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      Aligotheyahan [ah-lee-goth-e-ya-han]

      The word for courage in Sarah's father's native language.

      

      Elohi [e-low-he]

      A once peaceful planet in the Milky Way Galaxy of the sixth parallel universe. It's now controlled by Malvine and his army of Bog Hunters.

      

      GSGT

      An acronym for Galactic Snow Globe Travelers. This organization oversees and coordinates all galactic traveler missions and training, with a focus on maintaining peace and order. Storing and protecting dangerous artifacts and technology from around the multiverse also falls under their jurisdiction. They operate under the direction of Vasimory on a base in the Geneva Galaxy of the seventh parallel universe.

      

      Zogel [Zoe-gul]

      The last name of an Elohian family.

      

      Malvine [Mal-vine]

      A genetically engineered warrior, half man and half tiger.

      

      Heleegeeyas [he-lee-gee-yuhs]

      Hovercraft transports with the body of a helicopter and short, jet-like wings.

      

      NGTA

      An acronym for New Galactic Travelers Alliance.

      

      Vasimory [Vah-sim-ory]

      

      That's all you need to know for now. We don't want to spoil the story before we've begun, do we?
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        To my husband, for the million ways you have supported me while I wrote this book.

        And to my son Keagan, for being my first reader all those years ago.
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      My father has always been with me. Standing beside me. Occupying the empty spaces and vacant chairs. It's him I see in my reflection each morning. His dark eyes rimmed in thick, black lashes. His dark hair and tanned skin, a contrast to my mother's blonde curls and rosy cheeks.

      He is in my heart and it's the hope of finding him that drives me still.

      But my only tangible link to him is a six-centimeter wood carving of a bear in a hooded robe. And a photograph I found in a strange Viennese snow globe shop a week after my twelfth birthday.
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      Vienna.

      My gaze flittered all around as my mama, Lena Reisende, and I made our way through the city. It was my first time anywhere outside our village in the Austrian countryside, where I lived on a goat farm with Mama and my grandparents, Opa and Oma.

      Vienna's bustling activity and graceful architecture echoed a lineage rooted in culture and gentility. The stone and brick buildings varied in size and color, and, yet, the cityscape look as if someone had designed it for royalty. It's grandeur enchanted me.

      We reached the street corner across from our destination. I bounced on my toes, creasing and flexing the sides of my rose-gold ballet flats as we waited for the crossing signal to change. Bursts of air from the passing traffic ruffled my thick, dark hair and the pale-yellow cotton tunic I wore with my skinny jeans.

      The signal changed. We crossed the street and wove through the flow of people at the entrance to Stadtpark. Today was the first day of the annual Genuss Festival Food Fair.

      Dozens of white-topped stands dotted the pathways like patches of mushrooms growing in a pasture. The sweet scent of tulips mingled with the fragrant fruits and pastries as spring danced through the unfiltered sunlight in the park. My energy surged, and I pulled Mama along.

      "Sarah Ann Reisende, slow down." She laughed. Her blonde curls and blue, silk blouse stirred in the breeze. "You're twelve now, a young lady. There's no need to hurry. We have two whole days to enjoy the festival."

      "Yes, Mama." I forced myself to slow down.

      We moved from one white-topped stand to another all morning. Food vendors and local farmers occupied the various booths, grouped by geographic areas of Austria. Even some of the best Austrian chefs offered demonstrations and samples at the festival.

      Still, none of the cheeses and jams or savory morsels compared to Oma's flavorful creations. She was teaching me everything she knew and, someday, I would be a master chef with a booth at the fair.

      At lunchtime, Mama and I wound around the path towards the backside of the park and settled down under a shade tree to eat. I crossed my legs underneath me and looked around the park while I ate.

      A family with two kids, a boy and a girl, lounged on a blue gingham blanket nearby. The boy looked close to my age. He helped their mother pack away the remains of a picnic lunch. His sister, who appeared to be five or six, strung dandelions together while their father kept a watchful eye.

      I sighed and leaned forward, resting my forearms on my thighs. What would it have been like to have a brother or sister? To grow up with a father?

      My father, Samuel, had left before my third birthday. I didn't know why, and Mama's eyes filled with tears anytime I mentioned him.

      Once, I had overheard my grandparents talking after I found my father's small bear carving in a box. Opa had said it was a shame my father viewed family as a burden.

      After that, I stopped asking about him. Instead, I focused on Mama and my grandparents. Their happiness was my happiness.

      I slid my hand into my pocket to grasp the bear carving. My fingers traced its worn edges. No bigger than a chess piece, the token was all that remained of my father's things. A connection to another life.

      I glanced back towards the little girl and her father. The little girl wrapped the ends of the dandelion string together, fashioned a crown, and placed it on her father's head.

      Her father grinned. "Am I a beautiful princess?"

      The little girl giggled. "No, Papa. A handsome king. But you're missing something." She dug through a small, pink purse and pulled out beaded necklaces in gold and red, and dropped them in his lap. "There. It's your treasure."

      They laughed.

      A knot formed in my chest. I bit my lower lip and looked at Mama. She was reclining with her hands planted behind her, head tilted back, eyes closed. Fresh air flowed over her rosy cheeks and stirred a few loose curls. She seemed at peace. Happy.

      I released the bear carving and inhaled.

      "What do you think Opa and Oma are doing without us?" I asked.

      Mama cracked one eye open. "Probably baking bread and cakes for when you come home."

      I smiled, imagining Oma baking. Not only did she make the best cheese and jams, but she also made the best cakes. Sacher torte was my favorite. My mouth watered at the thought. I could almost taste the moist, spongy layers of chocolate sweetness with hints of dark chocolate and apricot jam. "I hope so."

      The breeze changed directions, bringing with it the smell of warm apple strudel. There was a tasty treat for my sweet tooth. "Mama, can I get a slice of strudel?"

      She smiled at me for a moment before handing me cash from her purse. "Yes, but don't wander off and get lost."

      "Thanks." I hurried off to follow the scent of cinnamon and warm apples.

      A few meters away, two booths formed a passage that granted access to the park path. An orange, tiger-striped cat guarded the entrance. It watched me approach.

      "Here, kitty-kitty." I crouched down, reaching out to pet it. But the cat slid around the booth, dodging my hand. I shrugged and continued towards the strudel stand. The cat followed at a distance.

      Two other people waited in line as a bald man with glasses packed their containers. The cat sat beside the booth, staying out of reach. We studied each other for a moment. Eyes narrowed. It meowed in a low tone, drawing out the sound. It didn't want my affection, but it wanted something.

      "What would you like?"

      I jumped at the sound of the bald man's voice and turned to face him. "Apple strudel, please."

      I fumbled around in my pocket for the money, dislodging my father's carving. It fell onto the ground. Then the cat snatched it, biting down on the bear's neck, and bolted down the path.

      I gritted my teeth. "Stupid cat!"

      I shoved my way through the crowd. Protests erupted around me as a stack of containers fell from a lady's hands. Food splattered onto the ground and across her uniform.

      "Sorry!" I called out as I sprinted down the two-meter-wide park path lined with trees and flower beds. The cat wove its way through the pedestrian traffic, gliding around moving obstacles and curves. My lips tightened as a woman on her cell phone wandered onto the concrete path from my left. As I dodged behind her, a stroller emerged, forcing me back to the right.

