
        
            
                
            
        

    
	 

	 

	The Fifth Timekeeper
 

	Book II of the Time Trials

	 

	Jon and Dayna McConnell

	 


	 

	 

	 

	 

	[image: Image]

	
 

	
	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	© 2022 Jon & Dayna McConnell

	 

	Originally published by Tiny Fox Press in 2022. This edition published by Two Crows Press in 2026.

	 

	All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except as provided by U.S.A. copyright law. 

	 

	This is a work of fiction: Names, places, characters, and events are a product of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, locales, or events is purely coincidental.

	 

	Cover art by Christian Bentulan

	 

	ISBN: 979-8-9965960-3-4

	
 

	 

	

For Mary

	
Prologue
The Fifth Timekeeper

	“Mordecai, my offer from last season still stands.” Grand Time-keeper Garridan folded his hands on the stainless-steel surface of his desk and leaned forward a degree, trying in vain to ignore the frantic buzzing of a desperate fly that had trapped itself between the window’s drawn blinds and the pane of glass beneath. “I trust you’ve considered it?” 

	Professor Moskowitz stared just past Garridan, eyes roving over the bookshelves that flanked the desk. The old man drew in his breath and let it out slowly, along with two words, both laced with languid reluctance: “I have.”

	Garridan waited for elaboration, a nervous hope throbbing in his chest, but when it didn’t come, he narrowed his eyes, studying the old man’s face as if the furrows on his skin might contain some hint of the professor’s intentions. “Mordecai, you’ve seen what the Trials have become. I believe you used the word…‘tawdry?’”

	“Oscar Clement died, Dashiel.” The professor’s gaze finally swerved to Garridan, and the Grand Timekeeper drew back at the fire in his eyes and the startling bite that had crept into his normally affable voice. “Tell me truthfully, old friend—was the third game selected actually Hide and Seek, or was throwing the children into the Western Front merely retaliation for my speaking out against the council?” Professor Moskowitz clasped his gnarled hands in his lap, head tilted in anticipation, his mouth a thin line. 

	The Grand Timekeeper’s Adam's apple jumped. “That is official business.” Even as he cast his eyes down to his hands, he could feel the old man’s stare and he softened under it, like wax under the heat of a flame. “Alright, Mordecai. I will not deny my part in things.” He reached up to tug at his high collar. “But you’ll have to understand,” he raised his eyes to meet the professor’s, “I found myself under a certain degree of pressure.”

	The professor said nothing, but one gray eyebrow lifted ever so slightly. 

	Moskowitz wanted answers that Garridan couldn’t provide—not yet. Not until the professor had accepted the position. 

	“This, Mordecai, is why I need you to accept the role of Fifth Timekeeper.” Garridan raised a forefinger in the air for emphasis. “It is a position that is both unique and vital, for he who takes it bears the responsibility of becoming the Mortal Compass for the Historians’ Society—” he breathed a deep sigh, “—a thing sorely needed, now more than ever.” 

	The doomed fly that had been trapped against the window pane had freed itself, and now made crazed flight circles above Garridan’s desk, like a small plane manned by a drunken pilot.  

	Professor Moskowitz’s mouth became a rueful twist. “You keep saying that.”

	“Keep saying what?” Garridan squinted, resisting the urge to take a swipe at the relentlessly buzzing fly. 

	“‘Mortal Compass.’ I’m sure you mean moral compass, and I agree that you are sorely in need of one.” The professor looked as if he’d just swallowed something bitter. “However, you’ll have to forgive my confusion as to why you would consider me of all people; I’m not one of the originals. Lest you forget, I was absent for a full two decades before last season, and you must know that my opinions will not be popular.”

	The corners of the Grand Timekeeper’s mouth lifted, for “Mortal Compass” was exactly what he had meant. “That’s precisely why I need you, old friend. Your twenty-year absence is a strength rather than a strike against you. You've not been here for this,” he blinked rapidly in distaste, “this...insidious corruption of the Society. I fear the values of our institution have seeped out like a slow leak. We need someone who remembers the old ways.” He sought out the professor’s eyes across the desk and held his stare. “Someone like you.”

	“As I said, I’m not sure my values would be well-received these days.” Professor Moskowitz pursed his lips and drew his tweed overcoat more tightly around himself.

	Garridan’s heart accelerated; clearly, the old man wouldn’t be won over by flattery. 

	But, the Grand Timekeeper reminded himself, he’d known the professor would be difficult, if not impossible, to persuade. “We’ve done polls, Mordecai. The opinions of the Society have an ebb and flow and at present many crave the stability of convention. That, in addition to your team’s unexpected victory last season, makes this an easy decision. We must strike while the iron is hot.” He clapped his hands together at that last word and the professor flinched.

	 When Garridan spoke again he lowered his voice, unable to disguise in it a thread of true entreaty. “It has to be now, Mordecai.”

	“But...my team.” The professor sat back in his chair, and when the old man exhaled, Garridan imagined he could see some of his resolve go out of him along with his breath. He tried to temper the rapidly burgeoning flame of hope that had ignited in his chest. 

	“I know your question, and the answer is an unequivocal ‘no.’ Your team must remain in the games as we discussed before. Per contract.” The Grand Timekeeper drummed his fingers on the polished steel of his desk. “The crowd loves an underdog. The Trials needed a protagonist and they have found one in Wharton.” Garridan had an ace up his leather sleeve and he raised his index finger again, ready to finally put it to use. “Now Everly, on the other hand, is a different story; I can have her pulled under Article VII. The necessary papers have already been drawn and only await my official approval.”

	The professor straightened just as the fly came to rest on Garridan’s desk, its wings iridescent under the light of the desk lamp, its front legs rubbing together like the hands of a plotting villain. 

	“Nepotism,” Garridan shrugged. “Your granddaughter will be pulled as a precaution against ‘inherent familial favoritism.’” He turned up the wattage of his smile to full power. “She will be safe, Mordecai.” With his next words, the shine of his smile faded, the way the light of the sun dims under a passing cloud. “I cannot make such guarantees for the others, however; you know how the crowd loves to see their heroes fall. Even with your influence, these Trials will demand drama and we must deliver.”

	The professor bowed his head and opened his mouth as if to speak, but the Grand Timekeeper spoke first, his tone as cold and hard as the steel surface of his desk. “Do not press me on this. I had to pull strings to get that girl excused from action. The rich girl falling for the pauper?” He shook his head with a short, dry laugh. “It was one of the highlights of the season. You’re lucky I was able to get her removed.” He watched the fly out of the corner of his eyes, rolled up a discarded Time Bender manifest, struck at it, and missed. 

	“I’m indebted to you for that, old friend.” The professor spoke through a sigh that sounded almost penitent, and that flame of hope sparked to life again within Garridan. “Please accept my apologies.” He raised his eyes. “I suppose I’ve been ungrateful. I will accept the offer,” he lifted two fingers, “on two conditions.”

	“I can’t pull the others, Mordecai.” Garridan crossed his arms and set his mouth. “I won’t tell you again.”

	“No, no, let them compete.” Professor Moskowitz closed his eyes, waving the comment away with all the nonchalance of declining an offered cup of coffee. “If Everly is safe, nothing else is of consequence. I only wanted to say that I wish to select their replacement mentor.”

