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Аннотация
The only way to stop nuclear devastation is to go back in time.
Emersyn Berg never considered herself anyone special. She has an unfufilling job, a draining relationship, and a mediocre life. 
But when her much-older self shows up in her world, warning of a nuclear-scarred wasteland unless they prevent a war, she finds herself thrown into a world of chaos. 
Now working with the military, Emersyn Berg must go forward in time and retrieve significant proof to convince those of her time that the threat is real, and ultimately stop the bombs from destroying her world. 
Can she survive the trip and save her world?


Joel Adrian
A SHATTERED FUTURE


Prologue

Mona ducked into one of the abandoned, destroyed buildings to her right. The roar of the bandit�s truck behind her kept her charging forward as fast as she could, despite being out of breath. The crack of gunfire rang out through the air, and the stray shots kicked up pieces of destroyed hardwood floor next to her feet.
She darted through what used to be a living room, a smashed television and overturned couch strewed about. She leaped over the couch and dove through an already-broken window, landing on a wrapping deck outside.
Her pursuers caught sight of her, and they parked the vehicle. More bullets smashed through the frail wall next to her, narrowly dodging her form. Doors shut behind her, and she knew she had to move. The four of them on foot with assault rifles meant she�d be no match with her measly revolver, half of the rounds already spent.
Running to the back of the deck and leaping off it, she hooked her hands into the chain-link fence and scaled it, vaulting her body over the top in one fluid motion. A rifle shot snapped the pole atop the fence a second after she�d been there.
Mona pushed on, exhausted, but she couldn�t stop. Not if she wanted to live, not if she wanted to fix this. She was climbing a hill now, chugging along as fast as her 49-year old body could carry her.
�There she is!� she heard one of the bandits call.
A mess of bullets hit the hill just as she reached the top. She rolled over the top of it and caught her balance, starting the jog down. Her military training had conditioned her, taught her how to persevere mentally when the body wouldn�t. But it was failing her now.
The ruins of what was once a playground lay strewn out in front of her. The poles of the swing set were unearthed, twisting and contorting this way and that. The slide had been smashed in two by a car that was slung from the road, now laying in burnt remnants 40 feet from the mess.
She turned back while slowing to a jog. The bandits, all wearing football or hockey masks, ascended the hill. It took them only a second to spot her and raise their weapons. She sprinted to the left, as fast as her aging legs would carry her, and ducked behind a large oak tree that was still standing.
The bullets chipped away at the oak but didn�t penetrate it. She wiped the sweat from her head onto her sleeve and pulled her revolver from its holster. She was two, maybe three blocks from her base. But the exhaustion had her in its clutches. She groaned and forced herself upright, pulling the hammer back on the gun.
She started again at a jog, keeping level with the tree to afford her as much cover as possible. Her knees were creaking with pain, but she fought through it. The semi-automatic blast of gunshots whizzing by urged her to zigzag towards a waist-high cement wall on the other side of the park.
Running as quickly as she could, she dove past the wall just as a rain of bullet chased her, all burying themselves deep into the cement. She popped her head and arm out, and took aim swiftly. She fired, hitting one of the bandits in the stomach. He collapsed with a groan, one of the others stopping to check on him.
The two others were hot on her trail. She crouch-walked as fast as she could, using the destroyed cars and debris as cover. As Mona turned to run down Aven Street, a shot clipped her in her right arm.
She cried out and turned, smashing into a burned building. The door, barely hanging on, collapsed with her. Raising her arm, she saw blood dripping off the side, but the bullet had just grazed her. Thank God, she thought. Turning, she rose to her feet and charged one of the doors in the back.
The burnt ruins of what looked like a jewelry store surrounded her. She vaulted over one of the burnt, smashed out cases, stray diamonds still lingering inside. As she pushed past the door leading to the back, she heard one of the raiders call to his friends. Damn it, they don�t stop.
The back was charred worse than the front. The walls were entirely black, and the floor was burnt to a crisp beneath her. She pushed forward, kicking open the door to the back alley, letting in the gray-brown light.
Mona jogged down the alley, fighting for every breath she took. She rounded a corner and started towards her base. She knew soon she�d have to lead the bandits away. The last thing she wanted was to lead them right to where her crew was.
The alley in front of her was strewn with half-burnt trash bags and two rotting corpses. She brought a hand up to shield her nose from the foul stench. The rustle of footsteps behind her alerted her that the bandits were right on her ass.
She stopped next to the pile of burnt garbage. There were at least 20 bags stacked together. She quickly dove into them, burying herself in what remained of the charred bags and garbage. Sticking a hand free and making sure her entire body was covered.
The stench was so foul Mona thought that for the first time in 30 years she might be sick. Clearing her mind, she tried to focus on the patter of footsteps approaching. She whispered a prayer that she hadn�t left any part of her body exposed and that the bandits were just as stupid as they looked and would saunter right by.
The footsteps slowed next to the trash. She could hear the muffled argument between the three remaining bandits. Two of them started back to the jewelry store, the other took off in the direction Mona had been running.
She held her breath and tried to not take in more of the refuse scent than she needed to. She stayed put for the next 15 minutes. When the bandits never returned, she deemed it safe and slowly eased herself out of the trash grave.
Sucking in deep breaths of fresh air, Mona looked around. The sky still had its sickly, brown-grey clouds swirling above. The same ones that haunted the air ever since the bombs dropped.
She stumbled free of the trash, stepping over one of the corpses. The spot she�d been concealed in now held a small pool of blood. Getting her bearings, Mona turned and started back towards her base, pistol out and eyes alert.
Mona reached her base without running into the raiders, though she did a thorough sweep up and down each bordering road to make sure they were gone. She didn�t want them to be a problem for Thompson and Lily.
The building couldn�t have been more ideal. It was the second floor of an old pizza shop. The first floor was destroyed and filled with debris, but supportive enough to keep the second floor above it from caving in. They always entered through the fire escape and knocked three times on the window to alert whoever was home that it was them.
Lily answered, pulling the creaky window to the side and letting Mona into the bathroom.
�Hey,� Lily said. �Damn, you get hit?�
Mona dropped down onto the ground and held her right arm over the sink. �Just a knick. Some gauze and I�ll be good.�
Lily turned, her long brown ponytail swinging behind her. She grabbed a medical kit from the top shelf in the otherwise-unused bathroom and pulled a roll of gauze out. Mona eased her sleeve up. The bullet wound wasn�t deep or long enough to require stitches. Lily rolled the gauze over it in a few layers, fastened it to itself, and smiled.
�All set,� she said.
Mona didn�t know how Lily stayed so optimistic, especially after the bombs fell. She always got on more with Thompson. Thompson had been a Corporal in the Army, and the two had served together on base.
Placing a hand on Mona�s shoulder, Lily led her into the tiny kitchen on the second floor. Without much to cook, the area had mostly been converted into storage. Pistol rounds and shotgun slugs decorated the counters and the table. A double-barreled shotgun sat on a rack for pots and pans.
�Since we�ve been eating canned beans every night, tonight I thought we�d try something different. I cut up the rabbit Tom caught, and I had a can of peas and corn. Thought I�d try my hand at a stew.�
Lily motioned to the oven. They�d cleared out the insides of it and made a makeshift stove with a log fire inside. The window adjacent to the stove was open, pushing out the smoke. Mona coughed but forced a smile. �Smells good.�
She always took it easy on Lily. The girl was upbeat, even after losing both her parents to the bombs. She kept the place up, cooked, and had nursing experience, which was enough for them. Tanner and Lily had always gotten along great, like a brother and sister. Mona�s heart sunk at the thought of Tanner, and how much he�d meant to her.
Stop it! She straightened her spine, and mentally tore herself apart for thinking of him again. It had been a week, it was time to move on. Thompson and Lily had.
In the room next to the kitchen, Thompson was working on fixing one of the beartraps he had. A wrench and a screwdriver were strewn across the wood table in front of him.
Thompson looked much older than his 39 years. He had a grizzled appearance, muscles defined under his tight green t-shirt. His beard was growing in, black splotched with patches of gray. He�d tried cutting the hair atop his head once it grew in, but he decided he didn�t have the patience for it.
He glanced up at Mona with his steel gray eyes and grunted. �Evening.�
She glanced at the sometimes-right clock on the wall. �From out there, it felt more like early morning, but� evening.�
He set the bear trap down and stood. �You got it?�
Mona reached back into her pocket and pulled out a small bag. �This is it. Just like Tanner and you told me.� She slipped before she realized it.
Thompson glanced up. It had been something of an unspoken rule between all of them to not speak about Tanner. He grabbed the bag and emptied it into the palm of his hand. The red gemstone fell out. He tossed the bag aside and raised it, looking it over. �That�s our Requiem gem all right.�
�You�ve got the activator?� Mona asked. She�d seen him use it a dozen times, and he�d even been teaching her how to program it, but she asked anyway. Her paranoia had been slipping through the closer they got to her mission.
He grunted and reached into a mess of mechanical parts piled behind him. He pulled the activator free. It was a small black box with a cord dangling out of it. Then he pulled out the Requiem case, which was a black fixture with a fitting just the size of the Requiem gem. He pulled the case into the cord and set the Requiem stone inside.
Thompson powered on the activator. A holographic display popped up. Blue text read off the status of the activator, and holographic prompts, keys, and dials below it allowed him to communicate with it. Fine military tech, Mona thought.
�Gonna take me a day or two to get her situated. So let�s just��
The crackle of gunfire stole their attention.
Thompson, Lily, and Mona all rushed to the open kitchen window. They glanced outside to see the three remaining bandits in their truck. The two that weren�t driving were aiming their assault rifles out the window, firing right at them.
�Get down!� Thompson shouted, tackling both Mona and Lily to the ground as a storm of bullets punctured the window.
Lily scurried towards the bathroom. �How�d they find us?�
Glancing down, Mona scowled and pounded a fist into the floor. �My fault. I was bleeding. Damn it!�
Thompson pulled a pistol from his ankle holster and started raising himself from the floor. He poked his head out above the window and fired two shots towards the bandits. They responded with more shots to the window, destroying the wall piece by piece.
�Mona, you gotta go, now!� Thompson roared over the gunfire. He slid the pistol to Lily and ran into the main room. �Come here!� he shouted, �watch me do this so you can get back!�
She turned and watched Lily take aim with the gun. She was a decent shot, but against three heavily-armed men, anyone would struggle.
Mona rushed to Thompson. He pointed to the keys and the dial. �You put in the GPS coordinates here. It shouldn�t be off if you do it right. The dial should always be kept at 75000, if you go higher, you�ll end up transitioning faster but you�ll be out for a day or so. 75000 and you�ll be up within minutes. Got it?�
She nodded as the gunfire rang out from the kitchen.
He pointed to the interface keys. �They never finished the menu, so a lot of it�s inoperable. But you can go forward and back. We never got to test the live teleportation function, but I wouldn�t go screwin� with it. Give a berth for the coordinates in case something goes awry, and always give yourself time to get there.
A cascade of bullets stabbed through the walls of the living room. Thompson ducked and pressed a key on the activator. A second later, and a faint clicking was heard under the gunfire.
�Stay here,� Thompson said. He grabbed an assault rifle he had behind the couch. He slapped a magazine into it. �I�ve got to get Lily away or we�ll be caught in it. Warn them, Mona.� He turned to face her. �You stop this war, no matter the cost.�
�Yes, sir.�
Mona watched Thompson reach Lily, and pull her into the bathroom. Mona turned and sucked in a deep breath as the clicking continued. She ducked down as more bullets broke through the wall, shattering their base apart.
She knew her entire world was about to be ripped apart. She could barely recall what she was like 20 years ago. Tanner had instructed them that whoever went, they needed to find their older selves, and leverage it as proof of the concept. Then they could warn the government, and with any shred of competency or luck, they�d be taken seriously.
Mona felt like puking her guts out.
The clicking stopped, and the world she was looking at started to fragment and fall away.

Chapter 1

Emersyn Berg was never one for confrontation. She realized this every day, and wished even more she could change it. But the courage, the desire never came. She pushed past the set of doors that led into her own personal hell, the Atriarch call center, and tried to force herself to appreciate the setting sun and being free of the shackle of her headset.
Her weekend plans were ruined again by her boss, which reminded her how much she hated herself for not saying �no.� He�d become so dependent on her to work the weekend shift that it was almost a running office joke. �Emersyn�s life is Atriarch,� her coworkers joked both behind her back and to her face.
It hurt. But she wouldn�t correct them, or her boss. She�d smile, maybe laugh along or agree, then go about her day just as she�d done for the last six years.
She walked toward her beat-up Chevy Beretta. The once-white car was graying from the dirt and wear, and rust had set it on the underside, creeping up onto the edges. She unlocked the car and tossed her black bag into the passenger seat. She slumped into the vehicle and turned her key in the ignition. After several sputters, the engine rang to life with a screech, begging to be serviced by a mechanic.
Just one more thing to add to the list, Emersyn thought. She had too much on her plate right now, her car was going to have to wait. She plugged her phone into the car adapter to breath more life into it and backed out of her parking spot.
Two female coworkers of hers, Anne and Whitney, were crossing to the other side of the parking lot as Emersyn shifted her car from reverse to drive. She let her car crawl towards them, imagining how much she�d like to run them over. They couldn�t be faker: between their gossip, their ploy to use their charm and innuendo to advance their careers, and their constant passive-aggressive comments at Emersyn, she�d had enough of them years ago.
The fact that they were succeeding, both up for promotion, made her hate them more.
Whitney started to pull Anne from the road once she noticed Emersyn pulling up, but Anne stopped her and flashed Emersyn a phony smile. She walked up to the side of her car.
Sighing, Emersyn stopped the car. She rolled the window down and looked at the pair of them, the scent of Anne�s strawberry perfume permeating from her skin.
�Emersyn!� Anne said with false enthusiasm. She rested a hand on the open window slot of the car. �How�s it going?�
�Not bad,� Emersyn replied. She kept her eyes on Anne�s hand. She couldn�t look her in the eyes, it was too intimidating. She wished the conversation over and done with as quickly as possible. �You?�
�Listen,� Anne said, her squeaky, over-excited voice grinding at Emersyn�s patience. �Whitney and I just realized we made arrangements to spend the day together on Sunday, but Gary has me scheduled to come in from 3 �till close. I�d do it, but Whitney�s babysitter isn�t free the rest of the week. Is there any way, any possible way, you could cover me?� Anne enlarged her eyes and pleaded with a begging smile.
Emersyn gripped the steering wheel tighter, and let her head fall back onto the headrest. There goes my entire weekend. �Sure thing.�
Anne squeaked in happiness and smiled. �You�re a life-saver, Emersyn! Thank you so much, you have no idea how much this means to us! We truly appreciate it!� She turned and exchanged a smile with Whitney.
The two left, carrying on to their cars.
Emersyn didn�t buy a second of Anne�s generosity. The two had thrown Emersyn under the bus at any opportunity to advance themselves. When she�d been up for a raise, she heard Whitney compare her to a new hire to their boss, Gary. The next day Whitney�s raise wasn�t anywhere near the expected $0.40, but a measly $0.07.
Emersyn pressed her foot to the pedal, now twice as pissed off at herself as she was 10 minutes ago when she walked out the door.
The drive home was long and lonely. Emersyn brought the radio to life for some company but couldn�t find anything she liked. The car was much too old to have an aux input, and the only things she could find over the air were preachers warning about judgment day, a country station playing songs from four decades ago, and a modern pop station belting out autotuned trash.
She settled on the pop station but turned the volume barely above audible. The traffic was backed up, as it always was on the streets at rush hour. She�d normally admire the dense urban setting and take in the people of the city from the safety of her car, but tonight was different. She was too upset with herself to think straight.
Fridays were the day everybody loved. Work was usually easy-going at Atriarch. Call volume wasn�t quite as high as it normally was, everyone was in a good mood, and if Gary felt generous, he let folks leave an hour or two early.
But while Emersyn had gone in ready for the weekend, a mere 9 hours later, she now had a full day of work tomorrow, and a half-day on Sunday. Then another 40-hour week after that.
She rested her head on her hand, staring at the back of the delivery truck in front of her. Things weren�t going her way lately. Stuck in the same role for 6 years, and she was still the office workhorse. You�ve got to learn to tell them no, she told herself. But it was so much easier said than done.
Emersyn hadn�t accomplished near as much as she�d liked to have done in her 29 years. Her career wasn�t successful, she had a one-bedroom apartment in a bad neighborhood, and a relationship that couldn�t be duller if it tried. She loved Ollie, but he never seemed to reciprocate the feeling beyond saying the words and going through the motions.
By the time she reached Blackwood Ave, she�d transitioned from kicking herself for her mistake to trying (and failing) to put the situation out of her head. It was a struggle, because the more she told herself to stop thinking about it and enjoy her evening, the more the anger came out at herself.
She looped around the block twice, searching for a parking spot on the street. She could feel her cheeks flushing red the more she looked. �Damn it!� she yelled, moving on to the next street a block away. She could feel every little aggravation chipping away and getting under her skin.
There was a lone spot at the end of the next street. She parked, locked her car, and started the trek back to her house. The streets in the neighborhood were all filled with houses converted into apartments, squished together and leaving very little room between them. They all sported different fading colors, many with poor repairs done to them and broken windows.
Hers was slightly better than the rest, but she still hated it. She made her way up the steps to the porch, then through the double set of doors, punching in the same 3-1-4-5 code she punched in every day to open the lock. The four floors of stairs took her to the front of her unit: apartment 406.
Once inside, she tossed her bag aside and collapsed on her stained brown couch. She groaned, needing to will herself up to make something to eat and force herself to enjoy the evening. She needed to enjoy every second of tonight because her weekend had mysteriously disappeared in a vanish of cowardice and fear.
There you go again, she told herself. She pressed her palms to her head and groaned. Stop with those thoughts!
Her stomach growled. She�d hardly eaten a lunch. But the thought of getting up, finding something to eat, preparing it� it was far too much work.
She grabbed the remote from the floor and turned her small, flat-screen television on. She flipped through the stations idly, looking for anything that would grab her attention. She skipped past local news, a horror film, a sitcom, and finally landed on one of the national news networks.
She despised this garbage, but there was nothing else on.
The female anchor was reporting that the Russian government was undergoing a radical change, as their new Prime Minister promised them a revolution in how the country was run and how it negotiated with the other nations of the world.
The anchor asked her guest what this meant for the USA, and the guest speculated that there wouldn�t be any immediate danger or threat, but in the long-term, nothing good was going to come from the Prime Minister�s promise of change.
Sick of the news already, Emersyn stood with a groan and turned towards her kitchen area. It was just a stove and mini-fridge in the corner of the living room. She walked towards the fridge, stepping over the piles of clothes and trash she�d let accumulate. She knew she should clean it, but decided that since she�d already stood to cook, that cleaning could wait.
She ate her mediocre dinner of instant noodles and had a cinnamon bun for dessert. The sticky, sweet taste of the cinnamon bun was incredible, and for a moment it made her feel satisfied. She was able to push the worry from her mind.
Then it came back.
The whirlwind of anger at herself stormed her mind. Yes, Gary, I�ll work a half day tomorrow, so you don�t have to ask someone else. Yes, Anne, I�ll cover your shift because you want to spend the day shopping. Yes, yes, yes. She groaned.
Her cell phone buzzed in her pocket, and she pulled it out, welcoming the distraction. �Ollie� popped up on the screen. She bit her lip, debating as to whether she was going to answer or not.
She slid the answer button over and held the phone to her ear. �Hey.�
She heard him breathing heavily into the phone for several seconds. �Sweetie. Mind if we go on a date tonight?�
She glanced at the empty cinnamon bun wrapper in her hand. �Sorry, I just ate. Do you have anything else you�d want to do?� she asked, hoping for some spontaneous activity to jolt his mind and they could break up the monotony of a date night every Friday.
�Nope,� he replied. She heard him cough, but he didn�t say anything else.
�What are you going to be doing tonight?� she finally asked.
�Playing some Legendary Warriors 7.�
She could hear him clacking on a keyboard in the background. Whenever Ollie wasn�t at her place, or on a date with her, he was in front of his computer playing a game. She didn�t understand how he dumped hours a day into it, but it was the one thing he was passionate about. He spent as much time on the game as she wished he spent with her.
�Ollie, I have to� go shower. I took extra shifts this weekend.�
�K. Do you love me?� he asked, just as he always did. He needed constant reassurment she loved him, like a box he could check.
�You know I do,� she said. �I�ll talk to you tomorrow after my shift. I�ll text you.�
�K. Bye.�
The line went dead, and Emersyn was alone again.
She tossed the wrapper into the overflowing garbage can and sighed. She hadn�t lied to Ollie�the one thing she�d been craving after work was a nice, long, hot shower. Hell, she might splurge and make it a bath. She hadn�t had one of those in at least a decade.
Emersyn took her white dress shirt off, unbuttoning it and tossing it to the floor. Being in just her black tank top and slacks felt good�the dress shirts always got hot this time of year.
She made her way into the bathroom. Though not as messy as the living room, it certainly stood for improvement. She reached over and cranked the hot water handle to the max, throwing her head back and yawning. A long bath and a nice, welcoming sleep would make for the best evening she could muster. Maybe she�d even get out in time to catch the final episode of Hospitalized, her favorite medical drama.
Turning to grab a new bar of soap from the counter, she caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror. She didn�t care much for what she saw and turned away quickly. Her round face and sullen brown eyes weren�t pleasing to anybody. She�d wished more times than she could count to be gifted a new appearance. This skin wasn�t comfortable for her.
The soap was clean-scented and fresh. She was excited to scrub the taint of the day off her. It�d make her feel like she was finally free of the choices she�d made (or so she hoped.) All she could do now was enjoy her evening.
Damn it, she thought, there you go again.
A loud bang at the door caused her to drop the soap in the rising bath water. She turned down and pulled her phone from her pocket. 7:12 P.M. Who the hell would be at her door at this time? The few friends she had were in this time on a Friday night, and they�d certainly text or call before they just showed up. Spontaneity was aberrant among them.
Two more loud raps on the door. Whoever it was, they were making it sound urgent. I just can�t catch a break.
She groaned and stood. Not wanting to go through the hassle of buttoning up the dress shirt, she snagged a gray long-sleeved shirt from the ground and carelessly threw it over her head and shoulders.
Peering through the peephole, she saw a buff, older black man with a crew cut wearing army fatigues. The sight almost made her laugh: what in God�s name would someone from the military be doing at her door? She couldn�t be less important.
She clicked the deadbolt lock free and opened the door.
The soldier stared at her, eyes tracing her up and down. She immediately felt judged, her own eyes going to the ground.
�Emersyn Berg?� the soldier asked, his voice loud and direct.
�Y-yes,� she managed, wanting to close the door and retreat to the safety of her apartment.
The soldier sucked in a deep breath and seemed to relax. �I�m Sergeant Major Bravon Pearson with the US Army. There�s been a development, a situation that requires your presence. It�s of the utmost national security. I can�t say much else here, but I need you to quickly pack a bag and come with me. I have a car outside.�
Emersyn studied Bravon as he spoke. Once he finished, she raised her head and laughed like a mad woman.
Bravon narrowed his gaze. �I can assure you this is no laughing matter, young lady.�
Emersyn kept laughing. Somehow, this soldier showing up at the end of one of the most stressful days she�d had claiming to be with the army and telling her she was to come with him put her over the edge. �Oh, that�s great. I�m that important, am I?� Her guard lowered. She turned and walked back into the apartment. �I�ve got to give it to Ollie, I didn�t expect this from him.�
She decided to forgive Ollie. This prank was far more spontaneous than anything he�d ever done in the past.
Bravon stepped into the apartment, looking around with his laser-focused gaze. �You are Emersyn Berg, 29, work at Atriarch Communications, yes?�
�What, did he have to give you my entire profile?�
The man pulled a neatly-folded paper from his pocket and opened it. �Let�s see. Community college dropout, used to live in Columbus, now in Akron. Your mother died when you were 12, looks like��
�I never told anyone that,� she said, interrupting him. Suddenly her calm, relaxed, laughing demeanor turned rigid and stiff. What the hell was going on?
�US Government has a record of damn-near everything, Ms. Berg. Now, are you willing to take me a bit more seriously?� He reached up and scratched his graying mustache. �This is urgent. We need you to comply. I can�t say more.�
She studied the clothes on the ground. �You want me to drop everything, a-and leave?� Even the concept she couldn�t comprehend. �I-I can�t. I work tomorrow. I have a boyfriend, I can�t just� go.�
Sergeant Bravon re-folded the document and tucked it away. He crossed his hands in front of him. �I understand the concern. I can assure you this: we won�t be gone too long, and you�ll be fully excused from any absence of work. Your boyfriend will have to understand this goes beyond your relationship. This is a US Government matter now.�
�I-I need to� to sit.� She turned and sat on the edge of her bed. Her world was spinning, suddenly dizziness had taken her like a punch to the head. She was needed by the government? There was a Sergeant Major in her bedroom? Somehow, they both felt like absurd exclamation marks to the taxing day she�d had so far.
�If I say no?� she asked.
Bravon shook his head. �Asking is a formality, Ms. Berg. I�d rather not go there, and I know you wouldn�t either. Let�s both save ourselves some trouble and get this done professionally.�
She stood and started packing a small bag of clothes, toiletries, and anything else important she could find. It felt dissociative, she knew she was packing but she didn�t feel like the one doing it. It was like she was observing, watching, but not in control. Bravon helped hand her clothes, and the bag was full and ready to go a few minutes later.
She pulled her phone out and quickly texted Ollie that something had come up and she was leaving town for the weekend. She had no idea when she�d be back, but she wanted someone to know where she was. As soon as she slid the phone back into her pocket and started towards the door with Bravon, reality hit her in the face.
There wasn�t going to be a half-shift tomorrow, and a full shift after that. She didn�t have to worry about Ollie�s monotonous date planning. She was being whisked away by the US Army.
Her heart pounded out of her chest as Bravon stepped aside and motioned her through the door. She kept her eyes low as she passed through it, fear pounding the walls of her mind.
The one thing she hated more than monotony was the unknown.

