
  
    [image: TimeBlink: Dragonfly]
  


  
    
      TIMEBLINK: DRAGONFLY

    

    
      
        MJ MUMFORD

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Tiny Blue Dragonfly Press]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      For my husband, Alistair

      who has supported this wild and wonderful dream of mine every step of the way.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “From now until the end of time no one else will ever see life with my eyes, and I mean to make the most of my chance.”

      

      

      
        
        Christopher Morley

        Travels in Philadelphia

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chronology Check

          

          ARE YOU READY FOR DRAGONFLY?

        

      

    

    
      This story picks up moments after the dramatic ending in book two, Flight 444. As such, if you haven’t already read it, you may wish to start your timeblinking journey with Flight 444 where key characters and events lay the groundwork for this series finale.

      

      Of course, for the best experience, you might also consider going all the way back to the beginning wth TimeBlink and find out how Syd first discovers her power of time travel.

      

      Wherever you happen to be in Syd’s timeline, the author wishes to thank you for your interest in this genre-defying series.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Dragonfly includes content that may be unsettling for some readers. Please visit the Guidance  page at mjmumford.com for details.
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            Chapter One

          

          AUGUST 24, 2024, 3:47 P.M.

        

      

    

    
      In the shadowy realm of consciousness, voices swirled around me, crackling with energy like dry twigs in a campfire.

      Voices that seemed near, yet far off.

      Children, adults. A barking dog. All of them steeped in panic.

      My mind retreated to the darkness—a comforting haven that I didn’t want to leave.

      Don’t wake up.

      Don’t give in.

      Despite my resistance, the physical world slowly crept in, imposing itself upon me. Tugging at me. Pulling me to the surface.

      Don’t go there.

      Keep the pain away.

      Resist. Resist.

      But reality demanded my attention, assaulting my senses one by one.

      The scent of freshly mown grass. Pine trees. Wet clay.

      The drone of a small outboard motor chugging away in the distance.

      Blades of stiff Kentucky bluegrass prickling my neck, my arms.

      A cool, damp cloth settling over my forehead.

      A small hand stroking my shoulder.

      A voice, clearer now. Familiar.

      “Shouldn’t we call an ambulance?” It was my friend Rose.

      “No, no. She has a history of fainting spells. It will pass. It always does.” My sister, Kendall.

      “Is Auntie Syd going to be okay?”

      “Oh, Connor. Of course she is. Please don’t be upset.”

      “It wasn’t my fault.”

      “I know. It was nobody’s fault.”

      “Devin was supposed to be watching him, I swear. It was his turn.”

      “It was not!” came Devin’s voice, distantly.

      “Was too!”

      “Boys! That’s enough. I’ll say it again: it was nobody’s fault. I don’t want to hear another word about it.”

      Devin, closer now: “The lady said she knew Auntie Syd. And she had the same necklace. The one with the dragonfly on it.”

      My eyes shot open.

      Connor’s face surged into view. “She’s awake! Auntie Syd, are you alright? Do you want some water?”

      Kendall nudged Connor away. “Okay, everyone. Give her some room.”

      Everything went quiet. Even the sparrows and crows seemed to sense the trouble at ground level and stifled their chatter.

      I grabbed the wet cloth from my forehead and flung it aside. Struggled to sit. Dizzy. God, I was so dizzy. Kendall and Rose steadied me, their hands supporting my back.

      “Christopher,” I choked out before my throat closed, the memory of his disappearance slamming into me like a tidal wave. My vision blurred, tears flooding my eyes. I was powerless to hold back the sobs that followed, stiff and jarring in the quiet.

      My baby was gone.

      My sweet, innocent Christopher now existed in an entirely different timeline.

      And without the talisman, my bridge to him had collapsed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          SAME DAY, 27 MINUTES EARLIER

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Agent Jimmy Lopez

      

      

      Agent Jimmy Lopez adjusted the contrast on the twenty-six-inch surveillance monitor and rubbed his chin. “Looks like a new guest has arrived.”

      “Probably her sister’s husband,” Agent Tom Jenkins said from the soundboard next to Lopez. The agents, members of the FBI’s Antiterrorism Division, were hunkered down in a rented home at Sandalwood Lake, their vantage point giving them a clear line of sight into the Brixton property across the water.

      As Jenkins monitored the audio feeds, he added, “He’s apparently bringing the hot dogs and steaks.”

      “Which sister? Syd has a few of them.”

      “Kendall. Husband’s name is…hang on a sec, let me have a look at my notes…it’s Brett Parks. Realtor. And a pretty successful one at that.”

      “Okay, so Mr. Parks, the rich realtor, is bringing the wieners.”

      “Affirmative.”

      “Cut it out, will ya? Affirmative, my ass.”

      Jenkins laughed. “Hey, give me a break. I’m new. Just trying to do everything by the book.”

      “I don’t care if it’s your third stakeout or your thirtieth. When you’re with me, you’re free to speak like a normal person.”

      “Sure, boss,” Jenkins said. “Hang on. The doorbell just rang at the Brixton property. Want to put your ears on?”

