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L

CHAPTER	1

October,	AD	641

ight	 pulsed	 from	 the	 great	 machine	 as	 it	 awoke.	 A	 silvery-white	 glow

illuminated	the	surrounding	trees,	chasing	away	the	deep	dark	of	night.

As	the	ground	rumbled	beneath	Tyrathorn’s	feet,	he	allowed	himself	to

marvel	 at	 the	 machine.	 The	 Empyrean	 Bridge	 remained	 his	 people’s	 greatest

achievement.	Now,	in	their	most	desperate	hour,	he	would	use	it	to	save	everyone.

Footsteps	approached	from	behind,	and	his	first	lieutenant	appeared	at	his	side.

She	pushed	back	the	deep	hood	of	her	cloak,	letting	the	snow	fall	in	her	hair.	Her

armor	gleamed	underneath,	bathed	in	a	faint	red	glow.

“Holding	yourself	ready,	yet	I	have	already	dispatched	the	guards.”	He	gestured

to	the	bodies	around	them.	“Do	you	not	trust	our	plan?”

“It’s	 the	 enemy	 I	 do	 not	 trust.	 They	 grow	more	 clever,	 and	 their	 forces	 grow

more	 dangerous.”	 She	 turned	 to	 face	 him,	 her	 expression	 grave.	 “We’re	 losing,

Thorn.	If	this	fails—if	the	enemy	uncovers	it	before	we’re	ready—it’s	over.”

“I	do	not	intend	to—”	Tyrathorn	cut	off,	whipping	around	to	stare	into	the	trees.

A	shift	in	the	flow	of	Time	had	occurred	nearby.

Mentally	he	 reached	 through	 the	nexus	 in	his	armored	chest	plate	and	 tapped

into	the	Time	stream.	Temporal	energy	flowed	through	the	device	and	 into	him,

sharpening	his	senses,	lending	him	power.

His	lieutenant	drew	her	weapon	and	put	her	back	to	his.	“Where?”

While	his	eyes	scanned	the	tree	line,	his	true	sense	cast	out	farther,	waiting	for

another	 disturbance	 in	Time.	 It	 had	 barely	 been	 a	 ripple,	 like	 a	 toe	 dipped	 in	 a

lake.	Which	could	mean	nothing—Time	did	not	always	flow	like	silk,	after	all—or

it	could	mean	an	enemy	Chronauri	had	discovered	them.

Tyrathorn	willed	his	power	outward.	A	blue	glow	passed	through	the	fine	chain

mail	 covering	his	 body,	 then	 rippled	 across	 grayish-silver	 armor	plates.	The	 cold

night	air	whipped	around	him	as	he	braced	for	an	assault.



None	came.

They	 stood	 like	 statues	 in	 the	 falling	 snow,	 ready	 to	 strike.	 But	 after	 a	 long

stretch	of	silence,	Tyrathorn	began	to	question	himself.	Had	he	really	felt	the	shift,

or	were	his	nerves	making	him	jump	at	shadows?

His	companion	turned	to	him	with	a	questioning	eye.	Resigned,	he	nodded	and

released	the	power	he’d	been	holding.	The	glow	faded	from	his	armor.	Together

they	ascended	the	ramp	to	a	wide	platform,	where	a	control	panel	waited.

The	Empyrean	Bridge	 sat	 atop	 the	platform—three	hovering	 rings	 of	 polished

metal	and	stone,	each	forty	 feet	across.	Behind	them	stood	four	cylindrical	metal

pylons,	glowing	with	that	silver-white	inner	light,	constantly	feeding	power	to	the

rings.

Tyrathorn	 tapped	 a	 series	 of	 commands	 and	 two	 rings	moved	 aside	while	 the

third	floated	toward	the	center.	The	machine	hummed,	pylons	glowing	brighter	as

the	ring	began	to	spin	on	its	axis.	Faster	it	spun,	until	within	moments	it	became	a

blur.

“Tell	me	your	first	order,”	he	said.

“Wait	four	and	a	half	minutes,	then	follow	you	through	the	portal.”

“And	your	second?”

She	cocked	an	eyebrow.	“Win.”

A	hint	of	a	grin	touched	his	lips.	So	much	spirit,	and	unlike	so	many	others,	she

understood	him.	This	was	why	 she	was	his	most	 trusted.	Why	 she	was	 the	only

family	he	would	ever	need.	He	offered	a	hand	and	she	accepted	it,	armor	clinking

against	armor	as	they	shook.

“See	you	when	it’s	time	to	save	the	world.”

Her	eyes	caught	fire.	“No	matter	what.”

With	 a	 boom	 that	 rattled	 the	 trees,	 the	 ring	 became	 a	 swirling	 vortex	 of	 red

energy.	 Tyrathorn	 approached	 it	 tentatively.	 In	 two	 minutes	 it	 would	 stabilize,

ready	to	send	him	where	he	needed	to	be.	And	when.

On	his	third	step	he	felt	the	shift	again,	only	much	closer	now.	An	instant	later,

weapons	clanged	and	his	lieutenant	shouted	in	alarm.	No!	It’s	not	ready!	Spinning,

Tyrathorn	reached	for	the	power	through	his	nexus	and	readied	his	weapon.

He	wasn’t	fast	enough.



Red	bursts	of	energy	rocked	the	air,	a	storm	of	light	and	sound	that	temporarily

blinded	 him.	 Shockwaves	 drove	 him	 back	 a	 step,	 then	 another,	 shattering	 the

weapon	 in	his	 hands.	His	 lieutenant	 cried	 out	 for	 him	 to	 run,	 just	 go,	 leave	her.

