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    For every science-loving, romance-reading dork out there like me. Enjoy!
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A Note from the Author
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I have always been a huge self-proclaimed science dork.  When other kids were enjoying time off in the summer, I attended Space Camp when I was fourteen and went to North Carolina Governor’s School for Physics between my junior and senior years of high school.  Physics has always held special meaning for me, and I knew it was only a matter of time before I wrote a novel with a theoretical physicist female main character.  Because geeky scientists deserve love too!

Physics introduced me to the theory of special relativity, which theoretically proves time travel is possible.  Time travel stories have always enthralled me, from Back to the Future, to Contact (which I consider a time travel story since Ellie literally travels through time and space!), to the TV show Dark, my newest obsession.

It was important for me to research properly, so this book, even though it’s science fiction, is based on solid scientific principles.  The Sphere is based upon the theories of Dr. Ronald Mallett as well as Einstein’s theories of special and general relativity.  Although this novel is science-based, time travel is still, to my knowledge, impossible.  Therefore, you will still find some things that make you go, “Hmmm...” and you will have to suspend reality in some instances since a reader’s imagination is always much more expansive than reality.

My hope is that this novel can combine my love of science with my love of romance novels and whisk the reader away for a few hours to a world filled with relatable characters and exciting adventure.  Thanks for taking this journey with me.  Happy reading!
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Prologue
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The order to destroy the world was given at 17:23 Eastern Standard Time in the year 2035.

From a squalid room set deep in one of the bunkers under the White House, President Randolph gave the command.  Surrounded by his wife, the Vice President, and the Secretary of Defense, the president unlocked the nuclear codes and unleashed the atomic bombs.  Then, he kissed his wife, lifted the revolver, placed one clean shot into each person’s brain, and turned the gun upon himself.  No one truly understood his motivation—the cryptic note he left behind explained that he was attempting to save humanity from itself.

The first nuclear warhead hit Russia on a Tuesday morning, the gray light of the clouds giving way to the rush of fire.  Russia’s population had reached 137 million, and almost one million Russians perished that Tuesday morning.

Many others followed in Asia and Africa.  Those countries retaliated, firing warheads of their own back upon North America and Europe.  For days, the power of nuclear fission transformed humans back to the stardust from whence they came.

When the smoke cleared and the rubble stopped quaking, Earth was in tatters.  Sea levels began to rise as a result of Antarctica’s and Greenland’s melted glaciers.  Coastal cities receded into the ocean, lost to mysticism like Atlantis in the ancient world.

A new landscape emerged, and the survivors fled to higher ground.  The Appalachian Mountains formed the Eastern American Isle, while the Rockies formed the Western American Isle.  Separated by the ocean, the two former landmasses might as well have been galaxies apart.

Wanting to ensure no more bombs were launched, a small group of scientists banded together on their respective isles.  With urgency, they moved all the energy-harnessing and technological machinery to secure locations, staying in touch by Morse code.  Once the technology was secure, they detonated the EMPs.

The Electromagnetic Pulses pulverized every last bit of technology left upon the planet, except for the machinery and knowledge that were preserved at the hubs.  Humans were thrust back into the Stone Age, forced to survive on will alone.  Those who possessed basic survival skills flourished.  Small towns and communities began to form along the isles.  Cut off from communication by phone or mail, the towns eventually became communes, protected by walls.  Strangers were rarely allowed to enter, and when they did, they were expected to conform to the rules or face exile.

The wicked men who had supported President Randolph continued to crave power.  These men banded together to overtake the communes and harness their food and labor.  This ensured the malevolent men’s families were fed and that they could thrive in the new world.  This evil enterprise was known as the New Establishment, and they systematically began to attack compounds and settlements on each isle.  Not deeming the scientific hubs a threat—since they housed only a small number of people the New Establishment considered weak, irrelevant relics of the past—they left them alone, underestimating the power of science, as most power-hungry, ignorant men do.

Frustrated that their people were being forced into slavery and oppression, an opposing faction of soldiers known as the Old Rebellion banded together to fight the evil regime.  Sadly, this thrust what was left of the world into a vicious, bloody war.

And so it went for many years.  During these decades, the scientists continued to huddle on their bases, looking for solutions.  The four scientific hubs were located in reclusive, inconspicuous locations, all on separate isles, in a bid to keep them off the radar and unengaged in war.

