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Chapter 1 

The Very Best Worst Day 
 

April 9, 2048 

 
Another laser blast ricochets 

off the wall beside me like a rocket-
powered lever in a 1970s pinball ma-
chine. Only this is no game, and the 
arcade is a dense, bat-infested cave 
with thick layers of vomit-inducing 
feces on the floor. And I, Daniel Per-
vious Everhart, age fourteen and 
three quarters, am the pinball.  

“Awww, come on!” I yell. 
“Haven’t you had enough?” 

Another round of shots ca-
reens past me like bumper cars, 
barely missing my shoulder. 

Today started out normal—if you call hiding behind 
three dumpsters, slipping through the school's cafeteria kitchen, 
sneaking behind the stage curtain while the band rehearses Stars 
and Stripes Forever, stumbling up the stairs and slithering into first 



period three minutes late normal. These days, hiding from Fane 
is par for my course. A week from now, he’ll move on to the next 
item on the nerd menu, or he would have, if the whole world 
hadn’t tilted on its axis. 

But then, just before third period, something happened 
that will most certainly alter the course of history for centuries to 
come. Or at least the rest of eighth grade. 

There I was, punching in the screen code on my locker 
minding my own business, when Elaina Rhea stops right in front 
of me. 

Right. In. Front. Of. Me. 
Elaina Rhea. The hottest girl in the whole school. I’m 

not even kidding. When she walks, the wind follows her. When 
she talks, cherubs sing harmony. And her smell? Man. She 
smells like cherries and chocolate and everything good and deli-
ciously bad-for-you all at once. And I swear it’s not from a 
bottle. It’s just her. 

So she stopped in front of me, tossed her hair—did I 
mention her hair’s as red as an October sunset? —and says, 
“Hi.” 

 “Uh . . .” That was my reply. Just “Uh . . .” I know. 
Stupid, right? And then she said, “Aren’t you Daniel?” And her 
lip-gloss sparkled in the fluorescent lights. 

“Uh . . . yeah.” Grief. I’m a freaking baboon standing in 
Buckingham Palace. 

“I’m Elaina.” 
As if everybody in Bowman Ridge doesn’t know who 

Elaina Rhea is. She’s a legend, and she’s not even dead. 
“I was wondering . . .” Elaina kept talking, but I swear 

she could be a hypnotist or something. All my brain registered 
was that lip gloss, and the way her hair shimmered like a copper 
penny at the bottom of a wishing well. How her green eyes invit-
ed me to dive in and take a swim, and how her freckles seemed 



more like glitter than skin.  
Next thing I know, she’s looking at me like she wants me 

to say something. 
That’s when an iguana crawled up my throat and swal-

lowed my tongue. 
Yep, that was where my day went north and south at the 

same time.  
I’m not kidding. That was about as north as my day 

could get. North, because my hearing suddenly kicked back in, 
like a wire had broken and then somehow miraculously fused 
back together, and I heard, “Will you go to the dance with me 
or not?” 

South because standing right behind her, jaw dragging 
the ground like some Planet-of-the-Apes lowlander, was Fane. 

And not just Fane, but a whole pack of gossip-greedy 
sweet-sixteen wanna-bes, too. All just standing there, ears for-
ward, waiting for my answer. Somehow, I loosened the hinge on 
my neck enough to force a nod. 

“Great! Pick me up at seven on Friday.” She tossed her 
cascading mane over her shoulder—do girls take a special class 
on how to do that or something?—spun around and floated 
away, her skirt swishing and swaying like a supermodel. 

If the jabbering juveniles hadn’t started their whirlwind 
of whispers, I’d have been sure it was a dream. Or a nightmare, 
considering I’m standing ankle-deep in bat-poop, and I’m pretty 
sure Elaina’s the reason why. 

 Fane’s voice drifts through the cave like a fart in a 
crawlspace. “What does she see in that little wuss?” Another 
round of laser shots bounces around me. “Show yourself, you 
little no-daddy freak-eyed cream puff!” 

Yeah. That’s what he said. If Elaina had brought forth a 
tongue-swallowing iguana, Fane’s words summon the fury of a 
Texas tornado. I would’ve pounded him right then and there, 



except for one thing—Fane’s huge. Mammoth huge. Bigger-
than-a-Yukon-moose huge. His nose is slightly off kilter due to 
breaking it in a cafeteria fight in sixth grade. And his hair is the 
color of poop. He spikes it up in a way I’m sure he thinks makes 
him look cool and tough, but all I see is sculpted poop. His ears 
are too big for his head, giving him this whole Dumbo-gone-bad 
vibe. And he’s terrifying. If being a jerk were an Olympic event, 
Fane would be a gold medalist. I find the tiniest crack in the 
rocks and look out. Fane and his beans-for-brains posse are out 
there, spread across as far as I can see, all holding little green 
and-black stun guns. 

Gifts from Daddy, no doubt. 
One connected shot, and I’ll turn into a pile of discarded 

Jell-O on the cafeteria floor. At least that’s what I think will 
happen. I’ve never actually been stunned before. 

I might as well surrender, since I’m deader than a fly at a 
frog convention.  

Or am I?  
An idea grows like Jack’s beanstalk and takes on a life of 

its own. It’s time to make things happen. Now this is where I need to 
stop a moment and tell you I have a secret. A very secret secret. 
Even my mom doesn’t know. And she knows stuff.  

I can become two. 
As in, split in half. Well, not in half. That’d be gross. But 

I can be in two places at once. 
The first time it happened, I was only five. I was on the 

couch eating dry Fruity Nuggets out of the box, watching a 
commercial for Cosmo Land and wishing I could be there riding 
The Aster-Blaster. That’s when I started feeling kinda weird, 
and the more I thought about The Aster-Blaster, the weirder I 
felt until…BAM. 

