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      My eyes snap open and I’m instantly awake, panic surging through me, and all I can see is a white blur above.

      In the second it takes my senses to return and tell me I’m lying down and looking at a glowing white ceiling, I’m already springing up, ready to fight. It’s pure instinct. I land on the balls of my feet and get my hands in front of me. I have no idea where I am or what’s going on, but I know I don’t want to be on my back for whatever comes next.

      Problem is, I’m already exhausted, like I could sleep for a month. My head is thick and my arms are heavy. If it weren’t for my heart thrashing away in my chest and my head buzzing with adrenaline, I’d lie back down and forget about the world for a while. But I can’t do that, not right now.

      I think up my wards, wanting protection, but they don’t come, and my hands stay dark as I try to fill them with energy.

      My powers. Where are my powers?

      “She’s awake!” Tyler says into his loop. “Anybody who wants to see this, get in here now.”

      For a second I’m shocked to see Tyler on the other side of a glass wall, still in his Omega Guard armor, but then I see Gibzon beside him. His arms are clasped behind his back, and his blank, calculating eyes see everything.

      Then it all comes back to me, where I am, why I’m here, and the memory of what happened in Arenjy’s apartment floods over me in a rush of dread.

      They’re not behind glass—I am. I’m in a cell. In the Eternity Station brig. We’re in nullspace, and that’s why my powers don’t work.

      Gibzon’s taken me prisoner.

      A sudden violent urge grabs hold and demands I rush the glass and pound out my rage, scream at them for the injustice of it. We just saved everything, the entire chronoverse, and this is what I get for it?

      Just stop and think about that for a second: our entire infinite multiverse is still around, still churning out timelines, people with lives and families and endless, beautiful histories, all because of what we did.

      The monoverse is dead—dying, at least—trapped in the fading underverse. It’ll never get here, never swallow all of us and turn us into more of it. We did that. Grackle and Xua and Arenjy and Einarr. All of them. Even Thrane. Even Dhemant.

      And Gibzon was the one who nearly killed us all. He called universal extinction from the depths of the chronoverse, and I’m the one in jail? Somehow I’m in the wrong?

      Hell, no.

      I want to scream at them. I want to fight.

      I want to, but I won’t.

      That’d just play into the tale Gibzon’s about to tell: look at poor crazed Jasmin, her mind tainted by exposure to the underverse. She doesn’t know what she’s saying.

      Uh-uh. No way.

      I may be on this side of the cell now, but once the truth comes out we’ll see how long that lasts. I need to keep my temper, I’m not wrong. Everyone will see that. They’ll have to.

      Right?

      I loosen my stance, putting my arms down, and that’s when I notice Gibzon must have somehow got my underverse armor off me. In the initial shock of waking here I forgot all about it. Now I’m just wearing a simple gray jumpsuit and shoes that look like slippers. I’ll just have to try not to think too much about him undressing me while I was unconscious.

      I take a moment to take stock of my body, but I feel okay. Bone-tired and a little woozy, but I’m not hurt. Not physically anyway.

      Knowing Gibzon was behind the monoverse, that he’s deceived me and the rest of the Omega Guard from the very start—it’s got me reeling like no pain I’ve ever felt. It’s like how I imagine cancer feels, but instead of ravaging my body, it’s riddled through my thoughts, eating away at everything I thought I knew was true.

      Gibzon was like no one I’d ever met. I thought he was a force of good in an uncaring multiverse, someone I could look to when the decisions got hard. And I thought he was my friend. I thought I could trust him. When I lost everything, he was the one person I had, who I could count on. But all this time he’s been working against us.

      At least now it’s all out in the open. He can’t hide behind his lies anymore.

      My cell’s directly across from the brig entrance, center stage, like I’m a prize on display, the first thing you see when you walk in. Three cells run down each side of the room away from me, toward the door, and all the walls between them are clear.

      I’m not the only prisoner here either, and worst of all I know most of them—hell, I brought most of them here.

      Irfan. The twins, Auroria and Aquina. They’re all watching. That’s fine. I don’t mind an audience. As far as I’m concerned, the more people around when Gibzon has to manufacture an explanation for everything I’ve just been through, the better. More witnesses for when the truth is finally revealed.

      The only good thing is Grackle and Xua aren’t here too, though I bet they’d both love to see what’s about to happen.

      “Look who finally showed up to the party!” Irfan calls from the cell next to mine in his curt English accent. His brown eyes are twinkling with amusement—he must love that I’m here. “I knew you’d end up on this side of the glass eventually.”