Chapter 2

The vehicle was a large, black SUV with tinted windows. Emersyn climbed into the backseat, and Bravon took the one directly in front of her. The driver was an aging man in his 50�s wearing a suit and a pair of large black sunglasses.
�All set?� the driver asked.
�Yes,� Bravon replied, pulling his door shut. �Let�s get to Fort Ashen.�
Fort Ashen? She didn�t know much about the army, but Fort Ashen was in Georgia. So not only was she going out of town, she was crossing state lines and heading south. She�d never even left the state of Ohio before.
Emersyn tried to quell her straining breaths. Her entire world had been flipped upside down, her mind was working overtime trying to process what had happened so far, and what was still to come.
She saw Bravon eye her in the mirror. �Ms. Berg, you don�t look so great.� He reached into the glove box and pulled a small bottle out. Turning to her, he offered a pill he�d produced.
She grabbed it, and he also offered a bottle of water, which she gladly took as well. �W-whats��
�It�s not going to hurt you,� he interrupted. �It�s a relaxation pill. Put you to sleep for the drive. Relieve some of that tension.�
Her anxiety was pounding knots into her stomach, and she decided to take Bravon at his word. She shoved the small, white pill into her mouth and downed a gulp of water. She screwed the cap back on and let the bottle slide onto the seat next to her, turning and looking out the window.
Dusk had fully set in as they departed Blackwood Ave. Only the orange-yellow light tugging at the edges of the horizon bled through the cracks in the buildings. Bravon and the driver were silent as they transitioned from street to street, eventually merging onto the highway.
She could feel the pill hit her quickly. Her eyelids struggled to stay open. The will to ask Bravon the questions forming in her cloudy mind drained itself. She leaned her head against the window and watched. Her world dissolved, and seconds later she was out.
Waking up was difficult. She groaned and leaned back, her eyes struggling to open and take in the light. The smell of bacon and eggs filled her nostrils and helped nudge her awake. Her stomach roared, she hadn�t eaten since last night.
Emersyn groggily glanced around. She was still in the SUV, Bravon was there, the driver was there, and she was being transported to a military base. Damn, she thought. Her fear and anxiety wasted no time, churning butterflies in her stomach.
Bravon turned around and held up a crinkled white bag. �You slept all night. We stopped for breakfast, got you a sandwich.�
She snatched the bag, glancing out the window. They were on a long stretch of highway, no twists or turns in sight. The sun was peeking over the horizon, giving dawn to a new day.
Her hand fished the sandwich out of the bag and freed it from the wrapper. She took two large bites, eager to devour her breakfast.
�Easy there,� Bravon said, something resembling a smile tugging at the edge of his mouth. �No rush.�
She finished her sandwich, staring at the cars they passed. She still wasn�t sure what they wanted with her. She was a good citizen, worked, never broke the law or hurt anyone. The way Bravon spoke made her feel like she was a most-wanted suspect or a terrorist. Emersyn searched the depths of her mind, going all the way back to her childhood, trying to recall any reason the government or army would want anything to do with her. Nothing came to her.
Emersyn realized she didn�t know much about her father�s life. He�d left her and her mother when she was 5, and only called occasionally. The two talked once or twice a year now, but even then it felt forced. Maybe he was wrapped up in something that caused this.
She crinkled the wrapper of the sandwich back up in her hands and tossed it into the bag. �So, when do I get to know� anything?�
�Soon. But you�re going to have to sign a whole bunch of forms, make sure you realize how serious this is.� Bravon picked up his cell phone and touched one of the icons on the screen.
Emersyn felt her heart drop. Were they going to lock her away in some camp or prison? He�d said serious, that had to indicate she�d done something wrong, didn�t it? �Can you at least tell me� am I in trouble? Did I break a law?�
Bravon eyed her in the mirror, exhaling. �I can�t tell you anything. Just be patient.�
She leaned back, defeated. That was the furthest she�d pressed anyone in a long time, and it took being forced from her home and put into a car with a Sergeant to do it. She might have laughed at herself if she didn�t feel so afraid.
Her cell phone vibrated. She pulled it from her pocket and opened the notification panel. It read: �1 New Text From: Ollie.�
Swiping the notification, she opened the text and read it over. It said: �Why the hell did u leave? What are u talking about? Plz call me.�
Emersyn bit her lip. She couldn�t place a call, not now. But she also knew she�d likely be less permitted to call from Fort Ashen. She�d be surprised if they didn�t confiscate her phone. Bravon probably didn�t realize she still had it.
She texted Ollie a quick message telling him she�d contact him as soon as possible but it was a matter of security and tucked her phone back into her pocket.
The trip was wearing long on her. She was anxious, restless, and needed to get some air. Her leg was pumping a thousand miles an hour. She ran a hand through her hair. Never took that bath, she remembered.
Tell me we�ll be there soon.
The rest of the car ride was quiet and long. She�d resorted to draining the rest of her cell phone battery playing a muted game, and when it was near-dead she turned it off to preserve 10% in case she needed to contact someone.
After a few more hours, they finally came upon the base. A sign out front welcomed them to Fort Ashen. Inside, there was a massive sprawl of military buildings, and in the distance, she heard guns being fired. Soldiers followed their drill instructor in a jog next to the side of the road. Others were in a spot doing push-ups, and another group was running through a large, expansive obstacle course.
This is the real deal, she thought.
Emersyn didn�t know much about the military or have much interest in it, but she recalled Ricky Garfield from High School had enlisted and often posted on social media about the army. That had been 10 years ago, but she saw his personality change, even in his online persona. He lost his immature sense of humor and became a much more serious, focused person. He�d served 8 years, then transitioned to a recruiter role.
She glanced around at all the young recruits, their hair cut short and their faces trying to hide the intimidation. She knew she would never survive inside a world like this: being broken down by a drill instructor, shouted at, insulted. She�d end up going mad.
The SUV pulled up to a small office and stopped. Outside, two soldiers were talking. The door to the office opened and a portly older man with gray hair stepped out. He was dressed in a suit one size too small and carried a briefcase in his hand. He stepped down the two steps on the deck and seemed to be out of breath.
�Wait here,� Bravon said as he stepped out of the SUV, closing the door behind him.
Emersyn watched with full attention. The Sergeant walked over to the man in the suit, and the two talked back and forth for a moment. Bravon turned and walked back to the SUV.
Her heart rate tripled as he opened her door. He motioned for her to step out.
She turned and grabbed her bag with a shaking hand, trying to ground herself and suppress her anxiety.
�Good luck,� the driver said, not turning his head.
Emersyn stepped out, the hot Atlanta heat immediately beating down on her. She brought a hand up and pushed her unkempt hair from her face, glancing around. Another group of soldiers jogged by, a drill instructor at their side swearing and shouting at them.
�This way, Ms. Berg.� Bravon turned and led both her and the man in the suit into the small office.
Inside, the air conditioning thrust relief upon her. She�d only been outside for a minute, but even that was enough for her.
The man in the suit pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and dabbed at the beads of sweat lining his forehead. He wheezed, trying to catch his breath.
The office was small. There was a desk that held a computer and a phone, a circular meeting table with plastic chairs around it, a couch, and an old, standard-definition TV in the corner. It was a cramped building, one of the two windows occupied by the air conditioning unit.
Emersyn didn�t consider herself claustrophobic, but with even just the three of them here, the room felt constricting.
�Take a seat,� Bravon said, pulling a chair back at the table. Emersyn and the man in the suit all sat.
She tapped an index finger on the light brown wood, her gaze down but eyes darting from Bravon to the man in the suit, waiting for one of them to tell her what this is all about. She tried to purge the worst-case scenario from her mind, but it kept tugging at her.
�Okay, let�s get started,� Bravon said, setting his hands on the table. He traded a concerned glance with the man in the suit and nodded. �This is Wayne Baron. He�s our resident scientist.�
�Hello,� he said, offering a warm smile.
�Hi,� Emersyn said quietly, eyes glued to the table.
�We brought you here today because you�ve been unwillingly thrust into one of the greatest discoveries of our time.� He stood and walked to the desk. He opened one of the cabinets, and was back at the table a second later, holding a folder. He placed the folder down and pulled a pen from his pocket. He slid both to Emersyn. �But before I can tell you what it is, I need you to sign these.
�They�re legal documents. Feel free to sort through the mumbo-jumbo yourself, but they all say that what we�re going to discuss doesn�t leave this base. You can�t tell your friends, family, anybody. Do I make myself clear?� He stared right at her.
�Yes,� she said without raising her eyes. She opened the folder.
Inside were at least two dozen pages of small-print words, throwing around non-disclosures and legal ramifications. There were four pages that she had to initial and sign. She knew from asking the Sergeant previously that if she refused, things would just get worse for her. As much as she�d like to, she couldn�t rebel now.
She swallowed hard and, despite her shaking hand, signed her name on all the pages. She dropped the pen on the paper, closed the folder, and slid it back towards the Sergeant.
The fear was dragging Emersyn down now. She clutched her eyes shut. �Now, can you finally tell me what�s going on please?�
�Child, are you� open to change?� Wayne Baron asked. He had a heavy southern accent that contrasted with his high-pitched voice. His hand clutched the edge of the table.
Emersyn opened her eyes, tilting her head a bit.
She could see Wayne knew she was confused. He cleared his throat and extended his arm. �There are things we thought we knew, things we�ve taught your generation and many generations before that we� well, we just discovered might not be true.�
She half-shook her head, eyes narrowing. �What do you mean?�
Wayne shifted his position, turning to face her with his entire body. �We�ve encountered something myself and my team can�t explain. I was brought in with 6 others. Physicists, other scientists, you name it.� He stopped for a moment as if carefully considering his next words. �It appears all we knew of time has been flipped 180 degrees.�
Bravon stood and moved to his desk, picking up the landline phone. He punched in a number on the keypad and turned towards the two while he waited. �Yeah, I�m in my office. Bring her over. And watch her, I�m serious.� He dropped the phone back into the receiver and folded his arms. �She�s coming.�
�Who�s coming?� Emersyn asked, looking up. The vague answer Wayne Baron gave her wasn�t putting her at ease, and now someone was on their way. She looked at Bravon, panicking. �You�ve got to tell me. I signed your form. Please.�
He walked slowly towards the table. �Trust me, for something like this, it�s better that you see it first. I needed to. That�s why we came and found you.�
She groaned. Everyone was talking in riddles, it was like they were under their own legal bindings to use vague words and indefinite answers. Glancing down, she focused on the table again, trying to calm herself. �I feel like I�m going to be sick,� she said under her breath.
�It�s okay, child.� Wayne reached over and put a meaty hand on hers. �Just remember, we�re all in this together. This has thrown all of us for a loop.�
Emersyn jerked her head up. �But I don�t even know what you�re��
There were two loud bangs on the door. She jerked to the side, eyes snapping over to it. The knocks were loud and bold, like the ones Bravon Pearson had used on her own door. They had an authority about them.
Bravon spared her a concerning glance, and turned, heading for the door.
Emersyn watched, fingers digging into the edge of the table. Her palms were slick with sweat, and she felt dizziness overcome her. The door handle turned and in stepped two individuals.
One was another soldier. He had his gun drawn and at his side. In his free hand, he was escorting a prisoner. It was an older woman, bound at the wrists and ankles with chains. She had graying black hair tied into a ponytail and dark brown eyes. There was a scar running across the bridge of her nose, and the edges of her eyes were speckled with crow�s feet.
As Emersyn studied her face, an uneasy feeling punched her in the gut. She felt like the curtain was being pulled back slowly.
The woman looked like her, but much older.
�That�s�� She couldn�t speak, she was at a loss for words.
�Impossible?� Wayne Baron asked, shifting to arc his head towards the older woman. He rested a hand on his protruding gut and studied her for a moment. Emersyn could see the fascination in his eyes. �That�s what we thought, too. In fact,� he said, turning to look back her way, �we were sure of it up until the moment you answered the door for Sergeant Major Bravon here.�
Emersyn couldn�t speak. She stared at the older woman, transfixed by her. That�s� me? The face was worn, but the same. The eyes were the same. Even the hair. That was Emersyn. But it couldn�t be, because she was Emersyn, wasn�t she?
I�ve lost my mind.
She buried her face in her hands and gave up trying to figure it out. The last 24 hours had been so stressful for her she�d no doubt lost her mind and succumbed to some form of hallucination. Bravon wasn�t real, Wayne wasn�t real, and the other her certainly wasn�t real.
Sergeant Bravon Pearson leaned against his desk, watching Emersyn. �I know it�s a shock, but she�s you. We ran her DNA against yours. We utilized the government�s biggest database. This isn�t a mistake, this isn�t a joke. This woman is you.�
Emersyn watched older self through her fingers, keeping her face shielded. The world was playing a cruel trick on her, and she wouldn�t give in.
Turning to Bravon, Wayne shrugged. �Maybe it�s best if we, ah, leave �em alone?�
Bravon turned away. �I don�t think that�s a good idea. We don�t know how dangerous she is.�
�So we leave the guard. Whaddaya say?� Wayne stood with a massive sigh. �Come on, we sure as hell ain�t convincing her.�
Bravon sighed and motioned to the guard. �You stay here. We�ll be outside. Anything happens, anything, and you do what needs to be done.
�Aye, sir.�
�We�ll be just outside. Give her a chance. She managed to convince the Command Sergeant Major, and that�s no easy task.� Bravon opened the door for Wayne. He pointed at the older Emersyn. �And you� tell her what you told us. This is what you asked for, anyways.�
The door shut behind him, and the two were left alone.
Emersyn studied the other her, trying to make sense of how this was possible. The situation felt achingly wrong. Not only did she have to believe the woman in front of her was, in fact, her, but now she had some sort of message she�d brought with her?
The older Emersyn pulled a chair back and sat down directly across from her.
�What is this?� Emersyn asked, letting her hands drop, forcing herself to stare into her much-older self. �You�re not real.�
�Afraid I am,� elder Emersyn said. She leaned back in her chair, studying her younger self. Things were quiet between them for a minute. �You�ve probably got a lot of questions. The most important thing right now is that you believe every damn word I say. I�m going to start with that. I am you, and I�ll prove it.�
Emersyn watched her. Even her voice sounded familiar. It was gruffer and held more of an edge, but it was hers.
�Third grade. We had a crush on Joshua Pine. Followed him home twice a week for a month until he moved away. Remember that?�
Emersyn nodded her head a bit.
�Okay, and something more personal. I know I used to hate this: mom died when we were 12.�
As her eyes widened, the realization struck Emersyn in the face like a slap: this was her. She couldn�t deny it.
�Yeah, I remember,� the older Emersyn carried on. She cracked a half-smile. �I remember it all. Being afraid, not wanting to think about it. Who wants to remember their own mother�s death? We sure as hell didn�t.� She cleared her throat and sighed. �But it�s me, you can be sure.�
�B-but� how��
�I�d show it to you, but the soldiers here didn�t trust me to keep it. There�s a gem that made all this possible. In my time, we called it the Requiem. It�s a gem that allows us to travel through time. There�s two or three of them we know of so far. There�s activation sites for the Requiems, the energy bonds within it, and it teleports you. I don�t understand all the fancy garbage they sling around with the science, but� it works.�
Emersyn watched, trying to process it all. She was open to hearing it. She had to be: somehow, there was an older version of herself sitting before her. But time travel, a gem called a Requiem, it was throwing her for a loop.
The elder Emersyn smiled. �Don�t worry, it took me seeing it to believe it, too. That�s why I�m here. We couldn�t just write you a message and throw it back. You needed to see this. You needed to see me.�
�Okay�� Emersyn brought her hands up and rubbed at her temples. �But why you? I mean, why me? What�s so important? I�m nobody. I work at Atriarch. I don�t see��
�That all changes.� The older Emersyn leaned back in her chair, shifting uncomfortably. �At least, in my timeline it does. This is going to change everything. But I got out of that god-forsaken place. Found myself something I was good at. We had quite the ride.�
�And somehow I ended up in the army?� She couldn�t fathom the idea of gearing up, using guns, and fighting. It all sounded so foreign even in her mind.
Her counterpart cracked a smile. She was letting her guard down, Emersyn noticed.
�The army�s the best damn thing to happen to me.� She looked proudly at her dirty uniform. �Gave me a place to be myself. I didn�t have to worry about pleasing Gary, I wasn�t concerned with some marriage I despised, I could focus on myself. We were one of the older recruits, but I did pretty good.� She winked at Emersyn.
�Marriage? So Ollie and I��
�Four years.� She shook her head. �It gets worse. A lot worse. But trust me, it gets better. You get these fatigues, you get that rifle.� Her smile gleamed. �You kick some serious ass.�
Emersyn couldn�t hide her smirk, but it was due to the absurdity of the claim. �I can�t really imagine it.�
The two studied each other for a long while.
�How�s this work exactly?� Emersyn asked. �Are you going to tell me every decision I need to make so I end up in the exact spot you�re in now?�
The notion of time travel being real left Emersyn staggered. She had more questions brimming at her mind than she thought possible to hold in her head. The occasional fantasy about rewinding the clock or an interesting question posed by a movie had her consider the concept, but she had no idea how many of those rules would apply in the real world.
The older Emersyn chuckled. �Not quite. I�m here to make sure you don�t end up in the spot I�m in, actually. If things go the way they did for me, your life is going to be hell. 20 years from now, the Ruskies end up combating us with nuclear bombs� we fire back, and the whole world goes to hell for it.�
Emersyn vaguely recalled the small bit of the news broadcast she�d heard about there being a new Prime Minister in Russia. Was that was started the whole thing? The seed that would grow into nuclear warfare two decades from now? �Okay,� she responded, trying to look at this information with an open mind. If she broke it down bit by bit and didn�t try to take it all in at once she felt better. �How does this Requiem fit into all of this? How�d you find it?�
�I didn�t. Some scientist in Idaho discovered it. Military swooped in and took possession of it, and from there, they tested its power. It�s one of those things you can�t really believe, at least not until you see it.� The elder Emersyn chortled. �First time I saw it, I almost pissed myself. When you take it to an activate site��
�How do you find these activation sites?� Emersyn asked.
�They have this machine that tests for it, but the important thing is there�s one in Idaho. The time-jumpers have all said that they�re in the same spot no matter what timeline you�re in. It�s� a bit complicated. Hell, I don�t even understand it all. But what�s important is I�m here to stop that damn war from happening.�
Emersyn bit her lip. Her mind was slowly absorbing the information, coming around to it. She reached her hands up and rubbed at her shoulders, the air suddenly felt more frigid. She tried to dismiss the semantics from her mind and focus on the purpose of the other Emersyn: preventing this destruction she was claiming. �Okay, so how do we stop the war?�
Her counterpart shrugged. �Hell if I know. I told the Sergeant Major, he promised to pass it up the chain. I was sent back here after the war, but my Commander Thompson told me to make sure it starts here, because of the Prime Minister.�
�Got it.� That confirmed the suspicion Emersyn had: the Prime Minister was related.
The older Emersyn said, �The problem is, the military folks in this timeline aren�t exactly taking me at my word. Day or two before you showed up, they told me they wanted proof. They needed to see the gem in action.�
As if on cue, the door opened and Sergeant Bravon, Wayne Baron, and the guard who escorted Emersyn�s counterpart re-entered the office.
�Things going well in here?� Wayne asked in his high-pitched, southern drawl.
Emersyn let her eyes fall back to the table. �I can�t really� wrap my head around it all, but I get it.�
�That�s all we needed at this point. Just an acknowledgment,� Bravon said. �I think we�ve all looked to each other once or twice just to make sure we aren�t crazy.� He stopped, studying them both. A small smile cracked at the edges of his mouth. �I didn�t see it before, not when you two were separate, but you�re definitely the same person.�
�Damn straight we are.� The older Emersyn turned and winked at Emersyn.
She chuckled. Letting the mood lighten wasn�t a bad thing, she decided. It helped ease her into the reality.
�So, there�s some type of mission you�re doing?� Emersyn asked, eyes peeking up.
Bravon folded his arms and nodded his head. �That comes down from the top. Not the top of this base, not the top of the military, but the top. Straight from President Warren.� He started pacing slowly around the table. �It�s been� agreed that the best course of action is to first give validity to these claims. After all, we know you�re both the same person, but this Requiem-thing, that�s a whole �nother topic.�
Everyone was quiet, their focus on the Sergeant Major as he made his way around the table.
�I�m to lead a small team and test it. From the intel we�ve gathered from Mona here, that�s in Idaho.� Bravon pointed at the older Emersyn. �Problem is, the Commander-In-Chief doesn�t want to spend military resources unnecessarily, and I�d normally be inclined to agree, but�� Bravon trailed off.
Emersyn saw Bravon hesitate, choosing his words carefully. It seemed he didn�t agree with the decision.
�Anyway,� he resumed, �It�ll be myself, Mona here, two of my best soldiers, and two volunteer prisoners.�
The older Emersyn cocked her head, turning back to face him. �Prisoners? All due respect sir, this isn�t something you want to be putting anywhere near criminals.�
�I� understand. I expressed to the President such concerns could be raised. But this is a trial, a test. Our scientists and gemologists can�t make heads or tails of this Requiem gem. It�s drowning in energy, but we can�t identify it, and we aren�t going to fund further research until we determine it works.� He placed his hands on the back of a chair and looked at everyone in the room side-to-side. �We�ve got men on-site at this activation area you told us about in Idaho. It�s checked out, but it�s not enough for the President.� He clenched the edge of the table. �I won�t lie to you, this isn�t ideal. But we�ll get it done. We�re to test it, and, assuming it works, bring as much intel or evidence that we can, and then we call it a day, folks. I�ll be one step closer to retirement, and we�ll all rest easy knowing we saved the world.�
�What about her?� the older Emersyn asked, looking at Emersyn.
Bravon turned to face her. �Well, Ms. Berg, if you�ll come, we�ll have you. I�ve been instructed to persuade you by any means necessary, but I�m not going to hold you here against your will. I brought you, I showed you, you�re free to walk away and return to your apartment in Ohio. Nobody will force you. But, if you�d consider it, I think you�d be an invaluable asset.�
Emersyn raised her head to the Sergeant, avoiding his eyes. �Why�s that?�
He planted a hand on the back of the older Emersyn�s chair. �Look at her. She�s a kick-ass soldier with enough willpower to get here. I don�t know if she told you just how bad things are in her timeline, but it�s been ripped apart by bombs. Call it a hunch, but she�s you,� he said, leveling a finger at her. �Two soldiers are better than one. I�d rather have more of you at my back than prisoners, that�s for damn sure.�
Emersyn tried to stifle her laugh. �I�m not a soldier, I�m just a girl� I work at a call center, for god�s sake. I don�t know how to fight, or k-kill.� She stumbled over the last word, having trouble even fathoming shooting someone. She cleared her throat. �I�m not who she is.�
Bravon studied her. �Mm. Maybe not.�
Wayne placed a hand on the door. �Emersyn, you�re free to stay. We have openings in the scientist bunks. We�re a friendly bunch, don�t worry. We work all night, so you�ll probably be the only one sleeping.� He laughed in his high-pitched voice. �Comfy beds though, warm meal. You can stay the night if you�re not ready to decide.�
She looked at him. Something about Wayne made her feel more at ease. She offered a feeble smile. �Thank you, I-I think I�ll do that.�
�Mona, you�re going to have to go back to the cell,� Bravon said, turning and motioning to the guard. �Don�t worry, things move like I want them to, this�ll be the last night.�
The older Emersyn smirked. �Didn�t you say that last night, sir?�
�Shut it, Corporal.� He turned and offered Emersyn a hand up. She accepted, and he helped steady her. �Try not to take too much time thinking about all this you heard today. The technical details, the science, it doesn�t matter much. What matters is it happened, and we�re the ones who have to fix this.�
She followed the other Emersyn out of the office. �Since when do you go by our middle name, �Mona�?�
The older Emersyn slyly smiled. �We�ve always hated the name Emersyn� haven�t we?�
Emersyn came to a stop outside, watching the guard escort Mona to a jeep nearby. She turned and looked around the base. There were still soldiers training, still camo-covered Hummers driving to and fro. It was a busy base.
After a moment of being outside, the heat hit her. It was intense, striking down a direct assault with nary a cloud to break it up. She held a hand up to shield her eyes from the harsh rays. Feeling out of place wasn�t something Emersyn was foreign to but being on this base made her feel like she�d crash-landed on a distant planet.
The office emptied of the rest of the occupants, and Wayne put a hand on her shoulder. �Want to come get settled in?�
She turned and nodded. �Sure.�

Chapter 3

The scientist�s bunks were nicer than Emersyn anticipated. Instead of having a barracks setup where the beds were stacked one on top of the other in a central room, each room held two beds and even had a desk and chair. They were stuffy, and just as Wayne claimed, hardly occupied.
He gave her an empty one and told her she wouldn�t have to share it as they were short-staffed this time of year. She tossed her bag onto the bed and collapsed, relief washing over her. Even though her mind and perception of reality had been thrown for a loop, having a second to collect herself eradicated her anxiety for the moment.
She found an outlet and put her phone on the charger. There were four texts waiting for her, all from Ollie. They ranged from asking how she was, to begging her to call him.
Emersyn went to oblige, but her thumb hovered over the �call� button. She remembered what Mona said: her and Ollie got married, but it ended four years after.
The swell of uncertainty came up like the urge to puke. She set the phone down, and let her head fall back onto the stiff pillow. She�d always wanted to get married and have a family. But she didn�t want to waste time on Ollie if it wasn�t going to work. She�d always known, one way or another, that he wasn�t right for her. His enthusiasm lacked even a week into their relationship and had been waning since then.
But was it fair to dismiss him because Mona left him? In her own words, she was here to change things. This timeline was different.
Emersyn felt paralyzed with indecision again. Just like she�d been when Whitney and Anne confronted her in the parking lot. She wanted to leave things the way they were, the familiar comfortability of it all.
Hard to call it comfortable when you�re sitting in a strange bed, 10 hours from home, she thought.
Being alone didn�t sate her anymore. She stood and decided that she would check out the base. Walking around a strange world she knew nothing about would normally terrify her, but her world had been thrown upside down already. She decided to push her limits.
A few of the scientists, all wearing white lab coats, nodded to her as she traversed the halls and made her way back to the exit. Outside, a group of three scientists were conversing and smoking. Wayne Baron was among them. He waved a hand to her and tossed the cigarette butt onto the ground. He stomped it out with the heel of his shoe and made his way over to her.
�Didn�t expect to see you back out so soon.� He held a hand up, blocking the unforgiving rays of the sun. �Something I can help you with, child?�
She shook her head. �Not really. Just needed to get out. The room�s nice, but kind of� empty.�
Wayne shifted his position. The underarms and neck of his suit were stained wet with sweat. �Well, there�s not much in the way of recreation �round these parts, but��
�That�s okay,� she said. �I�m just going to walk around.�
�Oh, sure, child. Just holler if you need anythin�. If anyone gives you any trouble tell them you�re a part of �Project Requiem,� and they�ll leave you alone.�
She thanked them and started down the road that Wayne had driven along to get to the barracks. Things on this part of the base weren�t quite as lively and active as near Sergeant Bravon Pearson's office, but there were still groups of soldiers using obstacle courses and training, as well as the occasional vehicle passing through.
As she walked along the heat-scorched pavement of the roads, she found herself wanting to talk to Mona. She had questions. Even if things weren�t going to play out the same, she wanted to know about possibilities. She struggled to ever picture herself suiting up and defending her country, but in some world, in some timeline, she did just that.
It almost brought a sense of peace to her. Somehow, things worked out. She wasn�t going to be damned to work at Atriarch Communications for all of eternity. One day, she had enough and left.
Her rational reminded her that, in that timeline, the world also ended with a nuclear war. One that she was being invited along to help prevent.
There hadn�t been much time spent on the decision. She wiped the sweat from her head and considered both of her options. She had enough information now that if she went home, she felt she could implement some positive changes in her life. Maybe sit down with Ollie and figure things out. Get out of Atriarch with her newfound hope. Try to make life right as rain and work on herself.
But she�d always end up with questions at the back of her mind. Like a child who discovers a magic box, but never opens it. The idea of time travel, while confirmed, could never be expanded on again. She had no reason to believe this wasn�t the biggest moment of her life and to walk away from it all didn�t feel right.
If she went, she might likely die. She knew of the war from Mona, but beyond that, she had no idea of what the future would hold. At what point in time would they arrive in this other universe? How dangerous was it going to be? Was it even going to work? She forgot to ask Mona how well-tested and functional this Requiem was.
Emersyn crossed the road and walked towards the center of the base. Down inside her, she knew that even if it was extremely dangerous, she�d agree to it. She couldn�t sate her desire by walking away, no matter how safe and appealing retreating back to Ohio and getting a new job was.
This was revolutionizing their world as they know it. That wasn�t something she would throw away.
She didn�t know how long she�d been walking, but the office she came upon looked familiar. She recognized it as Sergeant Bravon Pearson�s. Turning back, she looked for the scientist barracks, but it was beyond her range of sight.
Late afternoon was setting in. The sun had reached its apex and was now on the descent, but the rays of heat were cast down with as much resolve as ever. Sweat had broken out across her arms and back, leaving her shirt wet and stuck to her body
She succumbed to the subtle call of Bravon�s air conditioner and headed for the door.
Two knocks later, Bravon opened the door. He was dressed more casually: his uniform had the sleeves rolled up and it was unbuttoned, revealing a tight black shirt underneath.
His eyes widened when he saw her. �Oh, Emersyn.� He glanced behind her and then arched his head to look to the side of the office. �You alone? Wayne didn�t drive you?�
�I wanted to go for a walk, walked a bit further than I thought I would. Is this a bad time?�
He turned and looked at his wristwatch. �No, I just got off duty about 20 minutes ago. Was there something you needed?�
�Just� wanted to pop in, I suppose.�
He tilted his head. �Well, can�t say that I�m used to social visits here, but I�m open to the change.� He turned to the side and motioned for her to come in. �Get out of that heat.�
She walked into the office for the second time that day, welcoming the cooling breath of the air conditioner.
�Wayne get you set up with a bed?�
�Mhm. It�s so empty there.�
Bravon chuckled as he sat at his desk. �Yeah, those scientists don�t believe in sleep. Me? If I don�t get my 6 hours I turn into a real asshole.�
She snagged one of the plastic chairs sitting around the meeting table and pulled it up to his desk. �I�m going with you on the mission.�
He looked up, smiling. �Now there�s a surprise. A damn good surprise.� He leaned back and laughed to himself. �A costly one, too. I had $30 with one of the other Sergeants that you were out of here first thing tomorrow.�
She giggled. �Sorry.�
�Well, It�ll be a mission that�s the first of it�s kind, that�s for sure. The details are changing by the minute. Mona�s giving us as much intel as she can, but she was thrust into this role at the last minute.� He brought a hand up and rubbed his eyes. �The truth is, this could very well not work at all. We�ve opened up this dimension, this idea, that we dismissed as a fantasy before.� He stared at his desk, shaking his head gently. �It�s scary, Emersyn. I�ll give it to you straight.�
�No, what�s scary is seeing that woman sit in front of you. I�m still trying to come to grips with the fact that that was� me.� The words didn�t taste right in her mouth, and she frowned. �I understand that fundamentally and scientifically, she�s me. But do we trust her motives? I�m a bit enamored with her, but I think that�s just because she�s me. What do you think?�
He rubbed his hands together, considering her question. �We�d have to come up with a damn good ulterior motive if she�s not on our side, I�ll say that much. But it�s a valid question.�
The room fell quiet. Emersyn noticed a picture on Bravon�s desk. It was of a young girl, maybe fourteen years old. She wore a pink shirt and had the same eyes as Bravon. �Is she your daughter?�
He glanced up at the picture. �Yeah, that�s my Tracey.� He stood and walked towards the door. �I was supposed to be here for one or two more months, then I was retiring and moving to be with her. Now, this mission kind of threw my plans to hell.�
Emersyn could hear the emotion in his voice. �That sucks. Can�t you appeal? Don�t they have other Sergeants?�
�Sure. But none of them are as decorated as me. They�re sending me because I�m the best on this base. President Warren is buying into everything Mona�s said, and I tend to agree. It�s got to be me.�
He opened the door and turned back to her. �I�m glad to hear that you�ll be coming with us, Ms. Berg. I think having you there is going to be a tremendous asset. We meet our prisoner soldiers tomorrow, and then everything should be good.�
She stood and headed for the door.
�Do you want me to have one of the drill instructors give you as much of a crash course as they can muster? Perhaps some weapons training, basic self-defense�?�
She shook her head. �Not right now. But thanks.�
�Anytime. I should get some of this paperwork done. You able to find your way back to the science barracks okay?�
She pointed a thumb in the direction she�d come. �Just walk that way.�
He smirked. �You got it.�
Things were quiet the rest of the night. Wayne found Emersyn in the evening and showed her to the showers, where she was finally able to rid herself of the sweat and wash her greasy hair. She was concerned one of the scientists would walk in on her, but Wayne assured her they were all working. Afterward, she settled down on her bed and pulled out her cell phone.
Six more texts from Ollie. They gradually grew in concern, asking for her to contact him and consisting of him freaking out that she left him. She disregarded them; she didn�t have the energy to deal with another one of his freak-outs again.
Sleep claimed her quickly. She woke up in a sweating panic multiple times throughout the night, only to find her anxieties and worry transfer from the dreams to reality. The tugging of anxiousness at her stomach caused her to groan, and she�d roll onto her side and try to fall back into sleep�s grace.
The next day, she woke to a knock on the door.
Emersyn opened it to find Wayne Baron on the other side, dressed in a short-sleeve polo and a pair of black slacks. He offered her a kind smile and held up a tray of food. �Grabbed this from the mess for you.�
�Thank you.� She offered him a groggy smile.
�Thought you should know the prisoners are �bout to be finished processing.� He glanced around her room and folded his arms. �I�m hopin� they�re no trouble, but with these kinds, one can never be too careful.�
She set the tray down on the desk in the room. �Are they in for minor crimes or serious criminals?�
His face formed a pinched expression. �Bit of both. Catalina Hernandez is no trouble. Stealing, used to have a drug problem. Been up for parole three times due to excellent behavior.� He frowned. �Joey Del Core is another story. A big-time mobster. He�s killed at least two dozen, ever�body knows. But officially, legally, he�s only in for dealing coke, though.�
The butterflies took to her stomach. Joey Del Core sounded like a bad type of person to mix into this operation.
Wayne noticed her expression. �Yeah, that�s how we all felt when his name hit Bravon�s desk. He�s not happy at all. Anywho, I�ll come get you when we need you, okay?�
She nodded, and Wayne Baron took his leave of her.
Emersyn ate quickly, stuffing the spoonfuls of eggs and pieces of imitation bacon into her mouth. It wasn�t anything like a home-cooked meal, but it held much more substance than the cheap, fast-food breakfast she�d eaten yesterday.
After eating her fill, she leaned back in her chair, a new swarm of worry taking over her mind. Catalina Hernandez sounded like a proper, reformed prisoner who should be on this mission. Joey Del Core sounded like a big-time mobster who pulled some strings to get himself attached to the mission.
She�d be worried he was going to attack them every moment.
You don�t know how this will play out, she reminded herself. The prisoners might not have guns or even weapons, and that reassured her.
She was hoping to see Mona again today. A series of questions crossed her mind, and though one-on-one time with herself was unlikely, she figured she could learn whatever she could in the limited amount of time they had together.
Picking up her phone, she checked her notifications. 22 missed texts from Ollie. She groaned. That boy just doesn�t know when to stop, she thought.
Without reading any of his texts, she opened a message to him and informed him she was working on something that was on a need-to-know basis and she would re-establish contact with him when she was done.
The text was cold, and she felt a pang of guilt for brushing him off. But everything going on at the base was more important, and she couldn�t lose sight of it for the same Ollie who�d refused to go out with her because it wasn�t a certain day of the week.
Emersyn debated texting her father. The two were growing further and further apart every year, down to a phone call a few times a year, and seeing one another for Thanksgiving and Christmas. He worked two jobs, and always told her he had to keep himself busy or he�d go mad. Even during holidays, she always got the feeling he�d rather be at work than spending the time with her.
She decided against sending him a text. It would only raise more questions, and from what Bravon Pearson had said, the quieter this was kept the better.
An hour later, Wayne Baron came for her. �They�re ready for you, child.�
She stood and followed the rotund man to the jeep outside. He drove her towards a large, central tent. It looked out of place amid all the buildings. Three other jeeps were parked outside the dark green canopy. Six soldiers, fully armored and armed with assault rifles, stood out front.
�Okay,� Wayne said as he brought the jeep to a stop next to the others. He turned to her and forced a smile. �Let�s go meet these prisoners, shall we?�

Chapter 4

Emersyn had never seen so many guards in a small space. At least two dozen soldiers, all armed with handguns, stood inside the tent. They were divided among the two prisoners, and the leftover guards stood at the front.
Sergeant Major Bravon Pearson stood behind a folding table to the immediate left. There were diagrams and papers strewn about, and six other men standing next to him. Emersyn couldn�t hear what he was saying, but by looking at what he was pointing at, they appeared to be mapping out the activation site.
�Well, this is where I leave you,� Wayne said. He frowned and put a hand on her shoulder. �You�re a brave one for doing this. Lord knows I�d never be able to.�
She gave him a thankful smile, and he exited the tent.
�So, you must be the double, eh?�
Emersyn turned to see a soldier approaching her from behind. He was strikingly attractive, with bright hazel eyes and short blonde hair cropped at the sides. The man looked to be in his mid-30�s. He smiled, flashing a mouthful of shiny white teeth. He looked like a model from TV or a famous actor, not a down-and-dirty soldier.
It took Emersyn a moment to see his hand: she was too transfixed by his appearance. She glanced down and took it in a shake. She smiled weakly back at him but kept her eyes on his hand. �Emersyn.�
�Tanner Highwall. Specialist Tanner Highwall,� he said, emphasizing his rank. �No need to act like you�re not impressed. The ladies always are.�
She chuckled. He seemed brash, but she welcomed the off-putting humor. Everything had been so serious since she arrived.
�I hear we�ll be working together.� He pulled his hand back and nodded his head towards Sergeant Bravon Pearson. �Pops like me enough to let me tag along.�
She raised an eyebrow. �So, you�re going to be on the mission?�
�Damn skippy. Time travel and all that shit? I�d have signed up twice if they woulda let me. But then no-nonsense Naomi wouldn�t get to come.�
Emersyn shook her head, trying to follow what the cocky man was saying. �Sorry, no-nonsense what?�
He chortled. �Oh, sorry. Forgot you�re not from here. �No-nonsense Naomi,� just a nickname I gave to Private First Class Naomi Sandovol.� He smiled when he said her name, flashing those perfect white teeth again. �I always give her shit. She�s too damn serious! Has a giant stick up her butt.�
�Excuse me, Specialist?�
They both turned to see a fit young African-American woman with her arms folded. She wore the same army fatigues as Tanner. Her hair was cut short and tied back. Her eyes were burning a piercing stare into the Specialist. �I don�t believe I heard you right.�
He quickly stood up straight and saluted her. �Ma�am.�
She stood still for a moment.
Emersyn exchanged a glance between the two, confused. Wasn�t a Specialist of a higher rank than a Private First Class?
After a moment, Tanner Highwall started busting up laughing. Naomi Sandovol turned her head and rolled her eyes, trying to hide the smile that was taking over her face.
�I can�t stand this boy.�
His eyes widened. ��Boy�? I�ve got at least ten years on you, Sandovol.�
She shoved past him playfully. �And we�re going into the future. You�re going to be a gray old man where we�re going.�
�I get more attractive with age!� he called after her as she walked towards a group of guards surrounding a prisoner.
Bravon Pearson approached Emersyn from the side. His eyes had heavy bags under them. It looked like the Sergeant hadn�t gotten any sleep. �I see you met my two hand-picked soldiers for this mission.�
�Fine soldiers,� she said with a smirk.
�They�ll get the job done. I wanted to meet with you last. I briefed my team on where we�re going and what to expect, but please, come over to my table. There�s some things I�d like to show you.�
Bravon led her back to the table set where she�d first seen him. There were new papers and documents strewn about the table. Emersyn glanced over a couple of them. They dealt with time travel theories, issues of paradoxes, and what looked like hand-scribbled notes.
The Sergeant picked the notes up and pointed to one of the documents titled �A Multiverse With Perspective.�
�So this is everything I took down across multiple interviews with Mona.� He shook the hand-scribbled paper. �And this is what our head scientists were able to theorize based off said notes.� He tapped a finger on the paper his other hand was on top of. �I won�t bore you, but from what she�s said, so far we�ve got confirmation that every time the Requiem gem is used, it confirms a new universe in existence.�
She studied the document. Most of it was gibberish to her. �How many universes are there, exactly?�
He bit his lip and considered his answer. �It�s� hard to say, for certain. From what Mona told us, we can only confirm a new universe or a new instance of a universe when the Requiem is used to go back in time and change events. Then that universe plays out in a different fashion, forging its own way. The problem is in her universe, they didn�t use it for more than studies, so we don�t know how drastic of a change it makes. To answer you, she said in her timeline, the gem was used four times. There�s at least four other universes out there, five counting hers, and six counting ours.�
There�s six other Emersyn Mona Bergs out there, she thought. She sucked in a breath and reached a hand out to the table, steadying herself. �By going back to her time� looking for this evidence, are we ripping open a new one or returning to hers?�
He set the hand-written notes down and shook his head. �That�s tough to say. She said all the prior time travelers returned to her time with no problem. But she�s not a Requiem operator, she�s just a soldier. Mona said she saw someone do it once, she thinks she knows how to program it.�
Emersyn looked over the pile of notes. She reached down into them and pulled a folder from beneath the mountain of documents. It contained pictures of a large cavern, a pool of water growing as the floor dipped. Work lights had been set up around the perimeter.
�That�s the activation site,� Bravon noted. �We�ve had a dozen teams in and out of there over the last 48 hours.�
Emersyn eased herself into one of the uncomfortable plastic chairs surrounding the table. She studied the picture, but it only resembled a regular cave to her. She had no idea what the significance of it was. She let the photo drop to the table and turned to Bravon.
�Do we know why she came here? If there�s, what, four other universes, why not warn them?�
He shrugged. �It�s hard to say. From what Mona told me, these time travelers are kept under scrutiny. She had no idea what those other universes are like; they could be in a state significantly worse than her own. Coming here, she knew she�d have something to work with at the very least because it established a new timeline.�
A soldier tapped Bravon on the shoulder and whispered into his ear. He acknowledged them and turned back to Emersyn. �Mona�s two minutes out. We�re going to get you, my soldiers, the prisoners, and her all at the front of the room while I lay out the mission. You�ll meet with everyone, and then tonight, we go.�
Emersyn swallowed hard. In less than a day, she�d either be in a universe separate from her own, or she�d be dead.
After Mona arrived, Emersyn was escorted to the front of the tent. There was a rising platform where Bravon Pearson stood. Guards were positioned at their front and back. She was situated next to Mona, who winked at her out of the corner of her eye.
Emersyn got her first good look at the two prisoners. Catalina Hernandez looked frailer than she�d anticipated: like a paranoid mouse, constantly on alert for an attack. She was smaller, with long black hair running down her back. Tattoos decorated both of her arms, almost covering them entirely.
Joey Del Core couldn�t have been more opposite. He was an older, obese man with a round face and multiple chins. His black hair was slicked back, and he wore a nasty expression that made him look like he�d hit anyone he didn�t like.
Sergeant Major Bravon Pearson took the stage and welcomed them all. He praised the scientists on the base and explained their plan. They�d fly to St. Charles, Idaho where Mona would lead them into the activation site and use the Requiem, in conjunction with the activator, to transition them back to just before the war during her time.
Once there, they�d do their best to blend in, take photos and videos of local news and reports, establish what the cause of war was within their allotted time, and what the state of Russia�s Prime Minister was. From there, they�d re-activate the Requiem, transport back with their findings, and if sufficient, President Warren would begin necessary negotiations and diplomacies to prevent the war from happening.
Bravon stepped down from the platform and motioned for all six of his crew to step forward. He glanced over each of them, keeping his expression plain.
�I know a lot of us haven�t worked together before, some of us aren�t soldiers, but we need to get along to make this happen. I need to know you will all follow my command above everything else. This is still a military operation. Is that clear?�
Everyone agreed, except Joey Del Core. He folded his tree trunk-like arms and frowned. �I�m jus� doin� this for the time off my bid. That offer still stands, yeah?� His Italian accent was unmistakable, as was the confidence in his voice.
Bravon clenched his hands. �Whatever offer our recruitment team made you stands, Mr. Del Core.�
Joey twisted his mouth into a sarcastic grin. �Capiche, then, boss. We�re a-okay.�
�Where�s the Requiem? And the activator?� Mona asked.
Bravon pointed at a guard behind them. �One of my transport guards has it stowed away in a briefcase. You�ll be given it at the activation site, and then we�ll begin.�
�It�s going to take at least ten minutes for me to get it set up and programmed. While we�re transitioning, I need absolute protection. If we�re attacked mid-transition, well, some bad things will happen.�
Catalina raised her hand. �Sergeant-man, you said we were goin� to end up before this� apocalypse, right?� Catalina asked, extending a finger at Bravon. �Will we see ourselves?�
Mona squinted, her expression becoming downcast. �Well, you all shouldn�t. You weren�t anywhere near Idaho.�
�And you?� Emersyn asked, looking at her counterpart.
Mona turned to face Emersyn, forcing a smile. �Let�s just say I shouldn�t see myself� at any cost.�
�Are these prisoners going to be armed, sir?� Naomi asked. She glanced over the two convicts.
Bravon turned to face Catalina and Joey. �You two will be armed with batons and pistol that fire rubber bullets. You�re under no means necessary to fire these weapons, reveal them, or even acknowledge they exist unless you�re given a direct order from me. Understood?�
�Understood, Sergeant Commander,� Catalina said, her voice shaking.
�Yeah, yeah, guy.� Joey eyed Bravon, his expression not wavering.
Bravon let his stare linger on Joey for another few moments, then turned back to the rest of them. �This is not a mission we�re anticipating violence in. We�ll all have side-arms, except for Emersyn. Don�t reveal them, don�t acknowledge them. Our goal is to be in and out.�
The team of six was dismissed, and Emersyn felt disconnected from her body as she made her way back into the scorching heat. She�d felt determined like she needed to make the best of the situation when she arrived. Now, the familiar worry and uncertainty had taken hold again. She wasn�t sure if she could make it through this.
She leaned against the tent and lowered down, rest her hands on her thighs. She was okay with everything for a while, then a storm of shock and worry overcame her like a shotgun blast. It was a vicious cycle. Focusing was out of the question, despite how hard she tried to rid herself of the worry.
Emersyn turned and puked onto the ground.
She spat the taste out of her mouth, trying to rid herself of it. The acidic bile tainted her tongue, making her feel like she was going to get sick again.
A hand clamped down on Emersyn�s shoulder. She spun around. Mona stood behind her, biting her lip. �You alright there?�
Emersyn exhaled and closed her eyes. �Trying to be, anyway.� She noticed Mona wasn�t wearing any ankle or wrist restraints. �They letting you walk free now?�
Mona reached up and brushed a handful of black-gray hair from her face. �Your Sergeant Pearson and I get on pretty well. He convinced the president I wasn�t a threat, that I was here to help. Imagine that.�
Emersyn turned away from the pile of throw-up, the smell making her feel sick again. She started back into the tent, but Mona stuck an arm out and stopped her.
�Listen, ah, I know you�re not used to being a soldier, but we have to complete this mission, even if it means I don�t come back. Okay?�
Emersyn saw the concern on Mona�s face. �I�m not leaving you behind.�
Mona grimaced, her stare locked onto her younger self. She shook her head. �Please. I know deep down in there somewhere, you�re me. You have to see the bigger picture. If I don�t make it, it doesn�t matter. World�s gone to hell anyway. But you have to make it back here, you have to show them. Your word carries that weight because you�re me.�
�I won�t let you die.� Emersyn glanced over Mona and made her way back into the tent, trying to calm her anxieties.

