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The Time Machine
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Entering the time machine can sometimes, take you to places you’ve never knew you have been.

Chicago – 2323

At the bottom of the Quan office building, a one hundred and twenty story structure, the pneumatic tube gently came to a full stop. The moment the door opened, the rider stepped out. Depressingly, he glanced at the sky. It was raining. The forecast was three hours off. Due to the inner-city crime, cabbies were not allowed to operate after dark and the nearest elevated passenger car system was nine blocks away. It was a good thing Jarrod Green had worn his rain coat.

Jarrod was a big man and could easily take care of himself in a one on one or even two on one encounter. Guns had long been forbidden from the city but criminals didn’t obey the law and neither did Jarrod. Because of who he was, Jarrod wore the latest protection and defense gear even though some of it lie in the that murky area between legal and illegal. His mantra was, survive first, worry about the legalities later. Always on the lookout, Jarrod knew his gadgetry was useless if he never saw an attack coming.

Jarrod was considered a live alone. His last relationship abruptly ended when his girlfriend learned of his biological make up. She was cool, she was beautiful and she was smart but she lacked trust. Jarrod was in no hurry to replace her.

He was tired and hungry from a long stressful day’s work. His food dispenser was low and he didn’t like the remaining ‘Flow,’ he had at his apartment in which to make a meal. Nine O’clock at night, most businesses rooted along the street level were closed. Only membership clubs were open and they were too expensive for Jarrod.

Around the next corner, there was a twenty-four hour quick-dine restaurant that claimed to have a heritage link to Mexico. It was hard to tell. Folks would say, “We have the war of 2059 to thank for the lack of lineage verification.” When the war broke out, it only lasted three days. No one knew who was responsible for firing the first shot. Too many countries had access to nuclear missile technology. Legends say that, when the first shot went up, there was an automatic response from every country possessing nuclear capabilities. Electro-magnetic pluses wiped out ninety-eight percent of the world’s data storage devices. Radioactive winds contaminated farm lands. “Orderly fashion,” soon became an extinct phrase. The vast majority of the world’s military bases were the first targets wiped out during the three day rain of destruction, thus the strong military countries most of the world depended upon had crumbled. People survived the best they knew how only to be beaten, bullied or controlled by Gang Lords, who seized the opportunity to capture areas least affected by the nuclear fallout.

Order began to return to the people sixty years later. By that time, anything that could be used for survival had already been taken and used, no matter what it was. Paper was one of the few items that was highest in demand. Burn to heat, burn to cook, burned to keep the wild ones away. City offices, businesses, schools, hospitals, libraries, and any resource that routinely used paper were all stripped of that precious commodity. Books were the most prized. Personal documents, birth records, any written form that tied a family together was gone. Nothing was saved. The only true survivor of this purge, were a few selected text books and technical manuals and they were locked up and closely guarded. History would be kept alive only through storytelling but since there were no guidelines to maintaining the purity of the source, the stories were constantly changing. But the changing of the stories with the added enlightenments, inspire folks to return to the way they thought life had been before the war. Folklore soon became a catalyst for the uprising against the gangs.

Another one hundred and seventy years would pass before the re-emergence of electronic technology migrated back into the human way of life. Advanced technology was easier to re-invent the second time around. A small but closely guarded group of scientist from around the world had secretly hidden vital scientific books, understanding their value for the future survival of the generations not yet born. When the time was right, they began rebuilding machines to aid in and better human life. The top item to be invented, a process to rid the devastation of radioactivity and its effect on human life.

Disfigurement from radioactivity was still a problem hundreds years after the war. Laws that had prohibited gene splicing in humans prior to the war had long been forgotten.

Parents now wanted the prefect child. They were placed in a quiet room and were handed a menu with a long list of preferences. This hair, those eyes, advanced IQ, athletic ability, whatever they desired. The new DNA was synthesized together, creating the desired offspring. Early on, the newly designed child was referred to as a, ‘Mix.’ Contrary to the parent’s belief their perfect, made to order, child turned out to be no smarter, no prettier, or athletically adept than any other child. They were simply free from radioactive defects.

Today, almost eighty- five percent of the world’s population consisted of Mix’s and the remaining population were called ‘Nat’s,” short for naturals.

