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			To all my siblings. Through blood, marriage, and choice.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			The sun above me blared mercilessly as the desert wind blew layers of heat across my skin. I lay on my back, blinking at the blue and yellow, and wondered how far I’d fallen, literally and figuratively. Traveling through time and space had been a norm for me the past few months, ever since I’d fallen through a crack in time and learned to control the darkness slipping into our world to create doors between the moments. Usually, I landed on level ground, just like walking through a normal door. But this travel had been different. Where I needed to go, my powers couldn’t make a connection. The sand was the problem, tiny pebbles and larger stones of petrified wood which interfered with the dark energy. So I had to go higher. Then I stepped through and hoped for the best.

			“Ow.” I moaned and rolled to my side. 

			A metal ship deck had broken my fall, so at least I’d gotten the location right. The ship made for a strange sight, stranded in the middle of the Arizona Petrified Forest during the American Wild West period. It was my fault the ship was there. The Pirate Ship Noble had once sailed the seas, but that was before I ticked off a being ten times stronger than I could ever be. I had run, and I took the occupants with me, several of whom were running up from below deck, to find out what that noise was. I’m sure me hitting the metal at a free fall must have echoed. The first one up was a girl my age with long brown hair and a futuristic take on traditional Indian clothing. Her name was Shreya, and her parents captained this ship. 

			“Penny?” She gasped when she recognized me. “Everyone! Penny came back!”

			I nodded like yeah yeah, I’m here, and forced myself to move. Pain radiated from my side as if something had broken, but I gave it a second to correct itself. An upside to my current fifty-percent-dark-energy condition was rapid healing. The downside was anyone who didn’t know about the darkness would forget me as soon as I wasn’t in sight. Thankfully, I was among fellow believers. 

			Shreya reached me and helped me up. The pain was softer this time around. I’d be fine in a few minutes but wouldn’t have lived through that without this new healing. Life, it seemed, had tiny ups to the many downs. 

			“How long have I been gone?” I asked. In my memory, I’d left them only forty-eight hours ago to get The Shadow off their back. But time travel was iffy.

			“You’ve been gone a week,” Shreya said. “Mom and Dad left to see if they could find a nearby town. Provisions are okay, but our water filter broke, and the Wild West doesn’t have the tech to fix it.”

			Limited water. That was not good. “When will they be back?”

			“They said they’d be gone three days max, so I’m hoping to see them this evening.”

			“Okay.” I limped to a plastic lawn chair that belonged in the eighties and sat down.

			Shreya glanced around. “Where’s the rest of your group?”

			Ah, there it was. The one question more painful than breaking my...let’s go with everything in that fall. I leaned back into the chair and considered how I should answer. In the end, the simpler, the better. “Mission completed. We saved Jack. Luke stayed with him.”

			Shreya frowned. “Luke?”

			Everyone knew him as Stranger. It had been a nickname at first because he lost his memory, and then he’d refused to tell me his name once he’d gotten his memories back. But we’d gotten in a fight. Him telling me his name was the end of something. The end of us dating definitely, but a core trust had been broken with that fight. It was the end of a friendship too. 

			“Oh,” Shreya said. She must have read my expression because she noted, “His name is Luke, huh?”

			“Yeah.”

			“And Dinah?”

			My twin sister. We didn’t say goodbye. I’d taken her back to her time, back to friends and a family who loved her, who’d remembered her as they couldn’t me, and then I slipped out the door and out of time before she noticed. “She’s home.”

			“Okay.” Shreya didn’t push it. “Max, go get Penny here some water and a sandwich.”

			“No thank you,” I said. I wasn’t sure how I’d get out of there again, but I wasn’t going to take their rations. “I’m fine. Really.” 

			I skimmed through the crowd for a familiar face. Tall, same black hair and ebony eyes as me, same skin and same smile, but we weren’t related. He belonged to another world and had created a body based on my own to live on Earth. It was a long story, and I didn’t know much of it myself. We had a rocky relationship. He’d tried to kill me, save me, and manipulate me, but he had the same powers as me, and lived under the same rules. A creature named The Shadow mixed their dark energy with mine in hopes of stopping me from changing the timeline. This boy, once a bodyless creature, had learned how The Shadow changed me and created a body for himself. We were both fifty percent this world and fifty percent the darkness. But I didn’t see him anywhere. 