      “Shut it,” Tyler calls over his shoulder, and when Irfan opens his mouth to toss out another smart-ass comment his lips just flap silently, like his voice is trapped inside his cell. Gibzon must have muted Irfan from the rest of the brig, but didn’t so much as twitch in the process. His gaze never leaves me.

      Just then the brig door slides open and the rest of the Omega Guard piles in—Elia, Jenya, Taka, Rho—who’s real name I don’t actually know—and two new recruits I’ve yet to meet. They gather around Tyler and Gibzon and take their turn gawping at me.

      None of them have changed out of their armor, so I couldn’t have been out for long.  Jenya and Taka seem chagrinned to see me locked up. Like Tyler, they have a hard time meeting my eyes. Jenya keeps a disinterested air, while Taka’s half bent over himself, staring at the floor.

      Elia’s eyes are full of satisfaction though, she’s actively excited to see me. Her tongue flicks over her thin purple lips as she watches me, like she can’t get enough of the taste of how things ended up.

      I barely know Rho. She’s a pale ginger girl who keeps her hair in a long thick braid. She’s hanging back a little, watching with uncertain curiosity, but the two I haven’t met are right up in the front row next to Gibzon and Elia. One’s female, with long straight black hair, sun-kissed skin, a sharp nose and hard eyes, and the other’s male, with a dark brown complexion, hair shorn close to the scalp, and muscles bulging under his armor.

      Right now they all think I turned on them, think I betrayed them, and the new members don’t know me, so it might be harder to get through to them, but the others won’t be able to brush my accusations off so easily. Gibzon’s been lying to them from the start, every conversation filled with subtle shifts and half-truths, making us believe the chronoverse was what he said it was. Now we know different.

      He didn’t tell us he’d struck a deal with Thrane. He never told us about the timelines he kept off the Destiny Matrix. He didn’t tell us he’d meddled with the fabric of creation to manifest a living nightmare. But he did all that. More. Who knows how much more?

      They don’t know the truth, most of them anyway. Just wait until I hit them with a blast of reality. They know me. We’re a team. We’ve fought for each other. Died for each other. Once I tell them what Gibzon’s really been up to, they’ll demand answers, and then we’ll see how Gibzon handles his whole crew mutinying against him. Even without our powers he can’t lock us all up.

      I stop worrying about everyone else and focus on Gibzon, concentrate on his smooth, blandly handsome face and stupid Ken-doll hair. Is it weird I’m looking forward to this?

      I take a breath and get ready for the fight of my life.

      “You lied to us,” I start. “All this time, you had us fooled, but now I know the truth. You pretend to be a hero, a benevolent god protecting the chronoverse, but you’ve only ever been concerned with yourself. All this, everything you did here, was a con. You created the monoverse, and kept that from us, and then tried to stop us from destroying it. You know far more than you’ve told us, but now it’s all come crashing down.” I step right up to the clear barrier, as close to Gibzon’s face as I can. I want to see him squirm. “Go ahead and talk yourself out of this one, smart guy.”

      Elia turns her head and throws Gibzon a questioning glance, but he doesn’t move, and I turn my attention to her. This is it. She may hate me right now, may see me as a traitor, but she’ll come around once she hears the truth, I know she will. She’s too pragmatic to ignore a knife in her back, and it’ll be nice to see her turn her anger on someone deserving for once. “Elia, I know a lot’s happened between us, but he’s hiding things from you. This whole time, one lie after another. You have to see I’m not your enemy. Elia, please.”

      She takes another hard glance at Gibzon, then says, “Are you going to unmute her?”

      “She’s just returned from the underverse,” Gibzon says, but his voice isn’t coming from his lips, it’s coming from all directions at once, and I look up and around for the speakers, but don’t see anything. “Its corroding effect could have had a negative effect on her personality. We wanted to prepare you first, as it may be unpleasant.”

      For a second I don’t understand, but then I realize Gibzon’s had me on silent this whole time. He’s transmitting the sound into my cell but not letting anything get out. No one heard anything I said.

      My chest begins to vibrate, shivering as the full weight of what I’m up against settles on me. Gibzon’s prepared for every outcome, for every eventuality. Even the truth might not be enough to beat him. He’s probably come armed with his own set of facts.

      “Her personality was already unpleasant, can’t be any worse now,” Elia says, glaring at me.

      Gibzon’s lips spread in the tiniest of smiles, a smile only I can see, as he says, “Of course, we owe her at least the chance to explain herself.” He angles his head at me. “Jasmin, we’ve opened audio to your cell.”

      Suddenly everything I wanted to say is gone from my head. My cheeks burn. Gibzon’s playing with me. He knows he can’t defend himself from what he’s done, so he’s using the only power he has—messing with my head. Well I won’t let him.

