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      Being dead isn’t always easy, but it doesn’t give anyone the right to eat all the cheesy snacks. Not even my boyfriend, Caiyan McGregor, a sexy, rakish Scot, who’s presumed dead.

      I’m Jennifer Cloud, a transporter for the World Travel Federation, WTF for short. I travel back in time to thwart bad guys from screwing up the past. OK, I don’t actually do the thwarting, but I bring them back to the present to serve time for their bad behavior.

      As a defender for the WTF, Caiyan was the one who did the thwarting. Anyhooo…he’s not really dead. Our worst enemies, the Mafusos, an evil family of time-traveling brigands, assumed he was killed in 1863 in the height of the Civil War. The WTF took advantage of the Mafusos’ assumptions and classified him MIA.

      Currently, he’s living at a safe house, a.k.a. my house, a two-story townhouse I rent from my parents who left me for an over-fifty community and a golf course.

      With help from a roommate, my cousin Gertie, I manage to make the rent and have money left over for decent wine.

      I parked my car under the carport to my townhouse and drug my tired, pushing-thirty body through the back gate. My small backyard, which Better Homes and Gardens would deem country chic, held a patch of grass, an aged oak, a rusted-out grill, and my time-travel vessel.

      Not your typical way to travel to the past. I time-jump in an outhouse. A rickety two-seater I inherited from my great-aunt Elma Jean Cloud.

      I passed my outhouse tucked back into a corner of the garden and prepared myself for the chaos ahead. My house wasn’t crowded until Victory, a time traveler who had also returned from Gettysburg, needed a place to live. And me, having a brief sense of generosity, offered her my brother’s old room.

      Then…she gave birth to twins.

      “Hellooo.” I stood in the small eating nook staring at the empty, quiet kitchen. On my right, the den opened to a living room, and I had a visual to the front entry. No signs of human life anywhere. Yippee!

      Across the den, Smokey, or as I refer to him, Attack Cat, stretched out on the back of the sofa. His gray body ran the length of one cushion. He squinted at me in warning.

      I checked my watch and looked up at the cat. “The twins still napping?”

      The cat answered with a swish of his tail. My day job working at my brother Eli’s chiropractic office had been hellish, and I was happy for the alone time.

      I dumped my new hot-pink Kate Spade purse on the table, a reminder of the good things that came from Victory’s share of the rent. As I made my way to the refrigerator, water began running in the upstairs shower. Caiyan. He’d most likely returned from his daily jog around the neighborhood, and two-mile swim in the freezing community pool. The guy insisted he needed the training. He always wore a disguise. Sometimes I didn’t even recognize him.

      The thought of my Scot, naked, water sluicing over his perfect abs, made me pause, consider switching out the bottle of cola for the can of whip cream, and joining him upstairs. But the precious gem of having me-time won.

      I poured myself a Coke and added a splash of Jack. I tucked a bag of cheesy puffs in the crook of my arm and tiptoed into the den. I placed my Coke laced with my second favorite man on the table next to me, settled into my comfy chair, and reveled in my good fortune of an entire bag of cheesy puffs to myself.

      The fireplace in the corner of the den gave off just enough heat to cozy up the room against the dreary March day. I propped my legs on the ottoman and enjoyed the crackling and popping and much-needed quiet.

      Opening the snacks without crinkling the bag, I slipped a cheese-coated puff of heaven between my lips and pushed it inside with the tip of my finger. The crunch echoed, and Attack Cat raised his head, giving me another slitty-eyed evil cat glare.

      “I’m chewing.” I narrowed my eyes at the cat. The twins had bat-like hearing and woke at the slightest noise, not to mention Caiyan. Seems his attraction to cheesy puffs rivaled his attraction to me.

      I had just taken the first sip of my Jacked-up Coke when the front door burst open, and Gertie rushed in.

      “Oh my god, turn on the TV!” She slammed the door behind her, and I heard a tiny wail from the bedroom across the hall.

      Damn. I stuffed another cheesy puff in my mouth.

      “Jen, you’ve gotta see this.” She headed toward the TV, red hair jiggling in a messy bun on top of her head, headphones dangling around her neck. She grabbed the remote control before I could finish crunching.

      “What’s the matter?”

      A frantic Gertie fumbled through the apps on my smart TV. She clicked on a national news app and scrolled through the episodes the same way she played the five-star slots at Harrods.

      “I saw this on social media while I was out for my afternoon walk. I can’t friggin’ believe it!”

      Victory entered the room carrying a fussy baby in a blue onesie. A bright yellow, double twist turban headband thingy held her tight black curls back from her face. “Hey, y’all.”

      Gertie gave her an apologetic glance. “Sorry about slamming the door.”

      “No problem, it’s time to feed this little guy anyway.” She took the squawking baby into the kitchen.

      Caiyan came down the stairs, avoiding the second to last squeaky tread. Fresh out of the shower, his dark hair curled around the nape of his neck in a wet frenzy of sex appeal. My girl parts tingled, and I had to admit living with him had its perks.

      “Jen, I didnae know ye were home.” He stopped next to my chair.

      I turned my face up for a kiss. He complied, then stuck his hand into my bag of cheesy snacks and came out with a fistful. “What’s all the fuss aboot?”

      “You’ll see.” Gertie clicked play on a breaking news story. She moved back and sat on the couch.

      Caiyan propped a hip on the arm of my chair and ate a few of the snacks. The picture enlarged to reveal Ace, a fellow transporter for the WTF, handcuffed and hauled toward a police car with lights flashing.

      “Weel fuck.” Caiyan’s hand tightened around the cheesy snacks, threatening death by clenched fist.

      Victory carried the baby into the room and sat in the rocking chair, bottle in hand. She squinted at the TV.

      “Is that Ace?”

      The camera zoomed in on Ace. “Watch the jacket, doll, it’s Balmain.”

      The male officer grabbed a handful of expensive silk and shoved Ace into the squad car.

      I gasped, my mouth hinged open. “Holy crapola. What did Ace do?”

      “Turn it up.” Caiyan motioned to Gertie, then dumped the rest of the snacks into his mouth, crunching with such force I thought he’d crack a crown.

      Gertie increased the volume. A female reporter with expertly applied makeup interviewed a doughy man wearing an I-Heart-New York t-shirt.

      “Tell me what you saw Mr…”

      The man leaned in. “Whiteheadd. That’s spelled with two d’s on the end.”

      “OK, Mr. Whiteheadd, explain to us what happened.” She pushed the microphone at him.

      He blinked a few times at the camera.

      “I seent it. Me and the wife were gettin’ one of them ji-ros in Central Park.”

      “The word is pronounced yee-roh dear, it’s Greek.” The camera zoomed out and included a woman with thick glasses and a florescent green track suit.

      “Whoa.” Victory did a double take at the flatscreen. “That woman needs a stylist.”

      “Over yonder.” The man pointed toward a large tree.

      “Ace’s favorite landing spot.” The words spilled out before I could stop them.

