Kaden yelled, “Water! Now! And lots of it. But not from the lake.”

They all grabbed their waterskins and rushed over to Kaden with them.

Kaden poured the first container over Peter’s blisters and melted hand and forearm. The water started to slow the mysterious burning. He used a second container to complete washing away the chemicals. “I’ve never seen anything like this before. It’s not the same kind of burns we see from fire,” Kaden said to no one in particular.

Paulette took note of what Kaden had said and began surveying the area. She noticed dead deer, maybe fifty yards away, near the water. She had a sinking feeling that they needed to leave that area and soon.

Paulette walked over to Thomas and tugged on his arm. When Thomas looked at her, she could see his reaction at her state of near panic.

“What’s wrong?”

Whispering to him, she said, “We need to leave this area right away. It’s not safe.”

He shook his head, clearly not understanding why she would say such a thing. “It was just a freak accident. We should be fine.”

Her voice rose several octaves. “No! It won’t be okay. That... that water isn’t safe, and neither is the air near the lake.”

Everyone turned and looked at her, including Kaden and Lisa, who were tending to Peter’s injuries.

“How do you know it’s not safe?” questioned Troy.

Paulette stared daggers at Troy. “Look at the dead animals over there.” She pointed out the carcasses. “I’m not a volcanologist, but I’ve read enough in my time to notice the signs, and the signs say we leave. Now!”

The entire group looked at her as if she had just spoken a foreign language.

“What is a volco... whatever you just said?” Thomas asked.

“A volcanologist is someone who studies volcanoes. You all live between several large volcanoes here in the northwest.”

“Volcano?” he asked.

With a deep disgusted sigh, Paulette explained in simple terms. “A volcano is a mountain that has tubes or caves running under it and at least one opening for the stuff inside the tubes to come out. The stuff inside is hot melted rock, and when the pressure gets to be too much, it explodes out the opening at the top of the mountain. Sometimes it will bust out the sides too.”

“You’re saying this here lake is a volcano?” Troy asked.

“Yes and no. There must be a fissure in the lakebed that is allowing the heat, acid, and sulfur smell to leech out, causing the lake to become acidic. The acid and heat of the water are what burned Peter. That smell in the air is sulfur, and breathing it too long may kill us.

“Wow, that’s crazy.”

“Yes, it may seem crazy to you since you have never experienced an earthquake or an active volcano in your lifetime.”

“Earthquake?” Troy asked.

“Oh, brother, we don’t have time for me to be a dictionary right now. We need to take care of Peter and then get out of here.”

Thomas said, “Troy, I think we should take her advice. Is there another water source nearby?”

“I think there is a small creek a little further north of here that feeds into this lake. We may be able to camp there.”

“Okay, I want all of you to gather your bags and be prepared to move as soon as we get Peter stable. How is he doing?”

“He’ll live, but his hand and forearm are mangled beyond repair. There’s nothing we can do but wrap them and get him back to the village. I have some herbal medicine that may help with that pain and keep any infection from setting in, but that’s all I can do for him.”

“Fine, get him awake. Lisa how are you feeling?”

“Much better. I don’t think I have a concussion, since I was only dazed for a moment.”

“Good. Do you think you’re up to taking Peter back to the village? I need someone with medical experience to be with him, and I don’t want to send our only doctor if I don’t have to.”

“Sure, I don’t think I’ll have a problem.”

“Okay, then. We’ll wait at the creek till you get back. Oh, and bring Anton King with you. We need a replacement hunter.”

“I’ll get him there safely. However, it will be slow going. I don’t think Anton and I will make it back for a few days.”

“That’s okay. We can practice our foraging and hunting skills while we wait. I don’t want us using too much of our food supplies, since we didn’t pack for eventualities such as this.”

The group members nodded their heads in agreement. Kaden and Lisa continued to treat Peter. Kaden pulled out home-spun gauze and wrapped Peter’s hand and forearm. He used something under Peter’s nose which caused his eyes to pop open, and he began screaming again.

“Peter, I need you to stop screaming for just a moment and drink this tea. It’ll help with the pain,” Kaden said.

Peter lifted his head and began to sip the drink. It seemed to work magic, as Peter visibly relaxed.

Kaden helped Peter stand. “How do you feel?”

“Awful. Will my hand be okay?”

“No, Peter, your hand and forearm won’t recover from the burns you sustained. I’m so sorry.”

“What! What burns? How could I have burned my hand and arm in water?” Panic was rising in his voice.

“I’ll let Lisa explain everything on your trip back to the village. We have to get out of this area because it isn’t safe for us.”

“Why do I have to go back to the village?”

Thomas stepped up and spoke, “Peter, you can’t hunt. You’ll slow us down because of your pain, and you need medicine we aren’t carrying with us.”

Peter’s shoulders sagged. “I understand. Sorry, Thomas, I should have been more careful.”

“Maybe, but no one could have known how dangerous that water was, so don’t beat yourself up too much. It could have happened to any of us.”

A small smile cracked Peter’s lips before turning back into a frown.

“Lisa, I know we just got here. It’s late and you and Peter are exhausted, but I think coming with us further up the trail wouldn’t make sense. What are your thoughts?” Thomas asked.

“I agree. We need to leave this area, and going the opposite direction would be counterproductive. Peter and I will go a short distance down the trail and camp for the night.”

“You think you’re ready then?”

“Yes, I’m ready to get him back,” she replied.

“What about my bag, Thomas?” Peter asked.

“We’ve divvied up your supplies, putting enough food for you and Lisa into her bag. You can carry what’s left, but you’ll need Lisa to help you put it on and take it off.”

“Okay, that makes sense.”

Lisa walked over to Peter, and she eased the strap over his bandaged hand and over his shoulder. Then Peter put his other arm in the other strap. She and Peter waved goodbye to everyone and turned and headed back down the trail they had just come up an hour before.

Troy gathered everyone together, and they put their bags on their backs and quick-walked the few miles further north to the small creek he had mentioned.
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Creekside Camp

Exhausted, they trudged into the area they would call camp for the next week. Troy had scouted ahead for them and found a nice flat area with a small cliff-side hill that they could use for shelter, and it was near a small creek. They halted, un-slung their bags and collapsed to the ground, happy to finally find a spot to stop for a while.

Speaking to the group, Thomas said, “I’m glad we can finally stop in a safe spot to camp and rest for a while. Once you rest for a minute, we need to get a fire started and water collected. Since the sky looks good tonight and it’ll be dark soon, I think we can wait until tomorrow to build a shelter. A fire, water, and some dinner are definitely called for tonight, though.”

A collective sigh of relief came from the group.

“Set up your sleeping area when you get organized. Paulette can show you how she did it when she was camping out before we found her. I know we’ve always just thrown our stuff down and slept wherever, but she knows how to make it a little more comfortable.”

Paulette looked at Thomas with a sly smile, then turned to the group and began to explain what she had learned about how to set up more desirable sleeping arrangements when camping in survival mode.

“I collected pine needles—leaves work too—and laid them out in the form of a bed. I made sure that none of them were sticking up and used plenty to pad the ground. It’s your preference how thick you want it, but the thicker the better. It also depends on the quantity of leaves or pine needles you have. You may have to forage further into the woods to get what you need.”

“Thanks, that’s a great idea,” Troy replied.

“Well let’s get going. We need to collect firewood, start the fire, collect water, and cook dinner. Doug, can you collect the water? Kaden, Paulette, I’d like you to collect the firewood and get the fire started. Once we finish with that, we can collect our bedding materials,” Thomas said.

Everybody got busy taking care of his or her tasks, while Thomas dug around his bag and pulled out food to cook.

It wasn’t long before the fire was going and dinner was cooking. Everyone sat around the fire talking about the day’s events till dinner was ready. Once it was ready, Paulette served all of them their portion, which was eagerly eaten by everyone.

After dinner, they scattered and collected pine needles to make their beds. Once the pine needles were placed on the ground, they laid their blankets on top of them and arranged the blankets so they would have a comfortable place to lie down. Once they were done making their beds, Thomas gave them one last set of instructions.

“While we’re traveling, we need to take turns guarding the camp at night. We never know who or what might try to sneak up on us during the night. I’ll take first watch. Troy, in three hours you’ll take second watch, and, Doug, you’ll have final watch three hours after that. Are there questions?”

No one responded. “All right then, let’s get to bed and get some rest. We have a busy day tomorrow.”

They dispersed from the fire and went to their own areas. Everyone was asleep within minutes.
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The morning bustled with activity as each person in the group rose from slumber ready to get the day started. Pushing away from the tree, Doug, smiling and whistling an unfamiliar tune, walked over to where Paulette was sitting. “How are you this morning?”

“Tired and sore from all the walking, running, and drama yesterday, but I’ll be fine once I stretch a bit.”

He nodded his head at her as he passed and sat down by the crackling fire, placing his hands over the flames and rubbing them together to warm them up.

Thomas walked over to the fire, turned around and faced everyone as he spoke. “I see everyone got some sleep last night. That’s good, because we have a lot to do today to get a shelter built that will at least last a week while we wait for Lisa and Anton to arrive.”

Low groans emanated from the group at the thought of more work.

“If we all pitch in, it shouldn’t take too long to build. I spent some time this morning investigating the area for the best location to build the shelter. I think we can build a lean-to big enough to hold all of us by building it against the hillside. I’d like to increase the height at the bottom of the lean-to by adding two thick branches as poles, lifting each end by at least three feet. We can use some of our lashings to tie the poles together. We can collect large branches to place curved side up for the ceiling. Smaller branches can be lashed to a section of each side, and we can use deerskin to create flaps for the openings. This should give us the best protection from the heavy rainstorms that may come. Everyone needs to go out and begin collecting long, medium-to-small diameter logs, and large branches with their vegetation still attached. You may have to hack them off with your knives or hatchets. Once we have the poles collected, we can get started while everyone else is still collecting branches. Does anyone have any questions?”

Kaden said, “I like your idea and it sounds great. However, are we going to have room to store our bags?”

“Probably not, so maybe we should build a smaller shelter just for the bags. If we get too large with the lean-to, we may have trouble getting it sealed from the weather.”

“I can handle constructing the smaller shelter for the bags if you’d like,” Kaden replied.

“Great. You handle that and any medical issues that come up, and we’ll handle the rest,” Thomas replied.

The campsite became a hive of activity as each person bustled around collecting branches. Doug, Troy, Paulette, and Thomas headed into the woods looking for logs and branches.

“Over here,” called Doug.

Troy, Paulette, and Thomas went over to see what Doug was yelling about.

“I found what I think is several great logs for the poles. We’ll need to trim the remaining branches and stubs off, but they should work.”

“Great find, Doug. Let’s get busy trimming these logs and then hauling them back to camp.”

“Paulette, can you look for another log or two that we can use for the vertical poles at the bottom of the lean-to?” Thomas asked.

“Sure,” she replied as she walked away to begin her search.

Paulette roamed the forest near the camp looking for the best logs she could find. There were plenty of felled trees but some were too rotted. Just as she rounded a tree, she spotted two young saplings that could be cut down and made into poles. Looking behind her, she could see the guys were still busy getting the other logs ready to take back to camp. Shrugging, she pulled out her hatchet and began whacking at the base of the first tree. It didn’t take her long to hack through it. Having cut down the first tree, she did the same to the second tree.

With both trees felled, she cut the limbs off to make the pole as smooth as possible. Exhausted, she plopped to the ground for a moment to catch her breath. Wow, it’s a lot of work living like they did back in the 1800s. She never thought she’d ever be living that same kind of life—simple yet intriguing. She stood, leaned over and picked up the two poles, and hauled them downhill to the camp. When she arrived, she placed the poles near the hillside and headed back into the woods to collect branches.

Doug, Troy, and Thomas finally got their logs ready to go. Doug and Troy each picked up an end and walked the log back to the camp. They laid the log next to Paulette’s logs and headed back to the site. They picked up the second one and marched it back to the hillside. Thomas and Paulette followed them with the final log.

Within a few hours, they had successfully constructed a modified lean-to that would hold everyone. Standing back, they all smiled and patted each other’s backs at their accomplishments. Now that the shelter was done, they all headed to their bedding and began moving it to a spot inside the shelter.

While sitting at the fire relaxing from their hard work, Thomas began to explain what they would need to do while they were camped there. “You guys did a great job on the shelter today. Thanks for all the hard work. Now we have a dry place to stay while we wait for Lisa and Anton. However, we didn’t bring enough food supplies with us to last the whole trip, and those supplies will be depleted soon. I suggest we try not to use them unless we absolutely must, which means we’ll need to go hunting for meat and foraging in the forest for plants that we can eat. Let’s rest for now, though. We can forage and hunt tomorrow.”

The smiles on everyone’s faces disappeared as they realized how much more work they still had to do.
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Lisa and Peter

Peter screamed out in agony as Lisa helped him down the trail. Every step jarred his arm, causing him excruciating pain. There wasn’t much Lisa could do for his misery except to encourage him to take the next step. They were making limited headway and it was growing dark, so Lisa called a halt. “Peter, it’s getting dark, and we need to stop for the night and rest. I’m sure you’re more than ready to take a break.”

Groaning, Peter replied, “You bet I am.”

Lisa began scanning around as they walked. She needed to find an area that would provide them a place to rest where they could have a small fire without exposing their location. It didn’t take her long to find a tiny creek near the path, and across the creek was a flat enough space for them to make camp for the night. She guided Peter over and across the creek and had him sit on a small fallen tree “Stay here while I round up some firewood and get the fire going,” she said.

Peter, still grimacing in pain, nodded his head and stayed put.

Lisa scoured the area and brought back small branches and a few semi-rotted log pieces for the fire. It took a few minutes, but she got the fire roaring to life. Both she and Peter drew in close to warm up. Once warm, Lisa opened her pack and removed some dried jerky, two cups, and a pot to heat some of their hot drink mix.

Peter devoured his jerky and sipped his drink.

Lisa made a place for him to sleep and helped him get settled so he wasn’t lying on his bad arm. He still groaned and sometimes yelled out from the pain. Lisa sat by the fire afterward contemplating the trip back. She realized they would have to go back through the same area where the scavengers had attacked. She wasn’t acquainted enough with the area to know if going around would be any better, but she didn’t think there was any choice but to go forward. She knew she had to find some means to help Peter with his pain and that it might become necessary to gag him so he wouldn’t be able to cry out when they got close to the scavengers’ territory. She decided it would be best to get some rest and discuss her plans with Peter the next morning.

Lisa threw another log on the fire to keep them warm during the night and then lay down, hoping to get some rest.
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Something jarred Lisa awake. She sat bolt upright and glanced all around her for the threat before realizing it was just Peter howling in misery. She got up, went to where he was sleeping, and shook him awake. He rolled his head and looked at her with his green, pain-filled eyes. His auburn hair was plastered to his skull, and sweat was dripping off his chin. He looked horrible. Lisa leaned over and touched his forehead and noticed that he had a raging fever. She speculated that the burn on his arm was becoming infected. She didn’t have any fever reducer with her so she decided her best option was to have him strip out of his clothing and lie in the icy creek to help reduce the fever.

“Peter, I need to help you get out of your clothes and over to the creek where you can lie in the cold running water to help reduce your fever. Do you understand what I’m telling you?”

Peter groaned, “Yeah, but that’s gonna be darn cold. Do I have to?”

“Oh, quit being a wimp and let’s get this done. I know it’ll be cold, but afterward you can warm up by the fire. Just don’t get too close. I need to make certain we’ve reduced your fever.”

“Fine.”

With Lisa’s help, Peter rose from his sleeping mat. She assisted him in taking his shirt and pants off. Out of respect, she had him keep his loincloth on. Once he was undressed, she assisted him to the creek. Stepping in, she guided Peter to a section that had a smooth bottom and had him sit in the ice-cold water. She spotted a flat rock that was big enough for him to lay his head on and support him. She helped him settle back, allowing the creek water to encompass his body, except for his head. Once Lisa had him settled in, she stepped back out and went to the fire and started cooking some breakfast. She hoped by the time she had the food ready, he would be ready to get out of the creek. She winced every time she heard his chattering teeth and hated that she had to make him stay in that ice-cold water, but it was the only way she knew to reduce his fever. 

She finished cooking breakfast and dished it out onto plates. Walking over to the creek, she checked Peter’s forehead and noted that it wasn’t as warm as before. She helped him sit, then stand, and then supported him as she helped him walk back to the fire. His teeth chattered a mile a minute from lying in the ice-cold water and having the chilly air strike his wet body.

“Can you hasten with the clothes? I’m freezing over here,” Peter said. He was standing by the fire to dry off and warm up while she brought him some clothes out of his pack.

“Geez, be patient. I’m working as fast as I can. You didn’t pack your bag in an orderly fashion. So, I have to dig through here to locate your stuff.”

She could see how impatient Peter was becoming. He probably didn’t care what she did to his pack right then. He fidgeted by the fire, struggling to get comfortable and was salivating just staring at the food. “You know breakfast is getting cold don’t you?”

“Yes, I know. No one suggested you couldn’t eat yours while it was hot.”

“Oh.” She watched as he reached out with his good hand and seized his food. She was amused at his attempt to use his bad arm to balance the plate while he tried to shovel his breakfast down. She noted that he didn’t seem to mind at all that it was cold. When Peter finished eating and his skin was dry, Lisa figured he was ready to don his clothes. She could tell by his constant fidgeting that he was running out of patience, so she quickly grabbed his clothes and walked over and laid them next to him.

“Are you going to need help to put on the dry loincloth?”

“What do you think? I obviously can’t do it one-handed.”

“So, would you like me to help you?”

“Duh, of course I would, but I’d appreciate it if you could help while standing behind me to give me a little privacy.”

Lisa picked up his loincloth and stood behind him with it out in front of him. She held one side while he hoisted one leg at a time to get it on, and then she helped him pull it up to his waist. Once at his waist, she proceeded to the front and cinched it tight.

“Hey, not too tight.”

“Sorry.”

She finished helping him get dressed and then had him sit on the log to rest.

“How’s your arm?”

“It hurts like crazy.”

“I suspect it would. I don’t have any pain reliever in the bag, but maybe I can explore nearby and see if I can find some Willow-Salix bushes.”

“That would be terrific. I’d appreciate anything to help lessen this extreme pain,” he said through clenched teeth.

Lisa grabbed a small bag out of her main bag and headed out into the woods. She wandered through the forest looking for any signs of willow bushes but didn’t see any on her side of the creek. After she crossed over to the other side, she discovered several of the bushes just a few hundred feet away at the edge of the forest. She rushed over, placed her bag on the ground, brought out her knife, and started peeling the bark off the branches. Once she had an ample amount to brew some tea and to make a mixture to place on Peter’s arm, plus some extra for later, she packed it all in her bag and headed back to the camp.

As Lisa approached the campsite through the bushes, she heard Peter call out, “Geez, could you be any louder? You sound like a moose barreling through the woods,” Peter said.

“I guess I could try to be even louder next time if that pleases you.”

“Naw, you were plenty loud enough. Maybe try walking lighter next time.”

“Well, I found some willow bushes. I should have some tea for you to drink and some balm to place on your arm in a little bit. Between the two, it should help reduce the pain and inflammation.”

“Oh, praise God. I don’t think I can stand much more of this torment.”

An hour later, Lisa handed Peter the mug of tea and had him drink it. To make certain he received enough medication from the willow bark, she had him drink two mugs of the brew.

“All right, I need to change your dressing, and while I have it off, I’ll use a cloth to arrange the balm of willow bark on your burned areas, then I’ll re-dress your arm.”

“It’s going to hurt, isn’t it?”

“Yeah, it is. So sorry, but I have to clean it all or you’ll get a worse infection.”

“I understand.”

Lisa picked up a stick and passed it to Peter. “Bite down on this while I’m working on your arm.”

“Thanks.” Peter accepted the stick, placed it in his mouth, and chomped down. From behind the stick, he mumbled what Lisa assumed was permission to proceed.

Lisa grabbed her bag and took out the medical supplies, spread them out on a deerskin cloth, and then turned to Peter to begin. She untied the bandage and gently unraveled the dressing. Things were working fine till she got to the part of the cloth against his skin and she had to pull on it to make it break loose. Peter screamed through the stick and almost passed out from the agony. Lisa paused and helped him to lie back. She didn’t want him to end up with a head injury on top of what was already wrong. She continued peeling the bandage off, cringing as she did, almost feeling Peter’s pain. Once it was off, she poured cool, clean water over it to help wash the wound. She scrutinized his mangled hand and arm and realized that she would need to remove some bad tissue. “Peter this will hurt more than what I did before. I have to clear away the damaged tissue that isn’t getting blood flow anymore. Please hang in there, and I’m very sorry I have to do this.”

Peter just nodded, tears flowing down his cheeks from the pain he had already endured. Lisa took one more look at him then peeled and pulled the dead tissue off his hand and arm. Peter bit down hard on the stick. He passed out, and Lisa sighed in relief knowing he wouldn’t feel the rest of what she had to do.

It took her about thirty minutes to debride his skin and clean it again. Once she got it all cleaned, she used a cloth to apply the willow salve all over his hand and arm. Then she reached over and got the new, clean cloth and wrapped it around his hand and arm and tied it off. Things went well despite all he had to endure, and the wound was looking good, considering how badly he had been burned. She didn’t see or smell any real infection, which was good. His fever may have been from something else. She knew she would have to monitor him. She cleaned her work area and put away any extra medical supplies. When she finished, she sat back and relaxed, taking in the forest’s beauty and the sound of the bubbling creek.

She figured when he woke up, they could break camp and get going again. She didn’t think they would make it more than a few miles before they had to make camp again, but at least they would be a little closer to home.

After a short while, she heard stirring nearby and glanced over to see Peter had lifted himself into a sitting position.

“Hey, welcome back. How' are you feeling?”

“Like a big tree just fell on me. Otherwise, just peachy.”

“You think you’ll be up for breaking camp and getting a few more miles closer to home?”

“Yeah, just give me a few minutes and let me get a drink of water, then I think I’ll be ready. By the way, this pain medicine you concocted seems to be working. It doesn’t hurt as much.”

“Good. I packed extra with us so I can make more tea and salve for you.”

“Thanks.”

It didn’t take them long after that to break camp and begin hiking again.
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Thomas rolled off his sleeping area and wiped the sleep from his eyes. Stretching, he looked around at the sleeping figures. “All right, you guys. Wake up!”

The sudden shout from Thomas caused everyone to pop up to a sitting position. Dazed and groggy, they all looked around to see what was going on.

Thomas stood there looking at them and said, “You guys get some breakfast, and then I’ll let you know what we need to do today.”

They all scrambled from their sleeping areas as Thomas searched out Paulette. “Hey, darling, do you think you can make breakfast for everyone?”

“Sure, I’ll get right to it. I know I’m starving.”

They devoured their breakfasts, since the long trek the day before to their final campsite had chewed away all the stored calories in their bodies, or at least it felt that way. After they finished eating, Thomas called a meeting.

“All right, we need to get a few things done today. Doug and Troy, could you handle searching for game? Small game is great, and maybe you can set some traps for those.”

“Sure thing, Thomas. We’ll set several traps and try to get at least one deer to bring back too,” Troy replied.

“Good, and thanks.”

“Kaden and Paulette, can you forage for edible and medicinal plants?”

“Will do. I’ll show Paulette how to identify the difference between edible and non-edible, and any that have medicinal use,” Kaden said.

“Thanks, that’s a good plan. I’ll remain here to defend the encampment, fine-tune our shelter, and gather more water. I’ll be your cook for lunch and dinner.”

Everyone nodded in acknowledgment. Doug and Troy went to the small shelter Kaden had created for their gear and gathered what they would require for the hunting trip. They slung their rifles over their shoulders and headed into the woods.

Kaden and Paulette attached their knives to their waists, slung their rifles over their shoulders and took the bag Kaden had packed just for this adventure, as they headed out to forage in the woods.

That left Thomas alone in the camp. He strode over to the shelter and started tightening or re-cinching any joints that weren’t tight. He double-checked the branches to ensure everything was still in place. Satisfied that the shelter would last them for the week, he inventoried their food and water stores. Noting that the water was inadequate, he took Paulette’s water filter and a huge waterskin and headed to the creek.

“Hey, Kaden, I think I’ve discovered something,” Paulette said. What she had found looked identical to a dandelion, but she wasn’t certain what it was. Kaden walked over to her and broke into a big smile when he saw her find.

“You found some Agoseris. It’s a plant akin to that of a dandelion.”

“Wow, I thought it looked a lot like one but wasn’t sure. Back in my time, we just call them weeds.”

“They’re not a weed now. The stems and leaves can be eaten raw, so they will be very useful. Go ahead and pick those, and we’ll continue our exploration.”

“Okay.” Paulette plucked the flowers out by their roots, preserving the entire plant, just in case they could use the blossom too.

They continued scouring the area as they went.

“You know your plants,” Paulette said.

“Yeah, the knowledge was handed down to me from my parents and from their parents, and so on.”

“Nice, sounds like the old days when people learned how to use what they found around them.”

“Old days? Oh right, you mean further back in history than you are from.”

“Yes, sorry. I should have been clearer.”

A few minutes afterward, they both stopped in their tracks. Neither could believe their luck. They had stumbled upon a patch of wild strawberries. They picked every one of them and placed them in a separate cloth before storing them in the collection bag. “Wow, these are going be wonderful to have back at camp,” Kaden said.

“Yeah, I haven’t had a strawberry in, I don’t know how long.”

They each seized one strawberry and bit into the small fruit. “Ewww, these are not what I’m used to.” Squinting her eyes, Paulette declared, “These are sour.”

“Yeah, you’re right, probably because they aren’t ripe yet. However, they’ll go great with some meals we can cook, so we’ll keep them.”

“Place the trap here and make certain to set it this time,” Troy stated.

“Okay. Hey, thanks, but I didn’t need the reminder of my former deficiencies,” Doug said, while rolling his eyes at Troy.

“Sure you don’t, but we really need this food, so we can’t afford any mistakes.”

“Fine.”

Doug set his bag on the ground so he could get to the supplies he needed for the snare. He pulled out the woven plant string, then the two carved pieces of wood, allowing one to rest in the lip of the other, and finally the rope they would use to tie the sapling to the snare. Once he had it all in place, he found a medium-sized rock, picked it up, and hammered the first piece of wood into the ground. He then looped the string with a slip knot and secured it to the stick, which would be released when an animal passed through, and then attached the other part of the noose to a small weed. Once he had done all that, Troy bent the sapling and tied the rope to the top and then to the stick. With that trap set, they backed off and gathered their supplies to go set a few more.

Thomas arrived at the creek, knelt and started the painstaking and time-consuming exercise of filling the waterskin with purified water. Thomas still felt it was ludicrous and not worth the time, but Paulette insisted that the water would taste better and not harm them as much as unpurified water. He didn’t believe that the water would hurt them, but then again, Peter was burned by what looked like clean water. Either way, he did as she asked. He made several trips to the creek to bring back enough water to last them another day or so.

Kaden and Paulette spent several more hours traipsing through the woods looking for edible plants.

“Kaden, I think I found something,” Paulette said, as she bent over to inspect a plant.

Kaden stopped what he was doing and walked over to Paulette. “What did you find?”

“I’m not sure. It has pretty yellow flowers and these arrow-looking leaves.”

“Oh, nice. You just found some arrow-leaved balsamroot.”

“Really? What’s edible about it?”

Kaden smiled and said, “Well, the whole plant is edible. You can cook the roots and let them dry, then rehydrate them later to eat. The best parts of the plant are the roots, leaves, and stems. You made a great find. Good job.”

Their collection bag was full of asparagus, bistort, and an assortment of other succulent plants, so they trekked back to the camp for some much-needed rest and lunch.

Having finished collecting the water, Thomas looked up at the sun nearing its zenith. He knew it was close to noon and at least one group would be back shortly for lunch. He picked up the water containers and headed back to camp to start lunch. Once at camp, he gathered the dried jerky and added water to rehydrate the vegetables before heating them.

Troy and Doug continued to scout areas where they could set up traps for small animals. It took them several more hours to locate enough small game trails to set the traps. They were hopeful that they would get at least a few animals.

Troy turned to Doug and said, “I think it’s time to see if we can find a deer.”

“I agree. I’m a bit sore from all the kneeling. I could use a good walk.”

Satisfied with their progress with the traps, they shifted their attentions to locating a deer.



Thomas heard a rustling in the bushes and spun to see what it was. He sighed with relief when he saw it was Paulette and Kaden coming out of the forest with a full bag.

“I see you found enough for us to eat,” Thomas said.

“Yes, we did, even though I’m not positive how well I will do with some of this stuff. It looks non-edible to me, but Kaden assures me it’s edible.”

Thomas chuckled at Paulette then said, “If he claims it is, believe him, though I can’t say it will always be pleasant tasting.”

Paulette wrinkled her nose and laughingly stomped up to Thomas and gave him a hug and smooch. “You better be nice or I’ll give you the unpleasant stuff.”

Laughing, he returned her hug. “If you insist. It wouldn’t be the first time I’ve had to eat bitter plants from the forest, and I’m confident it won’t be the last time.”

Kaden took the plants to store them in the small shelter. When he returned, he said, “I see you have some lunch ready for us. Thanks.”

“No trouble. I estimated you guys would be ravenous after roaming the forest all morning.”

“Indeed, I am. Thanks again,” Kaden replied.

All three sat next to the fire, and Thomas dished out the meal for each of them. They remained silent as they devoured their lunch, each in his own thoughts.

About an hour later, Doug and Troy emerged from the woods with two rabbits, but no deer.

“I see we have some fresh meat for supper tonight,” Thomas said.

“Yeah, but it’ll be pretty sparse. This is all we could locate. Didn’t find any deer, so we’ll have to continue our search again later. Hopefully, we’ll have better luck,” Troy said.

“Sounds perfect. You two hungry? There’s some food here for lunch. I just need to re-heat it.

“Excellent, I’m famished,” Doug said.

Troy rolled his eyes and snorted as he said, “You’re always famished.”

“All right, you two, knock it off and have a seat and eat some lunch,” Thomas said.

The two men sat across from Thomas and dished food onto their plates. They ate heartily and in no time had polished their plates clean. They washed their plates in the creek and returned to relax by the fire. Thomas reminded them their trapping task wasn’t complete. 

Showing little enthusiasm, Doug and Troy picked up the rabbits and ambled off to butcher and skin them so the meat could be cooked for supper that evening.
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Lisa and Peter

“How’s your hand,” Lisa asked Peter as they walked down the trail.

Peter winced and said, “It hurts like the dickins. I don’t know how much more I can take.”

“I am so sorry that you’re hurting...” Lisa was interrupted when Peter cried out in agony as he stumbled over a root. Lisa grabbed for his good arm to help him stay vertical.

“Thanks,” Peter said, as he gritted his teeth in pain.

“No problem. The light is fading. Maybe we should camp soon.”

“That sounds like a good idea to me.”

Lisa scowled in frustration at their slow progress, but there was nothing she could do. Scanning the area, she spotted a site near a small clearing about fifty yards off the trail. Still holding onto Peter’s arm, she led him through the brush to the clearing.

“Peter, I’ll make more tea for you to drink once we get our campsite set up, and surely that will help with the pain.”

Wincing from pain, he gritted his teeth as he said, “Thanks.”

Breaking out into the clearing, she surveyed the area and decided it would have to do. She helped Peter sit and then slipped off her bag before helping him with his. She began exploring the area for small branches and other kindling to start a fire. She couldn’t get a fire going until she located enough rocks to make a modest fire pit. Meanwhile, Peter sat with his knees close to his chest rocking, weeping, and moaning as he held his maimed arm against his chest.

Lisa finally got the fire started and made some willow tea. She helped Peter drink several mugs. It seemed to ease the pain.

“Thanks for helping me.”

“It’s not a problem. I just hope we make it back in time to salvage your hand and forearm.”

“Me too. I feel so useless not being able to use my hand.”

“Don’t talk that way. You aren’t useless.”

“Whatever.”

Scowling at him, she got up and prepared a bed for him. She needed to get some rest as soon as they finished dinner. Dinner wasn’t exceptional, just some dried jerky and flat bread.

An hour later, she had Peter lie on his bed. She covered him and then settled down on her bed. Lisa tossed and turned, apprehensive about the next leg of the trip, which would put them in scavenger territory. She barely made it out alive the first time and wasn’t keen on trying her luck a second time. Despite all her jumbled and fearful thoughts, she finally dozed off.

Lisa awoke early, threw wood on the fire, filled the pot with water and willow bark, and set it to boil. She hoped it would ease Peter’s pain, because they needed to be as quiet as possible. She looked at the pot and noticed the water boiling so she removed the pot from the fire and ladled out the tea into a mug. She went to check on Peter and noticed beads of sweat on his forehead. She leaned over and touched his forehead with the back of her hand and blew out a sigh of relief to find he was fever free. She shook Peter to wake him. He moaned and groaned and then rolled over, cracking his eyelids open to catch Lisa smiling at him. “What are you grinning about?”

“It’s a new, beautiful day, and we need to get going soon if we want to make it back to the village.”

“Do I have to? My arm is killing me, and I just want to sleep.”

“Yes, we have to. Besides, I have more of the tea for you.”

That got Peter’s attention, and he carefully rose to a sitting position with Lisa’s help.

Lisa went to the fire and grabbed the mug of steaming hot tea and took it to Peter. She handed the mug to him, and he took it with his good hand.

“Slow down a bit.”

“Sorry, just trying to get it in fast.”

“Well, if you gulp it too fast, you’ll choke.”

Peter gulped the remaining tea and handed the mug back to Lisa.

“Could I get some more, please?”

Lisa took the mug from Peter, filled it with more tea, and handed it back to him.

“Drink this slower, huh? It’s hot.”

“Okay, if you say so.”

Peter took his time sipping the tea. After several mugs of strong tea, he seemed to be feeling less pain.

Lisa helped him stand, and then packed the items they had used. After she arranged Peter’s bag on his shoulders, she was faced with the task she had been dreading. She opened her pack and snatched a scrap of cloth out.