      Lopez swiveled on his chair and snatched his headphones from the console then rolled over to his camera perched on a tripod at the window. “Might as well get in on the fun.”

      Three months prior, the tech team had installed five listening devices inside the Brixton cabin, one on the grand deck overlooking the lake, and a surveillance camera at the front door. So far, the sophisticated equipment had proved to be nothing more than a fancy decoration. None of the footage or recordings Lopez and Jenkins had captured thus far had provided any evidence to indicate that Brixton or any of her friends were anything but average people, much to Lopez’s frustration.

      He lowered his eye to the viewfinder just as the sister, Kendall—who’d been sitting on the deck with the rest of the guests—excused herself to go answer the door. Inside the house, the voices on the headphones were as clear as if he were standing in the same room.

      “I’m Sam, a friend of Syd and Jarett’s—but they’re not expecting me. It’s a surprise,” the agents heard the newcomer say.

      “Fun! Well, it’s nice to meet you, Sam. They’re outside on the deck. Follow me.”

      Lopez grunted when Sam stepped through the patio doors and onto the sunny deck.  “Hm. This guy looks familiar. Take a look.”

      Jenkins came over to the high-powered fieldscope set up next to Lopez’s camera and peered through the eyepiece. “Huh.”

      “Huh, what? Do you recognize him?”

      “Neg—no, can’t say as I do.” Jenkins pulled back from the fieldscope. “First time I’ve seen him.”

      After taking several close-up shots, Lopez zoomed back just wide enough to see the whole expanse of the deck.

      “What’s this, now?” he muttered as the new guy, Sam, climbed onto a deck box and fiddled with an exterior pot light over the door. Then he went on to the next one. “Shit!” At the third light, Sam extracted the tech team’s only outdoor bug on the property and slipped it into his pocket.

      “What’s going on?” Jenkins asked, who’d hurriedly repositioned his eye on the fieldscope.

      “We won’t hear anything outside the house now. Our new friend Sam knew exactly where to find our only exterior bug and took it upon himself to remove it,” Lopez grumbled. “Well, shit. I just remembered where I’ve seen him before. At the Port Raven PD.”

      “He’s a cop?”

      “Maybe. Or an investigator. Or the lunch dude. Lucky for us, we can find out pretty quick.”

      Lopez made an adjustment to the camera and took another burst of photos. When he was finished, he said, “Send those to Lancaster for an ID.”

      “Will do, sir.”

      With his eye still glued to the viewfinder, Lopez said, “Our mystery man has everyone’s attention now. And…great. Ms. Brixton is having a Grade-A meltdown. This is a disaster.” He sat back. “We can officially kiss our cover goodbye.”

      “But we’ll stick around, right? Maybe they’ll say something inside the house.”

      “Not likely, now. This Sam fella probably knows there are interior bugs, too.”

      “It doesn’t mean he’ll be able to find them all.”

      “Regardless, they’ll be on alert now. The only way we’ll likely get anything more is if one of the kids spits out something juicy.”

      “That’s happened before, right? Whole operations being brought to the ground by one loose-lipped kid?”

      Jenkins was right. Lopez himself had busted a fledgling terrorist faction back in ‘97 thanks to a young boy bragging to a schoolmate about his father’s cool vest with ‘lots of wires and stuff’. He shuddered. The child’s innocent observation had saved hundreds of lives that day.

      “Yeah, we’ll sit tight. We may have lost the audio surveillance, but let’s assume they don’t know we’ve also got eyes on them. At any rate, I’m not leaving before we have an ID on this Sam person.”

      “Want another coffee while we wait?”

      “God no. My ulcer is killing me. You mind grabbing me a glass of water?”

      “Sure, boss.”

      Lopez shook his head at his protégé’s nickname for him, finding it endearing despite himself. Watching Jenkins head into the kitchen, he hoped the young agent wouldn’t adopt the same all-work lifestyle that had left him fifty pounds overweight and perpetually irritable.

      He turned back to his camera to pass the time. At least today’s efforts had yielded a flurry of activity to keep him from falling asleep—which he often did during surveillance, especially surveillance that he considered low stakes. These people weren’t terrorists, for God’s sake. Witches or magicians, perhaps, but not terrorists.

      Jenkins returned a few moments later and handed Lopez a glass of ice water. “Here you go, sir.”

      “Thanks. Grab your ears and have a seat. And cross your fingers one of those kids has a tasty nugget of intel for us.”

      They had just settled in for another long stretch of waiting when something—or rather, someone—caught Lopez’s attention. A woman had appeared in the shadows near the Brixton property, maybe twenty-five or thirty yards down the wooded path. He hadn’t seen her arrive; it was as though she’d materialized out of nowhere, but that would be impossible. She must have come from the forest between the Brixton and Anderson properties.

      “Hey, I need your eyes,” he said to Jenkins, who pulled off his headphones and hurried over to the fieldscope.

      “Where are we looking?”

      “There, to the south. Just past the fallen cedar tree. What do you see?”

      Jenkins found the spot right away. “A woman, middle aged. Shoulder-length brown or black hair. Who is she?”