      He’s staring at me, and while his face is completely blank, I can tell that on the inside he’s laughing. I know he’s trying to rattle me, trying to get a rise, so that’s exactly what I can’t give him.

      “You stole my powers,” I say, the accusation heavy in my voice. “Back in New York.”

      “I did,” he replies.

      “And you shot me,” I say, angling my head at Tyler.

      “It was a tranq,” Tyler says, not meeting my eyes.

      I touch my chest, right above my heart where the dart hit me. “Still hurts,” I say, and let my voice convey exactly how shitty a thing it was.

      He winces and gives Gibzon a timid glance, and then his eyes drop. He knows.

      I take a breath and open my mouth to talk but Gibzon gets there first.

      “Jasmin Parker, we hereby charge you with theft from Eternity Station, with conspiring with an enemy of the chronoverse, and with betraying the Omega Guard. How do you answer these charges?”

      “I can explain all of that, and you know it.”

      “Indeed. You claim we were responsible for creating a new universe, the monoverse as you have described it, and you assert your transgressions were all in service of defeating it, of somehow destroying an entire universe. We know you to have once been a valued member of the team, but what proof do you have?”

      Proof? He wants proof?

      My first instinct is to tell him to go to the underverse and see for himself, see how the monoverse has overrun what little remains there. He got the dimensional lens back, nearly trapping us in the underverse when he shut down what we thought was our only escape route, but something tells me I should keep it to myself that some of the monoverse survived the death of its home universe. As far as he knows we destroyed it, and I don’t want to give away anything. It’s locked in the underverse now, but if Gibzon knew it was still alive he’d absolutely go looking for it.

      “I talked to it,” I say, defiant. “I can still hear its cold voice in my ears. If we hadn’t killed it, it would have overrun everything.”

      “You say you communicated with the creature?” Gibzon asks, and I can’t be sure, but something about the way his voice rises, just a fraction, tells me I’ve surprised him, giving him information he didn’t know, which is exactly what I was trying not to do. “That’s hardly proof we can hold and examine.”

      “We nearly died to kill it. What more do you want?”

      He raises his hands in a shrug. “Only the truth. As we understand events, in coordination with the Remnants and the one called Xuannu, a potentially unstable version of your previous self—someone, incidentally, who betrayed this team once already—you stole the dimensional lens, the single most powerful piece of technology in the chronoverse, and used it to infiltrate the underverse against our express orders. And now you’ve come back with an outlandish tale and expect us all to merely accept your word as justification of your actions. We have delicate sensors tuned to study ripples in the chronoverse, and yet we have seen no evidence of anything such as you describe. Surely you understand our skepticism.”

      “No!” I shout, banging my fist on the clear plastic between us, then instantly regretting it. I need to stay cool. “Of course I expect you to believe me. Why would I lie?”

      “We cannot ascribe motive, but exposure to the underverse could explain your delusional state.”

      “Oh no—” Here he goes, trying to play me off like I’m crazy. Like I’m making this all up. “I wish I was lying, but it happened. I watched it happen.”

      “And yet—”

      “You can ask Grackle, or Xua. They’ll back me up.”

      “Or Arenjy?” Gibzon adds in a leading tone. “We have every intention, but they fled rather than submit themselves for questioning.”

      “Can you blame them?”

      Gibzon makes the slightest of shrugs, but it’s Elia who asks, “If they’re so innocent, why run?”

      “Because you were going to lock them up!” I feel my temper flaring and have to rein myself in. I take a breath. “I would have run too, but Gibzon turned my powers off—did you know he could do that?”

      Her eyes narrow briefly and she throws him a sideways glance. She didn’t. And from the uncertain looks on everyone else’s faces, no one else did either.

      “We’ll admit we kept that particular ability hidden,” Gibzon says, his voice contrite. “We’ve developed a device able to harness the natural effects of nullspace and destabilize the negative energy field in a localized area. We kept its existence hidden only as a fail-safe, in the off-chance one of you should turn on the rest of the team. A secret, yes, but one that was proven to be necessary. It disarmed a confrontation that could have gone much differently.”

      “You all buy that?” I ask the group, but none of my former teammates meet my eyes, no one except Elia, who seems to be enjoying this. “And what about the timelines he’s kept from us, and not just a few, either?”

      Gibzon spreads his arms and turns to the team behind him. “Yes, we kept the nullifier from you, but it was for your safety, which is of course our primary concern. And as for these so-called hidden timelines, we assure you we have done nothing of the sort. The Destiny Matrix, by necessity, is designed to chart any and all fluctuations in the chronoverse. We couldn’t hide or edit elements of it even if we wished.”