On the Eastern American Isle’s hub, in the year 2037, a girl was born.  Possessing the DNA of two trained scientists, she was destined to be a wisdom-warrior in the battle against the New Establishment.  Bred to save the world, she grew up looking to the stars, observing the desecration of her tiny planet, and wondering if anyone was looking back.

When she turned twelve and had learned all she could from her mother, a former college physics and calculus professor, she began to study with her father.  Formerly a world-renowned scientist, the girl’s father was an expert in many fields.  He cultivated his progeny into a diligent and determined scientist, hoping she could save them all.

Dr. Lewis Randolph dedicated his life to training his daughter Elaine to comprehend the complexities and mysteries of the scientific realm, for his father, President Edward James Randolph, had destroyed the world, and Lewis was convinced Elaine would be their savior. Before Lewis passed away on a cold day in January 2070, he sputtered a message to his daughter as he coughed upon the bed.

“We’re so close, Lainey,” he said, his voice hoarse.  “Don’t give up.”

“I won’t, Dad,” she said, clutching his hand as she sat upon the soft bedspread.  “I promise, I’ll figure it out.  There’s no other option.”

“That’s my strong girl,” Lewis said, his chapped lips curving into a hint of a smile.

“Tell God I said ‘hi,’” Lainey said, bringing their clenched hands to rest upon her cheek.  “I think she’ll be happy to see you.”

“There is no God, sweet girl.  I thought my cold, scientific heart raised you to be an atheist.”

Lainey swallowed, her throat tight.  “I was until I realized I had to let you go.  Now, all I want is for Her to take care of you.”  Tears streamed down her cheeks, running over the wrinkled skin of her father’s hand.

“See you in 2035, my darling girl.”

“See you in 2035,” she whispered.

Lewis inhaled a sizeable breath, his body quivering, and exhaled a large gasp.  Unseeing eyes stared at Lainey, and she knew he was gone.  Placing a kiss upon his forehead, she stood, feeling her nostrils flare.

“I swear to you, Dad,” she vowed, fists clenched at her sides, “I’ll never stop until I succeed.”  Straightening her spine, she called out for the nurse, who shuffled into the room. “He’s gone,” Lainey said.  “Cremate the body.  We’ll have a funeral later today and then get back to work.  I won’t squander time for grief.  He’d expect no less of me.”

Striding from the room, her sneakers squeaked on the linoleum floor.  Dr. Elaine Randolph was going to master the one thing that had eluded them so far.  Every ounce of her energy and tick of the second hand would be spent discerning that which had thwarted them for so many decades: the scientific theorem known as time travel.

And then, she was going to transport back to 2035 and prevent her grandfather from destroying humanity.
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Chapter 1
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Five and a Half Years Later...

Lainey awoke, drowsy, in her double bed, the mattress firm against her back as she preferred.  A soft mattress would invite the possibility of relaxing back into the cool sheets, allowing her to daydream for a while.  Daydreams had no place in the post-apocalyptic world her grandfather had created.

Tossing the comforter aside, she sat up and touched her feet to the worn rug atop the concrete floor.  Groaning, she maneuvered her neck around her shoulders, circling while the bones creaked and popped.  Thirty-eight wasn’t doing her any favors, and she morosely wondered what forty would look like.  Good grief, she might as well have Sara start manufacturing the arthritis medication now.

Sighing, she stood and padded into the small bathroom.  After a quick shower, Lainey gathered her thick, wavy mahogany hair into a bun atop her head.  It would dry that way, ensuring rings of curls fell down her shoulders whenever she chose to release the bun.  Probably not until later that evening, when she would be alone in her room once again.

Staring at her amber eyes in the mirror, she absently rubbed lotion over her face and skin.  Grimacing at the stretch marks across her hips and the slight pooch under her navel, she told herself to silence the inner critic.  She tried to take walks with Cyrus around the compound each day, as much to exercise as to ensure they weren’t being surveilled, and those walks kept the space above her navel relatively flat and smooth.  Below her navel?  Well, she’d just attribute that little slice of flab to the fact she had other priorities in life besides winning beauty contests.

No, there were a few other things to accomplish, for Dr. Elaine Randolph had been born and bred for the sole purpose of saving the world.

