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The Accidental Time Travelers Collective was born when Julie Bihn, author of the historical time-travel romance Titanic Voyage (2022), inaugurated the hashtag #TimeTravelAuthors on the social media platform formerly known as Twitter. Interest in the hashtag and Julie’s clever monthly prompts grew until there was a core group posting regularly, communicating with and supporting each other, and generally having a great, well, time. Speaking personally, it’s one of the best groups I’ve found anywhere on social media, and I consider all of its members close if far-flung friends.

The next step came when I floated the idea of combining our talents and putting out an anthology of time-travel stories. That venture came to fruition on December 08, 2022 (the annual “Pretend to Be a Time Traveler Day”) with the publication of The Accidental Time Travelers Collective, volume 1. A collection of original short stories in a range of time-travel subgenres—historical, romance, sci-fi, mystery, humor, and more—the first volume featured authors from the US, UK, and Canada, each of them writing in their local idiom. Our editor, Kiersten Marcil, decided not to standardize spelling or other country-specific usages, and she’s followed that practice in the second volume, where we’ve expanded our authors’ geographic range and honored their distinctive origins. As with the first volume, we’ve also had the privilege of publishing several up-and-coming authors’ works alongside those of seasoned pros.

We hope you enjoy these stories, which we’ve divided by major subgenre: historical, romance, and science fiction. (There’s some overlap and hybridity; time-travel fiction works that way.) Our founder Julie’s work isn’t represented in this volume—she’s too busy keeping the hashtag going and working on the laugh-out-loud adventures of Kate Malone and her time-traveling calzone, the first installment of which is featured in volume 1—but we’re proud of each and every story published here, and we think they’re equal to some of the best time-travel literature being published anywhere.

Will there be a volume 3? Time, as they say, will tell. Meanwhile, we’d love to hear what you think about our first two volumes, so please, feel free to drop us a line in your favorite place to post reviews. If you write time-travel fiction as well as read it, we’d also love to see you on the hashtag and elsewhere. We’re a big happy time-traveling family, and we always have room for more travelers!

Joshua David Bellin

Publisher

The Accidental Time Travelers Collective
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“History will be kind to me for I intend to write it.”

~
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Winston S. Churchill
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by Mayken Brünings
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Amboise, fifteenth century

Raoul took a deep breath as he straightened his dark green doublet. “Well, that was close,” he said. “Let’s hope things run more smoothly for Maelle.”

His identical twin brother, Guy, checked the time-travel device on his bracelet. “She has to take care no one notices she hacked the system to send a signal to our TTDs.”

“Does she send it now, or only when we’ve made sure there’s no ChronoOpportunist left here to abduct Gilles de La Fare all over again?”

“The countdown starts now,” Guy confirmed. “We should have waited for you to come back to discuss the details.”

“That was my last mission without you and Maelle. If we nail this one, they’ll never separate us again.”

The twins focused their entire attention on their wrists, waiting to sense even the smallest vibrations emitted by their time-travel devices. They strolled past the puddles across the terrace with deliberate insouciance, confident that no one at the royal palace—courtier, noble, or servant—could tell that they were well over five hundred years out of their time.
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Paris, twenty-first century

At the Agency, Maelle stared at the pinpoints representing the twins on her computer screen.

“Maelle, how do things look to you?” the voice of Christine, her instructor, came through the headset.

“The status just switched to orange; no, green now.”

Status Green meant the detector had picked up the correction Guy and Raoul had made to block the ChronoOpportunists’ change in the timeline. In order to lock it in, the status had to remain green for twenty-four hours before Maelle could retemporate the twins.

Her fingers were itching to tap the keys. She had promised Guy and Raoul a signal within two minutes of the status turning green. They needed to rake in as many points as possible on their exam mission, or they’d be stuck for another year as trainees.

“Status Green confirmed,” Christine said.

Maelle checked her watch. She needed to send the signal now. But, her instructor was still in the loop.

