
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
What Others Are Saying About Thirsty
Planet

 


"Thirsty Planet is a mystery story. It is
well written, suspenseful and captures the reader making it
difficult to put down. I hope it has a successor."—Kenneth
Peltzie

 


"Thirsty Planet is packed with suspense that
is truly scary; clever, futuristic concepts that are fun to
imagine; very believable characters who remain with you after
you've read the happy end of the book. What a great movie this
story would make!"—Ginger Snap

 


"My 11 year old grandson and I enjoyed
reading Thirsty Planet. A great mix of excitement, mystery, and
science fiction, with a little romance thrown in."—Bill
Egherman

 


"Wow, this was a fast ride. This book is
timely, filled with suspense, and touches on so many things that
are happening. A very good read."—Marcia Borell

 


"Thirsty Planet" is an intriguing,
multi-century, page-turner about global warming, time travel and
hope. It's a sure bet "Thirsty Planet" readers will never think of
Moses' dramatic exodus from Egypt and the parting of the Red Sea in
the same way again!"—Book Beagle
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Chapter 1: 2121

 


The squatter's arms ached from pulling the
oars on the old wooden boat. It leaked in at least five places and
he stopped rowing every few minutes to bail it out. In some places,
the floodwaters were deep enough to present a real danger. In other
places, it was shallow and threatened to bog him down and risk the
loss of his precious cargo.

Two liters of clean, life-renewing water lay
wrapped in oilcloth at the bottom of the primitive boat. The
precious liquid's previous owner died quickly and quietly when the
squatter's blade slit the man's throat.

It was a moonless night and he found it
difficult to see clearly as he neared his special place, a two
story structure that was once a private home on a residential
street (now a canal). Half of the first story sat under water, but
the top floor remained dry.

He discovered the dwelling some time earlier.
The days all blended together and he would have been hard pressed
to say exactly how long the place had been his lair. He remembered
that he was prepared to take it with stealth and violence-but he
was lucky. It was abandoned. Left empty...like a cave.

Three of the rooms were bedrooms once upon a
time. He chose the room with bears and elephants on the wall as his
den, though he could not say why. There was also a non-functioning
toilet on the floor. He couldn't remember the last time he was able
to use a commode that worked. Lately, his stomach was bloated and
painful and he needed to relieve himself constantly.

There was a large container that was probably
left behind by a previous occupant. He kept it in the room where he
tried to sleep (his senses never really rested). It was light and
suited his purpose. When it became full he emptied it out the
window. He was not the only one to do so. The floodwaters
everywhere were thick with garbage and human waste.

Somewhere, once, there was a woman. Children.
A warm home. Safety. And plenty of food and water. A factory
assembled parts for cars. He did something important and was
respected for it. What was it? He could not clearly recall. It was
long ago and was now just a fuzzy overlay in his mind. There were
more pressing matters for him to think about. Like day-to-day,
minute-to-minute survival.

It had been a long and tiring day with only
the water to show for his effort. Tomorrow he'd have to find some
food. Tonight, though, his priority was rest. He knew that danger
might be lurking in the shadows, but just this once he decided to
skip his usual security check and go directly to bed. He should
have paddled around the house. If he had, he probably would have
noticed the old canoe, poorly hidden and tied to a tree abutting
the rear of the house.

He docked the oars and let his boat float
noiselessly toward the window of his room. A rope ladder hung from
the windowsill. As he climbed through the window, he sensed what
was about to happen. He could see nothing, but he knew his time had
come. It was with relief that he felt the blackness descend upon
his consciousness.

 


 


 


 



Chapter 2: 2022

 


The sun stung her eyes as she drove to the
hearings. Squinting, Cassie Lopez sneezed twice and reached for a
tissue. She lowered her sun visor. As usual, traffic on the beltway
had vehicular sclerosis. Her Honda FC 9, using its automatic
piloting mode, slowed to a crawl, stopped, and then started
again.

The car was the fourth edition of a fuel cell
powered automobile that used hydrogen as its major energy source.
Cassie thought it was the perfect image for her role as
Undersecretary of Air and Water Quality in the new Blackwell
Administration.

The car's freedom from manual control and
ample hip and legroom enabled her to enjoy her favorite yoga
routine right there in her seat. In the middle of a stretch, with
her legs and arms extended,

her communicator chimed. She relaxed her
muscles and activated the receiver. A small image of the caller was
projected onto the lower part of the windshield in front of her. It
was her husband.

Paul Lopez's voice came from a tiny
microphone/speaker located in the hub of the steering knob. A
miniature camera that transmitted Cassie's own image was invisibly
installed in the same spot. She smiled warmly. "Hello, Paul." she
said.

"Hi, Lassie." Paul used his favorite nickname
for her. He liked to call her "Cassie the Lassie." She hated the
name but, considering the affection that she knew motivated Paul,
she managed to maintain her smile.

"Hi, yourself," she said. "What's up?"

"You came home late last night and left early
this morning. How was the party?"

"It was a long night, but a fabulous
celebration of the President's State of the Union address. She was
wonderful. Did you hear any of it?"

"Oh yes. All of it. I agree. Blackwell's
speech was terrific. Who wrote it?"

"We all had a hand in parts of it, but
Samantha wrote most of it herself."

"Well, I think the speech showed her growing
self-confidence, don't you? Remember when nobody thought she had a
chance to become the President of the United States? Nobody except
us, that is. I still think it was the women's vote that made the
difference."

"I don't know, Paul. A lot of men voted for
her too."

"It's still incredible to me that she won.
Think of all the lies that were spread about her in the
campaign."

The car suddenly changed lanes and Cassie
fought off a compulsion to grab the manual controls. Automatic
distancing and lane spacing were new automotive features and they
took some getting used to. Satisfied that the Honda had safely
executed the maneuver, she pressed her hands into her thighs and
said, "Paul, do we have to discuss this now? I have a lot on my
mind this morning."

"It's just that I missed you at breakfast.
What do you expect to happen today? Frankly, I'm a bit worried
about you."

Cassie thought about Paul's question. She was
indeed anxious about the hearing. That's why she allowed plenty of
time for her commute. She needed the alone time in her car to relax
and to contemplate the formal comments she had prepared.

"I expect a very long day of testimony. The
room will be packed with lobbyists and reporters, all waiting for
me to trip up and embarrass myself and the President. But I'm
ready, Paul. I'm tired, but I'm ready."

"I have total faith in you Cassie. It's just
that, with the Senate controlled by the other party, you could have
a really tough time. I wish I could be there to help you."

Cassie sighed deeply. She recalled the way
that corporate power and money had elected most of the opposition
legislators. The alliance thus created was dead set against
Blackwell's fulfillment of her promises about environmental
protection. "No doubt about it," she said, "I could be in for a
major roasting today. Paul, I need to let you go so I can spend
some time preparing for my performance."

"I understand. One more thing, though. Joyce
Gardonie just called the house looking for you. She was trying to
reach you before you left."

Senator Gardonie was one of three Green Party
Senators, and the only Green on the Senate Committee on Commerce
and Trade. She was also a personal friend of Cassie's. The two
women shared a passion for restoring the equilibrium of the natural
world and a thirst for battle with those responsible for defiling
it. They spent many hours together planning a strategy for today's
hearing knowing that the majority view in the Committee was likely
to be opposed to theirs.

"Joyce?" Cassie raised her eyebrows. "I hope
nothing's wrong. I really need for her to be at the hearing."

"She's at her office in the Senate building.
She wants to meet you there before the hearing, but didn't tell me
why."

"Do I have to call her?"

"Only if you can't make it. Otherwise, she's
expecting you."

Cassie smirked. "The beltway is in gridlock,"
she said, "but I'll try to get there in time." She changed the
subject. "Paul, here's an idea. Let's go to the Meadowlark for
dinner. We can catch up over a carafe of cabernet and share one of
their famous duck stir fries."

"Love to, but I can't. It's the Consolidated
case. I have a dinner with the plaintiff and a late meeting."

Cassie tried not to let her disappointment
show. "Let's try again tomorrow," she said.

Clicking off, as Paul's image faded from the
windshield, Cassie worried about their relationship. She and Paul
met ten years earlier while working as environmental lawyers on a
case at the firm of Ritter and Ritter. They won the case and each
other. Since then, Paul rose to become a senior partner in the
firm, while she pursued political venues for accomplishing similar
goals. Now, there was less and less time for each other. Had the
passions cooled? Cassie resolved to confront this issue with Paul
as soon as possible. Today, she had a different mission, plus a new
worry. What could Joyce Gardonie want?

The Honda reached cruising speed, jolting
Cassie from her thoughts. She took manual control of the car as she
exited the beltway and navigated the city streets to the mall.
Suddenly, she was there, pulling into a reserved space in the
underground garage available to officials at her level. Not a bad
perk, she thought. It almost made up for the lousy pay and long
hours, but not quite.

 


 


 


 



Chapter 3: 2121

 


Keesha Leder was alone in the house when it
happened. She was totally immersed in finishing her latest holo-art
creation, but the large, abstract, three-dimensional work wasn't
coming easily.

Her neck and shoulders tensed with anxiety
and her hands felt clammy. Moss was late again and she hadn't heard
from him in hours. His work was classified and even she did not
know exactly what he did, or what kept him at work for so many
hours each day-and even, occasionally, overnight. She only knew
that she missed him when he was away, and that she feared possible
violence to either or both of them. Too many bad things were
happening lately.

Keesha frowned as she reviewed the
multicolored image that filled the room. It's not what I

want, she thought. Out loud, she asked the
wallscreen to preserve her holo-art project for later study and
then to turn itself off for the night. As she did so, she felt the
presence of another person in the room. In that brief moment, she
smiled and called out, "Moss?" She looked up and saw a dim
reflection in the darkened wallscreen of someone unfamiliar
standing right behind her. Then, nothing.

 


***

 


A day later, at the memorial spa, Dr. Moss
Leder looked at his wife's body in disbelief. She looked beautiful
to him in death, the missing portions of her skull replaced and
sculpted at by skillful artisans, her black hair restored and
coiffed in her preferred style, and her dark skin radiant and
renewed by special cosmetics.

Leder compressed his jaw and clenched his
fists. Somehow, the tears would not come. His chest heaved and he
sucked quietly on the inside of his mouth trying to produce some
salivary moisture. He would have preferred water.

His parched tongue and lips were a grim
reminder of the reality that took away the only woman he ever
loved. And over what? A few gallons of water. It was an act of
madness and yet, in retrospect, he should have seen it coming.

In his spare time, Leder was experimenting
with notions of time travel. He recently discussed his thinking
with Keesha when she was alive and now, hours after her death, he
recalled their conversation.

"Why must you be so secretive about this?"
she had asked.

"Professional credibility," was his reply.
"My colleagues and my employer all believe that the idea lacks
scientific plausibility. It's often ridiculed in the professional
literature as nonsense. Even I was skeptical at first. Frankly, it
started as a kind of diversion. Only when I realized its full
potential did it begin to dominate my imagination."

She had looked puzzled when she asked, "What
do you mean, 'its full potential'?"

So he decided to tell her. He sat down
opposite her, looked her in the eye and said, "Here's what I mean.
Think about this, Keesha. I believe Earth is now experiencing the
inevitable outcome of centuries of poor stewardship? Clean food and
water are so scarce that many will go to extremes to sustain
themselves and their families."

"That may be true," she said, "but what does
that have to do with you? I don't understand what you, or anyone,
can do about it."

"Consider this. What if my time travel
studies hold the key to restoring the planet to health?"

Keesha shrugged and started to speak, but
he'd cut her off.

"Be patient a moment," he said. "I'll get
there. I can't say this often enough: Poverty is everywhere and
folks who would never have stooped to shoplifting in the past will
now stop at nothing, even homicide, to get their daily bread and
drink. They are in survival mode."

Keesha had smirked and said, "OK, this is not
news. Yes, things are bad, but I still don't quite understand how
time travel can fix it-even if your research proves it to be
possible."

"I'm actually getting very close, Keesha," he
told her. "Much closer than I've shared with you till now. I
believe it's not only possible but it's almost within my grasp. So
here's my question: What if someone could go back a hundred years
with hard evidence about where Earth is heading? What if that could
somehow change the outcome?"

He had expected Keesha to be shocked at this
idea, to be as negative as he thought his fellow physicists would
be. She was silent for a few moments, deep in thought, absorbing
the magnitude of what he had proposed. Then she jumped from her
seat, radiant, the enthusiasm pouring from her lips. "You have to
pursue this," she had said. "Tell me how I can help you."

Now she was dead.

 


 


 


 



Chapter 4: 2022

 


Cassie Lopez spoke her name and security code
into the microphone embedded in the door to Senator Gardonie's
office, and she heard the computer bleeping off the numbers. The
Senator's office staff must have read Cassie's name on the incoming
monitor because the door slid open and she was ushered right
through without having to show her ID to a screener. Gardonie was
seated at her desk, but her face looked strained.

"Cassie! Thank God! I have to show you
something."

Cassie tossed her coat on a chair and plopped
down into its twin in front of the desk. She wore an antique watch
and looked at it conspicuously as she sat down. "We don't have much
time, Joyce," she said. "Can't you just tell me about it?"

"Okay, but it's more impressive if you see
it."

Cassie shrugged. "I can see it later,
whatever it is. What's so urgent that it can't wait until after the
hearing?"

Gardonie jumped up abruptly and paced for a
moment. Then she turned to Cassie and said, "Only the information
that we've been looking for all year-the names of my colleagues on
the take. I have chapter and verse regarding the amount of money
each of these Senators has received from oil companies, oil
refiners, coal companies, major manufacturers, and-you're not going
to believe this-"

"What?"

"Several of the largest oil producing nations
have also contributed to their cause. Big bucks! I have sworn
documentation from solid sources listing by name the amounts paid
and to whom, and Cassie-"

"Yes?"

"We're not just talking about campaign
contributions. We're talking bribes. Homes. Cars. Vacations.
Jewelry. Cash. It's incredible. I even have original private
documents in which some of our favorite adversaries promise
protective legislation to polluters in return for payola."

Cassie folded her arms across her chest. "How
did you get this material?" she asked. "Is it credible?"

"Never mind how. It's all been verified. Some
of it was taken right off of hard drives. Emails, memos, that sort
of thing. Some of it's even on paper. Letters. Handwritten notes.
I've consolidated it all on a single macrodisc. The originals are
safely locked away. It's real, Cassie. I'm sure of it."

Cassie grimaced. "Joyce, this is dangerous
stuff. Useful, if handled right, but dangerous. When word gets out
that you have this, my biggest concern will be for your
safety."

"My safety? Why?"

"Joyce, we're talking treason here, not just
corruption. Payoffs from foreign oil interests in return for
legislative commitments? Wow! If you have irrefutable evidence of
this, many political careers will be in big trouble. Prison is a
real possibility. People do desperate things when vulnerable. Be
careful."

"I intended to bring this up at the hearing?
It sounds like you think I shouldn't."

Cassie shook her head. "My gut says no. It's
too public a forum for first exposure. I'd rather sit down with you
in private after the hearing and calmly develop a plan about how to
use the stuff. What do you think?'

"That sounds like a wise course, Cassie. I've
made dozens of microdisc copies of the essential information. It's
only a summary of the macrodisc, but it does include names, dates,
amounts-everything but the supporting details. I planned to give
these out at the hearing, but I'll take your advice and only do it
if I have to."

Cassie's stomach did a flip. "You made
copies? Not a good idea Joyce. All your sources could be put at
risk. I think this stuff needs to be kept classified for now. At
least until we can come up with a plan to use it effectively."
Gardonie winced and Cassie immediately regretted not being more
tactful.

"Hey, Cassie," the Senator said, "give me
some credit. I'm smarter than I look. I've gone to great pains to
omit information from the copies that might identify my sources.
That stuff is only on the macrodisc and the originals and, as I
said, I've put those in a very safe place. Stop worrying, friend.
It will be all right."

As Cassie left Gardonie's office and made her
way to the hearing room, she pondered what she was just told. Too
bad time did not permit her to at least scan the information that
Gardonie compiled. Could it really be solid stuff, or was someone
feeding Joyce false information? Could it be a trap aimed at
embarrassing and silencing Gardonie and the Blackwell
Administration on environmental issues?

As much as she loved Joyce Gardonie, Cassie
knew that her friend sometimes thought with her heart rather than
her head. It could be disastrous if the Senator shot off her mouth
prematurely at the hearing. They better be careful here, she
thought. She felt strangely uneasy and wondered if this was a
premonition that things would not go well today.

 


 


 


 



Chapter 5: 2121

 


"Immersion or cremation?"

It was the voice of the mortician. Leder was
so focused on his grief that he forgot the man was standing there.
He turned away from Keesha and asked, "Is there any possibility of
a ground burial?"

The mortician shook his head. "No sir," he
replied. "I haven't been asked about that in years. Don't you
know...?"

"I know, I know," Leder said. "Ground burials
were banned decades ago. Still, aren't exceptions made?"

"Not by this mortuary. There's no way to hide
a burial from the authorities-and it's a criminal offense."

Leder frowned. "Can you help me decide?
Frankly, I'm a bit overwhelmed."

The mortician put his hand on Leder's
shoulder. "It's a very personal decision. Perhaps the immersion
option would work for you. It's the least expensive way to go. Many
people are choosing it."

Leder removed the man's hand and backed away
a step. He hated the decision he had to make. "Where exactly do
they do the immersions?" he asked.

"Remote sections of the Atlantic and Pacific
are reserved for this purpose. There's an energy field that
prevents the bodies from drifting, and it's really worth
considering. I can show you visuals of the process."

Leder shuddered at the thought of Keesha's
beautiful body soaking up toxic wastes in the polluted waters of
the expanding oceans. He tried to hide his revulsion, but the
mortician must have noticed.

"It's all very professional, Dr. Leder, I
assure you. But if you're not comfortable with that option let me
suggest cremation. It's a bit more expensive, but it's our
specialty."

"Okay," Leder said with resignation. "Let's
go with cremation."

"A very good choice sir. I know you'll be
satisfied with the results." The man was obsequious in that special
way that only morticians have mastered.

Leder wished he were somewhere else. "When
can you do it?" he asked.

"We're equipped to do that service here on
our premises. We can start immediately if you're ready."

Interesting question, Leder thought. Can one
ever be ready for something like this? He looked at Keesha again.
"I'm ready," he said.

"Then follow me, sir. You'll want to wait in
our observation lounge. You'll be able to see everything in a
totally relaxed atmosphere. We have the latest in tranquilizing
aides too. Nothing but the best." He almost bowed as he opened the
door to the lounge and guided Leder to a spot overlooking the
cremation process from start to finish.

"Make yourself comfortable," the mortician
said, moving toward the door. "May I leave you now and get the
cremation started?"

"Please. And thank you, Mr...." but the man
was gone. Just as well. For the life of him, Leder could not recall
his name.

The lounge was designed to provide a place of
calm and comfort but, at first, Leder felt neither. He covered his
face with his hands and leaned against the wall, grateful there was
nobody else in the room. A row of techno-loungers faced a large
window where the bereaved could witness the final "journey" of
their loved ones. When he lowered his hands, he could see his pale
face and light brown hair reflected in the glass.

As he settled into the embrace of one of the
loungers, he noted that its surface gel retained the contours of
the previous occupant but quickly reshaped itself to fit Leder's
own unique form.

"Are you comfortable, sir?" The voice of the
mortician jolted Leder out of his reverie.

He looked around but couldn't spot speakers
or any other visual clue to the source of the voice. It was eerie
but somehow appropriate to the setting. Without a visible face to
address, Leder fixed his gaze on the apparatus that would soon
cause Keesha's remains to disintegrate. "I'm all right," he said.
"When will it begin?"

"In a few moments. I have a question for you
first that I meant to ask before. Do you mind?"

Of course he minded. Part of him wanted to
get this thing over with. Another part was happy for any
postponement. "What do you want to know?"

"Is there anyone else you'd like notified? Of
course, we're a bit limited these days due to the erratic weather.
Our telecommunication network is offline more often than it's up.
Still, we could try to make some contacts, if you wish us to."

The corners of Leder's mouth turned down and
a flash of anger passed through him. This chap's voice is starting
to get on my nerves, he thought. Why is he rattling on and on about
the weather at a time like this? "No," he said. "She had no close
living relatives. Her parents were killed in an industrial accident
when she was a child, and she had no siblings. There's nobody.
Thanks for asking."

"Quite all right, sir. Now, may I excuse
myself? The procedure is about to begin."

Leder raised his arm as if to request an
additional delay. "Actually," he said, " I do have another
question. Is there still time?"

"If it won't take too long."

"It won't. Look, here I am, all alone. No
friends or family to share these moments. Is this unusual?"

"Not any more. It's rare to have more than
three or four mourners. Often, there's only a single one like
yourself."

"Really?"

"Yes, really. For one thing, travel has
become so difficult. For another, funerals are now considered to be
intensely private things, not occasions for socializing."

Leder rubbed his cheek. "That's something I
fully understand."

"There's something else," the mortician said.
"The old death rituals were heavily influenced by religious
traditions. Hardly anyone believes in those anymore. Look, I don't
want to be rude, Dr. Leder, but can we move on now? We really do
need to get the cremation started."

Leder sighed. "Fine, go ahead," he said. He
realized that he was stalling, asking marginal questions, anything
to put off the inevitable. He also feared that the tension of the
funeral would cause his old stuttering problem to break through.
This was something that plagued him in childhood, especially in
emotionally charged situations. As an adult he learned to control
it and, in fact, it very rarely happened. However, anxiety that it
might reemerge haunted him whenever he opened his mouth to
speak.

As Leder waited, he gradually became aware of
a subtle scent that permeated the room and he remembered that it
was not just a fragrance, but also a chemical inhalant that
promoted a mild sedation. Low music completed the tranquil scene.
Not just pretty tunes, he realized, but sounds and frequencies
developed in the psycholabs for the specific purpose of elevating
mood. It was working. He began to feel more peaceful and a bit
detached from the pain of his loss. Even the cremation itself
seemed bearable now.

He could see the whole process. Keesha's body
came into view moving slowly down the line on a cushion of air. He
watched, riveted, as her inert figure passed directly in front of
him in its own transparent disintegration capsule.

Intense microwaves assaulted this fragile
appearing unit. His wife's remains were encapsulated by flames but,
strangely, were not being consumed. How could this be, he wondered?
Suddenly Keesha's voice was in his head. Leder shrugged and blinked
and shook his head hard-but the voice persisted. Was it the voice
of the mortician again? No, this was different. This time the voice
was soundless. It was only in his head and it was definitely
Keesha. This can't be real, he thought. It must be the
chemicals...either that or I'm going mad.

"It's up to you now, Moss," Keesha's voice
seemed to say. "My death makes sense only if it leads to a new
world and you're the man to make this happen."

Leder clenched his jaw. This isn't happening,
he thought. "Anyway," he mumbled to himself, "I'm not the man to
change anything, especially this crappy world."

"Oh yes you are," the voice (Keesha's?)
seemed to say, "and you will." Then it was silent and the moment
was over.

I'm overwrought, he thought. Hallucinating
Keesha's voice means the stress is really getting to me. And she
couldn't have spoken...how could she have? He told himself that
this was not really his beloved wife, but an empty vessel that once
contained her essence. It didn't help much. In a trance, he pushed
this incident from his mind and watched Keesha's body go quickly
from flesh to ash.

The cremation process was offensive to Leder,
but there wasn't any pleasant way to deal with the death of someone
you loved. He knew that the ashes would be placed in the mortuary
crypt, and he watched as the pale powder was automatically vacuumed
out of the capsule, transferred to a metallic vessel, and removed
from view.

Leder's emotions were swinging like an
unstable pendulum. Why aren't the tranquilizing drugs working, he
wondered? Just before the cremation, he felt a growing sense of
self-control. Now there was a great emptiness opening inside of
him. A gentle sting in the corner of his eyes announced the
arrival, at last, of tears. Leder's body lacked the moisture for a
large flow, but a spurt of salty juices trailed down his cheeks
followed by dry sobs. He could do nothing to stop them and, after a
while, he ceased trying.

Hunger and desperation were all around him.
Leder knew that thirsty squatters and water mercenaries were
everywhere, but he never thought that he and Keesha were at
risk-until today. Thank goodness there were no children yet. He
shivered at the thought.

The guilty feelings were back now too. With
perfect hindsight, he was sure he could have protected Keesha. I
should have paid more attention to the growing violence, he
thought. I should have been home when it happened. I shouldn't have
stayed downtown last night.

Powerful images flooded his mind. Keesha
alone in the evening, doing whatever she did while waiting for him
to come home. He imagined her struggling with her thirst and
rationing her small quota of potable water. He visualized her
springing to attention at the first signs of intruders. He winced
at a mental picture of fear in her eyes as the reality of the
menace hit her. Did she scream out? Was she abused in any way? The
mortician said that death was quick and painless, but how would he
know?

The muscles of Leder's face tightened with
despair as he envisioned Keesha's final moments. He knew that the
likelihood of his ever finding those responsible was nil.
Nevertheless, he comforted himself with a promise of vengeance
should that ever happen.

Tearless sobs continued to pulse through his
body and choked his breath. And then, suddenly, the anguish
stopped. The tension lifted from him like a morning mountain fog
when the sun burns through. He was grateful for this release as the
special smells and sounds of the room again kicked in.

He found himself rolling with the experience,
allowing it to happen, and hoping that the effect would stay with
him. Lost in his thoughts, he was surprised to hear the lounge door
open and to see the mortician reenter.

"It's all over, Dr. Leder. We'll place the
ashes on our platinum shelf. There'll be a small plaque under the
container with the memorial words you chose when you arrived. Feel
free to visit it at any time."

Leder looked at the mortician blankly. Damn,
the man has an irritating voice, he thought. The fellow (what is
his name?) is talking about Keesha as though she's a food container
stored on a market shelf, not the remains of the woman he
loved.

Leder's voice was harsher and angrier than he
intended as he rose to leave. "If you don't need me for anything,
I'll be going now."

"Of course. Just a word of advice, though,
before you go."

"What is it?" snapped Leder, again surprised
at the force of impatience in his own tone.

"Just this. You've had a terrible shock. Even
though we use the latest and best calming essences in our lounge,
you may still feel broad mood swings for a while. This will be
followed by a kind of emotional numbness. These chemicals are
designed to shield you from the acute pain of today's experience
and to help you get used to your loss. They take effect gradually
and reach maximum effectiveness in four to six hours. They usually
take several days to wear off."

This explained a lot to Leder, whose emotions
were indeed bouncing all over the place. Maybe the man isn't as
fatuous as he seems, he thought. He smiled and reached out his hand
to the mortician. "Thank you," he said. "I apologize if I was rude
to you just now."

"No problem, Dr. Leder." The mortician took
Leder's hand, smiled, and then added, "Well, sir, I have another
funeral to assist. Will you be all right if I leave you alone?"

Leder nodded. "I'll be fine now."