Chapter 5

Night came quick. The crew showered, ate, and prepared themselves for the mission. Emersyn saw everyone reacting to the stipulations differently. Tanner seemed excited, Naomi couldn�t be more indifferent, Joey couldn�t care less, Mona and Catalina were anxious, and Bravon was quiet and confident, keeping to himself.
They were called to board the plane around 7 P.M. Emersyn had meant to text Ollie a more understandable response, but it�d slipped her mind during the day and she didn�t have time as the crew headed for the plane.
Bravon, Tanner, Naomi, and Mona were all dressed in fatigues. Joey and Catalina wore casual clothes. Emersyn had on a long-sleeved black shirt and a pair of jeans. She hoped they didn�t segregate them based on apparel: the two convicts weren�t the ideal partners.
Once they were all inside and strapped into their seats, the engines of the plane roared to life. Most everyone was quiet, save for Tanner cracking the occasional one-liner to try and lighten the mood. As much as she hated it, she laughed at a couple of them. It helped ease her into what was coming next.
One of the guards on the ship came around offering sedatives for the plane journey. Nearly everyone took one, except for Mona and Emersyn.
�Some things don�t change,� Emersyn noted.
Mona cracked a smile. �Just sick of sleeping. It�s the same thing I�ve been doing for almost all my time at that base.�
Once everyone else had fallen asleep, it was just them, plus two guards who were awake. The distant hum of the engines was the only thing they could hear in the background.
�What did you do after the bombs dropped?� Emersyn asked, turning her head to face her older self.
Mona leaned her head back and closed her eyes as if trying to recall. �For me, it�s been so long. Feels like a lifetime ago. They destroyed everything while I was on base. The world went to shit. I only got to experience three week of it, but it was bad. Looters and raiders popped up all over the east coast. It was horrific. I saw New York in ruins, and my group of soldiers and I managed to get to Washington, but it was� annihilated.� Her words still held shock in them. �Seeing the Pentagon completely blown apart� President Quinn was killed. It was�� She shook her head.
Emersyn watched her with a profound interest, trying to picture herself in the same scenario. She couldn�t imagine how horrific it would be. �I�m sorry.�
�Don�t be,� she said as she regained her composure. �I�m here to stop it. To make sure that everything�s right. At least, right in this world, in this timeline.�
The rest of the trip was quiet. Emersyn and Mona talked casually, but Emersyn stayed away from the heavy topics. The last thing she wanted to do is upset the only person who knew how to work the Requiem, and how to save them.
The plane eventually sat down, and out a window, Emersyn made out the dark, rocky terrain of nighttime Idaho. The airport they arrived at was large but inactive. The long, wide corridors felt strange as the team traversed through them alone. She�d flown a few times before, but the airports had always been bustling.
��Civilian airport?� Naomi asked from the back.
�We�re not trying to raise suspicion,� Bravon replied. �Anyone gets wind of what we�re doing, and my ass is toast. I�m not kissing my retirement goodbye.�
Emersyn recalled Bravon talking to her about his daughter, Tracey. She wondered how the Sergeant Major must feel now that the mission was in progress. He�d never reveal his fear or uncertainty to the crew, but it was hard to be optimistic when they knew nothing of this concept they�d been introduced to.
After they passed through the barren airport, Emersyn spotted a large, black SUV outside. They all piled into it, and the driver started the driving portion of the journey. Impatience was gnawing at her innards, the anxious pit in her stomach doubling in size.
Night reigned over Idaho, and the winding road they found themselves on was illuminated only by the two headlights. Tanner and Naomi joked to themselves. The others were quiet. Bravon Pearson sat in the front passenger�s seat, his eyes glued to the road. He had a hand mindlessly tugging at his collar. Even though he was trying to hide it, Emersyn sensed his own worry. How could you prepare to lead a mission like this? She didn�t envy the Sergeant Major�s position.
The car trip took longer than Emersyn anticipated. Joey Del Core grew cranky after a half hour, constantly sighing, swearing under his breath, and fidgeting. Catalina nudged him at one point, telling him to �knock it the hell off,� but it only made the big man scoff.
After hours in the car, the road had shrunk in size, and the concrete had given way to dirt. Flares lined the road every hundred feet or so. Emersyn got sight of the side of the mountain they were approaching: it was a gargantuan obtrusion from the earth, the mouth of the cave opening like a predator inviting its prey in.
The driver pulled the SUV next to the others. There were six vehicles in total. Guards were stationed at the mouth of the cave, armed with assault rifles. A man coordinated scientists and soldiers at the opening, making sure they got where they needed to be.
�This is it, kids.� Bravon Pearson stepped out of the car with a sigh. Emersyn and Mona followed suit.
�You ready?� Mona asked.
Emersyn glanced over her shoulder. No, not by a long shot. �Yeah.�
�We always were terrible liars.�
The battalion got together and Bravon ordered them to start getting outfitted. A soldier had a rack of gear set up near a table to their left. He was a gruff, mean-looking Mexican man with a thick black mustache and messy hair. �Let�s get ya outfitted,� he shouted at them.
Batons were passed around to everyone. Emersyn held hers in her hand, unsure what to make of it. Heavy, she thought. They all got belt clips, and she attached hers to her right hip. The two convicts got outfitted with black-and-yellow pistols, loaded with clips of rubber bullets.
The soldiers and Bravon received black pistols and clips with live ammo. Bravon, Tanner, Naomi, and Mona loaded their weapons and tucked them into their belt holsters. Seeing herself handle a weapon with the skill Mona had surprised Emersyn: she�d never been one for guns, but 20 years from now and it was second nature.
�This puny little thing won�t protect nothin�,� Joey Del Core complained. �Look at it!�
�Shut it, Del Core.� Bravon cocked his pistol and stared at the obese man. �You�re lucky to have that. I fought it tooth and nail.
�Of course you would, you stup��
�Enough!� Bravon shouted.
Emersyn jerked at the sudden power of his voice. She must�ve just gotten a glimpse at the true Sergeant inside.
Joey Del Core didn�t flinch, but he kept his mouth shut.
�Hey,� Catalina said, tapping Emersyn on the shoulder.
Emersyn turned to look at the small, shaky girl.
�I-I�m here because I might get time off my bid� I�m trying to get straight.�
Nodding, Emersyn followed her, the two walked back to the SUV.
�Thing is, I�ve never really� I don�t know nothin �bout these rubber-bullet gun things, or this mission, or� anything.� She kept her eyes on the ground.
Wow, she�s worse than me, Emersyn thought.
�I just wanted to ask, �cause I know you�re a soldier and all, will you� protect me?�
Frowning, Emersyn nodded toward Mona. �I think you meant for Mona there. I�m not the one who�s a soldier.�
Catalina grabbed Emersyn�s arm as she went to get Mona. �No! You are her, right? So whatever she�s got going on, you�ve got it too.�
Emersyn chuckled at the notion. �Trust me, I�m not half the woman she is.� She turned back to Catalina, but the young, frail girl was frowning. Her eyes were down, sullen. �But I�ll do my best to protect you, okay?�
Catalina perked up and offered a weak smile. �Thanks. You�re the only other one that seems� okay. Normal.�
�Furthest thing from it. Things�ll be okay.�
�Thanks,� Catalina said. It seemed like Emersyn had given her some reassurance, and walking into something so uncertain as time travel, they needed all the encouragement they could get.
The two rejoined the group. Tanner looked over them both, cracking a smile at the side of his lips. �Evening, ladies. Thanks for coming back.�
Naomi elbowed him in the gut. He yelped in pain and rubbed his side.
�Bitch,� he whispered under his breath.
�Soldiers!� Bravon called.
Everyone turned to look at their Sergeant Major. He motioned to the man behind him. Emersyn recognized him as the man who had been coordinating foot traffic at the mouth of the cave. He held a clipboard in one hand and a flashlight in the other.
�We�re going to start our descent in soon. Stick with me. Mona, I need to see you for two minutes before we head in, we have the Requiem and the activator both prepped per your outline. We�re just hoping to confirm functionality. I�ll come back out for the rest of you.�
Mona and Bravon headed into the massive, jagged opening of the cave. Their figures disappeared into the darkness, the illumination of the coordinator�s flashlight disappearing with them.
�Here we go,� Naomi said. �It�s starting.�
Tanner smirked. �Don�t go pissing your pants yet, No-Nonsense. We�re not even to our illustrious future yet.�
��Ey kid, you ever shut your trap?� Joey Del Core called as he eased into a folding chair. �Givin� me a friggin� headache.�
�He doesn�t,� Naomi said. �Believe me, I had to deal with him as one of my instructors.�
Twenty minutes later, Bravon Pearson and the coordinator made their way back to the group. Bravon seemed more on edge, but Emersyn reasoned it could just be the reality of the situation sinking in. They were all coping in different ways. Her eyelids had grown three times their weight: she was regretting not taking a nap on the plane.
�Let�s move out,� Bravon said.
�Jesus Christ, about time!� Joey shouted, groaning as he sat up. �My ass was getting numb. All we been doin� is sitting, standin�, and more sittin�!�
Bravon eyed Joey. Emersyn could see his jaw tighten. He turned, leading the group into the cave.
The irregular walls of the cave were occasionally illuminated by work lights set up every thirty feet or so. The tunnel leading in was long and narrowed as they continued into it. By the end, they were turning sideways to fit through. Joey struggled the most but managed to get his large figure through the final gap.
The clearing they reached was wetter and darker than the photograph had indicated. The walls were slick with water, the rock beneath them was moist. Emersyn felt her shoes sinking into puddles as she stepped into the room, surveying it.
There was a waterfall spilling over into a pool of water. Boulders decorated either side of the pool, and divers wearing scuba gear were sitting on the side of the water removing their suits.
�Whoa,� Catalina said, pushing her way to the front. �How deep does that water go?�
�At least 40 feet,� Bravon said. �We believe the source of energy is radiating from down below. You go far enough, the divers complain of severe headaches. Pressure. But we�re going to keep trying.�
Emersyn winced. �So we have to dive down to activate the Requiem gem?�
Bravon started forward. �No. Thank God. I had Mona check. From what she can read, there�s enough energy here to activate it.� Emersyn could sense the relief in his voice and was inclined to agree with it.
She could see Mona near the pool. Her counterpart was crouched over a small, holographic keyboard. There were two cords running out of it. One went to a black box that held a glowing, red stone. The other went to a trigger, a black button with a red tip.
�That�s the Requiem?� Emersyn asked as they approached.
�Indeed,� Mona replied without turning her head.
The keyboard was a holographic display, with a small, blue, pop-up imaging system. It felt like it was from the future, yet not nearly as high-tech as Emerysn expected. Her imagination was hewed by reality. But knowing this was the most significant discovery of all-time kept her eyes glued to the Requiem and the activator, a sense of wonder tickling her.
�Fancy,� Tanner said. �That mainstream 20 years from now?�
Mona chuckled. �We developed it specifically as an interface for the Requiem gem. Not mainstream at all.�
�Ah, balls.�
There was a loud groan from deeper into the cave, almost as if the mountain itself was bellowing. The walls seemed to rumble, everything felt like it was thrown off by a few inches for a moment, then snapped back.
�Yeah, that happened in my world, too,� Mona said. �You never quite get used to it.�
Joey Del Core scowled. �Can we get on with it?� He folded his weighty arms and sighed.
�Just a few more minutes, we�ll be ready.�
Reality slowly grabbed Emersyn, and unease choking her out. Within minutes now, they were going to attempt a defining scientific feat. Either they�d succeed, or they�d fail and die. The sound of going home and snuggling up in her crappy apartment didn�t sound so bad right now. Her stomach was twisting into knots.
�Okay, ready. The process takes about 30 seconds. Is everyone ready?� Mona turned to face the group.
�Clear out!� Bravon shouted.
The remaining guards and soldiers left the opening in the cave. He and the six crew members were the only ones who remained.
�All right. Men, women, soldiers. We�re going to do this, and we�re damn sure going to do it right. Follow what Mona says, don�t do anything you don�t need to do, and remember: our mission and goal are clear. We get as much evidence as we can, we come back. Got it?�
Everyone nodded and agreed, except for Joey Del Core. The big man merely grunted, the impatience fixed on his frowned expression.
Bravon sucked in a breath and turned to Mona. �We�re ready. What do we do?�
She raised a hand and turned back to the Requiem gem. �You don�t do anything It�s going to pulse, anyone in a ten-foot radius is going to be ripped from this universe and taken to mine. I�ve pre-programmed the dial for two weeks before the nuclear warfare starts. We land this right, and we�ll be able to get all the evidence we need from some TV reports and internet articles.�
She keyed in something on the holographic display, and the gem lit up brighter than it had been before. The walls of the cave were bathed in the red light from the Requiem. It started pulsing gently.
Mona reached down and picked up the trigger. �Okay, here we go. To hell and back, my friends.�
Emersyn couldn�t control her breaths: they ran in and out with an inexorable velocity. Her head started spinning as she concentrated on the button, mentally begging Mona not to push it. She didn�t know what she was going to experience, and the fear had taken its long, sharp knife and buried itself into her spine and gut simultaneously.
She concentrated on the button. A second later, and Mona pushed it.

Chapter 6

It looked like the fabric of reality itself fragmented into a thousand pieces.
Emersyn watched as the walls of the damp cave fractured away. The spill of the waterfall shattered into tiny pieces. Her own body was ripped jaggedly apart into identical pea-sized pieces. The falling sensation of going over the hill of a rollercoaster rushed over her.
A bold white light splashed out from the Requiem gem. She clutched her eyes shut, but the beam radiated so brightly she could still see it through her eyelids.
The falling sensation was replaced by one of whirling. She could feel her body spinning around and around.
Somewhere to her left, she heard a loud scream. She made out the voice of Joey Del Core, but his scream was distant like he was back behind her.
The light fragmented, busting apart. The burning stench of smoldering embers overtook Emersyn, and she tried to pull a hand closer to her face, to cover her nose. Her arm wouldn�t budge: it was like she�d lost all limb willpower.
She was stuck lifeless, unable to move. She couldn�t even will her eyes open. The only thing she could see was the bright white light. The burning, acrid smell made her feel like she was going to hurl.
The light dimmed, and reality slowly set back in. There was a tingling in her fingertips and toes that crept all along her veins. It ran up her arms, to her chest, and through her legs.
Emersyn eased her eyes open, glancing around. They hadn�t come out in any sort of cave. They were in what looked like the middle of a wooded area. Trees and dense grass lined their immediate surroundings. Birds cawed and insects buzzed.
Mona was already up, though she was rubbing the side of her head.
�Hey,� Emersyn said. �You okay?�
�Yeah, yeah. Hit my head on this damn tree.� She kicked the large, gnarled trunk of a brown oak tree. When she turned, Emersyn saw the blood smeared on the side of her head. �Transitioning�s always unpredictable from what I�ve been told.�
�We� made it?� Naomi asked as she pulled herself to her knees. �Hot damn. That was a trip.�
Joey Del Core coughed, though he made no effort to get up.
Emersyn saw Sergeant Bravon Pearson groaning. She wobbled over to him, still struggling to find her balance. Vertigo had taken her in full stride.
Bravon was half on his side, half face down. Emersyn leaned down and put a hand on his shoulder. �Sarge?� she asked.
He groaned in response.
She pulled him over onto his side. Her eyes widened when she saw the stick emitting from his side. It was buried into the left side of his stomach, blood leaking out around the wound.
�Oh� guys!� she called.
Mona rushed over, stepping past Emersyn. She looked over the wound, but her expression didn�t change. She pointed at his left side. �Get over there, help me turn him up. We need to see how deep that wound goes.�
Emersyn swallowed hard. She tried to purge the idea that their only leader was wounded and bleeding and going to die from her mind. One thing at a time, she tried to remind herself. She scrambled to the other side of the Sergeant and helped Mona ease him onto his back. He yelped in pain when Emersyn turned him.
�I�m sorry, I�m sorry,� she whispered, trying to stay her shaking hands.
He reached a hand up impulsively, trying to pull the stick out.
�No, no!� Mona said, clutching his wrist before it touched the stick. �That could cause a lot of problems, Sarge. Stay put for a second.�
�What do we do here?� Emersyn asked, her eyes fixated on Bravon. He was sweating, and barely conscious.
Mona looked at the wound. �Damn it, damn it, damn it,� she whispered under her breath. �We don�t know how deep it goes. I�m not a medic, I can�t judge�� She brought a hand up, pulling a strand of frizzy graying hair from her face.
�We�ve got to get it out,� Naomi said, approaching from behind. She held a hand out in front of her, steadying herself. �Look, there's at least six inches coming out of him. My money says it doesn�t have much more length to it.�
�You willing to gamble your Sergeant�s life with that bet?� Mona gripped Bravon�s shoulder.
�Excuse me?� Naomi tapered her eyes at Mona. �I was prepping for an Army Medical course. I�m not a doctor, but I know enough that if we leave it in and the wound wasn�t clean� if he�s moved at all, he could be bleeding internally. Leaving it in won�t help anything.�
�I-I found him on his side, but he might have moved,� Emersyn said quietly.
Mona�s face was blank. She stared down at the body of Bravon Pearson. �Okay, okay, let�s get the thing out.�
Emersyn cradled Bravon�s head in her hands as Mona sucked in a deep breath. �I�m going to pull it right up and out.�
�We�ll need to hit that wound with a ton of pressure to stop the bleeding.� She looked around for something to use. She swore and pulled a utility knife from her belt, cutting the sleeve of her army fatigues off at the shoulder. She yanked the torn piece of uniform down and wrapped it around her hands.
Behind her, Joey Del Core was stirring. Tanner and Catalina were both still out on the ground.
�Don�t none of y�all move.�
They all turned to see an older man holding a rifle at their heads. He wore a bright orange hunting vest over a tan jacket. Greasy black hair flowed down to his shoulders, capped off with an orange hat atop his head. �The hell�s goin� on here, huh?
�Step away, civilian,� Naomi ordered. �We�re treating a wounded superior officer and if we don�t do this now, we�re going to be in deep.�
The hunter took a moment and surveyed the scene. He narrowed his eyes at Joey Del Core and Catalina Hernandez, then at Emersyn. �They sure ain�t dressed like soldiers. Someone tell me what�s really going on here!�
�Just step the hell back!� Mona shouted.
Emersyn flinched at her sudden shift in tone.
��Ey, who�s this guy?� Joey Del Core asked, sitting up against a tree. �Oh, damn, my head�� He brought a hand up to rest on his temple.
As the hunter averted his gaze to the large man, Mona shot up. In one swift movement, she retrieved her baton, extended it, and smashed it across the hunter�s face. He collapsed into the leaves and tall grass, unconscious.
Emersyn watched as she dropped the baton and fell back to her knees, reaching a hand over and grabbing the stick impaling Bravon. �Ready?� she asked, passing a glance to both Emersyn and Naomi.
�Aye,� Naomi replied.
Emersyn could only shake her head. The situation was spiraling out of control, and she was struggling to keep herself in the moment.
Mona pulled the stick free.
Deep red blood started leaking from the wound. Naomi immediately put her torn sleeve down on the hole and pressed as hard as she could.
Bravon jerked up, groaning. Emersyn leaned over him, trying to restrain him and hold him down, but he was strong and fighting against her. She hugged his muscular frame, trying to pin him to the ground.
�Just stay still, sir,� she whispered to him.
�Damn it, it�s not working!� Naomi shouted. �I need to find something else. Here�hold this!� She grabbed one of Emersyn�s hands and planted it atop the bloody sleeve. Emersyn winced as the warm blood ran over her fingers.
�Press it down!� Mona said.
Emersyn grunted and put as much pressure on the wound as she could. Bravon jerked in her other hand, and she was afraid she might be hurting him. But they needed to save his life above all else.
She pushed and pushed and pushed some more.
Mona rushed back with an entire shirt. Emersyn looked beyond her to see Tanner, still unconscious, now wearing just a gray, sweat-stained tanktop.
�Okay, use this now.� Naomi pulled the bloody, soaking torn sleeve and tossed it aside. Shen piled the crumpled top uniform and applied as much pressure as she could.
Emersyn fell back, the Sergeant�s head hitting the ground below. Her hand was completely coated in blood. She couldn�t take her eyes off the crimson mask that adorned her palm.
�Hey!� Mona shouted. Emersyn turned to face her, eyes wide in horror. �Hang in there,� she said in more of an order than a comfort.
Mona and Naomi stabilized the Sergeant, though both were hesitant to tell Emersyn what his chances were when she asked. She wiped as much blood off her hand as she could onto the leaves and bushes, though there was still a noticeable tint to her left palm.
Joey Del Core hadn�t moved from the tree he was leaning up against. He was gently snoring, occasionally mumbling something and groaning. Tanner was still out, not having moved a muscle.
Catalina Hernandez woke up about an hour after everyone else. Emersyn was glad she hadn�t had to see the panic that everyone was in during the arrival. It would�ve frightened the jumpy girl.
Everyone was seated in silence, spread out amongst the small clearing they�d arrived in. At least two hours had passed since they�d successfully time traveled.
Bravon took small, shallow breaths, but the blood was still leaking from his wound.
Mona had found a mini med-pack in the bag he carried and wrapped his stab wound with gauze. It didn�t do much to restrict the blood flow, but she also tied the shirt around the wound to keep constant pressure on it.
�Do we know where we are?� Catalina asked in a quiet voice. She leaned against a tree next to Emersyn. They were across from Mona and to the side of Naomi.
Mona pointed at a mountain in the distance. �I�d say about a hundred feet from where we came from� but in my universe.�
�That usually happen?� Naomi asked, face flaring. �You could�ve warned us we wouldn�t come out right where we were before.�
Mona glowered. �I�ve only done this one other time, and I did come out where I started. It must vary. Or it could�ve been the way I programmed it. I�m not a freakin� Requiem activator, I�m a soldier, same as you!�
�Nah.� Naomi turned her head. �I never would�ve put a superior officer in danger.�
�Go to hell.� Mona stood and marched off into the woods.
Emersyn watched her, and then something clicked over in her brain. She felt the sudden urge to follow her counterpart. She stood, and despite the looming vertigo that held onto her, she walked towards the woods after Mona.
�Hey, hey!� Catalina shouted. �Where you going, amigo?�
Emersyn turned and waved her off. �I�ll be right back, Catalina. I�m just going to help.�
Mona trudged on for about 200 feet before she came to a halt. The wooded area was doused in trees sprouting thick, green leaves. The ground was wet as if there had been a heavy rain that morning. The sun barely bled through the thick branches, obscured by the leaves.
�What do you want?� Mona asked, not looking at Emersyn.
�I want to help.�
Mona scoffed. �Nobody can help. We�re screwed. Sarge bites it, and we�re on our own. Assuming the Requiem transferred through alright and it�s skill in the cave, we�d best go. Now.�
�He�s not dead, and are you forgetting why we�re here? Going back empty-handed won�t fix anything.� Emersyn walked to the front of Mona, staring at her older self. �Are you that quick to give up?�
Mona eyed her insidiously. �Don�t lecture me. You haven�t seen the things I�ve seen. You gotta know when to fold �em.�
Emersyn felt her hands clench. �Well, not much coming from you. Took you how long to realize Ollie wasn�t what you wanted.�
�I�m you, you make the same mistake!� Mona shouted.
Emersyn stood upright and stared herself in her brown eyes. She got into Mona�s face, their noses inches from each other. �I�m not you!� She shoved a finger into Mona�s chest.
A gunshot cracked through the air.
Mona and Emersyn both jolted their heads to the direction of the clearing.
�That was a rifle,� Mona said.
Emersyn started to run off, but Mona grabbed her by the wrist and pulled her to the ground. �Shh! Stop.�
They both held still, the only thing audible was Emersyn�s rapid breaths.
�Quietly, we need to sneak back there. The surprise is all we have.�
Emersyn nodded at Mona and followed her in a crouch back towards the clearing.
They slowly made their return, obscured by the dense bushes and foliage. Mona led the way, picking spots to step that wouldn�t crackle underbrush or snap twigs. Once they were back in view of the clearing, she held up a fist, and Emersyn stopped.
She adjusted her head to peer through a small bush. Emersyn could smell the faint gunsmoke on the wind.
There was a voice of an older man. �Now, someone wanna tell me what�s really going on?!�
Emersyn recognized it. It was the older hunter who�d come upon them.
Mona crept around to another bush, and reached a hand under several of the branches, pushing them aside gently. She sucked in a breath and waited. Emersyn couldn�t see what was going on, but she could hear the hunter pacing.
Mona darted out from the bushes in a charge.
Jerking her head up, Emersyn watched as Mona tackled the hunter from behind. The rifle flung from his hands. She wrapped an arm around his throat and her legs around his abdomen. He gasped for air, trying to break free of her vicelike grip.
The hunter reached up and grabbed a handful of Mona�s hair, yanking on it. Mona screamed in pain. The hunter jerked his hand down, ripping the hair from her head. She roared and tightened the grip as his face grew purple. The eyes were bulging out of his face, a vein throbbing on his forehead as he fought for life.
He gurgled, and a second later, the life left his body as his eyes shut and he went limp.
Mona kept the hold on for several more seconds. She eventually let the body ease from her grip, gasping for a breath of her own.
Taking short, quick breaths, Emersyn revealed herself from the bushes. She glanced around. Naomi was laying in a pool of blood just a few feet from Bravon Pearson.
Emersyn raised a hand to her mouth in horror, falling backwards onto her rear. �Oh, God.�
Mona turned to see the body. Her expression didn�t change. She looked to the rifle the hunter had used, then to Catalina, who was cowering against a tree.
�The hell happened?� Mona asked, annoyed. �Why didn�t you stop him?�
Tears welled in Catalina�s eyes. �I-It happened so quickly, I didn�t know what to do. I�m sorry.�
Getting up, Emersyn made her way to Catalina and put a hand on her shoulder to comfort her. Catalina closed her eyes and started to sob.
�We�re down a soldier,� Mona said. She pointed at Bravon. �Maybe two.�
�Don�t talk like that,� Emersyn said. She couldn�t believe her future self could be so cold and ruthless. �These are people�s lives. These are human beings. Not resources.�
Mona�s face formed a pinched expression. �Right now, we need trained soldiers to keep us alive. Some hunter, a random hunter, just took out one of us!�
Tanner stirred from the ground. �Oh, Christ, what kind of time-jump-hangover is this?� He groaned as he sat up, eyes glazed over. He turned to face the group, cracking Mona and Emersyn a smile. �Good to see you two, too. Or, since you�re both the same, nice to see you, Emersyn. What�s going�� His eyes fell on the two bodies. His smile lowered into a muted frown.
He crawled over to Naomi, shaking his head. �No, no, no, shit, no!� he cried. He cradled her in his arms, lifting her body up. Her eyes were left open in shock, but the life was gone from her body.
Emersyn watched as he looked at the hunter, piecing together what happened in his mind. Tears spilled from his eyes. His breaths were sharp and quick like he couldn�t get enough air. �Come back, Naomi. Naomi please, come back to me.� A trail of spittle fell from his mouth as his words broke into a sob. �Damn it!�
Joey Del Core was still against the tree, sleeping, snoring. How he hadn�t woken up during the commotion was beyond Emersyn.
�We need to establish a plan.� Mona picked the hunting rifle up, and pulled the bolt back, ejecting the spent bullet casing. �This was never going to work, I was stupid for thinking it was.� She kneeled, surveying the scene. �Let�s just focus on getting back to the cave, getting you guys back to your time. You�ve got enough information, you can warn them.�
�Just shut up!� Catalina cried, her voice fraught with fear and anger. �You�re not helping.�
Mona eyed the young Hispanic girl but stayed her words.
Standing, Emersyn moved over to Tanner and rested a hand on his shoulder. �I�m sorry.�
Though he didn�t respond, Emersyn rubbed his shoulder and did her best to comfort him. She was the furthest thing from a good shoulder to cry on but seeing him so torn up with nobody comforting him made her feel less of a human.
Silence befell the entire group again for the next hour. The sun had started to descend in the sky, afternoon creeping upon them.
�Seeing this stuff really racks my brain,� Catalina said.
She and Emersyn were sitting under a tree, about thirty feet away from the clearing. The grass was taller, and the tree was gnarled and bending the further it grew up. It provided them relief from the sun, but they were both too shocked to talk.
Emersyn half-nodded, but she wasn�t paying attention. Her thoughts were fixated on Mona. 24 hours ago, she�d been fascinated by the woman and wanted to learn about her future. Now, seeing how cold and ruthless she was, she couldn�t fathom ever becoming so distant.
�The time travel stuff scares me more,� Catalina continued, not looking to see whether Emersyn was listening or not. �When I grew up, I-I saw lots of death. Gangs on my street. My brother got shot in a gang war.�
Her words brought Emersyn back to reality. She turned to face Catalina, looking over the feeble young girl. The tattoos running up and down her arms felt sharply contrasting with her shaky personality.
�I�m sorry,� Emersyn managed in a voice barely above a whisper. She needed to get death off her mind. She motioned to Catalina�s ink-lined arms. �What are they for?�
Catalina held her arms out. A smile cracked at her face. �To escape.� She pointed at one, a sword against a shield. �This one�s my attack and defense, reminds me to stay strong no matter what.� On the opposite arm, she pointed at a snake wrapped around a syringe. �This is my past. Haunts me every day. But since I put this on myself, I know I can never go back there. I could never face myself.�
�I . .� Emersyn wasn�t sure what to say. She didn�t want to apologize again, this time for the woman�s past, but praising it felt wrong.
�It�s okay,� Catalina said. She turned and looked up at Emersyn with her dark, full eyes. �I�m not ashamed of where I used to be. I have to acknowledge it. That�s how I move forward. Can�t run from your past.� She shook her head. �It took me years in prison to learn that.�
�That where you got the tattoos?�
She pointed to a few. �Just these. The rest were done when I was out. Which was a lot� I was in and out for stupid shit. Larceny, robbery, aggravated assault��
Emersyn quirked an eyebrow. This time she didn�t stay her tongue. �Assault? Someone like you?�
Chuckling, Catalina turned to face the ground. �Don�t let my size intimidate you, homie. I can put up a hell of a fight. I don�t stay down.�
Emersyn admired the young girl�s honesty and determination. Between the two of them, she seemed far likelier to become a soldier, even with her small frame taken into consideration.
They both looked up to see a red-eyed Tanner enter the vicinity. His eyes were sunken into his face, and his hair was messily laid atop his head.
�Hey,� Emersyn said, standing up. �I�m so sorry.�
�She was my best friend. I loved her like a sister.�
�She�s in a better place now, amigo,� Catalina offered.
Tanner scowled at her. �To hell with that. She should be here! She was only 23 years old. 23!�
He groaned and planted his back to a gnarled tree opposite theirs. He slid down to the ground, burying his face in his hands. �Bravon�s not doing good. That b�� He stopped himself, looking up at Emersyn. �Mona just doesn�t get it.�
Nodding, Emersyn moved to stand between Tanner and Catalina. �No, I get it. At first, I could only see traits of myself in her, and I sort of� admired her. But she�s cruel, emotionless. We can�t do that.�
Tanner scoffed. �I don�t know what else we can do. She�s the only one who knows how the Requiem gem works. If we strike off on our own, we�re going to get caught in a nuclear war.� He looked up, exchanging glances with both Emersyn and Catalina. �I don�t know about you two but I don�t plan on getting blown away by some Russian bomb.�
�We�ll get back,� Emersyn said. �We just need to get her back to reality. I think she�s been in wars for so long, she�s forgotten how to respond� normally to these things.� Emersyn always felt pressure to not refuse people and avoid confrontation. Mona not only couldn�t care less, but she seemed devoid of any standard emotion when it came to death.
�Let�s go talk to her, yeah?� Catalina said. Emersyn offered her a hand, and she took it, standing.
�You guys go if you want,� Tanner said, �but I need to be alone right now.�
Emersyn looked the blonde-haired Specialist. She felt for him and wished she could think of the right words that would comfort him. But seeing a close friend, a comrade, killed like that� she doubted anything she could say would be of any help.
She let a hand trail down to pat him on the shoulder as she walked by. �We�re going. Just don�t stay out here too long.� Emersyn knew how addicting isolation could be, and she would never wish it on anyone.

