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      “We should hit them at the palace,” Elia says. “I’m tired of all this skulking around.”

      She lifts her empty cup from the table, looks around the torch-lit square for the server, and not seeing him, slams it back down. It’s the fourth time she’s done this in the past ten minutes.

      “They’ll show,” I say. “Trust me. This is the right play.”

      She just grits her teeth and scans the crowd again, itching for a reason to move. Elia’s always been gruff, but ever since she returned from the Aperion, her moods are like sandpaper.

      It’s hard to blame her. She was literally disintegrated by a demigod from another universe, and I can only imagine how traumatic that was. Even worse, she died saving me, which is a debt I can never repay. So even though she’s been super difficult to get along with lately, I’m doing my best to be forgiving.

      She’ll come around soon, I hope.

      Probably not soon enough though. She’s at the end of her patience with this stakeout and itching for a fight. I don’t know how much longer I can keep her contained. We’re trying to track down and apprehend two renegade boundless who have thrown this world into chaos. Elia wanted to hit them head on, like she always does, but I’ve been on enough Omega Guard missions to know a full-frontal assault is almost never the right play. There’s always collateral damage, and the targets either end up dead and eventually return from the Aperion, or they just jump away and the chase starts all over again the next time they pop up to cause trouble.

      I have a better plan. I’ve gotten good at this, learned from my mistakes. No more running in blind.

      It’s the same reason Xuannü and I still haven’t gone to the underverse to rescue Grackle. Gibzon has the dimensional lens, so we could open a portal and jump there anytime, but he still won’t give us permission to use it. He says the threats on the other side are unknown and it’s far too dangerous, that he can’t risk sending me. I thought if I gave him enough time he might come around on his decision, but it’s been six months now and he hasn’t shown any sign he might relent and change his mind.

      At this point though, we can’t wait any longer. When we’re done here I’ll try one more time to get him to agree, and if he doesn’t—well, that’s why we came up with Plan B.

      Though I’d rather it not come to that.

      Either way I can worry about that later. Right now we have a mission to complete.

      I’ll admit I’m starting to lose patience with this too. We’ve been nursing cups of watered-down wine for hours, standing at the edge of the square and watching young and old gather to eat and drink and dance to forbidden music around flickering fires well after the sunset curfew. They’re celebrating the first real taste of freedom they’ve ever had, and I don’t blame them—up until a few weeks ago most of them were slaves, their music suppressed, and dancing was punishable by death.

      Somewhere a woman is singing, her joyous words describing a longing to be free that’s suddenly come true. There’s a whole impromptu band accompanying her on stringed instruments and improvised drums near the center of the wide square. I can’t imagine living in a world where music was policed, or how it would feel to have that ban suddenly lifted, but we’ve been at this for days, and it’s starting to get a little tired.

      The primary language of the city is like a cross between Polish and Latin, but I understand it just the same. Of all the abilities that come with being boundless, learning languages in minutes has got to be one of my favorites. Anytime I encounter a new language, all it takes is hearing a few sentences and I’m able to understand.

      I wish I had this skill growing up—maybe all those Mandarin lessons with my dad would have stuck—but I speak it now. And a bunch of others besides.

      We’re surrounded by yellow stone buildings, mostly shops and small restaurants draped with multicolored awnings built to provide shade from the hot afternoon sun, but they’re pulled back now, and the night air is cool and smells of the nearby ocean.

      The square opens up onto a densely treed park on one side, and on the other, narrow lanes lead out deeper into the city. At one time it had a spectacular view of the Temple of Quirinus and the emperor’s palace on the hill off in the distance, but I never got a chance to see it. The temple was pounded to rubble a couple of days before I got here.

      A big marble statue of a robed and armored man sits in the center of the square. It has two stern, bearded faces, one on each side of its head, and someone has painted them up with bright red lips, rosy cheeks, and deep blue eye shadow.

      A few weeks ago, this was the capital city of a mighty empire, one where women were second-class citizens, slaves regularly worked to death, and the citizens were kept in line by patrolling bands of red-robed temple police. Now the emperor is dead, the temple lies in ruins, and its enforcers are running the streets, aimless without their leader.

      I didn’t know any of this before I first arrived a few weeks ago. Gibzon sent me here for a meet-and-greet with the new boundless who ignited this timeline, and I got here only a day or so after the world popped up on the Destiny Matrix, but by then it was too late. The city was already in chaos.

