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      The hard thump of the bass guitar resonated in Ace’s chest, keeping time with his own heartbeat. A spray of pyrotechnic flames burst overhead as the lead guitarist spawned a banshee-like wail from his axe. Ace stood on his front-row chair, head thrown back, arms in the air. The thunderous power of the drums had Ace screaming his reverence at the top of his lungs. This concert was badass.

      He turned and viewed the packed stadium behind him. People chanted together at the bare-knuckle, psycho-circus performed by the four members of the band Smooch. Ace joined in, but his chanting quickly turned into a cough when the guy to his left exhaled cigarette smoke in his direction.

      Ace fought off the reaction to the unrestricted public smoking allowed in 1976 and ignored the disgusting odor around him of cigarettes, weed, and stale beer. Instead, he focused on the adrenalin rush generated by the hyped-up crowd. Together, they were one giant rock chorus singing along with the band, including his cousin, Elizabeth.

      She preferred to be called Liz since she came to America. Sounded a bit pedestrian to him, but if Liz preferred the nickname, he’d adjust. She stood on the chair next to him wearing the black concert t-shirt he had bought for her, screen printed with the logo of the band. Ace confirmed the shirt didn’t list the date of the concert anywhere on it. He couldn’t risk Liz discovering his time travel secret.

      She pushed a strand of blond hair behind her shoulder to join the silken sheet that hung down her back. The lead singer pointed at her as he began his next ballad, and her face broke into a wide, seductive smile.

      A figure frowned up at Ace from the floor of the concert arena. Liz’s best friend, Evangeline, wore the same concert t-shirt, a jean jacket, and a scowl.

      Ace hopped down from his chair as the band sang the chorus of the love ballad. The song was not one of Ace’s favorites. He preferred the harder, head-banging tunes.

      “What’s the matter, love?” Ace shouted into her ear.

      The petite brunette with long wavy hair and a pink Snow White pout crossed her arms over her chest. She went by her nickname, Angel, but Ace thought of her more as a buzz kill.

      “Ace, we need to leave. Liz has had too much to drink.”

      The girls had no idea they were in 1976. Ace congratulated himself for lifting the front row seats from the current brigand assigned to him by the World Travel Federation. A top secret organization of time travelers who, during the full moon, followed bad guys into the past to prevent them from changing the world as we know it.

      The travelers shortened the name to WTF, an appropriate acronym in Ace’s opinion.

      Ace brought the plastic cup of beer to his lips and took a long drink. He frowned into the cup. It wasn’t the craft beer he had formed a liking to; in fact, it tasted more like piss water.

      He wasn’t supposed to drink alcohol on the job, but it was more of a guideline than a rule. If Liz wanted him to drink a few pints with her, then who was he to judge?

      Also, Ace wasn’t supposed to be here. During the last full moon cycle his boss, CIA agent Jake McCoy, had a last-minute emergency. A brigand jumped to the past, and he didn’t have any defenders available to chase the filth. So, Agent McCoy sent Ace.

      A defender had the laborious job of following the bad guys to the past, and if they broke the law, the defenders risked their necks to capture them.

      Ace inherited the much easier genetic gift of transporter. If a brigand was caught breaking the law, the transporters were summoned by the defenders and carried the criminal back to base for them. One and done, exactly the gig Ace preferred.

      Since Agent McCoy gave the orders for Ace “to follow and report,” Ace complied lest he be grounded. When he was grounded, he couldn’t lateral travel, and that was the reason Ace worked for the WTF in the first place. During the off cycle, he could transport anywhere in present time. No waiting in line at the airports shuffling bags about, just him and his vessel popping over to London for a visit with his best mates.

      The brigand Ace was assigned defined boring. Mitchell Mafuso, the youngest of the Mafuso family of time-traveling brigands, didn’t seem to have a reason for jumping to 1976. It was rare a traveler would risk the journey back in time unless there was a profit to be made. During the trip, his brigand had lounged around the pool at his Los Angeles hotel, flirted with the bikini-clad women, and drunk excessively.

