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			CHAPTER ONE

			I was the only person in the world who remembered when this office was my bedroom—a mattress on a cheap metal frame with a light lavender duvet on the cover, and white curtains closed over the window for privacy. The sheer fabric let in enough sunlight for the bamboo living on top of the dresser drawers. One corner of the room held a peaceful space for meditation, complete with a small round but firm pillow, an essential oil diffuser, and a notebook for catching thoughts. 

			I had a lot of memories no one else shared. Like when my twin sister, Dinah, and I used to unfold the mattress under the couch and make it sway back and forth, pretending we were sailors lost at sea or adventurous pirates out to steal treasure. Or that time in kindergarten when I shared what I saw, all the swirling colors and souls—the other kids laughed at me. I cried on the front row of the bus going home, running out as soon as the bus stopped, my bag slamming against my back as I jumped down the steps. Mom didn’t know I had had a bad day, but she had cookies waiting, and a hug. The pull of her fingers through my hair as she comforted me that, yes, I was different. It was strange for people to hear. Sometimes people couldn’t handle too much change at once. They needed time. Everyone had limits of how much they could accept. I’d gone through a lot of change since then. Arguably too much. 

			“Dinah?” 

			The woman who stood with her hands at her hips was in her mid-forties, with dark straight hair and the same deep eyes as me. As the director for a local museum, she had long ago learned how to stand like a person of power. However, it was the sixteen years of experience being a mother that had her expression making me feel so guilty. 

			I forced myself to meet Mom’s accusing glare. “Hi,” I said, hoping my face didn’t scream deer in the headlights. She hadn’t used my name, but then, I never thought she would.

			“Who’s in the shower?” She pointed at the bathroom where the singing had thankfully stopped. 

			“Dad?”

			“He’s already gone to work.” 

			“Just kidding,” I bluffed. “I left the water going. Just needed to grab something.” 

			She rose a too plucked eyebrow. “Clearly you’ve never paid a water bill.” 

			“Sorry,” I said. “I’ll just—” I pointed at the bathroom door. 

			She squinted at me. “I thought you had bangs.” Mom reached out and untangled my morning hair from behind my ear. The long strands fell to my collar bone. 

			“It’s a new styling trick I found on YouTube,” I lied. “How to blend your bangs into your hair.” 

			She didn’t look convinced. “You always had bangs, right?” 

			“Yup.” 

			“Weird.” Mom patted the top of my head. “I remember you without bangs sometimes.” She shook her head. “You’re wasting water. Get in the shower or turn it off.” 

			I waited, expecting her to leave, but she continued to watch me. I had no choice but to step into the bathroom. Mom’s words echoed in my head as I closed the door behind me. Dinah always had bangs. She had this morning ritual, which included curls and makeup, and spraying so much hairspray on those long side bangs that not even hurricane level winds could disrupt them. I preferred my hair long and flat and forgotten in a ponytail. Back when I was remembered, it was one of the few ways people could tell us apart. The curse of being a twin. 

			Running into Mom had been unintentional. For a month I’d lived in this house unbeknownst to anyone except Dinah, who did her best to hide me. Sometimes it would be days before I saw my parents. Moments when we talked, few though they were, always shook me. “I remember you without bangs.” Me. She remembered me. Almost. Again, and again, my family almost remembered. 

			The current occupant of the shower had the exact voice as me, which created a voice projection illusion when she spoke. “What the—?”

			“Shh!” I hissed. “Mom’s outside.” 

			The shower turned off and a head poked through the mist. The girl was sixteen years old, her long black hair sticking to her neck. She blew a long bang out of her eye and glared at me. “What did you do?” she whispered. 

			“Nothing. She thought I was you.” I handed her a towel. 

			She wrapped herself up and stepped out. “Who else would she think you were?” She asked, as if to point out the redundancy of my statement. 

			“She could have thought I was me,” I mumbled under my breath. Our reflections were both framed by the steamy bathroom mirror. Side by side, our faces came into sharp focus. Same curvy lips, same brown eyes, same height. In my memories, we were identical twins. We shared everything but souls. Only for the past month, Dinah had insisted on a different explanation. One I would give anything to change.

			Dinah never denied a connection between us. After all, we shared the same face. But her explanation was absurd. “Huh.” She tilted her head at the mirror, taking in our exactness. “I’ll never get used to having a clone.” 

			A clone. Somehow, my status as sister had been reduced to a clone. Whenever I pressed she got mad, said she didn’t know the science, but the science was there, the evidence was there. We were not siblings because, as far as she remembered, Dinah grew up an only child. I guess I should be glad she didn’t toss me out on the streets. Instead, she let me sleep on her floor in her sleeping bag, sneaking in and out through her window. She even dropped me off at a place where I could safely hide before she headed off to the school we used to share. 

			I opened my mouth before realizing I didn’t know what to say. Every time I tried to explain how strange it was, living like a stowaway in my home, words abandoned me. Once upon a time, I drove to school with Dinah and came home with her, to a loving if absentminded family. But then I got sucked into a world of time travel and unnatural energies. I saw the past and the future, saved lives, and made a difference, all the while just trying to get back home. Something went wrong along the way. My existence got erased. No birth certificate, no social security number, and no records of me at school. Not one bit of evidence to prove I was even real. All I could do now was hide and comfort myself that I wasn’t going through this alone. Everyone had someone they want to save, something in the past they’d give their world to change. And I desperately, achingly, wanted to save myself. 

			“Hey, listen.” Dinah said as she smeared cream across her face. “I was thinking about the whole hiding situation we’ve got going on.” 

			I froze. When I was first forgotten, Dinah hadn’t hesitated one second before offering her room for me to stay in. We even alternated turns on the bed so I wasn’t always sleeping on the floor, and the whole not-telling-the-parents rule came from me. They might do something logical, like call me a freak and kick me out. I just didn’t want to risk it. But I also knew kind deeds were rarely long term. Eventually, Dinah would want her room back. 