      Turns out it wasn’t just one boundless—there are two of them. Twin girls, Aquina and Auroria. They’d been slaves, and a quirite—one of those red-robed religious police—had been in the process of beating one of them to death with the blunt end of his wooden spear for talking back. Then, between blows, they both got their powers at the same time.

      There are already a hundred stories about what happened that day, and the only thing I know for certain is it started with a sudden burst of orange light. After that the details get hazy, but the gist is they fought back, killed the quirite, then the rest of his patrol, and didn’t stop until they’d razed the temple on the hill and slaughtered the emperor and a legion of his personal guards.

      The twins have been living in the palace ever since, only showing themselves to put down the roving bands of quirites trying to re-establish their power over the suddenly free people. That’s why we’re here. As much as I sympathize with these girls, these poor oppressed kids who were angry and suddenly granted unlimited power, one of the Omega Guard’s mandates is to keep boundless from conquering worlds.

      And I get it. It’s necessary. I know how much power I’m carrying around, and I know what I could do with it. I could kill anyone in a heartbeat. Topple a civilization or rule a planet. If I went bad, and if Gibzon and the Omega Guard weren’t here to protect the chronoverse, there’d be no one who could stop me from doing anything I wanted. Which is why we can’t just let these girls go on slaughtering people. It doesn’t matter if I think these quirites had it coming or not.

      Once I found out what was going on and reported back to Gibzon, Alpha was ready to jump in, guns blazing, and take the twins out. She made it clear she preferred to put them down and hope they don’t return from the Aperion, but that’s a treadmill. It doesn’t get us anywhere. We know coming in hot won’t work, so why not try a cooler approach?

      I’m going to try just talking to them.

      They’re only days into being boundless, they don’t know what’s happening to them, let alone that they live on a single world in a multiverse of infinite permutations and there are more people like them. Once they see the truth of who they are, maybe they’ll choose to walk away and let their world continue on its own.

      And if they don’t?

      Well, I’ve got that covered too. Delta and Mu—one of the new recruits—are up on the rooftop across the square from us, ready with fast-acting tranquilizer/tracker dart guns. If I get the sense the twins won’t come easy, I’ll give the signal and my two snipers will take them down. The sedative will knock them out nearly instantly, but even if they do manage to jump away first, we’ll be able to find their unconscious bodies using the trackers. Then we can take them back to a room at Eternity Station until they come around and decide to play nice with their command over all of time and space.

      The thing is though, we need to be gentle. They’ve obviously gotten over any hesitation they have around killing people, and I don’t want to do anything to trigger them. We need to get set up first and have them come to us. If we just came at them they’d sense the team jumping in and immediately get their guard up. The problem is, anticipating their moves hasn’t been easy. They rarely leave the palace, and only descend to the city to protect the citizens when a group of quirites reaches critical mass.

      I’ve made contacts among the locals, and heard rumors the quirites were planning a march, tonight, to this square. This place has become a symbol for a new way of life no one here dared dream about a month ago, and it fills up every night. This is likely the quirites’ final charge, their last attempt to reassert their dominance, and for sure the twins will come to stop them. When they do I’ll get between them, and we’ll all have a little chat.

      That’s the plan, anyway, if I can keep Elia from blowing it up. Her nose has been scrunching tighter and tighter in frustration, and I think she’s about to call it and order us to hit the palace.

      “Five more minutes,” I say, trying to ward off the inevitable. Unless my information is wrong, the quirites should be here any time.

      Just as she opens her mouth to object, a rhythmic pounding rises from the trees beyond the edge of the square. Lights flicker in the smoky darkness—torches, revealing shrouded figures stalking through the trees, their golden, double-faced masks glaring hatred from under their red hoods. They’re armed with wooden spears, and they’re headed right for us.

      I’ll give the quirites this: they sure know how to make an entrance.

      Panic ripples through the square. The memory of the quirites handing out punishment isn’t so stale that the people have lost their Pavlovian fight-or-flight response to seeing them—but not everyone turns to run. Some of them came prepared. They draw weapons of their own, clubs and knives. One small group, who I thought before must be soldiers, arm themselves with long swords and shields and prepare to fight.

      This will end up bloody.

