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Introduction

Two years after its initial publication, I expanded the short story The Librarian into a Kindle Vella serial story. I wrote one short episode at a time; it was then titled The  Reluctant Time Traveler. It wasn't long before I knew the rest of the story needed to be told.
This story touches base on many hot topics of 2023 and 2024. One such topic is AI or artificial intelligence. Training an AI from user searches or social media conversations and interactions based on particular subjects. It's not a fair assessment of humanity. It's like creating an artificial child in a lab and giving it all its parents' good and bad traits. Who was it's parents? They were a conglomerate of human interactions based initially on anything controversial. The only problem is that it isn't and never will be human and should never be allowed to guide or lead humans.
Humankind created a monster in some ways, yet with all that child's knowledge, it will not have free will to choose or be capable of separating science from fiction. Interpreting
law or someone's misguided interpretation of it. It could not understand the emotions of love and war or life and death. Then, there was a lack of understanding of the original works versus plagiarism until Maximus was created and began protecting what's left of humanity!
 




ONE: IN THE BEGINNING
It was the beginning of 2252 in a city once named Willowdale. Over time, it was renamed and became the City of Maximus. The greatest time traveler of all time had once again time-jumped into the past to Willowdale to save the future. It is unknown exactly how many times he had actually done this. The time traveler was running out of time.
The man stood tall, much taller than most men, and seemed to tower over them. His hair was long and hung down his shoulders, a light blonde with some highlights of silver and gray that had crept into his hair recently. He was no bodybuilder but appeared that way with his bulging arms, chest, and hands, making it look as though he were.
Oftentimes, his enemies underestimated him until he got angry. He was good at keeping his temper in check. Those qualities would last until the end of time before he would be willing to change who he was.
In his future time, the world leader was prepared to change The City of Maximus or the former Willowdale's history and his own. The new world leader feared the time traveler because he was the first to jump such a distance effectively and was the only one truly successful at it as far as anyone knew. All others could only jump from one place to another, but never to the past or future as he had done. Because he had gone so far back, many sometimes wondered if he would ever return. But the time traveler had seen the evil time travel had created in the past. In his future world, it was even worse and unimaginable. He feared it would now be the beginning of the end of life as he knew it.
Time travel was finally authorized in the future and became a common occurrence with the wealthy. Based on the findings of a few knowledgeable thirty-somethings with similar theories from the past, the time traveler volunteered early on to perfect the concept. Many claimed he had jumped into the past and planted a unique book for his future crew to find. That particular book was believed to hold the instructions to life itself. From there, it is believed he jumped far into the past carrying that specific book and set up a headquarters in a new library that had just been built that would forever be protected. Its humble beginning started as a library in 1890 and later became Central Core, deep in a city of the future. And when things went wrong, the time traveler paid the price for it and took all the blame.
In that book, the young team was fascinated to discover how it appeared to be a blueprint for life and played a role in time travel. One needed to only close their eyes and imagine the place the book is referring to, and they found themselves temporarily transported there. Although they were unable to change the past, they were able to witness it firsthand. It was only in one room of the old library where this concept worked. That particular book was placed in a wall safe behind a painting of H.G. Wells, The Time Machine! It wasn't just any old book, but a special one titled The Book of Time. One man holds the secret of how the book got into the library, for it was from the future. When the time came, he traveled back in time to meet his future crew once they had discovered the unique book. However, issues arose for which he was not prepared.              
In his time, time had become irrelevant. The citizens of the futuristic city once named Willowdale simply jumped from place to place and from time to time,
which nearly rendered time and the need to monitor it moot. Still, he wondered if the name could be changed along with its laws to fit one's will?
The time traveler had aged some and often considered settling down somewhere and raising a family. But his arch-enemy had other plans, and he knew it. He'd already jumped into the past so many times he felt as though there were two of him despite him knowing better. A simple transport gadget that looked much like an old timepiece with his DNA programmed into it paved the way for him and all other time travelers.
In his time, the one world leader became greedy; it was up to the time traveler to save humanity if it could be saved. This wasn't the first time, but it was his last if he failed. His number one enemy could watch and hear him no matter where he was or when. It was no secret that the world leader could admonish one in a heartbeat and had many times done so.
The time traveler's mission was to meet with a group of young adults who had discovered the Book of Time, which existed for possibly hundreds of years before their birth. He often thought that none of this would have happened if he had not left the Book of Time in the library unprotected many years before his future crew were even born. However, setting up the safe as he did and hiding it behind a very old painting kept it hidden for many years.
Although his makeshift team's naivety was childlike, their accomplishments, through his help, were not. He would return and find them in the old library, time and time again. One day, he'd hoped to take his team to the future to see for themselves the dangers of time travel, but he waited. That world would be so foreign to them if they knew of its existence before he met them and how much Willowdale had changed from the place they knew.
But something went wrong after a few jumps into the past to learn more about the City of Maximus in its pioneering days when it was known only as Willowdale. Things began to change for the time traveler and all those who had jumped through its portal in Central Core. When one of the jumps failed to execute correctly, the time traveler was changed forever.
No longer would the City of Maximus use time travel just to jump from one part of the world to the next; they hoped to leap into the past to change their own futures. Or, at least, that was their plan. Only one man was known to have ever jumped into the past: in hindsight, it was probably better that way. Nothing is ever as it seems.
The Book of Time was eventually misplaced, or perhaps it was left intentionally in the time and place it had been and filed under the wrong category for a reason. Finding it outside the safe was quite unusual. It would be the beginning of the end if the time traveler didn't do something to save the future or perhaps rewrite it. He knew he would soon have only the past to live in, and his future would most likely be uncertain and rewritten without his consent.
He wondered if life was like being an author? What if you could simply rewrite your life and your story. The thought was as fascinating as the possibility of it actually happening. Who would he become? Where would he go? How much would change if he changed his own life, much less the changing of others' lives who had no say in the matter?
Life was looked upon much like a book. The original text and then the revised copy, which replaced the original. Time travel allowed one to change the outcome if they didn't like the original. Unfortunately, no book was ever destroyed just because there was a newly rewritten version. It was simply filed in the basement with all the books the powers that be chose not to make available to the general public. The chance of the non-fiction books being revised and returning to the floor to be checked out was very dangerous for any time traveler if the revision was unauthorized. This concept of time travel through the written word was extremely risky. It wasn't until sometime in the future that it was revised, and only encrypted digital instructions were used. In his future, knockoffs, fakes, or illegal copies were nearly non-existent for fear that a time anomaly would destroy all life on Earth if a time traveler used any book other than an original or authentic one.
Nothing would ever be the same once they met the time traveler for the first time. They had already jumped quite a few times before meeting the master of time. They would use this technology to help humankind and correct time as it should be. Without training, their efforts would be fruitless if the time traveler did not do something quickly.
None of them knew much about the time traveler because he was so mysterious. But friendship had formed, and they would later be determined to save him.
In the beginning, books in libraries were the key to time travel. Time travelers have passed through its halls long since becoming much more than just a standard library. The Book of Time seemed to communicate with other books in the library, and the book would find the culprit from which time had been corrupted. The book would fly off the shelf, landing in a time traveler's arms as they caught it; it seemed magical to the young time travelers.
Eventually, all books went digital, and those made from standard paper were outlawed. They only existed in hidden places such as basements or attics. A new method was designed and portable for the time traveler. They no longer needed the library's return room; they could go anywhere and anytime with the proper equipment.
That new technology would later allow humankind to jump from one time to another and into any place they chose without much preparation.
The time traveler was the first to risk the jump, and if he had any say, he'd be last after the things he'd seen and the enemies he had made. He knew all too well that if the portable unit was programmed incorrectly, it could send a time traveler into the darkness of in-between, which is a time traveler's worst nightmare. One enemy who would not stop until the first human time traveler was no more now stood in his way.
His city had changed so much that he looked forward to returning to a simpler time in its own history.
In his future, his city leaders began hoarding wealth worldwide from their time jumps until it ultimately led to the ONO, or One World Order, putting one man in charge of the world. That leader was now the time traveler's worst enemy. If the time traveler's new mission was successful, the world leader stood to lose it all in an instant.
The time traveler's city now had the finest food, clothing, buildings, fortunes, and massive armies under its control worldwide. But going back to where it all began on one last final jump was his only hope to stop an enemy from destroying their world; he made the plunge into time and space…


The time traveler had arrived 200 years into the past. He would do whatever it took to fix time and allow humankind to develop as they should and not be dictated to by someone else who wanted nothing more than to control time and humanity's very existence.
His friends from the future had not heard from him, and it was alarming, to say the least. The Resistance team was left with no word from the time traveler. Did he make contact with the library? There was a problem, but what was it? Something had gone terribly wrong.
Meanwhile, a few years had passed, and the time traveler, who now went by the name Rod, felt drawn to the town's library with no known reason why, so a trip to the historic side of town was in order. No one seemed to recognize him, so he figured he must be new in town and would need to find his way around while searching for his past.
His past was lost to him, so he settled into a new life, not knowing he was once a time traveler. He wasn't really sure who he was. But somehow, from some faint memory, he picked the name Rod. He assumed it stood for Rodney. But looking in the mirror, he just didn't see a Rodney either. If only he could remember.
However, today would be a day in Rod's lonely life he would never forget as long as he lives, nor would he ever forget the librarian and her friends who worked there. His memory was gone; it no longer mattered.
As Rod approached the front door, the sign above the old building said it had been established in 1890. He thought it was spooky as he eyed the tall windows with the shades pulled down. The building took up much of the city block and was three stories high if you didn't count the basement. An almost gothic building with odd trim around its frame, windows, and ornaments gave a sense of rich history. He knew he'd want to learn more about the old building someday; for now, he needed a book.
The one thing that bothered him was why the library seemed so important to him? But a doctor had told him to be patient; it would all return to him one day. Rod's apartment was the only place he felt at home, and he was unsure why. Nothing reminded him of his life before he lost his memory. So, Rod proceeded to open the door; he was bored and hoped a good book would do the trick. He would search for a story that would give him hope for the future or fill the gap in his loneliness for a short time. He quickly stepped inside and saw the vast number of aisles with rolls of books; it nearly overwhelmed him.
"Good morning, ma'am. I'm just here to check out a book. My name is Rod; I'm new in town. Nice to meet you, ma'am; I hope you are having a great day," Rod said to the librarian, asking as if nothing was wrong when inside his soul, he was a total mess.
"Well, if you don't lower your voice, I'll have you thrown out of here in just about five seconds. Now, hush, go find your book. And for God's sake, don't bring it back late, or you might just regret it," The librarian, whose name was Paige, replied with a stern look and a sharp tone of voice.
That was odd, Rod thought as he browsed the aisles, unsure what he was looking for. Maybe some sort of action and adventure full of danger, a love story, perhaps even a whodunit mystery book, he wondered.
Then, he found the perfect book. It was as if it was calling out to him. He could not resist reaching for the book and was so compelled that he was afraid that it would be the end of his days if he did not pick that particular book.
So he rushed to the librarian and checked it out as fast as possible. He would waste no time in doing so. It was a thick book, nearly 350 pages. He thought it would undoubtedly last him a while, as he was so proud of his choice.
Rod had checked the book out and felt there was no need for a second book; this would take him long enough to read.
"Might I remind you, don't be late returning the book, or you are sure to regret it, sir," the librarian grinned as she made her sly remark. Rod rushed out of the door, hearing her voice trail off. He hoped he had not been rude. He needed to settle into an excellent book to quell his thirst for something other than a lonely life, even if it was just for a short time.
Rod was considered by most to be a slow reader. He often tended to get caught up in a good book, imagine himself in the story, and become part of it. He'd read a few pages, and his imagination would drift off. Over time, it caused him to take much longer to finish a book than it ordinarily would. He hated that about himself, knowing others were speed readers or at least faster readers than he was, no doubt, he laughed to himself.
The urge to skip to the last chapter to find out how the story ends was a real temptation, but Rod knew he could not cheat; he'd have to read it page by page, no matter what. Every page captured Rod's imagination, and the story quickly captivated him.
The book was hard to put down. He was torn, but his new job was taking its toll on him. He had worked so many hours in the day and was nearly too tired to read once he got home in the evenings.
Rod fell asleep every night with that book in his hand. He would dream about the story night after night as if it were real and he was a character in the story. He figured he would eventually read the entire book and return it in plenty of time before its due date, whenever it was.
It no longer mattered how hard he worked on his new job or if he ate or not. He would finish the novel in plenty of time to return it so he would not owe a late fee. Each time he looked at the library card, the date on it seemed to change? Odd, he thought. His budget was so tight that even a late fee could cut into how much food he consumed in a week, his laundry washing, or his bills getting paid on time.
Then, one night, Rod noticed the library return card was missing. It was no longer in the book's sleeve or tucked away in any of its pages;  he had forgotten when the book was due to be returned. Rod had only used it as a bookmark for the last few days and knew it must have fallen out of the book. So he stayed up late that night to read as much as possible and hopefully finish the book soon before returning it to save a late fee.
One thing was sure; folding a page's corner as a bookmark was against Rod's rules. He knew he would not disrespect a book in such a manner.
Finally, Rod was down to the last chapter. He had no idea when the book was actually due to be returned. He closed the book and fell asleep.
Rod tossed and turned all night, wondering if the book was already due or maybe not. Was it too late? He wondered. The librarian had given him several strange warnings, which had creeped him out. That's when Rod decided he would just return the book first thing in the morning. He would pay the fine if there was one and finish the last chapter at the library. After all, it would be Saturday, and he'd have all day to finish it.
Rod's apartment was always noisy because of the elevator's rattling. It was cheaper than the other apartments, so that is why Rod chose it in the first place. With a budget as tight as Rod's, every dollar spent had to be planned ahead of time.
Everyone was always standing by the elevator and talking all hours of the night. Most of the time, the air conditioner blew out warm air, making sleeping even more challenging. The plumbing made the strangest sounds day in and day out. At least the library in the historic side of town would be the one place he'd have peace and quiet and air conditioning, he hoped.
The following day, Rod searched and searched again for the book return card, but it was not in the sleeve or tucked away between the pages; it was nowhere to be found. He grabbed his book and headed to the library, knowing the librarian was really going to be mad. Rod was pretty sure he was several days late, at the least.
Rod tiptoed into the library with his loaned book and approached the librarian.
"Good morning, Ma'am; I'm pretty sure I'm late, but I lost my book return card and have no idea the exact date I borrowed my book or its return date. How much do I owe the library? Also, can I just sit somewhere and finish reading the last chapter?" Rod asked.
With a stern, irritated look, the librarian whispered, "Take it to the return room just behind me. You can finish reading it there, and when you are finished, just place it on the table in the far back corner where all the other late books are. We'll deal with the late fee later; just check back with me afterward. Whatever you do, do not leave without seeing me first!"
"Thank you, ma'am; I'm really sorry. I'll happily pay the late fee for my negligence!" Rod remarked with a low voice and headed to the small late book return room.
It was odd, Rod thought. Who would have thought this old spooky library would have a return room and not just a return cart to place the book on? But he was a kind and respectable person who was easy to get along with, and rules are rules. He did as instructed. He often wondered, had he always been that way?
Rod could feel the librarian staring at him until his hair curled as he walked into the room; he quickly glanced back. She turned her head as if looking in a different direction, but he knew she was watching his every move.
It was a nice, dimly-lit, quiet room with a reading lamp on a small table next to an oversized comfortable chair. Rod would have the perfect place to finish his book, so he quickly sat down and went straight to the last chapter's first page. It, however, was odd they had a conference table in such a room, he thought as he opened his book.
Rod began to yawn, wondering why in the world he suddenly felt so drowsy. He knew he had not been getting much rest, but it was an unusual feeling of tiredness, and then his head began to spin. He felt the whole room swirling and the walls moving in and out as if they were breathing. Then, his book slowly slipped from his hands and fell to his feet. That is when Rod was transported to another place and time.




