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      Somewhere in Time meets Terminator as feisty librarian Beryl Blue is hurled from 2015 to WWII, tasked with stopping a time traveling assassin from killing a soldier on leave and changing history forever.

      

      Dealing with the bad guy is a piece of cake compared to the trouble his target puts Beryl through. She's stunned to find herself falling for the sexy, stubborn Army sergeant Tom "Sully" Sullivan, who makes it abundantly clear he can take care of himself.

      

      The future is toast unless Beryl can figure out how to stop a killer, protect a man who refuses to be protected—and keep her heart intact.
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      "Beryl Blue, Time Cop," I shouted. "Stop!"

      The guy I chased didn't. Didn't even slow down. Which put me in A Mood, as Grandma Blue had called my teenaged temperament. But who could blame me for getting annoyed? My ankle still bitched from last week's not-so-fun run in 1599, when I took down that woman stalking Shakespeare. The trip through the temporal gate today had been its usual shake-and-bake fun. And now here I was in 1977, running after an overdue time tourist on a steamy hot July afternoon.

      While wearing a policewoman's uniform with a worsted wool jacket and skirt.

      And pantyhose.

      What's more, the time-perp I pursued zipped along on roller skates. Sprinting after him made my ankle throb like hell.

      "Come on, man," I called. "Stop!"

      The guy pumped his chalky legs harder, picking up speed. His skate wheels rumbled as he zigzagged around pedestrians. He was cruising for a close encounter with my Cack .28, and I was going to oblige. Time Scope Excursions had a whole list of rules for time tourists, but number one was to come home when your vacation in the past had ended. No exceptions.

      That's where I came in. My job was to find and extract overdue time tourists any way necessary.

      I slipped the weapon out of its holster and armed it. My quarry skated into the clear. I aimed. The guy fell. Not from the Cack's invisible burst of scorching juice. From a crack. In the sidewalk. Flew ass over teakettle and landed flat on his squishy butt. To my relief, and to the delight of Hampton Beach's feathery-hairdo crowd, who cheered his triple-gainer wipeout.

      I holstered the Cack and limped over to him. He grimaced up at me. Would've been comical if he didn't look so pathetic, splayed like a starfish in his disco roller boogie outfit, his short shorts riding up high enough for all 1977 to get a good look at his package.

      I averted my eyes. I'm dainty that way.

      "You wouldn't have caught me if I didn't trip," he said, sitting up and wincing in pain.

      "Seriously? I would've killed you." I tapped my holster for emphasis. Time Scope didn't fool around. Better to take out a rogue time tourist than have them upset the timeline by running wild in the past.

      I helped the guy to stand. He wobbled like a newborn colt until he got his balance.

      "Please, ma'am, don't bring me back," he said. Begged, really.

      "Ma'am?" Yikes. I was twenty-four, still got carded everywhere I went. This guy was pushing forty. "Do I look like your grandmother?"

      "I'm sorry, ma'am, uh, officer. But, please, don't take me back. I don't belong in 2130."

      Oh, crap. He was one of them. A runner. He hadn't stepped through one of Time Scope's temporal gates to go on an expensive vacation, or even with a nefarious plan to loot the treasures of the past. He'd intended his time trip to be only one way. He'd intended to disappear into history.

      "That's what they all say," I muttered, avoiding his pleading eyes, because—irony alert—I didn't belong in 2130 either. Six months ago, I was a happy wannabe librarian living my life in the early 21st century. Well, sort of happy. Okay, pretty miserable if truth be told. But the thing was, I could never, ever go back to that time. "And, seriously, 1977? I mean, Star Wars comes out, I get that. But of all the time periods in all of history, why run here? Why now?"

      "I love the music. And…" He sniffed the air. "You smell that? What is it? It's heavenly."

      I'd caught the smell too, had packed on five pounds just from the aroma. "Fried dough."

      His milky blue eyes lit up. "Fried dough," he said with reverence, then his voice cracked with sudden panic. "Please don't take me back. Say you killed me. Say anything. Please let me stay."

      This guy hit new levels of pathetic, going straight for my heart. Guess he didn't get the memo. I used to let emotions guide me. Not anymore. Glo Reid, Time Scope and a lying guy named Jake Tyson had seen to that. Now I was nothing but a cold-hearted company goon.