When Mix’s were created, no one gave any consideration to specific human traits that had been in existence since the age of man, had begun to disappear. Their disappearances were spontaneous and the medical world failed to pick up on the vanishing traits until a graduate student at the University of New Mexico, a Nat, created a test for his thesis. Survival instincts, intuitiveness, humor, family history and many more traits that had been naturally passed down from parents to offspring, were all wiped out by the insertion of chemically altered genes, selected from a shopping list to create the perfect child. Over a million years in the making, the naturally inherited traits/instincts that had guided mankind to survive, were gone. Geneticist didn’t fully comprehend the purpose of the so called, “Damaged rung” of the DNA ladder they were removing. What the geneticists failed to appreciate, there was continuous bond between every rung on the DNA ladder that connected an individual’s life history. The newly inserted, chemically created DNA rung, did in fact, eliminate the radioactive defective gene but and most important, the newly inserted gen, was not fully compatible with the patient’s natural DNA ladder communication network. At the point where the damaged DNA had been removed, the natural vital communication path for the DNA sequence had been severed and the path that allowed the inherited traits to take their natural order was eliminated forever. As one Nat simply put it, “they live together but they don’t speak.”

Before the mistake was realized, too much of the world’s population had already been affected. Fortunately, Nat’s were making a comeback. Male and female Nat’s were making money hand over fist. Male Nat’s sold their sperm and female Nat’s sold their eggs. That was the good part of being a Nat. The bad part, the black market. Nat’s, male and female, were being abducted and held against their will. Woman were robbed of their ova and men were pumped for sperm to the point they were permanently damaged.

Jarrod Green was a Nat but on his records he always put down he was a Mix to lessen his chance of being abducted. The more he distanced himself as being a Nat, the better he felt. Crowds were the best place for a Nat to hide. There was little chance someone would abduct you from a crowd. Jarrod relied on the crowd theory and was constantly purchasing the latest gadgets to ensure his safety.

A burst of wind raced by him and with it, brought upon him, heavy rainfall. Runoff from the canopy overhead poured down, loudly slapping against the sidewalk, crackling like a high voltage overload. Opening a flap on his rain coat, Jarrod activated his rain shield. An ultra-sonic emission that domed his body to repel water.

Jarrod’s senses were on high alert. Something didn’t feel right. He quickly turned around and searched behind him. Not many were out and no one took notice of his action and continued to act naturally but he did notice one individual had darted into an alcove. It may have been nothing but Jarrod never took any chances. He had already survived two abductions.

Casually sliding his hand inside his coat, he set his weapon to kill. He also activated his collar camera centered on the back of his neck. It was too dark to wear his sunglasses which had an imbedded screen allowing him to monitor what the camera was viewing behind him. He could wear his normal glasses but that would be a sure give away he was a Nat. High on the wish list of the personal trait shopping list for Mix’s was perfect eyesight. Jarrod wanted to get his eyes surgically altered, relieving him of having to wear glasses but he was warned. Doing so would leave a record. A record someone could use or sell to identify him as a Nat. Most Nat’s had their eyes altered late in life when their sperm or ova was no longer valuable.

His nerves on alert, Jarrod would have to rely on his patience and skills as the camera recorded the events behind him. Jarrod believed he was safe for now. Too many people were around him. He would view the recording from his collar cam as soon as he sat down to eat.

Jarrod walked across the street, turned at the corner, walked forty feet and crossed in the middle of the road hoping to catch his assumed tail. There he was, the man in the hooded sweat shirt who had jumped into the alcove. ‘Damn,’ Jarrod thought. ‘A Tracker.’ The man was unaware Jarrod had spotted him. He appeared to be traveling with a group of three women and two men making their way down the street. The Tracker was talking to one woman in particular and she was responding. Jarrod stood at the edge of the street and continued to watch his follower. The moment the Tracker was out of eyeshot, Jarrod bolted to the corner to regain a visual just to make sure his intuition was correct. He never took chances. The hooded man continued to walk with the female group and now seemed to be engaged in an argument with one member of the trio. The woman closest to him, backhanded the Tracker across the chest. He tossed up his arms as a sign, he had given up being social and separated from the group. He then crossed the street in a direction away from Jarrod’s location. Jarrod noticed something in the man’s hand but failed identify it due to his poor eyesight. Believing he was safe, Jarrod headed to the eatery to get some dinner.

