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      For my great great Grandfather

      PVT. Samuel M. Raney

      34 Tennessee Infantry CSA

      &

      Matt Bryant

      Every family should have a historian.

      My family is one of the lucky ones.
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      Forrest Gump said, “Life is like a box of chocolates, you never know what you’re gonna get.” Lately, my life choices have mirrored my chocolate selections—full of god-awful molasses. Whoever thought chocolate-covered molasses would be a good thing to put in the box ought to be shot.

      I’m Jennifer Cloud. I love chocolate, shoes, and a man who can make my toes curl. My current boyfriend, scratch that, EX-boyfriend, Caiyan—pronounced like the hot pepper and is analogous to his rockin’ hot body—dumped me and quit his job as my defender for the World Travel Federation. He went on to plot dastardly deeds with the Mafusos, an evil family of time travelers who make my skin crawl and keep me busy making sure the past stays the way it’s printed in my history books.

      Normally, I wouldn’t be so upset about the dumping. He asked me for time to sort out some issue he had with the bad guys. I can respect his wish to get his ducks in a row before committing to me. I have a few ducks I need to tend as well.

      I consider myself to be a female version of Clark Kent. During the day, I’m a mild-mannered chiropractic assistant working at my brother’s chiropractic office, and at night, under the light of the full moon, I report to the World Travel Federation, where I work as a time traveling transporter.

      My defender travels to the past to prevent brigands from stealing, plundering, and wrecking the lives of those living in that time. Transporters are normally female, except for my good friend Ace. He’s a transporter like me.

      We must wait on base until summoned by our defenders to pick up the trash, aka brigands, and bring them to justice. Hence the reason I want to work with my defender instead of waiting around like a good girl to do his bidding. For crying out loud, this is the twenty-first century.

      Before the restriction, I helped my defender with the takedown. Okay, maybe I didn’t transform into a superhero to catch my mark, but somehow, I landed Superman results. My boss, Agent Jake McCoy, stamped me as lucky. He considered my skills to be less Superhero and more along the lines of Daphne from Scooby-Doo.

      Jake is one of the ducks I need to tend. We had history. He was my best friend in high school, and later he showed me what the words friends with benefits meant. He left me to find his way in criminal justice, ended up working for the CIA and giving orders to the World Travel Federation, or WTF. The common acronym for the derogatory expression of disbelief is considered dual purpose for our top secret organization. And was the first word Jake uttered when he found out I inherited the gift of time travel. I didn’t know myself until I experienced an unexpected escapade to the past.

      The WTF deemed it unsafe for transporters to travel with their defenders. Ace was fine with the change. He preferred to wait for his defender to summon him—but not at headquarters. It encroached on his play time, and he wanted the order to remain on base during the moon cycle lifted.

      Ace’s defender, Brodie, preferred Ace stay as far away as possible, so he was in favor of the current rule.

      I act as the lobbyist. Honestly, trying to make everyone happy caused my bottle-blond roots to darken early and the tension in my neck to limit my range of motion.

      Jake offered me a test drive. I could go on a mission with my current defender, but if anything went awry, the restrictions would remain in place. In other words, if I wasn’t a good girl, the WTF prohibition of the transporters stayed, and I wouldn’t get the thrill of adventure I craved. If I was too awesome at my job, the transporters would be sent alongside the defenders, and Ace wouldn’t go shopping with me anymore.

      The WTF headquarters is hidden at Guantanamo Bay, Cuba. Not a place I would call home, but its isolation and perpetual military guard offers maximum security to keep the travelers hidden from the outside world à la Hogwarts style. Only the top of the top levels of the government know we exist. The CIA manages us, and the military keeps us in line.

      Catching the brigands is always the hard part. Jake recognized having a transporter to assist the defender is more efficient, even if the transporter may find herself in a few awkward situations. At least he was supporting my cause.

      The fringe benefit to my job is being able to lateral travel when the moon cycle is phased out of the full moon. I can pop over to Milan during fashion week in the blink of an eye.

      Currently, my situation involves traveling with my defender, a gorgeous blond god named Marco, and the reason I found my gift in the first place. He secretly delivered my key-which gives me the power to time travel-and my vessel to me after my sweet, great-aunt Elma Cloud died. My vessel is a rusty old outhouse with two seats, one for me and one for my passenger. On a busy day, I can make room for two passengers.

      Traveling with Marco is difficult, particularly when it’s been months since I’ve had any sexy time. My cousin, Gertie, tells me I’ve been a royal pain in the ass. I’m trying to deal with the reason Caiyan ditched me, not hump the first guy who comes along—even if Marco and I have a sexual tension that sparks a fire from a distance equivalent to a football field.

      Bringing me full circle to capture a brigand and figure out why my boyfriend, pardon, ex-boyfriend needed to join the bad guys and leave our relationship on the cooling rack.

      I rubbed the back of my neck and surveyed the people around me. Dressed in basic pilgrim attire, the women covered their heads with a cap or bonnet and clothed their bodies from wrist to toe as they went about their daily chores. The men seemed to be lingering in the pubs.

      Marco and I took a break from hunting our mark to find food. We searched for one of the few places offering a meal in the Puritan town of Salem, Massachusetts.

      Our seer, a retired time traveler with the gift of second sight, can locate a traveler who has crossed the time portal. He informed us the Mafuso transporter jumped to this location. We were ordered to follow her.

      Odd she jumped without a defender, but the Mafusos weren’t doing things like normal lately. A few months ago, Marco and I had followed the oldest of the time traveling Mafuso grandchildren, Mortas, to 1927. He attended game three of the World Series and the only thing stolen were bases by the Yankees. I was downright giddy to watch the all-star lineup known as “Murderer’s Row” which included the Sultan of Swat, Babe Ruth. He hit a home run in the bottom of the seventh and Marco was beside himself, cheering like a crazed fan. We both agreed, rooting for the legends in the original Yankee stadium was worth the risk.

