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This book is dedicated to Billy, my three children, and five grandchildren. I love you!
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CHAPTER ONE
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The world went silent, as if it had simply disappeared. Absolute darkness consumed Billie, and a deep, aching pain shot through her body. She could feel the warmth of Marcus's arms holding her tight. Slowly, her sight and hearing returned. She gazed into his eyes and knew she was safe.

“Are you okay?” he asked as his grip loosened.

“I-I think so. Where are we?” Billie’s voice was a whisper as she asked. She felt as though something would be missing, but everything was in its place. Her heart included. As her heart raced, she studied his face, trying to read his mind.

Marcus surveyed their surroundings, his eyebrows drawn together and his lips tightly closed. He pulled away as he twisted around, searching the space. It looked like a basement, but it wasn’t the same place they were just at. The empty room felt more like a tomb.

“Do you notice something different?” Marcus asked as he turned back toward Billie.

Billie looked around. “Besides the fact that we’re alone and everything, and everyone, is gone? No. Why?”

Marcus lifted his arm. Billie couldn’t believe she hadn’t noticed. The arm unit that enabled time travel was gone. Billie pulled her hands to her mouth and let out a muffled cry. “What happened to our arm units?” The metal bands did more than enabled time travel, they also checked their vitals, could be used as storage, and had weapons stored inside them. They were also a handy replacement for cell phones, something they could use right now.

“I don’t know. I can’t figure out anything while we’re down here. We need to go outside and find out what year we’re in. Coming with me?”

“I’m not staying here by myself. Wherever you go, I go.” Billie followed Marcus up the steps, an extension of his shadow.

The house did not resemble the house Billie knew she was in before. The empty space was covered in dust and cobwebs. No furniture, no pictures hanging on the walls—the absence of everything sent a chill down Billie’s spine. If they were in the same house, they were not in the same time. This had to be long after or long before—which, she was not sure. Billie hung onto Marcus, following each step as if they were the same person. He paused, she bumped into him. “Sorry.”

“It’s all right. It’s too quiet. I want you to be prepared for whatever is out there. Before I open that door, you need to be ready. Got it?”

Billie nodded as she held her breath.

Marcus reached for the doorknob, and with a quick twist and tug, the door flew open. The bright sky welcomed them.

The empty street, overgrown weeds, and destroyed vehicles, were not a welcoming sight. “What happened?”

“This must be during the time when ground living wasn’t healthy. We need to get to higher ground.” Marcus looked up as if he was waiting for something. Billie waited. As much as she already seen of her future, she still wasn’t used to flying cars and floating buildings. That would take a long time to be accustomed to.

Marcus took a heavy breath. “Do you smell anything different in the air?”

Billie smelled the air. “No, why?”

“That’s what I was afraid of. If my assumptions are correct, this is during the time when our history says the land on the surface was toxic. I don’t smell anything weird either.”

“What does that mean?” Billie turned her head as they walked down the street. She noticed a car that had been burned. The wreckage was covered in moss with weeds growing out through the broken windows.

“I don’t know yet. I came after this time period. I’m trying to remember everything. What I do know doesn’t make any sense.”

“Did we alter the future?”

“Could have. I’ll know more once I reach the bureau.”

“Okay, sounds like a good plan. How do we reach them?”

“I need to find a communicator or arm unit.” Marcus continued to look up as they walked.

“What are you looking for?” she asked as she watched him.

“A way up.” He stopped and pointed. “Do you see those cars?”

Billie strained to see what he was pointing at. There was movement that resembled birds in the distance. The objects appeared to be gliding in a straight line, nothing in comparison to a bird’s flight. “I think so. That’s a ways up.”

“That’s right. They wouldn’t be able to see us—we’re too far away. I’m going to have to leave a message for our future. It’s going to be the only way.”

“Okay, how does that work?” Billie asked, feeling lost in more ways than one. As she breathed, she feared what she was breathing in. If they get through this, would they still be alive? Billie stopped walking. “Oh, God, Marcus.”

Marcus stopped and spun around. It was as if he could read her mind. “Don’t think about it, Billie. When we get help, they will have everything they need to heal us. Our technology in the hospitals have evolved tenfold compared to what you remember.”

“Even in this time period?” Billie asked as her voice cracked, showing the fear she was trying to conceal. “What if that technology hasn’t been invented yet?” She looked down. “We’re going to die, Marcus.” Her voice shook a little more.

Marcus walked back to her and pulled her chin up. “You can’t think that, Billie. We’re going to get through this.”

“God, I hope so.”

