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      In 2085, humankind is at the brink of extinction. A mutated virus originating from a worldwide pandemic in 2025 has rendered 99% of women infertile, yet has no effect on men. The only hope for the survival of mankind is to send young men back in time to find fertile women before the virus infects them.

      However, the space time continuum may not be disturbed since any change in the past may wipe out the future. Therefore, only women known to have died during the 2025 pandemic may be chosen. But will they come willingly?

      Carter Ambrose is the first young man to travel back in time and assigned to bring back Julie Schneider, a young woman fated to die in the first wave of the virus. However, something goes wrong during the time jump and Carter suddenly finds himself racing against time to win Julie’s trust and affection so he can convince her to come back to the future with him.
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            ROMEO, OH ROMEO

          

        

      

    

    
      Los Angeles, Friday, July 20, 2085

      The one-week training at the Institute for Time Travel had come to its end. For seven days, recruits—young men just like Carter Ambrose—had gotten a crash course in life in the year 2025. Historian after historian, all ancient by Carter’s measure, had droned on about details that could lull even an insomniac into a deep sleep. The several hundreds of recruits, ranging in age from eighteen to twenty-five, exhibited varying attention spans. All they wanted was to get on with it. But Professor Henley, the gray-haired man who ran the program, was leaving the best for last: the details about their upcoming voyage through time.

      The prospect of time travel was why the professor—with the blessing of the government—had been able to recruit lots of young men willing to risk their lives in service of humankind. What young man wouldn’t leap at the chance of traveling to the past? It was an adventure and the main reason Carter had signed up. His parents were proud of him and his sisters anxious but hopeful that he would come back unharmed, and with his mission completed.

      At a tapping sound coming from the loudspeakers in the large amphitheater-style auditorium, the crowd fell silent. Everybody turned their attention to Professor Henley, who stood at a small podium. The wall behind him and the floor beneath his feet were an ever changing screen of graphics used to illustrate the speaker’s points. The walls and floor now turned a vibrant blue, then faded in places until the same word materialized everywhere.

      “Romeos. That’s what we’ve decided to call your group,” Professor Henley said in a deep baritone voice.

      There were some murmurs, but nobody spoke up or posed a question. They knew better than to waste the professor’s time.

      “I’ll explain why later, but let me begin by reiterating how urgent and important your mission is.”

      Behind him, charts appeared. Carter barely glanced at them. He’d seen them before and knew what they meant, because his father was one of the men, one of the scientists, who’d been instrumental in alerting the government to the severity of mankind’s predicament.

      “The human race survived many calamities in the last century: the climate crisis that devastated our shores and coastal cities with rising ocean levels and caused the great fires that laid waste to the Amazon Forest; the wars that had to be fought to rid ourselves of dictators and tyrants; the race riots that pitted neighbor against neighbor. We cured HIV; we eradicated world hunger and poverty; we reversed climate chance and are nursing this planet back to health. But the 2025 pandemic that killed over fifty million people all over the world still haunts us today. We thought we’d escaped its clutches, but it was a mere illusion.”

      He let out a mirthless laugh. Nobody in the room breathed.

      “When the virus that originated on the South American continent spread across the globe in the fall and winter of 2025, many governments reacted too late to mitigate the spread. We had no idea that this virus was unlike anything the world had ever seen. It embedded itself in the females of our species, in the survivors of the pandemic. There, it remained undetectable for decades, mutating many times over. Even our best scientists were blindsided when it struck us at the core of our existence: procreation. Since the 2050s, birthrates worldwide have been dropping precipitously, yet the true cause wasn’t detected until 2069. Too late. Ninety-nine percent of the world’s female population are now infertile, incapable of creating new life.”

      Behind the professor, the graphs and pictures changed. Empty cribs and maternity wards popped up and created an eerie collage.

