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      It’s been a long, long time since Beryl Blue left her tough but tender Army sergeant Tom “Sully” Sullivan behind in 1943. Two years to be exact. Though her heart still hurts, she knows Sully's life is at stake if they ever see each other again. She’s moved on with her new life as a time cop in the year 2132 and is even contemplating a new romance as she vows to put Sully, and the past, behind her.

      But fate has other ideas. The discovery of an old suitcase leads Beryl to the New England seacoast in the summer of 1946 on a hunt for the man who killed her parents—and straight into Sully’s arms.

      A scorching heatwave, a jewel heist, explosive secrets from Beryl’s past, and the beautiful new woman in Sully’s life all come into play as Beryl struggles to catch a time-travelling thief, evade a killer, and keep her beloved Sully from falling victim to his destiny.

    

  


  
    
      To the inimitable Lauren Sheridan, sounding board, champion mouse wrangler, and listener of ideas, no matter how outlandish. Thank you for being a friend.
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      Montpelier, the state capital of Vermont. A place so small I could stretch out my arms and my fingertips would be over the city limits. Home to a top-notch culinary school, and not much else. At least, nothing else to tempt a time tourist to fork over a lot of cash, step into one of Time Scope, Inc.’s rattletrap time travel machines, and find themselves popped out here on a cold winter’s night.

      Nothing except the date, that is. December 31, 1999.

      If anyone had asked, gee, Beryl, what are your plans for New Year’s Eve, I certainly wouldn’t have put chasing a time runner determined to blow up Montpelier’s electrical grid at the top of my list. A real jerk of a perp, too. A guy who thought it would be just dandy to terrify the good people of the city by killing the juice at the stroke of midnight and sending the city into a full-on Y2K, end-of-the-world, chaotic panic.

      Why? Because with the lights out and security systems down, Walter Solon figured he could waltz into the city’s two jewelry stores and smattering of art galleries and pick the places clean.

      As simple as that. My time runner was a time-traveling thief.

      Walter might have succeeded in his nefarious scheme if his wife hadn’t contacted Time Scope’s HQ and warned of her husband’s plan. Oh, she hadn’t dropped a dime out of the goodness of her heart. Wife was all-in on Walter’s plot until she stumbled upon intel that dear husband planned to cash in his ill-gotten gains, then ditch her and take himself, his mistress, and his new wealth to someplace off the grid. Away from wifey and mortgage and life’s other responsibilities.

      “We need to catch up to him,” my boss and lead time cop on this mission Jake Tyson said as we raced up a side street. “We need to stop him. We don’t want people to panic.”

      I held back a snarky thank you, Captain Obvious. I mean, as time cops, catching people was our mission. Keep calm and stop the temporal perp. Secure the timeline. But one look at Jake’s extremely solid jaw clenched in determination, his forehead crinkled with worry, his thick, jet-black hair spiked and tangled, and I bit my tongue. He teetered on the verge of panic himself. If we didn’t catch this thief, the electricity would wink out all over the city. And five people would die.

      I picked up my pace, my shoes slapping on the slushy pavement. “Jake, look over there. He’s veered off.”

      Over to our right, a flash of oversized cargo pants and a neon green fanny pack—thank you, dreadful 1990s fashions—disappeared around a corner. We darted after the guy. Something big and metal hurtled at me. Walter had flung a trash barrel into our path. The oldest feint in the book. Runaway teens in Roman times had probably chucked trash cans at pursuing centurions to trip them up and slow them down.

      You’d think I, Beryl Blue, savvy time cop, would’ve been onto such a ploy. Nope. I stumbled into the metal thing and went flying. I squeezed my eyes shut and prepped for a belly flop into the slush. Instead, I landed with a bounce, not on hard pavement, but onto something only a fraction softer.

      Jake.

      He’d thrown himself under me to break my fall. He’d broken protocol, too, as well as about a zillion Time Scope rules related to pursuing and extracting a temporal criminal. Eyes on the prize, no detours, no matter what. Me tripping and flailing and belly flopping was a no matter what of epic proportions.

