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From the USA Today Bestselling Author of the Talented Saga, an Ebook Library Top 15 series.
Would you risk the future to discover your past?As a Runner for the underground syndicate that
controls the timewaves, Stassi's job is to seamlessly slip through the past to acquire relics once
lost in history. In a future where time travel has been outlawed, a black market exists for anyone
with the money, connections, and nerve to request items from days past. But Stassi has a
mission of her own.Growing up as a ward of the state, Stassi clung to the locket her mother
placed around her neck the day she vanished. She has been waiting for a syndicate mission that
might lead to answers about her family, and it has finally come.Stassi's next assignment takes
her to Paris in the 1920’s in search of a lost manuscript by one of the twentieth century’s greatest
writers. She and her partner, Gaige, are swept up in the City of Light during the height of fashion
and culture. But a seedier side of life lurks beneath the glamorous façade, and the pair quickly
learns this run is more dangerous than any of their previous missions.Because history is not
playing out as it should be—a first for the syndicate. When the stakes are raised and it becomes
a matter of life or death, Stassi and Gaige must ultimately decide how far they are willing to go to
ensure the future as they know it.

"Definitely pick this one up if you love time travel. There were so many twists and turns, and
Sophie Davis does an amazing job bringing 1920s Paris to life. I can't wait for book 2!" -
Michelle Madow, USA Today Bestselling Author of the Elementals, Transcend Time, and Secret
Diamond Sisters series"Quite literally, my favorite time travel novel ever! It introduced me to time
travel fiction and has got me hooked. The characters, plot, setting and voice of the novel were
incredible. I also loved that it was massive! Need the sequel now!" - Benjamin of Tomes, top-
rated Booktuber"I can honestly say (gush) that I adored this book. It is a gorgeously written,
incredibly detailed and researched novel that is like the best parts of Doctor Who, Downton
Abbey and a bit of Veronica Mars put together. (It would probably make an epic TV show,
someone get on that, please?)"        - Melissa Hawley, Goodreads Reviewer
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The ReaderAbout the AuthorTHE POUNDING OF my pursuer’s feet on the cobblestones
echoed behind me in the narrow alleyway. Ancient architectural masterpieces stretched high on
my left and right, blocking the bright afternoon sun. The view was every bit as valuable to the
people in my time as the document wedged between my heart and the bodice of my wool
dress.Magnificent as the Duomo was, and as lucrative as a digital image would be, the risks
involved with obtaining a snapshot were too great. Oil paintings were still used to memorialize
men and women of importance in this time. The most primitive camera was centuries away from
being invented. If dropped—a very likely possibility given my current predicament—the slim
electronic device in my possession would confound the finder and the loss would royally piss off
my boss.Exercising prudence, I left the camera snug against the inside of my wrist, directly over
the scrawling text tattooed on my skin.Maybe next time, I thought regretfully.“Obtenir son!” a man
shouted in French, his command coming out as a wheezy exhalation of breath.Get her.His name
was Etienne and he was a guard in the palace. For the past ten minutes, he’d been trying to “get”
me with no luck. In his defense, it wasn’t really a fair match-up. I was lithe, agile, and well-trained
in the art of evasion. He was large, clumsy and accustomed to sitting atop a horse and letting the
animal do all the cardio. The fact he’d kept up with me on foot for this long was actually pretty
impressive. Then again, he had the advantage of not having to navigate the crowded streets of
Florence barefoot, corseted, and wearing something called a false rump.The clomp-clomp of
boots intensified exponentially as Etienne’s fellow soldiers joined the chase. They sounded like a
herd of elephants ready to trample me to death in their stampede.Welcome to the party,
boys.With numbers on his side, the Frenchman suddenly had the upper hand. Though I was



desperate to find out exactly how outnumbered I was, I didn’t dare turn my head to count. They
sounded close enough that I imagined their hot, fetid breath was blowing on my neck. The split
second it would take to look over my shoulder was time I did not have.Up ahead, a sliver of
sunshine illuminated the filthy cobblestones like a ray of hope. Swatches of color, muted blues
and greens and yellows, moved past the opening of the alleyway. Fifteen more feet and I’d be
among the crowd, just another woman wandering the piazza.Pushing myself to increase the
pace, my stocking-clad feet slapped the cobblestones with bone-jarring force.Ten feet.The
shapes in the large town square were close, though still blurry through the sweat stinging my
eyes and locks of blonde hair that had long since broken free from the pins used to fasten them
in place. The cotton shift beneath my petticoat was tangled around my legs, gathering between
my knees in an irksome manner that made me grateful the garments had fallen out of fashion
eons before I was born.Five feet.The piazza was crowded today, even more so than usual. A
small smile crossed my lips. Finally, something on this run was going my way. Crowds were good
for me. I was a master at blending—you might even say it was in my job description.My right foot
landed in a puddle. That prematurely triumphant smile vanished. Warm, foul-smelling liquid
splashed up over my ankle and halfway up my calf. A wave of revulsion made my stomach turn,
and I had to suppress the urge to gag. But there was no break in my stride, no pause for a girlie
freak-out.This isn’t the first time you’ve stepped in urine, I told myself as I skidded the last
several feet towards the end of the alleyway. Sadly, it probably wouldn’t be the last time, either. I
made a quick mental reminder to avoid taking missions in times when people simply dumped
their chamber pots in the streets. It was seriously unsanitary.Behind me, the soldiers shouted
curse words as they met the ankle-deep pool of human waste.This time it was a full-on grin that
curved my lips upwards. Sometimes the small victories were what made life worth living.An
instant later, I burst into the piazza. Wide-eyed stares came from those closest to the opening,
which I promptly ignored. There was no time to care about the impression I was making. All that
mattered was losing my tail, meeting up with my partner, making it to customs, and returning to
our time. Preferably in that order. And preferably without taking a detour through the Italian prison
system.Speaking of my partner, where the hell was Gaige, anyway? As the backup on this
mission, he was supposed to be there to bail me out of sticky situations. Running for my life from
a regiment of Napoleon’s soldiers definitely fell into that category.Feet still in motion, I gathered
up the soggy skirt of my dress and began weaving through the crowd. My misstep into the
puddle proved fortuitous. Men and women alike parted like the Red Sea when I neared, the heat
making the stench of my dress even worse.“Au voleur!” one of the French soldiers shouted
behind me.Stop, thief!Awesome. Being labeled a thief, while technically true, was so not what I
needed at the moment.Anticipating the hands that were surely about to reach out from the
surrounding crowd and grab me, I hugged my arms tight against my body in an attempt to make
my five-foot-seven frame as small and compact as possible. Only, no one reached for me. Those
in my path continued to move aside to allow me to pass. Their curious expressions narrowed into
disdainful gazes directed at my pursuers.“Se déplacer de côté!” Etienne’s voice rose above the



murmurs of the crowd.Move out of the way!Something that felt like an elbow made contact with
the soft spot between the bottom of my ribcage and my left kidney. I pitched forward, stumbled
several paces before I caught my footing. Against my better judgment, I spared a glance over my
shoulder, positive one of the soldiers would be within arm’s reach. But all I saw were well-
dressed men and women, now damming the stream they’d made for me to traverse the
piazza.The heel of a woman’s shoe crushed my three middle toes. I swore in English at the same
time the toe-crusher apologized in Italian. And that was when I realized what was happening.
French soldiers were chasing me. French soldiers who were currently occupying Florence. And
the piazza was full of Italian—or maybe they were technically Austrian, I wasn’t sure—citizens.
They didn’t give a damn if I was a thief, so long as whatever I stole came from the French
interlopers.To the toe-crusher, I spoke in barely passable Italian, assuring her that no harm was
done. At least, I hoped that was what I said. Thanks to the Rosetta—a miniscule translation
device—tucked inside my ear, I was able to understand most any language spoken from the
heyday of the Roman Empire to the post Epic War economic collapse. Unfortunately, my verbal
skills and pronunciation with the same were rudimentary at best.Not waiting to see whether my
sentiments were understood, I resumed my getaway. Once again weaving through the crowd, I
carefully navigated the makeshift path caused by my malodorous clothing and scanned the area
ahead of me for escape. Thanks to the aid of my new allies, the distance between Napoleon’s
henchmen and me grew with every pounding heartbeat. If I could just maintain my lead, I might
be able to lose my pursuers for good in the crowds and winding streets up ahead.Of course, this
getaway would be a lot easier if my backup was actually doing his job. I was going to give Gaige
hell once we were back home in our present. Particularly if I found out he was currently
preoccupied with a courtesan.I quickly darted between two buildings and exited the piazza with
much less fanfare than I’d entered with. The passage was barely wide enough for me to fit
through, so I doubted Etienne, with his much wider girth, would think to check inside.Though the
sounds of the noisy piazza were dulled by the stone walls stretching high on either side of me,
muffled shouts of men demanding to know where the thief had gone floated down the alleyway
on the cool breeze. Shadows engulfed me like dark shrouds, providing the perfect cover for me
to pause, catch my breath, and revise my getaway strategy.If the map provided by the historians
was accurate, this alley was a cut through to the Ponte Vecchio. Once on the bridge, it would be
easy enough to blend into the market crowd—just another consumer haggling with the
merchants who were hocking their wares for a premium. From there, I could cross to the
opposite side of the Arno River, go through the Palazzo Vecchio, and retrace my path, with its
many twists and turns, to customs. As soon as I reached our waystation, I was jumping home.
Gaige or no Gaige. For all I cared, he could stay in 18th century Florence and pray the plague
didn’t claim him.Since the goal was to blend once I emerged from my hiding place, I spared a
moment to evaluate my appearance. One glance down confirmed that I looked as disheveled as
I felt. The golden ringlets that the customs hair specialist had painstakingly curled, arranged,
and pinned atop my head were now dangling in limp strands around my shoulders. The powder