      Gian-Carlo Mafuso has three time traveling grandchildren I refer to as the three m’s. They consist of Mortas, Mahlia, his younger sister and their only transporter, and their youngest brother, Mitchell. Mahlia looks like Megan Fox and shoots a pistol like John Wayne. Mitchell’s been on the outs with the family ever since he screwed up a time travel and hasn’t seen much action.

      Marco stopped outside Beadles Tavern. “I’m thirsty, let’s go inside and grab a drink.”

      We had money left over from living on salted cod and goats’ milk for the last two days.

      “Good morrow,” a sturdy woman greeted as we entered. The patrons were a mix of Puritans, farmers, and fishermen from the port. A few heads turned in our direction. We sat down at one of the tables.

      The woman who greeted us came to our table and asked if we wanted a mug of ale. I pegged her to be late fifties, but in this time, people didn’t age well, if at all.

      “Two,” Marco said.

      “Let us see your coin.” Her reference of “us” had me glancing over my shoulder expecting to see her burley husband, or maybe a bouncer, behind me. When I figured out she meant only herself, I relaxed.

      She eyed Marco as he removed the coin from his pocket.

      “Are ye from another village?” She awarded us a view of her rotten teeth when Marco produced enough coin to buy the place.

      “Yes.” I answered. Marco handed her the money.

      “Pray thee, tell me the one from whence you come?”

      Marco hesitated, and I answered, “Boston.”

      “Are ye here to see the witches turned out?”

      Marco gave an uncommitted shrug and shook his head slowly.

      “We’re traveling to visit relatives in Newberry’s town,” I added, and felt an uneasiness to her barrage of questions.

      Her gaze drifted between us.

      “We’ve been recently married,” Marco said. He grabbed my hand and stared at me like a lovesick puppy. “A man’s heart is endeared to the woman he loves, he dreams of her in the night, hath her in his eye and apprehension when he awakes.”

      He raised my hand and brushed a kiss across my knuckles.

      The woman’s eyes shined. “Yes, my Mr. Beadle felt that way before he met our heavenly father. He left me the tavern.” She waved her hand, indicating all of this was hers to manage, and retreated to get our ale.

      “Geesh. What’s with her? She asked more questions than my cousin Hildy.” I removed my hand from Marco’s. The heat generated between us made my palm sweaty.

      “I don’t think the Puritans approve of an unmarried couple traveling together.” He reached for my hand again.

      “What’s with the fancy language?” I asked him, drawing my hand away.

      “It’s a quote from Thomas Hooker.”

      When I gave him a blank stare, he sighed. “Jen, you really need to study before you travel. Thomas Hooker was a prominent Puritan colonial leader. He founded the town of Hartford.”

      “In Connecticut, where the University of Hartford is?”

      “Yeah, they have a parade. Haven’t you ever heard the saying ‘Hartford was founded by a Hooker’?”

      “Uhm, no.”

      Marco tsked me, then flashed his gorgeous smile at the tavern owner as she brought us two mugs of a brown liquid. She blushed slightly, plopped them down on the table, and left to help other customers.

      I took one sip and spit the foul liquid back into the mug.

      “You don’t like it?” Marco chuckled and upended his mug.

      “It tastes like pancake syrup and Christmas trees.”

      “It’s a form of mead combined with molasses.”

      I made a sour face, and he grinned at me. The deep dimple cut into his chin winked back at me. I licked the sickening sweet off my lips and cursed myself for wanting to run my tongue down the rugged line of his square jaw and kiss the indention.

      His grin changed to a firm line. He tipped his head and I followed his gaze toward the door. A man entered and glanced around the room. Marco bowed his head down and I mirrored his move, adjusting my bonnet to hide my face as the man took a seat at the counter behind me.

      “Who’s that man?”

      “I believe it’s Toches.”

      I spun around to get a better look at the brigand I’d almost single-handedly taken down in Berlin. His back was to me as he ordered a mug of ale.

      “It doesn’t look like Toecheese.” I said turning back around to face Marco.

      A smile pulled at Marco’s mouth. My mispronunciation the first time I heard Toches’s name became my nickname for the evil brigand and gave my fellow defenders a chuckle. “He’s good at changing his appearance.”

      Kishin Toches was a nasty brigand I had encountered during a trip back to the Second World War. He had the special gift of personifying others. He took a key that didn’t belong to him and I had to take it back. He wasn’t happy about the outcome, and I’d been on his shit list ever since.

      “Are you sure? I thought Mahlia made the jump, how come he didn’t register?”

      Marco shrugged. “I know as much as you do. Maybe Mahlia is transporting for him.”

      “I’m surprised they let him travel. I mean, he doesn’t have a key, and I doubt Gian-Carlo would give him one. Maybe she dumped him here. Are you positive it’s him?” I didn’t want to harass a local.

      “Yeah, beady eyes, slouched gait, and he didn’t acknowledge a single soul. Besides, he’s imitating Rasputin—his beard’s too nineteenth century for this time.”

      I did a double take, and sure enough the doppelgänger of the Russian religious charlatan sat at the counter sipping sludge.

      “Should we wait and follow him?” I asked Marco.

      “No, the moon cycle is closing. I’m hungry, and I need a taco.”

      “And grouchy.”

      “I’m not grouchy, traveling with you makes me uhm…irritable.”

      “Why is that?”

      “You know what I mean.” He meant horny.

      “What would you like to do?” I asked.

      “Let’s go ask him why he’s here?”