      Jake’s arms circled my waist. His warm breath panted on my face, scented with the triple-synth-latte and cinnamon bun we’d split in 2132, before we’d stepped into the glorified car wash bay known as the Temporal Oscillator and landed back here. His totally ’90s costume of flannel and baggy jeans under a Tommy Hilfiger jacket disguised the lean, mean six-foot physique underneath. His muscular thighs and equally solid chest pressed against me. His to-die-for laser blue eyes gazed into mine with an expression that defined intense.

      Not to mention hot. Way hot, to quote a 1990s phrase.

      Now, it’d been a long time since I’d been in such an intimate position with a man. Exactly two years, to be precise. Two years since Sergeant Tom Sullivan and I had quite literally knocked Army boots in the basement of a Belgian town hall in December 1944, with the Battle of the Bulge about to erupt outside. Nearly two years since I’d last seen that big, gruff redhead.

      Point is, it’d been a long, long time, and damn it all, my body reacted despite my brain ordering it not to. My heart was already racing. My breath caught and my belly launched into an excited salsa dance, followed by the Macarena. A sweet flicker of desire I couldn’t deny.

      “You fell for me,” Jake said, waggling eyebrows as dark as his hair.

      That cheesy line demanded an eyeroll. Jake may be all muscled and confident and almost breathtakingly pretty, but he was full of the most groan-worthy dialogue I’d ever heard.

      “Uh, he’s getting away,” I said, composing myself. “You can probably let go of me now.”

      He held me a moment more, an odd look on his face, then he snapped back into action. The professional time cop at work. He shoved me off him, sprang up with the grace of a gazelle, and sped away, as if the tumble and close personal contact had never happened. I scrambled to my feet with much less elegance and chased after him.

      Our temporal perp had bolted in the opposite direction of the power substation. With us in pursuit, Walter saw his Y2K plan crumbling and raced off toward the Winooski River instead, most likely hoping to find cover where he could hide. We sprinted after him, rounded another corner and he’d vanished. No echoing footsteps. No shadows to follow. No sign of that neon fanny pack.

      “Where is he? Did he time skip?” I whispered, bending forward with my hands on my hips, trying to catch my breath.

      “I don’t think so.” Jake squinted into the darkness. He’d barely broken a sweat. “He doesn’t have a Kicker, or even a TDC Junior.”

      He’d gone all Captain Obvious again—Kicker and Junior were time cop slang words for the Temporal Displacement Catalyzer, the portable time travel devices we used to skip around in time.

      Suddenly, a figure swooped down from above and landed behind us. He clocked Jake on the head with what appeared to be a lead pipe. Stunned, Jake’s legs folded under him like a paper accordion. He hit the pavement with a wet thud.

      My blood went cold, but before I could turn and raise my weapon, Walter Solon grabbed my ponytail. He jerked my head back. My scalp screamed in pain. I knew wearing that scrunchie to finish off my Clueless meets the Spice Girls outfit had been a bad idea. I deployed Self-Defense for Girls 101 and stomped down on the perp’s insole then kicked back, connecting with his family jewels. He yelped and released my ponytail as if it had burst into flames.

      I spun around and armed my weapon, a sleek, silver metal rectangle that looked like a TV remote, called a Cack .22. It powered up with a whine. Solon’s eyes widened in fear. He flung his fanny pack at me. I hopped back and the bag hit the ground with a clank of tools the man had no doubt planned to use to disable the substation.

      He took off. I aimed in his general direction and mashed the cack’s trigger. The weapon shuddered. A bitter smell, like burning acid in a thunderstorm burst into the air, followed by a sizzling pulse of electricity that shot from the weapon and drilled into the fleeing man’s back. He screamed, his body twitched, and he fell nose first to the ground.

      Barely blinking, I rushed over to Jake. “Please don’t be dead,” I cried.

      “I’m not dead,” he muttered. He winced as he sat up and touched a big lump on the side of his head. “It just feels that way.”

      Relief flushed through me. I reached down to help him to his feet. Took a little effort for him to stand. His usual tan complexion had turned pale, and blood matted his hair.

      “Oh, man, you’re a mess, Jake. You’re going straight to Doc Carroll when we get back to the future.”