      But before anything can happen the twins are standing between the two groups, having blinked into existence between one second and the next. Voices from both sides cry out in fear. Some turn to run while others fall to their knees in awe at the sudden appearance of the two small girls. They’re not physically imposing, and only wearing rag tunics, but the ochre fire dancing up their deeply tanned arms radiates power. The double-faced god the people have feared all their lives has just appeared—except it turns out he was two slave girls all along, and not the angry judgmental man like they’d been taught.

      Though the slave girls are angry.

      “Why won’t you stop?” one of the twins asks the hooded men.

      “Do you hate life so much?” asks the other. Her voice is identical, but the tone is softer. Like she’s more resigned than angry.

      The line of quirites ripples, and more fall to their knees, but one steps forward.

      “We cast you out,” he cries, his voice tight with fear and fury, “imposters to the true face of our Lord.” He raises his spear and pounds the blunt end on the stone, once, then again. This act of determination emboldens the mob, and more and more join him, pounding their spears, working themselves up to charge.

      The angrier of the two sisters—Aquina I’ll call her until someone tells me different—charges her fist with yellow-orange energy. She’s about to blow a hole through him, and I’m half tempted to let her, but I figure I should probably step in before anyone else ends up dead.

      I glance to the rooftop across the street and check in with Delta. He nods. When it comes time, he’ll be ready. I’m not sure about the new kid, but I know Delta won’t miss.

      “Shall we?” I ask, deferring to Alpha. This is my operation, but she’s still in charge.

      “This isn’t going to work,” she says, “so we might as well get it over with.”

      She waves me on and I step out into the square. The twins watch us approach and don’t seem the least bit concerned, but the quirites’ rhythmic beating falters.

      “Could you guys knock that noise off?” I say to the lead quirite in their language once I’m close. “You’re angry. We all get it.”

      His eyes shift behind his mask, then narrow, and his pounding resumes. He had his chance.

      I flick my hand at him and shoot a bolt of purple energy into his chest. Not hard enough to go through him or anything, but it lifts him off his feet and tosses him back into his friends. He’ll feel it tomorrow.

      The pounding stops immediately.

      My temple tingles. The scar Einarr left me with glows purple as I use my powers, but I don’t try to hide it. I was self-conscious about it at first, but now I kinda like the effect.

      “Sorry about that,” I say to the girls. They weren’t concerned at first, but now I’ve got their attention. Protective orange energy washes over them as they raise their shields, but I smile at them, showing them I mean them no harm. “Which of you is Aquina?”

      The angrier girl cocks her head, but her sister answers. “I am.”

      “So you must be Auroria,” I say to the twin with her eyes narrowed at me. “I’m Jasmin, and this is my friend Elia. I know you have questions, we’re here to answer them.”

      The two sisters look at each other and have a conversation with their eyes. After a moment, Aquina lowers her wards, then Auroria follows.

      “You’re touched,” Aquina says. “Like us.”

      “We both are,” I say, gesturing back to Elia. “And we know how confusing it can be. We came to help you.”

      I remember when I first learned I’d been chosen by the chronoverse. Those first few hours I spent with Grackle were the most terrifying and bewildering and exhilarating of my life. Up until then anyway. It’s been one thing after another since.

      I was full of questions, and looking back now, as frustrating as Grackle’s evasiveness had been, knowing I wasn’t alone made it easier than it would have been, even if my whole world was ending at the time. I don’t think these two girls are evil. Yeah, they’ve slaughtered their way across the city, but in a way I can’t blame them. I can’t even begin to imagine how hard their lives have been. Who knows the trauma they’re carrying around? If it were me, I might have done the same thing.

      The check in with each other again, but this time the silent exchange lasts only seconds.

      “Why are you here?” Aquina asks.

      “To help you.”

      “How?”

      “Well, if you want, you can come with us. I know this all seems very strange, but I promise you we’re here as friends.”

      “And if we don’t wish to abandon our home?” Auroria asks.

      I raise my hands, palms up. “That’s fine too. We’re not here to force you to do anything, except”—I glance over my shoulder at Elia. This is where things could get tricky—“we can’t let you keep killing people.”

      This brings the scowl back to Auroria’s face, and the softness that was in Aquina’s eyes hardens. “These are bad men. You’d let them return to their evil ways?”

      “I didn’t say that.” I gesture to the people arrayed in the square, the people armed and ready to fight back. “You’ve started something here, but they have to finish it. You’ve destroyed the temple and overthrown the emperor. That has to be enough.”