The mortician departed and Leder prepared to
leave. He rubbed his forehead. Now what, he thought? I ought to
head for home. After all, it's still my home-our home-isn't it? But
then, I'll have to confront the emptiness of the place without
Keesha. Also, he thought, her killers are still at large, and the
house and neighborhood might be dangerous. He scratched his head.
No matter, hazardous or not, I'm going home.

Leder was suddenly very clear about what he
had to do. Memories of Keesha's voice from the cremation flames
returned to him now with new force. So what if he had just imagined
it? He had been chosen. Keesha had chosen him. He owed it to all of
humanity. He owed it to Keesha. And he owed it to himself. Maybe it
would prove to be unrealistic, just a crazy scientist's fantasy,
but it didn't matter. From now on, his time travel project would be
his highest priority. And if anyone ultimately took the trip back
to the 21st century, it would be Moss Leder.

Earlier that day, when he was notified about
Keesha, he couldn't breathe and he started to stutter. It was like
bands of steel encircled his chest and threatened to snap his ribs.
So he stopped talking and left his office in such a hurry that he
neglected to put away everything related to this confidential
project. Now he remembered this oversight and it alarmed him. He
ran his fingers through his hair and considered his options.

What if his work on time travel was
discovered while he was at the funeral? Well, for one thing, it
wouldn't be confidential anymore. Leder hoped there was still time
to correct this carelessness. He decided to make a quick stop at
his office on his way home to check this out. He had to change
ferries downtown anyway, so it would be convenient to do this. And,
he thought, smacking his lips, while I'm there I can quench my
thirst from the office water supply.

 


 


 


 



Chapter 6: 2121

 


Moss Leder's ferry ride from the mortuary to
his work place took half an hour. His office and laboratory were on
the fourteenth floor of the Pulsarsoft Building in downtown
Detroit. Once there, he greeted the few people that he passed in
the corridors, most of whom expressed their condolences. As he
hoped, there was nobody in or near his office, and nothing appeared
to have been disturbed. His secret was still safe.

He looked around one more time and, satisfied
that he was alone, he quickly re-encrypted all materials relating
to his time travel project. When finished, he stood up and the room
began to spin, forcing him back into his seat. A wave of nausea
passed through him. Leder recognized the familiar symptoms of early
dehydration and he closed his eyes waiting for the sensations to
pass.

After a few moments he rose again and checked
the department water supply. It was low, but he guessed it would
soon be replenished. It always was, although he had no idea by whom
and from what source. Right now, he did not care and he drank
deeply, enjoying the feel of the cool liquid as it passed through
his throat.

Rejuvenated, he thought about contacting his
assistant, Zoë Reuel. He suspected she was still in the building,
but he decided against it. Leder did not particularly care to see
anyone at the moment. He left Pulsarsoft immediately and boarded
the northwest ferry to go home.

As the ferry moved away from Pulsarsoft
headquarters, Leder settled onto his bench seat and regarded the
building with great sadness. Its hulk rose out of the flood waters
like a huge commercial cruise vessel poised to embark on a long sea
journey.

In the downtowns of coastal cities throughout
the world, skyscrapers rose like monoliths from the waters, their
lobbies and lower floors submerged beneath the surface of the lakes
and seas. Entire cityscapes were now flooded victims of human
excess, and Detroit was no exception.

The Pulsarsoft Building was an enormously
intricate and expensive facility, completed in the year 2090. Most
of its features were technologically complex and costly, too much
so to justify duplicating them elsewhere in the region.

When the floodwaters began to rise a decade
ago, a decision was made to continue occupancy of the structure on
the floors above the water line. In order to accomplish this, the
areas beneath the water line had to be pumped out, coated with
corrosion resistant adhesives, and allowed to reflood.

Vertical and horizontal people movers were
modified to avoid the flooded areas. Power was already being
provided to the building through the wireless transmission system
developed around 2105, so no changes were required other than the
capping of outlets located under water.

It took a bit of adjustment for Pulsarsoft
employees, but over time they managed to adapt to the changes. The
building now seemed to be functioning well. Like other structures
still in use, a docking area was built to accommodate the transit
ferries that shuttled back and forth all day picking up commuters
along and near the Woodward, Grand River and Gratiot Avenue Canals.
Ironically, it was the closest the region ever came to having a
mass transit system.

Private boats and amphicars were also
permitted in the downtown area by special license, but these were
few in number and restricted to government officials and Corporate
CEO's. Leder's position was not quite lofty enough to qualify for
this benefit. He resented this. The ferry rides were an
uncomfortable and tedious daily nuisance.

Leder absently pulled on his lower lip.
Funny, he thought. Transportation technology has advanced beyond
the wildest dreams of the previous century, yet these old ferries
are still serviceable. I suppose their owners can't afford more
modern vessels.

He crossed his legs, put his hands in his
lap, and tried to look inconspicuous-or at least non-threatening.
Moving his eyes slowly back and forth, he carefully studied the
other fares already seated on the rough wooden benches. So many of
these ferries were being hijacked lately, often by innocent
appearing passengers, that one could not be too careful. Leder
counted eleven commuters, including himself. For the most part,
they seemed harmless enough and the pilot appeared relaxed. No
obvious pirates or bandits.

"Keep hands out of the water please." The
bored voice of the ferry pilot recited the mandatory mantra that he
was required to repeat at every station. Nobody aboard was anywhere
near the water at the moment. All passengers were adults and, Leder
thought, they were certainly well schooled about the danger of
contact with the polluted fluid in which the ferry moved.

As if to confirm this thought, a man next to
Leder leaned over and spoke to him in a whisper. "I find that rote
warning at every ferry stop to be irritating, don't you? I mean,
what good does it do to repeat something endlessly to people who no
longer listen?"

Leder looked the man over and decided he
probably posed no threat. The fellow's breath was bad but he was
well dressed and seemed like a businessman. There's no danger here,
Leder guessed. He generally did not enjoy small talk with
strangers, but he had no objection to a brief ferry boat chat as
long as it didn't become too personal.

He uncrossed his legs. "I agree," he
said.

The man took Leder's reply as encouragement.
"I saw you get on at Pulsarsoft," he said. "Are you a
scientist?"

"I'm a physicist."

"Oh, great" the man said, reaching out his
hand. "I'm in sales. My name is

Rondy."

This was already becoming too intimate for
Leder. He ignored the outstretched hand, but that didn't seem to
bother Rondy who now asked, "Maybe you can answer a question that's
been bothering me."

"What kind of question?" Leder asked, then
thought, Damn! Why, today of all days, do I have to get stuck with
a brainclot like this?

"Isn't it incredible," Rondy asked, "how
wrong predictions from the last century turned out to be?"

"What do you mean?"

"Look around us. Wasn't global warming
supposed to result in reduced rainfall and lower lake levels?
Instead everything got flooded. What happened?"

Leder felt the muscles of his face tighten,
but he consciously tried to maintain a passive expression. No point
in looking as impatient as I feel, he thought. "Well," he said,
"it's common knowledge that enormous quantities of carbon dioxide
are produced by gasoline powered engines. In my opinion, this has a
lot to do with the flooding-and the relentless storms."

Rondy scratched his head. "According to what
I've read, a lot of scientists think that. But then why are we
still using fossil based fuels? We should have gotten rid of them
decades ago."

"I agree, and there were quite a few attempts
during the last hundred years to do so. For a long time, hydrogen
fuel cells and battery power seemed to hold the answers, but the
discovery of major crude oil deposits under the South Carolina
piedmont put an end to that." Leder noticed that his voice was
becoming harsher, his speech more rapid, his words clipped. When
will this end, he thought? He continued, more slowly now, trying
not to sound sarcastic. "But there are many other causes of the
flooding. It's not all due to gasoline you know."

Rondy looked puzzled. "Really?" he asked.
"Such as?"

"I'm not a climatologist," Leder almost spat
these words, "but we do have such people at Pulsarsoft. They've
made many public statements as to why the Great Lakes and the
oceans overflowed their banks. Haven't you heard any of them?"

Rondy grinned good naturedly, apparently
oblivious to his effect on Leder. "I have heard their reports," he
said, "but what do those guys really think?"

Leder looked away. He briefly considered not
responding. On the other hand, he thought, maybe this guy is a good
distraction, and he reconciled himself to discussing what every
schoolchild probably knew.

"Their reports are what they really think,"
he said. "There are no hidden agendas. The drop-off in rain and
snow was short-lived and in many areas it actually increased. And
don't forget the meltdown of the polar ice caps. That raised the
levels of the Atlantic and Pacific, resulting in ocean water
invading our rivers and streams"

"Is that why so much of our fresh water has
become salinated?"

Leder's left leg began a nervous little
dance. With difficulty, he managed to bring it under control.
"Right, he said, "and the few desalinating plants still functioning
can't keep up with the need." He paused. "By the way," he said,
trying to change the subject, "you never mentioned the product that
you're selling."

Rondy looked embarrassed. "Hand weapons," he
said.

"Hand weapons?" Leder shouted. The heads of
the other passengers turned towards him. He forced a calming smile
in their direction and then turned back to Rondy. "Did you say hand
weapons?" he asked more quietly.

"That's right," Rondy said. Then, as if
suddenly becoming suspicious of Leder, the salesman retreated into
a shell of silence. Leder began to worry that this innocuous
looking man might actually be a danger to the ferry passengers and
himself. His mind raced, seeking a plan of action, just in
case.

He fingered the pistol hidden in his pocket,
a new model that he was authorized to carry. It threw an intense
beam of burning photons at a target, and was supposed to be quiet
and efficient. At least he prayed that it was. So far, he never had
to use it, and he hoped beyond hope he was wrong about Rondy, and
that he would not have to wield the weapon today.

All the same, he continued to watch the man
out of the corner of his eye.

 


 


 


 



Chapter 7: 2121

 


At the Grand Boulevard Canal, floodwaters
filled the once beautiful lobby of the ancient Fisher Building.
Rondy got off the northwest ferry without so much as a word or a
glance. Moss Leder breathed a deep sigh. He removed his hand from
his pistol and relaxed. Three more passengers got on, but none of
them looked menacing.

For the thousandth time, as the ferry resumed
its route northward on the Woodward Avenue Canal, Leder looked at
the one and two-story buildings and homes on either side of what
was once a busy automobile thoroughfare. For the most part, these
structures were decrepit and long-abandoned.

He squinted in the sunlight and could see
that the lower floors of these houses were under water. Leder
assumed that many of them were unoccupied, their owners forced out
by the flooding-although he'd heard that some people still lived in
the dry second levels of homes that could be accessed from boats.
Rats and other vermin probably share the space, he thought.

Leder had also heard about the growing number
of squatters. These were people who had sunk to unbelievable levels
of squalor and violence, and who were desperate enough to do
anything to find a place of refuge-even kill. Those who still had
adequate housing were also prepared to kill to defend themselves
from the squatters.

He bit his lip. It was these animals that
murdered Keesha, he thought, while I wasn't there to protect her.
Leder scratched his head and wondered why it had taken Keesha's
murder to wake him up to this reality. Strange, he thought, how
quickly and easily we've adapted to routine violence as a way of
life.

As the ferry progressed beyond Six Mile Road,
Leder watched for danger. The canal widened out and soon was
chaotic with rafts, amphibian craft, and boats of assorted sizes
and shapes, all shuttling back and forth like water flies. Leder
noted that many of these vessels were old and in shabby condition.
He saw mostly men, all carrying visible weapons. The women and
children are hidden away, he thought, somewhere their men think is
safe. I now know better. There is no safety anywhere in this
society.

Occasionally, as the ferry floated along,
Leder heard the sound of weapons discharging, and he shuddered with
the probability that some squatter's sordid life had just been
snuffed out. Each time it happened, he fingered his pistol and
scanned the area around the ferry with worried eyes.

He was determined to get home today and, just
to be on the safe side, he speculated about the character of the
ferryboat pilot. I wonder how he lives when not engaged as a
ferryboat captain, Leder thought. Could he be a squatter, or
involved in the black market or some other criminal activity? He
clearly isn't a wealthy man. Leder studied the pilot's weathered
face for clues as to what he might be thinking, but the fellow was
expressionless.

Leder remained tuned for trouble, but the
rest of the commute was uneventful. The ferry reached the end of
the route just before Nine Mile Road where the waters gave way to
dry roads and land traffic.

"Last stop," the pilot announced, and then
made sure that all the passengers disembarked.

 


***

 


Leder was the first one off at the ferry
dock. He sprang out of his seat, very anxious to get to his house
without further delay. It was time to face the memories and painful
feelings that awaited him at home. There was the gift Keesha got
him for their last anniversary, the antique three-dimensional chess
set. Her thoughtfulness really touched him at the time, and now he
hoped beyond hope that looters had not stolen the set. If it was
there, he'd bring it downtown for safekeeping and to preserve a bit
of Keesha that he could appreciate every day.

Once off the boat, however, Leder
inexplicably lost his sense of urgency. His fellow passengers
disbursed quickly, but he stood at the dock for a while. Still
thinking about the pilot, he watched the empty ferry execute a
rapid u-turn and head back downtown. When it was out of sight, not
knowing who or what might be casing him for a victim, he pivoted on
his heels and again grasped the pistol in his pocket. But he was
alone, except for a few harmless looking beggars seeking handouts.
Leder reached into his pockets and gave a small cash gift to each.
I'm among the fortunate few, he thought.

He scanned the area in all directions and,
concluding that it was safe, walked briskly to the secure parking
lot where his amphibian car, a late model Chordata, was unharmed
and ready. Suddenly fatigued, Leder entered the Chordata, locked it
and sat for a time with his face buried in his hands. His mind was
strangely blank.

After about fifteen minutes, feeling rested,
he looked up and stroked his chin. What quirk of fate, he wondered,
has placed me at the helm of this luxury craft, with money in my
pocket, while those poor bastards have been left to die a bit each
day from dehydration and starvation?

An unexpected noise interrupted his reverie
and he snapped to attention. It was a kind of thump, like something
hard hitting the surface of a parked vehicle. Every muscle in his
body tensed, but he saw nothing and it didn't repeat. Thinking that
he might have imagined the sound, he massaged his arms and thighs
to help them relax. As he did so, he was startled by something in
his peripheral vision-a movement behind a multi-passenger amphibus
parked on the other side of the lot. The fleeting image was of a
small stooped and dirty man, but it could also have been a large
animal. Either way, I'd better get out of here, he thought; and he
started the Chordata and left in a hurry.

Leder programmed the vehicle to take him west
on the 8 Mile Canal where the water was about three feet deep. He
forgot to shut down the car's air intake system and soon was
choking on the powerful smell of sewage from the many plumbing
systems that had already failed in the older areas of the city. He
covered his nose with his hand, coughed, and activated the air
purifier. After several moments the air cleared and Leder was able
to breath freely again. How long, he wondered, before the entire
region chokes in its own excrement?

Six months at most until life becomes
completely unsustainable, he told himself. Unemployment is at 50
per cent and growing. People are being forced to compete for
dwindling supplies of food, water, and shelter, often violently. It
could so easily have been prevented, he thought, and with a proper
nudge from a credible time traveler, maybe it still can. Well,
that's what I'm working toward, isn't it? And he smiled inwardly at
the idea.

 


***

 


The Chordata bucked slightly demanding
Leder's attention. Dry land reappeared at the Telegraph Road
intersection and he felt the wheels grabbing at the pavement for
traction. He made a manual adjustment to compensate. Once
programmed, the amphicar essentially drove itself and required only
occasional attention from its pilot.

Suddenly, his caller alert bleeped and his
heart jumped. A three dimensional minigram image formed in the air
just above his line of vision and a large vehicle appeared to be
bearing down on him. It was armored and it looked ominous. Leder
chewed on his cheek. He made a quick judgment that he could not
outdistance the vehicle and he began to reach for his pistol. He
was clearly outgunned by his pursuer, however, and he ended up
leaving it in his pocket.

The voice from the Chordata's interior sound
system was commanding. "Dr. Leder, we urgently need to speak with
you. If you don't mind, please pull into the next parking zone.
Then we'll explain."

He could see now that it was a police vehicle
and he relaxed a bit. Not completely, however. It was no surprise
that they found him. He knew that the police was continuously
monitoring all registered vehicles and that their whereabouts were
known at all times. What he did not know was whether this situation
represented danger. Many local cops were using their equipment and
privileged position to deal in black market water. He stared at the
image hoping to see greater detail, but he learned nothing new.

"What's going on?" he asked as he manually
slowed his Chordata and pulled into a parking slot adjacent to the
police cruiser.

The image of Orville Offentag, the senior
officer in the regional police administration, appeared in front of
him. Leder relaxed and sent Offentag a friendly smile. He believed
that this policeman could be trusted. It was his men that found
Keesha's body. Also, Offentag personally arranged for the
mortician's services.

The officer's voice said, "I have orders from
your employer to bring you a confidential message. No need to get
out of your car. I'll transmit it."

Words took shape in the air, clearly legible
and floating in front of the windshield: "Moss, don't go to your
house. We have information that squatters are occupying it,
possibly the group that murdered your wife. Repeat. Danger. Do not
go to your house. We have made arrangements for you to bunk on the
floor above your lab. Return to Pulsarsoft immediately."

This was harsh news. When he left home that
morning, Keesha was alive. She kissed and hugged him and sent him
off to work as usual without any idea that it would be the last
time. He set his jaw. No, he thought, even if he was forced to
disobey these orders, he was going home. He was armed and felt
certain that he could handle a few dirty squatters.

The transmitted message was fading now. It
was signed, "Rafe." R. Faro Bradshaw, informally known as "Rafe,"
was the Chief Executive Officer for Pulsarsoft Applied Physics
Corporation, a spin-off company of the defunct Quantum Leap
Corporation, wholly owned now by the General Utilities Corporation.
Housed in the Pulsarsoft Building, it was a respected organization
working on commercial applications for the numerous discoveries of
modern physics.

Bradshaw was also Leder's boss. However,
Leder did not consider him to be a friend. The senior man
undermined Leder at every turn, ridiculed his ideas, and withheld
much of the funding and support needed to permit his work to
proceed on schedule.

Leder's main project at present involved
basic research into more cost effective methods of converting coal
to liquid fuel for vehicles. He let it be assumed that this
required his full time attention, and he hoped that Bradshaw
believed this. So far, no one challenged him on this, not even his
assistant, Zoë Reuel. He'd managed to keep his time travel research
alive with secrecy and creative management, although he had a
strong hunch that Zoë might be on to him.

Thinking about the message he just received,
Moss Leder scratched his head and wondered where the truth lay. Is
Bradshaw really concerned about my safety, he asked himself? For
that matter, can I believe what I'm being told about the squatters
in my house? Can Bradshaw have other reasons for bringing me back
to Pulsarsoft tonight? Am I being set up in ways that have yet to
be revealed? Am I becoming paranoid? Maybe I am, he thought, but I
need to check out the house and see for myself.

"Are you okay?" Commander Offentag's image
was back in the Chordata.

Leder nodded. "Yeah. I guess. You know what
the message said?"

"Of course."

Agitated now, Leder put both hands on the
back of his neck and pressed. "I can't comply, Orville," he blurted
before he could think through a more diplomatic reply "Can I call
you Orville? I really need to go home right now. I don't have to
stay the night, but there may be things I need to retrieve.
Clothing. Valuables. Personal files. I just need an hour or so to
walk through the place. And if squatters are really inside, I need
to get them out of there. Will you escort me?"

"I'm sorry, Moss. Sure, you can call me
Orville. But I'm under orders to take you back to Pulsarsoft
immediately. In fact, I'm to prevent you from going to your house
today. But here's some good news. You've been authorized to drive
your amphicar downtown and to park it in the high rise structure
there."

At another time, Leder would have been
thrilled to be granted such a special privilege, but now it barely
registered. "You don't understand," he said. "It's very important
to me that I get home today. I know that it's risky but, with your
protection, I'd be okay, wouldn't I?" He was pleading now. It felt
undignified, but he didn't care. Whatever it took, Leder was
determined to go home.

"I can't guarantee that," Offentag said. But
his voice was kind and reassuring. "Things are very bad there right
now. It's not safe for you, even with us along. I lost a senior cop
out there earlier, right after we found your wife."

Leder couldn't shake the feeling that all was
not as it seemed on the surface, but what could he do? He was out
of options.

"Do we have to leave right now?" he asked
with resignation.

"Actually, we have to hurry. We're expecting
a major storm, so let's get going."

 


 


 


 



Chapter 8: 2022

 


Cassie Lopez paused in her remarks, took a
deep breath and looked around the room. It was packed with
corporate lobbyists, journalists, media crews, legislative aides,
tourists, environmental groups, and unidentified others, and she
wondered what all these people were thinking. At the presenter's
table, she shuffled her notes and tried to regain her composure. It
was over an hour since she began testifying to a group of mostly
hostile Senators.

The mood in the room was expectant, wired,
like the air before an electrical storm. Questions were being fired
at her without giving her time to respond. Just as she got rolling,
someone would interrupt her with another query. So far, she managed
to hold her own, but the hearing was every bit the sham she
expected it to be.

The Chair of the Committee on Commerce and
Trade was Senator Alphonse Grimsby, a Louisiana conservative. He
was long associated with interest groups opposed to any changes in
environmental policy. He glared at Cassie, screwed up his eyes, and
came in for the kill. "I think we've heard enough, Mrs. Lopez. Are
you almost finished?"

"I am," Cassie said. She tried to keep the
disgust she felt from showing in her voice. She took a drink of
water from the flask in front of her, cleared her throat, and
proceeded to the conclusion of her formal statement:

"Even as far back as the 1990's," she
reported, "environmental damage was becoming hard to dispute.
Today, most of Earth's food producing lands are degraded, and
millions are starving."

"Proof, Mrs. Lopez! Where's the proof!"

Another interruption-this time the speaker
was Johnny Tom Evans, the Vice-Chair of the Committee and a close
associate, politically and ideologically, of the Chair. Pundits
frequently said that if one were to kick Grimsby in the ass, Johnny
Tom would get a bloody nose.

Cassie scowled. Keep your cool, she told
herself. Aloud, she said, "Senator Evans, it's all on a macrodisc
that contains the data I've been reporting. I'll be leaving it with
the Committee." Turning toward Grimsby, she added, "Mr. Chairman,
do you want me to take time to answer this question? I can do it,
but it will delay this hearing."

"Let the lady finish, Senator Evans. You're
out of order," Grimsby said, struggling to keep a straight face as
he banged his gavel down with a pretense of maintaining discipline.
"Please go on, Mrs. Lopez. Just make sure the answer is included
with the information you're submitting for the Committee's
record."

Cassie nodded. "It is. So let me continue
where I left off. Lack of access to clean water has caused the
depletion of the majority of fish species. Fish has been a food
staple in the underdeveloped world for centuries. Without
corrective action, millions will die of thirst or hunger."

From the corner of her eye, Cassie noticed
many of the Committee members squirming in their seats. Some were
looking at their watches. She paused briefly to collect her
thoughts, looked at her own timepiece, and decided that she better
wind things up. She put away her notes and deliberately made eye
contact with the Committee members, letting her gaze linger for a
moment on each.

"Let me finish with this," she said. "The
Blackwell Administration believes we have an historic opportunity
to reverse these trends. Details of our proposals are included on
the macrodisc I'll leave with you. We also believe that failure to
make these changes will devastate the Earth within the next hundred
years or so." Cassie put her hands palms down on the table and
looked at Grimsby. "Mr. Chairman," she said, "that end's my
testimony."

"Mrs. Lopez," Grimsby said, "as far as I'm
concerned, you've not made your case. Our industries can't afford
the cost of the changes your proposed legislation will require.
Environmentalists have cried wolf for decades and we're all still
here and doing fine. You'll have to do better if you want your
claims and recommendations to be believed?"

Cassie was no pushover and could play
hardball just as well as this Senator. Enough is enough, she
thought. She shook her head in disbelief and began to stand,
intending to leave, but then thought better of it and settled back
into her seat. She looked at Grimsby. "Senator," she said, "with no
disrespect intended, I don't think anything could convince you.
Your mind seems made up...but let's try again."

She took a deep breath, smoothed her skirt
with her hands, and looked down at her notes. "The facts are
clear," she said. "Our best climatologists agree that the pollution
of our waters is reaching the point of no return. The hole in the
ozone layer that was supposed to close a decade ago has grown
larger. Global warming is still doubted only by a few hard liners.
We can expect storm surges that will intensify erosion and habitat
loss, increase salinity of freshwater aquifers, and bring about
extreme coastal flooding. This may be our last opportunity to stop
the environmental bleeding."

"We've heard that kind of hyperbole for
years, Mrs. Lopez." Senator Shayla Parks, a Colorado moderate,
sounded more aggressive than Cassie expected. This is a bad sign,
she thought.

"You haven't mentioned the period of
terrorism that we went through," Senator Parks continued. "We all
know what the terrorists did to our ecosystems with their chemical
and biological weapons."

Cassie fought off a frown. "That's an
important point, Senator Parks," she said. "It's true that the
terrorist wars were a major environmental setback. And it's also
true that the planet has managed an impressive record of recovery
since the worst years. However, if you carefully review the
information that I'll leave with you, you'll see that the recovery
is over and we are again on a downhill path."

"I'll look at it, of course," Senator Parks
said, shaking her head, "but I remain skeptical. We've learned to
live with all kinds of pessimistic forecasts that somehow never
materialize. Frankly, Mrs. Lopez, your Administration's proposals
are draconian. There's no way my constituents can afford them. I
have to agree with my colleague, the honorable Committee Chair. I
don't think you've made your case."

Cassie opened her mouth to respond. She felt
outnumbered and without support. Collecting her things and standing
up, she said, "My testimony is complete. If there are no further
questions, may I be excused?"

"Just a minute, Mrs. Lopez. Please don't
leave yet." The speaker was Senator Joyce Gardonie. "Mr. Chairman
and fellow Committee members, I've kept quiet until now, but I find
I must speak out."

Oh, oh, thought Cassie. She knew what was
coming and her heart sank. Not now, Joyce, she thought. It's the
wrong time and place. She tried to send this message with a rapid
wave of her hand and, eyebrows raised, with her facial
expression...but Gardonie was wound up. Nothing could stop her
now.

Chairman Grimsby looked sternly at Gardonie.
"You may have the floor," he said, "but please be brief. We need to
conclude this hearing in the next five minutes."

"I only need one minute," she said. "This
hearing is a fraud. I say this as the only elected Senator in the
room who has never taken money from big oil, loggers, miners, or
the foreign interests fighting this bill."

Senator Gardonie looked out at the room full
of visitors. "My colleagues are in the pockets of these parties,"
she said. "They're already committed to defeat the legislation
being proposed by Mrs. Lopez. Nothing can be said at this circus of
a hearing that would change a single vote."

An audible buzz filled the room as the
reporters absorbed these remarks and felt a story starting to
happen. Cassie settled back down into her seat at the table. Maybe
this will play out okay, she thought.

