
  
    [image: Beyond the Parallel]
  


  
    
      
        [image: Title Page]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        BEYOND THE PARALLEL

        Parallelogram Quartet, Book 4

        By Robin Brande

      

      

      
        
        Published by Ryer Publishing

        www.ryerpublishing.com

        Anniversary Edition © 2026 Robin Brande

        www.robinbrande.com

        All rights reserved.

        Cover art by Joseph Gough, Simonkr, and Steve Allen/Dreamstime

        Hikmak Studios, Adi Arianto, Likanis_flares, vetortradition, Rizkreativ, Icons8, DGJ, goodprintsshop, Sketchily, Sinaelgicon, and Marie Dautel/Canva

        Cover design by Ryer Publishing, based on original design by Robin Ludwig/gobookcoverdesign.com

        Ebook ISBN: 978-1-946627-15-5

        Paperback ISBN: 978-1-952383-24-3

        Hardback ISBN: 978-1-952383-71-7

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *
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      par·al·lel·o·gram /par-uh-lel-uh-gram/ noun: a four-sided ﬁgure having both pairs of opposite sides parallel to each other.
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      Walk, I have to keep telling myself. Don’t run.

      But the urge is so strong.

      “Halli Markham!” Sarah shouts from the distance, and she’s already racing toward me. Across this vast, polished lobby, toward the girl she thinks I am.

      Walk, don’t run. Stay calm. Stay in control.

      I know this scene. I’ve been here before. It’s Monday. I’m in London. I’ve just spent the day touring Halli’s parents’ headquarters, and now Sarah and Daniel are here to meet me.

      I don’t have much time.

      “And Red!” Sarah cries, hugging me ﬁrst, then the dog. “How are you, you handsome boy?” Red wags his tail so hard he might achieve liftoﬀ.

      I look past Sarah to where Daniel is still making his slow, steady way. He’s limping a little, just like last time.

      So far everything is like last time.

      Which means by tomorrow night I’ll be screaming. My head will feel like it’s been split in two. I’ll be rushed to the hospital, pumped full of drugs, unable to think or get away.

      A week later, I’ll be dead.

      I want it so badly: to run to Daniel now, to throw my arms around him, hold him hard, and whisper urgently in his ear, “It’s me. It’s Audie. Halli is trapped inside my body, back in my universe. This is me in here. We have to hurry. I need your help. We don’t have much time.”

      But I can’t. I know that. Because telling him the truth right now—this day, this exact moment—started a whole chain reaction before, a chain that ended in pain and suﬀering and death, and I can’t aﬀord for the any of those things to happen this time. I can’t take even one step down that same path. I have to do it all diﬀerently—everything.

      My life depends on it.
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      It’s tricky, traveling across time and space.

      Especially when you’re not really sure how you did it.

      “How are you?” Daniel asks, giving me a friendly, platonic hug.

      “Great!” I could say. “Although I’ve only been alive for about ﬁve minutes so far, so let me get back to you on that.”

      Because the truth is, I’m not really sure myself.

      It’s all coming at me pretty fast: the sudden sunshine through the windows, the echoing noise of the lobby, people calling to me, talking to me, wanting things from me—when just a moment ago I was somewhere dark and peaceful and warm, all by myself, and in the moment before that I remember being furious⁠—

      I kneel down next to Red and pretend I really need to pet him right away. Anything to buy myself a few extra seconds so I can think through my next move.

      “My manners!” Sarah says, seeming to notice for the ﬁrst time the other people standing around me. “Sarah Everett,” she tells the group, “and this is my brother, Daniel.” She shakes hands with Mr. Chilton, the man in charge of the London facility. Says something complimentary about his tie. Then she turns and smiles for the camera. “I suspect there’s a person behind those.”

      The guy holding what look like big square binoculars lowers them to enjoy the sight of Sarah with his bare eyes. He oﬀers his hand. “Bryan Stewart.”

      Bryan. The history reporter Halli’s parents saddled me with for this trip. The Bryan Stewart who hounded me so hard, looking for the next great scoop on the famous Halli Markham, he ended up being the main reason why I was rushed to the hospital where I spent the last remaining week of my life. No thanks, Bryan. Not this time. I’m going to have to ﬁgure out what to do about you.

      Sarah turns to the ﬁnal member of our little party. “Jake Demetrios,” he says, smiling politely, but not exactly with as much enthusiasm as Bryan.

      Jake. That one … is a little more complicated. In love with Halli most of his life, sort of made me fall in love with him for a little while, and now … well, I’m going to have to get away from him, too. I need to have total freedom to do the things I need to do if I’m going to come out of this whole situation alive this time.

      “Where’s your cousin?” Sarah asks me. “Is she here?”

      “Couldn’t make it.” I ﬂash a look at Daniel that I know he’ll understand. He’s quick. And he, unlike Sarah, knows there is no cousin. He knows Audie is a visitor from a parallel universe. He just doesn’t know he’s looking at me right now.

      But he can guess that the cluster of other people around us might be curious why his sister is asking about some cousin Halli Markham doesn’t have.

      “We don’t mean to interrupt if you still have work to do,” Daniel says in his polite British way.

      “Of course we mean to interrupt!” Sarah says. “Halli Markham, we are here to steal you away. We have grand plans for you this afternoon, and then I hope you know you’ll be staying with us for as long as you’re here. You can share my unreasonably tiny bedroom in our parents’ unreasonably⁠—”

      “—tiny house,” I could ﬁnish for her, but I don’t.