      “I’m fine,” he said with true grit then peered closely at me. “What about you? Are you okay?”

      Seriously? He was the one with a bump the size of a melon on his head. “All good, never better.”

      He flashed a rueful smile then went to check on our unconscious time perp, squatting beside him. “I guess you decided not to kill the guy.”

      I scooped up Walter’s fanny pack and came up beside Jake, squinting in annoyance. He knew me better than that. I’d only stunned the man, as I had every time-runner I’d had to shoot in my two years on the job.

      Punishment enough, frankly. The cack had only two settings, stun and kill, and believe me it came as no surprise to discover the woman who’d invented this weapon was a Star Trek fan. The stun setting shot a stinging electrical pulse that singed every nook and cranny of a person’s body. Hurt wicked bad. I didn’t know that personally. I only had Jake’s word for it. I’d stunned him once, long ago. Oh, he deserved it, but seeing the way he’d writhed in agony when I’d zapped him, well, I did not want to think about what the kill setting would do.

      And I’d vowed never to find out.

      With one exception.

      The only kill I wanted on my record when I retired from the glamorous time cop life was Oliver Bishop. The rogue time traveler who’d murdered my parents. When I finally tracked him down.

      Jake winced in pain from his injury as he rolled Solon over and yanked him to his feet. The man’s eyes spun like pinwheels, and he offered no resistance as Jake cuffed him and recited a long list of Time Scope rules Walter had violated during his larcenous jaunt through Montpelier.

      “In short,” I said when Jake finished talking what seemed like hours later. “You shouldn’t have gone rogue, Mr. Solon. You threatened the timeline and you’re in big trouble. Especially with your wife. Be glad you’re gonna be locked away for a long time, because if we turned you over to her, you’d be in for a world of hurt.”
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      The Temporal Oscillator Cocoon, what Time Scope called the blue light and rock and roll tornado that blasted us about in time, shunted the three of us directly to a free-standing arrival port in the detention block.

      Jake took one of Walter’s arms, I took the other and we half-carried, half-dragged our prisoner to the booking station just off the jump bay. Solon wobbled a bit. Okay, he wobbled a lot. His legs were as unsteady as the Scarecrow in The Wizard of Oz. Getting stunned by a cack, or even a zap from the smaller version of that weapon known as a stinger, will do that to a person.

      Jake and I filled out a ton of paperwork via commpad touch screen, then sent the report to some magical cyber beast known as the Interface. Where it went from there, I had no idea. I only knew my job was done.

      I dropped off my ’90s gear at wardrobe on the thirteenth floor, gave our costuming guru Gerry Aguilar a high five, then changed into my everyday clothes, comfortable jeans and an Orphan Black tee shirt that had been disappeared from my closet in 2015 and time jumped to the 2130s.

      Just like what had happened to me.

      Two years ago, I was a broke and aimless twenty-four-year-old librarian-in-training living in 2015 in the sleepy Massachusetts town of Ballard Springs. Until time travelers from the future, Jake and Glo Reid, head of Time Scope’s time cop division, had dropped in on me and plucked me out of my time. Extracted me was more like it. Not that I had a choice, with my options being go along with them and become a time cop or stay in my own time and die a ridiculously ungraceful death.

      I chose the not-dying option, thank you very much.

      Making that choice had been the easy part. The hard part was the rigorous test Jake and Glo had put me through first. They’d time skipped me back to 1943 and threw me and a burly, redheaded Army sergeant named Tom Sullivan together, hoping I’d be willing to kill anyone who’d threatened Sully’s life. After several false starts, detours, and a lot of complaining, I’d passed the test.

      Falling in love with Sully hadn’t been part of the plan. That I’d done on my own.

      Ready to head home for a well-deserved nap, I met Jake in Time Scope’s parking lot. Yeah, there were still parking lots in 2132. This lot was chock full of surface vehicles on the lower level, and on the upper tier, the long-haul commuters from Mexico, Canada and the West Coast had parked their personal flight craft. I usually took a Slide home but didn’t relish the rush hour butt-cheek-to-butt-cheek squeeze of public transportation, so when Jake offered me a lift, I readily accepted.

