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      Nassau, Bahamas, 1718 has thieves, loose women, sunken treasure, and a smell that could wrinkle a dolphin’s nose. What it doesn’t have is Jack Sparrow, Peter Pan, the Pirates of Penzance, or any sign of Tinker Bell.

      My name is Jennifer Cloud. I’m a transporter for the World Travel Federation, frequently frustrated time traveler, and, for the sake of my mother’s mental health, chiropractic assistant at my brother Eli’s office, Cloud Chiropractic.

      The genetic gift of time travel flows in my veins but requires a special vessel and key to make the magic happen.

      The World Travel Federation, a.k.a. WTF, is a secret agency of time travelers made up of defenders and transporters. The defenders follow bad guys, a.k.a. brigands, to the past and prevent them from screwing up present day. The transporters, lucky me, are summoned by the defenders to cart the brigands to headquarters. The CIA keeps the facts straight and oversees this magic with muscle from the U.S. military.

      After an unfortunate accident on a jump to the Titanic that only changed a smidge of things in present day, my boss grounded me, adding to my frustration with the magical overseers. The WTF locked up my key and prevented me from helping my team with their missions. My team went to bat for me, bitching and moaning until voilà! My boss returned my key.

      Currently, I was on a mission sweating my ass off in 1718 with my defender, Marco Ferrari. If he was lucky enough to catch a brigand committing a crime, I’d cart the beastly bad guy or gal back to base in my handy dandy vessel, otherwise known as my outhouse. My great-aunt Elma Jean Cloud, who we lovingly call Aint Elma, gave it to me after she made her final jump to the great beyond.
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        * * *

      

      Marco’s sun-kissed hair was gathered into a stubby tail bound with a piece of leather. A white cotton shirt and dark breeches made him look like the cover model for Yachts R Us. I sat across from him at New Providence Island’s main attraction, a tavern on the first floor and a brothel on the second.

      I took a drink of a curious brown liquid that made my lips pucker. The smell of foul body odor, laughter, and the clink of mugs filled with the same sticky liquor floated around the room like a rotten fart at a two-for-one taco special.

      Except for Marco. He smelled like salty sea air and freshly laundered linen. I didn’t know how he managed. We’d gone two days without a bath. I wasn’t daisy-fresh like Marco, but I was thankful I didn’t live in this time. And thankful we were about to return home.

      At five-foot-seven, I lacked several inches of seeing eye to eye with Marco. I have a fit body from hours of despised physical training, blond hair that turns an occasional head, and blue eyes my boyfriend, not Marco, says make him weak in the kilt.

      I had recently spent a weekend with the other man in my life, my current boyfriend, Caiyan McGregor, on the beautiful island of Nassau. Of course, that was present-day, with a luxury hotel, room service, a comfy king-sized bed we put to good use, and a picturesque view of white sand beaches surrounded by an aqua ocean.

      This Nassau has white beaches, but the hotels and the room service are missing. The copious amounts of driftwood, seaweed, sea creatures, and seashells that washed up on the beach didn’t prevent a fantasy of me and a naked Marco rolling around in the sand.

      I can always tell Marco’s mood by the color of his eyes. Icy blue when he’s mad, steel when he’s in protection mode, and when he looks at me the way he hasn’t looked at me in weeks, they resemble celestial moonbeams reflecting off the warm Caribbean Sea. Currently, they were light blue, scanning the room of prostitutes, sailors, pirates, and other patrons.

      “Sasha’s here. I can feel it.”

      “There’s no sign of Mortas.” I reminded Marco of the brigand we were supposed to be following, not the woman he was pursuing like a hound with his first sniff of fox.

      Mortas Mafuso, a brigand I never wanted to be caught with in a dark alley unarmed and alone, should have been here. Unfortunately, Marco was also hunting the time traveler of his dreams, a sassy brigand currently stealing his undivided attention from me.

      Sasha Romanov wasn’t his official target. She’d also stolen the King’s eye, an important relic essential to locating the King’s key. The King’s key was an even more important relic Mortas sought like a shark in the shallow end filled with a synchronized swim team.

      According to legend, the King of the Ancalites and the first known time traveler wore armor made up of all the time traveler’s keys. The WTF has been searching for this so-called King’s key for decades.

      And coming up empty.

      We’d been following Mortas for days, but once we maneuvered inside the tavern, through the throng of people, I’d dropped my tired ass into a hard wooden chair. He was nowhere to be found. Apparently, neither brigand was present in the tavern.

      My heart hurt a little. Marco wasn’t as into me as he had been before our treacherous trip on the Titanic. The same trip where he met Sasha. He still threw occasional sexy innuendos in my direction, but the hope that I would respond seemed less important.

      “Do you sense Sasha’s here like you’re having Spidey tingles, or you’re just guessing that she’s here?” I tore my eyes away from his gaze, but not before I caught the smile. The smile that attracted women like a neon sign flashing Single Ladies, Apply Here.

      “I don’t get the Spidey tingles like you do, but I have a gut feeling, and sometimes you have to go with your gut.”

      “Great.” I’d followed my gut a time or two, and it could definitely steer you wrong. “We’re staying in this pigsty of a brothel, possibly catching the disease of the month, because you have a tummy tingle?”

      He gave a quick laugh. “It’s a tavern. The brothel’s upstairs, and you won’t catch anything unless you’re naked.”