      Instead I just smile. “That sounds great.”

      “Splendid!” Sarah says. She looks at Bryan and Jake and I know what’s coming, I’m just not fast enough to catch her at the start. “And of course your fr⁠—”

      No, my “friends” aren’t welcome to come along. Not this time. That won’t work for me at all.

      “Hey, Jake, Bryan—can I talk to you two for a sec?” I have no idea what I’ll say, I just know I need to break up this party as soon as possible. “Let me just ﬁnish this up,” I tell Sarah and Daniel. “Then I’ll be all yours.”

      “Will that be all, Miss Markham?” Mr. Chilton asks me.

      “Yes. Thank you.” He looks happy to be released. As I recall, I asked him a lot of questions about the science behind one of Halli’s parents’ inventions. Mr. Chilton didn’t seem to like that.

      I draw Jake and Bryan a little ways oﬀ to the side. “Listen,” I say. “I have a favor to ask both of you.”

      I feel a strange vibration against my leg. I look down and it’s Red. It’s Red leaning against me and growling low in his throat. Growling, it appears, at Jake.

      Jake can take the hint. Even though Bryan is right next to me, Jake backs up and stands a few feet away.

      “Red, it’s okay.” But the growl gets deeper. I reach down to pet his head, but that doesn’t comfort him at all. He just keeps snarling at Jake, warning him away.

      Which makes no sense whatsoever. The two of them were best buddies a few days ago, back on Halli’s parents’ island. Jake must have thrown the stick for Red at least ﬁve hundred times. That creates a certain bond.

      But I don’t have time to sort it out. I have a deal to make.

      “Look,” I tell Bryan, “I haven’t seen my friends for a long time.” Kind of a lie, since they were visiting me in the hospital just a day or two ago. “I’d like to hang out with them for a while, you know? Relax for a couple of days. Without …” I gesture at his camera. “That.”

      Bryan doesn’t look happy. Halli’s parents promised him full access to me. He’s supposed to get the exclusive story on Halli’s new venture, ﬁnally becoming involved in her parents’ business empire.

      “But I’ll make it worth it to you,” I say. The idea occurs to me in a flash, and I know in my gut it’s right. “If you leave me alone for a few days and just let me rest and relax, I’ll give you something no one else is going to get.”

      “I’m listening,” Bryan says.

      I glance at Jake. From his safe distance away, he’s listening, too.

      I take a deep breath, like this is hard for me.

      It’s not.

      “You know how private I’ve been about Ginny’s death?” I start. And it’s true: Halli doesn’t even like to talk to me about her grandmother’s death. Even a year later it still feels too raw. But in that brief time that Halli and I shared a brain together—my brain, in my former body, just a short time ago—I saw enough footage in her memories to be able to piece together a pretty believable story.

      Maybe a day ago I never would have considered using Halli this way—using her private memories to buy myself some time. But that was before I understood exactly how Halli has treated my own life. She didn’t worry about messing up everything I’ve worked so hard to put into place. She felt perfectly ﬁne quitting school, quitting my job, running oﬀ in the middle of the night with some guy she just met—okay, a parallel version of Daniel, but still, it’s not like she really knew him—and just leaving without even bothering to write my poor mom a note. I begged her. I pleaded with her. But Halli didn’t care. She said she had to do what she had to do.

      Well, so do I.

      “I’ll give you a full hour,” I tell Bryan. “Maybe even up to two. I’ll share with you how my life has been this past year without Ginny. I’ll tell you some of my favorite childhood memories of her. Would you like that?”

      Bryan smiles. I’ve got him. And he thinks he’s got me. “Monologue, or can I ask you questions?”

      “Um …” That’s a little tricky, since I don’t exactly know every part of Halli’s history. But do I know enough to fake it? “Tell you what,” I say, “you can ask, and I reserve the right not to answer. You’ll edit out any questions I don’t feel comfortable answering. Deal?”

      “Deal.” Bryan shakes my hand.

      One down.

      “Jake,” I say.

      Red growls again, just at the mere word. Jake takes another step back.

      “What should I tell your parents?” he asks.

      Okay, well, that’s a relief. I thought he’d put up more of a ﬁght about me not wanting him around. Last time he was pretty possessive—especially whenever Daniel was in the picture, like right now.

      But Jake is right: I’m going to have to come up with a story for Halli’s parents. They might not care about their daughter, but they do care about the image she projects. I found that out a few days ago when Halli’s mother chewed me out for all my “attention-seeking” behavior like being rushed to the hospital. She was probably furious when I died—think of the publicity.

      “Tell them whatever you want,” I say, sounding like Halli, but meaning it myself. “It’s none of their business what I do. I’ve been on my own a long time. I don’t have to clear things with them.”

      Besides, I’m well aware that Halli’s parents can check up on me anytime they want just by looking at the tracking information sent out by the microchip beneath Halli’s collarbone. So telling them where I am or where I’m going is pointless. It’s why I’m doing what I’m doing that is entirely my secret.

      “Of course, Miss Markham,” Jake says, way too formally for a guy I know I was making out with just a little while ago, every time Mr. Chilton left the room. But it’s good Jake is keeping everything looking professional. Last time, Sarah guessed right away that Jake and I had something going on. And since I made the mistake of telling Daniel last time that it was really me in here, he wasn’t happy at all to ﬁnd out I’d been kissing another guy—even if I was kissing him with Halli’s lips, not mine. And then Bryan the reporter put the pieces together himself and forced Jake and me to confess, and then everything kept going haywire after that.