I was strapped into the backseat of a rocket, twisting 
through the ride with zero gravity, while trees and wind and 



clouds tore at my eyes. And I was still in my living room, eating 
cereal and watching TV. When the ride was over, it’s like I just 
smushed back into my living-room body. I remember sitting 
there a minute, looking around the room, trying to figure out if 
I was asleep in a really tricked-out dream. But I wasn’t.  

I don’t think I slept for a week after that. When I finally 
worked up the courage to actually try it on purpose, I focused 
on the Aster-Blaster again. I rode the thing six times before my 
hotdog found it’s way up my throat. 

Before long, I figured out that if I focused my mind on a 
place, I could be there. Or, half of me could be there. 

Paris. 
Rome. 
Alaska. Man, that was one scary grizzly bear. 
Or I could stand at the Pizza Shack counter and order a 

large hand-tossed extra pepperoni pizza while enduring another 
TV dinner when Mom was too tired to cook. Or my all-time-
favorite—drinking a vanilla milkshake at Creamy Queen while 
I’m sitting in church, singing Amazing Grace. I still do that, like, 
most of the time.  

And the coolest part is, I can keep doing everything I 
need to do, in both my bodies. Well, almost anything. If I have 
to do a lot of physical labor, or a lot of hard thinking, it doesn’t 
work too well. When I split, I’m not at my best at either place.  

But most of the time I get along just fine. And no one’s 
the wiser. Not Mom. Or my teachers. Or my friends. 

Or the stupid, oversized baboons standing outside the 
cave right now. 

So here’s my plan. Split in half, appear behind the weak-
est link in their group, swipe a laser pistol and take them down 
one by one. While I create a distraction from inside the cave. 

I press my eyeball against the crack between two boul-
ders and try my best to take inventory. 



There’s Fane in the middle like a Brahman bull ready to 
charge. On his right is Squid, on his left, Smudge. Their names 
pretty much tell you all you need to know. 

Something moves just behind Smudge. Lenny! 
Lenny is Fane’s younger brother. Seventh grade, and 

he’s barely the size of a fourth-grader. Orange freckles match his 
orange hair, making him look like a carrot that’s been plucked 
from the earth before it was fully grown. His round, orange-
brown eyes belong to a cartoon kitten you might try to feed, only 
to have him claw your face off. Other than the mean-factor, it’s 
hard to believe he and Fane share the same DNA. 

Lenny is behind the others, sort of hidden by a thick tree 
trunk, out of everyone else’s sight. 

Perfect. 
I focus on a lush grassy spot a few feet behind Lenny. In 

an instant I’m there—or half of me is—staring at the poor kid’s 
droopy pants cinched in place by one of those canvas belts. In 
one swift, beautiful motion that defies my normal klutziness, I 
grab the laser and stun the little chimp-brain into statue-like pa-
ralysis. 

“Sorry ‘bout that, Len. Not.” My other half, we’ll call him 
Cave Daniel for kicks, stands in the cave entrance, waving. “Hey 
nimrods! Take a shot!” I duck as lasers ricochet inches above my 
head. 

My stun-gun half rushes Fane and his buddies, taking 
them down with machine-gun precision. Soon, all that’s left is a 
row of blockhead statues. Medusa would be proud. 

“Hello, Fane.” Stun-gun me looks my nemesis up and 
down. It’s easy to be brave when you’re talking to a statue. “You 
don’t look so good. Must be the thought of all that crow you’re 
gonna eat tomorrow after calling me a wuss. Yum.” 

I turn to look at Cave Daniel, my other self, something 
I’ve never done before, except the cave is gone. 



At the same time, my cave self looks out of the entrance, 
but I can’t see anything except this enormous chasm splitting the 
earth like the zipper on an overloaded backpack.  

A rush of air leaves my lungs like somebody sucker-
punched me, and I peer over the edge, down what seems to be 
miles to the bottom, where a jade-blue river winds its way 
around rocky cliffs and ledges. Purple trees and yellow shrubs 
cling to the sides with spiky claw-like roots, and long branches 
stretch outward, wearing fluffy red and orange blossoms. 

Something pulls my attention up to a cloudless sky, and 
there, suspended, are several islands, which hang in the heavens, 
trailing streams of rainbow-candy-colored light. It reminds me of 
those long, flowing streamers Mrs. Wilson gave us on windy days 
in preschool. 

Then, with what I can only describe as a sonic flash and 
a cosmic boom, my two bodies reattach themselves in the cave. 
How long I stand there, I have no idea. But when I look out 
again, the chasm with its floating islands and swirls are gone, 
and in its place are Fane, Lenny, and the others, right where I 
stunned them. 

Whoa. 
With loaded barbells for legs, I cautiously step forward to 

where the chasm just was. 
Solid ground. 
That has never happened before. In all the times I’ve 

split myself, I’ve never seen floating islands and swirling lights. 
I’m telling you, it was like some kind of psychedelic hallucina-
tion. And I swear, I don’t take drugs. The only thing I can figure 
is I’ve never split where I could see my other self before. 

I’m so wrapped up in trying to understand this whole 
brain-melt weirdity, I fail to notice Fane, Lenny, and the other 
guys stirring. I guess those stun lasers only last about fifteen 
minutes. 



When somebody moans, I know it’s time to saddle up 
and head home. Only, without a saddle. Or a horse. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Chapter 2 
The Symbol  

 

 

I take my usual shortcut 
home through Old Man Snow’s 
backyard where dozens of killer-
spur-packing roosters—the 
fighting kind—are staked to the 
ground with chains around their 
skinny little ankles so they won’t 
murder each other. 

Or me. 
I usually save the crust 

from my PBJ for my favorite one—he has one green eye and one 
blue eye like mine—to pacify him, ‘cause to be perfectly honest, 
even chained up he’s pretty terrifying. But not today. No time to 
dig through my backpack for leftovers. 