      "Coming through!" I yelled.

      Somehow, I kept the feline in my sight as I barreled through like a charging goat.

      The cat and I burst onto the roadway. A tram skimmed our heels, horn blaring. My heart skipped a beat and I staggered forward. With traffic bearing down, I forced myself to keep moving.

      I wasn't going to lose that cat.

      The little devil zigged left, leaping from the street to the sidewalk like a gazelle. Eyes locked on the cat, I pitched my body around a corner to the right. I willed my legs to go faster, to gain speed. Spectators stepped back as I pursued.

      Another block passed.

      The cat turned right again.

      Onward we moved, weaving through the people on the sidewalk. A group of five teens chatted up ahead. Slipping between their legs, the cat disappeared to the left. The teens turned to watch the feline, creating a narrow gap through the middle.

      I tucked in my chin and charged the group. One girl teetered and almost lost her balance.

      "Watch it, kid!"

      "Yeah, you better run!"

      I ignored their angry shouts and kept going.

      Adrenaline coursed through me like an overload of sugar and caffeine. My arms and legs tingled. Everything around me faded.

      The cat advanced two more meters ahead of me. I pushed harder, lungs burning, muscles cramping. Fatigue nearly brought me to my knees. But I fought back, willing my legs to keep moving.

      Two more blocks passed.

      The distance between me and the cat shrank. Now one meter away, my hands itched to reach for the fluffy felon. The end of the block loomed, we veered left again. With a twitch of its tail, the fiend disappeared around the white stone corner of a four-story high building.

      It headed down a cobblestone alleyway barely wide enough for a car. Tourists and locals crowded the alley and made the cozy atmosphere confining.

      I followed the lane as it curved to the right and halted at the fork in the path.

      Where had the cat gone?

      Hands on my knees, I leaned forward and drank in several lungfuls of fresh air. I glanced around for the cat. But the furry little fiend was nowhere.

      I straightened and stomped the ground.

      I wanted to go back to the park, but the road had disappeared from view and all three of the passages looked the same—cobblestone pathways lined by white stone buildings with tall glass windows and black, wrought iron fixtures.

      A painting of wide-eyed kittens stared at me through a cafe window. Their innocent expressions were a contrast to the cunning creature that took my father's carving. It's almost as if the painted kittens mocked me, witnesses to my defeat. I glared back at them.

      A low growl reached my ears. Inside the cafe, a brood of live cats gathered in the window in front of me. As I stepped back, my foot struck a small object and sent it skipping across the stones.

      A voice behind me spoke, "Looking for something?"

      I gasped and whirled around.
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      An old man stood behind me, holding my father's carving in his right hand. He wore dirty and tattered clothing. A few strands of shoulder-length gray hair clung to his scruffy beard. I tensed.

      He offered me the carving. "Is this what you're looking for?" He repeated, his voice kind. He spoke German well, but there were faint traces of another accent, something similar to an Irish brogue.

      "Yes." I took the carving from his hand. "Thank you."

      "It blended with the stones so well. I almost missed it myself," he said.

      "A cat grabbed it in the park, and I followed it here." I glanced around. "Wherever here is." People moved about on either side of us. A few narrowed their eyes in our direction as they passed.

      If Mama would have allowed me to get a cell phone, I could have GPS'd my way back. But she insisted it was unnecessary—until I started driving.

      He tilted his head. "Are you lost?"

      "Yes. Do you know how to get to Stadtpark?"

      The old man pointed to the passage alongside the cat cafe. "Follow this path to the end. It will lead you where you need to go."

      The passage curved back to the right. Several meters ahead, the crowd thinned.

      "Do you want me to walk with you?" The old man asked.

      "No." Hearing the abrupt tone in my voice, I amended my answer, "But, thank you. I can manage." Mama might never let me out of her sight again if I returned with a stranger.

      "Okay then. Safe travels," he said with a slight nod and a wave.

      I started down the path, then turned to say goodbye. But the old man had already disappeared.

      Strange.

      I shook my head and continued on. Storefronts gave way to blank stone walls. The passage narrowed, and, soon, I found myself alone. Rays of afternoon sun trickled into the alleyway. Shadows lurked along the edges and in cracks. I kept going, believing it would end soon. But everything remained the same.

      On the verge of turning back, a faint glow ahead caught my attention. I picked up my pace.

      As I drew near, light poured from a shop window onto the cobblestone sidewalk, joining the filtered sunlight. A display window revealed dozens of shelves filled with glass objects. An antique wood door stood to the right of the window. An outline of a snow globe was etched onto the door's window.

      Maybe the shop would let me use their phone to call Mama?

      I reached for the tarnished brass knob, relieved to find the door unlocked. The hinges groaned as I entered the store and shut the door behind me.

      Tall, wooden shelves lined the walls. Multi-tiered display tables spanned the width of the store with aisles in between. Snow globes filled every available space. Each contained a different scene.

      As I stepped forward, a luminous spark leapt from one globe to another, like a ballerina twirling across a stage. A soft glow emanated behind it, leaving a faint trail of sparkles throughout the well-lit shop.

      My eyes widened. I stopped, perched on my toes, and tried to focus on everything all at once. It almost made me dizzy.

      "Hello?" The word slid out, a tentative whisper. "Is anyone here?"

      The store was different from any other. Special. Vibrant. Captivating. Shimmering scenes within the globes exposed life brimming under the surface. An energy buzzed over my exposed skin and engulfed my senses in the aroma of vanilla and warm honey.

      My shoulders relaxed, and I drank in the caramelized scent.

      Rows of glinting glass bubbles beckoned. Light radiated inside each one. I moved closer to the shelves lining the wall to my right. The first shelf held globes with plants, snowmen, small-town buildings, and Christmas scenes.

      One caught my eye. It contained a hilltop chapel blanketed in snow. A miniature set of stairs led up to the tiny white building with a black roof and shutters. Its tall steeple reached towards the heavens where stars, like pinpricks, shot across the sky.

      I had seen nothing like it. The scene inside looked so real. I reached for it, but then paused mid-air, centimeters away.

      If someone found me here, would I get in trouble for touching the globes?

      Dropping my hand, I called out again—louder this time. "Hello?"

      I approached the open doorway at the back of the shop. For a moment, I considered leaving, but curiosity won. After all, the lights had been on, and the door had been unlocked.

      Fairy-tale and mythical themed snow globes spanned the back wall, to the right of the opening. The white flecks in these globes sparkled unlike any of the others. Exquisite detail captured dreams and brought them to life.

      A melody floated into my ears, ethereal and surreal. I moved forward, following the sound. It emanated from a globe with fairies inside. The dancing figures poised at the edge of the forest, joy expressed on their faces. I strained to hear the melody, but it faded the closer I got.

      It sounded like wind chimes and laughter.

      The urge to touch the fairy snow globe overpowered me. I cradled the mysterious orb with both hands. It warmed in my grasp, and I shook it.

      Like the eye of a storm expanding, a portal opened inside the globe. Perfectly contained. The fairy figures sprang to life. They danced in the meadow. Trees, grass, flowers, all flowing in the breeze or bending in the bursts of air from each twirl of fairy limbs or fluttering beat of their wings.

