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Saron Bahl relaxed on her utilitarian bed and absently twirled the ring with her thumb and forefinger. It had become a habit soon after she’d purchased the symbol of her love. She was utterly oblivious to the fact that everything in her life was about to change.

Jasmine was off on her first mission, which Saron had also volunteered for, but the Ministry strictly forbade fusion partners from going on rare team missions. Sergeant Grimes had diplomatically reminded them of the rule—behind closed doors, of course. That hadn’t sat well with Saron because she knew this mission was critical and subsequently more dangerous than most routine assignments.

She and Jasmine had graduated from the academy in the same year, both jockeying for the top spot. Jasmine had inched her way ahead of Saron by one measly point, which had earned her the distinction of top of her class. Since it was the largest class in history, that was quite an honor.

Jasmine had wondered how they would juggle their new responsibilities as rookie Time Enforcers. Not that either was prone to break the rules, but they’d kept their love a secret, hoping to go on missions together. Unfortunately, Sergeant Grimes was a particularly observant leader and had made it clear that, while they could continue to keep their relationship secret, joint missions were never an option. That had thrown cold water on Saron’s plans.

She’d never met anyone more beautiful than Jasmine. It was love at first sight for Saron, and she’d bought the ring after only three vibradates. Of course, she kept that fact to herself, knowing Jasmine would deem her impulsive and completely ridiculous. But after four years, she was ready to make her argument for them to become legally bound fusion partners. They could do this. She was sure of it. So what if they went on separate missions. Love always prevailed. Didn’t it?

The buzzer to their assigned pod interrupted her train of thought. She quickly returned the ring to the titanium box and pushed the button for the hidden drawer. Glancing at the Dynamic Surface Display, she frowned when she saw Sergeant Grimes in her dress blues at the door.

“Come,” she announced before hopping from the bed to greet the imposing woman.

One look at her face and Saron knew.

Sergeant Grimes removed her hat and solemnly began, “Saron, I’m sorry. Jasmine...”
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Ten years later...

“The entire Sapphite culture is at risk unless we prevent impending changes to the timeline,” Captain Grimes announced. “The time blip turned bright red on our time map, and intelligence has confirmed that a group of rebels obtained access to time-travel technology. Mid-21st century. I know that isn’t anyone’s favorite time to travel back to because of the upheaval during that period with the resistance to the Age of Enlightenment, but I need someone to take this mission. The Sapphites are too important to our future civilization for us to ignore. Millions of humans will suffer if we don’t correct this at the point of origin. Unfortunately, we’re a bit short-staffed and cannot afford to send a team even though this type of assignment normally calls for one.”

“I thought our Time Enforcers captured the mercenaries many years ago. How the frak did that fringe group of Traditionalists get ahold of time-travel technology? I assume they’re behind the impending breach,” Officer Hernandez grumbled.

“Don’t you worry about that. It isn’t our concern. The Ministry of Time Politics is looking into it.”

“I’ll do it,” Officer Saron Bahl announced in her usual quiet confidence.

As one of the more seasoned Time Enforcers, the Ministry could always count on Saron to handle with maximum efficiency whatever mission they assigned her to or for which she volunteered. The fact that her direct familial ancestor was one of the founding members of the Sapphites made it even more fitting that she would be the one to volunteer for what was guaranteed to be a delicate mission. The mid-21st century was not a timeframe that any Time Enforcer eagerly agreed to visit.

Saron had a commanding presence on her worst day, but today, she appeared ready to take on the entire galaxy if needed. Many fellow Time Enforcers hoped to catch her eye, only for her to gently rebuff them. She was never cruel in her refusal to engage in divine connection with prospective bond initiators. Still, many felt the deep disappointment that their overtures had not been the key to unlocking the mystery behind her simmering sensuality, which all had recognized, yet none had managed to unleash. It was as if she were savoring her power, only to release it once she’d discovered “the one.”