      “Are ye shitting me?” Caiyan stood, glaring at me and then back at the TV.

      “He was comin’ out of that there photo booth.” Mr. Whiteheadd thumbed over his shoulder at the photo booth.

      A collective gasp sucked air from the room.

      “I can’t believe Ace was…seen.” Victory looked over at me. Her shocked face changed quickly to resentment. The WTF refused to let her work for them until she proved her loyalty.

      “He’s careful.” I tried to support Ace, but I knew better. He screwed up on a regular basis, and often included me in the fallout.

      “And why was this strange, Mr. Whiteheadd?” The reporter moved back into view.

      “First off.” The wife grabbed the microphone out of the reporter’s hand. “There wasn’t no photo booth in that spot. It just dang popped out of thin air. Then that man got out and strutted about like nobody’s business. Seen it clear as a summer day.” She hiked a thumb at her husband. “I told him, and he brushed me off, said I was seeing things.”

      “Did you follow the man?” The reporter asked off camera, but her thin arm snaked into the picture and snatched the microphone away from the wife.

      “Oh,” the wife paused a beat at the sudden loss of her mic. “For goodness’ sakes no. We had one of them hop-on bus tours. After the tour, we returned because my hubby was hungry, and he wanted another gyro. And that photo booth was still there.”

      “What happened next?” the reporter asked.

      “Yeah, what happened ye idiot?” Caiyan growled under his breath.

      “Since the only park bench was taken, she got inside the photo booth to eat her…GUY-ro.” Mr. Whiteheadd smiled at his new-found pronunciation. “The photo booth had an out of order sign on it. I got out my phone to take one a ’em Tick-Tock’s ’cuz the wifey’s an influencer, got her own channel. The guy passed right by me. He smelled like one of them.”

      “One of, who?” The reporter shot the camera a mortified, but perfectly mascaraed look.

      “One of them aliens, that’s what we’re talking ’bout, ain’t it?”

      “Mr. Whiteheadd, why do you think that man is an alien?”

      “’Cuz he barely stepped in the booth, saw me, yanked the curtain closed, and poof! He vanished.”

      “With Mrs. Whiteheadd inside?” the reporter asked.

      “Yep…she was gone.” The man held up his phone. “And I got it right here on video.”

      Holy shitbuckets!
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      The newscast broke and played a short advertisement. Silence filtered through the den, everyone processing the ramifications of a time traveler seen by a NAT. Or, what the WTF referred to as Not A Traveler.

      “Jake’s not going to be happy about Ace breaking the rules.” Gertie fiddled with the cord of her headphones.

      “Breaking the rules?” Victory shot an unbelievable glare at Gertie. “Allowing a civilian to see your vessel materialize during a lateral travel calls for permanent grounding, right?”

      I shushed Victory without an answer when the big dope started speaking again.

      “I called the po-lice.” Mr. Whiteheadd looked directly at the camera. “One of ’em horse-cops came, and I told him the alien stole my wife. He got off his horse to investigate.”

      A collective moan echoed around the living room.

      “A few minutes later the photo booth appeared again. Damn thing nearly landed on top of me.” Mr. Whiteheadd slid a sideways glance at his wife.

      “Language, babe. You’re on television,” the wife chimed in. “He was a nice alien. Smelled good, too. As soon as he realized I was sitting next to him, he brought me back. No anal probing or anything of the sort.” She looked almost upset about the lack of alien contact.

      “Shite! The bugger’s gone and gotten himself videoed. The idiot shouldnae landed in the open.” Caiyan paced beside my chair. His clenched jaw made tiny indentions in the side of his face and reminded me why the WTF considered him a deadly weapon.

      “He’s landed there dozens of times with no problems.” I waved my hand at the TV, trying to make light of the situation. “Ace believes people don’t see what they don’t want to see.”

      “If there wasn’t a video, no one would believe it.” Victory added fuel to the Scottish fire burning beside me.

      “A good Samaritan alien brought your wife back?” The reporter’s tone dripped with syrupy sweet sarcasm.

      “Yeah, let’s face it, she’s a bit on the demanding side, just like her mother. Sorry, hon.” The man beamed a wide, cherry-cheeked grin at the camera. “He shoved her out of the booth, but my wife gotta hold of the alien’s arm. She’s the three-time champion in the hog-tying contest back home in Arkansas.”

      The reporter had no words, but her expression shouted inconceivable.

      “Cripes, cannae that guy stay oot of trouble for one day?” Caiyan rubbed his post-house-arrest beard and little specs of cheesy dust clung to the scruff.

      Mr. Whiteheadd continued, “She held on to that ET until I could tackle him. He was a fussin’ and a fightin’, but I helped hold him down until that horse officer could zap him with his stun gun. Between the three of us, we got that sucker.”

      The reporter tilted the mic at Mrs. Whiteheadd. “Is there anything else you’d like to tell us?”

      I balanced on the edge of my seat. My back ached from leaning forward watching our secret exposed to the public.

      Mrs. Whiteheadd smiled triumphantly, nodding her head. “He’s got parts like a real man, ’cuz I kicked him in the—”

      The reporter quickly interrupted, and the camera swooped away from the Whiteheadds and focused on Ace’s photo booth in the background being forklifted onto a flatbed.

      “There you have it, folks, the first alien sighting this year, right here in Central Park. The photo booth and the alien are pending further investigation. Stay tuned to WNYC for updates. I’m Janice Joplin filling in for Ineda Mendez…”

      Gertie turned off the TV.

      I downed my drink, hoping the whiskey would fill my veins with the fortitude to help Ace. I stood and checked Caiyan’s mood. He wore a mad scowl sprinkled with cheesy dust. I pointed to my chin.

      Caiyan swiped a hand across his scraggly beard and mumbled something in Gaelic I was sure were curse words.

      “We should go to the jail and give Ace some support.” I turned to retrieve my purse from the kitchen table. “Or break him out.”

      “No.” Caiyan grabbed my wrist. “Ye cannae go to the jail. Ace was identified, and more than one person saw his vessel. Cripes, the guy has it on video. If the authorities dinnae confiscate it, the dumbshit weel post it on YouTube.”

      “But it’s Ace.” I pulled away. The stone-cold stare Caiyan sent me practically screamed, You’re a transporter. I’m a defender. I make the decisions.

      “He shouldnae landed in such a public place. In the middle of the day, for fuck’s sake.”

      “I’m calling Jake. Ace needs us. We have to do something.”

      “Sunshine, yer too late.”

      “Caiyan’s right. Do you know how many fanatics are out there waiting for an alien sighting?” Gertie put the remote on the coffee table. “The Pentagon has a task force.”

      “You’re kidding?” Victory piped up from her position feeding little Thomas in the rocker. The baby made happy suckling sounds, and somewhere deep inside my gut, a clock chimed and one of my ovaries cried out for me to do something before it was too late.

      “It’s true. The task force is legit.” Gertie nodded toward Victory while I ignored my whining ovary.

      “When did this originally air?” Caiyan asked Gertie.