The diner, ‘Dos Padre’s’ was a twenty-four hour street side eatery. Service was conducted at the counter and lounging took place at canopied curbside tables. Jarrod stepped up to the counter and placed his order. The attendant asked him to hold on a minute while he refilled the machines.

The attendant pushed a rolling cart up to the base of the food dispenser. He cut open a box and pulled out a large size bag filled with a gooey substance. Cutting one corner of the bag, he allowed the contents to ‘Flow’ into the machine. The bag actually held refined protein. No chance of bacterial contamination. Five bags were deposited into the bowels the machine. Next, the starches were poured in and the replenishment ended with insertion of the vegetarian Flow. The attendant then opened a smaller box and withdrew a cartridge containing five individual compartments. Each compartment held a different dye that was to be mixed into the Flow. The colors gave the Flow a more appetizing appearance to the food being replicated.

The attendant wiped his hands clean, turned, and addressed Jarrod. “What can I get you tonight?”

“I’ll have a number twelve.”

“One, number twelve, coming up.” The attendant reached for a plate, placed it under a spigot, pushed a button for a burrito located on the front of the machine and ended it all by pulling a lever. Out from the spigot flowed one burrito. On the attendant’s right, a second machine was feverishly working back and forth spraying out two taco shells. When the shells were completed, the machine switched heads and dispensed a brown substance, followed by an orange item then topped off with thin green strips. “You want salsa or sour cream on your tacos?”

“Medium salsa, no sour cream.”

The food was hand delivered to Jarrod. Since he was the only customer, Jarrod had his choice of tables. Taking a table that allowed him to position his back against the wall, he sat down to enjoy his meal. Slicing off an end of the burrito, Jarrod wondered about the identity of the hooded man. There was something about him that had his senses on alert. As he finished the burrito, he watched the street to see if the hooded man reappeared. Nothing. His burrito gone, he picked up a taco and chomped down on one end. To Jarrod, the taco’s texture was different from the burrito but pretty much tasted the same. His meal finished, Jarrod pulled out his sunglasses. He wouldn’t wear them but instead, held them low in front of him to watch the video playback from his collar cam. Instantly he knew he had been marked. In the recording, the hooded man peered from around the alcove checking to see if he was clear. When he believed he hadn’t been spotted, he held up a handheld device with a green squared loop attached to the top and aimed it at Jarrod. Within seconds, the green loop turned red. ‘Crap, he was a Tracker.’ Jarrod casually stood up, put his glasses away and slowly slid his right hand into his jacket firmly grabbing onto his weapon. His eyes carefully scanned his surroundings. He knew this part of town well and over time, had sited many escape routes. The rain was still pouring down. It added to the darkness of the night, giving Jarrod the advantage. Another scan of the surrounding areas and he was gone.

However, the hooded man was an experienced Tracker and had circled back to watch Jarrod from afar. The Tracker positively identified Jarrod as a Nat but this Tracker was much more advanced than the norm. This one could tell the national origins of a Nat. When Jarrod took off, the hooded man raced across the street. The attendant from Dos Burrito, left his position from behind the counter to clean Jarrod’s table. The hooded man pumped his legs, sprinting as fast as he could. He had to stop the attendant. At twenty feet, the hooded man emitted a quick, “Hold it!” in a level just above a whisper. He couldn’t afford to draw attention to himself. Jumping over the barrier separating the public from the eating area, the hooded man reached out for Jarrod’s plate.

Annoyed, the attendant said. “Hey man, get out of here you bum.”

“Leave, the plate,” the hooded man said, sternly.

“If you don’t get out of here, I press for the cops.”

“You press that button...” The hooded man slightly showed his gun from under his sweat shirt. “It doesn’t make a noise and leaves no marks. It just blows up everything inside your chest. All I want is the fork and the plate. Give me less than a minute and you can have it.”

His eyes wide, the attendant conceded. “Yeah, sure man, it’s yours. I mean, you can even take it with you.”

Ignoring the attendant, the hooded man reached behind him and pulled out a small and slender device with a glass tube at one end. He placed it on top of the fork. Depressed a button then viewed the display. Smiling with delight, he said, “I’ve got you.” The hooded man chuckled with pride, stood upright, and disappeared into the night.