Gardonie reached under her seat for her
briefcase and noisily emptied it's contents on the polished
mahogany counter in front of her. "Each of these microdiscs is a
complete file documenting the money received by each member of this
Committee-and by other members of the Senate and House. Payments
from corporations whose profits are tied to their ability to keep
polluting our air, land and waters. Payments for campaign finance
and for personal luxury items. I'm speaking big dollars in return
for favorable legislation. I can't reveal my sources, but I'm
releasing these files to anyone who'd like a copy."

Hammering his gavel, Chairman Grimsby said,
"You're out of order, Senator. Our rules don't permit release of
information that hasn't been reviewed and approved prior to the
hearings. If you continue, you'll be held in contempt, be fined,
and lose your appointment to this Committee."

Gardonie shrugged and gave a little wave of
her hand. "So be it," she said.

The room was agitated now as dozens of
reporters pushed forward to get Gardonie's microdiscs. Some had
already inserted them into the slots of their wireless pocket
factotums and were transmitting the information to their editors.
Committee members began to file out through a rear door. All
decorum had disappeared.

"This hearing is adjourned," the Chair
shouted, his face red and sweaty. "Will the Marshall clear the
room, please."

Cassie, almost forgotten in the tumult,
rushed forward to approach Senator Gardonie, who gave her a knowing
smile. Taking a microdisc from Gardonie, Cassie tried to sound
supportive as she said, "Well, you did it. For better or worse.
Please be careful, Joyce. The anger levels are very high. I'll call
you later to arrange a strategy session."

Cassie was shoved out of the way as reporters
swarmed around Gardonie. The Marshal did his best, but could not
cope with the numbers. The last thing Cassie saw, as she squeezed
into the crush exiting from the room, was Alphonse Grimsby leaving
through the rear door.

 


 


 


 



Chapter 9: 2121

 


Moss Leder sat in his Chordata like a
mannequin. Stiff with anger, he clenched his fists. Commander
Offentag had arranged to tow the car downtown using the police
cruiser's magnobeam. Leder, the physicist, was compelled to endure
the indignity of helplessly following behind, like some felon being
whisked off to jail. He also felt humiliated by his unsuccessful
attempt to "beg" his way home. I won't do that again, he
thought.

Upon reaching the dock at Pulsarsoft
headquarters, Offentag tethered the cruiser, asked Leder to step
out onto the dock, and he released the Chordata. Leder watched his
car float over to the second level of the adjacent high rise
parking structure, lower its wheels, and disappear inside.

He heard the cruiser's two-way audiofone
crackle and come to life. From inside the vehicle, Offentag
announced, "I'll be leaving you now. I've been asked to tell you
that room 1505 has been prepared for you. Have yourself a good
night."

Leder looked toward the source of the voice
and noticed that he couldn't see through the cruiser's one-way
window. "Thanks for your trouble," he shouted into the air.
"Goodbye, Orville."

He could think of no logical reason to
distrust the policeman, but something in his gut told him to be
extra vigilant. As he mulled over his aborted effort to return to
his home he scowled, but he did not know what else he could have
done to change the outcome. Many troubling questions remained in
his mind.

The rain, which fell heavily during his
transit, was coming down gently now, lightly wetting Leder's hair
and garments. It poured sheets during the first part of the trip,
but the brunt of the storm must have gone south of Detroit. The
usual pattern was for as much as seven or eight inches of new
precipitation to fall during a twenty-four hour period, always
accompanied by a heavenly light and power show. This time the city
was fortunate, but Leder worried about Ohio and Pennsylvania which
were certain to be inundated.

He decided to go directly to his workspace
before checking out his accommodations in room 1505. It was
mid-afternoon, much too early to retire for the day. Since he had
no choice but to be at Pulsarsoft for now, he thought he could put
the remaining hours to good use by working on the time travel
project. He could also ponder his predicament and plan what to do
about it. After all, I'm not a company slave, he thought. One way
or another, I'll find a way to get home.

On the way to his lab, he caught his
reflection in a rest room mirror and saw that he was glaring at
nobody in particular. He ran his hand over his facial muscles,
looked again, and was satisfied that his expression was restored to
an emotionally passive façade. There's no point in projecting my
mood swings to others, he thought, and he noted that the effects of
the mortuary tranquilizing gas had still not stabilized.

Back in his lab, Leder de-encrypted his
project's program and called it up on the wallscreen. He read and
reread a section that puzzled him, but had trouble focusing on the
material. He recalled the mortician warning him to expect unusual
emotions, but the man did not say anything about decreased mental
acuity. So Leder was surprised by his inability to concentrate on
his project.

He suddenly felt very thirsty and was pleased
to find his executive water ration replenished to the full level
permitted by his company rank. He took a bottle from the cold
storage cabinet and drank greedily, savoring every drop of
life-giving moisture from the Lake Superior supply.

There was a knock on the door and Zoë Reuel
entered. At first, she avoided eye contact. "I don't know what to
say, Moss. I'm so sorry about Keesha."

Looking up, Leder fixed his gaze on his
assistant, forcing their eyes to meet. "Thank you, Zoë," he said.
"I know it's hard to find the right words, but I feel your sympathy
and I'm grateful for it."

She smiled. "Thanks for understanding, Moss.
As long as I'm here, is there anything you need me to do?"

Leder noticed that Zoë was watching his
wallscreen with a puzzled frown and he shut it down. Has she seen
enough to figure out the nature of the data there? I hope not, he
thought.

"What are you doing, Moss?" she asked. "It
looks like you're working. Are you sure you should be doing that
right now?"

Fearing that his attempt to work might seem
callous to her, he said, "It seemed like a good idea an hour ago,
but I haven't gotten much accomplished. I'm full of distracting
thoughts. You know. About what's happened."

"I understand, Moss. In fact, I'm surprised
to see you here."

Leder checked the time on his cybercube. It
was getting late. "How come you're still here?" He asked.

"I was just going home," Zoë said. "Do you
want me to stay? I wouldn't mind."

Leder nodded. "Maybe for a little while. Zoë,
can I mention something personal?"

"You never hesitated before. Let it go. Let's
hear it."

"It's strange. I should be livid. Mad enough
to kill. Or depressed about my loss. It should be all I can do to
contain myself. The truth is my feelings are too mild for the
situation, and my thinking is fuzzy. Yet an hour ago, I was furious
about almost everything. It's been an emotional roller-coaster"

She raised an eyebrow. "Were you exposed to
any sedative chemicals at the mortuary?"

He nodded. "Yes. In fact, the mortician told
me to expect something like this. I suppose that's what's affecting
me, but I still feel peculiar about it."

Zoë played with a loose curl of her hair. "It
has to be that," she said. "I've been hearing a lot lately about
that stuff."

"I just didn't expect it to wipe me out like
this."

She smiled. "Well, I see it as a good thing.
It should lessen your pain and it may even extend your time to
grieve."

I'm not so sure, he thought. Maybe it's not
so healthy to walk around with deadened emotions. I liked being
angry better. I felt more alive. He sighed. "I think I should be
allowed to feel the full force of my grief," he said, "to
experience the depth of my sorrow about losing Keesha, and to feel
my anguish about what's happening to our world."

Her eyebrow went up again. "What do you mean,
'what's happening to our world'?"

Leder took a long swallow from his water
bottle and felt a bit more alert. Our situation is very clear to
me, he thought, but can I discuss it with Zoë? Well, I need to talk
to someone about it. One of these days I'm going to need help with
my scheme. If I can determine that Zoë shares my views, I'd be
willing to bring her into my plans. Let's test her a bit, he
thought.

"Haven't you noticed?" he asked. "It's the
law of the jungle out there. Roving bands of thirst-crazed thugs
are terrorizing our region. Keesha may be their latest victim, but
I don't think she'll be the last."

Zoë seemed to be having a problem finding the
right words. There was a strange expression on her face and Leder
could not tell whether it was confusion or distress. It could have
been either. Or both.

"Of course, I've noticed," she said quietly,
"but I didn't think it was something that concerned me."

"You weren't alone, Zoë. Until today, I
didn't feel particularly involved either."

"I don't have much contact with people
outside of work, Moss, so I guess I didn't pay much attention. How
did things get to be so bad?"

Leder put his hands behind his back and
paced. Here goes, he thought. He turned toward Zoë and said, "It's
really not that complicated. There's just not enough clean water to
go around, and the cost of a liter has skyrocketed. Personal bank
credits aren't much help anymore. It takes a corporate account or
gold to make a water purchase. With tight rationing and a
flourishing black market, most people just don't have a
chance."

Worry lines creased Zoë's forehead. "What
about the Great Lakes? You'd think there'd be plenty of water here
for everyone."

"There used to be, but not anymore." He
activated the Wallscreen and brought up a map. "Look, Zoë,
Michigan's 3300 miles of shoreline look like a Third Coast
surrounded by endless fresh water reserves. But the southern lakes
have become too contaminated for human use, and fish have left the
area."

She wrinkled her nose. "The northern lakes
are still clean, aren't they?"

He nodded. "I believe they are, but how long
do you think that will last? Even with troops guarding the lakes,
Zoë, black market shipments out of our region are accelerating
their drainage. It won't be long until the western hemisphere runs
dry."

"Then what are our options, Moss? This is a
big planet. Can't we get our water from somewhere else?"

"From where, Zoë? The ice caps are almost
melted away. Even Lake Baikal in Siberia is contaminated. There
aren't any other major sources of clean, fresh drinking water that
I know of."

Zoë opened her mouth to speak, but changed
her mind.

Since she made no comment, Leder continued,
"The climate is totally confused, Zoë. Haven't you noticed the
reports from around the world? Many wet areas have dried out,
desert rainfall has actually increased, and some places have
extensive flooding just like we do. Most of the rain seems to fall
on flooded cities, or into the toxic oceans and lakes. Either way,
it's not potable."

Zoë walked around the lab. She seemed
agitated. When she came back to Leder, she said, "I feel like a
sheltered, insensitive idiot. I guess I've been in denial."

"Many of us were, Zoë. Don't be so hard on
yourself."

"I appreciate the chance to talk about this,
Moss. I guess I've taken my Pulsarsoft Corporation water ration for
granted. I'd be in big trouble without it."

"Me too, Zoë."

We're among the lucky ones, he thought, but
how long can it last? I need to move quickly with my time travel
research and I'll want Zoë's help to do this-but, first, I'd better
get to know exactly where her loyalties lie.

"Can you stay a little longer?" he asked.

 


 


 


 



Chapter 10: 2121

 


Moss Leder looked at Zoë Reuel and wondered
what her life was like when she was not assisting him with coal
conversion research. I really don't know much about her, he
thought. She's just here whenever I need assistance, and she
somehow knows how to make herself scarce when I want to work
undisturbed.

At the moment, though, she was with him, and
he felt glad of it. He needed to talk to someone about Keesha. He
felt like he would explode if he didn't get his feelings into the
open and, suddenly, they all came pouring out.

Leder sat forward in his chair with his
elbows on his knees and his face in his hands. "The bastards were
after my special ration," he whispered. "Keesha just got in the
way. I can't stop obsessing about this. It was my fault." He sat up
straight and sighed deeply.

Zoë reached out and took his hand. Leder did
not withdraw it. "Don't blame yourself," she said. "There was
nothing you could have done. If you were home, chances are that
you'd be dead too."

Leder looked at his feet. "I like to think I
could have made a difference," he said.

"A few days off would be good for you." Zoë's
voice sounded soft. He could barely hear her. "Even if you don't go
home," she said, "you should stay upstairs and away from the lab
for awhile."

Leder looked up. He removed his hand from
Zoë's and he stood. With both hands on his hips, he said, "I don't
know how I'm going to do it, Zoë, but I will go home. Maybe not
tonight, but soon. I won't know any peace until I do."

Leder considered the warmth he was feeling
from Zoë. She seemed to share his concerns about the climate
crisis, and she was clearly trying to be supportive about his loss.
Maybe, he thought, I should take the risk and tell her about my
time travel project.

"Zoë," he said impulsively. "I've been
working on an exciting new idea on my own, in secret, and wonder
whether you're aware of it."

She grinned. "Of course I am, Moss. You're
not that good at dissembling. I don't know the details, but I
assumed you'd tell me about it when you were ready. I have figured
out this much, though-it's about time travel, and you don't want
Rafe to know about it."

His jaw dropped. "Right on both counts," he
said, surprised, but glad he raised the topic. "I should have known
you'd figure it out. Frankly, Zoë, it's a big relief not to have to
guess anymore about whether you know."

He walked over to where she was sitting and,
this time, he was the one to take her hands, both of them, and he
pulled her to her feet. She looked pleased, and allowed him to do
this, but she said nothing.

Leder looked deeply into Zoë's eyes. "I know
I'm cutting into your personal time," he said. "If you're willing
to give me another half hour or so, I'd like to tell you exactly
what I have in mind."

"Are you kidding?" she asked, a wide smile
lighting up her face. "I'll stay as long as you want."

"Great!" he said. Suddenly feeling awkward
about her nearness, he dropped her hands and backed away a few
feet. She seemed not to notice. "Here's the rationale for my plan,"
he continued. "The combined effects of two centuries of global
warming are coming home to roost. This may sound extreme, but I'm
convinced that Earth is finished as a healthy place for people to
live."

Zoë's eyes were blinking rapidly. "It's very
scary," she said, "but I'm beginning to agree with you. I used to
think that interplanetary travel would eventually be our salvation.
But time travel, Moss? How will that help us?"

Leder sat on the edge of his worktable and
leaned his weight back on his hands. "We never spent the money to
develop space travel," he said. "It's too bad, but at this point,
it's not our answer. My alternative is not all that complicated,
Zoë. If one can find a way to return to the early 21st century
armed with evidence of where our 22nd century world is headed,
maybe our predecessors can be persuaded to change their
environmental policies. In 2121, it's much too late to reverse the
planet's decline. In 2021 there might still be time."

"It seems like such a long shot," Zoë
whispered, a note of discouragement in her voice.

Leder shrugged. "It is a long shot, but I'm
getting closer. I've had some early success in sending small solid
objects forward by an hour or so. Of course, there's more research
to be done before I can send anything backward in time. I'm just
about ready to test the process with small furry life forms,
and..."

"And sending anything backward in time, even
for a few moments, has to be the key to your goal." Zoë completed
his sentence for him.

"Right," he said, impressed by her quick
grasp of the subject. It will be tricky, he thought. He reviewed
various theories in his mind, ideas that were suggested as long ago
as the early 1900's and have not changed much since. In fact, a
twentieth century book by physicist Paul Davies had somehow found
its way to his library. In it, reference was made to a concept put
forth by Hermann Weyl, a colleague of Albert Einstein. Leder
decided to tell Zoë about this hypothesis.

"Weyl speculated that each person has a path
in space-time, a particular gravitational arrangement that he
called a worldline. He thought that each individual worldline might
have the capacity to loop back and intersect itself."

"Why is this important?" Zoë asked.

"Let me quote him," Leder said. "Weyl said
that 'a gravitational field implies that space-time is curved, and
the curvature might be great enough and extended enough to join a
space-time to itself in novel ways.' So if one can find a way to
warp space-time by manipulating the gravitational field controlling
a person's worldline, it's theoretically possible to move that
person back and forth in time. With enough experience, I'm
convinced that date accuracy might even be achieved."

Zoë looked puzzled. "Was Weyl the only one
working on this?" she asked.

"Not the only one by far," he said. "Other
physicists from the past speculated about things like wormholes,
black-holes and cosmic strings. In most cases, gravitational
physics and quantum mechanics provided a meaningful basis for these
concepts."

She shook her head. "You've lost me. Do you
really understand these old theories?"

Leder rubbed his forehead. "I think I do and,
if one can find a way to adapt them, they might be helpful.
Truthfully, though, I'm not entirely sure why my experiments are
starting to work. I only know that they are."

Zoë held up her hand. "Wait a minute, Moss,"
she said. "Several times in the last five minutes you said, 'if one
can find a way.' That doesn't sound very confident. Have you found
a way, or haven't you?"

The question hit him hard. It was one that he
kept asking himself and he had yet to find a satisfactory response.
"I'm not sure," he said softly. "I'm definitely encouraged by the
success of my experiments, but there's a big difference between
these modest achievements and the ambitious goal I have in mind. I
think Karl Krafer's work may hold the key."

She wrinkled her nose. "Who on Earth is Karl
Krafer?"

Leder considered how much to tell her. He
walked around the room with his hands behind his back, deep in
thought. When he returned to Zoë's side, he said, "It's pretty
complex. The blueprint for my experiment is based on research I
came across almost by accident during an extensive search of the
archives. It was published in 2085 by Karl Krafer, a physicist who
claimed to have sent several tiny items back and forth in time, a
few minutes each way. Krafer's time machine was small, about the
size of an antique shoebox. The man also discovered a gas that was
produced when specially chosen waves and particles were co-mingled
in a controlled setting. When this gas interacted with special
laser light within Krafer's shoe box, it somehow rearranged the
worldline of anything contained inside."

Zoë touched his arm and interrupted. "This is
exciting stuff," she said, "so why haven't I ever heard of him-why
wasn't his work ever discussed in school?"

"Not a lot of people believed Krafer," Leder
said. "Sadly, before he could gain credibility for his work, he
died at the age of ninety. None of his contemporaries had the
interest or the ability to replicate his achievement, and it faded
into obscurity. But I've done it, Zoë."

"Done what?"

"My time cubicle is based entirely on Dr.
Krafer's shoe box, but it's much larger in size. I'm using the same
complicated rig of focused lasers that he described. The lasers
funnel their beams through a crystal prism to bathe my closet sized
cubicle in powerful refracted light. And here's the best part-I've
succeeded in duplicating Krafer's gas using the formula he
described in his papers."

Leder was speaking much more quickly now. He
paced back and forth, his hands and arms punctuating his words.
"Actually, I think I've improved on the idea somewhat. I've had the
gas compressed into four small quantum spheres, manufactured
off-campus to my specs using a new technology that makes such
products possible. The results, so far, have been impressive."

"Wow!" Zoë said, her eyes sparkling with
genuine amazement.

Leder smiled at Zoë's enthusiasm. "So that's
why I'm still at work this afternoon. As hard as it is for me
emotionally, I must move the project along."

Zoë tilted her head to one side and looked at
him from that angle. "But there's no reason you can't take at least
tonight off," she said. "You've had a big shock."

Leder rubbed his cheek. "That does makes
sense, I guess. I'm still feeling the influence of that mortuary
gas and probably could use some time to shake it off. Can you meet
me here tomorrow morning? Early?"

Leder watched Zoë nod her agreement and then
he added, "I'll be here at six. I have about an hour's work to
prepare the Time Booth for a special experiment."

"Is that what you call your apparatus, a Time
Booth?"

He nodded. "Yeah. Not a very sexy name for a
charismatic project, but it is descriptive, isn't it?

"It's fine, Moss. I like it. What time should
I come in?"

"I'll need your help by seven. And
Zoë..."

"Yes?"

"Bring a mouse from the animal lab. Pick one
that seems healthy enough for a trip through time."

Leder suddenly felt exposed. He had put his
security into Zoë's hands. Have I shared too much with her, he
thought? Can I really trust her? Well, as far as that's concerned,
I have no choice. She already knows enough to hang me if she wants
to.

He tried to smile, was not successful, and
the two of them left the lab together, Leder to room 1505, and Zoë
to wherever she went after work.

Where is that, he wondered?

 


 


 


 



Chapter 11: 2022

 


The sun, high in a cloudless sky, radiated
the midday heat. The beach on Captiva Island was crowded. Stretched
out on rented chaises, under the sparse shade of a large palm tree,
Cassie Lopez and Senator Joyce Gardonie were engaged in an animated
conversation. To avoid attracting attention, they wore conservative
swimwear. It wasn't totally effective.

Two striking women sunning themselves on a
public beach were kidding themselves if they hoped to be invisible.
They looked around from time to time to see if they could spot
anyone who might know their identities. They took pleasure in
noticing the many pairs of male eyes ogling them but, so far, they
recognized nobody worrisome.

By getting Gardonie out of town and relaxed
on a beach, Cassie hoped to convince her friend to make public her
sources for the bombshell she exploded at the Senate hearing.
Although Cassie originally opposed the release of this information
too, she changed her mind following the hearing. So far, though,
she was getting nowhere with persuading Gardonie to loosen up.

The Senator mopped the sweat from her brow,
arms, and chest with a towel that said Gulfport Resort in blue
lettering on a white background.

"It was a great idea, Cassie," she said, "for
us to go away for a few days. The political heat in Washington was
getting to be even more uncomfortable than the temperature and
humidity down here."

"I kind of like the climate here," Cassie
said, wiping her own face and legs. "If it bothers you, why not go
for a swim. That'll cool you off."

"I will in a minute. Have you been in touch
with your office?"

Cassie nodded. "Yeah. They're telling me that
the press is going crazy. They're looking for you everywhere,
Joyce, except, hopefully, here."

Gardonie bit her lip. "There's nothing else
that I can tell them, though." She seemed to be struggling with
herself. "The information I released last week says it all."

Cassie buried her toes in the sand and
wiggled them. Sensing an opportunity to move her agenda, she said,
"It's powerful stuff, Joyce, no question about that, but it's proof
that's needed now. If you don't reveal your sources, your
credibility is on the line. The media has just about milked all it
can from your accusations. The State Department is in an uproar.
The intelligence agencies are embarrassed at having been scooped.
Worse, the Senators named in your report are attacking your data as
the fabrication of an environmental zealot. The polls show that the
public is buying their spin."

Gardonie stretched and looked around. She
lowered her voice and said, "Reporters, of all people, should
understand why I can't say who gave me the stuff. Remember your
history of the 20th Century? The Watergate incident brought down a
President on the strength of information provided by someone known
only as Deep Throat."

Cassie shook her head. "That was then, and
this is now. Your report's put the opposition on the defensive. If
we act fast, we have a chance to regain control of our
environmental policy. On the other hand, if you don't find a way to
support your claims, the whole thing will be old news and off the
media radar in two days. Any ideas?"

"Actually Cassie, I may have. If anything
should happen to me, call Eugenia of my staff. There's a sealed
package with your name on it in a post office box in Alexandria. I
gave an extra key to the box to Eugenia with strict instructions to
give it only to you and only if I'm incapacitated."

"Are you sure she can be trusted?"

"Are you kidding? She's solid! Right now,
though, I'm going for a swim. The heat is frying my brain."

Cassie leaned back in her beach chaise and
watched Joyce Gardonie as she plunged into the surf. It was just
like Joyce. Cassie would have entered slowly, getting each part of
her body used to the coolness of the water, before dunking the next
part. She admired Joyce Gardonie's decisiveness, even though it
bordered on recklessness.

She tried to concentrate on ways that her
friend might be able to verify her shocking accusations without
compromising her ethical position. If the proof of Senatorial
corruption didn't throw the Country into a constitutional crisis,
it might actually provide the momentum to finally pass meaningful
reform. Substantiation was essential. Without it, there was little
hope of neutering their Congressional enemies and getting a
progressive bill passed this term.

Maybe the Florida sun was getting to her. Her
eyelids dropped and her mind began to free float. She was starting
to doze when the sound of the engine caught her attention. It was
coming from the surf. Her first thought was surprise. Boats were
forbidden in this swimming area.

She opened her eyes just in time to see the
thirty foot vessel bearing down on Joyce Gardonie who was
frantically trying to swim out of its way. Cassie Lopez leapt to
her feet. Others on the beach were standing and shouting.

"Joyce, watch out." Cassie shouted, knowing
that her voice could not be heard over the sound of the engine.
Anyway, it didn't matter if she was heard. Within seconds the boat
overtook Senator Gardonie who went under its bow. She did not
resurface.

Cassie felt a wave of dizziness and nausea.
Her legs went wobbly, and she collapsed into the soft, hot sand.
Everyone else's eyes were on the water and no one noticed Cassie.
When she finally felt strong enough to rise, she brushed the dried
sand from her legs and torso, and picked up her things. Feeling
numb, she collected Joyce Gardonie's belongings too.

The boat raced away into deeper water and,
later, nobody seemed able to identify it or its owners. The general
consensus was that the pilot probably never even knew what
happened. Cassie wasn't so sure.

 


 


 


 



Chapter 12: 2121

 


Zoë Reuel met Rafe Bradshaw for the first
time at a conference while she was working for a competitor of
Pulsarsoft. Bradshaw was recently divorced and had the kind of
sexual energy that Zoë could never resist. The physical attraction
was overpowering and within 24 hours they became bedmates. Shortly
after the conference, Bradshaw offered her a job working for Dr.
Moss Leder. Bradshaw let slip that he didn't much care for
Leder.

"Why?" she asked.

"He's not a team player," Bradshaw replied.
"We started together as junior researchers. I soon got promoted to
the executive staff and my career took off like a Fourth of July
rocket. Leder never advanced beyond being a researcher and lab rat.
He seems to have no ambition, and he shows little sign of personal
identification with Pulsarsoft."

"But," she persisted, "I've heard Leder's
peers speak of him as a scientist of great intelligence and
creativity. Didn't he continue to deepen his skills as a
researcher?"

"He did. Maybe some of this is just a
personality conflict. I see Leder as a guy who gets his kicks from
playing with his high tech toys. His interests are expensive
tangents and not always compatible with Corporate goals. My biggest
concern, though, is that he's a loner and very secretive. Zoë,
please come to work for Pulsarsoft. We need you...I need you."

"What would my job be?"

"Leder's assistant. But also my confidante. I
wouldn't want Leder to know this, but I'd hope you could keep me
informed about his work and any other information you think would
help me do my job as CEO."

"You want me to spy on Leder?"

"I wouldn't put it that way. Just keep an eye
on him. And Zoë," he had added with a grin, "it would make it easy
to continue our personal relationship."

So, she accepted. She became Leder's
assistant, but reported confidentially to Bradshaw on what Leder
was up to, while she and the CEO conveniently and frequently
enjoyed the pleasures of their love affair. There was some risk of
accidental discovery of the affair, but so far no one had figured
it out, least of all Leder.

She had a growing problem, though. The better
she got to know Moss Leder, the less she understood what it was
about him that Bradshaw found to be so dangerous. She recognized
that, from the start, the two men were like oil and water. They
found themselves consistently on opposite sides of every issue. She
watched Leder avoid Bradshaw as much as possible, refrain from
overt confrontation, and do his best to stay out of the line of
fire. Zoë suspected that there was more to the story than her lover
revealed, and she was beginning to feel very uncomfortable about
her own role.

***

It is an evening after work. Zoë studies
herself in a mirror. The shower in Rafe Bradshaw's spacious house
is the latest kind. Water, steam, or dry heat can be programmed
with a voice command so that one can emerge with skin and hair
almost totally dry. Towels are on hand, but are rarely needed after
a shower.

Best of all, water is available. Rafe says it
is recycled sewer water. Perfectly safe. Even that is scarce these
days. Rafe can splurge with two showers per week and generously
shares this with Zoë. And soap is plentiful. If she wonders what it
is about his position that allows such luxury, she quickly puts
such thoughts out of her mind. It feels wonderful to clean her hair
and body at least once each week.