      At least, that's what I kept telling myself.

      "Look, disco man," I said, harsher than I intended. I would not let this pathetic puppy get to me. "You can't stay. A skate down the sidewalk in 1977 won't change anything, but if you disappear into the past? The future. Is. Screwed. So, no way I'm leaving you here, capiche?"

      My bad ass act seemed to scare him more than threatening him with the Cack. He came along quietly when I suggested we find a spot where we could disappear without witnesses. I towed him away from the beach toward the bustling downtown, looking for an alley. He gazed wistfully at the boat-sized cars clogging the street, the people dressed in colors that would make Joseph's Technicolor Dreamcoat look subdued, and the stores advertising wares still made in the USA.

      "Wait." I stopped, spotting a sale sign in a store window. I felt a smile coming on. I hadn't smiled in a while. It felt good. "A quick stop, then back home and off to the cage with you."

      "That's contraband," my prisoner cried when he saw where we were headed. "I'll tell unless you let me go."

      "No, you won't." I patted my holster again and he shut up. But to be on the safe side, I decided to invest in a big piece of fried dough for his enjoyment before we went back to the future.
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      "You bucking for Time Cop of the year, Beryl?" Carmine slapped the buzzer and the holding cage door clanged sideways. "That's the third temporal ex-pat you brung in this month."

      I shrugged. "It's an epidemic."

      Carmine scratched his salt-and-pepper mustache then dug into his ear for good measure. "I don't get why anyone would run to an earlier time. We got everything you could ever want here."

      "I know, right?" I said, adjusting the package in the brown paper bag tucked under my arm. Not everything.

      I signaled to my disco friend to wipe fried dough crumbs off his face then pushed him into the cell. He rolled across the tile, and I held my breath as he tripped-fell onto a bench. The guy had been through enough without the added indignity of face planting in front of Time Scope's second shift. The cell door slid shut and I turned away from his sad blue eyes.

      Poor guy. He'd be off to rehab in the morning. Not the kind of rehab anyone from my 21st century home would recognize. No twelve steps, no daily affirmations. It was a quick fix that involved some kind of laser lobotomy. The guy would be all happy-happy, joy-joy and would never want to roller boogie in another time period again.

      I pushed the guy's brain-scrambling fate out of my mind. What he'd done was dangerous. I cringed to think what could've happened to the historical timeline if I hadn't caught him.

      After what seemed like weeks of paperwork, I returned my '70s cop uniform to wardrobe and changed into jeans and a windbreaker. I tucked my contraband into my backpack and took a Metro-Slide home in the fading daylight of an April afternoon. The lights in my high-rise studio apartment popped on as I entered. Jenjen, my monstrous Maine coon, met me at the door. I took off my jacket and hefted my backpack onto the kitchen counter, pushing aside a stack of books. Jenjen leapt up with impressive agility for such a fat cat and stuck his face into the backpack as I unzipped it.

      "That's not for you." I pushed him away and pulled out a six-pack of Budweiser.

      I'd broken one of Time Scope's many rules: no souvenirs. But it wasn't like the powers that signed my paycheck dared to squawk. After everything I'd gone through on the company's behalf, they owed me. Big time.

      I slipped my finger through the ring-tab on one of the beer cans and popped the top. The beer was foamy from the time trip, but still cold.

      "Can't get beer like this here in 2130," I said, taking a sip and scratching behind Jenjen's ear. "Not without a prescription, anyway."

      He twitched his tail, a signal in any century that said, "Not interested. Feed me."

      A bowl of kitty chow later, he washed his paws contentedly as I settled into my chair and started on my own dinner, the second can of my contraband six pack.

      "Entertainment Communications Interface," I said, resting my sore ankle on a footstool. A portion of my apartment's west wall dissolved at my command to reveal a giant TV screen. Several function icons popped up. "Music." The icons faded, except for the G-clef, which blossomed in size. "World War Two mix. Random."

      The aching, melancholy "I'll Be Seeing You," sung by Rosemary Clooney, softly filled the air. My heart wrenched as the memories rushed in like a flood tide. I thought of the roller boogie disco man and the music he loved. Music that made him give up everything to flee to another time. I didn't get his passion for the thumping '70s disco beat, but I got where the passion came from. I'd risk everything, too, if I could go back to that one moment, forget about the timeline, and just go.