      “He’s lying,” I say to the team, but I already know how this is going. I’m an unhinged traitor, and he’s Gibzon, super-genius savior of the chronoverse. Still, I have to try.

      “You have to believe me. Look into it yourselves, you owe me that much at least. You’ll see I’m not lying.”

      Elia’s firmly on Gibzon’s side, but I can tell the others don’t know what to think.

      I want to get angry—I am angry. Gibzon is lying to everyone, but I need to keep it together. I’ve got the truth on my side, and it’ll come out eventually. Even Gibzon can’t hide from reality forever.

      “Yes, please do,” Gibzon says to the team. “We encourage you to explore Jasmin’s assertions. Leave no stone unturned, as it were. We will not stand in your way. We need you all to know you can trust us .”

      So that’s it then. My big revelatory moment fizzles as the team backs off and slinks away. So much for the truth. They’re still all on his side, for now at least. Nothing I said changed anything.

      The nervous energy that’s kept me standing this long finally fades and I slump down on my cot.

      I’m trapped here, I know that, but I’m not helpless. I’ll keep working on them, every day, little by little. Eventually one of them will find the truth. They’ll stumble across a timeline that shouldn’t exist—or the monoverse will escape its dying prison and find its way here. One way or another, the truth will out.

      I only hope we’re all still around to see it when it does.
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      Gibzon comes at the same time every day, seven AM on the nose. I’m awake already, waiting for him. The frosted glass over all the other cells goes clear as the sleep cycle ends, but the sound remains cut out, blocking the other prisoners from overhearing us and preempting Irfan’s incessant complaints.

      They know the routine as well as I do, and they silently grumble about it every day, except he’s not coming for them. It’s me he’s interested in.

      He’s silent as he glides into the brig, his hands crossed ahead of him at the waist, moving like a ghost in his long gray coat. He strides down the length of the room, passing between the other six cells, but after all these weeks no one even bothers to pay him much attention. These visits always go the same way.

      At first these early morning interrogations unnerved me, but I’m ready for him now, sitting cross-legged on my bunk with my hands on my knees, focusing on my breathing like we used to do together after a tough workout back when I thought we were friends.

      He stops a few feet from the clear barrier separating us, we lock eyes, and I stare into his blank gaze, trying my best to match his unblinking expression.

      “Good day, Jasmin,” Gibson begins, as always. I’ve been locked in here for eighty-nine days, nearly three months, and he’s given the same speech every morning. “Are you well?”

      I don’t respond, haven’t for weeks, but still he waits a moment to see if I’ll answer, and when I don’t, he continues. “Please understand we take no pleasure in keeping you here. This was never our intent, and we would alter the circumstances if we could, but that requires your cooperation.” He pauses, and if he was human this is where he’d clear his throat. “Jasmin Parker, you stand charged with theft from Eternity Station, with conspiring with an enemy of the chronoverse, and with betraying the Omega Guard. We entreat you to give a full and truthful accounting of what transpired in the underverse, fully answer our questions, agree to assist us in understanding, and we will grant you leniency. Do you have anything to say in your defense?”

      Eighty-nine times he’s asked, and eighty-nine times he’s gone away unsatisfied. Though it’s only recently that I started reflecting his quiet energy back at him. I wasn’t nearly so calm at first. I tried my best to keep it reined in, but I have to admit it got rough there for a while.

      I went through all the stages, though not all of them equally, and not in the right order.

      I skipped denial completely, jumped over anger, and immediately started bargaining. Anger wasn’t going to help—I needed to be in control. I thought if I could just get the chance to explain to the others—I knew Elia was a lost cause, and didn’t push with her—but I thought Tyler or Jenya or even Taka would listen. Someone would believe me. They’d have to see I was telling the truth and join me.

      But no one did. I presented the evidence, explaining what happened in the underverse, why I was working with Thrane and the other Remnants, why Xuannu and I stole the dimensional lens. I told them about the monoverse, about how Gibzon created it and we ended it before it was able to swallow everything. I only kept quiet about it escaping to the underverse and didn’t mention what it told us about boundless being keys to the chronoverse. I didn’t want Gibzon to know everything.

      At first I was surprised that Gibzon let them see me. But why wouldn’t he, when he had evidence to refute every point I made? He was patient and understanding, in public anyway. As far as the rest of the team is concerned I turned out just like Xua—I was headstrong and abandoned the team to do what I thought was best, and when I went to the underverse to save Grackle, my time there corrupted me. I’m not evil, just sick. Confused. My thoughts warped by the underverse.