“What’s that for?” Peter asked.

“Sorry, but we’re headed for scavenger territory, and I need to gag you so you don’t make too much noise. We don’t want to attract their attention.”

“Oh.” He looked a little surprised. “Fine, I understand. Go ahead.”

Lisa fitted the broadest part of the cloth in his mouth and then secured it to the back of his head. Making sure it was tight, she gave him the thumbs up and they started marching out of the campsite back onto the trail.
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Things were going great. Peter seemed in less pain, so they could cover more ground. The forest was silent except for the occasional animal sounds. The sun’s golden rays penetrated through the dense pine trees lighting the trail in splinters of light. She always marveled at the forest and its beauty. They trekked up slopes and then back down them, following numerous twists and turns.

Suddenly, she heard a faint rustling noise. She glanced all around her but didn’t see any movement so chalked it up to a small animal moving around. She peered at Peter to see how he was doing. He threw a thumbs up and then a slight wave of his hand. She frowned, because even though he claimed he was okay, she could see his pinched face, so she knew the pain was beginning to get to him again. She didn’t know how much longer they could proceed with his pain levels rising. She was very deep in thought and didn’t detect the larger rustling sound until it was too late. The next thing she saw were figures appearing out of the forest.

“Run, Peter!” She seized his good arm and ran for all she was worth, dragging him behind the best she could. Peter ran alongside her, but she could tell the jarring movement increased his pain. She was afraid if it got too bad he would pass out, and those fears were realized when he plunged face first onto the trail, taking her down with him. Startled and scraped up, Lisa jumped back up and whirled around noticing that the scavengers were drawing closer. She yanked and tugged on Peter’s arm to get him to move, but he was out cold. She unslung her rifle from her shoulder and cocked it. Aiming at the closest scavenger, she pulled the trigger, sending the bullet speeding downrange toward the scavenger. A moment later, it struck the scavenger in the chest, causing him to collapse.

The scavengers were gaining on Lisa, and she struggled to aim at the running figures. She barely got off the next round, which flew out of the barrel finding its victim.

With the two closest scavengers dead, she struggled to get Peter back on his feet. He was awake finally but was shaking his head. She couldn’t figure out why he wouldn’t get up, so she reached over and yanked the gag out of his mouth. “You have to get up,” she yelled.

“I can’t.”

“Then help me move you behind these bushes.”

She looked up and saw a group of scavengers getting closer to their position. Terrified, she grabbed Peter’s arms and, with his help, drug him behind the bushes.

She aimed her rifle at the closest scavenger in the oncoming group and let loose another round. It nailed the scavenger in the head, knocking it to the ground.

“I can’t hold them off forever. They’ll eventually overpower us. Get your ass up and run.”

“I can’t”

“Yes, you can.”

“No, you don’t understand. The pain is too much. I can’t go on running.”

“Don’t say that. You can do this. You have to.” Tears were pouring down her face, both from frustration and fear.

“Sorry, Lisa, but when I run, the pain becomes so intense I black out. There is no way I can get out of this, but you can. You must go.”

“I can’t leave you here. I can’t let them capture you.”

“You have to. It’s the only way.”

“No,” she screamed.

Peter, tears cascading down his grubby face, shook his head and replied, “Lisa, I can’t. You have to shoot me so I don’t have to live through what they’ll do to me, and then you need to run as fast as you can.”

“No! I can’t shoot you! I... I... I just can’t do it. I won’t do it.”

“You have to. The more time you waste arguing with me, the higher the chance of them catching both of us.”

Lisa glanced up, spotted another scavenger almost on top of her. She aimed her rifle, tapped the trigger, and the bullet flew out of the barrel and sliced through its neck.

“Lisa, go, please. I beg you.”

“No! I can’t! I won’t! Peter, I love you and I can’t shoot you. I just can’t!”

Peter’s eyes widen. He whispered, “I have always loved you, Lisa. I’m so sorry that I’ve never told you before.”

Although she had shot the scavenger, more were getting closer. She figured she had only a few minutes before being overtaken.

Crying, Lisa took Peter’s good hand, leaned over, and kissed him. He drew her closer for a deeper more passionate kiss, then he released her and nudged her away.

“Please, go. Run and then turn and put me out of my misery. Do this if you love me.”

Lisa cried harder, nodding her head in understanding. Though she didn’t want to shoot him, it would be her last act of love for him.

Their moment together had cost them, allowing a scavenger to get close enough to Lisa to grab her arm and start pulling her down the trail. Twisting and turning, she tore loose of the scavenger’s grasp, but it was too close to wield the rifle so she drew her pistol from her hip and tried to point it at him. The scavenger swiped at her with a knife, just nicking her gun arm Screaming out in surprise and pain, she yelled, “Dang you, that hurt!”

She took a step backward, pulled the trigger, and the bullet slammed into the scavenger, causing blood to spray everywhere. Finally, free from that one, she swung around and saw Peter still kneeling on the ground with scavengers surrounding him.

The rest of the scavengers advanced on Lisa. They were being cautious since she had a gun and they merely had knives. Seeing them drawing closer to her, she blew a kiss to Peter and he returned it. She then turned and dashed back the way they had come. Once she got up the hill, she turned and looked back.

The scavengers grabbed hold of both of Peter’s arms and began dragging him down the trail. His screams pierced the tranquil forest, saturating it with pain, torment, anguish, and dread. Those same screams pierced her heart, shattering it into pieces. Trembling, she raised her rifle and took aim through blurry, tear-filled eyes. She could barely see Peter through all the tears. She lowered the rifle and took a minute to clear her tears and to draw a deep, cleansing breath. She lifted the rifle again and sighted her eye on Peter. Moving her index finger to the trigger, she gave it a gentle squeeze. The loud sound of the rifle seemed to rip through her heart, as the bullet went spinning and moving fast downrange. Within seconds, it penetrated the back of Peter’s head, and his limp body sagged in the scavengers’ grips. Realizing he was dead, they continued dragging their prey back to wherever it was they resided.

Lisa hoped Peter would find peace. She knew it was going to be difficult to live with what she had been forced to do and would miss Peter and the life they could have had so much. It eased her pain, though, to know he wouldn’t have to endure horrendous torture from the scavengers. Tears fell freely down her face.
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Determined to get away from the horror of what had happened, Lisa began running. She pumped her arms and legs faster and faster and ran till her legs felt like lead weights dragging her down. Cramps popping up throughout her body, she finally came to a halt. Huffing and puffing, she leaned over to catch her breath, only to start sobbing all over again. She just wanted to get back home and to never see another scavenger for the rest of her life. However, she realized that wouldn’t be the case, since she had to get Anton and take him to Thomas and the rest of the group. Shaking her head, she looked around where she had stopped. A grin spread across her tear-stained face when she realized she was merely a few miles from the village. With a renewed vigor and hope, she began walking toward her home. She was confident she would be back before dark if she maintained a steady pace.

A few hours later, the path broadened into the wide lane that led into the village. She picked up her pace, and rounding a corner, she saw the village up ahead. She started running again and didn’t stop till she entered the center of the village, where she collapsed in complete exhaustion. Sitting on the ground, she started sobbing again. The grief of her broken heart wouldn’t go away, and the image of her shooting her best friend kept haunting her. Even when she closed her eyes, all she could see were those monsters dragging Peter away and her firing a bullet through his head.

A hand reached out and touched her shoulder, causing her to jump to her feet in a defensive posture. She looked around ready to kill anything that sought to harm her, but only saw Mark. She exhaled a sigh of relief. “Oh, it’s just you. Sorry for almost attacking you.”

“Sorry for startling you. What are you doing back? Where’s the rest of the group? Are they hurt? Are you hurt?” Mark kept rambling question after question. Most of them sped past her and she didn’t hear them or respond.

“Hey, are you okay?” Mark must have realized that he had peppered her with too many questions, so he paused for a minute for her to clear her head.

“No, I am not okay. I just barely escaped the scavengers once again, and... and...” She paused, tears running down her face. She couldn’t bring herself to tell him what she had to do to Peter. “So, no, I’m not okay and don’t think I ever will be.”

“Hold up a minute. I’m not the enemy. Are you hurt?”

“I have a cut on my arm. Otherwise, I’m fine, physically. Mentally. I’m not sure.”

“All right let’s get you over to the medical hut and tend to your wound. Then we can discuss why you are back and what transpired.”

Mark reached out for Lisa’s hand, and she hesitated before giving it to him. He led her to the medical hut, where Caitlin met them and took Lisa into the examining room.

“What happened to you?”

“It’s a long story, but a scavenger cut me with a knife.”

“Let me examine your wound. Can you take your shirt off for me, please?”

Lisa pulled her shirt over her head. When Lisa saw it for the first time, she realized it was deeper than she had first thought.

Caitlin examined the cut. “This is going to require stiches.” She pulled out her supplies and started washing the wound. She grabbed thin string and threaded a needle, which she laid on a tray.

“Okay, I’m ready to stitch this back together, but I need you to take some pain medication.”

Caitlin filled a cup with water and gave Lisa a small compressed tablet, which was made from yarrow plants, and the cup. After giving the medication a few minutes to take effect, Caitlin wiped the wound one more time and then proceeded to stitch the six-inch-long cut.

Lisa gritted her teeth. Despite the pain medicine, it still hurt like mad. It was all she could do to remain still so the stitches would go in straight. It seemed like forever to her, but a few minutes later, Caitlin looked up at her with a smile.

“I got it stitched up really well, and you did a wonderful job at sitting still. I’ll give you some pain medication to take with you and some cleaning supplies. You need to clean the wound twice a day for a week. In time, I can remove the stitches. You might have a slight scar; otherwise, you’ll be fine.”

“Thanks, doc. I have to get back to the rest of the group, so Kaden will have to take the stitches out.”

“The rest of the group? I was wondering what happened. Are they okay?”

“Yes, they’re fine. I was escorting...” Lisa paused a moment with tears welling in her eyes.

“Escorting who?”

“Sorry. I was escorting Peter back. He had serious burns on his hand and forearm. But...” she took in a sharp breath. “We ran into trouble and he didn’t make it.” She burst out in tears, and her whole body racked with the intensity of her grief. Caitlin went over, placed her arms around Lisa, and held onto her till she settled back down.

“I’m so sorry, Lisa. I didn’t know. Will you be okay?”

Lisa looked at Caitlin, “I don’t know. It was horrible.”

“You don’t have to talk about it, not even to Mark. Just let him know that everybody else is okay. I can let him know about Peter if you want me to tell him for you.”

Lisa nodded in the affirmative. “Thanks, I appreciate it. I don’t think I could go through it again right now.

“I got this for you. Why don’t you go back to your cabin and get some rest. Doctor’s orders.”
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Lisa, rubbing her sore arm, shuffled toward the main hall for breakfast. She didn’t have much of an appetite, but she figured it would be best to eat something. She was walking with her head down watching her shuffling feet, when a gentle tap on her shoulder made her jerk her head up in fright. She turned and saw it was Mark. “Geez, you scared the crap out of me again.”

“Sorry. I’m heading to breakfast myself and thought maybe I could walk with you. Figured maybe we could chat about what transpired and find out where everyone else is.”

“Mark, I’m not in the right frame of mind to talk right now. Can’t I just eat in peace?”

“I suppose. But we need to talk, and soon.”

“Fine. I’ll come by after breakfast.”

“Okay. See you later.”

She was having problems talking about what had happened to Peter and reliving all the horror. She felt somehow that Mark should be able to understand that. As tears started to pool in her eyes, she wiped them with her hand and inhaled a breath trying to be strong. She failed miserably.

She entered the dining area and saw an enormous crowd of people. They were eating and chatting around their tables just as if everything were normal. Shaking her head, she forced herself to continue. She grabbed a tray, loading it with bread, eggs, and deer jerky. She looked for the most remote place to sit. Finding a spot in the distant corner, she headed over and sat on the hard, wooden seat. She pushed her food around her plate, not interested in eating, but through some inner will, she managed to take a small bite of egg.

Eating breakfast had been a slow and unpleasant event, but she finished, disposed of her tray, and left the main hall as promptly as she could.

Lisa walked outside the main hall, breathed in fresh air, shored up her courage and headed to Mark’s cabin. She hung her head, absently looking at the ground as she trudged without hurry. Mark’s was the furthest cabin in the village.

As she was about to knock on his door, the door opened before her knuckles struck the wood. Startled, she just stood there frozen in place. Mark stepped out the door, placed his hands on her shoulders, gazed into her chocolate-brown eyes, and whispered, “It’s okay, Lisa. I didn’t mean to scare you again. Please come in, have some tea, and tell me what’s got you so wound up.”

Lisa shook her head to clear the thoughts running rampant in her mind. She took tentative steps into Mark’s cabin. He guided her to a chair and helped her sit down. Walking away for a moment, he returned with two cups of tea. He set one cup next to Lisa and sat across from her in another chair.

“Please take your time. But I need to know what happened.”

Lisa took several deep breaths and began.

“Caitlin said she would talk to you for me.”

“Yes, she told me what happened, but I think it would be beneficial for me to hear it directly from you.”

“I guess so.”

“Trust me, it will help.”

“Okay.”

Lisa recounted the trip in detail, making sure to skip over the part about Peter. She wasn’t ready to discuss that part of the trip.

She noticed that Mark was paying close attention to everything she said.

Sighing, she finished her report by saying, “Thomas wants me to take Anton back with me.”

“Take a breath and sip some tea. Then tell me what happened to Peter.”

Lisa hesitated, glanced at the cup, and lifted it to her trembling lips. She placed the cup back down, looked at Mark, and couldn’t hold back the tears.

Fighting a complete breakdown, she finally blurted out the words. “The scavengers hemmed us in and we didn’t have anywhere to go. Peter and I both knew he wouldn’t be able to escape. The pain was so intense it was making him black out. He demanded I save myself. At first, I refused. Ultimately, he persuaded me it was the only thing to do. I turned tail and ran as fast as I could. Then... umm... as I looked back and saw the scavengers dragging him away, I... umm... shot him. He had begged me to do that one last kindness for him. Honest.”

By the time she finished telling what had transpired, Mark was crying alongside her. He got out of his chair, leaned over, and put his arms around her. Both wept for some time.
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Lisa left Mark’s place in search of Anton King. She needed to let him know that he would be going with her back to the group. She concluded that it might be simpler to head back to the main hall and see if he was there since it was then lunchtime. She scanned the crowd of people in the hall. There was a sudden uproar in the far corner. Sure enough, there he was, all five feet of him, making people laugh like he always did. She stomped over to the crowd, crossed her arms, and listened to his latest tale.

“Yeah, ya wouldn’t believe how I grappled with this tiger the other day,” Anton said. “He was enormous, but I was able to knock him to the ground with nothin more than this fist here.”

People erupted in laughter at his tall tale. No one believed him, but that didn’t matter to Anton. He loved the attention he got from making up silly, unbelievable stories that always made him out as the hero.

“Anton, I need to speak with you.” Lisa interrupted before he began another one of his wild tales.

Anton gazed over at Lisa, bowed his head at his audience, and headed over to her. “What can I do ya for today, Lisa?”

“Thomas sent me back to get you. He said you need to pack your things and be ready for a lengthy trip.”

“Ah, man. I just got me some wonderful story tellin’ goin’ on and ya gotta come and pull me away.”

“I guess so. Maybe you could keep everyone content with your tales once you arrive at camp.”

“I guess so, but ya see I don’t like goin’ on long trips. I’m a huntin’ and trackin’ man, not a hikin’ man.”

“Well, that’s what Thomas needs, so get moving.”

Anton left Lisa still standing there with her arms crossed. She didn’t like him very much.

Anton had a handsome blend of brown skin, with his wild, curly, black hair and those dark eyes that could suck you into a void when he started weaving his stories. It was those stories and his reckless attitude she didn’t much like. He seemed to assume he could conquer anything when, in fact, he scarcely could bring down an elk. He was just a smooth talker, in her opinion. But, hey, Thomas felt he could manage the job so maybe he could.
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Sky Two-Crows was looking for Lisa. She learned about the ordeal Lisa went through with the scavengers and that she had to travel back through the same area to get to the campsite where Thomas and the others were waiting. Sky knew of another route to take that would get Lisa there without running into scavengers and wanted to talk to her about the possibility of joining the group 

Not finding Lisa in the main hall, Sky headed to Lisa’s cabin. When she arrived, she pounded on the door several times, but no one answered. Sky pounded on the door again to no avail. She turned and headed back to the main hall to see if anybody had seen where Lisa had gone. On her way back, out of the corner of her eye, she detected movement near the medical hut. She spotted Lisa just entering the hut.

Changing directions, Sky headed to the medical hut No one was in the main area when she entered. She surmised that Caitlin was in the rear with Lisa, so Sky took a seat and waited for Lisa to come back out to the front.

Sky didn’t have to wait long. Lisa emerged from the back room sporting a fresh bandage on her arm. Lisa asked, “Hey, what are you doing here?”

“I came to see you,” Sky replied.

“Oh. Why?”

“Can we walk and talk? I would like to discuss something with you.”

“Sure.”

She and Lisa stepped out of the medical hut and began walking in the beautiful, crisp afternoon sun.

Sky’s black, braided hair gently swung as they walked. “Lisa, I heard what you went through out there, and I may have a solution for your trip back. I’ll need to go with you, though, so I can guide you on a safer route and keep you from getting lost.”

Lisa stared at Sky, shocked to discover that there was another way around the savages. “You mean we could have bypassed them altogether?” she asked.

“Most likely. However, this route takes longer and is tougher to navigate. It wouldn’t have been easy for you to get through. It’s a deer trail I discovered awhile back when I was hunting. I spent a week exploring it, hoping to identify where the deer went. As far as I can tell, it will take us close to the creek you mentioned. Beyond that, we’ll have to create our own trail, but it’s a short distance from there. It’ll be challenging, to say the least.”

“I’ll take challenging over being eaten any day.”

“I concur with you there. What do you think? Want to try it?”

“Heck, yeah. Except that means three of us will traipse down a deer trail.”

“Not a problem, so long as everyone follows my directions.”

“Okay, I’ll go let Anton know so he can gather a few extra days of rations.”

Sky moved in close to Lisa and gave her a tight hug. “It’ll be okay. You’ll see.”
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Spring 2281

Creekside Camp

Camp was functioning smoothly, if not somewhat boring. They were still awaiting Lisa’s return with Anton. It was another day to hunt for deer or elk, so Doug and Troy prepared their bags and rifles. They had identified an animal trail the day before and hoped it might lead them to a small herd of deer. Their intention was to follow that trail, keeping their eyes open for any potential targets.

Doug slapped Troy on the shoulder. “You ready to do this?”

“You bet I am. You think we’ll find something today. I really could go for a venison steak about now.”

“I hope so. I’m tiring of squirrel and rabbit.”

They shouldered their bags, and slung their rifles onto their left shoulders and headed into the woods. A few moments later, they located the animal trail and began following it. They kept an eye out for deer droppings and hoof prints.

Spotting some deer droppings, Troy knelt to analyze their freshness. “I’d estimate these droppings are only about a day old, dry on the surface but still damp on the interior. I’d say the deer should be about a mile ahead of us, unless they stopped somewhere.”

“Well, what are we waiting for? We need to pick up our pace,” Doug said.

The sun shone brightly, and the slight breeze blew crisp air past them as they continued along the trail. Doug was rubbing his hands to keep them warm, and Troy was glancing around trying to see if he could find any deer.

They began hiking up a slight rise in the terrain and then hooked around a curve in the trail and blundered right into two black bear cubs munching on some berries. Doug and Troy stopped cold in their tracks and anxiously glanced around to determine if there was an adult bear nearby. They didn’t see the mother bear, so they started slowly walking backward away from the cubs. They stopped when they heard a loud growl coming from just behind them.

“Crap, we forgot to check behind us,” Doug whispered.

“You think?”

They both froze and tried to determine what the bear would do, hoping that if they remained immobile, the bear would leave and take her cubs with her. The adult bear kept moving closer to them, and both men started quaking in their shoes from fear.

Troy whispered, “Whatever you do, don’t run.”

Doug stood still, holding his breath. The black bear came a little closer and stopped.

Just as Troy was about to raise his arms and shout at the bear to scare it away, he noticed Doug fidgeting. Next thing he saw was Doug breaking into a run.

“Stop running.” he yelled to Doug. But it was too late. He watched as the bear charged after Doug.

Troy brought his rifle up to shoot the bear but couldn’t get a good shot. He yelled at Doug, “You need to fall to the ground on your stomach, lace your fingers behind your neck, and play dead. Hurry!”

He watched as Doug turned around for a second. Just as he did, he saw the bear swipe its sharp claws at Doug’s chest.

Doug screamed in pain and dropped to the ground, just as the bear came down from its hind legs to charge. He finally hit the dirt face down, laced his fingers over his neck, and stopped moving, as Troy had had told him. The bear placed a paw on Doug’s back and started sniffing his head.

Troy looked around him and spotted a large branch. He picked it up, gripped it like a baseball bat, and ran toward the bear. He arrived just as the bear was about to bite Doug in the back. Troy swung the branch as hard as he could at the bear’s face. The bear reared back.

Troy repeatedly struck the bear in the face and nose, hoping to scare it away. The bear lowered itself and started to advance on Troy. Troy took several steps back while still swinging the branch. The black bear swung a clawed paw at Troy. The claws contacted his arm as they sliced threw his shirt and skin on his forearm.

“Bless it, that hurt,” Troy said as he took several quick steps backwards. He raised his arms high with the branch still in hand. He stood as tall as possible and yelled at the bear as he charged toward it.

He noticed the mother bear look toward her cubs. They were whining nearby. She then looked back at the hulking form advancing toward her. She turned and loped over to her cubs. The mother and cubs proceeded further into the forest.

“It’s all over Doug. The bears are gone. You can get up now,” Troy said as he bent over trying to catch his breath.

Troy watched as Doug carefully stood. “Ugg, the pain.” That was all Doug could get out.

“Doug, we have to get out of here.”

“I agree.”

“We can’t go back the way we came. I don’t want to take the chance of running into them again.”

“So which way should we go then?” Doug asked.

“What if we travel east into the woods and away from the cubs?”

“It's worth a shot,” Doug replied.

They waited a little longer to give the bears plenty of time to leave the area.

“We should take care of our wounds while we wait. Then we need to get back to camp,” Troy said.

Troy helped Doug lift his shirt so he could take a look at his wound. There was blood seeping from four claw marks that had cut through Doug’s shirt and dug small grooves into his chest.

Troy’s arm wasn’t much better. He had sustained deeper cuts on his arm from the sharp claws, and blood soaked his shirt.

Both men halted and collapsed to the ground.

“Doug can you help me with my bag, please?”

Doug helped Troy get his bag off.

“I need you to get the medical kit from my bag,” Troy said. He watched as Doug scrounged around in the bag looking for the medical kit.

“Here take my waterskin and pour it over my wound,” Troy said.

He watched as Doug took the waterskin and proceeded to wash the wound on Troy’s arm and wrap a bandage around it.

“Okay, Doug, I need you to take your shirt off so I can inspect and clean your wounds.”

Troy stood there waiting as Doug took off his shirt. Troy heard a screech of pain escape Doug’s lips, as the shirt came off.

Troy inspected the slashes from the bear and cleaned each one the best he could. He then placed a cloth over the top of the gouges and applied another longer cloth to wrap around Doug’s chest to hold the bandage in place. He then tied it off in the back, trying not to cause any more pain than was necessary.

They sat there for some time, drinking water and munching on some dehydrated deer meat to recoup their strength. The threat of the bear attack was over. Now they had to rework their way back to the deer trail from deep inside the woods and make certain they came out well below the bear cubs. They sure didn’t want to antagonize the mother bear again. However, the sun was getting low in the sky and they knew they wouldn’t make it back to camp before sunset, so they unhitched their bedding, laid it out on the ground, wrapped up inside it, and dropped off to sleep.
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The next day Troy and Doug came slinking out of the forest.

“What happened to you two?” Kaden called out.

When Kaden noticed the bandage around Troy’s arm and how Doug was nursing his chest, he rushed over to the two men. “What happened out there?” Kaden asked again.

Doug finally answered, “We ran into some bear cubs, and their mother wasn’t the least bit thrilled with us.”

“Oh, wow. I haven’t heard of bears around these parts in some time.”

“Me neither,” croaked Troy. “But there they were, and I didn’t want to kill the mother, so we did the best we could to scare her away. Took a moment and a few claw marks, but everybody left there alive, including all the bears,” Troy explained.

“Well, I’m just glad you guys got back here alive. Let’s get you cleaned up and check on your wounds.”

Kaden led the men off to where he had his medical stuff set up. “Doug, I need you to sit right here on this log. I’ll help you take your shirt off. Then I can look at that wound of yours. Troy, if you’ll sit next to Doug, I’ll work on you next.”

“Sure,” Troy replied.

Kaden pulled out some fresh bandages, water, salve, and pain medication. Unwrapping Doug’s bandages, Kaden examined the bear scratches. “These aren’t too terrible. I’ll wash these wounds, put salve on them, and rewrap them. I’ll give you some plant-based antibiotics to treat any infection that might try to take hold.” Kaden proceeded to take care of Doug’s wounds. When he finished, he had Doug take the pain medication and antibiotics. He saw Doug’s face pinch up from the unpleasant taste.

Kaden unwrapped the bandages on Troy’s arm and surveyed his wounds. “Your scratches are much deeper than Doug’s and will require stiches. Here, drink this pain medication before I start. It’ll help numb the pain.” Kaden said.

“Ugh, can’t you just knock me out?”

“No, I can’t do that, but I’ be as brief as possible.”

“Fine, get on with it.”

Kaden pulled out his deer bone needle and some thread. After he washed the wound with water, he began sewing the skin back together. When he finished with the stitches, he rubbed salve over the wound and bandaged Troy’s arm.

Kaden handed Troy a cup of water and the antibiotics. “Drink this. It will help keep you from getting an infection.”

“You two are lucky. This could have been much worse. Both of you should lie down and rest. We need you well for the hike out of here,” Kaden instructed.

Doug and Troy stood with weak legs. Supporting each other, they stumbled their way to the lean-to and lay down.
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Spring 2281

As Sky, Lisa, and Anton emerged from the woodlands into the scouting camp after traveling only two days, Thomas was the first to notice them. Walking over to the new arrivals, he paused, glanced at Sky Two-Crows and then addressed Lisa. “I’m glad you made it back. Why is Sky here?”

“She offered to guide us down a different route.” Lisa said.

Thomas waited for Lisa to explain in further detail. When she didn’t continue, he asked, “I don’t understand why you would need to take a different route.” He paused again, but still no answer. “Well, start explaining Lisa.”

“I... ah...,” Lisa choked up and couldn't continue.

Thomas stood there dumbfounded, wondering why she couldn’t answer him. Looking to Anton and Sky, he asked them, “What is...”

Sky interrupted Thomas, “She has her reasons, so please give her some time.”

Thomas was still uncertain about what was going on but decided it was best to drop the subject for now. “All right, then let’s get you guys something to eat and drink.” Looking at Sky he said, “I need to talk to you before you head over to eat.”

Anton and a relieved Lisa headed over to the fire while Sky stayed behind with Thomas.

“What can I do for you, Thomas?”

“I would appreciate it if you would fill me in on what’s going on, and then tomorrow I need you to head back to the village.”

“Well, as far as I’m concerned, you can get that information from Lisa.”

Thomas bristled at the comment and his face began turning crimson. “How dare you tell me what you will or won’t say to me!” But before he could finish his rant, Sky walked away.

Thomas stayed there for a moment contemplating what to do, then took off running after Sky and grabbed her arm. Twirling her around, he was greeted with her rapid and swift flipping action, which left Thomas lying on the ground on his back struggling to catch his breath.

“Never, ever touch me without my express permission. You’re lucky that’s all I did,” she stated as she huffed off in the opposite direction.

Stunned, he watched as she walked away. “That's one woman I need to keep my eye on,” he murmured.

Dusting himself off, he scrambled onto his feet and went to the fire to check on Lisa and Anton. When he wandered up, the hushed conversation stopped, and they both turned to look at him. “What?” he asked, irritated that they would stand there judging him.

“Nothin’,” Anton replied.

“Yeah, sure, like you didn’t just witness what went on.”

“Oh, we saw, and it was hilarious watching her drop your ass to the ground,” replied Anton.

Thomas was becoming agitated again when Paulette strode over and laced her fingers through his and asked, “What's got you all upset, darling?”

Thomas turned and looked at Paulette, the color in his face draining away and calmness setting in again. “Just a little frustrated with the answers I’m not getting and not thrilled that I was tossed to the ground so easily.”

“So, they have wounded your pride?”

“I suppose you could say that. I’m not used to people talking back to me nor throwing me to the ground, especially Two-Crows. I don’t know what has gotten into her.”

“Well, maybe you should let it be for now. It’s obvious that something awful happened to Lisa, and that's probably why no one wishes to give you details. Give it some time and I’m sure she’ll tell you what happened. Okay?”

Thomas turned back to Lisa and Anton. “Sorry for being so brash with you. It's been a rough week out here and I should have been more sensitive to what has happened.”

Lisa reached out and took Thomas's hand. With tears pooling in her eyes, she accepted his apology. “It's okay. We all had a dreadful week. When I’m ready to explain mine, I will, but right now, the wound is too fresh.”

“I understand now. Again, I’m sorry.”
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Sky needed to let off some steam, so she headed out of camp and into the forest. She felt more at one with nature than people. The breeze rustled the tops of the trees as she strolled further in, and her ears picked up the warble of birds soaring through the sky and sitting in the trees, which made her smile. She recalled what her mother had told her about how she got the name Sky Two-Crows.

The day she was born, the sky was radiant with sunshine bathing the landscape in golden sun rays, and her first cries in the world had been acknowledged by two crows sitting nearby on a small farming plot her family occupied. Her mother looked up, grinning at her father, and announced, “Her name is predestined by the sky and the crows; thus, we shall call her Sky Two-Crows.” Her father quickly agreed, and that became her name.

A loud rustling noise nearby jarred her out of the reverie. She stopped and stood still, listening attentively. A few minutes later, an enormous moose stepped out in front of her. The moose paused and bowed its head toward her before loping over the brush and continuing on its way. Sky smiled and considered it to be a sign that she should trail the group and not return to the village, despite what Thomas said. However, she would have to trick him into thinking she was going back home. She headed back to camp to speak with Thomas. This time she would appear to be more compliant.

She stepped out of the woods as light as a feather, no one having heard her arrival. She calmly tapped Thomas on the shoulder. Thomas twisted around to find Sky standing a foot away from him.

“I see you’re back. Have you decided whether you’ll go back to the village as I requested?”

“Perhaps, if you can provide me a good reason why I should.”

“First of all, you’re an excellent scout, and I need you there assisting the village. Second, I already have a scout for this mission and don’t need both of you.”

“That makes sense, although in my opinion, I could be of better use here. Why don't you send Troy back? You know I’m better than him.” Sky knew she would ultimately appear to comply, but she wanted to know why he was sending her back home.

“That may be true, but Troy knows where the City of Technology is and you don't.”

“Fine!” She let out a big sigh. “You’re correct in that respect. I’ll head back when you guys break camp in the morning.” A sly smile appeared for just a moment. Thomas didn't seem to catch it as he rushed to reply.

“Great. I appreciate your cooperation. Please get some rest and we’ll resupply you for your journey back.”

“Thank you,” she said as she turned, smiling wickedly, and left to get her sleeping site set up for the night. I’ll show him who is better no matter what, she thought to herself.
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Troy cleared his voice and got everyone’s attention so he could give them instructions. “Listen up, everyone. I’d like to get an early start tomorrow. We’ve got a long hike ahead of us. I estimate we’ve got about a three to four day hike before we arrive at the river next to the blown off mountain. Once we reach the river, we’ll turn east and follow it over the mountain pass all the way to the City of Technology. Keep in mind that it’s spring, and the snow is thawing and may have swollen the rivers. It’ll be a hazardous journey, so we need to be vigilant. Once we begin our trek across the mountains, we’ll hike shorter distances, so fatigue doesn't cause us to make mistakes. Questions?”

No one had any questions, so they headed off to perform their appointed tasks and then to get some much-needed rest before an early wakeup.
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Spring 2281

Somewhere Near Mt. Rainier

“All right, that’s it for the day guys,” Troy bellowed out so everyone in the group could hear him.

There were collective sighs of relief that echoed all the way back to the last person in the line. Thomas came to a halt and turned to see how everybody was holding up. It had been a long and exhausting three days of hiking to get them near the ancient highway and river that would lead them up and through the mountains. He saw Doug and Lisa peeling off their packs and laying them on the ground, while others were looking around trying to determine where they would set up for the night. They were all a group of stressed people with weary looks on their faces.

“Listen, please. Troy has called a halt on our travels for now. I have been speaking with him, and we will camp here for at least two days while he scouts out a location for us to cross the river. We need to be on the northern side of the river to avoid treacherously steep embankments further up in the mountains. Please set up close to each other to keep warm, and we may need to use the deerskin flaps to keep dry during any rainstorms,” Thomas said. Once he finished giving instructions to everyone, he began to make preparations for his and Paulette’s sleeping area.

Kaden laid out his sleeping area near a massive tree so he could construct a small shelter for his medical kit. It was best for the medical equipment to stay dry, if possible. Doug walked over and picked up some branches and carried them to Kaden. “I thought I’d help you get the materials together and construct your medical supply shelter.”

Kaden looked at Doug and said, “Thanks. I appreciate the help.”

“No problem. You helped fix me up after our run-in with the bear. It’s the least I can do to show my gratitude.” Doug continued to pick up sticks and branches and began to help Kaden make a miniature a-frame shelter for his medical bags. Once they finished building the a-frame, Kaden added small deer flaps to each end and staked them to the ground to keep them in place should any wind blow during a rainstorm.

“Thanks again for your help, Doug. I should take one more look at those scratches and make sure everything looks good.”

“Okay, let’s do that in the morning since we have a lot to do to get set up here.”