	Garridan’s eyebrows lifted; he had counted on more of a fight from the old man in regards to his team. Mordecai’s obnoxious sense of integrity was the chief reason Garridan sought him as fifth timekeeper, but it was also the main reason why he’d believed the professor would refuse the position. The old man’s casual dismissal of the remaining Wharton team members was surprisingly callous; Mordecai might make a fine timekeeper after all. 

	The Grand Timekeeper tried not to let his surprised satisfaction play out on his face. “I’m confident that the Timekeepers can be persuaded to agree to that, with a bit of cajoling.”

	Professor Moskowitz regarded him intently over the rims of his chrome spectacles. “And I want to be the one to conduct their post-challenge interviews.”

	An indignant scoff burst from Garridan’s mouth. “Now that will be entirely impossible.” He threw up his hands. “Philomena would never allow it.”

	The professor leaned forward. “‘Allow it?’ Since when does her opinion carry such weight? You are the Grand Timekeeper.” Garridan traced the professor’s gaze to the tarnished cluster of gears that he wore on the lapel of his suit—the one that signified his lofty title. When the old man’s eyes snapped up to meet his, they were full of challenge, yet his voice was guileless. “Are you not?”

	“Of course, I am.” Grand Timekeeper Garridan felt his nostrils flare and his face go hot as the image of Philomena’s simpering smile and penetrating, lead-grey eyes breached the walls of his mind. “But Philomena’s chemistry with the group is undeniable. The Society enjoys the way she...well, they enjoy her interactions with them.”

	“They will enjoy me more.” The corners of Professor Moskowitz’s mouth curled into a droll smile as he spread his fingers in the air in the same manner in which Garridan himself often did when presenting a big idea. “Imagine it.” The light from the Grand Timekeeper’s antique desk lamp bounced off the lenses of the professor’s spectacles. “‘Wharton’s Time Team forced to reckon with their former mentor: he who helped prepare them now tests their preparedness.’ I concur that Vandecraft excited the crowd, but that bit has grown stale. Let the old make way for the new.”

	Garridan threw him a wary look across his desk. Philomena would put up a fight for this, but she was already a troublemaker, challenging Garridan at every turn, always ensuring it was in full view of the other Timekeepers, filling the Society’s collective ear with relentless noise, much like this infernal nuisance of a fly that continued to plague him with its buzzing at this very moment. 

	Moskowitz waited with a patient smile and Garridan stared back at him, biting the inside of his cheek in deliberation. Perhaps he could work this to his advantage—use it to knock Philomena down a peg or two. He would make it look as if this was his own idea. Restore the proper order of things. Reclaim some of his lost dignity. 

	“I like that.” He nodded, his head rising and falling more emphatically as Moskowitz’s ideas gained traction with him. “Philomena won’t be happy, of course, but let me deal with it.”  He banged a fist on the surface of his desk and stood, the prospect of chastening Philomena Vandecraft filling him with a giddiness he couldn’t hide. “I accept both conditions.”

	He jumped, nearly losing his top hat as the professor’s hand came down sharply on the edge of the table. The old man lifted his hand to reveal the fly, twitching on its back in its death throes, legs curled. 

	“Very well, then.” He rose stiffly to his feet, offering a restrained smile and a weathered hand–the same one he’d used to smite the winged pest. “I accept the position of the Fifth Timekeeper.”

	


Chapter 1
Crossroads

	“Really?” Finn Mallory squinted down at the CD in his hands, a cellophane-wrapped square of patheticness. “This?” He arched a brow, eyes darting up to the face of his customer, biting his tongue to prevent himself from saying everything else he was thinking: that this album sucked. That it was imitation grunge—a weak, unsuccessful attempt to emulate the late, great, Kurt Cobain.

	He lowered his scanner back into its cradle and threw a look of sympathy at the customer, a middle-aged guy with a sparse mustache. “No offense, but trust me,” he leaned forward on his elbows, tossing a look behind him to gauge the whereabouts of his manager, “you don’t want this one. You could do better.” 

	There were at least a couple of these per shift at Crossroads Records: poor, sad souls who wouldn’t know a good album if it bit them in the ass. He reached under the counter, where he kept a stack of Finn-approved music for just such occasions. 

	“Track three will wreck you.” He handed the clueless customer a plastic-wrapped copy of Mad Season’s Above in the same furtive way as if it were drugs. 

	The customer released a nervous chortle. “Do I, uh, want to be ‘wrecked’?” 

	“Um, yeah,” Finn scoffed, glancing again at the open door to Grant’s office. “Obviously.” 

	Finn’s manager had already warned him that he was on thin ice for being “pretentious” with the clientele. His unsolicited music advice, the neck-bearded manager had said, was chasing business away, but Finn saw these musical interventions as acts of mercy. 

	Grant’s voice boomed behind him as if on cue: “Mallory, that’s the fourth time this week. You’re not getting paid to be a music critic here. Just take his money and give him a damn receipt!” 

	“Sorry, Grant.” Finn took the cash from the customer with a deferential smile, stuffed it into the register, and handed the man a sales slip and four dimes. “Have a nice day.” He plunked the sub-par music selection into a bag and dangled it in front of him with two fingers, as if it contained a dead rat instead of a Puddle of Mudd album. “And...enjoy.” 

	The bells on the door startled as the customer left, and Finn shot a long-suffering look at the poster of Layne Staley that loomed over the alternative section like a martyred saint in church. “I tried,” he muttered.

	The door’s bells sang again, ushering someone new into Crossroads: a green-eyed blonde, achingly beautiful, her long hair a shiny, pale curtain that fell to her waist. Finn tried not to be bothered by the handful of male customers who nearly gave themselves whiplash trying to get a look at her as she made her way past a rack of bumper stickers and through the sea of vinyl, all swaying hips, swaying hair. He couldn’t exactly blame them, though; Everly’s looks could stop traffic. Hers was the type of beauty that made everything around her recede into the background, leaving men and women alike trying to recover their power of speech long after she’d left a room. 

	Since Finn and Everly had become an item at the end of last school year, he had gotten used to the constant staring, the whispers, the less than subtle nudges. It wasn’t solely Everly’s outlandish beauty that drew this attention—it was their relationship itself: the princess and the pauper. The two of them had always been objects of interest at Wharton Academy as separate entities, she simply for being “the” Everly Caldwell and him for being the school’s latest “Unfortunate,” but they were even more interesting together: a complete mismatch, an aberration. Even after abdicating her crown as the unofficial queen of Wharton Academy to Lacy Locatelli (captain of the dance team, who was now dating Nick Dain, Wharton’s star lacrosse player and biggest douche), Everly was still Wharton royalty—heiress and only child of two of the school’s most renowned alumni. And Finn? He was painfully ordinary, a curd among the creams, a charity case attending Wharton only by the grace of Headmaster Bruce and the Good Fortunes Scholarship. 

	Everly’s throng of admirers was now pretending to browse Cat Stevens records as they tracked her through the store, but if she noticed, she gave no indication. 