The full-length mirror in the stall reflects
a tall and well-proportioned woman in her late thirties. Never
married and childless, the body appears to be that of a much
younger woman. The only telltale sign of the approach of mid-life
is the widening streak of gray that starts in the hairline above
her right eyebrow and travels back the length of her short black
hair.

Zoë combs and curls and looks at the gray
streak with disgust. It makes her look like the skunk she feels she
is becoming, and she scowls at herself. She really likes Moss
Leder, respects him and admires his convictions. She can't tell
this to Bradshaw, but she wants Leder to succeed.

Bradshaw is still in bed when Zoë emerges
from the shower room. He turns to look at her and says, "You're as
beautiful as ever. I'm so happy you're here tonight. I can never
get enough of you."

She hears her voice respond, "Your mirror
says I've put on a few pounds. Soon you may be getting too much of
me."

It's like she's listening to someone else. An
odd feeling. Standing apart and calmly participating in the banter,
while her agitated mind is posing silent questions that she can't
ask out loud. Who is this man she has accepted as her lover? What
does she really know about him? Oh, he did tell her a convincing
story about his life before Zoë, but she is still waiting to meet
anyone who is part of that life. What does he do, who does he see,
when he isn't on the job or in bed with her? And why, all of a
sudden is she feeling such doubt about him? Her thoughts are broken
by Rafe's voice and she files her strange new uneasiness somewhere
deep inside her mind for more thorough review at a later time.

"You're just fishing for a compliment," he is
saying. "You know there isn't an ounce of excess anywhere on that
exquisite body and you just want to hear me say so."

He is sitting on the edge of the bed now,
smiling broadly. Zoë looks at his powerful chest, shaved hairless
in the current fashion, and she has to admit the physical
attraction is still there and very strong. She smiles back, looks
at the bedside clock, and says, "Rafe, it's really getting late.
Tonight was great. It always is, but I should be going home. I need
a few hours of sleep. Moss asked me to come in early tomorrow
morning."

Bradshaw's smile quickly disappears. "What's
he up to? Zoë, you haven't been keeping me up to date. I have
no..." The wallscreen's chime stops him in mid sentence. He is
clearly not expecting a call. "Wait for me outside, will you? This
won't take long."

She nods, lets herself out of the bedroom,
and the door automatically slides closed behind her. As it does,
she catches a quick glimpse over her shoulder of a man's face
taking up the entire length and width of the wallscreen. She thinks
she recognizes the face, but the door closes so quickly that she
can't be certain. Just before it shuts completely, she hears
Bradshaw say, "I told you never to call me here. Did you sell
the..."

Zoë understands that Bradshaw, as CEO of
Pulsarsoft, might have legitimate reasons for confidentiality from
time to time. Still, while she cannot say why, this interruption
does not feel quite right to her. She strains to listen to any
sounds coming from the bedroom, but the place is totally
soundproof.

Before her curiosity can develop into full
fledged suspicion, the door slides open and Bradshaw emerges
wearing a skinrobe. He is smiling and apologetic, but Zoë senses
him going through the motions. It is obvious to her that he is
focused intensely on something, but that something is not Zoë
Reuel.

"I'll take you home," he says. "It'll only
take me a few minutes to throw on some clothes."

She shakes her head. "No thanks. It's been
quiet and safe in your neighborhood, and my place is nearby. The
flooding hasn't even come close to me yet. I'll be okay. It's
late."

"All right," Bradshaw says, "but Zoë..."

"Yes."

"Be careful. These days, danger is
everywhere. Oh, and one more thing."

"What?"

"Stop by my office tomorrow afternoon. I need
to know the details of what Leder is doing. I may need to find a
way to slow him down."

This could be her chance, she thinks, to get
Rafe to open up about his antagonism to Moss. "Why are you so
opposed to him? Why would you want to slow him down?"

"See me tomorrow, beautiful, and I'll explain
then."

There he goes, being evasive again, she
thinks. "Why can't you tell me now?"

He shrugs. "It's a long story and we're both
tired."

Zoë frowns. "Now I'll wonder about it all
night. Can't you give me the short version?"

He smirks. "Okay, I'll try," he says
reluctantly. "Take his current obsession with time travel, for
example. He thinks his work in this area is a big secret. Only
someone hopelessly naïve could believe this."

Oops, Zoë thinks, I must be hopelessly naïve
too. Why does Moss need to be so secretive, and why does Rafe think
this work is so threatening? She touches Bradshaw's arm and asks,
"How do you know about this, Rafe? I just found out about it myself
and I spend time with him every day."

Bradshaw chuckles. "Zoë, there are too many
sources of information throughout the Corporation, both human and
electronic, for anything major to be kept from top management. The
lowest clerk in the organization understands this, but not
Leder."

Not me either, apparently, she thinks. "What
are you going to do about it, Rafe?"

"For now," Bradshaw explains, "I'm content to
let Leder believe that no one knows what he is up to. Eventually, I
intend to stop the project. I don't think he's very far along, so
there's nothing to be gained at the moment."

Zoë scratches her head. "I don't know, Rafe.
There may be merit in Leder's idea. I know you don't think much of
his theory, but if it works it might be terrific."

Bradshaw's expression darkens. "I have no
sympathy for what I regard as a total fantasy. Leder's fixation on
time travel research is a costly dead-end that provides nothing of
value to the Corporation."

"You sound like you'd like to fire him?" The
words fly breathlessly out of her mouth before she can think about
their implications.

Bradshaw grimaces. "I wish I could, damn it,
but he's got a tight contract. So far, I'm stuck with him."

Zoë does not enjoy hearing these negative
comments from her lover about another man whom she admires. She
finds it confusing. Bradshaw must sense her discomfort because he
takes her in his arms and kisses her. She feels all of her doubts
vanish in the warmth of his embrace.

She kisses him back, then squirms free and
says, "I really have to go. See you tomorrow."

Her car is a one-seater that she only uses
for short local trips. Basically, it is a computer on wheels and
can do most of the tricks programmed into much larger and more
substantial vehicles. Zoë tells it to take her home.

She is tired and preoccupied with her growing
concerns about her role as an internal corporate spy. Alone with
her thoughts and suspicions, she does not notice the large black
Amphi-Benz quietly trailing a short distance behind.

 


 


 


 



Chapter 13: 2121

 


"Unlock your door, Miss Reuel." It's a male
voice, but no image appears on the small monitor. The vehicle does
not have minigram capability. The Amphi-Benz has taken over the
operational functions of Zoë's small commuter vehicle and has
maneuvered it to an off-street parking zone. She tries the car's
controls again, but they are still frozen. She attempts to activate
her portaview communicator but it, too, is dead. Zoë is isolated in
the vehicle and unable to call for help.

She is warned by a faceless voice not to
resist. Her captor or captors sound annoyed. They can do remote
operation of my car, she thinks, but they can't open its door. She
knows that the little car's personal safety software will prevent
entry to or exit from the vehicle without an approved handprint on
the decoder pad and an authorized voicegram scanned by the voice
recognition program. She feels relieved that she still has a
modicum of control over the situation, small as it is.

"I don't see why I should unlock the door,"
she says. "I don't know who you are or what you want from me. Why
won't you show yourself on my monitor?" She hears the alarm in her
own voice and realizes that they can hear it too.

"You're not in a position to bargain, Miss
Reuel." This is another voice, also male, deeper. "We don't want to
hurt you, but we can force open your door. We'd probably mess up
your car in the process and you might get burned but, if you don't
start cooperating, we'll have no alternative. Let's get with it.
You have five minutes to open up on your own. You're coming with us
one way or another."

Zoë stiffens with fear, yet her intuition
tells her that they want her in one piece. For one thing, they
could have forced the issue without all this negotiation. They
don't sound like thugs. Still, she does not intend to acquiesce
without a protest. She has five minutes to work with, to figure
something out. Why don't they just tow her to wherever they are
going, she wonders? They obviously have the ability to do that by
remote control.

Almost as the thought occurs to her, her car
begins to move. Simultaneously, a voice from her still blank
monitor announces, "We're gonna try to take you along this way.
It's about half an hour ride, so you have that much extra time now
to sit there and decide what you want to do when we arrive."

This is the original voice that she heard
when all this began. So there are at least two of them and they
must be arguing about next steps. How else to explain the
conflicting instructions she is receiving? These men sound unsure
of themselves, she thinks. That makes them unpredictable and,
probably, more dangerous.

Who are "they" and what do they want with
her? How much danger is she in? Her mind is racing now. Not good.
Zoë knows she needs to think clearly, but how can she do so with
her adrenaline surging? She feels helpless, confused, and totally
without options. Her chest is tight and her breathing shallow. Is
this an anxiety attack beginning, she wonders? It's been years
since the last one, but she recognizes the symptoms.

She massages her arms, legs, neck and
abdomen, hoping to relax the tension in her muscles, but the effort
isn't very successful. "Please tell me who you are," she pleads.
But the monitor remains silent as her car picks up speed.

Then, suddenly, it slows. Whatever force was
binding it to the kidnapper's vehicle releases its hold. The moment
it lets go is perceptible. At the same time, all of her car's
controls come back on-line. Her monitor flickers and springs to
visual life just in time for her to see the Amphi-Benz speed off
into the darkness and a police hovercruiser drop out of the sky and
park adjacent to her vehicle.

"Don't let them get away," she yells. "We
have to know who they are and why they did this to me." But no one
gives chase and she can see that her attackers are gone.

A policeman's face appears on her monitor.
"Are you all right, Miss Reuel?" it asks.

 


 


 


 



Chapter 14: 2121

 


The hovercruiser was parked on Rochester Road
right where it landed, swooping down upon the Amphi-Benz from a
two-story height. Rafe Bradshaw put his arm around Zoë Reuel and
felt tremors racking her sturdy body.

She was seated between himself and Terry
Prasad, the Chief of the Rochester Hills police, in the spacious
comfort of the hovercruiser cabin. Bradshaw tilted his head towards
her. He felt surprised by the way she fell apart in the aftermath
of the kidnapping attempt. She's entitled to be upset, he thought,
but this seems like an overreaction. After all, she's safe now-so
why is she still crying and shaking so hard?

Zoë looked at him through her tears. "I was
so scared, Rafe," she said. "What if the police hadn't arrived when
they did?" In a lower voice, she repeated, "I was so scared."

Bradshaw held her more tightly, but did not
respond. Will she raise any questions, he wondered, about why the
police didn't pursue the kidnappers? I'll need a credible way to
deal with this after she pulls herself together, he thought.

Bradshaw felt the time was right to mention a
few things to Prasad. "Turns out you were right, Terry. I'm awfully
glad I took your advice and let you monitor her car."

Prasad nodded, and turned his attention to
Zoë. "She seems to be coming around now. Her shivering has
stopped." He put his hand on her shoulder. "How are you doing,
honey?" he asked.

Bradshaw watched Zoë look at Chief Prasad as
though she was registering for the first time that the policeman
was there. She looked at Bradshaw too and he felt her lean her body
hard against his. He tightened his arm around her again and said to
Prasad, "Can we get her some tonic?"

Prasad nodded. "Sure. We have a good supply
on board. Maybe something stronger..."

Bradshaw shook his head. "That's okay. I
think a quarter cube of tonic will do it."

Tonic was named for a kind of soda pop that
became popular decades before. Its main ingredient was a
genetically engineered herbal tranquilizer. Long ago, the liquid
version was replaced by a solid chewable confection with a very
pleasant taste. It was still referred to as "tonic," though, and it
remained the most widely used over the counter coping aid of the
22nd century. Its effective ingredient was also available as a gas
that was recently made available for use in dentist and doctor
offices, as well as in mortuaries, and wherever else relief from
physical or mental pain was routinely experienced.

In small doses, tonic took the edge off worry
and anxiety. In large doses, it could force a restful sleep. A full
cube, measured in inches, was three by three by three and was
considered to be a very large dose. Prasad gave a voice command and
a full cube of tonic, sectioned into quarters, appeared in the
glass-faced cubicle built into the kitchen module of the cabin. He
put a one-quarter slice of it in front of Zoë and urged her to eat.
He also ordered two cups of shine and offered one to Bradshaw. Zoë
absent-mindedly nibbled her entire quarter of tonic and she soon
appeared to be asleep.

Bradshaw nudged her. "Zoë?"

No response. It was what he was waiting for.
Bradshaw used tonic himself from time to time and knew what she was
experiencing. He watched her breathing begin to slow as a spiced
cloud of tranquility spread through her from head to toe. It's a
delicious twilight place between sleep and wakefulness, he
remembered, and she needs the rest that accompanies it. The good
thing, he thought, is that she won't be able to make sense of my
conversation with the Chief. She might register our words, but she
won't be able to unscramble their meaning and, fortunately, she
won't remember any of it later.

He looked at Prasad. "The tonic worked fast,
Chief. She seems to be out of it."

Prasad flashed Bradshaw an inquisitive look.
"What are you going to do, Rafe?'

Bradshaw squinted and he rubbed his eyes. I'm
pretty tired myself, he thought. "Well, I think I'll take her to
Pulsarsoft," he said. "We have some temporary living accommodations
there and the building is well secured. She'll be safe from the
Gong there until I can get them off our backs. Tomorrow's payoff
should do the trick"

Prasad made some notes in his
porta-secretary. He looked up. "That sounds like a plan," he said.
"Shall I escort you there?"

Bradshaw shook his head. "That won't be
necessary. Drop us at my place for now. Zoë should come out of the
trance in an hour, and I'll take her in myself. I'll use the
Speedyacht. When its force field is activated, the ship is
bombproof and missile proof, and it's heavily armed. We'll be okay
and I'll leave the stealth switch off so you can monitor our
location."

Prasad raised his eyebrows. "No good," he
said. "If I can monitor you, so can they. And if they were angry
before, they'll really be pissed at you now for stopping the
kidnap."

Bradshaw waved his hand. "All they really
want is payment and I'll have it for them tomorrow. They got
impatient and, I think, they were just trying to send me a message.
A shot over the bow. I don't believe they really meant me or Zoë
any harm. At least not this time. Anyway, Terry, it's a short trip
to Pulsarsoft with the Speedyacht. We'll be fine." He paused for a
moment as though searching for the right words. Zoë squirmed beside
him and mumbled incoherently.

Prasad looked worried. His eyes were blinking
nervously. "It sounded like she said, 'safe from the Gong.' Did you
hear the same thing?"

Bradshaw shrugged. "I heard her say
something, but I'm not sure what. Don't worry about it. I'm sure
she can't focus on what we're saying and, whatever she said, she
won't remember it later." At least I hope not, Bradshaw said to
himself. "Besides, Terry," he said out loud, "there's something
else I want you to do."

"Oh?"

"Yeah. Leder seems to be getting serious
about this time travel nonsense. I'm concerned that he might
actually be on to something. See what you can devise to slow him
down. But I don't want him seriously hurt. At least, not yet."

 


 


 


 



Chapter 15: 2121

 


Before the floods, the floor above Moss
Leder's laboratory and office was used to house conferences and
classrooms for staff training and development. Now, the space had
been turned into temporary bedrooms for key staff members at
Pulsarsoft, those whose homes were no longer accessible or safe.
Only no one knew exactly what "temporary" meant anymore.

Leder found himself clenching his teeth and
realized that intense emotional feeling had returned. The
tranquilizing gas he absorbed at the mortuary was wearing off at
last. Part of him was grateful for the discomfort he now
experienced. It was a relief to lose the emotional numbness and to
feel anything, even grief.

Eight pulsing sensations gently pressed his
abdomen and, after a ten second pause, repeated. It was the timer
program of the small, all purpose cybercube affixed to his
waistband alerting him to the hour. It was 8 PM.

He found Room 1505 quite easily, and was
pleased to see that his needs were well provided for. It had been a
long and harrowing day, and he looked forward to getting some
much-needed rest.

The room was set apart from the other
bedrooms on the opposite side of the floor and would be quiet.
Relatively large, it measured about 20 by 25 feet. The decor
consisted of basic tans and grays, which Leder found to be restful
and attractive.

He walked over to the room's single window
and looked down upon the water traffic below. At this hour he
didn't expect to see much activity, but several ferries still
cruised the canals taking the few remaining workaholics to their
dry homesteads in the suburbs.

I wish I were going home too, he thought but,
even so, I'm glad I'm not on one of those ferries right now.

Leder spotted a small enclosed bath facility
in one corner of the room. He used the waterless commode and washed
at a small sink programmed to recycle its limited water supply.
Some of the water would inevitably evaporate, but the system could
replace this loss up to a maximum of eight ounces each week. There
was no shower.

He splashed a few drops of sink water on his
face, but didn't feel refreshed.

A wall dispenser above the sink responded to
his voice commands and quickly delivered such necessities as
shaving depilatories, soaps, and other toiletries. He ordered
cologne, which instantly arrived in a small sealed packet in powder
form with very little fragrance. Its chemical composition was
designed to stimulate the body and mind as it was absorbed by the
skin. He rubbed some on his face and instantly sensed its
rejuvenating effect.

Under a metallic counter surface in another
corner of the room, he discovered a small food transporter. There
was also a built-in combination refrigeration and heating unit
adjacent to the transporter housing.

He smiled with appreciation. This is a great
executive perk, he thought. I can receive a complete meal in less
than fifteen minutes, and I won't be jostled by the crowds in the
company dining room.

Leder's stomach growled reminding him that,
with all the excitement, he hadn't eaten in hours. He requested a
light meal of salad with a chicken topping and a glass of red
shine, and was delighted when it shortly appeared.

Shine was a synthetic wine that tasted like
the best of the real thing and had a similar relaxing effect. He
held his glass up in a silent toast to Keesha's memory. Then he
sniffed and tongued the beverage and, pleased with the aroma and
the taste, he sipped it along with his meal.

It didn't bother him that most food was
synthetic. It looked and smelled quite appetizing. Did the chicken
truly taste like real chicken? He tried to remember. It had been so
long since he ate chicken on the bone, chicken that clearly came
from the bird. So much of what he ate was manufactured by chemical
processes. This was true whether it was delivered by the
transporter, or eaten in the dining room or in most
restaurants.

It can't be helped, he thought. So much
farmland was destroyed by flooding that fresh produce and meats are
rarely available. Even when they are, only a handful of people have
enough water rations to trade for such delicacies. Oh well, he
thought, the synthetic stuff is nutritionally sound and tastes
good...so what the hell!

After his meal, Leder checked out the room's
rotating closet. It contained several changes of clothing in his
size. He noted that laundry was to be placed in a large metallic
container available in the closet, which rotated out of sight when
dirty garments were placed inside. Fresh replacement apparel
rotated back into the closet within the hour. Costs for all these
services would be deducted from his compensation units at
Pulsarsoft.

All in all, he was feeling much more relaxed
about the situation and so he busied himself with settling into his
new home. There was a fold out desk, computer access controls, a
wallscreen, plentiful office supplies, and a spacious retractable
bed hidden in the wall.

He gave a voice command and stood aside as
the bed set itself up. He stretched himself out on the sleeping
surface, which immediately shaped itself to fit his form.

As tired as he felt, though, sleep would not
come. He tried reading, but couldn't keep his mind focused.

It's interesting, he thought, that books with
printed text on hard copy pages are still available to diehards
like me. I love the tactile pleasure of the ancient format, even
though paper pages are no longer used. Everything seems to be made
from a recycled plasti-metal composite, he thought, even book
pages.

For what seemed like an hour, he tossed and
turned, and fought off a temptation to go down to his lab.

It was 10 PM, time for the news report. So he
sat up, activated the wallscreen, and watched as the grinning face
and padded shoulders of anchorman Jon Piper filled the screen.

Leder attempted to start up the bodygram
feature so he could watch in three-dee, but for some reason it was
not working.

The single available news source was
controlled by the General Utilities Corporation, a multinational
conglomerate that owned all of the mass media in the United States,
as well as many of the most powerful business corporations. It even
owned Pulsarsoft.

"Most of Southern Florida is under water
now," Piper reported. "At around 3 PM this afternoon the Atlantic,
the Gulf of Mexico and Lake Okeechobee came together in mid-Florida
and combined. Most homes and low condos south of a line running
from Sarasota to Fort Pierce are now uninhabitable. Many high-rise
residences still have some occupants, especially people with boats.
A handful of Miami area office buildings also show some activity.
However, fuel supplies are dwindling fast, the water is
contaminated, and there have been outbreaks of cholera in some
areas. Homeless groups, well armed and dangerous, are battling for
control of whatever water and food supplies still exist. It is no
longer a happy place in which to spend the winter." So why is the
guy still grinning, Leder thought?

Images of the region, taken live by a
satellite-imaging telescope called a photellite, now appeared on
the wallscreen.

Leder was appalled. His eyes widened and he
was riveted to the scene on the screen. Until tonight, his work
schedule denied him the luxury of watching the newscasts. He had
intimate knowledge of the state of his own region, and he had a
sense that things were worsening everywhere, but this was his first
detailed briefing about what was happening outside of Michigan.

If the Detroit area had its problems-and it
did-Florida was far, far worse. Additional images depicted the
status of coastal cities all over the globe. New York City, Long
Island and contiguous New Jersey were essentially finished as
places where people could safely live and work.

Leder rubbed his eyes but could not bring
himself to turn off the devastation pictured on the wallscreen. The
Seattle area was deluged between Puget Sound and the approach to
the Cascade foothills. Even haughty Mount Rainier, towering above
the chaos at its foot, no longer wore its icy crown. He could see
the tops of Queen Ann Hill, West Seattle, and other hills within
this city, poking out of the water. Piper reported that these
neighborhoods had been abandoned by their residents.

The reporter's narration then moved to the
situation in California. Dramatic images accompanied his voice.

Leder felt sick at what he was seeing, but
was frozen in place, unable to get himself to stop watching. San
Francisco was similarly afflicted as Seattle, although the rest of
the Bay Area seemed to be a bit more fortunate. Its higher
inhabited elevations helped much of that region to avoid total
catastrophe, at least so far. Strangely, Piper pointed out,
California had been free of significant earthquake activity for
almost a century. It was due.

Visuals of the White House and most of the
government buildings showed a deserted Washington as Piper's
narration continued, "The federal government has been moved to
Denver and most of its functions are being coordinated from there.
Now take a look at these images from abroad."

Leder took in the graphic desolation of
Honolulu, Hong Kong, Cape Town, Rio de Janeiro and virtually every
major urban center bordering on oceans.

It looks like the end of days, he thought.
But after a commercial break for several sponsors, all of which
were actually subsidiaries of General Utilities, Piper's voice
cheerfully announced that "Nation states and industries throughout
the world are recovering well. Our sources tell us that the worst
is over. Things are expected to start improving shortly."

There was no word from the American
President, Hasbit Fuller, who hadn't made a public statement in
months. Even though the Presidency was now largely a powerless
institution, one would have expected occasional visibility from the
man.

The CEO of General Utilities, a short, bald,
cherubic looking dynamo named Sarley Sheffer, did appear on screen
and gave a pep talk intended to reassure the viewers.

Sheffer also wore the hat of Senate Majority
Leader in the Nation's government. Leder had heard Sheffer's pitch
before, and he scowled. As in the past, he was infuriated by what
he felt were its vapid lies and false hopes, but he could not bring
himself to close the wallscreen.

"...so hang in there everybody. Our company
is doing business, our employees are producing, our suppliers are
working, and our products are reaching most inland markets. Over
the decades, we have all solved bigger problems than a little
flooding. Think positive thoughts and, with your help, your
corporate leaders will assist the government to restore law, order,
and prosperity."

Yeah right, Leder thought. "...your corporate
leaders will assist the government." Our corporate leaders are the
government.

If Moss Leder had a driving interest beyond
his science that fascinated and absorbed him, it was government.
These days, he didn't have much time to indulge this passion, but
deep down he knew he was a hopeless political junky. As a much
younger man, he was an activist, and opposed the revisions that
resulted from the Constitutional Convention of 2101.

One change that really troubled him mandated
that all candidates for Senate were required to be a Chief
Executive Officer at one of the top five hundred corporations with
primary presence in the United States. Totally undemocratic, he
thought, and inconsistent with the history of the Country.

The Senate Majority Leader rotated from among
the Senate ranks every two years and was, in fact, the functional
CEO of the government. The title of the position was an anachronism
but few gave much thought to its origins. There was no Minority
Leader as there were no longer any political parties.

In another major change, state governments
were reinvented as departments of the federal structure and they no
longer retained any separate policy or administrative
functions.

Leder felt less concerned that the House of
Representatives was eliminated by the governmental restructuring.
He recalled that this chamber existed for centuries as a second
congressional body. However, it was hard to find references in the
archives detailing any truly useful activities performed by this
body. I have to agree, he thought, that the House is no longer
needed if, indeed, it ever was.

Under the revised Constitution, the Senate
appointed the President. Leder thought that the public liked having
a President to fulfill ceremonial duties, but the post was only a
vestige of the distant past and had no power.

The governmental form was called a
Corporatocracy. Most political scientists hailed the structure as a
natural and desirable evolution from its democratic antecedents.
These scholars enthusiastically encouraged its adoption by the few
remaining independent countries around the world.

Popular elections were still part of the
process for federal office, but only senior corporate executives
were eligible to run. This makes the electoral process a bit of a
farce, Leder thought; but if enough citizens can be persuaded to
vote, someday the people might find the will to restore democratic
processes-that is if there is to be a "someday."

He pondered the twenty years since these
changes were made and he concluded that he was right in his
original views. Much of the blame for current world conditions can
be traced back to the power shifts caused by these changes.

The long day finally took its toll and Leder
felt sleepy at last. He stretched and yawned and was about to close
the wallscreen when a local newscaster cut in with the following
news flash:

"A serious kidnapping attempt occurred
tonight in one of the city's northern suburbs. Police in Rochester
Hills have notified us of a situation involving Zoë Reuel, an
administrative aide at Pulsarsoft, one of the region's biggest
research and development corporations. Minutes from her home, her
small commuter car was intercepted by a large luxury vehicle
outfitted with exterior missile launchers. Under threat of physical
harm, the kidnappers ordered her to abandon her car and get into
their Amphi-Benz. She apparently refused and the kidnappers began
to tow her car with her inside to an unknown destination. They seem
to have gained access to a secret wireless traction system that is
normally only available to the police and armed forces. The police
were doing a routine patrol and, by coincidence, happened upon the
scene at the very moment they were needed. Seeing the patrol
cruiser, the kidnappers fled without their victim. No one seems to
know their identity or motive for seeking to abduct Ms Reuel. Her
whereabouts are being kept confidential, but Rafe Bradshaw, CEO of
Pulsarsoft, assures us that she is well. Shaken, but well. Here is
Mr. Bradshaw."