      “I don’t know, maybe earlier this afternoon.”

      “I agree with Caiyan, we should ask Agent McCoy if he knows anything before we expose ourselves.” Victory placed the baby on her shoulder and gave him a few taps on the back.

      Who did she think she was, adding her opinion? She wasn’t a member of the WTF. She hadn’t proven her loyalty to our organization. I sent her an irritated scowl, but she wasn’t looking at me. The baby gave a tiny burp, which turned my scowl into an ahh-gee, super cute.

      A shrill cry came from the bedroom. Victory sighed and moved little Thomas to her lap. “Looks like your sister is up from her nap.”

      “I’ll get her.” Caiyan moved toward the cry escalating into an all-out wail.

      “You?” I asked in disbelief, my tone a little more spiteful than I intended. “You’re getting the baby?” Whenever I mentioned kids, not that it was discussed often, Caiyan practically ran out of the room. Now, he was playing super uncle instead of rescuing Ace. He was the one who could open locks with his bare hands. He was the one who ran around acting like a modern-day Robin Hood. And he was the one who preached we take care of our own.

      “No, I’ll go,” Victory said. “This one needs a change, and it sounds like Jennifer could use your help.” She stood, baby in tow, and left the room to do whatever moms do with babies.

      Caiyan shifted his eyes back to me. The emerald-green irises lit under his dark hair, overdue for a cut. His mouth held firm, confident. “Yer naugh going.”

      I turned away from Caiyan. I wasn’t stupid, but I was stubborn. “I’ll phone Jake first, let him know I’m going to help Ace.” I grabbed my phone from the side table, ignoring those green lasers burning a hole in my back, and called Jake. No answer.

      “He’s probably busy dealing with the media.” I chewed on my lip, running over different rescue scenarios in my head.

      Caiyan grimaced, then sat down in my comfy chair and commandeered my bag of cheesy puffs.

      Frowning at him despite wanting to remove the fresh puff dust from his lips with my tongue, I sat down next to Gertie and scrolled through my Twitter feed, searching for more news about Ace, the alien sighting, or Arkansanians on acid.

      My cell dinged and all heads turned my direction. “It’s Jake.”

      Gertie leaned in to read over my shoulder. “Does he know anything?”

      I tapped open his text and read it out loud. “If you saw Ace’s debacle, I’m on it. You stay away. That’s an order. And don’t send Gertie either.”

      I huffed. “As if I wouldn’t follow orders.”

      Gertie and Caiyan stared at me, mouths open.

      “Fine.” I eyed the bag of cheesy puffs in Caiyan’s hand.

      “Maybe Agent McCoy weel have more news for ye later tonight.” Caiyan upended the bag into his mouth and the last of the cheesy puffs waved good-bye.
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      “You skipped sixteen.”

      “What?” I blinked, then focused on the chubby woman in front of me. In desperation to finish my work, my mind wandered from the monotony of my job to Ace’s predicament. With no word from Jake, I imagined the turmoil Ace’s very public arrest would cause the WTF, not to mention the increase in my job responsibilities.

      “You were counting my reps, and you skipped sixteen.” The woman’s words poke-checked me back into reality.

      We sat on identical blue exercise balls. She gripped red straps connected to pulleys bolted on the wall and chugged along with alternating boxer thrusts.

      “What?” I bounced on my ball, shaking my head to clear the thoughts that dragged me away from my day job as a chiropractic assistant.

      “You’re supposed to be counting.” She huffed the words with each thrust. Her eyes narrowed. Identical slits lost in her red and sweaty face.

      “Oh, sorry. I thought you were counting.” I glanced down at the chart secured to a clipboard on my lap and read the patient’s name printed on the top line. “Er…Mrs. Woods.”

      “It’s Darma. Mrs. Woods is my mother-in-law.” Her voice more huff than words.

      “The counting’s your job.” She let the pulleys retract to the wall with a slam.

      “Sorry, Darma. Where were we?”

      “I was on sixteen, but you skipped to twenty. You shorted me four reps.”

      “Think of it as a shortcut.” I glanced at my watch. Almost done for the day, then it was home to my crowded townhouse. The thought made me crave the leftover Boston crème donuts I brought this morning for the office.

      “I’d love to, but my husband’s been making eyes at the outfielder on our church softball team. I have to rehab this shoulder so I can start pitching again. Sporty women turn him on, so pay attention.” She grabbed the pulleys.

      Would my boyfriend prefer the sporty type? Did athletic women turn Caiyan on?

      “I’m ready.” Darma shot me a get with the program glare.

      I pushed aside thoughts about Caiyan’s preferences in the bedroom and jerked upright from my slouchy position to concentrate on the counting. The ball made a squeak and shot out from under me. I landed on my ass with a hard thunk, and the clipboard flew somewhere behind me.

      “Dang, are you all right?” Darma’s unibrow rose toward her hairline, making a dark, fuzzy arch over her eyes.

      “Fine.” I rubbed my backside and retrieved the ball, ignoring the snickers from other staff members. This klutzy embarrassment wasn’t new to me. I placed it back in the rack, bent over, and picked up the clipboard. My donut craving increased tenfold. “Tell you what. Dr. Cloud’s tied up in a meeting.” I lowered my voice so only Darma could hear me. “If you complete ten more reps, we can see if there are any donuts left in the breakroom.”

      Darma finished her session in record time, and we ducked into the breakroom. We sat at the table munching on the last of the Boston crèmes, and she revealed how she injured her shoulder doing a mud run.

      “I hate doing these sports, but my Bobby, he loves them.” She wiped chocolate from her mouth with the back of her hand. “I’d rather stay at home and watch Netflix.”

      “Don’t you think you should tell your husband how much you hate doing these physical activities?” I took a large bite and savored the chocolate icing as it melted in my mouth. For a moment, I forgot all the chaos brewing at home. I chewed and pointed out the obvious. “I mean, you injured your shoulder doing these sports for him.”

      “No can do.” She shook her head steadily. “He’d leave me, I’m sure of it.”

      I pondered the idea. What if I told Caiyan I wasn’t going to time travel? He’d probably be thrilled. Who was I kidding? I loved visiting the past, regardless of the risk involved. The thought of all the adventures I shared with Caiyan and Marco caused my palms to get all sweaty and my heart skipped around inside my chest. Marco…there was another complication to my relationship with Caiyan.

      After Caiyan went MIA, Marco Ferrari became my defender. A six-foot-three hardbody who raced cars during the off-cycle and drew women like moths to a floodlight. The thought of his gorgeous smile sent a tingle to my Southern Hemisphere.

      “Do you have a boyfriend?” Darma asked.

      I gave a noncommittal nod.

      Footsteps scuffed down the hallway. Darma’s eyes grew wide as Eli walked by. I could almost hear the screech of his leather loafers as he made a quick U-turn. I froze, a half-eaten Boston crème in my hand.

      Darma leaped up from the table and tossed the last half of her donut in the trash. “I thought he was in a meeting?” She spat the words at me in a scary, demonic possession-like tone.