      “I’m only getting naked if it involves a tub full of hot water and a bar of lavender soap.” I waited for the “I can help you with that” or “we could go upstairs and find out,” but I got nada. Nothing. Not even a comment about how my nipples poked through the thin material of my eighteenth-century dress.

      “What?” Marco shrugged at the look I gave him.

      “Nothing.” I shook my head, trying to get out of my thoughts and focus on the mission. Our mission.

      “What are you thinking about?” Marco plucked a green grape off a stem and held it out to me. I took it and popped it into my mouth. It was juicy and plump and perfect and probably cut from the vine that very morning.

      “Why her?” I chewed and swallowed the grape, along with my guilt over wanting Marco when I had a boyfriend. My unacknowledged truth is that I’m in love with one man and want to love another.

      Marco plucked another grape off the stem, chewed over the question. “I don’t know. We just connected.” He caught my you-barely-know-her look and glanced away.

      “You also connected with that runway model in Milan last year. And how about that Dallas Stars Ice Girl you cozied up with on New Year’s Eve? Or maybe the⁠—”

      He placed his hand over mine. “Jen, none of those women did what Sasha did for me.”

      Ewww. Did I really want to know? My inner voice held up a picture of some sort of Kama Sutra pose. “What?” I couldn’t help myself. I had to know.

      “She made me stop thinking about you.”

      Well, shit.

      He removed his hand and scanned the room again. “I know you’re in love with McGregor. When I stopped trying to win your heart, I found Sasha.”

      “You know.” I sipped my drink and made a sour face. “Sasha is not going to deliver herself to you on a silver platter. She has an agenda. If I were her, knowing that you and Mortas were hot on my trail, I’d be extra supercalifragilistic careful.”

      He moved my drink away from me.

      A ruckus broke out at the next table over a game of cards. Marco leaned in. “If you were her, what would you do?”

      I slid my drink back toward me and sipped the spicy sludge. I ate a piece of pineapple, sighed at its deliciousness, and put some thought into the question. “It depends on why I’m here. If whatever I’m looking for is in some pirate’s treasure, I’d find a way on a recovery ship. Or I’d buy a ship, but time traveling with that kind of money would be cumbersome.”

      “Yeah.” Marco chewed a slice of pineapple, running the possible scenarios over in his mind.

      “I could thumb a ride with another ship looking for the treasure, but it’s highly unlikely any of these men would take a woman aboard, unless…” I left the words captain’s whore hanging in the wind.

      Marco fidgeted in his seat. His six-two frame dwarfed the chair, and his eyes took on the icy blue of an oncoming storm. “She’s three years past the wreck of the 1715 Spanish fleet. I’m not aware of any others.”

      “True. But the search for treasure went on for years. Maybe she has a map.”

      The argument over the card game stepped up a notch. A man wearing a fancy coat cut in and had words with the paunchier of the two men.

      “That’s Jack Rackham.” Marco nodded toward the fancy man. His Indian calico coat layered over a bright blue checkered shirt, a scarlet scarf around the collar, and well-fitting breeches encasing his bottom half.

      “Calico Jack.” I recalled the famous pirate. Where he went, trouble usually followed. I also knew he’d plundered a ship and stolen those clothes he wore. And he allowed women on his boat because the famous female pirates, Anne Bonny and Mary Read, sailed with him.

      “I wish I knew Sasha’s game plan.” Marco huffed out the words. The argument escalated and Jack Rackham joined in the shouting.

      I thought about Rackham’s female crew. “I’d try to sneak on a ship and ensure I was there when they found the booty.”

      Marco leaned in, straining to hear me over the racket.

      Calico Jack settled the squabble. The boisterous men quieted, and he returned to his table.

      “I said I’d sneak on the ship. I was thinking about Rackham. I’m not sure if he allowed women on his ship or if the women dressed as men and he was too stupid to realize it until it was too late.”

      Marco’s face brightened. “You’re a genius. Sasha has probably disguised herself as a man. We wouldn’t recognize her.” He gave the room another pass.

      We’d discovered on a previous mission that Sasha had the chameleon gift. Before that, only the sneaky brigand Kishin Toches, who I lovingly like stab my eyes out—refer to as Toecheese, had the chameleon gift. He was an irritable brigand that we’d fought in the past. Like a chameleon, Toecheese blended with his surroundings. He had the ability to change his appearance as if sprinkled with face-changing fairy dust, and he was almost impossible to recognize.

      Sasha had the same ability.

      “I don’t know Sasha’s mannerisms like I do Toecheese. It makes it difficult to read her.” My ability to read other traveler’s emotions across a crowded room was improving. If I made physical contact with the person, even better. But I wasn’t touching anyone in this hellhole.

      “Have you tried to read lately?” Marco’s hopeful expression reminded me of our trips together. And when he’d looked at me that way instead of across a crowded room of thieves.

      “I’ll try again.” I concentrated, used my gift, and sent out a read over the room.

      My emotional invasion of privacy pulled in his determination to find Sasha, and a slight increase in blood pressure at my pointy nipples. Nothing more. If Sasha was in the room, she was blocking me.

      I shook my head and felt Marco’s disappointment. Caiyan, the man to whom I should be engaged but wasn’t, excelled at blocking me. Marco wasn’t quite as good. If he was distracted, his guard dropped. And right now, pointy nipples aside, he was extremely distracted.