“Maelle?” Christine’s tone had changed.

Maelle stiffened. Had she noticed something? “Yes?”

“I’m sorry, I have to log off. Urgent meeting. You may switch to your portable device. Don’t forget to check in with Étienne once you’re connected. After that, you’re on your own.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“I know your first twenty-four-hour watch isn’t easy. If you feel too sleepy, I advise you to come back to the Send & Track Department. Étienne and his team will make sure you don’t nod off. I’ll see you and your Voyageurs for the debriefing at the end of the mission. Good luck.”

“Thank you.” Maelle held her breath until her instructor had logged off. As she let the breath out, her fingers were already flying over the keyboard. Her eyes flitted to the status light in the top right corner of the screen: green.

She hit the final key. The command would make the twins’ TTDs vibrate twice—the signal that the countdown had started.

Twenty-four hours.

Maelle stood and stretched. This was the less-exciting part of the mission. Simulations had been easier; they compressed the wait period at the end.

After switching to her portable device, she checked in with Étienne, a Send & Track Officer and renowned night owl, so he’d know she was on duty. Her eyes on the status light of the device in her hands, she headed off in the direction of the cafeteria.

Had the twins received the signal? Had the vibrations been strong enough for them to sense? The screen of the portable device was too small for Maelle to tell in which part of the Château d'Amboise the twins were currently located. They still had to do something about the ChronoOpportunists.

When she reached the cafeteria, her eleven-year-old mentee, Charlotte, waved her over to sit with her.

“What was your exam mission about?” the younger girl asked eagerly. “I’ve kept my fingers crossed for you all day.”

“I’m not done yet. It’s a mission to the French royal court.” Maelle sat down opposite her. “The ChronoOpportunists abducted Gilles de La Fare, a noble and a dear friend of the king, and held him prisoner in order to gain influence over the king. We’ve prevented the abduction.”

“Which king? What year?”

“Charles VIII, and the year is 1498.”

Charlotte scrunched her face. Maelle could tell she was running through dates in her mind. Charlotte lived part-time with her father, an embedded Resident Agent in the early sixteenth century, as part of her own Agency training. “But, the ChronoOppers must know that King Charles will die only a year later, on the very day he finally gets a son and heir.”

Maelle shrugged. “What do I know about why they’re changing history? They’ll have figured out that it’ll somehow lead them to gain power. They’re always after power.”

“Or riches,” Charlotte added.

“Or both,” Maelle finished. “But, we’re not going to let them change the timeline. We owe that to the guys who invented time travel.”

“Who will invent time travel, you mean.”

Maelle chuckled. “Right, you are. Time travel grammar is tricky. So, you’ve finally studied the foundation of the Agency in history class?”

“No, I read ahead. I don’t really get how it works. My book said the inventors of time travel warned us when they came back to found the Agency. If we don’t keep the timeline straight, there’ll be a time collapse in the future, a ChronoQuake, caused by a grandfather paradox, and it’ll kill all humankind.” She pushed a strand of unruly hair from her face. “But, how would they know of the time collapse if it hadn’t happened? And, if it did happen, and now we’re acting to prevent it, wouldn’t that cause a grandfather paradox too?”

Smart kid, Maelle thought. She’d asked that question herself when she’d first encountered the foundation story. “Beats me,” she admitted. “My history teacher wouldn’t tell me when I asked him. Maybe, you can give it a try when your class gets there? You don’t have the same teacher I had.”

“I will ask her,” Charlotte said. “And, I’ll also ask why we’re doing the subject in history class. How can it be history if it’s in the future?"

“It’s both. In the future, because that’s when they’ll invent time travel; and in the past, because they founded the Agency thirty years ago. That’s history.”

“Almost ancient history.” Charlotte giggled.

Maelle smiled. “Come and see me tomorrow at Send & Track when school’s out. I’ll be waiting out the Status Green of this mission, with Guy and Raoul on the ground.”

“Really? Can I?”