      “It will never be enough. The quirites will never stop, not while they still draw breath.” Auroria glares at the robed figures. “You have witnessed for yourself. They live only to cause fear, to bring pain. There are more of them, temples in every city across the empire. Who will stop them if we leave?”

      “I don’t know, but slaughtering them all isn’t the answer.”

      The girls stiffen. “Who are you to impose your rule on us?” Auroria asks.

      “We’re the goddamn Omega Guard,” Elia snaps, mirroring Auroria’s anger. Alpha’s finally out of patience. “And you’ll do what you’re goddamn told.”

      Ugh. That won’t help anything.

      “Listen to the outsider,” the lead quirite pipes up. He’s back on his feet and his voice is more hesitant than it was before I knocked him on his ass, but he’s not ready to give up either. He must know he can’t beat us, but he still won’t back down. What is wrong with these people?

      The situation is slipping away from me. I lock eyes with Aquina, as so far she’s seemed the most reasonable. “We’re on your side. There was a time when I’d have wanted to blast these guys too, but the universe is much bigger than you can imagine, and once you’ve seen it for yourself and got a little perspective, you’ll see there are other solutions that don’t require killing everyone who gets in your way.”

      Once again the girls have a wordless conference, and when they’re done it’s clear they’ve made up their minds.

      “We won’t abandon our people,” Aquina says. “And we won’t let you stop us from doing what’s necessary to protect them.”

      Dammit, I didn’t want things to go like this.

      “It doesn’t have to be this way,” I say, trying one last time to get through to them, but I know my words are useless. “We didn’t come here to fight.”

      “Then you shouldn’t have come,” Auroria says.

      Elia was right. It doesn’t look like we’ll be able to talk these two down, but at least the fallback we’ve set up means we won’t have to fight them either.

      I reach up and tug at my ear, like I’m scratching an itch, and give Delta the sign to hit the girls with the darts.

      The shots come fast, but not quite fast enough. A silver dart hits Auroria directly in the chest, but the second shot is late, and Aquina gets her wards up just in time to stop the dart meant for her. It bounces off the amber shield and tinkles on the stone ground. She blinks down at it, then at her sister, and then like it or not, the fight is on.

      Auroria shoots a stream of orange flame at me but she’s already getting drowsy. I’m able to shield off the fire before it can touch me, and a second later she collapses.

      Aquina goes into a rage as she sees her sister fall, and lashes out with a bright orange bolt that Elia dodges with a quick blink to the side. But now that the remaining twin’s got her shields up—we won’t be able to touch her with another dart.

      The crowd has backed off even further now, which means we won’t have to worry about collateral damage, which is a good thing because Elia opens up with a volley of blue energy that cracks the cobblestones under Aquina’s feet. The girl’s shields hold out for a moment, but once I start tossing purple orbs at her she knows she can’t beat the two of us. She glances at her sister, and for a second I expect she’ll  jump away, but then she falls to her knees and her shields drop.

      Elia cuts off her attack and I hold my hands full of swirling violet energy, ready in case this is a trick, but then a silver dart hits her in the shoulder and I know it’s over. The sedative works quickly, but her eyes burn with rage even as they grow heavy and she finally slumps down on top of her sister.

      Wasn’t exactly pretty, but it could have been worse.

      Elia gets on the comms to Tyler. “Get down here and get loops on these two so we can get them out of here,” she orders. “I’m sick of this place.”

      Now that the girls are down, the quirites are stirring. They have to be thinking that since the twins aren’t here to stop them, they can reassert their control over the empire. We can’t let boundless enslave worlds, but I figure it doesn’t hurt to exert a little influence of my own now and then.

      Besides, this is the fun part.

      I turn around and walk straight up to the lead quirite. His breathing catches as I approach, and the robed men quiver but hold their positions. It’s a big audience. Word will spread.

      “Don’t think this means you’re off the hook,” I say to the line of golden faces. “You’re done here. Your empire is cancelled. Drop your spears and go find something productive to do with your lives. We couldn’t let those girls slaughter you, and they would have—if we hadn’t been here the whole lot of you would be dead, believe me—but we won’t let you terrorize these people either. No more slavery. No more oppression. It ends today.”

      “You cannot hope to stand against our Lord. His empire is eternal,” the lead quirite protests, but I’m not sure he’s one hundred percent on that himself.