In her mind, that sounded quite dramatic, and Lainey was sure her parents hadn’t intended to blaze the path of her life in such a systematic and determined manner.  But it had happened anyway, and once she was a teenager, Lainey understood her place in their dystopian world.  Whereas many other children were tucked away in the communes that now comprised their deadened ecosphere, Lainey had been raised by her parents on the scientific hub.  This had afforded her both extravagances and disadvantages other children would never know.

Lainey had never known starvation, nor had she known true despair as others on the planet did now.  She’d been sheltered on their commune, safe from danger, with access to the electricity and education so many other humans craved.  She’d understood the equivalent of a high school senior by age twelve, a college graduate by fourteen, and enough to be bestowed a Ph.D. in theoretical physics, calculus, and mathematics by seventeen.  In her early twenties, Lainey realized she’d surpassed her father when she solved an equation in three days that he’d been trying to elucidate for years.  Lewis had looked upon her with such reverence as he held the solved equation in his hands, tears glistening in his eyes.

“The student has now become the teacher,” he’d said softly.  “You’ll save us all, Lainey.  I’m so proud of you.”

Elation had filled Lainey as she’d clutched her father in a strong hug, for her greatest wish was to please him.  Her father’s approval was the driving force of every decision in her life.

Even now, although Lewis had passed away over five years ago, Lainey ached to gratify him.  To achieve success with the time machine and travel back to 2035, to prevent her grandfather from detonating the atomic bombs that had set off the events resulting in the death and destruction of so many lives.

It was all she cared about; all she’d ever craved.

She would seek that outcome until her dying breath exited her lungs.

Rolling her eyes as she dressed, Lainey reminded herself not to be a drama queen.  Emotion had no place in the sphere of science and was wasted within the walls of their hub.  Donning a brown sweater, jeans, and sneakers, she rubbed some salve on her chapped lips and headed to the morning meeting with her staff.

They had a small crew at the compound.  Some were scientists, some were former soldiers and drifters. All had been extremely loyal to Lewis.  Now, they were unwavering in their devotion to Lainey.  Their support filled her with a quiet strength, and saving them helped drive her.  She longed to create a new thread of space-time for them all, where they didn’t have to live on the squalid hub, searching for answers every day.  They were her family, and she wanted so much for them to be happy.

As she entered the conference room, she observed the members of her team already situated at the long wooden table.  Zach, the coding genius and overall computer whiz, sat beside Claire, smiling politely as she talked his ear off.  Claire had purple hair atop her heart-shaped face, which made her look younger than twenty-nine.  She’d figured out how to combine lemon, beets and the dark violet flowers that grew on the outskirts of the nearby forest to dye her hair, and it was usually tinted some shade of indigo or red.  Lainey knew Zach had been in love with her since he’d come to the hub several years ago, but to her knowledge, he’d never acted on it.

This could be due to the fact Lainey had a strict “no dating” policy for her staff.  Their work was too important, and mouths were too hard to feed in their post-apocalyptic world.  Although Marie did a great job with the animals and garden, she had other responsibilities that required her time and labor.

At nearly eighty years old, Marie was the mother figure for the hub and seemed perfectly thrilled to have more people to care for every time a new member entered their ranks.  She had a never-ending stream of energy that Lainey envied.  Lainey had tried to get her to slow down, now that arthritis had overtaken her joints, but Marie wouldn’t hear of it and stayed active on the compound.  Tending the livestock, cultivating the garden, cooking and mending—nothing was off-limits to the kind woman who wanted to contribute to their success.

Lainey loved her dearly.

Cyrus stalked in and sat at the opposite head of the long table, as he always did in their meetings.  Clad in the ever-present black tactical gear that clung to his two-hundred-thirty-pound frame, his face was a mask of steely-eyed determination.  He’d always been as resolute to succeed in their mission as she.

Lainey gave him a nod, and his broad lips formed a faint smile under his brown eyes, their color almost the same as his skin.  He was like a brother to her, probably her closest confidant in her small world.  As head of security at the hub, his job was extremely important.  His two recruits, die-hard soldiers from the Old Rebellion whom Alora had met in her travels and Cyrus had vetted extensively, were now part of their team and helped Cyrus maintain their safety.