“I’m supposed to mentor you, not just give you theoretical lectures, right? See you tomorrow, in my usual cubicle.”

If all went well, Charlotte would join her for the last hour or so, before she could retemporate the twins. Unless something happened in the meantime that made the status go back to orange or even red.

As she climbed the stairs to her room in one of the Agency’s residential buildings, Maelle realized she was biting her nails. She hadn’t done that since the first time she’d managed to hack the system to experiment with TTD transmissions without getting caught. Guy and Raoul were good at the Voyageur thing, and yet...

After a very quick shower, she sent a short reply to a message from her unsuspecting grandma who wished her “good luck with your university exams,” grabbed a book, and returned to the Send & Track Department. Sitting and reading at the workstation in her cubicle would be uncomfortable, but uncomfortable was what she needed right now so she wouldn’t drift off to sleep. She had to get through the night if she wanted to pass the exam and become a Send & Track Officer. As she popped a piece of chewing gum into her mouth, her thoughts went back to Guy and Raoul in 1498. They would have to get through the night, too, before they could come home.

~*~
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Amboise, fifteenth century

Raoul glanced out the window of the Logis des Sept Vertus, the royal palace’s guest wing, onto the terrace. The rain clouds of the day had given way to a star-studded night sky. The moon was almost full and shone brightly enough for Raoul to see the stairs leading down into the former moat, now refitted as a jeu de paume court. The palace had another jeu de paume court, located on the far side of the gardens. The king was very fond of the game, the precursor of tennis.

It’s a long way from the moat of Amboise to the French Open, he thought. But, here it is. The French invented tennis.

Gilles de La Fare, the noble they’d saved from being abducted by the ChronoOpportunists, was lodged in this wing of the palace. There were only two ways to access the Logis: either from the terrace or through a connecting passage from the gallery overlooking the moat, where Guy stood watch. They wouldn’t give the ChronoOpportunists another chance to get at their victim. Once the twenty-four-hour period elapsed, the Resident Agent, embedded in this time, would take over and keep an eye on La Fare, and Maelle would retemporate them home.

If, that is, the status remained green throughout that time.

Raoul fingered the time-travel device on his wrist as he watched a cat slinking across the terrace. It would be a long night. But, watching and waiting were part of a Voyageur’s job, and he was looking forward to finally becoming a full-fledged traveler. They were so close; if they completed this mission flawlessly, they’d graduate from trainees to agents and officially become a team. The ChronoOpportunists wouldn’t stand a chance against the three of them.

Twenty-four hours sharp, nothing left behind—we can do that.

He took a step closer to the window. Two bats darted past. The cat pounced on something in the shadows. No people in sight.

~*~
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Guy stood at another window, focused on the sounds around him. Any footsteps, any noise could indicate the approach of a ChronoOpportunist. They’d show up eventually, either here or on Raoul’s side of the building. They knew the rules of Time as well as the Voyageurs did; any correction of a change in the timeline required twenty-four hours to lock in and restabilize the timeline. The ChronoOpportunists would expect Voyageurs to be standing guard to ensure it did. And, they’d go to great lengths to prevent that, after everything they’d invested to make the change in the first place.

How frustrating it must be to keep losing.

The ChronoOpportunists had never succeeded with any of their schemes against the powerful structure of the Agency.

Guy was proud to be part of the effort to protect the timeline. Even though every once in a while, he wondered if any change would really set off that ChronoQuake in the future. There was so much potential in time travel, so many wrongs they could set right, so many lives they could save.

He and Raoul had spent many late nights discussing the possibility of a loophole, often with Maelle, when they were in the present. Maelle couldn’t time travel, but she was a computer genius, thriving in Send & Track.

We already make minor changes by having Resident Agents embedded in the past. Their presence doesn’t affect the timeline. If we could try to make a change that’s a little bigger, and let it lock in, see how much bigger we can go and still slip under the radar... And, if we figured that out, we could—

Guy spun around as a light draft registered on his skin. A door had been opened somewhere. He held his breath, listening closely, and detected the sound of soft footsteps on the flagstone floor of the gallery. As silently as possible, he stepped away from the window into a darker corner, ready to give the ChronoOpportunist the appropriate welcome.