      Brilliant beams of light flooded the store, casting shadows onto the shelf in front of me. I turned towards the shop's front window, shielding my eyes from the glare with one hand while holding onto the globe with the other. My stomach fluttered. I blinked, glanced at the globe in my hand, and then back to the store window again.

      The scene brought to life inside the globe's portal was the same scene outside the store window. As if the store had landed in the fairy meadow.

      I stood transfixed, watching the same fairies, real-live fairies, dance in the radiant forest meadow.

      How was that possible?
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      Fairies danced on the other side of the door!

      The tinkling of their melodious laughter enchanted me. Its joy wrapped around my heart and blanketed me in warmth.

      Once, on a summer afternoon, I'd seen strange things after spending hours in the hayloft. Something to do with mold spores. However, I hadn't been in the store long enough for mold spores to affect me. Assuming there were any. I was certain.

      But, neither could I believe my eyes and ears. I grinned, bouncing on my toes.

      I had imagined exploring every fairy story in every book I had ever read. Such fantasies were irresistible even while they were completely impossible. Yet, it seemed possible now. Could I enter the fairy world by opening a door?

      The fairies had so much joy and affection for one another. I hugged the globe tight to my body and approached the door. Static pricked at my exposed skin, sending currents of energy along each hair follicle. The warmth from the radiating sunlight increased as I drew nearer.

      If this is a dream, please don't let me wake up.

      Not yet, anyway.

      The tarnished, brass knob turned easily. I pulled on the door, but it resisted. I yanked again. It was unlocked when I walked into the store, but now it refused to budge.

      I sighed and examined the door. A window occupied the top half, and darkened, inlaid panels spanned the bottom half. The hinges looked well oiled. No debris had fallen in the way. Nothing had changed.

      Leveraging my weight, I tried once more to open the door. But it felt as if someone held it from the other side. Then, the knob started to spin in my hand. Around and around. It warmed. The heat intensified as it rotated. I let go before it burned me.

      The knob halted.

      I looked out the window. The fairies seemed unaware of my struggle. They continued to frolic in the meadow while gathering plants and flowers.

      I returned the snow globe to the shelf. Outside the shop, the fairy world faded. Shadows replaced intense sunlight and the store grew colder, as if reversing seasons from summer back to spring. With the alley's return, a view of the ordinary world filled the window again.

      Would the door open now?

      I approached the door and turned the knob. With a yank, I opened it wide. A burst of air blew my hair away from my face. The cobblestone passage lay before me once more.

      Of course it opened now that the fairy world was gone. I glared at the door. Killjoy.

      The shop and its globes confounded me. Whether the fairy meadow was real or an illusion, how did shaking a globe make it appear? And why lock the door to the fairy meadow? Was it for their safety or the safety of others?

      A chill swept through me.

      Maybe I should leave?

      Intending to find my way back to Stadtpark, I moved towards the threshold. But then I stopped. The white stone wall that lined the path seemed gray next to the color and lights in the shop. What was I walking away from? I filled my lungs with fresh air and released it like a whisper.

      My father's carving warmed in my hand as I pulled it from my pocket. Its edges felt soft against the pad of my thumb. Wise and brave, the hooded bear stood tall.

      "What should I do?"

      My eyes went to the inscription on the bottom.

      Aligotheyahan -M

      I had no idea what it meant.

      "Your Papa was a man of secrets." Opa had once said, "We don't know where he came from, but he struck me as the adventurous sort, as if he'd traveled the world over."

      I could be adventurous.

      The unknown didn't really scare me. It drew me in with the hope of discovery.

      A voice deep within compelled me. Stay and explore.

      Mama was going to be mad at me. I closed the door.

      Roaming around the store, I examined the display tables in the middle. Globes three times larger and more detailed than the fairy one occupied those spaces. Towns, villages, cityscapes, and suburbs filled these orbs. The familiar sight of Viennese architecture captured my attention. I picked up the globe with both hands and shook it.

      Like before, a portal opened inside the globe. Traffic raced through the city streets that surrounded the park. Trees swayed in the breeze, and white-topped stands dotted the park's path. It looked like Stadtpark today, during the food festival.

      "Oh, wow!"

      Beaming, I turned towards the window. A woman darted through the park, stopping people as she passed. With her curly blonde hair, she looked like Mama. Even the woman's blue blouse and white Capri pants were like the clothes Mama had worn that morning.

      The woman cupped her hands around her mouth, calling out a name as she spun around, her voice strained. "Sarah! Sarah!"

      "Mama!" I shouted, lunging toward the window and dropping the globe. It crashed against the floor. Glass pieces, water droplets, and flecks of snow flew up into the air in all directions. As the snow fell back towards the floor, the flakes emitted red sparks of light and disintegrated. I covered my ears, the sound of breaking glass echoed louder outside.

      I looked towards the window. The cobblestone alley didn't return as before. Instead, a dark void replaced the scene of Stadtpark and Mama.

      An endless vacancy, a pitch-black nightmare, had consumed all traces of life. I stared into the nothingness. Everything inside the store seemed to swirl around me. I reached out to steady myself on the table.

      What had just happened? What had I done?

      I buried my hands in my hair and paced the floor.

      How could everything outside the store disappear?

      I didn't understand.

      Maybe it was just dark outside and only looked as if everything had disappeared?

      My grip on my hair tightened.

      No. The sun wouldn't set for hours. Even if the entire city had lost power, there still would have been light.

      But what else could it be?

      I stopped, relaxed my fingers, and lifted my head.

      An eclipse! It could be a solar eclipse.

      We had learned about them in school. During a solar eclipse, the moon moved between the Earth and the sun and blocked the sunlight. And a total solar eclipse blocked out all the sunlight.

      That had to be it—a total solar eclipse.

      I ran to the door and opened it. It was like prying a suction cup off a window. The void outside pulled at me, dragging me in. My heart leapt into warp speed, pounding like a jackhammer, as my feet slid across the floor. I grappled with the door frame and braced myself while trying to close the door. Halfway closed, the door slammed shut. Ripped from my grasp by an unknown force. The windows and shelves rattled.

      I collapsed onto my hands and knees. My lungs convulsed in a rush to refill.

      I rolled over to sit with my back against the wall. Nothing made sense. Magical shops and fairies didn't exist.

      The outside world didn't disappear because a snow globe broke.

      It just didn't.

      I rested my head against the wall. Tears welled up in my eyes. I took a deep breath and bit down on my lower lip.

      What now?

      After a few moments, I remembered returning the snow globe to its place on the shelf had changed everything back last time. I sucked in a ragged breath and scurried over to the broken globe. A minefield of glass surrounded the overturned base and figurines. Carefully, I picked up the base and set it back on the display table.

      My pulse raced. I looked towards the window.

      Nothing had changed. The void remained.

      I clenched my fists. It had worked last time!

      Was it because the snow globe wasn't whole?

      I scrambled to collect the other pieces, setting them on top of the base as I found them. The landscape had broken into three disproportionate sections. They were easier to spot because of their size. Several of the tiny festival booths and figurines I found under the adjacent tables. I searched the area again, examining every crack in the wood floor. Satisfied I had found all the pieces, I laid them on top of the base and sank to my knees before the broken globe.