As Marcus held onto her chin, the ground trembled. Everything went dark and quiet, shifting underneath their feet.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Adam fell to the floor as the last part of the smoke lifted through the window. Marcus and Billie hadn’t returned from wherever they disappeared to. There wasn’t any news on the arm units, notifying them of their location or time. It was like they had been erased from existence.

Jerry swung his arm around Adam’s neck, pulling him back to his feet. “Sitting around isn’t going to help them. Ready to go look for our grandparents?”

Adam fell to the floor, shaking his head. “I'm trying to figure out what Mom and Dad would say.”

“Adam, you never knew them,” Jerry said, his voice flat. “What's so confusing?”

"That's just it. The stories she told me are confusing because I'm getting mixed feelings about my old and new past. The first time around, it was just me." Adam remembered being an only child. Now Adam had memories of growing up with an older brother. Being a time traveler, he had new memories come up, but nothing this big before.

"You keep saying that. Why did this all change?" Jerry asked as Adam pulled away. 

"I don't know. The only thing that makes sense is that this shift in time didn't happen before. We changed our destiny because of it. We broke the rules of time travel, Jerry. That can't be good." 

Jerry laughed. "You sound just like him." 

"Like who?" 

"Grandfather."

“All right, you two. All this talk about my sister being your grandmother, and Marcus being your grandfather is making me feel old.” Charles turned away from the machine with a wrench in his hand.

“Excuse me, Charles—you are old.” Jerry laughed.

“Very funny.”

Adam couldn’t laugh. It was pointless. He ruined this assignment—he lost the only two people who mattered to him. It wouldn’t matter if he was given air patrol after this—no demotion mattered. He was an agent because his parents were and his grandparents were. The one man he always looked up to—Marcus—would be lost in time.

“Adam,” the younger Charles, said. “Are you done feeling sorry for yourself?”

“What are you saying, Charles?”

“Did I stutter? What would Marcus do in this situation? Would he sit and pout? Or, would he pick himself up and solve the case?”

“He would solve the case at all costs.” Adam forced a smile, remembering all the stories Billie shared.

“That’s right. So, while you’re sitting around feeling sorry for yourself, you are missing out on a chance to find the answers.”

“He’s right, you know,” Jerry said.

“Shut up.”

“There’s the brother I know and love.” Jerry said. He grinned as he pointed at Adam.

Adam punched Jerry’s shoulder as he walked passed him. He went up the stairs and headed outside. Jerry followed as he rubbed his shoulder. Ryan stayed behind with the two Charles, one from this year—2244—and the other from the year 2243. He hadn’t returned to his time yet.

“What are you thinking, little brother?”

“We need to read the history reports. Maybe something came up.”

“All right.”

Adam hailed a taxi and they flew to the library. While Adam was sitting in the backseat, he noticed a subtle change with the car. The box-frame was more curved. The mirrors that gave a 360-point of view for the driver appeared sharper, giving more distance. Adam thought that was odd. “When did this change?” he asked Jerry.

“As far as I know, it’s always been like this. There was a rumor that a couple somehow got stranded on the ground once. No one knew how or who...”

“It was them!” Adam interrupted. As Jerry said it, the memory from his training hit him. It had never been proven, some said it was a hoax, others said it was a conspiracy. It was long before his time, but the time period always had his attention. As the new memories from this time period formed, Adam tried to recall the exact date. “Driver, change of plans. Take us to the old travel station on the surface.”

“Yes, sir. Will the Bureau cover this charge?”

“Yes.” Adam turned toward Jerry and gave him a knowing look.

“Swipe your arm unit,” the driver said.

A unit rose from the head rest in front of Adam. He pressed his wrist against the console. It read his unit and accepted payment. The car lowered next to the entrance of the old station when it arrived. The door lifted up and out. Adam stepped out and walked away from the car as it hovered a couple feet away from the ground. The cars didn’t have wheels like the old ones had back in Billie’s time. He waited for Jerry and they walked inside the building. It had been abandoned since time travel didn’t use the machines anymore. At least that hadn’t changed.

“If my memory serves me correctly, we should find the words carved into the wall over here.” Adam walked through the building until they reached the opening where the time machines used to line up. The old train tracks were still carved into the ground—a feature he didn’t remember. They jumped off the platform and approached the center control station. Next to the broken door, was the carving. 

Marcus Stanley 124-15 was here. Send help.

“That’s Grandfather’s identity code,” Adam said.

“You can remember that?” Jerry asked.

“Yes, of course. I remember most things about him. I can still hear Grandmother tell his stories, how he saved so many lives. He was the reason why I joined the bureau.”

“I know he was. You played agent before you were one. I lost how many times you arrested me just for throwing trash in the wrong can.”