      I hopped into the passenger seat, the door snapped shut, and Jake’s car glided into traffic with barely a bump or rattle. I use the term car loosely. More like a box with four steel wheels and tinted windows to shut out UV rays. The TCV, Total Control Vehicle, the twenty-second century’s personal mode of transport, was all electric, computer operated, totally hands off, and timed to move with the rest of traffic. Pretty amazing to a woman raised in the gridlock era. Though I couldn’t help but think if someone hacked into the system, it’d be a total Grand Theft Auto meets Stephen King’s Christine horror show.

      “How’s your head?” I asked shortly after we set out.

      “Superficial.” Jake dimpled. “Dr. Carroll says I’m fine. As I told you.”

      “I’m glad you had it checked out. You could just as well have been not fine.” Take that from someone who knew how dangerous a bump on the head could be. As in, fatal. On Monday, May fourth, 2015, at exactly eleven in the morning, I was supposed fall off a ladder and crack my head on a stepstool while at work—and die. At least, I would have if my heroes Jake and Glo hadn’t intervened.

      Our conversation switched from Jake’s noggin to the usual on-the-surface nothing stuff we always chatted about. Office gossip, the silliness of the Y2K panic, 1990s fashions, the surprising spike in time tourism to Pompeii pre-Vesuvius blowing its top. No feelings, no probing each other’s hopes and dreams. My choice or Jake’s, I wasn’t sure, but except for an occasional question about my adjustment to life in Futureworld, we never went very deep.

      But tonight, a tension threaded his voice that heightened my own anxiety. He didn’t look at me as our vehicle glided along the streets of the west side, not even a glance. Something weighed on his mind. My brain raced. Did he have new intel on Oliver Bishop, the man who’d murdered my parents? My anxiety doubled. If he knew something, would Jake even share? He was a man who loved keeping secrets, particularly from me.

      I’d been able to piece together only a few details about Bishop. He’d worked for Time Scope in the early days, until he’d stolen a Kicker and fled into the past, where he’d killed my parents, for some reason that probably made perfect sense in his warped mind. He’d blasted them with a cack when we were out on a Sunday drive then went on his merry way, leaving six-year-old me in a burning car. I would’ve died if not for Jake. He’d been hunting for Bishop through time and had caught up to him too late to save my parents, but in the nick of time to rescue me.

      We reached my place, a grey, granite apartment building that stood thirty stories tall, nestled among dozens of other apartment towers of equal height and construction. The TCV slid sideways into a parking slot, restraints that looked like T-Rex claws clunked into place around the tires, and the doors popped open.

      The evening was cool for May, filled with the scents of Futureworld’s version of spring. Flowers, wet soil, and clean, pollution-free air, tinged with an almost antiseptic smell. Jake followed me inside my building. Unusual. The few times he’d given me a lift, he’d walked me to the front door, said see ya and left. Tonight, he seemed determined to take me all the way up. Not that there was any need for that kind of chivalry. After two years as a time cop, I was fully trained and could take out an attacking horde with my pinky.

      But I didn’t discourage him. I thought it a quaint, old-fashioned gesture. Reminded me of Sully a little.

      The elevator spit us out on the nineteenth floor. Overhead lights popped on as we walked down the tiled hallway. He didn’t say a word and my curiosity deepened. He must have news about Oliver Bishop. News he wanted to share, privately.

      I pressed my thumb to the keypad on my apartment door and heard the telltale click of the lock disengaging. I also heard the immediate meow of my Maine coon cat, Jenjen, from inside. Not a welcome home, human, I’ve missed you kind of meow. More like, get in here and feed me, two-legs, before I poop on your bed. Again. Jenjen had never forgiven me for that rocky trip through the Temporal Oscillator to bring him here from 2015. Ingrate.

      “Someone’s hungry,” I said.

      Jake grinned, giving me a fine show of his dimples. They softened his chiseled features, made him look like a real boy rather than one of those impossibly perfect androids in every sci-fi TV show or movie ever made. Made him look kind of vulnerable, and wicked nervous, too.