	“I’m on my way to the Sanctuary.” She grazed Finn’s cheek with her lips before planting the drinks on the counter and throwing herself onto a spinning stool next to him. “Can’t stay long, but...” She pushed off the counter with her foot and spun herself absently from side to side before she took a sip of her latte, green eyes troubled over the plastic cap.

	Finn shoved a stack of used cassette go-backs out of the way and perched on the edge of the counter. “What’s up?” 

	Something was. 

	Everly spoke with the thread of a voice. “He called.” 

	Finn didn’t need to ask who “he” was; Everly could only be referring to one person: her grandfather. After the team had turned in their wetsuits last June, Professor Moskowitz had vanished like smoke, providing no warning or explanation for his absence beyond a cryptic mention of “official Historians’ Society business.” He’d been missing from Wharton all summer and had even ghosted Temple completely, which was rather out of character for the old man, who had been a regular at Beth Elohim’s morning Shabbat service for decades. Even stranger, he’d gone on sabbatical for the first quarter of the new school year. 

	Everly had feigned indifference to her grandfather’s abrupt withdrawal, but by now, Finn knew that stoicism was her way. His girlfriend could be in raging turmoil on the inside, but she’d make damn sure not to let anyone know it. It was as if her life depended on maintaining a cool, collected facade. Her only emotional tell was biting her lower lip—a thing she did when she was anxious. A thing she was doing right now.

	“So?” Finn pushed a hand through his hair and let it rest on the nape of his neck. “What’s the news? Is he coming back?” He couldn’t help but feel a surge of hopeful excitement at the prospect; he missed the professor. He missed his smiling eyes and raspy laugh, his bad jokes and sage advice, and the inexplicably unerring confidence he seemed to have in Finn, even when he couldn’t muster it in himself. If that weren’t enough, Professor Moskowitz’s long-term sub was a total drag with a stick up his ass who had already sent Finn to Headmaster Bruce twice this year simply for arriving to class with a crooked tie.  

	 “Yes and no.” Everly spoke through a sigh as she plucked a spare roll of receipt tape from the shelf under the register and turned it over in her hands. “Yes, in that he’s calling a meeting of the Young Historians on Wednesday. But he isn’t back back— he’s extending his sabbatical— ” she averted her eyes,  “—indefinitely.”  

	“What?” Finn felt his face scrunch up. “Did he say why?” 

	“He didn’t exactly stay on the line long enough for me to ask.” Everly’s words were laced with bitterness now. “The call lasted all of thirty seconds.” As she went silent, Finn glanced down at her hands; while she’d been talking, she’d undone the end of the receipt tape roll and ripped it to shreds, littering the ground at her feet with white confetti. 

	“Ev.” Finn reached for her hands and searched for her eyes with his. Moskowitz was Everly’s only surviving relative. The old man had raised her for the past ten years. As much as Finn missed him, Everly had to have missed him more, whether or not she’d admit it. “Are you okay?”

	“Yeah.” Everly met his gaze for only a moment before she looked away again. Something crossed her face— something like embarrassment, as if she registered that she’d been caught in a state of vulnerability. “I’m good.”

	 Finn was tempted to press the issue— to tell her that it would be okay if she wasn’t “good”—but before he had the chance she stuffed one of her hands into her peacoat pocket and drew out a piece of folded paper. 

	“We got quarter grades today.” Everly’s words tumbled forth quickly, as if she were desperate to change the subject, her hands moving with equal speed as she unfolded the paper. “You got yours, right?”

	“Mmhm.” Finn winced inside and took a sip of hot chocolate. “Yeah, I got mine.” He glanced down at the paper in Everly’s hands.

	 

	Honors English...A

	Debate...A

	Honors History…A

	Psychology…A

	Calculus...A

	Humanities…A

	 

	GPA: 4.0

	 

	“Whoa.” Finn slid a hand down the side of his face. With all those “As,” Everly’s report card looked like it was screaming. He looked up, one corner of his mouth curving into a smile. “I mean, not that I’m not surprised.”

	As Everly looked at him with expectation, Finn averted his eyes to the cash register. 

	Now he was the one desperate to change the subject. 

	He swallowed a sigh and drove a reluctant hand into the pockets of his jeans, but just then, Grant popped his head around the doorframe of his office, an unlikely savior. “Mallory, you can’t just play Bush’s Sixteen Stone on repeat, alright? I don’t know what it is with you; you’re more 1994 than white appliances with oak cabinetry. Play something from this decade. Something trendy. Something—”

	 The manager’s eyes flared at the sight of Everly gently rotating on the spinning stool, an amused smile dancing on her lips. Finn released his grip on the wrinkled wad of paper in his pocket that was his report card and along with it, a silent exhale of relief. 

	 “Oh. Uh, hi, Everly.” Grant’s earlobes turned red. “Didn’t see you there.” 

	“Hi, Grant.” Everly threw him a small wave and an indulgent smile. “Did you get a haircut? It looks nice.”

	“Thanks,” Grant stammered, running a self-conscious hand over his thinning hair. “I uh...I did, actually.” He nearly tripped over his own feet as he stumbled back into his office and slammed the door, his exit immediately followed by a small crash and muffled swearing. Finn pressed his lips together to stifle a laugh.

	Everly wrinkled her nose, rose from her stool, and swiped her latte off the counter, seeming to have forgotten about the grades lurking in Finn’s left pocket. “You’re busy,” she eyed the clock, “and I have to go anyway. See you tonight?” 

	Finn nodded and caught her around the waist. He kissed her, letting his lips linger on hers a moment, biting back the urge to ask her one more time if she was alright. 

	“Hey,” Everly spoke against his mouth. “Do me a favor?”

	“Yeah?”

	“Bring something other than Soundgarden tonight?”

	Finn released her and grimaced, feigning outrage. “Sacrilege. But fair enough: no Soundgarden.”

	The center aisle’s low pile carpet was discolored from years of heavy foot traffic and studded with spots of dark, hardened chewing gum, but Everly made it look like a runway as she flounced down it, white-gold hair gently lifting with each footfall. The bells on the door announced her exit. 

	Finn watched her go, ignoring a fresh round of stares from his customers. He drew his report card out of his pocket, tossed it on the counter and smoothed out the creases with his palms. He’d already seen it, but even so, his jaw tightened in anticipation. 

	 

	World History…A

	English…B

	Advanced Music History…A

	Statistics...C

	Advanced Music Theory…A

	Astronomy…C

	 

	GPA: 3.17

	 

	He took a long, deep sip of hot chocolate, allowing himself to find momentary comfort in its sweetness. 

	His grades weren’t the worst they could be, but they also weren’t exactly good.

	Wasn’t that the very definition of average? Not bad, but also not good?

	Yep. Finn’s grades were average. 

	He was average.

	He raised his eyes to the door through which Everly had just disappeared, now just a rectangle of busy, city street. 

	She wasn’t average; she was extraordinary. 

	“Not bad, man.” Finn suppressed a sneeze as his senses were assaulted by the strange mixture of patchouli and stale Hot Pockets that he’d come to know as his manager’s signature scent. Grant lingered behind him, head angled to one side as he stared over Finn’s shoulder at his report card, a cardboard box shoved under one arm. “My grades weren’t much better when I was in high school, and I turned out alright.” He straightened the collar of his Hawaiian shirt with his free hand.