Chapter 7

Mona was going through the items they had at the clearing when Emersyn and Catalina approached. She turned, grunted at them, and continued.
�What�s the plan here?� Catalina asked, stopping next to Emersyn.
�Continue back to the mountain,� the older woman replied. She tossed a magazine of pistol ammo into a pile. �Get you guys home, hope that word of mouth is enough to stop this war.�
Emersyn exhaled loudly. �We can�t just forget Naomi died. Bravon�s not doing great. We need to help them.�
Mona held up a finger and turned. She stuck the finger at Emersyn. �One, you need to listen to me because I�m the only one who's been to both worlds. Two, Bravon made it clear to me that if things went south, I�m to get you guys back ASAP. Leaving you trapped here to get blown away by the bombs isn�t doing anyone any damn good.�
�Hey, who�s getting� blown away?�
Joey Del Core had made it to his feet, and he waddled over to the group. He spotted Bravon�s wounded body and Naomi�s corpse. He spent all of two seconds studying them, then continued like they were dead insects.
Mona�s eyes flared at the big man. �Just sit down, Joey. We�ll get you home, don�t worry.�
The Italian mobster�s jaw opened in shock. He looked like someone had just smacked him across the face. �What did you��
�You heard me,� Mona said. She nodded towards Bravon. �He might have thought it was okay to ask you to do things and warn you. I�ll tell you the way it is. Anything you�re about to spew isn�t going to help, so just shut it and go sit down.�
Joey�s fists clenched. Catalina stepped past Mona and put a hand on one of his meaty wrists. �It�s not worth it, ese. We need to work together to get out of here, okay?�
Joey didn�t spare her a glance. �Nobody talks to me like that. Nobody!�
�Back off, you overstuffed sausage.�
The group turned to see Tanner emerging from the thick brush that fed into the woods. Emersyn noticed he didn�t look any better�his eyes were redder than before�but seeing him rejoining the group was a step in the right direction as far as she was concerned.
�The hell did you just call me?� Joey asked, his cheeks flushing red. Emersyn could see the anger swelling in the obese man.
Tanner didn�t hesitate to ball his fists and start towards the man. Despite Joey Del Core being three times the size of Tanner, the Specialist didn�t seem phased. �Sit your ass down. We�re already down two men, don�t make me make it a third.�
Joey Del Core swung a hard right into Tanner�s face.
Specialist Tanner Highwall collapsed to the ground, out cold.
Joey turned, sticking a fat finger at Mona, Emersyn, and Catalina. �Now, I�m done with this �sit down and stay out� crap. I�m on the mission, just like you folks. I�m tryna get my bid reduced! I got a family, too, ya know that?� The big Italian man folded his arms and looked them over. �Might even be some help if ya let me.�
Emersyn glanced from Mona to Catalina. She could tell neither of them wanted anything to do with the mobster Joey Del Core. But she knew the severity of the situation. She didn�t agree with Joey�s decision to knock Tanner out, but the last thing they needed right now was to poke the bear.
She stepped forward, motioning to the group. �Um, Joey, we�re all exhausted and we�re in a bit of a shock right now. None of us expected things to go south this quickly.� She studied his unchanging expression. �You�re right though. We need to work together. I�m sorry we excluded you.�
Mona looked at Emersyn, disgust strewn about her face.
Joey shrugged. �Water under the bridge, cute thing. What we doin�?�
Emersyn pointed at Bravon. �Right now, he�s not looking so hot. He got impaled when we transferred through. Stick was stuck right here.� She put two fingers on her lower left abdomen. �We tried to stop the bleeding, but, well, we weren�t too successful.�
The big man sauntered over to the body of Bravon Pearson and looked it over. �I seen a lot of guys die before. My guys. I don�t think we need to add another one.�
�No,� Mona interjected, �we need to get back.�
�Just how are we going to do that?� Emersyn asked, not trying to hide the annoyance from her voice. �A, we haven�t gathered any of the evidence we need. B, Naomi is dead for Christ�s sake, and C, Bravon�s down for the count. We can�t move him.�
�I could,� Joey offered.
Emersyn and Mona both turned to the big man, surprised. Emersyn could see Mona narrow her gaze almost immediately, not trusting the big man.
�Y-you mean, you could carry �em?� Catalina asked.
�Yeah, sure, why not?� Joey looked the aging Sergeant Major over. �He�s what, a buck eighty? I could do it. Maybe not for miles and miles, but I could do it.�
Emersyn, Catalina, and Mona all looked at one another.
�Ain�t like we got a better plan,� Mona reluctantly admitted.
Emersyn put a hand out to stop her from walking away. �Whoa there.� She stepped forward. �I still don�t think we should just leave. We need to gather this evidence.�
Mona sighed. �This man�s dying and you wanna hang around?�
�No. There�s five of us left. I say two of us start trekking back towards the mountain. Let�s be realistic, Bravon�s gonna slow that group down a lot.� She turned and pointed east of their current position. �I think� yeah, that�s gotta be where the road we came in on is. The other three head down there. As soon as we hit a town, or people, or something, we gather intel. We�ll use our phones to take pictures, videos, whatever.�
Mona ground her teeth. Emersyn could tell she wasn�t a fan of the idea.
�I�m with you, amigo,� Catalina said. �We�re already here. I can move quick. I should go with the group to get evidence.�
�We can�t leave Tanner and Joey alone,� Mona said. She eyed Emersyn. �And I suppose you don�t trust me to complete this little crusade of yours?�
Emersyn crossed her arms. �I�d prefer if I went. You have army training, you�d do better at caring for Bravon.�
Mona chuckled, her tone mocking Emersyn�s words. �I�m a soldier, I�d be better served running the mission and protecting you.�
�I don�t need protecting.�
�Kid, you can�t even maintain yourself!� Mona turned, throwing her hands out to accent her claim. �If I wasn�t here, if I hadn�t taken down that hunter, you�d still be sitting in those bushes, pissing your pants.�
Emersyn wanted to fire back with an insult, or better yet, smack her counterpart in the mouth. But she was afraid. The looming cloud that was her fear of confrontation settled itself over her and started raining down something fierce.
�You two go,� Catalina offered. �Let me stick it out with the big guy.�
Emersyn shook her head, keeping her focus on Mona. She felt the tension between them rising: it could be cut with a knife. �No. Go ahead, Mona. You�re right, you�re a better fit for this mission.�
�Whatever you think.� Mona turned and picked up one of the handguns. �We�ll move out in 10. Or whenever he� � She stopped as she saw Tanner�s body on the ground. She gulped, and turned back to the pile of weapons she was forming.
The group prepared to split. Emersyn reassured Catalina that things would be fine. The young girl wasn�t happy about being split from Emersyn, and Emersyn did her best to reassure the Hispanic girl. Mona didn�t say anything else, just focused on prepping the gear and loading the guns.
Joey Del Core rubbed at the wound on his head. It�d taken Emersyn a bit to see it, but there was a nasty gash on the back of his head where it looked like he�d smashed his head into a tree. She�d made her way back to the tree he slept against and found a significant amount of blood leaked over the bark and ground.
Tanner Highwall woke up about an hour later. Emersyn brought him up to speed, and he was on board with finishing the mission. He was reluctant to leave Bravon, and even more so with Joey. The two shared nasty glances with one another, but Emersyn assured him it would be fine, and that she would take care of the Sergeant.
Mona left Emersyn and Joey Del Core one of the pistols that fired rubber bullets, as well as their individual batons. Joey frowned at this, though he didn�t put up a fight. �You shouldn�t expect much trouble,� Mona had told them.
One it was time for them to depart, they shared one last huddle as a group. Joey Del Core and Emersyn were on one side, and Tanner, Mona, and Catalina were on the other.
Emersyn watched Catalina. The young girl was constantly shifting her gaze from Emersyn to Mona. She could see the fear welling in her eyes. Emersyn did her best to force a smile, trying to reassure her.
�We�re taking off,� Mona said. �We�ll only be gone a day tops.�
Joey grunted. �We�ll get to the cave as quick as we can.�
�Yeah?� Tanner said, frowning. �Go slow. Don�t risk Bravon�s life.�
�Easy, easy,� Catalina said under her breath.
Emersyn gave Tanner a nod. �We�ll get him back safe. We�ll wait for the rest of you, and then we�ll all get out of here. Remember, you don�t need much. A video of a newscast, a picture of a report, anything.�
Mona turned and planted the pistol into its holster. �Once you�re in the cave, wait for us. Don�t screw with the Requiem gem.�
Emersyn looked to Mona. �Yeah, yeah, we aren�t going to leave you here, don�t worry.�
Mona stopped and turned back, leveling her eyes with Emersyn. �I�m serious. Don�t mess with it.�
Joey chuckled. �Take it easy, mom. Ain�t nobody messing with the time stone thing.�
Tanner saluted Emersyn, and Emersyn smiled his way. Mona, Tanner, and Catalina took off through the thick brush in the general direction of the road. Emersyn and Joey watched as they started their trek.
She hoped they found success and found it quick. She couldn�t recall passing many towns on the way here back in her timeline, but it had been pitch black and her mind had been jam-packed with worry.
�Ready to go, kid?� Joey reached down and hoisted Bravon Person with an audible groan. He slung the older Sergeant Major over his shoulder, half of Bravon dangling over Joey�s back, the other dangling over his front.
Joey wobbled, struggling to find his balance. He reached his free hand out, gripping a tree to hold himself steady.
Emersyn felt her worry rise, and she remembered the wound on his head. �Hey, Joe, you okay there?�
�Yeah, yeah,� he said, dismissing her with a wave. �Sarge here is just a bit stronger than he looks is all.�
The two started their journey towards the large, jagged mountain that loomed in the distance. Emersyn took the lead, while Joey panted behind her, constantly stopping to shift Bravon�s position or change shoulders.
The terrain was rough. They had to descend the mountain they were on now and then trek up the one in the distance. Emersyn carved out a path with supports for Joey during the decline. She�d pick spots that had trees or rocks he could lean against, ones that were short distances from each other.
Emersyn hadn�t been in the woods in 15 years. She remembered hiking with her father. The two would wake up early, trek their way through woods or a path, always letting the trail fall by the wayside and forging their own way through the wild.
As she pushed a large bush aside and planted her hand on the rotting trunk of a tree, she wished she�d kept the habit up. She was tired, sweaty, and struggling to judge how far Joey could move in one burst with Bravon. �Here!� she called.
Joey released the rock he�d been holding onto for support and took several short steps towards Emersyn. His right shoe caught an obtruding root, and he stumbled, crashing into the bush Emersyn was holding up.
His free hand flailed around until it found the tree. The rotting roots threatened to give under his weight. After he found his balance, he nodded forward, sweat leaking off his round face. �Quick, get the next one!�
She sprinted forward, but on the hill leading down, there wasn�t anything nearby. She spun to her left, keeping a hand at her side to help steady her, and continued down until she found a tangled mess of brush. �This�ll have to do.�
He grunted and followed suit. Just as he made it to the brush, Joey tripped and collapsed with a gasp.
Both Joey and Bravon went spilling down the bottom half of the mountain.
Emersyn shrieked in fear, and released the brush, chasing after the two rolling bodies. She kept her eyes on the ground, avoiding groups of gravel and sticking to the sides of the decline. She nearly tripped a dozen times but managed to find her way to the bottom without spilling and busting herself on her rear.
�Jesus, are you okay?� she asked, passing by a massive tree, bark covered in vines.
Joey was sitting up, holding his right hand with his left. �Nah,� he said, his voice calm as ever. �Think I broke my wrist.�
She turned to look at Bravon. His wound was leaking blood out again, but the man was awake and trying to pull himself away. Beyond their current position, there was a small incline that led up.
Emersyn�s eyes widened when she saw what was at the top of the incline.
A road.