      “The empire is dead,” I tell him. “And if it helps, you can go ahead and assume your Lord is the one who sent us. Figure out another way to get along, one that doesn’t involve enslaving children. I’ll be back to check up on you, so don’t disappoint me.”

      The quirite’s eyes are trembling behind his mask, but he only nods and backs away.

      “Hey,” Elia calls from behind me, “if you’re done playing messiah, the rest of us are ready to go.”

      And with that I raise my finger at the quirites, give them one last stern look, then think myself back to Eternity Station.
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      We float the twins out of the swirling fractal colors of nullspace and through the door into Eternity Station’s artificial gravity. Tyler’s got Auroria over his shoulder and Elia’s got Aquina over hers, and I come in behind them, beside the new guy. Our powers don’t work on the station, but the girls are so slight we wouldn’t need them anyway. I could have carried them. A life of scrounging from one meal to the next has left them small.

      Delta and Alpha set the unconscious girls down onto the softly glowing white floor, and Alpha double checks their vitals just to make sure. They seem fine. They’ll be out for a few more hours but they’re in no danger.

      I’m tingling with accomplishment and can’t hide my grin—it’s not every day you get to successfully wrangle a couple of renegade boundless and put the knife in the heart of an evil empire. I know I got off to a rocky start with all this hero business, but I feel like I’ve gotten pretty good at it. Though now that we’ve got the twins locked down, saving Grackle has got to be my next priority. It’s been long enough. I’m going to bring it up with Gibzon the next chance I get.

      “So who missed?” I ask, turning to look at Mu, and he immediately lowers his eyes.

      I figure it must have been him. This was his first mission with the Omega Guard, and I know his anxiety was running high. He’s kind of a nervous guy in general. His name’s Taka, and he’s tall but you wouldn’t know it, because he spends most of the time with his head bowed, looking at the floor. He was a career student in a world where a benevolent Japanese Empire ruled over most of Asia, the youngest son of a wealthy merchant, and when he manifested his powers the stress was too much for him and he left home rather than try to explain to his family what happened.

      But when Delta doesn’t answer either, Mu glances at me with his big brown eyes as if he wants to say something, and then I get it. If Mu had been the one who missed, he’d still be apologizing, but he’s not saying anything, which means …

      “Tyler?” I say with a laugh. “I can’t believe you missed that shot.”

      “It wasn’t—” Delta starts, but the way his face flushes red from his buzz cut all the way down into his armor tells me everything I need to know. He wiggles the fingers at the end of his artificial arm, the replacement for the one Einarr took from him. “I’m still getting used to it.”

      Alpha looks between Mu and Delta then cocks her head. “For real?”

      “Hey, you try lining up an eight-hundred yard shot in the dark with a robot arm—” Delta starts, but Alpha isn’t having it. She jabs a finger at him, and her thin purple lips press together with barely concealed anger.

      “Don’t give me excuses. You said you were ready and I believed you.” Delta makes a nervous noise in his throat and Alpha pounces. “What, you think this is a game?” Her shoulders tense as she bares her teeth. “Lives are at stake—worlds are at stake—and we’re the only ones out there who can do what needs to be done. If I can’t trust you you’re out. Do you understand me?”

      Tyler’s face falls, and Taka hasn’t looked up once. I know Elia’s had a rough go of it lately, but this is a bit much, even for her.

      “Come on, Elia,” I say, trying to calm the situation. “It all worked out in the end.”

      She spins on me, her eyes boiling with frustration. “You want my job so bad, why don’t you just come out and say it?” she spits. “Instead of sneaking around behind my back and planning operations without me. I didn’t like this idea from the start.”

      I know exactly what she’s thinking. All that time we spent waiting and it ended in a fight anyway. Still, it was the right call, whether she thinks so or not. We’re all here, and everyone’s still alive, including the twins. That’s a win so far as I’m concerned.

      Go in hot and chances are you’ll burn the place down. I know that by now, I’m just not sure why Elia doesn’t.

      Her constant sour mood is starting to wear, but I can’t let her get to me. Instead I motion to the two girls. “It worked though, didn’t it? And I don’t want your job. I’m not even officially part of the team.”

      “Don’t remind me, Miss High and Mighty.” She takes a step toward me. “What, we’re not good enough for you?”

      My legs tense up and I try to keep my cool, but she’s not making it easy. Luckily though, the moment before we kick off and start fighting for real, Gibzon arrives with two floating stretchers to collect the twins, and Elia backs off.