I zoom around a rock pile and climb over a wooden pri-
vacy fence using somebody’s forgotten swimming pool ladder. 
Soon, I cross over Green’s Creek, a small stream that twists 
through a wooden bottomland and borders the back hedge of 
my favorite place in the world—home.  

I barely hit the treeline shadows when a black van with 



dark windows creeps down my street. I watch it slow even more, 
like the driver’s looking for a specific address. Then it turns into 
my driveway. 

That’s when I start to itch. I haven’t told you about the 
itch yet. This isn’t any normal itch. It’s like poison ivy on ster-
oids. And no cream or prescription ointment can stop it. Believe 
me, I’ve tried them all. 

The itch always comes when something big is about to 
nail me. It happened just before Bengel, my friend’s ten-week-
old Basset hound pup, nearly drowned in a neighbor’s pool. And 
when my Uncle Chris stepped on a live electrical wire that had 
fallen in a mud puddle. That was a shocker.  

Both of those brought on a bad itch.  
And it happened when Dad . . . well, I’ll tell you about 

Dad later.  
Maybe.  
I don’t really like to talk about that. But when I heard 

about Dad, that was the worst one of all . . . until now. 
I squeeze through the sliding-glass door that leads from 

the back porch to the kitchen just as the doorbell rings out Set 
Her Free, Set Her Free, Mom’s all-time favorite tune. She calls it a 
classic female-empowerment song. Whatever that means. 

I slip through the laundry room into the sitting room—
Mom calls it the parlor—just as she opens the front door. The 
parlor has a couple of wing-backed chairs, an antique floral-
print loveseat, and these heavy curtains that look like something 
from an Adam’s Family reboot. Above the loveseat there’s a 
framed picture of some 1800s lady and her three kids, all dressed 
up and looking miserable, although I think the artist was proba-
bly aiming for a laid-back look. Anyway, that’s the parlor, and 
pretty much nothing ever happens in here. But it’s a great place 
to eavesdrop. 

“Good afternoon, Mrs. Everhart. I hope this isn’t a bad 



time.” 
I strain to dissect the male voice coming from the door-

way. It has a ring of authority that says the owner’s not here for 
chitchat. 

“How may I help you?” Mom’s voice is warm and cool 
at the same time. Friendly, yet cautious, with a my-mama-didn’t-
raise-no-fool edge to it.                                                                                                            

“I was hoping for a few moments of time, in private, with 
your son Daniel.”  

Wait, what? Oh, sheesh, if this is Fane and Lenny’s      
dad . . . how did he find out so soon? Oh man. Oh man. Oh 
crap . . . 

 “Daniel?” Mom’s voice raises a whole octave. “What is 
this about?” 

“No need for alarm, ma’am. I should’ve introduced my-
self up front. My name is Harrison, and I work in the 
Department of Archaeology at the University of Texas. I special-
ize in ancient Egyptian Cryptology, and I believe Daniel may 
hold the key to one of our planet’s greatest mysteries.” 

Whoa. Mysteries? The key? I can’t even punch in my 
locker code right until the third try. And the only mystery in my 
world is why Elaina Rhea asked me to the dance. 

Mom laughs. Not a funny, ha-ha laugh . . . more of a 
you’ve-got-to-be-kidding-me laugh. “Daniel? I’m sorry. I believe 
you’re mistaken.” I can hear by the uptick in her voice she prob-
ably has that crooked smirk on her face. I’ve been on the 
receiving end of it plenty of times. The front door creaks, and I 
can picture her shutting it in this guy’s face. 

But the door doesn’t shut. Instead, this Harrison guy’s 
voice lowers. I hear papers shuffling, and more mumbling. I lean 
closer, but I can’t make out the words. 

After a minute or two Mom says, “Why don’t you come 
in? You can have a seat in our parlor. I’m sure Daniel won’t 



mind if we intrude on his listening post.” 
How does she know this stuff? I jerk back from the door, 

but it’s too late. There’s Mom with that omniscient look on her 
face. 

Behind her is a tall, skinny, middle-aged guy in a base-
ball cap with a touch of gray sprinkled into his sideburns. Wire-
rimmed glasses almost hide his serious dark-blue eyes, and his 
shoulders have a slight slouch. He’s not bad looking, just a little 
on the nerdy side. He could be a cover model for Science Geek 
Weekly. 

“Please sit.” Mom motions to the loveseat, but I’m not 
sure if she means me or the geek. I sit in one of the wing-backed 
chairs just to be safe. Our guest sits on the loveseat, and Mom 
takes the other chair. 

“Daniel, this is Mr. Harrison.” Mom’s gaze lands on me. 
That crooked grin is still pasted in a slant across her face, while 
she shoots a stare straight through my eyes into my soul. 

“Hi,” I say. 
The guy nods. “Pleased to meet you, Daniel. Call me 

Harrison.” 
We sit there in this awkward kind of politeness for a mi-

nute before he opens a worn leather case, pulls out a folder, and 
sets it on the coffee table. “I’d like to show you something I’ve 
been working on. As I told your mother, I believe you might 
hold the key to this project.” 

“Uh . . . I don’t have any keys to anything.” 
Harrison chuckles. “If you’ll allow me a few moments, 

I’m sure the evidence will be more than enough to clarify.” He 
shuffles through some papers and keeps talking, but I kind of 
zone him out for a minute.  

I glance at Mom, and she gives me that look that says 
she’s just as confused as I am. That look that says we’ll laugh 
about this as soon as the guy’s gone. That look that says every-



thing’s going to be okay. 
And I trust her, because despite being a little goofy and 

scatterbrained, she’s pretty much a rock star as far as moms go. 
Even her name, Vestus Latonna Everhart, sounds like a comic-
book princess. And she’s beautiful without trying. You know the 
type. Her smile can light up the Empire State Building on a fog-
gy night. 