and rouge that the customs makeup artist had pressed all over my face and neck were surely
gone, washed away by a river of sweat. Add in my stained dress and filthy, torn stockings, and I
was more likely to be mistaken for a lady of the night trolling for midday clients than a
consumer.Still on high alert, I glanced toward the mouth of the alley to ensure I was alone in the
darkness. The only visible movement was in the patch of light at the threshold, as the men and
women of Florence went about their daily business. The shouts of Etienne and his lackeys were
gone and only faint squeaking noises and the sound of tiny, scurrying claws echoed through the
dark space. Breathing a sigh of relief, I began pulling pins out of my hair and twisting the rogue
strands up as best I could manage.We’d been in 1796 for five days now, on what should’ve been
a challenging but doable assignment. Our missions were usually covert, the goal to slip into and
out of places, times, and people’s lives like ghosts. After spending the first day in Florence
familiarizing ourselves with the area, as was our standard procedure, it became clear stealth
wasn’t going to be an option this go-round. Napoleon was exceedingly paranoid, security in the
palace akin to that of Fort Knox in the twentieth century. His private rooms were located in a
single wing, guarded closely by French soldiers, and impossible for an outsider to infiltrate. So,
I’d used the syndicate’s local connections to obtain a position on the household staff of
Napoleon’s Florentine palace.Posing as a maid was far less exhilarating than some of my other
cover stories, and I’d grown bored quickly. Four days of dusting miniature furniture and fluffing
miniature pillows under the eagle eye of Napoleon’s security team passed before I caught a
break. Thanks to an impromptu, mandatory tactical meeting for everyone on the palace’s
protective detail, I’d suddenly found myself alone and unwatched.I knew better than to act on
impulse. I knew it was smarter to follow the plan.Nevertheless, my boredom had bred
impatience, causing me to ignore the niggling voice inside my head warning me to bide my time,
to wait to act until I had become a background fixture at the palace. Seizing the opportunity, I’d
bolted to the forbidden wing with the pint-sized warmonger’s private chambers.The mission
target was Napoleon’s final letter to his wife, Josephine. I’d found easily in the drawer of his desk
—exactly where the historians said it would be. Instinctively, I’d busted out my happy dance,
taking an ill-advised moment to celebrate my victory. Just as I was about to slide the letter into
the artifact pouch—a stretchy, plastic sleeve from my present, impervious to the elements and
all known corrosive chemicals—Etienne had appeared out of thin air and caught me, red-
handed.If I hadn’t taken the time to revel in my triumph, maybe he wouldn’t have found me with
the letter in hand. Maybe it would’ve already been stashed in my dress. Maybe I could’ve feigned
innocence, babbled about being lost in the sprawling estate.Unfortunately, I loved a good victory
shimmy.Boots scuffling on stone echoed in the passage, pulling me out of my self-chastising.
The reasons for royally screwing up this run, while entirely my own fault, were also entirely
irrelevant at that moment. I still had the letter and they still hadn’t apprehended me. But both of
those facts might prove false if I stayed in the alleyway much longer.There was one thing I
wanted to check before leaving, though. Due to Etienne’s sudden appearance, and my equally
sudden need to disappear, I’d been careless when placing Napoleon’s letter into the pouch and



was worried it had sustained damage. After glancing again at both exits, I retrieved the letter
from its hiding place, withdrew my camera from the wrist holster, turned it on, and examined the
single sheet of velum using the light from the camera’s display.Finding no notable rips, stains, or
holes, I breathed a sigh of relief.One point for me, I thought wryly.Finally, I re-pinned my hair in a
loose bun and smoothed my petticoat and dress back into place. I considered ditching my
stockings, but figured bare legs were more offensive than torn undergarments. All the while, I
prayed that Etienne and his minions weren’t waiting for me at the other end of the
passage.Taking a deep breath and steeling myself for the worst, I crept out of the alleyway as
inconspicuously as possible.The sunlight seemed impossibly bright after the shadow-filled
enclosure, and it took several moments for my eyes to adjust. Once they did, I scanned the
piazza for both French soldiers and Gaige. Seeing neither, I sighed with both relief and
exasperation.Truth be told, I was beginning to worry about my wayward partner. Gaige was both
immature and irresponsible when it came to his personal life, but he took his job very seriously.
He didn’t know as well as I did how harsh the world outside the syndicate could be, but he would
never do anything to jeopardize his position. Or my safety, for that matter.The customs agent will
know where he is, I reassured myself. No need to panic just yet.The crowd was even thicker on
this side of the square and the sea of people heading for the large footbridge soon swallowed
me whole. I entered the bridge at a leisurely pace to avoid drawing any extra attention. Both
sides of the wide walkway were lined with market stalls, selling everything from leather goods to
goat feet. Pretending to peruse the merchandise of a silver dealer, I used a serving platter as a
mirror to discreetly check behind me for a tail.“There!” someone shouted in French.Not
good.Chaos erupted. The soldiers began shoving people aside. I immediately dropped the silver
platter and took off into the crowd at break-neck speed.Luckily, this wasn’t my first rodeo.
Spurred on by the adrenaline coursing through my veins, I was ducking arms and weaving
through groups of people before the guards had even made it past the entrance to the bridge.
Back in the spirit of the chase, I felt the bizarre mix of exhilaration and apprehension that only
such a frenetically charged situation brought about. With every stride of my relatively long legs,
the soldiers’ shouts grew fainter and fainter. Soon, the sound of my own blood pumping furiously
in my ears eclipsed their voices altogether.I have this in the bag, I thought, grinning
hugely.Confident that victory was within my reach, I spared a glance over my shoulder to see
just how many men were looking to take my head. How many would inevitably fail in their
pursuit.That moment of arrogance cost me.Head still turned, I ran smack into a brick wall.Okay,
maybe not an actual brick wall. Because why would there have been a brick wall in the middle of
a bridge? But the impact was hard enough and the obstruction solid enough that my head
actually bounced off of it as though made of rubber.Ringing filled my ears instantly. The side of
my face took the brunt of the collision and my cheekbone felt like it had just made contact with a
fist.That’s going to leave an attractive bruise, I thought absently as dizziness overtook me.The
searing pain suddenly took a backseat to the spinning world that was careening dangerously
around me. It felt like someone had pressed hyper speed on a carousel. I clenched my eyes



closed as tightly as possible, hoping to halt the ride with sheer will alone. When that didn’t work,
I reached out my arm to steady myself on the low barrier along the side of the bridge.
Unfortunately, I underestimated my distance from the wall. The ground rushed up to greet
me.This is going to hurt.Just as I was about to hit the filthy pavement, strong hands caught me
around the waist and pulled me to the very thing that had been my downfall. Rough fabric
scratched my palms, proving the wall was not a wall at all but a man’s chest.An impressively firm
man’s chest, I thought absently.Somewhere, in an alternate universe, this scene was playing out
in a romance novel; I was the swooning leading lady and the hero had just drawn me tightly
against him. With that thought swimming in my head, I rested my forehead on the imposing
chest in an effort to still the spinning. As I forced myself to draw in slow, deep pulls of oxygen to
my addled brain, one of the man’s hands rubbed my back soothingly.This is ridiculous, I thought.
One moment I was running for my life, the next I was living a passionate parable. No costume
change required.Despite the sheer absurdity of the situation, I was grateful to the chivalrous
man. He could’ve let me fall flat on my face. He could’ve shoved me away. And I wouldn’t have
blamed him, considering my stench. Instead, he was acting the part of the gallant knight,
swooping in to save the distraught princess before she knocked out a few teeth on the
pavement.The strong hand on my spine slid down to my hip, moving into my still-downcast line
of vision.Interesting, I thought, still dazed from the collision. Maybe this tale was more
scandalous than swoon-worthy, my hero more roguish than knightly. Before I could process that
this was definitively reality and not a harlequin novel, the hand continued around to my stomach
while the other held me firmly against him. Then, to my utter horror, the hand shot up the front of
my dress, caressing every inch of my torso as its owner copped a cheap thrill. Finally, when two
long fingers climbed over the deep neckline and down the inside of my bodice, the shock wore
off. I snapped into action.“Get off of me, you perv!” I shouted in English as I shoved against that
rock-hard chest, too incensed to translate the words.Skilled in self-defense, I attempted to
create enough space for my knee to lock in on its target: my attacker’s groin. The creep was
apparently accustomed to groping unwilling women, though, because he angled his lower body
away at exactly the right moment. My blow landed on his outer thigh, hard enough to inflict pain
but not the doubled-over-in agony degree I’d hoped for.“Is that your idea of foreplay?” the man
chuckled in my ear, his English just as perfect and unaccented as my own. “No wonder you
never go on second dates.”My eyes went wide. I tipped my head back to get a good look at the
man’s face. Dark brown eyes that held just a hint of amber sparkled with amusement. Though a
casual observer might have only seen delight, I knew fierce determination was hidden in the
shadows beneath. Way beneath, in this case.“Gaige!” I exclaimed, both incensed and grateful to
find my partner had arrived at last.The grin he wore stretched from ear to ear as his arm slid
around me once more, bringing me close again. When his fingers slipped down the front of my
dress for a second time, they found their mark. As Gaige’s groping digits retreated from my
bodice, I caught a fleeting glimpse of the artifact pouch between his thumb and forefinger. Then,
just like the queen in three-card Monte, it disappeared to parts unknown.“What have I told you



about personal space?” I snapped, shoving him away from me.“Is that any way for a lady to treat
her rescuer?” Gaige taunted. “I’m not asking for much, Stassi, just a little gratitude.”I opened my
mouth to respond that feeling me up was more than enough payment for his eleventh-hour
intervention, but never got the chance to utter the words. Without warning, my legs were swept
out from underneath me. The action was not performed in an enjoyable, romantic manner.
Instead, Gaige tossed me over his shoulder caveman-style.“Are you freaking kidding me?” I
screeched. “Put me down, jackass!”“Good lord, you stink,” Gaige intoned.“You always stink,” I
replied lamely, pounding my fists against his back.“You okay?” he asked quietly. “Still dizzy?”“Oh
yeah, I’m just great,” I said, still struggling.“Still dizzy?” he persisted.“No, I’m clearheaded and
going to kill you,” I snapped, straining to loosen his grip enough to flip myself over and away from
my partner. “Put me down!”“In that case, can you pretend you’re actually trying to get away,
Stass? Sell it for the audience.”Startled, I remembered that we weren’t alone. When I looked up,
dozens of shocked expressions met my gaze. Napoleon’s guards had nearly caught up to us,
pushing their way towards the outer ring of bystanders who’d stopped to gape at the show.My
heart sank as my annoyance rose. It was so not the time for Gaige’s pranks. I was going to be
completely screwed if the moron didn’t let me go in the next moment. Probably even if he did.
Still, I kicked my legs as hard as I could in a desperate attempt to flee.Unfortunately, Gaige’s
arms were well-muscled from all the rock climbing he did in our downtime and they were locked
around me in a steel embrace.“Just a piece of friendly advice,” my partner called over his
shoulder. “You might want to take a nice big breath real quick. Oh, and definitely keep your
mouth closed.”Alarm bells went off inside my head.Hold my breath?Realization dawned. I
struggled harder against his hold. Not in the hopes of actually getting free from him, but to
indeed give the spectators a show.“You bastard!” I screamed in mangled French.“After what you
did to my brother, you’re lucky it’s not the gallows!” Gaige roared back in a monstrous tone,
taking two steps to the side. In a lower tone meant only for my ears, he added, “You’re welcome,
by the way.”Without further ado, Gaige threw me over the side of the bridge.Despite my partner’s
advice to keep my mouth shut, I couldn’t help the scream that tore loose from my throat.Every
expletive in my vast repertoire flew through my mind in the seconds before I hit the fetid water.
The instant the stench wafted into my nostrils, I vowed revenge upon Gaige for this little stunt.
Maybe he’d just saved me in the moment, but the impromptu bridge dive probably wouldn’t have
been necessary had my partner been actually backing me up.The landing was as ungraceful as
humanly possible—back-first with my legs futilely bicycle-kicking the air. Lips still parted in an
involuntary shriek, murky river water seeped into my mouth before I had the wherewithal to
clamp it shut.Pretend it’s one of the hot springs on the island, I chanted over and over again in
my head like the refrain of a poorly-written song.Fortunately for my sanity, a reminder of my
mortality quickly derailed that train of thought. Once wet, the heavy wool of my dress felt like
newly-poured concrete. I sank like a boulder.As much as I really didn’t want another molecule of
the Arno River inside of me, I reluctantly opened my eyes to gain my bearings. The foul water
stung painfully. I blinked several times before straining to keep them open. All I saw was deep,