      Eli entered the breakroom. His blue eyes scanned the room, stopped on the almost empty box of donuts, then focused on me.

      “Jen, you’re not actually sitting in here with a patient, eating donuts. Please tell me I’m hallucinating.”

      “You’re hallucinating?” A blob of crème dropped from my donut, rolled down the front of my bright pink scrub top, and settled on the leg of my pants.

      Eli adjusted his glasses and placed his hands on his hips. A perfectly knotted tie hung against his crisp white dress shirt. Clark Kent’s meeting ended early. “Mrs. Woods, how am I going to release you to play softball if you keep skipping your exercises?”

      “Oh no, Dr. Cloud, I finished all of my exercises. Jen was just telling me she wasn’t happy with her boyfriend, and I was giving her some advice.”

      “You were?” Eli shot me a concerned look over Darma’s head.

      I shrugged and took one for the team.

      Darma pointed her finger at me. “Oh yes, it’s obvious she isn’t in a good relationship. She has dark circles under her eyes, her balance is off, and she can’t concentrate. These are sure signs there are problems in Loveland.”

      I squinted at the mirror on the wall next to me. I didn’t think I had dark circles under my eyes.

      “Darma, why don’t I have Paulina fix you a green smoothie with fresh spinach and kale for your ride home?” Eli motioned toward the front of the clinic, where a small kiosk offered healthier options than the break room refrigerator.

      “That’s a great idea, Dr. Cloud.” Darma turned toward me. “Good luck with your boyfriend.”

      Eli escorted Darma out of the breakroom and mouthed “get back to work” at me.

      I crammed the last of my donut into my mouth, scooped up the runaway dollop, and licked it off my finger. If only my life was as sweet as the creamy concoction hiding inside the Boston crème. I wiped away the crème remnants with a paper towel, but the evidence lingered by way of a dark stain.

      Was I happy in my relationship with Caiyan? It wasn’t easy being a chiropractic assistant by day and a transporter for the World Travel Federation during the full moon cycle. Werewolves had my complete sympathy.

      Done with patients for the day, I moved toward the now-empty therapy room and began my daily closing routine of disinfecting the plinths and equipment. I was on my hands and knees wiping down a balance board when a pair of brown shoes stopped in front of me. I stood, and Eli balanced a hip against the plinth across from me.

      “You’re keeping track of Darma’s exercises, right?”

      I checked the corners of the room for any recently installed cameras. “Absolutely.”

      “I didn’t want to say anything in front of the patient, but you’ve had your head in the clouds lately.” He held back the lecture I knew was coming and waited for my response.

      “Not hard to do since I’m a Cloud.” The play on our last name caused his lips to twitch in an almost smile.

      “You know what I mean. Are you having problems with Caiyan?”

      Geesh. I was hoping for a lecture on my lack of work ethic, not a deep convo on my love life. When Eli discovered he had the gift of time travel, we bonded in ways I never imagined. He chose not to travel. Fine by me. The time travel was dangerous, and sometimes my life was on the line. I didn’t want to worry about him. The WTF didn’t know he had a vessel, and they were more than happy to use his special healing abilities when one of our travelers was injured.

      “I’m fine.” I picked up a hand weight off the floor, wiped it down, and replaced it on the dumbbell rack.

      “Darma’s right, you have dark circles under your eyes, which I’d like to attribute to sleepless nights with the guy of your dreams, but it’s been months. You should have settled into a routine by now.”

      “It’s not Caiyan,” I admitted. “Not exactly.” Gertie, and her Australian boyfriend Brodie, also a defender for the WTF, were to blame for some of my sleepless nights. He stayed over often, and they made noise, mostly the headboard knocking against the wall kind of noise.

      “What then?” Eli asked.

      The fights between Caiyan and me were getting worse. This morning, the argument was over pot coffee versus Keurig, and why didn’t I have one, and why I didn’t want to order one on Amazon. He obviously preferred convenience over taste. I was also worried about Ace. I couldn’t tell Eli that Ace got arrested. It was classified. Then there were the twins. I fiddled with the ruby ring Caiyan had given me.

      “You’re going to bruise if you keep twisting that ring. What’s going on?”

      I dropped my hands to my sides. “There are so many people living at my house. I’m not sleeping much because Gertie and Brodie are always, you know. Caiyan is there, but he’s not happy living like a prisoner. Then there’s Cousin Darryl, who drops in all the time. Did you know he and Gertie have a vlog?”

      “A vlog?”

      “Yeah, it’s called The History Behind the Old Stuff. They research some of the quirky antiques Darryl finds when he’s junking, and Gertie explains the use and history associated with the piece. They call themselves the History Junkies.”

      “That’s kinda cool.”

      “Yeah, except they record at the house, so two hours on Saturday, I have to tiptoe around so I don’t interrupt the recording, and that’s in addition to the quiet zone for Victory’s babies.”

      “I imagine two babies at the house is hard for you.”

      “All that spit-up and poop. I don’t know how Victory takes care of them. She doesn’t have any family, and I can’t ask her to move out by herself. She needs our help.”

      “I’m impressed. You never really took to watching children. Remember the time you babysat the neighbor’s four-year-old twins, and they braided your hair to the kitchen chair?” He began to chuckle. “Funniest thing I’ve ever seen was you coming through the door carrying the chair behind you.”

      “Yeah, super funny.” My shoulders slumped, and Eli eyed me only the way a chiropractor would when someone’s spine was in jeopardy. I straightened, gaining a pleased expression from Eli.

      “When Caiyan returns to duty, things will go back to normal,” Eli said.

      “As if that’s going to happen anytime soon. His assets are frozen. Jake isn’t allowed to give him any money because he’s classified as a missing person, and they don’t want a trail. And…I probably shouldn’t have told you that. It’s classified.” Along with most of my life.

      “What is the WTF doing about it?

      “Nothing. Waiting for the Mafusos to make a move.” I sprayed a cleaning cloth with disinfectant and wiped down the nearest plinth. “Honestly, sometimes I want to call up Mahlia Mafuso and tell her Caiyan is alive and weel.” I mocked Caiyan’s Scottish brogue and got a smile from Eli.

      “Probably not a good idea if you want to keep your moonlighting job and your boyfriend.”

      Nodding, I wiped down another plinth. Eli was right. Mahlia was the only female transporter for the Mafusos, and once upon a time, before Caiyan met me, they had a fling. She would love to get her claws in my Scot. After he left her at the altar, I was sure he made her top ten, shoot-to-kill list.

      “I hope the Mafusos act soon so we can have a life. I mean, how am I supposed to marry a dead guy?”

      “Did he ask you to marry him?” Eli’s eyebrows curved upward.

      “No. But he told me he would…one day.”

      “Is there a reason he’s not committing?”

      “I might be dragging my feet a little bit.” I furiously wiped at one of the machines. “You know…saying the words.”