Quiet as a thief in the night, the man entered the passage. Guy wouldn’t have noticed him if he hadn’t been prepared for his arrival.

He squinted in the dark. The other man advanced cautiously, scanning the room for any sign of life. Guy stood perfectly still, his breathing as shallow as he could make it. His pulse was racing. He had to stop the ChronoOpportunist before he did something that affected the Status Green. If it switched back to orange, he and Raoul would have to start their twenty-four hours all over again.

Maelle’s hacking will have been for nothing, and we’ll fail the exam. The mission needs to be flawless.

Finally, the ChronoOpportunist had to pass in front of the window. Guy recognized the clean-shaven thirtysomething man from earlier in the day who now made a quick, silent dash for the shadows on the far side.

Guy welcomed him with a knife to his throat. “Didn’t we tell you to back off?” he hissed. The ChronoOpportunist froze. Guy could feel the man’s accelerated pulse under his grip. “We won’t let you get away with it. Not now. Not ever.”

“You told me that.” The man’s voice was hoarse. “But, you really should reconsider. Think of all there is to gain for you.”

“Gain?” Guy laughed. “Nothing we might gain is worth what we’d lose.”

“That’s what they told you. Do you have proof?”

Guy hesitated for barely a moment. Their whole alarm and color-status system was based on a direct connection across Time to the occurrence of the ChronoQuake. Maybe, none of them had actually seen proof of the potential disaster, but their parents had, and they’d devoted their entire lives to preventing it. They couldn’t have been wrong, could they?

“I do,” he replied. “So, I’m not going to fall for any of your lies. Just shut up before I cut your throat.”

“Have you ever thought of putting it to the test?” The ChronoOpportunist continued without waiting for an answer. “Try to change something and see if it sticks. Oh, that’s right. You can’t do that because of your precious alarm system. As soon as a change triggers the alert, a team of agents pops up all around you to undo it.” His voice was dripping with undisguised mockery.

Guy tightened his grip.

“I dare you,” the ChronoOpportunist said. “Make a change that doesn’t trigger the alarm and watch what happens... or doesn’t happen.”

The image of a girl flashed before Guy’s eyes—a girl his own age, dead almost seventy years, burned at the stake for standing up against the foreigners invading her country.

Guy blinked. It was tempting, but he’d be betraying everything he’d been working for, everything their parents had worked for.

“I can tell you’re already thinking of something.”

“You’re wrong.” Guy banished any thought of Jeanne from his mind. “And, if you recall, I told you to shut up.”

“You won’t kill me.”

“You’re right, I won’t,” Guy conceded. “But...”

In an oft-practiced sequence of moves, he twisted the man’s arm behind his back and forced him to his knees.

If this were a cop show, I’d have handcuffs to click on his wrists now.

Instead, he bound the ChronoOpportunist’s hands with contemporary rope. “Come on.” He pulled the man back onto his feet, knife at the ready. “And not a sound, or I might change my mind about not killing you.”

He marched his captive outside and, staying close to the walls of the various buildings surrounding the terrace, guided him to the recently built tower. It wasn’t an ordinary tower but a winding ramp that led down to the bottom of the cliff on which the palace stood.

“Where are you taking me?” the ChronoOpportunist asked.

“Wait and see.” The entrance of the tower wasn’t fitted with a door yet. Guy forced his captive down the ramp until the last of the dim moonlight from the doorway had faded. He switched on an anachronistic electric flashlight he’d borrowed from his kid brother. He didn’t have a hand free for a real torch, which he and Raoul had anticipated. Or rather, Maelle had anticipated it for them. He’d never use any anachronistic objects with contemporaries present, but the ChronoOpportunist didn’t belong to the fifteenth century any more than he did.