      A breeze floated in from the tavern’s open-air courtyard and ruffled Marco’s hair. I had a view over his shoulder of the two-story veranda-style rooms that circled the courtyard like a sleazy motel. The prostitutes often used these rooms. A man exited one and walked down the circular iron staircase. He was tall and dark, the perfect example of a billionaire vampire, and had a vaguely familiar gait.

      “Mortas.” I mouthed at Marco.

      Marco did a casual glance behind him.

      Mortas stopped at the entrance to the tavern, touched the pistol he had strapped to his hip, and scanned the room. His eyes landed on us, and he went squinty-eyed. What? Did he think the WTF wouldn’t send us to track him?

      A rather voluptuous redhead bounced down the stairs wearing nothing but a tropical flower and sidled up to Mortas. He shrugged her off, sent us an evil glare, and left the building.

      “We should go after him.” I pushed my chair back to stand.

      Marco cuffed my arm. “No.”

      “Why not?”

      He tossed back his drink. “She’s here.”

      “Want a go, honey?” The redhead rubbed against Marco. She looked down at me. “I can do her too, but it’ll cost ye extra coin.”

      “Thanks, but not tonight.” Marco turned his attention to the bottom of his empty mug.

      She frowned and moved on to the next patron.

      I finished the disgusting mud sludge and wiped my mouth with my hand. A small cramp twisted in my intestines. I could blame it on the sludge, but most likely, it was the warning it was time to go home.

      “The moon cycle’s closing. We don’t have much time.” I gave a little let’s-get-moving head nod toward the door.

      “I know, but I have this gut feeling she’s here somewhere.”

      My gut told me it was time to go. “We need to get a move on. Uncle Durr’s wedding is tonight, at least it is if the time portal synced up with our time here.” The portal had been finicky lately, spitting us back to the present several days after our jump instead of mere hours. “I’m meeting Caiyan. He’s my plus one.”

      “McGregor needs to grow some balls and turn himself in to headquarters.”

      I happened to know firsthand Caiyan’s balls were just fine, but I agreed with Marco that things were easier when the entire team worked together. “He’s looking for…something.”

      “What’s he after?” Marco asked, and when I didn’t answer, he looked down his perfect nose at me. “I know he shows up at your doorstep and takes you on exotic trips.”

      “I’ll admit I’ve seen him, but I don’t know what he’s looking for.”

      We stood, and as I turned, I thought I saw a pirate across the room that looked an awful lot like Caiyan. I jerked my head back for a second look but saw only a dark-haired man bussing the tables.

      The thought of Caiyan sparked an urgency to head home. If I was here much longer, my hormones might misfire, and I’d jump Marco, satisfying my previously fantasized sex on the beach.
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      Marco stepped outside the tavern, and I followed him. We weaved through the streets of Nassau. The full moon balanced like a huge pearl on the horizon. Its beams reflected off a path of creamy cobblestones leading to cresting waves and illuminating the silhouettes of ships anchored in the harbor.

      We were stopped by a gypsy selling trinkets from a cart. A colorful parrot rode shotgun on her left shoulder. She held up a bottle at Marco. “Are ye in need of a potion to gird yer loins?”

      “Gird yer loins?” the parrot repeated.

      Marco politely shook his head. “No. Thanks.” She sent me a toothless smile and handed me twigs tied with a ribbon. “Or perhaps, make love like a king?”

      “Like a king?” the parrot mimicked.

      Marco gave a chuckle that meant he already conquered that realm.

      “They’ll bring ye luck.” The leathery skin at the corners of the gypsy’s eyes crinkled at Marco.

      Marco looked down at the twigs. “I make my own luck.”

      “He’s good. Thank you.” I returned the twigs.

      “Bilge sucker.” The parrot squawked at me.

      I looked at the gypsy. She lifted her shoulder indicating she might agree with the parrot.

      “Let’s go.” Marco clasped my elbow and steered me away.

      I shuffled down the long, sloping road. My pointy-toed shoes pinched, and I counted the minutes until I’d leave them in the past.

      As we turned toward the beach, my ESP went berserk. I stopped short and rode the wave of someone else’s excitement.

      “What’s up?” Marco nudged me. “I don’t need the twiggy thing.”

      “I got a read on Sasha.” I paused a minute to confirm. “At least I think it’s her and not the potty-mouthed parrot or the twig-toting gypsy. Let’s hope neither one of them has the gift.”

      Marco looked down at the beach. A few men stood next to a beached rowboat. No Sasha. “Tell me.”

      “I wasn’t even trying. It hit me like a bag of seashells. Excitement, anxiety, and—” I paused to let the full depth of emotion wash over me. “And satisfaction. She’s made headway in her quest.”

      “Where is she?”

      And just like that, it stopped. Sasha slammed the window on her emotions. My shoulders slumped. “She blocked me. Maybe she realized she’d let her guard down.”

      “Let’s walk down to the water. Check out the men getting on that boat. One of them could be Sasha.”

      “Marco, the time.” I tapped my naked wrist.

      “Minutes. That’s all I need to confirm.” He stalked off toward the beach.

      “Geesh.” I speed-walked to catch up to Marco. Not an easy feat in the dress my outhouse had provided for me. My stomach jostled like the ships floating in an unsettled harbor, warning me it was jump time. The cobblestones turned into a rutted, sandy path.

      We drew closer, using a stack of fallen timber as a barrier between us and the beach. Four men, possibly pirates, waited by the rowboat, their faces hidden in shadow.

