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Bits of time lay everywhere, like broken peanut shells. Cailin Russell moved carefully as she took the last step down to the tarmac, but the pieces were everywhere. Time didn’t make a sound, but she was positive she heard the pieces crackling under her feet.

Breaking time? What had happened? Time wasn’t supposed to break!

The jet engines were a steady roar, kicking up jet exhaust and bits of time. Cailin’s chestnut hair, still cut short from her time in the Army, whipped around her face and into her eyes. She’d dressed simply for the last-minute flight: black jeans and a white Henley shirt and cute ankle boots.

“This way!”

A man in a dark blue police uniform waved her to twin yellow lines marking the path to the glass gate doors. His pace was at a ‘range walk,’ fast and with a purpose. Cailin hefted her carry-on duffel bag strap over her shoulder and followed.

As she entered the air-conditioned gate area, time slipped out of joint. It felt like jesters had grabbed her limbs and were trying to pull on them in different directions at the same time.

She heard screams and cries from other people in the terminal. One man vomited.

Time spilled her forty-seven years in the past, on a street that had long ago disappeared under a bulldozer. Her grandmother walked along the gutter, pushing a baby carriage that looked flimsy by today’s standards. A man in a white uniform hurried up the sidewalk to a house, milk bottles in a metal carrier clattering.

She followed along, her time sense tracking the energy of where the crack was. She caught a flash of burgundy blurring in the corner of her eye, but as she turned, time pulled her out. She bounced off another broken piece hard enough to make her stomach roil.

“Not this time,” she said.

She knew what to do with this. Her first battle with time had been on the battlefield after a war had broken the timelines. Time was always unstable; that was its nature. But violence made it more unstable.

Like what she’d learned in the Army, shes made do with what she had.

Things in time worked like the dream world. You thought about it, you could change it.

So she pictured the Pacific Ocean. The cool, murky green water crashed in around her, and she gathered the smells of seaweed and the taste of salt brushing her lips. The water foamed as it spread out, filling in the cracks of the broken time with granules of sand.

She knew she’d stabilized the timeline when people stopped crying out and started groaning.

When she opened her eyes, she was the only one standing in the gate area. Everyone, including the police officer, huddled on the floor, pretending like the world wasn’t going to end.
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The officer turned a rather sickly shade of green. Cailin thought he moved as if he’d just stepped off a boat.

As they walked out through security to baggage claim and past people all in various states of recovery, she asked, “Got a name?”

He shot her a glance. “Vega.” He was Latino under that green, with a paunch that came in after forty. She thought his eyes had already seen too much that they couldn’t take back.

She hoped it hadn’t been from the broken time.

“What did you do?” he asked.

Cailin shrugged. “Just did.”

They hurried past the flat escalator, all bearing passengers who looked like they needed stretchers to carry them out. One heavyset man sagged against the escalator railing like it was the only thing holding him. His face was too gray.

“Get medical attention!” she snapped at him like a drill sergeant, though she’d never gotten that high in rank. Another escalator passenger, an older woman with powdery skin, came up to check on him.

Vega gave her a weary expression. “You do this all the time?”

“No.” Cailin managed a wan smile. “But I am good at improvising.”

She suspected that was why the Time Council called her. Los Angeles had its own council, though it was probably rife with regulations and taxed to death. They wouldn’t get good Time Fixers, not with how little they paid and how high the rents were.

“How long has this been going on?” she asked as they entered the carousel area.

Passengers sat on the metal railing surrounding the carousel, all looking like they were ready to melt all over everything. Baggage claim should have been noisy with the chatter of voices and banging luggage, but it was too quiet.

“You got anything?” Vega asked. Cailin shook her head. He took a field notepad from his breast pocket and consulted it. “Four days ago. 9:18 a.m.”

His eyes were shadowed.

“What’d you see?” she asked.

His words were all hunched up. “One of our officers, a good man, was killed in the line of duty two years ago. Side of the freeway, just him and the driver of the car. Shot him. Watched it happen. Watched him die. Couldn’t do anything. Just stood there. Did he even know I was there?”

“No. They can’t see you. All you can do is watch.”

Vega looked away. “Yeah.”

She wished she could give him better answers.
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The Time Council had a small office on the second floor over an insurance agency that was owned by one of the Council members. The building was old, with enough layers of paint that an archeologist might have been able to dig out a history. The narrow stairs groaned as Cailin and Vega went up to the second floor.