      A weight settled on my chest. I had hoped gathering all the pieces would be enough, because the globe would never fit back together.

      I rubbed my hands on my jeans. The urge to look outside the shop overpowered me. I turned my head. Cold, cruel, consuming darkness remained. I was lost in the void.

      I should have left when I had the chance.

      Tears slid down my cheeks.

      What had I done?
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      My family. My friends. The whole world. Gone. And it was my fault. I had dropped the snow globe.

      Somehow, I had to fix it. I had to at least try.

      I wiped the tears from my cheeks and stood up. As I walked around the store, I kept my hands to myself. I looked past the facade of twinkling lights and glowing orbs. Every detail a potential clue to inspect.

      On the back wall, next to the shelf where the fairy globe sat, there was a wide opening. I poked my head inside and discovered a short hallway. On the right, another opening and on the left, a closed door. I'd had enough of doors for the moment, so I followed the hallway to the right. It led to a workshop.

      A long bank of labeled cubbies with plastic drawers sat on the left side of the room. On the opposite side, a workbench dominated the space. Tools hung on the wall above and lay scattered across the surface, pinning down a few loose papers. The base of a snow globe sat in the middle of all the clutter.

      I walked closer to the workbench to examine the snow globe pieces. A park landscape was attached to the base. Next to it, half a dozen figurines lined up in a row. I picked up a figure of a dark-haired girl holding a box and rolled her between my thumb and index finger. She was made from a smooth, hardened material and appeared to be freshly painted. Not a speck of dust.

      Someone had been there not too long ago. Where had they gone?

      I placed her back with the other figures and picked up the scattered papers. One had a picture of a snow globe with the word Crosinife in large bold text on the front and a list of items with symbols and warnings on the back. I read a few items on the list.

      
        
        
        —Glass dome

        —Chromium metal base

        —Coated rubidium flecks

      

        

      

      After spotting two of the items on the table, I realized the first paper was a list of materials.

      The other two papers appeared to be blueprints. They were twice the size of a standard sheet of paper with detailed, cross-section diagrams of the globe drawn on the front and columns of notes printed in the right-hand margin and across the bottom.

      
        
        
        —Connections to Crosinife must link to one of the planet's underground beaches.

        —Use caution when adding the rubidium flecks. They are highly reactive.

        —Figurines are part of the circuitry. Improper placement will yield unstable quantum connections.

      

        

      

      With a trembling hand, I laid the papers on the workbench.

      Circuitry? Unstable quantum connections? Planets?

      Was each globe a tech device?

      I pressed a hand to my temple. When I had broken the Stadtpark snow globe, had I destroyed my world or a connection to my world?

      My eyes roamed the space again.

      Who made these snow globes and how did they connect to planets?

      The workshop offered no more clues about the shop or how to fix the globes. I left and headed towards the door at the other end of the hall.

      The door opened to reveal an office. At least, I assumed it was an office since there was a desk. It smelled more like an old, musty attic.

      A metal-framed desk chair wrapped in worn green leather had been pushed to the side of the desk as if somebody had flung it behind them when they stood. Flat, discolored padding poked out from a few rips in the seat and around the seams.

      Paper littered every surface. In the corner, books weighed down stacks of papers, and a scattering of more loose pages covered them. Above the desk, the top edge of a meter-wide cork board had pulled about a centimeter away from the wall under the strain of its burden. Pinned papers even obscured the portraits on the wall. The actual wall color was a mystery.

      The towering piles of clutter overwhelmed me. It seemed my only way home was to fix the broken snow globe, but I had no clue how to do that. It's not as if there was a giant, red neon sign pointing to the answer.

      My shoulders sagged.

      What else was there to do but dig for any scrap of useful information?

      I checked the notes on the wall, first. It was a collage of written and typed instructions and to-do lists. Most of the information was strange and cryptic with only a few discernible phrases.

      
        
        
        —Bases for planets of the Whirlpool galaxy must be made with metal from Crosinife.

        —Tzedeq fairies expect rubidium compound will be ready to harvest soon.

      

        

      

      Was it the same fairies from the locked world? What was rubidium? The instructions in the workshop also mentioned it.

      I continued scanning through the notes and found only one other that made any sense.

      
        
        
        —Elohi: Invasive species needs to be relocated. Reach out to Sam's daughter, Sarah.

      

        

      

      I gasped and reread the note.

      
        
        
        Sam's daughter, Sarah.

      

        

      

      The words echoed in my mind, over and over again. My mouth hung open. My father's name was Samuel. The note couldn't be about me, could it?

      I swallowed hard and unpinned the note. Someone had written it on the back of a photograph. I turned it over. It was a picture of a man, a woman, and a person wearing a tiger costume standing in a village. Snow and ice coated the small wooden structures and surrounding forest. The tiger costume looked real, even the breastplate of the armor glowed like real metal in the sunlight.

      My eyes moved to the left, encountering first the woman and then the man next to her. Both wore long, hooded robes. They looked similar in age and features. Thick, glossy, dark hair. Bronze skin. Wide, radiant smiles. And their eyes… their eyes were like mine.

      Sam's daughter, Sarah.

      I shook my head.

      No. There was no way. It had to be a coincidence. It was too strange not to be.

      I repinned the photograph and shuffled through the stacks on the desk. Mostly unfamiliar words scribbled onto paper with numbers next to them, like inventory lists. Finding nothing useful, I moved to the stacks in the corner.

      It was more of the same useless information until I uncovered an old brown, leather-bound book thicker than my palm's length. I had to use both hands to lift it. Across the front in gold embossed lettering, it read: Quantum Connection Device Construction and Operation by Dr. Erwin Benoit.

      I didn't know what a Quantum Connection Device was, but I'd heard the word quantum in a movie where people moved between dimensions or realities—something like that.

      The seat released a puff of air as I sank into the green, leather chair and rested the book on my lap. Embossed in the lower, right-hand corner of the book's front cover was the same snow globe outline as the one on the door to the shop, except this version included the words Galactic Snow Globe Travelers.

      If this book was about devices that connected to other dimensions or realities and the blueprints for those devices mentioned planets, did that mean the snow globes connected to planets in those other places?

      My head hurt trying to make sense of it.
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      I doubted anything inside the book would explain the strange note, but I hoped it would explain how to fix the snow globe or at least help me understand something, anything about the mysterious shop and its globes.

      I had to get back to the park and find Mama.

      Opening the book, I scanned the contents. A few of the chapter titles stood out to me: Handling The Rubidium Compound, Establishing a Connection Link, and Universal Communications Translator. Rubidium was one of the compounds listed on the blueprints in the workshop, and, thanks to internet, I had heard of connection links and communication translators.

      I flipped to the chapter on rubidium first. It mentioned that the particular rubidium compound found on Tzedeq was the only version stable enough to create connections suitable for interdimensional galactic traveling. It could only be harvested by the planet's inhabitants at certain points in the compound's formation cycle.

      Whatever that meant.

      The chapter on universal communication wasn't any easier to understand. Something about implanting a translator during transformation. But the information was too advanced for me. It reminded me of a math textbook.

      At least the chapter on connection links had a few sections where the words made sense, even if the concepts didn't. The devices used an encoded frequency, a combination of each shop's unique identification and the traveler's DNA, to authenticate the connection.