      “Ask him?” Allowing a mark to make us wasn’t on the smartest things for a WTF agent to-do list.

      “Yep, unless you can think of a faster way to get to the bottom of this.”

      I shrugged, agreeing with his plan. Tacos sounded good to me, too.

      Marco reflected my nod. He rose, taking his mug with him. I left mine on the table. We bookended the sneaky brigand. His thin frame and squirrelly attitude made him a little less scary than Mortas, but he was unstable. Toches might pull out a gun and shoot us, regardless that when a time traveler kills another time traveler they also die.

      “Hey Kishin, fancy meeting you here,” Marco said to Toches as he took the stool next to him.

      Toches’s head jerked up from his ale, and he started to bolt out the opposite side of his chair, but I blocked him.

      “You can’t leave without paying the barkeep, that would be very rude of you.” I wagged a finger at him.

      Marco placed a hand on Toches’s shoulder. He sat down with a thud and pulled his mug of ale closer.

      “I’m here on vacation,” he said, an evil grinch grin turning up the corners of his mouth.

      “What kind of vacation?” Marco asked him.

      “The kind you take when a guy wants to go somewhere for the hell of it.”

      Marco pondered this idea for a minute, and I wondered how long it had been since Marco had been on vacation. Then I remembered I hadn’t been on a vacation in a long time. Jake owed us some down time.

      “Why would you take a vacation to Salem in 1692?” I asked him.

      “I want to see one of them witches burned at the stake.” He took a sip from his mug, and his previously underdeveloped bicep strained against his shirt sleeve.

      The last time I saw Toches, he was trapped in 1945 pretending to be Adolf Hitler with slick hair, arrogant attitude, and identical evil ’stache, since the vessel determined the clothes and hair. There were times when my defenders would have a full beard or hair down to their waist. This trip, the mustache had been traded for a scraggly beard and there was a little more buff to his wiry frame. Since the vessel didn’t turn a traveler into Captain America, I assumed the rat had seen time at the gym.

      “Toecheese—” I began.

      “Stop calling me that. My name is Toches, and that’s Mr. Toches to you.”

      Marco smiled and took a long pull from his mug.

      “What are you really doing here?” I asked.

      “I told you. I’m on a fun trip.”

      “A fun trip?” Marco questioned, looking around the sparse room and the peasantry style clothing of the customers.

      “Yep, Gian-Carlo ordered us to have a good time. Those were his exact words. I want to see a witch. It’s on my bucket list.”

      “You know witches don’t exist, right?” I arched an eyebrow, and he huffed at me.

      “Besides,” Marco said. “They don’t burn witches at the stake in Salem.”

      He eyed Marco then turned his attention toward me. “It seems your Scottish lover boy has been replaced with tall, blond, and stupid.”

      A low growl rumbled from Marco’s throat, and I shook my head to deter him from tossing Toches across the room.

      “He’s right. They don’t burn the people accused of witchcraft here, they hang them.”

      Toches wrinkled his nose in disgust. “Really…damn.”

      “And don’t let these Puritans hear you cuss, or you’ll find a noose around your neck,” Marco warned.

      “Why don’t the two of you toddle on back to your secret lair and save your advice for someone who gives a shit.” Toches took a drink of the ale and made a face.

      I agreed. It gave craft beer a whole new meaning.

      “Speaking of Caiyan,” I referred back to his mention of my Scottish ex-boyfriend. “Where’s Gian-Carlo sending him and how is he getting there?”

      “That guy needs to go back and fight for the good guys. He doesn’t have the balls to work for the Mafusos,” Toches snickered.

      “I’m surprised you feel that way. Since he’s a talented grifter, you’d figure he’d be valuable to Gian-Carlo.”

      “Oh, Gian-Carlo’s all stoked about him joining up, even wants to make him a full-fledged member, but there’s not enough keys. I don’t have one, thanks to you by the way. I had the Sleigh key in my grasp, then you took it from me.”

      Not exactly what happened, but he was brooding and spilling his candy, so I let him speak.

      “Whose key are you wearing?” I asked.

      “That’s a secret.” He laid his hand over the top collar of his shirt.

      A few moments later, a man and two young girls came inside the tavern. They took a table toward the back. As I glanced around the room, people were whispering and staring in our direction. Not good. My inner voice made the let’s get going signal. I ignored her for the moment. I needed more information about Caiyan.

      “What does Gian-Carlo want with McGregor?” Marco asked.

      Toches was silent. He drank his ale, and a bowl of pottage was placed in front of him by a tavern worker. He took a bite and nodded kindly at the server.

      My stomach growled when the aroma of the stew-like dish hit my nostrils, but I was determined to find out where Caiyan was traveling. Marco wasn’t so determined.

      “If you tell us why Gian-Carlo wants McGregor, then we’ll leave you in peace to enjoy your vacation.”

      “We will?” I questioned.

      Toches took another bite and chewed the request along with his meal. “The Scot knows of a key Gian-Carlo’s been after for some time. Gian-Carlo’s offered him a deal. If he takes Mortas to find the key and satisfies the remaining details of the contract, Gian-Carlo will return his key.”

      “Why do they want McGregor to get the key? Why don’t they go get it themselves?” Marco asked.

      “He’s the only one who knows the location, and he’s not telling, only showing.” Toches took another spoonful of the stew.

      “What happens after they get the key?” I asked.

      “Gian-Carlo has a plan, not one I agree with. He’s going to induct your Scot into the Mafusos and give him his key back, if he does exactly what Gian-Carlo’s ordered.”

      “What are the orders?” Marco asked.

      Toches face dropped. “I’m not going to tell you the details. Now shoo. You promised.”

      Huh. I wondered what these details involved.

      A group of three men entered the tavern and were led upstairs by the woman who had waited on us earlier.