Sara and Luke breezed through the doorway, holding hands as they sat beside each other.  Even with Lainey’s best-laid intentions, the compound’s nurse and the kind man had fallen in love.  This was why Lainey instructed Sara to keep the infirmary stocked with condoms and had them on recurring order when Alora delivered their rations.  If anyone was going to shack up against her mandate, they’d better wear a damn condom.  Raising a child was one responsibility the hub just couldn’t afford.

“Good morning,” Lainey said, addressing her team from her standing position at the head of the table.  “As you all know, I revamped the equations yesterday, and Zach tested them.  Theoretically, they work.”

Zach gave an affirmative nod with his dirty-blond head.  “I ran them through the computer model, and they look good.  I think we can plug them into the Sphere and give it a go with an apple.”

The Sphere was Lainey’s masterpiece: the circular machine made of lasers and whirling metal bars that comprised her time machine.  It was her life’s purpose and a marvel of science and technology.  Oh, and it didn’t work at all.  Yet.

Pushing away her self-doubt, she nodded.  “Good.  Let’s go with the apple, and if that works, we’ll try one of the garden cats.”

“Or we could try one of the birds that always caw outside my window each morning,” Claire suggested, her expression pleading to Lainey not to put the felines in jeopardy.

“We can’t use anything that has the ability to fly, Claire, and you know it.  We’ll just have to get it right so we don’t harm Puss in Boots or Garfield,” she said, referring to the names Claire had bestowed upon the little beasts that chased the chickens behind the compound.

“Fine,” Claire said, crossing her arms over her ample breasts, covered by a t-shirt that read Heavy Metal is Dead.  Rust in Peace.  It had been one of Lainey’s mother’s favorite shirts, and Claire had thought the corny science joke so hilarious, Lainey had gifted it to her years ago.  Shoulders shrugged under Claire’s dyed shoulder-length hair.  “I just don’t want to be a cat murderer.”

“Let’s remember that the goal is to place a person in the machine.  Namely, Luke.  So, it’s in our best interests to make sure the Sphere transports everyone and everything correctly.  Are we clear?”

“Yes,” Claire said softly, her body language softening.  “I didn’t mean to—”

“It’s fine, sweetie,” Luke said, reaching across the table.  Claire joined her hand with his.  “We all have our roles here, and I’m honored to do my job when you all are ready.”

Cyrus had discovered Luke lying in a grassy field among several dead soldiers after a bloody battle with the Old Rebellion several years ago.  Luke was hours from death, and Cyrus had carried him back to the compound so Sara could attempt to save him.  Thankfully, she prevailed.  Luke’s injuries had left him with a severe limp and the inability to aim or shoot a gun effectively, due to tremors in both hands.  Lewis had allowed Luke to stay on one condition: He must be the first person sent through the Sphere once it was fully functional.

Luke had agreed, since he was already halfway in love with Sara, accepting that his future with her wasn’t guaranteed.  Volunteering to be the first subject for the Sphere was a choice fraught with uncertainty.  Lainey couldn’t guarantee the man wouldn’t perish, or that he would arrive safely to the designated time.

“Thank you, Luke.  You have the most important job of all of us.  The first person to successfully time travel.  It will be the greatest achievement of humankind.”

“You’re the genius, Lainey,” Luke said in his always affable way.  “I’m just here to eat Marie’s stew and watch you do science.  And to cherish my beautiful wife,” he added, winking at Sara.

Sara’s cheeks turned a delightful shade of red under her short auburn hair.  Pursing her lips, she sent him an air kiss.

“Okay, that’s enough PDA for today,” Lainey said, shooting them a lighthearted wink.  “Claire and Zach, meet me at the Sphere in fifteen minutes.”

The team dispersed, and Marie approached Lainey, her long white braid swishing across her back.  “You didn’t eat your breakfast, young lady,” the older woman chided.  “Here’s an egg sandwich for you.”

Lainey eyed the plate topped with a steaming sandwich that made her stomach grumble.  “I told you I wasn’t eating bread anymore, Marie.  The carbs migrate directly to my ass.”

“Oh, hush,” Marie said, waving the plate as Lainey’s mouth watered.  “I promised your dear father I’d take care of you, and you never eat.  Now, put this sandwich in that smart mouth, girl, or I’ll stand here all day.”

Lainey stared down, since the woman was several inches shorter than her five-foot, eight-inch frame.  “I’m guessing you’re not going to let this go.”

