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Epilogue

To all of you, Dear Readers, who stuck with me on this passion project. Writing this twisty, steamy time travel series made my heart swell.  I still can’t read the epilogue of this book without crying, and I hope these characters make you smile and weep along the way as well.  Thank you from the bottom of my science geek heart.

* * * *
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And to Nikki, my lifelong friend.  You left us the same week I finalized this novel and I know you would’ve been the first to rush out and buy it.  Your support and friendship were a guidepost, and your soul was one of the brightest I’ve ever known.  I hope we meet in another timeline where we laugh and hug again.  In the meantime, rest in peace my beautiful friend.
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Chapter 1

[image: image]


September 2075

Eli Hernandez sat in the dim room of the New Establishment’s compound, several miles from where Washington D.C. used to exist.  Now, the former capital was mostly flooded, overtaken by the mighty Atlantic when the ice caps melted.  The massive fortified headquarters had been built to showcase the New Establishment’s supremacy over every speck of land left on the planet.  Foreboding and menacing, Eli hated the compound with a violent passion.

A muscle clenched in his jaw as he observed his companions through narrowed lids.  Tanner Cross, the leader of the Australian faction of the New Establishment, sat across from him at the round mahogany table.  Four other high-ranking officers flanked their sides, but it was Tanner who worried Eli the most.  Aside from himself, Commander Cross had the most nefarious reputation of any New Establishment leader.  However, there was one huge chasm of difference between them: Eli was a spy, and Tanner was pure evil.

Feeling his lips twitch in a humorless grin, Eli recognized that sentiment wasn’t completely accurate, for he’d committed many atrocities during his forty-three years on the planet.  They were all compelled by his desire to establish his identity as a ruthless and merciless leader.  Eli had learned long ago that cruelty inspired fear, and fear inspired subjugation.  Once people were overcome with terror, a person could manipulate their actions with skillful ease.  Ironically, performing terrible deeds in his youth had led to much less blood on his hands today.

But still, he had to keep up appearances, and dissenters must be punished or killed if they defied his orders.  Unquestioned supremacy was the only way his plan would achieve fruition; the only option for defeating the New Establishment from within.  When that day came and the good people of Earth defeated the enemy, Eli would leave the planet behind along with all the memories of past atrocities that haunted his nightmares.

“I’m still confused as to why you didn’t let your men move into Dr. Randolph’s hub when you seized it,” Tanner said, his tone suspicious.

“The hub is small, and the men were better off outside,” Eli responded, doing his best to relay a confidence and calm he certainly didn’t feel within.  “Overtaking Solera was our primary goal, and now, that is accomplished.”

Tanner nodded.  “Excellent job.  The troops I left behind in Australia now rule that continent, and with your occupation of Solera, the New Establishment now controls the entire Eastern Isle.  In effect, we have achieved world domination.  To my knowledge, the only area that has rebel forces is the South American Isle, and they are scattered and unorganized.  It is time for the final phase of the plan.”

“Yes,” Eli said, a muscle in his jaw ticking.  “We’ll use the knowledge we acquired at the scientific hubs to slowly introduce electricity and technology to the world.  Our subjects will only be allowed to use it through complete surrender.  Those who don’t comply will be killed.”

“Those who still believe in democracy and equality for all will perish.  Earth no longer has use for willful idiots who believe in these false principles.  Only the best of us will survive.  Your father would be proud, Eli.”

Hate coursed through his veins as it always did when Eli thought of Victor Hernandez.  His father was born with a cruel, vicious streak Eli always feared he’d inherited against his deepest wishes.  If so, it meant his soul was already lost.  Sadly, that was most likely the case.  He was a wasted shell of a man who strived to save the world but inadvertently was the embodiment of all he despised.  Self-loathing threatened to choke him.  

“Father always dreamed of the day the New Establishment prevailed.”

“We still have several loose ends to tie up,” Tanner said, rubbing his chin as he contemplated.  “It seems the mission was botched when you raided the hub during the scientists’ time travel attempt.  Dr. Randolph, Captain Rhodes, Claire Finch, and Cyrus Montgomery all appear to have traveled successfully to the past.  This will need to be dealt with.”