* * *
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The following day, the heavy downpours continued. Excited about his catch the night before, Vincent ran down the alleyway stopping at a heavily armored door. After delivering a hard pounding on the thick metal, Vincent backed off and waited. Clanging metal of locks being released could be heard from the other side. It opened inward. Vincent pushed on the door not waiting for it to fully open. As soon as Vincent was cleared, the door quickly closed and automatically relocked. Hurriedly making his way past the first room, Vincent raced to the end of the hall to face a secret door. Many rooms preceding Vincent’s destination were cluttered and filth, having not been used in several years. At the end of the hall was a brick wall. Even before Vincent arrived to the wall, the secret door had already begun to open. On the inside, an older man standing with the assistance of a cane, waited for Vincent. As with the first door, the moment Vincent was clear, it automatically closed.

“I’ve found him, Leonardo.”

“Are you sure he’s a Nat?”

“Oh, I’m sure,” Vincent, said smiling. “And, I have the proof with me.”

“Bring it here. Set it on the analyzer.” Leonardo accepted the miniature crystal disk Vincent gave him and inserted the disk into the analyzer. “The results are perfect. In fact, they’re better than perfect.” Leonardo gleamed. “How soon do think we can pick him up?”

“He’s savvy. Wears a lot of protection. It will take more than just me to bring him in.”

“Assemble your team. I’ll pay their regular price.” Vincent didn’t respond nor did he move. Leonardo turned around. “Is there a problem?”

“I want more than money this time. I know what you’re after. I saw it in your eyes with the last one, and I want a slice of the action.”

Leonardo hobbled over to a chair. He stared at Vincent pondering the Trackers demand. “Alright, but you’ll help me make two batches and then clean up afterwards. I can’t have any evidence left behind.”

“Deal,” Vincent happily replied.

“How soon can you bring this Nat to me?”

“I’m positive he saw me last night. I need some time for him to relax. I can have him by the middle of next week. In the meantime, I’ll keep an eye on him to ensure no one else gets him.”

“Good. Very good. Not a word to anyone. You hear me? Not a word.”

“Only me and my team,” Vincent said, strutting away.

* * *
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Vincent chose many disguises over the following week as he conducted surveillance on Jarrod. Jarrod was smart. Not like any of the others. His unpredictable habits were problematic for Vincent. Jarrod wasn’t his first abduction but would prove to be his most stimulating one. Because Jarrod left work at different times and never chose the same exit from the building, Vincent had to hire a few extra men. Once Jarrod was captured, Vincent could deliver him on his own. It was the capturing part that was going to be the most challenging.

On the day the team planned to take Jarrod, Jarrod had left work earlier than normal and had chosen the rear entrance. He put on his sunglasses and headed south.

Vincent was instantly notified. The team readied their positions. The moment Vincent saw Jarrod, he put his plan in motion. “Rowdy, do your thing.” He radioed.

Through his collar camera, Jarrod saw a hooded man pop out from an alley like he had seen the week earlier. He picked up his pace. If he could make it two more blocks, he might be able to safely hail a cab and make a clean escape. The crowd was thick. Jarrod got bumped by an old lady as he was watching the view in his glasses. It was a good thing. It brought his awareness ahead of him. He spotted a second man dressed the same as the hooded man behind him. Jarrod broke from the crowd to cross midblock almost getting run down. A cab was pulling to the curb to drop off a passenger. When the door opened and the passenger had departed, Jarrod shoved his way into the cab. The hooded men stopped and turned away fading into the crowd.

Jarrod whipped off his sunglasses and told the driver to step on it and get out of the area but the cabbie didn’t move. Vincent turned around to face Jarrod.

“I am so glad you joined me. You just made my job a whole lot easier.” The door locks suddenly engaged.

Jarrod reached into his jacket but before he could put his hand around his weapon, a stunner placed in his pocket by the old woman sent him into convulsions. Vincent smiled proudly, turned around and put the car in drive and drove off with his prize.