			“Hiding out has to be rough,” Dinah continued. “I know it’s been stressful for me, so it must be way worse for you. So, I did a little research and....” She hesitated. “Listen, Florence and the Machine are going on tour. They’ll only be two hours away in a couple weeks, so I bought us two tickets.” She shrugged and started plucking her eyebrows like it was nothing. “Figured you’d want a break or whatever. Don’t get weird about it.” 

			“Thanks.” I smiled, my throat tight to control a rush of gratitude, and something else. Loss. Florence and the Machine was one of my top five favorite bands. The gesture was kind and something my sister would do, and yet...it was off. My sister would have smirked at me and made a deal. Waving the tempting tickets in my face, she would have said something like, “I need to research this paper and, if you help, I might make it worth your while.” That’s how my sister and I did things. We bantered, argued, and bartered. 

			This Dinah was kind, considerate, and tiptoed around me like we were strangers just getting to know each other. Like she didn’t know what made me angry or what would hurt my feelings, and therefore never risked a tease. She was so like my sister, and yet the distance in our daily conversations screamed the difference. 

			“You should be in the clear now. Mom’s gone back into the office. Sneak back to my bedroom. I’ll get your breakfast when I’m done. Then we can head out.” 

			I slipped back out of the bathroom and tiptoed my way to Dinah’s room. I usually stayed hidden as much as possible to avoid run-ins with the parents. But Dinah was taking forever in the shower this morning, and I was hungry enough to risk a quick run to the kitchen for a banana. Hence the run in with the parent.

			Logically, I knew I needed to stay the course—return to Dinah’s room and hide. But the office door was closed, and the ruffling of papers suggested Mom was looking through documents. I could envision it now. The furrowed concern in her expression, stress building around her as she imagined the different horrible scenarios that might occur because she couldn’t find the receipt for such-and-such a place. 

			The sounds of Dinah’s movements as she dried herself off and applied makeup didn’t reach us here. I knew because I listened for a moment, waiting. Then I slipped my fingers to the back of my neck and unlatched a necklace clasp. The chain was a simple silver from the local craft store, but it was the pendent that mattered—an old heirloom penny with a hole forced through for the chain. People used to do that, so they’d always have emergency money. It ended up symbolizing protection, safety, and love, the kind of love someone who truly cared about you would give. Someone who noticed you, saw you, and worried when you were gone. I missed that. 

			Soft enough that the sound wouldn’t reach Dinah in the bathroom, I knocked on the door. 

			“Come in,” Mom said. “Have you seen the guest list for tonight?” 

			“No idea,” I said. “Hey, can you help me put this on?” 

			“Sure.” Mom set her ruffled piles of paper down, glancing at them with a frown as she met me in the middle of the room. I handed her the necklace, pulled my hair back, and turned. When she wrapped an arm around me to catch the other end of the chain, it almost felt like a hug. She latched the chain together, and when I dropped my hair, she played with it for a moment, smoothing it out. 

			And then it was over. 

			“If you see a guest list, will you let me know? The board will have my head if I don’t have it on me during the meeting.” 

			By the time I turned to her, her attention was back to the office desk, shuffling through more paper. 

			“I’ll keep an eye out,” I said. “Thanks for helping with the necklace.” 

			I slipped out the office and back into Dinah’s room, changing into today’s borrowed clothes and smiling, because today, I got to talk to Mom.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			Road construction kept Dinah huffing and drumming a tense beat into the steering wheel as we inched our way from the house. She had gone through the front door, but I slipped through her bedroom window, sneaking into the car only after she pulled out of the driveway and stopped by some bushes. Heaven forbid Mom look out and see two copies of her daughter driving away. I waited until she turned around the block before stretching out of my crunched position. 

			“I have choir practice after school,” Dinah said. “So, I won’t be able to pick you up until 4:30.” 

			“That’s fine.” I kept my hands folded in my lap, my gaze straight ahead. 

			Dinah’s aura shifted from a subtle, frustrated red at yet another detour sign to a conflicted mix of conversational blue and murky, distrustful green. The old Dinah, my Dinah, understood my natural born abilities to see spiritual energies as clearly as the physical. She didn’t particularly like it, but it was normal. This Dinah, though? To her, my gifts were a side effect of being whatever unnatural thing she thought I was. Still, the emotional struggle within her soul was clear as day as her fingers strangled the leather of the steering wheel and her energies churned between the blues and greens. 

			“You and your friend making any progress?” She finally asked. She spoke the word friend as one might say mold or termites. 

			I resented that tone used to speak about the only person in the entire world who smiled when he saw me, but I let it slide, because Dinah wasn’t curious about some school project or level up points in a video game. She was asking if we’d figured out how to time travel again and fix the past. How else could we fix it but to rip it back open and iron out the wrinkles? Of course, Dinah, who had never time traveled, did not believe a single word. I couldn’t wait for the chance to say, “Oh, we’ve cracked the mystery, all right. On our way to dance with Nat King Cole.” But we hadn’t made any progress. As if time travel wasn’t possible. As if my friend and I had lost it forever. Perhaps we had. 

			“Every day we’re closer,” I said. 

			“Well that’s good.” Dinah spoke the words with as much sincerity as my lie about progressing. She waved at her purse. “Can you put on some music? My iPod’s in there. This detour takes us a long route.” 

			Dinah’s iPod was pink and covered with painted on Hamilton Quotes which had chipped because she used the wrong kind of paint, but that gave it an edgy touch and I liked that. The car friendly auxiliary cord plugged in right under “I’m Not Giving up My Shot.” 

			“What music do you want?” I asked as I scrolled through her playlist. 

			“You pick. Nothing angsty, though.” 