			“Did Kyle go with your parents?”

			Shreya shook her head, and concern wrinkled her brow. “He went into a deep meditation the morning after you left, and he hasn’t woken up since. We tried loud noises, shaking him, and little Davy tossed water in his face even though everyone told him not to. His breathing is really shallow, and he feels...cold.”

			That wasn’t good. I tried to recall what I knew about the situation. “The Shadow had cornered us when we were going to change Jack’s timeline, and it had me beat, but then it stopped, said something about Kyle coming home, and left.”

			“Coming home.” Shreya frowned. “You mean the dark world?”

			“I think so.”

			“How can he be there if he’s here?”

			“I was hoping he’d merely created an illusion, tricked The Shadow. But if he’s not waking up....”

			“It would be a waste to lose a face as perfect as his.”

			I made a face. “Ah, gross!” 

			She giggled. “I’m sorry, but he looks like a bad boy biker teen, and that’s so my type.” She lightly slapped my knee and motioned me to get up. “Come on, I’ll take you to Kyle. He’s in the spare bedroom.”

			I followed her down the deck, where family photos lined the staircase, and into the narrow halls. The ship used to be a prison ship with cells and bags, but the Noble family had long ago taken them out and created rooms out of curtains and makeshift walls. Shreya led me to the second room to the right. Coloring pages and homemade kid-style get well cards balanced on the side table next to one solitary bed. The boy was there, blankets tucked along his sides. Shreya was right. He did look like some tragic rebellious biker guy, but the polished, overly perfect kind you’d only see on TV. He was too aesthetically perfect. I had the sneaking suspicion he’d done some research on Western ideals before creating his body. There was something off about him now, though. His skin didn’t glow with health, and when I touched him, he felt chilled. 

			“He’s not doing too well, is he?” I asked.

			Shreya shook her head. “Gets worse every time we check on him. The younger ones have been making ‘get well’ cards. They want him to get better. Of course, they do. We all do.” She frowned. “Right? I mean, he did a good thing, especially if it stopped The Shadow from killing you. And I believe we should default on helping people....”

			“But?” I asked.

			“I mean, isn’t he...?” Shreya leaned closer and whispered, “The Void? As in the reason our world and the dark world are colliding? Isn’t he kind of the source of our problems? What would happen if he didn’t…you know, come back? Would that be bad? Or good?” Shreya looked guilty, but her question had been sincere.

			And I didn’t have a good answer. “It’s complicated, I think. If The Void/Kyle hadn’t messed with time, I’d still have my family. They’d remember me. But also, your father would have died an orphan kid on the streets of Shakespearean England, and your mom wouldn’t have been born until almost a millennia later.”

			Shreya rose an eyebrow. “So I wouldn’t exist at all. None of my siblings would have been adopted into the family. Whoa.” She stared at the shallow breathing body in front of us. “Think he did it on purpose? Some kind of insurance to make sure we didn’t turn him in?”

			“I don’t know,” I admitted. “Sometimes I think he’s got a plan of his own that he refuses to share and that every single word he says is to manipulate us like we’re pieces on his chess game against The Shadow. And sometimes....” I shrugged. “I wonder if he’s pretending to know what he’s doing, and he’s actually scared and alone and came to our world for something better.” 

			Shreya nodded. “Cool. So our options are a manipulative enemy or a guy who needs our help.”

			“Pretty much.” I pulled a fold out chair from the corner and set it up next to Kyle’s bed. “Either way, we can’t let The Shadow get him. I don’t know if The Shadow can erase what’s happened, how time has changed, but I don’t want to take that chance.”

			Shreya hesitated. “Why not, though? I know it would stink for me, not existing and all that, but you’d get your family back, right? Your parents would remember you.”

			I sighed. Being home, eating dinner with my parents and twin sister, making jokes and sharing stories about our days, it just didn’t appeal to me as much as it used to. Before, I would think about my family and get homesick. But now? It just made me numb. I didn’t want to hurt anymore. It wasn’t okay yet, but…. 

			“I don’t think my home is there anymore. It’s time to move on.” 

			I wrapped my fingers around Kyle’s still hand. Physically he was cold, but energetically he felt empty.