None of them knew she’d found and lost “the one” ten years ago. Captain Grimes had honored her one request and allowed her the space to heal without sharing the reason. Grimes had granted the leave, and they’d never spoken of it again. When Saron returned to duty, all of her focus shifted to her various assignments, earning her a reputation for brutal efficiency.

“I had hoped you would be the one to volunteer for this critical assignment, Saron.” Captain Grimes offered a warm smile. “Of course, you are shrewd enough to recognize that your entire existence depends on this mission’s success.”

Saron nodded once. “That is accurate, but not the reason I believe I am the person for this job.” No additional explanation was forthcoming, but Captain Grimes understood all too well why Saron was volunteering for the mission. She only hoped this assignment would not result in her greatest fear. Losing Saron would be an incredible cost to the elite Time Travel Enforcement Unit. The mid-21st century was a dangerous time for women.

Captain Grimes watched with interest as Saron, appearing to sense someone focusing on her, turned her gaze onto Officer Graves. She narrowed her eyes at Officer Graves. He was a relatively new transfer into the elite Time Travel Enforcement Unit, and Captain Grimes didn’t have a good handle on his skills.

One thing she knew about Saron was that she didn’t appreciate anyone scrutinizing her. Unwelcome interest from women was one thing, but Saron had considerably less tolerance when the interest came from a man. She’d made it abundantly clear that even if she were in the market for a fusion partner, it would never be with a man.

†
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Before Saron created a scene, Captain Grimes hurried to close the meeting and distract Saron from any confrontation. She needed to brief Saron further on the mission, anyway.

“With that settled. Dismissed.” Captain Grimes rushed over to Saron. “Officer Bahl, a moment, please.”

Saron shifted her focus from Officer Graves. “Captain, what can I do for you?”

“I’d like to provide additional information about the mission that we’ve deemed highly classified.” From the corner of her eye, she noted that Officer Graves seemed to perk up and lean closer in an attempt to listen to their conversation. “This way to the Collaboration Nexus. I set the room up for a private conversation.”

“Of course.” With one last glare at Officer Graves, Saron followed Captain Grimes as they exited the Enforcement Strategy Nexus. The captain noted with interest the sudden appearance of Jude, the assistant to Minister Gabrielle Barnes, a high-ranking minister.

Jude approached, appearing overly deferential. “Beg your pardon, Captain. Minister Barnes suggested you might need administrative support in your infosync with Officer Bahl.”

Captain Grimes narrowed her eyes and took a moment to respond patiently, attempting to hide her annoyance. She made a mental note to follow up with Minister Barnes to ensure she had sent her assistant. It seemed unlikely she had, knowing the highly confidential nature of certain aspects of the mission.

“That won’t be necessary. I’ll be able to capture the data required to supply the Ministry with a knowledge synthesis report and will personally deliver it to her.”

Jude bowed his head. “As you wish, Captain.”

†
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Saron knew the rules. No advanced technology, lest it fall into the wrong hands. The only exception was the tiny devices for quick transport back to her time—one for herself and enough for ten Traditionalists. She assumed ten would be a sufficient number to complete her mission. The Ministry also allowed the standard-issue Universal Temporal Watch with numerous tools to make the mission easier.

She’d have to make do with the crude weaponry from the 21st century. Securing more of those primitive weapons would be the first task upon her arrival in that time frame. A small footprint was preferable, but if she had to take out an aggressor to preserve her primary target, she only hoped it would not drastically alter the timeline.

The Traditionalists were a pain in the ass, and they were smart. Whoever they sent to 2045 might whip up the far right to do their dirty work. “Your body, my choice” was a phrase that had endured. If they informed the early Traditionalists about the scientific breakthroughs on the horizon, where men were no longer needed for reproduction, unfettered violence against women would undoubtedly follow.

Perhaps the suspected cloak agent had already attempted to send the founding Traditionalists to the location of those early scientists, and that was the reason for the blip on the time map. In that case, Saron might have more assholes to deal with besides whichever future Heritage Warrior had been sent.