      He takes in the sight of the girls propped up unconscious against the walls. “We hoped they would come willingly.”

      “They never come willingly,” Elia says with a side-eyed glance at me.

      “That doesn’t mean we shouldn’t try,” I say. “You saw how they grew up. They’ve had terrible lives, and they were lashing out, but that doesn’t make them evil. We can try to help them—”

      “‘Lashing out?’” Elia scoffs. “‘Help them?’ How many people did they kill? Enough to consider it a genocide, or are they still only mass murderers at this point?”

      What is her problem? I know she’s had a hard time dealing with dying. She’s been crusty since she came back from the Aperion, and I’ve tried to be patient with her, but enough already.

      This time I step toward her, rising to her challenge, but Gibzon gets between us.

      “Tensions appear to be running high,” he says, taking time to look at each of us in turn. Even though I’m used to his blank white eyes by now, their inscrutable glare is enough I immediately back off, cursing myself for letting my emotions get the better of me. The excited buzz I felt only minutes ago is long gone, and my hands are shaking with repressed anger. “Elia, you’ve earned some R&R, the whole team has. You’ve been pushing yourselves too hard. We suggest you take a break.”

      “We can’t afford a break,” Elia counters. “We were sloppy out there. We need to get back to the range and practice hitting targets—”

      “Tomorrow,” Gibzon says, and while he doesn’t specifically say it, the tone of his voice is enough to let everyone know it’s an order. “After you have rested, and tempers have cooled.”

      “We have to get these girls down to the cells first,” Elia says, but Gibzon raises a slender finger.

      “We will see to the twins.” He angles his head at me. “Jasmin, if you could assist us. We have another matter to discuss with you.”

      Elia’s eyes fall to slits, but she knows when to quit. Still, she gives me a long stare before she turns and stalks off down the hallway.

      “Man, what’s up her butt?” Tyler asks after she’s disappeared into a branching hallway.

      Gibzon’s eyebrows draw together and he puts his hand on Tyler’s shoulder. “Death, even for immortals, is a traumatizing thing. It affects everyone differently,” he says. “It may take some time, but eventually she will come back to herself. We shall do our best to assist, but in the meantime, she needs your patience and understanding. The rest is up to her.”

      “Geez, man, I hope so,” Tyler says. “This superhero business is starting to feel like work.” He slaps Mu on the back as he steps past Gibzon. “Come on, Tak. Let’s get a drink.”

      “But I don’t drink alcohol,” Mu protests in his quiet voice.

      Tyler isn’t listening. “I know this great bar on timeline XVR-1976. Best beer I ever had. And the women—” He puts his fingers to his mouth and makes a kissing noise.

      Taka stiffens and his eyes widen, but he doesn’t say anything.

      “Duty resumes at oh eight hundred,” Gibzon reminds Tyler as he shuffles Taka down the hall. Taka throws a last, hopeless look over his shoulder as they round the corner, but there’s nothing I can do to help. Tyler’s got a night off and he needs a drinking buddy, so Taka’s in whether he wants to be or not.

      Besides, I couldn’t be his wingman tonight even if I wanted to. Gibzon has something to discuss with me—and I have my own agenda with him.

      “Do you really think Elia will snap out of it?” I ask Gibzon as he bends at the knees, effortlessly lifts Auroria’s slack body, and lays her on one of the hovering beds.

      He takes a breath, considering a moment before answering. “We have experienced much over the centuries, as individual entities and in our current form, but the vagaries of death and rebirth are still a mystery to us. We expect she will work through whatever is troubling her, but who can say how long the process may last.”

      That’s not exactly what I wanted to hear, usually Gibzon has all the answers, but I guess, even with all the different people in his head, he still doesn’t know everything.

      He gets Aquina onto her stretcher and the two floating beds begin to move, heading down the hallway, and Gibzon and I follow behind.

      “We have appreciated you spending time here with us,” Gibzon says, and I already know where he’s going with this: he wants me to join the team on a permanent basis.

      He’s brought it up a few times before, but I’ve always declined. At first it was because I wanted to focus on life back home, try to rebuild a relationship with Mom and Dad, but even after I found out my world was self-sustaining, I still hesitated. I wanted to explore the chronoverse, see what wonders the multiverse held. I couldn’t stay away though, and I’ve been an officially unofficial part of the team for months. We’re at the point where it would make sense that I join on a permanent basis. It might not even be so bad, but I’m still not sure it’s what I want.