      It was pure luck Mitchell left front row tickets to Smooch’s New Jersey concert in the pocket of his leisure suit coat in his hotel room. In his haste to go downstairs to the bar, he’d left the jacket thrown haphazardly over a chair.

      Ace simply found them while he was snooping about the hotel room. The brigand was probably not even going to the concert.

      “Ace!” The sharp tone of Angel’s voice snapped him back to the problem at hand. “Liz is drunk.”

      Ace glanced up at Liz. She stood on her chair. One hand in the air swaying along with the crowd and the other holding the plastic souvenir cup of beer.

      “Looks like she’s getting on bloody fine to me.” Ace patted Angel’s head. “You need to relax… ’ere, have me beer.” He offered the half-empty cup to Angel, and she shoved it away.

      “One more song and then we leave,” she said. Her mouth formed a firm line.

      Ace grimaced as his cousin took a hit off a joint passed from the guy in the row behind her. Maybe Angel had a point. He nodded at Angel. Liz was a good girl. Oh, she dabbled a bit in the hallucinogenics, smoked a little pot. She was an artist, after all. She didn’t normally drink much alcohol, and she graduated top of her class. She had a slew of friends, but none as goody-goody as Liz, including Angel.

      Ace wanted Liz to have a bit of fun. She was always shut up in her art studio. This was his gift to her. It didn’t matter that she thought it was a tribute band.

      Ace cringed at what their grandfather would say about Ace taking Liz to hear, as he called it, the devil music. What their grandfather didn’t know wouldn’t hurt him.

      Ace bit into his bottom lip. He didn’t count on Liz bringing a friend.

      The band played another ear-piercing song, and the audience howled the lyrics. The lead guitarist slammed his Les Paul on the stage, smashing it into pieces. The hyped-up crowd went ballistic as one of the members belched fire during the last song. As the song ended, the stadium went dark and the band disappeared from the stage.

      In Ace’s opinion, Roosevelt Stadium was the perfect venue for a concert. Jersey City was stupid to demolish it in 1985.

      Small balls of fire began to flicker around the dark coliseum like stars piercing a black velvet night. Liz hopped down from her chair.

      “That was bloody amazing!” She smushed Ace’s face between her hands and kissed him right on the mouth. “Thank you for bringing me.”

      “Sure, love, anytime.” Ace wiped away the kiss with the back of his hand. He loved his cousin, but kisses from females were not something he enjoyed.

      “Will they come back out for an encore?” Liz asked, clapping her hands a little too exuberantly.

      The crowd was chanting the band’s name and holding up lighters to signal they wanted more. In present-day, fans held up their illuminated cell phones. Ace hoped the girls would think it was all part of the act.

      “Are they coming back?” Liz asked again.

      “They would be bloody stupid not to,” Ace said.

      “You promised we would leave,” Angel reminded him.

      “Oh, come on, Angel,” Liz’s words stumbled slightly. “I’m having a lovely time. Besides, we deserve to have a skosh of fun.”

      “’ere you go, love, hold this up, and they’ll come back out for another song.” Ace handed Liz a gold lighter he had also glommed from the brigand.

      Liz giggled like a schoolgirl and climbed back up on her chair with some assistance from Angel. She was oblivious to the people around her and to the lighter she held up for an encore.

      Angel scowled at Ace.

      “Bloody ’ell, Angel, don’t you ever have fun?”

      “Yes, we do fun things all the time.”

      “Like?” Ace raised his eyebrows at Angel.

      “Just last week we went to Marco’s race and drank champagne with the team.”

      Ace shuddered at the mention of Angel’s brother. Unknown to her, Marco was a defender for the WTF. A tall drink of water with muscles tuned to perfection who wouldn’t approve of Ace taking Angel on a trip. But Ace didn’t invite Angel. Liz brought her along at the last minute.