      “I have no idea. She literally appeared out of thin air.”

      “Weird. Why is she just standing there?”

      “She’s not just standing there. Look at her body language.”

      The novice agent repositioned his eye on the fieldscope. “It’s pretty dark, but it looks like she’s trying to keep from being seen.”

      “Correct. Anything else?”

      “Apart from looking a little creepy? Not really.”

      Lopez took a series of photos, but deep shadows from the surrounding trees obscured much of the woman from view, so he didn’t expect them to be very clear.

      Jenkins’s voice brightened. “I wonder if she’s a family member. Maybe she’s there to surprise them? Like Sam?”

      Lopez nodded. “It’s one possibility.”

      “And…there goes Syd’s kid, Christopher, wandering off again. Syd must get tired of chasing after the little guy.”

      “He does love playing on that fallen tree.”

      “The bigger kids are totally oblivious. They must have been told fifty times to keep an eye on him.” Jenkins took his eye away from the fieldscope. “Sir, I just had a thought. What if he falls into the water when they aren’t looking? Would we have time to drive to the other side of the lake?”

      “Nope. It’d be quicker to call Syd anonymously. Or any one of her buddies. We have all their numbers, remember.”

      “That’d blow their minds. ‘Hey, your toddler just fell in the lake. Better get on that.’”

      Lopez chuckled. Being an FBI agent came with its perks, and he’d used them all in his thirty-seven years of service—mostly for noble purposes, but admittedly, also for some less virtuous endeavors. He remembered one particular ‘act of god’ call he’d made early in his career to put a scare into some neighborhood punks who’d been taunting his dog in the yard. Not the best use of Bureau resources, but it had been very satisfying at the time.

      Jenkins returned to the fieldscope, his shoulders relaxing. “Never mind. I don’t think we have to worry. He’s heading straight for that woman.”

      “See? No panic necessary. But keep your eye on them,” Lopez said, sitting back. He reviewed the photos he’d just taken, realizing he’d been right about the poor quality. It would be hard to ID the woman if it came to that.

      “What the fuck?” Jenkins yelled, stumbling back from the fieldscope like he’d seen a ghost. Lopez flinched. He’d never heard the kid swear before. “They’re gone!”

      “Who’s gone?” Lopez snapped, leaping up to get a look in the scope.

      “The Brixton boy! And the woman! I swear, I had them in sight!”

      Lopez scanned the area they’d been watching. Seeing nothing, he turned to his colleague. “Did she take him into the forest maybe? Or down the path?”

      Jenkins swallowed hard. When he spoke again, his voice was steadier. “No, I’m telling you, the woman bent down as if to talk to him, and they just…vanished.”

      Strange as it sounded, that would line up with the woman’s abrupt arrival Lopez had witnessed moments ago. “Look, you’re pretty shaken up. Sit down before you fall down,” he said, pointing to the chair at the soundboard. “We’ll figure this out.”

      Jenkins took his seat and slipped his headphones over his neck without putting them on. “Should we call Ms. Brixton?”

      “And tell her what? That her kid and an unknown woman vaporized right in front of us like a couple of gad-damn Star Trek characters?”

      “I mean, well…yeah. We could do it anonymously.”

      Lopez shook his head. “We don’t even know where they went.”

      “But at least they could start looking.”

      “Just give it a minute or two. Someone will notice the kid missing.”

      Lopez went back to studying the scene through the scope, wincing when the pain from his ulcer stabbed at his left side. What had his doctor said? Maybe it was time to quit his high-stress job and ease into an early retirement. Maybe take a part-time job at a hardware store. Lopez had scoffed at the idea; he was up for mandatory retirement next year anyway. He shook his head and forced himself to take some relaxing breaths. In. Out. In. Out. There. As the pain lessened, he could think straight again and was able to see the whole picture clearly: he had simply looked away the very moment the woman had arrived, and Jenkins had done the same thing a few minutes later when the woman and the boy had vanished. It was the only explanation that made sense.

      Lopez abandoned the fieldscope and plodded back to his chair behind his camera, sitting down heavily. “What’s your take on all this?”

      Jenkins shrugged. “I honestly don’t know, sir. I’ve never witnessed anything so bizarre in my whole life.” He raised his hands to demonstrate how vigorously they were still trembling before lowering them to his lap. “There’s no rational explanation for it.”

      “But if you had to guess?”

      “Honestly? They were there one moment and then poof, gone the next. If this was a movie, I might say they were time travelers…”

      Lopez barked out a laugh. He hadn’t worked with Jenkins very long, but he’d come to admire the younger agent’s calm and objective approach in a range of high-pressure situations. Jenkins’ leap to a far-fetched notion like time travel only illustrated how rattled he was.

      “I wouldn’t put that in your report.”

      “Aren’t we supposed to provide all our thoughts about what we observe? Isn’t that the whole point of surveillance?”

      “It’s a big part of it, yes,” Lopez said, crossing his arms, staring out at the placid lake. He grunted. “I was so damned close.”

      “Pardon me, sir?”

      “I’d been so close to wrapping up this useless investigation and going home.”