Wide awake again, Leder blinked as the
familiar face of his boss appeared on the wallscreen and he
listened to Rafe say, "She's fine now. We believe the vehicle and
methods used are part of a pattern we've seen lately of holding
valuable corporate executives for ransom. It was too well organized
and fancy a vehicle to be just another band of roaming thugs
seeking water rations. Miss Reuel was lucky. Pulsarsoft was lucky.
And our hats are off to the Rochester Hills police who saved the
day."

Bradshaw's image faded away and Leder shut
down the screen. He scratched his head. Where was Bradshaw anyway,
he wondered? First, Rafe stops me from going home, then he orders
me to return to Pulsarsoft tonight, and now this with Zoë.
Something is very wrong. But what? Was the timely appearance of the
police really a coincidence? It was just too neat. Was this an
actual kidnap attempt, or theater staged by-by whom? Bradshaw?
General Utilities? It doesn't make any sense. I'd better try to
contact Zoë, he decided.

Leder instructed the wallscreen to call her
apartment and got a "Not available. Try again later please,"
message. Bradshaw's place was similarly off-line. There was nothing
he could do but wait for morning when all concerned would be, he
hoped, back at Pulsarsoft. He finally drifted into a fitful sleep
that came to an abrupt end at 11:05 PM. The sound of glass breaking
and other loud, destructive noises were coming from the floor
below.

He instantly awoke. My lab, he thought.
Someone or something is trashing my lab. He pushed the security
button on the frame of the bed, waited until he heard the alarm
bells loud and clear, and bolted into the hall.

 


 


 


 



Chapter 16: 2022

 


When Cassie Lopez returned to Washington from
her Florida trip, she got into a heated discussion with her boss,
Jeremy Rice, the Secretary of Health and Environmental Services.
They were reviewing the strange and bloody death of Senator Joyce
Gardonie and they each had a different take on what happened.

"It was a terrible accident," he said.

Cassie's jaw dropped. She looked at him with
disbelief. "Jeremy, you're amazing. What makes you think it was an
accident?"

"What else could it be?"

Cassie wondered whether he was serious or
teasing. She never could figure him out. As much as she liked him,
she sometimes wondered whether he possessed good sense.

He was focusing on the desk monitor and
paying only partial attention to his Undersecretary of Air and
Water Quality. Now, he turned his head and made eye contact with
her. She noted a faraway look in his eyes, as though he was
preoccupied but trying hard to look attentive.

She had to get him to understand the stakes.
Neither of us are safe, she thought, if he refuses to face the
reality that Gardonie was killed deliberately as a message to all
of us. More than that, with the Senator dead, a key ally in the
Senate is gone. How are we supposed to proceed with President
Blackwell's election promises? How are we going to sell
environmental reform to a resistant Congress?

Cassie leaned forward. "What it could be,"
she said, "is murder. Joyce made some very dangerous enemies with
her environmental payoff list. I bet a lot of people are very happy
she was removed from the scene before she could prove her
allegations." She paused for effect, leaned back into her chair,
crossed her legs, and then continued, "Jeremy, I think that you and
I, in fact all of our senior staff, could be targets right now. I
even worry about President Blackwell."

Rice waved his hand. "You've been watching
too many old movies about the terrorist wars. Gardonie clearly was
in the wrong place at the wrong time. The pilot of the boat just
didn't see her."

Cassie noticed that Rice was looking at her
legs. She uncrossed them, leaned forward again, and placed her
hands on the desk to steady herself. "Don't you think it strange
that the boat that hit her was never found?"

"Not really," Rice replied. "From what I've
been told, it looked quite ordinary, and everything happened so
fast that no one noted its registration number or any of its other
features. But that doesn't mean it was a deliberate act. The media
has reported it as similar to a hit and run accident with a car.
You know how that is. How many witnesses can provide accurate and
non-contradictory accounts of such things?"

Cassie poured herself a cup of coffee from
the carafe on Rice's desk and took a sip. "The media is wrong,
Jeremy. I was there, remember? This was no accident. It was an
assassination. Joyce Gardonie was no slouch in the water. She was
captain of her swim team in college. She was in the swimmer's area
off the Captiva beach. It was the boat that was in the wrong place.
It plowed right over her. The propeller cut her to shreds. It was
horrible."

The friendship between Joyce Gardonie and
Cassie Lopez recently grew especially close. They were, in fact,
soul mates and confidantes, two strong-minded women on a mission to
change Congressional policy on the environment. Now Cassie's
friend-and her ally-was gone. She choked back a sob that seemed to
come out of nowhere. Her grief for her friend was something she
knew she must learn to live with, like a migraine that refused to
go away. The loss of her ally, on the other hand, was something
that needed immediate attention. It might seem cold to others, her
willingness to rush ahead with her political agenda at a time like
this, but she saw no alternative. If Joyce Gardonie's death stopped
her effort, her adversaries would have accomplished their purpose.
She had to forge ahead in spite of her heartache.

A sudden cloud came over her boss's face. He
shut down the monitor and turned to face her eyeball to eyeball.
"Okay, Cassie, you wanted my attention. You've got it. Mourning for
Gardonie is not your whole agenda. What is it?"

She took out a tissue and dabbed her eyes.
"Without Joyce in Congress," she said, "we need a new
strategy."

"Strategy for what?"

She pushed away from the desk and stood,
hands on her hips. "Please stop playing dumb with me," she shouted.
"You know why I took this job. You said you'd support me all the
way. I'm calling on you, and on the President, to back me-and to
protect me from Joyce Gardonie's fate."

Rice was definitely paying attention now.
"Calm down Cassie. I'm listening. Why do you think you're at
risk?"

Cassie crossed her arms, walked to the far
side of the room, and regained her composure. She turned to face
Rice and said, "Don't you see? Joyce passed along her evidence to
me. I know how to access the original documents, and I have her
macrodisc. I've studied it and it does, in fact, identify very
credible sources for the allegations in her microdiscs. It will
ruin careers and lives. But it also gives us the tool we've hoped
for to..."

Now it was Rice who was out of his chair
shouting. "You have her macrodisc? You must turn it over to me at
once. We can move on it if it's all that Gardonie said it was."

She thought for a minute before answering.
Then she shook her head. "I can't give it to you. I know that
sounds insubordinate, but I can't. In the first place, I promised
Joyce that I would conceal her sources. In the second place, anyone
who has this information is in heightened danger. I want to protect
you and the President until I figure out how best to use the
stuff."

Rice bit his lip, as though trying to stop
himself from saying something he'd regret. He turned his back on
Cassie, walked to the window, and looked out. For a long time, he
did not say anything. Cassie stood quietly, looking at his back,
wondering if she should break the silence. What if he doesn't
support me this time, she thought. Then, a terrible idea took shape
in her mind. Can I still trust Jeremy? Why is he so anxious to get
his hands on Gardonie's sources? Is he still a teammate in the
fight for reform, or has the other side bought him?

Finally, he turned to face her. "Do I have to
order you to turn it over?" he asked.

"You would do that?"

"In a heartbeat."

Cassie surrendered. Her mouth felt dry. "If
you put it that way," she said, "I guess I have no choice. I'll
give Joyce's macrodisc to you, but you need to promise me something
first."

He raised his eyebrows. "What do you want me
to do?"

"I want your oath that you'll do everything
in your power to protect Joyce's sources. Their lives may be in
mortal danger if their identities come out."

Rice returned to his desk and sat down,
rotating his chair to face Cassie. He looked hurt. "You don't have
to ask me something like that," he said. "I know the risks. The
information is safe with me."

Have I gone too far, she wondered? Have I
offended Jeremy? She sat down again in the guest chair by his desk,
holding her body erect. She tried to appear relaxed, but felt her
forehead tighten and knew she must appear tense and worried. Well,
she was tense and worried, wasn't she? She chose her words
carefully, keeping her voice soft. "I'm sure it will be secure with
you," she said. "I'm sorry if I gave you the impression that I
doubted you. It's just that we've worked so hard to get this far,
Jeremy. I don't want to lose Gardonie's gift."

Rice looked at her quizzically, then he
relented. "If you're that anxious, Cas, I guess I don't really need
to keep the macrodisc. I do want to study its contents, but I think
I might be okay with you hanging onto it afterwards. In fact, if
you could devise a foolproof method for my accessing it in an
emergency, I wouldn't even need to know where you've stashed it.
Would that make you more comfortable about the whole thing?"

She nodded. "Yes, it would." This was what
she wanted to hear. She was not overly concerned about letting
Jeremy keep the macrodisc overnight. It could be programmed so that
only his personal code could open it, and the electronic
architecture of the macrodisc would record any unauthorized
attempts to copy it. At some point, she would have to trust
somebody, and Jeremy almost convinced her that her fears about him
were unfounded.

Rice leaned back in his chair and clasped his
hands in his lap. "Okay, then. I can live with this." he said. "You
hang on to Gardonie's macrodisc. I'll monitor it, of course, but
I'll keep its contents classified and return it to you
afterwards."

Rice acquiesced so quickly that Cassie found
herself growing even more confused and suspicious. He had given her
what she wanted, but something did not feel right. Is he toying
with me? she wondered, and her face flushed with anger at the
thought. Unable to contain herself, she blurted, "What's going on
today, Jeremy? I feel like a player in a game-but I don't know the
rules."

Rice grinned at his protégé. "You're entitled
to an explanation. I've been giving you a hard time today on
purpose. I've been testing you."

Cassie felt like she'd been slapped. "What do
you mean, you've been testing me?"

Rice grew serious. "I don't know whether I
accept your assassination theory, but I do believe the opposition
to be capable of buying off their prosecutors. I needed to make
sure they hadn't managed somehow to put you in their pocket."

Cassie glared at him. "So, are you sure?"

"I've known you a long time, Cassie. I think
I could tell if you were dissembling in any way. Based on the
consistency of the things you've said, I'm satisfied that you're
still with me and the President on this."

Cassie resisted an impulse to lash out at
Jeremy. She felt insulted to have her loyalty questioned, even for
a moment, but then she remembered that only a few minutes ago she
was wondering the same thing about him. She confessed this to him
saying, "I'm satisfied too," and they both enjoyed a good
laugh.

Cassie took a deep breath. "There's something
else I want to ask you about but, please, no more games."

"I promise. No more games. What's the
issue?"

"I hinted at it earlier. Security protection
for you and me and our families."

Cassie watched Rice's face closely. Impassive
as usual. He looked at his fingernails, then up at Cassie. "Okay,"
he said. "You've got it. I'll arrange for beefed up secret service
protection for us."

"Do you really mean it?"

"Yes, I hate the idea, but I suppose there's
a chance you might be right. I know the President will approve this
if I explain the reasons. She's a big fan of yours, you know.
Consider it done. I have another idea, too, for that strategy you
were asking for."

"Really?"

"Really. Have you seen the latest reports on
the state of the climate? It's getting worse and worse."

Cassie frowned. "Yes, I have," she said, "and
I'm running out of ideas to turn things around."

For months now, a dirty cloud of rusty air
hovered over much of Asia and parts of Africa. It was several miles
thick, hundreds of miles wide, and moving slowly eastward with the
prevailing winds. It was being blamed for a dramatic reduction in
rainfall and the consequent failure of rice crops and other staples
all over the Third World. The reports predicted a dreadful end for
the Earth in about 100 years. Cassie found it incredible that the
United States Senate seemed determined to ignore these facts. Her
job was to find a way to change this somehow but, so far, she was
not having much success.

Rice flicked on his desk monitor and invited
Cassie to view it with him. "Here's an option you may not have
considered," he said. "This may surprise you, but we may have some
possible sympathizers in the other camp."

This was news to Cassie and an unexpected
turn in the conversation. "Who the hell are you talking about?" she
asked.

"Just look at the monitor," Rice insisted,
turning the screen towards her. It was a presentation about a
business corporation that eliminated fossil fuels and increased its
profitability through the use of solar power.

Cassie watched for a while, and then asked
Rice to shut it down. "That was very interesting," she said, "but
its only one company, and what they did is admirable, but nothing
extraordinary. I'm not sure how it fits with what I'm trying to
achieve, or why you showed it to me."

"Cassie, what do you know about
'Sustainability'?"

"The term I've heard mostly is 'Sustainable
Business.' Some people think there's a tremendous profit waiting to
be made from a more efficient use of our natural resources."

"Right. Actually, your dictionary probably
defines 'sustainability' as a method of using a resource so that
it's not depleted or permanently damaged in the process...and
that's what you just saw on the monitor, although I'd agree that it
wasn't the most impressive example. But there are others. Lots of
others."

Cassie pinched her chin and made a little
cleft. "Are you saying that by putting a capital 'S' on the word
'sustainability,' it becomes a bigger word, one connoting
environmental friendliness?"

"Yes. My hope is that the 'Sustainability'
model can foster working alliances among historic adversaries,
environmentalists and the business community."

"How so?" she asked.

Rice became animated. His whole body seemed
to vibrate with his enthusiasm, "Here's the bottom line, " he said,
a bit more loudly than was necessary. "Supporters of Sustainable
Business Development believe that wealth creation and a healthy
environment are complementary and that fortunes wait to be made
with this idea. They are a small but growing voice in our system,
but I wonder..."

"What?"

"Can we enlist them in our cause?"

Now Cassie felt herself growing excited.
Maybe Jeremy is actually on to something useful, she thought. Could
the Blackwell Administration form an alliance with some of these
'Sustainability' advocates? She was about to tell Jeremy Rice that
it would be worth a try when his monitor popped on again and
announced a video call.

It was the President.

 


 


 


 



Chapter 17: 2121

 


The cloud begins to lift from Zoë's mind. She
feels the smooth texture of the gel conforming to her size and
shape. She is in a unique lounger that she has occupied many times
before and she recognizes where she is-back at Bradshaw's place.
Amazingly, she feels physically and mentally refreshed, but
emotionally suppressed. That's the tonic, she realizes, shielding
her feelings from the full force of the kidnapping attempt.

As she comes out of her trance, she tries to
make sense out of what occurred. At first she can't stop herself
from playing the "what if" game. What if the police didn't arrive
when they did? What if the kidnappers succeeded? What if they
abused her? Rape is not unusual in such circumstances. Neither is
torture or even death if a kidnap victim's ransom isn't promptly
paid.

Who were they? Thugs looking for water
rations? The international water smuggling syndicate known as the
Gong? A local gang seeking to profit from the capture of a
beautiful woman with an influential and wealthy lover? Her mind
searches for answers.

As her thinking clears, she tries to focus
more dispassionately on the events of the evening. She has a fuzzy
recollection of the words spoken by Rafe and Terry Prasad in the
police hovercruiser, but she cannot reconstruct their import in her
mind. She has an idea that she is to be taken to Pulsarsoft for her
protection, but she isn't sure where she got the idea, or what she
needs protection from. She resolves to ask Rafe about it later.

Speaking of Rafe, she opens her eyes and
there he is, quietly sipping his red shine and watching her. She
feels comforted in the belief that he loves her and was able to get
the police to rescue her. What if she was just an ordinary citizen
who had to deal with her violent world alone? She shudders at the
thought.

"Hi," she says, managing to force her face
into a weak smile.

Bradshaw puts down his glass and moves his
own lounger closer to hers. "Feeling better?" he asks.

"Much."

He takes her hand in both of his and gently
strokes it. "Great. You really had me worried there. You're usually
pretty tough. I was surprised at the way you sort of just
imploded."

Zoë presses the thumb of her free hand into
her bottom lip. "It was terrifying, Rafe. I was trapped and had no
idea why or by whom-or what would happen next."

"You must have felt really helpless."
Bradshaw lets go of Zoë's hand and stands up abruptly. He smacks
the fist of his right hand into the palm of his left. "Damn," he
says, "I do too! I knew I should have taken you home." He sits down
again and locks his eyes on hers. "Did you see or hear anything
that would help me to assist the police?"

"Not really. The monitor screen in my
commuter car is tiny. Even so, it usually provides enough detail
for me to see who is contacting it. But this time it never showed
anything. It was blank the whole time. Somehow they managed to
provide audio, but block video. I never saw who I was up
against."

"Do you think you might recognize any of
them?"

Zoë frowns. "I just said that there was never
any image on the monitor. Are you listening? I'll say it again. I
had a dead screen." Why am I snapping at him, she wonders?

"Sorry, Zoë. I did hear you. I just meant to
ask whether you had any other way of identifying the thugs.
Voiceprints, maybe. It would help the police a great deal if you
could think of something."

She tries to respond in a softer tone. "No, I
really can't. It all happened so fast. A voice asked me to pull
over or be blown to bits. I pulled over, certain that I had no
choice. I was so frightened that I don't think I'd be able to
identify the voice if I ever heard it again. Actually, there were
two voices, but there was nothing memorable about them. They
sounded quite ordinary, actually. No accents or dialects, or
anything that might give us a lead."

Bradshaw runs his fingers through his hair.
"What else can you remember?" he asks.

Zoë looks away. "Nothing, really. That tonic
seems to have affected my memory." She turns back toward him. "Come
on, Rafe, tell me. You must have some idea of who they were."

Bradshaw shakes his head. "I'm not really
sure," he says. "I do have a hunch, but better not to say yet.
We'll find out who did it. Don't you worry, we'll get the bastards
off the street."

He seems to fidget a bit in his seat. For a
fleeting moment, Zoë thinks he has relief written all over his
face. But why? Is it something she said? Or did not say?

She has a vague feeling that Rafe is not
being entirely forthcoming, that he knows more than he is saying,
but there is nothing tangible that she can latch onto. It is
probably just the traces of tonic left in her system influencing
her imagination.

Still, she remains determined to press
Bradshaw further about what happened to her, to see if he is
holding something back.

If I can't get it out of him tonight, she
thinks, I'll just keep after him until I wear him down.

"Wasn't it great," she asks, trying a
different tack, "that the police were on the scene so quickly?"

Bradshaw nods. He smiles warmly at her but
does not say anything.

Zoë pauses to ponder the lucky coincidence of
the police being so handy. This is something else that continues to
bother her, but she cannot say why.

Shame on me, she thinks. I'm being too
suspicious. I should be grateful that things turned out the way
they did.

Looking at Bradshaw sheepishly, she whispers,
"By the time you got there, I was a neurotic mess, wasn't I?
Sorry."

"Don't be silly," he says. "You were entitled
to be upset. You had a close call. That's why I've made special
arrangements for your protection."

Something in the back of Zoë's mind goes
'click.'

"What do you mean, 'arrangements'?"

"We can house you at Pulsarsoft for awhile,
but only if you like the idea. We have a slew of rooms we've
remodeled for residential use. You'd be safe there. I don't think
you should be alone now. What do you think? Want to try it?"

So, it wasn't a dream. Her wispy memory from
the hovercruiser was accurate. But, so what, she thinks?
Considering what I've been through this evening, it could actually
be an attractive plan.

"I think I do," she says. "When would you
want to go?"

"Right now. If you're ready."

What's the rush, she thinks? Then...why not?
I'd be afraid to go home by myself right now, anyway. "I'm ready,"
she says. "If you can arrange for my clothes and stuff to be picked
up at my place and brought to Pulsarsoft, I'm ready."

He smiles. "Consider it done."

 


 


 


 



Chapter 18: 2121

 


Zoë Reuel is taking a personal tour of the
Speedyacht as it makes its way toward Pulsarsoft headquarters. Rafe
Bradshaw is her tour guide. "There are only four of these ships in
the world," he says, "and all of them are assigned to General
Utilities Corporation executives."

It really is an incredible machine, she
thinks. She understands that for him to have the use of one is a
status perk of the highest kind. He tells her that the Speedyacht
is capable of either long or short trips and that-this especially
fascinates her-it generally hovers at about thirty feet over land
or water. A firm voice command and it simply arcs over obstacles
like a sleek, silver arrow launched by a giant's mighty bow.

 


On automatic pilot, she is informed, the
voice command is unnecessary. Even oceans pose no difficulty since
the vessel carries enough compressed fuel to circumnavigate the
globe twice.

In Zoë's opinion, the Speedyacht is a thing
of beauty, looking like an oversized torpedo, streamlined and
stunning in its specially designed alloy skin. Zoë whistles when
she learns that it can accommodate up to twenty-five occupants for
overnight travel, although she and Bradshaw are the only passengers
on this short trip. It is designed to be impregnable to common
weaponry, yet is fully armed with both light and heavy projectile
and laser launchers.

Bradshaw has pre-programmed the Speedyacht
with its destination coordinates, so he does not have to do much
actual piloting. On this particular evening, hurtling along above
the safeway that was an automobile freeway during the last century,
he and Zoë Reuel have finished the tour and are having a lively
conversation. They are in a large, beautifully decorated
compartment, with plenty of space to move around. Bradshaw is
stretched out in a lounger, and Zoë is circling the room examining
the artwork on its walls. The ride is so smooth that the vessel's
movement is barely perceptible.

She is starting to feel like herself again,
yet is strangely calm and undisturbed by her narrow escape from
harm earlier that evening. It has to be the lingering aftereffect
of the tonic cube, she thinks, and she feels grateful for the
emotional steadiness that prevails. When Moss Leder described his
deadened senses following his exposure to tranquillizing gas at the
mortuary, it was hard for Zoë to identify with his experience. Now
she knows exactly what he meant.

Picturing Leder reminds her of something the
scientist said. Her memory is still a bit fuzzy, however, and she
decides she better check it out with Bradshaw.

She sits down at the foot of his lounger and
pushes his legs aside to make herself comfortable. "Did I imagine
this," she asks, "or did I hear Moss Leder tell me that he has also
been moved to living quarters at Pulsarsoft?"

"You did, and he has. Considering what
happened to his wife, it just seemed like the prudent thing to do.
Actually, it makes sense for all of us right now. I'll be moving
down myself tomorrow." Bradshaw beams at her. "I'll have the room
next to yours."

Zoë amazes herself with the growing
suspicions she is having about Rafe. Is he really interested in
Moss Leder's well being, she wonders, or is the motivation for
moving the scientist into Pulsarsoft just an easy way to keep him
under Bradshaw's close surveillance? Could that be why he is
relocating me as well? She wants answers to these questions and she
wants them now.

She lowers her eyes and massages his feet.
"Tell me something, Rafe. I'm not satisfied with what you said last
night about Moss. There must be more to it. What's your real
problem with him?"

Bradshaw looks directly at her. "You're
right. There is more. I've told you many times that I just don't
like the man, but that has nothing to do with my concerns about his
project."

"Then what? Because, personally, I do like
the man. From working so closely with him, I've learned to
appreciate his ability and his research." Zoë lets go of Bradshaw's
feet and moves to the adjacent lounger. She touches the sensor that
reshapes it into a chair, and she sits down and crosses her
arms.

Bradshaw sits up, does the same to his
lounger, and sighs deeply. "There. You've identified the problem.
His so-called research into time travel. It's based on century-old
theories that have never been tested. It's taking a lot of our
resources, and the outcome is a long shot with little commercial
potential."

She spreads her arms in a gesture of inquiry,
palms open. "But aren't all scientific research projects long
shots? Some of our most profitable technologies were accidental
spin-offs of someone's experiment in which the main hypothesis came
up dry."

"You must know that some ideas stand a better
chance of success than others. It will be worse if he actually
makes it to an earlier time. Think about it. What if the leaders of
that time change environmental policy-or, for that matter, any
policy-what do you think would happen to us?"

"I think it would be wonderful, Rafe. Look
around us. Our world is in the tank." Zoë turns toward the window
screens that would provide video monitoring of the city
outside...if they were turned on. She realizes they are not, and
she frowns.

Bradshaw's expression darkens. "I don't buy
it. I know we have problems. But the worst is over. General
Utilities has made an enormous investment in Pulsarsoft's climate
control research. This is something with terrific potential. It
just needs development. That's where our salvation lies. Not in
some whacky idea about time travel."

"You don't have to yell at me, Rafe-the tonic
didn't affect my hearing." She covers her ears and scowls.

"Sorry."

"That's OK. Apology accepted. Anyway, how can
you believe the worst is over? There's human desolation all around
us. And this is only one city. Moss believes Earth only has a short
time left. If he can fix this and you don't let him do it, it could
mean our planet might die."

Bradshaw smirks. "Zoë, think it through, will
you? No one has succeeded yet to travel in time, but we can be
pretty certain that if and when someone does, especially if they go
into the past, they'll change the future from that point on. Even
minor changes could have overwhelming consequences. If Leder is
successful, the odds are that our world would cease to exist."

Zoë is stunned. She buries her face in her
hands. She has never considered that the result of tampering with
the past to create a green future might mean that she and everyone
she cares about might never come to be. After a few moments, she
drops her hands into her lap and stares at Bradshaw.

"Are you saying," she asks, "that Moss's
success would set things in motion that would alter who would
actually be born, and that this would be like genocide for the
current population of the Earth?"

He nods. "Exactly. Oh, some of us might
actually get to be born, but it's impossible to say who. Even if it
were you, your friends, your relatives, your career, everything
would all be different." He winks. "Even your love life would be
different."

Zoë mulls this over. There are some important
moral and ethical questions here, she thinks. Will a time traveler
be playing God, determining who will live and who will die? If Moss
is right, the current population of Earth is doomed anyway-herself
included. If so, there is no ethical dilemma. Whatever the
consequences, enabling millions of people to be born onto a renewed
planet would justify destroying the ecological hell that her world
has become. But if Rafe is right that the planet is recovering,
Moss's predictions of doom would be too extreme, and the risks of
his plan would be unjustified.

She feels the Speedyacht slow and she walks
to the pilot room. Bradshaw is already there. The dock of the
Pulsarsoft building appears in the monitor. She still does not have
the answers she is seeking. In fact, she has a whole host of new
questions instead.

Bradshaw issues a voice command to unlock and
open the main doors. "We're here," he says.

 


 


 


 



Chapter 19: 2121

 


Upon hearing destructive noises coming from
the floor beneath their living suites, a half dozen Pulsarsoft
staff members convened simultaneously in the hallways. When they
realized the elevators were out, they crammed into the stairwell
and raced downstairs. Taking two steps at a time, Moss Leder led
the pack, his pistol clutched tightly in his right hand,

Upon reaching the landing, the group
dispersed to investigate their own workrooms. Leder rushed to his
lab, taking huge strides, his arms swinging. The door was wide
open. As he entered, two large men in black light-armored jumpsuits
and face shields were breaking up the place with energy rods and
mallets.

Leder froze in place, gaping at the scene,
unsure of what to do. The larger of the two intruders took
advantage of his hesitation and heaved a mallet at his head. Leder
dropped to the floor to avoid being hit, and lost control of his
hand weapon in the process.

One of the intruders was quickly upon him.
The man stepped on Leder's arm with a heavy magnoboot, and grazed
the back of his neck with an energy rod. A surge of power rippled
through his entire frame. He instinctively rolled his body into a
protective position and lost consciousness.

When he came to, Garth L'Tume, Night Security
Chief, was crouching next to him, holding a carafe of precious
water. The good stuff. The timer on Leder's cybercube pulsed
letting him know that half an hour had passed.

"This is from the first aid supply," L'Tume
said as he helped Leder to his feet. "All of your personal cache is
gone. Don't worry, I'll leave a fresh supply in 1505. Meanwhile,
drink this. You need it. How are you feeling?"