      A silhouette moved across the stage, and the bass guitarist strapped on his guitar and played a few notes. A spotlight tagged him, and the crowd’s excitement escalated. A flood of the stage lights showed the remaining band members had joined him on stage, and the final song began.

      Ace whooped and joined Liz standing on his chair. It was his favorite song. Ant Anderson, the lead guitarist, spat fire across the stage. Ace felt the heat inches from his face. He extended his head and let the music engulf him.

      Liz’s high-pitched scream pulled Ace from his musical trance. Squealing with delight, Liz was lifted onto the stage by one of the band’s Schwarzenegger-bred security guards.

      Ace jumped down from his chair and reached out, trying to grab her legs before she made it on the stage, but he was too late. She wiggled up next to the lead singer, and he began grinding against her. Liz laughed and looked wide-eyed at the gyrating leather pants with the huge bulge. He licked her face and she fainted. The security guard carried a lifeless Liz off—stage right.

      Shit! That’s what Ace would be in if Liz figured out the date and that this wasn’t a tribute band but the real enchilada.

      He caught a motion out of the corner of his eye. A man with dark hair to his waist held in place by a bandana at his forehead and sporting a thick mustache stood to the side of the stage watching an unconscious Liz pass by him.

      The man scanned the crowd and stopped on Ace. A creepy smile spread the contractor’s broom mustache across his face and Ace almost pissed himself. Mitchell Mafuso, the brigand he had relieved of his concert tickets, was backstage glaring at Ace.

      Mitchell turned and disappeared behind the retracted curtain.

      “Bloody ’ell!” Ace glanced over at Angel. She sent him a dirty look complete with knitted brows and pursed lips. Angel bent down and picked up the lighter Liz dropped on her way to center stage and tucked it inside her jacket pocket.

      “C’mon,” Ace clasped Angel’s hand and tugged her through the crowd toward the side of the venue. “Let’s go find ’er.”

      The music thumped in Ace’s chest, and he cursed himself for leaving the brigand the extra ticket. And where were the backstage passes? Totally missed those.

      He spotted an entrance to the right of the stage guarded by a robust security guard. The band ended their performance and passionate applause erupted around them. Ace blinked several times as the house lights lit up the stadium.

      The crowd gave a simultaneous boo at the lights, then like a heard of elephants stampeded toward the exits. Ace shoved through the sweaty bodies, making his way to the stage entrance. He kept a tight grip on Angel’s hand. He wasn’t going to lose two women in one night. Ace never thought he’d be worried about that.

      As he approached the bull of a man blocking the door, a few people presented passes hanging from a lanyard around their necks. Ace didn’t have one of those. Damn brigand, front row seats but no backstage passes. It was like robbing a bank and not getting into the vault.

      Ace sidled up to the guard. “How’s it going, mate?”

      “What’s with the funny-talk, youz from overseas?”

      “Actually, I’m a British citizen,” Ace puffed his chest out a little.

      “England, youz got a pass?” The man crossed his meaty arms over his Rambo-sized chest.

      “Not exactly, but—”

      The guard shoved his hand in Ace’s face. “No pass, no entry.”

      Ace took a step back and explained the situation, “You see, fine sir, that was me cousin dragged up on stage against ’er will, and I need to go collect ’er.”

      “Looked like she was free willing to me.” The guard checked a pass and gave entry to the couple behind Ace.

      Angel pushed Ace aside. “Look, my friend’s in there and she’s drunk. I need to go save her from the bowels of moral turpitude.”

      “OK,” the guard said. He stepped aside and allowed Angel to pass. When Ace tried to follow, he blocked him. “Not you, just her.”

      Angel vanished into a crowd of crazed fans.

      “Why did you let ’er in?” Ace asked the guard.

      “She reminded me of my little sister.” The guy shivered. “And I don’t never tell my little sister no. The consequences is scary. Besides, the band has rules—good looking ladies can get backstage without a pass.”

      “How am I supposed to get in?” Ace tried again.