Guy stopped when they reached a door in the wall. He produced the key, a big and definitely contemporary item, and inserted it into the lock. Behind the door lay a dark passage, illuminated only by the beam from his flashlight.

Not far into the passage, but far enough that they couldn’t be seen or heard from the tower ramp, a door was set into the wall. At the height of their heads, a small hatch was kept secured by a latch. Guy had another key fitting this door’s lock. “Welcome to the royal prison cell.”

His shoulders slumping in defeat, the ChronoOpportunist stepped into the dark cell. “Give me a light, at least?”

“I’ll fetch you one,” Guy promised. He wasn’t that cruel, but he couldn’t shake one from his sleeve either. He locked the door, leaving the hatch open, though there wasn’t enough light in the passage to make a difference.

A few minutes later, he returned, holding a torch that he used to light the flame of the candle he’d brought.

“Stand back against the far wall,” he told the prisoner through the hatch. Once the ChronoOpportunist had obeyed, he thrust open the door, set a jar of water and the candle in its holder on the floor, dropped two more candles on the ground next to them, and slammed the door shut.

“If you’re still here tomorrow afternoon, someone will come and get you,” he said. According to Agency protocol, the Resident Agent would take over when he and Raoul were retemporated to their home time. If the status remained green, they’d be gone by mid-afternoon.

Twenty-four hours sharp.

“That won’t be necessary,” the ChronoOpportunist replied. “I’ll be long gone by then. No need to worry, though. You may have defeated us today, but we’ll beat you next time.”

“Good luck trying.”

“I wish you well, until we meet again.” The ChronoOpportunist smiled. “And, do give some thought to what I said?”

Guy closed the hatch, reminding himself that as charming as he might seem, this man was still their enemy, a devious person from the future trying to change the past with no regard to the consequences for humankind.

~*~
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Paris, twenty-first century

Maelle threw her fifth piece of chewing gum into the trash. She hadn’t been able to focus on her book for the last half hour.

Still over twelve hours to go.

She checked the status. It was green, as it had been since the afternoon. Guy and Raoul had done a clean job preventing Gilles de La Fare’s abduction. She didn’t know the details yet, as their time travel devices could only communicate their location in space and time back to her. However, the status change from red to orange to green had been very quick, indicating a surefire move. The twins were good. But then, she’d known that. They’d trained together for years.

Maelle stretched and yawned. It was between three and four in the morning.

Time for coffee and the second signal, in that order.

She switched to the portable device and headed for the main control room of Send & Track. It was quieter there at night, but several agents were watching the monitors. When she activated the coffee machine, Étienne looked up and gave her a smile. Maelle smiled back. Coffee bowl in hand, she returned to her cubicle and logged back into the workstation.

Amboise, Loire Valley; April 07, 1498, 3:45 in the morning.

The two pinpoints representing Guy and Raoul on the screen showed them in the royal palace. The status was green. Everything was as it should be.

Maelle had nipped a croissant from the snack basket next to the coffee machine in the control room and dipped it into her bowl of coffee. A little early for breakfast, but she already felt much more awake. Or was it nervousness, with Étienne and his team within coffee-smelling distance?

Nonsense. I don’t have anything to fear from them. We aren’t breaking any rules. We’re just optimizing the process.

She hit a few keys, more confident than the night before. Status Green confirmed. She hoped the twins weren’t sleeping and missing the vibrations of their TTDs.

~*~
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Amboise, fifteenth century

Raoul had settled in for his watch again, after Guy had informed him of the capture he’d made. He never took anything for granted and insisted they return to standing guard in case the ChronoOpportunist hadn’t worked alone. They often had backup, just like Agents rarely worked alone when they traveled to the past to undo the damage the ChronoOpportunists had wreaked.

He yawned and walked a few steps back and forth, dreaming of the rich scent of coffee in the control room, almost six hundred years away. He and Guy had arrived in this time period two days ago, in order to prepare. Knowing where Gilles de La Fare was lodged, procuring keys to all the doors that mattered, establishing their presence within the royal court.