      When I told them about the monoverse, Gibzon offered up the Destiny Matrix and showed everyone that no such thing existed. It was a lie, but the team had no reason not to believe their leader.

      When I reminded them about the timelines he’d been keeping from them, he claimed they’d just recently appeared on the Destiny Matrix.

      When I explained to them, over and over, that Grackle, Xuannu, and Arenjy had all risked their lives to save everyone, Gibzon said if they were innocent, they should surrender themselves. That their hiding only proved their guilt.

      And when I asked why Gibzon had been holding back the tech that nullified our powers, he said he’d been saving it. For a moment such as this, when one of our own betrayed us, and good thing he did.

      Nothing I said made a difference. He has all the answers.

      Elia’s a true believer and I didn’t even try with her. I can tell Jenya is conflicted, but she doesn’t know what to think and is siding with Gibzon I think because it’s the path of least resistance.

      Tyler doesn’t know either, but he also doesn’t want to know. He thinks it’ll all blow over. He keeps telling me to just be good and it’ll all be back to normal in no time.

      Taka is still new to all this, and I see him looking at me sometimes, questions in his eyes, but he’s toed the line so far.

      The other three, Theta, Zeta, and Rho, are fully on Gibzon’s side. They don’t know me, but they’ve heard what Xua did, and they have no reason to trust anything other than what Gibzon tells them. After all, he’s the smartest man in the chronoverse, has tamed nullspace and keeps his headquarters here, and they have no reason to believe he’d lie to them.

      I know how they feel. I used to feel the same way.

      Of all the Omega Guard, I’ve seen Hadir the least. His duties with the Department of Temporal Research and Security don’t give him many chances to return to Eternity Station, and I have no idea what he thinks of all this.

      I tried and tried to get through to them, and when nothing I said seemed to matter, and the hopelessness grew acute, that’s when the anger finally became too much to contain.

      One morning I woke up, staring at the blank white ceiling, thinking about the monotonous day ahead, knowing no one would listen to the truth, and I snapped. I raged in my cell for most of the day, tossed my bed and pounded against the walls in frustration, but that burned itself out quick. It wasn’t even satisfying.

      I spent the next day under my covers, hiding from everyone, but even that didn’t last. Afterwards I just picked myself up and got on with it. I’m trapped here, no changing that, but this isn’t over, not by a long shot.

      Gibzon and I know the truth. Except I’ve still got my secrets. He thinks we destroyed the monoverse. If he knew it was sealed into the Remnants’ universe, he’d stop at nothing to get to it. For now it’s enough to know that he doesn’t know everything.

      So now I’m waiting. Being observant. Learning. Something will happen. Something will change. If there’s one thing I’ve learned, it’s to expect the impossible. I need to be ready when it comes.

      Gibzon stands unmoving for the next hour, and I give it right back to him. Once the time is up he turns without a word and walks away, his steps silent on the glowing white floor.
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      After the morning’s performance the cells are unmuted and we’re back to the daily grind. Not that there’s much ever happening around here. Meals come like clockwork—trays with breakfast, lunch, or dinner slide out of a slot in the wall—we don’t talk much, and visitors are rare.

      “Why don’t you just tell him what he wants to ‘ear?” Irfan asks for like the thousandth time. He’s leaning against the clear glass of his cell, and while the rest of us try to keep to ourselves, Irfan can’t seem to sit still or ever shut up. He chatters on for hours, talking to hear the sound of his voice. Thank goodness I’ve got some limited control over how my cell behaves. I keep him muted most of the time.

      Three months I’ve been here. It’s starting to get to me.

      “Because I didn’t do anything wrong,” I say, also for the thousandth time.

      “Who cares?” he says “I’d say anything to get out of here.”

      “And that’s why you deserve to be here,” I say, though I’m not sure if I actually believe that anymore. I thought Gibzon was right by trying to police the chronoverse: people with power like us are still just people—just because we can tear a city down doesn’t mean we’re able to make wise decisions or use our powers responsibly. Seems like most people with unlimited power tend to abuse it . But still, who is Gibzon to unilaterally decide to imprison people? The only laws I broke were his. We were out there protecting the chronoverse from him.

      “No one deserves to be in here,” Irfan says, brushing his hair back out of his eyes, and even though he may be right, he sure as hell can’t be trusted out in the world. He gets out of here and ten minutes later he’ll be bored and right back to blasting through some unsuspecting timeline for kicks.

      The thing is, as much as Irfan annoys me, he’s really the only one I have to talk to. The twins barely say anything at all. They’re in cells across from each other, in the middle block in the rows of three running along each side of the room, and they spend most of their time on their bunks, having silent conversations with their eyes.