      The guard shrugged. “Not my problem, but youz might try waiting outside by the tour bus.” He pointed to another exit.

      Ace slinked away, feeling a sudden onset of nausea.

      Outside, dozens of fans waited around hoping to catch a glimpse of the rock stars.

      After several hours of sitting on a curb, Ace’s bum was numb. The faithful fans remained in the area behind the venue, lit only by the lights from the parking lot, where the tour buses waited for the band. Earlier, Ace watched as the roadies loaded the buses with equipment, then boarded themselves.

      Finally, a group of people came out of a side door and the fans went into crazy mode.

      Ace jumped up and tried to push his way to the front of the line, but the anxious fans wouldn’t allow him through.

      He caught a peek of the four guys dressed in leather pants and black shirts. Women dangled on their arms and the entire group acted blind drunk, laughing and leaning on each other as they made their way to the bus. Ace thought he saw Liz, but a stocky man built like a brick wall stepped in front of him, blocking his view.

      The crowd pushed and shoved as the band headed toward their tour bus, each fan screeching the name of their favorite band member and hoping for an autograph.

      Ace jostled for position. Catching a glimpse of a woman with long blond hair, he shouted Liz’s name, but his words were cut short by a sharp pain to his kidney. His knees buckled beneath him, and Ace couldn’t catch his breath to cry out. He fell backward into a man, the pain so intense he wanted to curl into a ball.

      “You stole my tickets, you piece of shit. And now, I’m taking something that belongs to you.” Mitchell’s breath sent a cold prickle on the back of Ace’s neck.

      “Mitchell,” Ace tried to reply, but the pain hindered him.

      “I don’t go by Mitchell, that’s a boy’s name. It’s Mitch. You should pray your girlfriend, no that wouldn’t be correct now, would it? Pray your friend cooperates, and stay away, or Ferrari will find out you’ve carried his baby sister to the past.” Mitch dropped Ace to the ground and disappeared into the night.

      Ace sucked in air as the crowd moved away from him toward the bus, leaving Ace alone on the cold concrete. Didn’t anyone see the asshat hit him? Of course not—all eyes were on the band.

      Ace cursed as he stood holding his side. The pain lessened after walking around, and Ace made a list of the ways he was going to kill ‘Mitch.’

      The side door opened, and Angel exited, assisted by a man in purple leather pants and a neon green shirt with sequined peacock feathers. He was a little flamboyant for Ace’s taste, but to each his own.

      Ace waved at the man. “Yoo-hoo, over here. She’s with me!” The bodyguards held back the crowd of people that remained as the man brought Angel toward Ace.

      “Hi, Acey-poo, I had a slooper fun time.” Angel’s hand covered her mouth and she giggled uncontrollably. “Did I say slooper?”

      Ace went slack-jawed at Angel. She was so drunk she could barely stand.

      “Is she with you?” The colorful man’s eyebrows disappeared under his Rooster bangs. When Ace nodded, peacock man deposited her on Ace’s arm.

      Ace looked at Angel then at the man. “Blimey, what happened to her?”

      “She partied with the band.” The man smiled at Angel.

      “Where’s me cousin?” Ace shifted uncomfortably.

      “Cousin?”

      “Yeah, a tall blonde, speaks with an English accent, goes by Liz.”

      “Oh, you mean Lizzy. She’s a live one. She kept asking for a cell so she could do something called selfies. That’s after she had the pink pills. I don’t know what’s in those selfies, but if you’ve got to be locked in a cell to take them, I’d like to meet her dealer.”

      “You gave her pills?” Ace squeaked.

      “It’s an after-concert tradition.” He turned to leave.

      “Wait, what about me cousin?”

      “She’s going with the band. Smokehouse took a fancy to her. You can pick her up at the next stop. He’ll be tired of her by then.”

      If Ace hadn’t been supporting Angel and suffering a terrible pain in his side, he would have slugged the guy.

      “Bloody ’ell! She can’t go with the band.”