More	weapons	clattered	and	he	heard	running	footsteps.

“No!”	she	yelled.

Her	body	smacked	into	his,	and	then	there	was	only	pain.	It	lanced	into	his	side

like	fire,	exploded	behind	his	eyes	as	something	bashed	against	his	temple.	In	blind

agony,	he	faltered	as	her	limbs	tangled	with	his.	They	tumbled	backward	through

the	portal.

The	world	flashed	white.



“I

CHAPTER	2

Present	Day

Six	months	after	the	defeat	of	Lucius	Carmichael

’ve	got	you	now,	Gilbert.	You’re	dead.	Dead!”

Valentine	 stared	 down	 her	 opponent,	 holding	 a	mask	 of	 confidence.

Glancing	 at	 what	 she	 held	 in	 her	 hand,	 she	 wondered,	 would	 it	 be

enough	to	survive?	Everything	depended	on	what	she	did	next.

Squaring	her	shoulders,	she	tossed	her	remaining	chips	on	the	pile.	“All	in.”

“Ooooooh!”	Fred	elbowed	Winter.	“She	just	threw	down	the	gauntlet,	yo!”

Winter	mock	 glared	 at	Valentine.	They	were	 the	only	 two	who	hadn’t	 folded

this	hand	of	Texas	Hold	 ’Em,	and	it	was	obvious	that	Winter	tasted	victory.	She

elbowed	Fred	back.

“Do	you	even	know	what	a	gauntlet	is,	party	boy?”

Fred	shrugged.	“Some’n	to	do	with	personal	hygiene?	I	don’t	know,	dawg.”

At	Valentine’s	left,	Malcolm	leaned	subtly	in	her	direction	and	stole	a	glance	at

her	cards.	Then,	pretending	to	stretch,	he	leaned	the	other	way	to	do	the	same	with

Winter.	 The	 petite	 girl	 whipped	 her	 long	 black-and-purple	 hair	 and	 arched	 an

eyebrow	at	him.

“You	must	be	joking,	Mal.	Stop	spying	for	the	enemy!”

“Excuse	me,	Miss	Tao,	but	I	was	clearly	trying	to	cheat.	At	least	accuse	me	of	the

right	crime.”

“It	 isn’t	 over	 yet,”	 John	 said.	His	 fingers	 brushed	 the	back	 of	Valentine’s	 arm.

“Don’t	count	my	girl	out.”

As	 always,	 the	 calm	of	his	 voice	 flowed	over	her	 like	 a	deep,	warm	 river.	She

favored	him	with	an	affectionate	smile.	The	quick	moment	between	them	seemed

to	stretch	on	until	her	heart	could	barely	hold	the—

Winter	put	a	hand	to	her	mouth	and	blew	a	raspberry.	“Thanks	for	the	advice,



Captain	Romance.”	She	matched	Valentine’s	bet.	“Like	I	said	before	…	gotcha.”

With	 dramatic	 flair,	 she	 tossed	 her	 cards	 down	 to	 reveal	 a	 flush.	 Valentine’s

heart	sank	amid	the	oohs	of	the	others.	Her	bluff	called,	she	laid	down	a	two-pair

hand.

Winter	offered	a	high-five.	“Nice	bluffing,	Val.	You	almost	made	me	fold.”

“What	about	you?”	Valentine	said.	“That	whole	overconfident	routine	made	me

think	you	were	bluffing.”

“Double	bluff,”	Malcolm	said.	“Nice.”

“I	accept	your	praise	for	my	brilliance,”	Winter	said,	raking	the	chips	toward	her

already	sizable	pile.

Valentine	 marveled	 as	 the	 group	 laughed	 together,	 quietly	 watching	 each	 of

them.	 It	was	 six	months	 to	 the	day	 since	Lucius	 and	his	doomsday	machine	had

been	defeated.	And	look	how	far	they’d	come.

Fred’s	arms	were	out	of	the	casts,	and	Winter’s	hearing	had	returned	to	normal.

Despite	 battling	 an	 enemy	 that	 would	 gladly	 have	 taken	 their	 lives,	 those	 near-

death	memories	hadn’t	beaten	them.	They’d	kept	all	of	their	spirit,	and	then	some.

John’s	psychologist	 visits	 had	worked	wonders	 in	mending	 the	 fractures	 in	his

heart.	 Facing	 a	 supervillain	 from	 the	 future,	 falling	 through	 a	 rift	 in	Time,	 then

facing	that	same	villain	again,	only	to	lose	old	friends	in	the	process—it	could	easily

have	broken	a	weaker	person.	But	here	he	was,	mended.

Lucius	had	forced	Valentine	and	Malcolm	to	face	their	own	demons,	too,	which

had	turned	out	to	be	a	blessing.	It	still	wasn’t	easy	moving	on—the	pain	of	 losing

their	mother	would	always	 linger—but	slowly	 they	were	 learning	 to	embrace	 the

life	ahead	of	them.	In	recent	weeks	Valentine	had	realized	she	felt	like	her	old	self

again,	and	Malcolm	had	confided	similar	feelings.

Things	 were	 good.	 She	 drank	 in	 the	 banter	 of	 her	 friends,	 relishing	 the	 cozy

comfort	 of	 it	 all.	 This	 was	 home	 now.	 It	 also	 didn’t	 hurt	 that	 tomorrow	 was

Saturday,	 which	meant	 they	 could	 sleep	 late,	 and	 that	 they	 only	 had	 one	more

week	of	freshman	year.

Fred	dealt	the	next	hand.	“A’ight,	peeps,	we	gotta	step	up	our	game	or	Winter’s

gonna	be	winning	all	summer.”