      So if Jake wants to pretend he just works for Halli’s parents and has no personal relationship with me, I’m all for it.

      “I’ll need my clothes delivered to Sarah’s house,” I remember to tell him. Last time I had to go back to the hotel ﬁrst, which led to more kissing, and then that whole confrontation with Bryan … “The driver can get the address when he drops me oﬀ.”

      “Of course, Miss Markham,” Jake says again. “I’ll go speak to the driver now, if you’re ready to go. He can take you and your friends.”

      Good. So far changing things up this time is a lot easier than I thought it would be.

      “And me,” Jake adds.
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      “No, you don’t say that,” I want to tell Jake. That wasn’t how it was last time.

      Last time I stayed at Sarah and Daniel’s house by myself. Daniel and I talked through the night while I caught him up on everything that had happened to me in the past few days: waking up in Halli’s body, having to pretend to be her during that whole bizarre weekend at her parents’ island, and yes, even as much explanation as I felt comfortable giving him for why he’d seen me, the girl he thought was his girlfriend, kissing Jake. Not the best part of the evening.

      What was the best part was ﬁnally having someone I could talk to about all of it. Someone I could be honest with. And also someone with enough science background to try to help me puzzle through the physics of how it all happened. It’s not like we came to some great conclusion—if we had, I wouldn’t be back here right now, playing out this whole scene again—but it was just … nice. Nice having him there for me. Nice being with him again.

      Which is why I realized it was him I really wanted, not Jake. No matter how charming Jake can be. Which is very charming when he wants.

      But right now? Trying to horn in on my private time with Daniel and Sarah? Not so charming. Especially since it’s their parents that I need to talk to most.

      “You can’t come,” I tell Jake. “I just want to be with my friends by myself.”

      “I’m afraid I have to come,” he says. “You know the rules.”

      “The rules?” I can’t believe he just said that to me. To Halli Markham. Halli Markham doesn’t abide by anyone’s rules.

      “Miss Markham, please,” he says, taking half a step forward. Red immediately growls him back to his place.

      Jake casts a glance over at Bryan, who is now oﬀ chatting with Sarah and Daniel.

      “Halli,” Jake says, keeping his voice low. “You know that won’t work. I have to stay with you. They’re checking on me.”

      I can guess who they are. And I know how they’re checking: Jake has a microchip, too. Everyone here does. Halli’s parents must have the password to Jake’s tracking information. Great.

      But why should I care about that? I’m here for one thing, and that’s to save my own life. I won’t let Halli’s parents or Jake or anyone else interfere with that.

      “I’m going to my friends’ house by myself,” I tell him. “You’re not invited. I don’t care what my parents’ rules are. They’re not in charge of me and neither are you.”

      I almost feel like backing that up with a growl of my own.

      “Of course, Miss Markham,” Jake answers. Then he smiles, more to himself than me. “I told them you wouldn’t like it.”

      “I don’t. You were right.”

      I’m starting to get the hang of this, being Halli. She says what she wants. She does what she wants. There’s nothing like seeing her take over my life and discard the people and things she didn’t like to teach me how to do it myself.

      Truth is, it feels good. It feels strong.

      “I understand,” Jake says. “Listen, I appreciate you letting me stick around as long as I did. Thank you. It was an honor to ﬁnally meet you. I wouldn’t trade that for anything. I’ll go give the driver your instructions. Thank you, Miss Markham. It’s been a pleasure.” He tries to take a step forward again and oﬀer me his hand, but Red puts a stop to that. Instead Jake just gives me a solemn nod, then turns and walks away.

      It’s all too … easy.

      And something doesn’t feel quite right. What he said sounded so ﬁnal. I suspect in a way it is.

      “What will they do?” I call after him.

      “Don’t worry about it,” he says back.

      “No, Jake, wait.”

      He pauses, and so do I. Because right now I have a decision to make. If I don’t ask, I won’t know. And that’s probably for the best.

      But then I won’t know.

      “Are we ready?” Sarah asks, seeing that my conversation with Jake is over. “I’m famished. We’re taking you to the loveliest café, where they serve the most mammoth cinnamon buns, and they have scones so sublime they will make you weep⁠—”

      “Just a second,” I tell her. “Red, stay.” The dog looks at me, seems to accept the command, but I can see that he’s still tense. He doesn’t want me going oﬀ on my own—not to go talk to him.

      I catch up to Jake. “Just tell me.”

      He shrugs. “You can guess.”

      “They’ll ﬁre you.”

      “It’s all right,” he says. “I can ﬁnd work someplace else.”

      “But where will you live?” Jake and his whole family work for Halli’s parents and live on their private island. If he’s out of a job, he’s probably out of a home, too.

      Am I really going to do that to him?

      “Halli, I meant what I said,” Jake tells me. “It was worth it. Why do you think I took the apprenticeship with your father in the ﬁrst place? I could have looked for work someplace else.”

      “But you wanted to meet me.” He already confessed that to me last time, so I assume he did it this time, too.

      Jake nods. “And I did. And it was great.” He smiles and oﬀers me his hand again. Without my guard dog here, I can shake it.

      “I’ll be ﬁne,” Jake says. “Thanks for everything. I’m going to go talk to the driver now.”

      He heads toward the door outside.