The coolness of the water refreshed Leder and
his mind cleared. He rubbed his arm where it had been stepped on.
It was bruised and painful, but intact. There was a burn on his
neck from the energy rod. It was blistering, but would heal. "I'll
be okay," he said. "No permanent damage. They just knocked me out."
As he said this, however, he felt dizzy and leaned against a wall.
L'Tume pulled over a lounger. "You'd better sit for awhile," he
said.

Leder sat. For the first time since he
regained consciousness, he focused on the damage to his lab. His
jaw dropped. "My God, Garth, It looks like a tornado went through
the place. It's a total loss. I'm out of business. Who did
this?"

"As far as I can tell, Moss, this was a water
hit. All visible supplies are gone from this floor. Yours must have
been hard to find. They really tore your place apart looking for
it." L'Tume 's eyes were blinking noticeably. What's he hiding,
Leder wondered?

He stood up again and felt steadier than
before. He remained standing, but held on to the lounger frame for
support. "This was a pretty sophisticated strike, Garth," he said.
"More than the average scavengers could accomplish. How did they
break the security codes to get past you? Could it be an inside
job?"

L'Tume seemed fidgety, not at all like his
usual controlled self. He appeared to be avoiding eye contact-but
why? Leder thought about the water cache in the lab. It was kept in
a locked storage bin that should have been accessible to intruders
without their having to trash the whole lab.

"I don't think it was an inside job," L'Tume
replied. "They used the window. Got in with a ladder extended from
a large boat. I arrived just in time to watch them exit. It was
awfully dark out there. I couldn't see any identifying features,
but I suppose it could have been an ex-employee-someone who knows
how to access the premises without alerting me. I'll get the police
involved. Don't worry. We'll catch the culprits."

Having said this, L'Tume departed in too much
of a hurry. Leder set aside his suspicions for the moment and
focused upon evaluating the damage to his project. He massaged his
eyes and face and looked around. The lab was a shambles. I need to
get this place cleaned up and functional as soon as possible, he
thought, but where do I begin?

For starters, he visited the other labs on
the floor to compare damages. The wreckage was much less extensive
there than in his own workplace. Water supplies were missing from
each lab, but Leder's room was the only one with such total
destruction. Am I being paranoid, he wondered, or is someone trying
to disrupt my time project?

He returned to his lab and took inventory of
the damage. The wallscreen was smashed and nothing electronic was
left intact. Broken tools and instruments were scattered about. The
Time Booth was flattened and the crystal prism lay on the floor in
a corner of the room. Thank goodness, he thought, that it hasn't
been broken or taken. It would be next to impossible to replace in
the current state of social and economic decay. He couldn't imagine
Rafe Bradshaw approving the expenditure for a new one anyway, even
if one were readily available.

He stood with his hands on his hips for a
while, and then entered the office adjoining his lab. Nothing
appeared to have been touched in this room. There were several
wave-repellant coveralls hanging in an alcove, and he immediately
put one on to protect his street-suit. Then he returned to the lab
and began to straighten it up.

Most of the key pieces of the main apparatus,
the laser rig, and even the gas spheres, were spread around in the
rubble, apparently still functional. Either the intruders didn't
know the importance of these items, or they didn't have time to
remove the stuff before fleeing the scene. Leder chuckled to
himself. If they wanted to destroy my time project, they really
blew it, he thought.

He carefully collected these pieces in a
large carrysack that was available on a shelf near the coveralls.
Even with his extraordinary background, he did not quite understand
the technology of these carrysacks. They were made of a substance
that felt like a fabric, but which was virtually indestructible.
Somehow, anything placed inside one of these large, flexible,
containers lost 75% of its weight.

No, he thought, he wasn't being unreasonably
suspicious. The missing water and the minor damage in the other
labs had to be a smoke screen to mask the true intent of the
intruders, or whoever put them up to it: the destruction of his
time project. He had no proof of this, or any idea of who might
have done it-or why, but his gut told him it was true. He pulled on
his lower lip and thought...Rafe? That's crazy, he told himself.
The man doesn't even know about the Time Booth? Or does he?

I better not take any chances about that, he
thought, and he decided to hide the carrysack in his parked
Chordata. He checked the hallway outside of his lab and it was
empty, the other staff members having returned to their quarters.
Here was a window of opportunity. It was dicey, but Leder
impulsively plunged ahead with the scheme. If I can get this to the
car without being seen, he thought, I just might have a chance to
rebuild the Time Booth somewhere else.

Using his pocket transmitter, Leder summoned
his car from the parking structure. It was waiting for him when he
arrived at the building dock. His heart was pounding and his breath
was short, but no one else seemed to be around. He quickly hid the
carrysack in the Chordata's ample locked storage compartment, and
directed the vehicle to repark itself. I did it, he thought, and he
sighed a deep sigh as he watched the rear of the car disappear from
view.

The elevators were working again and, when he
got off on his floor, Garth L'Tume was waiting near his room. Leder
felt a tightness in his chest but, with considerable effort, he
projected a calm exterior. "Everything okay, Garth?"

L'Tume was more self-possessed now and he had
no trouble making strong eye contact with Leder. "That's what I was
going to ask you," he said. "When I checked out your lab again, you
were gone. Where'd you go?"

Leder nervously bit the inside of his lip.
Pain alerted him to what he was doing and he stopped just before he
drew blood. Does L'Tume know anything, he wondered? "Just trying to
help you out," he said. "I had a hunch the water burglars tried to
get in through our main entrance at first. I was looking for
clues-something they left behind. No luck, though. Say, you were at
the control panels at the time. Didn't you see anything unusual
before the actual break-in?"

L'Tume winced. "If I did, wouldn't I have
told you? You're not accusing me of anything, are you Moss?"

No, but I am trying to distract you from my
trip to the dock, Leder thought. He forced a smile. "Of course
not," he said. "Sorry if I gave you that impression. I'm just
saying that someone very knowledgeable about this building outfoxed
us all. Anyway, I'd like to get some sleep. It's been a long and
stressful day and night. Will you be okay?"

"No problem. I'm not tired and I think I'll
keep the investigation alive for a while. By the way, don't get too
comfortable. Just five minutes ago, Rafe Bradshaw called me to say
he was on his way in. He's bringing Zoë Reuel with him to live here
for a time-like you are. I've had a room prepared for her. Bradshaw
said they'd both like to talk with you if you're still awake when
they get here. See you later."

It was all Leder could do to hide his
reaction to this information. He continued smiling and shook the
security chief's hand. "See you, Garth," he said.

He slid his door shut and dropped into a
lounger, his arms hanging over the sides. Is this good news or bad,
he thought? I don't like the sound of it. Why a meeting in the
middle of the night? What could be so important that it can't wait
till morning?

He needed to think, but was exhausted. He
looked at the wallscreen and asked the time. 12:35 AM flashed
across the top of the screen along with the date, January 14, 2121,
and the weather forecast for the Detroit region. 96 degrees and
dry. The main thrust of the storm that he drove through earlier had
bypassed Michigan.

With that kind of heat and drought in the
Midwest, he wondered about the situation on the East Coast. Picking
a city at random, he asked about the forecast for Atlanta. It
wasn't dry. A powerful storm was raging. Twenty-five inches of rain
in forty-eight hours. Floods on top of floods. The temperature at
midnight was unbearable at 119 degrees. Air-conditioning was not
available and the city was a ghost town.

He tried to stay awake, but sleep shut him
down at last. It was like the lights going out in a theater just
before the curtain went up. He dreamt of corpses floating in
flooded boulevards, of living spaces hot like ovens containing aged
occupants dead from dehydration, of energy deprived air
conditioners hungering for electrical nourishment, of Keesha's face
twisted in the pain of her violent end. He awoke with a start.
There was a buzzing from the wallscreen summoning his focus.

The time was still being reported. It was
12:55 AM. He'd slept all of fifteen or twenty minutes, and felt
surprisingly refreshed. Underneath the time was the following
message:

"Moss. It's been a rough night for all of us.
We just arrived and we don't plan on sleeping for a while. Rafe and
I are in his office suite relaxing and enjoying a special glass of
water from his Lake Superior cache. If you feel up to it, we'd love
your company. -Zoë."

 


 


 


 



Chapter 20: 2121

 


In spite of the lateness of the hour, and his
own fatigue and troubles, Moss Leder joined Zoë Reuel and Rafe
Bradshaw in the CEO's office suite. He leaned back in the
execulounger and listened intently as Zoë described her narrow
escape from kidnappers earlier that evening.

When she finished her story, Leder took a
refreshing sip from his water carafe and said, "Strange how the
police were on the scene just when you needed them. A lucky
happenstance. But strange."

Zoë's brow furrowed. "I wondered about that
too," she said. "I mean, I'm grateful they were there. Don't get me
wrong. It's just that, well you know, cops never seem to be around
when they should be. How come they were so swift this time?"

"You guys are amazing." Bradshaw pulled on
his ear petulantly and sounded annoyed. "Listen to yourselves. An
alert and competent police department saves Zoë and all you can do
is worry about why. Come on, let's move on. If you're not too shook
up by the events of the day, I have some stuff we need to talk
about."

Uh oh, Leder thought. Here it comes. He felt
his eyes widen. "Like what?" he asked.

"Like your laboratory," Bradshaw replied,
shifting in his seat. "I'm really sorry about the destruction of
your workspace and equipment, Moss--not to mention your time and
effort down the drain."

Right, Leder thought. All this sympathy is
out of character, Rafe. Where are you going with this? He made
direct eye contact with Bradshaw and said, "I don't suppose you'd
consider replacing what was destroyed so I could continue my
experiments."

"Moss, no. In the first place, I wouldn't
know where to buy the stuff in this environment. I'd be surprised
if any of the original equipment manufacturers are still in
business."

Leder rubbed the back of his head. "You're
probably right, Rafe. Truthfully, I'm not sure where to purchase
replacements either."

"In the second place," Bradshaw continued,
"money is pretty tight right now. Whatever resources the Company
has are focused on helping our parent, General Utilities, with
developing its climate control research. This is urgent, and
Moss-we need your brainpower on this project. Can I be frank?

"Of course."

"I know you are trying to develop some sort
of time machine."

Leder's eyes darted to Zoë Reuel who looked
uncomfortable and would not meet his gaze. Had she betrayed
him?

The CEO continued. "I know it's supposed to
be a secret, but don't blame Zoë. The truth is, I've known about it
for some time. Zoë was not my source. There's very little that
happens at Pulsarsoft that I don't know about. Anyway, it doesn't
matter now."

Leder slammed his fist on a small table next
to his execulounger. His water carafe shook but it did not fall.
"What do you mean, it doesn't matter? Of course, it matters. How
long have you known about it? Why didn't you say something? Does
your silence mean you support what I've been doing?"

Bradshaw seemed to ignore Leder's outburst.
"Not at all," he said evenly. "Frankly, I think it's a waste of
time and money. Until now, though, I didn't have anything more
useful for you to work on. Now I do. We need your talent on the
climate project. It's the best chance we have to restore Earth to
equilibrium. Later, when things are under control, you can go back
to playing with your time travel hobby. What do you say, will you
help us?"

Leder looked at Zoë, hoping for...what? An
expression, a clue-anything that might provide some guidance. There
was nothing. He turned back to Bradshaw and asked, "What about the
coal conversion project? I was almost finished with my work on
this. Don't you want me to complete it?"

Bradshaw scratched his head. "I guess I
forgot about that one. No, don't worry about finishing it. Just
send your files over to Harky in Fuel Engineering, and clear your
mind. We'll repair your lab and equip it for work on climate
control. That is, if you're willing to assist."

Leder was trapped. What could he do but
agree?

"Zoë, what do you think?" he asked. This is
cruel, he thought. Now Zoë is also trapped.

But Zoë just smiled. "Rafe isn't your
adversary," she said. "He was very patient with me and explained
about the Corporation's priorities. To me they make sense. You
could make an important contribution to this new goal."

She seems genuine, Leder thought. He wanted
to believe that Bradshaw's knowledge about the time project did not
originate with Zoë. Now, as he watched her, he found himself
admiring her long legs curled up under her, her dark, glossy hair
with the charismatic gray streak, and her perfect proportions and
stunning figure barely hidden by the loose lab coat that she wore
over her streetsuit. She's a very beautiful woman, he thought. How
is it that I never really noticed this before?

With Keesha dead less than 24 hours, a sense
of guilt swept over him for having such thoughts and he suppressed
them. To him, Zoë again became genderless, his capable assistant
whose work was outstanding, but whose loyalty had to remain suspect
until proven otherwise.

"I guess I'd be willing to switch gears and
help with the climate control project," he said. In fact, I have a
few ideas on that topic that could speed things along. In return,
I'd like to ask a favor of you. In fact several favors."

Bradshaw nodded. "That's terrific, Moss. I
knew we could count on you. Tell me what these 'favors' are, and
I'll see what I can do."

"First, I'd like your promise that once the
climate project is well along, you'll be my advocate with the
Corporation to get them to spend the money to reestablish my time
research experiments."

"No problem, Moss. Once we have stabilized
the climate and solidified our supremacy over all corporate and
governmental challengers, the mood would probably be supportive
anyway. What else?"

Leder looked directly at Zoë. "I want to keep
Zoë as my assistant. She knows my work style and habits and would
be an asset to me."

"Why don't we leave it up to Zoë," Bradshaw
said, and both men turned toward her.

She looked from Bradshaw to Leder and
grinned. "Of course," she said. "There's no one else I'd rather
team with."

"Great," Leder said. "If that's agreed, I
just have one more issue."

"Let's hear it. So far, you've been
easy."

Leder looked at his nails, rubbed his hands
gently together, took a deep breath, and said, "I can't concentrate
living here. I know there's a safety issue, but I'm willing to take
my chances. I feel institutionalized and claustrophobic. The room
you've provided is comfortable and well appointed, and I'm grateful
for your consideration. That's not the issue. Maybe I'm just the
hyperkinetic type. I have to get outside and move around town a bit
each day."

Bradshaw raised his expressive eyebrows,
"What are the alternatives?" he asked. "Where else can you safely
stay?"

"I want to go home, Rafe. I haven't seen my
house since Keesha was murdered. I need to be there. For me, it's
worth the risk. I'll be careful."

Bradshaw shook his head hard. "Sorry, Moss. I
can't allow it. I mean, of course you still live in a free country,
what's left of it anyway, so I can't actually forbid it. But I must
discourage it. Look at what happened to Keesha. I don't want that
to happen to you."

"Rafe," It was Zoë. "It might not be such a
bad idea. I know how devastated Moss feels about Keesha. If I were
him, I'd have to go back. I couldn't properly mourn otherwise. I'd
need to walk through every corner of the house and experience the
emptiness and the finality of it all."

Leder really felt pleased by Zoë's
intercession on his behalf, but he sensed that the CEO wasn't
happy. Bradshaw's hiding something, he thought. I'm more and more
certain of that. But what?

"And then there's the matter of personal
belongings," Zoë continued. "Clothing, art work, and Keesha's
jewelry, for example, if it hasn't been stolen. Even if it has,
there must be other things that are still there that represent
important memories even if they have little monetary value. I
understand the dangers, but can't we ask Commander Offentag to keep
a special watch over Moss's place? And over Moss?"

Finally, with no legitimate way to oppose
Leder, Bradshaw acquiesced. "Okay, Moss. If you're determined, I
really can't stop you. I still think it's a bad idea but I'll call
Offentag as soon as we break. When do you want to go?"

Leder's relief at receiving Bradshaw's
unexpected support was palpable. He felt lightheaded and, suddenly,
very, very tired. "In the morning," he said. "Until my lab is
cleaned up and equipped, there's not much I can do here anyway.
I'll come back in a couple of days to talk with you about the
climate project. For now, though, I'm worn out and have to get some
rest."

"It's settled then," Bradshaw said. "I'm
really happy you've chosen to help us, Moss. I guess we're done
here for now and I'd also like to get some sleep." He stood and
offered his hand. Leder faked his most sincere smile and took
it.

As Leder turned to leave the office suite,
Zoë also stood. "Wait up, Moss," she said. "I'll walk out with
you." He thought he saw a frown tighten Bradshaw's mouth as she
said this. As they both left through the sliding office door, Leder
heard the CEO's voice commanding the communication system to
contact Orville Offentag, the police supervisor in charge of the
district containing Leder's house.

 


***

 


When Bradshaw's door shut tight behind them,
Moss and Zoë entered an adjacent lounge area and sat down facing
each other. They began to talk, to argue really, about the climate
control project.

Leder leaned forward in his lounger. "It
won't work, Zoë," he said. "Even if the climate technology could
restore the planet's equilibrium, its development would take more
time than Earth has left. This is just a desperate attempt by those
in power to cling to their privileged positions."

Zoë wrinkled her nose. "I feel so conflicted
about this, Moss. One minute I believe in your project and the next
minute the climate control option makes more sense..." She paused
suddenly, her eyes widened and she said breathlessly, "Moss, I have
an idea. How stupid of me not to think of it before. This could
resolve everything."

Leder yawned. "Can't it wait till tomorrow?"
he asked. "I'm ready to drop." He stood and started to leave.

Zoë held up a hand. "Wait. Hear me out. It's
not quite clear in my head yet, but let me give it a try."

Leder sat down again and closed his eyes. It
would be easy to fall asleep right here in the lounger, he thought.
He waited expectantly, wondering and worrying about what Zoë's
brainstorm might be.

"Look," she said at last, "You say that there
isn't enough time to develop the climate control idea before the
planet implodes?"

He opened his eyes and tried to focus. "I'm
not sure that 'implodes' is the right word," he mumbled, "but,
generally, that's correct."

"Okay, so why do you have to go back a
century? Why don't you just go back ten years? That would give you
a whole decade to create the climate control technology that we
need. Oh Moss, that's the answer, isn't it?"

It was hard for Leder not to be swept along
in Zoë's enthusiasm. In any event, her energy was waking him up. It
would be great if her idea was viable, he thought, but
unfortunately it's full of problems.

He took her hand. "I wish it was the answer,
Zoë, but it's not that simple."

Zoë withdrew her hand. She looked
crestfallen.

Leder continued. "Any physician will tell you
that it's better to prevent a disease than to try to cure it. Think
of the Earth that way. If the leaders of the last century were able
to prevent our patient, the Earth, from getting "sick" in the first
place, wouldn't that be better than where we are stuck right
now-trying to 'cure' it? Or to continue the medical metaphor,
hoping to 'resuscitate' it with climate control science?"

Zoë shook her head. "I hear you," she said,
"but that sounds very theoretical. I'm not convinced."

"Okay, let me give you a more practical
concern. Climate technology is just in its infancy. Ten years ago,
it didn't even exist."

"I don't see why that should be a problem.
With what you know now, why can't you go back to 2012 or so and
create it?"

Leder smiled. "I admit, that sounds
attractive but, if I did that, what I'd find is a scientific
environment ill prepared to give me the needed support. We can't
afford to take the chance. We need to send someone back to the
years when human pollution first put our climate on its downward
path. That's when essential changes could still be made."

Zoë tried to interrupt, but Leder waved her
off. "There's more," he said. "We don't have much experience with
this time travel thing and don't really know what the Law of
Unintended Consequences will bring about. What do you think would
happen if we tried to send someone back to a time in which he or
she already exists?"

Zoë shrugged. "I have no idea. What would
happen?"

"Only one incarnation would probably be
permitted to exist. My guess is that the original person would be
the one, and that some as yet unknown universal law of physics
would prevent the time traveler from materializing in that time
slot." He paused to let the concept sink in, and then asked, "Do
you see what I'm driving at?"

She nodded. "Yes, but that's so speculative.
I still think my idea is worth a try. Will you at least think about
it?"

She's pleading now, he thought. She hasn't
heard anything I've said...or maybe she has another motive for
pushing me so hard about this.

He rubbed his eyes. "Okay, I promise to think
about it," he said, standing again, "but now, I'm going to get some
sleep."

 


 


 


 



Chapter 21: 2022

 


It was late afternoon. They were seated at a
large round table that Cassie Lopez had chosen to emphasize the
equality of everyone at the meeting. Unless you knew the underlying
antagonisms, you would have thought they were all great
friends.

Cassie laughed inwardly at this thought as
she observed the dynamics playing out in the room. It had been a
long shot to get this group together, but it was worth a try.

If all went well, they might emerge with an
agreement that could reverse decades of industrial polluting
practices. Cassie was not optimistic, but she had promised
President Blackwell that she would keep an open mind. She looked at
each of the players in turn and wondered what was going on in their
minds.

Jeremy Rice had appointed himself as acting
Chair for this informal session and, besides Cassie, one other
government employee was present. Introduced as Louis Castille, a
junior Department staff person, he was in reality a Secret Service
agent assigned to protect Cassie. His real name was Anthony
Barboni. His cover was that of a note taker for the meeting and he
was scribbling rapidly in a secretarial notebook.

The CEO's of three large companies were
present. These included Arthur Craft of Senso Fertilizers, Grant
Poppy of the Cromwell Tea and Coffee Company, and Patty Francis of
Mock Metal Fabricating, Inc. They had each been primed by Cassie to
talk about their positive experiences with adopting "Sustainable
Business Practices" at their companies.

Listening intently, or pretending to, were
Senators Alphonse Grimsby, Shayla Parks, and Representative
Chandler Jonas, Chairman of the House Committee on Natural
Resources.

After some initial pleasantries, and
introductions, Jeremy Rice cleared his throat and began discussion
of the main item on the agenda.

"Thank you all for coming on such short
notice," he said. "As everyone knows, all of us have been on
opposite sides of environmental policy issues for years. These
disagreements have sometimes been very heated."

Heads nodded around the room and Senator
Grimsby remarked, "That's the truth, Jeremy, and that's because you
folks are trying to bring about radical change. You know the old
adage, 'If it ain't broke, why fix it?'"

Rice frowned at this. "If you'll be patient,
you'll soon see why. My goal for this meeting is to show that
environmental reform is not the huge bugaboo you think it is."

"This is where I came in," Senator Grimsby
said, rising from his chair to leave. "You're gonna give the same
tired old speech."

"Oh, sit down Alphonse." It was Congressman
Jonas. "It won't kill us to at least hear them out."

Grimsby returned to his seat grimacing and
grumbling. Jeremy Rice smiled at him and continued his
presentation. "The South Sea Casualty Corporation just calculated
the annual bill to the insurance industry of industrial and
agricultural losses from climate degradation and pollution. $200
billion each year. This is a staggering number. You ask, how is
this paid for? I'll tell you how. The dollars come out of corporate
profits."

Senator Shayla Parks raised her hand. "That
can't be true, Jeremy. You'd have companies tripping over
themselves to clean up their acts. I don't see this happening?"

"Good point, Senator, but it is happening in
a limited way. A few businesses are taking positive action, and
it's paying off for them. The reason that other corporations don't
get it yet is that these are indirect costs. They take the form of
huge insurance premium increases, reduced production, physical
plant deterioration, or all of the above. Management doesn't always
make the connection between company behavior and these expenses.
Once this relationship is clearly understood, we think the business
community will quickly grasp its economic interest here."

Rice paused for a drink of water and nodded
in the direction of the three CEO's. "That's why the corporate
leaders in this room have been invited today. Each of them has a
story to tell proving that making money and improving the
environment are totally congruous. Let me have Cassie introduce
them to you."

Cassie smiled at Rice. "Thank you, Jeremy,"
she said and, turning to face their guests, she asked, "Do you
think ten minutes apiece will be enough to briefly describe what
you've accomplished?"

Arthur Craft of Senso Fertilizers was first.
"I can do it in five," he said. "Senso had been spending $20,000
per year to maintain the land around the plant as grass. By
replacing the grass with beautiful maintenance-free plantings, we
converted our property into a wildlife sanctuary and added $20,000
to the bottom line in the process. The environmentalists are happy,
the wildlife are happy, and we're happy. Everybody won."

Next, Grant Poppy of the Cromwell Tea and
Coffee Company raised his hand. "About two years ago," he reported,
we at Cromwell learned from our competitors that coffee beans can
be grown in the shade under a forest canopy. Not only do the coffee
plants thrive, but consumers find this coffee to be tastier than
that from our other beans. It's become our most profitable product
and we no longer need to cut down trees in the rain forests."

Lastly, Patty Francis of Mock Metal
Fabricating, Inc., told of a chemical recycling program her company
has introduced to reduce the toxicity of the waste from its metals
manufacturing process. "A nearby stream previously polluted by the
chemicals is now clean and, because the chemicals are being reused,
Mock Metals has saved thousands of dollars in the first year of the
program," she reported.

Cassie turned to Jeremy Rice who now resumed
the role of Chair. "Thank you, folks," he said. "These are just a
few of, literally, hundreds of corporate projects that we know
about that protect our natural resources without hurting our
economy. In fact, the evidence suggests that this concept has the
potential to significantly expand our GNP. As was stated by our
guests, a definite win-win philosophy. Are there any questions or
comments?"

Nobody spoke. Senator Grimsby stared angrily
at the guests but said nothing. Senator Parks opened her mouth as
if to speak, but apparently thought better of it and remained
silent. Representative Jonas picked at his fingernails, avoiding
eye contact with everyone. These three were the keys to the
congressional opposition. Cassie took all this in and tried to save
the day.

"I have a question for any of our corporate
guests," she said. "Based on your company's experiences, do you
believe the historic antagonism between environmentalists and
industry can be turned into a trusting partnership?"

"That's why I came here today." It was Patty
Francis, speaking loudly and with confidence. "I absolutely believe
that the hostility belongs in the past. There's big money to be
made for industry in adopting progressive environmental policies.
It will challenge our ingenuity and innovative skills, but I have
no doubt about the talent and creativity of our business
leadership. If my company could do it, other companies can do it
too."

She turned to her two colleagues and asked,
"Do you guys agree with me?"

"Absolutely!" Arthur Craft said.

"Definitely!" Grant Poppy rushed to add his
voice.

Cassie smiled, looked around the room, and
asked, "So, Senators, Congressman? What do you think?"

"I have to leave." Senator Grimsby said, and
without another word, he picked up his briefcase, gave a little
wave of his pudgy hand, and left.

Several minutes of awkward silence followed,
during which Cassie desperately tried to think of an appropriate
comment. Finally, she glanced at Jeremy Rice. "Well, Mr.
Chairperson, I guess that's that." She turned her head toward the
others. "Thanks for coming."

"Not so fast, Cassie," Rice said. "I'd bet
that Senator Grimsby's rudeness isn't appreciated by anyone here
today. There are a number of us left. I suggest continuing our
discussion."

He went on to present, for the second time in
less than an hour, the Blackwell Administration's plan to embrace
'Sustainability' as a political strategy designed to bring together
conservatives, liberals and moderates into a new paradigm for
environmental activism.

But it was no use. When he finished his
lengthy comments, the room quickly emptied leaving Jeremy Rice,
Cassie Lopez and Anthony Barboni alone and wondering how to pick up
the pieces.