“Oh,	 right,	 it’s	 almost	 summer.”	 Malcolm	 zipped	 up	 his	 hoodie.	 “I	 keep

forgetting.”



Valentine	glanced	out	 the	window	to	see	snowflakes.	For	 the	fourth	night	 in	a

row,	 snow	 blanketed	 the	 countryside.	The	 deeper	 cold	 had	 delayed	 for	months,

likely	due	to	Lucius	tampering	with	the	sky,	and	now	real	winter	frolicked	as	if	it

had	been	set	free.

“Speaking	 of	 that,	 any	 more	 reporters	 sniffin’	 around?”	 Fred	 asked.	 “Weird

weather	might	bring	’em	back.”

Malcolm	shook	his	head.	“We	got	pretty	good	at	pretending	to	be	clueless.”

“And	 the	weathermen	 say	 it	 won’t	 last	 long,”	 John	 offered.	 “Our	 strangeness

may	be	wearing	off.”

In	truth,	it	had	been	fun	having	a	secret	like	in	spy	movies.	After	international

news	 crews	 descended	 on	 Emmett’s	 Bluff,	 someone	 figured	 out	 that	 the	 crater

across	the	street—the	crater	that	had	been	Lucius’s	house	with	no	doors—sat	at	the

very	 center	 of	 the	 twelve	 giant	 energy	 beams	 that	 had	 rocked	 the	 town.	 So,	 of

course,	 they	 tried	 scoring	 interviews	 with	 everyone	 nearby.	 Valentine	 and

Malcolm	made	a	game	of	all	the	silly	misdirections	they	could	give.

Ever	since,	Emmett’s	Bluff	had	gained	a	reputation	as	Home	of	the	Strange,	and

they	were	now	a	destination	for	alien	and	conspiracy	theorists.	Some	came	just	to

see	where	the	beams	had	punched	holes	in	the	town,	though	the	government	had

long	since	covered	the	craters.

No	one	had	even	come	close	to	figuring	out	the	truth.	Which	wasn’t	surprising,

since	the	truth	was	stranger	than	any	of	their	theories.

“They’ll	definitely	be	back	if	they	hear	about	the	ice	pillars,”	Winter	said.

Valentine	blinked.	What?

Malcolm	leaned	forward.	“Uh,	what	ice	pillars?”

“You	haven’t	heard?	But	they’ve	been	happening	…”	She	trailed	off	as	John	and

Fred	shook	their	heads—they	hadn’t	heard,	either.	A	light	went	on	behind	Winter’s

eyes.	“Oh!	Sorry,	 I	 forgot	 it	came	from	a	contact	 I	have	 for	 the	school	paper.	He

works	for	the	actual	paper.	They’re	sitting	on	the	story	until	they	can	figure	out	an

angle.”

The	 group	waited	 for	 her	 to	 elaborate,	 but	Winter	 seemed	 satisfied	 with	 her

answer.

“And	that	story	is	…”	Valentine	prompted.

“Oh.	For	a	couple	months,	these	big	ice	pillars	have	been	popping	up	in	town—



about	 ten	 so	 far,	 I	 think.	No	one	knows	because	 the	mayor	has	his	people	 crush

them	as	soon	they’re	found.	Guess	he	doesn’t	want	a	panic.”

“What’d	it	look	like?”	Malcolm	asked.

“Weird.	Like	a	big,	round	column,	except	it’s	sort	of	twisty	like	the	threads	on	a

screw.	Like	twenty	feet	tall	and	totally	solid,	except	there	are	chunks	missing	at	the

base.”

The	group	fell	quiet.	Maybe	it	was	bad	memories	for	Valentine,	but	she	found

herself	 wondering,	 were	 these	 just	 aftershocks	 from	 a	 villain	 they	 had	 already

vanquished?	Or	were	they	something	more?

“Guys,”	 Winter	 said.	 “It’s	 no	 big	 deal.	 No	 one’s	 been	 hurt.	 It’s	 just	 ice—it’ll

melt.”

That	seemed	to	placate	Fred	and	John.	Not	Valentine,	though,	and	one	glance	at

Malcolm	showed	 that	he	 felt	 the	 same.	With	effort,	 she	pushed	 the	worry	away.

We	already	had	our	fight	and	we	won.	So	just	relax.

Maybe	 she	 was	 on	 edge	 because	 of	 what	 was	 coming	 later	 tonight.	 They	 all

knew	it	needed	to	be	done,	but	still,	it	brought	back	memories.

All	day,	Valentine	had	been	flashing	back	to	her	fight	with	Lucius.	Trading	hit

after	hit,	ripping	away	his	control	of	that	pocket	watch,	absorbing	some	kind	of	…
something	…	 an	 energy	 she’d	 never	 felt	 before.	 An	 energy	 that	 was	 still	 there,

even	now.	She	could	almost	reach	out	and—

She	shook	herself.	“We	can	go	soon,	right?”

“Have	to	wait	for	Dad	to	get	home	and	go	to	bed,”	Malcolm	said.	“Then	we’ll

go.”

Just	then,	the	front	door	squeaked	open,	followed	by	footsteps.	And	whistling.

“Speak	of	the	devil,”	Valentine	said	with	a	bemused	smile.	“Wow,	he’s	whistling

a	pop	song	from	this	decade.”

Neil	Gilbert	strolled	into	the	kitchen,	looking	like	he’d	stepped	out	of	the	“Dad

Edition”	of	GQ	Magazine.	New	sport	coat	over	 jeans,	dark-rimmed	glasses,	 even

his	 light	brown	hair	was	 swept	back	 in	a	casually	 stylish	way.	He	stopped	at	 the

sight	of	them.