“Damn straight,” she said, her smile blinding, even though one of the bicuspids on her upper-right side had vanished long ago.  Somehow, the dark space between the teeth was endearing.

Scowling, Lainey picked up the sandwich and took a large bite.  Chewing, she regarded the beloved mother figure of the compound.  “Those chickens you keep out back make some damn good eggs.”  The words were slightly garbled, due to bits of food still in her mouth.

Marie chuckled and patted Lainey’s face with her wrinkled hand.  “They sure do.  I made the bread fresh this morning.”

“Thank you, Marie,” Lainey said, unable to even pretend to be mad at the loving woman.  “Did everyone else eat?”

Marie gave a firm nod.  “Today’s the day, Lainey.  I can feel it.  You’re going to finally get that hunk of metal to work.”

“I hope so,” Lainey said, stuffing the last of the sandwich in her mouth.

Marie circled around, empty plate in hand, and headed toward the door.  “I’ll come looking for you at lunch,” she called over her shoulder.  “You skip too many meals.  Not on my watch.  I promised your father, all those years ago...”

Her voice trailed off as she disappeared down the hallway.  Marie was known to conduct full-blown conversations with herself, so muttering about Lewis as she strode away was nothing new.

Wiping her hands together to rid them of crumbs, Lainey straightened her shoulders and steeled herself to test the Sphere—again.  All set for failure, she had to remind herself to remain unemotional for the team.  They needed her to be calm and sure.  That feat, at least, was something she could control.
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Several minutes later, Lainey wished Cyrus a good day and locked the menagerie of security devices that lined the entrance of the hub.  He and his two soldiers, Ivan and Steven, would spend the day doing surveillance and ensuring the war was far from their home.  Marie would unlock them in an hour, when she went outside to do the week’s laundry in the nearby river, but having the door secured always made Lainey feel safer somehow.

The hub was built a few feet into the ground for an extra level of security.  There was a large foyer inside the entrance, with a few scattered chairs.  Exiting the foyer, Lainey walked down the dimly lit hallway, past the conference room on her right, and then the kitchen.  Further down was Claire and Zach’s small office on the left, and the entrance to her father’s office next door.  The large kitchen opened to her right, and that ended their communal space.  The rest of the hallway was comprised of doors leading to their sleeping chambers.

The entrance to the Sphere room was completely hidden for good reason.  No one on Earth, besides the occupants of the Australian hub, knew they housed a time machine on their premises.  The lack of scientific understanding that now pervaded the world actually benefitted their intention to keep their efforts a secret.  People in their dystopian existence barely understood how to generate basic power, much less the workings of a complex scientific contraption.  Yet it was always good to be cautious, and Lewis had built the bunker in the hopes that if the compound was ever seized, the New Establishment would never find the Sphere.

Lainey closed the door labeled “Supply Closet” behind her as she walked through it.  A solitary bulb burned above her head, and she placed her palm flat against the wall.  The keypad illuminated under her hand before she typed in the code.  A green light blinked twice, then she placed the pad of her index finger against the clear plastic, allowing the scanner to record her fingerprint.

A clicking sound emanated in the confined space, and Lainey reached down, grabbing the small chain that appeared to be attached to a metal drain.  With a pull, the hatch door swung open, and she climbed down the ladder.  Fumbling for the switch against the rocky wall, she flipped it, causing several yellow bulbs to illuminate where they hung from the ceiling.

Claire and Zach descended the ladder, both of them heading to stand behind the console that controlled the Sphere.  Lainey stopped in front of her masterpiece, filled with a mixture of anxiety and resolve.  Pulling an apple from the pocket of her white lab coat, her hand clenched the fruit so tight it probably bruised.

“You guys ready?” she asked, turning to look at Claire and Zach.

“Equations locked and loaded, boss,” Zach said, his face lit by the glowing buttons of the console.

Bracing herself, she ascended the three wooden steps that led to the center of the Sphere and placed the red apple on the cedar stool in the middle of the large circular contraption.

Stepping back out, she absorbed the scene.  Three beams of metal, curved into perfect circles, were hinged together on opposite sides.  Lainey gave a nod to Zach, who pressed a button on the console.  The metal circles made a loud click and began to slowly rotate.  They whirled in differing directions, gaining speed as they swirled, creating a vortex with heightened gravity in the middle of the Sphere.