Thankfully, those pioneering Traditionalists were woefully inadequate. Unfortunately, neither the Heritage Warriors nor the original Traditionalists were known for their finesse. They’d take out more than the one she was sent to safeguard. She couldn’t worry about protecting all of them. Her focus had to be on Avery Simpson.

Saron shook her head as she geared up with the crude vest and antique sidearms. One in her boot and another strapped to her side. Grabbing a knife, she tucked it in her other boot.

She was only authorized to neutralize her opponents, but experience had taught her that sometimes that lofty notion wasn’t possible. Slipping the ModuPak over her shoulders, she was ready.

Gazing at the picture of the beautiful woman on the cellphone popular in that era, Saron wondered what she’d be like in person. The physical resemblance was uncanny, even in the grainy picture the Ministry had provided. Saron hadn’t really needed it; she saw that same face in her dreams nearly every night. Avery had a larger-than-life reputation for grit and determination. That was good. She would need it. It was time.

She stuffed the phone in one of her pockets and turned the dial on her Universal Temporal Watch. The Ministry of Time Politics had a version for every era. Hers resembled the old-style smartwatches. Not the worst design, she thought.

†
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Pushing the button, she prepared herself for her preferred setting of a five-second delay. This was the part she hated most but would never admit to. Traveling back in time created the worst motion sickness a person might ever experience. Even the veterans did not escape the effects on their bodies. The feeling was nearly instantaneous. The contents of Saron’s stomach promptly landed on the bed of pine needles in the forest where she’d appeared. She’d eaten before the journey because a dry heave was worse than simply giving in to the need to purge.

Looking up, Saron saw a flash of light. Shit. The intel had been off. Their Heritage Warrior was already here. At least she hoped it was a Heritage Warrior and not their more impulsive and brutal elite counterparts. The Heritage Warriors were savage enough to have to deal with.

The sun hadn’t even risen yet. Saron thought she had more time to track down Avery and get her to safety. It was time to improvise.

Another flash of light let Saron know she was in deep trouble. They had sent more than one Heritage Warrior. She’d have to get creative or regroup.

Taking off in a dead run, she headed to the first flash of light. There was no time to recover from the journey. Perhaps that would give her an edge. She might catch him before he had a chance to adjust to the new time.

†
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The burly man had his head between his knees, groaning. A fresh pile of vomit, still steaming, lay in front of him. He wobbled as his head popped up, and bleary red eyes found Saron’s steely gaze. Before he could say a word, Saron kicked with all her might. His head snapped back, and he toppled over, continuing to groan. Thank goodness for steel-toed boots, still used by construction workers in the 21st century.

“Hey, asshole. How many?” Saron asked.

The man spat out blood and a few teeth. “Frak you,” he growled.

“No thanks, you’re not my type.” With the knife in her hand, she pressed the tip against his groin. “Even without your penis, I wouldn’t be interested. Which, I might add, you’re about to lose unless I get an answer to my question. I’m not authorized to use enhanced interrogation, but I have a mission and will use whatever force is necessary to accomplish my goals. Besides, when dealing with the Traditionalists, I tend to make exceptions to the rule. Don’t think for one minute I won’t do it.” Saron was bluffing, but this man didn’t know that.

The man had the gall to reach for the phaser, a nasty invention that literally vaporized a person with one shot. The Traditionalists had no compunction against using modern weapons. It put the Time Enforcers at a disadvantage, but Time Enforcers were much better trained. While still keeping the knife pressed against his penis, Saron stomped on his hand.

Hearing the satisfying crunch, she shook her head and calmly uttered, “Unh uh. I wouldn’t do that if I were you.” Grabbing the phaser, she tossed it out of reach. “I’m losing my patience. I can send you back to our time with your junk intact, or...” She let the words dangle in the air.

The man spat at her, and a glob of blood and phlegm landed on her jacket. “Go to hell, dyke.”

