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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.
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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.
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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. 
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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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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.
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