      Toches pushed his empty mug away from him as the men brought a young woman down the flight of stairs. She couldn’t have been more than seventeen. Her hands were bound behind her back. Her amber eyes went wide as the patrons accused her of being a witch, and the men led her toward the exit.

      Someone yelled, “Take her to the gallows!

      The crowd emptied out of the tavern into the cobblestone streets.

      A church bell tolled in the distance, and Toches slipped off his stool. “Showtime. Catch you two troublemakers on the flip side.”

      We walked outside. The frightened young woman was in the clutches of a stout man who reminded me of a whiskey barrel.

      Another man held a bible open in his long, slim hands and his mouth danced the doorknocker beard he sported as he ranted on about witches and sins.

      The townspeople gathered around the bible man, cheering and showing their support. I categorized him under evil-eyed authoritative figure, right next to David Koresh.

      “Take her to Proctor’s,” the people chorused. “The hanging tree!”

      The young woman was loaded into a haycart and a mess of townspeople followed behind her as the cart rolled away.

      Toches gave a crooked smile. “Think I’ll get a front row seat.”

      He was a sick dude.

      “Should we follow him?” I asked Marco. “We did promise to leave, but…” I glanced toward the unruly crowd.

      He shrugged. “I guess.”

      Marco and I followed Toches and the group of rabble-rousers toward the edge of town. Bits of hay floated off the cart as it rattled down the cobblestone road.

      The entourage stopped at the edge of a hill. The people clustered together in front of a sturdy tree. A rope hung from one of its thick branches and swung gently in the summer breeze.

      Proctor’s Ledge. I remembered reading about the area believed to be the site of the hangings of the famous witch trials. In my time, the small knoll stood uphill from a CVS and wasn’t anything spectacular. It was hard to imagine the scene before me, and now that I was here, my stomach turned.

      The crowd watched as the young woman was unloaded from the cart. Straws of hay clung to her hair and clothes. The men pulled the stumbling woman toward the makeshift ladder she would stand on to end her life. Toches was, as promised, front and center. Marco and I stood watching the mob.

      “We should help her,” I said.

      “No,” Marco said firmly. “You know the rules. We watch from a distance. Toches hasn’t done anything to arrest him for, yet.”

      The crowd’s jeers heightened, and I fought off a roil of nausea.

      “Marco, we have to do something. We can’t let that innocent woman hang.”

      “If you screw up the past, Jake won’t let you travel again.”

      I fidgeted and racked my brain for the names and dates of the people accused of witchcraft and hung in Salem. “I don’t recall this one. I thought the first hanging was on June 10th?”

      “Jen, it happened. The history books don’t always have a correct accounting of the past. You have to get over the fact that things occurred in history that weren’t fair or humane.”

      “I know but…”

      “We’re here to watch our mark, arrest him if he steals or kills, period.”

      The whiskey barrel hauled the young woman to the tree. The people threw rotten food at her and called her names. Sinner…Devil worshiper…witch.

      The man with the bible stood on a fallen log, elevating him like the preacher at Sunday service. He shouted a passage to the crowd. The crescendo of his voice rose above the people, creating a frenzy of excitement throughout the crowd.

      “I’ll risk it,” I said to him and pleaded with my baby blues. A girl’s gotta use what a girl’s got to use.

      He rolled his eyes heavenward, huffed, and relented. His shoulders sagged and he mumbled. “OK, I’ll see what I can do, but you’d better be ready to leave as soon as I free the girl. These people are going to be upset they didn’t see a good show.”

      “Thanks.” I leaned up and gave him a peck on the cheek.

      We scanned the area, searching for the best possible place to cause a diversion so Marco could free the young woman.

      She stepped up onto a short platform built directly under the tree. The crowd grew quiet, waiting for the last words from the woman found guilty of witchcraft.

      “I am not a witch,” she shouted to the crowd.

      The people cried out at her. “Speak thy Lord’s Prayer.” And “The devil has possessed her.”

      I hoped Marco made his decision quickly. The crowd was growing intense.

      “I’m going to take the right side and grab her before he pushes her off the platform. You stay close so we can get out of Dodge immediately after,” Marco said.

      As we made our way closer to the stage, I bumped into a stooped, cloaked woman. She turned toward me, her wise blue eyes peering at me from under her hood.

      “Pray thee, pardon,” I said to her.

      She smiled and her eyes twinkled. A feeling of déjà vu struck me. I shrugged it off and the old woman made her way through the crowd. Everyone wanted a front row seat.

      Marco and I moved closer. We had to hurry for Marco to reach her in time.

      Whiskey Barrel served as the executioner. He reached for the rope.

      Marco moved, ready to spring into action.

      Before Marco could make his move, and before Whiskey Barrel could slide the noose around her neck, Toches tackled the man.

      Toches, Whiskey Barrel, and the young woman fell off the platform and tumbled head over tail into a roll down the short hill, ending at the haycart.

      Marco and I stood slack-jawed along with the angry onlookers.

      A uniform gasp sounded from the crowd, followed by whispers of the devil. I added my gasp as Toches had regained his footing and held up a Bic lighter.

      The crowd took a step back at the sight of the small fire flickering from his fist.

      He proceeded to set the hay in the cart on fire.

      The fire caught quickly and spread to the cart, creating a billow of smoke. Through the smoke, I saw the young woman retreat into the woods alongside the cloaked figure I bumped into earlier. Maybe the old woman was a relative of the girl. Good for her.

      Toches vanished behind the veil of smoke, and I assumed he’d made a break for wherever he’d come from.

      The fire raged, and I wondered if Proctor’s tree would become the famous witch hanging tree after all.