And, and . . . what’s the word? Diplomatic. She knows 
how to tell people off without them realizing they’ve been told 
off. If anybody can handle this guy, it’s Mom. 

“Ah, here we are,” Harrison says. He pulls out several 
photos and hands them to Mom. “These were taken within a 
side chamber off the main tomb from the Pyramid of Djoser, 
Egypt’s oldest pyramid.” 

“Pyramid?” The word bursts through my mouth like a 
cannonball. 

“Yes indeed.” Harrison looks at the photos like they’re 
this year’s Sports Illustrated Swimsuit Edition. “The photo on top 
contains the hieroglyphics of an ancient symbol.” 

The symbol is a big oval and a big letter C. The oval, on 
the left, has something like a plus sign in the middle, and the C 
on the right has two lines coming together off the inside of the C 

forming a V shape. From the tip of 
the V, one line extends with an ar-
row point on the end. It reminds me 
of a slingshot. In the middle are sev-
en circles inside each other, and all 
crossing through the oval on the left 
and the C on the right. 

Mom holds the photo up to 
the light. “I recognize this symbol. Part of it, anyway.” She 
points to the oval. “This is Earth.” 

“Very good, Mrs. Everhart.” Harrison grins like a 



Cheshire cat.  
“What about the other one that looks like a slingshot?” I 

ask, my curiosity cranked to full-blast. 
“I don’t know,” Mom answers. “I’ve never seen that one 

before.” 
“Few have. The chamber, where these symbols are lo-

cated, has been resealed until the Egyptian government decides 
to open it up for more exploration.” Harrison scoots closer and 
points. “Notice, the large C represents the planet Caterra.” He 
motions to the scribbled, handwritten letters—C-A-T-E-R-R-
A— on the border of the photograph. The way he pronounces 
it, it rhymes with Sarah, with a ‘Kah’ on the front. 

“Caterra?” I stare at the symbol. “Where is that?” 
“That, Daniel, is an excellent question. If you’ll allow        

me . . .” Harrison takes the photo from Mom and points. “This 
is the combined symbol for the sister planets Earth and Caterra. 
The seven circles represent a unique link between the two 
worlds. But the link has been broken.” He shuffles through more 
photos and finds one with a bunch of funny-looking symbols. 
“These ancient hieroglyphics speak of one who will have the 
ability to reconnect the two worlds.” 

My brain feels like a Tilt-a-Whirl. The itch, which I’ve 
nearly forgotten about in my curiosity, revs like a jacked-up Har-
ley. I try not to scratch so Mom doesn’t freak out. 

“These symbols,” Harrison continues, “also provide the 
beginning instructions for reconnection. Sister planets, separated 
a near eternity ago.” 

“You can’t be serious.” Mom’s trying not to laugh. 
“Surely you don’t believe this nonsense.” 

“I assure you, Mrs. Everhart, the biggest skeptic you’ll 
ever meet is seated in front of you. It’s only after years of re-
search, and witnessing the signs for myself, that I’m convinced 
these writings are genuine.” 



My head feels like it might explode. What is all this? And 
why is this guy here, asking for me? I don’t know anything about 
this stuff.  

Do I? 
“You said something about seeing signs,” I say. “What 

did you mean?” 
Harrison takes the hieroglyphic photo and clears his 

throat. “Each symbol represents a letter from the ancient Egyp-
tian era. This first group of symbols reads: 
 
  

Caterra, Earth’s 
sister, bound 
together with 
Aurora seven 

times. From seven 
lands to the 

great stone cir-
cle, a free bird 
rides the colors 

to Orion 
Caterra, Earth’s sister, bound together with Aurora seven 
times. From seven lands to the great stone circle, a free bird 
rides the colors of Orion. 

 



“I	believe	the	great	stone	circle	refers	to	Stonehenge.”	He	
places	the	photo	on	the	coffee	table,	leans	back,	and	looks	at	me.	

Heat	soaks	through	me	like	water	filling	a	sponge.	I’ve	
been	there.	To	Stonehenge.	

The	way	he	looks	at	me,	it’s	like	he	knows.	But	how	could	
he?	

It	happened	last	fall	during	history	class.	Mrs.	Hendricks	
was	yammering	on	about	old	ancient	sites.	I	scrolled	a	few	pages	
ahead	in	my	e-text	and	saw	a	picture	of	Stonehenge.	I	didn’t	even	
think	about	it.	I	just	split.	Half	of	me	zoned	out	in	class	like	a	cat	on	
a	windowsill	while	the	other	half	spent	the	next	forty	minutes	
roaming	around	the	gigantic	rock	circle.	I	could’ve	stayed	longer,	
but	the	bell	rang	and	P.E.	was	next	and,	like	I	said,	it’s	kinda	hard	
to	do	a	lot	of	physical	exercise	when	I’m	split.	

“I	believe	you’ve	been	there.”	Harrison’s	calm	statement	
slams	me	right	in	the	gut.	Did	he	just	say	that	out	loud?	

“Uh	.	.	.”	There	I	go	again	with	that	stupid-sounding	non-
word.	What	am	I,	a	caveman?	“How	could	I	be	at	Stonehenge	when	
I’ve	never	been	out	of	North	America?”	

“Mr.	Harrison,	this	has	gone	far	enough,”	Mom	says,	and	
she	is	ticked	off.	If	this	guy	has	any	sense	of	self-preservation,	he’ll	
excuse	himself.	Immediately.	Instead,	Harrison	takes	a	deep	
breath	and	makes	himself	more	comfortable.	“Ma’am,	I	know	this	
sounds	far-fetched.	But	if	you’ll	allow	me	just	a	couple	more	
minutes.”	