	Finn glanced down at his manager’s feet; he was wearing a pair of lime-green Crocs with socks under them.

	Goals. 

	“Yeah, thanks. That helps, Grant.” 

	Grant plunked his cardboard box next to the register with an irritated shake of the head. “Drop-offs. I hate it when people do this. What are we, the Salvation Army? Anyway, check ‘em and sticker ‘em.”

	Finn nodded and dug into the box. 

	“Been meaning to thank you, Mallory.” 

	“It’s no problem, really.” Finn didn’t look up as he thumbed through the box of CD rejects, which looked like a who’s who of mid-90s pop. “It’s what you pay me for, right?”

	“Not thanks for that; thanks for giving the rest of us regular guys hope of landing Claudia Schiffer.”

	Finn snorted and resisted the impulse to flip off his boss; at the end of the day, it was Grant who signed his checks. He wadded up a discarded receipt and chucked it at him instead. 

	“Seriously, though, Mallory,” Grant shook his head as he meandered into the pop section, still speaking behind him, “how’d you land a girl like that?”

	Finn eyed the door, where the bells still moved in a lazy sway after Everly’s exit. “Hell if I know.”

	 He’d have been lying if he said he didn’t ask himself that question at least every other day. A secret fear lived within him: that his relationship with Everly was just an elaborate, long-running hoax and that any second, someone was going to jump out from behind the vinyl to say, “Gotcha!”

	“How long you two been together, again?”

	Finn raised his eyes to the ceiling, silently counting on his fingers. “Five months?” He nodded to himself. “Yeah. Five months and change.” 

	“Damn. In teenage time that’s like five years.”

	Finn chuckled. “I guess.” 

	“So, what’s in the works, Mallory? You’re a senior, right? Do I get to keep you on next year? That is, if you don’t put me out of business with all your music-snob, Lester Bangs bullshit.”

	“Maybe.” Finn shrugged as he snapped open the jewel case of a Barry Manilow’s greatest hits album. “Haven’t figured it out yet.” 

	“And your girl? I’m sure she has it figured out. She’s money, right? Those types have everything figured out.”

	“She’s going to Wellington.” Finn snapped the disc out of the case and flipped it over. He held it at an angle under the light and squinted. Scratched to hell. He turned around and frisbeed it into the wastebasket. 

	“Wellington?” Grant let out a long, low whistle. “Well, shit.” 

	“Wellington’s like a birth-right for Wharton kids.” Finn grabbed his sticker gun and labeled a Spice Girls CD $4.99, tapping down the sticker’s curled edge with his fingertip. “The natural next step or whatever.” Everly planned to become a lawyer like her late mother, while Edison had chosen to major in mechanical engineering. Hot-headed Valerie, ironically, wanted to major in communications in hopes of becoming a diplomat. “All my friends are going.”

	“Yeah, well, you’re not.” 

	Finn’s head snapped up and Grant threw up a palm. “No offense or anything. I mean, Cs get degrees, but they don’t get you into ivy league schools. Not Wellington, at least. That place is for like, politician’s kids and quantum physics geniuses and stuff.”

	“‘Cs get degrees,’” Finn repeated. “My dad used to say that. And no offense taken. I know what I am.” He fished another CD out of the box—a rejected Backstreet Boys album, the cover of which displayed the five members dressed in matching white suits and moodily contemplative expressions. Another one bound for the bargain bin. 

	Grant was right; Finn didn’t stand a chance in hell of going to Wellington, and if he was being completely honest with himself, he didn’t want to. The thought of his friends’ future alma mater conjured up the image of a giant conveyor belt churning out identical suited figures, wearing identical ties and carrying identical briefcases. It was equally humorous and horrifying. 

	Well, mostly horrifying. 

	Wharton had brought him Everly—and Edison, and Valerie, too—but beyond that, he’d been a fish out of water at Wharton, flopping around and gasping for air, since he’d arrived on scholarship last year. The prospect of another four years of conspicuous otherness sounded about as appealing as being forced to listen to Puddle of Mudd’s “Blurry” on repeat for the rest of his life. 

	“Well,” Grant raked a hand through his neckbeard, “then enjoy it while it lasts, right?”

	Finn narrowed his eyes, sticker gun suspended over the soundtrack for Batman Forever. “What do you mean?” 

	“Wellington’s, what, four hours away? For kids, that’s long-distance, right? I had a long-distance girlfriend once. It was a disaster.” 

	Finn scowled, wanting to suggest that maybe long distance wasn’t the thing that had made his boss’s previous relationship a disaster—that maybe it was his neckbeard, his woeful sense of fashion, the way he smelled, his complete lack of tact, or any combination of the four, but he reined himself in. “Four hours isn’t even that long, Grant.” 

	“But four years is.”

	“Yeah,” Finn murmured. His eyes darted up to the neon sign on the wall behind the counter.

	Crossroads Records. 

	The store’s logo, a vertical line that forked into two arrows going in opposite directions, seemed almost to mock him. “I guess it is.” 

	The fact was, Finn was a bargain bin compact disc and Everly was rare vinyl, mint condition, sleeve signed by the band: two things that occupied completely different parts of the store. 

	How long would it take for her to realize it? 

	He threw another scratched-up CD into the garbage and complied with Grant’s request, popping “something trendy” into the CD player—something stupid and over processed that was currently all the rage.

	


Chapter 2
Today

	There was a barely perceptible chill beginning to seep into the air. In a few weeks, autumn would swoop in like an uninvited guest. The blossoms on the rose bushes would fade and fall, and the cold would chase the leaves away, reducing them to a crispy, golden carpet of detritus that Wharton’s landscaping team would work tirelessly to clear. Finn had always liked autumn well enough, but tonight he saw it for what it truly was: a season of die-off, in which things that had flourished in the sun faded away as the cold crept in and took hold. But for now, his arm was warm around the soft curve of Everly’s waist, and the air was faintly perfumed by the season’s last roses. It was still summer, if only for a little while longer.

	 It was well past curfew. The campus was deserted, quiet but for the layers of distorted guitar that filtered through Finn’s headphones. The left speaker was flexed out, and as Everly sat with her ear lazily propped against the foam, head on his shoulder, Billy Corgan of the Smashing Pumpkins insisted that today was “the greatest.” 

	Finn was inclined to agree.

	He and Everly had spoken little about the Time Trials since June when they’d turned in their wetsuits after the final challenge. A tacit agreement had passed between them: no Trials talk. They were determined to give themselves over to the blissfully normal business of being teenagers—to make the most of the time they had before the inexorable approach of autumn would draw them closer to their second season of the nefarious, secret competition that had brought them together but could also very well cost them their lives. 

	 With Edison and Valerie away with their families for the summer, they’d been among a small group of Wharton students who remained in the dorms. They’d spent their days combining her coffees with his hot chocolates to make mochas, grossing out the locals with their egregious displays of PDA, exploring little-known pockets of the city, and learning the strange, yet endearing eccentricities of which the other was made. Their nights were spent just like this, here in the Wharton Gardens, immersed in music and each other. 