      I squinted at the slim man on the left. He was shorter than the others, wore his hair tucked under his cap, and kept looking around as if he expected someone to sneak up on him.

      A few minutes later, two more men joined them. They seemed to be making introductions. One of them was Calico Jack.

      I glanced over at Marco. “The one on the left is a possibility. He’s shorter than the others.”

      The men pushed the boat into the water and climbed aboard. The slim man cut his eyes in our direction.

      “It’s her.” Marco started toward the boat. I grabbed his arm.

      “You don’t know that for sure.”

      Marco increased his pace. I lost hold of his arm, so I tugged at his coattails instead. “You can’t go after her. There’s six of them. I’m not even sure it’s her.”

      His momentum tore the coat from my fingers as he sprinted down the beach.

      “Marco!” I chased after him, grasping my skirts and lifting them to run across the sand in these piss-poor, painful, pointy-toed shoes. He was gaining ground, and I was losing it. He was unarmed, heading straight into a band of possible pirates.

      The men rowed away from the beach. It was too dark to see their faces.

      Marco stopped when the waves licked his calves, his shoes sunk into the sand. “Sasha!” He called out before I could reach him.

      The head of the man in question shot up, and her anger trembled through me. She wasn’t happy that Marco had identified her.

      I stopped at the edge of the wet sand, out of breath and out of time. He had his hand on his key. “Fuck. It’s too far for me to use my gift.”

      Marco’s gift was slowing time for a few minutes. A few lifesaving minutes I had personally experienced on several previous travels.

      Frustration, worry, and something like excited butterflies hit me in the chest. For the first time, I wished I couldn’t read Marco.

      We watched the men row toward the ship until they disappeared, all except for a small dot of light from their lantern bobbing across the inky darkness. The lantern light climbed up the side of the ship and vanished.

      Marco sloshed out of the water and back to where I stood speechless on the beach. “She’s gone.”

      My stomach gave that little flip that it does when the moon cycle is getting near its end. “Looks like we’re going to have to research this in our time because the moon cycle is closing. Let’s go.” I tugged Marco’s sleeve, urging him to walk back to the small patch of woods where we had arrived in this rugged place.

      He didn’t budge.

      The sea breeze blew my hair, and I could taste its salt on my tongue. I was ready to go home. My nails, in need of a manicure, clamped down on Marco’s arm. I had to convince him to leave. “It would be much easier if you would return to the present. We can do the research and come back next month.”

      Marco stared out at the harbor. “If Sasha finds what she’s looking for, and I’m assuming since Mortas is here, it’s a key, she’ll have the King’s eye and a new key.”

      “Are you sure it’s the King’s eye that you’re staying for and not something else?”

      “Why else would I stay?” He tried to sound casual, but didn’t fool me.

      “Your feelings for her could put you in danger.”

      He huffed. “I’m in charge of this mission, I know how to do my job. I’ll say if I stay or if I go, and I’m staying.”

      I didn’t want to stay. “What should I tell your family? What about Angel? Your parents? And what do I tell Jake?”

      Our boss, CIA agent Jake McCoy, wouldn’t approve of Marco staying behind.

      He stepped away from me, breaking our contact. “I’m starting test trials next month. I don’t have to be anywhere until after the next moon cycle. Tell them I’m taking a sabbatical. Tell them I’m turning off my cell phone. Tell them I’m on a beach having some me time.”

      “You want me to lie for you?”

      “It’s not lying. My cell phone is off.”

      “Just taking a sabbatical on a beach in 1718.” I clasped my hands together in awkward prayer hands. “I’m begging you to come with me.”

      His eyebrows shot upward. “Begging, huh? Not sure you’ve ever begged before.” He held up a finger. “I take that back. There was that one time on the Titanic.”

      “Due to one too many Gin Rickeys.” And I thought maybe it was a shame we didn’t hook up then. Maybe his attention wouldn’t be on Sasha now if we had. Maybe it would be on me. Of course, that would be a problem because my attention should be focused on Caiyan.

      “I’ve got to get on that ship.” Marco pointed at the boat in the distance. Only a few dots of light could be seen through open portholes moving around inside the wooden vessel. “It’s dark. They’re not going to set sail tonight. The captain’s just prepping, getting his crew out of the beds of the prostitutes and back on board.”

      “It’s not her.” I fidgeted with my dress sleeve. “I probably had a false read.”

      “It’s her. I’d recognize her anywhere.”

      Marco had a point. The size was right. The way the man carried himself was right. And the unmistakable anger that almost knocked me out of my shoes was right. I wished it was wrong. All of it.

      “If she’s going on board as a man, she’ll need to do better than that.” Marco placed his hands on his hips. “I could tell she was female from a distance.”

      I wondered how much experience Sasha had at pretending to be a man. It wasn’t as easy as it sounded. On a prior jump, I’d pretended to be a Confederate officer in the American Civil War, and it was more difficult than putting on a pair of slacks and occasionally adjusting the jewels.

      “She’s obviously gotten in good with a member of the crew to be asked aboard.” One of those men looked important, not like a deckhand or a cook, but like somebody with authority. I moved to stand in front of Marco and placed my hands on his arms.

      “You think—” He paused, swallowed so hard his Adam’s apple yo-yoed like a fish bobber. “You think she’d…”

      Oh, brother. Marco had it bad for this girl. I could feel the jealousy brewing. Time to calm down the blond god and get his butt back to base.