			Kyle’s energy had always felt different from everyone else on earth. Take Shreya, for example. Her aura had nervous reds and creative purples intertwining like braids around her. She had a warm, excited energy, like the feeling of stepping to a table filled with delightful paints, brand new brushes, and a blank canvas. On a good day, Kyle’s aura felt like a void—hence the nickname—like a gap where energy should be. Since I’d been born with psychic abilities to see energies, I could see exactly where our world ended, and the dark aura of his world began. But now? As he lay there on that bed, his chest barely rising with each inhale, I saw no gap between the worlds. No darkness. Nothing. Energetically, it was as if I stared at an empty bed. 

			“He’s gone,” I realized.

			“What?!” Shreya jumped up and checked his pulse, then cursed at me. “He’s still alive. Don’t scare me like that.”

			“No, I mean his soul.” I scooted my chair closer as if my empathic sight might be getting nearsighted. Nothing. “It’s gone. Could he…?” I thought my theory through in my head before testing it out loud as if thinking it would show how obviously ridiculous it was. “This ship is surrounded by petrified wood, which stops me from using the dark energy in any way outside of my body. So traveling is impossible. And yet we know Kyle traveled to get The Shadow away from me that day. What if he made a portal inside himself? Just traveled in spirit. Is that possible?”

			“I have no idea what’s possible or not with you two,” Shreya admitted apologetically.

			I let go of Kyle’s hand and leaned back. “I could give it a try, I guess. I worry that he hasn’t come back, but if The Shadow had captured him, I think we’d notice.”

			“Everything we know fading from existence would turn a few heads,” Shreya agreed.

			Still, I hesitated. “What if the petrified wood is keeping him from coming back?” Because on the off chance that I could separate my darkened soul from my body, I’d prefer to return to it.

			“Oh....” Shreya’s eyes widened. “Maybe, don’t do anything until my parents come back.”

			I thought about what would happen if my twin sister Dinah was there. She’d probably hit my arm with her knuckles to make a point and warn me never to think about separating my soul from my body until she was long dead of old age. It was a threat she’d used before. Now my Stranger Luke, on the other hand, was a completely different story. He’d say he trusted me, that I could do it. Then he’d say if I wasn’t back in an hour, he’d carry my body right out of this forest and away from any petrified wood so I could come back. That was Luke—one-hundred percent faith and a plan B. Just in case. Like a catching net under a trapeze artist. The kind of thing one would immediately miss while standing several feet in the air. But dealing with my future chaos sans Luke had been my choice. I couldn’t start complaining about it half an hour after leaving him.

			I took a deep breath and nodded to myself in encouragement. “Okay. I’m doing this.”

			“Um.... No, let’s wait for Mom and Dad.”

			But I closed my eyes and settled into my chair. It had become a habit to quiet the mind and block out the physical world so I could focus on the darkness. Shreya’s reds and purples in her aura were swirling with a nervous twist. In other rooms of the ship, blots of energy of various colors marked the locations of several kids going about their day. Three souls leaned against the door to the hall, listening to Shreya and me talk.

			Where I sat was pure black, a gap of color—a point of soreness in conversation, but exactly what I needed to travel. In all previous attempts to travel through time and space, I would gather the darkness like a door in front of me and connect that energy to the energies of another place. I would use something specific as an anchor, like a person, an emotion. But this time, I brought my awareness deep within myself instead, deep within my chest, my core. Then I thought of Kyle. At first, I focused on my memories of him, his smug grin or manipulative conversations. One time he blew up a building full of people after they’d kidnapped him, only to run back in with me to save them. Or the time he asked me why I cared so much for humans when none of them seemed to care back. But no moments lit up to connect.

			Then one specific memory came to mind. I had asked him why he fought so hard to leave his world and be a part of ours. He’d waved at the sun in our faces and the sand at our feet, and said “Because it’s beautiful.” As annoying, untrustworthy, and suspicious as I saw Kyle, that’s who he was. That longing desire to be a part of a world in color.

			There. A little spark of connection deep within the darkness. I mentally tapped on it, and a rush of emotions ran through me. Fear. Fight or flight. And voices.

			Shhh.

			Is the coast—?

			Shhh! No wonder the girl named you Void. You’re empty where you should have common sense.