      Go to him.

      Before I could stop myself, I had the photograph in my hand. I'd never uploaded it to the Interface. I didn't want anyone else to get access to it, whether by accident or design. I wanted it where only I could see it, only I could hold it. I'd tucked the photo into a drawer in my bedside table, promising myself I'd only look at it once a month.

      Yesterday. I'd made that promise yesterday.

      "What can I say, Sully?" I murmured, gazing at the photo. "I'm weak."

      There they were, in glorious four-by-five black-and-white. Four GIs crowded around a small table littered with beer bottles and shot glasses, looking like the cast of a John Wayne World War II movie. Marco, Griff, Stan…

      And Sully.

      I slid my thumb over Sully's face. I longed to stroke that impossibly strong jaw for real. To touch that Grand Canyon-deep chin cleft. Run my fingers through his thick, copper-red hair. A cigarette dangled from his lips, as usual. Smoke coiled around his eyes, making him squint. He was smiling. The one honest, happy moment before he shipped out. Before places like Normandy and Bastogne.

      I was in the picture, perched on Sully's lap. I looked pretty. I was smiling too. Really smiling. I was so soft then. Not my body. I'd always been a solid size fourteen. My heart was soft. Sully had his arm around my waist, his free hand rested on my leg. I could almost feel his touch, his hand on my thigh, his fingers gently massaging. The ache in my heart doubled.

      I had to stop doing this, had to stop pining for a memory and longing for a past I couldn't share.

      I reached for another can and popped the top on my third beer, hoping the buzz beginning to cloud my brain would help me forget.

      Forget, for just a little while.
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      I picked up a stack of recently returned books from the cart, heaved a self-pitying sigh, and headed to the bookshelves. The tall, metal behemoths ranged across the attic floor in a row, like soldiers at attention.

      Shelving. Ugh. My least favorite part of my job.

      I'd wanted to be a librarian since I was a kid and had first discovered the wonderful world of books. An odd career choice in this digital age, but for me, it made sense. Books helped make me the snarky know-it-all I am today. They got me through the trauma of losing my parents at six, losing my grandmother and only remaining relative at fifteen, and two long years in the cold bosom of the Massachusetts state foster care system.

      But I had yet to reach my goal. At the moment, I toiled for minimum wage as a wannabe librarian in my hometown library. Up to my eyebrows in student loans and only a year into my multi-year plan to earn my master's in Library and Information Sciences. As a wannabe, I got stuck with all the mundane chores the real librarians fervently avoided. And the most mundane of mundane chores was shelving.

      I sneezed. Especially shelving in the musty, dusty attic of a 150-year-old building.

      I got to work, moving fast to outrun the dust, wedging each book into its spot back on the shelf. Before long, I reached the last book on my cart, World War II for Dummies. I looked up, way up, to the top of one of the stacks, at the space where the book lived. Then I looked at the ladder, a creaky old thing the word rickety had been coined for.

      I considered ditching Dummies and heading to Dunkins for a pumpkin spice donut and a mid-morning shot of caffeine. Except, no way was I giving the prickly library director, George Spencer, the chance to accuse me of falling down on the job. Not when I had an evaluation coming up. So, I tucked the book under one arm and started to climb. The ladder moaned and groaned and I trembled—heights and I had long ago agreed to disagree—but I made it to the top unscathed.

      For a second, anyway.

      I reached over to shove the book into place when the world tipped. No, correct that—I tipped. And fell. Face down like a skydiver with no parachute. I should've hit the floor with a spectacular thud, maybe smacked my head on the metal stepstool poking out from under the shelf, but something cushioned my fall.

      Not something. Someone.

      I would've cursed, in a whisper, of course—I'm a (wannabe) librarian after all—but the impact oofed the wind out of me. The small woman under me didn't say anything, didn't move either and I thought I'd killed her. Entirely possible, with me landing on her like that. She should've been pancaked into the floorboards. But no, she wasn't dead and proved it by shoving me off her and scrambling up.

      Then she held out a hand. Dumbly, I reached up to shake, as if she were saying, "Nice to meet ya," before I realized she meant to help me up. I let her, and damn she was strong for someone so small. She lifted me like I was made of paper.