“No problem. I’ll see you bright and early tomorrow then,” Kaden replied.

Once they all had their sleeping arrangements taken care of, they huddled near the fire. Paulette was cooking dinner that night, and they couldn’t wait to see what she would scare up for their angry bellies. Lunch seemed so long ago and was just some jerky, so everyone was ready for something hot.

Paulette had constructed a nice spit to turn deer steaks. She used some leaves from a plant they had scrounged to wrap the potatoes in and laid them near the edges of the fire to bake. The smell of the meat cooking with the special marinade she used made from various foraged plants seemed to make everybody’s mouths water. Although they had only been on the trip for a week and a half, it seemed like forever since they had eaten a meal that smelled like what she was cooking.

“Hey, Paulette, that smells heavenly. Ya sure ya don’t want to become the camp cook for the rest of the trip?” Anton said.

“Oh, no, I don’t want to be the permanent camp cook. This took a lot of effort to prepare, and I don’t want you all to expect this kind of treatment every night,” she said with a laugh.

“Ah, darn. It smells so wonderful and it wouldn’t hurt to spoil us,” he smiled in reply.

“Sorry, no can do. Thomas asked me to whip up something special to mark getting to the first milestone of our journey.”

“I see. Well, thanks for cookin’ for us tonight.”

“You’re welcome. Now scram so I can finish. I’ll call everyone when it’s done. That goes for the rest of you, too. It's too crowded by the fire with everybody sitting around salivating over my steaks.”

They all chuckled as they got up and headed off in different directions. Thomas came up to her and laid a hand on her shoulder. She lifted her free hand and placed it on top of his, then turned her face up to look into his brown eyes, smiled, and said, “Thanks for the support. The meal should be ready soon.”

Thomas smiled back at her and lovingly removed his hand and headed off to make sure the sleeping arrangements were finished. She smiled, knowing he was trying to set an example and not stick around near the fire where she was cooking.

An hour later, she stood and yelled as loud as she could, “Dinner time.”

She was astonished how fast everyone appeared, as if they had just magically popped in next to the fire. With a small chuckle, she began dishing out the steaks, potatoes, and vegetables she had cooked for dinner.

They were all so impressed with the food that not a single word was spoken as they devoured every morsel.

With all their stomachs full and eyes becoming droopy, they each got up and headed in for an early night’s sleep.
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Troy awoke early the next morning to get a head start on discovering a way across the river. He hoped he could find a low spot where the water wasn’t too deep and the current too strong or some remains of an ancient bridge. Either way, it would be tough going. He pulled his pack on and quietly snuck out of the campsite, heading east to locate a way across to the north side of the river. He walked alongside the river for hours before he found his first opportunity.

Just after the bend in the river, he spotted a log jam with what looked like dozens of logs. Excited, he quickened his pace till he arrived at the log jam. He scrutinized it and noticed that although he thought he would be able to cross it, he realized the others probably couldn’t. The river was running high and swift from the mountain snow thaws, and the logs were causing the fast water to splash up and, occasionally, over some of them. He knew that water on the logs was treacherous enough to traverse, but if a wave of water hit, someone could easily be swept away. Frustrated, he continued his trek further down the river.

The journey was painstakingly slow with him constantly scanning for shallow areas or other means of crossing the river. He devoted several more hours of slogging through the rugged terrain before pausing to rest and grabbing a quick bite to eat. While he was resting and eating, he looked around at the neighboring territory in the hopes he might spot something. All he could see were woodlands and the occasional glint of sunlight off something in the distance.

Troy stood and dusted off his pants. He settled his bag and rifle on his shoulder and started hiking further down river. The sun was getting low in the sky. He still hadn’t found a way across and wasn’t sure he would before dusk. Disappointed, he glanced at the river, noting that the water levels were extremely high for him to cross, so he continued. It seemed like no time at all when he rounded a bend and something caught his eye in the distance. It appeared to be an old road, so he was hoping there might be a bridge nearby.

Hastening his steps, he marched with some confidence toward the old road. As he got closer, he could see the road didn’t survive well in the devastation. There were pieces of it broken, crumbled, and thrown nearby. What was left was no longer passable by any means. He turned and looked to the east and saw a wide gap and some wreckage, so he headed in that direction. He walked alongside the old road till he was back near the river, except what he saw was rubble strewn across it. The road’s bridge had collapsed and broken into several pieces, allowing the water to flow under and around it. There were some steep spots to climb, so he walked to the edge and began to carefully work his way up and across the broken pieces. It took him almost thirty minutes, but he could successfully navigate the bridge’s rubble and make it safely to the other side. He then turned around and navigated back to the southern side and paused and looked at where he was. He knew that it had to be at least ten miles or so from camp; however, it was through some rugged terrain, with twists and turns in the river before they would get to the bridge.

Looking at the angle of the sun, he decided it would be safer to stay overnight near the bridge and make the trek back the next day. It would be faster getting back to camp than it had been finding the place where they could cross the river.
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Knowing the group would need to head out by sunrise in order to make it to the crossing before dark, Troy woke before daylight the next morning. Being a seasoned scout, he was used to hiking in the dark. He smiled when he saw the full moon was still shining brightly to light his way.

As he had expected, he wandered into camp just as the sun was rising, the rays painting an exquisite pink glow across the sky. Troy smiled, confident of the day ahead of him and the others in the group. He arrived while everyone was still asleep, so he sat next to the dwindling fire, threw on another log, and set about getting water boiled for a hot mug of cider. Rubbing his arms to warm up, he leaned in closer to the fire, the orange glow flickering off his youthful face. He had just gotten warmed up and set his mug of cider down to cool a little, when Thomas walked over and sat next to him.

“Morning, Troy. I see you made it back in good time. I take it you have good news.”

“Yes, there’s an ancient bridge a few miles to the east that we can safely navigate across the river. However, there are several jagged fragments of roadway and a few steep inclines, so we’ll have to be extremely careful. We don’t want anyone to fall or slip while working his way across.”

“Understood. Great job.”

“Thanks. Would you like a hot mug of cider? I still have some water left that I heated earlier.”

“Sure. Thanks.”

Troy grabbed a second mug, added hot water to the cider mix, and handed it to Thomas.

“It looks like we can break camp this morning, head out, and get across before the end of the day, right?” Thomas asked.

“Yes, if everything goes smoothly, we’ll be several miles east of the bridge before we’ll need to set up camp for the night.”

“Great. I think it’s time to wake everyone else so we can get going.”
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Spring 2281

East of Mt. Rainier, Near Old Highway 410

Thomas, Paulette, and the rest of the group looked at the bridge with doubt. "You sure we can get across that?" Thomas asked.

"Yes, but, like I said, we’ll need to be very careful," Troy replied.

Thomas shrugged. "Fine, let's go in groups of two so we can help one another."

Paulette looked around the area, nodded, and said, "I think that’ll work. Just watch your footing and everything should be okay, guys."

The rest of the people in the group scrunched their faces in doubt, but they nodded their heads in agreement.

Thomas looked at each doubtful face around him before speaking. "All right, Paulette and I will team up. Everyone else find someone to buddy up with."

"Hey, Lisa, how about we team up?" Doug asked.

"Okay, sounds good, Doug," Lisa replied.

Anton raised his bushy eyebrows in question. "Kaden, my man, how about we team up? Sound cool to you?"

Kaden turned and shrugged his shoulders. "Sure, man."

“Troy, can you go first to show us where to step and how to get over the rubble?” Thomas asked.

“Sure, no problem. Just remember to stick close to your partner so if one of you slips, you can help each other."

Troy looked around at the various faces, some not looking at all confident about the task that lay ahead of them. He shook his head, then turned and carefully picked his way over and up and back down the rubble, making it safely to the other side.

"Okay, Thomas and Paulette, it's your turn," Troy yelled.

Thomas gave Paulette's hand a quick squeeze of support before beginning the scramble up and over the rubble of the bridge. Paulette followed close behind. The climb was slow and tedious, and both were huffing and puffing as they made the last climb and slid down the other side.

"Wow, that was grueling," Thomas said.

"Yeah, no kidding," Paulette chuckled nervously.

Doug and Lisa started the climb not long after Thomas and Paulette. Sweat droplets were cascading down Lisa's forehead, and she sucked in air like a freight train trying to go uphill.

Doug heard the heavy breathing behind him and concern flashed across his face. Just as he turned to ask Lisa if she was okay, he saw her slip. His hand shot out like a bullet reaching for Lisa’s flaying arms. His fingertips brushed hers as he missed. Horrified, he watched her tumble several feet before crashing to a halt at the bottom of the steep bridge rubble. Carefully picking his way down, he reached her in just seconds. Doug shook her shoulder, but she was unresponsive.

Leaning closer, he placed two fingers on her neck. Relieved to find a pulse, he then placed his hand over her mouth and felt warm moist air hitting his hand. "Thank God, she’s alive," he murmured.

Lisa began moaning, softly indicating she was waking up.

Kaden had watched in slow motion as Lisa went crashing down, and in an instant, he was scrambling toward her with his medical bag, leaving a confused Anton standing there.

Kaden squatted next to Lisa trying to assess her injuries. Moving his hands skillfully over her body, he looked for broken bones, scrapes, and cuts. Although his touch was light, Lisa screamed when he touched her right arm. Stopping his examination, he explored the arm closer. He lightly placed pressure on both sides of her arm as he manipulated the area along her arm. When she let out a loud scream, Kaden knew he had located the break.

"Lisa, both bones in your forearm are broken. I’ll have to stretch your arm to put them back in place. It’ll hurt like hell, but it’s important you stay as still as possible." He turned his head and made eye contact with Doug.

"I need you to help keep her from moving while I manipulate the broken bones."

Kaden saw the color drain from Doug’s face as he realized what he was asked to do. "Got it," he said while turning his face away from the procedure.

Kaden placed one hand above the break to hold her arm in place and then placed his other hand below the break and began gently pulling and manipulating the bones back into place.

Lisa’s face contorted with pain, sweat beading on her forehead. Her animalistic screams as Kaden pulled on her arm caused everyone to cringe.

“There, that should feel better, now,” Kaden told Lisa as he wrapped her arm with splint sticks in place.

“Yes, that does feel much better, though it still hurts like crazy.”

“Yeah, it’s gonna hurt for some time. Here, take this and sip it with some water. It should help with the pain.” Kaden reached into his bag and took out a triangle piece of cloth and wove it under her arm. Then bringing it to her chest, he tied it off around her neck. “You must stay still and try not to move your arm and keep it elevated as much as possible.”

“Now how am I going to get across the river?”

“We’ll figure that out in a minute. Right now, I want to make sure you’re doing okay and that the pain medicine has had time to take effect.”

Lisa’s pupils were already beginning to dilate from the pain medicine, and she felt loopy and carefree.

Kaden looked up and noticed Thomas and Troy for the first time since treating Lisa. “What’s the plan to get her over the river?”

“Troy, do you think we could help her get to the other side without having to make a stretcher?” Thomas asked.

“Possibly. Depends on how she does with us jostling her around and having to lift and pull her up the steep parts.”

“I have an idea,” Paulette said, interrupting Troy. “Why don’t we use some of my rope? We could make a harness for her with the rope and then pull her up the steep inclines. Also, the rope will give us a way to make sure she doesn’t fall again while we’re helping her navigate the rough spots.”

“That’s a great idea,” Thomas replied.

Within minutes they had constructed the harness and were ready to fit her into it. Troy and Thomas assisted Lisa as she stood. Lisa lifted her right leg and stepped into the right side of the harness, then lifted her left leg and put it in the left side. Troy lifted the harness to her waist, then looped it around and tied it off, leaving a long length of rope for pulling her up. “We’re all set,” Troy said.

“Are you ready to do this, Lisa?” Thomas asked.

Her face twisted in agony as she gritted her teeth trying to reply. “No, not really, but I don’t have much choice now, do I?”

“No, you don’t. We have to get you to the other side,” Troy replied.

“Then let’s get going so it’ll be over with,” Lisa replied.

Thomas had her place her good arm over his shoulder while Troy carefully placed his arm around her waist. Meanwhile, Kaden moved ahead of them, holding the rope so it wouldn’t get tangled in the rubble. Lisa’s legs trembled as she stepped forward and over the rubble. Each step brought a jolt of pain shooting through her arm, causing her to bite down on the inside of her cheek to help divert the pain elsewhere. By the time they had made it to the first incline, sweat beaded on her forehead, tears ran freely down her cheeks, and the color in her face drained.

“Kaden, can you give Troy the rope so he and I can climb to the top and start pulling her up?” Thomas asked.

Kaden handed the rope to Troy, and then Troy and Thomas scaled the incline of the broken roadway. Once at the top, they called down. “Lisa, are you ready?”

Racked with pain. Lisa could only nod in the affirmative. Doug and Kaden were behind her to help her as she was being pulled up. They gave Thomas and Troy a thumbs up, indicating they were ready to go. Meanwhile, Anton stood frozen in place, fear etched on his face. He was useless to anybody now, and no one bothered to even ask him for help.

Thomas and Troy slowly pulled the rope, inch by inch, up the incline, while Doug and Kaden climbed up behind, pushing when needed and helping her stay flat to protect her arm. A few minutes later, they had her safely at the top and helped her stand on her shaky legs. “We have a few more of these to go, and then we slide you down the final side. Just hang in there,” Troy said.

Kaden produced more pain medicine and had her swallow it with some water from her waterskin.

Lisa felt the medicine take effect, and her face relaxed, which was a sign to the men that she was ready.

They repeated the process until they were at the final slope. The men’s muscles bulged as they worked to slowly lower Lisa down the final slope, where Paulette was waiting to assist her.

Paulette reached out and carefully wrapped her arm around Lisa’s waist and helped her walk over and sit on a log. Sweat and tears were pouring down Lisa’s face, and Paulette pulled out a cloth and dabbed the sweat and tears dry, all the while giving her a sympathetic look. Then she handed Lisa a waterskin and held it while Lisa gulped the water, some spilling out and onto her shirt. Pushing the waterskin away from her lips, she glanced at Paulette and with a slight nod of her head, she said, “Thanks, but I’m good for now.”

Paulette smiled as she placed the waterskin next to Lisa. Lisa looked back at the rubble and noticed that the guys were trying to coax Anton to move, but they weren’t having any luck. Eventually, Doug and Troy went back down to see what they could do to get him moving.

“Hey, you need to get a move on it,” Doug quipped.

Anton stood there quivering in his soaked shoes, apparently having peed himself while watching the drama unfold. “I... I... can’t... it’s too much.”

“Oh, come on, man. You trying to say you’re afraid to climb some rubble. What are you gonna to do when we have to scale a cliff or something?” Doug was irritated with Anton for being such a wuss.

“A cliff?” Anton screeched, his voice shaking as he replied.

Doug saw Troy roll his eyes skyward as he said, “I’ve had enough of this. You either get your butt over this bridge or we’ll leave you standing right there for the animals, or whatever, to come and get you.”

Anton’s dilated pupils showed intense fear at the thought of being left behind, and without further prompting, he started to move toward the bridge. Doug watched him place his feet delicately on each rock, as if it might break away underneath him, and climbed through and over the rubble till he got to the other side. Breath’s coming in fast succession showed he was hyperventilating as he slid down the final side. Once his feet touched solid ground again a loud sigh of relief left his pouty lips.

“Good to finally see you man up and get over to the other side,” Lisa goaded.

Troy, Doug, and Thomas slid down the final incline as Anton walked away in a huff. Thomas sauntered up to Paulette and gave her a hug. As he let her go, he turned to the sad-looking, motley crew. “I think it’ll be best if we set up camp here for the next two days. Lisa will need some time to let her bones mend a little before we go traipsing through the mountains.”

Lisa was unhappy to be the cause of another delay, but she didn’t say anything.

“All right, guys and gals, let’s get a place set up for the night,” Troy commanded.
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Spring 2281

East of Mt. Rainier, Near Old Highway 410

It had been a few days but the group was making steady progress toward the mountain. Looking to the west, they noticed dark clouds were beginning to build. The winds were already blowing steady, causing them to have difficulty standing upright at times. The rain would be upon them soon, and if they wanted to stay semi-dry, it was imperative they find cover. Troy was yelling over the roar of the wind trying to get Thomas’s attention. “Thomas, I think I should scout ahead and see if I can find some kind of shelter. You guys should keep moving.”

Thomas nodded his head indicating he heard Troy. “Please hurry. That storm could be on us at any time.”

“I will,” Troy replied as he began jogging ahead of the group.
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Troy ran alongside the ancient highway hoping to identify a place that would serve for shelter. Glancing in the river's direction, all he could see were trees, which wouldn’t provide the group any protection. In fact, it would be risky to shelter there. His sole hope was to discover a substantial enough break in the ancient highway that would provide decent shelter. He continued running, his breath beginning to make a light mist in front of him from the abrupt drop in temperature.

He ran around a bend in the road when he noticed something in the distance that might work. Pushing himself to run harder, he made it to the location. A huge grin split his face, as he stood peering at the large gap in the roadway. The upheaval had caused the highway to bulge upward, creating two substantial sections of highway in an a-frame-style shelter. He approached cautiously, searching for any signs that the road could collapse. He didn’t see anything to indicate that it had moved anytime in the recent past. He crouched down and surveyed the space inside. It appeared large enough for their group, and, with some minor modifications, they could fortify the sides against the blowing wind and rain and still allow for smoke to escape. Smiling again, he stepped back outside, slipped his pack off his back, leaned over, and rummaged through it for a stake. He removed the stake from his pack and attached a piece of colored string to it to help identify the area when he returned.

With that done, he slipped his bag back over his shoulders, snatched his rifle, slung it over his left shoulder, and took off running back toward the hiking group to let Thomas and the others know he had located a suitable shelter.
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The group continued advancing along the ancient highway hoping to meet up with Troy and get to shelter before the storm overtook them. Thomas kept glancing over his shoulder and noticing that the clouds had grown larger and taller in the sky, now with flashes of lightning and monstrous, rumbling thunder. It wouldn’t be long before the storm caught them out in the open, which would be disastrous. Thomas hadn’t seen a storm like that before and he grew antsy hoping they would make it to shelter soon. They were traveling slower to help keep Lisa from jarring her arm. So, at their current speed the likelihood of their reaching shelter before the storm reached them was looking slimmer by the minute.

Turning back to face the way they were going, Thomas thought he glimpsed movement in the distance. It was difficult to tell from the glint of sunlight reflecting off rocks and the river. He squinted his eyes, cocking his head back and forth trying to make out the mirage he was seeing in front of him. He began jogging forward, lifting his hand and indicating everyone else should keep their current pace. He sprinted, and within minutes he could see Troy in the distance waving at him. He waved back as he continued running toward Troy. A couple of minutes later, they came to a halt, both keeling over and breathing heavily. They stood, clapped each other over the back, and started talking at the same time. “Hold on a minute,” Thomas interrupted. Troy paused and listened to Thomas. “Did you find something?”

Taking a deep breath, he replied, “Yes, I did. There’s a spot further up where the highway bulges upward, creating a large enough space for us to shelter underneath. It should be a great place to stay sheltered from the storm. How fast can we get the group there?”

Thomas’s eyebrows scrunched up and his mouth turned down as he thought about the group behind him and their slow pace. “I don’t know. We’re moving slower than we normally would because of Lisa’s injuries.”

“They’ll have to pick up the pace. The shelter is probably a mile or so ahead, and that storm is moving rather quickly.”

Thomas noted the storm and how much larger it was and how swiftly it was moving. Cursing under his breath, he looked back to Troy. “You stay here and let me get back to the group. I’ll send everyone, except Lisa and Kaden, at a fast jog to you. Then you take them to the shelter and get everything set up and be waiting for her, Kaden, and me to get there.”

“Okay, sounds like a plan. Hurry though.”

Thomas turned and, with legs that felt like mush, began sprinting back to the group. Thankfully, they were closer to him than when he left, and he made good time. He slowed down so he could walk at the same pace as the group. He finally caught his breath and spoke. “Everyone, please stop for a minute.”

They all came to a gradual halt and shifted their attention to see what Thomas had to say. “Troy found a shelter about a mile and a half from here. The storm is advancing, which means we need to get to the shelter quickly. I want everyone except Kaden, Lisa and me to run to where Troy is, and then follow him to the shelter and get it set up. Does anyone have any questions?”

Paulette’s hand shot into the air. “We shouldn’t separate. What if something happens?”

A small affectionate grin flashed across Thomas's face. “We won’t be far behind you, and I would feel better knowing you were safe and dry.”

“All right. See you there in a little while.”

The group immediately broke out into a run to catch up to Troy.

Thomas glanced at Kaden. “Can you give Lisa more pain medicine, and can we cinch her arm to her body so she can jog without jarring it as much?”

Kaden looked skeptical. “What do you think, Lisa? If I give you more pain medicine and tighten your arm to your body, can you jog to the shelter? One of us can take your bag so you don’t have as much weight to carry.”

Lisa was silent for a few minutes, then spoke with a trembling voice. “No, I’m not certain it’ll work, but I’ve got to try. I certainly don’t want to get caught out in this severe storm that is brewing. Do it. .”

Kaden handed the medicine to Lisa. She tossed it into her mouth and gulped it down with some water from her waterskin. Then Kaden took a long, wide piece of material and wrapped it around her chest and arm, cinching it tight. He grabbed her bag, Thomas took her good hand, and they began jogging to catch up with the others.

Troy and the others arrived at the shelter and promptly started to work. They tacked the deerskin doors to the ground and over the top of the road, being careful not to pound so hard that they might cause the road to crack and collapse. They had just finished installing the second flap and getting a fire started when Kaden, Thomas, and Lisa arrived.

Lisa was pale and her breathing was strained. Kaden took her inside and got her seated, then he dug out her sleeping gear and set it up for her. He escorted her over to her bed and helped her get settled. With the help of more pain medication, she was soon fast asleep.

A moment later, a torrent of rain came cascading out of the sky while the winds whipped in all directions. Amazed at the spectacle going on outside, they were all overjoyed to have beaten the storm and be in a place where they could stay warm and dry while it raged on outside.
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Spring 2281

East of Mt. Rainier, Near Old Highway 410

The winds whipped and the rain fell with resounding thunder and a fascinating light show for two days. The only thing keeping the floor of the shelter from becoming a small river was the incline on each side of the ancient highway. Their only light during the two-day stay was from the small fire, which also kept them warm.

“Man, can’t this stuff stop. I’m cold and miserable,” Anton complained.

“Hey, it could be much worse. We could have been stuck out there the whole time without shelter, so maybe be grateful occasionally,” Doug snipped.

“Whatever.” Anton huffed as he pulled his knees up to stay warm.

Thomas stood hunched over in the cramped quarters and made his way toward the entrance to get a decent view outside. Standing at the edge of the overhang, he peered out into the rain, which had slowed considerably. In the near distance, he could see the sky brightening, meaning the storm was passing and the rain would stop completely in a few hours, hopefully. “It looks like the rain will lessen in a few hours, but it could take a day or so before it dries enough to travel again,” Thomas said as he shifted his weight from one foot to the other and ran his hand through his short-cropped brown hair. He walked back in and turned to Lisa. “How’s your arm, Lisa?”

“I’ve seen better days, if that’s what you want to know,” she said with a crooked smile on her pain-filled face. 

“Kaden, do you think she’ll be able to travel in a day or so?” Thomas asked.

“I’ll examine her arm again later today and can let you know then. Even if she can travel, it will have to be slow-going and someone will have to be by her side the whole way. We may even have to stop sooner each day.”

“Okay. Just let me know. Thanks.”

Thomas went back and sat near the fire where Troy and Paulette were heating some breakfast and hot drinks. Paulette looked up with her bright blues and smiled at him as he plopped down on the bag and placed his hands over the fire, rubbing them together to get them warm. “You okay, sweetheart?”

“Yeah, I guess. It’s just, well, I knew we’d have some difficulties on this little adventure of ours, but I never imagined anything like this. We should have been able to make this trip in two... three weeks... tops, but we’re on week two now and haven’t even gotten into the mountains yet.”

“Yeah, I can see your point. It’s definitely been difficult. We lost Peter and people have gotten hurt. The only bright spot is that the rest of us are alive and we have each other.”

“True, but still... I just hope things go better for the rest of the trip.”

“Me, too, but there’s no guarantee out here in the wilderness, so we’ll just have to do the best we can.”

“You’re right. I should cheer up a little.”
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Kaden gave the go-ahead for Lisa to travel the next day. Her arm was healing nicely, and, although she was still in pain, he had enough medicine to help manage it. He would need to go foraging for more yarrow or willow soon, though. “Thomas, I still recommend a slow plod through the mountains, and for the first few days we should stop early for camp.”

“Okay, that’s better than being stuck in one place for too long. I’ll let you make the call on when we need to stop and rest and when we’re done for the day.”

“Thank you. I know Lisa will appreciate it.”

The people in the group gathered all their gear, stepped out from under the pavement overhang, and started following the river eastward again. Kaden and Doug walked with Lisa to help her over any rough terrain and to monitor her condition. 

Progress was slow and steady, and the group’s spirits were good, considering all they had been through. Rays of sunlight sparkled off the water, and, in some rougher areas, the sun projected rainbows in mists from the water. The rushing water of the river masked their passing as they proceeded to follow its every twist and turn higher and higher into the mountains. 

Despite the slow progression and the many stops, they still were making good time. “Thomas, I’ll scout ahead for an appropriate campsite for the evening,” Troy called back from the lead.

“Thanks, I’m sure Lisa and the rest of us would love to stop for the night.”

Troy took off around the next bend in the river. Meanwhile, the group kept a steady, even pace onward.

It didn’t take Troy long to spot something in the distance. He began jogging toward what looked like old buildings. When he got around the next bend in the river, lo and behold, he found there was not only one old building, but several in the surrounding area. He lessened his pace and began inspecting each of the dilapidated buildings, trying to locate a suitable one that would give them some protection from the elements and not be too dangerous to be in. After an hour of searching, he found a building that only had half of its roof collapsed, giving plenty of room on the other side to shelter the group. Excited, he ran back to tell everyone.

Somewhat winded as he approached the group, he stopped and waited for them to catch up to him.

Thomas and Paulette were the first to reach him. “Did you find a decent spot?” Thomas asked.

“Oh, yeah. I discovered a prime spot. I’d estimate about three miles up, there’s what looks like an old world settlement. There are quite a few old buildings, many destroyed from the upheaval, but I found one that’s suitable to shelter us.”

“That’s great. We should be there in a few hours at the pace we’re walking.” Thomas pivoted, cupped his hands around his mouth, and hollered back to the approaching group. “Troy found some old buildings three miles upriver, and there’s one we can use for shelter. Paulette, Troy, and I will go ahead of you guys and get things ready. Catch up when you can.” 

Doug yelled back, “Sure thing, boss. We’ll just keep our current pace and see you guys in a little while.”

Troy, Thomas, and Paulette quickened their pace a bit as they hiked to the old settlement. Paulette was excited to be able to breathe the fresh air as they continued to hike next to the raging river. Looking out at the river, she noticed the water as it splashed against rocks and sprayed froth and mists of water into the air, forming micro rainbows. “Such pretty rainbows,” she murmured to herself.

“What did you say?” Thomas asked.

Her reverie burst. She smiled at Thomas and reiterated, “I said, what pretty rainbows.”

“Where?”

“Out in the river. You can see them when the water splashes against a rock and the light strikes the mist just right.”

She saw Thomas gaze out into the river, admiring its beauty. “That’s amazing. I wouldn’t have noticed it had you not muttered something.”

“Well, that’s because, unlike you, I’m taking in my surroundings and basking in the beauty of it all. Your focus is on getting us where we’re going.”

“True, very true. I suppose I should devote more time learning to take it all in like you, even when we’re hiking on a perilous journey. A break occasionally would be nice.”

While they continued to banter back and forth about the beauty of nature and the serene mountains, they went around a final curve and noticed what looked like an old village in front of them. There were several buildings scattered around the area. Most lay in absolute ruins. Others were standing by a thread, and there were a few that were possibly usable. Troy got their attention. “Hey, over here.”

Paulette saw Troy at an immense rectangular building with half of its roof caved in; however, the other half looked great from her vantage point. She and Thomas walked over to the building, and Troy took them inside to show them the layout and the viability for its being a shelter. She saw a smile creep over Thomas’s worn features and felt him squeeze her hand. 

“I think we can call it a day. This place should work for the night and perhaps a little longer if required,” Thomas said.

An hour later, Lisa, Doug, and Kaden came into view. Thomas spotted them and rushed over. “Here let me help you guys with some of those bags.” 

He could see that Doug was winded and could use the help. As Thomas reached out to take Lisa’s bag from Doug, he could see Doug grin once he was free of the heavy bag.

“I’m so glad we are finally here. We all could do for a rest.”

Thomas looked at Kaden and saw him nod in agreement, while his sandy-blond hair tumbled into his hazel eyes and caused him to swipe it aside with his right hand. “Lisa could use the rest more than any of us. I’ll get her situated, and then I need to forage in the nearby hills for more willow bark or yarrow to make more pain medication for her. My day isn’t through yet.” 

“I know you aren’t looking forward to having to do more traipsing around in the woods after a long twenty-mile hike, but we really need those items,” Thomas said. 

Thomas watched as Kaden’s shoulders sagged and he sighed in resignation. 

“I know. I just wish it could wait.”

“It shouldn’t take too long. Can you escort Lisa to the building and get her situated before you head out?” 
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Unbeknownst to the group of travelers, there had been a shadow following them. Sky had given the impression she was headed back to the village the day the group had broken camp, but, instead, she circled back and began to follow them from a distance. She couldn’t believe how easy it had been to follow them and considered them to be real idiots. They sounded like a herd of elephants stomping around the woods. They should have tried to be as quiet as possible, but, no, they talked loudly and fumbled around like a bunch of two-year-olds out on a high adventure. She cracked a wry smile. The noise they were making would definitely help disguise her following them.

Her father had taught her the way of her American Indian ancestors well. She could glide through the forest as if she were floating on air and sneak up on even the most easily startled animals. Sky felt that following Thomas and his group was a piece of cake. She’d show them all that she was the better scout. She just needed to bide her time. 

She angled her head at a noise in the distance and noticed an enormous bank of clouds building in the west, moving rapidly in her direction. She knew it was time to find a shelter.

She continued moving forward along the same trajectory as the group but needed to find something to shelter her from the storm. A few miles upriver, she noticed a nice-sized hole in the ground and veered off to check it out. She hiked up a slight incline and came upon an opening. Pulling out a candle made from bee’s wax and a flint, she lit the wick and held it out in front of her as she stepped inside the opening. She moved the candle in an arching motion allowing her to see in all directions in front of her. She found nothing dangerous, so she continued, her footsteps echoing off the cave walls. 

It appeared the cave was just a cutout in the hill but was deep enough to shelter in. Satisfied that the cave would shield her from the storm, she slipped her rifle off her shoulder and then slid her bag off and laid it on the floor of the cave. Walking back out to the opening and glancing skyward, she saw the storm was drawing closer and that it would rain soon. She needed to retrieve enough dry wood for a few days, before the storm struck, so she went outside and collected wood. She made the fire near the opening of the cave for ventilation but not so close that the winds and rain would put it out. Finished with her preparations, she got comfortable and waited out the storm.
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Spring 2281

Sky wandered through the forest, taking care to tread lightly. Her journey was rough but nothing she couldn’t handle. The skin around her eyes creased as a sneer appeared on her face while thinking, When will they realize that things would go better with me around helping. What if something happened to Troy, then what would they do?

An evil thought popped into her mind. I could confront Troy and convince him to give the position to me and if he doesn’t, maybe... She let that thought drop. She wasn’t that vindictive and certainly not a murderer, but the resentment she felt at being left out was eating at her soul. She needed to be wanted and appreciated, to know that she was good enough to lead a party across the mountains. But Thomas felt Troy was better suited to lead the group and wouldn’t even entertain the idea of her being the leader. Just the thought of it caused her face to turn red. Her fists clinched so tightly that her nails bit into her skin and drew blood. 

Realizing that she was allowing her emotions to control her, she took in deep breaths and calmed herself. She knew she needed to maintain a cool head because one slip up and the group might discover her.

Since Troy had discovered the old settlement before she did, she had to locate another means of sheltering from the elements. Luckily, she found an outbuilding that was just right for her small frame and meager belongings. She made camp, ate some dinner, and spied on the group. While gazing down at the old buildings, she noticed Kaden with his bag on his shoulder, and it appeared he was headed out. She kept a close eye on which direction he was going to make sure he didn’t accidentally run into her. She didn’t want to be found just yet.
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Kaden loaded an empty bag and slung it over his shoulders and holstered his pistol on his right hip. He then headed out on his foraging trip. He hiked close to the river’s edge, scanning the small trees and bushes for any sign of willow. He was sweeping back branches and looking around trees trying to find the willow bushes he thought would be nearby. The only thing he got for his efforts were scratches on his hands and arms and occasionally his face. With legs feeling like lead and his brain fogging from weariness, he gave up and headed back to camp. Rounding a bend in the river, a site he had apparently missed on the way through earlier popped out at him. A tired smile crept onto his haggard and stubbled face. He had found a willow bush. He knelt, pulled out his knife, and began carefully slicing the bark away from the branches. Once his bag was full of willow bark, he tied the top shut and replaced his knife back in its sheath. Satisfied with the haul he had just made, he stood, grabbed his bag, and returned to camp. Once he got back, he could clean the scratches on his body and put some salve on them. He was pleased that he found the bark, anything to help Lisa with the pain.

Entering the building, he laid his bag down with his other belongings and then went to check on Lisa. “Hey there. How’s the arm now?”

Lisa swiped some of her messy black hair out of the way and frowned. “It still hurts like crazy. Just shifting around to get more comfortable sends me in a tailspin of pain. Isn’t there anything else you can give me?”

“Sorry, Lisa, but there isn’t. I collected more willow bark and should have more of that pain medicine made soon. I wasn’t able to find the yarrow which does a better job.”