      Wrapping my mind around the existence of one shop was difficult, but the possibility of more? And how did it use my DNA to connect to these other places?

      I closed the book and set it on the desk before turning to the tall black metal filing cabinets in the back corner of the room. The drawers were not labeled, but the folders inside were. More strange names and nonsensical words. After digging through several drawers in the first cabinet, I discovered a folder labeled Elohi, Milky Way Galaxy, 6th parallel universe. It matched the name on the note.

      Sam's daughter, Sarah.

      If that note was about my father and me, what link did we have to the shop? I pulled the folder out and opened it. Inside, was a set of blueprints for a globe and a list of materials. Table 2 was written in the bottom right-hand corner. There were no further instructions.

      Table two must be where to find Elohi's globe in the shop.

      I glanced towards the office door. If each folder contained a snow globe blueprint, then there had to be one for Earth. I pressed my lips together. I could fix this.

      I stuffed the folder back into place and shuffled through the remaining folders in the drawer. My hands skimmed over the paper edges, flicking through folder after folder in rapid succession. But there was nothing in the first cabinet. I clenched my jaw, closed the bottom drawer, and moved to the second cabinet.

      My fingers flew faster through the files. I'd searched through two more drawers before, finally, in the back of the third drawer, I found a folder. Earth, Milky Way Galaxy, 5th parallel universe was scrawled across it.

      I yanked it out, knocking the other hanging folders off track. But my excitement died, ripped away with the scraping sound of cardstock edges. The folder was empty.

      No.

      I turned around, staring at the folder. My grip loosened. The folder slipped through my fingers and floated down to the floor. I followed its descent. My body slumped against the cold metal cabinet. Tears blurred my vision.

      I wanted to go home. There had to be a way out of here. I needed to think.

      My eyes scanned the room again. Some notes on the wall appeared to be task lists. The shopkeeper might have gone to one of the places. But if I tried connecting to another world using one of the globes, would everything work—like before? The globes could be like a string of Christmas lights, when one broke the others stopped working too.

      I brushed aside the notion. I had to do something. "Doing nothing, yields nothing," Opa often said.

      I stood up and walked over to reread the notes.

      Whirlpool galaxy. Crosinife. The blueprints and instructions for Crosinife were on the workbench, along with parts for a globe.

      Tzedeq fairies. I assumed Tzedeq was the fairy world with the locked door. That left only one other discernible note.

      Elohi.

      Sam's daughter, Sarah.

      It had to be a coincidence. There had to be a logical explanation.

      I just didn't know what that explanation was.

      At least I had a general idea where to find the globe for Elohi in the store. On table number two.

      I pocketed the photograph with the note about Elohi and the left the office, stopping at the opening between the front and back of the store. There were only four tables. Even if I got stuck searching through all of them, it wouldn't be as bad as having to search through all the shelves too. And, at least the blueprints had provided me with a picture of the globe.

      I began looking for a sign that would indicate the number of each table. It took only a minute before I noticed the silver metallic sticker affixed to the edge of each table top. There was a black number one on the table closest to the door.

      Which meant table two, the table where my snow globe lay, was directly in front of me. I paused for a moment, staring at the broken orb. My only way home. Shattered into a million pieces.

      Stay focused.

      It took several minutes to look through all the globes crammed together on the table. Tucked into the center, in the shadows created by the second tier, Elohi waited.

      Carefully, I extracted it. Like the Stadtpark snow globe, it took both hands to hold this one. The glass dome was nearly the size of my head.

      Inside the globe, yellow buildings, framed and trimmed by dark stained wood, formed seven rows of concentric circles fanning out from a round building in the center that was twice the width and several stories taller than any of the other buildings. The stone streets were devoid of all traffic except for pedestrians and a train. Lush green grass and trees with wide canopies surrounded the central building. A gray, stone wall with black metal gates created a barrier between it and the rest of the city. Strange-looking green statues stood at intervals around the wall.

      I shook the globe. Watching the shop window, I stared into the darkness outside. A tunnel of fog formed in the void. At the center, stars swirled around an expanding planetary form. The light intensified, growing brighter until, in a flash, the city scene of Elohi was revealed. The store appeared to have settled between two buildings in the innermost ring. I could see the street and beyond it the park with the large central building.

      I put the snow globe down to approach the door, but it was like turning off a light. As soon as I did, the cityscape vanished, and the void returned. I had forgotten. If the snow globe was put back on the shelf, the connection closed.

      Did that mean I could never put it down?

      Carrying around a snow globe nearly the size of my head wasn't ideal, but, if the shopkeeper was carrying one too that would make it easier to find them.

      Hello, have you seen someone carrying a snow globe around that they refuse to put down?

      "Ha." I laughed at the thought.

      I shook the snow globe again, opening the connection, and approached the door.
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      A radiant scene unfurled through the store window as the darkness drifted away and the bold hues of afternoon sunlight penetrated the haze. Across from the store, stood a yellow building made of rough, solid-looking material framed by thick wood beams around the sides and openings.

      To the right, a clean and organized city with stone streets. The architecture was simpler, more rustic, and there was no traffic. Only pedestrians and a train.

      The train stopped at the curb on the other side of the road. Red and white train with dark tinted windows, its sleek and aerodynamic design appeared to be moving even while still.

      I moved closer to the window and strained to get a better view of the people. They seemed to be human, and their clothing styles similar to ones I'd seen on Earth. They wore layered tunics with pants in a variety of colors. A few of the women wore ankle-length sleeveless dresses with a short-sleeved shirts underneath. Beaded sashes adorned their waists in one of the various colors of the rainbow.

      My eyes continued to roam, beyond the street and crowds, beyond the train. The round building in the center and the stone wall surrounding it filled most of the view. The central building was taller and wider than I thought it would be and the newness of the rugged stone wall seemed out of place next to the older buildings and vibrant plant life.

      In the middle of the stone wall, two green creatures guarded a wide, black metal gate. How could I have forgotten about them? As miniature figurines, the creatures had looked odd. In person, they were creepy.

      They were half a meter taller than any of the people and looked nothing like anything I'd ever seen. It was as if a giant snake-like head had been attached to a human body made of vines and roots. I shuddered.

      The snake-headed figures wore wooden breastplates over short charcoal gray tunics. Four wide strips of black leather armor hung from the bottom of the breastplate, covering their thighs. Their arms and calves were exposed. No colored sashes adorned the waist of their uniform. They stood unmoving. Rock solid. Were they statues?

      Movement a few meters outside the shop, drew my attention to the end of the alley. Two little girls in cream-colored tunics crouched down, enticing a little squirrel. It stood up on its hind legs and twitched its nose. The younger of the two girls pulled something from a small pouch tied to her green sash. The squirrel bounded forward, snatching the item from her hand and stuffed it in its cheeks.

      Searching for more, the animal pawed at her palm and then leapt onto her arm. The girls giggled as the squirrel scampered upward, circled around the younger girl's neck, and then jumped onto her leg where it discovered the pouch tied to her sash. It only had a moment to dig through the pouch before a woman appeared around the corner, beckoning for the girls to follow.

      The cheeky squirrel chirped and then barked a few times. I laughed at the sound. A clear protest to the end of its foraging.