Chapter 8

Mona led the small group down the dirt road, glad she didn�t have to bat aside stray branches or overgrown vines every couple of minutes any longer. Tanner and Catalina had been quiet since they left the clearing an hour ago.
Their trek was starting to break ground. Once they found the road that the SUV had traveled on in Emersyn�s timeline, they started the journey back to civilization. Another two or three miles, Mona estimated, and they�d hit something. Whether it was a small town, a house, there had to be something.
�How sure are you that you can configure the Requiem to get us back?� Tanner asked.
Mona didn�t bother turning around to look at him. She couldn�t. His face rose a pain in her she fought off every second. �Pretty damn sure. Got us here, didn�t I?�
She knew most of the group was starting to despise her, and it was hard for her to fault them: she despised herself most of the time. But Tanner was different. She couldn�t stand seeing the same face she used to love, and this much younger at that.
�Sure, and props to that,� Tanner started, �but we still don�t really know when �here� is. We shot for a few weeks before the war, right? I was thinking� clearly we�re before the war but look around. None of this stuff would look any different otherwise. We could be a few weeks before the war, a few days before the war, maybe even a few years before the war.�
�Your point?� she asked, keeping her eyes forward. She wished he�d just stop talking, even his voice shook her to her core.
Tanner scoffed. �You�re unreal, lady. My point is, what if it didn�t work? What if we�re not close enough to the war to gather any evidence?�
Catalina put a hand on Tanner�s arm. �Have a little faith, ese.�
Mona admitted to herself he had a point. She had no idea when they�d come out. �That, or if your pessimism holds true, we turn our asses to the wind and go back up the mountain. Unless the bomb�s falling in a few hours, it don�t much matter when the war starts.�
Tanner stopped. It took Mona a moment to register the lack of footsteps. She turned and threw her hands up. �The hell you doing?�
He grimaced. �I don�t know how the hell someone like Emersyn could turn into you. You�re so cold.�
Mona kept her face straight. The words stung her, doubly so coming from Tanner. But she couldn�t show him. �Not my problem. I know what it takes to survive. I know how to survive. If you don�t like it, go camp your ass in the woods and take cover from the bombs.� She turned and trudged onwards. �Otherwise, nearest town shouldn�t be more than a couple miles.�
She didn�t want to look at the young Tanner Highwall any longer than necessary. Every time she did, she felt it hurt in her chest.
The party continued in silence. The road widened as they pressed on, an after another hour, they saw the first sign of civilization: a house.
The sun was starting to dip in the sky. Mona knew they needed to pick up the pace: being stuck out here at night wasn�t in the cards. She led the group off the road and through the thick brush so they could get a look at the house without being seen.
It was a decaying, blue American Foursquare. One of the front windows was smashed out and boarded up. The house was in rough shape. There was an old, rusting Ford F150 in the dirt driveway, sitting in front of a pile of old tires, tools, and debris. In front of the F150 was a half torn-down garage, the once-white door now a dirty gray.
�Not the best,� Catalina noted.
Tanner chortled. �That�s saying it lightly. Looks like it�s out of a straight-to-VHS horror movie from the �80s.�
Mona pointed at the door, sure she saw a light flicker. �Someone�s home.�
�Bullshit. I didn�t see anything.� Tanner stuck his nose up at her.
�We need to see if they have TV or internet.� Mona stood up and reached back, making sure her pistol was secured. �Anything that can get us a report on the Russians.�
�I�m coming,� Tanner said.
She shook her head. �No, stay here with Hernandez. One person in a military uniform would look a lot better than a civie and you.�
Tanner groaned. �Lady, what the hell is your problem with me?�
Mona didn�t answer. She shoved past the brush and made for the rickety door of the house.
The smell of a decaying animal hit Mona. She raised a hand to cover her nose, using the other to bang on the door. She heard something scurry inside to the back.
�Hello?� she asked, calling into the house.
Mona pulled the door open gently, though the hinges still creaked. There was a loud clatter from the back. She peered inside, but there was little light inside. She made out the faint outline of a door, leading into what looked like a hallway at the end of the room. �Just want to use your phone or TV,� she called into the house.
Taking a step in, she blinked, trying to acclimatize her eyes. The room was filthy: dirty clothes strung everywhere, an old, destroyed couch, and debris piled in the corners and center. A staircase to her left held only a few stable steps, the rest were broken or looked like they�d give under any weight.
To her right, there was an old box TV, with the screen smashed out. She peered into the remaining glass, seeing a reflection from the light of the open door.
Something smashed into her face, and she fell to the ground. Someone shut the door behind her and stomped on her side. She yelped in pain, cradling her body into a fetal position.
Mona peered up to see a muscular Japanese man wearing a button-up shirt. On the shirt, she spotted the hourglass emblem.
A Regulator.
She spun and threw her right boot into the man�s kneecap. He jumped, avoiding the kick, and pulled a pistol out. He turned and aimed out the door, firing at what Mona could only assume was an approaching Tanner and Catalina.
Mona forced herself up and moved to tackle the Regulator. He was a second quicker, raising his boot and kicking Mona back onto the ground, this time sending her sliding into the hallway.
�Damn it.� She pulled the pistol from her belt and took aim. She sucked in a breath and aimed low.
She squeezed the trigger.
The Regular cried out, a hand going to his knee.
Tanner charged through the door, tackling the Regulator to the ground.
�Tanner!� Mona shouted, scrambling to her feet. She rushed to Tanner and pulled him off the Regular. �Tanner, no, don�t!�
Tanner shoved her back. �Oh, what, now you care?�
�He�s a Regulator!�
�A what?� Tanner�s face frowned in confusion.
Catalina screamed outside.
Mona pulled her gun up and stepped over the Regulator on the ground, charging through the doorway where the rickety door had been.
Another Regulator, this one a thick, young man with blonde hair and tattoos covering his arms stood over Catalina. He had one hand around her throat, the other gripping a pistol aimed at her head.
�Time Regulators!� the man called. �Drop your guns and step aside!�
Mona gulped. She�d never seen or interacted with a Regulator before, but she�d heard enough horror stories to know that she didn�t want to piss them off. She eased her arm down to her side and extended her left hand. �Easy. Just let her go.�
�Drop it! Now� the Regulator barked.
A gunshot sprang from the house, hitting the Regular in the wrist. He dropped the gun and cried out in pain.
Mona turned to see Tanner aiming his pistol. �No!� she cried, tackling him to the ground.
Catalina picked up the pistol the Regulator dropped, but he spun and ran. Mona stood to watch the Regular darting off into the woods. Catalina aimed with her gun, but the Regular vanished before their eyes a second later.
She blinked, struggling to confirm what she just saw.
Catalina turned, her face horrified, confirming what Mona thought she�d just seen. She stepped back to look at the floor of the house, where the Japanese Regulator had fallen.
There was a blood stain on the floor, but no body.
Tanner jumped back to his feet and charged her, shoving her to the ground.
She groaned as she met the floor again.
�The hell�s amatter with you, lady?!� Tanner was fuming, his cheeks dyed a deep red. �I had that guy! I could�ve made that second shot!�
She held a hand up, struggling to catch her breath. �No, no, just listen, okay? They�re Regulators. You can�t kill them.�
Catalina stepped through the doorway, her face scratched and cut up from her altercation with the Regulator. She let the pistol clatter to the ground and slumped against the wall. Her face was fraught with shock.
�We should just leave her, little lady,� Tanner said to Catalina. �She sure ain�t looking out for us.�
Mona lowered her gaze, trying not to let the words from Tanner wound her. Seeing him again was already hurting her. His anger clawed at her chest. �Just hang on. They�re like� law enforcement of time travel across universes.�
Tanner shook his head, his mind already made up. �Bull. How convenient you forget to tell us that during mission prep, or when the entire group was together.�
�Just listen!� she shouted. �In my world, this world,� she said, motioning to the area around them, �there were laws established to protect time travel. There�s a group called TRALE. That�s Time Regulation And Law Enforcement. They exist to prohibit regular people from screwing around with time travel and messing everything up.�
Tanner, now all out of steam, leaned against the decaying doorway and groaned. �So why are they here then? You�re a soldier. You�re on military business.�
She shook her head. �Doesn�t work like that. If time travel is to be used for any purpose, it has to get approval. There�s an entire new governing body made for this stuff. When someone does transfer to another timeline, it�s for scientific study, or to apply knowledge we have now to research things from them. We�re never to use it to intervene.�
�So you�re like, some international time criminal now?� Catalina asked. �Why do it? Why try to intervene?�
Mona got to her knees, finally able to catch her breath. �I� when the bombs dropped, my squad and I�� She eyed Tanner, then looked away. �Okay, so from what they told us, some universes fall in line with each other, others couldn�t be more different. The ones that are similar to mine are almost guaranteed to go the same path.
�That means most of them are going to end in some kind of nuclear war like mine. My group and I, we decided we needed our universe was screwed, but if we could get back to one similar to ours, correct the course, it�d be okay. We�d have done all we could to prevent it.�
Tanner and Catalina watched her as she spoke.
�They never told us much about the Time Regulators,� she continued, �only that they were dangerous as hell. They�re government officials. But the government took a very conservative stance, that�s why meddling is so prohibited. They believe that to mess with anything major, anything significant, is to defy nature and free will.�
Silence fell over the room. She watched as Tanner and Catalina took in the information, keeping her eyes firmly off the Specialist.
�How�d they find us?� Catalina asked, arching her head towards Mona.
Mona shrugged. �I heard rumors they might be able to trace Requiem gems.�
�Why didn�t they come for us back in our world?� Tanner asked.
Mona shook her head. �They�re very strict on their powers. They�re correction-only. We hadn�t committed any crimes. Only by being here now are we in violation. They�re not trying to kill you, they want to imprison you. They�d have brought me in for a trial, though. I�d have been killed, deemed too dangerous. Rogue soldier? They�d have a field day killing me.�
Catalina pounded a fist into the floor. �This crap gets worse and worse.�
�Aye,� Mona said. She groaned and forced herself to her feet. �But we can�t kill them. Right now they�re hunting us. But if either of you killed one, they�d go into extermination mode. They�d wipe you out at any cost.�
Tanner smirked. �Oh, but popping them in the kneecap�s okay?�
She closed her eyes. �He was shooting at you. If they catch me, I�ll gladly face my sentence for that. But they both lived. They�re going to be coming for us though. This is why we need to get the hell out of here.�
Catalina stood and pulled a phone from her pocket. She started aiming it around.
Tanner held a hand up when she pointed the camera at him. �What are you doing, ink?�
�We need to document this, even if it�s not related to the war.� She transitioned into what Mona could make out as a kitchen, and then to the back of the house.
Mona kept her gaze from Tanner. She undid and retied her loose shoestring and holstered her pistol.
�You sure don�t like me much, do you?� Tanner asked.
Mona looked up. If you only knew, kid. �Let�s move out!� she called into the house.
They reconvened on the deck, Tanner taking guard and watching out into the woods. Clouds were starting to form overhead, but the afternoon sun was still setting high in the sky.
�Look, we just need to get back,� Mona pleaded with Catalina. �These Regulators are relentless. They�re not going to stop. If we get stuck out here after sun-down, we�re dead in the water. Let�s just head back with what we�ve got, okay?�
Catalina sighed. �If we have to.�
Mona started to walk down the steps, but Catalina caught her with an arm. Mona turned to face her.
�Just wanted to thank you,� Catalina said, nodding towards the yard. �If you hadn�t saved my ass out there, I�d� well, you know.�
Mona shook her head. �No, no, he shot the Regular.� She pointed a thumb at Tanner.
Catalina nodded. �Yeah, but you stopped him from killing �em. That would�ve been the end of both of us.�
Catalina walked past Mona, and the three started for the road.

Chapter 9

Emersyn looked up and down the road, but it was desolate. Just as desolate as it had been 20 minutes ago. Joey�s wrist had doubled in size, and Bravon was resting against a tree, half-awake.
She was the only one who could move, and she needed to secure help. There was no way she could carry Bravon into the cave on her own.
�Child,� she heard Bravon call faintly.
She turned, glaring at him. He�d been trying to move and communicate and help. She wished he�d just sleep, right now he needed the respite. �Rest, sir. Please.�
He motioned for her to come over to him. She sighed. Military never knows when to shut up and sleep, she thought.
Emersyn made her way over to Sergeant Major Bravon Pearson, kneeling next to him. �Yes, sir?�
He shifted his position, bringing a sleeve up to wipe the sweat from his brow. �Things ain�t looking so good here. Bring me up to speed.�
�But sir, you�re��
�But nothing!� he managed to shout. �Status report.�
Defeated, Emersyn tried to recall the cluster that had happened since they arrived. �Okay, um� some hunter killed Naomi.�
Bravon closed his eyes. �Damn. That�s the first soldier I�ve lost under my command in 8 years.�
�We split up. Mona, Tanner, and Catalina headed back on the road we came from to try and find evidence, or news, or something. Anything to help film or take pictures of.�
�To complete the mission.�
�Yes, sir.�
Bravon coughed. He raised his fist to his mouth, and it came away with a light spray of blood. �Damn.� He turned to her, his eyes hit with pangs of fear. �Where are we?�
She pointed at Joey. �Joey was carrying you. We�re going back to the mountain. We�re just securing the Requiem gem and waiting for them to come back.�
�So what�s the problem?� he asked, puzzled.
Emersyn bit her lip. The one part of her job at Atriarch that she always hated was delivering bad news to customers over the phone. She always tried to sugarcoat it, to make it sound less bad than it was. She knew she couldn�t do that to the Sarge.
�He dropped you and broke his wrist,� she said as fast as she could.
�He dropped me and broke his wrist,� Bravon repeated. Suddenly a smile overcame his face, and he chuckled. �Damn if that ain�t some bad luck.�
Emersyn put a hand on his shoulder. �Listen, we found a road. I�m just waiting for someone to pass through. I�ll flag them down, we�re going to get you some help.�
�No, no,� Bravon said. He reached a hand back, gripping the tree. �I�m old, and I�m not as much of a soldier as I used to be, but to hell with dying here.� He forced himself up, his legs shaking.
Emersyn watched, shocked and awed. �Sir, sir, please sit, you�re��
He held a shaking finger up to her. �Private, just shut the hell up.� He groaned, his hand clutching his wound. He surveyed the area and looked towards the mountain they were heading for. �Alright, let�s get this trek over with. If that pool�s still there, I could use a nice, long bath.�
Joey stood, still clutching his broken wrist. Emersyn motioned for him to join her, and the three convened roadside. Bravon pulled his live pistol from its holster and handed it to Emersyn. �There,� he said, �those are live rounds. Don�t point and shoot at anything that isn�t attacking us.�
The gun felt foreign in her hands. It was heavier than she pictured.
�I�ll lead,� she said, though the words tasted strange in her mouth. She started across the road, looking both ways once final time.
With no vehicle in sight, they continued towards the mountain.
An hour later, and they were nearing the mountain. Emersyn felt like something, or someone was watching them.
She couldn�t explain it, but she swore she could see darts and flashes of color out of the corner of her eyes. Neither Joey nor Bravon said anything, but she reasoned with herself that they were both wounded and probably not paying the fullest of attention.
She stepped over a large stone and carried on through the hot, humid forest leading to the base of the mountain.
The gun made Emerysn feel more secure. She could fend off an attacker or an animal. But she was more concerned with whom, or what could be stalking them.
Pushing past a large bush and holding it for the others to follow through, she looked out behind them. There was nothing but more forest. Maybe her eyes were playing tricks on her. She hadn�t got any sleep last night, and now delirium and exhaustion were setting in and manifesting themselves. That must be it, she told herself.
The fresh scent of pine grew stronger and stronger the deeper into the forest they got. A squirrel scurried across her path, and she used it to fuel the flame that was her doubt. Maybe it was real, she reasoned, and it was just a big squirrel. 
Bravon coughed behind her. She heard him groan and wipe more blood onto his uniform. Emersyn would never let it show, but she was worrying more and more about the old man. He�d seemed so defiant and unwilling to die when he forced himself to stand and walk with them, but the bravado was failing.
He was hurt. She knew it was severe. Without medical attention soon, he wasn�t going to make it.
Emersyn halted when she saw a man standing in a clearing just before her.
She rubbed at her eyes and tried to wake her brain up, but the image stayed. She turned to Joey and Bravon, and they both stopped as well. He�s real, she realized, swallowing hard.
The man had tan skin and looked Russian in appearance. He had a goatee growing in around his mouth and dark eyes sunk in on his face. His hair was messily strewn about his head. He wore a tight, long-sleeve shirt with the emblem of an hourglass on it.
In his right hand, he held a pistol.
�Who are you?� Bravon called, but his voice was weak.
The Russian man took a step towards them, and then another. Emersyn tightened her grip on the gun. She wanted to raise it to him, to order him not to move, but she couldn�t. The willpower wasn�t there.
�Get that gun up,� Bravon managed under his breath.
�Come on, kid,� Joey urged her.
The Russian man stopped about ten feet from them. �No harm will come if you comply,� he said, his thick Russian accent and deep voice making him difficult to understand. �You�re in the wrong time, friends. I�m here to fix that.�
Joey grimaced. �That�s okay, you go on, now. Get the hell out of here.�
Emersyn�s mouth was sewn shut. She should be speaking, negotiating, persuading. But the fear had a hold on her heart and a gun at her head. She couldn�t force anything. It was as if she was frozen solid.
�You�re breaking Time Regulation, and I�m here to correct it.� He pulled the hammer down on his pistol. �You comply, we all walk away.�
Bravon steadied himself. �Get out of our way.�
The Russian man looked to each of them. �Last time I�m asking. International Time Regulation Law. Come with me.�
Joey grunted. Emersyn could tell the big man had enough, and even if she wanted to stop what happened next, she couldn�t.
He swung his fist out and struck the Russian man in the face.
Joey moved to secure the Russian man, but he vanished before their very eyes.
�What in God�s name�� Joey turned back to the rest of the group, looking for some sort of validation. His eyes were streaked with horror.
Bravon took a step forward, sticking a hand out to where the man�s body had been. There was nothing there.
Emersyn eased back, still clutching the pistol. Grounding herself wasn�t working. She could feel the sanity slipping from her. She�d just started to get her head around the time travel and what their mission was, and now everything took a nasty turn with a man vanishing in front of her.
�You saw that, right girl?� Joey turned his head toward Emersyn.
She managed a small nod. �Y-yeah.�
They heard a nearby �whoosh�, and the same Russian man appeared off to the side. He tackled Bravon Pearson from behind, sending the wounded Sergeant crashing to the ground with a cry.
�Hey!� Joey shouted, turning and grabbing the man with a thick hand.
The Russian brought a hand up and clutched at Joey�s broken wrist. The obese man howled in pain. The Russian turned and spun, hitting Joey in the face with a roundhouse kick.
Emersyn felt like an observer. All she was doing was watching this man beat her friends. She didn�t see his gun, but she knew he was armed. You�ve got to do something, her conscious told her. Now!
She swallowed the dread that was building in her throat and charged forward, defiant in the face of her worry and anxiety. Every step filled her with fear, like a thousand voices shouting �No!� inside her. But she pushed on.
She raised the gun, The Russian man had his back to her, she couldn�t waste having the advantage. She cocked the hammer, the weapon feeling heavy in her two hands. Her aim was off with the shakiness of her hands, but she fired three shots as quickly as she could.
One struck their attacker in the shoulder. The other two whizzed past him and hit the dirt.
The Russian man yelped in pain. He spun, his good arm pulling his own pistol from his waistband. Joey sprung back to life and wrapped his massive arm around the Russian man�s throat, pulling him to the dirt in a clutch.
Bravon grabbed the man�s arm, straining to break the gun free. A moment later and he�d secured the weapon.
The Russian man struggled, but not against Joey. He was trying to push a hand to his own chest. Joey�s massive arm stopped him.
Their attacker wedged himself under Joey�s arm, and Emersyn watched as he clamped his teeth down, sinking them into the big man�s arm. Joey cried out in pain, and it allowed the Russian man to get a hand under his shirt and to his chest. A second later, and he disappeared.
She had the gun raised and ready to fire, but he was gone.
�Damn it!� Joey cried, pounding the ground with his good arm. He raised his bitten flesh, fresh trails of blood leaking out of it.
Bravon panted on his knees. �He�s� my god, he�s teleporting.�
�How is this possible?� Emersyn asked. When she saw nobody heard her, she forced herself to speak up. �How is this possible, guys? Did you know about this, Bravon?�
The Sergeant Major shook his head. �Nah. Hell no. Time travel was all the further I thought it went� teleporting, that�s something new to me. When�ow!� He clutched his wound as he stood, waving a hand out to balance himself. �When we see Mona again, we�ll ask her. She�s gotta know about this.�
Emersyn caught her breath and walked towards the group. The stink of gun smoke was making her feel sick, and knowing she�d fired the rounds off, and one hit, didn�t make her feel better. �You okay?� she asked Joey.
The massive man had climbed to his feet, though his expression was bewildered and angry. �Let�s just get outta here,� he said.
�I can agree to that.� Bravon pointed to the mountain, which was taking up their full view. �We�re maybe 20 minutes out. Let�s get to it.�
The steep incline of the mountain proved to be more difficult than Emersyn anticipated. They managed to find the road they drove to the mountain, but it was up a sharp incline. Emersyn started up it, and once she got to a tree, she stopped and started helping the others up.
She got Bravon past the tree, and he was able to dig his hands in and force himself up the rest of the way. Once he conquered the ridge, he rolled over onto the road, laughing in success.
Emersyn smiled when she heard him laughing from the top. Maybe they would make it after all. She turned, and planted her left hand against the tree, reaching her right hand back towards Joey.
The big man was going to be a challenge. She had no way of pulling his weight, and with him having only one good hand, Emersyn had her work laid out for her.
�Alright, nice and easy,� she called out to Joey. She saw the concern on the face of the Italian mobster.
He started up the steep incline, digging his good hand into the damp ground to climb further up. Without the use of his right hand, he had to stop, pull his hand out, and quickly shove it higher up to avoid a spill.
�Okay, use this tree,� she said, bracing herself against the crooked trunk of the tree and reaching a hand out. �Take my hand, and once you get up here, you won�t have to��
Joey chuckled a bit. �Girl, I�d rip your arm from its socket.� He was about three feet beneath the tree, hand firmly in the ground and feet slipping. �Just hang on there.�
He ran his feet up and pulled his hand free, scurrying up the side as quickly as a man his size could. He managed to reach the tree, draping his good hand over it and clutching it for dear life as his feet lost traction.
�Damn!� he cried, barely hanging on.
She reached down and pulled at his wrist, trying to help him up. Her strength was no match for his weight: he was near-dangling, supported only by the tree.
There was a low crackle. Emersyn looked down. The tree was uprooting, threatening to give way under the immense weight.
�Aah!� Joey cried, his fingers slipping.
Emersyn let her hands free of the tree and put both over the big man�s wrist. The sweat made it slick, but she didn�t falter. She pulled up with all her might. �Come on!�
Joey Del Core didn�t budge.
The tree was pulling free from the ground. In a few more moments, they�d both be tumbling down the ridge towards the bottom. But she wasn�t going to quit on him.
She heard a familiar �whoosh� and saw the Russian man from earlier appear out of thin air. He stood up on the near-sideways tree and clamped a hand down on Joey Del Core�s wrist.
Emersyn let go and reached into her waistband, gripping the pistol. She fumbled to get a good grip on it, her hands slick with sweat from Joey�s wrist. As she took aim, the �whoosh� permeated the air again, and both the Russian man and Joey Del Core disappeared.
She sat on the tree, stunned. They were both there, and now they weren�t.
�I saw it,� Bravon called from the top as if affirming her eyesight. �He�s gone too.�
She leaned back, groaning. �Damn it!�
The sky was a brooding gray now. The sunshine had been choked out by dark clouds. Emersyn looked up, feeling the first pangs of rain on her skin. She turned and looked up towards Bravon. �He�s gone,� she said as if she�d lost a family member. �He�s gone.�
�You did all you could,� Sergeant Bravon Pearson said. He stuck a hand down over the sharp cliff towards here. �Come on. Let�s get you up here, Private.�
She forced herself to her feet on the unstable tree and turned. She handed the gun up first, and then jumped, grabbing Bravon�s hand.
He pulled her up, straining against her weight. His strength prevailed, and he was able to pull her up over the treacherous cliff.
The two collapsed on the dirt road they�d taken to the activation site the night before. They sat in silence, the rain progressively pounding harder.
�We lost him,� Emersyn said quietly.
Bravon grunted. �You did the best you could, Private. You tried to save him.�
She shook her head. �I�m not a Private. A soldier, a real soldier could�ve saved him.� She brought a hand up to wipe the rain from her eyes. �Mona could�ve saved him.�
Sitting up, Bravon turned to her. A weak smile grew under his mustache. �You still don�t get it, do you, kid?� He planted a hand against his wound and winced. �She is you. You are her. Doesn�t matter how far apart you are in age. She has unlocked potential that started with you.�
She thought on the words. Even if there was truth to them, it would still take two decades to get from where she is to where Mona was now.
�I never said it would be easy,� Bravon continued as if reading her mind, �and I never said you were destined to do it. But you got an idea now. You know what could be.� He stood up and offered her his free hand. �What�s it going to be, soldier?�
She felt each splash of rain on her face. Tiredness had taken her. Part of her mind told her to just stay here. Stay down, just like she had through every moment leading her to now. Stay at the job she hates, stay in the relationship that wasn�t fulfilling her. Stay down.
No. I�m not staying down.
Emersyn sat up and grabbed the Sergeant Major�s hand. He cracked a smile and helped pull her up to stand across from him.
�That�s the way,� he said.
She turned and pointed down the road at the mountain. �Let�s get to it, Sarge.�
The two started off towards the mountain. The mission had gone to hell since Emersyn and her team arrived, but just because they were down didn�t mean they were out. They trudged onwards, the dirt slowly turning to mud under their heel.

Chapter 10

Catalina was leading.
Mona didn�t much mind, if she didn�t have to look at Tanner Highwall.
�So, uh, in your time, are there any new technologies I should be aware of?� Catalina eyed Mona. �You know, any company or idea worth investing in, amigo?�
She tried to keep the smile from tugging at the edges of her mouth. �Aren�t you in prison, kid? How are you going to invest?�
Catalina stuck a hand out, mocking as if she was offended. �Hey, amigo, you�re from 20 years up. I�ve got 5 years left on my bid, and if I survive this, I hope to cut it down to dos.� She held up two fingers.
Tanner scoffed from the back. �Maybe we oughta focus on getting our asses out of here alive before we talk about selling them to invest in companies.�
Catalina scowled. �Buzzkill.�
�No flying cars or anything,� Mona said, pretending she didn�t hear Tanner, �but the military has some cool augmented-reality tech. Nothing revolutionary in the public eye, though.�
Mona saw Catalina�s face transform from excited to sad. �Darn.�
The clouds had taken the sky overhead and were a sickly gray as they carried on from the road, back towards the cave. They were tired, hungry, and anxious to get back. Mona�s stomach had started to churn with her own anxieties about the situation. It was a feeling she hadn�t felt in a long time.
�I was thinking,� Tanner said, �that hunter that� killed Naomi.� He struggled through the words. �Awfully convenient.�
Catalina quirked her head back towards him. �Yeah?�
�Yeah.� He cleared his throat. �So, Mona, what are the odds that was an undercover Time Regulator, eh?�
She kept her focus forward. This isn�t the Tanner you know, she told herself. This isn�t him. �Could be. But the ones we saw had a uniform.�
Mona saw Tanner shake his head out of the corner of her eye. �No way,� he started, �it had to be. They can track the stones, right? The gems? How many other people we seen out here?�
She stopped and considered his words, separate from the pain his voice brought her. �It�s� possible,� she said. �But I doubt it.�
�I�m just ready to get back,� Catalina said. �Back in my cell. Warm in the winter, cold in the summer, my girls in B block are gonna die when they hear about this stuff.�
�What stuff?� Tanner asked, side-stepping a large hole in the dirt. �We didn�t see much. Didn�t do much. Didn�t find squat.�
She turned back, her face pinched. �Are you off your nut, ese? We�re in 2040 right now! The future! How many people can say they�ve been here, amigo?�
�Was hoping we�d at least be able to finish the mission,� Tanner grumbled.
�Far as I�m concerned, we did,� Catalina said. She nudged Mona. �Isn�t that right, old girl?�
Mona turned to the Hispanic woman. �We�ll see. If your President Warren is anything like the one I remember, he�s an ass. Stubborn as hell. Might not take us at our word.�
The group trudged along as specks of water started birthing from the large, overhanging clouds above. They were coming up on a bend. If Mona�s memory served correct, after the bend, they would only be four or five miles out from the cave.
She suspected they wouldn�t see the sun again today. An hour ago, it had been dipping generously into the sky. The evening would be here quick, night even quicker after that. She needed to get all of them in the cave and back to their timeline before night fell.
Three men emerged from the bend, all wearing matching sets of button-down shirts with the hourglass emblem sewn onto them.
Mona, Tanner, and Catalina froze in their tracks. To their left, the steep cliff that fed off into the woods. On the right, they were bordered by the edge of a mountain. And behind them was a straight road. They�d never be able to outrun the Time Regulators.
Mona felt her body tense. The pistol was still in its holster. She took a deep breath, her panicked thoughts racing through her mind like mice.
�We can�t run,� Catalina said.
�We fight.� Tanner pulled his pistol out.
Mona turned to face him. The pain struck her worse than a blow to the side of the head. His face was younger, but still the same. The face she�d been trying this entire time to ignore and avoid. �You kill them, they�ll kill you.�
Tanner shook his head. �They can try. We have to get back. The others don�t know how to use the Requiem. I�ll take these guys out!�
Mona stood firm, shoving her face into Tanner�s. �I�m not losing you again.�
He titled his head, eyes narrowing. �What? Again?�
The Time Regulars advanced quickly on their position, walking forward at a brisk pace. Mona raised her pistol and fired at their feet, careful not to hit them. The shots didn�t cause them to back off.
One of the Time Regulators took the lead from the others, raising a hand. �You�ve caused a great deal of trouble for our organization. You�re all to be taken to cells in a timeline far from here until we come to a punishment.�
Tanner looked the agent up and down. �Yeah? Come get us first.� He leveled his pistol at the regulator.
The Time Regulator frowned. �This doesn�t have to end in a shootout. Come peacefully and we can speak like civilized folk.�
Catalina raised her middle finger to them. �Civilized enough for you, amigo? Get out of our way.�
The Regulators charged forward, intent on seizing them and transporting them away. Mona was out of options. She raised the pistol and fired on them.
Two of the regulators vanished. One was struck in the stomach and collapsed onto the ground.
Before she could think, the other two re-appeared behind them. One tackled Catalina to the ground. The other descended on Mona. Mona started to raise her gun, but the regulator sunk to the ground and spun around, tripping her and causing her to fall. Tanner wrapped his arms around the regulator, but the regulator was quick, throwing his head back and smashing it into Tanner�s face.
Crying out, Tanner fell backwards. Catalina pulled her pistol free and fired four shots of rubber bullets into the regulator�s chest. He stumbled backwards but didn�t go down.
Mona tackled the regulator that was fighting Tanner and pulled her baton free. She smashed it into his face, then again, and again. His nose was bloodied, and he spit out a glob of blood and teeth. He raised a hand to his collar, pulling a chain up from around his neck. It was a small, circular black container. He activated it with a button on the side and disappeared beneath her.
She turned around, searching for him, but he was gone. �Damn!�
Mona spun and smashed the regular that Catalina shot in the back of the head with her baton. She turned to see the man she�d shot with one hand wrapped around Tanner�s wrist, and the other reaching for his own pendant.
�No!� Mona screamed, and she charged forward, grabbing her pistol off the muddy ground. She raised it and fired.
The bullet hit dead on, killing the time regulator. His body crumpled to the side of Tanner.
�You traitor!�
She turned to see the remaining regulator staring at her in horror. He produced a revolver from his own waistband and spun, pointing the gun at Catalina.
They both fired.
Catalina�s rubber bullet connected with the regulator�s hand, causing him to writhe in pain and drop his pistol. His shot lurched itself into her chest, and she fell back into the ground with a gasp.
A second later, and the regulator vanished.
�No, no, no!� Tanner screamed, rushing over to Catalina and cradling her in his body. �Damn it, come on!�
Mona followed, dropping to her knees in the mud. She pushed Catalina�s hair free of her face and propped her neck up. Catalina gasped in pain, one of her hands clutching the bloody spot on her shirt.
Rain spilled heavily from the sky, soaking them all. Mona took one look at the wound and knew the young girl was done for. Tanner raised his eyes, and without saying a word, expressed that he knew the same.
Mona clutched the dying girl�s head in one hand and used the other to clasp into one of Catalina�s hands. �I�m so sorry,� she managed.
�D-don�t be,� Catalina managed, �you�re a g-good soldier.�
Catalina�s eyes eased shut, and her shallow breaths ceased.
Tanner�s gaze fell to the ground. He raised a fist and smashed it down into a puddle next to him, sending water spraying in every direction. �To hell with this! I�m sick of losing people!�
Mona agreed. She couldn�t say anything, though. It would hurt too much. The pain ripped through her every second she had to see him alive.
�We need to go,� she managed.
Tanner clutched Catalina�s shirt. Mona could see he knew they had to go, but he didn�t want to leave her. Just the way he didn�t want to leave Naomi. He never did know how to let someone go. She felt the shot of watching him die rip through her mind, and she pressed a set of fingers to her temples to cease it.
She stood, tired but unwilling to quit. Tanner pulled the cell phone Catalina had recorded the footage on from her pocket, and reluctantly rose next to her. �Ready when you are, ma�am.�
Mona and Tanner started down the long, muddy road. They were two soldiers with their objective growing closer and closer in sight. They wouldn�t stop now. But every step Mona took next to Tanner made her heart ache more. She longed for Tanner. But she had to remind herself he wasn�t hers.
A crack of thunder and a flash of lightning lit up the sky in a brilliant light, just for the moment. They saw the mountain looming in the distance. It felt so far away.
Mona hoped that Emersyn, Joey, and Bravon were having better luck than they were.