	There was an unspoken formula to these late-night garden meetings: they’d start with talking, graduate to music, and dissolve into kissing, the likes of which flowered into a frenzy that inevitably brought them up the brick steps of Aion Hall to an empty dorm. With Edison away, there was ample privacy, and the non-elite dorms didn’t have a Greta to act as sentinel, yet these summer nights never quite ended the way one would expect; they ended only with mussed hair, flushed cheeks, and a frustrated walk in the dark back to Raine Manor, where Finn would deposit Everly before returning to Aion Hall to dive into a cold shower. 

	Finn knew what Valerie and Edison thought—that he and Everly had checked certain relationship milestones off their list the first night of summer—and he didn’t see the point in disabusing them of the notion. Let them think it; it was bound to happen eventually.  

	So, why hadn’t it? Finn certainly wasn’t the reason for their restraint; he would have been more than happy to capitalize on the perks a vacationing roommate and an empty dorm afforded. But he’d sensed a reluctance in Everly—a certain shyness—and he hadn’t wanted to press her. Besides, he decided, there didn’t need to be anything more. Sitting beside her night after night, safe from the prying eyes of the throngs of Wharton students that would swarm the place like bees on honeycomb come fall, was enough. More than enough. 

	Now, Everly’s manicured finger came down on the stop button with an assertive “click” and Finn lifted his brows, watching the tape wheels come to an abrupt stop through the Walkman’s window. 

	Everly gave him a long look, her gaze darting from one of his eyes to the other and back again, as if searching them.

	“What’s up?” Finn pulled off his headphones and hung them around the back of his neck, one corner of his mouth hitching up into a smile. “I mean, it’s not Soundgarden.”

	Everly’s fingertips grazed his forehead as she brushed an errant lock of hair out of his face. “It’s just...you’re quiet. You have that broody look.” She smiled, palm against his cheek. “Did Grant finally sack you for bullying the customers?”

	“Not yet,” Finn chuckled. “Any day now. And it’s not ‘bullying;’ I like to think of it as coaching.” He raised and lowered one shoulder. “Just tired, I guess.” He kept the truth to himself: that Grant’s unsolicited advice to “enjoy it while it lasts” had left a bad taste in his mouth and a knot in his gut. 

	 In the subdued light of the streetlamp, Everly glowed, her hair brilliant against the black of her peacoat, but her eyes still looked as troubled as they had at Crossroads. Finn drew her closer, resting his chin atop her head, her back against his chest. “You’re not saying much yourself.”

	It was true; they’d broken the formula tonight, skipping over conversation completely and going straight for the music, both of them as silent as a held breath. 

	Everly drew back and met Finn’s eyes again. She wore a look of hesitant determination, as if she were gearing up for something, like a little kid holding up the line to the high-dive. Finn knew she’d been stewing about her grandfather. Maybe she was finally ready to talk about it. It was rare for Everly to need him for anything, and he privately yearned for moments when his girlfriend showed that she was made of blood and bone, like everyone else.

	But it wasn’t the professor that Everly wanted to discuss. 

	“I wondered if you’d given any more thought to what we talked about.” 

	Finn felt his jaw set. This was the first step in a dance he knew—one he and Everly had performed every week since the dawn of the new school year: Everly would broach the subject of Finn’s post-high school plans, and Finn would evade, pivot, using wit or a clever change of subject to wriggle out of the conversation. It was senior year and questions hung as heavily in the air as the musky smell of Grant’s patchouli oil, but Finn didn’t have the answers. Not yet. 

	“We apply in January,” Everly pressed when he said nothing. 

	“It’s September.” Finn averted his eyes to the rose bushes. A restless sigh of wind made the leaves tremble on their stems. “We’ve got time. Right?”

	Everly opened her mouth and closed it, as if carefully choosing her words. “You’re smart, Finn. There’s so much you could do.” Finn felt the warm curve of her hand over the cap of his knee. “There must be something you want to do…”

	Finn ran a palm over his face and stared past her, out at the looming shapes of the topiaries in the distance. From here they looked spectral, like a row of dark, shadowy eavesdroppers. “I’m not exactly a deadbeat, Ev. I have a job, remember?”

	“I know,” Everly gave him a flicker of a smile—a forced one that quickly faltered, “but you won’t work at Crossroads forever—" there was a trace of something in her voice—something Finn couldn’t identify. Distaste? Shame? “—will you?” 

	“And what if I did?” The words came out clipped and irritable, and Finn knew he was being petulant even as he spoke them, but he couldn’t help it. 

	He didn’t mind his job. At Crossroads, he was in his element. He got to spend all day hawking music, and he got a killer employee discount that made the second-hand cassettes practically free. He’d even come to appreciate the place’s unique perfume—that pungent smell of cellophane combined with the distinct PVC and rotting cardboard scent of the vinyl. But Everly was right: he didn’t see himself there forever. Crossroads was a high school gig, a way to pad your pockets a little until you traded it in for something more serious. 

	Yet the look on Everly’s face, the tone of her voice, made him bristle. It made him want to double down, dig in his heels. Everly wasn’t saying all she was thinking, but she didn’t have to—Finn could feel it in the subtle way she tensed under his arm, her mouth bent into the slightest of winces. He knew what she thought of him: that he was already stalled out at the age of seventeen.

	“You know what?” He shook his head as if to clear it, reclaiming his arm from around Everly’s waist and stuffing his hands into his pockets. “We can just...we can talk about this later.” 

	Later.

	He’d said the word so many times this year, it was beginning to leave a familiar taste on his tongue. 

	Everly hooked her hair behind her ears and crossed her arms. Finn bowed his head and mined himself for patience. Silence squirmed between them like a beached eel. 

	He tried in vain to dam the flood of catastrophic thought that rushed through his mind: that Grant was right—that this relationship was transitory, as ephemeral as the smell of summer roses. He could feel it creeping up on him, that familiar cynicism, as heavy and predictable as evening fog. He pushed against it with everything he had, knowing how this would go if he didn’t. If he wasn’t careful, this would be like last year; he’d say something impulsive and damaging that would send the two of them into a weeks-long standoff of silence, each trying to outdo the other with aloofness until one of them caved. He didn’t want to do that again, ever. He’d already lost enough time with her. 

	 His eyes swept her regal silhouette, nearly gilded by the light of the streetlamp. She was a guiding light. A beacon. When Finn had come to Wharton, he’d been in pieces, but Everly had never stopped trying to put those pieces back together, even when they cut her fingers. 

	She was rare. 

	This was rare. 

	Finn raised a hand to Everly’s cheek, guiding her face to look at his. 

	“Look.” He used a voice as soft as his touch, hoping it would help counter the defensive edge it had held only moments ago. He sighed, thumb brushing over her cheekbone. “I don’t like talking about next year for the same reason we didn’t talk about the Trials all summer: it sucks all the good out of right now. Is it so wrong that I want to focus on what’s in front of me for once? The past has already claimed so much of my life. I’m not letting the future do the same thing.” He wove his fingers through hers, drinking in the familiar softness and warmth of her skin. “You’re here, I’m here...isn’t that enough?”

	Everly stared at him with the intensity and concentration of a shaman reading tea leaves. It wasn’t for long, but it felt like forever—hours instead of seconds—and in those seconds, all Finn could think was that he’d asked her a question, an important one, and she hadn’t said yes. 