      Waving goodbye, the girls left, and the squirrel scurried off in the opposite direction. My unease drifted away with them. A world with such kindness had to be safe. Right?

      I wish Mama were here.

      My chest tightened. Doing nothing, yields nothing.

      If I hoped to find answers, then it was time to be brave and go forward.

      A thick cloud of heat enveloped me as I opened the shop door. The warmth carried subtle notes of fresh milled cedar, dirt, and honeysuckle. I inhaled, delighting in the delicate scent. It reminded me of home, of our farm.

      The city was quieter than I would have expected for the amount of people moving alongside the street on both sides. None of the usual sounds of traffic blaring or people talking.

      Crossing the threshold, the snow globe in my hands shook. I jumped and watched, wide-eyed, as it transformed in a swirl of lights. A spark of light arced and zapped my right arm. I gasped. My hand involuntarily opened, nearly causing me to drop the globe. Thankfully, I recovered and cupped my hands around its changing form.

      The swirl of lights faded. A thin, chain necklace with a small snow globe pendant lay in the palm of my hands. It had replaced the larger globe. The same image outlined on the book and the door to the shop had been engraved on the bottom of the pendant with the letters GSGT.

      The necklace slipped easily over my head. I was glad I wouldn't have to carry around a large snow globe.

      Next, I examined my arm where the light had zapped me. There was a small raised bump. My mind raced, trying to recall what I had read in the book in the back of the shop. Was it the translator implant the book mentioned?

      I rubbed the spot, but nothing happened. It didn't even hurt. After a moment, I shrugged and closed the door behind me. I'd worry about it later.

      I stopped at the edge of the building to survey my surroundings again. Before I could step out into the crowd, there was a commotion a block up the street to my left. The crowd parted. A dozen or so of those humanoid snake-like creatures disembarked from the train and formed a barrier around the exit.

      My jaw dropped. The creatures weren't statues. They were real!

      When the ones near the train didn't move anymore, I glanced back to the ones flanking the gate. In school, teachers always encouraged us to ask the police for help if we were lost.

      I bit my lip. Those creatures were not who I imagined approaching. They looked more like soldiers. But I didn't see any other officials.
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      I waited in the alley until I could merge into the crowd and then made my way across the street. The brick wall around the building was to my right as I neared the serpentine soldiers.

      I sucked in my breath.

      Don't think. Just do.

      The creatures' arms and lower legs were exposed. Thinner vines wrapped around thicker vines, the way muscles and tendons connected to bones. The texture of their skin was like a plant's foliage. Long, slender fangs, white with pink tips, hung down halfway between the bottom of their jaws and the top opening of their armor. Their heads were smooth with lighter patches dotting the surface. One of the two-legged cobra creepers turned to look at me with its red, goat-like eyes.

      A tawny hand wrapped around my right arm from behind and pulled me down the street, away from the creatures. It belonged to a teenage boy in a gray military-style uniform with a light-weight coat and a red beaded sash. He couldn't have been older than fifteen or sixteen.

      "Hey!" I shouted. I planted my heels on the sidewalk and yanked my arm from his grasp. "Let go of me."

      "Quiet, before you get us both killed." His rhythmic tenor voice was firm.

      My mouth opened, but no words came out.

      Killed?

      People nearby distanced themselves from the two of us, while the guards at the gate pinned us with narrowed eyes. I met the teen's steely gaze.

      "Does your life mean nothing to you?" He demanded. "Why would you approach the Bog Hunters?"

      I flinched. That was the second time he mentioned me losing my life. It was hard to reconcile the thought with the peaceful scene of the girls feeding the squirrel. I looked towards the guards, or rather the Bog Hunters. Was it normal for their guards to kill anyone who approached them?

      "Well?" The teenager pressed.

      His unreadable expression gave no hint of motive. But his tone was confident, and he wore a military-style uniform. Was he a police official?

      "I was going to ask for help," I admitted.

      His brow raised. "You were going to ask the Bog Hunters for help?"

      The corner of his mouth twitched as if he might smile. Was he laughing at me? I crossed my arms. "Why do you care who I ask for help?"

      He tugged at the brim of his hat, his cropped, dark hair undisturbed. "I'm a member of the Patrol Guard. That makes it my business." A silver badge was pinned to the front of his short, round hat. The badge covered nearly the whole height and breadth of it.

      "Oh." I shifted my weight.

      He glanced down at my movement. "You're not wearing a sash." His eyes narrowed. "You're not from here, are you?"

      I was an alien on Elohi. And the teen was some kind of military. I didn't know how things worked there, but in the movies on Earth the alien got locked away in a secret government facility. My muscles tensed.

      Calm down, it's only a piece of clothing.

      I didn't look so different from them on the outside. When he said "not from here" could he have meant the city, as opposed to the planet? I hoped that was it.

      I held my breath in those few seconds and considered running. But the streets were crowded, and Bog Hunters were posted nearby. My odds of escaping didn't look good. What if I kicked the teen in the shin and pushed him, would it give me enough of a head start?

      His demeanor relaxed. "I'm not going to harm you. If that were my intent, I wouldn't have stopped you from approaching the Bog Hunters."

      He had a point.

      The teen continued. "I'm Patrol Elias Zogel. What's your name?"

      "Sarah Reisende."

      "Why are you here, Sarah Reisende?"

      "Well," I said slowly. "I'm searching for someone."

      I jerked my head to the right at the sound of a man shouting. The crowd shifted as a group of Bog Hunters dragged a slender man in a khaki tunic with a violet sash towards the gate. The two creatures standing guard on either side, opened the gate as the group approached.

      The man pleaded, "I swear. It wasn't me! I don't know what caused the gravitational shift, but it wasn't me. Please. You have to believe me."

      "Calm down, Mr. Menker," a mellow baritone voice instructed.

      A beast nearly as tall as the Bog Hunters sauntered through the open gates toward Mr. Menker. It appeared to be both a tiger and a man and wore metal armor similar to the Bog Hunters. His broad shoulders and thickly muscled limbs resembled a weightlifter's. Tiger fur covered his exposed limbs.

      The tiger-man hooked one claw under Mr. Menker's chin, forcing his neck to stretch. "As a man of science, surely you are as interested as I am in discovering the cause. I simply want to discuss it with you and a few other key people." The tiger-man retracted his claw.

      "No. Please. I don't know anything." There was an increased pitch in the man's voice. His pleas faded as the Bog Hunters dragged him through the gates.

      The tiger-man surveyed the crowd, assessing those who dared to watch. His narrowed eyes fixed on mine.

      A tremor rocked through my body. I could clearly see the beast now. A tiger face merged with a man's. It was the same tiger face from the photograph and it was not a costume.

      I couldn't look away.

      The beast turned and disappeared behind the gate.

      "Sarah, you should wait until tomorrow to begin your search." Elias sounded distant. His words barely penetrated the fog in my brain.

      "Wha-a-t was the tiger beast thing?"

      "He's the one in control of Elohi. Stay away from him," he said. "Come on, it'll be dark soon."

      "What just happened? Why did they take that man?"

      "He's wanted for questioning." Elias words were clipped. A firm edge returned to his voice. "We need to go. It's dangerous to be out after curfew."

      I jerked my head around.

      It was more dangerous after dark? As if a fearsome warrior with an army of serpentine soldiers wasn't enough.