      Aaaarrrrgggg …

      “Hold on,” I tell him.

      I jog back to the others. Sarah is laughing at something Bryan the reporter just said.

      She threads her arm through his. “Do you know he’s just been telling me the most fascinating stories of all the people he’s interviewed? Of course you and your grandmother are top of the top, but do you know he actually met Spirelli?”

      “Yeah, that’s great. Hey, Daniel, can I talk to you for a second?”

      “Certainly.”

      I lead him over to where Red is still obediently sitting in a stay.

      “I have a situation.”

      “Right,” Daniel answers, immediately serious. That’s what I like about him—so entirely reliable.

      “There are things I need to talk to you about,” I say. “Audie things.” Now he’s really paying attention. “I don’t want Jake to hear any of it, for obvious reasons.”

      “Understood,” Daniel says. He’s well aware that he is the only person in this universe—at this stage, at least— who knows about Halli and me. Eventually, last time, I told his parents and a few other people, and that didn’t end up so well.

      “So I don’t want him coming with us,” I continue, “but my parents will ﬁre him if he doesn’t. Is there someplace close to your house where he can stay, but not too close?”

      “There’s an inn. Not far.”

      “Will that work?” What I really want to know is whether the tracking will show that Jake is with me, but I can’t come right out and ask it. Halli would probably already know the answer. I need Daniel to believe I’m her.

      “I think so,” he says.

      “Okay.”

      I have no idea if I’m doing the right thing. Maybe I’m doing exactly the wrong thing. I could be rid of Jake Demetrios right now. Let him go fend for himself while I do the same.

      That’s what the real Halli would do.

      Jake pushes through the glass doors and calls that the car is ready.

      I’m on my own here. Every decision is mine.

      “Okay,” I answer. “Let’s go.”
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      “No, but you must come!” Sarah says, holding tightly to Bryan’s arm. “What could possibly be more enchanting than sitting in a café with me and thrilling me with more of your stories while I gaze adoringly into your eyes?”

      Sarah is just teasing him, the way I’ve seen her ﬂirt with guys before, but there clearly is a lot of adoration there—it’s just coming from the other direction. Bryan looks miserable about having to leave us. Good. He caused me a lot of pain. And if he’s only just realizing he made a bad deal with me by agreeing to disappear for a few days, that’s his problem, not mine. I have no pity for him.

      “Oﬀ we go,” I tell Sarah and the others. Jake doesn’t even try to sit in the back with us—Red has made it clear he’s not welcome. So he sits up front next to the driver while Sarah and Daniel and the dog and I load into the back.

      And there I am, in the reﬂection of the car window: Halli Markham, in the ﬂesh, no question about it. That’s her long, thick hair. Her broad shoulders and muscular frame. Her.

      I may never look like myself again. Maybe it’s time to accept that.

      My old, original body doesn’t want me anymore. It threw me out, like a body rejecting an organ transplant. I could feel myself being squeezed. Pushed. I wasn’t welcome anymore.

      Or maybe it wasn’t entirely my body’s choice. Halli had a part to play. She wanted one thing, I wanted another, and ultimately the stronger of us won.

      I was too weak for my own body to want me anymore. It preferred a better owner. How’s that for a bitter truth?

      Sarah reaches across the seat to clutch my hand. “Halli Markham, how lovely to have you back with us. Although I do wish you’d brought your cousin along! Poor Dan here is utterly forlorn. Aren’t you, Daniel?”

      “Forlorn,” he agrees, humoring her.

      “Don’t pretend you’re unaﬀected,” his sister says. “I could tell many a tale of how you’ve been moping about the house this past week, pining for a certain someone.”

      Daniel ignores her. “Any chance she’ll come?” he asks me.

      I hesitate, then shake my head. It won’t do either of us any good for me to pretend otherwise.

      “Shame,” he says.

      “Yeah,” I agree. I glance down before I can fall into the trap of gazing too intently into his eyes. Look, it’s me in here! Can’t you see? This isn’t a game. Knowing who I am only leads to trouble.

      I clear my throat and give Red a solid scratch behind the ear. “Okay, so change of plans: we’re not going to a café right now—” I hold up my hand before Sarah can object. “—because I’d rather go straight to your house. I’ve been listening to that man Mr. Chilton drone on all day, and I have a headache like you wouldn’t believe. I’m hoping your very tiny house has at least one decent-sized bathtub,” which I know it does, “so I can soak for a little while. I’m afraid I won’t be very good company until I do.”

      Now it’s Sarah who looks forlorn. “Oh. All right, then … only … I may have invited a few friends …”

      I remember. Two very nice girls from Sarah’s school. But those hours I spent at the café that afternoon ended up being a huge waste of time. Plus the whole thing wasn’t exactly relaxing. Daniel was still in shock from me telling him who I really was, and he and Jake were already brewing up the rivalry that would eventually end in my death. If Jake hadn’t been so jealous, he never would have tried to follow Daniel and me the next day. Then Sarah led him and Bryan right to us, and everything went wrong from there.

      So I can think of a lot better things to do with my time right now than to go back to that café. I’d rather ﬁnd someplace where I can be alone and ﬁnally have the chance to think.

      “I promise I’ll meet your friends some other time,” I tell Sarah, even though I have no intention of doing that. This isn’t a vacation. I’m not here to socialize and play.

      While Sarah gives the driver the address to her house, then makes a quick comm call to her friends telling them we won’t be there, I hold a quiet conversation with Daniel.