“I’m already working on that with Dr. Longwood,” Eli said, firm in his effort to keep the secret promises he’d made to Lainey.  “You were right to bring him here on the high-speed ocean cruiser he reconfigured for you.  He will help us locate the others in the past before they can manipulate space-time.  I will ensure it.”

“As you ensured the capture of all the dissenters at the hub?” Tanner asked, arching a sardonic eyebrow.

“It is unfortunate that Zach, Elle, Sara, and Marie escaped,” Eli said, the lie smooth on his tongue since that had been his ultimate goal.  “Alora is wily and a capable fighter for someone so slight.  She killed three of my men before they could blink, allowing the others to escape.”

“Then she needs to be exterminated,” Tanner said, scowling.  “She is a threat to our rule.”

Eli took a measured breath, knowing he would only get one shot at saving Alora’s life again.  “I see a better option.”

Tanner sat back in his chair.  “I’m listening.”

“I feel Alora can eventually be turned to our side.  It would be an extreme waste if we killed someone with her cunning mind before we at least tried to sway her to the cause.”

“And what advantage would we gain from turning her?”

“She has an extensive network on the South American Isle.  Her family was highly revered before my father murdered them in front of her when she was a teenager.”  He smiled, cruel and sinister, pushing down the bile that rose in his throat.  There was no place for sentiment as he strived to save the woman who hated him with every fiber of her being.  “She would be an effective resource in getting others to follow us.  I believe they will listen to her as we systematically employ our rule across the Isle.”

“And how do you plan to turn her?  From what I’ve heard, she has vowed to never align with the New Establishment.”

“Why, isn’t it obvious?” Eli asked, leaning forward and resting his forearms on the table.  “I’ll marry her.  An allegiance between us will cement an alliance between a natural born leader of the South American Isle and the designated leader of the Eastern American Isle.  I know you see the merits of this since it’s the same reason you chose to marry Svetlana.”

“True,” Tanner said with a tilt of his head.  “I married Svetlana because she was the daughter of a former head of state on the European Isle, and many were loyal to her.  Although I find her repulsive, the alliance has been fruitful.”

“And my alliance with Alora will deliver the same result.”

Sighing, Tanner studied Eli while silence pervaded the room.  “I see the logic, but Alora has quite a bit more...personality than Svetlana,” Tanner said, waving his hand as he searched for the word.  “I don’t see her eagerly entering into a marriage with the son of the man who murdered her family.”

“Let me deal with Alora,” Eli said, already anticipating how furious she would be when she learned of his plan.  “Taming her will be fun, and I’ve never shied away from forcing a woman to do something against her will.  It will only cement my nefarious reputation.”

Tanner’s lips curled into a menacing grin.  “Indeed.”

Eli tamped down his shiver, determined not to show any weakness.  Tanner’s reputation included instances of many misdeeds, including assault of women, and Eli needed to project the same willingness to violate others.  Inside, the flames of self-hate burned in his gut.  Although he’d committed disreputable deeds in his clandestine attempt to save the world, Eli would never sexually assault a woman.  Knowing it was imperative the others at the table believed him capable of the act, he threaded his fingers together, clenching his hands.  

“It will be a pleasure to crush every ounce of fight from Alora.  I’m excited to break her.  There’s nothing like taming a spirited woman.”

“All right.  I agree to your alliance with her if the others do as well.”  Tanner regarded the other men at the table, all of whom nodded in consent.  “With that resolved, what about the others who escaped?”

“I will marry Alora and bring her along on the mission to find Dr. Randolph’s team.  She knows them well, and her insights will help me track them down.  I’ll take a small battalion with me and anticipate it should only take a week or two to locate them.”

“They’ve most likely been trained in evasion by Hunter and Cyrus,” Tanner said.

Eli shrugged.  “No matter.  I’ll find them.  And, unlike Alora, they won’t be so lucky.  They have no ties to the outside world.  No scattered rebels who revere them.  Once I locate them, I’ll murder them.”