All the air in Lisa left her lungs as she let out a huge sigh and hung her head in defeat. There was no beating the pain other than time 

“I hate to do this, Lisa, but I need to check your arm and see how it’s doing.”

Lisa yanked her head up, tears streaming down her face, and shook her head side to side. “Please don’t.”

“I have to. I need to make sure circulation is good and that there’s no swelling. I promise I’ll be as gentle as possible.”

Without a word, she shifted and Kaden leaned over, took a hold of her shawl, and carefully lifted it out of the way so he could get a better look at her arm. Then he gently prodded around the splint and wrappings to check and make sure they weren’t too tight. Satisfied that the splint was doing its job and wasn’t too tight or too loose, he moved on to her hand. Pressing her fingernails, he watched as the color returned. He rose to his feet. “It’s looking good. The bones seem to still be set, and the swelling isn’t too bad. However, I don’t think you should go anywhere for a while.”

Lisa protested, “But we have to keep going. Thomas is already upset that it’s taken us this long.”

“Sorry, he’s just going to have to deal with it. If not, then you and I will stay behind till they return.”

Alarm flashed in her dark eyes. “Oh, no! I’m not staying out here alone with you as the only source of getting food till they get back. Nope.”

Shrugging his shoulders, Kaden moved off to locate Thomas. He stepped out of the building, throwing his hand up to shield his hazel eyes from the bright sun, and saw Thomas, Troy, and Doug by a smaller building. Picking up his pace, he headed their direction, waving his arm to get their attention.

Troy waved back. A moment later, Kaden had joined the group. “Thomas, I need to speak with you.”

“Can it wait?”

“No, it can’t.” Signaling for Thomas to follow him over to a more secluded area, he walked away, hoping Thomas would follow.

“I’ll be right back, guys,” Thomas said to Troy and Doug and followed Kaden. “What’s going on that it can’t wait for me to finish what I was doing?”

Feeling somewhat chastised, Kaden still lifted his chin high and spoke his mind. “It’s Lisa. Her arm is doing okay, but with the elevation and terrain we still need to climb, I’m recommending we wait here for at least three weeks. That will give her arm more time to heal, and the pain should be pretty much gone by then. I don’t want her slipping out there and having worse happen than a broken arm.”

Anger flashed in Thomas’s eyes and washed across his face like a shadow. Clenching his fists, he then said, “Kaden, we’ve already taken too long on this trip. Heck, we should have been almost there by now. Now you’re saying we need to camp here for three weeks minimum. Can’t it be two weeks?”

“I’m sorry that the trip hasn’t gone well, but this is the wilderness and things happen. And, yes, I’m recommending we stay three weeks, though if her arm is doing better in two weeks we can consider leaving earlier. Besides, we have a great shelter, and I need to continue to do some foraging. We could also use more meat in our diet. With all these buildings, we should be able to build a proper smoker to smoke any meat we get.”

The color returned to Thomas’s face as he listened to all the pros of staying longer. “Fine, I’ll let Paulette know that we’ll be delayed even further. I’ll also address the group later about this matter.” Thomas stormed away. 

“What was that all about,” Doug asked when Thomas returned.

“It’s Lisa. I need to let the group know that we’ll be staying a little longer here,” he replied.

“Oh.” Doug decided not to push for any more answers for the moment.

“Troy, Doug, we need to look at building a smoker, either out of one of these smaller buildings, or from the scraps,” Thomas stated.

“Okay, I guess we should take a better look at what’s here and then take it from there,” Troy replied.

The three men headed toward the other buildings on the property, looking for something that might make a good smokehouse. However, each building they looked at was too dilapidated or too big to be useful. Thomas’s mood was dour, and the guys really wished they could find something that would work to pull him out of his nasty mood. 

An hour later as Doug rounded a building that was falling over, he spotted a small building just off to the corner and quickly headed in that direction to check it out. He saw that somehow the roof was mostly intact, and, although the walls had some missing boards, it looked as if it could work for the smokehouse. “Hey, guys, over here,” Doug yelled.

“What did you find?” Thomas asked as he came to a stop next to Doug.

“I think, with some minor repairs, we could transform this into a proper smokehouse. What do you think?”

Thomas circled the small building, examining the outside walls and the roof carefully. He went to the door, grabbed the handle, and pulled on the door. The door was jammed, but after some insistent tugging, he was able to pull it ajar. Sunlight shone through the doorway giving him a glimpse of the inside but not enough to see the darker recesses of the building. “Hey, Doug, can you get a candle and bring it in here?”

Doug looked through his bag and found several candles and a fire starter. Striking the fire starter while Troy held the candles, he lit them each with the spark that emanated from the fire starter each time he struck it. Troy handed one candle to Thomas and one to Doug. With candles in hand, they each entered the small building and inspected the entire area.

The floor was made of some sort of flat rock-type material, but a lot of it had either buckled from the disaster or crumbled over time. They all thought the rock and dirt would make a great base for the fire pit and that the rubble could be used as a fire ring.

As they left the building, Thomas said, “This looks like it’ll do. We’ll start looking for scrap boards from other buildings to fix the walls so they are airtight and replace the two windows with boards. We also need to fix the roof and add several small beams across it inside to hang the meat. Let’s head back to the main building so I can let everyone know what's going on.”

An hour later, everyone gathered inside the main building to hear what Thomas had to say. “As you all know Lisa fell a few days ago injuring her head and breaking both bones in her right arm, causing some delays in our progress. As it is, we have one final push to get over the mountain, and the terrain can be hazardous as we get higher up. With that in mind, Kaden has recommended that we stay put for two to three weeks to allow her more time for healing.”

There was a rustling of clothing and feet and murmuring going on among some in the group. “Thomas, if we stay here, don’t we risk having to travel in hotter temperatures on the other side. I heard Troy talking about his trip awhile back. It didn’t sound pleasant,” Anton complained.

“Yes, we risk having to travel in warmer temperatures than we are used to, but the welfare of the group is the important thing.”

Paulette shifted by his side. Tilting her head, she looked at him from her seated position and said, “I have to agree with Thomas. We need to make sure everyone can travel before we head out. I’ve been stuck here for over a year now, so a few more weeks isn’t going to make a difference.”

“Thanks for the support, sweetheart.”

“Fine, so we stay. What are we going to do?” Anton asked.

“First, we need to fix a small building we found to make it airtight. Once we do, we can smoke any excess meat and take it with us when we leave. After the building is ready, we can send out our hunting party to secure us some food.” Thomas paused for a moment reflecting on the journey so far. “We also need to work better as a group. Each person will need to pick up the slack and do his or her part in making our stay as comfortable as possible. Besides, it’s not often we get to climb the ancient mountains and stay in an old-world building,” he said with a chuckle. Thomas then gave each person assignments and tasks. 

Troy insisted that Anton help him and Doug with the smokehouse, hoping that keeping his hands busy would keep his mouth shut. The guys had spent several hours locating enough sideboards, frame boards, and other materials to shore up the old building. They worked diligently through the day, using rocks to hammer old rusted nails into the boards to keep them in place. Since they didn’t have the tools to pull the old windows out, they found larger pieces of flat, thin wood to cover the window openings and used moss to stuff into any cracks, making it as airtight as possible. Once the outside was completed, they took a break to eat a late lunch.

Sitting by the fire, Anton commented on the work. “Wow, I have never worked so hard in my life,” he said while smiling. “I learned a lot about how to fix a building, that’s for sure. Thanks, guys, for letting me help today.”

Troy and Doug looked at each other, then back at Anton, shrugged, and Troy said, “No problem. However, we need to finish the firepit and inside beams before dinner tonight.”

Anton smiled. He seemed eager to get back to work. Troy realized they had found something for him to do after all. 

They finished their lunch and headed back to work. Anton was the first to arrive and had the candles lit and placed strategically inside by the time Troy and Doug arrived. Troy was pleased to see Anton’s initiative. 

“We need to move the rubble around and make a medium-height firepit. I figure we use the larger pieces on the bottom and work our way up with smaller and smaller pieces. There should be plenty of holes for the smoke to escape from the sides since the pieces won’t fit perfectly.” Troy paused a moment, then looked at Anton and Doug. “How about you and Anton work on the firepit, and I’ll go see if Paulette can help me with the roof beams.”

“Okay,” the guys said. Doug and Anton got busy moving the heavy rubble around, trying to make a firebox, or, in their case, a haphazard fire circle. While they busied themselves with building the firebox, Troy stepped out to find Paulette.

Seeing her over by the main building, Troy jogged over to her and asked, “Hey, are you busy with anything at the moment? I could use some help over at the smokehouse.”

Paulette smiled and replied, “No, I’m not busy. What kind of help do you need?”

“I need someone to help me put the beams up for hanging the meat.”

“Okay, sure. I can help you with that. I learned a bit of carpentry from my dad when I was a kid. Besides, I think I can swing a rock.” Her dimples crinkled as she laughed.

“Thanks.”

Troy and Paulette had worked for several hours fixing the roof and getting the beams evenly spaced for hanging the meat. Exhausted, all four of them stood back and admired their work. They went down to the river and washed their hands and faces. Clean and refreshed, they wandered back to the main building for dinner and talked for a while before calling it a day.
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Sun rays filtered into the old building, dancing their way across Troy’s face and causing him to stir from a deep slumber. Sitting and rubbing his tired green eyes, yawning, and stretching, he rose from his bedding, making certain not to wake the others. Sauntering over to the fire, he threw another small log on to get it going again, then heated some cider to help combat the morning chill. Being a scout, it was tough sitting still for so long, and two to three weeks would be a test of his endurance. He figured today would be an excellent day to go for a walk and enjoy the fresh mountain air, sunshine, and the sounds of nature. It was in his character to constantly be scouting, but for the first time in weeks, he could enjoy himself while doing it, not having to worry about the group he was leading.

Sipping the last of the cider, he placed his mug back over by his bedding and treaded lightly to where Thomas lay and gently shook his shoulder. Thomas groaned, rolled over, and his eyes cracked open a sliver. Noticing Troy kneeling next to him, concern flashed across his face, and his eyes popped open. “Is everything okay?”

“Yes, everything’s fine. I just needed to let you know that I’m going out for an early morning stroll.”

“Oh, okay,” Thomas said as he laid his head back down and promptly fell back to sleep.

Troy stepped out of the building and began hiking up an incline to get to the tree line, where he walked east following the river. Whistling a tune, the name of which he couldn’t recall, he looked up and admired the peaks of the mountains with the snow still blanketing their tops and the magnificent crystal-blue sky with a tease of clouds. Shifting his gaze down, he saw the emerald-green and dark-green trees blanketing the sides of the mountains and the breaking whitecaps of the spring flow of river water. Occasionally, he paused to listen, making out the minor movement of a small creature in the brush, or the bugling of elk, or the warble of birds in the trees, or even the sounds of small bugs skittering around nearby. He relished being a part of nature, learning how to be one with it and how to navigate and, sometimes, even manipulate it to his needs, all without damaging it. His fondness of nature was the reason he became a scout. It allowed him to get out into the forests and mountains, giving him a sense of liberation he didn’t feel when he was confined to the village.

He paused in his musing when he discovered a rock outcropping that would let him get a perfect hundred-eighty-degree view of the area. Stepping out of the tree line, he wandered over to the edge. He sucked in his breath from the spectacular view. The river below was singing its song of spring runoff, birds were flying in the air, and the trees accentuated the mountains, with the snowcaps blanketing the peaks. He saw waterfalls cascading down the mountainside, and, if he squinted, he realized he could make out a few goats on a rocky outcropping. He was so caught up in the beauty and wonder of it all that he almost missed the snap of a twig nearby. Turning around, he peered into the tree line, struggling to see what was there. He listened for a minute but heard nothing else, so he figured it was an animal and turned back around to continue soaking up nature and recharging his soul.
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A set of dark eyes peered out from behind a Douglas fir tree, watching Troy as he stood on the rocky overhang. Swiping a few stray black hairs out of her eyes, Sky continued to observe Troy. Finally, she concluded he was alone and this might be the only time to confront him. She stepped out from behind the fir tree and began to methodically make her way toward him, trying to remain quiet and not alert him again to her presence. After walking a few feet, she made it to the tree line. Upon her arrival, Troy spun around and spotted her. She froze in place, unsure what she should do.

“What are you doing here? You were supposed to return to the village.”

“Ha, me go back to the village. Nope. I had no intentions of going back. I’ve been shadowing you guys the whole time,” Sky replied indignantly.

“And why would you bother doing that?”

“Simple, I wanted to wait till I could get you alone and persuade you to tell Thomas that I should lead the group.”

“Like he would allow you to.”

“Oh, he will. Besides, I’ve seen you make a fool of yourself. People in your group are getting injured because of your incompetence, and you barely find them adequate shelter for the day. And now you’re stuck here for how long because of Lisa?”

Troy paused and stammered a little before responding. “At least three weeks, but her accident had nothing to do with me.”

“Sure, it did. You had them cross the river at a dangerous spot. You figured as soon as you found something you could get over, it was satisfactory enough. Had you traveled a mile further, you would have noticed a sandbar and low water, allowing you to cross safely.”

“Well, I couldn’t have known that, and why should I trust you? You could be making the whole thing up.”

“We’ll never know, since the last rainstorm caused the river to rise.”

“You should go back now before Thomas finds out you're here.”

“No, I’m not going back,” her voice started to rise in anger.

Anger stirred within Troy. He balled his fists in a challenge to her angry voice, and his face began to turn red. “Thomas picked me to lead this group, not you!”

“That was his mistake. He should have picked me. I’m the better scout.”

Troy, not wanting to keep up the bantering, started walking toward Sky, who took up the challenge and walked toward him. The two stopped inches apart, staring into each other's eyes, breathing rapidly and shallowly. Both held clenched fists, ready to come up in defense if needed. 

“I will not back down. This is my job and I’m doing fine,” Troy said, spittle flying into her face.

Sky moved her hand to her face and wiped the spittle off her nose and eye. “How dare you spit in my face, you little rat!” At that moment she lunged into him causing him to stumble backwards to evade her fists. 

Troy wasn’t the type of guy to strike a woman, but Sky was making it tough for him to avoid it. Troy kept backing up to avoid her swings, then he stopped and anchored his feet to the ground. While she was busy trying to swing again, he shoved her backward, making her fall on her butt. 

Sky sat there for a minute before bouncing back up, the color in her face having gone from red to purple in fury. She lunged at him again, making him step further back to dodge the hardest of her intended blows. 

As his back foot slammed onto the ground, he lost his balance. In an instant, he was tumbling backward, arms flailing out, seeking to grasp hold of anything he could reach.

Sky, horrified by what was happening, desperately reached out to grab his nearest hand, merely to have her fingers brush against his. The next thing she saw was his body striking the rushing water beneath the rocky overhang and tumbling through the water as he was swept downstream. 

“Well, just great,” she said to no one. “The jerk just had to get himself killed. I won’t ever get to lead the group now, ‘cause Thomas will think I killed him just so I could.”

Angry at herself, she headed back into the woods, consigned to shadowing the group.
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The campsite hummed with activity as the group prepared for the day. Since they would be there for few weeks, they needed to gather food and supplies to hold them over. Thomas wanted to get a hunting party out as quickly as possible. “Morning. I need to go over the work detail for today, so please gather around,” he hollered to get everybody’s attention.

Everyone went over to the central building where Lisa and Thomas were standing.

“Doug and Anton, I want you guys to go hunting and trapping. We need as much meat as we can get. We’ll smoke the extra so we can take some with us when we leave. You two will butcher your kills, and Paulette and I will help with cutting the meat and preparing it for smoking.”

Doug and Anton nodded their heads in acknowledgment.

“Excellent. Paulette and Kaden, if you could forage for edible and medicinal plants, that would be wonderful. Meanwhile, Troy and I will finish getting the camp ready and monitor Lisa. Once the hunting party returns, Paulette and I will work with them in the smokehouse.”

“Speaking of Troy helping you, dear, where is he?” Paulette asked. “I haven’t seen him all morning.”

Thomas glanced around, realizing for the first time Troy hadn’t returned from his morning walk. “He went for a walk early this morning. I thought he would be back by now. I recommend we do our appointed tasks, and if he isn’t back by lunch, then I’ll go searching for him.”

Seemingly satisfied with the answer, the group dispersed to gather the things they would need for their assignments. 

Doug and Anton got their packs and rifles and headed into the woods. Thomas hoped they would bring back a deer. Kaden and Paulette grabbed empty bags and went in search of plants by the river. Thomas worked the last touches to the smokehouse.

Lunchtime arrived with still no sign of Troy. Thomas went to the river embankment and called to Kaden and Paulette. “Hey, guys, can you come back to camp and watch over Lisa while I go searching for Troy? He hasn’t made it back yet, and that’s very unusual for him.”

“Sure, be right there,” Paulette replied.

Thomas returned to the central building and grabbed his gear for scouting. Kaden and Paulette entered and dropped their mostly full sacks.

“Kaden, can you stay here? I’ll take Paulette with me and, hopefully, we’ll be back soon.”

“Yeah, I’ll monitor Lisa and let the others know where you are if they get back before you.”

“Thanks.”

“Paulette, grab your bag and we can head out. He told me he would head east along the tree line, so that’s the way we’ll go.”

“Sure.” Paulette stepped inside, grabbed her bag, and went outside. 

“Do you think he just got distracted or something?” Paulette asked.

“Not sure. But he rarely disappears like this, so...”

They walked in silence after that, keeping an eye out for any sign of Troy. Paulette showed Thomas a broken limb nearby. “I think he went this way. See which way the branch is leaning?”

“Yeah.”

“That indicates his direction of travel.”

“You’re right.”

They continued their search, identifying additional signs of his passing. It was about an hour later when the signs indicated he deviated from his path along the tree line. Paulette halted and knelt to study the ground and nearby foliage. “Yep, it looks like he went that way.” She pointed to the left toward the river. They followed the new path, and a moment later stepped out onto a rocky outcropping. 

“Wow, I can see why he came out here. It’s beautiful,” Paulette said.

“Yes, it is. But where is he now?”

They both glanced around trying to determine if he had left in a different direction and realized that there was only one safe way on and off the outcropping, and that was the way they had just come from. Paulette and Thomas continued to search the outcropping, and that’s when they noticed some loose rocks with scuff marks. “What are these?” Thomas mumbled.

“It looks like there was a scuffle, but I can’t make out any other footprints other than Troy’s,” Paulette said.

“Hmm, look over here,” Thomas said.

Paulette came up to Thomas and knelt to look at what Thomas was showing her. “The outcropping has a section of it broken off, and it appears fresh. Do you think whatever happened caused him to fall?”

Paulette scrutinized the ground further, taking in Troy’s foot marks and the other scrapes. That’s when she noticed the toe of his boot had perched right on the rim of the broken rock. “Thomas, look here. See how this boot mark shows the toe but not the heel. I think you’re right. Something caused him to back up, and when he did, the rock gave way.”

“Oh, dear God! No!” Thomas’s face blanched at the prospect of losing Troy. “It can’t be.” As he desperately looked out at the river, he couldn’t see anything on the adjacent shoreline and nothing in the water. He didn’t expect to discover anything with the swiftly flowing water, but he had to try. His shoulders drooping, Thomas swung around and gripped Paulette in a hug. “This is my responsibility.”

“No, it’s not.”

“Yes, if I hadn’t insisted he go, then he would be alive.”

“You can’t think like that. Troy knew the dangers better than most of us. He enjoyed doing this. The best thing we can do is to mount a search party for him. It’s possible he made it out further downstream.” She put on her most convincing smile, but it wasn’t working.

“You’re right. We should go looking for him. I hope we find him alive.”

With sad hearts, they returned to camp to tell everyone else what had happened and to mount a search party

An hour later, Thomas, Doug and Kaden where geared up and ready to head out and look for Troy. They hiked down to the river’s edge.

Thomas scanned the other side of the river trying to locate the rocky outcropping.

“I see it.”

“He fell from that?” Doug asked.

“Yes. I’m hoping that he landed in a deep area and is somewhere nearby on the shore,” Thomas replied.

“Man, that’s a long fall,” Kaden said. “I would imagine he will be badly injured when we find him.”

“Probably. That’s why I brought you along,” Thomas said.

They continued to hike along the river, scanning both sides to see if Troy had managed to pull himself out. Thomas was getting worried. He couldn’t find a single clue that Troy had exited the water. He looked up at the sun and noticed that it would be dark soon.

“Guys, we’re going to need to camp out here tonight. We’ll continue our search at first light,” Thomas said.

Thomas located a fairly level spot amongst some trees to set up camp. “Doug, can you get some firewood while Kaden and I set up the fire pit?”

“Sure thing. Be right back.”

With the campsite set up and dinner cooking, they settled in for the evening.

“Wake up. It’s time to get going,” Thomas said. 

He watched as Kaden and Doug rose from their bedding and got moving. 

Thomas rolled up his bedding and cleaned his area. Then he pulled out a piece of jerky to eat before they started their search.

“Are you guys about ready to go?” Thomas asked.

“Yeah,” they said in unison.

Thomas led them along the river’s edge. He kept scanning each side of the river for any hint of Troy’s whereabouts. “Doug, can you walk a little further away from the river to see if he might have made it into shelter?” Thomas asked.

“Okay.” 

Thomas observed as Doug headed further up the riverbank, parallel to him and Kaden. 

They searched for hours and still hadn’t found any indication that Troy had made it out of the water. Thomas lowered his head in resignation, fearing that Troy hadn’t survived. 

Thomas came to a halt. He called Doug over to where he and Kaden stood. “It’s almost dark again. We’ll camp here tonight and then head back in the morning. We’ve hiked for two days and haven’t found a clue. I’m afraid that he may not have made it.”

“But what if he did and he is laying out there dying?” Doug asked.

“I understand your concern, Doug. But this river goes a long way. We could hike its entirety and not find him. It’s just too much of a risk getting so far from the main camp. If we were back home in familiar surroundings, it would be different.”

“So, we just give up on him?” Doug said. Thomas could see the angry look on Doug’s face.

“Unfortunately, we have no choice but to return to camp.”

“Fine,” Doug said as Thomas watched him walk away.

Thomas looked at Kaden for any kind of confirmation. “You’re the doctor. What do you think Troy’s odds were?”

“Honestly, I don’t think he could have made it falling from that height and into the raging river below,” Kaden replied.

Thomas looked at both men and instructed them to make camp. He wasn’t looking forward to telling the rest of the group that Troy was dead or lost to them. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 24

[image: image]


Spring 2281

Shock registered on Troy’s face as the rock broke beneath him, causing him to fall backward off the mountain. Flailing as he fell, he struggled to grab hold of something, anything to keep him from falling into the water. He saw Sky reach for him, and he stretched his arm as far as he could but simply brushed her fingers. He transitioned from backward to straight-down hurtling toward the water. The crash into the water below knocked the breath out of him as he slammed into the ice-cold water. Sinking deep into the water, he struggled to find the surface, as the rushing water continued to twirl and twist him around. Gasping, he broke to the surface, merely to be pulled back under. He struggled and fought to resurface. He spluttered, gasped, and spit water, fighting to keep his head above water. 

The current swept him downriver, smacking him into rocks. The force of the water dragged and rolled him across the sharp bottom, only to throw him back to the surface and repeat the process. The icy water cut deeply into his very bones and his limbs were becoming numb. 

Despite his efforts, he could no longer use his arms and legs and barely rolled himself onto his back so he could keep his face pointed into the air. His teeth chattered. His vision started to wane. He lost consciousness.
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A hermit walked down a narrow mountain trail to fetch water from the river for his cabin. He came out of the woods and headed near the banks of the river where the water was calmer. He reached the river’s edge and knelt to scoop some water, when he noticed a body floating nearby, gently rocking into a large tree in the river. At first, the hermit ignored the body, thinking it was dead, but he glanced once again and happened to catch a slight twitch. Startled, he trudged into the water and when he reached the body, he seized it by the shoulders and started dragging it out of the water. He had never encountered someone so blue before.

Although he lived alone, the hermit was unique. He hummed to himself as he dragged the body completely out of the water. He checked for a pulse, and his bushy eyebrows shot up in astonishment. The body was alive. The hermit went into the woods and gathered some branches of different sizes. He lashed them together to make a drag-behind travois. He carried it to the body and rolled it onto the frame. His nostrils flared as he labored to move the heavy body. Finally, he got the body situated onto the travois. He grabbed his water and hefted the handles, raising one end of the frame.

The grey-haired hermit struggled as he pulled the burden up the long and winding trail. Occasionally, he stopped to wipe the sweat from his brow and catch his breath. Looking up, he saw his cabin hiding just behind the fir trees. He picked the travois up and continued to pull the body up the trail. 

Finally making it to his cabin, he laid the travois on the ground and proceeded up the steps. Inside, he lit an old-world lantern, casting light around the modest, one-room cabin. Back outside, he slipped his hands under the shoulders and bends of the knees of the body and hoisted it with a loud groan. Stumbling a little as he caught his balance, he made his way up the steps and into the cabin and laid the body on his cot, which was made from tree limbs, pine needles, and moss. 

“I’s must gets him warmed up,” he said out loud. He delicately pulled all the wet clothing off the body and, using a large cloth, dried the body the best he could. He placed his bear-skin fur over the body to help warm it and lit a fire in the fireplace. He hung a pail of water over the flames to boil.

With the fire roaring, the cabin would soon warm up. From a small shelf, the hermit picked up some cloths and bandages and shuffled back over to the cot. He scooted his homemade chair close and began to examine the man for wounds. The hermit cleaned scrapes and scratches all over the face and body, finding some cuts to be deep enough to need stitching. He also found that one wrist was probably broken. He took his needle and thread and carefully stitched all the deep cuts and placed a healing salve over them. He snapped a small stick in two pieces, arranged them on each side of the left wrist, and wrapped a cloth around to keep them in place. He leaned back in his chair and stared at the unconscious man, wondering if he would ever wake up.

The hermit went about his normal business for the day, eating, sleeping in his chair, and cutting wood for the fire. It was late in the evening when he heard a low moan from the man, so he went over to see how the man was doing. The injured man lay moaning in his sleep, tossing and turning, only to groan in pain and stop moving again. 

The hermit went back to making his stew for dinner. The stew bubbled and boiled, filling the cabin with a pleasant aroma of potatoes, vegetables, and venison. Soon the hermit heard a small intake of air, then a mumbled word. “Where... am... I?”

The hermit stopped stirring the stew and went over to the man. Glancing down with his ice-blue eyes, he noticed the man staring back at him. “You’s in my cabin. I’s founds you in da river.”

Still obviously confused, the man tried to sit up only to find his body was too bruised and broken to allow it. Looking back at the hermit, he said, “I need to get back to my friends.”

“Sorry, I’s don’t thinks you should moves anytimes soon. You’s pretty bunged up.”

“But... I need to.”

“Well’s, I’s don’t knows wheres your friends be so it no tellin’ how far it woulds be to hike. And you’s in no condition to goes anywheres.”

Troy squeezed his eyes shut and sighed in defeat. He wasn’t going anywhere anytime soon with his extensive injuries. 

“Thanks for rescuing me.”

“Nos problem. Hasn’t seens people heres in a longs time, so was shocked to sees you floating in da river.”

“I bet.”

“My name is Troy. What’s yours?”

“I’s don’t rightly recalls. It’s beens so longs since I’s talks to people.”

“I’m sorry. It’s nice to meet you.”

“Nice to meets yous, too. You’s wants some stew?”

Famished from not having eaten anything he wasn’t even sure when, Troy nodded at the hermit. “I would love some. It smells great.”

“Thanks yous.”

The hermit went over to the fireplace and gingerly lifted the pail off the rod holding it above the fire. He set it on a simple wooden table. He stirred the stew and then dipped the ladle in and deposited a reasonable amount of vegetables, potatoes, and venison in a wooden bowl. He stuck a wooden spoon into the steaming bowl of stew and walked over to Troy. He set the bowl on the floor, then reached out to help Troy sit. “Heres, lets me help yous sits.”

The hermit piled some furs behind Troy’s shoulders and against the wall and then helped him to sit up and scoot back against the furs. “It’s gonna be hards for yous to holds this bowl withs that there broken wrist. Woulds you likes me to helps you eats?”

“Naw, just give me something to set the bowl on and I’ll be fine.” Troy’s ego got in the way of his accepting the hermit’s help to feed him. Also, he didn’t want to be too much of a burden on this strange man.

“Okies.” The hermit moved over and grabbed a flat piece of wood, placed it on Troy’s lap, and set the bowl of stew on top. Troy smiled. He inhaled the steam from the stew. It looked and smelled good. He dipped the spoon in and pulled out a large helping of meat and potatoes. Bringing the spoon to his chapped and cracked lips, he blew to cool it enough to take the first bite. Troy had some trouble keeping the bowl in one place, but kept it somewhat still by lodging the warm bowl against his broken wrist. The warmth radiating off the bowl helped the pain. Finishing his last bite of savory stew, he looked up and asked the hermit, “Why do you live out here by yourself?” Troy wanted to ask why he spoke funny too, but felt it would be rude.

“I’s didn’t always lives outs heres. Whens I’s was small I’s lives with me ma and pa in da city.”

“Really, what city?” Troy apologized for interpreting. “Sorry.”

“I’s borns there. Buts as I’s gots older, peoples started seein’ I’s different. Me ma and pa hids me best theys could and taughts me all I’s know. I’s was super smarts theys said. Buts it didn’t matters to the rulers of the city. Whens I gots in mys teen years, the city tolds me ma and pa I had to goes. Theys argued, sayin’ I’s was super smarts and coulds contribute, buts theys wouldn’t haves anys of it. Ma and Pa cries for days as theys packed me things. Then theys escorted mes to the gate and bade me goodbyes. I’s waited for days to be lets back in, but no ones would lets me in, so I’s finally left. I’s wandered for a longs times befores finally finding this here shack. Its needed fixin’ up a lots, sos I’s fixed it ups, and nows I’s lives here.” Tears flowed down the hermit’s cheeks from reminiscing and telling his tragic story to Troy.

“Wow. I am so sorry that happened to you. I’m glad that you learned so much and that you were here to find me floating in the river.”

The hermit cracked a smile, causing wrinkles to form under his tired eyes. “I’s glads toos,” he said.
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Spring 2281

The camp came alive with activity as Doug and Anton lumbered into camp with the deer they had bagged a few hours earlier. “Dang, this thing is heavy,” Anton complained.

Doug just shook his head. He was tired of Anton's incessant complaining and wouldn't have minded leaving him back on the mountain, but he couldn't carry the deer by himself, so he had no choice but to listen to his grumbling all the way back to camp. 

"Lift, Anton. It won’t get on the table by itself," Doug said with some annoyance in his voice.

"I’m trying, dude. Told ya this thing weighs a ton."

With some extra effort, they were able to lift and swing it onto the table.

"Phew, glad that's finished." Anton wiped the sweat that had accumulated on his forehead. 

Doug heard a commotion and pivoted slightly to see Paulette heading toward them with her knives. Doug called out, “Glad to see you’re ready to get this thing cut up."

Swiping a stray brown hair from her face, she remarked, “Well, someone has to do the dirty work.” A sly grin emerged as she approached the deer. “It's been awhile since I butchered a deer.”

"Well, don’t let me stand in your way," Doug said. 

“Thanks, guys, but I’ll let you skin it, and I’ll help with the cuts.”

"Ah, I see. Leave the heavy lifting to the guys, eh?" Doug chuckled as he reached out to take the knives Paulette offered him.

Doug, with Anton’s help, delicately sliced the skin from the muscle, making quick work of the job. 

Doug noticed Kaden arrive just as he and Anton were cutting the deer. 

“Hey, you here to help out,” Doug asked.

“Yeah. Came over to help Paulette with the smokehouse.”

“Okay. I’ll let you guys get to it.”

He watched as Paulette and Kaden took off to make certain the smokehouse was ready to go. 

Doug and Anton toiled over the carcass, carefully parting the hide from muscle. Just as Doug finished cutting the last piece of hide from the carcass, Paulette and Kaden arrived with sinew ropes. Doug, Anton, and Paulette got busy cutting the deer into different flanks of meat, while Kaden prepared to string the pieces for hanging in the smokehouse. Doug worked on the back legs of the deer, cutting away strips of meat, while Anton and Paulette cut different portions and hunks of meat from the chest. Eventually, Paulette stopped butchering to help Kaden with stringing the meat.

“How’s it going, Kaden?”

“Fine, just takes a little time to cut a small slit, string the sinew through, then tie it off.”

“Yeah, since we have most of the meat cut, I thought you might could use some help with this part. Besides, you’ll need my height to hang the meat.” Paulette smiled as Kaden winced a little about being short but took it in stride and smiled back.

“Yeah, you're right.”

They continued stringing each of the cuts of meat with sinew rope and setting the meat aside. The meat began to stack up, and, although the air was cool, it needed to get hung soon, so Paulette stopped stringing meat and grabbed several large chunks and headed to the smokehouse. 

The door was left slightly ajar, so she used her foot to swing it open, stepped inside, walked around the fire pit, and began hanging the meat on the nails. She made several more trips to grab meat and take it back to hang in the smokehouse. By her third trip, the guys were pretty much done with cutting what would be hung in the smokehouse. Kaden had just finished stringing the last strip of meat and walked over to help Paulette carry the rest over to the smokehouse. He held the large pile of meat while Paulette picked up one piece at a time and hung it on the nails that were pounded into the beams. After they finished, both Kaden and Paulette walked down to the river. Paulette knelt and began washing her hands and arms in the ice-cold water. Within minutes, her hands and arms felt numb from the cold, yet she still was scrubbing the deer blood off. Kaden was in the same predicament.

After cleaning the blood off their hands, they returned to the smokehouse to start the fire. Paulette couldn’t wait to be warming her frozen hands over a warm fire, if Kaden would just move his fingers and get it started.

“Here, do you want me to hold that while you rub it and try to start the fire,” Paulette offered.