"I'll wait outside. Call me if you need me,"
Barboni said.

"Thanks Tony," Rice said, and when Barboni
left the room, he scratched his head and added, "Well, that was a
disaster, wasn't it? Worse than anything I expected. What's your
take, Cassie?"

She put her hand on Rice's arm. "It's not
what I hoped for, but it's exactly what I predicted. You can't
blame the business folks. We could not have asked for better
presentations."

Cassie removed her hand and Rice shuffled
some papers on the table in front of him. "So why did it bomb?" he
asked.

"You know why. You just keep hoping it's not
true." Cassie was getting impatient. She walked to the window and
looked out. Here we go again, she thought.

But Rice surprised her. "I guess I have to
face reality," he said to her back. "Joyce Gardonie's accusations
are probably all valid. These politicians aren't free agents.
They're all wrapped up and owned by some powerful interests and
we're not going to change that."

He always comes around, she thought.
Sometimes it takes awhile, but he always does. She turned to face
Rice. "Thank you, Jeremy," she said. "I know you'd prefer it wasn't
true. So would I. But it's hard to ignore the stuff on Gardonie's
macrodisc about our three political buddies who just walked out of
here. Did you happen to see that documentation on the
macrodisc?"

Rice nodded. "I did, and it is incriminating.
I guess you were right all along."

Cassie smiled. "I would rather be wrong. By
the way, speaking of the macrodisc, thanks for getting it back to
me so quickly."

"No problem. I never did finish scanning the
whole thing-there was so much information to go through. Will you
have it handy if I want to see it again?" Cassie started to reply,
but Rice picked up his portfolio and, without waiting for her to
answer, he mumbled, "see you later," and left the room.

It was 6 PM and there was nothing to be done
but to quit for the day. Cassie gathered up her things and summoned
Tony Barboni to escort her safely home.

 


 


 


 



Chapter 22: 2121

 


"Yes, boss. What is it?" Offentag's voice
sounded sleepy and his image on the wallscreen was disheveled. He
was in his sleepsuit.

Bradshaw gave the officer a moment to clear
his head. Then he said, "Sorry to pull you out of bed, Orville, but
this is urgent."

The policeman swung his feet to the floor.
"Oh oh! What's happening?"

"Prasad from Rochester Hills seems to have
been a bit too thorough. Leder's so shook by the way his lab was
totaled that he plans to move out of here and back to his
house."

"Shit! Can't you forbid it?"

Bradshaw shook his head. "Not without making
him suspicious. Also, Zoë might wonder why I was trying to prevent
it. It just seems less risky to roll with this right now than to
block it. Can you pull a crew together to restore the house by
morning?"

Offentag's image squinted from the screen.
"It doesn't give me much time, Rafe."

Bradshaw nodded. "I know. But can you do
it?"

The policeman rubbed the top of his balding
head. "I think so," he said. "Damn! This is too bad. The house
would have been a perfect hiding place to store our Lake Superior
water cache. We were gonna begin renovation tomorrow and accept a
delivery in two days. Now we'll have to find someplace else. What
about Leder? Is it time for him to be reunited with his wife?"

Bradshaw raised his voice for emphasis. "On
the contrary, Orville. Offer him your protection." Then, more
softly, "He's very fragile right now. Just as I predicted, the loss
of his wife and the totaling of his lab distracted him from his
time travel scheme. He's so messed up by everything that he
willingly agreed to work on the climate project. The truth is, we
can use his technical talent. If he becomes a security threat, or
somehow finds a way to reconstruct his time machine, he'll have to
be stopped. But we can deal with that later. In the meantime, keep
him safe, and get all signs of your occupation of his house removed
by 6 AM."

"Okay. Actually, I do know of another place
that will work as a water storage and repackaging center. Not as
well located, but acceptable. I think the Gong will approve. I'll
get right on it. Anything else?"

"Yeah. You'd better pay J.B. for the last
shipment before noon tomorrow. They're beginning to play rough
about the gold we owe. That's what Zoë's kidnapping was all about.
Do you have enough bullion to handle it?"

Offentag nodded. "Just about. But we'll need
more in the safe by the weekend."

"I'll see to it," Bradshaw said out of the
side of his mouth. Even though he was alone in the room, his eyes
scanned left and right out of habit seeking eavesdroppers. "I'll
talk to Sarley today. He'll want to keep General Utilities afloat.
No pun intended."

With that, Bradshaw cut the connection and
requested a line to Sarley Sheffer. He knew he'd be waking up the
powerful CEO of the largest corporation on Earth, but he was
certain his mentor wouldn't mind.

He was surprised, therefore, when the
computer reported that Sheffer wasn't available to take his
call.

 


 


 


 



Chapter 23: 2121

 


Moss Leder tossed and turned following his
late night session with Rafe and Zoë. For quite awhile he lay there
and obsessed about the conversation he had with his assistant right
after the meeting. He recalled talking openly to her about his time
travel intentions, and now he was having regrets.

I was foolish to be so trusting, he thought.
She's lobbying me aggressively to support Bradshaw's climate
control scheme instead of my own plan. I'll have to be more
cautious until I can figure out what she's up to.

Finally, exhausted, he fell asleep, only to
have the wallscreen wake him as it was programmed to do. It was
very early and he did not feel rested. Stretching and grunting, he
forced his tired body out of bed and went through the motions of
his personal grooming.

After a light breakfast delivered by the food
transporter, Leder reluctantly popped a full caffeine cube into his
mouth. A few moments later he felt more alert-but he also
experienced the uncomfortable edginess that usually accompanied his
sucking on densely packed caffeine. A mixed blessing, he
thought.

Leder made his way to the dock, still feeling
a bit bleary-eyed. Nobody else was around, but that was fine with
him. He wanted to leave Pulsarsoft without bumping into anyone, and
he especially wanted to avoid Garth L'Tume. It was why he got up so
early.

He summoned his Chordata from the parking
structure and checked the contents of the carrysack he had hidden
there. Satisfied that nothing had been tampered with, he
immediately departed for home. Half an hour later, following an
uneventful trip, the car slowed and he was there.

When Leder's eyes fell on his house, he felt
a sinking in the pit of his stomach. His palms became sweaty and
his breathing shallow. The last time he was here, Keesha was alive.
He had so looked forward to coming home, but now that he was here
he was reluctant to actually enter the house. Maybe this wasn't
such a good idea, he thought. He knew he had to get control of
himself and do it, but he didn't have to rush into it, did he?

He turned his gaze toward the large garage
attached to the house. Leder wished he could take advantage of its
robotic automotive maintenance and repair service-but this hadn't
been operative for months. Also, for all he knew, danger could be
lurking in the garage. As a precaution, he decided to park the
Chordata in its outdoor parking bay until he could investigate and
secure the garage. He bit his lip, fingered the pistol in his
pocket and got out of the car.

Leder glanced up and down his street, but
could see no immediate menace. Although most of the houses looked
vacant, he had to assume that some of them were occupied. Who are
the current occupants, he wondered? Are they a threat to my safety?
The two houses adjacent to his own showed no sign of life, but he
decided he'd better check them out. Leder tried the doors and found
them both unlocked. He held his breath and walked through each
house, his weapon drawn and ready.

The large multi-story house to his East was
definitely unoccupied. Hoping to keep it that way, Leder retrieved
a couple of laser-energized porta-locks that were stored in the
Chordata for emergencies, and he locked the place up tight. The
single story flat-roofed house to his West also seemed abandoned,
but as he was about to leave and lock it up he was stopped in his
tracks by the sound of a door swinging open behind him.

"If you want to live, mister," a male voice
said, "put your hands on your head and don't move. Turn
around...slowly please, and keep your hands where I can see
them....Moss?...Is that you, Moss?"

Leder recognized the voice immediately.
Careful to obey instructions, he kept his hands visibly aloft.
"It's me, Joby," he said. "Your neighbor, Moss Leder."

As he turned to face Joby, the man put away
his weapon and rushed to embrace Leder. "Thank goodness," he said.
"You wouldn't believe how many squatters I've had to scare off
today."

Leder wriggled away from Joby, trying to do
it casually so as not to offend the man. It was not Leder's style
to welcome such intimacy, and he was not a close friend of Joby's.
In fact, the neighbor lived alone and had been something of a
recluse. Keesha had complained that she hardly ever saw the guy,
and she sometimes worried whether he was a threat.

"I'm sorry if I gave you a fright," Leder
said. "I'm planning to reoccupy my house and I wanted to make sure
your place didn't hide any danger. I assumed you were long gone."
Then, hoping that Joby might know something about Keesha's killers,
Leder grit his teeth, took a deep breath, and added, "Did you know
that my wife was murdered in our house yesterday?"

Joby went white. If Leder harbored any
suspicions about the man being involved, he abandoned them. Joby
was clearly surprised by the news.

"Oh no," Joby said. "Keesha? I'm so sorry. I
didn't know. I've been away for over a week, I just got back this
morning and found that the neighborhood has become extremely
dangerous. You're crazy to be coming back here. As soon as you
leave me, I'm gonna get out of here permanently."

Leder sighed. "I don't blame you," he said.
"There's no question that the veneer of civilization is cracking,
Joby. Families are being shattered by disease and crime. It's
getting harder to distinguish enemies from allies, and everyone
seems to distrust everyone else. But where will you go?"

Joby shrugged. "I guess I'll go north," he
said, "like many of our neighbors have done. I'm almost out of
water and I have no more rations coming. When it's gone I'm in
trouble and I don't want to become a squatter. That's a living
death."

Leder understood. There hadn't been any water
service to most residential districts for at least a year. He could
only guess at where the squatters obtained their water, and his
speculations weren't pleasant ones. He knew from his own experience
that the cisterns in this neighborhood were rarely able to augment
the drinking water supply.

Leder hoped Joby did not know about his
ration from Pulsarsoft's executive water supply. The amount had not
been quite sufficient to keep both him and Keesha fully hydrated,
but it did enable them to continue living at home. They made do,
but were always thirsty. Now the ration only had to satisfy a
single thirst. This thought did not comfort him. I'd gladly
sacrifice my water ration, he thought, if only I could have Keesha
back.

Leder suddenly felt frightened of Joby. Maybe
he knows about my ration, he thought, but then he dismissed the
idea. Joby isn't acting like someone who knows about that treasure.
But I'd better stay alert, just in case.

To Joby, he said, "Why North?"

Joby pointed north. "I've heard that the
South shore of Lake Superior, near Ontonagon, is where you can find
the last of the clean Great Lakes water. You should consider going
there too."

"That water isn't accessible, Joby. There are
Federal troops guarding it."

"I know. The trick will be to get a supply
without getting myself shot. But what the hell. If I get shot, I
won't be thirsty anymore."

Leder put his hand on the man's shoulder. "I
think I'll try my luck around here for a while longer," he said.
"Good luck, Joby."

They left the house together. Joby locked it
up tight, and offered Leder his hand.

"I doubt we'll be seeing each other again,"
Joby said, and he took off in his small commuter car. Leder watched
the man go with relief and sadness. It was time to check out his
own house.

 


***

The home was a 22nd Century structure. It was
not very different in appearance from its 21st Century
predecessors, although its building materials were predominantly
comprised of newer alloys and plastics. Before going inside, Moss
Leder walked around the house studying every tree, shrub and
structural feature where an intruder might be hiding. The area
seemed safe.

He was chagrined to find that the back-up
energy storage blocks behind the house had lost their charges.
Laundry, cooking and other household chores were assisted by
computer programs and powered by their own energy blocks. Now,
anything that depended upon large quantities of electricity would
no longer be working. I'll have to figure out another way to get
power for these necessities, he thought.

Fortunately, the weather was still warm
enough that heat would not be needed for months. In fact it was hot
for January. He could work when he came home from Pulsarsoft each
afternoon during whatever daylight remained. When it grew dark, he
could light at least his work area with the small, portable,
eternal battery packs that came with the Chordata's emergency
kit.

The batteries in these packs had a chemical
composition that continually recharged itself. Leder estimated that
there would be enough juice in the packs to supply the minimal
power that would be needed to cook, energize the lasers for the
Time Booth, and to serve other small needs. That is, as long as he
only energized one thing at a time.

Finally, out of excuses, Leder could no
longer postpone entering his own house. He put his thumb in the
security slot, expecting that it would quickly scan his
fingerprints, skin acidity, blood pressure and temperature, compare
it to the database, and invite him to enter. Nothing happened.

Of course, he thought. How stupid. Without
power, the system hadn't functioned for months. He wondered if the
backup system, using an old fashioned mechanical key, still worked,
but he hesitated. First, he thought, why not just try the door.
Like the neighboring houses, it turned out to be unlocked and it
easily slid open.

As he entered, there was a crash of glass
beyond his sight line, toward the rear rooms. Startled, he drew his
pistol and said as forcefully as he could, "Who's there?" There was
no reply, just more sounds of someone or something knocking over
furniture and more breaking glass. Then silence. He stood frozen
for several moments. Then, still hearing nothing, he made his way
quickly, but cautiously, toward where the noise had come from, the
main bedchamber that he and Keesha had shared.

To his relief, it was empty. A large standing
mirror, an antique that Keesha had loved, had been shattered.
Jagged pieces lay all over the floor. A large chair was lying on
its side, and a small table had been upended. The door from the
bedroom to an outdoor recreation pod was ajar. Leder ran to the
door and caught a brief vision of the back of a shabbily dressed
man-a squatter?-who darted past some trees and disappeared. Leder
saw him long enough to determine that the intruder was empty
handed.

Clearly, the man had been hiding in the
bedchamber. He must have been frightened by Leder's arrival, and he
took off in a hurry knocking things over as he fled. The person
appeared to be just a harmless transient seeking temporary shelter
and water and, very likely, was not a killer. He probably would not
be back. Nevertheless, Leder resolved to be extra vigilant, and to
make the security of the house a priority .

One of Leder's main goals in returning home
was to secretly restore the Time Booth here. Along the way, he made
some mental notes about where and how he might accomplish this. He
always thought more clearly when he had someone to talk to, to
share his ideas with. Now, alone, Leder found himself talking to
Keesha. It was weird, but even without the benefit of her replies,
it was somehow comforting to pretend that she was listening.
Perhaps, somewhere, she was.

"I plan to rig a shower stall to function as
the Time Booth," he said aloud. "It will be a bit primitive but,
with some creative modification, I know I can get it to work. I've
got the crystal prism, the laser rig, and a few gas spheres in the
carrysack I stowed in the Chordata. That should be enough to get me
started."

"Here's the tricky part, Keesha. I'll have to
keep smuggling the gas and supplies I need out of the Pulsarsoft
building. I know, you think it's a crazy, desperate scheme. It
probably is, but with a bit of luck I just might pull it off
without getting caught.

"You're thinking that other kinds of help and
support will also be required, and that I can't do it all on my
own. Again, you're right. What would you think of my involving Zoë
for some things? Even with my doubts about her, there's no one
else.

"I can guess what you'd say. You'd tell me to
try her. Maybe she won't be too quick to figure out what I'm doing.
In the meantime, I can quietly watch her. Then, if she earns my
trust, I can gradually increase her scope of involvement."

Leder felt a tension in his chest as he
talked to an imaginary Keesha. Suddenly, he had a strong vision of
her, alive and well, preparing breakfast, and cheerfully waving him
off to work. He was crushed by this image. By now, most effects of
the tranquilizing gas from the mortuary had been eliminated from
his system. He was finally experiencing a delayed, but much needed
grieving process.

He understood that the drug had deadened his
initial reaction to his loss. Still, he could not stop berating
himself for what he now judged to be his thick-skinned disrespect
for Keesha during the past 24 hours. Overwhelmed, he sank into a
lounger with his hands covering his face, his entire body racked by
dry sobs.

Many minutes later, tired and drained, he
forced himself to rise and explore the rest of the house. For the
most part, it looked as it did when he left-it seemed like a month
ago, so much had happened. Could it have only been a single day?
The police told him that they cleaned up the area where the murders
occurred, and that they arranged to repair the doorway where the
killers forced entry. They did a good job. Leder could find no sign
of what happened to Keesha.

His water supply was totally gone, but he
expected that. He brought enough with him in the Chordata for
drinking and washing to last until his planned trip to Pulsarsoft
the following morning. On the spot, he decided to no longer store a
tempting amount anywhere in the house.

As Leder went from room to room, he got
increasingly upset. He grit his teeth behind colorless compressed
lips, and he clenched his fists, ready for an action that didn't
materialize. The house was quiet, like an empty shell, without any
indication of the rich life that he and Keesha once enjoyed there.
It had been looted. Clothes, art works, the collected debris of
normal living, all these things were gone. There was no sign of the
antique three-dimensional chess set. Would a band of thirst crazed
goons have been so thorough? Too much stuff was missing to blame
the lone intruder he had just scared off. Something was wrong here,
but what?

The condition of the house was like a coded
message. The place was trying to tell him something-but what? It
lingered on the periphery of his consciousness, but he could not
bring it forward. As in an ancient mystery play, he could guess at
the meaning of the clues, but he would have to wait patiently for
the full story to play out.
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Chapter 24: 2121

 


Back at Pulsarsoft, the damage to Moss
Leder's old workspace was so extensive that the company provided
him with a newly renovated laboratory elsewhere in the
building.

The lab space itself was bright and well
equipped, a nice contrast to the claustrophobic office that
adjoined it. The latter was windowless and very cramped. It was
hard for Leder to get comfortable.

His desktop was bare except for the control
panel for his wallscreen and a small statue of a bald eagle he
received as a gift from Keesha shortly after their marriage. It was
a bird whose mythology he truly admired, and he regretted never
having seen a live one before the species became extinct.

It was two weeks since Keesha's death. As he
worked, Leder tried hard to banish the haunting images from his
mind and to settle into a new routine. Gradually, he found that he
could compartmentalize his grief and concentrate on the urgency of
his task.

In the mornings, he was at Pulsarsoft where
he dabbled in climate control experimentation, using a program he
created for virtual study of the variables. He went home as soon as
he thought he could without arousing undue notice. In the
afternoons and early evenings, he worked secretly at home on the
Time Booth.

The equipment and supplies in the lab were
perfect for climate control experiments, but few of these items
were particularly useful in developing the Time Booth. Fortunately,
Leder's position granted him reasonable authority to requisition
other supplies that he needed.

Each day, he added things to his request,
being very careful not to arouse suspicion with excessive
quantities of any item. Zoë had been bringing these daily supplies
to the lab. Leder did not explain the purpose of each article to
her, but he guessed she was smart enough to figure it out.

So far, she showed no outward sign of
comprehension. If she did know what he was up to, he hoped that she
was assisting him as a friend, and not under orders from Bradshaw
to try to entrap him. Each evening, he managed to take home a small
quantity of chemicals and other supplies. He wondered how long he'd
be able to continue doing this with impunity.

Leder's biggest concern was that his supply
of the special gas that he developed would not last forever. It was
the Time Booth's most essential ingredient. The manufacturer still
had a large supply in storage, but when this ran out there would
not likely be any more.

He had to find a way to obtain an ongoing
supply of this gas without arousing suspicion. He thought about
enlisting Zoë's help, but this would necessitate bringing her
completely into his confidence. As Leder analyzed the pros and cons
of doing this, she walked briskly into his office carrying
packages.

"Here's the stuff you asked for." Zoë put the
packages on the floor next to Leder's desk and rubbed her arms.
"Whew-they're heavy," she said, "I didn't have a carrysack."

Leder looked through the new supplies. There
was enough to keep his "homework" viable for another week. He
smiled at her. "Thanks, Zoë," he said. "This is just what I
need."

Smiling back, Zoë looked relieved about
something. "How're you doing, Moss? I've been reluctant to ask and
to dredge up painful feelings, but I feel a new and positive energy
in you. Am I right?"

He nodded. It was true. He had made great
progress on the Time Booth. His work on it provided a healthy
distraction from his grief. He felt that he had emerged from a dark
and sterile cave into a new life.

He had an important mission and was consumed
by it. Success could mean that Earth and its inhabitants might get
a second chance. Failure could mean that the story of Earth was
almost over. This was heady stuff.

Leder stood and moved closer to Zoë. "I
hadn't realized it," he said, "but you're right. I feel like I'm
recovering from the nightmare."

"I'm so glad, Moss," she said, taking his
hand in hers and squeezing gently.

Her outstretched hand felt warm and he
realized how much he had begun to miss the physical touch of a
woman. He looked directly at her and sensed a jolt of energy pass
between them. She looked startled for a moment, then looked away,
withdrawing her hand from his. She settled into a chair. "How's the
climate control research going?" she asked.

He grinned. "Very well, in fact. As I've
gotten deeper into the concept, I've actually been a bit surprised.
The idea has more scientific merit than I originally thought. I
plan to run some small bench experiments in a day or two."

Zoë's eyes sparkled. "That's fantastic! I'm
so happy to see you working on this. Rafe asked me about your
progress and I said he should ask you himself. Keep him informed,
Moss. Trust me. This is extremely important."

The sudden warmth he felt toward her vanished
as quickly as it came. I'd better keep up my guard, he thought. "I
have been keeping Bradshaw informed," he snapped.

Zoë's smile disappeared. "I just want you two
to get along. That's all."

Leder looked away, then turned and faced her
squarely. He chose his next words carefully. "I'm trying, Zoë-but I
have to be honest with you. We have to consider any benefits from
climate control technology to be possible only in the long term.
I'm afraid it's come along too late to be of much help to us
now."

Zoë looked crestfallen. "Are you absolutely
sure, Moss? I so hoped it could be the way out of our dilemma."

He softened. "I know you did," he said
gently. "Here's the problem. For starters, we'd need two or three
years of intense research just to begin limited application of the
concept. Then we'd need another two years to refine it and work out
the bugs. It would probably take still another year or so before
any kind of success could be achieved in controlling the worst of
Earth's climate anomalies. We just don't have five years to play
with, Zoë. Other options must be considered."

She sighed. "I knew it. You haven't given up
on your Time Booth, have you?"

He rubbed his cheek and, on impulse, he said,
"I'm working on it at home whenever I'm not here at Pulsarsoft. I
thought you'd guessed."

There. It was out of the bag.

Zoë bit her lip, "Rafe was right, then."

Leder felt every muscle in his body tighten.
Had it been a mistake to tell her?

He glared at her. "What do you mean?"

Zoë's eyes widened and she looked distressed.
"Rafe told me that he didn't think you'd give up on your goal," she
said, speaking rapidly. "He wants me to report to him immediately
if I see you working on the Time Booth."

Leder picked up the small eagle sculpture
that was displayed on his desk. He turned it over and over, stared
at it for a while, and then replaced it. "So what happens now?" he
asked.

She looked up at him. "I certainly don't
intend to tell him, if that's what you mean."

Leder's lips formed a twisted smile. "Why is
this time different?" he asked.

Zoë recoiled. "Ouch! That's not fair. I never
gave you away before, and I won't do it now."

Leder looked at the hurt expression on Zoë's
face and immediately regretted his sarcasm.

"I apologize," he said. "I guess I'm a bit
gun-shy after discovering that my work wasn't as secret as I
thought it was. It's vital now that Rafe not find out what I'm up
to."

She nodded. "Well, he won't hear it from me.
If I planned to report you to Rafe, would I be telling you that he
expects me to?"

Leder shrugged. "I suppose not. Okay, I
believe you, but...hey, what's the matter?"

Zoë looked visibly upset. She rubbed her eyes
with a tissue and wrinkled her forehead. "I'm so confused," she
said. "When you talk about the goals of your time travel strategy,
you are so convincing. But Rafe has raised some important
issues."

"Oh, like what?" he asked. This is trouble,
he thought.

Zoë hesitated, as though debating whether she
dared continue, but then she said, "Well, for one thing, Rafe said
that if you're successful, many of Earth's current inhabitants
might never come to exist. That includes you and me. He thinks
that's genocide."

Leder stood abruptly and paced around the
small room. He felt his face go red.

"Genocide!" The sound exploded from his
throat like a missile. "That's a very strong word...but I don't
think so."

Zoë seemed unfazed. "I don't understand."

"Rafe is right that no one really knows what
might happen once the natural sequence of time is disrupted, but it
doesn't add up to genocide. Not everything would necessarily be
changed. Some of today's population might somehow manage to get
born."

"But no guarantees for you or me," Zoë looked
pensive.

Leder nodded. "That's true. If I succeed,
it's possible that you, me, and others whom we care about might
never come to exist. On the other hand, this could be the only
remaining chance for a healthy Earth. Even if some of us get
omitted from history in the process, it's a fair trade that we'd be
making. In my opinion, not doing this means certain death for
everyone and everything, ourselves included. Wouldn't that be the
real genocide?"

Zoë did not respond immediately. She chewed
on a hangnail, and then she took an electronic notepad from a
pocket in her lavender streetsuit. She scribbled for a while. Leder
recognized her familiar technique for processing new information
and he left her alone.

He opened his wallscreen to the climate
control files and tried to study them, but found he couldn't
concentrate. I wonder what's going on in her head, he thought.

He didn't have long to wonder. "I want to
think about this some more," she said at last. "Your argument makes
sense, but there are ethical considerations here that I need to
understand better." She paused, then changed the subject. "I'm
curious, Moss. Since you're determined to make a time travel
journey possible, who do you have in mind for the trip? I'm
assuming it will be you."

Leder was not expecting this question and he
didn't want to discuss it at the moment. He frowned. "Look, Zoë,"
he said. "I need to finish what I was doing when you arrived. If
you want to talk some more, give me a couple of hours. I'll call
you when I'm done."

 


 


 


 



Chapter 25: 2022

 


Cassie Lopez studied her husband across their
dinner table. He's not happy, she thought. I'm sure he would have
preferred the romantic ambiance of the Meadowlark. Earlier, she ran
the idea past the Secret Service, but they thought it would be too
dangerous. Special agents now monitored every move she made.
Surveillance devices were placed in every room in her house and on
her person. Well, she asked for this, didn't she?

For Cassie, the lack of privacy was a
necessary trade off against the threat of violence that she faced.
Paul was also in danger because of his relentless pursuit of
polluters in the courts. With most judges sympathetic to the
corporate polluters, and owing their careers to dirty money, he was
not winning many

cases. Still, he had to be an unwelcome
element that the powerful multinationals would just as soon have
silenced. She needed to convince him of the hazards but, so far, he
wasn't buying it.

She tried again. "Paul, trust me. We need to
be cautious."

He gave a little wave with his hand and
pierced the air with his fork. "Look Cassie, he said. "I'm not
stupid. I agree that certain industries think we're enemies because
of the changes we advocate-but I don't think they'd actually do
anything criminal. You and I are very visible. Everyone would know
who did it and why."

Cassie stopped chewing. "Do I have to remind
you about Senator Gardonie?" she asked.

Paul shook his head. "There you go again.
That was an accident. I know you were with her and think you saw
all sorts of suspicious things. But you have no hard proof that it
was anything but an unfortunate accident."