      What sort of world had I stepped into?

      I tried to step around Elias, but his hand on my arm stopped me again.

      "Tell me where you're staying, and I'll escort you."

      If everything posed such a risk, it was probably safer not to reveal too much. Besides, how would I explain staying alone in a shop to Mr. Interrogator? "I can manage, but thank you."

      "I insist. It's my duty to ensure the safety of others."

      I chewed on my lower lip. Why wouldn't Elias let it go? Allowing him to escort me back to the shop wasn't an option. The globes were too delicate, and I didn't want any more broken.

      Should I tell him I had nowhere to go?
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      I reached into my pocket and rolled the carving in my hand without pulling it out. Elias had saved me from sharing Mr. Menker's fate, or another like it. But what would he do if I told him I wasn't from here? Would he turn against me?

      Telling him seemed risky, but what other choice did I have?

      "I'm not from here." I sighed. "My home is really far away, and I don't have a way to get back there."

      Elias glanced around at the dwindling crowd, and the Bog Hunters posted along the wall. He placed his hands on his hips and turned back toward me. "Is there someone you can stay with?"

      I shook my head. "No."

      "The last train is leaving soon." He pressed his lips together, silent for a moment before speaking again. "You can stay with my family. We'll help you."

      "Really? Thank you." I smiled.

      He motioned towards the train down the street. "Follow me."

      I followed Elias through the thinning crowd. He boarded the train ahead of me and pulled a translucent, crystal coin from his pocket. He swiped it twice past a scanner mounted to the dash of the train.

      "For the two of us." He said to the train operator wearing a navy tunic with a yellow sash.

      The operator nodded.

      Elias and I headed for the back. I sat next to the window, and he slid in beside me. Tall rectangular stone buildings passed like block walls in a maze as the train left the city.

      Within a few minutes, the cityscape gave way to rolling hills and valleys covered with lush green forests. Smaller rectangular buildings dotted the countryside. Many were wood, but some were brick.

      More dwellings appeared as we drew closer to another city. It looked similar to the last city, except no wall surrounded the round central building here. A few children played on the park grounds. Nearly every person in sight wore a red sash with their tunic.

      The train came to a stop. "Red District," the operator announced.

      Elias nudged me. "This is our stop."

      We exited the train. Elias was athletic and several centimeters taller than me, making his strides longer. I had to take two steps for each of his. He led us to a neighborhood of unadorned townhouses and ascended the steps of one with a red door. He opened the door and stood to the side to allow me to enter first.

      Inside, there was a long hallway with a wide opening, and a staircase to the left and two doors to the right. Whiffs of warm bread and grilled meat mingled with the aroma of cedar and cinnamon. My stomach stirred.

      "Elias?" A female voice called. A lovely middle-aged woman with dark hair and olive skin appeared in the open doorway at the end of the hall, wiping her hands on the cream-colored apron she wore. A red sash peeked out from the open sides. Her brow raised when she saw me. "Who is this with you?"

      I stiffened.

      Elias shut the door behind us. "This is Sarah. She needs a place to stay, at least for tonight."

      My gaze shifted from Elias to his mother. The woman turned and smiled at me. "I'm Renée Zogel. You're welcome here, Sarah."

      My shoulders relaxed. "Thank you."

      "Is there someone we can contact for you?" Mrs. Zogel asked.

      I hoped Mama and my grandparents were still out there, but I didn't know. And no phone here would reach them. A lump formed in my throat. I swallowed. "No, Mrs. Zogel."

      Elias shifted his weight. "Sarah doesn't know anyone."

      Mrs. Zogel's brow furrowed. She tilted her head towards Elias. "Have you spoken to your patrol leader?"

      "No. It was the end of my duty shift. I thought it best to understand the situation first," he said.

      I assumed Mrs. Zogel was worried that I was alone and had no place to go. If I'd brought someone home with my situation, my mama would've wanted to contact the authorities too.

      "All right." Mrs. Zogel inhaled and spoke with a more upbeat tone. "Well, Sarah, I hope you're hungry. Dinner is almost ready."

      I forced a smile. "Yes, Mrs. Zogel."

      "Thank you, Mom." Elias said.

      Mrs. Zogel disappeared through the open doorway at the end of the hallway.

      Elias gestured to the large opening to the left of the foyer. "We can talk in here."

      A sofa and two wingback chairs surrounded a fireplace. Two more chairs occupied the corner to the right of the tall front windows. I sat on the sofa, close to the door. Just in case.

      Elias placed his gray patrol hat on the coffee table and sat in the wingback chair across from me, his forearms resting on his thighs. "Where are you from Sarah?"

      I shifted in my seat. "You won't believe me. I don't believe it myself."

      "I'll listen with an open mind." He rotated his hands, exposing calloused palms. "You have my word. Strange and unbelievable are not as uncommon here as it might seem."

      I imagine not. Bog Hunters. A tiger-man. The scene at the gates with Mr. Menker. Elohi was strange and unbelievable.

      I exhaled. "I come from a different world—a place called Earth."

      "So you are an off-worlder." He said.

      I blinked. Elias had said it so casually.

      Apparently, this was a lot stranger for me than it was for him. Maybe I didn't have to fear government intervention or experimentation?

      He continued, reclining with his elbows on the arms of the chair. "It's been a long time since an off-worlder came here. Did you come alone?"

      I hesitated. But even if I had traveled with someone, I was alone in a stranger's home with no phone. On another planet. "Yes."

      He tilted his head. "You came alone to a place where you don't know anyone and I assume no one else knows where you are, either. Why did you come?"

      My hands trembled. It sounded worse, hearing him say it aloud. I wished I could tell what he was thinking. Then, the conversation might feel less like an interrogation. I smoothed the fabric of my jeans over my thighs. "I need help." Images of the broken snow globe and the void flashed in my mind. "I don't understand what happened or how it's possible for me to even be on Elohi. There was a shop—"

      Elias interrupted. "E-low-he."

      "What?"

      "It's pronounced E-low-he." He repeated, a little louder.

      "Oh." I tried to remember the last thing I said. "Well, there was a shop with all these different snow globes and they… they seemed to connect to different places." I looked at my hands folded in my lap. "I dropped the one for my world and everything outside disappeared into a black void."

      The image of that darkness had been burned into my memory, along with the sound of breaking glass and Mama shouting my name.

      I drew in a shaky breath and raised my eyes to Elias'. Tears blurred my vision. "No one was there, but somebody made those globes. They must have answers."

      Elias sighed and leaned forward. His was voice soft, but resolute. "I'll do what I can to help."

      I nodded, blinking away the tears. "Thank you."

      Elias handed me a tissue from the box on the table.

      I dried my cheeks and noticed the sun setting through the front window. "Elias?"

      "Yes?"

      "Why can't anyone go out after dark?"

      "The Bog Hunters feed after dark. Anyone caught outside during that time is prey."

      Prey?
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      Bog Hunters hunted people at night?

      Their long, fangs had pink tips. Stained pink tips. I pressed a hand against my stomach.

      A child-like voice spoke from the other end of the couch, "To encounter so fair a maiden as you, this day is indeed blessed."

      I turned. A meter-high talking toadstool waddled towards me with a full set of sharp fangs exposed. It reached for my hand.