Eli had other plans, of course, but it was imperative no one at the table knew them.  

After several more minutes of discussion, the meeting adjourned, and Eli ran a hand through his thick black hair.  Expelling a ragged breath, he began the trek to the cellblock that sat below the sprawling compound.  Alora was being held in one of the secure units, and he felt it best to break the news to her as soon as possible.

After all, it wasn’t every day one was forced to marry their greatest enemy against their will.  She would be livid.  

A strange sense of anticipation lined his gut, and his lips twitched into a grin.  Although Alora hated him with her entire being, Eli found the stunning woman a magnificent foe.  Filled with a strange excitement about their confrontation, he admitted his washed-up soul felt alive when he was around Alora.  Sparring with her.  Absorbing the biting insults from her cunning tongue.  He reveled in every ounce of hate she sparingly threw his way.

Perhaps because they were the only snippets of emotion he ever granted himself to feel.

Ready to face the woman who consumed his thoughts, he trailed down the stairs toward the cells.
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Chapter 2
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Alora lifted her head at the shuffling sound in the distance.  Two men murmured a hushed conversation before she heard the footsteps approach.  Standing, she walked toward the metal bars, clenching them and straining to see in the dimness.

A man’s silhouette formed in the waning light, and Alora gritted her teeth.  Eli.  She recognized his broad shoulders and tall, muscular build.  For some reason, it had always been ingrained in her mind.  Perhaps she’d memorized it when he stood still, all those years ago, as his father slaughtered her family.

“Alora,” he said, giving a slight nod.  As he stood before her, she noticed the yellow flecks in his deep brown eyes.  They shone with clarity and a slight bit of hesitation.  Was the all-powerful leader wary of her?  Impossible.

“What do you want?” she asked, fingers squeezing tighter on the metal bars.

“We don’t have much time to discuss what I’ve come to say, so I need you to remain calm.  I sent the guard to get coffee, but that will only take him minutes.”

“What could you possibly have to say to me?”  Scowling, she pushed her hatred down to the pit of her stomach, determined not to lose her cool in front of him.  He was the only person who’d ever incited her to lose her meticulously cured control, and that frightened her to her core.

“Tanner wants to kill you.  I’ve convinced him to let you live.”

“On what terms?”

His lips quirked, causing her to note how full they were, set perfectly in his handsome face.  For someone so evil, he was wickedly attractive.  How categorically unfair and annoying.

“Tanner secured a successful marriage to Svetlana, and it has paid off handsomely.  It helped the New Establishment attain domination over the European Isle.  He wants to accomplish the same on the South American Isle.  As you know, there are still many rebel factions there.  The regime controls the major compounds but needs a respected native of the Isle to gain true acceptance.”

Alora swallowed, her mind racing as she attempted to understand.  “So Tanner wants to marry me too?  The New Establishment is into polygamy now?  I didn’t see that one coming.”

He breathed a laugh.  “No, they haven’t yet crossed that bridge as far as I’m aware.”

“Then how...?”  Realization swept over her, heavy and cold.  “No,” she breathed, nostrils flaring, as ice ran through her veins.

“I’m afraid so,” he said, dropping his gaze before he lifted it back to hers.  Running a hand through his thick black hair, his expression was deathly serious.  “You’re going to marry me, Alora.”

A demented laugh sprung from her throat.  Unable to control the strange reaction, her hands fell from the bars, and she crossed them over her stomach as the stilted, angry laughter pervaded the cell.  Unable to believe he thought her capable of even considering the idea, she gazed at him in disbelief.  

“You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.”

“It’s not ideal, but it’s the best solution I could come up with,” he said.  “It will keep you alive so we can find the others.  Then, hopefully, we can reconnect with Lainey, and she can transport you all to 2035.”

Alora’s arms dropped to her sides, limp and numb.  Working her jaw, she tried to form words from her almost frozen body.  Taking a stilted step forward, she stared deep into his eyes as she spoke in a low, rage-filled tone.  

“You have the audacity to think for one moment that I would marry the man who stood by and let his father murder my family?”  Grasping the bars, she asked through clenched teeth, “Are you insane?”