A promise is a promise. The Ministry of Time Politics didn’t always like her tactics, but they occasionally looked the other way. They had a strict “no enhanced interrogation” rule, and some might consider what she was about to do a clear violation of that rule.

Time travel always made her a little grumpy for the first few minutes, so she reconsidered her bluff. Besides, he’d pissed her off by soiling her jacket with his disgusting spit. She hoped they would understand in this particular instance. She shrugged. Even if they didn’t, the worst that might happen would be another demotion. Oh well, she didn’t want to climb the ranks, anyway. Being a bureaucrat was not her idea of a good time.

In a lightning-quick move, Saron cleanly sliced through his pants, divesting him of his manhood, then slapped on a transport device that would send him to the main building in the Ministry of Time Politics. He’d be puking again and would be minus one essential body part, but he’d live. Let the Information Retrieval Agents in the Neuro Analysis Unit deal with him.

†
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Two more flashes of light caught her attention. Yup, she was in trouble. She needed to find the fledgling compound for the Sapphites before the Traditionalists found Avery.

Fortunately, Saron knew the compound’s coordinates. She prayed they did not. Hopefully, they hadn’t obtained vital information about the underground compound. It would be harder to locate if they didn’t know precisely how to enter. Saron did. However, she was a little fuzzy on the protective barrier they’d established to keep their enemies away. Saron didn’t relish getting her ass blown to bits as a result of tripping one of those wires. Nasty booby trap but quite effective.

Glancing at her Universal Temporal Watch, she sighed in relief, noting how close she was to the underground compound. Saron grabbed the phaser gun and stuffed it in her pants. That little death device could not land in the wrong hands. Although she hated the destructive tech and adhered to the rule not to bring one on the mission, she was secretly glad she had one now. Her opponents would not hesitate to use the weapon, nor would she, if it meant protecting Avery.

Cringing, she glanced at the bloody penis on the forest floor and debated whether a predator might gobble up the evidence. Deciding it was more prudent to turn the disgusting body part into a small pile of dust, she retrieved the phaser and aimed, sending a short burst of energy directly at the warrior’s vile appendage.
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Chapter Two
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Avery Simpson seemed to have a sixth sense of danger. Her closest friends, Gloria and Jordan, had learned to trust whatever special gift alerted her to peril. It had saved their bacon on more than one occasion.

A few days ago, the small group of women tasked with keeping their hidden compound stocked, had narrowly escaped a violent attack while on a normal supply run. The local authorities had been less than sympathetic but managed to detain the group of angry men. Avery had endured taunting from the locals before, but the unwelcome attention had never escalated to violence. She was used to having a target on her back, but the growing group of queer women who sought sanctuary with her were not.

Frowning, she looked up from her microscope and announced to her colleague, “Something feels off. I’m going to our surveillance monitors.”

“Do you want me to check it out instead?” Gloria asked. “Security is my expertise. I still can’t believe you roped me into coming into the lab this morning. Before the ass crack of dawn, I might add. Only for my best friend.”

“Sorry about that, but Jordan gets a little grumpy when I wake her before six. No, I need you to finish what you started with the incubators,” Avery answered.

What would I do without Gloria? Gloria preferred the high-tech security room she’d built practically from scratch, but she knew her way around Avery’s lab and was an early riser like Avery. She had to admit that, after tossing and turning all night, rising before dawn was a tad earlier than usual. A brainstorm had come to her in the middle of the night, though, and she’d felt an intense desire to follow that instinct.
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Scurrying to the room containing a wall of monitors covering every inch of the perimeter of their hidden compound, Avery caught movement in one and watched in fascination as an unknown woman cautiously stepped through the forest, occasionally squatting to poke around in the dense foliage. She stepped over the first trip wire. Her straight, nearly black hair framed a strong jawline and prominent cheekbones. The woman was a modern-day Amazon.

“What the hell?” Avery whispered.