Hundreds of small lasers sat at each of the four corners of the structure, ready to be ignited.  Their light would be shot through small mirrors attached to each corner of the Sphere.  This would create constant, unending beams of light, causing the space inside the machine to bend.  A fuel rod, absconded by Lewis from an abandoned nuclear power plant decades ago, was attached to the base, the zircaloy sheath that encased the uranium preventing any radiation leakage.  The bending of time, the creation of extreme gravity, and a jolt of nuclear energy from the fuel rod would create a wormhole, allowing the object or person to travel through space-time to a desired destination and date.

Theoretically, that is.

Lainey gave another nod to Zach, and he pressed the button to ignite the lasers.

Claire came to stand at her side, eyes wide, still awed by the magnificent power the contraption held even though she was a trained scientist.

The sound grew louder as the Sphere gained traction, circular arms now almost indiscernible as they bled into each other with the speed of their movements.

Training her gaze on Zach, Lainey commanded, “Engage the fuel rod.”

Zach lifted the clear cover from the largest black button on the console.  With his index finger, he depressed the large orb.

Claire grabbed Lainey’s forearm, bracing herself with a wide stance as the rocky walls shook.  Unable to look away, Lainey watched a small black void appear from oblivion beside the apple.  The point of nothingness grew, ready to absorb the fruit and transport it to 2035.  And then, in the blink of an eye, it exploded.

“Shut it down!” Lainey yelled over the commotion from the Sphere.  “Now!”

Zach flipped the cover, pushed the large red button, and a loud screech sounded as the metal arms began to slow their rotation.  Depressing several other buttons, Zach called, “Shutdown mode commenced!”

Seconds seemed like hours as they waited for the machine to slow to a halt.  Tamping down her fury, Lainey wiped a chunk of apple off the white lab coat she always wore during their experiments.  Once the apparatus creaked to a stop, she muttered a soft curse.

“It’s okay, boss,” Claire said, placing a conciliatory hand on Lainey’s forearm.  “That one was better than last week.  The wormhole was stable for two point seven seconds.  We’re getting there.”

Lainey sighed and breathed a laugh.

“What?” Claire asked.

“You have apple all over your face.”

“Thought something felt strange,” Claire joked, wiping the pieces off with her green-nailed fingers.  She was a sucker for the homemade nail polish the vendors sold at the compounds and always asked Alora to bring her vials when possible.

“Goddammit,” Lainey said, lifting her hands to her temples.  Now was not the time for a migraine, but she felt one forming at the understanding she’d failed yet again.  Just freaking great.

“Let me and Zach analyze the data,” Claire said, her soothing now a full-on rubbing of Lainey’s upper arm.  “I’m sure we can make some tweaks to the equations and try again tomorrow.”

“Sounds good.”  Lainey massaged her temples.  “Bring it to me when you have it.”

“Will do.”

Angry at the now pounding splinters of pain in her head, Lainey pivoted and climbed out of the bunker to retreat to her office.  Once there, she sat at her desk and opened her laptop to inform Nelson of the debacle.

The ability to communicate with the director of the Australian scientific hub was quite a miracle, something Lewis had ensured during their hub’s formation.  Lewis had given instructions to build EMP-proof generators, cementing the hub’s ability to retain and use power. Then, every computer and laptop had been placed in a faraday cage.  The cage protected the electronics from the EMP detonation and allowed them to retain their functionality.

Although most of the world lost power after the EMP detonation, the four scientific hubs retained it.  Lainey always wondered if that would eventually make them a target, but so far, their hub had been left alone.  Alora, their courier and tactical surveyor, who was a master at getting intel out of drunk New Establishment soldiers at watering holes during her missions, always said the evil regime actually reveled in keeping the planet devoid of a power grid.  Having electricity allowed people to connect, and nothing was more detrimental to the regime than millions of angry people communicating about destroying them.  No, they preferred to keep the world dark and bereft of hope.

Shuddering, Lainey pushed away the desolate thoughts.  Logging on to the secure transmission app, she rang Nelson Longwood, the director of the Australian Isle’s scientific hub.

The scientist’s face appeared onscreen under his afro of dark hair, peppered with white hairs along the sides.  Wrinkles marred the brown skin of his forehead, most likely a result of years of furrowing while trying to figure out a particularly difficult equation.  He was in his mid-seventies now and had been close to her father.