      The townspeople were in a chaotic frenzy trying to douse the fire. Men were shouting, teenage girls were falling on the ground like the young woman had bewitched them upon her escape.

      The bible man preached the good word from his log.

      “What are the chances Toches’s conscious got the best of him, and he saved that girl without any hidden agenda?” I asked Marco.

      “Doubtful, but it’s safe for us to go,” Marco said. “Toches will be heading for his vessel. We can piece together the intel at base.”

      I turned to walk toward the opposite end of town. There was an old homestead site in the middle of the woods we used for landing. The log home had fallen into disrepair but offered us a thick grove of trees that allowed us to safely call our vessels.

      As we walked toward the woods, a frantic shout came from behind us.

      “Run you idiots!”

      Toches flew past us, followed by a mob of angry Puritans.

      “There, those people were speaking with the witch!” A young girl, who couldn’t have been more than thirteen, pointed her finger at us. I recognized her from the tavern.

      “Get them!” a voice from the mob shouted.

      I stood mouth gaping, not believing what I was seeing.

      Marco grabbed my hand and pulled me along, one hand on his key and the other dragging me beside him. He mumbled as he ran.

      The landscape blurred around me, and a warped sensation passed through my body like I was running inside a bubble. His gift slowed time and the mob seemed to drift off into the background as I stumbled along behind him.

      When the time warp returned to normal, Toches hightailed it into the woods and I lost sight of him. Marco released my hand.

      The few minutes he was able to stall time allowed us to cut through the woods and double back toward our clearing. We ran hard, cutting through the thick underbrush.

      Marco was steps in front of me. We were almost to the clearing when I tripped over something large and fell face down in the muck of the forest floor. I lifted my head and looked behind me to see Toches lying face up in a mangle of vines.

      “What the hell?” Marco asked as he returned to help me. He leaned over Toches, panting hard, his hands on his knees.

      I moved over the brigand’s lifeless body and felt for a pulse in his neck.

      “He’s got a pulse.” I saw the slow rhythm of his chest. “And he’s breathing.”

      A giant welt bloomed on the pale skin of his forehead.

      Marco urged me on, the faint sound of people shouting in the distance alerted me. Hurry.

      “Let’s go,” Marco commanded.

      “We’ll have to take him with us.”

      “Why?”

      “We can’t leave him here. They’ll hang him.”

      Marco huffed.

      I untied the collar of Toches’s shirt.

      “What are you doing? We need to get out of here!”

      “I have to see if he’s wearing Caiyan’s key.”

      “Jen,” Marco urged.

      “I have to take it from him before he comes to,” I said. I knew I’d be breaking a WTF rule, but Caiyan’s key was at stake. I opened his shirt and exposed the shiny key gleaming around his thin neck.

      “It’s Mahlia’s key,” I said, dumbfounded. “I can’t believe she’d give her key to this scumbag.”

      Just as I said the words, Marco grunted and flew forward, landing on his hands and knees a few inches from me.

      “What the fu…?” he cried out, rolling around on his back in pain.

      I didn’t hear a gunshot, but scooted over to him, keeping my body low to the ground. I ran my hands over his back, searching. “Hold still. Where are you hit?”

      Marco sat up. I didn’t see any blood seeping through his shirt.

      “Am I shot?” he asked, trying to look at his back.

      “Fare thee well, witches!” A voice sounded from up in the trees. I followed the voice to two young boys armed with slingshots.

      “Marco, you were hit by a stone,” I said as another flew inches from my face.

      He turned and saw the boys. Dodging flying stones, he stood and marched toward the tree.

      The boys scampered down the trunk to flee. He grabbed them by the collars of their shirts as they reached the bottom and jerked them away from the tree.

      “What should we do with them?” I asked, joining Marco and adding a witch cackle for good measure.

      “I’m going to feed them to my dragon.” Marco released them and put his hand to his key. In seconds his vessel, a shiny red racecar, materialized in the clearing.

      “’Tis a dragon,” the taller of the two boys said. They stared as if in a hypnotic trance, no longer struggling or calling for their parents.

      I summoned my vessel, and the boys stood slack-jawed.

      “The witch lives in a privy.” They frowned with disappointment.

      “Not everyone gets a dragon,” I said to them.

      “Pray thee, do not turn us to toads,” the shorter one said.

      “Don’t tell anyone you saw us, or I’ll find you, and my dragon will burn down your houses…” Marco paused, “and kill your mothers!”

      The boys began to cry, nodding their heads as snot and tears wet their dirty faces.

      “Away with you boys!” Marco shouted. They turned tail and ran.

      “Did you have to threaten to kill their mothers?” I asked Marco as he helped me tie up Toches and load him into my vessel.

      “It’s a good threat. No boy wants to lose his mother at ten. That comes much later…like fifteen.”

      I cocked a brow at him.

      “Oh, we want them back again around twenty-one, so it’s all good.” He stepped back from my outhouse. “Take him to Gitmo, and I’ll meet you there.”

      I climbed in next to Toches. “We need to cover his face if I’m going to take him back to headquarters.”

      Marco’s gaze ran the length of my dress.

      “What do you suggest? I arrive at headquarters naked?”

      “I don’t know, be creative.” He slammed the door.

      I tried to figure out what to use to blindfold my unconscious brigand. Normally, women of this time didn’t wear panties, but I had persuaded my vessel to provide me with the type of breeches worn by men. What can I say, traipsing around in the seventeenth century without any underwear made me nervous.

      I slipped off the pair of linen breeches and wrapped them over his head. If he woke up, at least he’d have trouble seeing through the fabric until Jake could provide a hood.
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      My outhouse landed with a thunk. I sighed with relief at the familiar sound of wood on cement. Thankfully, the landing grid in the hangar of the WTF consisted of twelve by twelve concrete squares embedded with special wiring and neodymium magnets to attract our vessels to the correct spot. The advanced technology prevented me from plopping down in the middle of Camp Delta and causing a national security alert.