Chapter 11

Emersyn studied the man at the mouth of the cave.
He was a tall, lanky man with green eyes and a spill of blonde-brown hair flowing down to his shoulders, draped by a long beard that messily fell on his chest. He looked unbathed, but the dirty flannel shirt and bright orange hunting jacket led Emersyn to worry more than she would�ve otherwise.
She explained to Bravon how the hunter had killed Naomi, and how this one was dressed just like him.
Bravon shifted his position, laying down in the grass and pushing his head against Emersyn�s, peering through the small opening in the brush. �We could take him if it came to it.�
Emersyn agreed, but she�d rather it didn�t come to it. They each had a pistol, but he had a rifle, and if he was as friendly as the other hunter, they�d both be blown away if they tried diplomacy first.
�Maybe we should just scare him off,� she said.
Bravon shook his head. �No, if we do that, he�ll remember where he left us. We need to hold that cave for as long as it takes Mona, Tanner, and that Mexican girl to get back.�
�Catalina,� Emersyn said. She turned back to the hunter. �Okay, so do we just knock him out?�
The Sergeant studied the hunter. He had his back planted against the cave wall near the entrance. The rifle was sitting on the ground, his left hand holding it upright and pressed to his leg. He was on his cell phone with his free hand, scrolling through something.
�Surprised he can get a signal up here,� Emersyn noted.
Bravon reached back and pulled his pistol out with a shaking right hand. �He can�t.�
Sergeant Major Bravon Pearson freed himself from the brush and cocked the pistol. He leveled it at the hunter. �Drop the gun!�
The hunter�s phone spilled out of his hand, and he jerked in panic. He let the rifle collapse to the ground and held his hands high. �Whoa, whoa! Holy crap! Easy there, mister! I�m just huntin�!�
Emersyn could see Bravon didn�t buy his story. She kept her spot concealed, though. She didn�t want to give away both of their positions. Not when it might be a much-needed advantage should things go south.
Bravon lowered one hand to clutch at his wound. �Yeah? What are you hunting up here?�
The hunter shook his head. �Anythin�, really. I�ve killed deer, rabbit, squirrel� you name it.� He eased his hands down to the ground. �My family lives 30 miles north of here, I found these lands about a decade ago with my partner Bobby. We comb �em over every weekend, it�s like a� bonding, for best friends.�
�Bull.� Bravon held out his hand, bloody from the wound. �Throw me the phone.�
The hunter�s face twisted in confusion. �M-my phone? Why do you��
Bravon stamped his foot. �Now, damn it!�
�Okay, okay, all right, mister!� The hunter reached behind him and picked the phone up with one hand. He reached it out as if to toss to Bravon.
At the last second, he reared his arm back and threw it at Bravon.
The Sergeant yelped at the phone smacked him in the face. His pistol fired, kicking up dirt to the side. The hunter spun and clutched the rifle.
Emersyn charged out of the brush and charged the hunter, baton drawn, extended and raised.
As soon as the hunter got sight of her, he pulled a chain from his neck and pressed on a pendant he wore. A second later, his body vanished.
Bravon sighed. Emersyn could tell he was just annoyed by the maneuver now.
�I don�t get it,� he said through wheezing breaths. �They can just� disappear. The hell is that?�
Emersyn lowered her baton. �You got me.� She turned, peering into the mouth of the cave. A familiar chill came over her. D�j� vu struck out and hugged her. �This�ll be a lot worse without lights set up everywhere.�
Bravon reached into his hip pack and pulled out a tiny flashlight. He thumbed it on. It cast a dull, bluish glow into the cave, hardly illuminating the walls that were 10 feet away. �This�ll have to do.�
They stepped to the entrance of the cave. The Sergeant cast the light around the innards. It was still damp. Emersyn whiffed a faint burning smell like someone had been cooking and forgotten they left the food in the oven. She covered her nose. �That�s new.�
Bravon turned to her, groaning in pain. �Let�s just hope it�s no more trouble. I don�t know how much more I can take.�
They started to trek through the cave. The opening was wide. Bats scurried out of the entrance as they progressed in further. Emersyn stuck a hand out to train along the cool, wet walls, confirming for herself this was real.
�Feels like a lifetime ago we first entered the cave, doesn�t it?�
Bravon grunted. �Might as well have been, this being another universe and all.�
The two pushed onwards. Just as she�d remembered, the walls of the cave started narrowing about 30 feet in. They looked far more ominous in the dim light. She reminded herself that she�d been here before, and that nothing was new.
She noticed a blood trail behind Bravon, leaking onto the floor. �Hey, Sergeant, are you��
�I�m fine,� he interrupted. �Let�s just get this damn Requiem found so I can sleep.�
They pushed on. The walls of the cave closed in, and just like before, they were sideways, pushing their way through the crevice towards their destination.
Bravon cried out in pain as he squeezed himself through the final wedge. Emersyn knew the tight confines and jagged edges had to be antagonizing his wound. He pushed free of the tight space, and she followed.
Panting, Bravon raised the flashlight to illuminate their surroundings. Everything looked the same, except there was no waterfall. The pool was an intimidating hole that fed into the ground.
Emersyn felt a spasm of anxiety bounce in her chest. Why wouldn�t there be water? It struck her as strange, and felt out of place.
Bravon collapsed to the ground, leaning back up against the rough wall of the cave. He clutched the flashlight in his hand, face drenched in sweat, and blood leaking from his wound.
Emersyn moved to the other side of him and sat down. �Sarge?�
He was struggling to catch shallow breaths. �Not doing so well here.� He coughed, barely able to bring a fist up to catch the light mist of blood that sprang from his mouth.
She reached a hand over and placed it on his shoulder. �Hang in there, sir.� The anxiety stirred in her stomach. The quicker Mona got here, the better. �We�re almost through this. Once she�s back, we�ll get you back, get a doctor, it�ll all be okay.�
He shifted his position, trying to stifle the cry of pain that slipped through. The flashlight clattered to the ground, spinning and illuminating the wall on the right side of the cave.
�Y-you know what I regret most?� Bravon asked. �Not making sure Tracey knew I loved her each and every day. Her mother and I, we� we were in love, once. Long time ago. Just went our separate ways. She got Tracey, and I got every other weekend. Then I started focusing on the service� just let it consume me.�
Emersyn frowned, rubbing the Sergeant�s shoulder. This isn�t it. You�re not dying here. �She�s lucky to have a dad like you.�
He scoffed. �I wasn�t there. I was going to try to be after I retired. I was so close. But� can�t change what�s happened, or what�s happening.� He stopped to cough again. It was a deep, guttural cough. �Please, look her up when you get back. Tracey Pearson. She lives in Atlanta, Georgia. Make sure, just� make sure she knows her dad died trying to save the world for her.�
�Don�t�� Emersyn stopped herself. She could tell the last thing she could say that would comfort him would be another encouraging round of telling him to hang on. She clutched his shoulder. �I will, sir. It�s been an honor.�
He turned to her, his eyes glazed and struggling to stay open. �You�re a hell of a soldier.�
Emersyn shook her head. �No, I�m not her. I�m not Mona.�
�Not her!� he reaffirmed. �You. You�re a hell of a soldier, Private.�
She almost chuckled at the words, but the seriousness on the Sergeant�s face stopped her. He truly believed what he was saying. She felt a streak of confidence rip through her for a brief second. As much as she hated her current circumstance and it scared her straight, having someone commend her for her efforts made her feel better.
Sergeant Major Bravon Pearson fell asleep after a few more moments. Emersyn had been overtaken with shock, but she found relief after holding her head up to his face and hearing the shallow, wheezing breaths he was sucking in.
Emersyn took the pistol from his holster. She snatched the light off the floor and cast it around the cave. She made her way to where the pool of water had stood previously in the other dimension. Now it was just a pit, and a bottomless one as far as Emersyn could tell.
The Requiem and activator were both still in the same place, though as she approached it, the faint burning smell grew stronger. Once she was on top of it she had to cover her nose because of how strong it was. She didn�t know if it was the gem, the activator, or both, but something felt off about how the stink was lingering this long in the air.
Emersyn heard a �whoosh� behind her, and her heart sank to the floor.
She reached for her pistol.
�Don�t bother,� a man with a thick Russian accent said. �Mine�s already aimed at you.�
She slowly turned around. The Russian man wore a tank-top with the hourglass emblem splotched across the upper right shoulder. His left shoulder was covered in gauze and bandages. He had messy hair and a closely-cut goatee.
It was the same Russian man who�d fought them before, and who�d taken Joey Del Core.
The revolver he held was trained on Emersyn. He studied her face for a moment, cracking a half-smile. �You attacked me before. Assaulting Time Regulators is� frowned upon�
Emersyn felt the beads of sweat forming atop her forehead. �You came at us,� she said quietly. �You provoked us.�
�You�re meddling in government affairs. Technology you�re not supposed to have yet.� He moved to stand in front of the narrow slit that led to the entrance. �You and your group are a menace. The Regulators are fixers. We correct people like you. Those who think they�re above the law.�
She frowned, stepping toward him. �It shouldn�t be illegal to prevent nuclear warfare!�
The Russian man smirked, his arrogance permeating from his flesh. �You�ve no right to meddle in another universe other than your own. You think you�re helping, but you�re not. We�ve studied it.� He raised the pistol. �Kneel, surrender, and I can promise you cooperation. You fight, and I�ve been authorized to end this threat once and for all. You�ve already gotten people killed, let�s not add to that list.�
�Where�s Joey Del Core?�
The Russian tilted his head. �The big man? We�ve got him. You�d do wise to follow him.�
Emersyn shook her head. �You�d do wise to return him.� She watched him as he circled around her, approaching the Requiem. �He�s on a mission. We�re all on a mission sanctioned by the US Government.�
�Your US Government,� he pointed out as he reached down, picking the Requiem up. �Not this time line�s.� He held the requiem in its hand. Where it had been shining a brilliant red light before activation, it was casting the dimmest trace of red light now. It looked like a regular, diamond-shaped red gem. �Can you hear it?� he asked, pointing to the walls.
When everything fell silent, she heard a low hum. It was faint, and she had to focus on her hearing to even detect it, but it was there.
�It�s energy,� he continued. �Activates this thing.� He held the Requiem up. �Dangerous stuff. You and your crew are fools to think you can come here and stop something from happening. Do you really think if you go warn your president 20 years ago in your timeline that it�s going to help?� He lowered his gun and sighed. �You could be the ones that cause the damn war!�
�Don�t move.�
Emersyn turned to see Tanner Highwall aiming his pistol through the narrow crevice. He forced his body through, keeping his aim taut. The Russian shifted his position, clutching the Requiem in one hand and aiming his pistol at Tanner in the other.
Mona started to squeeze through, but the Russian fired a shot at the ground. The crack of the gun reverberated off the cave walls, stunning Emersyn. The bullet kicked up gravel at Mona�s feet.
�You come through there, you die! Everyone stay still!� the Russian barked.
�Drop the gun, or I drop you,� Tanner said. He knelt, keeping the gun aimed at the Russian, using his free hand to check Bravon�s pulse. �I�ve been through too much shit today. Don�t add to this.�
The Russian lurched forward, wrapping his arm around Emersyn, trying to take her as a human shield while still clutching the Requiem.
�No!� Mona screamed, still behind the narrow opening.
Emersyn threw herself back, and the Russian man lost his footing. The two tripped backwards over the lip of the pool, spilling down into the pit where the water once was.
Emersyn screamed as she tumbled down into the pit of darkness.

Chapter 12

Mona rushed to the edge of the pool, dropping to her knees and casting her gaze into the darkness. She couldn�t see anything. The scream from her younger self had drowned out into the abyss several seconds ago.
She reached a hand over and grabbed the tiny flashlight that Emersyn had dropped. She cast the beam into the endless pool of black, but it did little to chip away at the darkness. It was an empty, hollow pit that seemed to have no end.
�No!� Mona screamed, clutching the light so tightly her knuckles were turning white.
Tanner pulled her back from the edge, clutching her. He pulled her several feet away while tears started dripping from her eyes.
�It�s okay, listen.� Tanner wrapped his hands around her face, looking into her eyes. �We don�t know what�s at the bottom of that well. She could be fine.�
Mona�s heart hammered in her chest. She�d lost her younger self, and now she was being forced to stare into Tanner�s eyes. All the suppressed pain was firing through every ounce of her.
�I�m going to check on Sarge,� Tanner continued. �But then you and I are going to figure out how to get down there. W-we can find a rope, or throw something down there and measure how long it takes to hit something, or��
Mona raised a hand, silencing him. �No.� She eased herself back, sitting on her rear. �We can�t risk our lives. You, me, him,� she said, pointing back at Bravon, �we�re all that�s left.�
Tanner resolved to stand and pace the area of the cave they were in, casting the dim light on each of the walls as he passed them. Mona could see him searching for something, anything that would help. But this wasn�t the other universe, they didn�t have work lights or crews or tools or bodies. It was just the three of them stuck in a damp, empty cave.
�Earlier, before, you said you didn�t want to lose me again.�
Mona closed her eyes and exhaled. Tanner bringing up those words was the last thing she wanted to discuss. �Can we��
�No.� He turned to face her, shining the blue light into her face. �We�re almost done here. We might not get another chance. All due respect, ma�am, you�ve had it out for me since you first got here. Ever since� Naomi died.� He cleared his throat. �Least you owe me is some answers.�
She shrugged. �I-I misspoke.�
He scowled. She could see, even in the dim light, that he didn�t buy it for a second. �Don�t lie to me. We�re soldiers. We might be from different worlds, you might be older than me, or I might be a higher rank than you, who cares. This is two people having a conversation. Just don�t lie to me.�
Mona ran a hand through her greasy, frizzy hair. She tried to think of how to form the words, but they weren�t coming to her, not like she thought they would. �I�� She stopped and frowned. Come on, it was always so easy to tell Tanner when he was yours. But this isn�t your Tanner. �You exist, in this timeline, my timeline.�
His face lightened a bit. �I�d certainly hope so. That�s good news.�
She motioned to him. �You�re a soldier. I joined the army.�
Tanner nodded his head along. �Okay, gotcha. So, we knew each other. Did we serve in the same platoon? Train at the same base?�
Mona frowned. This was the part that pained her to explain. �You always� you trained me. My platoon. We, uh� I always had a� I always liked you�� She kept her gaze dead ahead, not daring to look Tanner in the eye.
�So, we got together or something?�
She hung her head in shame. �Yes. Once, after boot camp. We always stayed in touch. Then the bombs it, and you actually re-initiated it with me. Said it didn�t matter anymore.�
Tanner watched her, attention full and focused. She could see his stare out of the corner of her eye. �You said lose me� so I died, then?�
Mona fought back the tears, but they broke free and ran down her face. It had been so long since she cried or let herself feel any kind of emotional pain. �You died protecting us. Our group. Raiders, bandits came, robbed us and killed you.�
The cave fell silent, except for the occasional sob from Mona. She tried to compose herself, but it was like a flood overcame her. She couldn�t have held back even if she wanted to. Tanner walked to her and knelt, placing a hand on her shoulder. �It�s okay,� he said. �I might not be him, but it all sounds pretty like me.�
Mona reached a hand out and clutched his wrist. She knew it wasn�t him, but damn if it didn�t fool her. �I�m so sorry,� she managed through a sob.
He rubbed her shoulder. �You got nothin� to be sorry about.� He tilted her head up, and she looked into his eyes, the same eyes she�d been avoiding every second since she first saw his younger self. �Listen, we�re going to get out of this. We�re going to rescue Emersyn, we�re going back, and it�s okay.�
�You still sound just like him,� she said, slowing her sobs. She reached a dirty hand up and wiped the tears from her eyes. �You never lost that perseverance. That drive.�
Tanner smiled. �Well, that�s good to know, isn�t it?�
There was a growl that came from beneath the ground. They both turned towards the well. The walls of the cave and the ground started shaking. It was gentle at first, but seconds later the entire structure was rocking back and forth violently.
�Oh, crap,� Tanner said, looking up as dust and bits of rock started to fall. �What the hell is going on?� He backed up to protect Bravon.
Mona scurried back with him, all three huddled together. She prayed that the cave would hold and that whatever was causing the violent shaking didn�t continue, or they�d be buried alive in the collapse.