			I clicked her Oldies Therefore Goodies playlist, and the Everly Brothers serenaded us through the speakers. 

			She nodded in approval. “I’ve trained you well.” 

			“When I figure out this whole time travel thing, I’ll take you to see them,” I said, leaning back into the passenger seat, my thumb following the beat against my thigh. 

			“Wouldn’t that be amazing?” Dinah sighed. “Imagine meeting historical figures and recording their stories first hand.” 

			“Is that what you’d do if you could time travel?” I asked. 

			“Oh yeah. I’d jump through time with a recorder and a camera. Get it all down, set up my own museum. Or, I could become an archeologist, and if I needed to know where to dig, I could jump to the time and get exact coordinates. Maybe start a show with The Travel Channel. Be the next Josh Gates.” 

			“Heck, if you did that, you could become a treasure hunter,” I said. “Get gold out of the traveling. Not scraps.” 

			Dinah groaned. “How can my clone say such blasphemous words? Artifacts are not scraps.” 

			“They literally are,” I teased. “It’s garbage.” 

			“One man’s garbage is another man’s cherished artifact.”

			“Just have to wait a thousand years.” 

			“Don’t be silly. A century will do fine. We’re in America, after all. Too young to be picky.” Dinah glanced at me from the corner of her eye and smirked. Then her aura sobered up, back to that conflicted, reasonable blue as she returned her attention to the car. The way her fingers beat against the steering wheel had less to do with the song, and everything to do with anxiety. 

			I could have pretended I didn’t see it and let the light moment continue. In the past, I had. This conflicted blue had started a few days after she lost her memories of me, and had grown a touch stronger every day. Before, I had waited for her to speak on her own terms. To share with me the things troubling her, much like we used to do as siblings. But last week, I’d realized this was an inner conflict I’d have to pull out. 

			“You know I can see your inner freak out.” 

			Dinah tensed. “I wondered about that. Not my favorite thing,” she admitted. 

			“What’s going on?” 

			“It’s nothing. I just….” She paused and chewed on her lip, her usual tick when she didn’t particularly want to say something. “I’m all about planning and covering bases, right?” 

			“Yes, that is a core part of your identity,” I agreed. “A weird, borderline OCD part of you, but I still love you.” 

			“Right. So, you’re not going to be offended if I say something you won’t like?” I hesitated, which made her keep babbling. “Because I’ve gotten to know you pretty well, at least I think so. And I want to make sure we’re covering all the possible, realistic options here.” 

			“Go on,” I encouraged, though an apprehensive knot started in my gut. I guessed where this conversation was going. Although I asked, I wasn’t ready to hear this. 

			“Are you positive—?” Dinah stopped speaking, strangling the steering wheel a little more. “What if time traveling isn’t possible?” 

			“It’s possible. I’ve done it before.” 

			“But what if—?” 

			“I have got to do something, right? I can’t go to school because there’re no records of me. There’s no way I can get a job without a social security card. What else am I supposed to do but fix it?” 

			Was that all she was worried about? Whether it was possible? A minute passed without her aura easing. Then another. And another. Which gave me plenty of time for more terrifying thoughts to rise. Was she more concerned about how much longer I’d be leeching off her? Did she want me gone? Acts of kindness tend to end.

			“What if you can’t fix it?” Dinah chose her words carefully.

			“Then I keep—” 

			“I’m serious, Penny.” The detoured route was empty of other drivers, and Dinah’s agitation caused her to go five miles over the limit. “No one can fix the past, and dwelling on it won’t do anyone any good. This is the way life is. Might be time to accept that.” The words spilled out of her like a dam bursting, as if she’d held it back for too long and now there was no stopping her own thoughts from reaching her tongue. “There are other things you can do. We can tell my parents. They might be confused, but they’d help. They’d know what to do. Or we could go to the cops, say you lost your memory, and become an emancipated minor or something. All I know is that this hiding deal can’t last forever. It’s not healthy, and you deserve better.”

			A deep roar started, and it took me a moment to realize it was my blood pumping in my ears. As if my soul started screaming “la la la la la!” to keep her voice out. And yet, I heard Every. Single. Word. I was right to worry that I was a burden. Everyone had their limits. I sniffed and had to gulp hard to clear my throat from the sudden rush of tightness. My sister always knew when to rattle off comforting facts, but this Dinah didn’t notice my struggle as she continued. 

			“There’s no way you can be content sleeping on my floor and hiding out in that loser guy’s house all day.” 

			“Excuse me?” 

			“Come on.” She made a face like let’s-not-pretend-the-sky-is-green-here. “He’s weird.” 

			“He’s weir—? Do you even hear yourself right now?” 

			“I hear a perfect combination of reason and patience, because girl, something has to change. Mom and Dad will catch onto us, and then what? No one’s saying you have to leave. I’m more than willing to let you stay as long as you need to while we figure out other options. But this obsession with the past isn’t healthy.”

			“Thank you for giving me permission to live in my home.” 

			“Plus, that guy isn’t any good for you. He’s so obsessed it’s borderline crazy, and he’s dragging you down with him.” 

			“No one’s dragging me anywhere.” 

			She gave me a pointed glance and rolled her eyes. “Oh. Okay.” 

			“What?” 

			“He’s the one who said time travel. And he’s the one with the crazy—”

			“Call him crazy one more time. I dare you.” 

			“-mad scientist basement. He’s the one mumbling in the dark about theoretical equations and void energy. Whatever that means.” 

			“He lost someone important to him.” My voice was smaller than I intended. “Have some sympathy.” 

			“Everyone loses someone important to them, eventually.” She argued, but the fight had left her tone too. She sighed and brushed the curl of her bangs out of her eye. “Moving on is the only healthy option. Anything else is destructive.” 

			“You got all this wisdom from experience, huh?” I accused. 

			She hesitated. “I’ve done research.” 