      “Audie really wanted to come.”

      “I understand,” he says. “We knew … it might be diﬃcult.”

      Back when he ﬁrst met me, the only impediments were time zone and whether Halli and I could sync up so I could travel over to this universe. Those were the easy days.

      “How is she?” he asks.

      “She’s ﬁne. She … misses you.” It’s a risk, but I have to say it. He’s right here and I need to say it. I just make sure I’m not actually looking at him right now.

      “You said you had other things to talk to me about.”

      “I do,” I say. “We will.”

      Then Sarah is done, and so are we.

      Their neighborhood is nice, very English, and I’ve been here before. What I didn’t notice before was the inn. No surprise, since there are no signs out front or any other indication that’s what it is.

      “Should we invite him for supper?” Sarah asks as the driver pulls up in front.

      “No,” I answer. “He’ll be ﬁne.”

      I lower the window just enough to hear what Jake has to say. Red growls so loudly I can barely make it out.

      “Tomorrow!” Jake ﬁnally shouts.

      “Maybe,” I shout back, then I raise the window again. I don’t mind saving his job and keeping him from being homeless, but that’s as far as my charity goes. And I especially don’t plan on having him tag along on the excursion I intend to take tomorrow.

      “Wait here,” Sarah tells me when the car pulls up in front of her house. “My parents don’t know you’re staying over yet—you’re meant to be a surprise. They think they’re not meeting you until the party.”

      The party. Right. Sarah and Daniel’s father’s birthday. Last time I missed it because I was in the hospital. And there was a bit of extra cleanup ahead of the party thanks to poor Red ﬂipping out and tearing their house apart because I wasn’t with him.

      I’ll have to make it up to all of them this time.

      “Come on, Dan,” Sarah says. “You and I go in ﬁrst. I’ll wave to you when it’s time,” she tells me. Then the two of them exit the car and head up the walkway into their narrow, two-story house.

      I’m suddenly exhausted. I’ve been thinking so hard and performing so hard for the past hour or so, it’s ﬁnally all catching up with me. I’m glad I came up with the excuse of a hot bath. I need a good long stretch of quality time with myself to try to get a grip on all of this.

      Sarah is waving to me from the doorway. Inside that house are the two people who hold the key to what I need to know. I need to decide what to say—how much to say. And how much of it I want to Daniel to know ahead of time. I’m going to need his help. But he has to think he’s helping Halli, not me.

      My head is pounding. That part of my excuse to Sarah wasn’t a lie.

      Now she’s standing on her porch, jumping up and down and waving wildly because she thinks I don’t see her. It’s sweet how enthusiastic she is about Halli. And how nice she’s always been to me. I obviously have my own problems to deal with here, but there’s no reason I can’t be a good sport with her while I’m at it.

      “Come on,” I tell the dog. “Show time.”
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      “She said I have the makings of a true explorer,” Sarah tells her parents. She laughs right along with them. “She did! Tell them, Halli Markham.”

      “I must have,” I admit, although I have no memory of it. Maybe the real Halli told her that while we were all together in the Alps.

      “Explorers don’t need sums and calculations,” Sarah argues. Apparently there’s been some discussion about her performance in school. “All they need is a stalwart heart and an excellent sense of direction. Tell them it’s so, Halli Markham.”

      “Those will get you far,” I say. Although I’m pretty sure Halli has needed math throughout the years as part of her navigation and planning.

      But it’s so much fun to watch Sarah and Daniel with their parents, I’ll go along with whatever anyone says.

      We’ve been enjoying a late afternoon snack of tea and toast. “I would have loved to serve you something proper,” their mother, Francie Everett, told me as she set out the jars of jam while simultaneously giving her children the stink eye, “but no one told me we’d have a guest. Not to mention such a famous one.”

      “Sarah’s idea,” Daniel had answered, holding up his hands in surrender.

      “She enjoys being treated like a regular, average, boring person—isn’t that true, Halli Markham?”

      “Absolutely true,” I agreed. I’ve had a taste of Halli’s fame, and I didn’t like it one bit. “Besides,” I told Francie, “this is better than anything I could have had in a café.”

      “Liars are always welcome at my table, of course,” Francie said, “but one of us will still have to go to the market if I’m to serve you anything for supper except leftover soup and more toast. And I assume your companion would enjoy some food as well.”

      She reached down and scratched Red behind one of his ears. The dog gave a thump of his tail. It was true, I didn’t seem to have any food for him. It was nice of Francie to think of it.

      “I’ll be happy to reimburse you,” I told Francie and her husband, Sam Wheeler. Although I wasn’t sure how I would do that. I know Halli has lots and lots of money, but I have no idea how to access it.

      “Don’t be daft,” Sarah scolded me. “You’re our guest.”

      “I’ll go to the market later,” Sam oﬀered at the time.

      But right now, he’s still too busy discussing Sarah’s ambition to become an explorer.

      “What about the histories?” he asks me. “I imagine anyone traveling the world needs to know who the people are and where they came from. Not to mention understanding a few languages—French, for example.” He gives Sarah a signiﬁcant look, which I take to mean she’s failing in that class, too.

      “Oh, pish posh,” Sarah says, waving her hand dismissively. “You know nothing of the great explorers. The only history I’ll need is to reread all of Halli’s and her grandmother’s journals. As for languages, I’ll rely on the oldest form of human communication.”