He	sounds	like	he	has	proof.	Does	he	have	proof?	Oh,	God.	I	
don’t	know	why	I’m	calling	out	to	God,	except	that	I’m	pretty	sure	
I’m	about	to	meet	him	face-to-face.	

The	time	has	come	for	me	to	‘fess	up.	I	feel	pretty	certain	
Mom	will	check	me	into	a	mental	hospital	first	thing	tomorrow.	Or	
ground	me	‘til	I’m	eighty	for	lying	to	her	all	these	years.	But	I	want	
to	hear	the	rest	of	what	this	guy	came	to	say.	I	guess	deep	down	
some	part	of	me	has	always	wanted	to	understand	why	I	can	split	
myself,	to	know	if	I’m	really	just	a	freak,	or	if	there’s	some	reason	
or	purpose	for	my	carnival	side-show	ability.	Something	tells	me	



this	Harrison	guy	might	be	able	to	help	with	that.	But	if	I	don’t	
step	in,	pronto,	I’m	pretty	sure	Mom’ll	take	a	baseball	bat	to	him.	

“He’s	right.	I’ve	been	there.”	My	words	are	barely	a	whis-
per.	

Mom	looks	at	me,	fire	smothering	the	confusion	in	her	ha-
zel	eyes.	“What	did	you	say?”	

“I	said”—my	voice	squeaks,	and	I	clear	my	throat—“I’ve	
been	there.”	I	look	Mom	straight	in	those	flaming	eyes,	hoping	
she’ll	see	the	truth	in	my	own.	

“You’ve	.	.	.	what?	What	do	you	mean,	you’ve	been	there?	
Daniel	Pervious	Everhart,	how	dare	you	lie	to	me.”	

“Mom,”	I	plead.	How	can	I	possibly	explain?	She	stays	qui-
et,	so	I	try.	“I	.	.	.	I	can	do	things.	Weird	things.	Things	no	one	else	
can	do.	I	.	.	.”		

She	looks	at	me	like	I’ve	grown	scales	or	something.		
“I	can	.	.	.	sort	of	.	.	.	split	myself	in	two.”	There.	I	said	it.		
“Split	.	.	.	What?	What	do	you	mean,	split	yourself	in	two?”	
Oh,	man.	Here	comes	a	decade	of	Amish.	As	in,	no	electron-

ics,	no	Slate	tablet,	no	texting,	no	screen	time,	no	connection	with	
the	outside	world.	And	that’s	just	the	beginning.	All	that	free	time	
gets	filled	with	extra	chores.		

“Daniel,	why	don’t	you	show	her?”	
Mom	and	I	both	look	at	Harrison	still	sitting	on	the	love	

seat.	I	almost	forgot	he	was	there.	
“Uh	.	.	.”	
Harrison	keeps	his	eyes	on	me,	but	speaks	to	Mom.	

“Ma’am,	your	son	has	the	ability	to	be	in	two	places	at	once.	If	
you’ll	just	let	him	demonstrate,	you’ll	see	he	speaks	the	truth.”	

“Demonstrate?”	Mom’s	expression	morphs	from	disbelief	
to	fear	to	anger	to	this-is-Texas-and-I’ve-got-a-gun	freaked	out.	
“This	has	gone	far	enough.	I	don’t	know	who	you	think	you’re	
dealing	with,	but	we’re	not	fools.	How	dare	you	come	into	my	
home	with	this	ridiculous	story	about	sister	planets?	And	my	son	
being	some	sort	of	key	to	who-knows-what.	If	you’re	not	out	of	
this	house	in	ten	seconds,	I’ll	call	the	police.	Nine.	Eight.	Seven	.	.	.”	



I	focus	on	the	other	side	of	Mom,	and	.	.	.	 	



	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

Chapter 3 
The Black Box 

	
	

Splitting myself so 
close together opens up 
that great chasm again. 
It’s beautiful. And weird. 
And lonely. Almost, like 
something’s missing. Like 
the ground is crying. 

I know. That 
sounds dumb. But it feels 
like the right description, 
though I’m not sure why. 
By the time I reattach my-

self, Mom is on the floor passed out, and Harrison is bent over 
her calling, “Mrs. Everhart? Mrs. Everhart!” and tapping her 
face with his hand. 

Mom’s eyes flicker, and she looks at Harrison, then at 
me, then at the place where I just split, but I’m not there any-
more. After that, there’s a whole thing with Mom screaming and 
crying and asking me what in the world just happened and why 
there were two of me, and was I trying to give her a nervous 



breakdown or something?  
I try to answer her questions, but every time I say a word 

she starts crying again. After what seems like an eternity of mom 
freak-out time, she sends me to my room, probably so she can 
secretly kill Harrison and dispose of the body. 

I’m lying here on my bed with my eyes closed and my 
mind wide open with possibilities and visions of rivers and can-
yons and keys . . . but keys to what? I wonder how long will it 
take me to figure it out.   

Oh wait a minute. I still have math homework. 
I hate math. All that xy + yx makes my brain hurt. Plus, 

I have Fane to deal with, and he’ll be out for blood tomorrow. 
But the one thought that pushes everything else to the back is 
Dad.  

Gosh, I miss him.  
I really miss him. 
Dad would know what to do about Fane and his moron 

sidekicks. He’d help me with math. He’d even make sense of this 
whole splitting thing. Why did he have to disappear? Now my 
head really hurts, and I want to punch something. But I don’t, 
because then I’d just have a sore fist. I pull out my tablet instead, 
scroll to my math text and try to focus on why 2x + 2y = 4xy 
and why it freakin’ matters when everybody in the world has a 
free calculator app on their slate-watch. 