      “I like being here,” I tell him. “Even Elia’s sandpaper personality isn’t all bad.”

      “We’re glad you feel that way,” Gibson says as we round a corner and continue down a blank white hallway that looks the same as every blank white hallway in the station. “Because we’d again suggest to formalize our arrangement.” Before I can open my mouth to object, Gibzon is already offering the counterarguments. “We understand your reluctance, but the need for clear heads and good hearts on the Omega Guard is more acute than ever.”

      I know his pitch isn’t done, so I don’t say anything as we stop at a T-intersection in the hallway. The wall splits in front of us to reveal an elevator I didn’t know was there. I’ve been living in the station for months and it still continues to hold surprises. The stretchers float through the doors and we follow them in.

      “All those decades ago,” Gibzon continues as the doors slide shut, “when we first discovered the chronoverse and the true nature of reality, there was only our world and the thousands of Thrane’s captured timestreams. Boundless were rare, and the threats they posed manageable by a small team. Now, however, timelines continue to appear at an increasing rate, and more boundless with them. Most will prove benign, but there is still great evil amongst humanity. The dangers facing the chronoverse have never been stronger, and the time has come to create a second Omega Guard strike force.” He turns to face me, and his pure white eyes now contain bright green irises. He doesn’t do this often, but it’s always unnerving when he does, because all of a sudden he seems like a person instead of an unknowable guardian of the universe. “Elia will continue to lead the existing team. We want you to head the second.”

      Once again I open my mouth to object, but find I don’t have any words. “I—you want me? Surely Delta would be a better choice. Or Sigma.”

      “Sigma is still working with the Department of Temporal Research and Security, and Delta isn’t yet ready to shoulder the mantle of leadership,” Gibzon says. “You have proven yourself time and again. You were instrumental in defeating Thrane, and then Einarr. And today it was your plan that allowed for the apprehension of these two.” He waves his hand over the twins. “You are justice-minded, possess a keen instinct, and do not allow yourself to be deterred easily.”

      I hadn’t felt the elevator moving but suddenly the doors slide open again and we’re on another hallway.  Gibzon’s eyes go blank once again and I don’t say anything as we move a short distance down another hallway and then through the door leading into the brig. In all the months I’ve been living here I’ve never been down to the cells. I knew they existed, but boundless are difficult to hold onto, and we don’t often get the chance to lock the bad ones up. There are seven cells down here, but currently only one of them is occupied.

      “When you gonna let me outta here?” calls Irfan in his clipped British accent. He’s got his brown forehead pressed against the plastic barrier separating us and a frustrated sneer on his lips. He hasn’t changed much since the last time I saw him—back when Einarr blasted a hole through him for defying her orders. His nose is still long and pinched and his eyes are still squirrelly, but his previously dyed blonde hair is now black and without any product in it to smooth it down it floats around his ears in puffy waves.

      He was guarding Price’s tower back on Deadworld when Brother Brennus and I tricked him into leading us to where Einarr was trying to reopen the portal back to the underverse. She killed him for it, and after he returned from the Aperion he made his way straight to Gibzon’s timeline and immediately started causing trouble. That was another in a long line of bad decisions for him, because the Department of Temporal Research and Security immediately got wind of it and Gibzon sent Alpha and Delta and Theta, one of the other new Omega Guard operatives, to hunt him down.

      It wasn’t hard to find him—he can’t help but call attention to himself wherever he goes—and Elia and Tyler knocked him silly and jumped him back to the station before he could escape. Before today, of all the other missions the Omega Guard have been on to stop a renegade boundless, it’s been the only one that didn’t end up with the target dead or blinking away.

      Gibzon stops and addresses Irfan. “You can leave when we’re assured you will cause no further disturbance to the chronoverse or the people in it.”

      Irfan straightens up and puts his hand over his heart. “I promise to be good,” he says. “Can I go now?”

      “No,” Gibzon answers.

      “That’s bull—” Irfan yells, but Gibzon waves his hand and the sound of his voice cuts off. He’s still yelling and pounding on the barrier, but we can’t hear a thing. I watch him bounce off the clear plastic in pathetic rage while Gibzon unloads the twins into cells of their own. Eventually Irfan quits hurling himself at the wall and drops down on his cot and stares daggers at us.