dark, murky brown. I glanced around frantically, searching for lighter water that would indicate
the surface. Once I spotted it, I managed to flip my body around. With powerful kicks of my legs
and strokes of my arms, I fought against the weight dragging me down and slowly reversed my
course.Contrary to what he would tell you, my partner didn’t have superhero-strength, so I
couldn’t have been far from the large stone construct. Fortuitous, since I needed to be
underneath it for Gaige’s gamble to pay off.Through the cloudy water, a shape emerged up
ahead, maybe five feet away. The water was dimmer there, too, as though bathed in shadows
instead of sunlight. Swimming towards the pool of darkness, I prayed that I was heading closer
to the bridge and not away from it. My lungs were already starting to burn. In the very near future,
they would be screaming for air.Seconds that felt like hours to my oxygen-deprived system
passed before my outstretched hands made contact with the slimy stone foundation of the
bridge. If I could’ve breathed a sigh of relief without filling my lungs with pure nastiness, I would
have.My heart began to pound harder, anticipating what was to come.As soon as my entire body
was pressed against the inside of the stone pillar, an unnerving tingling began. The dichotomous
sensation started in my toes, cool at first, then growing colder and colder as it crawled up my
calves. The crown of my head was instantly warm, becoming uncomfortably hot as the feeling
slid down my chest. Though not unpleasant at first, the sensation intensified as it traveled down
my torso and up my legs, until the tingling felt more like being continually jabbed with a cheese
dagger. It was as though I was the fabric of time itself and thousands of sewing machines were
simultaneously stitching me together with white-hot needles.Within moments, hot and cold
collided in a clash-of-the-titans match-up in my abdomen. The pain was unfathomable,
indescribable to those who have not felt it. And it was rocketing through me.A burst of light
exploded in my line of vision like a star detonating. Golden white swirls twisted and churned
before my eyes, illuminating the murky water with preternatural beauty. At the epicenter, the light
was pure gold. It pulled me in as though it was a powerful magnet and I was nothing more than a
fleck of metal.This was a bad idea, I thought, panic overtaking me as surely as the light. Shoving
the thought aside, I focused with every ounce of my mental capacity on my destination: The Atlic
Gate in my present time.My body bowed backwards, my spine arching as long fingers of light
shot out from the supernova and grabbed hold of my waist. The pain in my midsection peaked
right before the golden light engulfed me.And then I was gone.I LANDED OFF-BALANCE and
disoriented. My hands shot out instinctively to break the fall. Pain shot through my wrists and up
my arms when my palms collided with cold, dry rock. I clawed at the smooth surface, desperate
to remain upright. Unfortunately, all I received for my efforts were several broken fingernails.
Panting, I sank to my knees.The skin on the inside of my wrist began to hum, bringing an instant
sigh of relief. It was a tune I felt rather than heard, but it touched me down to my marrow all the
same. The earth around me answered in kind, singing the same silent song with a power and
intensity that had scared me at one time but I now welcomed with open arms. A sense of peace
enveloped me, the kind of universal harmony that few in the world could understand, and only
then from experience.“A gate,” I muttered to myself with a weary smile. “Good sign.”I knew all too



well what came next.Teeth clenched, forehead pressed against the rock wall, I prepared to ride
out the after-effects of the unorthodox jump.Tremors rocketed through my body with bone-jarring
force. My muscles seized, not all at once, but each in turn, over and over. My lungs burned, more
from the sudden influx of air than the jump through time.It’ll pass. It’ll pass. It. Will. Pass, I
chanted to myself, even as the spinning sensation in my head made me feel like the lone sock in
a dryer programmed for warp-speed.Unpleasant as the seconds that followed were, I was in far
better shape than I should’ve been. Not travelling through a gate was a shock to the system, one
very difficult for the human body to withstand. It was the reason we were forbidden from free
jumping, except in dire emergencies.As the worst of the effects finally began to wane, I surveyed
my surroundings to gauge my whereabouts. Not going through customs was not only
unsanctioned and dangerous, it left a lot of room for error—there was no way of knowing where
and when I’d end up. Between the river water still obscuring my vision and the vertigo whirling
through my head, blurry shapes and vague impressions were all I could see.As I blinked rapidly
to clear my vision, the vortex came into focus around me. Absentmindedly, I rubbed the tattoo on
the inside of my right wrist. The letters on my skin glowed bright red for several moments, as they
always did after coming in direct contact with other prima.The secret to traversing time lay within
the precious mineral. Prima materia was more rare than a flawless colored diamond, more
valuable than the crown jewels, and more sought-after than a relic from the Ming Dynasty.
Throughout history, the existence of prima had been doubted more than Excalibur and Atlantis
combined. But, as any runner could attest, the mineral was very real. Though it didn’t turn
substances into gold, as many had hoped it would, it did make time travel possible.Using the
energy my body absorbed from the prima to bolster myself, I pushed off the floor and climbed
unsteadily to my feet. My head spun from the movement. I leaned against the wall until the
dizziness subsided. After a few tentative steps, I plodded slowly around the curve of rock wall
towards a patch of hazy light at the end of the tunnel.A form appeared at the far end of the
passage, backlit and shadowed.“Stassi?” The tall, gangly figure rushed forward, youthful male
features came into focus as he closed the distance between us. I recognized him immediately,
Rupert Rudolph.I’m home, I thought with another surge of relief.“Stassi? What happened?”
Rupert asked, taking in my sopping-wet appearance. Concern created a deep crease between
his dark brows.“Gaige happened,” I intoned, sparing a weary smile for my favorite gate
attendant.Rupert, a teenager just on the awkward cusp of manhood, was one of several
attendants who rotated shifts in my syndicate’s waystation. The job wasn’t glamorous—entering
destinations into the customs ports, logging the comings and goings, and assisting those
returning from missions. Still, it was a coveted position among those with aspirations of one day
becoming runners, but who weren’t yet old enough to begin training.“Are you okay?” the boy
asked, curiosity mingling with worry in his dark eyes.Together, we exited the passageway and
entered the rotunda of the underground gate.“I’ve had smoother runs,” I replied, holding out my
dripping arms to prove my point.“Shoot, I’m sorry,” Rupert apologized. “Let me get you a towel
before you freeze to death.”As if on cue, a violent chill ran through me. I hugged my arms to my



chest to conserve what little body heat remained.“Thanks.”He darted towards a metal rack on
the opposite side of the cavernous room. Fluffy clean towels were arranged in neat stacks
beside bottles of water and energy bars. Rupert grabbed one towel, started back towards me,
reassessed the situation, and went back for a second one.The underground room was a
magnificent blend of the old and new worlds. The perimeter of the high, domed ceiling was
carved with symbols of the ancient alchemist order—a perfect juxtaposition to the advanced
technology used to program mission coordinates. The sloping red walls radiated a cool beauty
that hinted at their true nature. At first glance, it was easy to mistake the material for clay, but the
faint glimmering where light hit belied the power within.Another violent shiver wracked my body,
pulling me from my admiration. As beautiful as the gate was to look at, the temperature left
something to be desired. My fingertips were starting to turn blue. The cool, clean air was also
making the horrific stench emanating from me more apparent.I cursed Gaige.“Here you go.”
Rupert held out the towels, which I accepted gratefully. “These should help.”I buried my face in
the soft fabric and inhaled the scent of fresh, clean laundry detergent.“I think they work better if
you unfold them,” Rupert teased.My quick burst of laughter sounded muffled beneath the
towel.“Is it Pick on Stassi Day? I didn’t get the memo,” I replied, slinging one towel over my
shoulders and using the other on my hair. Noting the lack of activity in the gate, I added, “Slow
day?”“Yep,” he responded, popping the “p” for emphasis. “There aren’t any outgoing runs today.
Before your unscheduled appearance, we weren’t anticipating any arrivals, either. So, yeah,
pretty boring ‘round these parts.”“Do you know when Molly and Tiger got back?” I asked.Molly
was my best friend, roommate, and fellow runner. She and her partner, Tiger, had left the day
before Gaige and me on a run to America. It was supposed to be a quick mission, two or three
days max.“I don’t think they’re back,” Rupert said.The first hints of dread settled in my gut. I didn’t
want to seem dramatic, but a run that ran too long over the scheduled time allotment was cause
for concern.“You sure? They should’ve been back yesterday, maybe even the day before that,” I
prompted.“They might’ve come through when I was off-duty,” Rupert replied, scratching his head
in the perfect caricature of someone thinking. “I don’t remember seeing their arrival in the logs,
though. Want me to double-check?”“Do you mind?” I asked Rupert sheepishly.“For you? Not at
all.”That kid’s a real charmer, I thought as Rupert jogged over to his workstation and entered his
access code. He scrolled through the arrival log for the past week and shook his head.“Sorry,
Stassi. They’re still out.” Anticipating my next question, he added, “We haven’t received any
distress communications from Philadelphia customs, so no need to worry. I’m sure they just got
held up. It happens.”“You’re right,” I agreed, forcing a smile that surely didn’t reach my eyes.
“How’d you get to be so wise?”“Age and experience,” Rupert answered with a wink.“Mind getting
me another towel, old man? This one’s soaked.”With the grace of a young deer still adjusting to
its long legs, Rupert loped off to fetch me another dry towel. He returned a moment later with a
full-length robe instead.“Ahh, even better. Thanks, Rupe.”I threw a wet towel at him, hitting him
squarely in the face.“I have to get out of here and change my clothes before hypothermia sets
in,” I said, tossing the other towel to him.“You’d better hurry,” Rupert advised, walking over to



deposit them in the laundry hamper by the shelves.Pausing mid-hair-wring, I stifled a
groan.“What time is it?” I asked.“Almost five,” Rupert answered, before gesturing to the rows of
provisions. “Do you want a protein bar? Or a bottle of water?”“Morning or afternoon?” I asked
anxiously, ignoring his considerate offerings.I had a sinking feeling I knew the answer.The runner
department held daily mandatory meetings at 5pm. And they meant mandatory. If you were
anywhere on the island, attendance was not a question.“Afternoon. You have just enough time to
change clothes, but probably not enough to shower.” Rupert wrinkled his nose again. “I feel bad
for the person who sits next to you. You really do smell ripe.” He grinned cheekily.I hurried
towards the exit, ruffling Rupert’s hair as I passed.“Brat,” I said affectionately. “Don’t you know
that a gentleman never tells a lady she smells bad? I’m sure it’s somewhere in one of those
books you’re always reading.”Rupert laughed and swatted at my hand.“Eww, don’t touch me.
Now I need a shower, too.”Though he’d never admit it, I knew Rupert loved the attention all the
runners paid him. For many of us, he was the younger sibling we’d never had.When I reached
the foot of the staircase, I paused.“Gaige should be coming through any minute,” I added. “Tell
him to head straight to the conference center, no dilly dallying. He has our acquisition.”The slimy
plant bits still clinging to my hair like some sort of eco-friendly extensions reminded me that I had
a score to even with my partner.“And feel free to give him a swift kick in the ass to get him
going.”Rupert snorted in response.“That guy doesn’t listen to me. He doesn’t listen to
anyone.”“Just tell him that, thanks to his little stunt, I’m not going to cover for him with Cyrus,” I
called over my shoulder as I climbed the steps leading out of the gate. “Have a good one,
Rupe!”LOCATED ON AN island in the Caribbean, the Atlic Syndicate was like a small,
independent nation isolated from the rest of the world. Technically it was a U.S. territory, but we
didn’t adhere to any laws other than our own. Cyrus Atlic, the syndicate’s Founder and current
head of operations, had paid a hefty sum to keep the island off of the Electric Global Railway
System, or EGRS. There were only two ways on and off the island: via boat or through a
vortex.Beautiful as it was secluded, the island was truly paradise. Lush vegetation provided a
colorful backdrop that was dotted with waterfalls and wrapped in white-sand beaches.
Amaryllises and hibiscuses lined the footpaths. The salty ocean breeze always managed to feel
both relaxing and invigorating.A small smile tugged at one corner of my mouth as I headed down
the footpath to the bungalow I shared with Molly.“If the other camp kids could see me now…,” I
muttered happily.The short jog took less than five minutes. Pushing open the front door, I sighed
contentedly as I entered my very own slice of the island nirvana.The feeling didn’t last long.The
interior lights were all off, the room only faintly illuminated where the sun shone through the
gauzy white fabric covering the windows. The French doors that opened to a small patio
overlooking the ocean below remained firmly closed, which was only the case when both my
roommate and I were away. The patchwork quilt that normally sat sloppily in one corner of the
couch was neatly draped over the back instead, a tribute to my compulsive need to clean and
straighten only in the hour before leaving on a run.My gaze landed on the clock in our kitchen
and I swore loudly. With only five minutes to change and sprint to the conference center, I was