			I smirked. Yeah, that’s the right spot. I formed a connection and imagined a portal the same as I always did, but this time I made it within me. The sensation was strange, like butterflies in my stomach at first, and then it grew around my body. I felt my body relax beyond my control as I slipped through the portal within. The last thing I physically experienced was my legs slipping off the chair and Shreya’s shriek in surprise as she caught me. And then...nothing.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Nothing surrounded me. No light. No air. No smells or touch. Just me, my thoughts, and the darkness. I had experienced the dark world only once before, and completely against my will. The Shadow had torn me from my body to threaten me. It pretended to be the good guy, but I didn’t trust it. I had a tendency not to trust anyone who took me against my will, even if they claimed to be fighting the good fight. 

			At first, I thought I was alone in the darkness. Then a strange wave tugged me back. 

			Penny?

			I couldn’t see Kyle, but I knew he was there directly in front of me. The darkness changed from an empty chill to a warmth, like surprise and gratitude and…life. As if I had my eyes closed and could feel the heat of the body next to me. Strange, how human his soul felt. I’d never noticed that before. 

			Kyle’s voice rang, not in the darkness, but in my mind. What are you doing here? 

			Getting you, I replied. You’ve been missing for days. Shreya and I figured you couldn’t connect your body because of all of the petrified wood.

			I haven’t even been able to get that far, he admitted. I’m afraid we’ve got a bigger problem blocking our way. 

			This is, as you humans would say, a code red situation.

			The new voice took me by surprise, and I tensed. But I felt none of Kyle’s manipulation or The Shadow’s rage. This voice was calm, light, had a touch of humor and an eager seriousness to it, like a smile of excitement in a battlefield. I mentally focused on the space where the voice originated. The soul, if that’s what it was, felt like a shield. No wonder Kyle hid here with it. If The Shadow was down here with us, a shield was exactly what we needed. 

			My name is Penny, I introduced myself.

			Names are human constructs, the other soul said. We were all one before your Kyle’s rebellion. Individuality was and technically continues to be illegal. Which, of course, makes it all the more intriguing. Perhaps you can give me a nickname. Instinct told me this new soul had moved closer, as its voice continued to ring in my mind. It is a curious thing that you are here, in our world, to rescue one of ours. I didn’t expect that. Our mutual friend here is correct, perhaps, about the familial bond between you two.

			No bond, I denied. Kyle still has a mess to clean up in my world. I’m not letting him get away that easily.

			The other one chuckled. You blame your Kyle for the collision of our worlds?

			Kyle spoke up, almost like a whisper. I’ve learned what I could about why our worlds are colliding, Penny. I need to update you on a few things.

			Do you think the opening I created for Kyle to escape through was unstable? The other one laughed again, and it was a cocky laugh. It reminded me of Dinah whenever somebody doubted her history knowledge. You’re the expert around here. 

			I could answer to that name.

			I chuckled. Something about this soul was endearing to me. Expert it is, then. Now how to— A whisper rolled through the darkness, but when it reached me, instead of sound, a wave of fear shot through me.

			The Shadow, The Expert said. Penny, I sure hope you know how to empty your mind. One thought, and I can’t hide you.

			And then it was there. Everywhere. A large, imposing mass. In my world, if I needed to quiet my mind, I would focus on my breathing. Inhale. Exhale. But here, there was no breath. My lungs were back on the noble ship. So I focused on the silence, imagined it washing over me as if me and the darkness were the same. The energy shifted to my right as if Kyle moved to be by my side. To protect me, comfort me, or hide behind me, I didn’t know.

			Report. The Shadow’s empty menacing voice rang in my mind, and I shuddered, but the order was not meant for me.

			All clear, The Expert replied. No signs of the traitor.

			And what of your investigation into the one who helped it escape?

			They continue to elude us.

			Then you continue to disappoint.

			Yes. The Expert’s tone lost all humor, but there was no fear there either. Or annoyance. It sounded emotionless as if trained to keep the truth of its personality silent when needed. What of the human? The Expert asked. I knew it meant me and paid extra attention to the roaring silence around me in fear that a mere thought would give away my presence, and then afraid that fear would be enough. Last I heard, you planned to appeal to her sympathies regarding the drowning of our people as the two worlds collide.

			She chose to save one over the many.

			Then perhaps it would be wise to simply close the gaps and end it ourselves.

			And let the traitors go without punishment?

			No. Of course not, The Expert replied. Only then did I note the slight venom to its tone. I will double my efforts.