      “She’s dressed as a man. I doubt she’s using her feminine wiles to woo the captain. Most likely, she offered herself up as an extra hand for whatever reason she finds it necessary to get on that ship.” What I didn’t add was it looked like she was staying through the moon cycle. It was doubtful that once they rowed out to the ship, she’d have enough time or privacy to make a jump.

      I looked up the beach. A figure stood at the top of the hill. The glow of a nearby building illuminated his face. Mortas stared out at the waves, toward the ship Sasha boarded. He glanced in my direction, and a shiver skittered down my spine. Then, like a creepy magician, he disappeared into the shadows.

      “We need to ask around, find out where that ship is heading.” Marco turned toward town.

      “Great idea. Let’s do that on the next jump.”

      Marco jogged up the beach, back the way we came. I scrambled after him, kicking sand, then running across the cobblestones like a galloping horse.

      “Marco. The woods.” I panted out the words as I caught up with him. “Jump site. Moon cycle ending. Pain. No indoor plumbing.” I grabbed his coat and dug my heels in.

      He dragged me along behind him, finally stopping when we got to the gypsy cart.

      “Marco, we have to go home.” I stomped a demanding foot.

      “I’ve got to find out where that ship is headed.”

      “OK, yeah, great. Let’s jump back to our time. Do the recon. We can come back next month and figure out how to get Sasha.”

      “Dat be Vane’s ship.” The gypsy spoke from her perch on the wagon.

      I jumped at her creaky voice. Marco’s mouth dropped open, then clamped shut in a stubborn-as-a-jackass frown. We had forgotten about her, and she’d heard everything we’d said. Hopefully, she couldn’t make any sense of it.

      “He be gatherin’ his crew, what’s left of ’em, an headin’ out ta sea.” She spat on the ground. “The way he treats his crew ’tis shameful. Vane’s the devil himself, he is.”

      “Charles Vane?” Marco’s face went pale when the gypsy nodded.

      He pulled me out of hearing distance.

      “There must be a reason she’s with them, and next month will be too late to find out what that is. Charles Vane has a reputation as one of the most brutal pirates. If he discovers her identity, he could hurt her, or sell her, or…” His words trailed away, but his eyes pleaded for me to understand.

      I turned my head, clapping my leather sole on the cracked cobblestone. “You can’t stay. The moon cycle’s almost over.”

      “Jen, this may be our only chance to get her. I’m staying. Go back. Tell Agent McCoy whatever you want.”

      “Marco, I can’t leave you.”

      “Jennifer Cloud, you made your choice a long time ago. Now I’ve made mine. Go home. Go back to Caiyan. As soon as I find Sasha, we’ll come home, together.”

      My chest felt tight, not from the impending jump, but because I didn’t want to leave him. But I couldn’t manhandle his billboard-worthy, sex-God body into my outhouse. I was tired of this smelly, sandy den of vice and vulgarity. My heart felt twisty, like a wrung-out dishrag.

      It would take time for him to locate this Vane guy and figure out where they were taking Sasha. Possibly that ship would be underway before he could get aboard. He’d hang out in Nassau, find some wench to take him in and nurse him through the painful experience of staying during a closed moon cycle. Then, next full moon, he’d come home.

      “Fine.” I looked up at him. “Have it your way. Stay. Suffer the pain of a moon cycle in a time where hydrocodone doesn’t exist.”

      “It can’t be any worse than being shot twice or getting knocked unconscious by a flying deck chair.”

      I had a feeling it would be worse, but lesser men than Marco had lived through it. I turned to leave, full of piss and fury.

      “Wish me luck?” His voice wavered with nervous energy.

      I whirled around, yanked him into my arms and hugged him. Not the hug of a scorned lover, but the hug of a friend.

      “I wish you the best of luck.”

      “Jen. Go home. Do the research. Figure out where that ship is headed. See if Sasha changed the history books. I’ll come home as soon as the next moon cycle opens. I swear I’ll make the jump. I just need some time to convince Sasha to come back with me.” He kissed the top of my head.

      “I’ll die if something happens to you.” My face smushed into his chest. Scents of meat and fish hung in the air with the salty sea, but I inhaled only the scent of him. “Promise me you’ll come back, even if you don’t find Sasha. Because if you don’t, I’m coming after you.”

      “Nothing’s going to happen, period.” He hugged me tight. A Marco hug, the way he used to hug me. His nearness warming my body and my fractured heart.

      In the distance, waves crashed against the beach, boats creaked, men sang the tune of pirates, and a piece of my heart chipped off, like a broken seashell washed up on the beach by a supernatural force and forgotten.
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      My outhouse hit the ground with a smooth whoosh. I thanked my lucky stars I’d nailed the landing. My focus wasn’t on my vessel. Marco’s red race car wouldn’t be on the landing pad next to mine, and the guilt gnawed at my gut.

      I should have stayed with him in Nassau.

      The door to my vessel flung open. Special Agent Jake McCoy stood in front of me wearing a black suit, hands on hips, short brown hair shellacked into perfection, and big brown eyes framed by irritated eyebrows. “Where the hell have you been? We saw Mortas on the travel screen. He’s been back for over an hour.”