			“Oh geez,” I groaned. “You and your blasted research.”

			“No, I’m serious. I’ve looked into the grief process. It’s unhealthy what you two are doing, and I’m trying to help you get out of a bad situation, okay? I’m not some snooty girl kicking you out into the streets because I want my room back.”

			“Sounds like it.” I hadn’t meant to say that. 

			“Excuse me? After everything I’ve done for you, you’re gonna to play it like that?” 

			I didn’t answer because I worried I’d say something stupid. If it was my sister, I could say the worst things and know she’d still love me. We could fight and push each other’s buttons, but it would be okay. This was different, and it was the first voiced tension we’d had since the memory loss. A sudden fear rattled my brain. This was uncharted territory.

			She slammed on the brakes, making the seatbelt dig into my chest. I grunted and glared at her. Her only answer was a wave out my window. We were here. The grieving house was shrouded with the energy of mourning and fake smiles moving through the motions. All houses have auras—residual energies from the people living within—and this one was as black as a widow’s dress. 

			I unbuckled my seat belt and tossed the passenger door open. “If I’m such an inconvenience, don’t bother picking me up.” 

			“This is why I didn’t say anything,” Dinah snapped. “You’re so emotional sometimes, Penny. You hear what you’re afraid to hear, not what I’m saying. And you promised not to get mad.” 

			Her words deflated my anger. I hadn’t promised, technically. It was just...my sister would never have given up on me. 

			I turned and looked at the girl in the driver’s seat. Same face, same voice, and same generous heart, but a completely different kind of loyalty. 

			“I want what’s good for you,” Dinah insisted. “I don’t want you to spend the rest of your life hiding in hope that some magical power will make everything better. Okay?” 

			“Whatever.” 

			I got out of the car, upset, but not at her—at the whole stupid situation. Sometimes I wished I’d never investigated any strange energy, never got caught up in the world of time travel and darkness. If I hadn’t given into my curiosity, life would have simply gone on. My choices had changed everything, even if I didn’t know it at the time. I didn’t look back at her car as I walked to the grieving house, right into that thick aura of loss. Because it was the only way to go home. 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			Three people lived in the grieving house—a father who volunteered for overtime; a mother who made hot breakfasts every morning and hadn’t yet learned to downsize recipes; and one son. Dinah called him crazy, drowning, a bad influence, but the truth was he was the strongest person I knew. In a home shrouded in black, he still had a touch of sunshine yellow to his soul. I checked that the garage was empty, a sign that his parents had gone to work too, before slipping in through the front door. 

			I had met his mom, his dad too. They were nice people who meant well, but I didn’t think they’d be super glad that a girl snuck into their house every day while they were away. They might assume we were doing things young teenagers weren’t supposed to do. Which, if you include experimenting with special relativity to break through chronological time, then we were guilty as charged. But that was all we did. 

			Physically, the house’s exterior mirrored the others along the street—off-white walls, matching gray roof and trim lining the windows and doors, and a tiny porch barely long enough for one lawn chair. Hanging geraniums stretched their heavy stems, trying to work up the energy to blossom. Nothing external about the house hinted at its mourning, and yet a familiar heaviness crept through me as I walked up the steps. The screen door almost creaked as I entered. That always unnerved me, as if the building teetered between whipping itself back into shape or fully embracing the haunted house feel.

			The entry way opened in two directions, and I walked straight to the kitchen. Used dishes were rinsed and stacked, waiting for their turn in the dishwasher. The hardwood floor had been swept recently, the remnants of a lemon polish still in the air. A plate of food sat untouched on the dining room table—scrambled eggs, bacon, toast, and a glass of orange juice. A Post-it note was half hidden under a fork. 

			Lovebug, 

			Sorry I missed you this morning. Wanted to let you sleep. Don’t forget to eat breakfast and keep up your strength. I’ll call at lunch and check on you.

			-Mom.

			The orange juice was warm and the eggs cold. I thought about tossing it into the fridge, but decided against it. Instead, I grabbed the loot, note included, and started down the basement stairs. 

			It was an easy trip, though the only light came from the emergency fire escape window, casting pink shadows from the morning sun. Overcrowded tables leaned against whiteboards with overlapping equations. Ideas and hopes turned to gibberish. And a boy sitting with his back to the wall in the darkest corner. The guy who’d changed my life. I would not be here if it hadn’t been for his experiments, which unleashed a manipulative, unnatural creature I had deemed The Void. This Void stole the boy’s memories and tossed us both into the past, the future, and back again until I got the upper hand and beat the blasted thing, so we could go home. He got his memories back, and I...was forgotten. The entire time we’d traveled together, he didn’t have a clue who he was or why he was messing with time travel. Didn’t even know his own name. So I had called him Stranger to tease him, and the nickname stuck. 

			He hadn’t combed his hair this morning. Crazy blond strands shot out at all sides. Pale blue eyes blinked at me when I reached the bottom step. The clothes, at least, were fresh and wrinkle free. His usual gray jeans hugged him in all the right places, while a casual orange T-shirt peaked out from under a green button-up shirt. Stranger wore his button ups like jackets and rolled up the sleeves. Definitely a good look. 

			“You’re early,” he said. 

			“I’m here the same time I’m always here,” I countered. “You need a watch.” I flipped the light switch, and he groaned in argument. “Oh, I’m sorry. Were you hoping a crack in time would just sneak up on you if you pretended you weren’t home?” I walked over and handed him his breakfast. He took it, but set it on the floor without a bite. 

			“Maybe I had so many epiphanies I had to close my eyes to absorb it all.” 

			“Or, you walked straight here from your bed like a zombie, and haven’t done a single thing since.” 

			He chuckled, but it almost sounded more like a sigh. “True.”