			Ideas, thoughts, connections threatened to come to light my mind, so I doubled my focus on the silence around us. I needed a hug or a look to assure me, to direct me. Mind alone could not release the ever building stress of what I’d heard and who spoke the words. Of what it could mean and what would happen if I was found.

			Capture the traitors, The Shadow warned. While we still have souls left to save. Like a whoosh, the opposing force faded. The energies around me changed to relief. The Shadow was gone.

			Good work blending in with the silence, The Expert said to me. You have strong control—rare for a human.

			But I’d held my questions in for too long, so I ignored its compliment and went straight for the point. The gaps between our worlds, the entire reason for the apocalypse—are they accidents like I originally thought, or…? Surely The Shadow wouldn’t intentionally open them, let its own people drown just to punish one soul for wanting a different life.

			Like I said, Kyle answered. I have a lot to catch you up on.

			First, we need to get you out of here, The Expert interrupted. Making a direct portal out of this world is not an option.

			Why? I asked. 

			No physical material. You need both. I’m sure you took for granted the constant access to the physical realm, but here it kills first.

			Like the darkness in our world, unless controlled, it burns our world, I said.

			Yes, only your world drowns us.

			But I’m from the physical world. It wouldn’t drown me, I said. I can control it and get us out.

			Silence followed my declaration. Why, I didn’t understand. It seemed obvious. 

			Point me in the right direction, I said. I’m sure Kyle and I can take it from there.

			Penny, you don’t have a body either, Kyle pointed out. You touch that water, and you’ll be lost to the tide. Just like us. I’m sorry, but I’m afraid the rescue mission was a one-way trip.

			No, I replied without hesitation. That’s not an option for me.

			Unfortunately, it’s the fact, The Expert said.

			I did not survive everything I’ve gone through and sacrificed so much to believe that. The silence after my declaration was ripe with tension and awkward curiosity. 

			About that…. Kyle’s voice trailed off. You’re alive despite the current soul/body separation. I guess that means....

			I knew what he was asking, and since the awkward tension came from both sides of me, Kyle had filled The Expert in on my impossible choice: save Jack and die myself, or live by letting him meet his fatal destiny. I chose my answer carefully. It means never underestimate me. Jack is alive, and so am I.

			What? Kyle responded with a low emotional whisper. It wasn’t just disbelief, although I couldn’t quite place what lingered behind the shock. Hope perhaps, although I couldn’t understand why. You overcame a paradox?

			Yeah. Turns out I existed outside of the paradox. It would have occurred without me, so my actions couldn’t trigger it.

			The tense silence changed from shock to a whispering kind of whir. I wished I had my colors so I could read if the two souls around me were tense with dread, fear, or analyzing blue. All I saw was black, and I couldn’t understand any of it.

			Wait a minute. If you could— The Expert started, but Kyle interrupted it.

			I can take us to the nearest source of your world. If what you say is true, then it’s worth a shot.

			What were you gonna say? I asked The Expert.

			Nothing. He responded too quickly. I immediately got suspicious. I’m just in shock. No one’s ever outsmarted a paradox before. It might never happen again. Someday, when we are all safe, I’d love to hear of your tales.

			It was a pleasure to meet you, I said. Something about the openness to the darkness, how every single one of our thoughts were projected as words into the minds of others, made me hesitant to delve into deeper conversations. Better to play along and talk to Kyle once we had our bodies back. So how do you all move without a body?

			The Expert chuckled. With intention. I’ll keep The Shadow busy for as long as I can. Follow your brother. He knows the way. 

			And with that, the energy of The Expert slipped away. This time the stunned silence came for me. Brother? Did The Expert actually think Kyle was my brother?

			My kind doesn’t have families, Kyle’s voice chimed in my mind. Your so-called Expert misused the term. Don’t get all offended. Come on. 

			And with that, he dragged me to the darkness. I never doubted following him, which took me by surprise. I reasoned I was too tired and ready to get moving to bother with my usual cynicism toward Kyle’s plans. But really, he was there because of me. The one thing he wanted to do was to get out of there, and yet he came back to make sure I was safe. And then I realized something they had said earlier. 

			Kyle? I asked as we moved to the darkness.

			What? He sounded preoccupied.

			What was your original plan out of here? No answer. Kyle?

			I didn’t have one.

			That answer took me by surprise, and the shock rippled through my exposed soul. That meant he came here to stop The Shadow from killing us without any way out. A complete sacrifice. Why?