      “Grunting?” Daniel suggests.

      “How very droll,” Sarah answers. “No, for your information, I have been practicing signs.” She demonstrates by pinching her ﬁngers together and bringing them up to her mouth.

      “Kiss me?” Francie suggests.

      “Precisely,” Sarah jokes back. “And this one?” She wraps her arms around her torso and pretends to shiver.

      “Hug me?” her father guesses.

      “Yes,” Sarah says. “So you can see I shall have all the love and protection I need out in the greater world. Halli Markham would be a fool not to take me on as an apprentice.”

      Sarah pops a last piece of toast into her mouth and rises from the table. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I must go run Miss Markham a bath. My mistress is weary from the day, and although she’s far too polite to say so, she ﬁnds her present company especially wearisome. Your bath will be ready in just a few minutes, Miss. I hope you enjoy the scent of lavender.”

      “Thank you.” I smile at Sarah and she gives me a little bow. Then she leaves me alone with the three people I need to talk to most.

      It was nice relaxing for a little bit and just enjoying the company. But I have to seize the opportunities as they come.

      Liars are always welcome at my table …

      “So … speaking of school,” I say, “I’ve been thinking about applying to Oxford.”

      It’s the only information I have to go on. When Daniel visited me in the hospital a few days ago, he told me that he and his parents had just met with a professor at Oxford and described everything that had happened to me—from the whole traveling between universes thing to the piercing headaches that kept me trapped in a hospital. The professor told them he’d seen a case like that before.

      What? How? When? But Daniel said it was too complicated, and I needed to hear the professor’s story for myself.

      Which was ﬁne, in theory, except I ran out of life before I could do it.

      Just like the professor warned them might happen. He said my condition could deteriorate. He said I could die.

      And since he was right about that, I need to hear the rest of what he has to say. As soon as possible—tomorrow.

      “Oxford?” Daniel says, obviously surprised. “Not that you wouldn’t excel there,” he hurries to add, since I’m sure he doesn’t want to oﬀend Halli, “but … I didn’t realize you were interested in formal education.”

      He’s right, of course. The real Halli has absolutely zero interest in school. She proved that within the ﬁrst hour of having to sit through one of my classes and pretend to be me. She could barely wait to escape.

      “I wasn’t before,” I say. “But now with Ginny gone … I just thought it might be a good direction to take next. You know, a new challenge.”

      “It would certainly be that,” Francie says. “Oxford. Very competitive place, you know?”

      “I know.” I almost laugh. The fact that I’m sitting in their kitchen right now is a direct result of trying to get into another competitive college, Columbia University. That seems like a lifetime ago.

      Technically, considering where and who I am right now, it really was another lifetime.

      “What would you want to study?” Francie asks me.

      “Science of some sort.”

      Now Daniel looks really shocked.

      “A friend of mine got me interested in it,” I say, giving him a signiﬁcant look.

      “Oh.” He smiles at me in return. He knows I’m talking about Audie, but his mother assumes I’m referring to him.

      “You’ve told her about your studies?” Francie asks him. “Well done,” she tells me. “You should feel very ﬂattered. Daniel rarely tells anyone what he’s been working on⁠—”

      “She wouldn’t be interested, Mum.”

      “Of course I would,” I say, and it’s true. But Francie is right: I’ve noticed that Daniel always seems to deﬂect attention away from himself anytime we start talking about his schooling. He told me he knows a little about science and about plants, but that’s it. And Sarah said he’s interested in something called “neurobotany,” but then I think Daniel changed the subject.

      “So tell me,” I say. “I want to know.”

      “I’ll bore you with it some other time,” he answers. “Now, what about you and Oxford? Does that mean you’d move here?”

      “I don’t know, I suppose so.”

      “How soon?” Daniel asks.

      See, this is why I needed a bath ﬁrst. I should have worked out all of the elements of my lie before I tried it out on people.

      “I’m not really sure,” I say. I don’t know why Daniel is pushing me so hard. He should know Halli’s life is complicated.

      But looking at his expression—this combination of both eagerness and caution—I think maybe I get it:

      He’s asking because of me. Audie. And the pleasure of that realization brings a nice warm ﬂush to my face.

      The way it worked before, I could visit Halli wherever she was—the Alps, Colorado, wherever. Which meant that if she ever went to London, I could visit Daniel, too. It was why he looked so disappointed this afternoon when he asked me if Audie was here, too, and I said no. He probably assumed I’d come along.

      I love that he cares about that. But I can’t let him see how happy that makes me. I have to act like it’s no big deal.

      “Hate to be the bearer of bad news,” Sam tells me, “but there’s no guarantee they’ll accept you. As Francie said, it’s highly competitive. Simply deciding you want to go there isn’t enough.”

      “Right,” I say, getting back to business. “I know that. But Ginny told me if I ever wanted to go, I should talk to this professor friend of hers there. She said he could help me get in.” I hope that sounds plausible. Ginny Markham was famous all over the world. She probably knew a professor or two.

      “Who is it?” Sam asks.

      “See, that’s the thing,” I say. “I don’t know his name. She told me this a long time ago. I was hoping maybe you guys could help me ﬁnd out who he is.”

      “It’s possible,” Francie says. “Sam went there for a time.”

      “And elsewhere for a time,” Sam adds wryly. I’m sure there’s a story there. “What college is he in, do you know?”

      “I don’t know.” I remember that Oxford is broken up into a bunch of diﬀerent colleges with very British-sounding names, but I have no idea what they’re called or which ones belong to which subjects.