	Maybe she thought it was rhetorical. 

	Or, maybe it wasn’t enough.

	Everly finally let out a short, ironic laugh that burst the bubble of tension, and as she wrinkled her nose, Finn felt himself relax, just a little. Nose-wrinkling was a good sign, not to mention cute as hell. “‘Savor the moment,’” she teased. “‘Live for today.’ ‘Embrace the now.’ You sound like a mindfulness podcast.”

	Finn smiled, pressing his palms flat against each other and bowing his head over them. “Om.” 

	He leaned forward and drew her mouth to his. He tried to make it the kind of kiss that would make her forget everything else—college, the Time Trials, her AWOL grandfather—and as he felt her thaw under his lips and move closer, narrowing the gap between them to nothing, he figured he’d succeeded.

	


Chapter 3
A Conflict of Interest

	“Let me get this straight.” Valerie leaned forward on her elbows, her face still bearing traces of a suntan from a summer vacation spent in Marseilles. “An entire summer and not a single phone call?”

	“Nope.” Everly let out a jaded sigh, sitting beside her in their customary semicircle of chairs, chin in hand as she watched the dust motes dance in the wan afternoon light that streamed in through the classroom window. “Complete radio silence until last Saturday.”

	It was a conversation they’d had at least three times since Valerie’s return to campus, but now that the professor had revealed his intention to extend his sabbatical, there was renewed interest in his whereabouts, his absence, and his mysterious detachment from the team and his own granddaughter. 

	Valerie eyed the door. The professor was due to arrive anytime now. “How long has it been since you’ve seen him, then?” 

	“I told you.” Everly knew she sounded as sullen as she felt and didn’t bother to hide it. “Not since last year’s victory.”

	“I don’t get it.” Valerie shook her head. “I always thought the two of you were—"

	“Close?” The word came out more sharply than intended. “Yeah,” Everly tried to soften it with a rueful smile, “so did I.” She looked down to dodge the sympathetic look that Valerie was throwing her way, which somehow made her feel all the worse. 

	Though she’d never admit it, Everly had been stung by how quick and formal the professor’s announcement had been—a terse phone call that lasted all of a minute. She’d had longer, more detailed conversations when confirming a dentist appointment. 

	“Okay,” Valerie twisted her mouth and softened her voice, one brown eyebrow arching, “so he didn’t call you. But did you ever try calling him?”

	Everly threw her eyes to the windows. For the past ten years, her grandfather had been her only constant. He was like a handrail, a thing she seldom held onto but knew she could if she’d needed. Without his quiet, grounding presence, she was unmoored, adrift. Even so, she hadn’t been able to bring herself to breach the divide that had sprung up between them. 

	An unwelcome resentment had begun to brew within her after the Truth or Dare challenge last year, during which the full extent of the Historians’ Society’s treachery had been revealed. Everly had never outright told her grandfather that she blamed him for coaxing the team into the Time Trials—and perhaps it wasn’t fair for her to, considering they had all knowingly signed contracts—but even so, at least part of her did. 

	Maybe the professor had felt it. Maybe it had been the cold edge to Everly’s voice that had driven him away. 

	Now, as Moskowitz purposely left Everly in the dark, withdrawing from Wharton and her life, the divide between them grew even deeper. There were other things, too—unspoken things between them that festered like untreated wounds. Things the professor wasn’t telling Everly—things about her life, her past, her family. This had served as a bone of contention between them for years, a bone that Everly kept buried in the yard to preserve the only familial bond she had left, but now her curiosity had transformed into a stubborn determination that compelled her to do one thing—grab a shovel and dig it up. 

	“But I guess you didn’t have much time for phone calls.” Everly turned, hearing the smile in Valerie’s voice, grateful for the change of subject, even as it swerved in a new, more awkward direction. “You were busy this summer.” Everly knew where this was headed by Valerie’s saucy, knowing smile and the way she’d drawn out the word “busy.” “I figure you and Finn spent pretty much the whole break behind closed doors, anyway. Did you even leave his dorm—" Valerie paused her interrogation only long enough to pull a lime green bottle of Gatorade from her book bag, unscrew the cap with an aggressive twist, and take a swig. It looked to Everly like she was chugging antifreeze, “—or his bed, for that matter?” 

	Everly scoffed lightly and threw her eyes back to the windows, feeling heat rise to her face. This was yet another conversation they’d had more than once since the dawn of the school year; ever since Valerie had returned from Marseille, she had been pushing for details on “how far” Finn and Everly had gone, seemingly tickled by the flush it brought to Everly’s cheeks. 

	“No way. You’re serious!” Even as she continued to evade Valerie’s stare, Everly could hear the shocked amusement in her roommate’s voice. “All this time I thought you were just being classy about it, but now I’m starting to believe you. You really haven’t?” 

	“No.” Everly finally let her gaze swing to her roommate, shoulders jumping in an almost apologetic shrug. “We just...we didn’t. We haven’t.” 

	Summer had been full of little intimacies between Finn and Everly—just not the kind Valerie was fishing for. 

	Between June and August, Everly had discovered the way Finn liked his eggs (over easy, toast dipped in the yolk), his middle name (Michael) and that when he was little, his mother used to sing “Blackbird” by the Beatles to him as a lullaby. She’d learned that his first pet had been a goldfish named Ace, he liked to put barbeque sauce on hotdogs, he had a crippling fear of heights, and the first song his dad had ever taught him on guitar was “Horse with No Name” by America (because, Finn had explained, it only had three power chords in it, whatever that meant). She’d grown accustomed to the warmth of his flannelled arm around her shoulder, the piney smell that engulfed her when he was around, and the way his fingers were in constant motion, as if picking phantom guitar strings. Last year he’d worn a defensive cynicism like a second skin, but he’d shed that, leaving only his true essence behind: an earnest sweetness and laughing eyes. 

	The strength of Everly’s feelings for Finn had settled in stealthily, a thing that was both exhilarating and terrifying. Everly was used to having the automatic upper hand, to being surrounded by a throng of pathetically eager sycophants who agreed with everything she said, but Finn didn’t do that. He was refreshing. Challenging. Real. 

	And yet they hadn’t, as Valerie liked to call it, “sealed the deal.” Every time they’d come close to bringing things to the next level, something would stop them, sober them, force them to throw water on the flames that roared between them.

	Who was Everly kidding? She was the “something,” the hold-out, the one who went shy and tensed up when things grew heated. And Finn was...patient, reading her cues and responding swiftly, never pressing her. How long he’d stay that way, Everly didn’t know. Finn may have been one of the good ones, but he was also a warm-blooded male. 

	Valerie threw a look at the door and lowered her voice. “Where’s he applying next year, anyway?” She raised an eyebrow when Everly winced. “I mean, he’s going somewhere, right?”

	“Your guess is as good as mine.” Everly’s words came out fast and irritable. “I don’t think he has any plans beyond Saturday, Valerie. If he does, he hasn’t said a word to me about them. I’m getting sick of asking.” A momentary surge of embarrassment rose in her; she wasn’t used to confiding in anyone, even Valerie. But relief set in immediately after, as if she’d just taken off a backpack full of bricks. She hadn’t realized how desperate she’d been to talk about this. 