      “Before you go in,” he said, taking a deep breath. “There’s something I have to say.”

      I eyed him warily, my heart thumping for a different reason now. All that tension and long pauses weren’t about Bishop at all. This was about something else altogether. The thing he’d been dancing around since I’d met him. The thing I’d been dreading. Anticipating a little, too.

      “Beryl, I was thinking, maybe we could—” Inside my apartment, Jenjen meowed like a fiend then scratched the door as if digging a trench. Jake’s eyes narrowed in exasperation, and he raised his voice to be heard over the din. “Anyway, I was hoping, maybe if you have time… I thought maybe we could go to dinner. Maybe tomorrow night, maybe?”

      That was a whole lot of maybes. I’d think he didn’t want to go to dinner with me at all except I knew, had known from the beginning, that he definitely wanted more than dinner. He’d not only waited a decent interval for me to mourn for Sully, I suspected he’d waited to get beyond his own hurt as well. The mystery woman he would never talk about, the woman he’d loved and lost. I’d asked about her, more than once, and his only reply had been a terse, “It’s over. Long ago.”

      That nicked at me, the way he closed up. Wouldn’t even tell me her name. I only knew he’d been involved with someone, and something had ended it. Was he now ready to move forward? Was I? I still loved Sully and still hurt from losing him. Could I finally accept the fact that he was not only in the past, but he was my past and I had to move on?

      And if I could move on, did I want to do that moving on with Jake? Once, my answer would’ve been an emphatic no. Two years ago, I’d wanted nothing more than to kill him. To be fair, he’d set me up to make me want to kill him, to have to kill him or I’d be dead myself. All part of the test to prove I was time cop material. Back then, my fury toward Jake for tricking me had raged like the bitter winds of a nor’easter and I’d vowed to have nothing to do with him.

      Now? When I thought he might be dead back in Vermont, I’d panicked. Jake may be annoyingly secretive and kind of bossy, too, what with quoting Time Scope’s rules and regulations until I thought I’d upchuck, but I’d grown accustomed to his face. I liked him. He’d done so much for me. He’d saved my life. He was my mentor, teacher, the most upstanding guy I knew in any century. With the exception of Sully.

      But did any of that mean I wanted for us to be more than friends?

      Jake sighed. Heavily. “I’ll take this awkward silence to mean no.”

      “Yes. No,” I said, and his face fell. “I mean, no to tomorrow. I’m going bowling with Glo and Alice tomorrow night.”

      He cleared his throat. “What about Thursday?”

      “Can’t. I have a shift at the library, working the desk until we close.” When I wasn’t occupied bopping around in time saving history, I put in a few hours each week at the district’s west branch library. Becoming a librarian had been my life’s goal until I’d fallen into the time cop job, and Jake had made both of my careers happen. He’d made everything happen, even my tiny apartment and Jenjen’s journey to 2132.

      Beyond the door, the aforementioned cat shrieked, as if in danger of imminent starvation. Jake adopted a stoic look and nodded like my saying no to a date with him twice wasn’t a big deal.

      He turned to go when I heard myself say, “B-u-u-u-t… You didn’t ask about Friday.” He brightened. “I’m free Friday night. How about then?”

      He suddenly seemed two feet taller, and, oh my, the dimples. He really had a nice smile.

      “Great. Friday night. Great.” He suddenly leaned in, as if going for a kiss.

      Nope. The idea of kissing Jake was tantalizing, but also terrifying. A bridge too far. With a hurried “good night,” I skittered into my apartment, slamming the door shut behind me.

      Seeing me, Jenjen leapt up onto the kitchen counter and let out a howl that shook the windows. I wanted to howl too. Had I just done that? Accepted a date with Jake? When Sully still occupied a large portion of my head and heart?

      I knew I should put him behind me, firmly and completely, since I could never see him again. At least, I was determined to do my best not to run into him again. If Time Scope had read the temporal tea leaves right, Sully’s destiny was to die, saving me. Not clear how or when except it would happen sometime post-World War II. If I wanted him to live a long and healthy life—and oh, how I wanted that—I had to stay away from Sully for good.