      Eli exhaled a long slow breath. “Quit micro-analyzing everything. Unless there’s something or someone holding you back, you need to work that out first. If not, tell him how you feel. That is, if you love him.”

      “Who are you, Maya Angelou?”

      “If only I lived by half of her words, I might have a wife by now.”

      My head snapped up. What was this? My smarty-pants jock brother wanted a steady someone. “Really?”

      “I’m not opposed to the idea of having a family.” Eli took the cleaner and rag from me. “Why don’t you take off early today? I’ll help the girls clean the rooms and close up. Maybe I can watch the twins this weekend, and you and Victory can go do girl stuff.”

      “You’d babysit?”

      “Sure, I love kids. It would give you two a chance to get to know each other better.”

      A small twinge pinched my gut. Victory was super protective over Caiyan. They grew up together before my aunt Elma hid Victory in the eighteen-hundreds. A girl’s outing could be fun, and she might quit giving me the evil eye every time Caiyan disagreed with me.

      “Thanks.”

      “What are big brothers for?” His dimple cut deep into his left cheek, and I gave him a sisterly side hug.

      “Don’t forget. My ‘Chronic Fatigue Syndrome’ will be flaring up tomorrow.”

      Eli’s face became solemn. “Be careful, ’K?”

      “Always. Besides, Jake is ordering the transporters to stay on base unless summoned.” I mimicked Jake’s voice of authority on the word summoned, and Eli chuckled.

      “Good. I won’t worry about you lecturing King Henry VIII on women’s rights.” He waved me off and finished wiping down the plinth.

      I walked to the break room, wrapped the last chocolate-covered donut in a paper towel, retrieved my purse, and slipped it inside, just in case.
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      I arrived home to a quiet house. Based on the time of day, the twins were down for their naps. I dropped my purse on the kitchen table and tiptoed to the refrigerator. A quick snack, and then I would join the twins for much-needed nap time. The donut in my purse didn’t make it past the first intersection on my drive home.

      The refrigerator bathed me in a comforting warm light, and I blinked twice at its contents. Rows of plastic bottles filled with brightly colored liquids lined the shelves. Where was the chocolate milk? Or the leftover pizza, or the containers of yogurt I ate for breakfast every morning, or my sanity?

      Victory entered the kitchen with little Elma secured in a pink onesie and balanced on her right hip. Victory named one of her twins after my great-aunt Elma because although Victory initially thought Elma banished her to the 1800s, she later found out it was to save her from the Mafusos.

      “It’s juice.” Victory reached around me to grab a bottle of formula.

      “What do you mean, juice?”

      “Gertie’s on a juice cleanse. She drinks one of those bottles every three hours.”

      I cringed. Gertie on another one of her crazy diets that made her hangry. Hungry and angry twisted together created a very unhappy Gertie.

      “I tried one of the orange ones. They’re not bad.” Victory shifted little Elma to the opposite hip.

      I waved a hand at the otherwise empty shelves. “I went to the grocery store three days ago. Where did it all go?”

      “When you’ve got six people, sometimes seven when Brodie is here, and eight when Darryl stops by, not to mention Ragina, too, the food doesn’t last as long.” Victory placed the bottle in a nifty warming gadget.

      I closed the refrigerator door with a hard thunk. Ragina was my high school nemesis and presently shared space with my cousin Darryl who resided in the adjoining townhouse next door. My cozy townhouse had become not only crowded but a soup kitchen for anyone who stopped by, leaving my refrigerator empty.

      “Do you mind holding the baby for a second?” She held out the bundle of pink, and I took her like a fragile china teapot.

      Little Elma gurgled up at me and batted glorious dark eyelashes. Pink bows tied in her wisps of brown hair moved in unison as she reached out a chubby hand and snagged the titanium chain I wore. The chain that held my precious key. I untangled her hand and tucked the chain under my scrub top.

      Victory messed with the controls on the warming thingy while I balanced Elma and searched the cupboards for anything resembling food.

      “I was wondering if you wanted to go shopping with me this weekend?” I asked Victory, coming up empty-handed and moved toward the pantry.

      “Really?” Victory’s face lit up and then fell. “I don’t know. It’s hard with the twins.”

      “Eli offered to watch them.”

      A wave of concern washed across her face.

      “Don’t worry, he’s great with kids, and he’s probably recruiting my mom to help him.” I moved Elma to my other hip and examined the contents of the pantry for potential lunch. Nada.

      “Sounds great. I’d love to buy a new pair of san…” Victory’s voice caught. “Did you smell that?”

      “Smell what?” I paused my food search to sniff the air.

      “Roses.”

      I did a quick scan around—no vases of fresh flowers. I smelled the baby. She smelled like baby.

      “No.” I bounced the baby like I had seen Victory do. Little Elma’s angelic face smiled up at me adoringly then grasped a strand of my hair and pulled like Wonder Woman retracting her magic lasso.

      Victory cocked her head. “I get a whiff occasionally. I’m not sure what it means. I haven’t had any visions since the babies were born.”

      “Maybe your hormones are resetting themselves.” It sounded like a plausible reason to me.

      She twisted her lips to the side. “That would be awesome. I’d love to have my pre-baby body back.

      I tried hard not to comment on the slim figure in front of me. My stomach grumbled and moved my thoughts in another direction. “I should have driven through one of the fast-food restaurants I passed on the way home.”

      “Can we order takeout?” Victory looked hopeful. Ever since she returned from the past, fast food, drive-throughs, and Uber Eats amazed her. “How about that Thai restaurant?”

      “Sure, I’ll ask Caiyan if he wants anything, then place the order.”

      “He’s upstairs with Thomas.”

      I stared at her for a long minute. Caiyan never took care of the babies, and now in the last two days, he’s been hands-on.

      She shrugged. “He offered.” Victory removed the bottle and tested it on her wrist.

      My phone rang out the theme from Batman from inside my scrubs pocket. Little Elma performed a backbend trying to locate the source of the jingle.

      “No ya don’t.” I scooped her back into a sitting position.

      “Come to Mama so Auntie Jen can answer her phone.” Victory took little Elma from me.

      I retrieved the phone and saw Jake’s photo on the screen. I hoped he had news of Ace.

      “Are you alone?” Jake’s voice echoed on the line. My boss and former boyfriend, Jake McCoy, calling me at home meant something was up. He rarely called anymore since he began dating his current girlfriend, unless it was about work.

      “Not exactly.”

      “Well, get alone. I’ve got news, and I need to run it by you.”

      I pointed to my phone. “It’s the cable guy,” I told Victory.

      One of her magnificent dark eyebrows arched in my direction. I wondered if she had a vision of Jake on the other end of the line. Victory’s gift of second sight made me feel like a Peeping Tom peeked into the window of my life.

      Little Elma made a coo noise when she spotted the bottle and distracted Victory long enough for me to slip away.

      I moved to the den. Brodie sat on the couch, thumbing through his phone. He must have come in the front door because he wasn’t there five minutes ago.