Cassie struggled to keep control. Why am I
blessed with such thick headed men, she thought? "That was Jeremy's
opinion too at first," she said evenly. "No one wants to believe
legitimate companies are using Mafia tactics. I understand why you
don't want to accept this, but..."

Paul interrupted. "I'm not just being
obstinate, Cassie. If it's true, why am I knocking myself out with
lawsuits against polluters? If Gardonie was murdered and the
cover-up involves our largest corporations, the media, and the
courts, my work starts to seem hopeless. No, you're right. I'm not
ready to accept this."

Cassie smiled at him. "Paul, all I ask is
that you keep an open mind. President Blackwell used to sound just
like you, but not anymore. The other day, she called me and Jeremy
to tell us the status of the FBI's investigation. The boat's been
found and the pilot's in custody-he's just a tool-basically a
vagrant with a boat pilot's license."

Paul's eyes widened. "Really," he said. "Has
the guy said anything useful?"

She nodded. "He's confirmed that Joyce
Gardonie's death was a hit, but he doesn't seem to know the why or
the who. The FBI is pursuing all leads, but we have a pretty good
idea of the why and who, don't we?"

He shrugged. "I don't know, Cassie. You can
speculate all you want, but Joyce's is an isolated case. There's no
pattern of strange deaths among environmental activists, is
there?"

She put her fork and knife down on her plate
and took a breath. "Actually, Joyce wasn't the first. Do you
remember the Joe Webster story?"

"You mean that Times reporter last year that
fell off a subway platform?"

She nodded. "Yeah. Remember what he was
working on. The financial connections between the coal industry,
the previous Administration, and our current Senate majority
leader. He was ready to prove personal bribes, homes, cars, big
ticket items to those who voted the 'right' way."

Cassie paused and made a decision. Paul might
have his faults, but he'd never betray a confidence. "I shouldn't
be telling you this. It's highly classified. Joyce Gardonie's
sources included several of Joe Webster's files. They disappeared
after his death, remember? Somehow, she got hold of them."

Paul poured himself some coffee. "So, what's
your point?" he asked.

Cassie cupped her mouth with her hands to
shield it from prying eyes and whispered, "Webster didn't fall off
the platform. He was pushed. And the FBI says there are others. The
President didn't share all of it with us, but she now agrees that
we're all vulnerable, including herself, and we need to be
extremely vigilant. Paul, I know it's a pain, but we really need
the Secret Service to watch over us right now."

Paul's face softened. "Whatever you say
Cassie, but I think everyone is being alarmist. Everything we say
and every move we make is being monitored by someone with a buzz
cut and a blue suit. I suppose it's all possible, and maybe I'm
being obtuse about it, but in my world such things happen only in
soap operas."

Almost on signal, as Paul was expressing his
skepticism, there was a commotion outside. The sound of engines
revving and tires screeching, sirens blaring, and what sounded like
a shot. No, several shots. Cassie and Paul leapt to their feet and,
as Tony Barboni had instructed them, they rushed to the safety of a
windowless bathroom centrally located in the house.

As she tried to get comfortable on the edge
of the tub, Cassie couldn't resist asking, "So, now do you believe
me?" She was disappointed though. Paul still wasn't buying.

Sitting on the closed commode, he responded.
"We don't know what's going on yet, do we Cas? Let's find out what
actually happened before you start to gloat."

Before Cassie could respond, Paul lowered his
eyes, looked at his hands, and switched topics. "You keep hinting
that there are problems between us," he said, "and that you want to
talk about them the next chance we get to sit down quietly
together. Okay, what about now?"

She laughed out loud. "You can't be serious.
Now? Here in the bathroom?"

Paul persisted. "Why not? What else do we
have to do at the moment?"

We do need to deal with our relationship, she
thought, and soon. But right now, with what's going on outside, the
timing is all wrong and the setting is ludicrous. As important as
enhancing the marriage is to me, it will just have to wait.

She began to tell him this but, suddenly, the
monitor above the tub sprang to life and the image of Tony Barboni
appeared. "Are you guys receiving me?" he asked.

"Loud and clear," Cassie said. "We're
crouched in the bathroom just like you advised."

She heard him chuckle. "That's good," he
said. "It was a good drill then. But it turns out not to have been
necessary."

Cassie was annoyed now. "What the hell is
going on Tony?" she shouted.

"It's all over, and it had nothing to do with
you. Just a coincidence that we were here and bad luck for some bad
guys."

"What kind of bad guys?"

"Drug dealers. Orchaine!"

"Orchaine?"

"Yup. Someone figured out how to refine this
stuff from the vanilla orchid. You know, the flower the vanilla
flavor comes from. Very expensive and very addictive. Anyway, they
came right down this street with the cops in hot pursuit. We picked
up the police broadcast for backup help and were able to jump in
and head the bastards off. They tried to shoot it out with us. They
won't be dealing drugs or anything else anymore. Sorry if we scared
you."

Back at the dinner table, Cassie was
irritated to hear Paul say, "See! I told you it had nothing to do
with your so-called conspiracy. I still think you're overestimating
the danger. So, can we talk about us?"

The dinner had gone cold, and neither of them
was eating. Cassie's appetite had disappeared and, she assumed, so
had Paul's. Maybe it was only the tension of what had just
happened, but she felt really aggravated by Paul and she needed to
express it.

"Not now, Paul, please. I do want to talk
about us. Only, not now. Our marriage deserves a special time when
we can focus entirely on each other."

Paul rose from his seat and approached
Cassie. He took her hands and pulled her from her seat. Standing,
he embraced her, kissed her, and began to caress her, but she
pushed him away. Paul looked hurt and she felt terrible at
rejecting his advance, especially since she deeply craved the
affection he offered. Part of Cassie wanted to respond with
passion, but she just felt too distraught. And there were too many
eyes and ears on them at the moment.

Paul walked away slowly. For a few minutes he
faced the wall and Cassie, feeling remorseful, wished she could
undo her rebuff. Finally, Paul turned toward her and said, "Cassie,
I love you, but you're making me crazy. For weeks you've been
telling me that we need to talk. Now that we're finally together
for a few hours, what do we talk about? Not about us, but about
speculative murder and intrigue. Okay, okay, we've dealt with that
subject. Enough! Let's move on. C'mon Cassie, what's bothering you
about us?"

Cassie crossed her arms and mulled over
whether to respond. He doesn't have a clue, she thought. Either
about the ruthlessness of the interests we are opposing, or about
my concerns for our relationship.

Reluctantly, she said, "To me it feels like
we're two trains on opposite tracks passing each other in the
night. We don't seem to have time for each other anymore, Paul. I
keep wondering why? It's true that we both have demanding jobs, but
maybe that's just an excuse. Maybe we prefer it this way." She held
her breath and waited for the sky to fall.

To her surprise, Paul didn't explode. In
fact, his body visibly relaxed and he grinned at her. He took her
hand in his. "Oh Lassie, we're just working too hard. There's
nothing wrong with us that a little R and R won't fix. Here's a
suggestion I've been considering lately. Let's you and me take a
week off and escape all this for a while. I know you were recently
in Florida with Joyce Gardonie, but that was no vacation. And the
way it ended couldn't have reduced your stress levels much."

Cassie breathed a sigh of relief. This was
her chance to postpone the discussion about their marriage to a
more propitious time and place. We can certainly use a holiday
together, she thought. Maybe he's right and the things that worry
me about our relationship will vanish in the sunshine.

She beamed her excitement. "That sounds like
a great idea" she said. "Do you know of some reasonably secluded
spot where we can go? It's been a mild winter, but I sure would
love another try at a week in the sun. Somewhere without a lot of
people around. Just you and me. Paul, could we go somewhere like
that?"

His face broke into a wide and happy smile.
"Now you're talking. I do know of such a place. If you're game,
I'll make the arrangements. The location will be a surprise. But
pack the suntan lotion and the bathing suits. Let's pick a
date."

 


 


 


 



Chapter 26: 2121

 


For several hours, Moss Leder tried hard to
concentrate on the task at hand. There were some specific things he
wanted to accomplish, but his conversation with Zoë left him
rattled. There was no point in trying to focus any more today, so
he initiated what he hoped was a private message to her. She
appeared within moments. She must have been waiting anxiously for
my call, he thought.

Zoë plopped into an execulounger and got
right down to the matter at hand. "Here's what's bothering me," she
said. "What will you actually do when you get to the 21st
century?"

He furrowed his brow. "What do you mean?"

She shifted her weight in the lounger so as
to face Leder squarely. "I mean," she said, "specifically, what
will you do? Look, you're there in the year two thousand and
something. Somehow, you've arrived safe and sound, properly
clothed, with local currency in your pocket, the right
haircut...you know what I mean. Even though you're a nobody in that
moment, with no history or credentials, somehow you expect to find
your way to the decision makers and convince them that you're not
some nut case, that you are who you say you are."

Leder nodded. "That's the idea."

Zoë tilted her head to the side and rested
her cheek against the back of the lounger. She closed her eyes for
a moment and appeared to be deep in thought. "Okay," she said,
sitting up straight again, "Let's also assume that you've overcome
all of these obstacles, what in the world are you going to suggest
to them as an alternate policy?" She shook her head. "It all sounds
so overwhelming. What if you fail?"

Leder frowned. "If I do, we'll be no worse
off than we are at present. Someone here in 2121 can still pursue
climate control technology. Maybe they'll prove me wrong. If so,
terrific." He changed the subject. "Zoë, have you ever heard of
'Sustainability'?"

She shrugged. "It sounds vaguely familiar,
but I'm not sure I can tell you what it means."

Leder cleared his throat. "Then let me tell
you. It was a full fledged movement a century ago about
'sustaining' the resources of our planet. For a while, there was
momentum in the idea, with all kinds of stakeholders getting
involved. But then it seems to have vanished as quickly as it
began."

Zoë looked alert. "Tell me more."

Leder sat down at the foot of her lounger and
continued. "I've gone into the archives and there's a tremendous
amount of data stored from the last century about the concept of
Business Sustainability. There are thousands of examples of
companies that increased their profits by putting as much energy
into 'sustaining' their environments as they put into inventing and
marketing new products and services."

Zoë's face lit up. "I think I get it. So,
what happened? Obviously, the 'Sustainability' movement didn't
last. Why not?"

He smirked. "I think the human tendency to
resist change played a big part. Also, anything promoted by
environmentalists was suspect in corporate corridors and
consequently rejected."

Zoë pouted. "If that's the kind of mindset
you're likely to encounter in the 21st century, what makes you
think they'd be receptive to your message?"

Leder stood and looked down at her. His neck
felt stiff and he rubbed it vigorously. "If I can get there in one
piece," he said, "if I can make the proper contacts, and if I can
convince them of my authenticity and of the reality of where the
Earth is headed, there may be a chance to prevent the cesspool that
our Earth has become. Sustainability plays to their enlightened
self interest and, properly explained, might excite their
imaginations. Anyway, that's my hope." He paused, looked her in the
eye, and said, "Meanwhile, Zoë, I need your help."

She wrinkled her nose. "How can I help?"

Leder sat down next to her again and took her
hand. "I'd like to depend on you to keep my secret," he said
softly. "Maybe throw Bradshaw off the track. Then, I'll need
certain supplies at home."

She scratched her head. "I'm bringing you
supplies right now, aren't I?"

He nodded. "Yes, but I need larger
quantities, and there are some things I need that would raise
suspicion if I requisitioned them. Look, Zoë, I don't want you to
compromise your safety or your beliefs."

She looked away, then turned her head to face
him. "I've been a bit confused, but my gut tells me you may be on
the right track. You can trust me to keep your secret. But there's
something you need to know..."

Zoë paused. Her face was flushed. She took a
deep breath, averted her eyes again, and blurted, "Moss, I've been
closer to Bradshaw than you probably imagine..."

Leder guessed where she was going and stopped
her. "You don't have to say anymore. I understand."

She gave him a curious smile. "You do?"

He nodded. "I was never absolutely sure, but
I thought so."

He wasn't shocked or angry. Now he understood
all sorts of things that didn't make a whole lot of sense before.
He stood up and backed away from the execulounger. "Why are you
telling me this?" he asked.

Zoë made eye contact with Leder. She blinked
and said, "You trusted me with something big. I felt I had to
reciprocate. But don't worry. It never interfered with my help for
you in the past and, now that Rafe has pulled a few tricks on
me-never mind what they were-it certainly won't interfere now. I've
begun to be afraid of him. Moss, I don't want to see you hurt and I
think you might be in some danger."

Wow, he thought. I never expected this. "What
do you mean?" he asked.

She rubbed her cheek. "I can't give you
anything specific. Just a feeling I have."

He grimaced. "Should I be doing anything to
protect myself?"

"For now, just be very careful about who you
trust. Lately, Rafe's done some things that have me baffled. I'm
not sure I know who he is anymore."

He licked his lips. "Does he know how you
feel?"

She shrugged. "I don't think so. I'll have to
decide if my relationship with Rafe will permit me to openly help
you?"

Leder let her take a few moments to consider
this. He walked to his wallscreen and turned it on, but didn't pay
much attention to what was there. He shut it down again and looked
at Zoë. "So what do you want to do?" he asked.

She sighed. "I need a few days to decide how
much risk I am willing to take in terms of giving you more open
help."

And also to think about the future of your
affair with Bradshaw, Leder thought.

"Okay," he said. "Let's revisit this topic in
a couple of days."

When Zoë left him, Leder didn't move for a
long time. What, he wondered, have I just done? Once again she's
managed to get me to lower my defenses. Once again, I ended up
telling her much more than I should have. What is it about Zoë that
affects my judgment and undermines my instinct of
self-preservation?

For better or worse, he had opened a
door.

 


 


 


 



Chapter 27: 2121

 


Dr. R. Faro Bradshaw sat in his large office
and gazed thoughtfully out the window. His view included part of
what was left of the Detroit cityscape, the river, and Windsor,
Canada. The river, of course, had long ago overflowed its banks and
it was impossible to tell exactly where its original course had
been. He could see where Windsor began by where its buildings poked
out of the water. Someone looking at Detroit from the Canadian side
would have the same kind of vision, he thought.

Seated in the execulounger across the room,
holding a half empty carafe of Jasmine flavored water, sat Sarley
Sheffer, the CEO of General Utilities, the parent mega corporation
that owned Pulsarsoft. He was also the current Majority Leader in
the Senate, and it was sometimes hard for Bradshaw to tell which
role Sheffer was playing. Bradshaw turned his attention away from
the window and refocused on Sheffer who was saying,

"...so that's why I wasn't available when you
tried to reach me the other day. Hasbit Fuller was out of control
again. He seems to have decided that he wants to be more than just
a figurehead President. He was in the process of issuing an
executive order that would have undercut the market dominance of
many of the companies in the General Utilities family. I was busy
as hell getting a Senate vote to quash his order."

Bradshaw walked over to Sheffer and sat down
next to him. "I gather you were successful," he said, "How was the
vote?"

Sheffer beamed. "It was unanimous. There was
some mumbling about impeaching Fuller, but it wasn't serious. It
would be hard to find someone else that we could manipulate so
easily. We just have to feed his ego once in awhile and let him
feel as though he has a bit of power. I've talked with him. He
understands his position. Anyway, that's not what you wanted to see
me about, is it?"

Bradshaw shook his head. "No, it's the
usual."

"Gold?"

"Gold."

Sheffer frowned. "Can't you use currency?" he
asked. "The company bullion supply is nearing bottom."

Bradshaw rolled his eyes. "You know I can't
use currency, Sarley. Inflation has made that almost worthless. In
order to keep the water flowing, the spigot must be primed with
bullion. The Gong won't accept anything but gold. I'm sure that's
what Zoë Reuel's kidnapping was all about. It was a message to us.
The Gong isn't above using violence to make its point."

Sheffer sniffed. "How is Zoë?" he asked.
"That really was a close call, wasn't it?"

Bradshaw nodded. "She's fine. A bit rattled,
but fine. Frankly, I don't think the Gong would have hurt her, but
they're unpredictable when they feel they're being jerked around. I
think they worry that we might use our power to clamp down on their
'business' activities, or to renege on our payments to them. You
and I know that we need them too much to do that."

Sheffer rubbed the top of his bald head.
"Maybe we don't need them. You know, I can easily get President
Fuller to assign us a bigger water ration and have the National
Guard deliver it."

Bradshaw shook his head. "That's not a good
option, Sarley. Not even you could survive the scandal if we're
caught hoarding or reselling government water."

Sheffer grimaced. "So are we stuck with the
Gong? I'm not really comfortable with that connection. Aren't there
other sources for black market water?"

Bradshaw leaned towards Sheffer and
whispered, "It's better if you don't know the things I do to
protect our incomes and our future. However, I can tell you this.
If the climate control project doesn't fix our environmental mess
soon, we may have to stop reselling water and increase our personal
reserves."

Sheffer raised an eyebrow. "You mean the
water storage bunkers?"

"Let's keep our voices down, Sarly," Bradshaw
whispered. "I don't think this room is bugged, but you never know.
Anyway, I do mean the bunkers. We have enough of the good stuff in
underground warehouses in the Allegheny Mountains to keep our key
people hydrated for a year. We also have living space, HVAC, and
food supplies there. It's way above flood levels and very dry.
"

"How many people can be accommodated?"
Sheffer was whispering now too.

Bradshaw activated his wallscreen and spoke a
coded instruction. "Look at these images of the site," he said
softly. "It's pretty big. There's space for about 150 to live
comfortably, as long as the food and water hold out. That's more
than enough room for our senior executive staff and their families.
But we only have a year's supply of rations and water, and that may
not be enough. I'd like to see a three to five year supply built up
as soon as possible. The food we can handle on our own, but I don't
see how we can accumulate enough clean water without help from the
black market, and that's going to take a lot of gold bullion."

Sheffer stroked his chubby cheeks. "I'll find
you the gold," he said. "We may need to tap into the government's
stash. If so, we'll have to persuade our Senators to release it,
and that would require including them in the plan. Do we have room
for them at the site?"

Bradshaw compressed his lips. "I suppose
so-if absolutely necessary. We better get that bullion fast,
though. We're running out of time."

Sheffer grinned. "You sound like that nutty
physicist you have on your staff. What's his name? Litter?
Libber?"

"You mean Leder. Moss Leder. And he's not so
nutty."

"Doesn't he have some wacky idea about time
travel?"

Bradshaw cleared his throat. "He does. He
wants go back a hundred years with the goal of changing their
environmental policies. Leder thinks that all he has to do is bring
proof of what those policies will produce in our own times to get
them to cooperate. The problem is...crazy as this may sound...it
just might work."

"I don't follow you. What would be wrong with
that? If it really might work, why not let him try it?"

"Here's what's wrong." Bradshaw forgot to
whisper. "If it works, you and I might never be born. Worse, even
if we do happen to get born, it might not be into the privileged
positions that we now enjoy. No thank you. We're both better off
taking our chances with climate control technology."

Sheffer nodded. "You make a good point, so
let's talk about the potential for that technology. You say you've
diverted Leder to work on this. Is he the only one?"

Bradshaw shook his head. "No. I have a dozen
good scientific minds focused on it. He happens to be the smartest
and most creative of the bunch, but I don't completely trust him.
So I keep him isolated and have him monitored by Zoë Reuel who's
acting as his assistant."

It was Sheffer's turn to stand and walk over
to the window and look out. Without turning around, he asked, "Are
you sure you can trust her?"

Bradshaw considered that question. I'm
reasonably sure of her, he thought, She's an exciting lover and
seems devoted to me. She brings me regular reports of Leder who,
according to her, has abandoned his time travel research. Yes, he
thought, I'm certain she wouldn't betray me. In fact, I'd want her
with me in the Allegheny Mountain bunkers if it comes to that-and I
should tell her about this plan. If I'm wrong about her, I can
always have her removed. But I'm not wrong about her. In fact, I
can't recall the last time I was wrong about anybody.

"Well, speak of the devil," he said.

The force field that usually sealed the
doorway to Bradshaw's office disconnected briefly to allow the door
to slide open and Zoë Reuel entered. Bradshaw thought Zoë looked
startled when she saw the big boss.

"Oops." she said, "Nobody told me you were
busy, Rafe. Hello, Mr. Sheffer." Turning to go, she added, "I'll
come back later."

Bradshaw and Sheffer tried to speak at the
same time.

"Good to see you Zoë," Sheffer said, and
raised his voice a bit to drown out Bradshaw's. "It's been awhile.
You're as beautiful as ever." He approached her and kissed her
cheek. "No need for you to go. We were finished here. I was just
leaving."

"Don't go, Zoë," Bradshaw said. "If I didn't
want you to interrupt occasionally, I wouldn't have programmed my
office door with your DNA. Sarley and I were just talking about
you."

Zoë faced them both and grinned. "Really?
What could you possibly find about me worth discussing?"

Bradshaw thought quickly about her teasing
question and decided on a kind of test response. "Sarley wanted to
know if I can trust you with confidential matters. I told him that
you are the most faithful member of my team and that there is
nothing that I can't share with you. Am I right?"

Almost without hesitation, and with a sweet
expression, she said, "I never repeat anything you tell me, Rafe.
On the other hand, I have a peeping-mike in my earring that sends
complete audio and video straight to Jon Piper at the World News
desk."

"Phew," Sheffer said. "Seems like you touched
a nerve, Rafe. Nice to see you again Zoë." And he was out the door,
but not before Bradshaw caught Sheffer's quick nod of approval in
Zoë's direction.

Bradshaw thought Zoë looked angry. She was
seated now in the Execulounger that was previously occupied by
Sheffer.

"What kind of question was that, Rafe?" she
asked. She glared at him. "Were you trying to embarrass me? I mean,
after all, do I have to prove my integrity to you every single day?
Now I'm really pissed."

Bradshaw smiled warmly at her. "Oh, cut it
out Zoë," he said. "Sheffer is the most powerful man in the
Country. It matters what he thinks of you. You came through with
flying colors. I was sure you would, or I wouldn't have done it."
Bradshaw watched the effect on Zoë as his explanation sunk in. Her
facial features visibly loosened and she mumbled something to
herself.

"What was that?" he asked.

"I just said that I should have known you had
an agenda like that. Okay, I forgive you."

He felt his desire rise as her excellent body
relaxed into the Execulounger. It was interesting, he thought, that
he never seemed to tire of her. No other woman had ever kept his
libido at such a consistent high for so long. If it weren't for the
bigger issues they were facing, and his need to remain objective
about her, he thought he might actually ask her to marry him. He
had no doubt that she'd agree to become the second Mrs. Bradshaw.
Careful, he thought, this was a dangerous track his mind had
chosen. Time to return to reality.

He chuckled. "Thanks for the forgiveness. I
apologize for doing that to you but, believe me, it was necessary.
Would you like something to drink? I have shine, and the best
water, flavored and plain. In fact, I have a better idea. Let's go
to Napoleon's for lunch?"

 


 


 


 



Chapter 28: 2121

 


An hour later, Rafe Bradshaw and Zoë Reuel
were seated at the reserved Pulsarsoft table at Napoleon's
Restaurant finishing a gourmet lunch. Located at the very top of
the New Hope Center, seventy-six floors above the flooded streets
of Detroit, Napoleon's was the latest "in" place for people of
means.

A spacious cubicle enclosed each table and
provided complete privacy. Guests sat in ergonomically designed
chairs while the food and beverage menu appeared in large letters
on a wallscreen. Diners placed their orders by pressing a button on
the table and speaking their choices. Items were prepared to order
and delivered to the table by robotic waiters. The service and food
quality were impeccable.

The wallscreen also contained a catalogue of
holographic locations that could be chosen if one wished the
illusion of dining at the beach, in the mountains, or some other
restful scene. Bradshaw had chosen the ambiance of an ancient
Chinese teahouse.

"This was lovely, Rafe," Zoë said, sipping
her shine and munching on an exotic dessert. "Thanks for suggesting
it." She leaned back in her seat and stretched, then sat up
straight. "You know," she said, I had a reason for dropping in on
you today, but I never got around to it."

"Really? And I thought it was my masculine
charm and charisma that drew you to me." He grinned and puffed out
his chest. "So, tell me. What's on your mind?"

She didn't smile. "I'm serious, Rafe," she
said. "What do you know about a concept called
'Sustainability'?"

"Only what I've read about it." Bradshaw's
instincts went to code yellow. I'd better probe this carefully, he
thought. "Why do you ask?"

Zoë drained her glass. "I'm just curious.
It's an idea I've come across in my reading. The history files
describe it as an attempt to marry the interests of industry and
environmentalists. In theory, it sounds like a rational
concept."

Bradshaw's attitude softened a bit. There's
no reason for me to overreact to a curiosity-motivated question, he
thought. "Over the years," he said, "there have been all sorts of
schemes that sounded good in theory, but didn't hold up in
practice. From what I've been able to determine, Sustainability was
one of those utopian ideas. Tell you what. I'll have the Corporate
Archivist put together a presentation on the topic."

Zoë flashed a wide toothy smile. "Would you
do that? I'd really appreciate it."

He finished his own glass of shine.
"Absolutely. I'll do it first thing this afternoon, if that's
okay?"

Zoë nodded. "No rush. Actually, I should be
getting back. Leder may need me for something." She stood up and
got ready to leave.

Bradshaw grabbed her arm. "Sit another
minute," he said. "Before we go, tell me what he's been doing on
the climate control project."

She sat down again and fought off an impulse
to avoid his eyes. "There's nothing new," she said.

"Is he still working at it?"

"He really is. In fact, he said he was
surprised at how much merit the concept has-but he's not sure Earth
has enough time left for the technology to do us much good."

Bradshaw studied her. If she's hiding
anything, he thought, I'd sense it. What you see is what you get
with Zoë Reuel. For example, her recent emotional fragility-the way
she fell apart after the kidnap attempt-proved that she'd never
take the risk of double-crossing me. No, he thought, there's no
reason not to tell her all my plans. When the moment comes to
retreat to the underground bunkers, I want her with me.

He took her hand and leaned his face nearer
to hers. "Zoë," he said. "Let's stay here a little while longer.
Before we leave, I want to tell you something."

 


 


 


 



Chapter 29: 2121

 


Zoë Reuel is steaming as she makes her way to
Moss Leder's laboratory. She is furious, at Rafe Bradshaw and, more
importantly, at herself.

It is late afternoon and she hopes the
physicist might still be there. She is walking fast, taking big
strides and swinging her arms. Her teeth and fists are
clenched.

I'm ready to commit myself completely to
Moss's Time Booth project, she thinks, but can I get him to believe
in my conversion? Can I convince him that I'll never betray him to
Bradshaw, no matter what?

Bradshaw's confessions, she knows, were
intended to reassure her, to flatter her with his belief that she's
totally loyal to him. If he only knew the truth, she thinks.

While he talked she tried her best to reflect
a tranquil and cool exterior. She listened and even, heaven help
her, thanked Bradshaw for sharing what was highly classified stuff.
She hopes that the turmoil she felt didn't show.

Bradshaw hugged and kissed her and said how
much he was looking forward to a night together. I must have pulled
it off, she thinks.
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