Avery allowed herself to feel a couple of things at once—panic that someone was poking around and grudging respect for the stranger’s ability to find their traps. Movement in another monitor caught her attention as the woman turned her head toward the man approaching her. Avery held her breath as the Amazon quickly moved to a section of the forest, providing greater cover while adeptly avoiding their traps.

The man, who looked a bit like a grizzly bear, was not as delicate in his approach and tripped one of the wires. Avery grimaced when the explosion hit. Usually, the traps were not enough to kill someone, but they would give their enemies something to consider before attempting to cause the women harm.

The strange woman grinned and made her way quickly to the man. Avery couldn’t read lips, but she didn’t need that particular skill to understand that the interaction between the two was not polite or respectful. A strange weapon in the woman’s hand was pointed at his head. The man was surprisingly agile and rolled away while grabbing a similar weapon. Her movement was almost too fast for Avery to catch before a blast of bright light passed inches from her body, and her answering fire caused the man to vaporize before Avery’s eyes.

Wide-eyed, Avery exclaimed, “Holy shit.”

Avery didn’t need to be a lip reader to recognize the expletive from the woman who swiveled her head, looking for what, Avery had no clue.

Without thinking, Avery deactivated the traps and activated the mechanism to unlock the hatch for the underground tunnel. Hurrying to the ladder, she climbed quickly to the opening and pushed against the camouflaged door. She probably looked like a groundhog popping her head above the forest floor as she called out, “Over here, hurry.”

The woman squinted in her direction and yelled, “Get back down in that hole right now!”

The sureness in her voice and commanding presence had Avery following her orders as if she were a subordinate in the military, following an edict. Breathing heavily, she pulled the hatch shut and waited.

†
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Damn it all to hell. If the Traditionalists didn’t know the entrance to the hideout location before, they knew it now. By Saron’s count, there were three additional men on the hunt. Certainly, it was a long shot for her to simply remove this first wave of opposition. They would definitely send more until the Ministry, in collaboration with the World Council, finally took appropriate action against the Traditionalists’ colonies. The wheels of justice, when powered by diplomacy, took a bit longer than advisable in Saron’s humble opinion.

No, this had always been an extended mission. Things just got a lot more complicated, was all. The Sapphites would need to find a new location for their operations. Who was she kidding? That was always the plan, whether her superiors articulated it or not, because the Traditionalists had the technology to find their hideout. She wondered how this might affect the timeline. Would Avery stay on track with her medical breakthrough, securing the Sapphite revolution? If that movement fell apart, there was no telling how things would ultimately turn out.

Indecision had never been an issue for Saron, but she took a beat to consider her options. Sighing, she jogged to where she’d vaporized the second man, then quickly made her way through the gauntlet, avoiding the rest of the traps. If she were lucky, her opponents wouldn’t overcome the obstacles quite as well as Saron, buying her time.

Feeling around the soft moss, she located the handle and pulled. Coming face-to-face with Avery Simpson, Saron wasn’t prepared for her reaction. Avery was far more beautiful in real life. Those eyes were so familiar, yet slightly different. The warm, chocolate brown eyes stared at her with open curiosity. Of course, they were the same color and identical shape, but this woman was a stranger to Saron. She didn’t have time to categorize the other differences, which, from this fleeting glance, weren’t many. They could have been nearly identical twins. Saron shook her head, returning to one of her greatest assets—unparalleled focus.

Avery stood on one of the ladder rungs built into the solid wall of rock and clay, blinking in the dim light. “Who the hell are you?”

“Please tell me there’s another entrance,” Saron replied.

“Why?”

“Because we need to make this one inaccessible, and we don’t have much time to do it. May I?” Saron gestured to the open tunnel. “I’d really rather not have my ass vaporized.”

Avery began a slow descent, leaving enough room for Saron to start her journey into the hole after shutting the hatch. Saron met Avery’s inquisitive gaze as she reached the bottom. Good, she isn’t panicking. There was nothing worse than a hysterical woman.

“I’m afraid I didn’t do much research on explosives available during this time period. Any chance you have dynamite or something else to blow up this entrance?” Saron inquired.