      “Hey, mate.” He looked up when I moved into the room and flashed his million-dollar smile. His Keith Urban vibe, complete with leather bracelets and razor-cut shoulder-length brown hair, worked for him. “I’m waiting on Gertie. We’re going to take in a movie tonight.”

      I waggled the phone. “My mom. I’ll take it in the foyer.”

      On my way to the stairs, the front door swung open. “Hidey-ho neighbor.” Darryl waltzed inside. His cowboy boots scuffed against the tile floor, and he closed the door behind him. Didn’t anyone remember to lock the door? My cousin Darryl hadn’t lived in the city for long. Prior to moving in next door, Darryl thought trailer parks should be pot friendly and have a waterslide.

      “Hi.” I pointed to the phone at my ear. “It’s my dentist.”

      Darryl made a painful face.

      “Go on in. I’ll take it upstairs.”

      I told Jake to hang on a second and took the stairs two at a time. I turned into my bedroom and stopped short at the situation in front of me. Caiyan’s grandfather’s old and dusty journals took up every inch of space on my dresser, designer floral print chair, and matching footstool. Dirty socks balled up on the floor next to Caiyan’s running shoes, and the blond wig he wore during his daily five-mile jogs hung on my Ralph Lauren lampshade.

      Caiyan lay spread out across my bed wearing running shorts and nothing else. A lightened area under his collarbone where his key normally hung broke up the smooth, tanned skin that oozed sexiness and had me licking my lips.

      After Caiyan returned from Gettysburg, the WTF demanded his key be placed in safety. They wanted to proclaim him dead, and with the seer at the Mafusos, Caiyan even having his key close by would cause a threat to the plan.

      My eyes ran over the hard curves of his biceps, his firm pecs, and… Hold up. A sleeping baby rested against his washboard abs. He crunched hard on the contents of a box of Cap’n Crunch while he focused on a basketball game on TV.

      He glanced over at me. My eyes unglued from the baby and met his. The green darkened, grew smokey, then, as if he remembered there was a baby attached to his midsection, he shrugged. “Vic needed some help.”

      I pointed to the phone. “I’ll take this in Gertie’s room.” He bobbed his head and stuck his hand into the box of Cap’n Crunch.

      I glanced in Gertie’s room. Attack Cat splayed across the bed, “I’ll just go…”

      After my sister moved out in search of a better life, my dad converted the small closet in my bedroom into a shoe closet, and I turned my sister’s old bedroom into a walk-in clothes sanctuary. I entered my favorite room in the house, closed the door behind me, and leaned against it.

      I put the phone to my ear. “Jake, you still there?”

      “Jen. You don’t have to make up stories. Just tell them you need some privacy.”

      “It seemed rude.”

      “It’s your house.”

      Ignoring his lecture, I asked, “What happened with Ace?”

      “We moved him back to base, but the New York City District Attorney isn’t making it easy. He’s up for re-election and discovering an alien could land him a promotion.”

      “Jeez.” I blew out a breath, and my recently layered bangs shot upward.

      “General Potts grounded Ace indefinitely, and he’s serving time in lockup,” Jake said.

      “Poor Ace. He hates solitary. Did they allow him to keep his clothes?”

      When Jake didn’t answer, I knew. Ace was in an orange jumpsuit and prisoner shoes. He’d be miserable long enough to break him of his insubordination. I slid down the door until I plopped on the floor.

      “Ace isn’t why I called you.” Jake brought my focus away from an orange-clad Ace. “Pickles had a vision.”

      Some of the travelers have unique gifts. I’m a reader, which means if I contact another traveler, I can read their emotions. Sometimes, if I’m having a really good day, I can read someone without touching them.

      André, otherwise known as Pickles for reasons beyond my pay grade, is a traveler who works in the travel lab at the WTF headquarters, and has a type of second sight. He can read the travelers’ minds immediately preceding a full moon cycle—sort of a precognition ESP. Since the moon cycle opens tomorrow, he’s probably been popping antacids like candy to control the acid reflux that comes with so many thoughts invading his brain.

      “What kind of vision?” I pulled my knees into my chest. If Jake called me to offer a heads up, it couldn’t be good news. “Is one of the Mafusos jumping to Pompeii?”

      “No, Rogue is back.”

      “Rogue?” I shot upright from my slouched position. Rogue was Caiyan’s brigand. Caiyan had been chasing Rogue since before his induction into the WTF. Rogue was the one brigand who had slipped through his fingers on more than one occasion. The one brigand Caiyan had a vendetta against, and the one brigand who, I assumed, he feared.

      I cleared my suddenly dry throat. “We haven’t seen him in months. Before Caiyan became MIA.”

      “I know,” Jake said. “Pickles had a vision of Rogue in a top hat, Edwardian-era clothes, and standing next to a sweet convertible Crossley. I’m guessing England, early nineteen hundreds.”

      “Caiyan will be jonesing to get his hands on the guy.”

      “I’d like to get my hands on that car.” A long pause followed Jake’s enthusiasm over the car. “There’s something else Pickles couldn’t quite interpret. Rogue carried flowers, black roses.”

      “Well, that’s weird.” I relaxed back against the wall. “Maybe he has a Gothic sweetheart holed up in London.”

      “Let’s hope so. The last time Pickles saw black roses, the WTF lost Elma.”

      “I didn’t know he saw flowers when my great-aunt died.”

      “I read it in the archive files. I didn’t mention it to you because I thought it was insignificant.” A long beat of silence followed, and I knew Jake was contemplating my travel. “Besides, you’ll stay on base until summoned.”

      Waiting until the defender summoned me was a grievance I had fought against and won, sort of. If the situation allowed, I traveled with my defender instead of waiting at base for him to summon me. “You can’t let Marco go alone. I…” Jake stopped my argument with a heavy sigh.

      “I’ve got no choice,” Jake said. “Last night, Gerry’s wife accused him of cheating on her.”

      Gerry was a pint-sized defender with a nasty attitude. “Was it Tina?” Everyone knew Gerry had a thing for his transporter, Tina. I thought Tina also had feelings for Gerry, but I assumed she wouldn’t doodle in his marriage.

      “No. His wife received pictures of him with another woman. He swears they’re doctored. Tina is hopping mad, and Gerry took time off to go figure things out with his wife. If the Cracky Clan jumps, I’ll need you to stand by and help transport.”

      I frowned into the phone. “Rogue is a mean brigand.”

      “Marco’s no sissy. He can handle himself. Ask McGregor if he has any intel as to why Rogue would jump to the early nineteen hundreds. See you tomorrow.” He disconnected.

      I thumbed off the phone and rested my head on my knees. Caiyan was not going to be happy about Rogue traveling after all this time, but I needed to know if he had any insight that might help Marco. Caiyan and Marco weren’t friends exactly, but they had a strong sense of respect for each other, and they both cared about me.

      I bounced my palm off my forehead. “Victory smelled roses.” I should have told Jake. Like Pickles, Victory also inherited the gift of second sight, except hers is more of a remote viewing, like a bigger picture of something that might happen in the future.