“Hey, recycling has always been important. Look around, you can see why.” In the year 2244 some people chose to live on the ground level of Fort Lane, but most of the buildings remained abandoned. The once thriving downtown area had been deserted once the city moved to the sky.

“I do.” Jerry spun around, examining his surroundings. The building was once a thriving place filled with travelers coming and going. Back in the day when Billie first lived, before she traveled to Marcus’ time period—this place was a train station, in the year 2022. Travel at that time was limited, moving forward or backwards; unlike today’s travel where someone could move up, down, left, right, and beyond the limitations of time. Now, it was rubble, a ghost of its former glory. 
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Protecting Billie was all that mattered, so while the ground shook, he held her close to him. The surrounding area moved through time in a blur, making it impossible to tell which direction time was flowing. His only prayer, nothing flew through them and stopped at their precise location. When the ground stopped trembling, he looked at Billie, his heart racing. “Are you okay?”

Billie nodded.

In any time period, the time chambers would be accessible, until the arm units became the traveling units. This made the docks a logical place to wait for help since contacting the city above them was out of the question.

Marcus took Billie’s hand and began walking toward the station.

“Where are we going?”

“I have an idea.”

“Okay. Would you like to share it with me?” she asked as they hurried down the street.

When they reached the station, Marcus entered the station with Billie right behind him. He was cautious as he checked his surroundings before taking each step forward. There were no signs of life as they continued moving forward. He found the central portion where the docks were located. As he carved onto the wall along the dock, he guessed for their time. Before he could carve in the estimated time they were in, the ground shook fiercely, knocking them off their feet. Marcus reached for Billie’s hand as time jumped forward or backward—he couldn’t tell which. As time moved, Marcus glimpsed something in the distance, but couldn’t tell what it was. It was too fast to know if it had been a person.

When the ground stopped shaking, Marcus looked around. Billie was a few feet away from him, and the mysterious thing in the distance was gone. Okay, we must be stuck in some temporal shift. We weren’t touching yet we’ve moved together. This could be useful. Marcus stood up, got his bearings back, and ran to Billie. Her arm was cut and bleeding. “Here, let me help you.”

“Huh, what happened?” She looked around. “Oh, we’re still here.”

“Yes, but when is here.” He smiled. Marcus ripped a piece off of his shirt and wrapped it around her arm. Part of his muscle shown through the torn area.

“Ouch!” Billie smacked his hand. “That hurt!”

“Sorry. Listen, I think we’re stuck in some sort of a time shift called a temporal shift. Until we get arm units, we might be able to use that to figure out when we are.” He spotted something hovering over them, but didn’t look at it directly, knowing what the object was.

“How’s that?” Billie sounded confused.

Marcus pursed his lips. “I remember reading about these. They only existed during a short period in time travel, when it was still under the new stage. I’m guessing we’re in around 2143 or so.”

“How can you guess that close?”

“Because of that.” Marcus held his hand in front his of chest and pointed up without looking at it. A black hovering ball, the size of a baseball, was watching them. The mechanical device wasn’t the same thing he’d seen earlier, Marcus was certain of that—the object was much larger. “Whatever you do, do not make any sudden movements, and do not look directly at it.”

“Why?” Billie asked as she watched the floating ball, and quickly looked down.

“They are called Orbs of Time. They were formed during the first wave of time travel. These orbs were outlawed because of their deadly use of force.”

“D-deadly use of force? Why were they used?” Billie asked as she sat there, frozen.

Marcus kept his hand on Billie’s arm as his eyes watched the orb indirectly. “During the beginning of time travel, our government wanted a safe place to test time travel.”

“Test?”

“Yes. Since the air wasn’t breathable on the surface, this time period was the perfect location to test the orbs. At least, that was the story—we’re still breathing and we’re okay.”

Billie shivered as she glanced at the orb and quickly looked away. “I don’t feel comfortable being here, Marcus.”

“I know you don’t, but this is our best chance of going home.” Marcus kept the rest to himself, remembering that the company who built the Orbs of Time had closed their doors after the Bureau outlawed them.

“They taught you everything, didn’t they?” Billie asked.

“Yes. We had to know everything about time travel. They even taught us what to do when we’re faced with these little monsters.”

“Okay, now would be a good time to share that little bit of information. This is getting creepy, Marcus.”

The orb flew closer as if to study them. Marcus could hear the unit snap a photograph. Something inside him, told him they needed to move now. The sense of urgency only became stronger as the orb moved closer to them.

“When I tell you to run, you need to move quickly. Do not go in a straight line. Got it?” His voice was quiet and firm.
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