			I poked the toe of his shoes with mine and he smiled, but his smiles nowadays seemed heavy. He was different now that he could remember. Guilty. I could only imagine how much it must weigh him down to know he’d had the ability to change his past, to get rid of the grief choking this house, and forgot it. Only to lose his chance. His soul was darker. That glorious sunshine optimism still showed, but the thick black anguish worked its way through his yellow like poisoned veins. We sat there in silence for a few minutes. It was taking him longer and longer to get up in the mornings and work on our little impossible goals. 

			He leaned against my shoulder, almost like a nudge but without pulling away. “I miss him,” he whispered. 

			“I know,” I said. “Tell me about him.” Every time I asked, he told a different story about Jack, the older brother who’d taught him how to wrestle and box. How to end a fight in one move so bullies knew to keep their distance. How to make the best pancakes for Mother’s Day (which was apparently a trial and error learning experience more painful than wrestling, but he didn’t go into specifics). 

			“He wanted to be a cop. First responder. Jack was the kind of guy who ran toward the danger, especially if there were innocents involved. He never walked away.” Stranger straightened his legs and brushed invisible dust off his thigh, as if to distract himself. “Could have walked away. Ugh.” He shook his head with a groan, and then the veins of grief softened. I’d seen him do this many times over the past month, like saying enough. He chose the sunshine. The hope. “How’s your morning?” 

			I tucked my knees into my chest. “I think I messed things up with Dinah today.” 

			When Stranger turned to me, I knew I had his full attention. That was one of his more endearing traits—he never gave half anything. His was a complete-loyalty, friendship-is-forever type of guy. In a world as fickle as mine, it was nice having the solidity of my Stranger. 

			“Tell me what happened,” he said. I explained the entire argument, and he listened without interruption even went I got to the part where Dinah tried to convince me to stop trying to time travel. “Think she’s right?” He asked after a moment’s silence. There was a tension to his aura as he spoke. Not a wall, not defensive, more like the yellow in his soul stood frozen, trapped between fight or flight. “Would it be better in the long run if we quit, tried to move on?” 

			I tucked my knees even tighter and let the question sink in. If I saw someone I cared about act the way Stranger and I acted, I’d worry too. The fact was, time travel wasn’t usually an option, and yes, obsessing with the past tends to ruin the future. But since time travel was not only a possibility, but the actual cause of my personal loss, then wouldn’t fixing the past be the same as taking control of my life? Wasn’t I working toward bettering my future? How did anyone expect me to walk away from the only chance to get my family back? 

			“Dinah proved one thing,” I allowed. “My sister’s gone, and I miss her too. I can’t live like this much longer. We have to fix it.” 

			Stranger smiled. “I knew I liked you for a reason.” 

			I stood up and offered to help him stand, giving him a playful snide face. “My stubbornness is the only reason?” 

			He took my hand and got to his feet. “One of many.” His pale blues had the same playfulness to them as I felt deep in my gut. Funny how that worked. And his hand stayed in mine a moment longer than needed, because neither of us thought to let go.

			I poked at the Post-it note his mom had left with his breakfast. “One of these days, she’ll write your name on her morning notes, Lovebug.” 

			Stranger smirked as he moved the plate onto the table for better reach. Then he ripped the corner off the toast and popped it in his mouth with a smug tease. “Don’t hold your breath.” He grinned, his lips tense to restrain a chuckle. When he had gotten those memories of his back, he decided it would be more fun for me to guess his legal name rather than just tell me like a normal person. I knew everything about the guy—hopes, dreams, and fears—but not his name. I couldn’t decide if I was more annoyed at his chosen secret, or giddy whenever he’d toss me that teasing look. “Bacon?” He offered. I glared at his attempt to change the subject. But it was bacon, so I took it anyway. 

			“Thanks, Jesse,” I guessed. 

			He laughed. “Not even close.” 

			We shared his breakfast as we worked throughout the morning. Since the brain could only stare at an unsolvable equation for so long, we had created a routine of switching between the complexity of time travel and his home school studies. I might not attend classes now but I would one day, and I refused to fall behind. I chewed on more bacon and read about different scientific theories as Stranger glared at the white board, twirling a sickle in his hand. 

			Shaped like a smaller scythe, this sickle had a dull blade carved from petrified wood. We’d first seen it in a dismal future, an apocalyptic town plagued by Cheyenne Circles—great big piles of void energy…another word for pretty much any energy more like The Void than Earth—burnt through anything that touched it. The exact opposite of the unnatural void energy, the vibrational levels of petrified wood kept the ever-hungry energies at bay, burning it like it burned our world. 

			We had gotten the sickle from a friend of ours, a time traveling pirate named Ricky. Bet he’d know what to do. The last time we’d seen him, he handed Stranger that tool, sat on the ground, and meditated. Ricky made his own aura vibrate at the same frequency as petrified wood, which kept The Void away long enough for us to get home. Only now, we needed its powers to fix our past. 

			Stranger had seemed especially attached to the sickle the last few weeks. Whenever the equations got too complicated, his hand reached for it. Personally, it weirded me out, because it reminded me of how I betrayed that pirate for his own good, and the futuristic apocalypse I’d fixed (fingers crossed). 

			Stranger groaned and swiped the sickle through the air in frustration. “I don’t get the science. You’d need ten different PhDs, I swear.” 

			“Feels like all research just takes us down a rabbit hole,” I agreed, pushing the book away. 

			“I don’t see how The Void can be this smart. Manipulative, yes. Evil, without a doubt. But I never got the impression it was a genius.” 

			“Did you have a lot of conversations with it?” I asked, and gave him a sarcastic eyebrow raise. Being pure energy, The Void was undetectable to everyone but me. I saw souls and residual energies, so I was the only known human in existence who could interact with that otherworldly creeper.

			Stranger gave a sheepish grin at the sarcasm in my tone. “True. But do you think it could understand special relativity? To this scale?” 