“Now,	I	could’ve	sworn	I	only	had	two	kids,”	he	said,	 then	approached	with	a

wide	grin.	“Hey	there,	teenagers!”

Everyone	said	hi.	Their	dad	stopped	between	Valentine	and	Malcolm,	resting	a



hand	on	each	of	their	shoulders.	The	twins	smiled	up	at	him,	and	Valentine	placed

her	hand	over	his.

“You	 didn’t	 lose	 the	 house	 yet,	 did	 you?”	 he	 asked,	 surveying	 the	 table.	 “It’s

where	I	keep	all	my	stuff.”

“We’d	have	to	be	playing	with	real	money,”	Malcolm	said.	“We	did	lose	the	car,

though.”

“And	 our	 college	 funds,”	 Valentine	 added.	 Is	 he	 actually	 wearing	 cologne?

“How	was	the	interview?”

He	gave	a	thumbs-up.	“Great	stuff.	Should	give	the	new	book	a	nice	plug.”

“You’ve	had	more	interviews	than	normal,”	she	said.

“Yeah,	I	suppose.	This	book’s	important,	though,	so	it’s	getting	some	extra	push.

That’s	 the	 life	 of	 a	 tortured	 artist,	 kids.”	 He	 chuckled	 and	 moved	 to	 the	 stairs.

“Alright,	bed’s	calling	my	name.	Don’t	stay	up	too	late,	now.”	Pausing	on	the	third

step,	he	pointed	back	at	the	group.	“I’m	just	kidding—it’s	the	weekend!	I	order	you

to	stay	up	far	too	late.”

He	practically	floated	up	the	stairs,	whistling	all	the	way.

“Whoa,”	Fred	said.	“Someone	replaced	your	dad	with	a	happy	dude.”

Malcolm	shrugged.	“It	started	a	few	months	ago.	He’s	practically	his	old	self.”

“So,	that’s	how	he	was,	before	…”	Winter	made	an	awkward	face,	“you	know.”

Before	our	mom	died,	Valentine	finished	in	her	head.	No	one	likes	saying	it.

“It’s	like	he’s	waking	back	up,”	she	said.	Under	the	table,	she	reached	for	John’s

hand	 and	 relished	 the	 thrill	 as	 their	 fingers	 intertwined.	 “I	 think	maybe	 he	 sees

we’re	happy,	so	he	can	actually	start	living	again.”

“And	 good	 for	 him,”	 John	 said,	 tracing	 his	 thumb	 over	 her	 palm.	 “Everyone’s

earned	good	days.”

“True	that.”	Fred	picked	up	his	cards.	“A’ight,	let’s	see	who’s	gonna	lose	to	me

before	we	go	do	our	thing.”

REACHING	into	his	pocket,	Malcolm	withdrew	Walter’s	Silver	Star	and	held	it	over

the	edge.	“You	had	more	honor	than	ten	men,	Walter.	We’ll	miss	you	every	day.”

The	others	quietly	 said	 their	own	goodbyes.	When	 they	 finished,	Malcolm	 let

the	medal	fall	into	the	crater.	With	a	faint	thump,	it	disappeared	into	the	snow	and



buried	itself	among	the	remains	of	 the	house.	Winter	nudged	him	and	nodded,	a

thank	you	for	what	he’d	said.	Together,	the	companions	gazed	into	the	abyss.

“So,”	Fred	said.	“Same	time	next	year?”

They	agreed	without	hesitation.	Then,	knowing	that	Walter	would	roll	his	eyes

at	them	for	standing	in	the	cold	to	talk	about	him,	Malcolm	turned	back	toward	the

street.	The	others	followed	suit.

A	BOOM	shook	the	air	behind	them.	The	ground	rumbled	and	a	rushing	wind

gusted	from	inside	the	crater.	Whipping	around,	Malcolm	and	the	group	faced	the

crater	again.

A	 second	 BOOM	 vibrated	 through	 their	 bones.	 In	 his	 mind	 Malcolm	 felt

something	intangible	shift	and	then	rip.	Inside	the	crater,	the	air	twisted	open	and

bright	 light	poured	out	of	 the	aperture.	Something	solid	 shot	out	and	dropped	 to

the	ground,	and	the	light	disappeared	in	a	blink.

Returning	to	the	edge,	Malcolm	peered	into	the	crater.	Between	the	remains	of

the	 house,	 he	 caught	 sight	 of	 a	 small	mound	 that	 hadn’t	 been	 there	 before.	The

mound	moved	and	groaned.

“Someone’s	in	there!”	Valentine	said.

Malcolm,	Valentine,	and	John	slid	down	the	embankment	and	scrambled	across

the	 dips	 and	 rises	 in	 the	 crater.	Dodging	 past	 remnants	 of	 the	 house	 that	 jutted

from	the	ground,	they	halted	above	the	prone	figure	of	a	tall,	armored	man	covered

in	thick	frost.	In	a	ten-foot	circle	around	his	body,	the	snow	had	frozen	into	a	solid

sheet	of	ice.

“What	on	earth	…	?”

Hesitantly,	 Malcolm	 removed	 the	 man’s	 helmet.	 Shoulder-length	 black	 hair

spilled	out	 to	 frame	a	young	face,	 lean	and	olive-complexioned.	His	right	 temple

was	heavily	bruised,	and	blood	seeped	from	a	jagged	gash	at	the	edge	of	his	scalp.

“He’s	young,”	John	said.	“Eighteen	or	twenty,	maybe.”