			Can we not do this here?

			He had a point, but it frustrated me. The Void was a frightening terror, the lingering fear that kept me running, but I came here to protect Kyle. I never even hesitated. The two seemed so different to me. The monster and the teammate. I couldn’t wrap my head around the fact that they were the same being. But not two hours ago I ran away from home and broke up with my boyfriend. Since then, my default setting had been confused. Maybe that was my new norm. Maybe confusion was just how things were now. And maybe there were multiple sides to people. Luke had described me as a superhero many times, and I’d betrayed him. So somebody I considered a villain could be a hero too.

			Penny, can you hold off on the inner crisis? Kyle’s voice gritted in my mind. You’re kind of loud, and I’m trying to focus on getting us out of here before we get captured.

			Sorry, I forgot, I thought to him. Heard everything?

			Yeah. Good to know your feelings about me are just as cynical as ever.

			Sorry, I repeated.

			A moment of pause. I get it. Humans believe thoughts to be private. Here it’s like a scream. It radiates to everyone around you. The only way to be private is to be thoughtless. And in doing so, one could lose themselves.

			I’d probably go crazy if down here for too long. Or make the souls around me crazy, I joked, expecting him to tease my blabbering humanity. But his response was sober.

			This place makes me desperate. I could feel the anxiety from where he was in front of me as his thoughts entered my mind. This is my worst case scenario, trapped down here again. And the connection once again slipped into my mind that he came here voluntarily for me. Don’t get used to it, he said. And then, There.

			I felt the terror in the air before I became aware of the rushing waves of light which splintered through waves. Water spilled from my world to the darkness, and as it created new currents, the intelligent souls nearby were washed away with the waves. I had been here before and witnessed a similar massacre. The waves of core souls eroding away against the watery onslaught horrified me. The remaining souls learned to stay away, and yet the more water that splashed in, the less room was left for the survivors. 

			Kyle got us as close as he dared. There. Material from your world. But I don’t recommend touching it.

			It’s just water, I thought, and yet I knew to be scared. I may have survived the water with my body and some decent swimming lessons in my world, but here with my energies alone? I would be like one drop of food dye in a river. Gone in the second, diluted to nothing. And yet I said, We gotta get out of here.

			I agree, Kyle said. I tried it once, and it almost pulled me in. The current is strong. Maybe it’ll be different for you since you know how it could act, understand it more.

			When Luke, Dinah, and I went to save Jack, the paradox nearly killed me, splitting the darkness from my body. It was like being torn in half. I didn’t want to experience that again. Maybe if I had an anchor, I thought. Something to hold onto. I could connect to the water and use it to get home.

			Penny, I have no hands to grab you, no legs to pull you back.

			You pulled me here, didn’t you?

			It’s just intention. I chose it, and so you followed.

			So choose to be my solid anchor.

			I’m not solid.

			You know what I mean.

			And you’re not listening to me. Think about it, Penny. When all I am here are my thoughts, and I am in doubt, how could I possibly do it? It’s not like in your world where life can prove you wrong. We are only our thoughts here. Which means right now, all I am is my doubts.

			I frowned, and a large part of me felt the loss of Luke’s optimism. But if what Kyle said was true, then the opposite must also be true. If I believed I could anchor myself against the current, would I become immovable?

			Penny, don’t risk it, Kyle warned. There are worse things than being stuck here, and you being torn apart would be one of them. 

			I have to try. I chose to get just a little closer and felt the movement. The energy here whooshed with a dizzying confusion, not the intelligence of souls, but what I could only define as air. Not oxygen, but this world’s equivalent, the space between whatever existed. I mentally reached out and tapped the edge of the water. Like a spoon under a faucet, the current sprayed everywhere. On me—no, through me. No burst of physical pain, but a stabbing loss to my conscious. Like a core part of what made me me got swirled around and almost lost to the drops running through me. Almost. Disheveled and disoriented, I was still me.

			I tried again, more gingerly. A tiny stream of droplets ran through me. A connection. I got it, I said. Let’s get—

			Ah, traitor and enemy together. 

			The Shadow’s voice rattled through my head. Behind me, Kyle’s soul vibrated like a scream, and my own soon joined in. The last time The Shadow and I met, it nearly squashed me like a bug. I was nothing compared to it. Especially here, especially now when all I was were my thoughts. The doubt took over, and water washed through me. I wanted to scream but had no lungs, needed to swim away but had no limbs. The current took me, overwhelmed me. 