      But that didn’t keep me from missing him.

      After I fed Jenjen so he wouldn’t die, I wandered across my apartment to look at the pictures I’d hung on the wall near my overstuffed bookcase. Not a long trip—my place was pretty small, even for a studio. I skirted the coffee table and the matching armchairs that Jake had arranged to be delivered when I’d moved in, homing in on one particular photo in an antique wooden frame. The only picture of Sully I had, taken at a nightclub in 1943, when I’d hung out with him and some of his men.

      I reached up and touched the glass over the black-and-white picture. I wore a cute, 1940s-style dress, Sully looked handsome in his uniform. I sat on his lap, and he had his strong arm firmly around my waist. I gazed at his rugged face, his thick hair cut short, granite jaw softened by the Cary Grant-style dimple in his chin, the happy smile that replaced his usual scowl, and my knees literally went weak.

      How could I get over him if just looking at his picture still did that to me?

      “Oh Sully, what am I going to do?” I knocked my forehead against the wall in frustration. Way too hard. “Ouch!”

      “Beryl Blue, are you injured?” my apartment’s Interface asked in a courteous, mildly curious voice. “Shall I call for medical assistance?”

      I answered with another maybe—if a trip to the ER could mend a broken heart.
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      The coffeemaker hissed and spit as my triple-synth latte gurgled from the machine into my cup with “So many books, so little time” written on the side. Glo had given me the cup for my birthday, or maybe Christmas. Or maybe both, seeing as how I was born on Christmas Eve, and she probably figured she could kill two birds with one stone. Ah, the woes of a December birthday baby.

      My coffee cup and I crossed the conference room to my usual spot at the long, polished table. I sank into my chair and plopped the mug in front of me, ready for the weekly security team’s department head briefing. Not that I headed up any departments. An honor I did not want, and Time Scope knew enough not to bestow. My presence at these meetings came down to my status, Special-with-a-capital-S.

      I took a sip of my triple-synth. Followed by my usual grimace of disappointment. The stuff tasted like caffeinated mud. It always tasted like caffeinated mud, so why did my taste buds hope this time it would be different? What did they expect from synthetic java? Coffee in Futureworld was as rationed as when I was kicking up my heels with Sully in 1943, thanks to the twin demons of crop blights and climate change. Just like back in the war years, a fast and furious black market sold real coffee at high prices, but no way would the penny-pinching Time Scope pony up the cash to buy some illegal brew for the staff.

      So, coffee lover me had to suck it up and drink brownish mud.

      I leaned back and picked up my commpad, a cross between a phone and a tablet that offered all the delights of the infoverse at the merest touch. I sipped warily while I scrolled through the myriad books on my device, mostly novels. There had been a lot of great books written in the century I’d lost when I jumped ahead to now and I diligently applied myself to catching up on them all.

      A colorful cover caught my eye, and I pulled up a romance called Party Girl, about a lively corporate party planner and her quest for love in the modern world. Imagine my surprise when I discovered that both real books and corporate party planners still existed in my new era. And that people still called women over the age of eighteen a “girl.”

      Jake breezed in precisely one minute before the meeting’s go time. He barely looked my way. The man could be as emotion-free as a robot when he wanted to be. Not me. My anxiety picked up and so did the nauseous nerves that had gyrated like a pole dancer in my belly since last night. Had I done the right thing saying yes?

      Glo settled in a chair next to me. “You ready to get your butt handed to you tonight?”

      I put my commpad aside. “What’s that?” I asked, beyond distracted.

      “Are you prepped to lose tonight? You know, bowling.”

      I laughed. Gloriana Evelyn Reid, director of the security department’s time cop team, was chill about most things but bowling. Well, any kind of game. A petite, light-skinned Black woman in her mid-thirties, with a toned, muscular body, angular jaw, and close-cut black hair, Glo was the most competitive player I’d ever met.

      Not that she had to work hard to beat me. I’d never bowled, so I didn’t know how. Especially not this century’s version of the game, all virtual reality, except for the grody shoes. I’d only been in a bowling alley once, way long ago, with my parents and another couple, a blonde and her date, a guy named Curly.