      All I do, from morning to night, is try to figure a way to get out of here, but as far as prisons go I suppose the accommodations could be worse. The cells are comfortable. The food’s good enough. There’s endless entertainment. I’ve listened to music and watched movies and TV from across decades and timelines. Gibzon even found a version of Earth where John Lennon’s still alive and the Beatles got back together for a pretty good album in the ’80s.

      He has everything catalogued on the station computer, and the library is enormous, hundreds of thousands of hours, more than anyone could ever need. It’s like obsessive with him, but at least it gives us something to do instead of staring at the blank white walls for hours a day.

      I’ve got my own private bathroom at the back of the cell and another little room I can use to change in and out of my jumpsuits when they get dirty. Usually the walls are white so no one can see through, and I can even control the whiteout on the cell when the other prisoners get to be too much, but Gibzon can always override it and turn every wall in here to clear glass.

      My needs are met. I’m not suffering, but still I’ve grown to hate this place. Gibzon knows exactly how to manipulate, how to turn every screw. He gives us just enough control to have something to take away as punishment.

      The first time I came to Eternity Station I thought it was wonderful, almost magic. But now I see it for what it really is—a fancy tomb. I’m buried alive, deep under the surface of reality. We all are, and no one’s coming for us.

      This is what I’d always worried about, that we were at Gibzon’s mercy when we were here. It seemed absurd at the time—why would we ever worry about him turning on us? Well, that was then. I was naive, and scared of what I’d become. And I was in awe of Gibzon, I saw him as a friend and a mentor and a confidante, someone who understood what we were going through. Except he was playing me the whole time, playing all of us. I know better now, my eyes are open. I only wish I had listened to Xua when I had the chance.

      I hope she and Grackle are okay. Though since they’re not in here it means they’re still out there somewhere. I just wish there was some way to talk to them. Hell, I even miss Arenjy. She might be a Remnant, and at times intensely frustrating, but she’s not evil, not like Thrane and the others anyway—though in the end they proved to be more than they seemed too.

      I guess it just goes to show, none of us are all one thing or another. Thrane erased the lives of billions of people to keep his universe from dying, then sacrificed himself to save Xua, Grackle and me. Dhemant and Einarr too, they both gave their lives for something greater than themselves.

      Whereas Gibzon, whom I thought was the most well-intentioned man I’d ever met, turns out to be just as wicked as anything. He was lying to us, keeping us occupied running around putting out the cosmic equivalent of small brush fires, while we ignored the all-consuming inferno that was raging towards us.

      If anyone deserves to be locked up, it’s him. I just don’t know how I’m supposed to do that.

      Not yet, anyway.

      Irfan’s still leaning against his cell wall, waiting for me to respond. It’s not like he has anything better to do.

      So, does he deserve to be in here?

      Maybe, but I don’t think it’s up to me to decide. Just like it shouldn’t be Gibzon’s. I just give him a shrug as the slot in the wall opens and breakfast slides out—looks good, an omelette and juice—and head back to sit on my cot and eat.

      Doesn’t matter one way or another whether we deserve to be in here or not. Unless Gibzon changes his mind, none of us are going anywhere.
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      I’m picking away at the square of apple cobbler in my dinner tray while half-watching a sitcom from ten years into my timeline’s future when the door to the brig whooshes open. I hear Tyler laughing and look up just in time to see Jenya shush him, and he it cuts it off with an obviously fake cough.

      “Hey, Jas,” Tyler calls from the door. “We were having dinner and thought we’d drop by.”

      “Been a while,” I say, trying to keep the accusation out of my voice.

      “Yeah,” Jenya answers, looking everywhere but at me. “Things have been pretty nuts lately.”

      The initial rush of joy at seeing them is quickly tainted by competing bursts of frustration and hurt. Jenya and Tyler used to be my friends, and now they’re my jailers. They came around to see me at first, but that got weird as the things to say that weren’t about me being a prisoner and how Gibzon was the real bad guy dried up, and eventually the visits trickled to a stop. I was mad for a while, but it can’t have been easy for them either. I kept telling them Gibzon wasn’t to be trusted, but it’s my word against his, and I’ve got no proof of anything. All they know for sure is I stole the dimensional lens and assaulted Elia in the process. What are they supposed to do? Quit the Omega Guard in protest? Stage a mutiny? I get it, they’ve got about as much control over all this as I have.

      The only small comfort is I know they feel awkward about it.

      “We brought someone to see you,” Tyler says with a glance behind him.