“Mal,	 look	at	 this.”	Valentine	touched	the	plates	of	ornate	silver	armor,	etched

with	 fine	 scrollwork	 in	a	 flowing,	wavy	pattern.	Underneath	was	a	 layer	of	dark

gray	chain	mail—a	mesh	finer	than	any	Malcolm	had	seen.

“Where’s	this	guy	from?”	she	said.

“Where?”	John	said.	“Or	when?”

“I’ve	 never	 seen	 armor	 like	 this	 before.”	Malcolm	 leaned	 in	 for	 a	 closer	 look.



“Whoa,	this	guy’s	hurt!”

A	wide	gash	split	the	armor’s	right	flank.	Valentine	parted	the	layers	and	winced

in	sympathy.	A	deep	slash	had	cleaved	the	man’s	side	open,	 leaving	a	seared	red

wound.	Oddly,	while	the	rest	of	him	was	covered	in	frost,	Malcolm	could	feel	the

wound	radiating	heat.

“Call	an	ambulance!”	he	said.

Fred	pulled	out	his	phone.	“On	it.”

“Should	we	move	him?”	Valentine	asked.

“It	could	hurt	him,”	John	said.

The	armored	man’s	chest	heaved	with	guttural	hacking.	His	eyes	fluttered	open

and	 locked	 onto	Malcolm	 in	 terror.	He	 lunged	 forward	 and	 grabbed	Malcolm’s

arms.

“He’s	coming!	He’s—”	he	cut	off	with	a	grimace	and	sucked	 in	a	breath.	“The

Black	Tempest	is	coming!	No	stopping	him,	you’ve	all	got	to	run.	Run!”

Spasming,	 he	 slumped	 to	 the	 ground	 and	 his	 eyes	 rolled	 back.	His	 breathing

grew	more	labored	and	the	small	bit	of	color	in	his	cheeks	drained	away.

“Does	he	mean	Lucius?”	Valentine’s	eyes	darted	around	warily.

Malcolm	shook	his	head	vehemently.	“No	way.	Lucius	 is	out	of	the	game.	We

made	 sure	 of	 it.”	 He	 glanced	 up	 at	 the	 sky.	 “He’s	 talking	 about	 someone	 else.

Maybe	someone	wherever	he’s	from.”

Malcolm	 forced	 himself	 to	 relax	 and	 slide	 out	 of	 arm’s	 reach.	 After	 fighting

Lucius	Carmichael,	 the	 instinct	 to	 defend	 himself	with	 force	 had	 not	 yet	 faded,

and	he	didn’t	want	to	hurt	an	already-injured	man.	Sitting	in	the	snow,	he	tried	to

digest	what	he’d	just	heard.	Valentine’s	brow	was	furrowed,	and	he	knew	she	was

pondering	the	same	thing.

“A	year	ago,	I’d	have	said	he’s	delirious	and	doesn’t	know	what	he’s	saying,”	she

said.	“But	now?”

“Yeah,”	Malcolm	said.	“And	we’ve	seen	too	much	to	think	he’s	just	crazy.”

“So,	if	it’s	true,	who’s	coming	and	why	should	we	run?”

“I	don’t	know.	But	if	it	is	true,”	he	looked	pointedly	at	Valentine.	“We’d	better

get	ready.”

“Yes	…	 but	 ready	 for	 what?”	 John	 said,	 his	 voice	 filled	 with	 dread	 as	 if	 he



already	knew	the	answer.

Valentine	reached	for	his	hand,	but	her	eyes	were	on	Malcolm.	He	could	see	it

in	her	expression—she	knew.	She	just	didn’t	want	to	believe.

Malcolm	knew	exactly	how	she	felt.	“I	won’t	say	it,	Val.	We’ve	already	fought

two	Time-traveling	bad	guys,	and	we	won.	We’re	done.”

He	 stood,	 pacing	 back	 and	 forth.	The	 others	 stood	with	 him	 and	 brushed	 the

snow	off	their	clothes.

“If	anything	does	happen,”	John	said,	“just	know	that	I’m	with	you	for—”

A	 faint	 scrape	 was	 their	 only	 warning.	 A	 gray	 blur	 burst	 from	 the	 shadows.

Leaping	over	the	fallen	man,	the	blur	lashed	out	with	impossible	speed.

Before	he	could	react,	Malcolm	found	himself	flat	on	his	back,	the	wind	knocked

from	him	and	an	ache	spreading	across	his	chest.	A	heartbeat	later,	Valentine	and

John	joined	him	on	the	cold	ground.

Their	attacker	loomed	over	them,	and	Malcolm	gaped.	What	had	seemed	to	be	a

blur	was	actually	a	black-haired	girl	about	his	age,	clad	in	more	silver-gray	armor.

Her	eyes	locked	with	his,	ice	blue	and	brimming	with	fury.

Malcolm	grunted	as	she	dug	her	knee	into	his	chest.	With	a	snarl	she	aimed	the

point	of	a	long	dagger	at	his	throat.	The	blade	radiated	red	light	and	the	air	around

it	sizzled	and	popped.

“Stay	down,”	she	commanded.	“And	stay	away	from	him,	kuputsa.	He’s	my—”

Valentine’s	 foot	 connected	 with	 her	 head.	 Seizing	 the	 moment,	 Malcolm

punched	her	square	in	the	face	and	rolled	away,	stumbling	to	his	feet.	He	watched

in	wonder	as	the	girl	shook	it	off	and	stood,	visually	sizing	them	up.

“Wow,”	Valentine	said.	“You	hit	a	girl.”

Malcolm	shrugged.	“I	don’t	 think	the	rules	apply	when	she	has	a	knife	at	your

throat.”