      “You really think The 444 Five are innocent, huh?”

      “Hell yeah. And I’m pretty sure the top brass knows it, too. You know what I think? I think they stuck us with this case to keep us out of their hair—the rookie and the old horse on the brink of retirement.”

      Jenkins shook his head in surprise. “There’s no way. You’re one of the best, sir.”

      Lopez snorted. “Apparently the ‘best’ have no value past fifty-seven years of age. Ah, well. At least my wife’ll be happy. I installed some shiny new hardwood flooring in the living room three years ago, and much to her consternation, I still haven’t replaced the trim. Maybe I’ll finally get around to finishing little tasks like that once I’ve got my gold watch.”

      “So, this whole thing is a make-work project?” Jenkins asked, sweeping his eyes glumly over the mountain of high-tech equipment.

      “Probably. I mean, the NTSB already put the crash down to human error. The odd coincidence of The 444 Five’s survival is the only reason we’re here…and there’s no chance in hell we’ll ever prove they’re terrorists. We’ve been sidelined. I’m sure of it.”

      Jenkins could only shake his head in dismay.

      Lopez felt sorry for the kid but couldn’t help himself from elaborating. “Hell, just yesterday I’d all but convinced the director of just that—that these people have been telling the truth all along. The only question left is how they ended up in that cornfield. And you know what? I don’t really give a damn. Our job was to find a link between Ms. Brixton’s group and the crash, and I’m positive there isn’t one.”

      The problem was that no matter how sure he felt about their innocence, a gut feeling wouldn’t fly at the Bureau, not with today’s events to complicate things. Time-travel hogwash aside, Lopez could just imagine the director’s reaction to the news of this Sam person dismantling the exterior bug. On one hand, it could present an opportunity for Lopez to wrap up his career on a high note—potentially exposing a larger conspiracy at play. It wasn’t every day he caught someone blatantly interfering with government surveillance equipment. On the other, he’d been eager to wash his hands of this whole affair and high-tail it home.

      Now, the investigation was bound to reach a whole new level of scrutiny. And he wasn’t happy about it. Not one bit.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          SAME DAY, 4:44 P.M.

        

      

    

    
      In the slowly dissipating afternoon light, I eyed the postcard-perfect executive homes across the lake. Some were white, others soft gray. One, with a façade made entirely of glass, disappeared like a chameleon amongst the trees.

      Today, a peculiar glint caught my eye from the living room window of Bob and Mildred Duncan’s craftsman-style home. I pictured Mildred snapping a photo of the lake on her ancient cell phone, which would be just like her. She loved to show off her photos whenever we encountered her on a walk around the lake. But then I recalled her mentioning that some highfalutin film company had rented their house to shoot a bird documentary all summer. Perhaps the odd flash I’d seen coming from her window was part of that.

      I sighed.

      “We’ll find him,” Kendall said, but I wasn’t so sure.

      In the short time since Christopher’s disappearance, I’d become absolutely certain of two things: one, that his abductor was Collette Scott, none other than Morley’s late wife who had died in 2015 and who’d somehow timeblinked past her death date to commit this crime; and two, that she was somehow, unbelievably, able to timeblink in ways that neither I nor Morley had ever been capable of. I’d waited at the fallen tree where Christopher was last seen—well past the four-minutes and forty-four seconds of a normal timeblink—and when he still hadn’t returned after ten minutes, it was clear he wouldn’t be coming back, period. He was on Collette’s clock now, and I was powerless to do anything about it.

      Lainie and Isla were inside keeping the kids occupied while I remained on the deck with Kendall, Sam, Jarett, and Rose, going over the details of Christopher’s disappearance.

      Kendall offered me another tissue, which I gladly accepted, though I didn’t know how many more tears I could produce.

      “I’d forgotten about the four-forty-four rule of timeblinking,” she said.

      “It doesn’t apply in this situation, anyway.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because he’s on Collette’s return timeblink. Like Sam is on mine.”

      “And I can’t go back to 2019,” Sam added soberly.

      I gave him an apologetic look. “Even if you wanted to return to 2019, I have no idea how to get you there. You’re stuck in this timeline for good.”

      Kendall wasn’t convinced. “But you said yourself that Collette timeblinked beyond her own lifetime, which you always thought was impossible. Maybe she also knows how to return Christopher to his natural timeline.”

      “It’s wishful thinking,” I said.

      She had a point, though. The talisman had belonged to Collette first. I’ll bet she knew all sorts of things about its power that Morley and I had never discovered.

      Rose spoke up. “I have a question. Why on Earth would this woman take your little boy to 2014?”

      “I honestly don’t know, but it’s the year she and Morley looked after that foster child I told you about. Tristan. It’s so obvious to me now that it was Christopher.”

      “Are you sure? Wouldn’t Morley have recognized his own son?”

      “Not necessarily. Prior to that, he’d only ever seen Christopher as a baby. Remember, Christopher is almost four now.” I sighed. “Besides, I only took him three times. Morley couldn’t bear the pain of saying goodbye to Christopher each time we left.”