never going to make it on time.I scurried to my bedroom and beelined for the en suite bathroom.
Ignoring the siren call of a hot shower, I shrugged out of the robe Rupert had given me, peeled
off the wet layers of my maid’s uniform, and tossed them over the shower doors to dry. The
atrociously ruined stockings went directly into the wastebasket.Back in my bedroom, I quickly
dressed in a pair of cotton pants and the heaviest sweater I owned. Though the air outside was
warm and humid, I still felt the cold river water deep in my bones. Since my feet were scraped
and bleeding from my run through Florence, I opted to carry my most comfortable leather
sandals until decorum mandated their necessity.Retracing my steps through the common area
of the bungalow, concern for Molly sparked anew and made my chest tighten. Without thinking, I
reached for my proverbial safety blanket: a round gold locket of delicate filigree with a sapphire
set in the middle. I brought the locket to my lips before letting it fall back in place between my
collarbones.It was the one link I held to my past and I never took it off. As a child growing up in
the work camp, it had given me hope that one day I’d find my birth family. As a runner, the same
still held true.Exiting through the back of the bungalow, I crossed our patio to the path leading
straight to the conference center. At the footpath’s crest, the conference center rose into view. It
was the largest building of the island compound and the most outwardly modern. The walls were
tinted glass that deflected the heat of the beating sun during the day while absorbing the energy
of the rays to power the entire island.The stones surrounding the massive building were warm on
my bare soles, soothing the pain. Unfortunately, I was only able to luxuriate in the respite for a
moment. I slid on my shoes, pushed open a tall glass door, and hurried through the lobby.An
unoiled door hinge dashed all hope of slipping in to the meeting unseen. Twenty pairs of eyes
turned to stare at me. My own eyes found the formidable man at the head of the table, and I
muttered apologies as I scurried to my assigned seat.Keeping my eyes down, I grabbed the
Qube sitting on the table in front of my chair and pulled it to me, preparing to take notes like a
dutiful employee. An elbow nudging my ribs drew my attention, and I did a double take when I
saw Gaige. Somehow, my pain-in-the-ass partner had managed to beat me to the meeting. He
smirked at my stunned expression and mimed pinching my lips shut with his thumb and
forefinger. I swatted his hand away before he actually tried to close my mouth for me.“Stassi?
Gaige? Do you care to take over the meeting, or is it okay if I continue?” Cyrus asked in a tone
that was firm, but not angry.“Of course, Cyrus. Sorry I’m late. I had to go change. Someone sent
me on a little swim in Florence,” I replied, with a pointed look at Gaige.“So sorry that I saved you
from Napoleon’s guards, Stass,” Gaige shot back with an irritating grin. “Next time, I’ll be sure to
leave you to the Frenchies.”Cyrus stifled a smile at our banter. The amusement softened his
tanned, weathered features.“Are you okay?” our boss asked me. The slight crinkle around his
eyes was the only sign that his question was more than a polite inquiry.“Never been better,” I
grumbled, running a hand through my damp, disheveled hair. It occurred to me in that moment
that I probably should’ve consulted a mirror before I left the bungalow. Maybe run a brush
through my mermaid hair.Too late now.“As I was saying,” our fearless leader continued,
addressing the whole table again. “Judah just returned from Lisbon….”I leaned back in my chair,



content to have everyone’s attention directed elsewhere. While Judah’s run was recapped, I
tuned out the sound of Cyrus’s voice, but kept my gaze on him.Cyrus Atlic was a legend. While
physically imposing—tall and exceedingly well-muscled for a man in his late fifties—it was his
accomplishments and vision that commanded respect. Our syndicate’s Founder had actually
worked on the Fourth Dimension project—the team that discovered time travel.The initial finding
was met with mixed reactions from the government and the project’s financers. With a vested
interest in privatizing time travel, several of the corporate investors pushed to launch a time
tourism program soon after the discovery, allowing those with enough money to vacation in any
time period of their choosing.Fortunately for the world, the pilot program never grew beyond
infancy. Private citizens proved incapable of responsible travel; they caused more trouble and
created more holes than money and influence were capable of fixing or explaining. That was
when the government officially stepped in and shut down the venture. The Fourth Dimension
project was deemed unfit for further exploration, and became one of the highest-level classified
files in the government archives. Very few outside of the scientists, contractors, and financial
backers ever even knew of the project’s short existence.Cyrus, who was an exceedingly wealthy
businessman and brilliant scientist at the time, had been an integral part of the Fourth
Dimension project since its inception, as both an investor and a researcher. And it wasn’t within
his nature to let such an incredible discovery languish in redacted documents.Though the logic
of the ban on time travel did not escape Cyrus, it also did not deter him. He believed that with the
right training and preparation, carefully vetted individuals could visit other eras without disrupting
history. With that idea in mind, he quietly purchased Branson Isle from the Americans. Cyrus
then established the Atlic Syndicate—a business specializing in locating and acquiring objects
from the past.Historical procurement was a lucrative business. For an obscene price, we would
obtain any item from any time that a client requested. Any item. And a never-ending parade of
the world’s most affluent lined up for our services. The profits were more than enough to keep
the island in pristine condition and provide lucrative salaries to the syndicate’s employees. While
most of the world lay in ruins as a result of the Epic War, we lived in untold luxury.But Cyrus’s
dream went beyond founding the most elaborate black market the world would ever know. Our
boss was a patron of the arts, enraptured with the lost works of creative geniuses throughout
time. Artwork, literature, plays, films—every colorful aspect of humanity—they were all lost
during the fifth world war. Preserving culture was Cyrus’s passion. For him, amassing a fortune
was simply a fortuitous byproduct of that.In order to give life to his great imaginings, Cyrus
needed employees. First and foremost, he needed runners—gophers sent back in time to fetch
the items his clients requested. After working out the kinks that come with any new business
model, he developed a solid training program focused more on the art of assimilation than the
physical aspects of jumping from one point and place in time to another. Runners studied
people, events, and cultures, learning to blend within past societies without becoming a part of
recorded history. And without causing ripples in the timewaves.Another elbow from Gaige
interrupted my musings. When I looked up, all eyes were on me once again.Realizing I was



tuned out, Gaige cleared his throat and answered for me.“There were a few hiccups, but nothing
we couldn’t handle.”His chestnut eyes glanced pointedly at me.“Right, sorry,” I said, quickly
figuring out that Cyrus had asked about our run. As the lead runner on the mission, I was also
the one responsible for recounting it to our boss. “I was able to infiltrate the palace without issue.
Napoleon’s letters to Josephine were exactly where the historians guessed—the desk in his
study. There were some ‘hiccups,’ as Gaige said, but we made it out okay.”“No major incidents?”
Cyrus asked, raising his eyebrows.“Not at all,” I quickly answered, before Gaige could.Cyrus
eyed me carefully. The half-smile on his face was unnerving.“You didn’t bypass customs on the
way back?” Cyrus turned the full force of his emerald gaze on me.Crap. How did he always know
everything? The man had a sixth sense. Possibly even seven or eight of them. Glancing over at
my partner, I knew he wouldn’t have offered up this particular piece of information. Neither Cyrus
nor the senior runners in the room would approve of our tactics, however successful they’d
been.Gaige squirmed in his chair but said nothing. Evidently, he was choosing to sit this one
out.Awesome.“Stassi, you cannot keep doing this,” Cyrus continued sternly, all traces of his
earlier amusement gone. “We cannot afford to leave behind a trail of mysterious
disappearances, nor can we afford for you to be out of commission while you recover from time
sickness.”“I’m fine!” I exclaimed. “I’m not sick.”“This time,” Cyrus shot back. “You didn’t get sick
this time. But you will. Everyone does. Time sickness is inevitable for those who don’t follow the
rules. Which is precisely why we have rules. Coincidentally, that is also why we have customs: for
you to use them. Jumping outside of a vortex is incredibly dangerous, I cannot believe that you
don’t understand that.”“I know, I know,” I replied. “You’re right.”Arguing with a man like my boss
was pointless, so I took the path of least resistance.“I’m sorry,” I added quietly.Though I almost
promised I wouldn’t do it again, I held my tongue. It would have been a lie, and we both knew
it.“What happened?” Cyrus asked, my apology softening his tone.“One of the guards found me
in the study. I tried talking my way out of it. I tried making excuses. I even tried flirting—”“Wow,
can’t believe that didn’t work,” Gaige muttered.Cyrus shot my partner a warning look, and
Gaige’s trademark smirk disappeared.“I tried it all,” I continued. “I swear. In the end, I had to
make a break for it. My loyal backup,” with this I turned to glare at Gaige, “was occupied
elsewhere. Guards followed me from the palace, but I managed to lose them. I was heading for
customs when the soldiers caught up with me again on a bridge.”“And that’s when I intervened
with my quick thinking,” Gaige chimed in. “I staged a struggle and threw her into the Arno to
facilitate a clean exit.”“Clean is not the word I’d use,” one of the senior runners murmured, eyeing
my disheveled appearance.“Yes, you’re quite the helper, Gaige,” Cyrus replied
sarcastically.“What?” Gaige asked innocently. “I saved her. If not for me, our fair Stassi here
would be waiting for her date with the guillotine.”“Are you really okay?” Cyrus asked, ignoring my
partner’s witty commentary to focus on me.“Yeah, I’m fine. There was—”The door to the
conference room slammed open violently, interrupting my reply. A tall, lean girl stood in the
entranceway. Red, blistered hands gripped either side of the doorframe to support her weight.
Her beautiful pale skin was about four shades lighter than usual. Cerulean blue eyes blazed