 
The next day Mrs. Crandle, my math teacher, peers at 

me over her glasses with that disappointed-teacher look. “I don’t 
accept incomplete work.” 

I reach for an excuse, but I got nothin’. It’s not like this is 
my first incomplete. Or my second. Or my fifth. “Yes ma’am. 
I’m sorry. I fell asleep in the middle of doing it, and then I over-
slept.” 



It’s true. Mom didn’t wake up on time either, which 
meant no breakfast. Which also meant I was late to my first 
class, which was fine with me since that meant less chance of 
running into Fane. 

“Mr. Everhart, I’ve been more than patient with you.” 
Mrs. Crandle pushes her spectacles up on her nose, though why 
she bothers I have no idea. They’ll just slide down again in like 
two minutes. “Two weeks of lunch detention. Perhaps you can 
complete your homework in there.” 

“Two weeks!” I say, louder than I mean to. Then I put 
on my best humble I’m-sorry face. “I’ll make it up. Today. I 
promise. Please, not two weeks.” 

“Not another word.” She snaps her palm-sized computer 
grade book shut. 

Great. As if I don’t already have enough to deal with. I 
turn and walk back to my desk past all the stupid snickers from 
the stupid blockheads around me. 

I slump into my seat and try to think of something, any-
thing, positive about my life.  

The dance. 
Tonight. 
Elaina. 
That brings a curve to my mouth pretty quick. Mom did 

say she’d chauffeur, which is pretty lame, but what else am I 
supposed to do? I’m in eighth grade. I don’t have a driver’s li-
cense. It’s not like I’m gonna ride my bike. I picture Elaina in a 
pink, flowy dress, sitting on my handlebars . . . 

“Mr. Everhart, you’re daydreaming again. Please focus 
on the word problem.” Mrs. Crandle taps the screen at the front 
of the room, her finger poised like a knife, ready to slice through 
what’s left of my dignity. 

At that moment, the heavens smile. “Mrs. Crandle,” 
Principal Owens’ voice booms through the intercom. “Daniel 



Everhart is needed in the office. He’s being signed out.” I don’t 
have to be asked twice. I get my stuff, and I’m in the hall before 
you can say Algebra sucks three times fast. 

Except, I’m pretty sure this won’t end well. Mom’s prob-
ably got me an appointment with some shrink. And I hate it 
even more for her than I do for me, because whenever she miss-
es work, she ends up bringing piles and piles home. She’s the 
counselor at the elementary school, which apparently involves 
more paperwork than counseling. 

When I get to the office Mom’s waiting for me, but that’s 
not who my eyes zoom in on. Right behind her is Harrison. 

"Hello, Daniel," he says. Today he’s wearing a khaki 
shirt and pants that remind me of Dr. Jones from the Indiana 
movies. Except for the green and tan Bowman Ridge Archers 
baseball cap, which he wears backward on his head. 

"What are you two doing here?” I ask. The words come 
out dry and cottony. All the moisture in my body has gone to my 
palms, which are slick as oil gushers. 

“Your mom gave me permission to check you out of 
school,” Harrison replies. 

I look at Mom, and her face is a mix of pain and heart-
break rolled up in a breakfast burrito of superman steel. 

"Harrison, would you give us a few moments?" Without 
waiting for his response, Mom takes me into the middle school 
counselor’s office and shuts the door. Good thing the room is 
empty, cause the last thing I need is a freaked-out Mrs. Forbes, 
who’d probably end up needing her own counselor after we left. 

“Daniel, I want to show you something." Mom motions 
to two chairs, and we sit. "After your father disappeared, our 
lawyer presented me with a key to a lockbox. He had been in-
structed to deliver it to me if anything were to happen to . . .” 
her voice trails off, and she takes a deep breath. “Inside the 
lockbox was this." She fumbles in the oversized bag she calls a 



purse and pulls out a tiny black box. 
"What is it?" I ask. 
"You'll see." Mom sets the box on the coffee table be-

tween us and pushes a button on the side. A red 3D holographic 
image spins and stops. It’s Dad! I can’t stop the pressure growing 
in my chest, and for a minute everything in the world, no, the 
universe, converges right here in this room. 

“Hello, Tonna.” Dad’s voice fills up the space, fills up 
every part of me. "I recorded this message in hopes you never 
have to view it. But for the sake of our son, it's important to 
make preparations for his future. Now this responsibility falls 
solely on your shoulders." 

The holographic image rotates once and changes color 
to green. "At some point, when Daniel is older, a man will come 
into your lives. I don't know when, I don't know where, but he 
will come. This man is an archeologist. I won't reveal his name. 
I know you, Tonna. You’re going to want to find him as soon as 
you get this message, but you must wait. Let him come to you. 
He will have information about Daniel's abilities and his fu-
ture—information he's spent years assembling. It's important 
you allow this man to help our son.” 

I glance over at Mom. Her right knee is bouncing up and 
down, and her shoe sounds like a woodpecker on the floor. She 
has a tissue in her hands, and she’s twisting and tearing it into 
little pieces and letting them fall to the ground. But her face is 
sculpted steel.  

“I can't go into further detail now”—the Dad hologram 
continues—“but you must trust me on this. Daniel is amazing in 
more ways than you can imagine. He possesses gifts that will re-
quire special guidance if he is to fulfill his destiny. This man will 
help our son unlock his potential, and even more importantly, 
he will help keep Daniel safe. Tonna, Daniel’s gifts may lead 
him into danger. He will need coaching. He will need to be 



trained. This man . . . he will do everything in his power to pro-
tect Daniel, and to make sure Daniel knows how to protect 
himself." 

My chest deflates. I can’t even catch my breath. Here’s 
Dad, right in front of me, talking about me and my weird abili-
ties. How did he know? The image rotates and turns blue. 
"Tonna, you and Daniel are my world. I love both of you more 
than I can say. You’re strong. You’re amazing. I know you’ll be 
fine. No matter what’s happened to me, always remember, I am 
with you in spirit." 