As luck had it, the embedded Resident Agent had been delayed in Paris where he’d traveled to meet a contact person. He should arrive in Amboise in time to take over when the twins retemporated to the Agency.

Much as he craved coffee, Raoul craved sleep more. He fantasized about returning home, falling into his nice, warm bed, and sleeping for hours. Then coffee. Then breakfast.

How much coffee had Maelle drunk so far? There was no way to tell the exact time, as the Collégiale bells weren’t rung during the night, but it had to be close to twelve hours since she’d sent the signal. He envied her every mouthful of the energizing liquid. And also, the access to precision clocks.

Raoul’s TTD vibrated briefly—once, twice. He smiled. Had Maelle sensed his thoughts? Status Green confirmed. That meant all was going according to plan. It also meant a low probability that another ChronoOpportunist was on the loose, which could have set the status back to orange.

On track for full points and graduation to agent status.

He opened the door and took a few breaths of the cool night air. His eyes adjusting, he squinted into the semidarkness. Nothing moved on the terrace. He quietly closed the door again.

~*~
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The morning sun was reflecting off the windows of the gallery overlooking the moat and the jeu de paume court below when Guy joined Raoul in the Logis.

“Anything?” Guy asked, suppressing a yawn.

“Nothing.” Raoul stretched. “You want me to check on your catch? If he’s still there, it could mean they haven’t abandoned this attempt yet.”

Raoul always needed to double-check. “Sure. Can’t do any harm, can it? Though, he said he’d be long gone when I told him someone would drop by this afternoon.”

“Interesting.” Raoul rubbed his chin. “Did he say anything else?”

“He invited me to try and change something just to see what would happen.”

“Attempting to recruit us, is he?”

“I don’t know. Do you remember what Maelle said after the class on the ripple effect’s speed?”

“That if the ripple effect could be slowed down enough, the ChronoQuake detector wouldn’t pick up on the change?” Raoul paused. “Or something like that. But, the ripple effect can’t be slowed down.”

“The speed of the ripple effect is proportional to the importance of the change. That’s why we can have Resident Agents—their presence isn’t invasive enough to create a ripple effect bigger than a trickle. So, if a bigger ripple effect could be reduced to a trickle...”

Saving Jeanne d’Arc, the Maid of Orleans, would create a torrent.

Forget Jeanne.

“If there were a way to do that, the ChronoOpportunists would use it, and we wouldn’t be chasing them.”

“True,” Guy conceded.

“Still, why did he tell you?”

Guy shrugged. “To taunt us? To give us an unsolvable puzzle?”

Raoul put a hand on his brother’s shoulder. “You know what? We’ll tell Maelle about it. If there’s anything behind it, she’ll figure it out.”

~*~
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Paris, twenty-first century

Maelle had set up her portable device in front of her on the cross-trainer so she could keep an eye on the mission status. The simulated missions she’d trained on worked with an accelerated timeline, and twenty-four hours became a mere blip. As a Send & Track Officer, she wouldn’t always have to remain on call for the entire duration of a mission, as they generally worked in shifts. For the exam, however, she had to continue monitoring the entire mission herself, which had given her the perfect opportunity for the signal experiment.

She checked the status. Still green. The noble, Gilles de La Fare, had to be well out of danger, or Guy and Raoul had somehow incapacitated all the ChronoOpportunists. Or even both.

Five more hours to go. What were they doing now? Just waiting around till the time was up?

~*~
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Amboise, fifteenth century

Raoul walked along the passage, holding up the torch. The flickering light cast moving shadows on the walls around him. He reached the cell where Guy had left their captive and opened the hatch. The cell was dark, with little daylight entering through a small gap high up in the stone wall. Raoul waited. He wouldn’t be tricked into opening the door. On the other hand, it was entirely possible that the ChronoOpportunist had retemporated to whichever time he’d come from.