      “That’s impossible. I saw him minutes before I left.” Not exactly true since I spent time begging Marco not to stay in 1718. I got out of my vessel, pushed past Jake, and stepped down from my landing pad. “We had some trouble.”

      “Jesus, Jennifer, the moon cycle is closed. You barely made it.” He glanced around the half-filled hangar. His eyes stopped on Marco’s empty landing pad. “Marco’s coming, right?”

      I shook my head, fighting back guilty tears. “Marco’s not coming.”

      “What do you mean Marco’s not coming?” Jake stared at me like I’d somehow fucked up the mission. “Did you find the eye?”

      “Can you please come down from my landing pad?” I crossed my arms over my chest, refusing to give any more details until he removed himself from center stage.

      A few seconds later, Jake stood in front of me. “What happened?” His tone was smoother, soothing, but I could see he was waiting for a plausible explanation.

      “We found Sasha.”

      “Sasha?”

      “Yeah, but we didn’t speak to her. She left with a band of pirates.”

      “Pirates?” Jake repeating my words reminded me of the gypsy’s parrot.

      “Before Marco could woo her with his Romeo words, she got into a boat with pirates. They rowed toward a ship. It was all I could do to keep Marco from swimming after them.”

      “Shit. Marco stayed.” Jake took a minute to process then his hands closed into fists. “Why can’t my travelers be compliant, for fuck’s sake!”

      “I’m compliant.” I paused, trying to find the words to explain. “Marco stayed to complete the mission.”

      Jake gave me that calculated stare he used when he knew I wasn’t giving him all the details. “And your take on the situation?”

      I bit into my trembling lip. I didn’t want to tattletale, but if Marco didn’t return, I wanted to go back and help him. I couldn’t keep Marco’s secret for fear Jake wouldn’t send me the next moon cycle. My shoulders slumped, and I took on the posture of a bowed board. “He’s compromised. He has feelings for Sasha and wants to rescue her from the pirates.”

      Jake narrowed his eyes in an I-can-read-between-the-lines stare. “Does Sasha need rescuing?”

      Here it came. The moment I could lie for Marco or tell the truth and get him in loads of trouble. Maybe I could ride the fence, fuzzy up the details until we knew more. My inner voice held up a paint swatch that showed shades of gray.

      I gave a little throat-clearing cough into my fist. “It’s unclear whether she went on her own accord or if she was coerced. Sasha was dressed like a man.” A very petite, feminine man.

      “A man?” More parrot talk.

      “A disguise. We also discovered she was possibly taken aboard Charles Vane’s ship.” Possibly was a very gray word. I mean, could we really trust a toothless gypsy?

      “The Charles Vane?” Jake’s eyes widened to the size of ding dongs. “The ruthless pirate who tortured his captives and murdered members of his own crew?”

      My stomach grumbled loudly in response. Jake ran a hand over his mouth and chin as if wiping the frustration off his face and focusing on the fact I needed food and rest for my wobbly legs.

      Time travel has side effects, and he was debriefing me in the middle of the hangar. General Potts, our leader at the WTF, would disapprove.

      “I know you did your best.” He put a hand on my shoulder, squeezed gently. His silent I’m sorry. “It’s just that the time portal isn’t stable. The travelers aren’t returning a few hours after jumping anymore, and I was worried you wouldn’t make it back. Go to the blue room. Get more than coffee.”

      “Yes, sir.” See how compliant I can be?
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      I stopped by the women’s locker room and picked up my new Tory Burch cell phone wallet. I loved the convenience of not having to carry a wristlet. It held my phone, my tube of M.A.C. Brave Red lipstick, my house key, and my only credit card not maxed out. There was also a slot for cash, but it was currently empty.

      My phone had pitiful reception at Gitmo and only one percent power on the battery. I’d forgotten to charge it. I applied my lipstick, left a kiss on the mirror, and headed to my dreaded debriefing.

      The blue room, the place we used to brief and debrief our travelers, held the dank, dungeon-esque scent of quarters located in the bowels of the most secure prison in the world.

      As I walked in, the smell of freshly brewed coffee overshadowed the hint of dungeon. A spread of sandwiches, cheeses, crackers, and fruit covered a silver tray beside the coffee station. No donuts. Damn.

      Two of my team members sat at the conference table. Caiyan’s nephew, Campy, looked up from his yellow pad and smiled wide. He had dark wavy hair, college-boy muscles, dimples that attracted girls by the truckload, and a heart as big as Texas. He hadn’t worked at the WTF long enough to lose his new-penny shine.

      “Hi.” Campy leaned back and squinted his eyes at me. “You look like you lost your cat.”

      “I don’t have a cat.” I loaded a plate and turned toward the table. Campy’s transporter, Fredericka, was on leave, taking care of her recently departed grandfather’s estate. In her absence, Ace filled in. He sat next to Campy, wearing a pink feather boa and frowning at my current attire, a floral shift dress and inexpensive heels.

      “What’s with the outfit?” Ace pointed his pencil at me, wanding it up and down at my clothes as if he could turn them into a ball gown.

      “I’m going to Uncle Durr’s wedding. It’s in Mount Vernon, at the farm.”

      “That explains the shoes, hon, but what about the shower curtain you’re wearing?”

      I looked down at my boxy dress. It wasn’t flattering, but it was comfortable, and it had pockets. “It has pockets.”

      Ace placed a hand over his heart and gave me his most ungracious look of disapproval. “Blimey, have you learned nothing from me?”