      Empathy gathered behind Rose’s eyes. “It was probably for the best. Who knows what effect timeblinking might have on someone so young.”

      “That’s another reason Morley asked me to stop bringing him. God, it was so reckless of me, taking a tiny baby on timeblinks like that.”

      Kendall smiled tenderly. “You wanted Morley to spend time with his son. Any of us would’ve done the same thing.”

      “I know I would’ve,” Rose said.

      Sam raised his hand. “Same.”

      Jarett spoke for the first time since we’d reconvened on the deck. “You’re only speculating about the kidnapper’s identity at this point. What if it wasn’t Collette?”

      “I’m almost a hundred percent sure it was her. She had the—” I caught myself before saying ‘talisman.’

      He cocked his head, waiting for me to finish.

      “Devin said she had shoulder-length brown hair and that she knew me. Not only that, but she used to come into the pub with Morley before she died. What if she found out Morley and I had had a child together and wanted to punish me for it?”

      “Again, you’re speculating.”

      “It’s the only explanation that makes sense.”

      “Okay. So, say it really was Collette. There might not even be a connection between Christopher’s abduction and Tristan’s foster care stay with her and Morley.”

      It was a possibility, but I doubted it. The timing and Christopher’s age aligned too perfectly.

      “I appreciate you all trying to help, but none of this will matter if I don’t regain the power of timeblinking.”

      Kendall patted my knee. “It’ll come back. Have some faith.”

      Faith would not magically produce my dragonfly talisman. And without it, my only hope was that Collette would come to her senses and return my son to his rightful place. If not—if I’d truly lost the talisman forever—my little boy might be gone forever, too.

      Sam’s voice wrenched me out of my thoughts. “I know this is an unusual circumstance, your son having been abducted by someone from a different, uh…time dimension, but if there’s anything you need from me from an investigatory perspective, let me know.”

      Kendall cut in. “Just for the record—you’re not going to report this, right?”

      Sam huffed under his breath. “What would I say? A time traveler kidnapped Syd’s little boy? I’d lose my badge. Then they’d throw me in a psychiatric hospital.”

      “I wouldn’t be so sure,” Jarett muttered. “Syd’s one of The 444 Five. They’d probably welcome the time-travel explanation at this point.”

      “I’ll give you that.”

      “No!” I spat. “I’ve already told you. Not a word about this to anyone. There’s no point. I’m the only one who can get Christopher back.”

      Jarett added, “I have to agree with Syd. The authorities are powerless to help. No sense in calling attention to the matter…and creating a media firestorm in the process.”

      “Okay,” I said. “We all agree to keep this between us?”

      Everyone nodded.

      “Good. But before anything else, we have to figure out what we’re going to tell Brett about Christopher’s disappearance. He’ll be here any minute.”

      “We tell him nothing,” Jarett offered. “Keep him in the dark.”

      “You don’t think he’s going to notice Christopher’s not here? And what about Connor and Devin? This is the biggest thing that’s ever happened to them. Surely, they’ll mention their missing cousin to their dad.”

      Kendall cleared her throat. “Umm…you don’t have to worry about Brett.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      She wrinkled up her face at me. “I’m sorry, Syd. But I told him about timeblinking years ago, back when we found Isla and Finn.”

      I shook my head incredulously.

      “Syd, he’s my husband. Of course I’m going to tell him big news like that. But don’t worry, he swore never to tell anyone.”

      I rolled my eyes. “So did you.”

      “Ouch.”

      “Who else have you told?”

      “No one. Honestly. Anyway, he’s just like the rest of us. He doesn’t know how you actually do it. Just that you can.”

      “Could. Past tense. I once had the ability to timeblink.”

      Jarett cut in. “Well, at least we know we can talk candidly around Brett now. But that still doesn’t help us with Connor and Devin. Do you think you could convince them to keep quiet about all this?” he asked Kendall.

      She took only a moment’s pause. “Absolutely. We tell them the police ordered us to keep it a secret. They already feel responsible for Christopher’s disappearance. They won’t want any extra guilt hanging over their heads.”

      “Okay, good,” I said. “The sooner you tell them, the better. Emphasize the tell no one angle…not their friends, not their teachers, not their gaming buddies. No one.”

      “Gotcha,” Kendall said, jumping to her feet. “I’ll take them for a walk around the lake and fill them in.”

      “It might help if you mention I’ll be conducting the investigation,” Sam added.

      I gave him a quick smile. Having friends in law enforcement was coming in handy.

      Kendall headed for the door. “I’ll go round up the boys.”

      And then I realized we had another problem. “Wait! Can you take Isla and Finn with you? They need to hear the same story.”

      “Oh my god. Isla. She’s probably having a nervous breakdown right now thinking back to her own abduction.”

      “My thought exactly. Be gentle. But firm. She needs to believe the police are all over it and that our good friend Sam is extra invested in bringing Christopher home.”

      “That’s the truth,” Sam said.

      Once Kendall had disappeared into the house, Rose asked, “Are you okay, Syd?”

      “I’m holding up.”