      “This is where you come in. You, the Romeos.” He showed a hint of a smile for having come up with this moniker. “We need you to travel back to before the outbreak of the virus to find those women of childbearing age who according to historical records, died from the disease. We need you to find them, befriend them, romance them—hence Romeos—and bring them to our time, to 2085, before they can get infected and become worthless to us.”

      Carter raised an eyebrow. Bad choice of words, Professor. Even Carter, as a twenty-year-old, knew more about women than to call them worthless.

      “Questions before I go on?”

      Over a hundred hands went up.

      Professor Henley pointed to a man in the first row. “You.” He glanced at the nametag. “Joshua Fletcher.”

      “Why can we only bring back women who died during that pandemic? Wouldn’t we have a better choice if we widened our criteria? I mean, what if they’re all ugly?”

      Several recruits laughed. Others rolled their eyes.

      Professor Henley narrowed his eyes. “Because you want to return to the world you left, don’t you? You want to come back to this version of 2085, not another.”

      He looked into the crowd, where enough recruits looked confused for the Professor to find it necessary to elaborate. “If you had listened to Mrs. Dorchester who explained quantum physics and the space time continuum to you, you wouldn’t be staring back at me like clueless fish.”

      He sighed. “Well then. A refresher. If you were to pluck one random woman out from 2025 and transplant her to 2085, you will have changed the course of history. Imagine this woman was going to have a child, who then went on to make an important discovery in medicine, physics, chemistry, city planning, or even art. The absence of that person, that child and its descendants, would mean that our future, the world we live in right now, would become different. You will have created a new timeline, one in which your loved ones might not exist.”

      “You mean like if Albert Einstein’s mother were to come back with one of us before she gave birth to him?” one recruit called out.

      “Exactly. We’ve carefully selected from the pool of women who died during the 2025 pandemic, so we won’t have to worry about a disruption in the space time continuum. Only the women destined to die may be brought back to our time. It is the only rule you may never break, no matter the circumstances.” Then he looked at Joshua Fletcher. “No matter how ugly the woman assigned to you is.”

      That comment resulted in raucous laughter of the crowd and a beet-red face for Joshua.

      Carter drew one side of his mouth up. He’d had the same thought as Joshua, but was smarter: he simply hadn’t voiced it, or he would have been the one with the red face.
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      Moments after Professor Henley’s presentation, the large group was split up into several smaller ones. Carter’s group of two dozen recruits was the first to be led into the large elevator that descended to the lowest level of the large complex.

      “Level A authorization needed for access,” the recorded elevator voice announced just before the elevator stopped.

      The older woman, who wore a white lab coat, looked into the scanner, and a moment later, the automated voice confirmed, “Retinal scan accepted.”

      The doors opened.

      “Turn left to the first room. My colleague is expecting you,” she instructed.

      The moment the last recruit had exited the elevator, she stepped back inside, and the doors closed behind her.

      Carter was the first to reach the open door. He entered the large room. It was bright, with white walls made of the same sort of shiny material all laboratories were equipped with to keep the area sterile. In fact, the underground room looked very much like a laboratory, even though there seemed to be no experiments going on. Instead, the long counter was clean, but not empty. On it, large envelopes—rather thick ones—were waiting for them, one for each recruit.

      Behind the counter stood a good-looking woman who was at most thirty-five years old. “Recruits,” she greeted them and motioned for them to approach. “Please each stand in front of one of the envelopes. You’ll find everything you need for your mission in 2025 inside it.”

      As the recruits spread out along the long shiny counter, Carter ended up right in front of the woman. He was about to reach for the envelope, when she lifted it, and reached into it. When she pulled something from it and lifted it for all to see, she said, “First, make yourselves familiar with your standard cell phone.”

      She handed it to Carter, and, like his fellow recruits, he turned it over and examined it.

      “This is state of the art in the year 2025. The iPhone 17.”

      Carter exchanged a doubting look with the guy next to him. “Not even my grandmother would use something so antiquated,” he murmured to his neighbor.

      “Yeah, my sister would throw it at me. Cheap junk,” the other recruit replied.