      The door to my vessel was yanked open. I blinked rapidly as the bright fluorescent lights from the hangar beamed in through the open door.

      Jake stood front and center dressed in his normal WTF work uniform of black suit, white dress shirt, and black tie. Two WTF employees lurked behind him, also clad in black suits. The three of them—all sporting short-cropped hair, muscle, and alpha male attitude—looked like the next act in Magic Mike.

      Marco joined Jake, and the foursome stared up at me. How did he always beat me back to base?

      A wide smile broke out on Marco’s face.

      Jake’s shoulders shook as he bit into his bottom lip, trying to contain the laughter he held inside.

      The men in black smiled, something I had never seen them do. I glanced over at Toches, then did a double take. The outhouse had changed me back into present day clothes. My Yumi Kim floral summer sundress and Jimmy Choo espadrille cork wedges I’d bought at Nordstrom Rack for seventy percent off were back in place, along with my VS red lacy thong currently strapped across my passenger’s forehead. One eye was covered with the lace and blocked nothing.

      Jake stepped up on the platform and moved to stand on the threshold of my outhouse. He slit the door, blocking the view of headquarters with his body, and called for a hood.

      Marco’s laughter bellowed from the outer sanctions of the hangar.

      “They were much bigger in 1692.” I shrugged.

      “What the Sam Hill happened to you two?” Jake’s amusement was replaced with the intense tone of a stern CIA agent. “The rest of your team has returned.”

      “Toecheese happened,” I said. Toches groaned at the mention of his name but remained obliviously unconscious.

      A smile returned to Jake’s lips at the mention of my nickname for Toches. “Go on.”

      “We found him in a tavern, and next thing you know he’s running for his life with fifty angry folks behind him carrying pitchforks. It was right off the pages of Frankenstein. I understand why the monster felt the need to flee.”

      “Did he steal something?”

      “No.”

      Jake hesitated. “Kill someone?”

      “No.”

      “Why did you capture him?”

      “We didn’t exactly capture him. He was hit by a rock, fell, and hit his head on another rock, which knocked him out, so we saved him.”

      Jake huffed. “The general isn’t going to like this.”

      “If we left him in Salem, another dead witch would be added to the history books.”

      “Any other infractions?”

      “Not created by me,” I said, mentally thanking Toches. I made it through an entire mission without changing history. If something went askew, it wasn’t my doing.

      Jake raised an eyebrow but didn’t interrogate me any further. Knowing Jake, he was saving the good stuff for later. He reached across me and pulled my thong off the brigand’s head. “I liked this one. It was my favorite.”

      I jerked it out of his grasp. From his demeanor, I presumed something had him fired up, and it wasn’t that Marco and I came back with a brigand. There was more to his agitated tone.

      “Damn, that’s some goose egg.” Jake motioned toward the bright red bump swelling above Toches’s left eyebrow. “He’ll have a humdinger of a headache when he wakes up.”

      “Marco has a similar one on his back,” I said.

      “Are you injured?” Jake asked, suddenly aware he hadn’t considered my well-being.

      “I’m fine. Not even a scratch.”

      Someone spoke to Jake. He reached behind him and produced a head cover. Securing it on the unconscious brigand, he opened my door and allowed me to exit my vessel.

      I stepped down off the platform and we watched the medics load Toches on a stretcher.

      “That’s going to leave an ugly mark. The rock was the size of my fist and the kid had a slingshot that would make David envious and Goliath run for cover,” I said to one of the medics as she gave Toches a sedative.

      The drug would keep Toches floating happily in la-la land for a few hours. Enough time to doctor his wound and secure him in a cell. He’d wake up with no idea where he was or how he’d arrived.

      If Jake had to release him, Toches would receive another round of the magic cocktail, and one of the transporters would be summoned to deposit him in an undisclosed location.

      A beefy security guy followed behind the stretcher as it was wheeled out of the hangar, in case the magic cocktail wasn’t enough to keep Toches down for the count. Marco walked with the medics, giving me a sour look as he exited the hangar.

      “Where’s Marco going?” I asked Jake.

      “I sent him to the infirmary to have his back examined. He insisted he was all right, but I ordered him to get checked out, anyway.”

      Marco hated doctors, medicine, and people prodding him. I knew Jake would insist he see the doctor. Marco might say he was fine, but I imagined the welt on his back told a different story. Telling the boss he’d taken a hit explained Marco’s irritation at me. He’d pay me back later for being a tattletale.

      “What was Toches doing in Salem?” Jake asked me after the entourage left the area, minus one expressionless security officer who loomed at the entrance.

      “He wanted to see a witch burn,” I answered.

      “They didn’t burn witches in Salem.”

      “That’s what I told him.”

      “You spoke to him?” Jake asked me, an undercurrent of irritation lacing the tone of his question.

      “It was more of an interrogation.”

      “That’s it?”

      “As far as I could tell. He saved a woman accused of witchcraft, but there wasn’t any sign of a key, and I didn’t get any sensations of another traveler among the mob of angry peasants chasing us into the woods.”

      Jake paused and arched an eyebrow at me. “Why were they chasing you?”

      Oops. I wasn’t going to mention we were seen speaking with Toches in the tavern. “Guilt by association. A girl who couldn’t have been more than twelve accused Toecheese of being a witch, and she might have seen us together at the tavern.”

      “Do I even need to ask why you were having a beer with a dangerous brigand?” Jake sighed.

      “Um, convenience?” I bit my lower lip. Did I say we had a beer?