Hurried	footsteps	approached.	Winter	and	Fred	arrived	from	the	crater’s	edge,

fists	up.	Fred	wore	his	serious	face	while	Winter	pointed	at	their	attacker.

“Come	on,	Hunger	Games,”	she	taunted.	“Make	a	move!”

The	 armored	 girl	 seemed	 taken	 aback,	 perhaps	 reevaluating	 her	 odds	 against

five.	 To	 Malcolm’s	 chagrin,	 she	 whipped	 off	 her	 cloak	 and	 a	 second	 dagger

appeared	in	her	other	hand.	She	loosed	a	guttural	roar,	as	if	summoning	something



from	deep	inside.	Her	armor	and	weapons	blazed	with	red	light,	the	air	around	her

crackling	in	a	halo	of	energy.

Malcolm	 gasped	 as	 something	 inside	him	 stirred.	He	 could	 feel—could	 almost

see—her	pulling	 the	energy	 from	deep	 inside	herself,	 bending	and	channeling	 it.

He	fell	back	a	step.	What	is	going	on?

“Are	you	feeling	that?”	Valentine	whispered.

He	could	only	nod.

Sheathed	 in	waves	 of	 red	 light,	 the	 girl	 reminded	Malcolm	 of	 a	 coal	 inside	 a

dying	fire.	As	he	stared	 in	awe,	she	raised	her	blades	and	took	a	 threatening	step

toward	them.

“Asha?”

The	 voice	 had	 come	 from	 the	 injured	 warrior.	 The	 girl	 stopped	 dead	 in	 her

tracks	and	angled	toward	him.

“Tyrathorn?	I’m	here	to—”

Impossibly,	he	managed	to	sit	up	and	focus	on	the	girl.

“Asha,	don’t	…	please	…”

The	burst	of	strength	faded	quickly.	Swaying,	he	clutched	his	wounded	temple

and	seemed	to	search	for	words.	Malcolm	could	see	his	eyes	glazing	over.

“Tyrathorn?”	he	said.	“Am	I	.	.	.	who	is	Tyrathorn?	Who	is	Asha?	Who	is	…	are

you?	Where	…	?	The	Black	Tempest.	He	is	coming.	I	have	seen	it!”

Her	eyes	went	wide,	as	if	she’d	seen	a	ghost.	The	tips	of	her	daggers	dipped.	For

the	first	time	she	looked	uncertain.

“Run,	girl,”	the	warrior	pleaded.	“Please.	Do	not	let	him	find	you.”	He	sucked	in

a	breath	and	broke	into	a	coughing	fit.	“I	will	fight	him	for	…	for	as	long	as	I	.	.	.”

He	toppled	over,	going	limp.

Scrambling	toward	Tyrathorn,	Asha	fell	to	her	knees	and	cradled	his	head	and

shoulders	 in	 her	 lap.	 As	 she	 rocked	 from	 side	 to	 side,	 the	 light	 faded	 from	 her

armor.

She	whispered	in	his	ear	too	softly	to	be	overheard.	Then	her	attention	returned

to	Malcolm,	radiant	blue	eyes	piercing	him.

“Please,”	she	said.	“Help	my	brother.”
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CHAPTER	3

unger	Games?”	Fred	asked.

Winter	shrugged.	“First	thing	that	came	to	mind,	warrior	girl	and

everything.	I	was	going	for	effect.”

“But	Katniss	used	a	bow,	didn’t	she?”

She	arched	an	eyebrow.	“Don’t	tell	me	you	actually	read	a	book.”

“Well,	see,	they	make	these	new	things	called	movies	…”

Seven	of	them	sprawled	across	benches	in	the	hospital’s	waiting	room,	the	long

day	finally	catching	up	with	them.	Oma	Grace	and	Clive	Jessop	sat	dozing	in	the

corner.	Malcolm	chuckled	at	their	snoring.

Especially	Clive.	He	didn’t	look	or	move	like	someone	well	over	a	century	old,

but	the	man	slept	like	the	dead	and	snored	like	a	chainsaw.	He	leaned	against	Oma

Grace	 with	 the	 casual	 intimacy	 of	 a	 friendship	 that	 had	 itself	 spanned	 over	 a

century.

Malcolm	turned	to	Valentine.	“You’re	sure	the	clothes	will	fit	her?”

She	 pressed	 against	 John	 while	 he	 stroked	 her	 wavy	 red	 hair.	 “I	 think	 we’re

around	the	same	size,	but	it	was	hard	to	tell	with	that	armor.”

“It’s	preferable	 to	her	walking	around	armed,”	 John	observed.	 “With	 that	 look

on	her	face,	people	would	have	called	the	police.”

“Probably	more	comfortable,	too,”	Malcolm	said.	“Maybe	she—”

He	 cut	 off	 as,	 across	 the	 hall,	 the	 bathroom	 door	 swung	 open.	 A	 young,	 fair-

complexioned	girl	stepped	out	in	jeans	and	a	Doctor	Who	t-shirt,	her	black	hair	in

a	ponytail.	For	a	split	second,	Malcolm	didn’t	recognize	Asha.	The	only	thing	that

remained	was	her	hardened	expression.

She	does	have	nice	lips,	though,	he	thought.	Wait,	what?

She	 approached	 gingerly,	 eyes	 darting	 to	 every	 corner,	 taking	 in	 every	 detail,



never	resting.	She	chose	a	seat	facing	the	doorway	and	set	a	duffel	bag	between	her

feet.

Awkward	silence	filled	the	room,	like	it	was	a	tangible	thing	that	might	smother

the	first	one	 to	 talk.	Malcolm	felt	a	kick	and	Valentine	 inclined	her	head	 toward

Asha	with	a	look	of	expectation.