			Penny, no, Kyle shouted. There was a tug, like someone trying to pull me out of the current. I needed safety. I needed air. You have the connection to your world. Think! Get us out of here! Kyle pleaded.

			All I am are my thoughts. As soon as the sentence entered my mind, I knew I couldn’t run. Instead, I pulled my attention from the flowing current, turned, and faced The Shadow head on. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			The energy went still. Shock, surprise, and bewilderment quieted every consciousness in the area. I used that to my advantage. 

			You made a mistake threatening me here, I warned. 

			Mistake? The Shadow sneered. This is my world. You are an invader. 

			I am Penelope Grace, and if I am my thoughts, then you better get out of my way. 

			I felt the energy pull back, like a tide lowering before the wave, and then a rush of darkness slammed into me. But I was too ticked to be afraid, so instead of becoming lost to the attack, I chose to be stronger and barely felt it rush around me. 

			I defied a paradox. I have seen your kind and learned how to control your darkness. I will NOT be pushed around or threatened! 

			I imagined my own wave of energy shooting away from my mind, empowered by my defensive stance, and felt The Shadow’s domineering soul stutter in a moment of question. And in that moment, that split second of question, The Shadow was no bigger than a child. A scared, trembling child watching in horror as the monster of its nightmares finally escaped the closet and leered down at it. 

			The strange reaction caught me off guard, and I knew I wasn’t the only one. The Shadow grew in power as if puffing its chest, and the loss of energy whooshed past me with too much energy. Time to go. I grabbed Kyle’s soul and jumped into the water. The second the earthly water hit my mind, I wrapped a portal around us.

			For the second time that day, the floor came rushing at me—carpet this time. I braced myself for painful impact as light and air flooded my senses. But the impact never came. Instead, I slowed to a stop, hovering about a foot above the floor. Right, I thought as I remembered, no body. 

			This feels really weird, I thought as I straightened up. Instead of a solid step, my soul slowly whooshed into position. I reached out my arm and saw only darkness. I think I might be a ghost right now.

			We both are. Kyle stood up next to me, the pitch black silhouette. I had seen that before. He was all Void right now. Think we’re safe?

			From The Shadow, yes, I believed so. But would I ever feel safe with The Void? And yet, I felt guilty for my continued distrust after what he’d risked. If only I could shake the feeling that he was still manipulating me. Before, when I first met him, he used fear. Then we made deals. Who knows what he would try next to get what he wanted. The silhouette stepped in a circle, gesturing around us. Should’ve guessed we would land here—your default safe zone.

			I’d been so busy trying to size Kyle up that I’d never noticed where we had landed. But as I took in the large study table, the whiteboard full of equations, and bookshelves of science books, a longing dread weighed down my heart. This was where it all started. Time traveling, meeting The Void, getting literally pulled into the darkness. But it also held memories of easy conversations, flirtatious glances, and lingering touches. This was where I first said I love you to a boy. This was where I left him alone and betrayed. My Stranger’s basement.

			I went to the equations on the whiteboard. No longer did it hold theories about time travel, dark energy, anything we could find to get an upper hand against the darkness. Gone were any signs of our experiments. The whiteboard had school work now. Luke was homeschooled, and the papers on the tables held only class notes. Everything connected to me was gone. I went to the calendar stuck to the board. Two weeks after I left. He didn’t waste any time, did he? I said, and regret slammed into my gut. I wished I had my body so I could cry and get rid of it, but here it lingered and strangled my core. I was so easy to forget—friends at school, even my own parents. But Luke Hendricks had always been different. Or maybe not. Maybe me leaving him hadn’t hurt him at all. I had been flattering myself, thinking he took the breakup as hard as me. I’d never even considered it might be easy for him to forget me. Seeing the proof in front of me made me want to crawl into a ball and cry to breakup songs. It was the final nail in a coffin. If someone like him could let go of me so easily, I must not be worth remembering.

			Penny? Kyle came to my side, concern distorting his voice. You okay? This place doesn’t usually make you sad.