      As conflicting as it is to see them, my heart kicks when I see who they’re with. It’s not just Jenya and Tyler—Taka and Elia are behind them, and while I’m not overjoyed to see Elia, they’ve brought Hadir with them too. It’s been weeks since I’ve seen any of my former teammates, and this is the first time I’ve seen Hadir since before everything with the monoverse. I want to be happy to see them, but I don’t imagine they’ve just come for a social call. Though at this point, any change is a welcome one.

      Elia hangs back at the door while the others walk up to my cell. She watches me with a smirk, caught somewhere between contented and angry. I know she’s mad. I know she thinks I betrayed her and the team, but I just wish she could take a step back and see the big picture.

      Problem is, she’s just as stubborn as I am, and we haven’t spoken since the night I first got here. From what I hear she’s thrown herself into policing the chronoverse, coordinating two strike teams of boundless across the timelines.

      Taka’s lost some of his initial shyness, but while he looks like he wants to join Jenya, Tyler, and Hadir as they come up to my cell, he chooses to stay with Elia and stare at his feet instead.

      Never one to miss the chance to drag a little attention his way, Irfan says something behind his glass to Jenya as they approach, but we can’t hear him. I imagine the other cells are muted too. Whatever they’ve come to say, they don’t want the other prisoners hearing it.

      Everyone’s wearing their green Omega Guard combat armor except Hadir, who’s dressed in a sharp-creased blue-gray Department of Temporal Research and Security uniform. His hair is wrapped in a dark black turban, and his previously long black beard is now streaked with white. He looks official. Like he’s used to giving orders.

      Gibzon chose Hadir to be the Omega Guard liaison to the DTRS after we beat Thrane’s invasion back to the underverse, and he’s been there ever since. I’m not sure if he’s more Omega Guard or DTRS at this point, but it’s nice to see him just the same. At this point it’s nice to see anybody.

      “Hi, Jasmin,” Hadir says as he steps up to the glass and peers into my cell. “I’m sorry I haven’t been to visit sooner. You look good though. Comfortable, at least.”

      His tone is serious enough my ears prick up. Something’s going on.

      “As comfortable as I can be locked up in here,” I reply.

      “It’s nicer than anywhere the DTRS would hold you.”

      “The DTRS couldn’t hold me.”

      “I suppose not,” Hadir says.

      “Not unless Gibzon has shared his nullifier tech with them,” I counter. “Has he?”

      Hadir takes a breath. “He has not.”

      “You didn’t just come here to check up on me, though, did you?”

      “No,” he answers after a moment. “I’m here to ask you some questions on behalf of the Department of Temporal Research and Security.”

      “So this is an official visit?”

      He nods.

      “And Gibzon knows you’re here?”

      He nods again, but more hesitant this time.

      I don’t know what’s going on with him, but he looks like he’s choosing his words carefully. Of all the original Omega Guard members I met when I first got my powers, I know Hadir the least. He died fighting Thrane and when he returned from the Aperion went straight to the DTRS, but from what little I do know of him he was never this cagey.

      “So Temporal Security knows Gibzon’s keeping me here. Does they know about the monoverse too?”

      Both Jenya and Tyler perk up at this. Even Elia on the other side of the room seems interested. I’ve been telling them what happened all along, and they’ve heard Gibzon’s competing version of the facts, so I bet they’d like to know what the DTRS thinks about all this.

      “Sorry, guys,” Hadir says, turning to the team. “I’m going to need you to clear the room.”

      “What?” Jenya says. “Why?”

      Hadir’s lips press together for a moment, then he says, “What we’re about to discuss is classified.”

      “Classified?” Jenya asks. “By who?”

      “The Department of Temporal Security,” Hadir answers.

      “But we don’t work for Temporal Security,” Tyler protests. “So who cares what’s classified?”

      “Gibzon’s good with this?” Elia asks from across the room.

      Hadir gives her a long look, then nods. “’Fraid so.”

      “Then you heard the man. Clear the room, people,” Elia orders.

      “Seriously?” Tyler blurts.

      Jenya’s eyes narrow but she decides not to argue and just turns and shoves Tyler ahead of her toward the door. Elia gets the team out and gives me one last withering look as the door slides shut behind her. Then it’s just Hadir and me. The other prisoners are standing at their barriers, watching, but they won’t hear what we’re saying.

      I pull the single clear plastic chair I have in my cell up to the barrier and sit down while Hadir remains standing. “So what do you want to know?”

      He glances up and around the room, then points to a silver button on his chest. “I should tell you that this conversation is being recorded for official DTRS records,” he says. “Do you assent?”

      “Does it matter?” I ask, but Hadir only shrugs. Gibzon will be listening to everything we say anyway, so what can it hurt? “Sure, why not. I’ve got nothing to hide.”