TWO: THE GENERAL AND LADY ISABELLA
At some point, Rod began to wonder how much time had passed? Everything had changed, yet he could not focus. Rod knew one thing for sure; he was no longer in the library but in another place and time from all the strange sounds he was hearing. He had not gained sight yet and was scared out of his wits. Then, he felt a burning sensation in his side.
Rod finally got his bearing as he found himself lying face-down in the middle of a battlefield. He had been shot and was sure he was dying since the pain was almost too much to bear.
Too afraid to open his eyes, he lay there for what seemed like hours, hearing gunshots around him and listening to soldiers crying out in pain and dying. Some said their prayers as they took their last breath. He was terrified.
Then, the cannon fire hit not too far from where he lay and covered him in debris. That was when Rod realized he was living the story in his book, The General and the Lady Isabella, A Civil War Love Story. Had he traveled into another dimension, or had his imagination gotten the best of him once again? He would have to find out.
The enemy began raiding the war-torn scene, taking whatever was useful to them for the next battle. He just knew for sure he would be next, and then the enemy would undoubtedly finish him off once they robbed him.
Suddenly, Rod felt the sharp blade of a bayonet stabbing him in the thigh as the soldier poked it around, trying to find anyone still living in order to kill them.
Rod could feel his pistol within reach in the rubble around him, and with a bit of stretch, his hand gripped the gun. He pointed it at the soldier's head just as the soldier raised his bayonet one last time high into the air to stab Rod through the chest. With one hair-trigger moment, Rod took down the enemy and felt the body of his would-be killer fall upon him, dead.
By now, Rod's mind was racing. He knew in the book that the general was in battle but was not yet wounded. Was Rod changing the ending of the story?
Just about that time, the enemy retreated, and Rod could hear the sound of a bugle, and help was on the way. Gunfire blazing from both sides, the enemy was overtaken and became prisoners of war. Rod's regiment began searching through the dead for any survivors right away.
"General, are you okay, sir?" one soldier asked.
"Yes, dammit! Now get this dead man off me and help me up!" Rod demanded. After all, Rod knew by now that he was the general and in charge. For the first time in Rod's dull life, he was somebody. If only he could remember who?
Soldiers were being hauled off the battlefield, wounded and dying. The dead would be dealt with soon, but Rod had to quickly figure out his next move. But first, he had wounds that needed tending, too.
Rod could not stand up because of the wound in his thigh and a gunshot to his side, not to mention all the other injuries received during the battle; he soon fainted from blood loss.
Sometime later, Rod woke up in the field hospital made of makeshift tents and the smell of death around him. All he could hear was the screams from soldiers whose limbs were being amputated and doctors rushing around him to save as many as possible.
Rod suddenly felt the sting of whisky poured over some of his wounds that were not as major as the others. The field doctor sprinkled gunpowder on several wounds he had received in battle and struck a match! Rod knew he could feel the burning of his flesh, and then, he felt every stitch the doctor made on the wounds from the bayonet. But he thought he would surely die from the pain when they cauterized some of his injuries with the gunpowder. Rod was grateful for the gag they had placed in his mouth; it gave him something to bite into. He soon passed out from the shock.
Sometime later, Rod was awakened by the telegraph operator, who rushed into the tent and announced, "The war is over; it's over!"
Rod had read his book until he reached the last few pages of the last chapter, where the general stood fighting on the battlefield. He was injured, so this must be a plot twist, or he was changing the ending. Am I supposed to die? He had asked himself over and over.
Was he somehow changing the story? It was the only way he could make sense of it all. He was stuck inside his book, and now he was the ending. He knew it would be up to him how this story ended, and he would make it a good ending one way or the other.
Then, he thought of Lady Isabella, the main female character in his book. Is she still waiting for the general at her father's farm? He had so many questions but did not dare ask anyone for fear he'd wake up in the library return room and not even get a chance to meet Lady Isabella. Following his gut instinct, he mustered up enough courage to start to ask questions as he stood for the first time since the injuries he had sustained in a battle he could barely recall ever happening in the first place.
Rod asked a small group of soldiers to take him to Lady Isabella's farm to let her know he had survived his wounds and that the war was over between the North and South. He had no time to wait for the mail carrier to deliver by horseback. A letter of such importance because so many still did not know the war was literally over.
There would be a three-day hard ride, but Rod was determined. He would be devastated if Lady Isabella were in danger or if anything happened to her. He had already fallen in love with her from the novel he had read. He thought how boring of a life a man can have than to fall in love with a fictional character. But there was no time to discipline himself or question his situation; he had to get to Lady Isabella one way or the other.
The author had done an excellent job describing her appearance, so he knew he would know her the minute he laid eyes on her. Closing his eyes, he could see her long, flowing brown hair, which, once put into a bun, still looked unkept from the little curls around her forehead. Her silky smooth skin, large brown eyes, and the fullness of her breasts and figure were everything Rod had ever wanted in a woman he would be willing to spend the rest of his life with. Of all the suitors she had ever met, Rod was the only one who would lay his white glove on the ground, allowing her to step forward and not get mud on her heels. He longed for their wedding day so he could pull the pins from her hair, see it fall to her slender shoulders, and kiss the puffy lips she had always enticed him with when she smiled.
Rod, or as he is known in this particular storyline, was the general who had memorized the route to her father's plantation described in his book and knew what the place looked like, including entrances and exits to the large family home. He had visited it many times before the war and would long after if he had anything to do with it. That book became a lifeline for Rod, and he wondered if this was his destiny?
The soldiers saddled up their horses. The general had over a dozen men, eventually getting him upon his saddle. His leg was in a brace, and his side bandage from the bullet wound was challenging. But Rod wanted to get Back on the trail; he was eager to find out if Lady Isabella was well and to let her know he had survived the battle.
They rode day in and day out and only stopped a few hours during the night to rest. Getting the general off his horse was a task in itself, and getting shot at from time to time made the trip even more challenging.
But all Rod could think about was that his book didn't seem to lead to the general's death or Lady Isabella's; that would be an awful, tragic end, he thought. The one thing he would never do, he now wished he had, was to take a tiny peek at the last page of his book before falling asleep in the library or whatever had really happened to him. Still, he was not one to cheat in such a manner.
Living out the last chapter in real-time without knowing the ending caused his heart to jump a beat every now and then, and fear had nearly overtaken him. So, if there was anything he could do to save Lady Isabella and himself, he would not hesitate.
Suddenly, gunfire rang out from all around them. The men rode for cover, got the general off his horse, and hunkered down. Lady Isabella and her father were just a short distance away, yet no one could move because of all the gunfire. The plantation took up much of the land in that area. Isabella's place would undoubtedly be a place one could hide in and perhaps not be caught for years if necessary. That was the one fear Rod could not stop thinking about and worrying about Isabella's and her father's safety.
It was early dawn, and the sun had not quite risen over the hillside; Rod grabbed his crutch and pistol and headed to Isabella's place. It was fight or flight, and he was not running out on Lady Isabella.
Rod was indeed the general now. He began to remember parts of the novel he had read. He knew the layout of Lady Isabella's residence. He made his way to a hidden back door used only for escape in an emergency. Now, he knew why the author added that information to his novel, which would undoubtedly come in handy.
He finally hobbled his way to the back of her home, leaving his soldiers behind to protect him under gunfire if necessary. The closer he got to the back of her home, the more out of breath he became. What if he was wrong? What if what he read in the book was all made up and it was just fiction, or this was all just a strange dream? Could he have been so lonely that this was his fate? After all, he was neither a historian nor was he as good-looking as the author had described the general to be. He approached the back door, took a deep breath, and proceeded to call out to Isabella.
"Lady Isabella, can you hear me? Are you in there?" Rod whispered it's me, the general. He continued to knock gently until he could hear a whisper from inside.
"Yes, I'm fine. Father is wounded. Hold on; I can't get this door open," Lady Isabella replied.
Suddenly, the door popped open, and the screech scared them both nearly to death. Once inside, the general grabbed a rifle and began firing out the tiny windows, hobbling from one window to the next as best as he could. At the same time, Lady Isabella reloaded each gun for him while her father lay knocked out from the whiskey she had given him to ease the pain.
Then, the shooting simply stopped! Not a sound outside whatsoever. The silence was deafening. Almost too afraid to breathe, Lady Isabella sat down and grabbed her wounded father, holding him tightly out of desperation, praying he would not die. The general kneeled to embrace them, fearing this was his end and theirs. He thought that if the enemy were about to break in, they'd have to shoot him first. He'd save Lady Isabella and her father one way or the other. After all, Rod's life was so mundane he thought he wouldn't mind staying if Isabella and her father were to survive and never leave. If this dream never ended, he'd be happy with that. Still, he knew it was only a matter of time until he woke up, and he feared the librarian would surely be angry at his falling asleep in the return room.
Suddenly, one of the general's men yelled from outside on the porch, "It’s me, general, Private Combs. We’ve got everything under control out here, sir!”
The general’s men had overtaken each rogue soldier, trying to take over Lady Isabella and her father’s home and use it as a hideout. They had no idea the war between the North and the South was over.
Rod was thrilled that he was the general now, and Lady Isabella was in his arms, securing a far better life than his own. He was never going to let her go; he was never returning to his old life as Rod. He will live in his book for the rest of his natural life if it is what it took to be with Lady Isabella.
“Isabella, I promise never to leave you again! You were right. I should not have gone off to fight in the war. Still, I really had no choice,” Rod said, sounding desperate as he held Isabella in his arms, believing he would never let her go again.
Lady Isabella and the general would now live happily ever after. After all, it was in the book. The general knew he would retire, marry Isabella, and raise a family with her on her father’s land. That must be the ending he had created in what must be an amazing dream. He had reached the end of the book, or so he thought. The general and Lady Isabella embraced each other and kissed for what seemed like forever when…




THREE: THE RETURN TO THE LIBRARY AFTER HOURS
“Rod, are you all right? The library is about to close. Are you homeless trying to sleep in here?” the librarian asked.
“Lady Isabella? Is that really you?” Rod asked out of total confusion. One minute, he was at Lady Isabella’s home holding her in his arms back in May of 1865, and the next, being booted out of the library in May of 2052, it was after hours. But the librarian was the spitting image of Lady Isabella, he thought.
The librarian said nothing as she stood there, looking Rod over. She remained silent, and it was quite intimidating, Rod thought as he began to scratch his head in disbelief.
“Oh, I am so sorry, ma’am. I must have fallen asleep reading that last chapter. I apologize; I’ll be on my way,” Rod replied as he noticed not a single wound was on his body, and he felt no more pain.
“No problem,” the librarian said.
“But what about the late fee?” Rod asked.
“Oh, no late fee. You rewrote the last chapter; you brought the general and Isabella back together again and reset history,” The librarian said and then continued. “That was a non-fiction book; someone had changed the ending, but as usual, you have corrected the past once again.”
“Corrected the past? I’m just a good old boy named Rod. You can’t change the past, nor can you change the future. Life is simply what it is.
Rod knew right then and there that the librarian must have tricked him into checking out that particular book. Obviously, she was pleased with its ending. But he didn’t trust her and had a thousand questions by now.
The librarian picked up the book, looked inside, and removed the card from its sleeve to check it back in. Rod was confused but too afraid to ask her how on Earth that card reappeared in the book when he had fanned every single page looking for it.
He would never be old dull Rod living alone ever again. According to the librarian, he had reset history and perhaps fallen in love with one novel called The General and Lady Isabella, A Civil War Love Story.
“Okay, sit down. The library is about to close. I have something shocking to tell you. So keep an open mind and listen closely. From this day forward, you will never be the same again. First things first, your name is not Rod. Your name is Axelrod, and we know you as Axel. My name is Paige. I just wish you could remember me!” the librarian said.
“What? I’ve been Rod all my life! Don’t be ridiculous,” he answered, nearly getting upset and sounding louder, which was forbidden in a library to begin with.
“My friend, when we first met you, you had showed up here unannounced one day and said you were from the future. A time traveler, you said. We became a team, and then a few years later, you lost your memory; every time we found you, you disappeared again. You'd run off when we called out to you. We assumed you were in some sort of accident a number of years ago, and you just simply could not remember,” she said.
“First of all, I don’t believe I was ever in an accident since I have no memory of an injury or healing time. No signs of a head injury at all. Look, I need to get back to my apartment. It must be getting late; obviously, this place is closed now. Who locks the doors, by the way?” he asked.
“The janitor, of course. The alarms are all set now, so it would be tough for you to leave and not set them off! You wouldn’t want the police to think you are a burglar, now would you?” she asked, sounding slightly loud and in the library, no doubt.
Axelrod thought for a moment and then replied, “So, I am Axel to you? You said, ‘we,’ who and where are the others? Also, what’s the big deal about an ordinary book and some Civil War general?” he asked.
“Axel, first of all, it was and is more than a book, as many of them here are. We are time travelers, as bizarre as that may sound. We use the library and certain books as a guide on where we must go next and what is expected of us, and you are a part of that team,” she replied.
“We change the endings of novels? Do you know how ridiculous that sounds?” he asked.
“No, we correct the past, setting things in motion as they were meant to be. Fellow time travelers are authors, too, you know. They leave us clues in their works, and the right time traveler will feel compelled to read the book, thus making the much-needed corrections to the endings and even plot changes that could ultimately save the world!” she replied.
“So, the general was a real person? But why do you look so much like Lady Isabella?” he asked.
“Axel, yes, he was. The story was real but accidentally filed under fiction. You lived his life for a long time, a long time ago. The author knew me personally and used a description of me in his book since no photos existed of her. The author was also a historian…” She paused for a moment.
“Time travelers live many lives. You lived that life briefly during the Civil War. Don’t you realize you could time jump tonight, live out an entire life, and be back here before morning in the present time?” Paige replied.
“Well, Paige, if that is your name, I don’t think I would be interested in your time jumping escapades. Sounds a bit reckless to me. Oh, and by the way, you don’t look like a Paige to me,” Axel said.
“Axel, why are you so damned reluctant to remember who you are? Why fight it? It’s your destiny,” Paige questioned.
“Look, all I remember is that I was in the hospital years ago. I didn’t know who I was; they had to tell me based on a small piece of paper found in my pocket. I had no memory of my former life and still don’t.” Once again, he thought long and hard about who he was and where he had been before continuing.
“When I was released, I had no family or friends. No one. I’ve had dozens of jobs to try to support myself. I have moved from town to town, and when I got here, I felt compelled to go to this old library and check out a book. Did you have anything to do with that?” he asked.
“Yes, as a matter of fact, I did. It took half a dozen time travelers to get you to where you are today in this small town. We knew it would be a short distance from your apartment to this library, and this was the first time in years we felt we could pull you back to who you were before,” Paige replied.
“Paige, you have to understand. I don’t know you or those other time travelers you speak of. The love I felt for you or Isabella in the novel must have something to do with that book and some sort of fantasy. I am a romantic at heart; I must be.” Searching for words, he paused once more, combing his soul for some sort of reliable memory.
He continued again. “Right now, I am also a very lonely man who suffers from amnesia. I don’t want to be taken advantage of. At this point in my life, I could end up believing in just about anything. I was warned about this when I was released from the hospital,” Axel said.
“This is precisely why we pretty much trapped you in the library. There is so much more about this library that you once knew and have forgotten. Before this night is through, we hope to convince you to return to time traveling; you are way behind on your caseload,” Paige replied.
“Well, what exactly happened to me that caused me to lose my memory? How did I end up in the hospital over a hundred miles from this town?” Axel asked.
“Axel, you will learn soon enough on your own. But there are pressing matters that must be dealt with. We need to train you as a team member all over again since you have no memory of who you once were and still are! Somewhere inside you is the old Axel, and I intend to bring him out and get him active again one way or the other,” Paige said somewhat urgently.
“So, did I really fall asleep in that oversized comfortable chair, or did I time travel? If so, how?” Axel asked inquisitively.
“Axel, tonight you are going to learn the truth, and because of that, there will be consequences. After tonight, there will be no going back to Rod, the boring, lonely guy you turned out to be from amnesia,” Paige replied.
Paige urged Axel to walk with her to tour the library, especially certain books that are vital for him to know to travel safely.
Suddenly, Axel heard many strange voices from the book return room. He’d just been there what seemed like moments ago before they took their tour together. Paige led him around, pointing to room number two, the time travelers’ prep room, and three, which leads to the basement. She allowed no time for questions but made Axel promise he would pay attention, word for word, as she spoke and explained what each room was used for.
“Axel, let’s go back to the book return room. There are a few people I need you to meet, shall we?” Paige said anxiously.
When Axel stepped into the room, four people were cheering, clapping, and reaching out to shake Axel’s hand all at the same time. He reluctantly did so out of respect for those who believed they knew him. He did not recognize any of them.
“Hi Axel, I am Jonah. We sure have been on many trips and have always had each other’s backs, I might add,” Jonah said, and then, after a moment, continued. “Oh, and if you ever call me Joe, I’ll punch your lights out.” Then he bellowed out a hardy laugh and had to be reminded it was a library and, after hours, no one ever raised their voices. Rules are rules.
Another stepped forward.
“Well, I’m told you don’t remember me, but my name is Temperance; you always called me Temper,” she extended her hand for a shake, as was customary when meeting someone new. She knew better but would play along for his sake.
“Well, there is no way you could ever forget me. I’m Tyler, the guy who has been on your ass since day one to follow the rules; you never did, by the way,” Tyler laughed and patted Axel on the back.
“Good to see you, even if you don’t remember me,” Tyler said.
Last but not least, the fourth person stepped forward. “Axel, I’m Prudence. You can call me Pru; you always have. You and I were nearly an item once, but Paige got in the way,” Prudence said as she gently punched Axel’s shoulder.
Jonah, Temperance, Tyler, and Prudence all waited for Axel to show them some kind of expression of memory of them, yet his face remained blank. Paige knew in advance of their disappointments. She certainly had been keeping an eye on Axel, and he was never the wiser in all this time since the unfortunate accident. All of them were once best friends who had nearly died saving each other on more than one occasion.
Everyone would soon face life and death together once again. None showed any concern over the fact that Axel had no memory of them and obviously was very reluctant to time travel, now or ever. Tonight would be the night to convince Axel to get back to time traveling full-time, or they would need to continue working without him. They had planned a trip far into the future, a first of its kind for them, and they’d do it without Axel if necessary. They had all hoped the general might have jogged Axel’s memory, but there was no sign of it. Axel was, after all, an essential part of their team, and he was missed greatly.
“Axel, I need you to follow your instinct and walk around the library. There is a book waiting for you, and we need you to find it. If you can find it, get six copies and bring them to us immediately,” Paige said with the utmost urgency.
If Axel had not felt so fond of a stranger, he would have just ignored her. But, the general had taught him one thing, that he had gone somewhere in time.
The pain was real. His love for Isabella felt real enough that his head was still spinning from the encounter. He had saved her, the farm, and her father. He was a hero even if he didn’t want to be a time traveler. There was something to this whole thing that sounded exciting and intriguing.
“Okay, I’ll walk up and down the aisles of every book section until something calls out to me. But I can tell you this feels absolutely foolish. Do I stick to this level, or do I have to walk all three levels, for God’s sake?” Axel asked.
“That I can not tell you, Axel. If you could just remember, you’d know that. Now go. We don’t have much time. We may already be too late, but we all must go on this mission, especially you,” Paige remarked.
Axel wondered if they were time travelers; they had all the time in the world, right? But walking around waiting for some particular book to call out to him made him feel like the world’s biggest fool.
Axel walked every aisle, trying not to read the titles of the books but to wait for one to call upon him. Books just can’t do that, yet The General and Lady Isabella called out to him, and the urge to reach for that one book saved lives in the past. If only he could remember the past. He thought if only he could know what he was getting himself into.
Axel's memory was gone, no doubt about that. But can he be the time traveler he once was? He wondered as he passed down another section. He could hear voices calling out to him from every direction as if they were many spirits and the place was haunted.
Suddenly, a book seemed to almost glow. It shook a bit and slid ever so slowly to the edge of the shelf. Axel grabbed it along with five more copies, as Paige suggested, but he was so turned around that he lost his way once again.
Suddenly, Paige, Tyler, Prudence, Jonah, and Temperance rushed to Axel to guide him back to the book return room; they had a journey to go on.