The hologram flickers twice and disappears. 
I hate crying. But tears have to go somewhere when they 

want to come out. 
Mom’s ready with a wad of tissues from the box on the 

coffee table. She hands me a couple and replaces her tattered 
ones with another wad. "Before your father disappeared, his be-
havior became strange. I thought he was having a mental 
breakdown. He was paranoid, delusional. I'd hear him in his of-
fice talking to himself and answering back. He'd roam the house 
at night, restless, sleepless. When he did lie down, he'd have the-
se nightmares. Sometimes he'd scream out things like, 'Not 
Daniel! Take me instead. Take me.'" 

Mom pauses and wipes her eyes. "In his last few months, 
he made several trips for work, one after another. There were so 
many, I couldn't figure out what was going on. Every time he 
returned, he was worse. The nightmares became more severe. 
And then . . ." Mom pulls another wad of tissue from the box. 

I reach out, take her other hand, and try to breathe. It’s 
hard. I can’t seem to get my lungs to suck in any air. 

"After your dad disappeared, I convinced myself that 
he'd gone off the deep end and gotten himself killed. I was sure 
his mental health was the culprit. Then I viewed this message, 
and it confirmed my suspicions. I love your father as much today 



as I ever have, but I had to think about you. I shoved all this 
stuff from your father to the back of my mind and locked the 
door on it. Until now.” 

"So Dad knew about Harrison?" I ask.  
"It would seem so." 
"What do you want me to do?" 
Mom leans back in her chair and wipes her eyes. Blows 

her nose. Lets out a long, low sigh, as if she’s releasing the pres-
sure from a balloon. "He’s here to help you. I’ve spent all 
morning using every resource I have to research Harrison’s 
background. Everything checks out. He is who he says he is. 
He’s done what he says he’s done. Not only that, he has a child 
in this school district, and I know he’s a single father. Widowed.” 

“Really? Who’s his kid?” 
“That doesn’t matter right now. I’ve already abused my 

school counselor privileges enough for one day. I need to get 
back to work, but I think you should go with Harrison. I won’t 
make you. It’s your choice. But based on what your father said 
in that message, coupled with what you showed me last night . . . 
I think you should accept his assistance.” 

I’m having a hard time remembering to exhale. I lean 
my elbows on my knees and cradle my face in my hands. Dad 
knew about all this? He thought I might be in danger? Mom 
thought Dad was crazy. Was he? Am I? 

I decide I can’t deal with everything all at once, so I fo-
cus on this moment. The next step. Algebra or Indiana Jones? 

What would you choose?  
Me too. I sit up and nod. “Okay. I’ll go with Harrison.” 
Her eyes get super-shiny like she’s gonna cry again, but 

she doesn’t. Instead, she digs around in her purse some more 
and pulls out a brown paper sack. "There's a water, an orange, a 
PBJ, and two granola bars, in case you get hungry. You have 
your phone, right?” 



I nod, take the bag and look inside. 
“Call me if you need anything. I’ll have my phone out on 

my desk.” 
She stands and pulls me into a tight hug that would be 

embarrassing if anybody were around to see it. But since they’re 
not, I hug her just as tight. Then she opens the door and leads 
the way back to the office, back to where Harrison waits in one 
of the metal and plastic chairs. His knees stick up at odd angles 
because he’s so tall. 

"Take care of my boy," Mom says, but her eyes say a 
whole lot more—like if he comes back to me with so much as a broken 
fingernail, I’ll kill you. At least that’s what I think they’re saying, 
and I’m pretty sure I’m right. 

"I will." Harrison replies. 
I watch Mom disappear through a back door of the of-

fice before I look at Harrison. 
"Shall we proceed?" He takes off at a brisk walk and 

pushes through the double exit doors. 
“Proceed to where?” I follow after him. 
“You’ll see.” He clicks his laser key and motions to the 

same van from last night. The door slides open, and holy shish 
kabob, the inside is a high-tech science lab. 

Where the back seats should have been, a mounted shelf 
is loaded with all kinds of screens and monitors, all lit up in full-
out Christmas-tree mode. It’s a sci-fi work of art . . . the Van Gogh 
of vans. Most of the stuff is bizarre-looking gadgets I’ve never 
seen before. But one thing . . . one thing I know. There’s a black 
box, with pencil marks scribbling up and down across the 
screen. We used that one in science last fall. What does Harrison 
need with a Geiger counter? 

 “What’s all this for?” I ask, trying not to sound too im-
pressed. 

“This,” he says, “is how I found you.” 



I look at the lineup of yellow, blue, and red flashing lines 
and dots. “What, do you have some kind of trace on me? An 
implant or something?” The itch, which has never really left 
since last night, revs up again. This whole thing is just creepy. I 
laugh out loud at the absurdity of my life. 

Harrison looks at me funny. He’s probably sizing me up 
for a straightjacket. “Of course not,” he says. “If you’ll allow me 
a few minutes, I’ll review what we covered last night and contin-
ue forward. Is that okay?” He motions to the passenger’s seat, a 
swivel leather bucket seat that probably cost more than Mom’s 
car all by itself. I nod because what else am I gonna do? I plop in 
the seat while Harrison walks around to the driver’s side.  

He gets in, shuts the doors, and clicks his motor key. 
“Barefoot Meadows,” he says, and the motor hums to life and 
swerves into motion while Harrison gets comfortable. The steer-
ing wheel just sits there kind of pointless, but I guess it’s a nice 
emergency feature in case the main panel goes out or something. 