      “How long are you going to keep him here?”

      Gibzon’s got the still unconscious twins on their cots, now locked safely away, and he comes to stand beside me as the stretchers disappear through slots in the wall.

      “Until he changes his outlook on his place in the chronoverse.”

      I don’t know if Irfan can hear us, but he scowls and flips us the finger as we’re watching him.

      “You can’t change him by keeping him locked up. You’re just going to burn the anger into him.”

      “Perhaps,” Gibzon says. “Or perhaps, given enough time, he will come to see the error of his ways. And here in Eternity Station we have time in surplus. It’s up to him. As long as he presents a threat to the chronoverse and the people within it, he’ll remain here. With us.”

      “And if that day never comes?”

      Gibzon turns his blank eyes on me. “Then we shall reconsider our options.”

      His emotionless tone makes my stomach quiver. I can’t help but feel bad for Irfan. A little, anyway. Gibzon’s already been at this for more than a century, and I’m sure he won’t think twice about keeping Irfan down here rotting away in a cell forever. I assume eventually he’ll get old and die of natural causes, but it wouldn’t surprise me if Gibzon was able to keep him alive for a long, long time.

      Then a thought hits me, and a shiver goes up my spine. Here in Eternity Station our connection to the Aperion is cut—some interference by the technology that keeps the station anchored in what’s essentially a pocket dimension just on the other side of what we know as reality. So if Irfan were to die here—or any of us were—what happens then?

      I’ve almost gotten used to the idea that if I die, at least I’ll wake back up alive and well in the Aperion and be able to make my way back to the land of the living, but if something were to happen here, would that be it for me? Could one of Gibzon’s options for Irfan be an execution? A permanent one?

      While I’ve never really thought about it before, here in Eternity Station, I’m just a regular person. Surrounded by the negative energy that gives me my powers, but unable to touch it. I always thought the station was about the safest place in the whole chronoverse, but now I’m not so sure. Gibzon’s in total control of this place. He could lock the doors and what could any of us do about it?

      After spending all these months here with Gibzon I’ve come to trust him, but I still don’t know what goes on inside his head. If he decided to keep me here there’d be nothing I could do to stop him.

      The thought makes me queasy and I give Gibzon another hesitant glance but he’s already looking right at me.

      “You appear to be considering something,” he says, his blank eyes boring into mine.

      “Always,” I say, still noncommittal, but my heart skips in my chest. Could he know what I was thinking?

      Don’t be stupid. Gibzon is crazy smart and very perceptive, but even he can’t read minds. And either way, he’s not evil. I know Xua doesn’t trust him, but while he has his secrets, I don’t for a second believe he’d ever hurt any of us.

      Gibzon parts his lips, showing me his perfect white teeth. “You’re pondering our offer regarding your place with the Omega Guard. We know you appreciate your autonomy, but think of the good we could do together. You were born for this, Jasmin.”

      He thinks I’m mulling over his offer. I guess that’s better than him knowing I was thinking about how we’re completely at his mercy here.

      It’s obvious he’s eager for me to join the team, and even without the unsettling thoughts about Gibzon clouding my decision, I’d still hesitate to say “yes,” but maybe he needs me enough to give me what I want in exchange.

      Grackle is trapped in the underverse and we need to save him. If Gibzon lets me use the dimensional lens to open a portal and lead a rescue expedition, I’ll sign up. Otherwise we go with Plan B.

      It’s what Xua wants to do anyway.

      I wait another second, then take a breath as if I’ve come to a hard decision and say, “It’s taken a long time to get here, but I think maybe you’re right. My timeline is secure, and I’ve traveled around the chronoverse enough to know most worlds are only a renegade boundless away from collapsing in on themselves. The best thing I can do right now with the gifts I’ve been given is keep the chronoverse safe.” I glance around at the twins in their cells. “And maybe we can do it without having to blast holes through everyone we disagree with.”

      Gibzon’s lips spread a fraction wider, and his usually rigid posture eases off slightly. I think this might be as happy as I’ve ever seen him.

      “Wonderful news,” he says, and extends his hand, but I brush past him and wrap my arms around his back and his muscles turn to corded steel for a second before he relaxes and returns the gesture. The hug’s partly for effect—I want Gibzon feeling as positive about me as possible when I present my conditions to join—but I have grown close to him over the past year, and I really mean it.

      I step back as he smooths down the front of his long
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