      “That’s my point. You’re taking all of this extremely well for someone whose son was just abducted to another time realm.”

      My voice cracked. “I need to get him back, Rose. That’s all I’m focusing on right now.”

      “I get that. But remember, we’re your friends, and we want to help.”

      Jarett nodded. “She’s right. You don’t need to do this alone.”

      “Thank you. From the bottom of my heart. I’ll ask for help if I need it.”

      Rose gave me her no-nonsense look. “Promise?”

      A lump in my throat prevented me from speaking, so I gave her a thumbs up. I was thinking back to when Isla had disappeared from my life. I’d never felt so abandoned. It seemed as if my family and friends—and even the investigators to an extent—hadn’t been able to stand to look at my miserable, broken face. It would have made such a difference to have the same level of love and support that surrounded me now.

      Rose’s soothing voice pulled me out of my thoughts. She was speaking to Sam. “Do you think the FBI will find out about Christopher’s disappearance?”

      “Not unless one of us reports it.”

      “Or one of the kids alludes to it inside the house,” Jarett said. “Bugs, remember.”

      Rose shook her head incredulously at Sam. “I still can’t believe the FBI bugged our houses. Thank goodness for your friend at the FBI. Do they honestly think we had something to do with the plane crash? They determined its cause months ago, for goodness’ sake.”

      “You have to look at it from their perspective,” Sam explained, spreading his arms. “Yes, the investigation concluded it was the ground crew’s negligence. They were responsible for the cockpit window coming loose mid-flight and the cascade of problems that created. However⁠—”

      Rose finished his sentence. “They can’t explain why we’re still alive when they have irrefutable proof that we boarded the plane.”

      “Yep. Plain and simple,” Sam said. “They had no choice. They had to default to blaming it on terrorism to cover their asses.”

      Rose jumped in again. “And to avoid public scrutiny, no doubt. Still. I hate the idea that we’re going to be monitored for the rest of our lives, because that’s what’s going to happen, right? They’ll never have concrete evidence to prove our innocence.”

      Sam shrugged. “Possibly. I can’t say for sure, though.”

      Rose turned to me. “What if we told the FBI the truth? That at one time we had the ability to time travel and now we don’t?”

      I shook my head. “You think we’re being watched now? Can you imagine the frenzy that would create?”

      “On the contrary,” Jarett said. “They’d probably stamp the word ‘deranged’ on our files and move their efforts to actual terrorist activity.”

      I sighed. “Well, I’d rather be thought of as a whack-job than a terrorist any day.”

      Just then, the deck door opened, and Kendall marched out with a woeful-looking crew in tow: her twin boys, followed by Isla and Finn.

      “Eli’s still napping, and Lainie’s happy to stay with him,” Kendall said to Rose before addressing the rest of us. “Brett just arrived with the food. Anyone still hungry?”

      I stood up. “Have you told him what happened?”

      “Yes. The basics.”

      “Okay. I’ll fill him in on the details. We’ll start dinner while you’re out.”

      “Oh Syd,” Isla said. “Please don’t bother yourself with the food. I’ll take care of it when we get back.”

      I shuffled over and gave her a big hug. “Thank you, but I need the distraction right now.”

      She nodded grimly and followed Kendall and the boys down the stairs. My heart nearly broke. A mere hour ago, Christopher would have been part of their tight little group, but now he was gone, possibly forever.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

          AUGUST 27, 2024 – THREE DAYS AFTER THE ABDUCTION

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Agent Jimmy Lopez

      

      

      “Thanks for coming in, Detective Douglas,” Agent Lopez said, closing the door. He took a seat at the table across from Sam, who was certainly no stranger to the interrogation room at the Port Raven Police Department—only, he’d always been the one asking the questions in it.

      “You can call me Sam.”

      “Okay, Sam. First of all, sorry about the room.” He twirled his finger in the air. “This isn’t an interrogation. Just a friendly chat. It was the only private space available in the whole building.”

      “Fair enough,” Sam said. “I’m all ears.”

      Lopez leaned forward and crossed his arms on the table. “We’d just like to ask you some questions about a local boy who went missing at Sandalwood Lake. A boy you appear to know.”

      To Lopez, it seemed like Sam flinched a little, but he couldn’t be sure, so he let it slide. When Sam didn’t respond, Lopez went on. “We’re just wondering if you were aware of it.”

      Sam relaxed, but only a little. “No, this is the first I’ve heard of a missing child. Especially one I know personally. And if he’s local, why does the FBI know about it before me?”

      “Well, Detective Douglas, the funny thing is, we actually stumbled across this incident by accident while we were investigating another case.”

      Lopez watched Sam’s eyes narrow and willed himself not to so much as twitch a muscle under the other man’s curious stare. He couldn’t risk looking nervous or even slightly unsure of himself.

      “Okay, fire away. Who’s the missing kiddo?”

      Lopez took a quick, confident breath. “His name is Christopher Brixton. Three years old, son of Sydney Brixton, 36. Do you know them?”

      Sam’s eyebrows shot up. “Christopher is missing?”

      Aha. Sam’s second untruth. “Yes. Since Saturday. Out at Sandalwood Lake.”