“How’s it going, Little Brainy?” he asked, his tone affectionate and warm.

“Not so good, Nelson.  The apple exploded.”

“I’m sorry.”  He shook his head.  “The updated equations you sent me looked legit.”

“Yeah.  Well, there’s still something wrong somewhere.  I’m going to work on it today and have Zach run them through the models.  We have to figure it out at some point.  How’s everything going down there?”

“It’s going,” Nelson said, his expression turning pensive.  “So far, we’ve managed to stay unoccupied and unharmed.  At night, I hear explosions in the distance, so the war is getting closer.  It’s only a matter of time until our hub is seized.”

A cold jolt of apprehension ran down Lainey’s spine.  A few months ago, she’d learned that the New Establishment had seized the Indian and Asian scientific hubs.  Although Lainey was in communication with them, she hadn’t shared her work on time travel.  That was only shared with Nelson, and he was the one other person on the planet working in tandem with her to accomplish that goal.  He’d built a concomitant Sphere from the schematics Lewis had sent him and often tested his own equations as well as Lainey’s.  But their work was dangerous, for if the evil regime raided either of their hubs and figured out what they were attempting, they could force Lainey or Nelson to use the Sphere for their own nefarious purposes.  Lainey would sacrifice her own life before she let that happen.

“I was going to try the equations you sent me yesterday in our Sphere, but I’ll wait for now,” Nelson said, interrupting her thoughts.  “Send me the updates once you and Zach are done.  Lorna and I will do our best to rework them too.”

“How’s she doing?” Lainey asked.  Lorna was Nelson’s wife and a brilliant physicist in her own right.

“Good,” he said, white teeth glowing as he beamed.  “She still puts up with me for some reason.”

“Oh, you’re a teddy bear, Nelson,” Lainey said, winking.  “Give her a hug for me.”

“Will do,” he said.

As his smile faded and his features drew together, Lainey frowned.

“What is it, Nelson?”

The man sighed, running his hand over his face.  “If we’re raided, I can’t protect you.  I promised Lewis—”

“Cyrus and his team will protect me.  I have the utmost faith in them.”

Deep brown eyes scuttled back and forth on the screen as he seemed to struggle to speak.  “There are things I should’ve told you long ago, Little Brainy.  If I die before imparting those things to you, I’m not sure my soul will rest.”

Lainey’s eyebrows drew together, her heartbeat now a palpable thrum in her veins.  “What things?” she asked, her voice gravelly.

Nelson shook his head, gaze dropping to the desk below.  “We only wanted to keep you safe—”

“Hi, Lainey,” Lorna’s sweet voice interrupted from behind her husband.  Blue eyes and a brilliant smile came into view as she leaned over his shoulder and waved through the screen.  “How’s it going?”

“Fine,” was her terse reply, gaze cemented to Nelson’s.  “Your husband was about to tell me something of great importance.”

“Oh,” Lorna said, face contorting into confusion as she stared down at Nelson.  “Sorry to interrupt.”

“It was nothing,” he said, shaking his head, the tension gone from his shoulders as if it never existed.  “I’ve become dramatic in my old age, Lainey—something my wife here reminds me on a daily basis.”

“You missed your calling as a soap star, darling,” Lorna said, placing a peck on his forehead.  “If only we still had TV‚ you’d make us rich.”

“Quiet, woman,” he said, chuckling as he grinned.

Lainey watched their interplay, frustrated to have been interrupted in what seemed like a moment of such importance.  “Nelson, if you need to speak to me, it’s better we do it now.  If there’s one thing we know, it’s that tomorrow is never guaranteed in our world.”

“Wow, and I’m dramatic?” he asked, breathing a laugh.  “It’s nothing, Lainey.”  Standing, he placed his arm around Lorna’s shoulders.  “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have to go remind my wife who’s boss around here.  I’ll reach out to you tomorrow.  Good night.”

Lainey could barely say “goodbye” before he tapped the keyboard and ended the transmission.  Sitting in the dim office, she rubbed her upper arms as her busy brain recalled every word of their conversation.  Comprehending that Nelson had kept secrets from her, she felt a jolt of frustrated alarm.  Secrets didn’t further their cause but, more importantly, they were dangerous.  The Australian hub was the last free science hub besides her own and remained a symbol that the New Establishment hadn’t yet secured world domination.  If there was any information contrary to that knowledge, or if her people were in danger in any way, she deserved to know.  Lainey would protect her family at all costs.