      "Are you injured?" she asked, watching me dust myself off.

      Uh, shouldn't I ask her that question? With follow-ups like who are you and where'd you come from? The library was closed on Mondays, the doors locked up tight. Even if she had somehow slipped inside, the attic entrance was in the other direction. She could've come from only one place.

      Through the wall.

      I took a breath. "I think I may have hit my head."

      She looked concerned.

      "On account of I think I'm seeing things," I added, staring at the wall where it met the pitched ceiling. It leaked there. Water seeped through the wood panels like pooling blood in even the slightest rainstorm, but it was solid. And four stories up. How could somebody just walk through it? Well, run. I'd seen only a fast-moving blur as I fell, as if tiny her had been rushing to catch not-so-tiny me.

      I swung back to her. She looked kind of like the actress Halle Berry, only younger, around thirty, but with the same petite build, awesome bone structure, and toned body. And wearing, weirdly, a blue gingham dress like Dorothy in The Wizard of Oz. No ruby slippers or Toto, but she did have a big messenger bag slung bandolier-style across her front.

      "And the fact that I'm hallucinating," I added. Like Dorothy, I'd conked my noggin, and had fallen into a dream-delusion, with no hope of help. My boss George and the head librarian, Ida Pellerin were four stories below. I could be stuck up here for hours with Halle Berry's clone and, hey, if I had to imagine a one-on-one with a celebrity, why couldn't she be a he? Say, a Hemsworth? Any Hemsworth would do. I wasn't picky.

      I reached for a chair near the dust-speckled, antique rolltop desk. "I think I need to sit for a minute."

      "You do that. You had a scare." She waited a beat. No, half a beat. "Rested? Good. My name's Glo Reid. I'm here because I need your help."

      It struck me that she might not be a head trauma-induced delusion after all. Except for the flying through the wall thing, she seemed pretty real. She breathed. Sweat beaded her forehead. She also wore some god-awful perfume. Smelled like a Walmart ninety-nine-cent special, heated with a blowtorch.

      "O-kay," I said warily. "You need my help. With what?"

      "Saving the world."

      Maybe she was the one hallucinating. "Sure. You can't ask me to find some overdue books. I have to save the world."

      "You're the only one who can."

      "Why? Somebody messing with the Dewey Decimal System?"

      Glo shot me a wise-ass scowl. "Worse. Much worse. I'm security director for Time Scope Excursions in the year 2130. One of my team's gone rogue. Into the past. Specifically, 1943. He's bent on destroying the historical timeline. I need you to help us stop him."

      Yeah, she definitely was hallucinating. "Uh-huh."

      She reached into her bag and pulled out a tablet in a blush-colored case. "Here are my credentials." She tapped the screen and the light popped on.

      "Really? You expect me to believe people are still using tablets a hundred years from now—"

      I swallowed my snark as a rainbow of pixels swirled up from the screen, settling like dust into a 3-D hologram of Glo in a drab gray uniform and a don't-screw-with-me frown. Text scrolled under the image, displaying her name and everything she had just told me. She'd clearly gone all in to try to convince me her delusion was real, including getting her hands on some amazing tech.

      "Now will you help me with this mission?" she demanded.

      Mission? Off. Her. Rocker. How long had she been like this? Maybe crashing through walls was her hobby and it'd done a number on her brain.

      "Depends." On whether she had a weapon in that bag. "Why don't you tell me about this…mission? Then I'll decide."

      I adopted an attentive expression as she poured out her story. Now, call me cynical. Getting kicked in the teeth by fate and the foster care system for two years wasn't exactly a recipe for Pollyanna. Pardon me if I had trouble swallowing Glo's tale. Rogue time cop from 2130 out to kill GI Joe in 1943? Me, Beryl Blue, the only person in all of time who could stop him? Please. Something about my DNA being unmapped, but I didn't really pay attention. I only paid attention to how insane her story sounded. Plus, a total rip-off. That time traveling madman bent on changing history thing had been done to death.

      But I humored her, letting her talk, as I scrambled for a way to get to the book cart—and my phone—so I could call 911.

      "You're not listening," she said.

      "I am. Madman wants to kill John Sullivan for some nefarious purpose. I have to stop him. See? I'm listening."