      “I think ye look pretty,” Campy interrupted before Ace began one of his fashion rants. “Did you find the eye?”

      Everyone was worried Fredericka’s twin sister, Sasha, had run off with an essential pawn in our time traveler game of chess. The King’s eye was a rare pink diamond the size of my big toe. Sasha had stolen it out of her grandfather’s warm, dead hand.

      I sat down across from Ace. “Sort of. We saw someone Marco thinks is Sasha.”

      “And?” Campy reached across the table, stealing one of my grapes and popping it in his mouth. Marco had done the same in the Nassau tavern, and my heart squeezed.

      “She left with a group of men. We couldn’t reach her in time.” I took a bite of my ham and cheese on rye and sighed. Time travel makes you hungry and tired. I was satisfying the hungry, and after my interrogation, the tired would come like a band of banshees sucking the life out of me. I’d have to push through to stay awake at the wedding.

      “Why couldn’t you get to her? Didn’t Marco the Magnificent use his gift?” Ace leaned forward, one hand under his chin, the other stroking his boa. “Where is that engine-revving angel?”

      “He’s, uhm, coming later. Look, if it’s all the same to you, I’d rather tell the story once.” I glanced around the room. “Where’s the rest of our team?”

      Campy tapped his pencil on the yellow pad filled with notes from his mission. “Tina and Gerry returned earlier in the day. Agent McCoy debriefed them. Tina left, but Gerry’s in the travel lab. Al needed him to help watch the screens since Pickles had to leave early for a parent-teacher conference or some shite.”

      Our Australian teammate, Brodie, who was also my cousin Gertie’s current boyfriend, was still recovering from a broken leg and hadn’t been released to travel. Without Caiyan and now Marco, our team felt small.

      I finished my sandwich. Campy doodled around the edges of his notes on the yellow pad while Ace watched makeup tutorials on TikTok.

      Gerry whipped into the room wearing a tank top, board shorts that made his legs disappear, and an unnaturally good attitude. He was four foot five inches, had thick auburn hair, and, according to Tina, housed a sea monster in his trousers.

      “What’s up, friends?” He climbed into the chair beside me.

      “Agent McCoy needs to get a move on. We’ve been back for over an hour.” Ace tossed the loose end of his boa over his shoulder. His ruby-red lips puckered into a protruding pout.

      I glanced down at my phone. If Jake would get a move on, I’d have enough time to get home and ride to Uncle Durr’s wedding with Gertie.

      Ace fidgeted in his chair, and a flock of feathers floated in the air.

      “Are you going somewhere?” I plucked a wayward pink feather off my dress.

      Ace straightened, his face split with an excited grin. “I have a date with a sandy beach, a cold ’rita, and a few pals. Anyone want to join me?”

      I looked at him and cringed. I was done with sandy beaches. At least until the next moon cycle. “Can’t. I have the wedding and a day job and enough sand between my toes to last for a while.”

      Campy shook his head. “Sounds cool, but I’m meeting my mum in Scotland for holiday before I start the fall quarter.”

      Gerry stared at Ace through slitted eyes, like he’d rather throw himself in front of a speeding train. “Uhm, negative.”

      “Losers gonna lose.” Ace slunk back against his chair.

      Gerry leaned in next to me and squeezed my forearm. “I saw Ferrari stay behind on the big screen. And I wanna hear all the dirty details.”

      Campy dropped his pencil. “No shite?”

      Ace shot up in his chair. “Do tell.”

      Jake entered the room, laptop in his hands, no doubt to take account of my every word. He sat at the head of the table and opened the laptop. “Jen, the floor is yours.”

      I explained what happened in Nassau and that Marco stayed behind, leaving out the stars in his eyes every time he said Sasha’s name.

      “The guy’s gone mental.” Campy shifted uncomfortably. “Why couldn’t he jump next moon cycle and find Sasha?”

      “He’s after the eye.” Gerry scowled at Campy. “He’ll do anything to get it. I always knew he wasn’t a team player.”

      “No. That’s not true. He cares about—” I couldn’t rat Marco out.

      “He cares about what?” Campy looked at me with eyes that asked what in the hell could be worth staying in the past.

      “He cares about finding what Sasha is after.” I glanced at Jake for the OK to tell them. He nodded.

      “We think she boarded a ship captained by Charles Vane.”

      Gerry shivered. “Vane was a real bad dude.”

      Jake paused and nodded in agreement. “Stevenson’s nonfiction about a pirate’s life would be a good reference. It’s the correct era, the Golden Age of Piracy.”

      “I didn’t know he wrote a how-to for pirating.” Gerry shrugged and sent me one of those suspicious, secretive glances.

      “If Marco doesn’t return next moon cycle, you’ve got to send me back.” Research be damned. I wanted Marco back.

      “No way.” Three heads shook at me in unison.

      A fourth and much louder voice rang across the room. “No.” Jake stared at me with eyes set in stone.

      “Jake. I⁠—”

      “You know we only jump if the brigands jump. Mortas returned. That means Marco has gone rogue.”

      A unified gasp circled the table.

      “Sasha’s a brigand,” I pleaded.

      “She hasn’t been classified yet. I can’t send you unless a brigand jumps to Nassau. I’m down defenders as it is and might need to send you to scout a mission. Alone. Jiminy Crickets!”

      I cocked my head at the G-rated oath.

      Jake looked down at his hands. “Angel asked me to quit cussing.”