			“It did always act like it knew more than us, but given the circumstances, that’s not difficult,” I allowed. “No, it never used scientific terminology. In fact, it focused on human nature, what we would do under different situations. Definitely more spiritual based.” 

			“If only that worked here.” Stranger sighed and set the sickle down as he skimmed through some textbooks. 

			The weapon glared at me. Rich polished golds and natural reds sneered within the carving, as if the thing itself hated me. Most objects had auras, yes, but they were lingering remnants from the people who’d used them. Residual energies were like the shadows of active emotions, a memory. The hatred radiating off that sickle was as strong as Stranger’s own desperation. I couldn’t look away from it as Stranger continued. 

			“We’ve tried meditating. Can’t connect to another time without already having the void energy here. Impossible to create it from nothing. We need a source.” 

			“The Void had access to it,” I said. 

			“Yeah, I’ve been thinking about that too.” Stranger tore off a piece of bacon and chewed. “That thing went through a lot of trouble to keep us distracted last time we traveled. Tested you, stole my memories. If it thought we could figure it out on our own, I have no problem believing it would create false leads for us to follow.” 

			A pile of printed out science papers were spread out along the table, marked up with notes written on top of other notes in the corners. Titles like “Black Matter Breakthrough” and “Scientists Uncover Hidden Energies” had caught our attention in our research, but all came to nothing. “Like scientific equations that send us down rabbit holes.” I stretched my hand over the petrified wood to tap the papers in emphasis. Ick—just touching the air around the sickle made my skin crawl. I curled my arm back and rubbed the shivers away. 

			“Exactly! We toss this out and we might get somewhere,” Stranger chuckled without humor and grabbed for more bacon. “Or, we’re over thinking everything, and if we tossed this out, we’d have to start over.” 

			I half expected him to grab the sickle, but he went back to the equation, leaving it way too close. I tried to ignore it, but there was this petrified aura that slammed against my own, which was ridiculous and annoying. Great, I thought. Even inanimate objects don’t want me around. What had I done to the thing? For a mindless weapon, it sure seemed to have a strong opinion about me. I stuck my tongue out at the sickle. That strange hating energy continued to glare unfazed, so I did the only logical thing one could do under such a circumstance. I shoved it away from me. 

			The moment my skin touched that smooth blade, a sharp rush of pain shot up my arm. I gasped and snapped my hand back. 

			Stranger whipped around. “What happened? You okay?” 

			“Yeah.” I slipped my hand under the table. “Paper cut.” 

			“I have Band-Aids somewhere—” 

			“I’m fine. It was just a surprise.” I smiled, and he returned to his glaring at the notes. I studied my skin for injuries. It was red, but not blistering. What the—? 

			The sickle sneered at me like I deserved it—only that was wrong. It was cold, harmless. The blade itself was so dull, it couldn’t even cut paper. The sickle couldn’t sneer.

			I should have known better, but I reached out again. The burn screamed back to life the second my skin pressed against the stone, but I prepared myself this time and didn’t call out. Instead, I gripped the sickle and brought it closer. This wood wasn’t dangerous to anything except.... Only burned the.... 

			I dropped it on the table, my hands shaking from the pain and from what it meant. Nothing. It meant nothing. The sickle never hurt Stranger, who tossed it from hand to hand whenever he was thinking. And I was normal too. I was Dinah’s twin sister.

			Petrified wood had never reacted to me like this the first time I time traveled. Why now? But then a memory shot into focus. After we fought The Void and I was searching through time for home, this darkness had come over me. It was everywhere. I couldn’t see a thing. Emptiness filled me. I was lost in it until Dinah’s voice brought me back. 

			I hugged my hand to my chest as the burn eased. There wasn’t even a blister in my palm. My mind went blank as soon as I thought to question the meaning. A tightness squeezed my insides. And yet.... I didn’t need to know. The science behind time travel was above our IQ levels, but with access to the darkness, our novice understanding might not matter. 

			For the third time I grabbed the sickle, only now I didn’t reach for the handle but the blade. It was too dull to break skin, true, but a gentle press tore something else. My aura? No. No, it couldn’t be. My aura was human. It couldn’t tear at all, and yet.... A smoky tendril oozed out, like energetic blood. 

			From the moment Stranger and I started time traveling, this strange energy, more like a gap in the natural world, had slithered and oozed and created chaos. I learned how to control it, how to use it to create doors to other times and space. But we always needed to find access to it first. The Void, with its tricks and tests, had left enough behind for me. Never had this darkness come from me. 

			I had two inner freak outs in this moment. The first was full of despair. It was in me, slithering around in my aura. This energy was notorious for breaking earthly materials, always tearing and burning. So why didn’t it hurt me? Why did the sickle not just attack this alien energy, but also attack me? 

			But a stronger emotion stifled my identity crisis. All this time, we just needed access to this strange, unnatural energy so we could time travel one more time. Save Stranger’s brother. Save me. We could use the darkness now and then, problem solved. Any remaining consequences would be easy to face, because we wouldn’t have to do it alone. Let us get our worlds back, then I’d worry about me. 

			With a quick glance to make sure Stranger wasn’t paying attention, I closed my eyes and imagined that smoky tendril spreading wide and high into the shape of a door. It complied with more ease than I remembered. A faraway whisper slipped through the tendrils, but we had a specific mission on hand, one thing we had to do above anything else. Only, where should it open? 

			“Hey, Stranger?” I asked, eyes still shut. “Tell me more about Jack.” 

			“He was the best,” Stranger answered. An idealized and vague answer. I needed more than that. 

			“Specifics.” 

			“Why—?” A sharp shuffle of shoes against the floor told me he’d turned. “What are you doing?” 

			“I’m not questioning it right now. Just be specific.” 