He	sighed.	Okay,	then.	“Uh,	so	…”

Asha	faced	him	and	he	forgot	all	the	words	he	knew.	Those	ice	blue	eyes	seemed

to	flash,	as	if	filled	with	electricity.

“We,	uh,	told	the	doctors	that	you	guys	had	a	LARPing	accident.”

Her	head	tilted.	“What’s	a	larping?”

“Oh,	right,	you	probably	don’t	…	well,	it’s	where	people	dress	up	in	armor	and

swords	and	pretend	to	fight.”

“Battle	training?”

He	cleared	his	throat.	“Not	really,	no.	Um,	no	one	actually	does	the	sword-and-

armor	thing	anymore.	Not	for	real.”

She	stared	into	space,	as	if	considering,	then	turned	her	stare	on	him	again.	“Of

course.	With	all	the	years	we	visit,	I	forget.	Continue.”

Malcolm	 glanced	 at	 his	 friends	 in	 a	 silent	 plea	 for	 backup,	 which	 yielded	 no

results.

“That’s	all	I’ve	got.	You	already	know	your	brother’s	 in	surgery.	They’ll	tell	us

when	 it’s	 done.”	 He	 paused	 to	 gather	 his	 thoughts.	 “So	…	 you	 are	 both	 time

travelers,	right?”

She	nodded	as	if	that	should	be	obvious.

“When	are	you	from?”

“We’re	…	not	allowed	to	say.	Only	the—”

High-pitched	 tones	 blared	 from	 the	 nurse’s	 station.	 Asha	 sprang	 to	 her	 feet,

duffel	unzipped	and	a	blade	in	her	hand.

“Whoa!”	Malcolm	 leapt	 in	 front	of	her.	 “Easy.	 It’s	probably	 just	 for	a	patient.

Sometimes	their	heart	monitors	slip	off.	Relax.”

For	 an	 instant	 she	 had	 the	 wild	 look	 of	 a	 cornered	 predator,	 and	 Malcolm

wondered	 if	 she’d	 simply	 go	 through	him.	Then	 she	 blinked	 and	 sat	 down.	Her



beautiful	yet	ridiculously	long	dagger	disappeared	back	into	the	bag.	Staring	after

it,	Malcolm	knew	he	should	stay	on	topic,	but	couldn’t	help	himself.

“That’s	a	qama,	right?	A	Cossack	dagger?”	Sitting,	he	tapped	his	foot	against	the

bag.	“The	design	is	similar,	at	least.	The	blade	is	thinner,	and	I	don’t	recognize	the

markings	all	over—”

Someone	cleared	their	throat,	and	Malcolm	saw	that	Clive	and	Oma	Grace	had

woken.	“Focus,	please,	young	man,”	Oma	Grace	said	as	 they	scooted	their	chairs

closer.

“Maybe	start	with	why	they’re	here,”	Clive	said.	He	offered	his	friendliest	smile,

which	bounced	off	Asha	with	no	effect.

“Right.”	Malcolm	looked	to	Asha.	“So,	what	he	said.”

She	 examined	 the	 floor	 and	 bit	 her	 bottom	 lip,	 as	 if	 considering	 her	 course.

Malcolm	couldn’t	imagine	how	overwhelming	this	must	be	for	her.	How	would	he

decide	where	to	begin,	much	less	which	details	to	share	with	strangers?

After	a	moment,	Asha	nodded	to	herself.	Straightening	in	her	chair,	she	pushed

back	 her	 shoulders	 and	 tilted	 her	 chin	 higher.	 The	 change	 was	 small,	 but	 it

transformed	her	from	Lost	Warrior	to	Lost	Royalty.

“I	am	Ashandara	Corvonian	of	Everwatch,	daughter	of	Eternal	King	Jerrik	and

Meliora,	Queen	of	the	Infinite.	My	brother	and	I	are	High	Protectors	of	the	Ember

Guard,	 and	we	have	 come	because	our	war	 could	no	 longer	be	 contained	 to	 our

kingdom.	It	has	arrived	here.”

These	 were	 the	 most	 words	 she	 had	 spoken	 at	 once,	 by	 far.	 Enough	 that

Malcolm	 caught	 her	 subtle	 accent	now.	 It	was	 soft,	 almost	 lyrical,	 like	 a	 slightly

musical	version	of	Israeli.	Or	maybe	Persian	with	a	hint	of	British?	Or	maybe	none

of	the	above.

“Why?”	Valentine	interjected.	“Why	here	and	now?”

“I	 do	 not	 know.	Our	 enemy,	 the	 Black	Tempest,	 has	 fixed	 his	 eye	 on	 seizing

control	 of	my	 kingdom.	He	means	 to	 bend	 its	 power	 to	 his	 own	will,	 instead	 of

toward	the	good	of	all.”	She	shook	her	head.	“Though	he	would	say	the	opposite—

that	his	cause	is	just.	But	how	can	you	trust	one	who	hides	behind	a	mask?”

“Tell	that	to	Batman,”	Malcolm	muttered.

“Who	is	Bat	Man?”	Asha	asked,	tensing.	“Is	he	an	enemy?”

Winter	plucked	a	decorative	conch	shell	from	a	side	table	and	held	it	to	her	ear.



“What’s	that?	Uh-huh	…	yeah,	okay,	I’ll	tell	him.”	She	pointed	at	Malcolm.	“The

ocean	says	you’re	a	nerd.”

The	group	snickered	and	Malcolm	felt	his	cheeks	warming.	He	shook	his	head

to	 indicate	 to	 Asha	 that	 his	 remark	 meant	 nothing,	 then	 gestured	 for	 her	 to

continue.