Sitting back in the chair, she massaged her temples, sighing at the firm pressure.  Unfortunately, her mind wouldn’t be able to process anything until the pounding migraine abated.  Initiating the breathing exercises Sara had taught her, she navigated the path of trying to rid herself of the pain.
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Chapter 3
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Lainey began the next day frustrated and cranky.  She’d spent the rest of the previous day tweaking the equations with Claire and Zach.  Each small adjustment altered the power output of the lasers they used to bend space and generate the wormhole.  If they could determine the correct output, the Sphere would theoretically function flawlessly. After several hours, she’d given in to exhaustion and headed to the privacy of her room.  The migraine had softened to a dull hammer, and she’d eventually been able to fall asleep.

Finished with her shower, she padded to her dresser to dig out some clothes.  A chill ran down her spine, and her head snapped toward the window.  Squinting at the soft light that filtered through the white curtains, she listened, ears perked.

A sudden shift in the light outside the window caught her eye, and Lainey’s heart leaped into her throat.  Something was moving outside...outside her room.  Throwing on her worn jeans, t-shirt, and sneakers, she pulled open the bedroom door, only to find Cyrus standing on the other side.

“Something’s outside the hub,” she said to the man she trusted above all others.

He gave a curt nod.  “The men are armed.  Take this.”  Lainey swiped the gun from his outstretched hand.

“Marie...and Claire and Sara.  Cyrus, we have to protect them.”  Fear laced her tone.

His expression was stern yet calm, reassuring her as blood pounded through her shaking body.  “They have no idea what you’re doing here, Lainey.  To them, you’re just a boring scientist.  Just focus on reiterating that narrative and making them believe it.”

Inhaling a deep breath, she nodded.  Sliding the gun into the waistband at her lower back, she straightened her spine and looked him dead in the eye.  “Let’s go.”

He jerked his head in agreement, and they began the trek down the hallway.  They reached the front door of the hub, built from thick metal and protected by several locks.  Cyrus freed every bolt, one by one, each click making an ominous sound.  Once the latches were all unbound, Cyrus gave her a final glance.  Pulling the massive contraption, the door opened, and they ascended the few concrete stairs to ground level.

The first thing Lainey noticed was the smell.  One of body odor and sweat, pungent but not overly nauseating.  She counted approximately twenty men circling the hub’s entrance, each with a rifle slung over his shoulder, gripping the hilts as they observed her.  They all stood facing the man she assumed was the leader.

In the gloomy light of dawn, she observed his face, as Cyrus stood between them.  Craning her neck a bit, Lainey let her eyes roam.  A firm jaw, lined with several days’ stubble, led to a strong chin below a chiseled nose and deep-set eyes.  Gunmetal gray irises were glued to hers as he stood tall, seemingly unfazed by Cyrus’s presence.  Although the man’s build was thick with muscle and several inches over six feet tall, he was still dwarfed by Cyrus’s six-foot, six-inch frame.

Slowly, as if not to alarm them, the leader lifted his hand and plucked the toothpick he’d been lazily chewing from between his thick lips.  One corner of those lips curved, transforming the man’s face into something almost...seductive.

“Hello, Lainey,” he said, the gravel in his baritone shooting daggers of warning through her entire body.  Danger! her mind shouted, although she couldn’t be sure if the admonition stemmed from fear or the tiny pricks of awareness that rose in bumps on her skin.  Never had she been so sentient of a man’s presence.  He seemed to ooze an unidentified energy that encircled every vibrating cell in her body.

“I am Dr. Elaine Randolph, Director of the scientific hub of the Eastern American Isle.  We have declared neutrality in the war and have nothing of value to offer you.”

The man grunted a laugh and arched a dark eyebrow, the same color as the thick, shaggy hair that slightly covered the tips of his ears.  Although not long enough to pull into a tail, the man hadn’t seen a proper haircut in some time.

“We are more than aware of your neutrality, Dr. Randolph, and have no intention of violating it.  Although we hate the New Establishment bastards with a passion, we believe their lack of understanding regarding your compound is what’s kept
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