      “I can’t hold him for saving the woman unless we can prove she’s a brigand. But I’ll have to confirm the changes, if any, he caused to the present.

      Jake turned toward me. “Meet me in the blue room. You can debrief after our meeting. The other members of your team are already there.”

      I saluted and received one of Jake’s dark-brown puppy-dog eye rolls. Over his shoulder, Marco’s Indy racecar reflected the fluorescent light. The beautiful car stretched catty-corner on the landing pad, its front end inches from the edge.

      Each traveler landed on one of the pads directed in by the magnetic force. Jake and his men in black always stood toward the back wall in case the magnetic force failed and the vessel did a skid. This never happened, but it was good to take precautions.

      I exited the hangar. The moon cycle began earlier in the countries to the east, allowing Jake to manage several teams in the same moon cycle.

      There was a time when the British secret service controlled the travelers outside of the United States, but due to budget cuts or whatever, MI6 handed the reins off to the CIA.

      We have an Eastern European unit. Most of the travelers in this unit are assigned to China, Japan, both Koreas, and parts of Vietnam. I can’t be on that team because I flunked Mandarin 101. There were too many symbols for me to wrap my head around and trying to speak Chinese with my Texas drawl gave Jake permanent lines between his eyebrows.

      There are no travelers from the Middle East. At least that we know of. If the insurgent, territory-controlling, religious fanatic terrorists from these countries knew we had time travelers…the world would be a different place.

      There’s the European unit, which Caiyan used to be a part of after my great-aint Elma died and left him without a transporter. It was the reason the obnoxious Russian criminal, Rogue, was the main brigand he followed.

      Most of the travelers were combined now. We still had different teams, but a person could be assigned to any team depending on the languages they mastered and their heritage.

      The Russians, as the WTF called them because two of the five travelers were from Russia, were made up of the two Russians, a beautiful Polish girl, and our newest traveler, Campy.

      I walked to the blue room, stopping off at the ladies’ room to pee. Using a toilet instead of urinating in the woods was top priority. I searched my locker for an extra pair of panties. It icked me out to return my thong to its original location since the red lace had contacted Kishin’s drool, but going commando didn’t seem appropriate.

      

      Our conference room at the WTF, aka the blue room, had trippy eighties wallpaper met in the middle by a chair rail. The penny-pinching hand of the government didn’t reach out to the secret agency located in the basement of Gitmo. Interior décor wasn’t top priority. Instead, the funds were spent on soccer fields, satellite TV, and razor wire.

      Thanks to Lyndon B. Johnson, the WTF was a super covert agency. The former president founded the top secret organization to help the travelers become an alliance. It also clearly divided the brigands from the righteous.

      The camps of Gitmo were worn, and expensive for the government to maintain. The oblivious politicians and their lawyers tried to close the maximum security prison on a consistent basis. Only the top military officials knew of the WTF, because if the politicians knew they had time travelers who could change history, they’d piss themselves trying to overturn election results in their favor.

      I entered the blue room. My team was seated around the conference table, inhaling the complimentary donuts. Everyone was present except for Ace, who was routinely late, and Marco. Casual greetings welcomed me as I poured myself a steaming cup of government-grade coffee and sat at my usual place.

      “Yo, Jen,” came a mouth-filled hello from Brodie. My cousin Gertie, who also happens to be my roommate, considers Brodie her boyfriend. Thanks to me, the pair has been happily hooking up. Brodie had powdered sugar on the front of his Bob Marley t-shirt, giving Bob a Christmas feel.

      I gave Brodie a finger wave and joined the group at the conference table.

      “Hey cookie, you mind passing me one of those chocolate covered donut holes? The ones with the sprinkles.”

      I snagged a glazed donut hole and popped it in my mouth, then pushed the tray closer to Gerry. He was an irritating defender. At a little over four feet tall, the dwarf had a giant attitude. He specialized in sneaky.

      Tina, his transporter, sat beside him. Her dark hair was cut in a cute bob with the right side shaved over her ear. One headphone dangled on her shoulder, the other secured firmly in her ear as her fingers moved with rapid pace over her phone.

      With her Asian skin and youthful appearance, sans makeup she could pass for a boy and used this talent to persuade brigands to lower their guard. Once, I asked her why she transported for the obnoxious Gerry instead of being assigned to the Eastern European team, and she told me if she was caught in her homeland she would be executed. Good reason.

      “Where’s Marco?” Tina asked, and heads turned in my direction. Apprehensive eyes waited for my reply.

      “We picked up Toecheese in Salem and brought him into custody,” I said, and explained Marco’s predicament.

      When one of our team members didn’t show up for the meeting, there was concern, but rarely for Marco. It was nice for someone to be concerned about him. The other defenders were a bit miffed he had joined the WTF after years of refusing to be part of the team.

      Brodie and Caiyan were tight, and Brodie took Marco with an uneasy lack of trust. Gerry didn’t have an opinion on the matter, and Ace slobbered uncontrollable infatuation when Marco was near.

      “Poor guy,” Gerry said. This caught me off guard, because Gerry never had a nice word to say about anyone. “Salem’s a tough time. The guns are shit, and those people can do more damage with words and pitchforks than most outlaws with a fully loaded shotgun.”

      “Good job. Toches was due for some cell time,” Brodie said, still somewhat bitter about losing the Thunder key to the brigand in a prior tussle.

      A round of congrats followed for our capture. I didn’t want to spoil the goodwill by explaining we had saved Toches.

      “Ace and Campy caught a brigand, too. One of the Cracky boys.” Gerry popped another donut hole.

      “Campy?” I asked.