Avery quirked an eyebrow. “We have explosives, yes, but I’m going to need a full explanation before we do anything so crazy as what you’re suggesting.”

“Look, I know you believe you’re protected with your little booby traps, but I’m telling you, the men sent to take you out have already regrouped, and they have no compunction against using technology to identify and eliminate those obstacles. You’re going to need to abandon this lab.” Saron knew she was being particularly harsh, but she’d lost any softness over the last ten years and couldn’t flip a switch no matter how much Avery threatened to unravel her emotions.

“Are you out of your mind? Do you have any idea how much is invested in my research? Not to mention a safe space for over twenty-five women. We’re not giving that up. Let them send their knuckle-dragging assholes. We are well-equipped to protect ourselves.” Avery glared at Saron and folded her arms across her chest.

So much like those in her lineage, Saron thought.

“I don’t think you comprehend the situation,” Saron patiently explained. “Those men are not of your time. They will possess advanced technology that is beyond comprehension. I don’t mean to be rude, but you are no match for them.” Saron flinched. That was rude, she recognized.

Avery’s eyes roamed up and down Saron’s body. “And little old you are a match?”

“Yes, I am,” Saron insisted. “I’m trained for these missions.”

“Figures. You have a military presence. Thanks, but no thanks. The military is not our friend. All they want is the ability to use our research for less than noble causes. I told General Thompson I have no intention of helping them create a super soldier. He probably thinks that sending one measly woman is going to change my mind, although ordering an attractive lesbian to convince me was a nice touch.”

Saron shook her head and muttered, “Figures they would give me incomplete details on the mission.”

“So, the general didn’t tell you about our previous interactions?” Avery smirked.

“Look, we don’t have time to squabble over this. I am not from the military. In fact, there isn’t really a military in my time. At least not in the sense that you are familiar with.”

Avery stared wide-eyed at Saron. “In my time?” she parroted. Her eyes moved to the phaser Saron had stuck in the band of her pants, and she pointed. “Was that thing responsible for what I saw?”

Something in Avery’s expression suggested she was struggling with what she’d seen. However, Saron didn’t know if it was because the weapon was so foreign to her or the fact that she’d witnessed Saron taking a life in self-defense. Frak. Saron supposed it wasn’t necessary to blend into the 21st century anymore. At least she wouldn’t need to depend on the primitive weapons of this time period.

Saron nodded. “I didn’t have a choice. We can get into the details later. I’m a Time Enforcer from the 26th century, and you are my mission. I’ve been sent to protect you. Avery Simpson, you are an extraordinary woman who will ultimately be responsible for saving the lives of millions. Failure is not an option. Now, can you help me rig up your explosives to block this entrance? They will keep sending men until you’re dead. Hopefully, that will give us enough time to escape and make other plans for you to continue your research.”

Avery hesitated for a beat before apparently making a decision. “This way. There’s a member of the group who is more suited for this task. She’ll know where to set the charges. What’s your name? It’s only fair I know the name of the person I’m trusting to lead into our sanctuary, especially since you know so much about me.”

“I am Saron, and I will protect you,” Saron declared, leaving no room for disagreement.

†
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Avery’s head was spinning after Saron provided a condensed explanation of her presence in the forest. The woman’s cool gray eyes, flecked with violet, seemed to stall for a fraction of a second the moment their eyes locked together. Avery had never seen such an unusual shade. Dark violet, like the famed Elizabeth Taylor, sure, but not the light, almost sparkling pale purple. Yet this was not the most astounding thing she’d witnessed today.

If she hadn’t seen with her own eyes how the man had vaporized into nothing but a pile of ash, she probably would have thought Saron suffered from some kind of mental illness. Honestly, she’d made a split-second decision to trust the woman the minute she popped open the hatch and called to her from the opening to their compound. Good thing Gloria had insisted on more than one entrance into the compound. It was their strategic protector, Gloria, who met them midway through the tunnel to the south entrance, breathing heavily.