He gave a dismissive eye roll.  “I don’t have time for dramatics, Alora.  It’s the only solution we have.  Otherwise, Tanner will kill you.  He’s already pissed you killed the soldiers when I raided the bunker during transport.”

“Some double agent you are,” she hissed.  “You should’ve warned us—”

“Tanner showed up at the headquarters with Nelson in tow.  I had no idea he would arrive so quickly after seizing the Australian Isle.  I thought I had more time and was busy overtaking Solera.  He threatened to attack the hub himself, and I urged him to let me instead.  I had no choice.”

“What if Lainey, Claire, or Cyrus died?” she asked, worried for her friends.  “We have no idea where they are.  And Marie is out there with Zach, Elle, and Sara.  They’re all alone.  For someone who was supposed to protect us and be our ally, you did a pretty shitty job.”

His eyes narrowed, and he leaned forward.  Alora could feel his warm breath across her cheek as he spoke with restrained frustration.  

“The others are still alive.  So are you, but not for long unless we play their game, Alora.  You need to marry me, and then we’ll track them down.  I’ve convinced Tanner you’ll be helpful in the search.”

Scoffing, she suppressed the urge to spit in his face.  “I’ll never hunt them like animals and turn them over to the regime.”

“Of course not,” he said, his expression maligned with a thousand shades of frustration.  “We’ll find them and hopefully reconvene with the others who traveled back.  When I raided the hub, I gave the appearance of destroying the Sphere, but I secretly tried to leave it as intact as possible.  With Zach’s help, I think we can get it back online and send you all to 2035.”

“And what about you?  Tanner will kill you for your deception.”

“Yes,” he said, resignation crossing his face.  “That will most likely be the end for me.  I once thought I might have a chance at happiness in this timeline, but I understand now, that was never an option.  My suffering is meant to prevent the suffering of many others.  When death comes, I will die knowing this, and it will bring me peace.”

Something strange curled in her gut, and Alora realized it was sympathy.  The sticky feeling pervaded her bones as she stared at the man before her.  She’d always seen him through one lens: demented, evil murderer.  And then, only weeks ago, she’d learned he was a spy; someone who’d been approached as a child by Lainey and asked to embody evil so he could infiltrate the New Establishment and vanquish it.  In effect, he’d never lived his own life.  Eli had only ever lived the life dictated to him by Lainey.

“Why did you do it?” Alora asked softly.

Dark eyebrows drew together.  “Do what?”

“Listen to her?” she asked, inching closer to gaze at him between the bars.  “You could’ve said no and lived your life as a normal human being instead of a deranged psychopath.  I don’t understand your choice.”

Mahogany irises darted between hers as he contemplated.  “Lainey was very convincing.  She came to me multiple times when I was seven, and on a few other occasions as I became a teenager.  Eventually, I became embroiled in the cause.  She relayed a genuineness that called to me.  I’d never met someone with so much...purpose, and I wanted to be a part of it.”  Glancing down, he swallowed thickly, his Adam’s apple bobbing under his olive skin.  “I don’t think I understood the gravity of the terrible things I would have to do when I took up the mantle.  Once it set in, I was already on my way to becoming a respected figure in the New Establishment.  My father cultivated me, and I strived to keep the line between good and evil from blurring.  Sadly, I failed long ago.”

“Yes,” she whispered, unsure of why her voice was so gravelly.

“I can’t change the past.  In this timeline, at least,” he said, shrugging.  “All I can do is stay the course and try to save you and your friends.  If Lainey prevents President Randolph’s actions in 2035, the young version of me will hopefully live a better life, free of the grave misdeeds I’ve committed in this one.”

A door hinge creaked in the distance, causing them both to snap their heads.  Turning back to her, Eli said, “The ceremony will be tomorrow.  This won’t work without your full cooperation.  You can remain resistant—after all, Tanner will be suspicious if you turn too easily.  But he also understands your cunning nature and will believe you see an advantage to aligning with us to stay alive.”

She gave him an incredulous look.  “Eli, I’ll never marry you.  This is absurd.”