			“Um....” There was a quick, shaky gulp. “He was a freshman at Laramie County Community College. There was a coffee shop there that he loved, which made this hot chocolate drink they called Hot Snow. And.... Oh, he liked hard rock music and wrestling, and hated people who took advantage of others. He wanted everyone to feel safe, to know they didn’t have to be bullied out of their rights and—” 

			There was a knock on the door. I lost my concentration, and the dark energy deflated off course. The whisper got louder and more jumbled up. I tugged the darkness back into place and tried to recall Stranger’s details, shoving the voice aside so I could focus. “You expecting someone?” 

			“No. It’s probably just a package or something. They’ll go away. Are you having any luck?” 

			“Maybe. How many years am I going back?” 

			“Just one.” 

			“Got a specific date?”

			“Yeah. January—” 

			“Penny!” 

			My eyes snapped open. Dinah? What was she doing here? 

			“Stranger, I know you two are there. I can see the lights are on!” 

			Stranger looked at me, desperation widening his expression. “Did you find him?” 

			“I think so.” 

			I added the details he told me about his deceased brother with what I knew about his happy, loving family. One energy stood out. This was it. Could it be this easy? All we needed was a prick of the soul? Perhaps without The Void messing with our plans, time travel would be simple. 

			I mentally grabbed for the answering time, that specific spirit. There were many moments where Jack’s energy existed, but I needed one in particular. That terrible moment when his soul snuffed out, silenced by death. It came in red. Screams and screeching tires. Burnt rubber and blood. I reached out to make a connection. 

			Resistance attacked with a punch, slamming my grip off kilter. What was that? But before I could react, my mind wrapped around a moment and the unnatural energy materialized into a solid, dark wooden door with a poster of a WWE wrestler pinned on it. 

			Stranger gasped and stepped back in recognition. “That’s the poster from his dorm room. You found him, Penny.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FOUR

			“Are you two ignoring me?” Dinah’s voice snapped from the top of the basement steps.

			Stranger and I stared at each other. Neither of us could get our legs moving. Here it was. The door to saving Stranger’s brother. The chance to correct everything that was wrong in this ever-so-forgetful reality. 

			“Penny, answer me right now!” 

			“We should go,” Stranger whispered. “Save Jack, fix all this.” He waved around. “We’ll erase the argument you had with Dinah so there won’t be any reason to resolve things with her.” 

			“Hey, Stranger, remember that time I saved your life when your leg was trapped under a bookshelf?” Dinah called down. Her voice was closer than I expected, and all it took was a lean to understand why. She’d let herself in and stood at the top of the stairs, glaring at us with her hands on her hips like Superman. Or a ticked off mom. Stranger gave a heavy sigh and bowed his head in surrender. 

			“Dines,” I said. “What are you doing here?” 

			She didn’t answer, but walked down the steps. “Is that…?” She pointed at the door. 

			“It worked, Dinah. It worked, and Stranger and I will fix things. So you can go back to school, and by the time you get home, you’ll remember me. I swear. Just…wait, why are you even here? You never ditch class.” 

			“I thought of more points to my argument.” She circled the dorm door, looking it over and testing the frame with her fingers, as if to find the proof of an illusion. Then she tapped the WWE poster as if it might trigger a trick poof. 

			“You ditched school to continue the fight?” 

			“I didn’t like how we ended it. Is this a new prop?” 

			“It’s a door to another space,” I said. 

			“All doors are.” 

			“Not like this. Dinah, it’s okay. I understand that you don’t want me around, but I’m going away, and if we fix it this messed up time will be erased. And if we don’t....” I paused as I considered returning after trying every possible way to get my old life back, only to find my family still didn’t remember me. “If you still don’t remember me, I’ll leave. I promise.” 

			My teeth quivered from the truth in the words. When we argued in the car, it was just sisters butting heads. I might have slammed the door on her, but I knew she’d pick me up after school. The frustration came from the daily hiding, not her logical plan. I was willing to go home with her because it was temporary. But what if it wasn’t? What if she was right and I had to make other plans? Start living life on my own? If I couldn’t fix my past there really was no reason to stay. But no, I would. I could fix everything. My life could get back on track. 

			Dinah kept her eyes on the door, but it didn’t seem like she saw it anymore. Her aura turned a dark regretful green, like a blanket she wanted to curl into and hide under. “I’m going with you.” 

			“What?” Stranger and I chorused. 

			“You two are emotionally unstable at best. Plus, I know history way more than you.” 

			“No offense, but we’re not going that far back. I can recall a year,” Stranger argued. 

			“Time traveling is dangerous,” I pointed out. “There’s no reason for you to put yourself in harm’s way like that.” 

			“I want proof.” Dinah finally looked at me, her lips tight and her jaw firm. “You’ve been sleeping on the floor of my bedroom for a month, spinning all these tales about time travel and being my sister, but that’s all they are. Stories. I deserve proof that anything, anything you told me, is real.” 

			“Fine, she can come.” Stranger grabbed his sickle and tucked it in his belt. 

			“Stranger—” I started, but he kept going, his mind too occupied by the possibilities to hear me. 

			“Do you think we need provisions? No, right? We won’t take long. It’ll be a quick trip. So what are we waiting for?” 

			They both looked at me. I opened my mouth, but no logical explanation came to the rescue. Saying “Well, I don’t want my sister to see me like this or to find out the dark energy came from me” didn’t seem like a solid argument, so I shrugged. “Nothing, let’s go.” 

			Stranger reached for the door, but hesitated. His aura was such a swirl of emotions, I could barely look at it. That blazing red of determination curled around the thick syrupy blue of doubt and the speckles of black grief, which didn’t fade no matter how strong his hope. 

			In the back of my mind, I remembered that subtle energetic punch that had kept me from connecting to the moment of Jack’s ending. It made me uneasy, but so what, as long as we saved Jack? It had been a while since I’d time traveled. Maybe I was just rusty. Yes, that was it. Nothing to worry about. 