angrily from beneath ebony strands of singed hair.Molly.“MOLLY!” I SHRIEKED.Shoving my
chair back from the table, I was at my roommate’s side in an instant.Two medics appeared in the
doorway behind Molly, both panting and out of breath.“Are you okay? Molls, what happened?” I
asked, terrified.I went to hug her, but stopped myself when I noticed the smoldering holes in her
Puritan-style dress. The patches of skin peeking through the holes were a mess of red welts. My
arms fell to my sides. Staring helplessly at my best friend, I was overwhelmed by a mixture of
horror over her condition and relief that she was alive.Molly swayed unsteadily on her feet. Her
knees buckled, but she didn’t fall. One of the medics reached out to steady her. Despite her
bedraggled appearance, she warned the man away with a look so hard it was a wonder he didn’t
turn to stone.Even with the appalling circumstances, I couldn’t help but smile. Molly’s spirit was
still intact.She spared me a small, reassuring nod before focusing on our boss. Cyrus suddenly
didn’t look quite so fearless under Molly’s penetrating gaze.“I quit!” Molly practically
screeched.“Molly, why don’t you—”“I’m serious, Cyrus!” she interrupted him. “I’ve had enough!
I’m done with this shant.”Her words lacked the bite they might normally have carried, but still had
the desired effect. The room was stunned silent for several long moments. Every wide-eyed gaze
was fixed on Molly, though no one uttered a sound.“What is that smell?” Gaige asked.Naturally
he’d be the one to shatter the quiet with an asinine question.“My hair caught on fire!” Molly
shrieked. “Thanks for asking, jackass.”Molly’s legs gave out as the pain suddenly became too
much. I caught her in my arms as she pitched forward, eliciting a cry when my hands made
contact with her burned skin. Wincing, I helped Molly to an empty chair and eased her gently
onto the cushion.“Help her!” Cyrus commanded the medics. They’d frozen in the doorway as
Molly yelled at our boss, dumbfounded by the scene. No one yelled at Cyrus. Ever.Spurred into
action, both men hurried to kneel down beside my roommate. They had their treatment kits open
in record time and were attending to Molly’s injuries before anyone spoke again.Squatting so we
were at eye-level, I gently took Molly’s hand. She was trembling and her skin felt cold to the
touch, but she weakly returned my squeeze.“I’m fine,” she said soothingly, meeting my terrified
stare. “I feel like hell, but I’m fine. At least, I eventually will be.”“She should be at the infirmary,”
Cyrus said harshly, directing his statement to the medics as though they were to blame for the
breach of protocol.And yet, everyone in the room knew there was nothing the men could have
done to stop Molly from storming in to the meeting once she’d made up her mind to do just
that.“Sorry, sir,” the younger of the two muttered. He didn’t look up, either reluctant to meet
Cyrus’s stern gaze or unwilling to look away from the task at hand.“She insisted,” the other
chimed in weakly. “We couldn’t stop her.”Cyrus turned his gaze back to Molly. “And what was so
pressing that it could not wait?”“Quitting, obviously,” she snapped, not missing a beat. “Seriously,
Cyrus, they tried to set me on fire!”“Tried?” I heard Gaige mutter. When I whipped my head
around to shut him up, I was startled to see an intensely concerned expression on his face.“I had
no choice, I had to jump back here from the stake,” Molly continued. “Yes, that’s right: The. Stake.
Where they set me on fire. Like I was a witch!”Relief flooded me. As bad as the burns looked,
they evidently weren’t to blame for Molly’s deathly pallor. They also weren’t responsible for her



dilated pupils or the clammy texture of her skin.All those side effects Cyrus had just been
warning me about? The consequences of time sickness? I was staring them right in the face. As
crappy as it was for her to endure, at least the illness was curable with time, rest, and some
drugs to ease the way. It was a far better prognosis than some deadly 17th century virus.“You
need to lay down,” Cyrus told Molly, his tone gentle but definitive. “I’ll come see you after the
meeting and you can yell at me all you want. Just please let the medics do their jobs.”To
everyone’s surprise, Molly nodded weakly in reply. The anger and adrenaline had been
bolstering her bravado. With both wearing off, she seemed impossibly frail.“I’ll come with you,” I
said, rising to my feet as the medics gently helped her to stand.“No, you don’t need to,” she
protested, seeming almost embarrassed by my offer. Her response wasn’t unexpected; Molly
wasn’t the type to ask for help, or admit when she needed it. “I’m just going lay down, probably
sleep for a year. I’ll see you when you get home.”“Are you sure?” I asked, unsure what I should
do. Though I desperately wanted to be there for her, I also didn’t want to make her
uncomfortable by hovering when she wanted to be alone.Molly knew me well enough to know
exactly what debate was going on inside my head.“I swear,” she said quietly, locking my gaze to
show she indeed meant it. “Finish up with the meeting, it will give the medics time to patch me
up without an audience.”“I’ll be home soon, I promise,” I assured Molly, my heart swelling up
fiercely. “Send me a message if you want or need me to pick up anything on my way home.
Anything at all.”“I could probably use some new skin,” Molly answered weakly, a glimmer of
humor peeking through. “I’m not sure if the canteen stocks it, but you could ask.”With that, the
medics practically carried her out of the room and I reluctantly returned to my seat. The room
remained silent for several long moments; the elders processed the event while us rookie
runners nervously weighed Molly’s condition. She was the first in our class to suffer time
sickness, and it was a terrifying sight to behold. The mood of the meeting had become
decidedly more somber.After pausing to collect himself, Cyrus took a deep breath and quietly
returning to business. Instantly, my mind was wandering once again.For several minutes, I
focused on making a list of things I could pick up for Molly on the way home. I was contemplating
items to distract her when Gaige’s voice broke through my thoughts.“You want this one?” he
asked me softly, placing his hand on my forearm and giving it a squeeze.“Huh?” I asked
distractedly.“Cyrus just said he has an assignment in Paris, year 1925. You want it, right?”Did
arctic explorers want hot showers?“We’ll take it!” I exclaimed.For the umpteenth time since my
arrival, the attention of everyone in the room was on me. I’d been so zoned out before Gaige’s
question that I didn’t realize Cyrus was still explaining the mission. My excited utterance
interrupted him mid-sentence. The disapproval in the eyes of the councilmembers around the
table—those who’d been with Cyrus since he’d founded the syndicate system—was
unmistakable.“Though the enthusiasm is appreciated, may I finish?” my boss asked wryly, not
nearly as irritated as I’d have expected.“Sorry,” I muttered, wanting to melt into my chair.While I
wasn’t concerned about the glares from the old guys, I never wanted Cyrus to view me as
anything less than professional. Not because I feared that he might send me back to the harsh



world outside of Branson—which he absolutely could, with or without a reason—but because I
owed him immensely for bringing me to the island from the work camp in the first place.
Disrespect was the last thing I wanted to give him in return.“As I was saying,” Cyrus continued
pointedly, “our client has requested an unpublished manuscript—Blue’s Canyon by Andre
Rosenthal. The historians located what appears to be the only definitive mention of the work in
an interview with the author, published in Le Petit Journal in early March of 1925. When asked
about his recent projects, Rosenthal replied that he had just completed his initial round of
revisions on Blue’s Canyon. Because the manuscript was never published and no further
mention of it was ever made, the historians believe something may have happened to it not long
after the interview. Working off of that assumption, they have pinpointed a window of time in
which they believe the chances of recovery are highest.“The author had a reputation for being
quite private about his writing after the alleged plagiarizing of a work-in-progress in 1918. This
event also made him quite distrustful of outsiders. Luckily, he was part of the expatriate set that
lived and worked in Paris during the 1920s. Since many of those individuals are known for being
friendly, becoming ingratiated with them will be the best avenue to Rosenthal. Even still, it is
going to take both time and finesse to get close enough to him to find out where he is keeping
the book. Rumor has it, he became so paranoid after the plagiarism affair that he never kept
what he was working on in a single place. Instead, he would divvy up the sections between
several hiding spots throughout the city.“Considering these factors, we are estimating that this
mission will take anywhere from three to six weeks. The range is large because Rosenthal’s
erratic behavior leaves a lot up to chance. Also, because his most popular work, Sparrows of
Summer, was not completed until 1928, it will be imperative to not actually steal Blue’s Canyon.
After the previous pilfering of ideas, an outright theft of this book could discourage him from
writing anything else. Instead, a reproduction must be swapped with the original pages.“Any
questions? Any interest?” Cyrus concluded in the same way as he always did.Unsurprisingly, no
one else pounced on the intricate mission. Dealing with a paranoid owner was not appealing, not
to mention the complexities of finding multiple locations and performing a switcheroo. But I’d
been waiting to visit Paris in that decade since becoming a runner. I might’ve felt bad about
roping Gaige in to something so complicated, except for the fact I still smelled like human
waste.“I guess we could take it,” I said meekly, as if I wasn’t prepared to throw down for the
run.Cyrus’s emerald eyes sparkled with amusement. He wasn’t fooled by my nonchalance.“Six
weeks is a long time,” he hedged. “Are you sure you want this one? Are you sure you’re up for it?
You just got back.”Though he hadn’t actually said it, I got the impression Cyrus was really asking
if I was ready for the level of subterfuge this assignment required.Whether or not I was capable, I
honestly wasn’t sure. Nevertheless, the time period and city might hold a clue to the identity of
my parents. And that was all I needed to know.“Positive,” I answered, with more confidence than I
felt.“We’ve got this,” Gaige added helpfully, putting his arm around my neck and squeezing me in
a crushing side-hug. “I’m even willing to bet that we can get it done in three weeks, tops. Any
takers?”“You’ve got yourself a bet,” Arin, a runner who was a year or two older than us, said. “No



way you can steal it, copy it, and replace the duplicate in three weeks. Are you forgetting that
there are no photo-replicators in the 1920s?”She smiled brilliantly at Gaige and gave him a long,
lingering look. It seemed as though she’d happily offer herself up as the prize, no matter who
won their bet.My thoughts of Gaige’s love life—gross—swooped right out the window when the
full extent of her words hit me. Steal it, copy it, and replace the duplicate. In a time when the
technology to perfectly replicate items didn’t exist. That meant an alchemist would need time to
recreate the manuscript by hand.Clearing my throat, I threw Gaige’s arm off of me and gave
Cyrus the most competent expression I could muster.“I’m not willing to bet on three weeks. But I
am positive that we can do it in your time frame,” I said. “When do we leave?”Cyrus’s gaze held
mine for a heartbeat past comfortable.“Day after tomorrow” he finally said. “And Stassi? Use
customs.”I willed myself not to blush.“Understood, Cyrus. No problem.”“YOU’RE WELCOME,”
GAIGE prompted, as we stepped outside into the waning sunlight.Stopping to give him my most
menacing glare, I propped my hands on my hips defiantly.“For what exactly?” I asked, daring him
to say it.“Saving your ass,” Gaige declared with a look of glee, not the least bit intimidated by
me.“You mean throwing me in the Arno? Are you freaking kidding me?” I asked, itching to smack
the grin off his face. “Maybe once I’ve showered the sewage off of me, I might feel some degree
of gratitude. Until then, I’ll be plotting my revenge.”My partner laughed at my obviously empty
threats.“Come on, Stass, you have to admit that it was pretty brilliant. In fact, you might even say
that my quick thinking saved the day.”“I will most certainly not be saying that,” I snapped.Sure, it
was a pretty smart exit strategy. But until I no longer felt as though ants were crawling up my
legs, I simply couldn’t give him the satisfaction.“I’ll take that as a ‘thank you’. And also as an
apology for doubting I’d come through for you,” Gaige said, smiling triumphantly.As we began
walking again, my partner grew uncharacteristically quiet. It wasn’t like him to not provide an
endless stream of babble, so the silence was unnerving. After a full minute of nothing but the
sounds of our footsteps and the chirping of the exotic birds, I couldn’t take it anymore.“You
okay?” I asked, throwing him a sidelong glance.“Of course,” he said, offering me a reassuring
smile. “I’m just thinking about the run.”“I know it’s going to be hard,” I said, feeling a twinge of
guilt. “I’m sorry, we can back out.”“No way, I live for a challenge,” he replied without hesitation. “I
just know you’ve been waiting a while for this, I don’t want to let you down.”Startled by his serious
tone, I thought carefully about my next words.“I know that it’s a long shot,” I hedged. “But I also
know that the only clue I have is that picture. So if there’s even a chance of finding answers in
Paris, I want to go. I have to go.”The photo I was referring to—a shot of an elegant woman
wearing my necklace—was the only solid lead I had to my familial origins. I’d stumbled across
the picture while in the time archives stored in the Paris home of the syndicate’s Godfather when
I was there for training the year before. The caption indicated it had been taken in Paris in the
year 1924. That was it. That was all I had to go on. Which was precisely why I needed to go to
Paris—to learn her identity. If I could just ascertain her name, I might be able to trace the line of
her descendants to one of my parents.The odds of finding the woman were miniscule, like
finding a needle in the largest haystack that ever existed. But I was determined to do just that.“I