      “Too late.” The guy hiked a thumb at the bus, which was headed down the road.

      “Don’t you travel with them?” Ace asked.

      “No, I’m the manager. I fly.”

      “Where are they going?”

      “To the top of the charts.” He tweaked Angel’s cheek. “See ya later doll.”

      “ByEEE! Tell Ant I wuv him.” Angel waved.

      “Yeh, whatever,” the man said and gave a flippant hand wave as he sashayed toward a waiting limousine.

      “Cheeky bastard,” Ace said to the man’s back.

      Ace half-carried an intoxicated Angel back to the carnival. It was after five in the morning and the carnies had closed down the rides and gone. The abandoned carnival gave Ace chills in the warm night air. The security guard assigned to night duty didn’t take notice of the pair as they staggered toward a safe place for Ace to call his ride.

      When they were safely behind a grouping of porta potties, Ace summoned his vessel.

      The photo booth materialized a few feet from them in the shadows of the Ferris wheel. The rectangular vessel blended in nicely with the rides and games. In fact, he saw a similar one next to the bumper cars. It was the primary reason Ace thought he could pull off taking the girls on a trip to the past. Ace sighed as he pulled back the curtain and plopped Angel down on the seat.

      “Evangeline Ferrari, I am sooo disappointed in you,” he said, keeping a steady hand on her shoulder. “What happened to ‘we need to leave because Liz is drunk’? Look who’s been drinking the Kool-Aid now.”

      “Who’d you dink you are, my brother?” Angel pushed her thick curls out of her face and knocked Ace’s hand off her shoulder.

      “Blimey, I’m screwed.” Ace wiped a bead of sweat off his brow with the back of his hand.

      “Oh, don’t be mad Acey-poo, I had a wonderble time. Wasn’t that what you told me to do?”

      Ace grumbled to himself. He had instigated the entire debacle, and now he had to find a way to fix it. There was only one solution to his problem that didn’t involve Marco damaging his pretty face. Ace didn’t look forward to pursuing it.

      He joined Angel on the purple velvet-covered seat, pulled the purple sparkly curtain closed, and prepared to travel.

      At the moment the transport word left his lips, Angel said, “I dink I’m gonna puke.”
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      I entered my apartment wearing a pair of running shorts, shoes, and sweat. Earbuds dangled around my neck and my cellphone was clamped to my ear, my early morning run cut short by a call from the woman with whom I had recently parted ways. She wasn’t happy about the breakup. At least that’s what she cursed at me on the four flights up. I’ll give her credit, the words were from the heart.

      Why did I answer the damned phone? I dropped my house key, headphones, and cell into the square metal dish on the breakfront that lined my entry hall. A towel waited for me next to the dish. I pressed it against my face, letting it absorb the perspiration. I wished I could wipe away the guilt I carried over the breakup, but I couldn’t hang in this relationship any longer. Carole wasn’t the right woman for me.

      After drying off the rest of my sweat-soaked skin, I chunked the towel in the laundry room. I walked into the kitchen, opened the stainless steel door to the Sub-Zero, and grabbed my post-run electrolyte drink. I closed the door and downed half the bottle.

      A bird sang outside the open window of my den. At least someone was having a good day. I leaned a shoulder against the window frame and glanced out at the streets of Deep Ellum, a trendy, eclectic neighborhood. Beyond that was the park I had just returned from, a maze of pathways I utilized for my morning run.

      The sun barely pinked the sky and a bright red cardinal greedily pecked at the seed in the feeder suspended from a cast-iron hook on my balcony. Weren’t cardinals considered lucky? Maybe my luck would change. Based on the way my morning began, I had my doubts.

      The bird chirped at me as if criticizing my negative thoughts and then flew away. The interior lights of the breakfast place across the street flicked on. Its owner, a widow I had grown to love because she made the best blueberry pancakes in the entire world, prepared for the morning rush.