	She recalled the stern set of Finn’s jaw in the gardens last night. His crossed arms. The brutal silence that had set in between them. 

	Valerie leaned forward, making a thorough study of Everly’s face. “Oh my God,” she said through a laugh. “Everly Caldwell! If I didn’t know any better, I’d think maybe you were—"

	Everly felt her cheeks go hot again. “Stop.”

	“I’m sorry.” Valerie straightened her face and offered a reassuring smile. “But don’t worry. It’s just one of his last-second audibles.”

	“Huh?”

	“It’s what he does.” Valerie gathered her hair up into a high ponytail and secured it with an elastic. “He throws things together at the very last second, and for whatever reason, as obnoxious as it is, it always seems to work out.” She shrugged, setting her ponytail swinging. “He comes through when it matters.”

	“Yeah.” Everly nodded slowly. “I guess he does.” 

	The door creaked open then. Everly straightened in her chair and Valerie went quiet, reaching into her bag for an energy bar as Edison loped in. He claimed the seat closest to the door, as was his ritual, followed closely by Finn, who sat beside Everly, threw an arm across the back of her chair, and planted a kiss on her cheek. 

	“So, this is weird, right?” He looked from Edison to Valerie, tie askew, a shock of hair falling forward into his face. “The old man bailing like this?”

	“Highly irregular.” Edison agreed. 

	“What do you think the deal is?” Finn frowned and leaned back in his chair, propping his feet up on the desk and crossing them at the ankles. “Is he planning a long trip or something? I mean, he likes to travel, right?” Everly watched his eyes dart up to the wall above the blackboard, where the professor’s collection of tribal masks stared down ominously, mouths agape.

	“Maybe he got a girlfriend and wants to spend his golden years living it up,” Valerie offered between bites of her energy bar. “Any hot old ladies at Temple?”

	Everly wrinkled her nose. “Gross.”

	“And what does this all mean for the Trials?” All humor was gone from Valerie’s voice now. She lifted her eyebrows and tilted her head in hopeful thought. “Maybe this gives us a pass?”

	“Impossible.” Edison shook his head. “As co-victors, we are required to return for a second season. The consequences for breaking contract would be dire.”

	Valerie rolled her eyes. “Yeah, well, can’t blame me for hoping.”

	“Speaking of contracts,” Edison produced an envelope from his book bag and leaned around Valerie toward Finn, “this came for you today.”

	As Finn collected the envelope from Edison with two fingers, a look landed on his face—something like panic. In the time it took to take a breath, he peered down at it, swallowed visibly, and folded the envelope in half, stuffing it into his pants pocket. 

	“Well?” Edison looked at Finn over the rim of his glasses. “Aren’t you going to open it? The return address suggests time-sensitivity. It said it was from—" 

	“It’s nothing.” Finn shook his head with so much force it was a wonder he didn’t throw out his neck. “Junk mail.” He looked at Edison from under lowered brows. “Okay, Edison? Junk mail.” 

	Edison blinked owlishly and fell silent. 

	The rattled look on Finn’s face persisted, and Everly watched him with narrowed eyes. Whatever he’d just put in his pocket definitely seemed like more than junk mail. She opened her mouth to ask him about it but the classroom door opened then, followed by the hesitant report of shoes on the polished floor. 

	As Professor Moskowitz stepped into the room, only Everly remained seated, frozen in place as her teammates rose to their feet, like pet dogs rushing to the door at the sound of keys in the lock. 

	But something stopped them short and wiped the smiles from their faces. 

	There was a strange, foreign energy about the professor. His face was hard, and there was an eerie absence in his eyes. They were cold, assessing, scrubbed of their light. Finn’s face fell, and the team eased themselves back to their seats, rebuffed without a word having been spoken. 

	“Greetings,” the old man finally said.

	 Everly watched her grandfather warily, feeling Finn throw her a look of confusion, knowing his thoughts as if he’d spoken them aloud: that the professor’s stiff salutation sounded a lot like Grand Timekeeper Garridan’s.

	 “I apologize for my absence.” The professor moved into the room, but just barely, maintaining a distance from the team and making no move to sit, as if he were intent upon keeping this meeting brief. “I warned you that winning the Trials comes at a cost. I suppose I am paying my fair share lately.”

	“Well, we’re glad you’re back,” Finn’s smile flickered back into place. He restored his arm to Everly’s shoulders. “History has sucked without you. Your sub’s lectures are about as exciting as watching hair grow.” 

	“Where’ve you been, anyway?” Valerie asked, ready to get to the point as usual. “What’s this top-secret ‘Historians’ Society business’?”

	The professor lowered his eyes to the floor. “I’m afraid it is my unhappy duty to deliver you some unfortunate news.” He issued a shallow sigh. “Please believe me when I say that nothing of which I will tell you is easy for me to impart.”

	Everly hadn’t wanted to address her grandfather before he addressed her first—to her, it was a concession she wasn’t yet ready to make—but even so, she felt fear’s hand take hold of her stomach and squeeze. 

	“Are you sick?” The image of her mother, frail and infirm, her trademark curls replaced by a scarf, flashed into her mind.

	“My health is up to mark, as it has always been.” The professor maintained his cold formality, seemingly unperturbed by her concern. He didn’t even deign to look at her. One of his shoulders twitched up and down in an insouciant shrug. “I have merely accepted certain responsibilities.” He turned, giving his back to the team. “These responsibilities…they will change things for us.”

	The team exchanged a puzzled look. Finn’s eyes questioned Everly’s, as if they contained an explanation to the professor’s bizarre behavior, and Everly bristled; she knew no more than any of them did, although she should.  

	Edison came right out with it: “Are we still competing in the Time Trials?” 

	The professor’s neck bent in a slow nod, still facing the wall. “Yes.”  

	“And are you still our mentor?” Finn pressed. 

	Professor Moskowitz kept his eyes glued to the tribal masks on the walls, in seeming avoidance of reckoning with the bewildered faces of his team. His reply was barely audible. “No.” 

	Valerie jumped to her feet. “Does this have something to do with Vandecraft? I knew she was smirking about something when we won this stupid thing! Did she force you out?”

	“I assure you she did not,” the professor said to the floor, hands clasped behind his back. 

	Everly shook her head slowly. Beside her, Finn let out a bitter scoff. He cast another glance Everly’s way, but this time it was a protective one. “This is the first we’ve heard from you in months and now you’re just being weird. If it doesn’t have something to do with Vandecraft, then what does it have to do with? Level with us.” Everly felt his arm draw more tightly around her shoulder. 

	Valerie crossed her arms, still standing. “Seriously, Professor, what’s going on? If you’re not our mentor, we aren’t playing.” 

	Edison began to move in a subtle sway as he watched each speaker’s face from behind his thick glasses, tracking the conversation in solemn silence.

	The professor finally turned to face them. “You will play.” His cold tone sent a chill through Everly, as if someone had just dribbled ice water down her back. “You know the cost if you refuse.”

	Everly’s mind conjured the memory of her grandfather’s eyes as they’d looked a mere six months ago: as warm and dark as his customary cup of black coffee, peering at her over the edge of his newspaper in the mornings. That memory was cobwebbed now, as if it belonged to another life. She stayed silent through a deep ache in her chest. 