      Francie laughs lightly. “You’re not giving us much to go on. Do you know anything about him at all?”

      “Yes, I do. He’s very old—ancient,” I say, using Daniel’s description of him. “He’s practically deaf.”

      “That could describe ﬁfty percent of the faculty,” Sam says. “What is his ﬁeld? What does he specialize in? Classics, languages, mathematics …”

      How am I supposed to explain it? He’s someone who knows what happens to you when you switch bodies with someone in a diﬀerent universe. “It’s sort of …”

      “Ready!” Sarah calls down from upstairs.

      “Just a minute!” Think of something, Audie. “It would be … some kind of unusual science. Something about …” I glance at Daniel. He’s watching me, very still. He’s probably wondering if I’m going to tell his parents Audie’s and my secret. As little as I can. “Something about physics. Or maybe … parallel universes.” There. I said it. Daniel looks only mildly surprised.

      Francie and Sam both process that. “Binty?” Sam asks his wife.

      “No, Binty is more of the supersciences,” Francie says. “Do you mean fringe science?” she asks me.

      “Yes,” I answer. “Maybe. What would that be?”

      “The philosophical sciences,” Francie says. “Theories rather than practice.”

      “Maybe,” I say. “Sure.”

      “It’s Venn,” Daniel says with great conﬁdence.

      “Venn?” his father repeats with a chuckle. “Haven’t seen him in decades. Is he still alive, then?”

      “Professor Lacksmith mentioned him the other day,” Daniel says. “It sounded as if they met fairly recently.”

      “But he’d be over a hundred by now, wouldn’t he?” Sam asks.

      Ancient, just like Daniel said.

      “Well, one way to ﬁnd out,” Francie answers. She gets up from the table and retrieves a small tablet from the kitchen counter. She sits back down and starts swiping and poking at the screen.

      “I’m not a magician!” Sarah calls down the stairs. “I cannot return cold to heat! If you want me to draw you another bath, I will, but this one smells so heavenly!”

      Be a good sport.

      “Coming! I’ll be back in a little while,” I tell Daniel and his parents. “But if you can ﬁnd out anything about this Venn guy—if you think he’s the right one …”

      “Doctor Venn,” Sam corrects me. “Wasn’t I brought up for that once myself?”

      “Prickly, is he?” Francie asks.

      “I imagine he has to be careful,” Sam says. “Professors in his line—not much respect from his colleagues. Probably made even his wife call him doctor.”

      It reminds me of the things other physicists said about Professor Whitﬁeld back in my world. The way they made fun of him and lied about the success of his experiments, just because what he discovered threatened their nice, neat view of the scientiﬁc world.

      Dr. Venn is sounding more and more like the right person.

      “I don’t mean to be a pest,” Sarah calls down. “But the bubbles!”

      “Oh, for goodness sake, I’ll go take the bath,” Francie mutters.

      “Mum, it’s the hardest she’s worked in months,” Daniel says. “Give her credit.”

      “My hearing is exceptional, thank you!” Sarah calls.

      I can’t help but laugh. Even in the midst of all this.

      “Please ﬁnd out what you can,” I ask Daniel. “I’ll be back in a while. Come on, Red.”

      Sarah isn’t the only pest. There’s something that’s been nagging at my brain—something that’s oﬀ. Something important.

      Now it’s time to ﬁnally give it my attention.
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      You weren’t supposed to say that.

      I sink into the scent: not just lavender, but vanilla, too. Sarah was right: heavenly. The dog stretches out on the rug beside the tub. Peace has descended on the land.

      He wasn’t supposed to say that.

      It’s tricky, traveling across space and time.

      Especially when things have already changed on their own before you even got here.

      I sort of noticed it in the moment, but then there was so much else going on. The formality: it wasn’t just an act for the other people, it was real. There was no secret eye contact, no “Wait until we’re alone again—I’m going to kiss you straight out of your mind” kinds of looks. The way Jake was acting toward me was true.

      There’s nothing going on between us this time. Our past together was already diﬀerent before I showed up today.

      And I didn’t do a thing to make that happen.

      Same with Red’s reaction to him: crazy diﬀerent. Last time, Jake completely endeared himself to Red by the end of the ﬁrst day, throwing a stick for him over and over and over while Red chased it into the freezing ocean. Unless Jake secretly kicked Red this afternoon while I wasn’t looking, their relationship was already diﬀerent by the time I got here.

      So what does that mean?

      That’s the point: it’s not enough to see it, I have to understand the why behind it.

      For all I know, my whole survival might rely on some very subtle whys.

      Because if I just keep going along, making decisions and choices based on only partial clues or evidence I’m in too much of a hurry to notice, I might end up right where I was last time, leaving this life way too early before I have a chance to reclaim the life I really want.

      I sink all the way underwater. Let myself ﬂoat. Block out the world for as long as I can.

      What do I know? That’s the most important question right now. Not just what do I think or believe, but what do I actually know?

      My physics teacher Mr. Dobosh said something in class once that really stuck with me: about how all these great scientists in the past—the real pioneers who were willing to risk their careers and sometimes even their lives in pursuit of the truth—had to learn to recognize truth in the ﬁrst place. They had to be willing to free their minds from what everyone else told them was true—that the heavens revolved around the earth, for example, or that a particular disease was caused by rats, or whatever someone’s parents or society or other scientists had said—and instead go on this journey of discovery where they looked at everything fresh again. Asked questions. Assumed nothing.