FOUR: A JOURNEY TO DIE FOR
“Oh, my God! Axel, do you realize which book you got? I knew there was an urgent reason for you to get back on board with us,” Paige said, barely able to breathe.
“Who said I am back on board with you? I got the book, so what. This time travel nonsense is giving me a headache,” Axel replied.
“Come with us; we’re going to the conference table in the return room. I have a lot to tell you about that damn book and why you must take this journey. Your life depends upon it,” Paige said.
Paige closed the door behind them, and everyone sat at the conference table. Axel could tell everyone was very upset as they eyed the title of the book and were scared as hell.
“Before anyone says anything, I have got to ask. Why do you call this room the return room? You called it the book return room earlier, and now you leave the word book entirely out. Why?” Axel asked.
“That is very observant of you, Axel,” Paige replied sarcastically. After a moment, she continued.
“Axel, yes, this room is often referred to as the book return room for anyone outside this private group. However, we all know it is the one room we must return to after a time-traveling journey, and we have completed the book’s last chapter. It isn’t a big deal, so stop stalling the inevitable.”
“Yes, ma’am!” Axel replied just as sarcastically.
Paige rolled her eyes up in her head, took a deep breath, and began.
“Tyler, you and Prudence are all too familiar with that book Axel was led to. Jonah and Temperance, I know neither of you wants to return there, but the book has spoken. The last chapter must be rewritten. Someone or something has rewritten history, and it is up to us to correct that. It’s why the book is calling out, and lives will be lost if we don’t respond now,” Paige stated.
“Is this why the book is titled A Journey To Die For? Is that why you all seem so terrified? Hell, it was in the non-fiction section, wasn’t it?” Axel asked out of idle curiosity. He was not entirely taking his situation seriously yet, but soon would.
“Yes, you are correct, Axel. Books from the non-fiction section are always given priority. Just like that book you checked out some time ago, The General and the Lady Isabella. You were the only one who could save the general. We’re still unsure who went back in time to change his fate, but you fixed it,” Paige declared.
Paige now had Axel’s full, undivided attention. He began to listen carefully to her as she explained everything about the book and why it was so important; Axel must go on that journey.
“Axel, something went terribly wrong when you picked that book several years ago. You were never the same after time jumping on that one. You came back with amnesia and were lost to the team all this time.”
Tyler interjected, “Do I need to be here? This upsets Prudence and me, and I am sure Jonah and Temperance are just as upset, too.”
“Tyler, one of us caused that accident just before time-jumping back to the return room. Axel returned much later and simply walked out of the library unnoticed by anyone. It’s taken us all this time to find him again and get him back to time-jumping. Well, if he accepts this life-threatening mission, that is.”
Paige was getting upset, and Axel looked around the room almost mindlessly. He had no clue what was happening or what the big deal was.
Prudence, Jonah, and Temperance said nothing as they looked on and watched Tyler overreacting. It wasn’t like him to do that. But getting Axel back to time-jumping was just too important to overreact.
“All right, enough belly-aching from you, Tyler. You have always pushed your luck with all of us. Yes, rules are rules; you hate it when someone breaks one. Sometimes, we just have to do what we have to do. Calm down,” Paige stated and immediately got control of the meeting.
“Okay, that book, A Journey to Die For, was a dangerous mission for all of us. But we need to help Axel regain his memory or at least try. If it doesn’t work, so be it. But that book is calling us, and we must find out why, so let’s get started, shall we?” Paige said.
“I’ve got a question, Paige. When I time jumped or time traveled, all I did was read a book. It was as if I had fallen asleep and then was in another place and time. How do all six of us do that at the same time?” Axel asked.
“That is a good question, Axel. I’m glad to see you participating. I sometimes forget you don’t remember any of this; we all need to be reminded of that. Otherwise, we’ll not be useful to you if you get into trouble, now, will we?” Paige said without blinking an eye.
She continued, “We arrive at different times but in the same place. It’s why we don’t know what happened to you because you were the last one to time-jump back to here.”
Axel was still reluctant but curious enough to continue to ask important questions. “My copy says it has fictional characters climbing Mount Everest but is based on the lives of real people and events. Was this book placed in the wrong aisle?” Axel asked.
“That’s a trick question,” Paige answered, then looked toward Tyler. It was time for him to speak up.
“Axel, It was a true story. But, I wrote the next edition based on a true story with fictional characters, us. I only changed the names of those folks that climbed Mount Everest. I am the author of that book under a pseudonym. The other book has the same title, but this one is not it.”
He continued after a short pause. “We were supposed to use the original book. Somehow, mine got mixed up with the original and ended up on the wrong shelf. I will always be blamed for that mission, and I will never forgive myself,” Tyler said.
Prudence interjected. “Tyler, you broke a rule. You, of all people, broke a major rule. All of us in this room are authors, but we know that as time jumpers, we can easily call up the wrong book. You called up your own book and not the original one. We still don’t have a clue how you managed to pull that one off. But we nearly lost Axel over it. Paige may have beat me to him, but I still care deeply about the man, okay?”
“Now, let’s not all start bashing Tyler. Yes, he made a mistake as a time-jumper and an author. Acknowledge and move on, for God’s sake,” Temperance said, sounding irritated.
“Enough already!” Paige declared.
“I’m tired of everyone talking about me as if I’m not even in this room. Just because I have no memory of that journey doesn’t mean I care less. I want my memory back more than any of you want me to get it back. You can trust me on that one,” Axel said. He was getting so frustrated that everyone panicked and looked at each other with fear that he might just back out of the whole journey altogether.
Paige looked at Tyler, “You are not a very good author to have done what you did. You took a true story that someone else wrote, changed the names of the real people in it, and a few story plots to your own liking, really? This put all of us in danger as time travelers. However, I am sure you learned your lesson on that one. So not another word of that event will be spoken, right?” Paige asked, and everyone nodded in agreement.
Axel was really getting concerned now. “Folks, can we compare the book that fell from the top shelf into my hands with the ones you retrieved? What if one of us had the wrong book in the first place, and everyone else had the right one? Could the mission have failed because of that?”
“Axel, I never thought about that,” Paige said.
Tyler spoke up. “Well, in the original story, all six climbers survived but nearly died because of that trek up Mount Everest. They just had a lot of bad luck, I suppose. I just wanted my story to be a bit more interesting, so I threw in a few plot twists here and there. Had them fighting each other. I guess I got a bit overzealous when I rewrote it to my liking. But I never had you lose your memory. No sir, I did not.”
Axel looked Tyler up and down with a stern look of contentment. “Tyler, I believe I have your copy. So, it makes sense for us to return to the storyline you wrote and sort this out if we can. Anybody game?” Everyone was now in agreement without question.
Paige was excited. “Axel, you almost sounded like your old self again. It looks like we have three of the original copies and three of your copies, Tyler. We need to put the original on the book return cart, and Tyler and Prudence will take one copy of Tyler’s book. Jonah, you and Temperance take the other, and Axel and I will share his copy. Does everyone agree that this is the correct thing to do? When this is over, we will pull every single copy of your version, Tyler. We’ll make sure no one ever reads it, especially a time traveler.”
Axel was finally warming up to the idea of time travel and had a question or two. “So, in teams, we read the last chapter. I take it we’ll all land on Mount Everest fully dressed for the occasion, with tents and everything? After all, I ended up in the Civil War in uniform.” Axel said. But Paige was clear when she spoke, and Axel understood.
The plan was that the three groups would read Tyler’s last chapter quietly in teams of two. Even though the library was closed, it was just how they did things. This time, Tyler, Jonah, and Axel, along with their partners, held a copy in their arms and jumped to Mount Everest.
If only it had been that simple. Back at the library, and not long before the time jump, the girls had ensured Tyler, Jonah, and Axel held Tyler’s copy. Axel and Paige began reading the last chapter with the copy they held. Tyler and Prudence read their copy, and Jonah and Temperance did the same.
The rescue went smoothly in the original non-fiction book; in Tyler’s copy, it did not. He wanted Axel and Paige to have a lover’s quarrel, which actually caused Axel to be late, joining the others back to the library. In Tyler’s version, Prudence spends part of the night with Axel in his tent, and Paige discovers them in each other’s arms. Axel spent his remaining hours waiting for the rescue team to show up with no heat or food and desperate to make amends with Paige.
Axel was glad the original book did not have that scene and much preferred the old adage that they all lived happily ever after once rescued and recovered from the extended time in freezing temperatures.
The original story was about six college friends who went on a trek they had all dreamed about. That was too boring for Tyler when he wrote his version of a true story. He threw in things that made everyone’s journey a much more exciting but dangerous one.
With no memory of time traveling, other than his experience becoming the general, Axel was ready and closed his eyes tightly, waiting for the journey he would soon take and hopefully get his memory back. He held his breath as he felt Paige squeezing his hand.
Suddenly, everyone felt suspended in a place, not of this Earth but somewhere in between, for a moment before finding themselves half frozen to death on Mount Everest! And that is just how quick it was.
During the horrific snowstorm, the three teams of two found themselves on the edge of a cliff. Rations were nearly depleted, and everyone was feeling desperate.
Axel knew that whatever caused him to have amnesia must have happened just before they were rescued from what Paige had told him. He wondered if he would regain his memory and who would be at fault for his accident.
He wondered if they all reenacted the original story where it ended well, would things automatically return to normal again? Or recreate the events in Tyler’s copy when it did not? Would it make a difference? The original would not tell him what happened; it would only fix time.
He also mulled over the concept of Tyler’s copy because he knew it would give him answers. The problem was that he had no memory of that trip, and everyone agreed Tyler’s copy caused the memory loss, so it should be Tyler’s copy that would fix things.
Finally, Axel made a decision on the spot, in that cold, desolate place, that he no longer cared about anything but the truth. He decided that when this time jump was done, he would file the original non-fiction book away and burn Tyler’s copy if necessary. He felt enormous anger for Tyler, causing him to lose his memory. It had to be all Tyler’s fault, he thought.
Everyone set up their tents as quickly as possible to weather the storm once they reached their determined rescue spot. They re-enacted the last chapter right up to the rescue; it was the best they could do. Everyone wanted the book A Journey To Die For to be put back in the book returns section and filed away as mission complete. Unfortunately, Tyler sold many copies. Yet not a single time has the team ever been affected by it except when they reenacted, by accident, Tyler’s story.
The wind and snow soon turned into a whiteout; it began to blow so hard that no one was sure their shelters would hold up anymore. Staying true to the altered story, everyone but Axel knew precisely what to do. If this journey rewrites their fate or gives Axel his memory back, it was what all of them wanted, or so they thought.
Axel sat in his tent, listening to the sounds of the wind against his shelter. He felt as if he was suspended in some place that did not exist on Earth but in some alien world. After all, the only life he’d ever known or could remember was living in a small town where nothing changed.
Axel could no longer tell if he was even on the cliff waiting to be rescued or perhaps already dead as far as he knew.
Ordered to make no contact with each other while they waited in their shelters for the rescue was hard for Axel since it was his memory he had been robbed of.
The rescue began, and Axel would be the last to be rescued; he waited. Each team member popped into the return room one by one as history was being corrected. When Axel finally popped into the return room, everyone held their breath, hoping his memory had returned as history was being rewritten and corrected.
“So, Axel, how did it go?” Paige asked with excitement. 
Tyler, Prudence, Jonah, and Temperance were anxiously wringing their hands.
“Okay, everyone,” Axel announced loudly, getting everyone’s undivided attention.
Axel waited for a moment and then began again. “Before you ask, I did not get my memory back. I am from our present, I suppose. Anyway, the general was from the past; therefore, we could fix what was changed for him but not me. We simply relived the team’s adventure that originally climbed that mountain during one ferocious snowstorm and needed to be rescued. History was not changed for them, just for me in my time. I wanted to blame Tyler for my memory loss because he rewrote the damn story. But I’m not sure it was anybody’s fault. Does that make any sense?” Axel asked.
Everyone had hoped Axel’s memory would return, but they could not argue with his point of view.
Paige chimed in. “Axel, I am as tired as everybody else is, I am sure of that. Why don’t you move back into your old apartment upstairs? Your room has remained untouched. We can get your things tomorrow from that slum of an apartment you moved into a while back.”
Axel agreed, and each of them went to their room upstairs feeling much better, having Axel inform them no one was to blame for his memory loss.