They emerged in a large room furnished with furniture discarded from a cube farm somewhere. Basic gray. It was a place to put file cabinets. What would you file for time breaks?

The man that greeted them was pasty-skinned, big enough to make Cailin feel uncomfortable getting too close. He wore a cheap suit—also gray—and his tie dangled to his crotch when he sat.

“So, you’re the heap big-time fixer.” His lips, too red for a man, stretched into an unfriendly smile.

“That’s Addison Scott,” Vega murmured.

Cailin dropped her duffel on the carpet, hoping it wouldn’t get swallowed up by gray, and gave him a stare back. “The Council called me. I didn’t volunteer.”

They’d also paid her. Quite a bit of money, including the flight.

“Not my choice,” Addison said.

Cailin kept silent, refusing to let him bait her. She could smell what he wanted: Her to overreact, and then he could kick her out. But the time breaks had to be scaring someone high level.

“Can you help?” Vega asked, and Cailin was grateful he’d cut through the hostility.

Addison snorted. “She can’t do anything we haven’t tried already.”

“She stopped the one this afternoon.”

Addison’s cheeks reddened. “Luck from a beginner. Do you know how long I’ve been a Time Fixer?”

“Then tell me what you already know about what’s causing this.” Cailin gave him her best poker face. Despite his hostility, he might know what was going on.

Addison spoke to her like was a child. “Time is unstable. These slips are expected.”

Cailin chose her words carefully, though she thought Addison hadn’t taken the time to learn much. He’d probably only encountered routine events previously. “That’s true, but this is pretty bad—at least from what I’ve seen at the airport. How far are the slips being experienced?”

This time Vega answered. She’d thank him with chocolate later. “So far, most of Sun Valley and parts of North Hollywood and Burbank. The airport borders Sun Valley. Would a map of the boundaries help?”

Cailin nodded. While Vega spread out a map of the area on the desktop and marked it with a stinky smelling pen, Addison gave her a disapproving look.

“This seems like a waste of time,” he said. “If it’s such a big problem, why aren’t you rushing out to fix it?”

“Because I imagine the Council has already tried fixing it. I’m trying to come in from a fresh angle. Can either of you tell me if there’s an area that’s had a lot of slips, like an epicenter of an earthquake?”

“It’s just been bad all over,” Addison said. A little too fast.

But Vega was shaking his head, just enough to make sure that Cailin could see it.

All Cailin could think of was that she needed to get away from Addison’s influence. “Well, we’ll drive the border. See what we find.”

“Waste of time,” Addison said again and seemed strangely satisfied.

Once Cailin and Vega were outside, Vega said, “I didn’t like the way Scott was acting. He has to know that the boundary is expanding.”

“It is?” A tremor of alarm ran down Cailin’s spine.

“Four days ago, it only included Sun Valley.”
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Sun Valley was at the base of the Verdugo Mountains, great rolling hills brown against the blue sky. It was a curious mix of houses, apartments, and strip mall stores. Just a few blocks from an elementary school, a store advertised its wares in bold letters: Liquor. Just a few blocks from that, a big Catholic church sprawled almost two blocks, ending with a boxy structure that had to be the sanctuary.

Cailin sat in the passenger side of the police car, nursing an iced caramel coffee. She looked out the window, taking everything in and not sure what she was looking for.

“Have you had any violence in this area?”

“Like what?” Vega asked. “The fast-food restaurant down the street got held up last week.”

“No.” Cailin stretched out her legs. They were cramped from sitting so much. “It’d have to be more violent than that. Like a mass shooting, an explosion. Big violence like that causes time slips.”

“No, nothing like that.”

Then what was causing the slips?

On a hunch, she said, “Can you park somewhere? I want to walk around.”

He found a spot at the curb and cut the engine. The air conditioning went with it, and the car heated with the day.

“This is a needle in a haystack,” Vega said. But he gamely got out and joined her on the sidewalk under the shade of a sycamore tree.

“That’s about right, unfortunately. I don’t know exactly what I’m looking for. But if I’m near the epicenter when time slips again, I might be able to find the source.”

They both stepped back as a boy in a sleeveless shirt and jeans rolled past on a skateboard, wheels bouncing over the sidewalk cracks. A mother sat out on the yellowing front lawn of a stucco house two doors down, watching her five-year-old daughter play with a wild-haired Barbie. The little girl had burgundy ribbons in her hair. Two boys wandered the sidewalk, following each other like a pair of dogs as they headed home.

Vega checked his watch. “School just let out.”

Time tilted so abruptly
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