      "No, Tom Sullivan." Big sigh. "I knew this wouldn't work. I told h—" She cut off. "I'll just show you." She began tapping on the tablet's screen. "Don't move."

      Note to self—when an alleged time traveler tells you not to move, you move. And fast. Because I didn't and a second later, I was trapped. A blue tornado whipped up inside the attic, followed by a NASCAR-level vroom. The stench of sulfur, mixed with Glo's perfume, stung my nostrils. The bookshelves and walls wavered and shimmied and began to melt like a Dali painting. Electricity shivered over my skin. Under my skin. My feet left the ground and I gaped down in terrified awe as my toes hovered a foot above the floor.

      Glo tapped the screen again. It was like she flicked the on switch to a giant vacuum cleaner. The library dissolved and my body was sucked into an undulating vortex with a sickening s-p-p-p-lurch.

      Now I believed. Every damn word Glo had said.

      I screamed. I'm dramatic like that. Who wouldn't be, when your atoms were being scrambled into a million pieces? When your stomach felt as if it was being ripped out through your navel? When you're flipped end over end like an out-of-control ride at Six Flags and certain death was imminent?

      Then…pop! And nothing. Except some birds chirping and a distant rumble, like thunder on the horizon. And me lying dazed and confused in the middle of a dirt road. Still screaming.

      "Please shut up."

      I opened my eyes to see Glo frowning down at me, crisp blue sky above her. Her gaze shifted and her expression suddenly scrunched like a constipated goose.

      "Move!" she cried.

      I looked left. Not thunder—the rumble of an Army truck. Headed right for us. Fast. The driver leaned on the horn. I scuttled like a frantic crab out of its path. Wind whipped my hair as the vehicle roared by, just missing my toes.

      I collapsed onto the grass and curled into a fetal ball. "Ohmigawdohmigawdohmigawd…"

      Glo plopped down next to me. "Stop whining. He missed you by a country kilometer."

      "Wh-what was that…tornado ride you took me on?" I cried. "Felt like you were cutting out my kidneys with a spoon."

      "Welcome to the temporal skip. It's a little rough on re-entry."

      "A little rough?" I unspooled from the fetal position and sat up. "Where are we?"

      "Outside your hometown of Ballard Springs, on the road to Camp Davis. October, 1943."

      I should've been all, yeah right, but I'd just been sliced-and-diced in a temporal food-processor. Almost flattened by a truck that looked like it drove straight out of Saving Private Ryan. I was a believer.

      I scowled. "I want to go home. Now."

      She got what Grandma Blue called a mulish set to her jaw. "No, Beryl. You're here to do a job and you're going to do it."

      "Why am I the only fool who can do this job?"

      A long pause. "I'd do it, but I might not be welcomed by the soldiers in this era. The American military is still segregated."

      "Yeah. I know that history," I said, softening. And I knew my World War II history in particular, thanks to Grandma Blue. She thought the era she'd grown up in was the bee's knees and made sure to tell me all about it. I might not win big playing 1940s Jeopardy, but I knew enough about the period not to embarrass myself.

      I eyed Glo, still doubtful. "Tell me again what this so-called mission's all about."

      She sighed. "It's about a man named Jake Tyson. In the next forty-eight hours, somewhere between the Army camp—" She gestured up the road where the truck had gone. "And the town, Ballard Springs—" She pointed the other way. "Jake's going to kill Sergeant Tom Sullivan."

      "And he's going to kill him because…?"

      "I told you, we don't know why. We just know he is. Look, it's not that important."

      She flicked the tablet screen again and a 3-D image of Jake crystallized. And what an image. Late-twenties, tall, lean, black hair, chiseled cheekbones, stunning blue eyes, almost a young Jake Gyllenhaal clone. A genuine clone, for all I knew. With these future people able to travel in time, there may be a clone-your-favorite-celebrity machine on every corner too.

      "All you need to know is that Jake's gone rogue. He stole one of these devices." She shook the tablet and Jake's hologram did a little dance. "It's a Temporal Displacement Catalyzer, what we call a Kicker. He used it to go on an unauthorized time-trip. We tracked his temporal DNA here, where he intends to kill this guy in the next two days."