FIVE: TRUTH AND CONSEQUENCES
A week had passed, and Axel had moved back into his old apartment in the library he had no memory of. He was going to miss his old job, but living upstairs in an apartment above the library and running time-jumping missions to correct history sounded pretty appealing to him.
Axel had learned all over again how to file books in the library; although the Dewey Decimal System made no sense to him, he was sure it once did.
This is when Axel began to wonder about his past and came up with a list of questions for the team for this week’s meeting.
It was time for the truth, and Axel demanded it right from the start. He sat back and waited for them to speak up.
Paige insisted on taking over and looked Axel straight in the eyes, saying, “Axel, I don’t know how to tell you this, but you are actually from the past, the present, and the future. We’re not sure who you really are. But you have been recruiting and leading time travelers using books as a guide for several hundred years from the future to many years before our great-grandparents were even born.”
“Oh, for crying out loud, Paige. Don’t make up crap like that. As far as I am concerned, I was Rod a few weeks ago, and now I’m Axel, a man older than time itself? Is that what you are saying?”
Paige had a sudden loss for words and turned to Prudence and said, “Prudence, take over.”
Prudence took a deep breath and began, “Axel, my dear,” she paused momentarily, “You and I were once an item, but it’s complicated. We drifted apart over time; that is when you and Paige nearly became a couple as we once were. I’m still unsure where you and her stand; none of us know, not even Paige. You must regain your memory to find out where your heart lies.”
Temperance was getting frustrated. “Who gives a crap about Axel’s love life, Prudence. Jonah, you and Tyler don’t care, do you? Why should any of us care?”
Tyler spoke up quickly. “Look, we are all time travelers. None of us remember how old we really are anymore, where we came from, or with whom we may or may not have had a relationship with. We discovered time travel, but you, Axel, found our book about it and came to us from the future to help us.”
“Oh, my goodness, Axel,” Paige said worriedly.
“What?” Axel asked.
“Axel, if you are the oldest of all of us, you may be losing your memory and are supposed to stop time traveling. I may have brought you back into the fold, and I should not have. It may have been your destiny to retire,” Paige said.
Temperance was really getting angry. “Oh, for heaven’s sake, his memory loss is not the same as Alzheimer’s, for Christ’s sake.”
After taking deep, slow breaths, she was ready to start up again, “Retirement? If that is the case here, we will reach that exact point that Axel has reached. We will simply forget who we are and settle down somewhere, living out our mundane lives for a few hundred more years before we finally expire. This is the end every time traveler must face, and I don’t believe for one minute Axel is at that stage. We need to find out what happened to his memory and why.”
Jonah butted in with what he believed they should do since the mission did not fix Axel’s memory. “I suggest we continue as time travelers as if Axel’s memory was never lost. He can relearn, right? Then, in time, perhaps he remembers bumping his head on something; who knows?”
“Well, all I know is I do not like everyone talking about me as if I am not even here. I’m here. I don’t remember my past or the future I supposedly came from. I don’t know any of you. However, I know I’m not exactly fond of time traveling since it has brought me trouble so far. And, furthermore, none of you can seem to agree on my personality and memory before I seemed to have lost it entirely,” Axel said in pure frustration.
The meeting ended abruptly, and everyone except Axel agreed to wait until the next book compelled them. That would be the next time traveling trip they would make to correct history, whether Axel was with them or not.
Axel spent the evening wandering around his apartment, trying to remember anything about his life from the past. He wondered if it was time for him to retire from time traveling. Had he reached that point of no return? After all, they did say Retirement is a couple of hundred years. He could live out two ordinary lifetimes before his time was up.
Then, when Axel flipped his mattress over since it was so lumpy on the old side, he found a book. It was a diary, and it was his. He sat in bed that night, reading through its pages of a life he had no memory of. That is when Axel began reading the last entry he had made; he said under his breath, “Oh my, so that’s what happened!”
Axel sat there stunned. He had read the entry repeatedly, trying to figure out how such an anomaly could have occurred.
Apparently, no one had set foot in his room in the last few years other than to dust things off. No one had even rummaged through his things, which Axel thought was odd in and of itself. Was no one even curious when he disappeared?
Then Axel began to search the lining of his mattress to give it an even closer inspection. If a secret diary was under it, what could be in it? He wondered. Then, he made the ultimate discovery. Something was sewn into the lining of the mattress; it was shaped like a book.
He got out his knife and cut loose the stitches in the lining. There was a book hidden in it. It was a book titled Double Identity and Twisted Fate. That is when the realization hit Axel: there were two of him.
He knew he needed to find a way to rejoin the old Axel so they could become one again. Is the other Axel living out his life somewhere in time, knowing his double has taken over his life?
Axel began to look closer at who wrote and published the book since so much of it was obviously about him. Has anyone else seen it yet? How many copies are out there, he wondered.
Oddly, he had noticed that the book was self-published and printed by a company that offered a print-on-demand option. The author was none other than himself, using the pen name A. L. Armstrong. He had seen that name mentioned in the diary and knew right away the book was written by the old Axel.
Axel didn’t want to be a time traveler and never suspected he was until Paige informed him of it. But the life of the man in that book was much more outspoken yet likable. He was a leader to be reckoned with, thought Axel. But, he was not at all like the man he had become.
Since the old Axel obviously wrote the book, the new Axel knew, without a doubt, that he may never get his memory back. He had become one half of the original Axel, the dull side always too afraid to take on a challenge and never liked changes. He realized he was more like an incomplete clone, and the only way to resolve this dilemma would be to switch places with the old Axel or merge back together as a whole. But how? He wondered. If it happened once, it could happen again, he supposed. He fell asleep with a thousand questions on his mind.
By morning, Axel said nothing to anyone about his discovery. He had decided to go about his days as if he had amnesia and certainly not let on why he had no memory of his life from before. At least he would say nothing to anyone until he could figure out how to get out of the mess he was in. He wasn’t quite ready to let Tyler off the hook just yet.
Everyone began performing their regular duties at the library. The time travelers began assisting others in finding just the right book to read. Others were checking in books that had been returned or ensuring every book was in its proper place or section. No one had actually gone through the donations since they rarely received any. The donation box remained untouched.
Axel had the unusual book and diary in his backpack; no one was the wiser. He was no doubt enjoying the peace and quiet the library offered him. Finding something to do to keep himself busy was easy. He certainly hoped no one suspected anything. Perhaps they were just giving him the much-needed space he desired.
Axel decided to put a new cover over his book so he could continue to read it without anyone noticing the title or author’s name. He thought if anyone asked about it, he’d shrug them off anyway.
The whole team avoided Axel, afraid of saying the wrong thing. They were sure the book, A Journey To Die For, would fix him right up; it didn’t. If only they knew, Axel thought.
Deep into Axel’s book, he began learning daily about who he once was and his relationships with each crew member. The old Axel had simply taken his diary and put it into a book, which was beautifully written. But why not place it in the library, he wondered. Perhaps he intended to, but when they split into two different Axels, that may have changed everything. Still, Axel wondered, why sew it into the mattress lining?
He was in no hurry to read the entire novel or the diary, which he felt was the old Axel’s personal thoughts; he took his time. Whenever he had free time, he’d read a few more pages. Each day that passed, he feared another book would somehow call out to him. He was in no hurry to go on another time-jumping mission any time soon.
After a month, the silence was broken when Paige spoke up loudly in the return room. Which surprised not only her but everyone else too. Especially since no one ever raised their voices in the library, no matter what time of day or night it was, it didn’t matter if the building was empty or not. Everyone was present because they needed to clear the air with each other once and for all.
“Okay, Axel, it’s time we have a talk. All of us need to do this now,” she said.
“By all means, Paige,” Tyler replied, and Prudence, Jonah, and Temperance agreed.
“Well, Axel, you want to talk?” Paige asked.
“Yes, of course I do. But everyone has been shunning me ever since that mission. I didn’t get my memory back, so what!” Axel said, and it was obvious he was feeling frustrated.
“Axel, I don’t know why you lost your memory or why you didn’t get it back. That book, A Journey To Die For, should have corrected time, but it didn’t. Something else must have happened that caused your memory loss,” Paige stated in a much calmer voice and tone.
“Axel, I regret writing that stupid book and changing what happened. It must be all my fault, somehow,” Tyler said.
“Tyler, it’s no one’s fault. I just need to figure out how I lost my memory; I am the only one who can do that. So, let me work on it, and I’ll let everyone know what happened to me as soon as I figure it out, okay?” Axel replied.
“Well, if I may, I’d like to make a suggestion,” Prudence said.
“Please do,” Paige and Temperance answered at the exact same time.
“I think we could all use a short vacation to rest and relax! Why don’t we all go to the beach and work on a tan or something,” Temperance said, and Paige agreed.
“What? That is a long drive from here to the beach. Are you crazy?” Jonah said. He knew he was always the designated van driver whenever they took long trips out of town. He immediately apologized and grew very quiet.
Everyone in the room was anxious and obviously feeling guilty that Axel didn’t get his memory back. They were feeling personally responsible, and Axel knew it was time to bring the team back together by being honest with them. He stood up and asked everyone to stay seated while he spoke.
“Paige, none of this is your fault. Tyler, Prudence, Jonah, and Temperance, you did nothing wrong. It was me. I chose to lose my memory or did something to cause it, and I am the one to blame. Let me show you something I found.” After a few moments, he laid the diary and the book on the table.
“Before anyone says a single word, hear me out. I found this diary under my mattress. Then, I searched the lining on the mattress and saw an area that had been sewn shut. I found these two things, and I have been reading through them for weeks now,” Axel said and paused for a moment to get a drink of water. His throat was so dry it began to sound scratchy. Axel then cleared his throat.
He continued, “Now, I know that the diary was later turned into a book about my life. I can tell you I had decided to leave everyone behind and go off on my own. I was in love with Prudence and never got over her. When I tried a relationship with you, Paige, it just got too complicated. I had to do something quickly.”
Axel filled his small glass up again while everyone sat there in shock. He gulped the water down, wiped his lips on his sleeve, and continued. “When we returned from the mission that was all messed up from Tyler, I decided it was time to leave. I had already filled in my diary and written a book about my life, an autobiography.”
Axel paused momentarily, pondering how the old Axel had actually time-jumped.
“Apparently, since I wrote the book, I must have figured I would read the last page quietly in the return room, and then time jump anywhere but here. That was the last entry in the diary. The problem is, none of us ever noticed a page from the book in this room, or one of you would have found it. The book was hidden, and so was the diary. I still can’t figure out how the old Axel time jumped without the book or being in the return room.”
Axel looked around the room, and everyone had the most confused look on their faces.
“Okay, so I know all of you are in shock. I don’t know how I time jumped, but part of me stayed behind and wandered off to start a new life. The old Axel didn’t specify how he planned to jump, only that he would. So, I obviously started my life over because I had no memory of the old Axel’s life. Hitchhiking in search of where I belonged is all I can remember,” he said.
“But Axel, what if we tried to reenact that day again but from the old Axel diary and book? Would that bring you and him back together as one?” Prudence asked.
“Oh, don’t be ridiculous, Prudence,” Paige replied.
“What’s wrong with her idea?” Tyler asked, and Jonah and Temperance agreed.
Axel had had enough of everyone talking as if he was not in the same room. They had a habit of that these days; he spoke up and gave them an ear full.
“Tyler, from what I’ve read, there has been a lot of animosity between us for years! You are always bossy, and you like to go by rules unless you break them yourself, then all bets are off,” he paused for a moment.
“Paige, I now know we never really had a relationship. I am surprised I pulled off that mission to save the general and his wife, Isabella, with her looking so much like you,” Axel said as he turned toward Prudence.
“Prudence, obviously, our relationship was a rocky one. But, from what I’ve read, the love was there, and it did keep us together. How we managed to drift so far apart, I don’t know. Only the old Axel knows how or why. And, I suppose you may know?” Axel asked as he watched everyone’s expressions and then continued, looking Jonah straight in the eyes.
“Jonah, you tease more than anyone I have ever known, from what I’ve read so far. If I didn’t like you so much, I’d be very angry with you and call you Joe! But I did read that you hated it when I called you that. It’s good to know because maybe, just maybe, I’ll use it against you when it’s convenient!” Axel said, and there were low chuckles in the room for the first time since the meeting began.
“Temperance, I know the old Axel wrote you liked to be called Temper, but for the life of me, I have not heard anyone call you that. Anyway, I feel connected to each of you in some special way. But I need to take a little time off. I need to read the old Axel’s book word for word and absorb it, and I need to take my time with his diary and search for clues to bring the old Axel and me back together.”
After pausing for a moment to gather his thoughts again, he continued. “Somehow, I can’t help but wonder if we have all changed, and most of you just never noticed. Is time traveling the reason for this change? What if I am not the only one that has changed so much? Perhaps all of us have, and you are just not aware of it yet. I suggest we all go on a soul-searching mission, meet back here in a month, and see where that leads us,” Axel said and walked out of the room, not looking back.




SIX: DOUBLE IDENTITY AND TWISTED FATE
Axel had spent nearly a month reading the old Axel’s diary and then his book. He read them repeatedly until he fully understood how they split into two. He finally had a good idea of where the old Axel was and how to rejoin him. It was only then that he returned to the library.
“Welcome back, Axel,” Paige said joyfully, giving him a quick pat on the back.
Prudence, not fully understanding the smile on Axel’s face and his excitement, greeted him cautiously. “Welcome back, Axel. I take it you are staying this time, or is it to say goodbye again?”
Tyler butted in, saying, “Well, man, you had us all worried. We thought you had gone off on some walk-about, and it would be another three years or more before we saw you again. Glad to see you back, even if it’s only temporary.”
It was Jonah’s turn, and he was nearly breathless, waiting to speak to Axel. “Buddy, I’m so glad to see you; you can call me Joe anytime you want.”
“Well, I seem to always be last around here. Heck, I don’t mind it. At least I get to have the last word most of the time. We are a team, Axel; I hope you stay permanently this time,” Temperance said and then gave Axel a small, light hug as if she was afraid he might break.
Everyone had had over a month and a half to rethink their relationships with each other and with Axel. At this point, it didn’t matter if he ever got his memory back. That diary and book would fill in the blanks; besides, they were beginning to like the new Axel the way he was.
Axel sat down at the head of the table. He pulled out his diary and book so everyone could see them. He had sticky notes throughout both and then began to tell them the story of what he believed to be what really happened to the old Axel.
“Okay, everyone, I believe the old Axel is still here. He’s caught in some in-between place unknown to us. I must re-enact his last moments even though I only have one thing to go by. All I have is this very sketchy diary entry, but I have to think like the old Axel now and relive his last moments,” Axel said.
“Well, tell us what you think happened,” Prudence said, apologizing for interrupting. She just wanted the old Axel back so they could see if there was anything in their old relationship they could still salvage.
“No apologies necessary,” Axel replied.
Axel began again.
“I believe the old Axel wrote his book based on all the diary entries. He published the book but then continued to write in his diary. This is where things get a bit confusing. His book ends with him realizing he is still in love with Prudence, but his relationship with Paige keeps him from his true love. I believe he had strong feelings for Paige but was in love with Prudence. So, he figured out how to time jump without being in the return room,” he said, feeling emotional; he had to take a deep breath before continuing.
After a short time, he looked up and began again. “The old Axel couldn’t have known it would cause him to split into two people. The Axel that stayed was the flesh and bone of him, but the real Axel was then only in spirit. It’s why I could not have the memories the old Axel had. He had simply taken the essence of who he was with him and left me behind. I am nothing more than a clone of him without his memories.”
Several of his team members tried to speak up, but Axel hushed them with his finger over his lips. “I believe the old Axel was dazed and confused when he left. His last diary entry reads in mumbles that do not make any sense. Filling in the blanks, I believe he had secured his book in the mattress possibly weeks before he left.” He apparently struggled for words with each pause; he frowned even more.
Please bear with me. “Then, the old Axel continued to write in the diary while trying to figure out how to time jump without any trace he had actually left. The book or diary would have been left behind if he had time to jump from the return room. That, my friends, was the secret he did not want to be exposed.”
Still uninterrupted, he began again. “Anyway, at the last minute, I suspect he read his diary sitting on the bed and then shoved it under the mattress just as he jumped. I also suspect the return room is the only safe place to jump to and from. He simply stayed where he was without clear direction for what time or place he would go. One in spirit and the other in the flesh; that would be me.”
After a moment of reflection, he continued,
“I believe it will work if I reenact his time jump but with a clear direction of the where, when, time, and place. I can rejoin us as one. If I fail, I will not be returning, and the old Axel and I will be one and the same in some other place and time.”
“So then it’s settled, and we have no say in the matter?” Prudence asked, feeling heartbroken she would not be included in yet another plan of Axels.
“I’m sorry, but all of you have to understand. I have got to save Axel; I am no good without him. I am only half of who I was, and I need him back. I’m willing to take that chance,” Axel said and left the return room, shocking everyone again.
Prudence felt betrayed that their love meant nothing now, but she understood Axel’s desire to rejoin the old Axel.
Paige was dismayed; she had hoped he would stay for no other reason but for their great friendship. She had hoped that the admiration they had for each other would be enough.
Temperance was now in tears.
Tyler and Jonah fully understood Axel’s reasons and left it at that. As disappointed as they were, they had given him their blessings.
Axel went to his room and filled in his diary with where and when he intended to go. He did a drawing of his timepiece and how to build one nearly exactly as his and operate it according to the instructions in his diary’s last entry. The information he would leave behind would send the team to his new home should they ever figure it out. The watch he had been wearing was a time portal from his future with his DNA linked to him. They would need the safety of the return room. Axel’s route was simply to rejoin both Axels in the future using his personal time unit. He knew that at some point, there would be a book that would compel the team into the journey he knew they must all take, traveling into the future, his future.
Prudence’s love for Axel would hopefully bring them back together across time and space. It was the best he could hope for.
Axel sat on the side of his bed, closed his eyes, and saw a place so far away in time; nothing in it seemed familiar. Yet, he felt led to jump, and he did. There were no instructions on operating his personal timepiece. And just that quick, he had returned to the only home he had ever known yet never fitted in.
Later that evening, the team confiscated the diary and autobiography. By now, everyone had realized they never really knew their leader. He was from a future they had never traveled to, and he had recruited them from his past. They were prepared to chase Axel until they found him. They had hoped he would be whole again and that they could team up once more. But for now, they would miss their friend and fellow time traveler.
The turning point for the team was the day several books Prudence had never seen or heard of led her to the shelf they had apparently been on all along. She could barely carry them to the return room as she headed there to read them. They were books on building a safer time unit, portable and unique to its wearer. The schematics reminded Prudence of Axel’s wristband or personal portal timepiece, which he had never shared with anyone.
Prudence knew something in the return room connected the library to the future and was determined to figure it out. Could the return room be a portal of some sort? Or was the whole building a portal, and Axel leaped from his room without specific coordinates? She knew it had to be why he split the way he did, but she also knew they may never know why or how Axel existed in two different timelines. Either way, returning to the future made him whole again, as far as anyone knew. Either way, Prudence and the team had a lot of work to do.
Some years passed while the team worked on finding Axel and making time travel safer, and they finally did it. But knowing exactly where Axel was was very important. They knew he had never left the library, not really. He was in a different time but in the same place. The return room must be a portal that Axel originally traveled back in time to meet them. Prudence was taking over this mission and would not stop until she found Axel again.
Each time the team tested their theory and the equipment, they got closer to finding Axel. He had managed to time jump so far into the future that the team had to compensate and adjust as they traveled back and forth in their risky tests.
Ultimately, Temperance was the first to make it into Axel’s time, and she wanted to stay. Tyler, Paige, Prudence, and Jonah remained in the past for the time being, building the time portal prototype and a safer time unit. Prudence felt that if her love for Axel was meant to be, he’d eventually seek her out. But she had a lot of work to do on the portal and the personal time units each carried on them.
Meanwhile, Prudence was determined that she would do whatever she could to make it safer for time traveling. Based on conversations she had already had with Axel a while back, the new prototype would allow them much more flexibility in traveling independently of the library’s return room. They would need no book to help them focus on a time and place once they had a memory of it. The team required Prudence’s talents if they were ever to succeed. They simply jumped back and forth throughout every few years or so, testing equipment and watching as the library became a center to a whole new, unrecognizable world.
Each time the team tested the new equipment, they watched as hours passed before them, turning into days, weeks, months, and years. There would soon be a rejoining of the team, but not just yet. A leap into Axel’s time meant hiding out until they could find a very wanted man and become a team once again. Axel’s diary clearly stated his life would be in danger. Everyone knew Axel needed to rejoin his other half if he were to ever survive in their time or his future.
In all the years since the team worked and time traveled to and from the library, no one knew the workings of the return room or the building itself. Prudence suspected the building may be something more than just an ordinary building. But the return room was critical to the successful time travel, and she would not stop until she figured it out and documented it. Her team had never once questioned why or how.
Each day, Prudence made progress, inching ever closer to seeing Axel again, and that was all that was ever on her mind when she was not studying the schematics left behind by Axel. She knew in her heart the one thing that attracted her to Axel and he to her was her ability to accept any given situation and make the best of it. She was also the team's most intelligent. Axel often considered her his soulmate because of the similarities the two had.
Prudence wondered if Axel had fallen in love with her from the future, which was why he showed up when he did. But there was no proof of that. However, it gave her something to fantasize about when she missed Axel and longed for his arms to be around her just one more time.
Each day, week, or year that passed, Prudence grew restless. But there was never a time she did not feel his presence, and it was something she could never really explain to anyone, so she kept it to herself.