			Stranger opened the door, and we all walked through. 

			I’d forgotten about my little side effect, how every time I stepped through these special doors, my vision changed. Gone were the walls and the floors and faces. Colors sharpened and morphed into the blazing souls. Stranger’s yellow shone bright next to me as his excitement and hope took over the ever constant grief. Dinah’s blue acted too stunned to whir around with its usual intensity, as if her soul gaped at the impossibility of this moment. There was something else too—a shape—black emptiness in the form of a human. Small, the same size as Dinah, standing where I stood. 

			Then my sight cleared, and I saw the dorm hallway as the others did. Doors lined the walls, with Post-it notes and posters of favorite bands plastered on each. College boys and girls joked as they hurried past us without more than a nod, all busy embracing the freedom of adulthood. All full of hope and a smidge overwhelmed. 

			The door closed behind us and I reached out to break the connection, make sure no one accidentally walked into Stranger’s basement. 

			“Wait!” Stranger grabbed my hand. “What if we get trapped here?” 

			I thought of the void energy oozing out of my aura. “I’ll find more darkness.” 

			Stranger tilted his head, giving me a questioning look. I took advantage of his hesitation to reach out and snap the energetic connection. 

			“No way.” Dinah read a calendar. “Either we’ve traveled through time, or this is crazy out of date. This has to be a prank.” 

			“Yes, it is.” I nodded solemnly despite the sarcasm in my tone. “Can you explain how?” 

			She tossed me an irritated huff. “Still feels impossible.” 

			“Come on.” Stranger tugged at my elbow. “We need to find—” 

			“Bro?” 

			We all turned around. There he was—the guy from the pictures, with Stranger’s jaw and deep blue eyes, darker than Stranger’s pale…a bold blue. His blond hair was tossed to the side in a stylish, short kind of wave, and he was wearing a green T-shirt and jeans. He held a backpack on one shoulder, and grinned when he saw his brother. 

			Stranger stood wide eyed and gape jawed. He’d stopped breathing. 

			I nudged his ribs. “Play it cool,” I hissed. 

			He blinked and closed his mouth, but the shock of seeing Jack kept Stranger in a chokehold. 

			Jack crossed the hall and wrapped him in a casual one-armed hug. “What are you doing here, man? I have to tell you, this is an awesome surprise. I’ve had the worst day. My lit teacher might be evil. Come on, I’ll let you in and you can introduce me to your friends.” With an arm still around Stranger’s shoulders, Jack pulled his keys out of his pocket and opened his room. Dinah and I shared a sympathetic glance before going in. “Sorry about the mess. I keep meaning to clean, but stuff always comes up.” 

			“Like….” Stranger’s voice choked, but he cleared his throat. “Watching wrestling.” 

			Jack laughed. It was a warm laugh, strong. Kind of reminded me of Stranger’s chuckle, but had a more guffaw essence to it. He stood three inches taller than Stranger, and had the bulk of a wrestler. “You know me too well. It might be dangerous that you’re here. I have a reputation of being a studious gentleman. You ever going to introduce me to your friends?” 

			“Yeah.” Stranger looked at me, his struggle to keep cool clear in the desperate anguish of his expression. Not just in the double glint in his eyes, due to tears, but how the sorrow and fear whooshed around his aura, overwhelming everything else. The yellow battling against the onslaught of grief. This was the brother he had buried. Soon, a picture of Jack’s face would be enlarged and framed so everyone in the chapel could mourn what they’d lost. 

			I reached out, the tips of my fingers grazing the curve of Stranger’s forearm. He wrapped his shaking hand over mine and released a long breath. The grieving dimmed. The sunshine won, and Stranger gave me a smile. 

			All this in only two seconds. “This is Penny and Dinah Grace. They’re friends.” 

			“Friends.” Jack rose an eyebrow at me, and my cheeks burned as I let go of Stranger’s arm. 

			Dinah laughed. “That’s what I said too. Totally just friends.” 

			I glared at her. “Anyway, we’re here for the ride. Stran— Er, I mean your brother here wanted to see what Laramie’s like.” 

			“I’ve been here before,” Stranger whispered. 

			“Then talk, because I don’t know what’s going on,” I hissed back. 

			“We wanted to surprise you and—” He stopped, with a quick glance at Jack’s WWE calendar. The first week had been crossed out in black Sharpie. “Wait, is today the eighteenth?” 

			“Wow, remind me never to go on a road trip with you. Yeah, it’s the eighteenth.” 

			“Oh.” Stranger tried for an easy smile, but leaned in and whispered in my ear. “We’re two weeks early.” 

			Rats. “Well, this has been fun,” I said with a clap, “but we should leave. Lots of stops to make, and I have to be home by curfew. So it was great meeting you, and I’m sure we’ll see each other soon enough.” I reached out to shake his hand and he took it, squinting his eyes as if he’d missed something important. 

			“We’re leaving?” Dinah asked. “That’s all you two do when you time travel?” 

			“Ha ha!” I chuckled with a nervous glance at Jack. “What? I don’t even know what that means. Anyway, long drive ahead of us, so—” 

			“So nothing,” Jack insisted. “Let me treat you to the best cup of hot chocolate in the fifty-mile radius.” He tossed his book bag on his bed and tugged on his coat. “Come on, it’s a short walk.” 

			We followed him out, just a few steps behind. “That’s your dead brother?” Dinah asked. I hit her arm for being too blunt. “Ow! I mean, the reason you’ve obsessed over breaking time and possibly erasing Penny’s life in order to—”

			“That’s worse.” I cut her off. “And not his fault. Do you listen to our conversations at all?” 

			“To be honest, once you used the term time travel, I assumed they were all hallucinations.” 

			“Great.” I turned my attention back to Stranger. “Hey, you okay?” 

			“He’s alive,” Stranger whispered. “He hugged me
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