      The instructor slapped her fist on the counter to silence everybody. “It may be antiquated cheap junk in your eyes, but in 2025, guys like you stood in line for days just to get their hands on one. And just so you’re aware of it: this phone is the precursor of the communication devices we all use today. Without the innovation of the men and women working at Apple back in the day, the technology we have available today may never have been developed.”

      Nobody dared say another critical word.

      “There’s an instruction manual already loaded to your holocom. Make yourselves familiar with it before your time jump.”

      Instinctively, Carter touched his holocom, the slim band around his left wrist that was invisible to anyone but the wearer. It was developed from studying the chameleon’s ability to take on colors and textures of its environment. Once put around the wearer’s wrist, it blended with its owner’s skin. The holocom was the iPhone of 2085, only more advanced, faster, and seemingly without limits.

      A hologram suddenly popped up and hovered over Carter’s left arm.

      “Not now!” the instructor groused in an annoyed tone.

      “Apologies,” Carter said quickly and closed the hologram.

      She pulled a second item from the bag and lifted it in the air. “This is your wallet. It contains a valid driver’s license with your details. Study them. Your birthdates were adjusted so that you’re the exact same age in 2025 as you are now. Make sure you know your new birth year. There’s also a card with your social security number on it. Memorize it.”

      Somebody at the other end of the counter raised his hand.

      “Yes?” the instructor prompted.

      “What’s a social security number?”

      “It’s the equivalent of your global ID number, only with less digits. Okay, next: everybody also has a small amount of cash in his wallet. The money stems from the historical archives, therefore supply was limited. Use this cash only if you can’t pay by any other means. Your iPhone contains several payment apps in use in 2025, which have been linked to valid corporate accounts during that time and should not be flagged until you’re safely back here. The payment apps work in a similar way as your holocom.”

      Paper money didn’t exist anymore. All payments were made digitally either using one’s personal holocom, or through an electronic transfer initiated at various mobile pay spots using a retinal scan for identification. He couldn’t imagine how disorganized life was in 2025 when money was spread around in different places, where it could easily get lost or stolen.

      Again, the instructor reached into the envelope. This time, she pulled out two watches, one in black, the other in silver. “These are your time travel devices. The black one for you, the silver one for the woman you’re bringing back. They are paired. The silver one will only work in conjunction with the black one.”

      Everybody was already trying on their time travel watch. The instructor handed Carter his gadgets.

      “Recruits, please wait in the room next to this one. You’ll be called up individually to receive the details of your mission. Good luck.”

      Carter saw something in her eyes when she wished them good luck. Was it the same sentiment that his sisters had expressed, his two sisters who would never bear children of their own? Had he seen the flash of hope that one day soon, the cries of babies would fill maternity wards and homes once more?
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      The waiting room was just as sparse as the room where the Romeos had received their equipment, with one difference: the walls acted as seamless monitors that showed a series of refreshers about how to behave in 2025, which rules to abide by, and how to use the devices issued to them. In the middle of the room, twenty-four chairs were arranged in a circle facing outward so that each recruit could watch the projections effortlessly.

      Carter had barely started to watch the videos, when he was called into a separate, much smaller room. There was only one desk and two chairs. It reminded Carter of interrogation rooms he’d seen in classic movies made in the 2020s.

      “I’m Dr. Mandell,” the African American man said and shut the door behind Carter. He was in his mid-forties and sported a goatee. He wore a lab coat with his name laser-imprinted on it. Embroidery had gone out of style.

      “Take a seat.”

      Carter followed the command, and watched Dr. Mandell tap on a spot on the desk. A large hologram opened up. First, random numbers and letters appeared, while Dr. Mandell tapped on the desk’s virtual keyboard. Finally, a file opened up, showing the picture of a young woman in the upper left-hand corner.

      Carter homed in on the image. The girl couldn’t be more than eighteen or nineteen years old. Her long hair was dark brown, her eyes a pretty blue. But what made her truly beautiful was
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