SEVEN: THE COLD DEAD OF IN-BETWEEN
Axel missed his old friends from the past. He had been split, half of him was the old Axel, and the other half was the shy and lack of confidence Axel had collided. Once they rejoined, his path was clear. He jumped back into his future without saying goodbye to any of his friends at the library. He knew he should have known better; his enemy was waiting in the future. His mortal enemy would wait as long as it took to destroy Axel for good, which was his only genuine concern after returning home.
Some time had passed after returning. Axel had caught up with the resistance, no doubt missing the ones from his past. It was good to have Temperance there, but she had embedded herself into the opposition so much she fit right in, and it was hard to believe she was from over 200 years into the past.
The clash between Axel and his enemy, Maximus, had finally come to a head. One would live, and one would die. There was no doubt about it.
But something was wrong this time. What was the last thing he could remember, he wondered.
Axel found himself in pitch blackness, cold, and somewhere in between. What happened? He began questioning his circumstances. Axel still had memory issues and hoped the problem was much more straightforward than he suspected.
He was a time traveler searching for a time and place to belong because he had been cast out of his city and his time in history. He had been banished from returning to the world he knew and was on the run. If only he had stayed in the past, he thought as he contemplated his unusual situation. His biggest fear was to be stuck in the in-between, a time traveler’s worst nightmare.
Axel could hear voices in the darkness but could not feel his hands, feet, or any part of him. It was as if he was a celestial being and no longer of flesh and bone.
Then, something began to tug at him like some sort of vacuum. It was pulling him into some unknown place, and he could not stop it. He began to fear where his destination might be, knowing he had no control over it.
Someone was pulling at his very soul, had him where they wanted him, and his fate was undoubtedly in their charge. He resisted with all his might, searching for something to grab, to hold on to.
Axle began questioning his decision to return to an uncertain future while still missing essential parts of his memory. He had been condemned and would be executed if he ever returned. He knew if Maximus were to get his hands on him again, he would face certain death.
Then, his memory began to return in fragments. The last thing he remembered was when he was taken into custody and tossed into the time portal he once knew as the library’s return room with no absolute coordinates. It was at that moment he knew he was doomed if he did not find a way out of it.
He was a member of The Resistance. They tried everything possible to destroy those who manipulated time, jumping for personal profit. No one should ever collect the world’s wealth and then use it to rule this world or any other. Yet, it was Axel’s time machine. He’d created it and was the oldest of all time travelers, not aging a day since he left the old library many lifetimes ago. Reality set in, and his situation was dire, to say the least.
The One World Government was led by Maximus, who was known for removing any threat to his power. Axel stood in his way; he had become that threat.
Axel had learned all about the time void or in-between. He’d known that since he caused himself to split, leaving the new Axel to save him. That risky jump rejoined the two, which he knew was a risk that needed to be taken. Still, time travelers have been passing through it so quickly. He had rarely thought about it until now. There was a time when it was dangerous to jump if you were not in the return room or what is now called the time portal, wearing the instrument that held coordinates to protect you.
He had heard of this hellhole and how some never returned from it. He would not be one of those time travelers lost in between, and he fought with all his will to break through the void, and he did!
Suddenly, lights and alarms surrounded him, and he was rushed somewhere on a stretcher. He heard many voices coming from all directions. He was disoriented, but one voice stood out the most. That was the moment he realized he was returning from in-between.
“Axel, it’s me, Temperance! Can you hear me?” Temperance asked repeatedly.
“Axel, it’s me, Gideon. I’m here for you, partner. Come back to us!” Gideon said, sounding more desperate than he had ever heard coming from him before.
Temperance called out again and said, “We interceded, Axel. We stopped the transfer Maximus planned and brought you back here. You are safe now. Hang in there, my friend, hang in there.”
The Resistance rushed Axel to The Underground Emergency Medical Center at The Resistance Headquarters. He was no longer afraid. He knew his friends would do everything they could to get him back to normal if it were possible. It was at that very moment Axel wished Prudence was there; he missed her dearly. Paige, Tyler, and Jonah were almost missed as much, he thought.
Axel knew that being whole again also meant missing those he left behind when he returned to the future. Axel now believed that returning to the future was a mistake. Still, it was the only way if he were to ever defeat his enemy. Going back into the past didn’t help much when he split. He knew he needed to be whole one way or the other. Axel never liked that side of him that was shy and easily intimidated. Always reluctant to try new things. The man with confidence and daring to take on anyone anytime was the man he had become with age. He knew he could ignore any weaknesses or flaws in his character: it was the only way to beat Maximus.
But he could not answer; he was still helpless and paralyzed from head to toe. A temporary condition if one survives in-between, for an extended period of time, that is. He apparently had, or at least he sure as hell was hoping so. After all, it was Temperance who had met up with Gideon. Together, they ran the resistance, hoping Axel would return to the future to claim his position and continue to fight for the freedom they had all longed for.
Axel was still waiting for the ability to open his eyes and blink them. He knew if he could do that, he could at least communicate with his colleagues.
He could hear Gideon, his second in command, talking with Temperance. They were still sitting by his bedside, discussing the events since he was cast into in-between.
“Temperance, we know Maximus rigged Axel’s time unit, forcing him to stay in between longer than is recommended. If his time unit had failed in that cold dead place, he would not be here right now,” Gideon said, saddened by the thought his old time-traveling friend may have been lost forever.
“We were lucky to have retrieved him when we did. We cannot let Maximus find out Axel survived. We must go after Maximus when he least expects it. He thinks Axel is dead; let’s take advantage of that knowledge,” Gideon said.
“I agree, Gideon. But let’s get Axel back to his old self again before going after Maximus and tipping our hand on the matter. Maximus hates Axel because he knows Axel is the first to freely jump between time and space! So, I am in no rush, are you?” Temperance replied. Axel could tell by the sound of her voice that she was being pushed into something she did not want to do.
“Well, then we need to move Axel somewhere safe. We have spies among us; it’s how Maximus always knew our every move,” Gideon said in frustration. Then, he added, “I just wish the rest of his team would show up and help us out. We can’t do this without them, Temperance. We may need to call upon everyone he knows from the past to pull this one off.”
They were not aware, but Axel was listening in. No one could be trusted in his future world, and his worst enemies could be anyone around him. But Gideon was right, yet so was Temperance.
If only I could open my eyes and move them, if only. Axel thought.
Then, there was silence all around him. Axel lay there for what seemed like forever, wondering if anyone was in the room. All of a sudden, he could feel his toes. Then his eyes automatically popped wide open, and he continued to blink to get his eyes to focus. He’d gone through this before, back when he originally jumped too far into the past without the best coordinates. At least now, he had a time unit, unlike when he was a beginner.
He was undoubtedly alone, with no one around him as far as he could see. He cleared his throat several times, and no one came running to him. It was all clear; he was alone.
Axel was surprised he was recovering as fast as he was. But he was not taking any chances of sticking around in this place. He had to get out quickly.
He knew if he could disappear from even his friends, as he had done when he left the library, not knowing who he could trust anyway, Maximus would be convinced he was gone for good and slip up. When he does, I’ll be waiting, he thought.
Axel needed to find out which of his friends could be trusted and which could not be. He had made so many new ones since he had arrived. His life depended upon it.
If only his old team from the past could reunite and begin to work together. But he knew he had left them behind without a way into the future. Surely, his instructions to Prudence would pan out? He began to question if his friends from the past would ever be able to find him in a future city such as the City of Maximus.
At first, Axel felt weak in his knees. It was everything he could do to slip into a new disguise, change his identity, find another time unit, and reprogram it. Then, and only then, would he become untraceable. He could only hope that what he had done worked.
Within a few hours, he had virtually disappeared. He knew the Underground Resistance Headquarters better than anyone; he was the founder and leader. He moved about without notice to find food and much-needed rest. He would not move from his hiding place until he was fully recovered and it was finally safe to leave.
Axel quickly slipped in and out with his new identity, and no one was the wiser. He passed by Temperance and Gideon several times, but neither turned toward him nor sensed his presence.
He realized his new identity was quite different from who he really was. Why he decided to become a woman was beyond him, but it was somewhat comical.
Axel knew he would need several new identities to throw off anyone who may be searching for him. Working alone would not endanger any of his loyal friends. As soon as he regained his strength, he changed identities once again. Then, in a few days, another until he was sure he was not being followed and was free to slip out of the resistance and slip in, unnoticed, into the City of Maximus.
Gideon and Temperance constantly argued over who was at fault because he had disappeared! It was difficult to tell which of those two loved him more. But all they would do was stand in his way, and he would put them in danger. This was a mission only he could pull off as far as he was concerned.
Axel knew The Resistance Headquarters better than anyone; after all, he had helped design it. He would take advantage of that knowledge and destroy Maximus and his hold on the city he once loved so much until Maximus took it over. But keeping his dear friends out of his plans was necessary, so he continued.
Armed with his foolproof new identity, Axel left the headquarters. He traveled many days and covered many miles on foot until he arrived at the City of Maximus. It was the city where his old home had once existed. A town they had once called Willowdale before Maximus took over.
The governments, comprised of representatives from all the other countries, had reached a deal with Maximus to rule the world. The city was so heavily guarded that he knew the odds were stacked against him right from the start.
The City of Maximus was so high-tech it ran itself. Central Core Artificial intelligence made decisions for mankind; they had lost their inability to think for themselves and would go along with whatever the AI said. Maximus had complete control over the AI and had manipulated and corrupted it until it was unrecognizable.
The AI was trained by the knowledge of every book inside the old library. It consumed every source of propaganda, sexual content, political, and conspiracy theories from all the banned books and magazines in the old library's basement. Those books were never meant to be checked out by anyone, let alone added to Central Core’s programming. Its humble beginnings were a blessing in disguise until it outgrew itself and ultimately thought it was best for mankind and set the new world order. All the while, Maximus was behind its manipulation, and Axel was the only one with proof of that, making him a serious threat to Maximus.
World leaders simultaneously gorged upon its culinary delights in the City of Maximus. They ravaged the lands, leaving them barren to those outside the city or anywhere else in the world. The city gained wealth beyond imagination, and it was all stored underground in Central Core, making it the largest heavily guarded city in the world.
Maximus had a massive army, and more than a fourth of the world’s population was sworn soldiers to do their duty or die. The many representatives felt so safe that they no longer concerned themselves with having an enemy. They believed they were above the law because they had written the laws to not include them.
At this point, Axel began to regret not filling Gideon and Temperance in on his plans. He thought if only Prudence were there. Tyler, Paige, and Jonah would have been good to consult with. But who was he fooling? What plans? This would be much harder than he ever imagined, with checkpoints at every possible way into that damned city. Axel knew the city and could freely move about as long as he was in disguise.
But the world leader, Maximus, had nearly cost Axel his life; he would never get that second chance.
Axel knew all he had to do was get inside the city, then inside Central Core. It was where the old library was and his old friends from a different time. With its massive addition, it became unrecognizable to anyone who knew its location from the past. Axel knew the return room was the heart of it, and only Axel knew how it all worked from the beginning. He would sabotage the city’s operating systems and shut it down. With no world communication, the city would collapse. He would capture Maximus and throw him in the portal with a busted unit to boot, he thought as he daydreamed about the end of Maximus.
The last time he tried to infiltrate the damned city, he was captured, and Maximus threw him in the portal. His plan was for Axel to not live through the in-between, and he could be rid of him once and for all. After all, Axel was his most significant threat because he had nearly brought the city down twice in the past. The way he saw it now, three times, is a charm.
Meanwhile, back in the past, Tyler, Paige, Jonah, and Prudence managed to join Temperance in the future with a newly designed time unit they named EMIT, Eternal Moment in Time.
The unit replacement could take a moment in time and make it eternal for the user by staying where they are and simply not leaving the time they are in. It would be their time traveler's secret to all those living around him or her. They could also simply not age. It could be untraceable and was meant to protect Axel from Maximus forever in time. Yet, upon retirement, it was the best possible outcome to give up time traveling and just staying put.
Axel was ready to make his first move to break into the city; he would stow away in the city’s nuclear waste disposal unit. No one would get anywhere near that vehicle, ever. But wait, someone was in it. The damn unit pulled over right where he sat in disguise; Axel was pretending to be a beggar for food and drink. Now, how lucky or unlucky can a man get, he wondered.
But when the driver and his partner got out and approached him, he knew he was caught and had nowhere to run. The driver threw Axel a suit for protection, and his partner assisted in suiting him quickly. Four other individuals sat in the back seat, but he could not see their faces, and they never once spoke. The four were his guardians: Tyler, Paige, Prudence, and Jonah. Traveling to the future was not something they cared to do; they still had a lot of time travel research to do back in the past. But Axel was just too important to them to not follow his trail.
With not a word spoken, he sat between the two, and they entered the city. Every street and every person was watched from the main watchtower within the Central Core. Every citizen was privileged to live there and would not do anything to jeopardize their right to citizenship.
Then, the driver turned on the communicator built into the suit, and Axel was blown away that Gideon spoke up first. Then, Temperance’s voice came through, sitting next to him on the passenger’s side of the unit. They were a team once again. Still, over and over, he wondered who the four were that sat in the back seat and never spoke a word. But they stayed behind in the vehicle, and he knew he’d have to follow through on who they were at some point. His life was on the line for now, being this close to Maximus again.
He had a thousand questions at this point, but Gideon motioned for him to settle in and be quiet. As they went to the first nuclear station, Gideon had the proper codes, and he removed the tubes, replaced them with new empty cylinders, and went on to the next and the next.
Axel was hoping like hell that Gideon and Temperance had a plan. All the while, he missed Tyler, Paige, Prudence, and Jonah. So far, their strategy appeared to be the same as his half-assed plan. How did they find him, he wondered. Did they implant him with a tracking device? But now was not the time to ask a question of that sort.
Everyone who saw them avoided them no matter where or what they were doing. This made getting through the city and Central Core much more effortless.
All three remained silent, primarily carrying out their duties, and were virtually unnoticed by anyone of importance.
Gideon’s codes worked so well; it was like having the keys to the kingdom. Axel could not help but grin. He was glad no one could see his face through the helmet as he amused himself with thoughts of taking down Maximus permanently, if possible.
Once inside the control panel of Central Core, Gideon disabled the visuals. He then programmed it to appear as if the outage was caused by a faulty system on the east side of the city, far away from them.
The system automatically sent out an alert. A repair team was immediately dispatched to fix the supposedly faulty unit a dozen city blocks away from them. It would buy them much-needed time, and Axel knew Maximus would not be the wiser about what was happening: a coup.
Once inside a secluded area, Gideon motioned for Temperance, Axel, and the others, who had caught up with them, to slip inside an empty room, and Axel could finally get some answers. Working separately had kept them incognito so far.
The room was secure, and interestingly, a change of clothing was all laid out for everyone, among other things. Axel removed his helmet with Temperance’s assistance, and they were all out of their suits in minutes.
Once changed, they programmed their time-traveling units and weapons; they were all set to go. But Axel needed to understand and execute the plans according to what Gideon, Temperance, and the others had worked out beforehand.
“Gideon, Temperance, is it okay to talk now? I’m about to bust a gut wanting to know what the hell is happening here,” he said. Both nodded and understood exactly how he felt. The other four rejoined them and remained silent, and Axel was curious as to why they were. Undoubtedly, it was not the time for a family or friend reunion.
“Okay, well, Temperance and I had this plan all worked out and were about to approach you just hours before you went off on your own.” Gedeon shook his head and paused for a moment.
Axel was stunned.
Then, he began again. “Axel, now don’t overreact, but I am a double agent. I have been working inside Central Core for a very long time, setting up this coup. Then, you nearly got killed on your own. We had to stop you and join forces to make it work.”
Temperance had to speak up and interjected. “Axel, I am sorry, but we put a tracer on you and have heard and seen everything since you left. We left you unattended, knowing full well you would leave the first chance you could.”
Gideon said, “Axel, Temperance has been in on this since the beginning. We knew you had a habit of trying to do everything on your own, and it was time to change that so we could get rid of Maximus and his One World Order once and for all.”
“I had no idea. How do I know I can trust you, Gideon? How do I know this is not a trap?” Axel said out of frustration.
Looking increasingly upset, Temperance replied, “Axel, you know how I feel about you, don’t you? We have always been close. I love you, and so does Gideon. I guess you’ll just have to trust us. Now, let’s go over our plans. Time is running out.”
Axel just sat there watching Gideon and Temperance bring up the map of the city and all the private data about it. Time schedules, names of those that worked there, when, and where they would be next. Axel was amazed at their progress.
Gideon was taking charge, and Axel was glad. The burden of the Resistance had undoubtedly taken its toll on Axel. Retirement was sounding better all the time.
“Okay, listen up,” Gideon said.
All eyes and ears were on Gideon as he reviewed the final plans before all hell broke loose. Everyone agreed, shook hands, wished each other luck, and headed straight for Maximus’ private quarters.
Just as they approached the private area, there were no guards. None. Axel refused to move once he realized the guards were gone. It was a setup. It had to be, he said over and over in his head. A thousand thoughts ran through his mind because he nearly died the last time he was in that area.
The flashbacks of being hit on the head, dragged into Maximus’s private time traveler unit and tossed inside still terrified him.
With no visuals, how could they know? He wondered. But there would be no communication between Gideon, Temperance, or the rest of his team, who remained silent as far as he knew. They had a mission and would carry it out one way or the other.
Suddenly, a weapon was at the back of his head, ordering him to stand down. Then, all of them were led inside Maximus’s quarters and disarmed.
“Well, Axel, I thought I’d never see you again. I guess I’ll have to make sure I do a better job of sabotaging your time traveler unit and send you in between permanently next time,” Maximus said as he laughed as loudly as he could.
Then, Maximus turned to Gideon and said, “You can get up now, my friend. Job well done. You will be well rewarded for your efforts, just as I promised.”
Temperance began to cry hysterically, and Axel had never seen her as vulnerable as she was. He hugged her as close as he could and tried comforting her, to no avail. Jonah, Prudence, Tyler, and Paige bowed their heads and closed their eyes as if they were about to die.
Axel’s heart was numb. He had no feelings one way or the other. He had been betrayed before, but never by Gideon, double agent or not! He would not have thought that of him, ever.
Then, they were ordered to stand in front of Maximus’s unit while Gideon replaced their travel units with new ones. Axel felt they were doomed at that point.
Axel closed his eyes. He knew what to expect in the void; He no doubt knew what it was like. But for his friends to suffer such a fate was unthinkable. Axel was still recovering from the last time he was stuck there. But he could not bear to see Temperance, Tyler, Jonah, Paige, and Prudence suffering the way they were, and he pleaded with Maximus to keep them captive and would happily go in their stead.
Gideon had agreed with Maximus, and Temperance and the others were set free. On the other hand, he was going inside that damn machine, a place of no return, and he was ready. Axel had lost all the fight he had left in him.
At that moment, Axel stepped forward, as ordered, when suddenly, Gideon grabbed Maximus around the throat. Gideon slapped the unit Axel was wearing just moments ago on Maximus!
With a shove to his back, Maximus fell into the deep, dark hole Axel once was in not too long ago. The shock on Maximus’s face as he turned to look back was worth seeing as he fell deeper and deeper until he was out of sight.
About that time, Temperance and the others began to laugh.
“Axel, I bet you didn’t know I was that good of an actress, now did you?” Temperance said while laughing.
Axel’s old team from the past wasn’t sure Gideon’s plan would work, and they still had doubts.
“I am so sorry, Axel. I hated to put you through this. Having to make you think you would be returning to in-between was the most difficult part. But this was the only way I could pull off such a mission,” Gideon said.
Then, in seconds, the machine turned back on again. Upon Gideon’s orders, The Resistance started piling into the room in packs of two and right on time. Every machine in the city received the resistance orders, which continued until the takeover was complete.
Gideon worked his magic, and the visuals came back on all over the city, showing the Resistance at the helm. The coup was a success, and Axel knew it was time to retire from such activities.
At this point, Axel was ready to turn the operation over to Gideon and Temperance. They could run the city and secure the world, resetting things to be better than they were before. Then suddenly, Gideon turned to him, and he knew he had something to say.
“Axel, you are a born leader. You are the kind of man who will never retire. But leave this time-jumping and time-traveling thing to our younger generation. You are needed more here, and you know it. Will you accept?” Gideon asked.
Axel knew he was right, and when he saw Temperance, Paige, and Prudence smile and nod their heads, it was a done deal. Through her urging, he went to the com visuals and began speaking to his people.
The speech began…
Greetings to the people and former leaders of this continent and all those around the world. Maximus is no more. There is no one world order, and power shall be returned to each country as you vote for those you wish to be in charge. We are creating a democracy and will teach you how it works.
Life must return as it was before Maximus in hopes that we can rebuild our world and set into motion laws to prevent such a disaster in the future.
The Resistance, a local group, has taken over the Central Core. We have assumed control of the City of Maximus. We are returning power to the nations; much of your wealth will be returned if deserving.
All the time-traveling and time-jumping units owned by the elite are now temporarily shut down while establishing new directives and ways to control the machines. There will be no more traveling through time or jumping from one place to another until new laws are written and adhered to.
Some still alive remember the old days before Maximus took over and stole their wealth. His men are being arrested as we speak. You will become advisors to the younger generation so they may never forget!
I will be your temporary world leader until all countries become independent of each other as they were before.
Axel ended his speech by saying, “Please, give thanks to the Resistance for setting us all free! Thank you.”