“Three men are waving some device over the ground close to the south entrance. If I didn’t know better, I’d think they landed from that old Star Trek show.”

“Shit. We’re almost out of time,” Saron exclaimed as she scrutinized Gloria. Her eyes appeared to soften for such a brief time, Avery almost missed it, before they returned to the steely, disciplined focus of someone used to complicated situations requiring precise training.

“Gloria, help Saron blow up the south entrance enough to block that off from the rest of the compound,” Avery directed. “Hopefully, that will give us time to evacuate.”

“Evacuate? Why?” Gloria asked.

“It’s only a matter of time before they find the other entrances,” Saron explained. “And now that they know there are traps, they’ll be more cautious in their approach.”

Gloria nodded. “Come with me.”

†
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Avery’s life’s work was in the lab. She could not afford to lose any of it. She was on the cusp of the breakthrough needed to change the world. No more would women be beholden to men. Not only would she be able to create life without sperm, but that life would be stronger, more resilient to disease, and far more intelligent. The children of the future would be leaders and healers. The women would raise them in an environment of love and compassion.

While Gloria assisted the strange woman, Avery would pack her lab. Her gut told her the woman was correct. But where would they go? Avery sighed. That would be a dilemma for another day.

While packing a piece of very delicate equipment, Avery thought she heard the distinctive sound of gunfire from their security hub. Was the compound being attacked? Although she wanted desperately to close her eyes and pray this was some sort of nightmare she’d wake from any minute, she knew she had to make her way to where Gloria had taken Saron.

†
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Now that Saron had met Gloria, she realized her mission had already undergone a slight alteration. Self-preservation dictated that she now had two women to protect. The historical photos she’d studied, though taken from a distance, made the identification easy. Digital photography was in its relative infancy at this time. However, it seemed that both Gloria and Avery were overly camera-shy, and very few close-ups existed of these founding members of the Sapphites.

Gloria led Saron through the dank tunnel until they reached a large room filled with the 21st-century version of Dynamic Surface Displays. She slid into a chair and began punching keys on a panel. “Don’t let Avery know about this, but I think I have another way to buy us more time without blowing up the south entrance. She’s a bit more of a pacifist than I am. Those men aren’t some kind of indestructible robots, are they? I mean, they’re flesh and bone, right?”

“The first wave, yes. The Traditionalists prefer to get their hands dirty.” Saron shrugged. “Some macho thing, I think. Plus, they have trust issues. The latest weapons technology works for them.  Besides, I suspect the Traditionalists realize that robots are too easy to disable, even though I did not bring the tech necessary to make them inoperable. Fortunately, they don’t know that.”

“Right, then.” Gloria continued, letting her fingers fly over the touchpad with the strange symbols as Saron’s eyes shifted to the Dynamic Surface Displays.

Gloria’s ingenuity impressed Saron, although she did not entirely favor this option. This was another thing that hadn’t been shared in her inadequate infosync on the mission. Six automatic weapons attached to a solid metal platform slowly rose from the ground. It took a matter of seconds for the bullets to mow down the three men. A ghastly scene of blood and destruction remained. The weapons were primitive but effective. Saron regretted answering Gloria’s question about the vulnerabilities of these men.

“Let’s hope they only sent five men in the first wave. You did buy us time,” Saron reluctantly admitted. “It’s enough to evacuate. I’d estimate we have not more than twenty-four hours, probably less. You seem capable of protecting my flank while I collect their gear and vaporize the bodies. I trust your aim is good enough to avoid hitting me. I would prefer you not hit them either in the unlikely event there are still more men in the forest.”

The woman tilted her head and shrugged. “Only if you duck.”

†
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Saron began her trek to the entrance, retracing her steps and calling over her shoulder, “I guess I’ll need to take my chances.”

She climbed the ladder and pushed open the hatch. Moving quickly over the ground, hoping Gloria had deactivated the other traps, she came across the first body. It wasn’t a pretty sight. Sure, Saron had seen this level of violence before. After all, she was a Time Enforcer, and every time she had to travel to a more primitive and aggressive era, violence was a possibility. She never grew accustomed to it.