      More tapping and Jake melted into the screen like the Wicked Witch, replaced by a broad-shouldered guy in a sergeant's uniform. The image was blurry, but I saw enough to be able to pick him out of a police line-up.

      "If Jake gets to him, it'll irrevocably change history," Glo went on. "We have to stop him."

      "We?"

      "Okay. You."

      "Because all time trippers in your era get their DNA mapped. Which can be tracked with that Kicker thingy. But, since you don't have my DNA on record, Jake won't see me coming."

      "Hey, you were listening."

      I'd heard it, just didn't believe it. Still couldn't. "How do you know I won't freak and run away?"

      "I don't. But I've been watching you a while. I have confidence you won't run."

      "You've been watching me?" She hadn't mentioned this bit of intel in the library. "What're you, Clarence the angel from It's a Wonderful Life? How long have you been watching me?"

      "Long enough to know you're right for the job."

      "Why? Why me?"

      Glo regarded me soberly. "Because of your life. What you've been through."

      "Really? Life throwing shit at me was training for this mission?"

      "It made you tough. You lost a lot. Your grandmother, your parents." She let that hang a moment. "It was an accident, right?"

      I gazed toward the field across the road, bordered by a stone boundary wall. Neat rows of apple trees cut across the field's center. The fruit had already been picked, but the scent of apples still floated on the autumn breeze. My mother loved the fall, and apple picking. One of my earliest memories, a memory I hung on to.

      "Yeah," I murmured. "My parents died when I was six." A car fire I'd barely escaped, another of my earliest memories. One I did my best to forget. "I lived with my grandmother after that, until…cancer. After that, foster home roulette." I gazed at Glo. "But I'm guessing you know all that."

      She nodded. "That's why we chose you. You're strong. You survive."

      "I suppose I should be flattered. But, simple fact, I had no choice."

      She patted my knee and stood. "Come on, you've got a job to do."

      "Right. The job. And what is that exactly? You've been slim on details. How do I stop this Jake guy from destroying the world?"

      "First, you have to dress like you belong here." She put down the Kicker and dug some clothes and a pair of shoes out of her apparently bottomless bag. "Put these on."

      "You think of everything." I got up and sifted through the pile she handed me. Blue wool skirt, cream-colored sweater set, a fortress of undergarments, ugly-ass Mary Jane shoes. "Seriously? I have to wear these?"

      "You can't run around in that," she said as if my jeans and Doctor Who tee shirt personally offended her. "You need to fit in. The world's at war. Everyone's suspicious. The slightest hint you don't belong, a single word of where and when you're from and you could end up in jail. Or worse."

      My shoulders sagged. Why argue? I was already in 1943, so…

      I ducked into the lilac bushes. Reasonably sure no one could see me through the droopy leaves, I changed. The skirt and sweater set went over silk stockings with honest-to-goodness garters, a slip, and silk boxers under a belly-flattening girdle. Here I was doing crunches every damn day when all I had to do was squeeze myself into an official GI Jane girdle. Not to mention the industrial strength bra that lifted and separated better than any boob job ever could. No wonder all those Greatest Generation pin-up babes looked like they were 38-double-Ds.

      "I'm not much into cosplay," I said when I emerged from the bushes. "But dang, this outfit sings." Except the shoes. They'd be ugly in any era.

      Glo stuffed my twenty-first century clothing into her bag and looked me over. "You'll do. Everything seems to fit."

      "Perfectly. It's almost like you knew my measurements— Oh." These people were incredible, and not in a good way.

      "There's a suitcase over there, under that bush," Glo said, pointing. "It should have everything you need for the weekend. Sergeant Sullivan will be along soon, headed to that gas station down the road. He's got leave. I suggest you hitch a ride with him."

      "Wait, I thought I was after Jake Tyson, not the other guy."

      She gave me a patient look. "You are. But where the sergeant goes, Jake's sure to follow."

      "What if this Tom Sullivan doesn't want me hanging around?"

      Her lips wiggled like a worm on the sidewalk. Her version of a smile, I guess. "Beryl, what soldier on leave wouldn't want a beautiful brunette like you around?"

      "Uh, did you just call me beautiful?"

      "If the shoe fits, as your Grandma Blue would say."