      Hadir takes a breath before starting. “So you admit to stealing the dimensional lens to access the underverse?”

      I nod. “It was the only way to rescue Grackle. He was trapped there and Gibzon wouldn’t do anything to help, so we did it ourselves.”

      “And when you say ‘we,’ you mean you and your previous incarnation. She’s calling herself Jiutian Xuannu, correct?”

      “Last I heard, but I haven’t talked to her in a while.”

      “And you were successful in bringing Grackle back here. But then you returned.”

      “We discovered a threat to life as we know it, in an entirely new universe. We called it the monoverse.”

      “You’ve described it as a sentient, super-powered entity spread over the breadth of an entire universe.”

      “That’s right.”

      “And this monoverse, you believe Gibzon had a hand in creating it?”

      “That was Thrane’s assumption.”

      “But you have no proof.”

      “Nothing concrete, no.”

      “Then why believe Thrane over Gibzon?”

      That’s a good question. “It wasn’t just one thing, but all the pieces add up. Xua told him something was coming and he ignored it. Then he refused to let us go find Grackle. Then when we told him what we’d found he sent the Omega Guard to capture us. Why wouldn’t he at least investigate?”

      “Maybe he believed it was too dangerous?” Hadir suggests.

      “Maybe he didn’t want anyone else to find out what he’d done.”

      “To be clear, you say this monoverse, it was sentient?”

      “Not just sentient—malevolent. A super-intelligent virus that only wants to consume everything it encounters. That’s why we had to kill it.”

      “You’re sure you finished it?”

      Everything else I’ve said has been the complete truth, but this lie I need to keep.

      “We detonated a negative energy bomb in its home universe. I watched it tear itself apart.”

      “The chronal sensors did pick up a disturbance that rippled through spacetime like a boulder dropped in a pond.” Hadir crosses his arms and leans back. “You say that, and Gibzon’s telling us he believes it too. But he won’t let Research return to studying the dimensional lens. Even on the station. Why do you think that is?”

      Because Gibzon wants to keep that power for himself. “He probably told you it was for your own good,” I say.

      Hadir doesn’t answer, and we watch each other for a moment before I ask, “Do you believe me, about the monoverse?”

      He shrugs. “Doesn’t matter what I believe.”

      “What about your bosses?”

      He takes a breath. “After everything they’ve seen—Thrane’s invasion, Einarr’s raid on their research base—to be frank, they’re concerned. Skittish, one might say.”

      They’re scared, and Gibzon’s stonewalling them too. I imagine they’re not too happy about it. “So, anything else I can help you with?”

      “Yes, plenty,” Hadir admits. “If it were up to me I’d have you come back to the DTRS with me for a full debriefing.”

      “I don’t figure Gibzon would approve of that,” I say.

      “Not so far,” Hadir agrees, “but I’m going to make another request just the same.”

      “Tell me,” I say. “What’s really going on out there? I’ve been cooped up in here so long I feel like the chronoverse is passing me by.”

      Hadir shakes his head. “Things are changing. Fast. Timelines are sprouting like weeds, and there’s more and more boundless all the time. Gibzon’s timeline has become the hub of the chronoverse, where boundless don’t have to hide who they are. It’s starting to become a problem. The DTRS is trying to keep a handle on things but even we’re overwhelmed—and now with this potential extinction-level threat we had no idea was even happening … did you know we’ve got our own team of boundless now?”

      “Like an Omega Guard of your own?”

      “But loyal to the United Planet Government,” Hadir explains. “The DTRS named them the Chrono Force. But they call themselves Time Rangers.”

      “I bet Gibzon isn’t happy about that.”

      “Who can tell with him.”

      “How do you feel about it?”

      “At this point we need all the help we can get.”

      “So does that mean you’ve gone over to the other side?”

      Hadir sighs and rubs his hand over his beard. “There’s no sides involved. I’m doing what I can where I’m most needed, and right now the DTRS needs me more than this place does.” Again he looks up and scans the room. There’s something he’s not telling me.

      He sees me about to ask and waves me off with a warning flash of his eyes.

      Something’s definitely going on.

      “I need to go talk to Gibzon,” Hadir says as he turns away. “I may not have time to stop on my way out, but I’ll be in touch.”

      “Thanks for coming by,” I say. “It was nice catching up.”

      “Same here,” Hadir says. “And Jasmin …” he starts, but then hesitates before  saying, “Keep your eyes open, will you?”

      I’m not sure how to respond and he just gives me a long look, then turns and leaves the brig. A switch trips over in my head. This is a signal, might be exactly what I’ve been waiting for.

      Something’s finally about to change. I only wish I knew what it was.
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