“Thanks, that would help. Man, I can’t feel my fingers.” Kaden rubbed against the fire-starter stick trying to get it to spark and start the fire. It took a few tries, but finally a strong enough spark caught on the kindling and the fire began to take off. They stood again and wafted their hands and arms over the tiny fire, warming their extremities so they could function again. The smoke started getting thick before they had a chance to fully thaw their hands, but some warmth had been better than none. They left the smokehouse and made sure to shut and secure it so the smoke could do its job.

Thomas swept past Paulette as she was coming in the central building. He stopped and asked, “So how did everything go?”

“Things went smoothly. Though using freezing-cold river water to get clean has never been on my to-do list.” She chuckled.

“Understood, but it's not like we’ve found a usable tub to warm up the water for major baths.”

“How’s Lisa?”

“I just came from there. She’s doing much better. The pain is down, and she doesn’t require as much pain medication. She isn’t happy that she has delayed us, but I told her not to fret about it.”

“Good. Oh, by the way, from what Doug tells me, we have to smoke the meat for a minimum of two weeks so it won't rot. He said because we couldn’t cure it with salt first that the meat might not last till they come back through”

“Hmm, that means we won’t be leaving here till around the three-week mark, since we are just coming up on week one now.”

“Yeah, I suppose that’ll give Lisa more time to heal.”

“True. We’ll be eating some of the meat during those two weeks, and then we’ll carry what we can. Maybe, if we’re lucky, the rest can remain here and be transported back to the village, though I very much doubt it will last that long. With the way the trip has progressed so far, who knows how long it will take us to get back this way.”

“I understand. We’ll just have to do the best we can with what we have.”

“So true.”

Paulette wandered to the fire and threw more logs on it so she could cook some deer steaks they had just cut. Then she went inside to check on Lisa. “Hi, Lisa. How’s it going?” 

“Fine. My arm isn’t hurting as much.”

“That’s good. Do you feel well enough to help me with dinner preparations tonight?”

“Yeah, I guess I can manage that.”

“Fantastic, would you take these roots I have cut up and use this rock to pulverize them? I’ll use the herbs, water, and honey to marinate the meat.”

Lisa rose and moved over to where Paulette was preparing dinner, and, with a smile, she picked up the rock and started crushing and pulverizing the roots. Once finished, she put them into a shallow bowl, added some water and honey, and blended it all together. Once the mix was ready, Paulette laid the slabs of meat in the concoction and then placed the bowl inside another container full of ice-cold river water. “This will be ready to cook over the fire in a few hours,” Paulette said out loud.

“I can’t wait to taste it. It already smells marvelous,” Lisa said.

“Thanks.”

[image: time travel scene change]

Sky sat atop a narrow outcropping, staring down at the campsite and observing the activity at the camp. A smile split her face as she wondered how Thomas would get the group to the City of Technology now that Troy was gone. Of course, it probably wasn't in the forefront of his mind at the moment. She wished she could persuade him to let her finish leading them to the City but realized if she appeared right now, he would be furious with her and just send her away again. She would just have to bide her time and wait for the perfect moment.

A glint of light caught her attention, and she rotated to discover what it was. The glint came from the sunlight reflecting off Doug's rifle barrel as he and Anton lumbered in under the weight of their recent kill. Amused, she watched as they carried the deer to an area they had made for butchering the game. They lifted and swung the carcass onto the makeshift wood table and untied its legs from the long tree limbs they used to transport it. 

A few minutes afterward, she saw Paulette go over and talk to the two guys. Sky couldn't make out what they were saying, though it appeared to be directions of some sort. 

Doug and Anton began skinning the deer while Paulette and Kaden made certain the smokehouse was ready. The two brought back some segments of twine that Sky assumed would be used to string up the meat in the smokehouse. Chuckling to herself, she thought, they don't have salt nor the time to cure it, so the meat won't last as long. 

She lingered a little longer watching them cut different sections of meat, stringing it, and then carrying and hanging it in the smokehouse. 

Growing bored, she rose and strode away. Her camp was a mile up the mountain and she needed to get there before dark.
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Spring 2281 

Troy tossed and turned in his sleep, not able to get comfortable due to all the scrapes and bruises on his body. A sudden rocking motion swayed him into a deeper, more relaxed sleep, only to be abruptly awakened when the leg of the bed broke and dumped him onto the floor. “Uggh, what the heck?” He tried looking around, but it was pitch black in the cabin. The stillness was interrupted by clanging pans and items crashing to the floor. Confused by all the commotion and still feeling the rocking motion, he stood and tried to shuffle over to wake the hermit. Stumbling about the cabin, he eventually got to where the hermit slept in his chair but found him on the floor instead with a shelf toppled on top of him. 

Moaning and struggling to rub his head but incapable of moving, the hermit called for help. “Troy, ares yous there? I’s needs helps.”

“I’m right here. Give me a minute. I need to lift this shelf off you. When I do, I need you to squirm out if you’re able?”

“I’s wills tries.”

Troy shuffled around in the dark looking for something to use as a lever. He finally brushed against a long broken board. He placed the board under the shelf. Huffing and puffing, he leaned all his weight onto the board. He raised the shelf a foot or so, all the while seeking to maintain his balance in the rocking and rolling motion. “See if you can move.”

The hermit squirmed and made his way out from under the shelf. As soon as he cleared the shelf, Troy let go and it crashed to the floor. “I don’t understand what’s happening, but we should get out of here.”

Troy reached out and took hold of the hermit’s arm, and they stumbled their way out of the cabin into the cold blackness of early morning. They walked several feet away and sat down to keep from falling. Looking back toward the cabin, they could hardly make out the shifting and twisting it was doing during this odd event. A few moments after their escape, the rocking and rolling ceased, and they were again left in complete silence. Troy wasn’t used to not hearing animals at night. Lifting his eyebrows, he looked at the hermit for an explanation. “Do you know what just happened? Why aren’t there noises?”

The hermit laced his fingers through his scraggly, grey beard, deep in thought. “Nos I’s don’ts.” He continued to play nervously with his beard, not knowing what to do. Troy looked around, but the lighting wasn’t decent and he couldn’t see anything. 

“We’ll have to wait till it’s light enough to determine what damage there is to the cabin.”

The hermit stared into the darkness with his blue eyes unfocused. 

“Great, he’s in shock,” Troy mumbled to himself.
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The boat swayed gently in the ocean, Paulette stood on the bow admiring the vast ocean and inhaling the sea-salt air. Her hair flapping behind her in the wind, she looked in the distance trying to determine where she might go, when abruptly the boat started rocking harder. The boat hurled her to the left then back to the right. Paulette could hardly keep her footing as it tossed her about the now slippery deck. The rocking and rolling of the boat continued, and one enormous rock caused the boat to list hard to the right, throwing Paulette against the railing. She clutched desperately at the railing, trying not to lose her grip, when a gigantic wave slammed into the boat, knocking her loose and sending her crashing hard into the other side. Just as she gained her balance and stood, the boat’s bow shot into the air flinging her over the railing and into the raging sea.

Paulette woke, startled from her dream. Lying there for a second and taking deep breaths to steady herself, she felt the rocking and rolling again. Realizing what was happening, she rolled over and shook Thomas on the shoulder. “Wake up, hon.”

“Wha... Just let me sleep... It's too early.”

“No! Wake up now. We’re having an earthquake.”

Thomas shot up, bewildered at first, then stared at Paulette, his brown eyes reflecting a fear she had never seen before. “A what? We have never had one of those. Are you positive?”

“Yes, I’m positive. Now go wake Kaden and Lisa and help Kaden get her outside of the building. I’ll wake everybody else.”

“Okay.” Thomas leapt up and dashed over to Kaden’s sleep area and shook him awake. “Hey, wake up, we need to get out of here.”

“Huh... Wha... Sure, whatever you say.” Kaden sat, still groggy from being awakened from a deep slumber. Meanwhile, Thomas woke Lisa and helped her to her feet. Kaden stood on what felt like shaky feet till he realized his feet weren’t what was shaking but the ground. “Holy crap! The ground is moving.”

“Yeah, and I need your help to get Lisa out of here.” 

Kaden took Lisa’s right arm and Thomas her left, and they guided her outside, all the while trying to remain upright.

While Thomas was helping Kaden and Lisa, Paulette ran over and shook Anton and Doug awake. “Hey, guys, we need to get out of the building. Now!” 

Anton complained, “But it's not time to wake up yet.”

“Yes, it is if you want to stay alive,” Paulette spat.

She noticed Doug tripping over things as he headed out the side opening in the building. “You okay?” she asked.

“Yea. Just in a hurry to make sure Lisa’s okay,” Doug replied. 

Anton glared at Paulette, who having had enough of his constant whining, spun around and ran out of the building. A few minutes later, Anton screamed as a board fell and hit his arm, prodding him to jump up and run out of the building. He looked like a drunken sailor as he ran. It was hard for Paulette not to laugh at the comical sight, despite the seriousness of the situation.

With nowhere to go for shelter from the earthquake, they sat and huddled tightly together. Within minutes of their evacuation of the building, the earth stood still. 

“What the hell was that?” Doug asked, struggling to see the others in the darkness.

“That was an earthquake. I haven’t felt one of those since I arrived here, but we had them a lot back where I came from.”

“Wow, man, that was rad, now that I’m not peeing my pants from the fright,” Doug quipped.

“Yeah, well, in a big city, things wouldn’t look so rad to you. Buildings and highways are damaged, and people are injured or die, so be grateful that we’re all okay,” she chastised.

“Sorry, it's the first time any of us has experienced this.”

“He’s right, Paulette. Go easy on him,” Thomas interjected. “We’ve never felt the earth move like this before. Neither had our ancestors, from what I understand. We assumed that was all behind us after the great upheaval.”

“Sorry to break the news to you guys, but the earth is constantly moving. You just may never have felt it before, but, trust me, it was moving.”

“How and why would it move?” Anton broke in.

“Simple. The earth has a crust that slides around on tectonic plates. These plates sometimes pass under one another or crash into each other, causing mountains to develop, or they slide and slip past each other. It has always been that way. The earth is always evolving around us.”

“Dang, that’s crazy. Does this mean we could be in for a major upheaval again?” Doug asked.

Paulette smiled. She tried to comfort everyone with her answer, “No, not anytime soon. It may take place again but not for a long time, and we won’t be here to worry about it, anyhow. So you're safe from that. However, if these are happening back near the village, your people may have to do some fortifying of the cabins so they remain standing in the smaller quakes.” 

“Can we go back inside now? Is it safe?” Anton asked.

“Yes, we should be able to move back inside, but we need to check the structure first and make certain it didn’t sustain too much damage.”

“Well, we can’t do that right now. It’s still dark out, and our warmth is in there.” Anton pointed toward the glow emanating from the building they had just evacuated.

“You’re right. So, we need to gather some wood and start a small fire out here till dawn, then we can go back and assess the damages.” Paulette rose to her feet and, as her eyes adjusted to the darkness, she located a few pieces of broken concrete. Thomas helped her haul the concrete back to where the group remained huddled together.

“Guys, you need to be looking for some wood, not just sitting around. It’s safe to move around, just be careful in the dark,” Thomas said.

Doug hesitantly stood, testing his footing to make sure the ground wouldn’t pitch him back on his butt. He began to shuffle around in the dark looking for small branches and wood. Anton just sat there glaring into the black nothingness, refusing to budge, still fearful that the earth would move again if he tried.

Kaden got up and helped Doug gather branches and wood, and they brought their findings back to the fire pit Thomas and Paulette had just finished building. Doug tossed some smaller pieces of wood in, along with some pine needles, setting it up to be lit. “Do any of you have your fire starter with you?” Doug asked.

They all looked at each other and realized that they didn’t have anything with them, having rushed out of the building in the middle of the night. As Doug looked around, all he saw were people shaking their heads. “Well, we need one so we can start the fire.” Looking over to Paulette, he asked, “Do you think it’s safe enough for me to go get my fire starter?”

Paulette looked toward the building, which was more visible since the sky was becoming slightly lighter, and thought for a moment before answering. “I think if you tread carefully and go straight to it and back out, you shouldn’t have any trouble. Just don’t bump into the building in the dark, and be careful of anything that might have fallen.”

Satisfied with the answer, Doug ran toward the building, slowing down as he got closer. Taking his time, he stepped into the building and worked his way toward his sleeping area. Several times he had to divert when he came upon a board or two lying on the floor. He made it to his sleeping area, retrieved the fire starter, and headed back out. Feeling a little more confident, he walked faster to get out of the building and his foot snagged on a piece of fallen roof, causing him to trip and fall. Picking himself up off the ground and dusting off, he continued out to where the group was waiting. He was feeling a little woozy, so when he got back, he handed the fire starter to Kaden. Then Doug went over to where Lisa was sitting and sat on the ground. He noticed a wet spot on his side but thought nothing of it. 

Kaden got the fire started and within a few minutes the fire was roaring, its orange and red flames lighting the area and warming the haggled group. Kaden walked over to give Doug his fire starter back, and when he leaned over to hand it to him, Kaden said, “Wow, what the heck happened to you? That looks like blood on the ground.”

Doug looked up with glazed eyes and said, “I don’t know. I fell in there and have felt woozy ever since and... well... felt a slight wet spot but figured I just scratched myself.” Now that there was enough light to see, Doug looked down and saw what had Kaden so concerned. When he saw the blood pooled on the ground, he looked back up to Kaden, then passed out, falling over on his side.

“Paulette, Thomas, I need you over here right now. Our fire starter hero has gotten himself injured,” Kaden said.

Thomas and Paulette walked over and saw Doug lying on the ground in a pool of blood. “What the heck happened?” Thomas asked.

“He said he tripped and fell and figured he got scratched, but this is more than a scratch.” Looking at Thomas, he said, “Can you get my medical bag from the building? And please be more careful than he was.”

“Sure, be right back.”

“Paulette, can you get some water and get it boiling for me?”

“Yes, right on it.”

“Is there anything I can do to help?” asked Lisa.

“Yeah, when they get back, I’ll need you to boil the needle and get some cloths ready for me.”

“Okay, I can do that.”

In mere minutes, Thomas loomed out of the dark with Kaden’s medical bag in hand and came and set it next to him. Kaden opened it and dug out the needle, some thread, cloths, and salve. He handed the needle, thread, and cloths to Lisa. “Can you take these to Paulette to clean with boiling water and bring back?”

“Sure,” said Lisa as she moved over to Paulette and the fire.

Kaden moved Doug’s clothing to reveal the wound. Lisa returned with the cloths, thread, and needle. 

Kaden worked by firelight, taking the wet cloths and letting them cool for a minute, and using them to wipe the blood away so he could see the extent of the damage. Once he got enough blood cleaned off the wound, he could see that something had punctured Doug’s lower right side and had sliced upward about an inch. The blood was still oozing out of the wound. “Lisa, I just need you to keep wiping the blood away as I stitch the wound shut.” 

It took close to an hour to finish stitching and cleaning Doug’s wound, placing a bandage on it, and then getting him to wake and drink some water to help replenish the blood loss. “You’ll need to rest for a few days. The cut wasn’t too deep but deep enough to cause you to lose quite a bit of blood. It's going to take some time to build that back up.”

“Yes, doc. Sorry, guys, I should have been more careful.”

“Just rest.”
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The rays from the morning sun peeked over the mountains, lighting the narrow valley where they were camped. Everyone had fallen asleep near the fire, but when the initial rays shone into their eyes, they awoke. 

“Wow, how serious do you figure the quake was?” Kaden asked, looking at the surrounding destruction.

Paulette shrugged, “It may have been what we used to call a three or four magnitude. The destruction you see is essentially because the buildings were already falling down, so the earth shaking just completed the job.” 

Thomas glanced over to the central building, shocked to discover that it was still standing. “So why is our building still intact?” 

“I don’t know. Maybe it was better built than the others, or newer. We should do a complete inspection of it and make certain it’s still safe to live in.”

Doug stayed by the smoldering embers of the fire while the others walked over to the central building. “Kaden and Anton, will you inspect the outside of the building? Check everything you can see,” Thomas requested. 

“Lisa, can you go check on the smokehouse and make certain it's still standing. Paulette, you and I will inspect the interior of the central building.” 

Thomas and Paulette walked inside to examine the area. There was an abundance of dust and dirt all over their belongings, a few boards from the roof had crashed down, and two of the walls on the other side where they weren’t staying had given way. “This isn’t too bad, but we’ll need to determine if we can fix the collapsed walls,” Thomas declared. 

“I concur, it's not as bad as it could have been. I think with all the spare timber lying around, we should be able to shore those walls. They don’t have to be perfect, just sufficient to protect us from the wind and rain.”

“I expect you’re correct. This could have been much worse, if you hadn’t recognized what was happening. Thank you, my love.”

“You’re welcome.”

They stepped back outside to determine if there were any other issues with the building. Kaden and Anton came around the corner at the same time Paulette and Thomas exited the building. “What did you guys find?” Thomas asked.

“I’m positive you both saw the collapsed walls. Other than that, there seems to be no extensive damage from what we could observe.”

“That’s excellent.”

Thomas saw Lisa approaching. “So how does the smokehouse look?”

She smiled. “It’s still standing. Probably has to do with all the extra stuff you guys did to it, though. Otherwise, I suspect it would have fallen. I also stepped inside to make certain the fire was still good and noticed a few of the rocks had slipped out, so I placed them back where they belonged. The meat remained in place, so all’s good on that front.”

“Great. It’s been a rough start to the day. We need to clear all the dust off our things. Kaden and I will get busy rebuilding the walls. The rest of you can handle the smaller details.”
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Troy and the hermit sat in the cold for several hours before the sun peaked over the mountain and shone enough light for them to see what had transpired. The hermit’s mouth fell open as he stared at his cabin. Part of the roof had collapsed, the windows were busted, and who knew what happened to the stuff on the inside. “What’s I’s gonna dos nows. It’s gones.”

Troy walked over to the cabin and started circling it and inspecting the issues. Although, he was still injured, he felt, with a little luck, he could help the hermit fix the cabin. “Hey, it’s not terrible. I’ll help you mend the cabin.”

“Thanks.”

They stepped inside and saw the mess before them. Shelves had tumbled over, pots and pans were strewn about the cabin, the bed was ruined, and there were other minor things that would take time to clean and repair. The hermit just stood there, his blue eyes spilling tears, as he studied all the ruined objects. Troy walked over, placed his arm around the gentleman, and stood there gazing at the loss, still not understanding what caused it. It was strange for him to feel the ground moving under his feet, and it scared him. Troy was a man who loved to be in control of things. This time he wasn’t, and that’s what terrified him most of all.

They went to work cleaning the inside of the cabin, straightening the things that had fallen, and then repairing the roof. Troy realized that helping rebuild the cabin would prevent him from catching up with the group. He just resigned himself to trying to make it to them as fast as possible.
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Spring 2281

The camp bustled with activity as everyone started to pack their things and get ready for continuing the trip to the City of Technology. Doug and Anton worked in the smokehouse removing the meat they would bring with them and making certain that it was wrapped so it could be distributed amongst everybody.

“Anton, can you grab that medium slab off to your right for me,” Doug asked.

Anton moved over and stretched his arms until he was tiptoeing to reach the top of the rope. He gripped the slab and yanked it down, passing it to Doug. “Ya know, man, this is gonna be cumbersome to carry.”

“Yeah, but we need the food with us, and since we don’t have any alternative, we’ll all take as much as we can handle in our bags.”

“Well, I don’t want to carry too much. Ya realize it’s hard enough for me as it is.”

“Whine, whine, whine. That’s all you do. You will carry your share, or you don’t get to eat. It's that simple.”

Anton groaned and rolled his eyes as he stomped out of the smokehouse. Doug finished wrapping the last of the meat and carried the packages to the rustic table so people could come by and pack them in their bags. 

Finished with the smokehouse, Doug went back to the central building and rolled up his sleeping stuff and attached it to the bottom of his bag. He then arranged the few items he had not yet packed in the bag. He took his bag back out to the table and placed it next to the meat. He picked up several large packages and crammed them in on top of everything else. After securing the top of the bag shut, he lifted it to see if it would be too heavy. Satisfied that he wouldn’t have a problem, he slung it over his shoulders and walked around a while to get a feel for the weight on his back.

Thomas and Kaden got the rest of the supplies packed and ready to go, while Paulette helped Lisa pack her things.

“I’m glad we’re getting back on the road again. Hopefully, we’ll be at the City in the next week, if all goes well,” Thomas said.

“I hope so. It’s been a tough time so far, but we’re doing our best. Who’ll scout for us, now that Troy is missing?” Paulette couldn’t bring herself to say he was dead. She hoped that he somehow survived the fall and was further down river waiting for them. Wishful thinking, she realized, but she was the type of individual to always hold out for hope.

“I’ve asked Doug to be our scout. His wound is better, and he should be able to do a good job. Besides, we know from what Troy said that we just need to follow the river all the way to the City, so the only thing we need Doug to do is find us shelter and a clear hiking trail along the river. That shouldn’t be too hard, even with his wound.”

“No, it shouldn’t be too difficult. If we get there within the week, we won’t have too many nights of camping.” Paulette smiled and patted Thomas on the shoulder, trying to reassure him he was doing a good job.

“True. Here’s hoping we don’t run into any more trouble.” Pausing for a minute, he asked, “How do you think Lisa will do on the hike?”

“Kaden said the bones are almost healed. She just needs to be careful not to bump her arm into anything or fall. I also packed her bag light, so she wouldn’t have it weighing her down and causing her to stumble more.”

“Great. Glad to hear she’s doing good.”
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Sky watched from her high perch, amused at all the activity going on down at the camp. She had packed most of her gear the night before in anticipation of the trip to come. She couldn’t wait to get moving again. Maybe at some point she could convince Thomas to let her be the scout. Knowing they were in for quite the surprise downriver caused her to snicker. She had accomplished a lot of scouting while waiting for Thomas and his group to get going again. The day after the earthquake, she headed downriver to determine if there had been any damage and found a rockslide had slid partially into the river, causing the river to back up significantly at that point. To get around it, the group would have to hike several hundred feet up the mountain in steep terrain. She wondered how they would deal with that. She kept entertaining herself with the bad luck the group was experiencing. She was pretty sure Thomas thought all their problems were behind them and the rest of the trip would be a breeze. She smiled a little wickedly knowing it would be much tougher than he ever thought. Observing that the group was about to depart, she hoisted her bag onto her shoulders, then slung her rifle over her left shoulder and waited for them to leave. She would hike parallel and higher up, ever watchful, constantly amused.
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“All right, listen up, please,” Doug said while arranging his bag and rifle on his shoulder. “I did a little scouting this morning and noticed the river is higher than it was before the earthquake. This means we’ll have to trek higher than planned, but the way looks clear with not a lot of obstacles.”

Smiles broke out on the faces of most in the group, Anton being the only one not to smile. 

“The idea is to get over the pass and into the valley before nightfall. Once we get down there, we’ll camp for the night and prepare for the next leg of the trip. Any questions?”

Heads shook in the negative. They started following the river’s meandering path through the mountain pass.

Paulette thought she remembered that the pass used to be called the Chinook Pass. She had driven over it a few times to visit old college friends who lived in Yakima and the Tri-Cities. It astonished her how different it looked now. It was practically unrecognizable, except for the broken road on the steep cliff. Some of the road was hanging over it, and some was missing altogether. This new world boggled her mind. Shaking the thoughts off, she focused on placing one foot in front of the other, drawing one step closer to maybe finding a way back home. She needed to persuade Thomas to travel back with her, since she didn’t want to leave him behind, but that was a matter for another time.

Kaden walked alongside Lisa, helping her over rocks and minor obstacles. Overall, she was doing well, and he didn’t have to administer too much pain medicine anymore. He preferred to keep a close eye on her. He felt the bones were mending, but they still had a long way to go to be fully functional again. He sure didn’t want any more falls and broken bones. He was exhausted with all the injuries he already had attended to. With his assistant mostly out of commission, all the medical stuff fell upon his shoulders. 

Anton trailed about hundred feet behind the group. All the nonsense disgusted him, and he couldn’t fathom why they were traveling to this City of Technology, anyway. He didn’t believe Paulette had come from the past and he constantly smoldered with resentment. He also couldn’t understand Thomas, who believed in living a simple life, would even conceive of going to a city with technology. But here they were, hiking through the mountains hoping that when they arrived, they would be granted entrance. In his mind, he could see it all. They would walk all that way to the City of Technology only to be informed that they were not worthy enough and must return home. “This will be all for nothing,” he grumbled under his breath. Frowning deeply and wrinkles appearing on his face, he kept plodding forward, having no other option but to follow Thomas’s lead.

Doug was in the lead when he announced a halt. “Guys, we have a dilemma.”

“What kind of dilemma?” Thomas asked.

“It appears a landslide is clogging the river. At our present course, we’ll run directly into the raging river. It’s backed up a lot.”

“Well, can’t we go around?”

“Maybe. Everyone stay here while I investigate.”

Relieved to be taking a break, they all removed their bags and sat down to rest their sore and tired bodies while Doug scouted ahead.

Doug walked further along the path and surveyed the area. From what he could see the simplest path was now completely under water, and their only way around was to climb several hundred feet higher. He spotted what looked like a small animal trail heading up through rough rocky terrain. He took his time and carefully hiked up along the trail. Several times rocks slid out from under his feet, almost causing him to fall, but he managed to remain vertical. He crested the rocky trail and realized it would be tough getting down the other side. Glancing to each side, he sought to locate a better path. He noticed a small trail zig-zagging down the rocky outcropping. With no alternative, he turned around and made his way back to the group.

“Hey, guys. I found us a way around, but it’ll be extremely dangerous.”

“Dangerous? Ya mean you can’t find something easier,” Anton bellowed.

“No, I can’t, and you can just stay here if you wish. It wouldn’t bother me a bit.”

“Enough, you two. What did you find?” Thomas asked.

“We’ll have to climb several hundred feet up a rocky game trail, then we’ll have to descend the other side along a zig-zagging trail to avoid falling and tumbling down.”

“Great, just great!” yelled Anton.

Thomas glared at Anton. “Listen, I needed you on this trip after Peter died. So far, you have been nothing but a pain in the backside. Get it together will you!” Thomas spat.

“It’s not my fault that he died. Besides, I didn’t ask to be here,” Anton spouted back.

“True. You didn’t ask to be here. I asked for you because you’re a good hunter. So, get over yourself and start cooperating.”

“Fine,” Anton said.

Paulette, noticing the escalation of the argument, interjected, “Hey, we can do this. We just must take it carefully and have each other's backs. That means you too, Anton. If we don’t, then things could go awry. So please, start being a team player.”

Anton crossed his arms and pivoted away from Thomas not willing to discuss the matter further.

“Doug, lead the way, please.”

Doug took the group toward the river. At the rocky outcropping, he veered to the right and began carefully hiking up a loose, rocky trail. The others behind him were dodging loosened rocks as they made their climb. 

“Hey, be careful, Doug. You’re knocking rocks loose,” Thomas called out. 

Kaden and Lisa walked as close to Doug as they could to avoid getting hit by any rocks.

Doug heard a noise and looked back to see Lisa losing her balance when she stepped on a loose rock. He was thankful to see Kaden had helped to stabilize her. 

“Thanks for catching me,” Lisa said.

“You’re welcome,” Kaden replied.

A few moments later, the group crested the trail and began winding down the other side. A couple of times they slid with the rocks as if they were skiing. It was dangerous to do, but when the rocks kept moving on them, they found it easier to travel with the rocks rather than fight them. It even got them to the bottom quicker.

Once they were safely at the bottom of the rocky trail, they started hiking alongside the river again.

An hour later, they rounded a bend in the river which carried them into the valley they were hoping to reach before nightfall. Paulette stopped in her tracks, jaw almost hitting the ground, as she stared out at what used to be the town of Naches. It was totally obliterated. Thomas held her hand and asked, “What’s wrong?”

“I used to drive through this town. It’s... It’s... Gone. Completely and utterly gone. I can only see parts of old buildings.”

“Sorry, my love. We’re used to seeing these things. Having never known what it looked like before, I can’t imagine how you’re feeling.”

Shaking it off, she glanced at Thomas and asked, “So are we camping near here?”

“Yes, Doug has gone looking for a decent camping spot. We’ll continue traveling in the morning.”

“Okay.” Paulette wandered off and found a private spot to sit. The sheer destruction overwhelmed her. From what she understood from Thomas’s story, the eruption of Yellowstone was what caused all the destruction on that side of the cascades. The people probably didn’t even know what hit them. Saddened by the thought of so much death and destruction, she knew it was going to be devastating to walk through the ruins the next day.
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Sky stopped when she realized the group had stopped below her. She didn’t know what they were talking about and honestly didn’t care. From her vantage point, she could see the entire valley. She had never seen any of the destruction of the bigger cities. She sucked in her breath at the sheer destruction that stretched before her. Squinting, she held her hands to her eyes to shield them from the sun, so she could see through its brightness. What lay before her was nothing but ruin. Of course, the vegetation had made a comeback and trees grew again, but the buildings that once stood in the valley now lay in piles of rubble. She swung her head back and forth taking it all in, when out of the corner of her eye she caught movement. She rotated in the direction of the movement and peered into the distance. She saw plumes of dust rising into the sky as something made its way north toward the valley and the unsuspecting group. She couldn’t quite make out what it was but had a sinking feeling it wouldn’t be anything good. Of course, she didn’t know for certain if the moving dust cloud would converge on the group or not. It could change direction and go elsewhere, or maybe even pass through the old city. 

She wasn’t looking forward to having to wander through the ruins to chase behind the group. It had been nice trailing them from above, but she had no alternative now. Turning from the destruction of the valley, she went looking for a place to camp. Fortunately, she discovered a small cave nearby and made camp for the night.
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Hermit’s Cabin

Troy hammered in the last nail to the last board, finally completing the repairs to the hermit’s cabin. Although every muscle was stiff and sore from the intense work, he beamed and high-fived the hermit. The hermit high-fived him back, and they both walked into the cabin to inspect the work. They looked around, noting that it actually looked much better than before the earthquake. The hermit clapped Troy lightly on the shoulder and smiled. “Thanks for alls the helps.”

“You’re very welcome. You saved my life and nursed me back to health. It’s the least I could do to repay you for your kindness.”

The Hermit smiled, rubbed his grizzly grey beard, and suddenly laughed out loud. “Yeah, yous was heavys. I’s almosts didn’t gets yous ups heres.”

“Sorry about that,” Troy chuckled. “Guess it's from all the hiking I do. Gives me dense muscles.”

“Yeps, yous dense all rights.”

“Funny, dude.”

Troy placed both arms around the huge hunk of a man. He would miss this guy. The hermit had kind of grown on him during his recuperation. He also gave Troy plenty of information about how the city operated back when he lived there as a kid, and it wasn’t all positive. Everything looked normal on the surface, but evil purposes were at work. He didn’t understand everything, and it had been years since the hermit had lived there, so there was no way to know whether the city could have changed for the better. All Troy knew was he needed to catch up with his friends and warn them what they might be walking into.

The hermit gave Troy a new bag to replace the one he had lost and supplies for his trip. Troy opened the bag and started stuffing in food, medical supplies, tools, rope, and other much-needed items, then cinched the bag shut. He grasped the spare waterskin, filled it with water, and tied it securely to the bag. Then he rolled his bedding and tied it to the bottom of the bag. Troy was almost set to go when the hermit walked over to him carrying a rifle.

“You’s gonna needs this here rifles. I’s loans its to yous. Yous comes backs to says hi tos me and brings it backs. Okies?”

Troy’s bushy eyebrows shot up and eyes widened in amazement. “Are you certain about this?”

“Yes, I’s ams. You’s needs protections.”

“I’m honored to use it. Thank you. I promise, to the best of my ability, I’ll bring it back. I couldn’t have a better friend than you in this world.”

The hermit shuffled nervously then grinned. “Ah, thanks yous. I’s enjoyed yous companys. Please stays safes outs there.”

“I’ll do my best, my friend.”

Tears were forming in the hermit's eyes. It was obvious to Troy that the hermit didn’t want him to leave but knew he had to. Troy slung the bag over his shoulders, grasped the rifle and arranged it over his left shoulder, attached the second waterskin to his belt, and slipped the knife the hermit had given him into its sheath. Facing the hermit, tears pooling in his eyes too, he reached out and grabbed the wonderful person and gave him a bear hug. He stepped back, wiping away the tears. The hermit smiled and reached out and ruffled Troy’s dusty-blonde hair. Then he walked to the door, opened it, and they both walked outside.

Troy began hiking down the path. Part-way down the trail, he looked back and waved. The hermit waved back with his right hand, while attempting to wipe away tears with his left, but only smeared dirt across his face. Troy chuckled at the display, then continued down the trail. He needed to locate his companions and quickly. Since he was so far downstream, he was hoping he’d catch up with them soon. In anticipation of seeing the group again, he began to quicken his pace.

[image: time travel scene change]

“I am telling you the only way to the City of Technology is through the dead city,” Doug said.

“Why must we go through it, why not around it?” Paulette asked.

“Because, Troy told us to follow the river, and if we deviate from the river, I may not be able to get us back on course. Besides, why are you having such a problem walking through rubble?”

“I... umm... It’s just that I remember this place when it was a bustling town with people walking and shopping and alive. I admit it freaks me out walking through what used to be a great town.”

“You’re saying you're afraid of ghosts, eh?”

“No, don’t be silly. That’s not what I’m saying. Oh, never mind, let’s just get on with it.”

“Fine, you heard the lady. Let’s get moving.”

They all picked up their bags and started making their way through the destroyed town of Naches, following the river that would bring them straight into the heart of the once glorious city of Yakima, famous for its red and gold delicious apples. Paulette wondered if any of the many orchards had made a comeback. She trudged with her head lowered, trying not to look at the rubble of the once beautiful town of Naches. 

The others walked with their heads held high. They expressed awe at what power or force could have done such a thing. None of them had seen an old-world city up close.

Anton paused at a red brick building that still had a window frame affixed to what was left of the wall. He stepped closer to get a look to see what it used to be, but couldn’t make anything out in the rubble. Disappointed, he moved on to inspect more ramshackle and destroyed old buildings along their path, curious to learn what he would find. 