      “Ace transported for Campy because Fredericka’s on vacation.” Tina answered, not taking her eyes off her phone. “They caught one of the Cracky Clan lifting the original recording of the iconic rock group Queen. The Cracky Clan were trying to steal Bohemian Rhapsody before it made its famous debut and pass it off as their own. Campy and Ace are in a debriefing with General Potts.”

      “Wow, Campy’s first capture, impressive.” I washed another donut hole down with a sip of the strong coffee.

      “Totally set them up, I did,” Brodie said. “If I didn’t have ta chase Caiyan’s mark, I’d a had them Crackys last travel.”

      Brodie and Caiyan were buddies. They were like Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid. However, Butch Cassidy took a leave of absence and left the kid a mess of brigands to clean up.

      Caiyan’s normal mark, Rogue, had been a thorn in my side from day one of my time travel adventure. We chased him, almost caught him once, but he was devious and slippery.

      Brodie normally chased the Cracky Clan, three Irish brothers and a couple of female cousins. The Crackys never did much damage. They liked to steal things. I had a sneaky suspicion Brodie and the Crackys drank beer together at the pub during the off cycle.

      Jake entered, sat down next to me, and started clicking around on his laptop. He paused and waved a hand in the air. “Give me a second. I need to get some information in the system.”

      “Is Campy OK?” I asked him.

      “Be here in a minute.” Jake focused on his screen as he answered.

      A few minutes later, Ace entered, followed by Campy. A round of fist bumps congratulated Campy on his capture. Ace sat down next to me as Campy circled the room, accepting praise from his peers.

      Campy was Caiyan’s nephew, and the resemblance made my heart ache. He had his uncle’s sly grin and quick wit but lacked the manipulation and con skills in which Caiyan excelled. I hoped Campy never found the twisted talents Caiyan perfected, but a seasoned defender needed a few lifesaving skills.

      I held my fist up for a bump of congratulations, but Campy leaned down and wrapped his arms around me from behind—despite the rule of no contact between travelers or staff while on base. He squeezed me in one of his warm hugs, and I inhaled his fresh, earthy scent.

      “Congrats,” I said. He released me from his bear hug and snagged one of my donut holes. He sat down on the other side of Ace. His green eyes lit up as he leaned in and spoke to me.

      “Can ye believe I got him on the first try?” His accent held a blend of Scottish and British. Campy grew up in England with his Scottish mother, Caiyan’s sister. His father was in the wind. He spent some time with their aunt Itty in Florida, but in the last few years, the teen had turned into a handsome man.

      I sent him a warm smile.

      “You should have seen him,” Ace babbled. “He jumped the brigand like a pro, caught him red-handed, and then took him to the ground.” Ace dabbed at his eyes with the donut napkin.

      “Who are you, his mother?” Gerry asked Ace.

      “I can be proud of him.”

      “Don’t forget who gave you the intel on that one,” Brodie said to Campy.

      “I appreciate it, dude,” Campy said.

      “Yes, and don’t forget who gave YOU the tip,” Tina said to Brodie, her eyes lifting from her phone for a brief second to make her point.

      “Did you hear the news?” Ace paused for attention. “Campy has been moved to our team. The little devil.” Ace gave six foot two Campy a tweak on his dimpled cheek.

      I raised an eyebrow at Jake. He stopped typing and huffed. “That was classified, Ace.”

      “Oopsy,” Ace said, placing his fingers against his lips. “My bad.”

      “What gives? When Caiyan returns we’ll have a large team.” I glanced at Campy, “Not that I don’t want you on our team, but we only have three transporters.” I envisioned having to wait at the WTF until a defender summoned me. Transporting for more than one defender was always a challenge. My goal of being the wingman to my defender was hindered by a transportation issue.

      “When are you going to get a clue, cupcake?” Gerry frowned at me. “Your Scottish backstabber has left us high and dry to go work for the bad guys. He’s probably stolen more booty in a moon cycle than I’ll have in a lifetime. He’s rolling in the dough.”

      “No, he’s undercover.” I glared at Gerry. “He left for our safety.”

      “Yeah, Uncle Cai would never sell us out,” Campy added, and I welcomed the support.

      Gerry huffed. “He’s probably told the Mafusos of our secret location and they’re waiting for the right time to infiltrate us.”

      “Gerry, put a sock in it, ya wee nit,” Brodie shouted from down the table.

      “Are you making fun of my size? I’d like to file a form 436s for discrimination against the vertically challenged.”

      Ace huffed. “If anyone’s going to make a report of discrimination, it should be Jen and me.” Ace gestured to me and then to himself. “The way you speak to us…it’s disgusting.”

      The brawl escalated from name calling to gestures across the table.

      Jake stopped typing. “Enough.”

      Gerry shrugged, and Ace stuck his tongue out at the dwarf. Yep, we were one step up from a preschool.

      I waited for Jake to say something, anything, to support Caiyan’s decision to leave the WTF.

      “Agent McGregor has turned in his badge, and as far as the WTF is concerned is considered a brigand.”

      OK, not the words of comfort I wanted. I crossed my arms over my chest.

      Jake sighed, “He gave me his word, he would not disclose our location.”

      The room grew quiet. Campy dropped his chin to his chest, the celebration of his victory forgotten. Caiyan hadn’t contacted Campy either. The loss took its toll. Caiyan was more of a big brother to Campy than an uncle, and the only male role model he’d ever had in his young life.

      Caiyan was the first WTF agent to ever work both sides of the fence. If Jake trusted him to keep his word, so would I. My inner voice began ticking off, on her fingers, all the times he lied to me. When she took off her shoes, I cut our connection.

      Jake stood and relayed his laptop to the projection screen via a handheld remote. A world map appeared on the screen with each location of our recent travels marked with a red X.

      “As you know, McGregor doesn’t have a key, so if he’s traveling it must be with Mahlia, or the Mafusos
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