know, Stass. I get it.”When I didn’t answer, Gaige reached for my hand and gave it a
squeeze.“Well, okay, maybe I don’t entirely get how you feel. I can’t imagine not knowing who my
parents are. But if our roles were reversed, I’d want to do the same thing.”“Thanks,” I said
quietly.As much as I wanted to know the identity of my parents, I also wanted the opportunity to
ask them why. Why they’d left me to grow up in a work camp. Why they’d left me at all. Why they
never came back for me.I was only four years old when the authorities found me wandering the
streets of Knoxville, Tennessee. The local police searched for my family for two weeks without
any luck, and I hadn’t been able to tell them anything useful to aid their efforts. A kind, young
officer assigned to my case repeatedly assured me that someone would come to claim me, that
my family would find me. But no one did. My family didn’t find me. Not then, and not in the years
that followed.Post-Epic War America was a sad, harsh world. People were out of work, poor, and
hungry. Children were frequently abandoned when the government’s food rations couldn’t
stretch far enough to feed everyone at the table. The police were bogged down with cases
similar to mine. Spending two weeks on one child was considered a long time.So, when it
became clear that none of my relatives were going to come for me, I was taken to the closest
work camp to be raised as a ward of the state. There, I was just one of the many orphans. But
that fact didn’t make my abandonment any easier to cope with. I would never understand how
any parent could send their child away to live in a place like that. Saying that life in the camp was
harsh was like saying Robespierre was not a nice man—a gross understatement.Lost in my
thoughts, I was surprised to realize that we’d already reached the fork in the dirt path. When I
veered right towards the canteen, Gaige stayed in step beside me. Though the Paris assignment
had interrupted my list making during the meeting, I had a good idea of what I wanted to get
Molly. Recovering from time sickness mostly required several days of rest and fluids, but there
were a few things that could help alleviate some of the symptoms.My bigger concern was getting
my roommate to stay in bed long enough to recuperate. No matter how crappy she felt, she’d be
itching for something to do by tomorrow, so providing her with distractions was crucial.
Otherwise, she’d be up and gallivanting about the island. Which would just prolong her
recovery.“So, going back to Paris should be awesome,” Gaige said enthusiastically, breaking the
silence that had fallen between us.Cocking an eyebrow, I asked, “I know why I’m so excited
about this run—what’s your reason?”Gaige’s wide-eyed expression told me that he thought the
answer was obvious. His next words confirmed as much.“Seriously? We had a blast when we
were there for training; I’m amped to go back. It is a fun-loving place, and the 1920s were an
especially fun-loving time. The city might be on your list, but the parties are on mine.”Even
though I knew it was his way of distracting me, I played along and gave a dramatic eye roll in
reply. Gaige was the brother I’d never had and wasn’t sure I wanted at times.“I hear some of
those expats were crazy,” Gaige was saying.We’d just reached the canteen, and Gaige moved
ahead to hold the door open. This was typical-Gaige-fashion; despite all of his ridiculousness,
hidden beneath the layers of ego and self-absorption, my partner was actually a really good
guy.“That’s not exactly a desirable thing,” I replied, heading straight for the candy aisle.The



antioxidants in dark chocolate were a natural way to combat time sickness. Luckily, Molly had a
sweet tooth and a particular penchant for all things salted caramel.“Crazy people can be
paranoid and unpredictable. That will just make our job that much harder,” I continued,
purposefully ignoring the intended meaning of his words.“Whatever,” Gaige shrugged off my
concerns. “I, for one, welcome the challenge.”“I knew you would,” I replied, grabbing three bars of
a rare and painfully delicious Swiss chocolate.“Here, let’s get these,” Gaige said, choosing a bag
of salted caramel jellybeans from the shelf. “Molly will love them.”As we continued around the
store, my partner and I selected a random assortment of confections from around the world, a
six-pack of grape-flavored sparkling water, two trashy romance novels, a book of crossword
puzzles, and a wooden peg game that was meant to test the player’s IQ. While I knew the latter
would frustrate the hell out of Molly, she would undoubtedly play until she won. Hopefully that
would take some time.“What about first-aid supplies?” Gaige asked as we loaded our goodies
onto the conveyor belt at the checkout stand. “Do you think Molly needs like burn cream or
something? Oh, maybe some aloe? It works for sunburns, so it should be the same idea, right?
Does she like flowers? We could get some here. Or maybe pick some on the way back to your
place.”“You’ve never brought me flowers when I’m not feeling well. When was the last time you
bought, or even stole, flowers for a girl?”“When was the last time you were sick?” Gaige
asked.“True,” I conceded with a shrug.Illnesses were rare for runners. We were vaccinated for
most known pathogens and took a handful of supplements and vitamins every day to boost our
immune systems. Time sickness was our Achilles’ heel.“45 credits,” the cashier told me, after
ringing up the mélange of items.I swiped my forearm in the air over the electronic scanner. The
light on the display changed from red to green, indicating that my microchip was approved and
the cost of Molly’s get-well gifts would be deducted from my account.Once again proving that
chivalry was not dead, Gaige grabbed both of the bags without a word. Together, we set off for
my bungalow.I basked in the dying rays of sunlight on my face as we walked, their warmth
chasing away the last remnants of the chill left over from my swim in the Arno. The ocean breeze
blew my hair off of my face, the snarling strands drifting behind me like a veil. Though I’d always
been a blonde, my hair had become even lighter since moving to the island.Apparently Gaige
had been serious about the flowers, because he stopped in front of my bungalow and plucked
brightly colored hibiscuses from their stems.The moment we entered the bungalow, I beelined
for Molly’s bedroom. Giving Gaige a warning look and gesturing for him to stay put, I carefully
opened her door. He hung back just long enough to fill a vase with water and the flowers he’d
picked. Then he slid inside Molly’s bedroom behind me.In the dim light, I could just make out a
form in the large bed. The soft rhythm of her breathing told me she was already asleep. Though
a thin blanket covered Molly’s body from the chest down, white gauze bandages were visible on
her arms.Seeing her like that made my heart hurt, and I felt a terrible sadness for all of the other
supposed-witches who’d suffered the same way without any means of escape. How long had it
taken for Molly to give up any hope of being rescued and make the jump? How much time had
she spent bound to that wooden funeral pyre, suffering the horrific price of ignorance? And



where had Tiger been during the ordeal? I’d have to speak to him about that.Though I
understood the need for discretion with so many witnesses, she obviously hadn’t been left with a
choice. Historic tales of a witch simply vanishing in front of an audience of heartless spectators—
doubtlessly assuring her tormentors that she was, indeed, a witch—were a small price to pay for
Molly’s life.“Want me to keep an eye on her while you shower?” Gaige asked quietly, drawing me
from my painful and angry thoughts.“Seriously?” I whispered back. “You want to watch her
sleep? That’s not creepy at all.”“I just—,” he started.“Yeah, yeah,” I cut him off, pushing my
partner towards the door. “Do I need to warn Molly that you’ll be trying to watch her sleep
now?”“When you put it like that, it sounds bad,” Gaige replied defensively. “It’s not like I was
going to accost her while she’s in a drugged state. I just meant that I know you’re worried about
her and I thought you might appreciate it if I—”“Sat in the dark and stared at her like a weirdo?” I
interjected.“No,” he replied, drawing out the word emphatically. “I simply considered that it might
be a good idea if I—”“Hovered two inches from her face and creepy-breathed on her?”“What?
No, I just wanted to—”“Hide in her closet and record the little noises she makes, so you can play
them back when you’re lonely?”“Stassi!” Gaige said my name with so much exasperation it was
amazing smoke didn’t come out of his flared nostrils.“Draw pictures of her to wear around, taped
under your clothes?”“Stassi!”“Fine,” I declared. “I’ll stop.”“You’re an ass, you know that?” Gaige
asked, repeating what was probably the question I posed to him most frequently.“In all
seriousness, thank you for the sketchy-but-maybe-well-intentioned offer. Just trust me on this—
she definitely wouldn’t appreciate waking up to find you lurking in the shadows. If the medics
didn’t make her go to the infirmary and left her here alone, her injuries obviously aren’t life-
threatening. Go home for now. I’ll call you after Molly wakes up and let you know how she’s
doing.”Despite the jab at his intentions, this seemed to mollify Gaige. He set the bags from the
canteen on the kitchen counter alongside the flowers, then left with a promise to return soon.The
door hadn’t even clicked shut behind my partner before I was halfway to my bathroom. After
turning the hot water tap to full blast, I studied my reflection in the mirror while the shower heated
up.I was the personification of “something the cat dragged in”. Something particularly smelly that
had been dragged several miles through an oily muck. My hair was limp and filthy from the river
water, the ends tangled in knots from the wind. The temporary dye used by the customs hair
specialist had come off in the river, and faint pink streaks peeked out from my bottom layers.The
colored strands were a constant source of annoyance for customs agents in just about every
time period I’d visited. According to the hair specialists, the pink locks made me too memorable.
Wigs and temporary hair dye were easy solutions, so I never felt bad about refusing to get rid of
the pink permanently.It wasn’t that I was super attached to the color. My motivation for keeping it
was purely sentimental. Molly had given me the home dye job. We’d been friends ever since.
Best friends.I stepped under the rainfall shower and luxuriated in the feel of the hot water on my
aching muscles. After several rinse-and-repeats of my hair, I set to scrubbing the filth off with a
sea sponge, rubbing so vigorously that my skin quickly began to redden. Finally, after using up
most of the hot water on the island, I decided I was both warm enough and clean enough to exit