He noticed the group was getting a little ahead of him, so he jogged to catch up. He noticed a glimmer of light in his peripheral vision and paused, looking all around, to try and identify its origin. Spotting the gleam, he strode over to a heap of rubble that looked as if it might have been an old-world home, pushed and pulled the rubble out of the way, and found a silver object staring back at him. He had never seen a silver object before. The shininess made him giddy, and he dug feverishly to free it from the rubble. Picking it up, he inspected the item and saw two openings in what appeared to be the top. “Hey, guys,” he yelled.

They halted and glanced back with annoyance at Anton. However, when they saw the gleam from the object in his hand, it seemed to trigger their curiosity. Everyone, except Paulette, jogged over to examine what Anton was holding. 

“What do you have there?” Thomas asked.

“I don’t know, but isn’t it fascinating? Look, it has these two holes, and there appears to be some thin wires inside. And look at this black tail coming out the middle.”

The group was intrigued and continued inspecting the item. Paulette, found herself alone, observed that the group had back tracked, so she headed over to see what was going on. “What are you guys doing?”

Thomas said excitedly, “Anton, found this amazing thing. We don’t know what it is but it’s shiny.”

Paulette pushed her way in. The minute she spotted the item, she burst out laughing. She laughed so hard tears were streaming down her cheeks and she collapsed to the ground, holding her stomach. Everyone stared at her as if she had just grown two heads. 

“What’s so funny?” Thomas asked.

Through the fits of laughter, Paulette tried to explain. “It’s... It’s just a...” Laughter took over again, and she couldn’t say anything else intelligible. Anton stood there shaking his head, annoyed that she found such a fascinating object so funny.

Paulette took in several deep breaths, letting them back out slowly, then she stood up. Looking around at the annoyed faces, she finally could speak. “So sorry for the laughter, though I needed it. This place was depressing me, then, Anton, you go and find yourself a toaster, and I couldn’t help myself.”

“A toaster?” they said in unison.

“What the heck is a toaster?” Anton asked.

Cracking a smile, she said, “A toaster is a metal object that you put bread slices in, push this lever down, and the wires inside heat up making the bread a toasty brown. We call it toast. Then you take the toast out and put butter and jelly on it and eat it.”

Eyebrows went up, and eyes became as wide as saucers as everyone tried to envision toast with jelly on it. 

“Toast? What a concept to take bread and make it crunchy and brown,” said Anton

“But how does the wire heat up?” Thomas asked.

“I would say it’s simple, but for you guys it's not. Back where I come from, we have what they call electricity, and that cord you call a black tail, used to have a plug on the end of it. We would insert the plug into an outlet where it could use that electricity, which powered the object.”

Again, a round of confusion masked everyone’s faces. Paulette sighed and said, “Listen, it’ll take too much time to explain how this object works, so let’s just put it back and move on.”

Disappointed, Anton dropped the toaster back into the rubble and began shuffling along behind the group. He enjoyed exploring, but the group was too busy trying to get to the destination. Maybe once they got there, he could explore around the City of Technology, that is, if he were allowed to. Sighing, he kept his excitement of the possibility to himself.
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That morning before heading into the town, Sky peered to the south to determine the location of the dust cloud. She had noticed that it ceased moving during the night and had started to move again. It seemed strange that this moving dust trail seemed to continue heading toward Thomas’s group. She quickly packed and moved into the valley to follow them.

The journey through the town had been a little disconcerting to her, but she kept plodding along, struggling not to think about what might have been there in the past. 

She heard someone yell something. Intrigued, she inched her way closer to the group. As she drew closer, she positioned herself behind a pile of rubble, just far enough away that they couldn’t spot her, but close enough she could see and listen in.

She saw Anton standing next to a ruined building holding a silver object in his hand. She was curious to know what he had, but not curious enough to blow her cover, so she waited.

Shortly, the rest of the group showed up and gathered around Anton, though she didn’t see Paulette. She listened to them go on about the fascinating object, but no one had an inkling what it was. A moment later, Paulette arrived and pushed her way through the group and instantly fell to the ground laughing. Sky’s mouth fell open, and she couldn’t figure out what was wrong with Paulette. Sky was getting annoyed with the whole display and started backing away, when she heard Paulette speak. Sky stopped, glided back into place, and listened to what Paulette was saying.

A toaster? Really, and it makes bread brown and crispy. Sky’s dark eyes sparkled at the prospect of sinking her teeth into a slice of that jellied toast Paulette had mentioned. Just as she was dreaming of sinking those teeth in, she heard Paulette say they should move on. Disappointed with not getting to finish her daydream, she shuffled backward, waiting for them to continue, then started following again.
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“Hey, let’s stop for the night.” Doug called out. “I found an old building that has standing walls that can keep the wind off us during the night.”

“Great, lead the way,” Thomas said.

Paulette’s stomach flipped and felt queasy. The prospect of sleeping in one of those buildings nauseated her. She could feel the goose bumps rise on her arms as she thought about bedding down in someone’s old house. Shivering from the image, she tried to shake it off. She couldn’t understand why she was having such feelings. She had spent over three weeks sleeping in an old building, but this one was different. She continued to process and argue with herself and hadn’t noticed that they had reached their destination. She looked up and there before her stood an old country store. Sighing with relief, she walked inside, trying to locate a good spot to sleep for the night.
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Paulette woke early and at first wasn’t sure where she was. Then it struck her, she was inside an old country store with no roof in the heart of the former town of Naches. Thomas awoke a few minutes afterward. Shaking the sleep from his brain, he looked at Paulette and his lips curved down with worry. “What’s the matter, love?”

“Nothing really. I’m just still having a difficult time adjusting to the reality of what happened here.”

“Oh, I can’t claim to understand since I have no recollections of this place like you do. Just know that I’m here for you.”

“Thanks. When do we head out?”

“Right after we eat.”

Paulette smiled at Thomas, then got up and rolled her sleeping bag and tied it to her bag. The sooner they left, the better she would feel.

Doug walked inside from his guard position and cracked his neck so loud it echoed off the walls. “Morning, everyone.”

“Morning. Did you honestly have to crack your neck? I thought it would snap off and roll away in the rubble, it was so loud,” Anton said, giggling softly.

Doug just chuckled and went about packing his stuff. 

Anton rubbed his lower back. “I must have slept on a rock,” he complained. He also packed up and threw his bag in the corner. 

Kaden crouched next to Lisa. “Morning, how’s your arm today?”

“Better, thank you.”

“Good, pleased to hear it.”

Kaden helped her pack her bag. He carefully placed her bag near the exit. Paulette noticed the concern he had for his patient and wondered if there might be more to it.

The group members ate a hasty breakfast of deer jerky before grabbing their bags and heading out. Once outside the old country store building, they headed back to the river to wait for Doug’s return. 

A few minutes later, Doug rounded a corner and strolled up to the group. “There’s a lot of rubble even down near the river area, but we can navigate it without too much trouble,” Doug announced.

“That’s fantastic. Let’s get moving then,” Thomas replied.

The sun ascended into the sky, casting shadows off the old ruined buildings. Rays of its light displayed the dust particles in the air. Its warmth fought the river’s early morning chill, creating steam clouds that rose and drifted off. 

The air was refreshing as Paulette drew in a breath. She focused on admiring nature around her and trying to avoid glancing at the old buildings. They had been hiking for about an hour, when she noticed a grove of trees nearby and deviated from her path to go check them out.

“Hey, what are you doing?” Doug called back.

“I think those trees there on the slope are apple trees. I’m going over to investigate.”

“Apple trees?” Doug asked. “I’ve never seen an apple tree. He changed course toward the trees.

The rest of the group saw the exchange and followed Paulette to check out the mysterious trees. Once everybody was gathered around, Paulette explained what they were looking at.

“I was right. These are apple trees. Back in my time, this valley was famous for its red and yellow delicious apples that were so sweet and juicy. Despite the destruction, these trees made a comeback. It’s too early in the year, so we can’t see any apples yet, but in late summer these trees will be full.”

Everybody seemed disappointed that there were no apples to try. Paulette almost felt bad telling them about it since they couldn’t experience the taste of the apples. 

“This would make an excellent addition to our food supplies back home,” Thomas said.

“Yeah,” Doug replied.

“How would you transport them?” Paulette asked.

Thomas raised one eyebrow at Paulette in response to her question. “I’m not certain yet, but maybe we could establish a minor outpost here and transport them across the mountains in the summer.”

“Maybe, but that’s a lot of work. It might be simpler to pick a few ripe apples and carry them across as seeds and grow your own trees. Granted, it would take years for the trees to grow and begin producing apples, but it would be much easier,” Paulette interjected.

“Maybe that would work. I guess we can figure that out later,” Thomas replied. “Speaking of later, it’s about lunchtime. Why don’t we all sit under these apple trees and grab a bite?”
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Further up the slope behind an ancient building, stood a gang of marauders watching the group below. The marauders were there to check on the condition of the apple orchards they operated, when they came upon a group of strangers hanging out nearby. The leader smiled. “This day couldn’t get any better, guys. We get to do some plundering today.”

Trying not to give away their position, they all pumped their fists silently in the air in anticipation of the raid. On the leader’s signal, the eleven marauders fanned out and made their way down to the group, working to surround them. The leader smiled at his ingenuity and tactics. This would be an easy enough raid. Within minutes, they had them surrounded, and the leader stepped out from behind a tree to face the group of people below him.

“Hi there,” the leader said, a sneer forming on his lips as he thought about what he would do to the group of people he now had surrounded. 

The group spun their heads almost as one toward the voice. Shock registered on their faces. 

“What the hell are you doing here, Thomas?” the leader spat. “And you,” he pointed to Paulette, “I thought I killed you. I see I was mistaken to rush away so fast and not make certain I finished the job,” Bo said, spittle flying out of his mouth.

“The better question is, what are you doing here?” Thomas asked.

“That’s simple. I run this area.”

“Really, and who do you run it with?”

Putting two fingers in his mouth, he whistled and the group of men and women stepped out from behind the other trees, circling the group. “With these guys and gals,” Bo replied.

Seeing that the situation had just changed for the worse, Thomas sought to appeal to Bo. “What is it you want, Bo?”

“What is it any marauder wants? Stuff.” He sneered at Thomas. “But I digress. I asked why you were here. Answer me.”

“It’s none of your business,” Thomas replied, while moving to shield Paulette.

“Oh, it is my business, and you’d better explain or I’ll have to shoot one of you.”

“You wouldn’t shoot someone in cold blood, would you Bo? I thought you were better than that, but after what you tried to do to Paulette, I can see I was wrong.”

“You still haven’t answered my question.” Bo leveled his gun barrel at Anton. “I will merely ask once more. Why are you here?”

“We’re going to the City of Technology,” Anton said, with a trembling voice.

“Really, and why would you do a thing like that? From what I hear, that city is nothing but trouble.”

“Because Paulette thinks they can help her get home,” Anton rambled out.

“Home? Really? You think they would help someone like you? Besides, I don’t believe your little cockamamie story. Your version of coming from space was more plausible than coming from the past,” Bo said, as he burst out with a hearty laugh. “So, Thomas, is this little peon telling me the truth, or is he just trying to save his bacon?”

“Bo, this has gone far enough. You need to let us go and be on your way.”

“No, I don’t. This belongs to me, and I take what I want these days.” Bo looked at Anton as he pointed the gun toward his chest. “So, is he telling the truth?”

“I told...”

Thomas was interrupted by the sound of Bo’s gun going off. Anton grabbed his chest with both hands, eyes wide in bewilderment, as he sank to the ground.

“What the hell did you do that for?” Thomas said, as rage began to boil to the surface. 

Kaden ran over to Anton and knelt to examine the wound, looking up and shaking his head. It was useless. There was nothing he could do to save him. Anton pulled weakly at Kaden’s arm.

“All I wanted was to explore the city...” Anton’s breath left him as he uttered his last words, his body going limp.

“You monster,” Kaden yelled.

At that moment, Paulette started to lurch toward Bo with a fierce look in her eye, but Thomas caught her arm and yanked her back. “No! Don’t! He’ll just kill you too,” Thomas said.

“Why did you do that? He did nothing to you but answer your questions.” Thomas asked.

“Because I asked you the questions, and you kept refusing to answer them. I needed to make an example of him to prove to you that I’m in charge here.”

The anger continued to boil deep within Thomas. His eyes flared and his jaws tightened as he grated his teeth and clinched his fists. “You shouldn’t have done that,” he said, as his whole body shook uncontrollably. 

“I see I have made the great Thomas angry. What are you gonna do about it?” Bo asked, looking at Thomas and laughing.

Thomas wanted to charge Bo and rip him limb from limb, but he had other lives to protect, so he just stood there, trembling in place. “Yes, Bo, you have made me furious, and you’re right. There’s nothing I can do about it, right now at least.”

“Good, I’m glad we finally have an understanding.”

Thomas glared daggers at Bo but said nothing else.

“Boys, tie ‘em up. We’re taking them and all their belongings with us.” 
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Sky watched from a distance as the marauders surrounded Thomas and his group. She wasn’t close enough to understand what was being said, but when the gun went off, she realized it wasn’t anything good. She looked more closely and realization hit her. She knew the leader of the group of marauders. It was Bo. He had lived in her village and was pretty much Thomas’s right-hand man till he shot Paulette and almost killed her. She wondered how he had gotten all the way out there, and how he had survived the marauders himself.

She watched as the marauders moved in on Thomas’s group, tied them up and gathered their belongings. They then forced the group to march south

Sky crept along, following them without getting too close. A plan was forming in her mind, and she needed as much intel as possible. She could see that there were at least a dozen men and women in Bo’s group, but she wasn’t sure if there were more at the camp. More than likely, there were since she knew Bo wouldn’t leave his camp unguarded. “This will make things difficult,” she whispered.

Sky continued watching as Bo and his group arrived at their camp, promptly secured their prisoners in a tent, and left it guarded. It was doubtful any of them could escape on their own, and Sky wasn’t sure she could help them alone.
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Troy woke early, just as the first rays of light came through the open doorway of the building in which he slept.

He had made excellent time and had arrived in the old city just before dark. He had found a building that seemed sturdy and would make a good place to camp. He hoped the group had stuck to his plan of following the river to the City of Technology.

As he rounded a corner, he heard a commotion and paused, taking cover. He peeked around the building he was hiding behind and saw a large group of people surrounding another smaller group. He could just make out some chatter but not enough to know what was happening. It seemed a lot of arguing was taking place, then he heard a gunshot and saw a dark-skinned man fall to the ground. He then saw another man run over to check on him. 

“Was that Kaden?” He gasped aloud. Who was he rushing to? At the man’s side, Kaden shook his head indicating that there was nothing he could do. “Oh, man, that must be Anton. They killed him.” Troy was trying to control his anger and shock at what he was witnessing. He heard Thomas scream at the leader, and some of the people in the group shifted a little. That’s when Troy saw who had shot Anton. “Oh, my word. What is Bo doing out here, and a leader of the marauders, no less?” Troy asked under his breath. His fists balled next to his side and his heart rate increased as he stood there wanting to rush in and pound the crap out of Bo, but he realized he couldn’t do anything right then. If he let his anger take over, he could get everybody killed, including himself, so he forced himself to take deep breaths and calm down.

It wasn’t long after the shooting that he watched as the marauders bound his friends and marched them south. Troy followed behind the group as quietly as possible to determine where they were headed. An hour later, he saw them move into a camp that was set up just outside the old city. He saw Bo forcing Thomas and the others, still bound, into a guarded tent. He needed a plan.

He proceeded to a building that still had a partial second floor and worked his way upstairs through the rubble. He squatted near an old broken window to keep an eye on the camp. Not long after getting settled, he heard a faint noise, like a pebble being kicked or something. He checked around the area and saw nothing at first, then he saw movement to his left behind another building. He continued to study the building to determine who else was in the city and why he was watching the group. The person moved from the shadows and slinked toward another building to draw closer to the marauders. That’s when he recognized her. “Sky, is that you?” he asked in a loud whisper.

Sky’s head swung around in surprise. She glanced left, right, up, and down looking for who had just called her name. Finding no one, she turned to leave. 

“Sky, up here. It’s Troy.”

Sky turned, glanced up and seemed to finally see Troy when he waved his hand. He saw her mouth fall open and eyebrows shoot up. He could just make out the sound of her sucking in her breath before she said, “I thought you died.”

“I practically did. Why don’t you join me and we can talk about that and what we need to do now?”

“Fine.” Sky moved from the shadows and made her way gingerly up the rubble to Troy.

“How did you survive?”

“I floated down river until a hermit found me and nursed me back to health.”

“Wow. That’s amazing. I’m really glad you survived.”

“Me too.”

“Did you see what happened?” Sky asked.

“Yeah, I saw the whole thing. What are we going to do?”

“I don’t know yet, but whatever we do will require stealth.”

“True, but we also have to be prepared to shoot. Do you know how many there are?”

“There were twelve that captured Thomas and his group. I haven’t gotten close enough to the camp yet to determine how many more there are,” Sky said.

“Okay, so we need to get a little closer and see how many there are, then maybe we can plan to spring them at night when they’re asleep.”

“That might work.”

Troy and Sky left the cover of the building and continued inching their way through the southern portion of the old city until they came to one final building that could keep them concealed. “We should stay here for now and try to get a count,” Troy said.

“Okay. I’m not sure we’ll get an accurate count from here, though. I could get a better count if I sneak closer.”

“That’s too dangerous. I need you to help with the rescue, and if you get caught, well...”

“That’s true, but I’m light on my feet and silent. I think I can get close enough without them knowing I’m there.”

“Okay, but do it closer to dusk—just enough light to count their numbers and hopefully not be seen.”

“If you insist.”

It was late in the day when Sky prepared to go. “Remember, just get the count and get back here,” Troy said. 

Sky glared at Troy, then started sneaking toward the camp. She wove her way closer to the camp and stepped lightly as she got to the far side of the marauders’ camp. She was near enough to see the group sitting by the fire, plus the guard at the tent. She began counting the men and women she saw and then waited for another hour, watching the camp and counting any new people she saw. Once it was dark, she made her way back to Troy to report on how many marauders there were. Working her way carefully to Troy’s position, she came from behind and tapped him on the shoulder.

Troy jumped high into the air and spun around in a defensive stance. “You scared the crap out of me.”

Sky just grinned at him. “I did. You had no idea I was there. Which just solidifies my point that I can get close to people without them knowing I’m there,” she replied.

“Point taken. So how many are we dealing with?”

“From what I could see, there are at least twenty men and women there. Most of them sleep in tents away from where they’re holding Thomas and his group. I think if we sneak in under the cover of darkness and take out the guard, and then quietly escort them out of there, we might get them all safely back here without having to kill anyone.”

“I see you hold yourself in high regard, and I guess we can try that. What about their supplies?” 

“I didn’t see where they put them, so they may have to leave without them.”

“Dang, that will not be good. We need to find their bags and weapons too, before we rescue them.”

Rolling her eyes, Sky said “Sure, I’ll go scout the camp out now that it’s dark. Once they fall asleep, I’ll wander through the camp and try to find their bags and the rest of their stuff.”

“Okay, just be careful.”

Sky rolled her eyes again, “I am always careful.”
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Marauders’ Camp 

Her voice trembling and tears streaking down her face, Paulette asked, “Thomas, what are we going to do?”

Thomas lay on his side, grunting and grumbling as he struggled to get seated upright. Out of breath, he twisted and huffed out, “I don’t know right now.”

Paulette looked at the rest of the group through blurred eyes and realized that they too were terrified. Lisa was lying on her casted arm, and the grimace on her face told Paulette that she was in pain. Kaden and Doug appeared to have made it to a sitting position and were whispering back and forth to each other.

“What are you two talking about?” Paulette asked.

Both men turned and looked at her, then Kaden said, “We were talking about how we could escape.”

“And...”

Doug lowered his eyes, then looked back at Paulette. “We don’t have any good answers just yet.”

“Do you think they’ll kill us?” Paulette asked with a tremble in her voice.

Thomas grunted, his dark eyes flashing. “It’s Bo. Yes, he’ll kill us. If he doesn’t, then he’ll enslave those of value.” Thomas looked in Kaden’s direction after making the last comment.

“Great, just what I need. Be the doctor to a lunatic,” Kaden scoffed.

“It’s better than dying,” Doug said.

“If you say so,” Kaden replied.

The group fell into an eerie silence, all contemplating how they had gotten into their situation and most importantly how to get out of it. 

Darkness had fallen and no one had come to the tent. They were hungry and thirsty. Finally, Thomas had had enough, and he hollered, “Bo, you ingrate! We need food and water.”

The guard thrust his head into the tent and said, “You’ll eat and drink when he feels like feeding you. Otherwise, I recommend you be silent.”

Thomas gave the guard an icy stare and retorted with a scowl, “Well, let him know that if he doesn’t want his prized captives to succumb to hunger and thirst, he’d better attend to our needs.”

The guard smirked and let out a boisterous laugh. “Fine, I’ll let him know your every command, Sir Thomas.”

Thomas didn’t like the guard any more than he liked Bo, but they needed to eat. If Bo fed them, at least he knew they would live a little longer, giving them time to figure a way to escape. He studied his rag-tag group and wondered if it would be the last time he saw any of them. He desperately wanted to reach over and take Paulette’s hand and comfort her, but his hands were securely tied behind him. He couldn’t even get up and move over next to her since his feet were also tied. He stared into her blue eyes, seeing a flicker of fear and a little anger, and tried smiling to help alleviate some of that fear. 

A loud ruckus sounded outside the tent just before Bo stomped in and glared at Thomas. “Who are you to demand food and water?”

Thomas seethed inside and, if he could have ripped Bo apart with his eyes, Bo would have been dead. “I requested that we get some food and water.”

“Oh, you requested it, eh? That’s not what Joel said.” Bo stared at the group, then an evil smile crept onto his face. “Sure, I’ll get you some food and water. Guard.”

“Yes, sir,” the guard replied.

“Get these people some food and water. Also retie their hands to the front so they can eat and drink.” 

The guard smiled and left the tent to retrieve food and water.

“I hope you enjoy your meal.” Bo snickered, then promptly turned and left the tent.

“What do you think all that was about,” Doug asked.

Thomas shook his head. “I don’t know, but it doesn’t sound good.”

“So, are we expected to eat and drink what he gives us?” Paulette asked as she continued to fidget.

“I’ll decide once the guard comes back with the food and water. If it doesn’t look or smell good, we may have to starve, rather than eating and drinking what he brings.”

Thomas heard a collective groan as each member reacted to the prospect of not eating and drinking.

A few minutes later, several guards came in the tent with bowls and cups. The tent guard spoke. “All right, each of you will remain still as my men untie and retie your bonds. If you try anything, I’ll shoot you with no questions asked. Are we clear?”

Everyone nodded in understanding. The other two guards moved to each person, untied their hands, and had them put them in their lap, and then retied their hands. Once they finished, the guards gathered the bowls, set them in their hands, and placed the glass of water nearby so they could reach it. They turned and left the tent as soon as they finished their tasks.

Thomas stared at the bowl in his hand. Carefully lifting it to his nose, he breathed in the aroma of the contents. The aroma of the food was pleasant, so he took a cautious sip, chewed, and swallowed. Looking at the others he nodded his head. “It tastes okay.”

That’s all it took to convince everybody else, and they scarfed down the contents of their bowls in no time. Doug threw his empty bowl on the ground and with great care took hold of his cup with both tied hands and brought it to his lips. He took a sip and swished it around in his mouth, then swallowed. He looked at the others and with a grimace he said, “It’s water, but it’s not the best tasting.”

Despite the nasty taste of the water, they all drank it. It wasn’t long after eating that they all succumbed to an uncomfortable sleep.
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“Psst...”

“Yeah, what did you find?”

“I was able to locate their belongings, but it won’t be easy getting them and all their stuff.”

“Why is that?”

“Their stuff is in a tent right next to Bo’s. It will make getting their things more difficult. If we make any noise, it could awaken him.”

Troy tapped his fingers on his legs as he considered what Sky said. “Then we need to take this as a two-pronged approach. One of us springs them out of their tent, while the other secures the gear.”

“That won’t work and you know it. How will one person be able to carry all their gear?”

Growling, Troy replied, “You’re right. Dang it. What do we do then? It’s only the two of us.”

Sky made a tsk, tsk sound as she looked at Troy and replied, “No, it isn’t just the two of us. We rescue them first, and Thomas, Doug, and Kaden can help us secure their belongings. That way, the two of us can stand guard with our rifles until they can arm themselves again.”

“Dang, why didn’t I think of that.”

Sky laughed. “Because you're not me.” Just as quickly, her attitude sobered. “We have a few issues.”

“What’s that?”

“First off, if we escape, Bo may follow us. Second, if someone discovers us, we may have to kill people.”

“And that's a problem, how? I mean the killing part. As far as being followed, we’ll just have to keep our eyes out so we can ambush them instead of the other way around. It will make the trip harder but should be doable.”

Sky shook her head back and forth and frowned. “You don’t understand. We shouldn’t take that risk.”

“I will not kill people in their sleep, no matter how bad they are. That is just downright wrong,” Troy said.

“You’re so soft, Troy. That’s why you’re such a weak tracker.”

“No, that’s why I’m an excellent tracker. I have morals, and I won’t bend those to do your bidding. We rescue them, and we leave. If someone gets shot in the process so be it. Otherwise, we deal with any aftermath as it comes.”

After Sky stomped out of the building, she spent the better part of an hour sulking around the ruins of Yakima. She couldn’t believe Troy’s arrogance and holier than thou attitude. “He’ll get us all killed someday,” she said under her breath.

She wanted to take out Bo and his marauders so they couldn’t hurt anyone else, but she knew if she did it her way, Thomas would never let her be a part of the group. Grinding her teeth in frustration, she balled her fist and punched the brick wall in front of her. She was always on the outside, and this was her one way in. She would have to kowtow to Troy’s wishes this time, but...

Troy had sat in the dark after Sky left contemplating the plans. Looking at it from every angle, he determined if everything went well, they would be in and out of the camp and long gone before anyone realized they had been there. He hoped Sky would stick to the plan and not go all rogue on him. He wouldn’t shoot or kill anyone unless it was in defense of himself or the others. He also needed Sky to do one more close reconnaissance of the marauders’ camp before they executed their plan. He wished she would hurry and get back.

Sky decided to make one more run to the camp. She thought Troy might worry about where she was, but thinking again, decided he most likely wouldn’t. She left the outskirts of the city and worked her way toward the camp. Even though she had already been there several times, something told her to go back one more time that night. 

It was late, but she could make out several figures still hanging out near the fire’s golden light.

She crept up to one tent. Staying hidden in the shadows, she tilted her head toward the fire so she could eavesdrop on the conversations.

“Yeah, man, can ya believe the haul we got today?” one of the marauders said.

One of the guys snickered. “Yeah, and to think Bo knew these people.”

The third marauder spoke, “Yeah, he was none too happy to see that brown-haired girl, that’s for sure.”

The snickering marauder said, “Nope, he sure wasn’t. What do ya think he’s gonna do to her?”

The first marauder snorted, “If I was him, I would finish the job.”

They all laughed hysterically at the comment.

The third marauder said, “How about the rest of them? What ya think he’ll do with them?”

“Who knows?” The first marauder laughed. “Besides, it don’t much matter, anyway. He’s either gonna kill them or take them south with us to our home day after tomorrow.”

Sky frowned with concern, realizing they needed to make their rescue by tomorrow night or the marauders would be gone. There also was the matter of whether Bo would kill Paulette before they could rescue her. Sky slid quietly behind the tent. She quickly and quietly made her way back to their hideout in the city. When she got close to the building, she began running and sprinted in, startling Troy out of a light nap. “What the heck? You scared the crap out of me again.”

“Sorry, but I have some important information.”

“About what?”

“I went back to the marauder camp. The guys around the fire were discussing what Bo might do to Paulette and the others. Hopefully, he won’t kill her, or them, right away. The most important detail is we need to rescue them immediately.”

“Why is that?”

“Because they’re leaving day after tomorrow. We could wait till tomorrow night to spring the rescue, but I’m concerned about what will happen during the day.”

“Understood. We need a few hours’ sleep. We can head out at a few hours before sunrise to rescue them. That way everyone should be sound asleep.”

“That works for me.”
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Outside the Marauders’ Camp

Troy and Sky sneaked up to the tent that was holding Thomas and his group. Sky raised her hand and waved it forward, signaling for Troy to move ahead. Troy tiptoed around the side of the tent so he could check on the guard. As he peeked around to the front, he saw that the guard had fallen asleep at his post. Seizing the opportunity, Troy continued to tiptoe ever so quietly toward the guard. When he was close enough, he reached out and swiftly wrapped his arm around the guard's neck and clamped the guard's mouth shut with his other hand. He squeezed tight until the guard slumped down. Satisfied that the guard was out cold, he went back to where Sky waited at the rear of the tent. Sky took her knife and quietly slit a long gash in the back of the tent, then both she and Troy entered.

In the dim light from the moon, they could see Thomas and the others on their sides sleeping. Troy walked over to Thomas, clamped his hand over Thomas’s mouth, and tapped him. Thomas startled awake, the whites of his eyes standing out from the moonlight, fear showing for a moment before he recognized his rescuer. Troy put a finger to his lips, then took his hand away from Thomas’s mouth. Thomas whispered, “Troy. I thought you were dead. Am I dreaming?”

“No, you're not dreaming, and we can discuss my near death later. Right now, Sky and I are here to rescue you guys.” Troy looked at Sky, who had awakened Lisa and was helping her to sit. “We need to get you guys freed, then you, Doug, and Kaden will follow Sky over to the tent where your bags and supplies are stored. I’ll get Paulette and Lisa to safety and come back to help the rest of you.”

Thomas nodded his head in understanding. “Okay. Let’s do this.”

Troy cut the ropes binding Thomas's hands and legs. While Thomas worked blood back into his limbs, he went over to free Paulette from her bindings. Sky had already freed Lisa, Kaden, and Doug. The group stood in the middle of the tent while Troy explained the plan.

With a nod of his head, Troy slipped out the rear of the tent, followed by Lisa and Paulette, disappearing into the darkness.

Sky, Doug, Kaden, and Thomas escaped out the rear of the tent next and worked their way quietly to the tent where their belongings were located. Sky gave a stop signal with her hand, and they all came to a halt outside the back of another tent. She waved her hand in a circular motion indicating she wanted them to gather around. They all clustered closely around her as she whispered, “This tent is right next to Bo’s, so we need to be as quiet as possible when gathering supplies. Got it?”

All heads nodded in the affirmative.

A moment later, there was a slight ripping noise as Sky cut the back of the tent open. They slipped in, located the bags, weapons, and supplies, and began to place them on their shoulders. They carried the bags and supplies they couldn’t fit on their shoulders in their hands. They made their way back out of the tent and started moving out of the camp, when they heard a commotion. Everyone froze in place, struggling not to throw any shadows of movement. Sky groaned. It must be the guard from the prisoners’ tent.

“Help! Help! The prisoners have escaped.”

The screaming woke Bo from a deep sleep. As he pulled on clothes, it sounded as if the entire camp was in chaos. Bo rushed out of his tent. “What the heck is going on here?”

Joel ran over to Bo and said, “Somehow the prisoners have escaped. It appears they had help.”

“Spread out and locate them at once,” Bo shouted. His face turned as crimson as his hair, and his eyes flashed with hatred and anger. He would kill whoever helped them escape. But first, he would deal with the guard who had allowed them to slip away. “Joel get over here right now.”

Joel froze from his forward motion. His eyes widened in panic, and a sinking feeling burned in his belly. He realized something awful was about to happen to him. Trembling, he slowly trudged back to Bo with his head hung low, “Yes, boss.”

“How did you allow them to escape? Were you asleep on the job again?”

“No, boss. I... um... ah... Someone snuck up behind me and knocked me out.”

“Really? How did someone sneak up on you if you were awake?”

“Umm....I... Don’t know, boss.”

“That’s because you were probably asleep at your post again. What did I tell you would happen the next time you fell asleep at your post?”

“Umm. That you would kill me.”

“Exactly, and I am feeling in a murderous mood right now.”

“Please, boss, I won’t do it again. I’ll bust my butt to find the prisoners. Anything you want. Just don’t kill me. Please.” Joel groveled on his knees, pleading for his life. 

Bo glared at him and grinned as he removed his pistol, aimed it at the man, and squeezed the trigger. Joel’s body fell to the ground.
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In the darkness, Thomas’s heart rate sped out of control. His pulse thundered in his veins. He thought he could even hear the pounding hearts of his comrades. Not knowing if Bo would find them, they all seemed to have the same idea. They placed the bags and supplies on the ground, quietly readied their rifles, and lay down in the darkness, as they watched the camp. 

Just as they settled down, Troy made a noise behind them and almost gave everybody a coronary. 

“Don’t do that,” Thomas hissed.

“Sorry, was coming back to help. It doesn’t sound good at the camp.”

“No, it doesn’t. Bo has them out searching for us. We can either run, or hide and pick them off one by one,” Thomas said.

“I would prefer we don’t kill anyone, if possible. We could still get away,” Troy replied.

Sky smirked. “You think we can get away while being so close to the camp. They’ll shoot anything they see moving.”

“True enough. Fine, we stay here and watch. Hopefully, they’ll miss us,” Troy whispered.

Thomas glanced over in Troy’s direction. “What about the gals. Will Bo find them?”

“No, they’re well concealed, and I left them my rifle and pistol. Speaking of which, can you hand me one of theirs.”

“Sure,” Thomas said. “Hey, Doug, can you give Troy Paulette’s rifle and ammo?”

“Okay.” Doug pulled Paulette’s rifle and ammo, then belly crawled it over to Troy.

Bo and his men spread out around the camp, searching for traces of the escaped prisoners. Bo kept fuming, stomping and yelling orders at his men. “I want those people back now, not later.” The marauders scattered in all directions, both in fear of Bo, and to locate the prisoners.

Thomas whispered, “Hey, I see shadows headed in this direction.”