Chapter 13

Emersyn banged against the curve of the floor, being strung along against the rough ground. The downward curvature of the pit threw her to and fro until she and the Russian eventually slid to a stop as the bottom sloped down and inwards.
Emersyn coughed. She heard the Russian man groan in pain. Her hands were scraped and cut up. Fresh blood was dripping from her face onto the ground. Her right ankle was throbbing relentlessly with pain. Sprained, at least, she thought.
She hobbled to a stand. Realizing she could see, she glanced up. Her eyes bulged out of her skull when she saw where they were.
There was a large clearing in front of them, with jagged, sharp spikes of pulsing blue gemstones obtruding from the walls, and out of massive boulders and rock spread throughout the area. The light they gave off was neon-colored and lit up the entire cave they were in.
She stepped forward, limping towards the nearest rock. It was half the size of her and cut jaggedly into it was one of the blue gems. It pulsed with life, almost like a heartbeat. �My god,� she whispered under her breath.
The Russian man had found his footing and held his gun up at Emersyn. But his gaze was on the gemstones. He watched them, fascinated, unaware of Emersyn�s presence any more. He whispered what sounded like a prayer in Russian.
There was a whine from the back of the cave, and suddenly, a low-pitched buzz emitted from the depths. It was dull and annoying at first, but it was picking up frequency and loudness. Emersyn covered her ears, but it wasn�t enough to drown out the pounding ring.
The Russian man screamed and raised his revolver.
�No!� Emersyn tried to shout over the roar, but she was unsuccessful.
The pendant-device the Russian man wore around his neck shot up and out of his shirt, pointed towards the back of the cave. It was being pulled there, like a magnet. He screamed, and dropped his pistol, trying to unfasten the chain from his neck. A second later, he was pulled to the back, his heart-wrenching scream drowned out a second later by the growing buzz.
Emersyn felt like she was going to pass out. She turned and tried to start back the way she came, but the pull of the ring was draining her of all her willpower. She fell to the ground, eyes starting to water.
Something caught her eye to the left.
She turned and saw the Requiem. Its red was a harsh contrast to the bright, neon blue of the room. It wasn�t being pulled back and didn�t seem to be interacting with the other gems in any way.
She reached a shaky hand towards it, clutching the stone and pulling it back to her.
The activator�s keypad lit up with the holo-screen. A dial displayed, threatening to go past the �max� label on its gauge. She didn�t know how to interpret the settings, or how to configure it. The buzz was aching at her, she couldn�t focus enough to read what was displayed.
The gems behind her emitted a rasping growl. It was like they had a consciousness, they were alive, and they did not want her here among them.
The nonstop buzzing was pulling her back towards them, like a forceful wind. She couldn�t resist it. She fought to step forward, but it pulled her back. Emersyn grabbed the Requiem and the activator, and she was flung backwards forcefully.
Emersyn reached a hand out and grabbed onto one of the protruding gems from a rock.
Suddenly the buzzing stopped. Now it was a hiss, one of pain. The pull stopped, and she found herself level, standing on the ground again.
The Russian man charged her from behind, wielding a large rock. She ducked, and he smashed it into the rock she had been gripping a moment before. The hissing intensified, and she rolled to the side. The Requiem and the activator clattered to the cold floor.
Emersyn spun and ran for the gun. The Russian cranked his arm back and threw the rock, smashing into her back. Emersyn collapsed onto the ground with a yelp of pain. She turned and brought a hand up as the Russian gripped her throat She scratched her hand out, catching one of her nails under his eye.
As he tried to pin her down, she kneed him as hard as she could in the balls. He gasped and collapsed to the side, hands firm on his crotch.
She grabbed the gun and cocked it, turning to pin it to his head. She heard the familiar �whoosh�, and he was gone by the time she completed her turn.
�Emersyn!�
She turned to see Mona and Tanner descending from a makeshift uniform-and-shirt rope tied into knots. Mona wore a dirty black tank-top, and Tanner was shirtless, but they�d found a way down.
�Where is the bastard?� Tanner called, waving his pistol around.
Mona was transfixed on the blue glow of the gems. �Oh, god.�
�What is it?� Emersyn asked, panting.
Shifting her head, looking from one side of the room to the other, Mona bit her lip. �We always thought that the activation sites needed immense power. This is� this is a nest of Ataplite. It�s the exact opposite of what�s in the Requiem stone. My God, I never thought there would be so much.�
�So this stuff is what activates the Requiem?� Emersyn stood, glancing over her shoulder, expecting the Russian to appear and assault her.
Mona placed a hand on one of the pulsing blue gemstones. �They work in harmony. I�m not a scientist, but the way Hank Thrashor explained it to me� in layman�s terms, he said the Requiem rips time open with a tiny bit of energy of its own, and the Activator allows it to draw the rest of what it needs from this. From Ataplite.�
�What if��
Tanner was cut off. The Russian man tackled him from behind and pounded the back of his head with a fury of fists. Mona charged him, but he spun and kicked her in the gut, sending her face down to the floor.
Emersyn raised her gun, but he disappeared. A second later, he was behind her. He wrapped an arm around her and used the other to grip the gun, wrestling control of it away from her.
�Give it here!� he cried, spittle flecking from his mouth and onto her face.
She strained against him for a moment, but he was too strong.
Mona was up and tackled him into one of the pulsing blue gems. There was another hiss from the Ataplite. The Russian disappeared and reappeared right behind Mona, pushing her forward and causing her face to smash into the rock.
Tanner raised his pistol and fired at their antagonizer, but he disappeared just in time. The bullets struck the side of a massive blue Ataplite. The cave hissed again, louder and in pain.
�The hell is that?� he asked.
Emersyn shook her head. �Don�t know, but we�re pissing it off.� She rested her hand on the rocky surface of one of the gems, trying to catch her breath.
She felt the blow to her knee from behind and collapsed to the ground in pain. Emersyn raised her gun, but it was kicked free of her hand. The Russian turned and smashed Tanner in the mouth with a balled fist. Mona was still out, clutching her wounded head.
The Russian punched Emersyn in the face. Her head was thrown back, and she spit out a glob of saliva and blood. The Russian gripped her hand with his own and started to pull his pendant out. �Time to go.�
�No!� Mona screamed. She leaped to the gun Emersyn had dropped and raised it.
In one swift movement, she pulled the trigger just as Emersyn and the Russian man began to fade.
The body of the Russian man slumped over Emersyn, blood spewing from his stomach.
Mona had connected with the shot just in time. She panted and let the gun spill from her hand. She was still clutching the bloodied side of her face. Tanner came to the two and fell to his knees. �It�s over,� he said.
Shaking her head, Mona closed her eyes. �No. Not even close.�
The three managed to get themselves up the rope of uniforms and shirts. Once they were all atop, Tanner freed his tank top from the rope and put it back on.
Emersyn blinked, believing her eyes to be playing tricks on her. From the top of the hole, it looked dark and endless. But it was only about 15 feet down they�d fallen. Maybe the Ataplite were manipulating the appearance of it, trying to shield themselves.
�We�ve got to get you two back,� Mona said. She wiped the blood from her temple with one of the uniforms and grabbed the Requiem and the activator.
Tanner turned to face her. �Yeah? What about you?�
�Wait a minute,� Emersyn said, eyes darting around for a small, familiar figure. �Where the hell is Catalina?�
Mona and Tanner exchanged an uneasy glance. He stepped away from her and towards Emersyn, his eyes meeting hers.
�Damn, I�m sorry. I� we,� he said, motioning to himself and Mona, �we tried to save her. A Regulator shot her.�
Emersyn stood stunned for a moment, then the tears took her uncontrollably. She cried, collapsing onto the ground in a sob. She hardly knew the girl, but that wasn�t the point. She�d been so inspired to changing her life, and it had all been ripped away from her. Catalina was the only one of them who kept a constant optimism through the entire mission.
Emersyn bawled, trying to catch a breath in between sobs. Tanner knelt and put a hand on her shoulder. She reached a hand up and intertwined with his. She wasn�t used to losing anyone�it felt like she�d been stabbed in the heart.
�I was with her at the end,� he said. �She� wasn�t crying or thrashing in pain. She was content.�
It�s not fair, Emersyn wanted to scream.
There was a small hum to their left, and the Requiem gem came alive with its brilliant red light they�d both seen before. The same burning smell rose to the air quickly. Emersyn watched through her red, puffy eyes as Mona typed on the holographic keypad on the activator.
�The Time Regulators are going to be all over my ass soon.� She cranked one of the dials on the activator, and turned, repositioning the Requiem gem in its case. �This is my world, I have to stay here. I won�t let them take me.�
Emersyn�s head twisted as she sucked in a long breath. �You�re� not coming back?�
Mona smiled sadly. �I can�t. It�s your timeline, your world, not mine. I�ve already lived it, kid.�
She shook her head defiantly. �No, no, you can�t. Those people, they can manipulate time, they can teleport, they�re not going to let you live.�
Mona groaned and stood up. �Kid, I�ve had a long life. I�ve been a soldier for a long time. I�m not going down without a fight.�
Tanner gripped Emersyn�s arm. �Listen, it�s going to be okay.�
She stood, pushing Tanner off. She marched up to Mona, her eyes teary and narrow. �Please don�t do this. I�ve lost so many people. I need you, you can still help me. Please, don�t go.�
Mona reached out and hugged Emersyn. She wrapped her counterpart in a hug of her own.
�You did great,� Mona said.
She pulled back from the hug and pressed a button on the activator. A clicking started and continued every second. �You�ve got 30 seconds,� Mona said. �I�ve got to get clear of here.�
Emersyn wiped the tears from her eyes and started towards Mona. Tanner grabbed her and held her back. She struggled against his strength, but he wouldn�t budge.
�No!� she screamed. �Come back!�
�It�s okay. She has to go,� Tanner said.
Mona slipped through the narrow crevice, turning back and smiling at Emersyn one last time.
Then she disappeared into the area beyond.
Emersyn collapsed to her knees, sobbing. Tanner turned to see the digital display on the activator counting down.
�Hey, did we make it?�
They both turned to see Sergeant Major Bravon Pearson struggling to his feet. Tanner rushed forward and draped the Sergeant�s arm around him. He pulled him closer to Emersyn, and the three huddled next to the activator and the Requiem.
Tanner reached a hand down to place on Emersyn�s shoulder. �We�re going home. Sarge, Emersyn, we�re going back home.�
The final click of the activator ended with a ding. The Requiem gem grew brighter and brighter. Emersyn could feel her world melting away, just like it had the day before. The walls of the cave, the darkness around them, and the Requiem and activator started to fragment themselves apart like glass.
She watched as Mona�s universe snapped into pieces around her. The rush to her head caused her to lean back and wince. It was a complete rush, one she didn�t have the energy to stomach. She closed her eyes and wished it over, but it continued. She heard a whooshing around her, and though she dared not to open her eyes, the floor gave way and she started transitioning.

Chapter 14

Emersyn opened her eyes to a buzzing yellow light above her. It filled her entire view, and she brought a numb hand up to try and block it. Her entire body felt off, and her head was pounding. She rolled to the side, but the pressure in her head made her want to turn back the other way and stay down.
She heard the faint words of someone nearby, but the ringing in her ears blocked out what they were saying. As her vision focused, she saw the coordinator of the cave rushing to her side, placing a hand under her head, and shouting at someone off to the side.
She needed to get up, she needed to check on Tanner and Bravon. But her legs wouldn�t will her up. She couldn�t find the strength to right herself. Gasping, Emersyn flipped back the other way and groaned. Her entire body ached. The void called to her, and she found her eyes closing again. This time she didn�t put up a fight.
When Emersyn Berg woke up again, she felt better. She was able to focus easier, and the coordinator immediately offered her something to drink. She downed the bottle of water and asked for another.
The cave site was just as she remembered it from the day before. Work lights were strategically positioned all around. Staff was moving in and around. Guards were stationed at the crevice, and the waterfall was flowing freely down into the well.
Everything felt right again.
To her left, Bravon Pearson and Tanner Highwall were on air mats, asleep.
�We�re shipping you all back on a plane in a few hours,� the coordinator said as he checked an item off on his clipboard. �It�s been an honor helping you.�
Emersyn cranked her head to the side, looking over Bravon. �Will he make it?�
The coordinator stopped and studied him. �We had a medic on site. Attended to his wounds. She said he�d make it. We can only hope.� He looked down and resumed scribbling down on his clipboard. �God knows he�s earned a rest.�
Emersyn yawned and glanced around. The crew seemed to be moving out. They were all packing their things up, tearing down the lights, and starting to move equipment back out the way they�d come.
�You�re up remarkably quick,� the coordinator noted, not looking up from his clipboard. �Do you feel okay?�
She shrugged. �Little dazed� but I�m okay.�
The coordinator lifted his head. �Hm. Very good.�
After another hour, Tanner was up and moving. The crew had to wake Bravon up to get him to squeeze through the narrow crevice. As the last light was cleared from the cave, Emersyn stood, admiring the spill of the waterfall.
�Kind of weird that the water wasn�t there in the other timeline, right?� Tanner asked, hoisting a broken-down light stand over his shoulder.
Emersyn bit her lip. �There�s always those little things that are going to be different.� She watched the water spill from the top down to the pool at the bottom. �I wonder what�s at the bottom of this one.�
Tanner reached a hand out and grabbed her shoulder. �That�s an adventure for another day, Private.�
She stole one last glance at the waterfall, and turned to follow Tanner out of the cave.
Outside, the blackness of night consumed them. She regretted they hadn�t returned in daylight: when they weren�t being shot at by Time Regulators or hunters, the Idaho mountains were a pretty sight.
The trio loaded into a large SUV, Bravon was taken to a separate vehicle so he could lay on his gurney. The driver backed them out and started down the treacherous road that had led them there.
Tanner sat next to Emersyn. He groaned as the car took a curve wide. �I�m so ready to be done with Idaho.�
Emersyn turned to look at him, quirking an eyebrow. �Yeah? I think our most successful mission just finished. We just saved the world here in Idaho.�
Tanner ran a hand over his blonde hair. �Yeah. Damn it, you�re right. We did do that. We should be proud.� He turned, and grabbed her arm, raising it in victory. �Yeah!� he shouted.
She laughed at the gesture. He freed her arm, and she smiled at him playfully. They�d both lost people on the mission, but they had to keep their sights set on the future, and what they accomplished through the transition to Mona�s timeline.
The trip back to the air base was long, but Emersyn and Tanner enjoyed having the time to relax and unwind. They talked, laughed, and swapped stories. It felt like Emersyn had found a new friend, one she hoped would stick around beyond the debrief of their mission.
The driver informed the duo that Bravon Pearson was being escorted to a nearby medical facility, and one he was taken care of, they�d load him onto a plane and get him back to Georgia.
�I�m surprised he pulled through,� Emersyn said. �There was a moment when it was just me and him towards the end and it was like he was saying goodbye.�
Tanner shook his head. �Tough old bastard. Nothing can keep him down.�
�Or nothing can keep him from his daughter.�
Once they arrived at the air base, they changed vehicles and were escorted to a small, white plane via an electric cart. As they approached the plane and the cart slowed, the driver turned and asked they relinquish their weapons.
They both handed over their pistols, and Tanner turned over Catalina�s phone. Emersyn kept the Requiem gem in one of her pockets and the activator in the other. She�d give it up, but only when they got back. It was hard to trust anyone after seeing the Time Regulators in Mona�s timeline.
The plane ride bored Emersyn, and this time she opted to sleep, much like Tanner did. She found herself back in her counterpart�s timeline, thrashing through the jungle, a Time Regulator hot on her heels. She woke in a cold sweat, swearing up and down how real it had felt.
�Did she ever tell you what happened in her universe with us?� Tanner asked, rubbing the sleep from his eyes.
She shook her head, grabbing a water bottle off the tray in front of her and twisting the cap. �No, can�t say she did.� Emersyn took a long swig of water, the liquid quenching the thirst clawing at her throat. �Why, what did she say?�
Tanner thought for a moment. �Nothing. I asked, and she wouldn�t tell me. I just figured she might have told you since you were, you know, her.� He stretched, smirking. �I guess we�ll just have to see what happens.�
Emersyn glanced out the window at the pillow-like clouds below them. �We�ll have to make our own path.�
The plane landed hours later, and though she�d managed to fall back asleep, Emersyn woke up more tired than when she�d left. The sight of Fort Ashen was a welcome relief that washed over her. She�d finally made it back. The trip to the future and back had succeeded, and somehow, she was still standing after it was all said and done.
The Atlanta heat hit them as they departed the plane. Tanner rolled the sleeves up on his fatigues, and Emersyn reached a hand back, tying her hair into a ponytail. With no wind in sight, and the sun drifting towards the high point in the sky, she figured this to be another scorched-earth day.
�They both marched towards one of the offices, Emersyn more than ready to take in another round of air conditioning. She squinted when she saw a portly figure heading towards them.
�Is that��
�Yep,� Tanner replied.
Wayne Baron waddled towards them, one hand shielding his eyes from the sun and the other holding a stack of papers. His blue suit was darkened with sweat stains at the collar and underarms. His forehead was flecked with specks of sweat. He offered them both a grin as they neared one another.
�Well, children, you�ve done it. Time travelers alive and in my midst. Mama, I wish you could see me now!� He chuckled.
Tanner reached a hand out. Wayne took it and shook it vehemently. �It�s good to see you,�
The oval-shaped man turned and shook Emersyn�s hand. �And you, child. By the grace of God, you�ve become one heck of a soldier these last couple days.�
�Thank you,� Emersyn managed. Seeing the scientist�s infectious smiled caused her to return it with one of her own.
He pointed towards the office behind him. �Let�s get inside. I have some forms for you both to sign, then we�ll get ya both fed, showered, and rested.�
The rest of the day sped by quick for Emersyn. She and Tanner were forced to sign at least two dozen papers stating they�d follow up with a debrief the next day, they�d never speak about the mission unless asked by direct military personnel, and they may be called on to oversee future missions regarding the Requiem or the activator.
Emersyn reluctantly relinquished the activator and the Requiem to Wayne Baron. He promised to take care of it and assured her that because casualties were sustained, it would be a long time before it was used to time travel again.
She was escorted to the scientist barracks once again, where she was able to shower. She washed herself of the crazy adventure she had. Flashes of Catalina and Mona broke into her mind as she showered, and she felt faint and dizzy, remembering they weren�t here. She put a hand on the tiled shower wall, steadying herself. The dizziness was quick to onset. It passed a moment later, and she tried to push the painful memories from her head.
Wayne Baron brought a tray of food to her in her quarters. She�d asked if she could eat with Tanner, but the stout man advised her that he was undergoing a mental evaluation and offered her a complimentary one on-site. She politely declined and sat eating her mock meatloaf and flaky potatoes alone.
Once she�d finished her lunch, she pulled her phone out. One thing she�d been excited about was the prospect of taking photos and videos in the other universe, and she�d never even gotten the opportunity. Everything had happened so fast. Guilt started tugging at the edges of her mind, criticizing her for not taking it in more.
She turned on her phone screen and saw 92 missed text messages from Ollie, and 30 missed calls. 12 of the missed calls had voicemails to go with them.
Emersyn clutched the phone in her hand. She sighed and pressed the on-screen icon to call Ollie.
She brought the phone up to her ear. Her heart hammered in her chest as the line trilled. After the second ring, Ollie picked up. �Hello?� she could feel the emotion in his voice. She hadn�t heard anything of the sort in so long.
You can�t let his emotions cloud you now, she told herself. �Ollie?�
�Oh my god, you�re alive!� His voice rang into her ear, overburdened with joy. �My god, why didn�t you tell me what was going on? Emersyn, I�m so sorry about��
�Ollie?� she interrupted him.
The line went dead. She could almost see him, his smile frozen and petrified with fear because of the tone she was using. The dread was clawing at her innards. She wanted to stop, she wanted to quit, hang up, and forget it. But she couldn�t.
She knew this had to be done.
�I can�t see you anymore,� she said, her voice shaky and afraid.
He sounded like he was trying to find some word to say but was unsuccessful. �W-what?�
Emersyn Berg cleared her throat and knew this was the moment she was taking charge of her life. �I�m done with you, Ollie.� Her voice was growing, the shakiness fading. �I�m not happy with you, you�re not the guy for me. I�m sorry it took me so long to do this.� She ended the call a second later and tossed the phone to the bed.
Guilt and happiness struggled equally within her. She hated knowing that she was the cause of someone else�s agony and pain. She�d been through break-ups before. They hurt like hell, and Ollie was going to get nasty, she knew it. But she�d persevere, she always did.
Knowing that in some alternate reality, she had the guts to successfully navigate boot camp and become a respected soldier gave her courage and hope for the future. She didn�t need to be afraid of what lay in front of her. Destiny was hers, and the sky was the limit.
Night settled in on Fort Ashen and she was content to lay in bed and sleep. She wished she could see Tanner. The two had shared something nobody else in this universe had encountered. He was the only other one who would understand what she had gone through, and maybe he could give her some advice on how to deal with the loss of Catalina, Joey, and Mona.
Her thoughts drifted to Joey Del Core. She wondered what became of the Italian mobster�what the Time Regulators did with him. None of the soldiers made mention of him. She assumed he�d been transported to another realm or time to be held prisoner. She tried to subdue her anger at the regulators.
Emersyn snatched her phone from the bed and pulled it back up. She opened her messages and typed a quick message to her father. She felt strange sending it. The two hadn�t talked in forever. But she refused to wait until he was old and sick, and then regret not trying to reconnect with him sooner. She knew it might not work, hell, it probably wouldn�t result in anything. But it was worth a shot.
The tiredness overcame her, and shortly after she sent the message, the phone spilled onto her stomach. Emersyn drifted off to sleep and dreamt of Mona�s world.

Chapter 15

Emersyn and Tanner stood at the foot of Sergeant Major Bravon Pearson�s gurney. He was stationed in a room with other wounded and sick soldiers, though most of the gurneys were empty. There was more life in his face, and he looked better. If Emersyn looked hard enough, she could just make out shallow breaths through the movement of his chest.
�Think he can hear us?� Tanner asked.
Emersyn cracked a smirk. �I doubt it. He�s too old.�
�What was that, Private?� Bravon said, not a slur of sleep in his words.
Chuckling, Emersyn walked to one side of the gurney. Tanner approached from the other. They both looked the Sergeant over.
�How are you, sir?� Tanner asked.
Bravon glanced around the medical area. There was a heart rate monitor hooked up to him, a tray of assorted instruments, and a window to his right. �Ready to get the hell out of this bed and back to work.�
Tanner nodded. �Well, we�re ready to have you back, sir.�
�You,� Bravon said, sticking a finger up towards Emersyn. �I�m hoping we�ll see you sign up soon.�
She tilted her head. �I�m definitely thinking about it, but there�s some stuff I�ve got to do first.�
Bravon closed his eyes. �Ah. I get it. If it�s family stuff, by all means. I understand.�
�Speaking of,� Emersyn said, �your family�s on their way. Tanner and I got ahold of Tracey. She�ll be here in 3 hours.�
Bravon�s face lightened, and it was as if a weight had been lifted off the old man�s shoulders. �No kidding?�
Tanner put a hand on the Sergeant�s shoulder. �Never, sir.� He smiled, his pearly whites gleaming. �She�s looking forward to seeing you.�
Emersyn and Tanner both started to leave after conversing with the Sergeant for a bit.
�Hey!� he called after them.
They both turned over their shoulder, glancing back.
�I�m proud of you both,� he said. Emersyn could tell it wasn�t praise from a Sergeant to a Private, but a man who�d seen two people endure something nobody thought possible and survive.
She smiled. �We�re proud of you too, sir.�
Outside the hospital building, Tanner and Emersyn stepped out into the blistering heat. There was a cover extending past the entrance of the building, shielding them from the harsh rays of the sun. He put a hand on her shoulder, and she turned towards him.
�Hey, so you�re heading back?�
Emersyn shrugged. �Maybe. Haven�t completely decided yet.�
Tanner frowned. �Look, before you leave, I�d like to� take you out to dinner, or lunch, or just sit down and talk with you for a bit. Not as soldiers, not as geared-up time travelers�� they both chuckled, ��but as people.�
She smiled. Now that things with Ollie were over, the new possibilities scared her, but they excited her equally the same. �I�d love to.�
�Great. You free tonight?�
She glanced at an invisible watch on her wrist. �I suppose I can make time.� She smiled coyly and gave him a playful shove.
He wrapped an arm around her and the two started back towards the barracks. �Come on, Berg, I�ll show you to the scientist�s barracks. Don�t ever travel on a military base alone. Too many good-looking guys like me.�
Emersyn and Tanner conversed the entire way back and agreed to dinner around 1400 hours. He took his leave of her, and she started getting ready. It was always better to get ready early, she didn�t want to keep him waiting.
She dipped into the bathroom and started running some hot water. She shedded the plain gray t-shirt she had been wearing and snagged a black v-neck from her bag. She turned and looked up into the mirror.
Mona was screaming, pounding on the mirror.
The image disappeared a second later. Emersyn fell back, tripping and knocking the wastebin over. The image had only lasted for a moment, but it was burned into her brain. Mona had cuts along her face and blood all over her hands.
Somehow, it was like she knew she was reaching Emersyn. She had pounded on the other side of the mirror. Was she trying to beg for help? Was she warning Emersyn? She only had a second of the scene to go based off.
Emersyn stood, trying to gather her bearings. Her hands started to shake. She felt like something had twisted inside her. Seeing her older self, even for that one second, stirred something in her.
Mona knows me, I�m her, she told herself. She knew if I saw her appear, especially in that state, I would want to help.
She hurriedly got dressed, tossing the face moisturizer she was going to use back into her bag. She slipped on the same pair of jeans she�d been wearing earlier that day and snagged her cell phone from the table.
Emersyn spun and headed for the door. A familiar �whoosh� cracked through the air and standing before her was the Russian man from Mona�s world. Her jaw fell open. She could see the outline of several bandages on his stomach beneath his shirt.
The phone spilled from her hand, clattering to the floor. Her stomach tightened in harsh knots. She couldn�t believe what she was seeing. �How��
The Russian man held a hand up, silencing her.
�Always make sure that your enemy is dead. You remember me, yes? My name is Vetrov Rodinovich. I�m here to warn you.�
The Russian man had on a long-sleeve polo with the hourglass emblem sewn into the left breast. He wore a worn brown leather jacket over it, and his left arm was in a sling from where she�d shot him. �Don�t go after her. She�s fighting against governance. She�s illegally contacting you.�
Emersyn could feel her cheeks flushing red. �You bastard, what did you do to her?�
Vetrov�s mouth curled into a sick smile. �She committed the crime, not me.�
She reared her arm back and grabbed the lamp next to her bed. She chucked it at Vetrov, but his hand was already on the pendant he wore. He vanished a second before the lamp made contact. It smashed into the door behind him, breaking into a shower of grey-and-red pieces.
Emersyn rushed forward, but he was gone. She tried to slow her breathing, but she couldn�t contain herself. Turning, she smashed a balled fist in the door as hot tears started running down her face. She yelped in pain and crumbled to the ground, holding her hand as she bawled.
Tanner found her about an hour later. She�d stopped crying, and now had her mind set on one thing: fixing this mess of a situation.
She was in the middle of packing her bag, stuffing all the clothes and personal items she had into it when Tanner grabbed her arm.
�Emersyn?� he asked, �where the hell are you going?�
She forcefully shoved a bottle of conditioner into the bag. �I saw her, Tanner. I saw Mona.� She turned to face him, looking up into his eyes. �She needs help. Then that Russian man appeared. His name�s Vetrov Rodinovich. He threatened me. Told me not to come after her, that she was violating laws by reaching out to me.�
�How�s he still alive?�
Emersyn dug her fingernails into her palm. �We were stupid, didn�t shoot him in the head.�
Spinning on his heel, Tanner followed Emersyn into the bathroom, avoiding the shattered glass on the ground. �Jesus, what happened? Did you two fight in here?�
She snagged several more bottles and stuffed them into the crook of her arm. �I wish. He vanished. I�m so sick of that damn trick.� She tossed the mess of bottles onto the bed and exhaled.
Tanner grabbed her arm and pulled her so she came face-to-face with him. �Listen, I don�t care what the deal is, okay? I�m going to help you.�
She stood ready to pound him away and defiantly turn in his face to continue packing, but the words had her at a loss. �Y-you� you want to help me? Why?�
Releasing her arm, Tanner motioned to the bag. �Look, this is important to you. I spent time with Mona, and I would never want anything bad to befall her. To hell with that. Let�s do what needs to be done.�
Emersyn thought for a moment. She shook her head and spun. �No, no, you can�t. God only knows what this is going to do to my status. I�ve got to get that Requiem gemstone and the activator. That alone could brand me a terrorist here.�
She heard Tanner sit on the bed behind her, the springs creaking. �So be it,� he said. �The military�s always been my family�s blood. It�s my blood, this is who I am. But I�m not going to let Mona get tortured by these Regulator bastards. No. I don�t care what the cost is.�
She stopped throwing things into her bag. Holding a bottle of shampoo, she tapped the lid on her hand. She trusted Tanner, and he was saying all the right things. But was he going to back her up when it came time? His family had a long history in the military. She couldn�t fathom him throwing it all away, least of all for her. �I can�t ask you to do this.�
He shook his head. �I�m not asking you to. I�m doing this for me. This isn�t right, what�s happened.�
Emersyn took a deep breath. Some of the weight shifted from her, relief washed over her mind. It was nice to have someone on board, standing by her side. She reached up and wrapped Tanner in a hug, and he enthusiastically reciprocated.
She didn�t know what was going on with Mona, but she was going to find out. She was going to save herself.
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