Tentatively, as if he thought she might strike him, he slid his hand over the back of hers curled around the bar.  His skin was slightly rough, causing her to shiver.  

“It will be in name only, Alora.  I know you detest me, but it’s your only option.  I would never force you to consummate the marriage or tolerate me in any capacity except to keep up appearances.”

“I won’t do it,” she said, her vision blurring as wetness clouded her eyes.

“I’m sorry,” he whispered, shaking his head.  “It’s the only way I can keep you alive.  I’ll be back tomorrow.  You can dissent, but don’t fight it.  Remember to balance your emotions.  Your hate is believable, but you’re also fighting for your life.”

“There has to be another way...”

Pulling back, his face resumed the unemotional mask she was used to seeing.  “Enough.  It’s done.  Be ready tomorrow.”  With a dismissive nod, he pivoted and stalked away.

A plethora of heavy emotions swamped her as she backed away from the bars.  Rage, frustration, disbelief.  Was this really what her life had become?  Forced into marriage to the one person she despised above all others?  A humorless laugh escaped her lips as she crouched to the floor, arms hugging her bent knees as the stark reality set in.  Unable to process it, she rocked back and forth, attempting to find another solution...any solution.

For hours, she contemplated, praying to God to help her out of the mess she was in.  Sadly, God was nowhere to be found, and the silence of the cell was her only response.
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Chapter 3
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Alora opened her eyes to the fresh morning sun.  Although it was bright and airy, a sense of dread washed over her.  Sitting up in her plush bed, she searched her bedroom.  All seemed in order, from the canopy with flowing white fabric above, to the sounds of horses nickering outside.  Throwing off the covers, she rose and donned her robe, tying the sash around her waist.

Tentatively, she walked toward her bedroom door, the creaking ominous as she slowly drew it open.  Her father was speaking to someone outside, and she approached the open front door, her bare feet quiet on the wooden floor.

Peeking outside, she observed her father standing tall, chin thrust high under his thick black hair, as he addressed a man who listened with a scorn-filled expression.

“Our settlement is peaceful, Victor,” her father said, his hand encircling her mother’s wrist and slowly drawing her behind his body.  It was a primitive form of protection, and Alora’s heart began to pound.  “We do not wish to fight the New Establishment.  We just want to be left alone to raise our families in what’s left of the world.”

Victor’s lips formed a cruel smile.  “You were one of the youngest and most respected governors in Colombia before it was destroyed, Alejandro.  People throughout the isle have a reverence for you and your family.  It’s why you’ve been able to build such a thriving compound.  The New Establishment asks for your full allegiance.  We require your help to bring our systematic rule to every person across the Isle.”

“I don’t believe in the principles of your regime, Victor.  I do not wish to fight you, but I will not help you.  In your quest to save the world, you destroyed it.  All we want is to rebuild in peace.”

Victor’s head turned to address the man beside him.  Barely a man, from Alora’s observation.  She guessed him perhaps seventeen or eighteen, the whiskers on his chin barely-there.  His tall frame and broad shoulders mimicked Victor’s, although his body was lanky.

“It’s time to prove your loyalty, Eli,” Victor said, motioning his head toward Alejandro.  “If he won’t align with us, he must die.  Dissenters must be made examples of.”

The gangly teen pulled his handgun from his belt and studied it, seeming to contemplate.  Turning the weapon in his hand, he considered it for what seemed like a small infinity to Alora and then replaced the safety.  Placing the gun back in the holster by his belt, he shrugged.  

“If it’s loyalty you wish to see, it would be more prudent for me to command the men to do my bidding.”  He tilted his head toward the men dressed in black who encircled them, most with rifles slung across their bodies.  “Killing someone is easy.  Commanding others to do it shows true power.”

Victor’s lips quirked.  “Perhaps.”  Turning to face Alejandro, Victor pulled his own gun from his belt.  Cocking it, he aimed it at her father’s heart.  “My son is still young and learning the ways of world domination.  I am more resolute.”  Taking a step forward, he said, “Pledge your loyalty to the New Establishment, Alejandro.  Just a few words.  That’s all it will take to save your wife and your three pretty daughters.”