Saron lived in a more peaceful time and only occasionally succumbed to her darker side. There was a part of her that might never shed that angry young woman, no matter how hard she worked at it. That had certainly been in evidence by her earlier, impulsive actions. She hadn’t needed to mutilate the man, but he’d really pissed her off at a moment when her irritation was at its highest.

In general, Saron appreciated living in the Age of Enlightenment. Unless the Traditionalists were involved, everyone lived in harmony.

Fortunately, the rebel assaults on their peace and tranquility were decreasing every year, and some of the women in the settlements found their way to the outside world. Perhaps it was not the best decision to simply let them live unchecked in those remote settlements, but that decision was made much higher up the food chain. For frak’s sake, it wasn’t like they were the Amish of old, a protected, peace-loving culture.

Saron suspected it wouldn’t be long before the omni-tolerance philosophy lost favor, and they were forced to consider a more permanent solution to the Traditionalists’ unfettered autonomy.

Retrieving the future technology, Saron needed to hold it together enough to secure the tech in her ModuPak before aiming the phaser at the body and vaporizing it. The bullet-riddled bodies affected her more than she was willing to admit. They were human beings, too. She rushed to finish this grisly task. She stuffed her ModuPak to the brim with tech before returning to the entrance and finding her way to the security room.

Saron would need to remember to power down each phaser while they traveled to their new destination. Phasers in the ready state emitted a small energy signature that might be enough to track, and she couldn’t give the Traditionalists any advantage. The Ministry of Time Politics never thought the Traditionalists capable of obtaining time-travel technology. What else had they underestimated? Clearly, they had the latest weapons. Did they also have the latest tracking tech? And how had they gotten their hands on something the Ministry believed they had tightly regulated?
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Chapter Three
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“We always have a choice,” Avery exclaimed.

Gloria shook her head. “I love you like a sister, but no, we did not.”

Avery felt a wave of sadness. “That is the second time today I’ve heard those words. As if stating, ‘I didn’t have a choice,’ absolves you.”

“I’m sorry, Avery, but I cannot adopt your pacifist ways. Yes, I went behind your back and developed a little insurance.”

“That wasn’t insurance, Gloria. That was murder. You killed those men. Now, our time-traveling friend is methodically getting rid of the evidence.”

“Time-traveling?” Gloria questioned. “Hmm. I guess that makes sense. The strange weapons and other tech.” Gloria nodded as if everything made perfect sense, which it did not to Avery. “I just thought our separatist ways for the last few years maintained our isolation so much that we haven’t kept up with the new ways the human race has found to destroy one another. Haven’t you ever heard the phrase, ‘you can’t bring a knife to a gunfight?’ All the more reason for my solution to ensure our safety.”

“I won’t be party to any of this. My work is all about creating life for those who no longer have that option. Warnings are one thing. You promised no one would be seriously hurt, and you’d only set traps to discourage anyone from nosing around.”

Thunk. Avery turned her head to the sound. The imposing time traveler stood before them, her bloated backpack lying on the ground, a grim expression on her face.

“We can debate the ethics of the choices that Gloria and I have made, or we can continue to pack all that is needed for you to advance your work, Avery. Nothing else matters if you desire to help us evolve to a more peaceful existence. Unfortunately, I’ll need to bend a few more rules to achieve a successful mission. While I cannot allow these weapons,” Saron pointed to her bag, “to fall into the hands of men of this time, I won’t destroy something that may help me achieve my mission. It would not be prudent to leave evidence of the arrival of time travelers. I’ll do my best to return the men to our time to face the consequences versus reverting to their crude elimination methods.”

Gloria grinned. “Any chance you can teach me how to use one of those guns?”

Saron glared at Gloria. “No. I must insist that you refrain from using your automatic weapons again. How may I assist you with your packing?”
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