Mom’s car is a twenty-year-old model you have to actu-
ally drive with hands on the steering wheel. Who knows when 
we’ll be able to afford a new one. She’s all freaked out about sav-
ing for my college tuition, so we’ll probably drive the nerd-
mobile for another ten years if she has her way about it. No 
chance of us winning the lottery since you have to actually buy a 
lottery ticket to win, and Mom says they’re a waste of money. 

My itch goes ballistic, and I start scratching like I’m dig-
ging for gold, even though scratching only makes it worse. At 
this point, I figure there’s only so many levels of hell anyway, 
and I’m pretty close to the bottom. 

“When I was in college,” Harrison says, “I based my dis-
sertation on early hieroglyphic writings found within the deepest 
tombs from the oldest pyramids around the world. I spent time 
in Egypt, Mexico, and Peru, looking for patterns in the writings 
and clues to why these different cultures had such striking simi-



larities. While in Egypt—as I mentioned last evening—sonar 
testing revealed another tunnel inside the Pyramid of Djoser. 
The inscriptions were truly remarkable. They told of Earth and 
her sister Caterra in detailed symbols, laying out the story of 
how our two worlds were immensely alike and deeply connect-
ed. How agriculture and modern advancements were shared. 

“It appears they were linked together by a multi-colored 
light tunnel. The word rainbow is as close a word as we have to 
suggest how this may have looked. But the description of the 
great stone circle was the most interesting to me. The details left 
only one conclusion—Stonehenge.” 

I shift in my seat. As absurd as this all sounds, I gotta 
hand it to the guy. He’s a great storyteller. “You don’t really be-
lieve a planet named Caterra exists, do you?” I try to sound 
skeptical, kind of sneering, but deep down, I believe it too. I 
don’t want to believe it, but I do. 

Harrison pauses long enough to grab a pen and notepad 
from behind his seat. “Have you ever split yourself and ended up 
somewhere you couldn’t easily explain? For example, yesterday, 
what did you see? You were unaware your mom had passed out 
within two feet of you. I saw your shocked expression when you 
reattached yourself. 

I lean my head back against the seat and close my eyes. 
This may not be a shrink’s office, but I’m pretty sure either I’m 
insane or the rest of the world is. It’s a toss up. “Yesterday, I saw 
something I’d never seen before. I think it’s because it’s the first 
time I split close together where I could see myself. There’s a 
deep chasm in the ground. When I looked inside, I saw another 
world. In the sky are several . . . I don’t know . . . the best way I 
can describe them is really big, floating islands. Some are closer 
than others, and they’re all connected by these long, multi-
colored ribbons, like those curvy soda straws.” I open my eyes. 

Harrison’s pen streaks fire across his note pad. “Tell me, 



did you see any, uh . . . people? Houses? Anything that might 
suggest a civilization?” I have the brief thought that maybe Har-
rison really is a shrink. That Mom already suspected my mental 
instability, and she hired this guy to check me out. Except school 
counselors don’t make that much money, and it would cost a 
small fortune to hire somebody to pull off a gig like this. I decide 
to play along anyway and answer his question. 

“No. But like I said, I’ve only been there twice. Yester-
day after school, and last night in my living room.” I wonder if I 
should tell him what I’m really thinking, and then I figure, 
what’ve I got to lose? Because at this point, I’m pretty certain 
the Barefoot Meadows destination Harrison commanded the Van 
Gogh to take us to is really code for Looney Bin. “I want to hang 
out longer. In that place.” 

“Yes! That would be good!” Excitement sparks Harri-
son’s eyes, and he looks like a kid being handed a free summer 
pass to Six Flags. And I wonder why a shrink would encourage 
his insane client in his ridiculous delusions. Then he says, “I 
think you might be able to take someone with you.” 

Now I think he’s the crazy one, which makes me want to 
jump out the window. But we’re going way too fast down 
McDowell Hole Road, and I’m not quite that insane. At least 
not yet. “How could that possibly work?” 

Harrison lifts one eyebrow, and his forehead wrinkles. 
“When you split, do you have on clothes in your split body?” 

“Of course. I’m not gonna run around naked.” 
“Have you ever brought anything back with you from 

your trips?” 
Wait . . . I can see where he’s going with this. I have. I 

totally have! Pizza. Cotton candy. Milkshakes. Even a small 
chunk of rock from . . . oh crap. From Stonehenge. I nod, slow-
ly. “But . . . but nothing alive.” 

Taking a real person would be completely different. 



What if something happens and they get left there, or split into 
pieces, or worse . . . what if they just disappear altogether? 

Fane’s face burns itself on my mind, and a smile tumbles 
out of me. “It might not be a bad idea. I know a few people I’d 
like to drop into another galaxy.” 

Harrison looks confused for a minute, then laughs. “I’ll 
bet you do. Although, I doubt Fane and Lenny’s father would 
appreciate that.” 

Wait. How does he know who I’m thinking of? 
“It would put him in a difficult situation, considering he’s 

my primary sponsor.” 
My head explodes, and any shred of normalcy that might 

have been left evaporates into the universe. “Sponsor? Fane’s 
dad is giving you money for all this?” 

“Oh yes. He’s very interested in the financial possibilities 
of another world.” 

Great. Just super. Why him? Who not some other rich 
jerk? 

As if reading my thoughts, Harrison continues. “Arch 
Tantalus is an extremely wealthy man. He didn’t get that way 
without taking risks.” 

The Van Gogh turns onto a two-track trail and parks un-
der a copse of elm trees. Harrison clicks his remote key, and 
both our doors slide open. The scent of freshly-cut hay mixes 
with the stench of cow manure, though I don’t see any cows. 

Considering we’re in the middle of dairy country, I know 
they can’t be far. “What are we doing?” I ask. 

He motions toward the open meadow, covered in blue-
bonnets and Indian paintbrush. “Practice,” he says.  

All I see is a stupid field packed with stupid chiggers. 

 

 