      Glo pulled a pair of pink reading glasses with a cat’s eye frame from her beige jumpsuit’s breast pocket and put them on. She swiped through a number of documents on her official, super-secure, industrial strength commpad, loaded with so many bells and whistles it made my device look like a burner phone in a cheesy spy movie.

      “Look at this bad hombre,” she said, tilting the screen toward me.

      A swirl of pixels rose from the screen and formed into a 3-D hologram of a cowboy, circa 1880, creased ten-gallon hat, bandana, handlebar mustache, chaps. Actually, what a dude from the twenty-second century thought an Old West cowboy looked like, but too clean to be authentic.

      “He’s running wild in New Mexico, in 1889,” Glo said. “I want him back. Do you want the job?”

      I weighed the pros and cons. Cons, horses. Not a fan, not even a little. I mean, beautiful creatures and all, but a city girl like me preferred her transportation to have a relatively stable place to sit and a seatbelt. Pros, I’d never been to New Mexico, and it was a sure bet they had real coffee back then.

      “Sure, sign me up.” She tapped a button and my commpad pinged as the mission info downloaded. I glanced at Jake, across the room, talking with Lu Diallo from the tech security team. Jake poured himself a cup of that triple-synth abomination. I looked back at Glo, still scanning through files. “Glo…” I lowered my voice to a whisper. “I’ve gotta tell you something. Jake asked me to dinner Friday night, and I said yes.” I ran my finger around the rim of my cup, fixated on the movement. “Am I doing the right thing?”

      She pulled off her glasses and gazed at me for a couple of years before answering. Felt that way, anyway. I squirmed under her stare.

      “Only you can decide that,” she said finally.

      My heart sank. That was the problem, I couldn’t decide.

      Glo picked up on my fears. “Just be sure you’re sure. Jake may act like he’s steel plated, but there’s a wounded guy in there, still trying to heal.”

      Something Jake and I had in common. “Tell me about her, Glo.” I dropped my voice so low Glo tipped toward me, straining to hear. "What happened? He looks like he’s taking a knife to the gut each time I even get close to the subject.”

      “Not a subject for here or now, Beryl.” She sat back in her chair and sighed. “Plus, it's complicated.”

      Really? The most evasive excuse ever devised by the gods of linguistics. Of all the phrases that should’ve gone the way of the dinosaur and basic cable by the year 2132, it’s complicated topped the list.

      I didn’t get a chance to grill her for more, because Director of Security Devon Soares bustled in, and the meeting began. A tall, barrel-chested man with thick and wavy chestnut hair like mine, only cut much shorter, Devon had golden brown skin and a nose so large even Cyrano de Bergerac’s eyes would pop. He wore the same style of beige jumpsuit as we all wore, the Time Scope required uniform. Not having to buy a work wardrobe gave me more money to spend on leisure clothes, but I sometimes missed getting gussied up for work.

      Devon got right to it. “Holmes.” He pinned a willowy young woman in his dark-eyed gaze. “Question. What are the three unshakeable rules of time travel?”

      Elspeth Holmes squirmed. “Uh, don’t threaten the timeline, don’t tell anyone about the future, and—”

      “Don’t call attention to yourself,” Devon snapped, finishing for her. “Your mission to stop a time runner in 1440 went well enough but be more alert next extraction. Especially if you’re in such an unenlightened time period. You were slow to punch the Kicker for your return. You could’ve been seen. Worse, you could’ve been caught and arrested on suspicion of witchcraft.”

      Holmes muttered an okay, sounding mortified by the reprimand. New on the job, she had no idea how easy Devon had been on her. His bellow hovered only a hitch above normal, not dialed up to eleven like with others he’d berated.

      Devon tapped his personal commpad, a giant thing as big and cumbersome as my first laptop. He squinted at the document that rose from the screen then glanced at me. Briefly. “Montpelier’s still in one piece, I see.”

      He moved on to the next report without another word. I held back a sigh. I wished Devon would yell at me like he did everyone else, but I doubted that would ever happen. He resented that Special-with-a-capital-S me had been dumped on him like an unwanted relative and had given me the cold shoulder since I’d come on board.