“Hold	 on,”	 Winter	 jumped	 in	 again.	 “So,	 some	 random	 people	 are	 fighting

because	 they	can’t	 agree	on	politics,	 and	now	we’re	going	 to	pay	 the	price.	That

about	it?”

“It’s	not	so	simple,”	Asha	returned.

Winter	rolled	her	eyes.	“It	never	is.”

Asha’s	 stare	 drove	 into	 her.	 “This	 conflict	 began	 in	 my	 kingdom,	 but	 the

outcome	will	echo	across	the	timeline.	The	key	battlefront	had	to	be	somewhere.

As	it	happens,	that	is	here	and	now.”	She	eyed	them	all	curiously.	“No	denial?	No

disbelief?	You	don’t	react	as	…	as	I	have	seen	before.”

Malcolm	gave	a	wry	grin.	“We’re	not	exactly	strangers	to	this.”

“I	got	a	feeling	there’s	more,	though,”	Clive	nodded	at	Asha.	“Keep	goin’,	Miss.”

Asha	hesitated,	as	if	choosing	her	words	carefully.	“There	are	those	that	would

corrupt	 the	 course	 of	 events,	 twisting	 the	 timeline	 to	 their	 own	 desires.	 The

timeline	 is	 strong—it	 can	absorb	and	compensate	 for	 some	of	 this	…	 but	not	 all.

Cracks	are	forming	in	the	fabric	of	our	universe,	and	as	more	of	them	appear,	the

rules	that	help	contain	those	people	are	beginning	to	fail.	And	so	chaos	has	grown.

“Others	 saw	 this	 and	 dedicated	 themselves	 to	 defending	 the	 timeline.	 That’s

why	Everwatch	was	founded.	My	order,	the	Ember	Guard,	are	the	kingdom’s	elite

force.	When	 a	 corruption	 in	Time	 is	 discovered,	we	 find	 its	 root	 and	 set	 things

right.”

“How	are	you	able	to	do	that?”	Valentine	asked.

Asha	moved	to	answer,	then	hesitated	again.	Malcolm	noted	how	she’d	done	this

several	times	and	wondered	how	much	she	was	choosing	to	hold	back.

“Over	 the	 years,	 we	 have	…	 developed	 tools.	 Some	 are	 large	 and	 powerful,

others	 more	 subtle.	 In	 addition,	 every	 Ember	 Guard	 must	 be	 a	 Chronauri	 of

Second-sev	or	higher.”

Chronauri	…
Malcolm’s	whole	being	vibrated	like	a	gong,	struck	by	the	mallet	of	that	strange



word.	Valentine	gasped	and	clutched	her	chest,	and	he	knew	she’d	felt	it,	too.	The

elusive	power	called	to	him	again,	whispering	just	beyond	his	reach,	tugging	at	the

deepest	places	inside	him.

Chronauri	…
“Whoa.”	Fred	stared	at	the	twins.	“Spooky.	Y’all	just	did	the	exact	same	thing.”

“At	the	exact	same	time,”	Oma	Grace	said,	her	face	pinched	with	worry.	“Are

you	all	right?”

Malcolm’s	mind	swam	through	thick	fog,	detached	from	his	body.	Distantly	he

noticed	 the	 concerned	 looks	 that	 passed	 around	 the	 room.	Asha	 examined	 them

with	 narrowed	 eyes,	 which	 could	 signal	 anger	 or	 suspicion	 or	 a	 dozen	 other

emotions.

A	 hand	 pierced	 the	 fog	 to	 rest	 on	 his	 shoulder,	 and	 an	 ebony	 face	 filled	 his

clouded	 vision.	 Clive	 drew	 a	 finger-sized	 gadget	 from	 his	 shirt	 pocket,	 its	 tiny

yellow	light	blinking,	and	waved	 it	 from	Malcolm’s	chin	 to	 forehead.	After	 three

passes	it	chirped	and	the	light	turned	blue.

“Just	dazed.	Though	who	knows	what	from?”	He	eyed	Asha.	“You	say	anything

mighta	done	this?”

Before	she	could	speak,	the	surgeon	walked	in.

CLIVE’S	oversized	 truck	 bounced	 over	 the	 railroad	 tracks,	 snapping	 Valentine’s

mind	 back	 to	 the	 present.	 Ever	 since	 they’d	 left	 the	 hospital,	 she’d	 welcomed

anything	to	spark	a	physical	reaction.	Cold	pinpricks	of	snowflakes	on	her	face,	the

crunch	 of	 gravel	 under	 her	 feet—they	 reached	 through	 the	murky	 film	wrapped

around	her	mind,	pulling	her	back	into	her	body.

Where	 is	 John?	 she	 thought	 in	 alarm.	Oh,	 right.	 Fred	 had	 called	 his	 driver	 to

retrieve	himself,	John,	and	Winter	from	the	hospital.

Back	 in	 the	waiting	 room,	 the	 surgeon	had	been	 awestruck.	According	 to	 her,

Tyrathorn	should	be	dead.	The	wound	on	his	flank	had	cleaved	through	multiple

organs,	and	whatever	blow	he’d	sustained	to	the	head	had	cracked	his	skull.	Asha

had	stiffened	at	that.

But	 Tyrathorn’s	 body	 had	 practically	 put	 itself	 back	 together	 as	 the	 doctors

worked.	He	had	done	more	than	just	survive—he	was	healing	faster	than	they	had

ever	seen.

However,	 the	 wounds	 were	 grave	 enough	 that	 they	 wanted	 him	 sedated	 for
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