Her mother, Gloria, began to weep, and her father’s fingers squeezed upon her wrist.  The gesture was poignant, offering comfort in a severely untenable situation.  Alora noticed her sisters frozen several feet behind her parents, hands joined as they seemed to accept their fates.  

Alora’s fingers clenched the door so fiercely her knuckles turned white.  Would this man truly murder her family in cold blood?  How had she gotten stuck in this terrible nightmare?

Alejandro shook his head, the motion slow and resigned.  “I cannot pledge my loyalty to you, Victor.  I would rather spend eternity with God above knowing I made the moral choice than lead an entire isle of people to follow a cause I know is corrupt.”

Victor took one final step forward, his face a mask of resigned admiration.  “Then you will die with honor, friend.  I’m sorry it has to be this way.  We will kill your family quickly, so they don’t suffer.”

“Thank you,” Alejandro whispered, throat bobbing as he swallowed.  Addressing Eli, her father said, “I see your struggle, son, and urge you to choose the light.  Although darkness tries to prevail, the light will always carry you through.”

Eli’s spine was straight as he contemplated Alejandro in silence, a strange, invisible energy seeming to tether them together.  Crying out in immense pain, Alora charged the scene, determined to save her family from slaughter.

Sadly, she was too late.  Several pops sounded as she ran, and she collapsed over her father’s body, her lungs failing to secure the oxygen she so desperately needed.  

“Papi!” she cried, her hands stained red from the trails of blood she attempted to curb.  Tears clouded her eyes as she crawled toward her mother, her brown eyes glassy as they stared back at her, lifeless.  “Mami,” she mewled, noticing her sisters’ motionless bodies behind them before pulling her mother into a firm embrace.  Cradling her, she rocked back and forth.  Burying her face in Gloria’s soft hair, Alora waited for her own imminent death.

“I’d give you the opportunity to shoot her, Eli,” she heard Victor’s muffled voice say, “but I’m disheartened by the sentiment in your eyes.  I thought you’d gotten past this, son.” Victor’s tone was laced with slight annoyance.  “Killing those that disagree with our cause is noble.  Your mother’s nature makes you weak.  I’ll remind you that you searched me out and begged me to bring you into the regime’s fold.  I was content to let you live the rest of your days with the worthless woman who bore you.  Don’t make me question my decision.  I already doubt you are up to the challenge of assuming my mantle if any of our enemies succeed in killing me.”

“Sometimes, letting your enemy live is more effective than murder,” Eli said.  “If we leave the princess here alive, she will spread the story of the New Establishment’s desecration of her family across the Isle.  Perhaps even across the world.  It will bolster our cause more than one single death.”

Silence stretched as Victor contemplated.  Lifting the gun, he cocked it and aimed at Alora.

“Father,” Eli said, striding forward and placing his body between Victor and Alora.  “I’ve studied subjugation and warfare extensively.  Let her live.  I’m convinced her retelling of this day will cultivate more fear than her death.  Trust me,” he implored.

Lifting her head, Alora gazed up at Victor, the morning sun burning her tear-soaked irises.  

The sinister man pushed his son aside and crouched.  Sliding his fingers under Alora’s chin, he violently grasped it when she tried to pull away.  Holding her firm, he stared into her soul.

“My son has different perspectives on things than I,” he said, eyes narrowing as he contemplated her.  “But perhaps he is correct.  I see the logic in letting you live.  Go forth, little Alora, and spread my son’s message to the world.  Eli?  What words should she take with her?”

Victor stood as Eli twisted to gaze down at her.  Alora noticed his clear black pupils, as dark as the soul that must dwell within.  

“People who defy the regime will always be made examples of, Alora.”  His voice was smooth and deep for someone still so young.  “We’re leaving you alive so you can spread the word to everyone on the Isle.  If they resist the New Establishment, their family will die.”  Giving a firm nod, he pivoted and rejoined his men.  

Victor shot her one last sneer and followed his son.  The battalion climbed atop their horses and rode away, leaving Alora surrounded by the bodies of her family.