“Keep your guard up and shoot only if it looks like they’ve discovered us. We don’t want to give away our position,” Sky whispered back.

They lay on the uncomfortable and uneven ground with weeds poking into them, but they had to remain as still as possible, regardless.

Three marauders were moving in their direction. As they neared, Thomas could hear what was being said. 

“I told ya, they went this way. See, here. Footprints and lots of ‘em,” the first marauder said.

“Okay, but what if they’re trickin’ us and they went a different direction,” the second marauder said.

“Oh, boogers, just shut your mouth and follow my lead,” the first one said.

They continued tracking the footprints.

Thomas whispered to himself “How could we be so foolish? We didn’t even try to cover our tracks.”

Doug overheard Thomas and replied, “Don’t feel bad. It's not like we had a lot of time to think about it. Now we just need to do what needs doing.”

Sky pivoted to look at Doug and Thomas, shooting daggers at them with her eyes. They received the message, and everybody remained silent from then on out.

Soon, the marauders were within a few feet of them, when one of them hollered. “Hey, I think they might be over here. Look, the footprints are all jumbled and then they go that away.” The first marauder pointed right to where the group was hiding on their bellies.

“Crap,” Thomas whispered quietly.

The marauders started running in the group's direction. Thomas and the rest held off till the very last second. When it appeared the marauders would run right over them, Thomas, Doug, and Sky all took aim and fired their rifles.

All three marauders stopped in their tracks, each clutching his chest. Shock froze over all their faces as all three collapsed.

“Well, that sucks. Now they know where we are,” Doug said.

“We could run,” Thomas replied.

“No, we can’t. It’s completely open, and they’d be able to pick us off one by one,” Troy said.

“Doesn’t matter what we do, we’re screwed. The only thing we can do is stay put. They don’t know our specific position, so we still have the element of surprise,” Sky said.

The three gunshots echoed in the stillness of the early morning, causing Bo to tilt his head in the direction he thought they had come from. He whistled and got his people to run back to camp and gather around him. 

“I know you all heard the shots. I think they came from the east. It was either our guys, or the prisoners. Either way, we head east. Gear up.”

The marauders double-checked their ammo and brought their rifles up as they made their way out of the camp. Bo, of course, led the way. 

They marched east and scanned the area. The first rays of dawn were breaking over the horizon, lighting the otherwise dark surroundings. Bo smiled a crooked smile. He would get his prisoners back. Of course, he needed the doctor unharmed but failed to inform his men, so he ordered a halt. “Hold up.”

“Yeah, boss,” his men responded.

“I forgot. I want that doctor alive. He’s valuable. Everyone else is fair game. Got it?”

“Yes, boss,” they responded in unison.

“Which one is the doctor?” asked Fred.

Bo looked at him and shook his head. “The short, blond man, stupid. Move out.”

They continued east, spreading out and scrutinizing the landscape for any traces of the prisoners.

Thomas and his group lay there in the rough terrain. He hoped the early morning light wouldn’t give away their position. They were out in the open. He glanced around and spotted some boulders nearby. “Psst,” he hissed.

“Yeah, what?” Troy asked.

“I think we should make our way to those boulders and use them for cover.” 

“That’s a splendid plan. We should be able to crawl over there without being spotted, but what about our gear?”

“We grab the extra ammo and will have to leave the rest till this is over,” Thomas replied.

“Got it.” 

Troy passed the message to everybody else, and they grabbed their ammo, scrambled on all fours to the boulders, and took up positions there. “Phew, this is so much better than laying on the ground,” Kaden whispered.

“Yeah, for sure,” Doug said.

Thomas peaked out over the boulders and could see the marauders in the distance, closing in on their position. Soon it would be give up or battle it out. Thomas and his group didn’t want to kill anybody, but they also wanted to live

Bo, who was in the lead, put his hand in the air. Everyone stopped forward progress and looked toward him. “I think I see something up ahead. They may have abandoned their bags so they could run, but they won’t get far. We’re getting close. I can feel it.” Bo waved his hand forward and to the left, and the group of marauders followed him as he started walking toward the lumps on the ground. The group of marauders came closer and closer and finally halted to inspect the bags. 

“Boss, it looks like they were here pretty recently. The ground is still somewhat warm,” one of his guys said.

Bo slowly rotated, carefully searching the area around him. To his left about two hundred feet away were some boulders, and everywhere else was flat land. Cursing to himself, he hollered, “They have to be behind those boulders. Get them now!”

His men turned, almost as one, to stare at the boulders, as if the prisoners would jump out from behind them. Before they could completely raise their rifles to fire at the boulders, gunfire erupted in their direction.

Thomas saw that Bo had figured out they were behind the boulders. He signaled everybody to prepare to fire. They waited for the marauders to lift their rifles, then Thomas and his group opened fire. The marauders were out in the open, so it was a slaughter.

Sky hoped Bo’s men would run off once she killed him. She aimed her rifle at his chest, took a deep breath, and squeezed the trigger. 

Bo was shouting orders when something smacked him in the chest and twirled him around. He searched to determine what hit him and was shocked to discover a fountain of red coming out of his shirt. He lifted his pistol to fire in the direction the bullet came. Before he could pull the trigger, another round struck him, causing him to stumble to his knees and then collapse, face first in the dirt.

“Cease fire!” Thomas said.

Everyone stopped shooting and watched the frightened marauders run back to their camp without their leader.

“That was a good call, Sky,” Thomas said.

“Thanks, sometimes if you take the leader out, the rest will run.”

“Well, it worked. Let’s go get Paulette and Lisa and then get some rest before we continue our journey,” Thomas said.

“I second that,” Kaden replied.
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“Phew, I am glad that’s over. I wasn’t sure we would get out of there with all his guys coming at us. Thanks for the rescue,” Thomas said.

“You’re welcome. Yeah, if I hadn’t been able to take Bo out, it may have been a different story,” Sky said.

Troy looked around at the group of haggard and fatigued people and grinned. He was overjoyed he had been able to rescue them from Bo and his men. Taking a deep breath, he looked at the group and said, “I know it’s almost daylight, but I think we need to keep moving for a while. We can take shelter in a few hours.”

Troy strode forward to lead the group. Sky stepped next to him and scowled.

“What?” Troy said.

“After all I did to help with the rescue and you’re taking the lead?”

“Oh, well, not really. I was just moving to the front and assumed you would lead with me.” Troy groaned inwardly at the prospect of having to work side by side with the individual who caused him to fall into a raging river but didn’t have much choice if he aimed to keep the peace.

“I see. You want to work together, is that it?”

“Yes, that’s it exactly. I figure with both of us on the lookout we have a better chance of not running into any more trouble.”

“Okay, sounds all right to me.”

Troy walked back to Thomas. He rolled his eyes as he spoke with Thomas. “I expect we can make the edge of the city within a few hours. It will be slow going in the dim light, but once the sun rises, we can move along at a faster pace. I don’t want anybody getting hurt.”

“What’s with the eye roll?”

“Sky wants to help with the scouting. And...”

“Well, after what she did, let her help.”

“You don’t understand.”

“Understand what.”

“She’s the person who attacked me and caused me to fall into the river, almost killing me. In fact, she would have succeeded had it not been for this peculiar man who found me.”

“So that’s what happened. When we couldn’t find you anywhere, we thought you had died. Imagine my shock when you showed up in the tent to rescue us.”

“Yeah, I saw your face. To keep the peace, I’ll work with her, but I’m not happy about it.”

“Understood. Let’s get going. I don’t need those guys finding us if they change their minds.”

Troy traipsed back to Sky, and they both waved the group forward.

As Paulette walked along, her foot snagged on a section of rubble, causing her to stumble forward. Thomas reached out and grabbed her and kept her from slamming into the ground. “Sweetheart, you need to be a little more careful. We can’t afford any more injuries.”

“I know. It’s just this light makes it difficult to see where I’m going.”

“I agree, so let’s slow down a little.”

“Okay, darling.”

Lisa still had her splint, so Doug walked alongside her, helping her get through the rubble without falling. Lisa grinned at Doug and threw him a silly wink.

“What’s with the wink?” Doug asked.

“Oh, you know. You being all chivalrous, helping little old injured me,” Lisa laughed.

“Good grief, girl, if I didn’t help you, then you’d be flat on your face.”

“Silly you, just accept the compliment and drop it at that.” Lisa smiled as she delivered a punch at Doug’s arm.

“Ouch, that hurt.” Doug smiled as he once again grabbed Lisa and prevented her from falling.

“Thanks, I owe you one.”

“Yes, you do.”

Kaden squinted his eyes and wrinkled his forehead as he struggled to make out the shadows of debris and maneuver around and through the mess so as not to trip and fall. He concentrated so hard that when Thomas and Paulette came to a halt, he ran right into them.

“Sorry, was paying too much attention to my feet and not what was in front of me,” Kaden said.

“No problem,” Thomas replied.

Troy and Sky came back to where Thomas had stopped. “We both agree it’s time to find shelter. We're all drained and could handle some rest before we carry on,” Troy said.

“Yes, I spotted an old shattered building that seems to have some of its roof still intact, so we can hole up there for a while and get some rest,” Sky said.

“Sounds wonderful. We’re all stumbling around from being tired and not enough light. Lead us to the shelter then,” Thomas said.

Troy and Sky started walking southeast toward a more built-up area of the ruins. It took about thirty minutes for the group to traverse the ruins and make it to the shelter. Troy put his hand in the air, ordering everybody to halt for a minute while he dipped his head and went in through the opening to investigate. Troy could scarcely make out a small room that appeared to be largely unscathed. He waved his arm outside the doorway, signaling that it was safe to come in.

Thomas and Paulette dipped their heads as they walked past Troy. Locating a spot in a corner, they slumped to the floor in exhaustion. Kaden entered through the old entrance and chose a corner of the room. He too slumped to the floor. Doug and Lisa came through the door, making their way to yet another corner of the room. Doug helped Lisa get situated before joining her.

Troy found a spot in the room as far away from Sky as possible. Sky volunteered to guard the group while they slept awhile. Troy would have guard duty a few hours later. The plan was to get some much-needed rest and then begin their journey again in the afternoon.
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Spring 2281

Ruined City of Zillah, WA

Thomas and Paulette were quietly chatting, when Troy strolled up and interrupted. 

“We’ve been traveling for several hours now, and I thought this grove of trees would be a perfect spot to take a break.”

“That makes sense. I’m exhausted, and I’m certain everybody else would appreciate a break.”

“Great. Guys, follow Sky and me.” Troy pointed his finger toward the grove of trees and said, "We’ll take a break under those trees over there.”

Several sighs could be heard from the rest of the group. Thomas knew they couldn’t wait to get off their feet. 

When they arrived at the grove, Thomas watched his people disperse among the trees. Lisa was the first one to drop her bag, with some assistance from Doug, and then plop down next to a tree. Taking her boots off, she used her good hand to massage her tired feet. Doug sat next to her, leaning against the tree trunk for support. Kaden ambled over and, after putting his bag next to the tree, sat near Doug and Lisa. Kaden grabbed his waterskin and drew large gulps of water, some of it dripping down his chin and into his lap.

Thomas shifted his attention to his bride. Paulette had found a tree nearby and was removing her bag. He joined her, dropping his bag with hers, and they sat, leaning against the tree. The sun rays filtered through the leaves of the trees creating patterns of light and shadow across the travelers as they relaxed in the shade. The air temperature was warm, but the gentle breeze that rustled the branches of the trees and gently stroked their hair and faces made it more comfortable—so much so that most of them quickly drifted off to sleep.

Doug shifted his position while he slept. In doing so he awoke to a noise but couldn’t determine where it was coming from or what it was. He placed his hands on the ground to push himself up when he heard the sound again and suddenly recognized it. It was the unmistakable sound of a rattlesnake. His eyes went wide, and he twisted his head slowly in each direction trying to figure out where it was. He spotted it out of his peripheral vision. His hand was right next to the snake’s head. He tried to slowly move his hand away from the snake but lost his balance, and his hand came crashing back down toward the snake. In a blur of motion, the snake struck and bit him on his left arm. He instantly felt the sting. 

He slumped back onto his butt bringing his left arm up to inspect the wound. Looking down, he noticed two puncture wounds on his forearm. He hissed under his breath, “Crap, that hurt.”

A moment later, he spotted Sky as she threw her hatchet and severed the head of the snake just before it tried to strike Doug again. “Wow, what a throw,” Doug said.

Kaden was awakened by all the commotion. “What happened to your arm, Doug?” 

“Dang rattlesnake woke me up just in time to bite me.”

Kaden rushed over to Doug. “Doug, I need you to stay still and keep your arm below your heart. Most of all, try and remain calm,” he said.

“Calm? Really? After getting bit and you want me to remain calm?”

“Yes. If you don’t, then the venom will work faster and kill you. Do what I say and take a deep breath and calm yourself.”

Kaden rummaged through his bag and handed Doug some leaves. “Here, chew on these plantain leaves for a minute, then spit them out and give them back to me, making sure to swallow the juice.”

“You want me to swallow leaf juices? That sounds disgusting.”

“Yes, I do. The juice may not taste all that great, but it acts as an anti-toxin.”

Doug complied and started chewing the leaves, all the while his mouth twisting downward and his eyes watering from the bitter herb. A minute later, with puckered lips and squinted eyes, he forced himself to suck the juice from the leaves and swallow. He then gladly spat out the leaves and handed them back to Kaden. Kaden took a few of the chewed leaves and rubbed the snakebite area. Then he arranged the remaining leaves on the bite marks, placed a bandage on top, and used a cloth to wrap it and tie it off. 

“What will these leaves do?” Doug asked.

“They help keep the swelling down and also help pull the toxins out.”

“Oh, that’s a good thing.”

“Yes it is, but you must remain still for a while. We need the juice and the leaves to work on your system before we can begin moving again.”

Thomas arrived while Kaden was administering first aid to Doug and overheard Kaden’s comment about staying put. Thomas began grinding his teeth and clinching his fists, and every muscle tensed as he struggled to talk without disclosing his frustration. “How long will we need to stay put this time?”

Kaden looked at Thomas and said. “At least a day. After that if Doug is doing okay, we can try traveling slowly and determine if he can handle it.”

“Fine, but we need to move as soon as possible. We’ve been at this way too long.”

“Understood, but if we move him too soon, it could kill him.”

Thomas’s eyes flashed, and he spun and stomped away, with Paulette close on his heels.

[image: time travel scene change]

“Kaden, do you think Doug is well enough to travel yet?” Thomas asked.

Kaden looked up from examining Doug and said, “If we start slow, I think he’ll be okay.”

“Excellent, then let’s get going while we still have some daylight left.”

They all gathered their things and began the final push to the City of Technology. Kaden walked with Doug and Lisa at the rear of the group, so he could monitor both their injuries as they continued alongside the river. 

Troy dropped back alongside Thomas to advise him of upcoming directions. “When we get to a place formerly called Benton City, we’ll proceed straight to the city, no longer following the river.”

“Why is that?” Thomas asked.

“The river curves out away from where we’re headed and continuing straight will cut hours off our travel. Plus, we’ll see the city by then.”

“Oh, I see. Carry on then.”

Troy jogged back to where Sky was walking.

Thomas’s lips curved upward into a smile as his eyes gazed at Paulette. He took in her tall, slender but muscular form, and her long brown hair and was captivated by the sway of her walk. Paulette turned and glanced back at the group and noticed Thomas gazing at her. “Sweetheart, what’s got you lost in thought?”

Snapping out of his musings, he said, “Oh, just admiring the view.”

Paulette chuckled and asked, “What view is that?”

“You, darling. I’m admiring you, the woman I fell in love with.”

Paulette’s cheeks flushed a rosy color as she blushed at his compliment, and her smile widened. “I’m flattered.”

“You should be,” he said with a twinkle in his eye.

“Oh, you two, knock it off, will you. We’re hiking our butts off, and all you guys can do is look googly eyed at one another,” Doug said as he laughed. 

Kaden said, “You need to take it easy. Stop harassing the two lovebirds and think about your own health.”

Doug’s smile slipped to a frown. 

Up ahead, Sky stopped and lifted her hand to shield her eyes from the sun. Pointing, she said, “I think we’re coming up on another ruined town. It may be the one you mentioned, since I can just make out the river winding away from us.”

Troy put his hand over his brow and looked into the distance where Sky was pointing, and, sure enough, he could just make out the ruined town and the bend of the river. “This is fantastic news. I’ll go inform the others of our progress.” 

Troy jogged back to Thomas. “Sky has spotted the ruined town of Benton City up ahead. We’ll stay there for the night and in the morning make our final push to the City.”

Thomas smiled and said, “This is terrific news.”

Paulette followed with, “I can’t believe that we’re almost there.”
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Late Spring 2281

City of Technology

The air was electric with excitement as the group prepared to make the final push to the City of Technology. They began to gather their things.

Before they started, Kaden gave Thomas an update on Doug’s condition. “Doug’s face is ashen and his breathing labored, but I feel he can make the last few miles without too much trouble. If something happens, we’ll be close enough to get help. That is, if anyone is willing to help us.” 

As the group set out, the sun crested over the horizon, the early morning rays glinting off a shiny object in the distance. 

“What’s that in the distance?” Thomas asked.

Paulette looked where Thomas was pointing, and a smile spread across her face as she said, “That, darling, is a tall building. The sun is reflecting off the windows.”

“Amazing. I can’t wait to see it up close.”

The others stopped, mouths wide open in absolute awe of what they were seeing. No one in the group had ever seen a tall building before that hadn’t been destroyed.

“Let’s pick up the pace some, and we should be there by dinnertime,” Troy said.

A few hours later, the group came upon farmland. The crops were still young and barely poking out of the soil. The only crop they could see that had made some headway was the corn. It rose about three feet off the ground already. Paulette scrunched her eyebrows in amazement. “How can corn be so tall already? It’s still early in the growing season.”

Sky smirked at Paulette and said, “My ancestors passed stories down about how they could raise crops sooner and more frequently than the farmers of the past. I don’t understand how they managed it, but they did.”

Paulette gazed out at the fields in front of her, eyebrows furrowed, as she digested what Sky said. Then it struck her. “I think I know what they did. Before I arrived here, humanity was experimenting on genetically modifying plants. They must have figured out how to make it more resilient for the climate we now face, allowing it to grow quicker than it used to grow and in a cooler climate.”

Everybody’s heads tilted one way then the other and eyebrows rose as they tried to process the information Paulette had just told them.

“Geez, guys, really. Okay, the basic answer is they made the plants stronger so they could grow it sooner.”

Heads began bobbing up and down as they began to understand some of what she was trying to tell them.

After receiving a brief biology lesson, they proceeded on toward the city with Troy and Sky in the lead.

An hour later, a hand signal went up, and everybody came to a halt. “There it is. We’re drawing close. From now on, we need to be careful as we approach the city. Let’s stay close to the crops. Hopefully, they won’t see us as a threat. Any questions?” Troy asked.

No one had any questions, so Troy gave the signal to advance. The group started walking alongside the corn crop. They advanced slowly, to keep from alarming anyone who might be watching. They had walked for some time when Troy called out.

“All right let’s take a brief break and get some rest. I estimate we should make the road to the City’s entrance just before nightfall.” 

They soon cleared the corn fields and came upon a dirt road that led to the entrance of the City. Stepping out onto the road and keeping their rifles slung over their shoulders, they walked two by two toward the entrance. Paulette’s brow was teeming with perspiration, and her stomach was rolling as she approached the city gates. She hoped that they would allow her admittance, and that they would have the means to help her get home.

They were about hundred feet out when one guard standing by the entrance called out, “Halt, and state your business.”

The group stopped and Paulette stepped out from behind Troy and Sky so the guard could see her. “My name is Paulette Brown. I am a scientist and desire to speak with your scientists about a project I’m working on.” Paulette’s palms were clammy, and she didn’t feel safe telling the guard her true purpose for being there.

The guard stared at Paulette and fidgeted with his gun before answering her. “Did you say Paulette Brown?”

“Yes, I did. Why?”

“It’s just an uncommon name around here. The only person we know of that had that same name was a Paulette Brown who invented bionic limb replacements. The knowledge of how to build the limbs survived, and there are those in this city who have bionic limbs. Sorry, I’m rambling. There’s no way you could be her, even though you look kind of like the picture that hangs in the great hall.”

Paulette’s mouth dropped open, and her hand came to her mouth as she gasped in shock. “Bionic limbs, you say. How did that survive? You have a picture of the inventor of such devices?”

“Yes, we also have a museum of parts from her era, up to and including the most recent past. As people passed away, they requested that their bionic limbs be placed in the museum to honor her great achievements.”

The rest of the group stood there in total silence, except for the occasional gasp of surprise at what the guard was saying.

Paulette took a small cloth and mopped the sweat off her brow, then wiped her hands dry and sucked in a deep breath as she worked to process what she was hearing. She debated whether to tell the guard the truth. “I am her,” she blurted out, not positive she was making the correct decision.

Now it was the guard who was astonished, as his jaw dropped. Then he closed his mouth and whistled. “There’s no way you could be her. That would make you over two hundred years old. Unless, of course, you discovered the fountain of youth along the way. It’s just not possible.”

“Actually, it is possible if I also invented time travel and traveled into the future.”

“If that were so, then why come here seeking assistance. Why don’t you travel back to where you came from?”

“You’re assuming that the project I need help on is time travel,” she said.

“Well isn’t it?” he asked.

“If it were, then I would say that the reason for my needing help is because I can’t return, that something went awry, and I became trapped here.”

“Why are you being so coy? Just state the reason you have come here?”

“Fine, I do need help. I did get stuck here. That’s why I have come all this way to solicit help. I would like to return home, and I was informed there was a City of Technology and that they might be able to help me.”

The guard asked, “If you really are her, then where and when was she born and what are her parents' names?”

“I was born on July 16th, 2006, at the hospital in Wilmington, North Carolina, during a dangerous hurricane. My parents' names were Mary and Richard Brown. My dad died during a hurricane when a tree fell and crushed him.”

The guard’s face paled as he listened to the information she was spilling out like it was second nature. He kept shaking his head in disbelief that she could know such details unless she were truly the person she said she was. 

“Wow,” the guard said as he strode forward and reached out his hand, offering it to Paulette.

Paulette kept her hand by her side for a minute before reaching out and shaking the guard's hand.

“Welcome to the City of Technology,” the guard said. “I’ll escort your group inside where you’ll meet our governor, Ms. Gwinn Belarus. She’s the one who decides who stays and who doesn’t. If you can’t make some kind of contribution to our City, you don’t get admitted.”

Paulette and the rest of the group followed the guard as he led them inside.
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Late Spring 2281

City of Technology

The guard brought the group inside the tallest building in the city. It stood at least fifteen stories high and looked as if it had been put together with random pieces of material. Though pretty from a distance, up close it didn’t look so spectacular. They entered the lobby of the building, and the guard said, “Please, take a seat. I’ll let the governor know you’re here.”

Paulette looked around, and the lines on her face wrinkled as she took it all in. She was apprehensive and hesitant about what would happen next. Thomas must have noticed the stress in Paulette’s face and placed his hand in hers, squeezing it to let her know he was there for her. Paulette returned the squeeze.

The minutes seemed to drag into eternity, and all in the group were tapping their feet and fidgeting in their chairs when a door closed. They looked up to see an average-height woman, with just a hint of a belly, brown hair pulled back into a ponytail, and penetrating brown eyes. She walked toward them, stopping in front of the group. 

“Hi, I’m Gwinn Belarus,” she said as she put her hand out to greet Paulette.

Paulette took Gwinn’s hand, shook it firmly, and said, “Hi, Gwinn. I’m Paulette Brown.”

Gwinn replied, “Yes, that’s what my guard told me your name was. Interesting how he thinks you truly came from the past.”

“It’s true. I did come from the past.”

“Well, we shall see. First, I need to assess what skills your group has so I can determine who can stay and who must go. Would you all please accompany me?” Gwinn spun around without waiting for a response and strolled away.

Paulette shook her head, then gestured with her hand that they all should follow Gwinn. They grabbed their gear and traipsed behind the governor. The governor took them into a spacious room with a table and chairs. She stopped at the head of the table and waved her hand, indicating they should all take a seat. Thomas and Paulette sat near the governor, while Troy, Sky, Doug, and Lisa sat in chairs facing each other from across the table.

The governor looked at each person in the group with her piercing brown eyes, as if she were carrying out her assessment of them without communicating any words. A few tense minutes later, she said, “I’ve met Paulette, but I don’t know who the rest of you are. When I point to you, state your name and the skills you have so I can make a decision as to whether or not you stay with us.” The governor glared at Thomas first and said, “You first.”

Thomas glanced around at everyone, his eyes flicking back and forth before he said, “My name is Thomas Hallslee, and I’m the leader of my small village. I have many skills that include hunting, tracking, carpentry, and leadership.”

The governor studied him for a few minutes, then a slim smile broke upon her face. She nodded, without speaking a word, and then pointed at Troy.

Thomas had discussed what each person should say so that the group could make it back to their village, since they didn’t plan to stay.

Troy replied, “Thank you, Governor, but I don’t intend on staying here.”

“Oh, really, and why is that?”

“I’m needed in my village. I’m a tracker and a hunter.”

“Oh, so you only have savage skills.”

It was obvious Troy was forcing a smile when he said, “Yes, Governor, I probably have no value here.”

“You’re absolutely right. We have plenty of hunters and trackers and need no more of your kind.”

The governor looked at Sky, frowning as she stared at her. “And who might you be, young lady?”

Sky’s eyes narrowed and glinted with anger. “I am Sky, and I’m the finest tracker out there.”

“Arrogant, I see. Well, as I told Troy, we don’t need any more trackers.” The governor then looked across the table and pointed her hand at Doug. “What about you? Any useful skills?”

Doug sat slouched in his chair, his skin pale and sweat beading on his forehead as he answered weakly, “No, ma’am, no practical skills.”

“My word, what is wrong with you?”

“A few days ago, a rattlesnake bit me.”

“Oh, goodness. How have you survived so far?”

“The man sitting next to me used some native plants to help combat the poison,” he said in barely a whisper.

“Obviously, it wasn’t sufficient.” The governor glanced over at Paulette, then back to Doug. “Give me a moment. I’ll be right back.” The governor stood and left the room.

Doug looked around at everybody and shrugged his shoulders, not understanding what just transpired. No sooner than the quizzical look left his face, the door opened and several individuals, including the governor, walked in. One of them was carrying a stretcher.

“Doug, this is my medical team. They’ll take you to the medical wing and administer the anti-venom so you can recover fully.”

“Thank you, Governor. How can I repay your kindness and help?”

“You don’t have to worry about it. I’ll put it on Paulette’s account.”

Doug looked at Paulette, his eyebrows lifting in question. Paulette shrugged her shoulders, letting Doug know that she wasn’t certain what the governor meant. “Don’t worry about it, Doug. Just get better.”

Doug nodded and stood on shaky legs. With the help of two of the medical staff, he lay down on the stretcher. As soon as they strapped him in, the medical people lifted the stretcher and whisked him away.

Without hesitating, the governor returned to her inquisition. Pointing her finger at Kaden, she asked, “Who are you and what can you do for me?”

Kaden replied, “My name is Kaden Matthews, and my particular skill is basic first aid

“Basic first aid. Really? You traveled this far with who knows what happening out there and sit here and tell me you only know basic first aid?” The governor studied Kaden and took in a deep breath. Shaking her head, she said, “Young man, I don’t believe you. Fortunately for me, I have plenty of doctors and nurses and medical staff, so you don’t have to fear being forced to stay.”

Kaden let out the breath he was holding. “Thank you, Governor. My village needs what skills I do have.”

The governor smiled at Kaden and just shook her head as she began staring at Lisa. “What’s with your arm?”

“I fell and broke it awhile back. It’s practically healed now.”

“Well, that’s a good thing. What’s your name and what do you bring to the table for skills?”

“My name is Lisa Harding, and I’m studying first aid.”

“Ah, I see. Well, it looks like to me that all of you except, for Thomas and Paulette, will return home.”

The group breathed a sigh of relief. Thomas looked at the governor and asked, “May they stay and rest awhile. Also, could you resupply them for their trip back?”

The governor looked at each one and then back to Thomas. “Yes. It will take about a week for Doug to feel better. I’ll have one of my staff take them all to the visitors' quarters. When the time arrives, we’ll resupply them for their trip. Keep in mind, everything goes on yours and Paulette’s account.”

“Thank you. I suppose you’ll inform Paulette and me later how this account stuff works.

“Yes, in due time.”
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Late Spring 2281

City of Technology

The governor led Thomas and Paulette to a small neighborhood area of the City. “This is the section where we house the people who live and work here.”

“Wow, this is nice, considering what happened to the world,” Paulette said.

“Thank you. We have devoted years building this city from the scraps of the ruined cities nearby.” The governor led them into another street and stopped several doors down. Withdrawing a key card from her pocket, she swiped it, unlocked the door, and waved Thomas and Paulette in. The governor stayed outside. 

Paulette entered first, and a grin crept onto her face. She sighed in relief, knowing that she would live a little more comfortably than in the past year.

Thomas entered next and hesitated. Mouth agape, he inhaled a breath and whistled. “This is fascinating. How is this possible?” He studied the light switch on the wall and pressed it down. The lights blinked out, and he flipped it back up, turning the lights back on. “Oh, my.” 

The governor chuckled, “We use wind, solar, and water to power our city.”

Thomas stepped further into the residence, toward the kitchen area. He opened the refrigerator door and stuck his head in, then removed it and whistled again. “It’s cold.” He did the same for the freezer. “Oh, my. It’s frigid in there.

Paulette couldn’t help herself as she doubled over with laughter. 

“What are you laughing at?” Thomas asked.

“I’m sorry, love, but the expression on your face at seeing all this technology is too precious.”

“Technology?”

“Yeah, this is what I’m used to. However, you—well, you haven’t seen any of this before. You're like a kid in a candy store.”

“Candy store? They have those here?”

Paulette laughed harder. “I don’t know.” She twisted her head looking at the governor who stood just inside the door with a bemused expression on her face and asked, “Well, do you have a candy store?”

The governor glanced at Paulette then at Thomas and said, “No, not really. We have some sugar products in our main store but not really any candy.”

Thomas smiled and went further into the apartment and found the bedroom. Paulette followed him to the bedroom doorway, and the governor stopped behind her. He walked over to the bed and pressed his hand down on it. The mattress sank in slightly, then rebounded when he lifted his hand. He gingerly maneuvered himself onto the bed. “Ah, this is so comfortable. Where in the world did you get this kind of stuff?” 

It amused the governor and Paulette at how Thomas was acting. “Paulette, please call me Gwinn. After witnessing your reactions, I’m more inclined to believe you came from the past, or maybe another City of Technology.”

“Thank you, Gwinn.”

Gwinn glanced at her timepiece, tapping her finger on the face of it, and announced, “I have a meeting to run to. Let me take you two to the clothing store so you can select some new clothes. When my meeting is over, I’d like to give you two a tour of the City. Also, I’d like to give just you, Paulette, a tour of our science facilities.”

“Thank you so much.” Paulette stuck her head in the door, and said, “Hey, Thomas, Gwinn wants to take us to the clothing shop so we can get new clothes.”

Thomas lifted his head from the pillow and said, “Clothing shop? New clothes? This place is heaven on earth.”

Paulette chuckled. Thomas stood and took her hand as they walked to where Gwinn was waiting near the front door.

“The clothing shop is about a block from your apartment.” Gwinn headed out to the street and took a right. Paulette and Thomas hastened to catch up with her. 

A few minutes later, Gwinn walked into a building, with Paulette and Thomas close on her heals. Thomas stopped cold when he entered the store, his eyes flying wide and his mouth dropping open. Paulette lifted her hand and closed his mouth for him, then whispered into his ear, “It’s incredible, isn’t it?”

All Thomas could achieve was a nod of his head in the affirmative. 

“Well, I’ll leave you two to getting your clothes and will see you again after my meeting. Should only be about two hours.”

“Okay, thanks again, Gwinn.”

“No problem.” 

Paulette wandered around the clothing shop searching for items she needed and things she might want. She had to lead Thomas around, asking him what size he wore, forgetting that they didn’t use sizes. “Thomas, you’ll have to try everything on. I’m not certain about the under clothing, so I’ll ask the clerk if she has a tape measure.”

Thomas seemed so overwhelmed with everything in the store. Seeing that she wasn’t going to receive a reply from him, she went over to the counter to ask the store clerk. “Hi, do you have a measuring device that I can use to measure his waist.”

The store clerk glanced up from what she was reading, smiled, and said, “Yes, we have a cloth tape that we use.” The store clerk rummaged through the shelving under the counter and produced the cloth measuring tape. “Here you go. Please return it when you’re finished.”

“Thank you. I will”

Paulette returned to where Thomas was standing and tapped his shoulder to get his attention. He spun around. “Yes?”

“I have something we can use to measure your waist so we can tell what size clothes you wear.” Thomas stared at the cloth tape in her hand and smiled. 

“Sure, go ahead.”

Paulette got busy measuring different parts of his body so that she’d know what size clothes he wore. When she finished, she took the tape back to the store clerk. 

Thomas and Paulette spent roughly two hours locating the clothes and shoes they needed. Taking everything they collected to the clerk, Paulette asked the store clerk, “So, how do we pay for these?”

“We don’t use currency here. It’s all placed on your account.”

“We haven’t been told much about this account. What is it exactly?”

“It’s the way we pay for things. Your purchases are entered on your account, and payment is made based on the number of hours you work.”

“Ah, I think I get it. Instead of paying money for this, it’s a barter system where work hours pay for items we buy. Right?”

“Yes. But you must be careful not to end up owing more than you work. There are consequences for over use.”

“Well, I suppose we need to make sure we don’t find ourselves in that predicament.”

The clerk smiled, started adding the costs of the items, and writing them on a fresh ledger page with Paulette and Thomas’s name at the top. Once the clerk finished tallying the costs of the clothing, she folded everything neatly and handed the items to them. “Have a nice day.”

“You too,” they said in unison.