      It hit me. Grandma Blue would be about ten years old now, living not too far from Ballard Springs. "Glo, if I can stop this Jake guy, doesn't that mean I can…you know, maybe, save my parents?"

      My throat went tight. Beryl Blue, selfish twit. Shouldn't I ask for the chance to go after Hitler, or one of history's other monsters? For the greater good. Instead, I thought only of myself and my own pain.

      Glo looked me straight in the eye. "Beryl, history can't be changed. If you save your parents, it causes ripples that turn into waves that end up impacting every moment of time from that point forward until…" She ground her teeth. "Chaos is a mild way to describe it. That's why Jake has to be stopped. If he succeeds, he screws up everything."

      Well, she'd stomped on my hope blossom quite thoroughly.

      She softened a fraction. "I know. It sucks, as you'd say. Nobody knows it better than me. I have to deal with this every day. And now Jake and his insane…" She held up both hands. "Let's move on, okay?" She took a long silver rectangle out of her bag and handed it to me. "Here. It's a Cack .28. It'll do the job."

      I took it, staring at the thing in confusion. Metal, cool, smooth to the touch. Like a TV remote, it had control buttons. Unlike a remote, the buttons were marked arm, stun, and kill. That third directive gave me chills.

      "It's self-explanatory," Glo said. "Press arm and it's ready to fire for thirty seconds. Aim carefully and get close. The weapon's range is only six-point-five meters. Understand?"

      I had no idea what that distance translated to in American math, but I nodded dumbly, too overwhelmed to comprehend any of it.

      "Good. Only shoot when you're sure of your target. We don't want you to accidentally kill a bystander. The only one we want you to kill is Jake."

      The world screeched to a halt.

      "Kill? I thought I was supposed to bring him in, like a cop. I think I can take him down. I'm a black belt." Third-degree black belt, in fact. I'd started karate on the state's nickel back in my foster kid days, thanks to my court-appointed therapist. She thought it'd be a good way to channel my hostility, specifically away from her.

      "Beryl, this can't be fixed with a kick to the gonads. Jake's broken temporal law. He's trying to rewrite history. That's a capital crime, punishable by death." She nodded at the Cack. "Go on, try it out."

      "No way. Sorry, Glo, but mission declined."

      I held out the weapon. She went all not it and stuck her hands behind her back.

      "What's to keep Jake from killing me first?" I asked before thinking the question through. Gah. What if he tried to kill me first? I wanted to go fetal again. "Glo, take me home. Now!"

      Her face closed up and she started tapping the Kicker screen again.

      I took that as a no. "I can't kill Jake. I'm not killing him, or you, or anybody." I could barely breathe.

      "Beryl, you have to." She pinned me in her gaze. She'd gone stone cold, emotionless. Hard as nails and twice as unforgiving. "Jake won't, can't be brought in, or taken down. He has to be dead. You have to kill him. It's the only way."

      I struggled to stay upright. "Why? Why do I have to do it?"

      "Because, if you don't, you won't live to see tomorrow."

      And then she vanished in a tornado of blue wind.
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      You won't live to see tomorrow.

      A bald-faced threat, right out of a cheesy movie. Or a bad dream. I dropped down on the grass, mainly because my legs wouldn't hold me up. This couldn't be happening. A madwoman from the future bopping around in time? Trying to convince me she'd whisked me to 1943 and I had to kill a guy with a TV remote before she would take me home? Threatening me with death if I didn't do what she asked?

      This had to be a dream. A nightmare.

      Except… The leaves fluttering on the trees were peak fall—vibrant red, yellow, and orange. That looked real. Birds chirped like crazy. That sounded real. The apple scent in the air and the exhaust belched by a passing Humphrey Bogart movie car smelled real. Really real.

      Another vehicle drove by, this time a jeep that kicked up gravel as it bounced down the road. Five men in uniform were crammed into the seats. The guy riding shotgun stared straight ahead, his hat pushed back at a rakish angle, as if he dared the wind to grab it. I recognized him from the hologram Glo had shown me.

      Sgt. Tom Sullivan.

      He was real. And right on time. And I was supposed to save him.

      I gulped. Okay, 1943, I'm stuck with you, now what? I could sit here in a cocoon of denial. Give in to the mother of all panic attacks. I could run away, my default setting when I
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