      Campy huffed. “Why do all the lassies want us to give up our most stellar words?”

      “I know it’s hard to manage the time travelers and keep it G-rated.” I tried to sound sympathetic. “But Jake, this is Marco.”

      “Jennifer, I’m trying to run a government operation here. Just because Marco goes splashing off after some woman doesn’t mean we drop everything and chase after him.”

      “Yeah, I get that, but Sasha’s got the eye. That makes her dangerous. She’s after something in Nassau. And that something is probably a key. You know the folklore.” I made air quotes with my fingers. “You need the King’s eye to find the King’s key.”

      “Jen has a point, Agent McCoy,” Ace said. “If the pirates abducted Sasha, there’s a chance that some dirty scoundrel could get his filthy hands on the eye.”

      “How could you not think that’s a problem?” I pounded my fist on the table.

      “Forgive me if my pirate knowledge isn’t up to date,” Jake said. “But if a band of pirates took Sasha, and if Marco doesn’t return, how exactly do you plan to get on board Captain Vane’s ship?”

      “Sasha was dressed as a man. I can do the same.” I lifted my chin, as if faking my way on a pirate ship was an everyday task.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me.” Jake crossed his arms and leaned back in his seat. “You don’t know anything about sailing. If you dress as a man and get on a ship, they’ll put you to work. And that’s if they don’t figure out you’re a woman.”

      “He’s got you there, cupcake,” Gerry said. “Besides, how you gonna hide those tits?”

      I rolled my eyes at Gerry. “I can manage.”

      “Jen,” Campy’s forehead creased with premature worry lines. “If the pirates discover you, they’ll throw you in the Brig or hang ye from the mast or worse.”

      “Campy’s right.” Jake nodded, then shook his head. “I can’t have that on my conscience. No way in hell am I sending you. If and when the time comes, I’ll send Brodie or Gerry.”

      “Gee, thanks.” Gerry frowned up at Jake. “I’ve always wanted to wash piss off the deck of some rotten wooden boat. Guys of my stature don’t do well in the 1700s.”

      “I’ll take that into consideration.” Jake glanced at the clock on the wall. “Let’s table this conversation for a later date. We’ll see what happens when the next moon cycle opens. In the meantime, study up on the Golden Age of Piracy.”

      I glanced at my phone again. I’d be late to Uncle Durr’s wedding if I didn’t leave soon.

      “Meeting adjourned,” Jake said. Everyone pushed back from the table and headed out. Jake stopped me at the door. “Don’t worry. We’ll make the wedding.”

      “We?” I looked over at Jake.

      “Yeah, your uncle Durr invited me. He’s had a soft spot for me ever since I helped him repair the still.” Jake smiled at the memory. “Angel’s coming as my plus one.”

      Jake had grown up with me. In elementary school, I loved having him as a best friend. Later, he was my more off-again than on-again boyfriend. Best friend worked out better than lover. And much better than Boss Jake.

      I wanted to time travel. I wanted to save the world from evil time-screwer-upper brigands. So, I adapted and accepted Jake as my boss.

      “That’s gr-r-reat that you’re coming, and you’re bringing Marco’s sister.” I did a mental head slap. I’d invited Caiyan as my plus-one. Months ago, Caiyan stole his key from the WTF and disappeared into the night like Batman.

      If Caiyan showed up, Jake would arrest him. It was never good to have a commotion at a family wedding. And the take-down of an AWOL time traveler qualified as a commotion. I’d be blamed for ruining the wedding.

      “Gosh, look at the time.” I waggled my phone at him. “Gotta run.”

      “Later.” Jake stacked his papers and eyed me suspiciously as I tried not to run from the room.

      Once I was out of earshot, I sprinted down the hall to the hangar where my outhouse waited. Not an easy task in heels and my shift dress. My bargain basement pink strappy stilettos clicked loudly on the tile.

      I plucked my cell phone from my dress pocket and opened it to text Caiyan.

      Warn him not to come.

      My phone was dead.

      Damn.
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      I hustled into the house in search of a charger. Gertie met me at the door. Her red hair was twisted into a perfect bun and she wore a cute flirty dress with kitten heels.

      “Hallelujah! You’re home and already dressed for the wedding.” She took a minute to examine my dress. “That dress reminds me of my mee-maw.”

      My shoulders slumped. “It has pockets.”

      “No matter. We’ll be walkin’ down the aisle after the bride if we don’t leave right now.” She gathered her purse and phone from the kitchen table.

      “I need to get my⁠—”

      “You need nothin’ but this.” She shoved a box wrapped in silver sparkling paper into my hands. “I wrapped the gift and put both our names on it.”

      “I have to⁠—”

      She pushed me outside and whipped a set of keys out of her purse. “Get in the car. I’ll drive.”

      “Wait. I need a charger. My phone’s dead.”

      “I’ve got one in the car.”

      I sighed, slipped into her red BMW convertible, and snapped on my seatbelt.

      She jerked the gear shift into R, did a spectacular head-slamming-into-the-headrest reverse out of the carport, and peeled rubber out of the alley.

      “Charger?” I held up my dead phone.

      “Glove compartment.”

      I pulled out three expired insurance cards, a small umbrella, a roll of mints, six pizza coupons, and a wad of restaurant napkins before staring at a 357 Magnum. “Gertie, there’s a gun in here.”

      “A girl
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