      I suppose you could say that’s how I’ve ended up exactly where I am right now. Some physicists, including Mr. Dobosh, don’t believe parallel universes exist. I thought they might. So I set out to experiment with that, and here I am.

      I come up for air and announce to the dog, “I’m a pioneer.” He thumps his tail on the rug. “Yeah, I know. Big deal. Figure it out.” I sink under the water again and blow some bubbles. I’m sure Einstein used to do that, too.

      So, Audie Masters, what do you know is true?

      
        
          	
        This is not my original body.
      

      	
        This is not my original universe.
      

      

      

      I know those two things for sure.

      
        
          	
        The last time I checked, Halli Markham was inhabiting my original body in my former universe. I brieﬂy shared that body, so I know that much is true.
      

      	
        I know that I have been in Halli’s body in this universe one time before this. I have specific memories of that life, starting with waking up in her body in her bedroom in Colorado, and ending with me dying in a hospital bed⁠—
      

      

      

      Stop. Do I really know that for sure? That I died? Did I really see it or experience it?

      Well, not exactly. I sort of left that movie early. I remember feeling tremendous pain and then deciding I didn’t want that anymore. Next thing I knew, I was ﬂoating for a while, feeling very peaceful and pleasant again, and then I found my old body sleeping in my old bedroom. What a happy discovery that was. But then it all ended up in that ﬁght with Halli, and then she pushed me out⁠—

      Stop. Do you really know that?

      I felt a push.

      Can you say with one hundred percent certainty that Halli is the one who did that? That she’s the reason you left?

      Okay, no, not a hundred percent. So that one goes in the Maybe pile, along with the dying. Maybe those two things happened, but a true scientist wouldn’t assume. So I won’t.

      So where does that leave me?

      I know where I am, I know who I am … and that’s about it. I don’t know what’s going on with Halli right now or with my old body and my old world, because if things have already changed here, maybe they’ve changed there, too. I have no way of knowing. I’d have to guess.

      There’s a gentle knock at the bathroom door. “Halli, we found him,” Daniel says, keeping his voice low. “I thought you’d like to know.”

      “Yeah, I did. Thanks.”

      “And your driver brought your luggage,” he adds. “I’ll leave it outside the door.”

      “Thanks, Daniel. I appreciate it.”

      I splash downward one more time, just to dunk my whole self in oblivion one last time. But I’m not here to lounge around in a tub for a while, no matter how much I’d love to.

      I climb out and dry oﬀ and wrap the towel around me. Then I open the door and retrieve my duﬀel.

      There’s a note on top, written on stationery from the inn where we dropped oﬀ Jake.

      I have a message from your parents. Please come see me whenever it’s convenient. Jake

      It will never be convenient to deal with Halli’s parents. I shove the note to the bottom of the duﬀel and change into a pair of jeans and some thick socks and a long-sleeved T-shirt.

      As I comb out my long wet hair, I study my reﬂection in the mirror. I remember watching one of Halli’s memories where she was still trying to get used to living inside my body. She stood in front of my bathroom mirror at home, brushing my teeth. She leaned in close to look herself in the eyes. And wondered if she could see herself looking back.

      So who are we? Who am I? Last time, Professor Whitﬁeld called me Halli 2. He said Halli 1 was gone forever—killed in that avalanche I tried to save her from.

      So I suppose when Halli took over my body, she became Audie 2.

      And now I’m Halli 3.

      I don’t want that. I don’t want to be Halli at all.

      Audie 3. A new creature. That’s who I am this time.

      Although no one gets to know that but me. Everything bad that happened last time started because I revealed who I was. That’s a mistake I won’t repeat.

      I kneel down next to Red. I hug him around his thick, furry neck and whisper, “You think I’m Halli, don’t you?” He thumps his tail and licks my lavender and vanilla cheek.

      It’s time to go contact Dr. Venn. And make sure he knows I’m Halli, too.
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      “HALLI MARKHAM,” Francie shouts for the third time, still trying to make Dr. Venn understand. “VIRGINIA MARKHAM’S GRANDDAUGHTER. DO YOU REMEMBER VIRGINIA?”

      “Who?” He has an American accent. Somehow I thought he’d be British.

      “VIRGINIA MARKHAM,” Francie tries again. “SHE WAS A FAMOUS EXPLORER. YOU WERE HER FRIEND?”

      I don’t know why I thought this lie would work.

      It’s just Francie and Daniel and me in the kitchen right now. Sarah and Sam are at the market. Sam thought it might be best if he weren’t around for the call, just in case Dr. Venn remembered him.

      Francie laughed at that. “It was ages ago! You look completely diﬀerent now. For one thing, you had hair.”

      “He’ll remember me,” Sam assured her. “I was legendary.”

      He gave her a wink and then shuﬄed Sarah out the door. She said she had some shopping of her own to do.

      It took Francie a while to make contact. The woman who answered the comm seemed reluctant to bother Dr. Venn. But ﬁnally his ancient, holographic, 3D head hovered over Francie’s tablet on the table. Dr. Venn was in the house.

      His head is very round, mostly bald, with just a few clumps of wispy white hair growing out of the sides. He has a white beard, neatly trimmed. He wears glasses, but still squints. If he’s wearing hearing aids, they don’t work. From the look of time-worn face, I can believe he really is over a hundred.
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