“Are you still there?” he asked quietly. He held his breath. A muffled sound came from the far side of the cell. Something moved.

“Oh, it’s you again.” The ChronoOpportunist approached the door bleary-eyed, his hair ruffled.

He got some sleep. Lucky guy.

“Just checking if you were still there.”

“As you can see, I’m still here.” The ChronoOpportunist gave him a smile. “You sound tired. Hard work, eh? You look like you’re still in training. They send you on a mission by yourself?”

Raoul didn’t answer. He sure wasn’t volunteering any information to the enemy. Least of all that he was the other twin.

“Have you thought about what I told you?”

“About making a change that doesn’t trigger the alert?” Raoul asked. “If there were a way to do that, you’d be changing history up and down the timeline, and we wouldn’t even know.”

The ChronoOpportunist laughed. “A point for you, young agent. Keep looking, and maybe you’ll figure it out.” He winked.

Raoul frowned and changed the subject. “Do you need anything? Food, water, another candle?”

“I’m fine. I’ll be gone by lunchtime.”

“Why do you do this?” The words came out before Raoul realized what he was saying.

“For the thrill,” the ChronoOpportunist replied with a smile. “Don’t you? Or, do you mean in the long term? The power to do what you want. Think about it: Wouldn’t you like to be able to shape the world your way?”

“At the expense of others? No, thank you.” Raoul didn’t bother to hide the contempt in his voice. “I’ll bid you goodbye now. Safe return to whenever it is you’re going.” He closed the hatch with more force than strictly necessary.

He’s the enemy, no matter how polite he might seem. At least he isn’t a cold-blooded killer, like some of them.

When Raoul returned to the terrace, it was teeming with people. Nobles and courtiers were ambling about as servants dashed between the surrounding palace wings. It was the first sunny day after a rainy week. Raoul made his way through the crowd in the direction of the second jeu de paume court, beyond the gardens. That’s where he and Guy had trailed Gilles de La Fare. Sure, the ChronoOpportunist was under lock and key, but better safe than sorry.

Raoul hurried through the Galerie Hacquelebac, holding his breath against the stink. Why did men choose to relieve themselves here of all places?

He ducked under the low lintel of the door and glanced around until he spotted his brother among the spectators. Guy saw him and nodded his head toward the court, where the object of their mission was about to serve.

“Tenest,” La Fare announced and hit the ball over the net as Raoul joined his brother.

“So?” Guy said.

“He was still there. And, he asked me again. I gave him the same answer as you did yesterday.”

They watched the match in silence, satisfied that La Fare was safe. His opponent was another noble, dear to the king and known to historians. Definitely not a ChronoOpportunist.

Now, there was nothing left to do but wait. The more they interacted with fifteenth-century people, the higher the risk they’d inadvertently change the past.

~*~
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Gilles de La Fare played another match after winning the first, then stayed around to bet on other players. Guy and Raoul never had to leave their seats to keep an eye on him. Finally, their time travel devices vibrated softly against the skin of their wrists, three times. They grinned at each other and got to their feet. The time was up.

Maelle had activated their devices, and in ten minutes, they’d be retemporated to the Agency in the twenty-first century. Just enough time to find a secluded spot where no one could accidentally see them disappear. They’d already determined that the winding ramp of the tower was a perfect location. Guards protected the gate at the foot of the tower, but not the one at the top, and while one couldn’t see far, the sound of hooves or wheels carried easily up and down the ramp.

As they crossed the outer courtyard where grooms were saddling several horses, a group of people came the other way. Guy and Raoul stopped in their tracks, recognizing both the king and the queen among them.

“What’s Queen Anne doing here?” Raoul whispered. “She’s recovering from childbirth. Should she be out and about?”

“Another child that did not live,” Guy reminded him. “Maybe, she needs something to occupy her mind.”

“Yes, but horseback riding?”

They looked at each other. “No.”

Is Charles really such a jerk? Guy wondered. Or just highly insensitive?