      I mentally thanked Grandma Pearl for leaving me a trust fund large enough to allow conveniences that my government salary didn’t cover, the highly coveted loft in downtown Dallas being one of those conveniences, along with my black Range Rover and a condo in the Florida Keys I never had time to use.

      I finished my drink and blew out a long, slow breath. My job at the CIA was not what I had expected when I signed on. It didn’t leave me much time for a relationship. Maybe that was for the best, since I wasn’t good at them anyway. The angry voice on the other end of the call could vouch for that—and did, several times over.

      I needed a shower “and a life” I repeated my ex’s words out loud as I headed in the direction of my bathroom.

      My muscles ached from pushing too hard on my run today. I knew better. How many times had my college track coaches criticized me for overdoing it? Take it easy, Jake, they’d say, or you’re gonna blow a hammy. I wouldn’t listen. Running is my stress reliever. I seemed to be running a lot lately.

      I turned on the steam shower, discarded my clothes, and then stepped into the warmth that rinsed the grime of the run from my body. I braced my arms against the tiled wall, letting the hot water ease the tension from my shoulders and allowing me to feel human again.

      My job at the CIA was complicated and unexpected. After training at Camp Peary, better known as “The Farm” by those who survived the grueling program, I envisioned myself assigned clandestine missions like Ethan Hunt from Mission Impossible while wearing fine suits in the kindred spirit of James Bond. Instead, I was a glorified babysitter.

      Assigned to Gitmo, I supervised the World Travel Federation. At first, the importance of the top secret assignment intrigued me. After I was introduced to the WTF, a highly classified group of people who inherited a gene that allows them to travel back in time, I understood why the acronym suited. The travelers rarely followed orders.

      In the sixties, the government figured out the unsupervised time travelers could cause serious problems. They intervened, my job was invented and managed by the hand of bureaucracy with the sole purpose of controlling the travelers. Thankfully, the organization avoided political corruption by assigning the top secret classification the same as Area 51 and the discovery of Bigfoot.

      I never imagined time travel actually existed, but the excitement wore off quickly when I figured out the travelers played by their own rules. Including my best friend and former girlfriend, Jennifer Cloud.

      My muscles tensed again at the thought of Jennifer’s ability to time travel. I always knew there was something quirky about her family. We grew up together, and sometimes my relationship with Jen felt like I was dating my sister. I loved Jennifer but not in the happily-ever-after way I knew she deserved. Jen was the closest I had come to proposing, but even she disappointed me when she chose to become a time traveler against my wishes and shacked up with the worst traveler on base.

      After that, it seemed every female I dated had some quirk that bothered me. Women who were too clingy, too dependent, too needy. Women who were more interested in my earning potential or demanded too much of my time turned me off. Bossy women, women with low self-esteem, women who hated exercise, or were exercise fanatics. One woman brushed her hair so often she shed hair like a sheepdog, and another one cut her hair shorter than mine, leaving nothing to run my fingers through. I’d had it. I was done. I’m taking a break from women and focusing on my career.

      My mother’s voice echoed in my head, Jake you are way too picky. Everyone has flaws, including you.

      “Yeah, but they have to be flaws I can live with,” I said out loud, recalling my argument earlier with Carole. She demanded I take her to the condo in Key West, and maybe I should have. With the most recent moon cycle ending this morning, I had a few days off, but after two months of dating, the sex had become mediocre, and I couldn’t stand the way she was always on her phone. Carole’s obsession to post a pic of me on Instagram every five seconds irritated the hell out of me.

      My job came with a policy that prohibits the use of social media. When I was hired, my boss encouraged me to keep a low profile. If he found my mug plastered all over the internet, he’d have my ass.

      I reached for the green tea scented shower gel. The familiar scent cleaned and calmed me at the same time. I had approached my boss with the idea of allowing me to jump with the time travelers. Being a field agent was the reason I’d worked my hide off during basic training. The position was a stone’s throw away, or so my boss promised. If I could make the time travelers behave, I could get what was due to me.

      Feeling revived, I turned
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