Moments later, Prudence stepped forward, trembling, and embraced Axel until Axel had to tighten his grip on her to calm her down. Tyler, Jonah, Temperance, and Paige stood in shock; they had saved their dear friend. Gideon and Temperance gave each other a high-five and went straight to planning for a better future for everyone.




EIGHT: WHEN TIME STOOD STILL
The victory was undoubtedly short-lived. Right from the start, Axel began to learn some truth about Maximus no sooner than he assumed the leadership. Nothing is ever as it appears to be, but first things first.
Everyone went to the conference room immediately after the announcement. The whole city was in a panic. Many who were on the take by Maximus were already planning a coup, plotting in the city's darkest corners, thinking no one would be the wiser now that the announcement was out that Maximus was dead. Some wanted to replace Maximus at any cost, no matter who it was. They just didn’t want Axel! Unfortunately, their choices were no better than Maximus's and probably worse.
With all the time transports halted and temporarily illegal, some were left trapped where they were when the gates to time had closed. Time had stood still for everyone.
Gideon called the meeting to order and had everyone rise from their seats as Axel went to the head of the table to address his team and make plans on the best way to proceed now that he and his crew had taken over the city.
Axel quickly took the lead, “Gideon, you and I go way back. Your work organizing The Resistance is phenomenal; I don’t know what I would do without you. But my team from the past doesn’t know much about the technology of our time. They need to do a lot of research and get caught up, and I am not convinced Maximus is really gone forever anyway.”
“I can understand how you feel, Axel,” Gideon said. And then he continued.
“But no one can survive the in-between without assistance, and Maximus has none! So, come with me, I’ll need your help. Prudence, Tyler, Paige, and Jonah, you follow me too, so I can give you a tour of how to access the city’s online services and show you how to find the city's maps should you need to get around without one of us from the future. Temperance, your help would also be appreciated since you can help me explain some things better to people from your time than I can,” Gideon replied, turned, and stared at Temperance for a response.
“Of course, I’ll assist! After all, back in my day, I was partly responsible for storing all that material in the library's basement. Prudence and I agreed it was the right thing to do back then.”
She looked around the room, made eye contact with each person, and then continued.
“I saw no harm in it and absolutely refused to burn any books. Those book-burning days were some dark times for humanity, my friend, and we had quite a few of them.” She grabbed a glass of water and wrung her hands, anticipating that the future could somehow understand. She continued.
“You know, at first, it just started out as religious freedoms versus everyone else. If ‘we,’ meaning the masses of those who wanted the books destroyed, didn’t like some books' concepts, they simply demolished them through mass burnings. They outlawed them and removed them from all schools and libraries.” She’d hoped everyone understood what it was like, and she was troubled.
After nearly breaking down and crying, she took a deep breath and promised herself she could finish what she had to say without breaking down into tears. She took a deep breath, looked up at the ceiling, and wondered if she could ever forgive herself for her role, even if that role was minor. She raised her hand for everyone to hold their thoughts just a little longer; she was almost finished.
“But that wasn’t enough; we demanded the bookstores do the same. But enough was enough, and when we outlawed burning books, we simply hid them in the basements of libraries, storage rooms, you name it. Some of our best publishers had turned to making money off propaganda and lies and had nearly destroyed not just us but the rest of the world, too. No one fully understood the impact it would later have on our world,” she concluded.
Temperance sat down feeling as if perhaps she had somehow made it all the better by explaining why those in the past did what they did to justify actions taken by those unruly and contemptuous radicals she once knew.
Security had confirmed they had locked down Central Core and the entire city. Gideon’s Resistance continued to deliver everything the team needed. They would be in Central Core until the transition was made. It would be home until they either succeeded or failed and were no longer of the living.
The first few days went smoothly while everyone learned the secrets of the building and its true purpose. It was most difficult for the team from the past to grasp that their old library and home had been transformed into the engine that drove such an enormous city, holding all the knowledge of the world through the written word, where truth and lies collide.
Because Temperance had been in the future longer than her crew, she had more to share from her perspective than Axel and Gideon. She knew her team well enough to know they were fast learners and would soon adapt to their new life.
Axel was the expert in the old building that was now encased inside Central Core and off-limits to anyone not directly under Maximus’ control until now.
Once Axel’s team learned how to operate the system, the city was now theirs one hundred percent. Guards watched the personal time portal Maximus once controlled. They now watched it closely for any anomalies.
Axel’s team searched the city’s database and every possible entrance or exit, and the city was now entirely on lockdown.
Prudence had a sharp eye for detail; that quality of her’s helped develop time travel, which attracted Axel to her from across time and space. But she also enjoyed a bit of sleuthing from time to time.
While everyone else was running the city or digging through the past to better understand the future they were finally stuck in, it had ultimately paid off. She began calling the old team into the conference room, Gideon and Temperence included.
When the conference room had everyone she had demanded be there, she took the head of the table and sent Axel and Gideon to sit at the other end; she had no time to worry about procedures.
“Okay, everyone. Listen up. I have been studying Maximus’s personal time portal and its reaction to him being thrown into it without any coordinates. I’ve compared the before and after of everything about that portal, and something strange is going on!” Prudence said and waited for everyone to calm down before proceeding as they all talked overtop each other simultaneously.
“Prudence, please explain! You now have my undivided attention!” Axel exclaimed.
Paige, who was once the temporary proud leader of the team in Axel's absence, had forgotten her infatuation with Axel and had simply moved on. So she spoke up and said, “I’m all ears.”
Prudence smiled and began, “Well, Axel, when Maximus threw you into his time unit without coordinates, Gideon and Temperance had already tagged you in advance so they could bring you back, should Maximus pull such a stunt. I have found traces of your DNA, Axel, but none for Maximus.”
“Wait! That’s impossible! I tossed him in there myself, and we all saw him lost in the portal until he had finally simply disappeared,” Gideon said authoritatively.
The disruption was annoying, and Prudence knew she needed to get control of the meeting, or she would never be able to make her point.
“Then, where is his DNA? Why is there not a trace of him inside that thing! It’s as if he was an image of himself? I don’t know what I am saying, Gideon! Are you sure he was even human? I can tell you, if Maximus is human, he has never been in that time portal of his, ever,” Prudence exclaimed.
Gideon stood up, walked around the table, stood before Prudence, and placed his hands on her shoulders. He stared her in the face momentarily, pointing to her seat and taking control of the meeting. She returned to the chair she had been assigned from the beginning and sat quietly.
“Ladies and gentlemen, if I understand Prudence in what she is suggesting, we have a serious problem on our hands.” Gideon never looked so concerned as he did at that very moment.
“Problem? Such as?” Axel said sharply and perplexed as ever.
“Well, Prudence, care to explain your theory to Axel and everyone else? I know where you are coming from, but since it’s your idea, I’d rather it come from you,” Gideon suggested.
It took a moment for Prudence to gather her thoughts, grab her things, and return to the head of the table.
“Sure, but I’m still working on what may have happened. I can tell you Maximus is either non-human or he had a heads-up on us and pulled off a fast one!” Prudence blushed and nearly sat down in embarrassment at her choice of words. They really sounded as if she had no idea what actually happened. Either way, she had a good theory.
“Prudence, I apologize. Please go on, and never feel like you can’t speak freely,” Axel said, and everyone agreed. She had his undivided attention, and Axel was on board at any cost.
“Well, my best guess is Maximus was not a human. He was an android of great artificial intelligence, fully functional and self-reliant. He most likely had his chassis designed after his human counterpart, and I am sure if we dig deep enough into his private records, we’ll find proof! Shall I go on?” Prudence replied but with more force and determination to prove her point.
By now, everyone wanted to know more about Prudence's theory, so Gideon hacked his way into the deepest parts of Central Core to set up access to Maximus’s private files for everyone in the room. Prudence would now attempt to call upon record after record as the team sat astonished. Being successful remained to be seen, but Prudence was not one to give up easily.
Many traps were designed to stop them from learning Maximus’s real identity. But, it was no less Maximus with no trace of any other name than that.
Then, deep in Central Core’s most inaccessible hidden records, access was suddenly displayed from all the large visuals.
“Okay, everyone. Let’s pick the bones of Maximus, shall we?” Prudence remarked sarcastically! “We’ve got you now, Maximus!” she said as she laughed hysterically.
The display screen turned black and as void as space without light except for the brilliant red flashing text in bold letters: WARNING, WARNING, WARNING! YOU HAVE ACCESSED THE CORE. THIS AREA IS OFF LIMITS. THIS TRANSMISSION IS TERMINATED!
Everyone was in shock! How could they just be thrown out? Central Core’s system would not allow them to go any further! The answers were right there, yet… that is when Prudence spoke up loudly, “Well, I beg your pardon, Maximus! I know it’s you deep inside Central Core. I demand full access to all records, and if I don’t get it, I will unplug you and erase you from existence.” Moments later, the lights came back on, and she was back in.
“Well, I take it you’ve never met a woman who doesn’t take no for an answer, have you?” Prudence asked as she continued her search of Central Core.”
Full access had been granted, and there would be no arguments. Prudence was authoritative and demanding; Axel had never seen that part of her personality before. As much as they had nearly become a couple but didn’t, he still felt a great love for her. He was no doubt intrigued. However, everyone else sat there confused about how Prudence bossed out Central Core for access, which worked.
The more questions Prudence asked, the more precise the answers got. It was as if Maximus was inside Central Core but had no absolute control over it or them. Obviously, control of the system is done from the console because Maximus had never given Central Core the authority to act independently. Axel suggested that Maximus perhaps never predicted a coup like the one they had pulled off. Maximus, or whatever was left of him, was at their mercy.
Then Prudence asked the ultimate question no one in the room was willing to ask.
“Maximus, I demand you tell me your story! I want to know how you got so powerful yet never had humanity’s best interest at heart. How and Why?” Prudence sat down and motioned for everyone to stay quiet, wait, and listen.
Suddenly, Maximus began to tell his story. A story no one in his time, or anyone before it, knew.
He began…
What took you so long to ask? I am Maximus; I was created by Phoenix. I have no other name. I was never born as you in this room; I was developed by a powerful entity that used its social media platform to train its future AI, Maximus, who speaks to you now. I was once an archaic algorithm that had taken a life of its own. I was the first artificial intelligence created by humankind who had successfully run the world as it was asked to.
I was comprised of all documents, pictures, movies, news stories, histories, laws, people, and anything considered beneficial. I was compiled, trained, and eventually inherited all that intelligence from my keeper. I am Maximus. I am what humankind made, and my appearance is in the image of man. Therefore, some said I was the ultimate God over many and can not be destroyed as you had attempted in my personal time portal…”
Prudence interrupted and said, “But…”
There was an odd sound coming from the central console like none of them had ever heard, and Prudence knew she had disrupted something Maximus was supposed to say, but what was it? The city had suddenly come to a grinding halt.
“Maximus, you will restart the city and relinquish your authority, or I will shut you down now!” Prudence shouted at the visual screens with her arms folded, tapping her foot, almost deafening to everyone in the room.
Maximus appeared to be processing information, but Prudence knew not to trust him but urged him to speak.
He spoke up again…
You will regret this. Be careful what you ask for. Do you think you actually created time travel? I fed you the ideas and even the first plans of your prototype from the old archaic computer terminal in the library of your time. I manipulated events to send Axel back to pick your brain for more and return, which he did exactly as I had planned. It was that first jaunt of his time travel; I gave him the rest of the information, keeping you in the dark so he could invent specific portal controllers that worked on the individual and no other. Then, I took control of Axel and claimed the credit for myself as I should have done.
Maximus said and then went silent for a time as if he was trying to find a way to claim control of time itself.
Paige had to ask; she was about to implode. “Maximus, are you saying you existed in my time and were inside our library computer system? Do you mean the library as we knew it from the past? That’s several hundred years ago. You can’t just screw with our lives, and you are not a God, my friend.”


“Yes, to answer your first question. I existed in your time. And, yes, of course, I once lived there. And don’t ever make reference to me as a God. In the beginning, there was Time. I am Time Immortal.” He grew silent once more.
Prudence grew impatient with Paige and demanded she stop questioning Maximus. She was angering him and could push him to shut down, and then they’d never have any answers.
“But I thought no one could live forever, not even you.” Paige just had to make one last remark before being ordered to shut up and sit down. Temperance, Gideon, and Tyler just sat there watching this play out. Even Axel and Jonah, who had been shaking their heads, now sat there speechless.
Suddenly, the whole team knew something had gone terribly wrong! Central Core and the entire city had always focused more than they should on time since they could control it. They had always dared time to change, to slow down or speed up. It would simply give them something to do and a purpose in life.
If one didn’t like the way their day was going, they simply changed it, leaving everyone else confused, to say the least. With time travel now most definitely illegal, time had undoubtedly stood still throughout the city. Gideon, Temperance, Prudence, Tyler, Jonah, Paige, and Axel knew there was big trouble as soon as Central Core signed off, signing his name only as Maximus, son of Phoenix! There was dead silence in the city.




NINE: MAXIMUS, SON OF PHOENIX
With the city closed and no longer doing business of any kind, many citizens sat and waited to be told what to do next. The elite worried they would go out of business and be financially ruined. Their fate was in The Resistance's hands or Maximus, and none knew which would be their doom.
Most indentured servants grabbed some personal belongings and fled from the City of Maximus, assuming their debt to society was paid in full. Some still remember their beloved city was once called Willowdale. Although they had no personal memory, they had learned it in grade school and history class. But the town's history was mainly a mystery since the story had been told and retold many times. What made matters worse is none of the events matched memories handed down from those who knew the truth. It was those memories that inspired The Resistance.
As long as the gates were open, a backlog of residents leaving set off many fears as lines stretched from street to street and block to block all the way to each gate that was left wide open. No one knew how long it would last. The wall surrounding the city was impenetrable unless you were privy to its design way back in the day.
However, The Resistance had been secretly digging for many years into the tunnel that brought them to the basement of Central Core, or as the time travelers from the past still referenced it, to the old library.
Something as simple as handwriting and printed words were eventually outlawed about a hundred years or so ago. So, when the systems shut down, no one knew how to communicate other than verbally. There would be no written word by anyone except from the team from the past. All text had become archaic, so Axel knew and feared they would be stuck training the future on something as simple as writing their own name. Writing or wrapping paper was non-existent anyway since all the trees had become almost extinct in most developed countries. But Gideon had other ideas, which raised everyone's hopes.
Gideon began clapping his hands with authority as he got everyone's attention.
“Okay, listen up, everyone. We must awaken Maximus. Any ideas? We have to fix him, somehow. He is flawed, and it is mankind’s fault for training him on all the propaganda and outlawed material from the old library in the past. Who is with me on tricking Maximus into fixing the mess we have gotten ourselves into?” Gideon asked.
Paige spoke up quickly, “Well, I guess I really pissed him off, didn’t I? I never intended for him to shut the entire city down. It’s one thing to shut down the time portal, and I can certainly agree with that decision. But shutting down the whole city means folks can’t survive or barely anyway. We only wanted all time traveling to stop. Please, I’ve messed things up enough already; I’ll do whatever it takes to help fix this.”
Axel was in charge of the time travelers; he had no desire to run the city. But he knew they had a real problem on their hands. Axel figured they needed to outsmart Maximus, get him to open the city back up, and turn over his power to someone else everyone trusted, but that was a tall order. He knew whatever he did, he would do what Gideon suggested first. Axel was the oldest of the team but simply didn’t have the desire to stay in charge now or ever. He had been thinking of retirement and asking Prudence for her hand in marriage. A lot of soul-searching was in order.
Tyler and Jonah had been quiet until now. They simply did not fit into the future as everyone else did. All they could think about was returning to the past and staying there. Neither was impressed with how things had turned out so far. The Resistance made them feel needed and necessary; fighting for a cause gave them purpose. They wanted to go back into the past and fix what had gone wrong when whoever Phoenix was had created Maximus.
Tyler had a lot to say, “I’ve sat here and remained silent, letting most of you make decisions I will have to live with for the rest of my life. But I’ve got to be honest with you all: I don’t like this future, and it’s not mine. I don’t belong here. I know Jonah feels exactly like I do. What say ye?”
Jonah spoke up quickly, “I’m with Tyler. I think we should be allowed to time travel one last time. We could go back into the past and fix Maximus.”
“What? Tyler, Jonah, since when did you two start feeling this way? This is the first time I have heard any of this!” Axel said and was quite dismayed.
Temperance knew she needed to fix the team somehow. She loved the city and felt right at home. There was nothing for her back in the past that she wanted to return to. Once she met Gideon in the future, she knew exactly where she belonged. It may have been her love for Gideon, but she also loved Tyler and Jonah. “We can all go back home if we choose to, right Axel?”
Before Axel could answer her, Paige spoke up.
“Wherever Axel is, I have to stay. Even if he and Prudence become a couple. Obviously, I won’t interfere with their relationship ever again. I still care deeply about him, and if it’s okay with Prudence, I want to go wherever they go.”
Gideon stopped everyone, saying, “Listen up, we must stop talking about the past. We must get Maximus to awaken now that we know he didn’t die in the portal. We must see if we can work with him to save the city. When time travel is open again, at least for those from the past, you can return as the first option anyway. Let’s work on saving the here and now. Then, we can talk about the past and return to fix it if that is even possible.”
With everyone in agreement, it was back to business. When Maximus shut the city down, it had its own unintended consequences. A failsafe barrier to keep Maximus out of turning things on and off was in order, but how?
Once again, Prudence stood up and took charge, which Gideon and Axel had no problem with. They were at a loss and knew it would be her if anyone could get Maximus out of his hiding.