      I started to hit redial but decided I would speak to Caiyan first. Maybe I would have more information for Jake. Besides, the seers’ visions weren’t always on point. If the traveler changed his or her mind, Pickles would be wrong. Or if the situation changed somehow and events were altered leading up to Victory’s vision, the outcome would change.

      Inaccurate fortune telling was a raw deal when you had the WTF breathing down your neck, not to mention a CIA agent who demanded accuracy.

      When I first entered the WTF, I was clueless about the responsibilities the transporter’s job entailed. And now, no problemo to wrestle a brigand into my outhouse and haul his butt to jail. I didn’t do the wrestling exactly, but I helped. Jake had to see I could do more, help more, be more.

      “That was Jake,” I said when I returned to my bedroom. Caiyan glanced my direction and put his finger to his lips.

      “Sorry,” I murmured, curious why the TV could drone on, but my voice threatened to wake the baby.

      “Did he have any information on the idiot?” Caiyan asked, his voice low.

      Assuming he meant Ace, I answered, matching my tone to his. “Yes, he’s back at base under lock and key.”

      “Good, ’tis where he belongs.” He dumped a handful of Cap’n Crunch into his mouth.

      “If it wasn’t for Ace, you wouldn’t be here.” Ace was a crucial part of his rescue from Gettysburg.

      “Aye, keep yer voice down. You’ll wake the wee laddie.” Caiyan scooped another handful of the cereal into his mouth. He kept his eyes on the game, crunching at a decibel my voice would never hit.

      I eyed the wee laddie asleep on my bed. His pink mouth formed a cute baby pucker. I really wanted a nap. The baby and his caregiver needed to find a new resting place.

      “Jake also told me Pickles had a vision, and Rogue is making a comeback.”

      Caiyan’s head torqued my direction. Rogue got his undivided attention.

      “What’s that skimey bastard up to now?”

      “He’s traveling to the early 1900s, and we’re going after him.”

      “No, yer naugh. He’s my brigand.” Caiyan slapped the box of cereal down on the nightstand.

      “You’re not working at the moment. Dead, remember?”

      “Tell Jake yer no going.”

      “It’s my job.”

      “Weel, ’tis time ye quit. There’s no good when it comes to that bugger. Give me yer phone, and I’ll tell him myself.”

      “No.” I held the phone to my chest.

      “Give me the bloody phone.” Caiyan narrowed his eyes at me and held out his hand in my direction. The baby let out a squall and slid down from his glorious six-pack pillow onto the soft cotton sheets. “Now ye’ve gone and done it. Woken up the bairn.”

      “Me?” I asked in awe. “You’re the one yelling.”

      “I’m naugh yelling,” he yelled and leaped up, turning to face me across the bed.

      The baby squirmed on the sheets between us, much like a June bug flipped over on its back. His fussing escalated to a full-on temper tantrum. Both males had flushed faces and bad attitudes.

      “Give. Me. Yer. Phone.”

      “No.” I turned to leave, but Gertie bounded up the stairs and stopped in my doorway, followed by Victory and Brodie.

      “What’s going on?” Gertie hollered at me.

      Victory scooted past Gertie and scooped up the baby. “I’ll take him downstairs. There, there, Thomas. Don’t wake your sister.” She cradled the plum-faced baby in her arms. The baby monitor she had attached to her belt like a holstered gun began beeping and blinking. “Too late.” She gave me a shrug and removed the screaming baby from the room.

      “Whatch’all fussing about in here?” Gertie asked.

      “Jake is sending me on a mission, and Severus Snape doesn’t like it.” I aimed a stiff finger at Caiyan.

      “Who is this Snape?” Caiyan snapped the question.

      As if Caiyan would understand the Harry Potter reference. The only books he read were his grandfather’s journals cluttering up my bedroom. I ignored his question and turned toward Gertie.

      “Rogue is back in action, and if Pickles is correct, he’s making an appearance in Edwardian England.” I crossed my arms over my chest and glared at Caiyan.

      “He knows what Jen looks like. ’Tis too dangerous for her to traipse around England with Flash Gordon.”

      Caiyan’s beef with Marco went back a ways, but at least Marco didn’t run off and join the bad guys without so much as a word.

      “Rogue’s a crafty wanker. Ya wouldn’t want to meet him in a dark alley.” Brodie leaned against the door frame.

      “That’s what I told her. She doesnae need to go.”

      “Is Caiyan right? Is Rogue dangerous?” Gertie had that let’s be reasonable tone she used when I wanted to buy the expensive wine.

      I had left out the part about Jake telling me I would remain on base, but whatevs. “Marco needs backup, and with Ace and Gerry out of the picture…”

      “Gerry? Where’s Gerry?” Brodie interrupted.

      I explained about Gerry’s incriminating photos.

      Brodie released a long sigh, then turned toward Gertie. “Let’s get this date on the move; sounds like I’m going to need all the shut-eye I can catch before tomorrow.” He sent me a fleeting look then turned toward Caiyan. “Good luck, mate.”

      Brodie tugged Gertie away and left Caiyan and me facing off across the bed.

      “I demand ye give me yer phone so I can tell yer demented boss yer naugh going to scout Rogue.”

      “You can’t tell me what to do. I don’t tell you what to do.”

      “Aye, ye do, all the bloody time. Nag, nag, nag.”

      “I don’t nag.”

      “Ye do.” Caiyan began his mocking tone of my voice. “Caiyan, quit leaving yer socks on the floor. Caiyan, quit using my face soap on yer armpits. Caiyan, quit crunching those chips so loudly.” He shook his hands in front of him in an angry, Dr. Frankenstein fashion. “They’re chips…they crunch!”

      “You leave your dirty socks all over the place, and you don’t put the toilet seat down, and you chew loudly. It’s annoying!”

      “I’m sick of living with you!” We said it at the same time and stood staring, mouths open.

      “So, this is how ye feel, yeah?”

      “Is that how you feel?” I wanted to read him, but if I moved closer, he would resist me, and he was rather good at closing off his emotions. It also felt a little like cheating.

      “Aye, I think we need a break. I’m sleeping on the couch.” He gathered his pillow, the most recent journal he’d been reading, then marched toward the stairs.

      “Fine by me. I could use a break,” I hollered after him.

      With my phone grasped firmly in my hand, I fell across my bed and deemed myself the winner. My inner voice swiped away a small tear, and somehow, I felt like the big loser.
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      Caiyan was gone by the time I made it downstairs the following morning. The makeshift bedding on the couch looked rumpled from what I hoped was a restless night. I, on the other hand, had slept through dinnertime, then tossed and turned all night debating if I should go down and see if he apologized. I hated leaving to time travel without saying good-bye to Caiyan, even if his headshot was stapled to my dartboard.

      Gertie told me she saw him in his blond disguise heading out for a run. Victory gave me the silent treatment that I assumed was for making Caiyan sleep on the couch. I didn’t make him do anything; he chose. He’s the one who said we needed a break first. What if he wasn’t sorry? What if he never apologized? I left for headquarters with all the what-ifs swirling around in my head searching for an exit.