      While Devon went on to lambaste victim after victim, I pushed my cup of mud around and surveyed the conference room, looking everywhere but at Jake. A little too bright, a little too warm and stuffy, a few people nodding off, a boardroom like any other in any place throughout history. Except for the personal flight craft tooling by outside the twentieth-floor window. How those mini airplanes didn’t all bash into each other was anyone’s guess and an air traffic controller’s nightmare.

      Next to me, Glo stiffened. I followed her gaze through the glass windows into the hallway. Alice Ly hovered near the door. A slim woman of Vietnamese and German descent in her early forties, with shoulder-length brown hair, a straight fringe of bangs, and the only person worse at bowling than me, Alice bounced up and down like her feet were made of springs.

      She glanced at me then gestured to Glo, who excused herself and strode from the room, all calm waters and granite jaw set with resolve.

      I gripped my coffee cup so tight I thought it might shatter. As Director of Research and Information, Alice led a large staff who pored through historical events for any ripples or anomalies that might mean time tourists gone rogue or attempting to mess with the timeline. Including Oliver Bishop. Alice had been hunting for that time-traveling murderer’s temporal location since long before I’d come on board.

      “Don’t leave me hanging,” I whispered to Glo when she returned a few seconds later and took her seat. “Does Alice have a hit on Bishop?”

      Glo answered with an almost imperceptible head shake, leaving me to stew for the rest of the meeting. Alice remained in the hallway, fidgeting as much as I did.

      After Devon had chewed out his final victim, the meeting wrapped up and my colleagues hurried from the room, heading for fight training or extraction assignments.

      “Devon, wait,” Glo said as he hefted his commpad off the conference table and stood. “Jake, you too. Beryl, will you stay?”

      She had to ask? I wouldn’t budge if the place suddenly flooded and Noah’s ark was my only ride out of here. Devon sank into his chair again. Jake came up beside me and Alice bounded into the room, her expression radiating excitement.

      All eyes settled on Glo. “This goes nowhere, Devon. Not to corporate, not to the board. No one else can know.” She paused long enough for Devon to nod a reluctant okay. “Ms. Ly has made an interesting discovery,” Glo said, looking right at me.

      “You found Bishop? Where is he? What era? When do I go get him?”

      By that I meant, when did I get my chance to kill him. Funny, I never used to be this bloodthirsty. In fact, 2015 me had been a coward, afraid of heights, mice, and her own shadow. Not anymore. Once I’d found out about what Bishop had done, I’d set my mind on payback.

      “It’s not him, Beryl,” Glo said, quickly bursting my revenge bubble.

      She eyed Alice, who picked up the tale. “There’s this artifact, a suitcase, maybe two hundred years old.” She tapped a long fingernail to her commpad and a holographic image of a vintage, cream-colored, box-style suitcase swirled up from the screen. “It was found in a storage area of the Ballard Springs Public Library.”

      My Bishop fury fizzled, replaced with confusion and a lot of curiosity. The library in Ballard Springs? The library where I’d worked in 2015, in the town where I’d grown up. The town Jake and Glo’s test had taken me to. Where I’d met Sully. My mind reeled.

      “What’s inside?” Jake asked. Ever practical, that man.

      “They didn’t open it,” Alice said.

      Really? I would have had that thing opened in two seconds flat. Then again, patience was the least of my virtues.

      “Why not?” Devon demanded.

      “They’re waiting for permission from the owner.”

      I snorted a laugh. “Are they planning a séance to get in touch with them?”

      Both Alice and Glo stared at me and after a second, Jake did too. Glo got that uh, duh look on her face she always got when I should totally get the point. A point I usually missed by a mile.

      “What? Someone tell me, please.”

      Alice cleared her throat. She was the designated driver, apparently. “The person they’re looking for is you, Beryl. You own that suitcase.”
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      The puddle jumper slid into a docking bay at the Ballard Springs flightport an hour later. Jake, Alice, and I got off then rode an elevator down fifty-four flights to the ground floor of a building that hadn’t
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