the shower.I wrapped myself in a lightweight kimono, a gift from Molly that had required bribing a
member of the Yurokuri Syndicate to procure—they controlled the Asian timewaves the same
way we controlled those of Western Europe and North America. My stomach was cavernously
empty, but I lacked the energy to hike up to any of the five dining facilities on the island.“Delivery
it is,” I decided.As I began to scroll through the options on the digital menu station in the kitchen,
the front door to the bungalow eased open.“Hope you’re hungry,” Gaige’s voice called. “I have
enough food to feed an army.”The aroma of melted cheesy goodness and garlic bread preceded
Gaige through the doorway.Propping my hands on my hips, I prepared to give him an often-
repeated lecture on boundaries. Knocking, for one, was a practice he really needed to start
employing. Showing up unannounced, especially after I’d specifically told him that I’d call, was
another thing that needed work.Gaige set down one of the two bags of food he carried and held
up a hand to stop me before I launched in to my spiel.“We have an early meeting with the
historians tomorrow,” he said in a hushed tone. “I thought you might want to go over the major
players beforehand. You need to eat, so I just figured I’d bring dinner and save you the trouble of
ordering for yourself.”My irritation waning with every sniff of the delicious aromas wafting from
the bags, I cocked an eyebrow.“Really? You brought lobster mac and cheese and garlic bread
for me? How sweet of you. I shall eat every last bite.”“That nose of yours is scary accurate.”
Taking the fact I didn’t immediately throw him out as consent, he carried both bags into the
kitchen and set them on the counter. “I got one of your favorites, too.” Gaige withdrew plastic
containers until he found the one he was looking for and opened the lid. “Salmon in conch cream
sauce.”My eyes lit up as he waved the plastic container in front of my face. Sure, he was bribing
me to hang around, but I wasn’t above a good bribe.Seeing my expression, he shook his head
and chuckled.“I win!” he declared.My stomach growled again and I reached over, swiping a
finger through the cream sauce. As soon as the sherry and butter concoction hit my taste buds, I
moaned with pleasure.“Want me to leave you two alone?” Gaige asked dryly.With a glare that
had zero effect on my partner, I turned to find plates and utensils.“Actually, leaving me alone with
my food isn’t a bad idea.”“What do you have on Cook, anyway?” Gaige asked. “Nobody else gets
salmon. Are you two having some secret tryst based on your mutual love affair with food?”“Cook
just likes me because I’m nice to him.” I glanced at Gaige over my shoulder. “You should try it
sometime. What’s that saying? You catch more flies with honey than vinegar?”Gaige finished
arranging the food containers on the counter in a buffet-style setup.“The only flies I like are dead
ones, Stass.”“Do I smell lobster mac and cheese?” a sleepy voice asked.Turning, I saw Molly
standing in the doorway to her bedroom. She was leaning heavily on the doorframe and her
porcelain skin was devoid of its usual luster.“What are you doing out of bed?” I demanded.“I
smelled food, mom,” Molly shot back, big blue eyes sparkling with amusement.Torn between my
anxiety over her wellbeing and a retort, I didn’t get a chance to reply. Without warning, Molly
swayed and her eyes clamped tightly shut. Gaige and I rushed forward at the same time, but my
roommate clung to the doorframe with a white-knuckled grip, remaining upright without our help.
She shooed us away once the wave of pain passed.“Go lay down,” I said, my tone allowing no



argument.“But I’m hungry,” Molly whined, using the same child-like tone she always did when
she thought I was being overprotective.“Gaige will fix you a plate and the three of us can eat in
your room. Fair?”“Fair,” Molly agreed grudgingly.For a moment, Gaige stood frozen in place, his
eyes trained on Molly as if she was the most fascinating creature he’d ever seen. I followed his
gaze and realized her robe had loosened, exposing a hint of milky white skin.Apparently I wasn’t
the only one who’d noticed Gaige’s fixation.“Like what you see, Fratastic?” Molly taunted.Her
nickname for Gaige had started a couple months back, when Molly and her partner had traveled
to the United States in 1979 and infiltrated the Greek system at a big university in search of
some trophy. Since then, she’d taken to calling Gaige “Fratastic”, in honor of the scores of
fraternity guys she’d encountered who reminded her of my partner. I was pretty sure it wasn’t a
compliment, but he seemed to believe otherwise.“Huh?” Gaige asked stupidly, snapping out of
the trance her flash of skin had caused.“Come on, Molls, back to bed,” I said. Careful not to
touch where the gauze covered her skin, I gently took my roommate’s arm for support and led
her back into the bedroom. Over my shoulder, I called to Gaige, “Fix us plates, will you?”“On it,
boss,” he said, giving me a mock salute.The glowing moonlight outside the windows bathed
Molly’s room in a soft, silvery glow. The baby blue sheets on her bed were rumpled and the quilt
was thrown to one side. Once we were alone, Molly leaned against me for support. I wrapped my
arm around her slim waist and guided her towards the bed. She rested her head on my shoulder
—not an easy feat since she was several inches taller than me—and limped slowly across the
bamboo floor.“Did I hear right? Did Gaige bring us dinner?” Molly asked as I eased her onto the
mattress.Pulling the covers back so that she could crawl underneath, I waited for her to get
situated before tucking the quilt around her thin frame. With her ashen complexion, she looked
like a tragic opera heroine. Leave it to her to make deathly ill look dreadfully chic.“We have an
early meeting with the historians,” I told her, repeating Gaige’s lame excuse for playing delivery
boy.“Sure,” she said, drawing out the single syllable, before wincing and emitting a low
groan.“What do you need? You shouldn’t have gotten up. Did the medics give you something for
the pain?” I asked. “I can call them. Or—”“Stass, I’m fine,” she interjected gently. One of her
hands reached out from beneath the covers and clasped mine. Despite her obvious discomfort,
she suddenly smirked. “And don’t change the subject. Don’t think I haven’t noticed that Fratastic
has been prowling around here more lately.”“He’s bored.”“Oh, come on. Spill it. Have you two
been getting cozy off island? Have you been enjoying a little international sexy time?”Unable to
help myself, I laughed loudly at the sheer ridiculousness of her question. She was right, though—
he’d been lurking around our place a lot in the past few weeks.“What?” Molly asked innocently,
when I refused to dignify her question with an answer. “You wouldn’t be the first partners to jump
in bed together.”The grossed-out look on my face made Molly erupt into a fit of giggles that
quickly turned into hacking coughs. As her trembling fingers reached for the cup of water on her
nightstand, I quickly grabbed it. Helping her to sit up, I held the glass as Molly gulped greedily.
Once she’d had her fill, Molly’s head fell back on the pillow with an exhausted sigh.Feeling my
roommate’s forehead with the back of my hand, I found her skin was clammy and cool to the



touch. My eyes had adjusted to the dim light and I saw a bottle of pills on her nightstand. I
snatched it up and read the instructions: take one every two hours. The Hello Kitty clock Molly
had smuggled back on one of her runs read 8:05, meaning she was likely overdue for her next
dose. After shaking a pill into my hand, I held it and the water glass out to her.“Medicine time,” I
declared.Eyes closed and face pinched, Molly accepted the pill without protest. She must have
been feeling really bad, because she hated taking drugs. After washing the medicine down, my
roommate peered up at me from beneath long lashes, her eyes opened just enough for a thin
strip of blue iris to show.“Don’t look so horrified, Stass,” she mumbled, undeterred from her quest
for answers. “Gaige is hot.”“That’s the drugs talking,” I said with an exaggerated eye
roll.“Seriously,” Molly said sleepily. The syndicate’s new-age medications worked quickly and she
was suddenly fighting to keep her eyes open. She paused. When she spoke again, her speech
was slurred slightly. “More importantly, he’s a nice guy. I didn’t think much of him when we were
younger, but now that I’ve gotten to know him better….” She shrugged one delicate shoulder as
she trailed off.“Molls, nothing is going on between Gaige and me. He’s just a friend who doesn’t
understand personal space.”“I know I give him a hard time, but there’s something sweet about
him.”A small almost wistful smile crossed her lips and the pain lines on her face smoothed out.
Just as Molly’s eyelids slid closed, Gaige’s heavy footsteps sounded on the bamboo flooring
outside her door.“Dinner is served,” Gaige announced.“Shhh!” I loudly shushed him.Molly’s eyes
popped open. “Food?” she asked hopefully, her voice lilting. With a goofy, medication-induced
grin that looked out of place on her classical features, she added, “You’re a really good guy, you
know that?”That was definitely the drugs talking. My roommate rarely said anything to Gaige
without a healthy dose of sarcasm.Evidently he was unsure of how to respond to her unexpected
comment, because Gaige placed the tray he was carrying on Molly’s vanity without a word.
Coming to stand beside me, he looked down at Molly with an adorably worried expression. One
of her bandaged hands was resting above the blankets, the white gauze not quite covering the
crimson skin riddled with small blisters. As if that wasn’t bad enough, when Molly rolled her head
to the side to smile up at Gaige, a portion of her neck that had been hidden beneath her hair was
exposed. Purplish welts peppered the side of her throat.One hand flying to my mouth, I gasped.
They didn’t look like the other areas of her scorched skin, but more like a cross between bruises
and some type of communicable rash. I’d never seen such severe burns before.“Jesus!” Gaige
exclaimed. Ever tactful, he added, “What the hell is that? I’ve seen time sickness and that is
definitely not a result of it.”“It’s Wicca-nitis,” Molly replied soberly, sounding less out of it than she
had only minutes before.“I’ve never even heard of it,” Gaige said, looking alarmed.“Yeah, it’s a
real witch of a problem,” I snickered.Amusement flickered briefly in Molly’s eyes when they met
mine, but when she turned back to Gaige her expression was somber again.“It is,” Molly agreed.
“The medics said it will be an absolute miracle if I don’t succumb to it.”My partner’s shocked
expression was priceless.I snorted, unable to hold back the laughter. This was the Molly I knew
and loved—mischievous to the core.“Sorry,” Molly said with a sleepy grin. “I couldn’t help it, you
looked so serious. I needed some levity.”Gaige’s relief was palpable.“Yeah, yeah. Time sickness