* * *
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When Jarrod began to wake, his vision was blurry. Not really able to make out anything, he did see the room was spacious and entirely painted black. The room was filled with low intensity lights, grouped within different areas of the room. He rolled his head forward and saw that he was securely strapped down to a long and narrow slouching chair. His legs were wrapped together and strapped to the chair. His waist and chest were also tied down. Jarrod’s arms were extended away from the chair on arm boards and secured with four straps each. He blinked hard and shook his head trying to clear the fog. From the corner of his eye, he saw movement. His vision was clearing. He could see the outline of a man. Another shake of the head and Jarrod confirmed the man was walking toward him. He was a heavy set older man around sixty and he walked with the assistance of a cane. He spoke as he approached.

“Well..., finally, you’re awake. Vinnie here, told me he had to use a little extra juice on you. I hope you’re not too badly hurt.”

Jarrod studied Vinnie. He appeared cocky and smiled as he chewed on something. He remained where he was and didn’t say a word. Jarrod then eyed the old man. His salt and pepper curly hair appeared to spray out from his head and his busy eyebrows covered most of the man’s forehead. His eyes were gray and his face was heavily stubble.

Leonardo got up close to Jarrod’s face. “You’re Romanian aren’t you?”

“What!”

“Your parents. They were Romanian, weren’t they?”

“I have no idea.”

“I’m not surprised. I will apologize for what I have to do but in the end, you will appreciate my work.” Leonardo turned and walked away.

“Wait! Wait! What are you going to do?”

Leonardo stopped and bolted a signal finger into the air. “I am glad you asked.” Leonardo turned around and came back to Jarrod’s side.

Jarrod thrashed about, doing his best to break free from his restraints. “This is illegal!” The restraints were strong and didn’t offer a hint at loosening. “I’m a human being! I have rights! You can’t just abduct me and do whatever you want!”

“Of course what I am about to do is illegal,” Leonardo said, calmly. “If it was legal, I wouldn’t have had you abducted.”

“Look,” Jarrod was sweating. “I’ve got money. Let’s make a trade. I’ve been saving in case something like this happened. Whatever you plan to make off of me? I’ll double it.”

Vincent stood up expressing interest. “Just exactly what do you think is going to happen to you, Mr. Green?”

“I’m a Nat. What do you think happens to male Nats?”

“Let me share a little secret with you, Mr. Green. I too, am a Nat. Yes, because you’re a Nat, is the very reason you are here. But..., your sperm is of no interest to me.”

Calming, Jarrod questioned, “Then what do you want?”

“Humor me. What do you think your sitting on?”

Confused and not exactly understanding Leonardo’s question, Jarrod arched his brows and shook his head.

“It’s a time machine, Mr. Green. A time machine,” Leonardo laughed wildly.

“I don’t get it,” Jarrod said.

Leonardo turned away. His mannerism changed from excited, to tranquil to one of frustration. “Are you familiar with the war of 2059?”

“No, not really.”

“That’s a damn shame. You know, you should be. Our civilization was destroyed in a matter of three days. Three days, Mr. Green. Humans have lived on this planet for over a hundred thousand years, possibly more and some idiot took it out in the blink of an eye.”

Jarrod was puzzled and had no idea what Leonardo was saying but he wasn’t going to interrupt the man to find out why the war bothered him. He still had no idea what experiment he would soon be subjected to.

“There was a small society of physicians, scientists, chemists and scholars that kept their membership a closely guarded secret and horded valuable information called, books. They encouraged assigned marriages between scientific occupations, believing any child conceived between them would carry on traits from the parent’s knowledge, expanding the scientific community. And it worked. It was because of this, society lives as well as it does today, Mr. Green.” Leonardo stopped and released a dry chuckle. “An exercise. I still can’t believe it. A stupid exercise. Our history had two stages of a nuclear arms race. The first one was politically neutralized. The second one began in the Middle East. Too many unstable countries secretly built nuclear weapons. One of those countries was conducting an exercise and was perceived by two other countries as an actual launch. Machines they called computers took over from every country that owned a nuclear weapon. Most of them were launched. During the first attack, satellites were taken out.” Leonardo stopped. He looked at Jarrod. “I don’t suppose you know what a satellite is, do you?” Jarrod raised an eyebrow and shook his head. “I didn’t think you would.” Leonardo continued preparing for his experiment. “Long before the war, most of the world’s information was converted to what was known as E-books, digital electronic storage. By the time the war was over, the E-books were destroyed. Transportation was driverless and without guidance from satellites, all modes of transportation failed to function.