	Finn didn’t. “Yeah, because we signed a contract that you handed to us!” He was standing now, one hand braced on Everly’s desk. Everly trained her stare on a scar on his knuckle as he challenged her grandfather. 

	“A contract that you all signed.”

	Everly raised her eyes just as her grandfather bowed his head. When he lifted it, his features had softened a degree, and his eyes looked more sad than cold. “I am sorry, truly, for everything. But if you attempt to void your contracts you will be exiled.” He raised his palms, took a step back. “It’s not a threat, it’s a promise. I don’t want to see any of you hurt.”

	There was a painful irony in that statement and the entire room acknowledged it with silence. 

	“Things have changed.” That impersonal formality restored itself to the professor's voice. “I have accepted the position of the fifth Timekeeper.”

	A collective gasp rose from the group as shock dawned on them all. Valerie’s brow steepled in an angry ‘v’ and Finn’s jaw went slack. Everly’s hand unconsciously flew to her mouth. Even Edison’s eyes flared behind the thick lenses of his glasses. 

	Professor Moskowitz had sided with the enemy. For a promotion. 

	“I ask only that you trust my decision.” The old man crossed the room and gave his attention to the window, fist to mouth.

	“Not likely,” Valerie growled. 

	“It was an opportunity that presented itself. I had no choice but to seize it.” The professor turned and cleared his throat. “Your new mentor will arrive in a week. He is excellent.” He paused before adding, “And there is something else. One other detail, though a small one.”

	Everly braced herself. What else could there be? 

	“Everly is no longer allowed to compete in the Trials.”

	“What?” The word escaped her mouth in a gasp, like a captive bird out a window left open.

	“I am a Timekeeper now.” As the professor permitted his eyes to rest on her for the first time today, Everly drew her arms around herself. “It is a conflict of interest to have a blood relative of a Timekeeper compete in the Trials. It is in the rules, and the rules must be abided.” 

	“Well, then change the rules, ‘Timekeeper Moskowitz.’” Everly pushed the words out from between clenched teeth, but Finn seemed to know that her icy tone was a front for pain and threw a shielding arm around her shoulders again. 

	“We can’t do this without Everly.” Valerie knuckled her hands at her hips, her face a mask of disbelief. “There’s no way.”

	“Perhaps I should clarify. She is still a part of the team, but in a new capacity,” the professor offered. “She is permitted to help with research and the development of strategy, and she will travel with the team to Historians’ Society Headquarters for the Summit of Selection and all subsequent trials. She simply will not be permitted to make the bend with the team.” He pursed his lips and lifted his chin. “She will instead watch the Trials from the observation room.” 

	Everly quietly seethed, marveling at the unfeeling detachment with which her grandfather eyed her—as if she were a stranger rather than the girl who he had reared for the past ten years. Other than a slight flex of his jaw muscles, he betrayed nothing that could be read as concern for her distress. She gave him a once over, from the thin, gray wisps of his remaining hair to his black Oxfords. 

	Who the hell was this man, masquerading as the person who had raised her? 

	“I’m sorry that this news is so upsetting.” The Timekeeper’s sympathetic words clashed sharply with the flatness of his tone. “You know that your safety is my utmost concern…” 

	Everly’s stomach dropped like a stone in water; the transformation had taken less time than she could have ever imagined it would. “Spoken like a true Timekeeper.” 

	A stunned look flared across Professor Moskowitz’s face, one of the only signs of humanity he’d displayed today, but it faded as quickly as it had come. He turned and spoke with his back to the team again, hands steepled, fingertips pressed together. “I regret to inform you that all changes are effective immediately. I must leave tonight on official business for the Historians’ Society. I will see you all at the Summit of Selection from my place as Timekeeper.” He bowed his head again and made for the door. “I have the utmost confidence that you will perform admirably.” 

	With that, he took a final look at his classroom, turned on his heel and left. 

	He had scarcely passed through the door when Everly shrugged out from under Finn’s arm and tore after him, pumps clicking rapidly against the floor. 

	She stopped, breathless, in front of the trophy display cases from which pictures of her own parents stared out at her. “Wait.” 

	With slow reluctance, Timekeeper Moskowitz turned to face her. “Everly.” His eyes refused to meet hers, settling themselves somewhere near her feet. “I truly am sorry.” 

	 Everly drew closer. “Why won’t you look at me?” She searched again for some sign of the man who had raised her, hidden under this stone facade of a Timekeeper, but she found none. “Please,” she fought down a surge of frightened hysteria, hating the trace of desperation in her voice, that sickening tremble, that thickness that foretold impending tears, “don’t be like him.” 

	She’d never heard herself sound this fragile, a realization that scared and angered her all at once. 

	“Enough, Everly.” The Timekeeper’s jaw tightened. “Don’t make this about him.” The words were almost a growl: stern, sharp with warning, the way he always sounded when Everly dared broach the subject of her father. “We’ve talked about this, time and time again. When will you listen? He is dead, gone, just as I’ve always told you. I suggest you stop entertaining this foolish notion that he isn’t before it consumes you.” 

	Everly turned narrowed eyes on him, swearing she saw the trace of a tremor in his lips. 

	Liar. 

	She reached out, seized his hand. “This isn’t who you are.” The Timekeeper’s hand was limp in hers. “Something’s gone wrong. Tell me what it is.” 

	The Timekeeper reclaimed his hand and stuffed it into the pocket of his overcoat. “I am sorry.” He sounded tired, as old as he truly was. “Everly, you have to let me go now. There is no other way.” He drew out those last words as if saying them slowly would make them take root in Everly’s mind. 

	He turned to retreat but stopped at the end of the corridor. From here, he looked smaller to Everly than he ever had. His voice sounded hoarse now. Ravaged. “Someday maybe you will see. Perhaps you will forgive me then.”

	Everly watched the old man go, feeling somehow orphaned anew.

	


Chapter 4
Old Habits

	Silence reigned in Everly and Valerie’s master suite, save the crackling of an ambient fire in the marble fireplace, the turning of pages, and the sound of Valerie’s pen as it scribbled furiously into a notebook. Finn dropped his gaze to the prompt for his practice college essay and re-read it for the fourth time.

	State your most admirable quality and provide examples from your own lived experience that cultivated it. 

	He’d already filled in all the “o”s, “a”s, and lower-case “e”s with black ink; it kept his pen moving. Made him look busy. But the space beneath the prompt remained as blank and white as the Wharton gardens after heavy snow, even after an hour of the team’s writing session. 

	This prompt was stupid. 

	Most admirable quality. 

	Finn’s eyes dragged themselves up from his paper and landed on Everly, Valerie, and Edison in turn. All of them were hunched over their work, brows furrowed in studious concentration. Each of them had a veritable laundry list of “admirable qualities” to draw from. Edison was freakishly intelligent and oddly sagacious when he wanted to be. Professor Moskowitz had once called him “the glue that held the team together.” Valerie was defined by her confidence. She feared nothing and no one, and never took no for an answer. And Everly...what wasn’t admirable about Everly? She was calm under pressure, as smart as she was beautiful, and full of a gentle wisdom that
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