is a bitch,” Gaige said gruffly. The tender expression he’d bestowed upon my roommate when he
had thought she might be dying was gone, replaced by his usual cocky smile and look of casual
indifference.“So am I, Fratastic,” Molly replied with a wink.“You said it, not me,” he joked.Molly’s
eyelids began to droop again. As stubborn as she was, I knew my roommate was going to battle
sleep as long as Gaige and I were around to distract her.“Don’t think I’m not aware that your
feigned concern is only a ploy,” she mumbled. “You just want to tell your buddies you spent
tonight in bed with the both of us.”“Meh, it’s just an average night for me,” Gaige replied. “I don’t
—”“We should let you rest,” I interrupted.“Stass, I feel fine,” insisted Molly, a light sheen of sweat
forming along her forehead. “I’m hungry, I want to eat.”Just the thought of food proved to be too
much for Molly. Without warning, she began to swallow repeatedly, as if trying to keep down
something that wanted desperately to come up. She sat up with a jerk and I jumped off the bed,
unsure what to do. Molly held up a hand and waved me back, the other pressed over her pursed
lips.“I’m okay. I’m okay,” she said, voice strained and muffled by her hand.All three of us waited,
holding our collective breaths to see whether Molly would actually get sick. Proving he wasn’t as
shallow as he would have people believe, Gaige remained next to the bed instead of moving out
of the splash zone. I wasn’t as keen on being sprayed with vomit, so I ran over to grab the
trashcan beside her desk.After several long moments, Molly lowered her hand from her mouth
and leaned back on the pillows again.“It’s all good, no worries. I’m definitely not going to
yack.”“Maybe you should pass on dinner for now?” I suggested.“Probably a good idea,” she
replied.“You sure you’re okay?” Gaige inquired, worry drawing his brows together.Molly waved
off his concern. “I’m fine, Fratty.”Tucking the quilt up around her shoulders, I said firmly, “We are
leaving. You are sleeping. Gaige and I will just be right out in the living room. If you need
anything, anything at all, just send me a comm. Or yell.”“So protective,” Molly muttered drowsily.
“That’s why I love you.”After a hurried dinner with Gaige over our mission dossiers, I headed
straight for my room and the thrilling prospect of sleeping on my soft, comfortable mattress. Four
nights in what they’d called a bed in the eighteenth century had made me stiff and achy, and I
couldn’t wait to get a proper night’s rest.Crawling under the covers, I took only enough time to
set my alarm before allowing my head to fall back on the pile of soft, downy pillows. A low moan
escaped my throat—it felt that good not to be sleeping on a straw pallet.As I settled in, thoughts
of my locket and what I might find on our trip to Paris whirled through my mind. The digi-board
above my desk where I was attempting to track the heritage of my necklace was pathetically
empty; only pictures and notes from two possible leads hung there, and both had ultimately
been dead-ends.The Paris lead was far more concrete than either of those, since I had a year,
location, and actual photographic evidence. Even still, it would be a nearly impossible feat to find
the woman. And yet, for some unknown reason, a part of me was convinced that this time would
be different. This time I would uncover a vital clue to my origins.GAIGE STEPPED ATOP the
pitcher’s mound, replacing a freckled boy named Winks who’d moved to shortstop. I faced him
down from home plate, ready for him to send what would surely be a lightning-fast pitch. After
winding up, instead of a softball, Gaige lobbed a coconut in my direction. I put every ounce of my



being into the swing, a giant tulip clutched in my hands. The flower stem connected with the
hairy fruit, and I sprinted to first base. Gaige stood on the mound, waggling his behind and sing-
songing at me.“You’re late, you’re late, you’re late for a very important date.”When I dove for the
base, which looked inexplicably like one of the decorative pillows on my bed, a cloud of dirt
erupted from the ground and flew up my nose.“Out of bed!” the umpire cried, slashing his hands
through the air in a gesture that meant I was safe.I woke with a jolt. Four big, brown eyes hovered
inches above my face. Blinking rapidly to clear my vision, the twin Gaiges merged into one. With
a long, despondent groan, I weakly shoved him away and rolled to the side. Pulling my comforter
up to my chin and burrowing in, I clung desperately to the last vestiges of sleep“I was dreaming
about you and your coconuts,” I mumbled.Gaige put both his hands on my shoulders, pushing
me so I was again laying flat on my back. He gazed down at me with utter seriousness.“Stassi.
I…. I….”My partner’s humorless tone, coupled with his seeming inability to speak, made me
open my eyes and return his penetrating stare. Something was wrong. The enormous, toothy
grin was missing from his face.Is it Molly?“I can’t,” he started again, and then held up one finger
in a signal for me to wait. He looked down, as if composing himself.“You’re scaring me, Gaige.
Just tell me,” I gently prodded.He looked up at me again, his gaze intensifying as he glanced
back and forth between my eyes, searching for something. I threw back the covers and sat
up.“Gaige…what is it?” I asked, now fully awake.“I cannot tell you how long I’ve waited to hear
you say those words. I knew you dreamt about me and my coconuts, I just never thought you’d
admit it.”Then something yellow sailed through the air, connecting squarely with my face.“Ugh,
you’re the worst!” I groaned and reached for the bright blob he was waving under my nose.The
end tore off in my hand as Gaige leapt backwards off the bed, and I was left holding a stem-less
tulip.Pointing the stem in my direction, he shouted, “Make Stassi a real girl!”Gaige made a
zigzagging motion through the air, like he was a boy wizard brandishing a green wand. He
frowned at me for a long moment, and then repeated the theatrics.“I said, make Stassi a real
girl!”I threw the flower at him.Scowling, Gaige inspected the end of his makeshift wand as if it
had betrayed him.“Damn,” he said. “It’s broken.”Raising my eyebrows, I waited to see where this
was going.Wagging the stem up and down to punctuate each word, Gaige continued with his
rant.“You know, that wand shop has really gone downhill. I’m going to write them a strongly-
worded letter about the dangers of selling inferior products.”Unable to help myself, I burst out
laughing.“You are such a weirdo,” I told my partner. “Why are you here? Did I oversleep?”Instead
of waiting for his undoubtedly irritating reply, I swung my feet over the side of the bed and
padded towards my bathroom. The movement required great effort—I was incredibly sore from
my little barefoot jaunt the day before.“For starters, you didn’t oversleep. But you do only have
ten minutes to get ready, so…I guess you’ll have to wear that face to our meeting.”A grimace
accompanied his matter-of-fact statement, implying that I really should’ve woken up early
enough to procure a different face.
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Lessa, “Very good Time Travel Adventure!. I enjoyed this one so much that rather than reach
back into the dark abyss of the bazillion unread Kindle books I own, I bought and have already
started the next book in this series.Overall this is very, very good. An adventure in 1920's Paris,
seeking to obtain and copy a never published novel by a (fictitious) famous author, trying not to
be outted as time travelers from the future, there's a bit of a sweet romance but it's not angst
ridden and is just one thread in a complex plot. There's also a mysterious serial killer on the
loose. A serial killer that was not recorded in history. In addition to all that, Stassi is seeking
information to help her find out about her unknown birth parents due to a clue from that time and
place.The MC, Stassi, and her partner tease each other like brother and sister, obviously care
for each other (non-romantically) and are loyal. I enjoyed their relationship, as well as Stassi's
relationship with her best friend, Molly. The characters all have their own personalities and truly
feel like individuals.There's humor here, and a lot of heart. As well as mysteries and
adventure.I've noticed a couple minor editing errors, but no more than you might find in a
traditionally published novel. One continuity error, but it was something extremely minor and
unimportant. I also noticed a couple small anachronisms. A couple characters in 1920's Paris
call the protagonist "Ms.", rather than "Miss". Another character tells a funny story about a
woman who spent an evening with the back of her dress stuck in her hose - which only happens
with pantyhose, which were not yet invented. So, not perfect, but relatively minor issues.A few
logically questionable issues, due to playing around with time. I think those could have been
explained so they made sense a bit better, but nothing worthy of real complaint. One thing I truly
did question as something that seems like it would effect history, that wasn't explained to my
satisfaction. It would be spoilery to be more specific. It happened at the end, so I'm also
thinking it may be addressed in book 2.Overall, I really enjoyed it. The story is engaging and
interesting, the writing is good, and I like the characters.”

Courtney, “By far one of the best books I've read in awhile. By far one of the best books I've read
in awhile.Taking place in the future where time travel has been discovered but eventually
outlawed due to people messing up history, there is a group called the Syndicate who has
perfected the art of time travel.For a very high price, the wealthy can hire the syndicate runners
(time travelers) to go back in time and collect rare artifacts for them.Which leads us to our
protagonist, Stassi, one of the runners for the syndicate.The story follows as her and her partner,
the charming and somewhat goofball esque Gaige, travel to 1920s Paris in search of a never
published manuscript.We meet such characters as the Ernest and Hadley Hemingway and other
great authors.However things don't go as planned. Soon there is a serial killer on the loose and
Stassi might just be their next target.Filled with intrigue, suspense and the roaring 20s in Paris
there's not much this book is lacking.The characters, like the world, are lush and full of life. I
didn't want the book to end. I honestly can't wait to read the next one.”



D.C., “You must read this!. I just love the time travel theme and The Syndicate did not disappoint.
If you are a fan of Rysa Walker’s, The Chronos Files series, you will definitely enjoy this one as
well (so far, I actually like this one more).I first became obsessed with the Sophies when reading
Talented (which I highly recommend if you haven’t read that series yet!), and I was happy to see
that the characters in this book are just as lovable and memorable. The relationships are beyond
realistic and I smiled throughout the fun banter and witty dialogue. I adored Charles and can’t
wait to learn more about him during the next installment.I was left wanting to know more about
The Night Gentleman. Who is he? How does he know Stassi? He seems to know a lot more
about her than she does, which has me very intrigued. I really hope he continues to be a villain
because he makes a great one.I also thought it was amazing how the Sophies wove fictional
characters with non-fictional characters. I majored in statistics, so I never had many English
classes, and I enjoyed learning of these famous historical figures. It was trippy experiencing
alongside Stassi and Gaige the day-to-day lives of such important and impressive people.”

--chris, “A new series from the Sophie's and one of my favorites so far.. The Sophie's have
decided to venture into the realm of time travel and I'm glad that they did.Having read everything
else they've written (Sophie Davis is a Pseudonym for two writers for those who don't already
know that). I decided to try this book. They take on the always difficult genre of time travel in this
series.Time travel is always problematic to write. When you can travel back and forth in time, it is
always difficult to avoid paradoxes and questions of "why didn't they just go back 1 day further
etc.) In this case it was well done. Adding some real elements to make it seem plausible without
getting into a ton of details that will just trip them up.The characters (as usual) are well
developed, the editing is excellent (so so many e-books have atrocious editing) and the story is
fast paced. A few of the twists in the plot actually caught me off guard, a very pleasant surprise
for me as I'm the type that usually figures out plot twists way too early.I'm really looking forward
to their follow up to this "Altic". There is also a prequel novella that is worth the read (though I
would say to read that after reading this).”

Clare, “Fast paced, time travel fiction at its best. This was an amazing read.I’m a huge fun of time
travel fiction, especially going back in time to various historical periods.The Syndicate Book 1
has not disappointed.Following the story of Stassi - a runner in the 2400s, you are dropped into
her journeys into the past, but on this occasion, trying to find out more about her past and where
he family come from.Travelling back to Paris in 1925, meeting Charles as well as coming across
a serial killer, I have not been able to put this down!”

Sci fi lover, “addictive. Best concept of timeslip story ever read-the reason for 4 and not 5 stars is
the incessant use of ''fan'' in the whole book-the word would not have existed in that concept in
1925-admirer was the right word back then- its not only obvious, but if the writer had watched
ANY sci fi drama's in that era , or period drama's even-they would have know. as said. love the



fresh approach and a good story-but do homework for next book... it sidetracked me and almost
ruined it”

Ebook Library Reader, “A brilliant time-travel read.. One of the best time-travel books I have
read...gripping stories within the main plot and, most importantly, all science references were
acceptably believable which, therefore, did nothing to detract from the stories. Thank you for a
very pleasurable read; I trust that there will be sequels?”

Ebook Library Reader, “Amazing!. This is a brilliant story with characters who feel real, the plot
keeps you reading and  interested until the very last page.Thank you Sophies more please”

Erin mueller, “A fun read!. Interspersed with historical figures and glimpses of a possible future,
the story is still the main focus. Great character development and loads of entertaining dialogue.”

The book by Sophie Davis has a rating of  5 out of 4.5. 319 people have provided feedback.
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