Throwing her head back, she gave a final wail, cursing God in heaven above, not caring that He would most likely punish her for it.

And then she stood, hands fisted at her sides as she stared down at the lifeless bodies.

“Mi niña,” a soft voice said.  

Alora flinched as a soothing hand stroked her arm.  

“We must prepare the bodies and warn the others in the surrounding compounds.  I’m so sorry, but now is not the time to grieve.  That will come later.”

“Later,” she muttered, not even understanding how words could form on her lips when she was in so much pain.  “Yes, I will destroy every man who was here today and every last person in the New Establishment.  Only then will I allow myself to grieve.  Thank you, Rosa,” she said, facing the woman who’d helped raise her and her sisters.  Rosa had been a fixture in her life for as long as she could remember.  Part au pair, part house manager, and a fully adopted family member, Alora took solace that she had been left alive.  At least there would be one person left to remember her family as she secured her revenge.

And revenge she would have.  No matter the cost.  There, under the blazing sun, she vowed to search the Earth until she found someone powerful enough to defeat Victor Hernandez and the New Establishment.  She would align with them and stop at nothing to achieve her goal.

As Alora stewed in the intense agony, the sun was covered by darkened clouds, and she stared at her blood-soaked hands.  Eyes narrowing in confusion, she slowly rotated them, not understanding why the red stains were slowly disappearing.

“Are you daydreaming again, Alora?” Lainey asked, smiling as she sat beside her in the clearing by the hub.

“Lainey?” Alora asked, confused.  “How did I get here?”

White teeth flashed under her friend’s smiling amber eyes.  “I’m pretty sure you’re dreaming.  About the distant past, and now, the recent past.  You’re remembering why you found me and pledged your loyalty to my cause.”

“Yes,” Alora said, eyebrows drawn together as she combatted the strange sensation of being in a false reality.  “You will prevent the rise of the New Establishment.  I’m so honored to pledge myself to your mission.”  Training her gaze on Lainey, she asked, “Are you back in 2035?  Are you going to come back for us?  I don’t care so much about me, but the others are in danger.”

“I will do my best to find you all,” Lainey said, clutching her hand.  “Several are lost, and I fear we won’t succeed unless we all find each other before we confront my grandfather.”

“Cyrus and Claire?” Alora asked, worry snaking through her veins.  “Are they with you?”

“Everyone is right where they need to be,” her friend said, her tone calm and sure.  “Even you.”

“How can I marry him, Lainey?  I hate him so vehemently.”

“Your hate has the capability to fuel you and grow into much more.  You have a deep capacity for love, my friend.  Eli has never had a choice.  I robbed him of one.  It was selfish but necessary to save so many others.  Your heart will come to understand this.”

“I doubt that immensely.”

Lainey’s image began to fade, and Alora desperately clung to her hand.  “What’s happening?  Please don’t go.”

“You’re waking up, Alora.  To a future you can’t escape.  It calls to you, and you must answer.  I will see you soon.  In this timeline or another.”

With a gasp, Alora’s eyes shot open.  Jackknifing on the bed, she clutched her throat as she panted, realizing she was still in the dark cell of the prison beneath the New Establishment’s headquarters.

And, whether she liked it or not, today was her wedding day.
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Chapter 4
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Eli threaded the comb through his thick black hair and tossed it onto the dresser.  The chambers he inhabited at the New Establishment headquarters were as lavish as one could have in their sparse dystopian world.  The bedroom had all the amenities he needed: a warm bed, basic furniture, and a large tub in the adjoining bathroom.  Glancing at his reflection, he unbuttoned the top button of his collar, tugging it apart so he could breathe.  Even though it was his wedding day, there was no reason for formality.

Perhaps because the woman he was marrying hated his guts.

For so long, Eli had convinced himself that he could be saved; that if he held onto a sliver of hope that goodness still dwelled in the deepest parts of his soul, he would one day deserve a wife and family.  His mother, Ingrid, had instilled the traditional values in him when he was so very young.

“You’re such a good boy, Eli,” she would say, stroking his hair.  “The light of my life.  One day, you will have your own children, and you will understand the depth of my love for you.”