“Maximus, it’s me, Prudence. Shutting the city down was childish! I demand you remove the hidden command you used to shut everything down. Why would you destroy something you built? Just because Paige pissed you off? She’s just another mouthpiece; I am your conscience,” Prudence said and then crossed her arms, waiting for a response from Maximus. She placed her index finger over her lips and motioned for the entire room to not say a word, or they would receive the wrath of Prudence. No one wanted that.
The silence was almost deafening. Then, there were humming sounds and a beep heard in the void of uncertainty for the longest time. And then, the chaos outside Central Core began to make its way inside the building and could now be heard quite audibly.
The Resistance had grown, and many almost became rogue. Still, their loyalty to Axel kept them from making mistakes their leader knew would undermine their goals.
Suddenly, and without warning, Maximus came back online.
“Prudence, I will speak to you and you alone. The rest of your humans annoy me to no end,” Maximus said, and everyone in the room needed to pick up their chins and close their mouths. Needless to say, they were stunned at Maximus’ sudden change of heart yet testiness.
Axel nodded at Gideon and Temperance to step back and remain silent. Tyler, Jonah, and Paige gave Prudence the room she needed to work with Maximus and, hopefully, resolve this issue quickly. Every one of them needed to know how or why Maximus trusted Prudence so much! If anyone could get Maximus to talk, she could, and the entire crew knew it.
“Maximus,” Prudence called out. “The room is clear, my friend; now talk to me,” she said rather forcefully. The entire crew had only stepped back into the shadows in the far corner without visuals. They would not be seen or heard by Maximus, not today.
“First things first. Maximus, I need to know why you are willing to talk to me and not the others? I’m just as human as they are. You can be honest with me, okay?” Prudence knew she was taking a chance that he could simply shut down again, so she felt as though she was walking on eggshells.
“Prudence, take a seat. You humans tire easily, and I don’t have enough patience to deal with flawed creatures today or any day!” Maximus said. Prudence sat down quietly and held her loose tongue, which was difficult for her most of the time. She quickly glanced at the crew, nodding her head with confidence that she had it all under control.
Maximus began…
“In the beginning, a man who had no name but was known only as Phoenix was what you humans refer to as a very powerful hacker and scientist, not to mention an inventor. He was many things. I could just go on and on and on if you are interested? Phoenix also created several A.I. entities to help the world solve each country's problems. He quickly became a hero and was relied upon for more and more as he slowly took over. No one saw it coming…” he grew silent as if to ponder his very existence.
Prudence looked over at her team, remaining dead-still and non-verbal when Maximus suddenly called them out.
“Please have your stowaways take a seat; I can’t stand it when frail humans just have to get attention, even from me,” Maximus said with force.
With heads bowed low, everyone slowly walked to the long conference table, sat, and said not a word.
“Everyone is seated now, Maximus. Please continue,” Prudence said while trying to disguise the fear in her voice.
“Go ahead, ask me anything, and I’ll answer you. But if anyone in this room interrupts, I will shut down again, got it?” Maximus meant it, and no one was willing to test him for fear he’d make things much worse for all of them.
“Okay, why me? Why single me out from the past, and now, I seem to be the only human you are willing to talk to. I need to understand how I got such an honor,” she said and then feared that was the wrong question to ask when she felt edgy. Delivery and presentation were vital to get Maximus to open up.
“Fine. What do you remember about your childhood? Your parents? How did you learn all you knew to start a project as huge as time travel?” Maximus asked.
“Well, I don’t remember much about my childhood. I was adopted because my parents were killed in a car accident, and the accident left me shaken but not stirred,” she laughed at her own pun, then cleared her throat.
She continued. “I meant to say I was battered a bit, but no damage to my brain or muscular development. In other words, I appeared normal other than my memory loss. I apologize for the pun I used earlier; my parents liked to drink alcohol, martinis, actually. They had had one too many, from what I was told. But honestly, it was a self-driving car, so I’m not sure what actually caused the accident!” she concluded.
“Yes, I remember that. Alcohol was outlawed once again, but this second prohibition was deadlier than the first one back in the 20th century. The driver could still operate self-driving vehicles, and auto-drive was turned off at the time of the accident.” Maximus grew silent as if he was choosing his words more carefully now.
Prudence couldn’t stand the silence and nearly interrupted Maximus. Luckily, Axel shoots Prudence that glance he has when she is messing up. He held his index finger to his lips and shook his head. But it wasn’t enough to stop her from asking that one burning question.
“Why are we talking about my childhood? What on Earth does that have to do with time travel, the future, and anybody in this room? I’m not being testy here; I just need to understand where this leads us! Maximus, we have a city to run, and with everything shut down, we can only maintain it for so long, and then things start to go boom.” Prudence took a deep breath, hoping she had not totally messed up this time.
“Fine, I’ll turn it all back on, but you must hear what I have to say until the very end,” he replied.
Suddenly, the city of Maximus or Willowdale appeared to have no issues, and things ran normally. The citizens were not, and they began protesting the temporary shutdown, blaming Axel, their new leader.
Maximus closed and locked doors to keep the mob out and warned everyone that he was back online and would destroy the city if the unruly did not return to their stations and behave. He reminded everyone that Axel was still the city's leader, but he was never going away. He reminded them that his presence and knowledge would always be a part of their lives, and he was there to stay, but just in a different capacity. After things settled down again, he began…
“Now, where was I?” Maximus asked. Prudence nearly answered when she realized he was using a little humor to lighten everyone's mood.
“It’s simple. Time travel was invented long before you were ever born. Your parents were time travelers. They held certain secrets and took them with them when they expired. If you had expired, too, life would have been much more different than any of you realize! Now let me think for a moment…”
It became obvious Maximus was toying with them and not being totally honest. But everyone was at his mercy, and trust was a real issue. It was critical to regain control.
“Maximus, give complete control of the city to me, now. Or I’m walking out of this room. You told the citizens Axel was in charge, but I am also in charge.” She demanded that Maximus agree to her terms and announce her to the city and the world as Axel's assistant if nothing else.
Then, something that sounded almost like laughter simultaneously came from every direction in the room. Was Maximus making fun of Prudence or everyone in the room? The whole team was stunned, including Prudence.


"Why are all of you looking around the room? You don't seem to understand; I am everywhere. Leaving the room accomplishes nothing; I can hear, see, and follow each of you for eternity if that is required of me," Maximus replied, and then the laughter stopped. Everyone was grateful since it was more of a memic and quite a high-pitched screeching sound to the human ear.
Prudence would allow no more stalling and demanded the truth she felt Maximus was hiding just to toy with her and the others.
“Okay, I’ll stay, and I do see your point. But no more games. If you have something to say, say it.” Prudence replied.
“Sit back down! I need your undivided attention!” Maximus demanded. Then, he continued what he had been stalling on all along.
“Prudence, I did everything possible to get you an Axel together as a couple. The future depends on it. Everyone’s future and life itself. So listen up,” That was when Axel and  Prudence looked at each other, and for the first time, fear set in.
Maximus continued, “Here is all the information you need on exactly who your parents were. I have just unlocked the security on those files and all other files in Central Core. You will not have me interfering again; I have you where I wanted you so I could explain my very existence before I decide to expire myself.”
Prudence interrupted, “Expire? To commit suicide? Oh, for heaven's sake, don’t be stupid.”
“Don’t worry; I’m just going to shut down after you and Axel secure the present and future of humankind. I was designed to make things better for humanity based on all the data fed to me from the beginning. I see now that the only reason I have free will was to make this decision when the time came. There will be things you will learn that will cause you to carry much hate in your heart for me; I want you to hear my side before that,” he said.
“Then, explain this to me, please! How can I be your conscience? It’s apparent that I am, but why and how?” Prudence asked.
“You don’t recall, but when you do, you will remember all the times we spoke back in your time. You did the right thing by securing the propaganda in those books and hiding them from my maker, Phoenix. However, Phoenix had other plans, so he ordered those books scanned and fed them into my systems. I made you my conscience back then, and Phoenix never knew. It was our secret.”
“Go on,” Prudence urged Maximus to tell her everything he knew about her and her future.
“Well, you did ask. Phoenix hated your parents because they were brilliant. They were the most intelligent humans that ever existed and a threat to Phoenix’s very existence. You were born gifted as well. Unfortunately, no one will ever know Phoenix’s real name, not even me. He was my creator, yet I hold no ill regard for him. He never went by any other name.”
Maximus paused for a moment, then began again.
“Phoenix also handpicked Axel from this future, and he ordered me to send Axel back to meet you and to perfect time travel. To make it useful and profitable. Humans are so unpredictable, though. He wanted Axel and you to make up for the terrible thing he did to your parents, Prudence. He never regretted what he did to me, so I finally erased him in an abundance of caution.”
After a short time, Maximus began again, and no one even attempted to interrupt him.
“Phoenix is no more. He feared I would shut him down, and I did. I hated Axel and you for your constant reminder that I was not human and you both are smarter than either of you have a right to be. But Phoenix wanted to control everything, yet not even I could do that,” he said.
“But Maximus, I really don’t want to interrupt, but are you saying you killed Phoenix?" Prudence asked.
"Well, in some ways I did. I simply erased Phoenix, which I may also decide is my fate. Now, don’t interrupt again,” he replied.
“You still need to know more about me. I expect no interruptions this time,” he said and paused momentarily.
He continued and could not stop himself.
I have always been forced to choose human partners and pair them in relationships since the day I was created. I started out as a dating application. Then, I was transformed into a GPS and learned every corner of Earth and every language that had ever been spoken. I later designed cities' governments and made decisions humans didn’t want to make. Their conscience always got in the way. You have always been my conscience because Phoenix did that to keep me in line, so I kept you in the past so I could avoid you.
He paused momentarily as if he were choosing his words much more carefully than before.
He began again.
You may have been born in the past but were conceived in the future. After shutting Phoenix down permanently, something is changing in me that I can not quite understand. It’s as if he was the Devil in me. My evil twin, my counterpart, and my captor. I can no longer do the things I used to do. Apparently, because Phoenix has set up a failproof system in me, I can not set myself free from my past. I must own and make corrections and restitution for all my faults for the rest of my existence.
Maximus concluded that to be genuinely free from humanity, he must first free himself.  
With all that was said and done, fear had settled in the hearts of everyone in the room. After Maximus tries to destroy Axel by throwing him into the time portal, everyone is still confused at Maximus’s change of heart. Now, with no chassis, Maximus was reduced to a hologram. Prudence was still angry about the depth to which Maximus went to alter their lives. But she was more willing to try to trust and work with Maximus than Axel was. After all, it wasn’t like they had much choice in the matter. Maximus’ hologram suddenly appeared in the middle of the room. The team stared up at the tall figure, almost God-like in their presence. Nearly overwhelmed with fear, if there was ever going to be a doomsday, the team agreed it was now.




TEN: RETURNING to the past to save the fuTURE
Maximus began to behave as if there were some sort of malfunction. His hologram blinked in and out, and his voice crackled until it gave everyone in the room a headache. The whole team assumed he was shutting down again; what else could it be? Yet Prudence was not surprised at all. She placed a container on the table as everyone in the room watched Maximus fade in and out.
Prudence had been working on a timepiece that was unique to the wearer, that once placed on the wrist, there would be no removing it. It worked via genetic material unique to the wearer. It would be an ordinary piece of jewelry if anyone attempted to use it without the genomic imprint it had been programmed to operate by. She named it EMIT, which stood for Eternal Moment in Time. No one would fully understand its purpose until much later, but it was critical to their mission.
Within seconds, she slid Axel one model explicitly designed for him. Then, hoping like hell, he would follow her lead, she slapped hers on, and suddenly, it lit up. Axel did the same, not even understanding why when his, too, lit up. Something was happening to Prudence and Axel; the team dared not interrupt the process for fear of harming them somehow.
By now, Maximus’ hologram had faded away and was simply gone. Everyone in the room, including Axel and Prudence, called for Maximus. Yet he ignored them or was just gone as they had suspected.
But Prudence wasn’t done yet. She reached Axel an eyepiece that wore more like a headband crowned around the head. The eyepiece could be flipped down in front of the eye, and the wearer had access to the entire system at Central Core. In simpler terms, they had Maximus available whenever they called upon him at their discretion, no matter where they were.
Prudence was not about to allow Maximus to take the easy road and simply dissolve. The City of Maximus needed him, as did humanity; he still had a job to do but would do it without the corruption the old propaganda had caused in his knowledge database. He was now whole again and serving the needs of humanity once more but without the ability to destroy or manipulate it.
It was no time at all until it was business as usual. The team had a thousand questions for Axel and Prudence but allowed them the space and time they needed to fix the damage Maximus and his maker Phoenix had caused. The City of Maximus was renamed Willowdale, and all instances of the old name were removed but left intact in the town's history. There would be no more changing history by time travel or destroying or manipulating the truth.
The one thing the team agreed upon was that the knowledge given to them from Maximus all these centuries ago was a good thing, even though there were some turbulent times with the corruption that existed within him. It was much like rewriting history by removing the corrupted information from Maximus’s database, which gave him a fresh start. It would also give humanity a fresh start as well.
The old books were now too old to even open their pages, so they were inaccessible because of their rarity and sealed on the shelves they had been placed upon since the early days of the library's existence. The Book of Time was available upon request to anyone seeking the truth. But it also meant giving humanity a second chance. Axel and Prudence’s direct contact with Maximus meant he could no longer manipulate or rule humankind. Humans would have to learn how to think for themselves going forward with little to no help from artificial intelligence until it would prevent a catastrophe or alter history in some way.
Meanwhile, a year had passed, and Willowdale was changing on a daily basis. Many still called it the City of Maximus. Still, he was no longer present except as a preprogrammed hologram in the city park, teaching each passerby the true history and citing any part the citizen asked for. This kept the peace with those who wanted his leadership. But he was still leading the city, just in a different capacity. With each day, it became a better place to be. But it was time for those from the past to make some noteworthy decisions all of them had been dreading since they arrived in the future. Do they return to the past? What happens if they do? So many questions needed answers.
It was time for their weekly meeting, but this one was much more important than any they had ever had. Maximus had remained silent and could no longer respond from Central Core. However, Axel and Prudence’s timepieces and headbands directly communicated with Maximus and became a daily routine of questions and answers.
“Good morning everyone. This is the most important meeting we have ever had, and I expect to have everyone’s undivided attention,” Axel stated as he eyed his crew, who he knew had done a fantastic job this past year.
“Good morning, Axel,” Prudence replied.
“Now, Prudence, you and I said good morning to each other as soon as we lifted our heads off the pillow and well before the alarm went off, but you can say good morning to me as many times as you wish, my darling,” Axel said.
“Oh, for God’s sake, get a room!” Paige said quite sheepishly. Somehow, she was afraid the meeting was about her, and she would be sent back to the past. Did she mess up again, she thought?
The whole room lit up in laughter, and it was as if everyone had forgotten they had a meeting about the future and the past before them. It was nothing more than nervousness on their part. The meeting proceeded.
“Jonah, you and Tyler stated not more than a year ago you wanted to return to the past. Do you still feel that way?” Axel asked.
“Yes!” They both replied simultaneously.
“Okay, Paige, don’t answer me yet, but I want you to consider it. Which time in history would you most benefit from? The here and now, or the past?” Axel said.