      My jacket caught the door handle as I walked into the conference room at headquarters. I was only five minutes late, which by my time…was on time.

      The blue room seemed to complement my mood with its faded 1980s dusty blue wallpaper meeting dismal dark-paneled walls midway at a chair rail—plain and worn out.

      The only person in the room was Marco. I unhinged my jacket pocket from the door handle and met my current defender’s surveying blue eyes. He chewed on a coffee straw, no doubt trying to quit smoking again.

      “Hey,” I said and walked toward him.

      Marco leaned back in his chair. His blond hair was cut short and sun-kissed from a month in the Canary Islands.

      “What’s wrong?” He shot me a concerned look as I slumped into the seat next to him.

      “How do you know something is wrong?”

      “You’re wearing black, and normally you head straight to the buffet and load up with free donuts and coffee, but unless you’re planning a heist, I’d say Little Miss Sunshine is having a bad day.”

      I glanced down at my outfit. Black off-brand yoga pants, black t-shirt covered by a black Nike jacket with a black swoosh. “I already had two cups of coffee this morning. If I drink another, I’ll have the jitters.”

      “I guess the Scot kept you up all night, huh?” The tinge of jealousy in his voice caused me a brief regret.

      “It’s not like that.”

      “Uh, oh, trouble in the bedroom. Is the Scot having difficulties?” He dangled his bent coffee straw at me.

      I shot him an annoyed glare, and he raised his hands in surrender.

      “Sorry, you can talk to me if you need a shoulder. I’m not a total asshole.”

      “Am I…” I paused, not sure if I wanted to use the same word Caiyan used, “a nag?”

      A wide, toothy grin spread across his face, and the deep dimple in his chin disappeared.

      “You’re a lot of things Jennifer Cloud, but a nag?” He shook his head. “No. McGregor has Highlander blood. He’s like a Scottish gypsy, never had his hands tied this long or been with one woman for this stretch of time. He’s stir-crazy and taking it out on you.”

      “Maybe. There are a lot of people around all the time. We never have alone time.”

      “Crowded living quarters can cause stress for both of you. He should be finding a way to relieve his stress…and yours. If he’s not, well…that’s where I could offer some assistance.”

      Marco had a point. “You’re right,” I said.

      His jaw dropped open, and I made it clear I was referring to the first part of his analysis. “What I meant was, you’re right about him being stir-crazy. I’m sure he didn’t mean it when he said he didn’t want to live with me.”

      Marco let out a long breath. “Ouch. Maybe the boss man will make nice with the Mafusos and give McGregor his freedom. In the meantime, I’ll try to stop by more often so he can go out.”

      “Thanks.” I gave a half smile. Marco and Caiyan didn’t have quite the same build. They were about the same height, but where Marco was muscle, Caiyan was stealth, more Robin Hood than Superman.

      Jake ordered Marco to stop by occasionally in case the Mafusos were spying on me. Caiyan would put on his blond wig and a jacket and pretend to be Marco. It allowed Caiyan to leave the house for more than a morning jog and gave the impression Marco was comforting Caiyan’s girlfriend over his recent death. But it had been weeks since Marco stopped by.

      “Caiyan’s not the only problem. I feel like I’ve lost my sparkle.”

      “Your sparkle?”

      “Yeah, Victory sparkles when she walks into a room. I used to feel like that, too, but now I’m tired, and she out-sparkles me.”

      Marco pulled me into a hug. “You still sparkle to me.”

      The sound of Jake’s shoes clipping down the hallway had Marco releasing me. Jake entered the room and placed his laptop on the conference table. “Good morning, team.” He nodded at us and took his seat at the head of the table.

      “Where is everyone?” I motioned at the empty chairs.

      “Brodie and Campy just landed. They should be here in a minute.” Jake stayed focused on his screen, punching around on his keyboard with excessive force. His dark brown hair that matched his pensive puppy dog eyes lacked the space-age gel that made it stand in perfect peaks. He had matured tenfold since high school, while I still felt like that clumsy, invisible girl with dishwater-blond hair who couldn’t spike a volleyball.

      “And Tina?” I was a little uneasy about being the only transporter present in the room.

      Jake stopped typing and looked over at me. “Tina was deported last night.”

      “Deported?” I couldn’t control my surprised squeaky voice.

      “Didn’t she get her citizenship?” Marco leaned in and placed his elbows on the table.

      “She did, but ICE executed a workplace raid. She was rounded up at a club with some friends who weren’t exactly law-abiding citizens.”

      “You’re going to get her back, right?” I assumed the immigration and customs enforcement couldn’t deport her without a hearing. “They can’t deport her if she’s a U.S. citizen.”

      “There was a mix-up. She’s already been deported, and I’m working on it.” Jake returned his attention to his laptop. Discussion over.

      Brodie and Campy entered the room at the tail end of our conversation. Campy was Caiyan’s nephew, and the resemblance was irritatingly remarkable. Originally, he was the one who posed as Caiyan, so the Scot could get oot of the house, but this term’s college schedule demanded more of his time. Campy stopped at the breakfront and commandeered the plate of donuts.

      “Who got deported?” Brodie pulled up a chair.

      Jake explained the situation with Tina. Campy sat down next to me with the donuts, and I took a vanilla iced with shiny sprinkles.

      Marco leaned close to my ear and his breath tickled as he spoke. “Even your donut sparkles.”

      My inner voice held up a scoreboard. Marco 10, Caiyan 0. I reminded her what Caiyan did two nights ago, and she changed his score to an eight.

      “Shouldn’t we let Ace out of lockup?” Campy asked. “I mean, one transporter isn’t enough, right?”

      Jake stopped typing but kept his head down. “I called in backup, in case we need it.” Jake bit his bottom lip and the clack…clack…clack of the keyboard resumed.

      Brodie sat across from me. His hazel eyes widened behind piecey bangs. “Who might that be, mate?”

      “Hello, all. Sorry I’m late. The old girl had trouble getting started this morning,” Aunt Itty singsonged the words as she breezed into the room. Chic prescription sunglasses hid her eyes. Her gray hair was knotted on top of her head in a tidy bun and covered with a sheer floral scarf. The peach pantsuit screamed Florida retirement resort, but her SAS white leather laced loafers whispered ready for action.

      Brodie and Marco sat mouths agape. I smiled wide. Aunt Itty, Caiyan’s great-aunt, was spunky and a bit scattered, but I loved her. She worked at Fantasyland as the fairy godmother and had a special gift to levitate small objects short distances which added to the magic of her position at the theme park.

      “Aunt Itty.” Campy swallowed his donut in a gulp and jumped up to greet her. “Yer not old at all.”

      “I was referring to my vessel.” She removed her sunglasses and paused while Campy bent down and planted a kiss on her cheek. “Well, aren’t you the big one.”

      Campy’s cheeks pinked. “I’ve been working out with Marco.”

      “You should come visit
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