			But I didn’t have time to answer him because a door upstairs slammed shut, and a familiar laugh tangled my emotions as footsteps started down the stairs. And then there he was, just a little taller than me, dusty blond hair, and compassionate pale blue eyes, built like a soccer player. Luke Hendricks had always been attractive, but it was his sunshine soul I missed the most, as bright as mine was dark, and in that moment, it was stronger than I’d ever seen. The black grief, which once sliced into his optimism, had softened to a mere speck. His brother came back to life. He was happy as he listened to the caller on his cell. Proof I’d made the right choice to leave him. Which hurt like hell.

			“Hold up, I gotta find my wallet.” Luke stepped to the desk and started going to the piles. “Where did I put that? Wait, where?” He listened to the caller for a second and then turned to the bookcase and smiled. “You’re right.” He stepped to it and grabbed a small brown wallet, slipped it into his back pocket, and then rolled his eyes to something the speaker said. “Yes, Dinah, you’re always right. Okay, I’ll meet you at the theater, but I was serious about what I said before. If you’re dragging me to this, then I’m going to make you watch the next investigating YouTubers my parents are so obsessed with. And if you’re so bored waiting for me, buy us some popcorn and drinks. I can pay you back with cash.” He laughed at her response. “Deal. Hey, I forgot to ask you, do you have the notes from that seminar—?” 

			Luke stopped dead in his tracks as he stepped past the whiteboard, where Kyle and I lurked in our ghostly forms. Luke’s eyes widened, and he snapped his gaze to us. Did he see me? No, his eyes whipped around, looking for something. 

			“Dinah, I need to call you back.” 

			Luke hung up his phone. I felt frozen, desperate to see his response. Did he know I was there? When I first met him, he had zero psychic abilities but had developed a strong psychic touch since then. Could he feel me?

			He squinted and stepped forward, a mere foot away from me. His breathing quickened, and he swallowed hard. That sunshine order spiraled with hopeful pinks, soft reasoning blues, and curious purples. He felt me. He remembered me. But then the soft blue of reason turned darker and spread around him like a suffocating blanket, killing the hopeful pink completely. He straightened up, blinked, and frowned with a sigh before returning his phone to his ear. 

			“I’m on my way.” He glanced at us one more time, shook his head, and left.

			You definitely need to catch me up on some things, Kyle whispered.

			I watched the top of the stairs where Luke disappeared, and it took me a moment to register what Kyle had said. Later. First, we need to get back into our bodies.

			It was an easy trip, really. The second I focused on creating a portal, a little time popped in my mind, my physical body open and waiting for the return of its own soul. I connected, and the whoosh of movement faded into a jerk of muscles as if I were falling. I snapped my eyes open, adrenaline pumping as if I’d woken from a dream. The energetic world held my eyesight as Shreya’s aura flicked red, and the scream of surprise came from her direction. I blinked and waited for reality to return. Slowly, Shreya’s concerned face sharpened into view. 

			“Ugh.” I sighed and grabbed my head. Dizziness and the return of the petrified wood saturated air made me feel weak.

			“You alive?” She asked.

			“Yeah.” I croaked and gestured weakly at the bed. “I found Kyle.”

			But the body on the bed remained still. She helped me to my feet, and we waited, watching. After a few moments, Shreya poked his cheek. “You sure he got out?” Crap. What if The Shadow got to him? He came with me when I connected back to our bodies, right? What else would he have done? 

			But then he shot up, making both of us jump back as he gasped for air and immediately groaned. “Ow, everything hurts.” He eased back onto the bed. “My muscles, my poor knotted up muscles.”

			“You’ve been out for a couple of days.” Shreya handed him a glass of water, which he drank too fast and sputtered.

			“So my muscles revolt?” He moaned as he stretched his neck.

			Sharia raised an eyebrow. “You’ve got a low threshold for pain,” she noted. “Guess that makes sense. You’ve only been human what, a few months?”

			He glared at her. Kyle was a lot of things, and having an easily bruised ego was top of the list. He stopped complaining and sat up, maintaining that glare as he stretched his arms. “My body is at least a year old,” he said in defense.

			“Oh,” Shreya snorted. “Excuse me.”

			Kyle looked at her like he wanted to say something else but chose against it. They had a bit of a staring contest for a moment, as Shreya wordlessly dared him to say what was on his mind. Instead, he gave her a not-falling-for-that smirk before turning his attention to me. “I need you to tell me everything that happened when you saved
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