      “Why didn’t you inform us right away? It’s in our jurisdiction.”

      “Detective Douglas,” Lopez started.

      “Sam.”

      “Sam. Before you say anything more, you should know that we have eyes on the Sandalwood property.”

      Sam pursed his lips. “And?”

      “And…we know you were there when the boy went missing.”

      “I see.”

      Lopez stood and fastened a button on his suit jacket, which strained against his belly. He strolled over to the two-way mirror and studied his reflection, looking at Sam over his shoulder. “As I’m sure you’re aware, our surveillance is pretty tight, Sam. But I’ll be honest, it didn’t pick up the most important details. Like evidence of where Christopher might have gone, or”—he turned around—” if someone has taken him, who that person might be.”

      Sam sprang to his feet, knocking his chair to the floor with a clatter. He gestured to the room around him. “What is this, really? Are you accusing me of child abduction?”

      Lopez put his hands up again, “Easy, Sam. That’s not what this is about.”

      “Then what is it about, Agent Lopez?”

      “Please. We’re on a first-name basis here. It’s Jimmy.”

      “Cut to the point, Lopez. Why am I here?”

      “You’re here, Sam, because a little boy went missing three days ago—the son of a member of The 444 Five, no less. For some bizarre reason, you—Detective Sam Douglas of the Port Raven PD—were there when it happened. And even stranger? Neither you nor the boy’s mother have reported it to the authorities.”

      “I am the authorities,” Sam said, bristling.

      “Fair. But I checked, and you haven’t filed any official paperwork, nor have you informed your superiors. There’s no statement from Ms. Brixton or any potential witnesses. Nothing.”

      Sam grunted. “I thought I would do some poking around first. Get the jump on it before the media got a hold of it. You know how it is, right? Syd’s in shock. She doesn’t need to be thrown into the spotlight again. First, her missing twin is found, then, the mystery of why she and four other passengers made it off a plane untouched before a hundred others were incinerated in a crash. Another missing family member wouldn’t look good. I was trying to protect her.”

      “Ah, okay. You were trying to protect her. You know that’s not your job, right? We have people in blue uniforms for that.”

      “So?”

      “So, you’re saying you kept it off the record to spare Ms. Brixton the trouble of heightened celebrity?”

      Sam shrugged. “Pretty much. And to keep the perpetrator in the dark. Syd thought it was a good idea.”

      Lopez pointed at Sam’s toppled chair as he settled back onto his own. “Why don’t you take a seat, and we’ll hash this out, point by point.”

      After a pause, Sam plucked the chair off the floor and sat down on it heavily. Lopez thought he looked like a trapped animal plotting his escape.

      “I’m still trying to wrap my head around it,” Lopez said, removing a small notebook from a pocket inside his blazer, flipping through it, and finding the page he was looking for. “Why would you deny Ms. Brixton the resources of an entire investigatory unit to help find her son? You’re one of the lead detectives, Sam—and a damned good one—which makes me all the more curious about why you’d risk your standing for what? A cute blonde?”

      Sam tightened his lips into a thin line and pushed some air through his nose. “You’re out of line, Lopez.”

      The agent went on. “You also know the importance of getting on top of these things right away, with a team behind you. Not going off alone, vigilante style. Aren’t you due to step up the next rung on the ladder soon?”

      Sam shrugged.

      “Look, I’m not out to get you. I’m pretty sure you’re one of the good guys. Granted, you yourself went missing for five years and recently reappeared. Most of your buddies are pretty tight-lipped about where they think you were and what you were up to, but a couple of them are just as perplexed as I am and aren’t happy about looking the other way. Not to mention this other little point of curiosity we can’t quite explain connecting you and Ms. Brixton.”

      Sam folded his arms. “Such as?”

      “Dates, Sam. Isn’t it interesting that less than a day after The 444 Five end up alive and well in an Iowan cornfield, you show up at your family home after a five-year ‘vacation’?” He put the last word in air quotes.

      “Coincidence.”

      “All right. We’ll circle back to that one. How do you know Ms. Brixton?”

      Sam shook his head, stopping short of rolling his eyes.

      Lopez sighed. “Looks like I’m batting zero here. How about we move on to more serious matters, then? Like the question of who tipped you off about the surveillance at Sandalwood Lake? It was obviously someone in my organization.”

      “Nope. Pure hunch.”

      “You removed one of our devices, allowing you and your group to speak freely on the property. How did you know it was there?”

      “Like I said: intuition.”

      “All right, how do you explain this: every guest at that Flight 444 reunion party was surprised to see you, which means none of them invited you. How would you have known that the party was happening, aside from hearing it from someone who’d overheard their plans?”

      “Come on. Are you really saying none of my friends could have faked their surprise?”

      “Sam, Sam, Sam. I would hate to start digging around and discover a rat in my organization thanks to y⁠—”

      “For fuck’s sake, Lopez. Spit it out. What do you want from me?”

      “The truth, Sam. That’s all. I’m tired of this case. I need your cooperation so I can leave your beautiful city and go home to my poor, lonely wife and my aging French bulldog and my Friday night poker games with the guys. I’m too old for this bullshit.”