“What does this war have to do with me?” Jarrod, asked.

Leonardo hobbled back over to Jarrod. “You’re a very valuable man, Mr. Green. You should be proud of yourself. My society is very happy to have you. Because you are the perfect candidate, I’m going to put you in the time machine.”

“Time machine! What the Hell!”

“Oh, this is the part I like.” Vinnie finally spoke.

“A time machine can travel to a different period of our existence. Yours and mine Mr. Green. Doing so allows us to advance our future. You and I and many more will benefit from what we learn from our past. In order to do that, I need to put you, well..., part of you in the time machine.”

“Hey, that doesn’t sound good. What do you mean part of me?”

“Vinnie, come over and help me out.”

Vinnie walked across the room. As he got nearer, Jarrod smelled something tantalizing that automatically made his stomach ache, in a good way.

Vinnie grabbed a cloth and stood behind Jarrod. He wrapped the cloth over Jarrod’s mouth and pulled back.

“That’s to muffle your scream. I hate it when people scream.” Leonardo then pushed a covered metal tray over to Jarrod’s side. After donning a pair of surgical gloves and a mask, he lifted a white cloth from the tray. Jarrod saw what he knew to be medical instruments lying on the small table. He grunted and hollered the best he could but Vinnie held the cloth tight. Leonardo picked up a palm size device and wand it over Jarrod’s left forearm. A white power developed. “I always loved these ultraviolet sterilizers.” Leonardo gleamed. Brushing aside the powered skin with a strip of gauze, Leonardo picked up a small injector gun and stuck it in Jarrod’s forearm and pulled the trigger. Jarrod felt his arm instantly go numb. A pencil like device came next. Jarrod knew this device to be a laser scalpel. The moment it was activated, burnt flesh filled the air. Leonardo waved away the smoke after a small incision was made.

“This device is called a retractor and is going to sound awful and you may feel some pressure but it shouldn’t hurt.” Leonardo spoke through the mask. He bent over and pushed the device deep into Jarrod’s arm until it hit bone. A loud snap occurred and Jarrod’s arm jerked. Leonardo pulled the device out and studied the tip. “I think we have enough. No need to go in twice.” Leonardo traded the retractor for the laser. He pinched the skin of the incision together and activated the laser. The two sides quickly annealed to one another. “Okay, were done. You can remove the cloth.” Vinnie release the cloth then returned to the other side of the room.

“What’d you do? To my arm, what’d you do?”

“I took some of your DNA.”

“My what?”

“Your DNA.” Leonardo was amused. “You mean you don’t know what DNA is?”

“No. Is that supposed to mean something?”

“DNA is the basis for your existence, Mr. Green. DNA tells your body how to build itself.” Leonardo said walking over to table with the extractor. “Bone marrow has the purist form of DNA and will last the longest for our needs.”

Jarrod for unknown reasons eyed Vinnie hoping to find some answers. Vinnie was minding his own business, eating something Jarrod had never seen. Even though they were separated by a good thirty feet and whatever Vinnie was eating, it too smelled sweet and caused Jarrod to uncontrollably salivate.

“Your DNA resembles a ladder twisted into a spiral. Each ladder rung or chromosome, holds an enormous amount of information. When your DNA is damaged, that’s when weird developments of the body occur. When they created Mix’s, the medical world believed they were saving mankind, returning them to their former selves but no one understood that cutting away the damaged DNA created a secondary problem. DNA has its own language and each rail that connects to the DNA is a communication bus line. When they cut away the damaged DNA and inserted an undamaged donor chromosome, they essentially damaged the communications line. When the DNA replicated, it was replicating a fault in the offspring changing what the person could have been. We should never mess with our DNA. In years past, the scientific community tried what was known as cloning. Medical researchers would remove the DNA from an egg and replace it with the DNA from a more desirable subject. The hope was, to end up with the preferred animal or human. Unfortunately, the results were disastrous. Every animal or human died from internal organ deterioration. Their lifespan was significantly shorten. The only truly working form of cloning, is accomplished by conception and known as identical twins or triplets.” Standing up, Leonardo smiled. “There, all done. Now we place your DNA sample in the time machine.”
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