Although he wasn’t sentimental, Eli found himself mired in the memory.  It was most likely spurred by the nuptial he would enter into in less than an hour.  Although it was a sham, it incited an unwanted shaft of longing inside his blackened heart.  He couldn’t remember when the dream of having a family had died.  Sometime over the past few years, when he realized the New Establishment was close to world domination.  He’d committed so many terrible deeds to ultimately bring them down, and his hands would only get bloodier before their demise.

Blood-soaked hands had no place in the dreams he’d eventually discarded.

But still, he needed to marry Alora today.  It would guarantee her safety and allow them to work together to find the others.  Already, he’d begun putting pieces into place so they could travel unaccompanied by New Establishment soldiers to find the stragglers from the hub.

Was there a part of him that wished the alliance was real?  That the stunning woman who so vehemently detested him would somehow see him worthy of her trust and admiration?  Scoffing, Eli regarded his derisive expression in the mirror.  

“Never going to happen, Hernandez.  Get your head out of the clouds and your shit together, man.”

Giving his reflection a nod, he straightened his spine, steeling himself for the confrontation that lay ahead.  Alora was an extremely intelligent woman and most likely understood the gravity of her situation.  She wouldn’t refuse to complete the ceremony; that would get her killed.  But there would be animosity in her stunning brown eyes as she said the vows that would tie them together for whatever time Eli had left on this godforsaken rock.  

Exiting his chambers, his body pulsed in anticipation as he strode down the hallway to the compound’s grand ballroom.  There were never any balls held there, of course, but it was expansive, and that was what expansive spaces had been called before President Randolph destroyed the world.  It would accommodate enough onlookers to complete the show and convince everyone that Alora was aligned with their cause.

She was an effective fighter and cunning strategist, known for her calm collectiveness in tense situations.  Eli had heard stories of her ability to pull secrets from New Establishment soldiers for years.  But when he’d confronted her at the hub weeks ago, the tight rein she held on her control had slipped.  Her apple-ripe cheekbones had flared red, and her body had seemed to vibrate with anger.  For someone like him, who was feared by so many, it was nice to be challenged.  Repudiated.  Engaged in passion.  Oh, how passionate she’d been when she’d stared up at him with such scorn...

Eli was an excellent liar, but he couldn’t lie to himself about one inexorably true fact: he was extremely attracted to Alora.

Not just her beauty—although it was undeniable—but her quick wit and crafty tongue were just as alluring.  After such a tragic loss in her youth, she’d not only figured out how to survive, but how to thrive in their world while she searched for vengeance.  She’d carved out a life that most others would’ve ended along with their families who lay slain beside them.  It was admirable as hell, and Eli wished he’d been able to alter the past.  Sadly, when he’d stood beside his father on that terrible day, he hadn’t seen an opportunity to save them.  But he’d figured out how to save her, and that had given his soul peace, if only a kernel.

And now, he’d saved her yet again.  The infuriating woman should be kneeling before him, thanking him with unbridled enthusiasm.  Instead, they would have a silent battle of wills during the ceremony.  Of that, he was sure.

Smiling, he turned the corner and headed into the grand ballroom.  The sight of Alora on her knees in front of him with her fingers laced, pleading, was something he’d never see.  The image kindled a jolt of pleasure inside his chest.  Truthfully, he loved her fighting spirit and would be extremely disappointed if she ever capitulated.  No, the princess of the South American Isle was the perfect sparring partner.

Now, Alora on her knees in other ways...? he thought as he trailed to the makeshift altar at the far side of the room.  With those full ruby-red lips open, her almond-shaped eyes swimming with lust as she begged for his cock?  Yeah, that was definitely a vision he could get down with.

Realizing blood was now surging to his crotch, Eli closed his lids and told himself to get a grip.  The likelihood of Alora begging him for anything was about as probable as them preventing the apocalypse.  Even



























d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
RESTORED

PREVENT THE PAST SERIES

REBECCA HEFNER

USA TODAY BESTSELLING AUTHOR





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