      Sam took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. “Okay then. If what I’ve told you isn’t good enough, what ‘truth’ are you really fishing for?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

          SEPTEMBER 4, 2024 – ELEVEN DAYS AFTER THE ABDUCTION

        

      

    

    
      I shuffled to the door in my slippers and dressing gown and greeted Jarett as energetically as I could manage, which ended up being barely more than a grunt. Not that he could likely hear it.

      “Metallica?” he shouted over Helpless booming from my subwoofer and several smart speakers placed strategically around the room. “How did you even hear the doorbell?”

      I pulled my phone out of my dressing gown pocket and killed the music. The silence startled me. Garage, Inc. was the fourth heavy metal album I’d played in the last two hours.

      “What?” I asked, crossing my arms.

      “Good to see you, too, Syd. Nice housecoat. You do know it’s two-thirty in the afternoon, right?”

      “Did Rose send you? Or was it one of my sisters this time?”

      “Nope. Came of my own free will.”

      He was still dressed in his police uniform, a sight that always sent a tingle down my spine, and not in a good way. It brought back memories of the evil, child-abducting firefighter I’d once lived with.

      “You didn’t have to come. I’m fine, you know.”

      He kicked off his shoes, picked them up, and motioned for me to follow him to the deck. It was the only place we knew we could speak candidly.

      Once outside, Jarret pulled two Adirondack chairs together, and we sat face to face. He was practically vibrating when he leaned forward and interlaced his fingers on his bouncing knees, obviously excited about something.

      “Well?” I said.

      “First of all, why do you insist on hermiting yourself way out here in the middle of nowhere?”

      “Hermiting?”

      “Why aren’t you basking in your luxurious penthouse in the city? You know, the one that’s close to grocery stores, banks, gas stations…your family.”

      “What’s left of it.”

      Jarett frowned. “Stop that.”

      “Excuse me? Stop what?”

      “Being such a defeatist.”

      I glared at him. He went on unfazed.

      “Look, we’ve only known each other for what, four months? But I could tell right away what you’re made of. You’ve got a knack for handling situations that would make most people run and hide.”

      My shoulders slumped. Isn’t that what I was doing now? “Christopher’s been gone for eleven days, and I’m no closer to figuring out how to find him.”

      He sat back and rubbed at his beard. “No progress on the timeblinking front, I take it?”

      I shook my head, wondering if it was time to go against Morley’s wishes—to tell Jarret that the talisman was the whole reason timeblinking was possible. In Jarett’s eyes (and the eyes of everyone else in my cozy little group), I’d simply lost the ability to timeblink like an elderly person might lose their ability to walk. He didn’t know that without the talisman, my timeblinking days were over and I was just another heartbroken mother whose child had gone missing. Though, I’ll bet mine was the first to be taken to a whole different dimension.

      As if reading my mind, he said, “Are you sure you don’t want to tell me how it all works? Maybe a fresh pair of eyes would spot some vital piece you’ve overlooked, then we could go get your little boy.”

      My heart swelled. He seemed almost as desperate to get Christopher back as I was. “I would have told you by now if I thought you could help.”

      “Have you told Isla yet?”

      “What, that I used to be a time traveler? Yes. I laid it on her a few days ago. She kept pestering me about going to the police to give them our formal statements about Christopher’s disappearance, but I told her—several times—that Sam is a Port Raven detective and that because he was here when it happened, witness statements weren’t necessary.” I chuckled. “That’s Isla, though. Always wants to do things the proper way. So, yeah, I had to come clean before she blew the lid off things.”

      “How’d she take it?”

      “Like anyone does. She was super skeptical. Thought I was pulling her leg. Then everything fell into place when I told her timeblinking is what saved our lives on Flight 444.”

      “She really had no clue?”

      “No. She believed the FBI’s story. The one they’re spinning to the rest of the world: that we never got on the plane to begin with.”

      “Which is why the media has dropped us like a hot potato. Not the most exciting story anymore, is it?”

      “Not unless you’re a conspiracy theorist. Those guys are still in a mad scramble trying to figure it out. Fortunately, they never will. Not without the…not with my superpower gone.”

      “Is there anything I can do to help you get it back?”

      He couldn’t. It was up to me to find the talisman, which, as far as I knew, was in one of three places: somewhere in the plane wreckage (thus, in the possession of the FAA, the NTSB or even the FBI Counterterrorism Division), the bottom of the lake that Lainie and I splashed down into, or, if it had come off sometime during the skydive, it could be resting in a cornfield miles in any direction from our landing point. If I’d had even the slightest inkling of where it had dropped, I would have purchased a commercial-grade metal detector and gone to Iowa to look for it myself, but the scope of the search was just too wide for one person. Would I resort to that strategy at some point? Probably, considering the investigators weren’t willing to tell me if a dragonfly pendant had been found at the crash site. You’d think they’d be getting tired of my incessant emails to them, but no. They shot back the same reply every time: because it’s an active investigation, no personal effects
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