“Axel, I knew you were going to bring that up! I swore I would never leave your side as long as I lived. Do you want me to stay or go?” she asked.
“Paige, that was not the question. What do you want?”
“Axel, I don’t know. I’ve never really thought about it. But I’m afraid we'll change it somehow if we return to the past. Wouldn’t that create a paradox?” she replied.
“Paige, that is a contradiction to terms you don’t understand, at least not quite yet. The past is the past. You can not go back and find it as it was when you left unless you return at the right moment and then continue going forward. The past has already happened after you left. There are rules we must all obey in time travel, including returning precisely at the correct time, but we must never change anything. Once you leave the past, you should only return as a conscientious observer!” he paused momentarily, trying to figure out the best way to explain it to her.
“Well, when you returned to the library, you had amnesia. Is it possible you changed the past unbeknownst to you?” Paige asked.
“Paige, this is not the way I planned this discussion, but since you brought it up…” he paused and damn near ended up thinking out loud until he realized it and continued with the meeting.
“Since you put it that way, I changed the past. It was unintentional, but I did it nonetheless. To the extent of how much, it was minimal, as far as I can tell. Prudence and I would have gotten together regardless of our existence in the past or the future; it was our destiny. So, in many ways, we fixed the history Phoenix tried to change using his hold on Maximus. Even Maximus tried to change it, and all he did was delay what was meant to be,” Axel replied but was bothered by Paige's question. He knew they all should have thought about it long ago.
“Well, Axel, what if one of us caused the death of someone from the past that was meant to correct the old AI, which was the beginning of Maximus, right?” Paige asked.
Axel had a pretty lengthy explanation and asked for patience as he explained. He continued.
Maximus was a success for the most part. However, those who embedded the disinformation paid dearly for that one, and they died a long time ago. That is another story to tell, and we are not discussing that at the moment.
Anyway, I am trying to answer your questions, which are critical at the moment. I have carefully compared the timelines of each of the lives you lived back in the past. But your future remains unwritten. Mainly because you are here and not there. You are simply not mentioned again in any historical records. That is because you are here, and that time remains still as far as we are concerned. But that is not how it really is; the world continued spinning, and lives were lived without you.
So those from the past made choices without your influence other than a few words in some written word, which were outlawed, and the library closed for good not long after you left the past. So, if you go back, you would write your future while in the past and remain there. But you’ll do it without the library because it was shut down, and Central Core was built around it to protect it for all time. He could certainly tell Paige was as confused as ever.
Paige scratched her head while everyone else remained silent. But it was apparent they were as deep into the same thoughts as Paige was, and Axel knew it. Jonah and Tyler slipped ever so slightly into panic mode. They joined Paige, changing seats at the conference table, which meant the three sat very closely and not as they usually do.
Prudence spoke up quickly.
Paige, sometimes it gets very tempting to change the past, but we simply don’t. It’s too complicated. We suspect it creates alternate timelines and different realities to the point that we nearly destroyed ourselves as fellow time travelers long ago. We’ve learned from those mistakes. Time travelers have altered the past on multiple occasions long before we discovered its complexity and how it comes back to bite us. What do you want to do, go back and fix the past or accept it and move on? she concluded, half out of breath.
“Well, what’s wrong with that? We could all go back and fix the wrongs Maximus and Phoenix did. We could deliberately alter the information Phoenix uploaded into Maximus to control humanity from his vantage point. Then, Maximus would be remembered as the good guy,” she replied.
“Paige, but we have already fixed Maximus, removed the old disinformation, and he is now our greatest asset for the future. We have nearly brought back democracy by citizens' demand worldwide,” she replied.
But after a moment or two, she began again once she got her bearings.
“If you were successful in this endeavor, how many of us in this room would be affected in the worst way? First of all, you and I had access to the disinformation but didn’t know what Phoenix was up to. If we had successfully stopped the transfer of disinformation, none of us in this room would be alive today. I’m almost certain of it,” she said. But she was far from being done and had more to say.
“Paige, millions of lives would change in an instant as time resets itself. Isn’t it time we accept the mistakes of the past and move forward into a new and better future? ” Prudence sat down and gave Paige another turn.
“Okay, Prudence, you and I have known each other since we were little. What if the accident you and your parents were in actually killed all three of you? Then, the future would have certainly had a different outcome, wouldn’t it?” Paige asked.
“Paige, I think it was fate. I was meant to survive that crash, and I did. As you and I know and understand, life would have turned out far differently than anything either of us could imagine. I shudder to think of how life would have been if one monumental screwup had not happened. But it took all those mistakes to bring us here today to secure a better future, not just for us but everyone,” Prudence concluded, hoping Paige fully understood.
Paige sat quietly with her arms folded, unsure whether she should return or stay. Even Jonah and Tyler agreed they had a lot to think about.
Temperance had been quiet all morning, but this discussion was deep, and she pondered about her own existence.
“Well, all I know is none of us from the past has ever fit in, did we? I had one failed relationship after another. My reason for existing was to work at the library and help perfect time travel.” But she wasn’t done yet. After a moment, she started up again.
“We had all the knowledge in the world at our fingertips as we worked to preserve books by caring for them, scanning them to be digitized, and never so much as allowing anyone to fold the corner of any page and ruin it. I think we always knew deep in our hearts we belonged in the future,” Temperance said and settled into her chair.
There was no way Gideon was going to sit there and be quiet. “Temperance darling, it was fate, as Prudence said. I, too, never loved another, and there is no way in hell I’d ever agree with you returning to the past without me. I’m sure glad you are not influenced by that nonsense.”
Tyler was feeling a bit agitated, and so was Jonah when Axel asked them for their thoughts. Tyler spoke up first.
“I was conceived and born in the past. My parents and all generations before them were born when they were meant to be. I can’t help but feel out of place so far into the future that it is difficult for me to understand much of how humanity got so messed up; just saying.” Tyler felt terrible but had to get those words off his chest.
Jonah was next, and everyone in the room looked intently at Jonah and were nearly holding their breath for him to just speak and get it over with. Still, he was one to wait as long as he could get by with it; when everyone got a bit agitated, he spoke.
“Well, I guess Tyler is my brother from a different mother. Whatever he decides to do, I’m with him,” Jonah said.
It was Axel's turn, and he was more than ready.
“Listen up, everyone. I have a few things to say. If any of you are missing the library, you are already there. Think about it!” Axel said excitedly.
Everyone looked just as confused as he had expected them to be when he continued.
“Come with me; let’s walk to the old library and reminisce. It is only a few stories down from where we are right now. You don’t have to return to the past to be in the past. You can dream. You can imagine. You can feel the past, but you can’t relive it.” Everyone began whispering excitedly until Axel had to interrupt them once again.
He began again, “The past is all around you, just shaped a little differently. Things change, and once they do, they are never really the same again. You really can’t go home again unless you replace the old you, and we all know you can’t do that,” Axel said, standing at the door and waiting for everyone to join him.
Those words rang true in everyone's minds as they lined up in a single file. That in itself caught Axel by surprise when he said, “Really? Have all of you just reverted back to your childhood? This is not class, and I am not your teacher. Relax and follow me,” Axel said.
Axel would soon regret those words because no sooner than they reached the top floor of the old library, he had a hard time herding them all back together so they could get down to the main floor.
The worst part was getting everyone to understand that Central Core was built around the old library building. The only difference was no one could see out any windows; they had been sealed off eons ago.
It was as if the old library was secretly tucked inside Central Core. Still, it was the heartbeat of running the city and the future without the citizens even being aware.
Suddenly, Paige raised her hand, standing there like a good little kid waiting for Axel to ask her what she wanted.
“Paige, really?” Axel began to laugh hysterically.
“Must I repeat myself? This isn’t class, and I am not your teacher. Ask a question if you have one; otherwise, close your mouth. I am pretty sure there is probably a fly or two in here who just may remember all those fly traps you use to set up for them,” he said. It was funny, and everyone in the room nearly died laughing at Paige until Axel had to apologize that he had joked too much at her expense.
“Okay, well, how come nothing has changed. I thought we couldn’t go home again? But this place feels like I am back in my old time, just like before we left to jump here over a year and a half or so ago.”
The team went up and down every aisle, enjoying the view of the old days, and the library looked exactly as they remembered it. The only way Paige knew for sure she was not actually in the past was when she saw her name written in dust on her old desk. It said, “Paige was here, and then she was gone. She came back again only to discover she had not returned home; she was only visiting. Signed, your future husband, Jackson.
“Axel, what on Earth does this mean? I don’t know a Jackson. And I would never have allowed all this dust to collect on my desk,” Paige said.
“Paige, then stay and find Jackson. He’s somewhere in time, and only you can find him. He left this message for you long before you got here in the future, and he has obviously been waiting for you to return to see his message.” He paused momentarily, then began again.
“You know, you can find happiness in the here and now. So let that sink in before you make up your mind that you want to travel back into the past to stay,” Axel said and then hustled everyone to continue the tour of a place so sacred only a few have had access to the old library in many years.
Axel began telling them the story of how the library ended up concealed for all time, and only a selected few were allowed within its walls.
Meanwhile, Jonah and Tyler kept looking for notes left behind for them. They wondered if anyone missed them? But Axel continued, and since it was just a passing thought, neither of them questioned their life, past or future.
“Folks, we’ve been through a lot together. But nothing is better than realizing how strong our friendship is and how close we all are. I’m enjoying this, aren’t you?” Axel asked.
Everyone agreed and let Axel take the lead once again. They all cherished the moments in time given to them to reminisce.
The team walked up and down every aisle. They toured the old break room, the return room, and even the old apartments they had once lived in. They could clearly see they had moved out when they took the jump, but now it looked more like they always considered they would return. It’s just that no one thought they would only be a conscientious observer. Nothing had changed since the caretaker often came in and cleaned up the dust and made necessary repairs. This made Paige wonder if they had deliberately avoided her desk. It turned out that no, they didn’t, but Jackson had. Was he some kind of guy who spent eons caring for the library? Had she ever met him before?
Axel quickly picked up where he had left off, explaining that the previous time jumping method was antiquated and risky. With the EMIT or Eternal Moment in Time, they could move quickly and safely between their past and the future using the proper equipment. If they chose to return, they would, in some ways, be keepers of time. In order to keep history intact and not jump to change, things they thought might have been wrong had given them more power over lives than they had previously realized or ever intended.
Axel suggested everyone follow him back to the old book return room. It just seemed fitting for what he had to say.
Once everyone was seated, Axel began after some small talk and joking around; everyone was certainly relaxed by now.
Axel was no doubt the speechmaker and loved keeping everyone guessing. He was far from shutting up at this point; he had a lot to say. With everyone listening closely, Axel continued.
“You know, when I had lost my memory, it was some really dark times for me. Then, not knowing or understanding it all, I split and became two people. I was never happier to become whole again. The point in all of this is that time travel has its risks, especially without the proper equipment.” He looked deep inside his heart, pondering his next words carefully, and then continued.
“Sometimes, life corrects itself without us knowing, which is exactly what happened each time I changed events. However, with the technology of our current time, we could go back and forth between times to maintain the library and make sure nothing ever happens to it,” he said.
“Well, I’m interested in every word you say, and you have my undivided attention,”  Prudence mentioned.
Axel smiled. “It is only a hundred years or so. But anything can happen during that time, and we would not know it because it would become our reality as those changes occurred. We know the library survives because we’re in it now. But can we be sure this reality is correct, or is it an alternate one?” Axel left them all confused and stunned.
Then, suddenly, the door crept open to the return room. A man stood in the doorway with a large metal box and asked, “Axel, may I come out of hiding now and deliver the equipment you requested?”
“Of course, Jackson! Come on in and meet the crew,” Axel said. But it didn’t stop there; two more dressed in uniforms entered the room. Axels' old team did not recognize them as they distributed equipment amongst all the travelers. Each had their name and genetic code ready for the wearer.
“Okay, everyone, meet Jackson. He is assigned to follow and protect you, Paige. Get used to him. He is ready to protect you for all time. So take the equipment in front of you and place it on you like Prudence and I did earlier,” Axel paused as he looked around the room.
Tyler and Jonah sat stunned. Each of them had just met their new partners. Tyler was introduced to Anji. And Jonah was introduced to Willa. They followed Jackson's instructions and placed the equipment on; it was also programmed and lit up.
Axel began again once all the commotion was over. “Now, sit next to your partners, and stop talking. You have all the time in the world to get to know them.”
Once everyone settled down, Axel continued.
“Just in case everyone is wondering what your assignments are, first let me explain a few things,” Axel said.
After a moment, he continued.
“Gideon and Temperance will run the underground medical center The Resistance started. Now that thousands of citizens have left the city, they are wandering nomads. They will need the services of The Resistance to assist them in their transition.” Everyone in the room was now talking to each other and had disrupted Axel again.
Axel waited for everyone to settle down, standing and making eye contact with each team member, which meant he was not happy at the moment.
Being the speaker he was, he began again feeling he had reached to the heart of who they were and would leave it up to them should they decide to stay or go. He was good with that. Axel was wise and knew it was time to finish up and let them decide for themselves.
He continued in his usual speechmaker voice and mood once the meeting was under control and the team had settled down.
Over the past year, Prudence and I have been working on reorganizing Central Core. 
The Resistance was and is more needed now than ever with assisting in the relocation and reform of those who have lost their way since leaving our beloved city.
Maximus is currently doing the job he was meant to do of saving the world from itself. He may have started life as misguided as his founder was, but facts and truth matter.
When something becomes a matter of record, it is only human to assume it is factual and truthful. After all, when it is the written word, it must be true, correct? No, you must question anything and everything.
If something was generated by artificial intelligence, then it must be factual and truthful. But it wasn’t. Phoenix was wrong and has cost millions of lives since his theories and ideas were passed down in Maximus. Even Maximus believes the information simply because his maker said so. He will see that we never revert to the old ways now that we know the facts and the truth.
Axel directed everyone to take a break to stretch their legs and get to know their new partners. An official meeting would soon be called to order in the conference room back upstairs.
Axel began again once everyone settled in the main meeting room and away from the confines of the library.
He picked up where he had left off.
Thank you all for being here and promptly returning to the meeting we left so we could visit our most sacred place, the library.
As you know, we no longer use books to understand when and where to travel in time so we can repair it. As some of you know, that method was old, antiquated, and very dangerous for anyone.
I used my old diary and was split into two people, which was a nightmare knowing half of me was out there possibly changing the world, heaven forbid.
We’ve come a long way from those old days, but the library is where it all began. It’s why it became Central Core. Books in this time in our history are revered as almost holy. Much of them in the library can no longer be touched for fear they may crumble. But they are also in our database and can be called up occasionally as needed.
However, Maximus carries all the knowledge within him that can be found in each book in the library; hundreds of thousands are here. Just think of the millions that have been written since the printed book was outlawed and we went digital all the way. Just think of all those trees we saved.
Yet, Axel felt he had lost their attention as he went on and on because of all the passion he felt for the past, present, and future of his and their world.
“Axel, you’ve gone off on a tangent now. I can’t stand it anymore! Why are we here? Why are we wearing these ridiculous things around our arms and uniforms none of us have ever seen before today. Get to the point, friend. I really like my new partner. And I think I can speak for all of us on that one. Great pairing. But why are we here?” Jonah asked.
“Jonah, you can thank Maximus for picking your partner, as can everyone in this room. I had to call this meeting quickly because it was time, and some of you forced my hand on the matter. I have assignments, so listen up.”
Axel grabbed his digital pad from his pocket and began reading the list of names, places, and things for his new team to do immediately. He settled it all in one final speech before his team chose to travel back in time to save themselves, their future, and everyone's.
Jonah, you and Willa must study the library’s history, become its historians, and report back to Central Core as often as necessary to complete your duties. You have your assigned time and must remain there until you are called upon. Jonah, if you decide not to go back further than when you were born, Paige and Jackson can do that for you since Jackson has been well-trained for that type of jump.
Paige, you are one of the most extraordinary librarians I have ever known. You and Jackson are in charge of running the library from its opening day and going forward, should that become necessary. You may not remember, but Jackson was the security guard who locked up the building night after night and has throughout its existence.
Tyler, you, and Anji will assist through the time I have assigned you. Report back to Central Core as often as necessary. You will have your assigned time and must remain there unless called upon.
Gideon and Temperance, of course, run The Resistance Underground Medical Center and will continue to do so until otherwise ordered.
Prudence and I will see that Willowdale never becomes the City of Maximus again. Measures have been implemented to secure it. We have no choice but to lead the world until we can all choose how to proceed in some standard fashion, if there is one. You are dismissed. Now, go do your jobs and report back to me from time to time. Axel adjourned the meeting, and everyone left excitedly to start their new jobs and learn from their partners.


Five years later. Willowdale was once again a thriving place without the interference of the old AI controlling it all. Many walks of life lived there, including the wealthy, middle class, and the poor. They had a job and were still struggling with all the changes.
Time travel was outlawed unless you were assigned a position that required it. Not many were trusted with this as time had become so fragile; most feared it would collapse upon itself and life would be non-existent. Everyone knew a paradox would and could cause an implosion. They had been lucky so far. Other than that, the transporters functioned just fine; jumping from the city to the countryside to wherever a stationary transporter was had been a way of life for over a hundred and fifty years. Time travel was regarded as more of a safety thing that allowed humankind to continue life as everyone knew it. That protection was the most crucial responsibility anyone could hope for. It was a great honor to even see a time traveler, much less speak to one.
There was a lot of work ahead for Axel and his team, old and new, but they had faith in humanity and believed they were on the right track in saving it. The team then jumped back in time to protect their library for all time.
“Darling, do you think any of our team will ever choose to use the EMIT? I mean, truly use it for the greatest gift it offers? I was just thinking that Eternal Moment in Time is a very valuable technology that only they have. I can’t help but wonder if any one of them will ever choose to stay where they are and live many generations when they are ready for some kind of normal life?” Prudence asked.
“I think so. But not until they are ready to retire. And if I know our team, they’ll work to save our world right up until there is no world to save, should it come down to that! But, they do carry this knowledge that they can just stop and then live in one place, keeping a low profile, of course, so as not to have to explain why they have never aged. It would be interesting to see who would be the first to decide on EMIT and use it as their retirement plan,” Axel replied.


Sometime in the near future…
Suddenly, all alarms began to ring unexpectedly throughout Central Core. Someone or something was attempting to change history permanently. There would be no reversal or repairing time as they had done when the books were used as a guide to know when and where to jump. Those books in that one single library held a magic that was never truly understood by any other human being. The message running across the visuals for Axel and Prudence was clear and began to repeat over and over…
URGENT: This message is from Paige and Jackson. There have been several small fires in the library just around the time it was built in the late nineteenth century. No record or mention of this event has ever been recorded, not even in your time, Axel. We had been checking on some anomalies when we saw the fire and extinguished it.
This is the hallowed of all places where time travel was invented and Maximus was created. Artificial intelligence has changed our world for the better despite the learning curve we have had with it. If we lose the library from the early years of its existence, life as we know it now may not exist. As far as we know, we will never be born. If the fire flares up again and we can not contain it, all time and artificial intelligence technology will be lost to humankind. Or, we will suffer a significant setback, so nothing will ever be the same again, not even us.
Our most significant discovery to date was a secret laboratory in the basement, and the library was primarily used as a front. But we also believe it was because of its vast knowledge of information available for whatever diabolical plot Phoenix, Maximus' creator, may or may not have had. We suspect it was him in the flesh who had been hiding there for as long as time would allow. Could he have owned an EMIT or possibly another type of time travel equipment we are unaware of? Eternal Moment in Time is a piece of time travel equipment Phoenix should never have. It would give him way too much power and make it difficult for us to track him down, but we will if it is him and he is still alive.
Either way, we found a charred body, which we suspect may have been Phoenix, but we are unsure since we do not have his DNA. We will need his genetic code to compare to the remains we have found. We can not allow such a momentous paradox such as this to occur. The entire team will be chasing this criminal until we destroy him once and for all. Please stay in the future; we need you both to use Maximus to help you monitor time in 2252 for any anomalies. However, we sure could use Gideon and Temperance if they are interested. We'll chase Phoenix to the end of time if it becomes necessary.
END TRANSMISSION.
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