He stepped forward and bowed to the king. His eyes fell on his own shoes, muddy from the rain-sodden path. “Your Grace, I beg your pardon. It appears you intend to go for a ride. We have just returned from outside the gates. Be advised that yesterday’s storm left a considerable number of broken branches in its wake, and the terrain is slippery from the rain of the last days.”

“Is that so?” King Charles frowned.

“It is indeed, Your Grace.”

The king nodded and exchanged a few words with a courtier standing next to him. Guy and Raoul watched the courtier hurry to question a groom and a guardsman at the nearby gate before he returned.

“Your Grace, an excursion à cheval is indeed highly advised against under current conditions.”

The king stroked his chin. “I wished to entertain Anne on this sunny afternoon,” he said, more to himself.

“Your Grace,” Guy suggested, “have you considered the jeu de paume?”

The king’s frown turned into a smile that lit up his face. “Anne, my dear.” He took the queen’s hand. “Surely, watching a nice partie from the gallery will be more agreeable than a ride through mud and fallen branches?”

The queen was pallid and moving stiffly, as if in pain. She definitely didn’t look up to horseback riding.

“A partie sounds lovely,” she replied with clear relief.

King Charles promptly dispatched another courtier to the old moat on the other side of the terrace with its jeu de paume court.

A good thing kings in this time are so approachable, Guy thought. It would have been much harder with Louis XIV.

Raoul shifted nervously. The king’s party was blocking their path to the tower, leaving them no other choice but to wait.

“We still have time,” Guy whispered.

The courtier returned. “Your Grace, the court is empty. No one is playing there.”

“Is that so?” The frown had returned to the king’s face.

Raoul’s breathing was audible now. Guy shot him a glance before he stepped forward again.

“Your Grace.” Guy bowed. “There is a very fine match going on at the other court. It would provide excellent entertainment.”

“We saw it on our way back just outside the gate,” Raoul added. “It was very lively.”

“Indeed,” the king said. “Anne, my darling, are you agreeable to a partie in the outer court?”

“I verily am, my dear.” The queen smiled at her husband. “Sitting down sounds like a wonderful idea.”

“Thank you, messieurs.” King Charles turned to go. “We will proceed there directly.”

“Your Grace,” the first courtier spoke up. “It is advisable to access the court by way of the gardens. The road outside the gate is in the very state these gentlemen described.”

“Naturally, we will proceed through the gardens and the Galerie Hacquelebac,” the king replied, as if he’d planned it himself. He led his party away with brisk steps.

Raoul let out an exasperated breath.

Guy smiled. “I told you there’s time.”

As they threw one final glance at the king’s party to make sure nobody was coming back, Raoul recognized a man who must have stayed at the back of the group the entire time.

“Wait.” He hurried after the man and tapped him on the shoulder. “You.”

The other turned, and Raoul clamped a hand over his mouth and twisted the man’s arm behind his back. No one in the king’s party noticed; the courtiers scrambled to follow the king across the terrace to the gardens.

“Didn’t you say you would be gone by lunchtime?” Raoul hissed into the ChronoOpportunist’s ear. “I’m afraid you leave me no choice now.”

Maelle had already activated the TTDs to retemporate them. They couldn’t leave the ChronoOpportunist on the loose. The spare mobile TTD was meant for immediate retemporating in an emergency, not for bringing back prisoners, but leaving loose ends would cost them points.

We need a flawless mission.

He towed the ChronoOpportunist toward the tower into which Guy had already disappeared and pulled him inside. Guy stepped up to them from behind and held his knife to the man’s throat.

“You’re a bad sport,” Raoul told him. “And as I said, you leave me no choice.” He slapped the mobile time travel device onto the ChronoOpportunist’s wrist. Powered by its wearer’s heartbeat, the device activated the moment it touched the man’s skin and would show up on Maelle’s screen a few moments later. Unless the enemy had recently made a huge technological advancement, the Agency’s device would override the implanted
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