Paulette and Thomas walked back to their apartment and put their clothes away. They spent a half-hour exploring the apartment and discovering that everything they needed was already furnished. Just as they were considering taking a nap, there was a knock on the front door.

Paulette went to the door. “Who is it?”

“It’s Gwinn.”

Paulette opened the door and welcomed Gwinn into the apartment. 

Gwinn smiled and said, “Are you ready for your tour of the City?”

Sighing, Paulette said, “We’re exhausted. Can we schedule it for another day?”

“Sure, that’s fine with me. How about tomorrow? I can arrive early and we can have lunch together after the tour.”

“Sounds wonderful. See you tomorrow.” Paulette shut the door and went back to the bedroom to get into bed. She paused and stared at the lump under the covers, which was Thomas. She laughed, climbed in, snuggled next to him, and fell fast asleep.
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Late Spring 2281

City of Technology

Paulette was waiting for the governor and opened the door immediately when she heard the knock. 

“Morning, Governor,” Paulette said.

“Morning, Paulette. Will Thomas be joining us for the tour today?”

“Yes, he’ll be here in a minute. Would you like to come in?”

“No. I can wait here.”

Thomas sauntered over to Paulette and settled his hand in hers, and they strolled out, closing the door behind them. Thomas smiled at the governor and said, “Shall we?”

Gwinn smiled back and led them toward the shopping area. “As you observed yesterday, we have a clothing store, but we have many other shops, including food, drinks, and furniture, to name a few.”

It was obvious Thomas still couldn’t comprehend what he was seeing. Paulette wasn’t fazed by the different stores, other than how primitive they looked compared to her home in Seattle back in 2031. 

Gwinn brought them to an industrial zone and said, “This section is where we process our food and clothing items. We also process all the old tech here, as well as new and improved items.” Gwinn pointed to a cordoned-off area and said, “See the cordon over there? That section is off limits to citizens of the City unless we assign you to work there.”

Though curious as to what went on in the cordoned area, Paulette and Thomas nodded their heads in understanding as they continued to walk. It wasn’t long before they found themselves back at the tall City Center Building they had been in the day before. Gwinn escorted them in, showed them the lobby again, and explained that all newcomers started there. Then she took them up a flight of stairs to the first floor and brought them into an office bustling with activity.

“This is our jobs processing office. The individuals in here match your skills to jobs we have within the City. If your skills are not suited for the City, then you’re sent to the outer city jobs office where they find you a suitable job. We’ll come back here later to match you to your jobs.” Gwinn motioned for them to follow her, and she took them to the second floor. “This floor is dedicated to city development. Here we catalog all new finds and direct them to the warehouses for refurbishing.”

Paulette and Thomas struggled to soak it all in. It was a lot, even for Paulette, to take in. Gwinn then gestured for them to follow her again, and they ascended one more floor. 

Gwinn opened the third-floor door and waved them in. “This floor is devoted to keeping records of all personnel and their expenditures and balances on their accounts.” Gwinn paused for a moment. “Forgive me, I think I forgot to inform you how you buy things here and how you’re paid for your work. We don’t deal in any form of currency. You get to buy what you need, when you need it, with no fear of not having enough money to purchase it. The materials you purchase, as well as your apartment, all go on an account-owed sheet. The number of hours you work then go toward payment on the account and should balance to zero each month. If there is a month where you purchased something large, like furniture, then it will take longer to erase that purchase. Basically, no one wants for anything.”

Paulette frowned a little and asked, “Based on this system, has anybody ever been forced to work here and never been able to leave due to the amount they owed?”

Gwinn smiled and said, “My dear Paulette, we don’t hold people against their will here. It’s up to the citizens to keep track of what they owe and make sure they don’t owe more than they can pay back. So long as they’re not in debt, they’re free to leave whenever they want. However, most people don’t want to leave and go live back in the primitive world out there, struggling to survive day to day.”

“So, we get a statement each month?”

“Not exactly. Our paper supply is limited, so you go to the accounts office and review your balance with the accountant.”

“Oh, okay. Thanks.”

“Well, this ends the tour of the City. Unfortunately, I have a last-minute meeting, so our lunch date will need to be rescheduled. Also, I figured you guys would want to get back to your apartment and rest.” She looked at Paulette and said, “I’ll come by later in the afternoon to give you a tour of the quantum physics lab you’ll be working in.”

Paulette’s eyebrows shot up and she asked, “How do you know where I should work?”

Gwinn chuckled before she replied, “Easy, if you’re truly the Paulette Brown from the past, which I now believe you are, then the quantum physics lab is exactly where you belong.”

“Ah, so you believe me. What about Thomas?”

“He’ll visit the personnel office while I give you your tour. They’ll assign him something that fits his skill set. There’s no need to fret. I’m confident they can identify something for him here in the city.”

“Thank you. See you later this afternoon.”

Paulette and Thomas left the building and worked their way back to their apartment.
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The sun was dipping lower in the sky when Paulette heard a knock on her door. She opened the door and invited Gwinn inside. Gwinn walked in and waited while Paulette slipped on her boots. 

As Thomas came out into the hallway ready to join them, he asked, “What kind of job do you think I’ll get, Gwinn?”

“I’m not sure. That’ll be up to the people in the personnel office.”

“Oh. Okay.”

Once they were ready, Gwinn turned and exited the apartment with Paulette and Thomas following closely behind. 

“Paulette, I’ll give you a tour of the lab and a few other operations in the building. I expect our accomplishments in the last hundred years will impress you.” 

“I’m confident I will be ecstatic.” She wasn’t sure she would be but gave Gwinn the benefit of the doubt.

“Thomas, I’ll drop you off at the personnel office,” Gwinn said.

“Thanks. I can’t wait to see what they’ll assign to me.”

Gwinn led them into the City Center Building, and they ascended the stairs. Gwinn stopped at the third floor and motioned for Thomas to go through. After Thomas left, she and Paulette continued to the fifth floor, exiting into a long hallway. Gwinn took a right and Paulette followed her to a door at the far end. Gwinn opened the door, waving Paulette inside. Paulette walked through the entrance and into a tiny area with a second door and a badge reader. Gwinn entered and slid a badge through the reader. After the latch clicked, she opened the door and escorted Paulette into the quantum physics lab.

Paulette stopped, mouth agape and eyes wide, as she gawked at the lab. There were people scurrying about working with various objects, one of which seemed to be a time pod.

Gwinn smirked and stated, “Yes that’s what you think it is. It has taken us a long time to build the dual-seat time pod with our limited resources. What we haven’t been able to accomplish is getting it to work. I was hoping you could assist us with that.”

Paulette stared in silence for quite some time before attempting to answer. “I... Ah... How?” She eventually asked, “Why would you need a time pod?”

“Simple. We wish to go back into the past and alter events so that the world doesn’t end.”

Paulette looked at the governor and with her eyes wide and lips pursed, she said, “You can’t mess with the past. It’s too dangerous.”

“Is it any more dangerous than the billions of lives lost during the upheaval?”

“Perhaps.”

“Well, we can debate this further at a later date. Besides, I have a suspicion you came here to see if we could help you get back home. Am I right?”

“Yes, that’s correct.”

“Then maybe we can support each other.”

“Maybe.”

“While you’re considering it, let me show you the rest of the building.”

Paulette stumbled forward and followed Gwinn as they once again entered the stairwell and ascended to the seventh floor. When the door opened, they entered another hallway and walked over to a massive room. Paulette noticed an old two-way radio station sitting in the room's corner. She went over to it and sat in the chair in front of it, then asked, “How did you guys come to have one of these?”

Chuckling, Gwinn said, “We discovered it amongst the ruins and, like everything else, we refurbished it. Once we got it functioning, we built an antenna and mounted it on the top of the building. This is our sole means of communication with the other Cities of Technology around the world.”

Paulette’s blue eyes grew wide, and a grin appeared on her lips. “Can I experiment with the radio? I’m curious if I can make it work to communicate with my friends in the past.” She knew in order to even remotely be able to accomplish this task she would need to create a device to hook into the radio that would allow her to open a micro wormhole. She also knew how difficult it would be but wasn’t daunted by it.

Gwinn shook her head in laughter and said, “My dear, we can scarcely communicate around the world on a good day, and you are proposing to communicate to ghosts.”

“They’re not ghosts. They just reside in a different time. I just want to see if I can. I’ll need a computer to use if you have any spare ones lying around.”

Shaking her head and still laughing, Gwinn said, “I’ll see what I can do. But, if you’re successful, we want you to give us the technology so we can use it too.”

Paulette wasn’t very confident about providing them any of her technology but glanced up smiling and said, “Sure.”

“Well, it’ll be time for my staff meeting soon, so let’s get you back to your apartment. I’m certain you’re hungry for dinner and a decent night’s sleep before you start work in the morning.”
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Paulette left the building and headed home. She couldn’t wait to find out what job they had given Thomas. She also wanted to tell him all about the lab.

She swiped her access card and entered the apartment.  “Honey, you home?”

“Yep, I’m in the living room.”

Paulette went rushing into the living room and immediately gave him a hug and a big smile.

“What are you smiling about?”

“I just love the quantum physics lab. You won’t believe what they have in there?”

“Well, I can’t read your mind. What’s in the lab that has you so excited?”

“They have a time pod, and they want me to get it working.”

“Oh, wow. Sounds like your job is already done for you.”

“Indeed. But enough about me. What job did you get?”

“I’ll be working in that warehouse we saw that’s off limits, sorting through stuff that’s brought in. They told me it’s all hush-hush. If I talk about what I see, it could get me thrown out of the City.”

“Interesting. What’s in there that they need to keep it such a secret?”

“I don’t know yet. Interesting they would give me a job there since I just got here.”

“Well, I’m just glad you got a job in the City. Besides, it might come in handy later on.”

“Well, I am exhausted. Let’s eat and then get some rest.”

“Sounds good to me.”
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Late Spring 2281

City of Technology

Paulette reported to the quantum physics lab the following morning to get started on discovering a means to return home. She swiped the access card Gwinn had given her that morning in the card reader next to the door to enter the lab. She walked into the lab and paused, glancing around. She wasn’t certain where to begin, and she didn’t know anybody. A young lady, about Paulette’s age, came up and offered her hand to Paulette. Paulette reached out and shook the girl’s hand.

“Hi, my name is Emma Parker. I’ll help you become acquainted with our lab and projects. I’ll also introduce you to your boss and co-workers.”

“Nice to meet you, Emma. I’m Paulette Brown. Thank you so much.”

“If you’ll come this way, we can get started.” Emma swung around, her long brown hair swinging as she strolled into the main lab area. With the most intense chocolate-brown eyes Paulette thought she had ever seen, Emma paused and stared at her before stating, “This is our main lab for studying quantum physics and time travel. I’m certain you have a lot of questions. We’ll address those soon, but for now let me introduce you to our boss.”

Paulette stood there studying the equipment and wondering how they got so far after such a horrendous disaster, but before she could continue that line of thought, a deep, bass voice interrupted her thoughts. 

“Hi, I’m Oliver Payne, the director of the quantum physics lab. It’s nice to meet the real live legend.”

Paulette smiled nervously and said, “Thank you. It’s good to meet you too.”

Oliver motioned for her and Emma to accompany him. He stepped over to the central area of the lab where there were several computers and monitors sitting on desks. He looked at Paulette with slitted, grey-blue eyes and a pouty-looking mouth before he said, “These computers are what we use to conduct our experiments. Our biggest project is the capability to travel through time. We’ve constructed the time pod but can’t get it to work. We hope you’ll be able and willing to assist us in this.”

Paulette looked at Oliver, who stood about five foot six inches with dark-brown hair and an ugly mustache, and replied, “I would like to learn more details about what your intentions are regarding time travel. The governor told me your plans, but I want to hear them from you.”

Oliver frowned but told her, “We want to go back into the past and persuade people to change their ways. The hope is, if we can get people and governments to change what they’re doing and not pollute and damage the earth, we can save billions of lives.”

Paulette vehemently shook her head and said, “I disagree. You shouldn’t ever mess with the past. Changing one event can generate a ripple effect that we can’t even quantify.”

“Are you suggesting that getting people to change their habits will make matters worse?”

“Perhaps. The point is, anything you do to change the past could ultimately affect millions of lives, and not necessarily in a desirable manner. There are just too many factors to consider, and one misstep could lead to a paradox, or worse.”

Oliver crossed his arms, frowned, and shook his head fervently, “I disagree with you. All we wish to do is save billions of lives and keep the earth from destroying itself. Is that all that bad?”

Sucking in a breath and releasing it slowly, Paulette said, “Sure, you might keep the oceans and air clean, and maybe keep businesses from using poor judgment when it comes to extracting oil, and other materials from the earth, but it’s my belief that no matter what you do or change, the earth will still blow itself apart.”

Oliver’s face became crimson as he replied, “You’re wrong. The earth won’t do any of that if we treat it right. Your beliefs don’t stand a chance against us changing the past.”

Paulette did her best not to explode, although her hands balled into fists as she asserted herself. “Listen, science doesn’t lie. The earth has done this many times before. Millions of years ago a continent called Pangaea split apart and ultimately developed into what we now know as the seven continents we have today. Scientists have proven that the poles have flipped multiple times in the past. In my time they predicted that the San Andreas Fault and the Cascade Fault lines would eventually give way to the worst earthquake we had ever experienced, causing parts of the west coast to retreat into the ocean. So yes, my beliefs are legitimate, because they’re based on science and hard facts. No matter what you accomplish or change, the earth will still pull itself apart. All you will do is maybe keep the United States from splitting in half, and the people’s lives you save won’t matter. They’ll die from disease and starvation, because they won’t be ready for a disaster, and the resources won’t be there to support them.” Paulette took in a deep breath and blew it out after her ranting and raving.

Oliver stood there unmoving, just looking at her like she was stark-raving mad. Then he abruptly spun on his heels and walked away from her.

Emma gasped at the exchange. Her mouth was agape, and she glanced first at her boss then at Paulette and then back at her boss before speaking to Paulette. “Well, that went well.”

Paulette just looked at Emma and smiled. As her complexion started to return to normal, she said, “Yeah, that’s a different way to greet your new boss.”

Both chuckled and began walking to a computer station. Emma turned and said, “You’ll work at this computer station inputting data that we provide you. Do you have any questions?”

Paulette’s blue eyes narrowed then went back to normal before she replied, “So I don’t get to work on the time travel project?”

“No, not yet. Everyone here has to work his way up to that. Though if you haven’t made Oliver too mad at you, you might get there sooner than some others have.”

Paulette sighed, sat in the chair, rolled toward the desk, began picking up papers that were lying on the desk, and started typing the information into the computer. She was determined to discover a way to work on the time travel project. Maybe at lunch she would check out the ham radio upstairs. She was very hopeful that the radio would be a means for her to contact her friends back in 2031.
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When it was time for her lunch break, Paulette headed out of the lab and up the two flights of stairs to the seventh floor where the ham radio was located. She opened the stairwell door and headed to the main room on that floor. She marched straight over to the ham radio, and sat in the desk chair. She checked out the various knobs, since she had never used one before. She only knew the little bit Greg had shown her before she left.

She gazed at it a minute longer. Discovering the power button, she flipped it on, then rotated the volume knob so she could hear the static noise. She searched for the squelch knob and twisted it just enough to stop the noise. She saw the lights on the front panel that showed a frequency of 14.240. She figured maybe that was the frequency they used to reach other cities. Looking around and shuffling papers on the desk, she searched for what the station ID was for this city. After removing one more piece of paper, she saw WA01. She thought it was strange the station ID was that simple but guessed with the FCC gone, they could make up whatever they wanted for their ID. 

Paulette held the microphone to her mouth and pressed the button on the side and said, “CQ, CQ, CQ, calling any station. This is WA01.” She released her thumb from the side button and waited for a response. A few minutes ticked by and she heard nothing, so she tried again. “CQ, CQ, CQ, calling any station. This is WA01.” Again, she released the button and waited for a response.

Just as she was about to push the button a third time, a voice broke through the slight static and said, “WA01, this is UT01, how goes it up there?”

Paulette let out a whoop as she pushed the button and said, “Things are okay here. I’m a newbie so don’t know too much yet.”

“Wow, a newbie, eh. That’s interesting since that city closed off any further recruitment of people.”

“I was a special case, I guess.”

“Must have been to be admitted.”

“So, what’s the function of your city down there in... ” Paulette almost slipped and said Utah. She didn’t want to give away the fact to anyone else that she was from the past.

“Well, newbie, our city takes care of all the medical technology. We send supplies out to the other cities on the continent. Those supplies sometimes get raided and never make it, so we have to send them out again.”

“Wow, that’s great. Well, nice talking to you but my lunch break is just about over.”

“Nice talking to you too. WA01, this is UT01. 73s and clear.”

“Thanks for talking with me. UT01, this is WA01. 73s and clear.”

Paulette pushed herself away from the table feeling giddy. She skipped her way to the stairwell and started taking them two at a time. It wasn’t that she was excited about getting back to work; it was the fact that she could communicate with other people. And just maybe, with the proper programming, she might be able to talk to Greg.

Paulette entered the lab and casually strolled over to her workstation, pulled her chair out, plopped down into it, drew herself to her desk, and began entering data. She couldn’t wait to tell Thomas about her contact with another city. She wasn’t certain if she could trust anyone there, or even who might be listening and where. She returned to her work, all the while, eyeing the time pod.

Time flew, and she was off work before she realized it. Signing out of the lab, she jogged to the stairwell, taking two steps at a time again. Bursting out the door, she ran full tilt all the way back to the apartment. She slid to a stop outside the door, swiped her access card through the terminal, and entered her apartment. 

“Thomas, are you home?” she called.

“Yeah, I’m in the kitchen.”

Paulette ran to the kitchen and slid to the table as she struggled to stop. Thomas opened his arms and caught her as she crashed into him. “What’s got you so excited, my love?”

“They have a ham radio room in the Center City Building, and I went there today and established contact with another city,” she blurted.

Thomas’s eyebrows shot up and his mouth opened, then shut, then opened again. “What’s a radio room and what kind of radio is a ham radio? And there’s another city out there?”

“Oh, sorry. Yes, they have an old HF amateur radio station on the seventh floor, and it can achieve long-distance communications by bouncing the sound waves off the atmosphere. Oh, and yes, there are other cities out there.”

“Can you dumb that down, please,” he said with a chuckle.

“Oh yeah, sorry. Let’s see here. Okay, so if I’m in the forest and you’re at the village and I holler to you, you can hear me. Right?”

“Yeah, what’s that got to do with a radio?”

“What you hear is the sound wave that makes its way to your ears.”

“Oh, I think I get it.”

“With a radio, we project our voice much further than through the forest. When I speak into the radio, it converts my sound wave into another type of wave which goes through an antenna, and that antenna projects it into the air. The wave can then bounce off the atmosphere and work its way around the world. The wave can also travel a straight line. It’s a lot to explain, but just realize that you can contact people very far away with it.”

Thomas still looked baffled but said, “You know, I’m glad you're the scientist. I still can’t quite wrap my head around it, but if you say it works, then it does.”

Paulette laughed then leaned in, wrapped her arms around him, squeezed, and then whispered into his ear, “I plan on doing more than that. I plan to communicate with my friends in the past.”

Thomas jerked his head up and stared at Paulette with his mouth wide open. She gently closed it and whispered again in his ear, “They realize I want to do this and they want me to give them the technology, but I don’t intend on them knowing if I am successful or not, so try to keep your reactions to a minimum.”

Thomas nodded his head in understanding and said, “You ready for some dinner, my love.”

“Absolutely, I’m famished.”
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Summer 2281

City of Technology

A month passed by in a flash it seemed, and Paulette was no closer to working on the time project than when she arrived. She decided to simply bide her time. The whole time when people were busy on their own projects, she was busy on her own project. She had built a small quantum flux capacitor that, when connected to the radio, should allow her to open a micro wormhole. She also was secretly inputting code and saving it to an external drive. She did her job so efficiently that no one suspected she was doing other work on the side. 

She was smiling because she had finally finished the coding for the micro wormhole that she would use to communicate with her friends in the past. It was almost time for lunch, and she was getting butterflies in her stomach at the thought of being able to contact her friends. The butterflies were a result of concern, too, of not getting caught.

Lunch arrived, and she closed her workstation, slipping the external drive into her lab coat as she pushed herself up from her chair. She kept a steady gait as she exited the lab and entered the stairwell. Once in the stairwell, she began running up the two flights of stairs. Bursting out the seventh floor stairwell door, gasping and sucking in air, she took a minute to bend over and catch her breath. When she was ready, she walked to the radio room and sat down at the computer. She pulled the flux capacitor out of her lab coat pocket and leaned over the radio to disconnect the antenna feed. She screwed in the quantum flux capacitor to the radio and attached the antenna cable onto the capacitor. She then attached the external drive into the special port on the capacitor. She was now ready to load and execute her program.

She switched the radio on and rotated the knobs getting things ready to go, but she couldn’t remember what frequency Greg usually had his radio tuned to. Placing her head in her heads and closing her eyes, she began rummaging around in her brain trying to find the memory of what frequency she needed. A moment later, her head popped up, and she smiled as she rotated the tune knob to 28.420 MHz. Now that everything was ready, she reached her right hand over to the computer keyboard and hit the enter key executing her program. She held her breath for a moment and was relieved to see nothing had blown up. She wouldn’t know if it worked since she wouldn’t be able to see the micro wormhole. The only way to know would be if Greg answered.

Paulette’s foot was bouncing up and down and sweat was beading on her forehead in anticipation of what might happen next. She keyed the radio by pushing the talk button on the side of the microphone and said, “CQ, CQ, CQ, this is WA01 calling KP7GRM. Come in, please.” Static returned, and she sat there waiting. Nothing happened. It was a workday, but Greg liked to go home for lunch, and she hoped that he was there today. She tried again, “CQ, CQ, CQ, this is WA01 calling KP7GRM. Please come in.” Again, just static.
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Greg opened his apartment door and went inside. He headed to the kitchen to make his famous ham and cheese sandwich with pickles, lettuce, and tomato. He stuck his head in the fridge, gathering all the materials to make his sandwich, brought it all out, and set it on the counter. He swore he heard a voice on the radio in the other room. He couldn’t quite make out who was calling so decided to continue making his sandwich. He heard the voice again. Setting the butter knife on the counter, he left the kitchen and went to his spare bedroom where he had his amateur radio. He frequently left it on so he could chat with people while he ate his lunch. 

Greg stepped into the room and heard the tail-end of a call. All he understood was, “Please come in.” He wandered over and sat in front of his radio, waiting to see if the person called again. A minute later he heard a break in the static and then, “CQ, CQ, CQ, this is WA01 calling KP7GRM. Please come in.”

He could hear the call clear enough, but not enough to identify who was calling. He was leery because they weren’t using a valid FCC call sign. Greg grabbed his mike and pushed the talk button, “WA01, this is KP7GRM. Who am I talking to? You’re not using a valid FCC call sign.”

He sat there and waited for a reply. A few minutes passed, and he was about to give up and go finish making his sandwich when he heard a reply.

“This is Paulette Brown. Is that you, Greg?”

Greg pushed himself away from the radio as if he had just seen a ghost. He pulled himself back to the radio and with a shaky voice, he said, “Whoever you are, this is no time to be joking around. You’re breaking the law, and you can’t be her since she’s been missing for over a year.”

Greg waited again for the reply. He genuinely didn’t believe the person would reply after he raked them over the coals for breaking the law and pulling a sick joke on him, but suddenly the squelch broke, and Greg’s appetite left him.

“Greg, it truly is me. I’m stuck in an apocalyptic future and just recently made it to one of the cities they rebuilt from the ashes. I just figured out how to communicate with you. No FCC now, so they just make up call signs. WA01 is city one in what was Washington state. You must believe me. It’s so good to hear your voice.”

Greg kept shaking his head back and forth in total disbelief. He keyed the mike and said, “How can I be sure it really is you. Tell me something about her that no one else would know. Over.”

A few minutes passed before her voice came back on over the radio. “You and I met for the first time when I ran into you and fell on the ground, my books scattering through the snow. You were such a gentleman and helped me back to my feet and collected my books for me. We have been friends ever since. Over.”

Tears started cascading down Greg’s face as he keyed the mike and, with a trembling voice, said, “It really is you. Oh my gosh! We assumed you were dead or something. We worked so hard to fix the error. I’m so sorry. I just wanted you to look at me differently. I never meant for you to get stuck in the future, let alone an apocalyptic one. How was I supposed to know?” Greg finally quit rambling and let go of the talk button. Tears kept streaming down his face, but he also began sweating, knowing he had just admitted being the cause of the problem in the first place. 

The radio crackled and Paulette came back. “Oh, Greg. I should have told you a long time ago how I felt, but I let my obsession with my project get out of hand. You may have caused the error, but I forgive you. I still want to come home, but so much has happened here.” Paulette let go of the talk button, not sure if she should say anymore and afraid she would break his heart.

Greg came back right away, “Thank you so much for forgiving me. I’ve always loved you. I just didn’t want you to blame me if you never completed your life’s dream. I’ve been building another time pod so we can come get you.”

A slight delay, and Paulette said, “We?”

Greg chuckled at the one-word reply. “Yes, Danni and I plan on coming to get you as soon as I finish the time pod and input your code. I’m adding a small harness latch between the seats to secure her.”

Paulette sat there for a moment, her blue eyes filling with liquid as she thought about her dog and how much she missed her. Pushing the talk button, she said, “I’m trying to get home from here. These people have a time pod built but can’t get it to work. They want my help with it. I said I would help, but after talking to their boss I’m not sure I want to give them my code. They have plans of going back and trying to change the past. Keep working on your end, just in case it doesn’t work out here. I need to get back to work now.”

Greg heard what she said, sat there for a moment, then replied, “Roger that. I’ll keep working on my end. Please be careful over there. Talk to you again soon, I hope. WA01, this is KP7GRM. 73s and clear.”

Paulette smiled at his last comment. She knew she would be safe because she had Thomas to help protect her, something she wasn’t ready to tell Greg about yet. She pressed the talk button and said, “I will, and thanks for all your hard work. KP7GRM, this is WA01. 73s and clear.”

Paulette exhaled the breath she was holding and put down the microphone. She couldn’t believe that the micro wormhole worked the first try. Looking around to make sure no one had entered the room, she closed the program and disconnected the external hard drive and quantum flux capacitor, slipping them back into her lab coat pocket. She turned everything off and walked out of the room. There were a few more hours of work left in the day, and then she could go home and tell Thomas that her communication project was successful.
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Chapter 41
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Summer 2281

City of Technology

Paulette walked into the lobby of the City Center Building and headed for the stairs. The excitement from the day before was still coursing through her veins, and she was more determined than ever to get on the time travel project. She marched up the five flights of stairs and entered the long hallway that led to the quantum physics lab. She walked toward the lab when she heard voices. She slowed down and realized they were coming from behind a closed door. The female voice was arguing with the male voice, and she listened intently to what was being said when she heard her name in the argument.

“I’m telling you she will give us the code for the time travel project. We just have to be nice about it.”

“No, she won’t. You saw how she acted last month. She has no intentions of providing us her technology. She’s too stuck up and thinks our plans will fail.”

“Really, it’s all about the plans. You haven’t even let her work on the project, so how did you figure she would give you the code?”

“I was going to move her to the project today.”

“Fine, but you better be nice about it or she won’t help us.”

“When I place her on the project, she’ll be notified, in no uncertain terms, that she will cooperate or never leave here.”

“So now you’ll make her a prisoner?”

“If I have to.”

The conversation ceased. A bit shaken, Paulette raced down the hall to get to the lab before the door opened and the two people came out. She slid her card into the verification port and entered the lab. She quickly sat at her terminal, flicked it on, and began typing so that whoever had been arguing wouldn’t suspect that she heard them.

A few minutes later, Emma and Oliver entered the lab. Emma went over to work on the time travel project, while Oliver headed in her direction. Paulette wasn’t certain if her face would give her away or not, so she took deep breaths and let them out slowly, hoping she wouldn’t jump out of her chair when Oliver arrived. 

Oliver walked over to her terminal, looked over the computer directly at her, and stared into her eyes before he began his diatribe. “Paulette, you have shown how useful you can be and have performed outstandingly for us. I have decided to reward your hard work and move you to the time travel project now. Please finish your data entry and come see me so I can get you your new credentials and give you a tour of the project.”

Paulette gulped and said, “Sure, Mr. Payne, I’ll be right over once I finish entering the last of this data. It’ll probably take me about an hour.”

“Excellent, I’ll see you in an hour.”

Paulette began breathing again. She got what she wanted but was uncertain now about working on the project at all. Security would be tight, and it would be tougher for her to smuggle her code out, but she would have to try. If that slimy lizard thinks he’ll steal my code, he has another thing coming. No way on God’s green earth would I give him the capability to travel through time. It’s his kind I was protecting the project from in the first place, she thought as she keyed in the data.

When she finished her data entry, she rose and went to Mr. Payne’s office and tapped softly on the doorjamb. Oliver glanced over the paper he was examining, and a creepy smile appeared as he ushered her in. “Paulette, please come in and have a seat and close the door behind you.”

Paulette entered Mr. Payne’s office, closed the door, and sat in the chair across from his desk. 

“Thank you again for all your hard work. Like I said, I’m promoting you to primary lead of the time travel project. The promotion will bring you a lot more credits for acquiring whatever you want. Of course, you might ask why I am placing you in charge of the project, right?”

Paulette sat there mulling over the words she just heard. She then said, “Wow, thank you so much. I was wondering when I would get to work on the time travel project, but to be the leader, just wow!”

Oliver’s smile widen, and he replied, “You’re welcome. You have the most experience with time travel so it simply makes sense to make you the leader of the time travel team.”

“Again, thank you.”

“As the leader, there’ll be a considerable amount of responsibilities and more rules to adhere to. We’ve worked a long time on this and can’t have any mistakes. Understood?”

Paulette frowned and furled her eyebrows at him, then said, “Mr. Payne, I don’t make mistakes.”

“Good. One further matter. When you get the project running, you will immediately let me know so we can download your code and make sure it stays safe.”

Now, Paulette’s frown deepened, and she balled her fists but refrained from telling him what was really on her mind. “Making a backup seems like a good idea.”

“You don’t fool me Paulette. I remember what you said when we first met, and although I’m making you the leader on the project, I’ll be keeping an eye on you.”

Paulette stared directly into his eyes and said, “That’s fine, because I’ll be watching you too.”

Oliver’s complexion began turning different shades of red, and he leaped out of his chair and began yelling at her. “You better be careful what you say.” He then smiled wickedly and continued to yell, “In the end, we will have your code and the technology needed to make time travel work! Do you understand me? This is my lab, and what I say goes in here!”

Paulette stood, towering over him and said, “No, I will not do what you ask.”

Although Paulette was taller, Oliver wasn’t afraid of her. He stepped out from behind his desk and grabbed Paulette's wrist then declared, “Oh, but you will give it to us. As of right now, you are no longer free to leave the walls of the city.”

“What do you mean? Are you keeping me a prisoner here?” She was trying to formulate a plan of escape.

“Yes, I am.” Oliver pushed a button on his desk and a technician entered his office with a needle in his hand.

Paulette began squirming to break from Oliver’s grip, but he was too strong and she couldn’t get free. Sweat started forming on her brow as she said, “What are you going to do with that?” She pointed at the needle in the technician’s hand.

“Simple, I’m having him place a tracker in your arm. You cannot leave the confines of the city without me knowing. Oh, and don’t remove it. Things could get unpleasant.”

“So this thing just tells you where I am at all times and doesn’t hurt me unless I try to remove it?”

“Correct.” Oliver snickered to himself. He wasn’t about to tell her that if she got out of control that he could send an electrical charge through her body. 

The technician came over, pushed Paulette’s sleeve to her elbow, and injected the micro tracking capsule into her forearm. 

Paulette winced from the sudden sting of the needle breaking her skin. As soon as the capsule was injected, Oliver let go of her wrist.

“Now, Paulette, I think you should get back to work. Here are your new credentials.”

Paulette reached out and snatched the new access card from Mr. Payne’s hand and quickly exited his office. 
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Funny how time slows when you aren’t having fun. Paulette glanced at the clock on the wall yet again to see if it was time to punch out yet. As she looked at the clock, she saw Emma walking over to her. 

“Hi, Paulette. I’m overjoyed that you’re leading this team instead of him,” she said.

Paulette smiled, “By him, you mean Oliver?”

“Yes. I realize he can be a hard guy to get along with at times but... ”

Paulette broke off her sentence and said, “Emma, he’s a tyrant. He just made me a prisoner. I can’t go outside the city or he’ll track me down.”

Emma gasped, her mouth falling open and then closed again, before she said, “I thought for sure I had won the argument we had earlier. He claimed he wouldn’t force you to give us the technology. That jerk lied to me. I’m very sorry, Paulette.”

Paulette reached out and seized Emma’s hands and said, “Emma, I heard most of your argument today so I knew what was coming, to some degree. Thank you so much for sticking up for me.”

“You’re welcome. But don’t let him ever know that you knew what was coming. He can be a worse tyrant than you have seen so far.”

“I won’t tell him a thing, believe me.”

Emma lowered her voice and said, “You’re lucky right now. I disabled the recording devices before I came to speak to you. The city is wired for sound and video. No one here comes or goes, or says anything that the governor and that tyrant don’t hear or see.”

Paulette became weak in the knees and Emma reached out to steady her. “You mean they can see and hear everything?”

“Yes. Trust me I know how bad it sounds. I can give you a code to disable the video and audio for short periods of time. I don’t have it on me today but will get it to you later. Use it for more private times and don’t overuse it or they’ll catch on.”

“Thank you. I’ll be careful.”

Paulette left her new and only friend and headed home as quickly as possible. She needed to alert Thomas to what had happened. It took all her strength to make herself walk casually down the street so she wouldn’t raise any suspicions. When she got to her apartment, she slid her access card through the port and entered.

She went into the kitchen and called out to Thomas, “Honey, I’m home.”
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