      It was going to bite me!

      I sprang to my feet, screaming. My shins bumped the coffee table, knocking me back down. Clawing at the cushions, I climbed until I reached the top and flipped over the arm of the couch, hitting the floor with a thud.

      Elias laughed.

      "Sheesh. Most ladies find my Shakespeare charming," the toadstool said.

      Eyes bulging, I glanced between the two of them.

      Elias stood up and offered me his hand. "Toady won't hurt you."

      I took it and he let go as soon as I was on my feet.

      The creature, Toady, smiled, but the gesture was not reassuring. It looked like a snarling dog—if dogs were toadstools. When the thing made no further advances, I angled my head towards Elias, continuing to watch the vampiric vegetation from the corner of my eye. "W-what is it?"

      The fanged fungus crossed its arms. "Well, I'm not a carnivore, if that's what you're wondering."

      Elias smiled. "He's an unexpected result from a science experiment."

      Toady placed a hand over his heart. "Is that what I am to you, to your family? You wound me, Elias." The creature huffed and stalked out of the room.

      Elias shrugged. "He has feelings."

      I stared at Elias. Words swarmed in my brain. But I found it impossible to hold on to any long enough to form a coherent thought. He shifted from one foot to another before offering an explanation. "My father's a biological engineer. He was working on a project in the basement three years ago, and my sister added a few things when he wasn't looking. That's how we ended up with Toady."

      The front door opened behind me. I jumped and whirled at the sound.

      A middle-aged man with sun-kissed fair skin and light brown hair entered. He wore a dark gray tunic with matching pants and a violet sash.

      Elias and I must not have been the only ones to hear the front door. A young girl with rosy cheeks and long wavy hair the color of the setting sun, bounded down the stairs.

      "Dad! Finally, you're home so we can eat." She laughed, hugged him and then dashed down the hall.

      The man smiled and turned to Elias. "All is well."

      Elias nodded. "All is well."

      No 'hello', only 'All is well'? Is that their greeting?

      "This is Sarah," Elias said. "She'll be staying with us."

      The man's brow raised.

      "Mom and I have spoken." Elias turned to me. "This is my father, David Zogel."

      "Welcome, Sarah." His father motioned towards the back of the house. "Come, join us for dinner."

      I followed Elias and his father down the hall to the kitchen. An L-shaped counter spanned the wall to the right, as we entered. Parallel to it, on the opposite side of the room, sat a worn, farm-style table and a door behind it.

      Elias's sister occupied one of the table's six chairs, her back to the counter. She turned and smiled at us.

      "Come, have a seat," his mother greeted, setting a serving bowl on the table before sitting down next to Elias's sister. "There's plenty to go around."

      Mr. Zogel sat at the head of the table. Elias sat next to him, facing the counter, and I took the empty seat next to Elias.

      Elias’s sister smiled at me. "All is well! I'm Magdalena, but you may call me Mag. Most do. What do they call you?"

      Mag's cheerful burst of energy reminded me of my best friend. On Earth. It was strange to think of home that way. I straightened my shoulders and smiled. "My name is Sarah."

      Mr. Zogel laughed. "I fear you will overwhelm our guest with your enthusiasm, Magdalena."

      "It's part of my charm." Mag grinned at her father.

      The distinctive child-like voice of Toady came from the doorway as he entered the kitchen. "And it's my favorite part of your charm, dear Mag."

      "Glad you could join us, Toady," said Mrs. Zogel.

      Join us?

      Toady ate dinner with them? At the table? I'd assumed he was a pet.

      "Our lovely guest inspired me to make something, and I lost track of time." Toady flashed a fanged grin in my direction.

      "Oh?" Mag's brow raised. "What are you making?"

      "You'll see when it's ready."

      Toady sat between Mag and me, across from Mr. Zogel at the head of the table.

      The whole day had been unbelievable, but dining with a talking toadstool? It was beyond strange.

      Elias passed me a bowl of roasted meat. I placed four small pieces on my plate and then looked at the bowl. I'd never dined with a fanged fungus. Was I supposed to pass it to Toady?

      I slowly extended my arm and offered the bowl to him. "Here, Toady." I swallowed the lump in my throat.

      "Thank you, sweet Sarah. But I don't eat meat." Toady took the bowl and passed it to Mag.

      I watched Toady pile vegetables and cheese onto a wedge of flat bread and take a bite. It was like watching a dog eat veggie pizza only it was a walking, talking fanged fungus eating veggie pizza.

      Toady looked me and smiled.

      I shifted my eyes back to the plate in front of me.

      Could this world get any stranger?
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      A dark void pulled at my body, like a rope wrapped around my waist tugging at me. My fingertips burned from gripping the door frame, trying to keep from being sucked in. Sounds of breaking glass echoed around me. Over and over and over again.

      Everything. Destroyed.

      I bolted upright. My heart pounded. Sweat coated my skin and dampened the pajamas I wore. My eyes darted all over the room. It wasn't my room or one I recognized. It was strange and unfamiliar.

      Where was I?

      I fought to catch my breath. After a few moments, my pulse slowed and the fog in my head cleared. I remembered.

      The broken snow globe.

      The dark void.

      A chill washed over me. I was alone on another planet. Home. Family. Friends. All lost to me.

      Were they safe?

      What if I couldn't fix my mistake and I never saw them again?

      I gulped.

      What if dropping the globe had destroyed my world—permanently?

      Why had I followed that thieving cat?

      I focused on my breathing until the knot in my chest loosened. Wondering 'why' and 'what if' wouldn't help me. I had to find a way to make things right.

      Doing nothing, yields nothing.

      I pressed my lips together and looked around Mag's room. It was simply furnished. Aside from the desk and the bed, there was a tall bookshelf on the wall opposite the bed. The shelf overflowed with books. The universal translator seemed to translate text too, because I could read the titles. But it didn't help much. All the books were science books. Advanced science books.

      Mag must be really smart for an "almost" eleven-year-old.

      Mag had left a stack of folded clothes on top of the desk for me. A pair of brown, leather boots sat on the floor next to the desk. I got out of bed and walked over to shift through the clothes, picking up the sleeveless yellow undertunic first. Both it and the outer peach tunic were made of soft cotton-like material with a coarse texture. The tan pants appeared to be a soft leather.

      I slipped on the borrowed clothes, grateful Mag and I were nearly the same size, and retrieved my father's carving and the photograph from my jeans. I stared at the trio in the picture for a moment. The glow of their happiness was diminished by my memory of the beast I saw yesterday. My hand tensed, ruffling the photo.

      I stuffed it and the carving into the pocket of the soft leather pants. The sooner I found answers, the sooner I could go home—assuming home still existed.

      A red sash lay draped across the chair. Other than the Bog Hunters and the tiger-man, I couldn't remember one person who hadn't been wearing a sash yesterday.

      I tied the sash around my waist and slipped on the boots. Their insides felt like padded socks. I left Mag's room. Voices drifted up from downstairs. Elias, Mag, and Toady were in the kitchen.

      Mag stood at the sink, rinsing dishes. Her fiery hair flowed in waves over the turquoise tunic she wore.

      "Thank you for the clothes."

      "You're welcome." She smiled. "We have so that we may share."

      Toady waddled around from behind her and bowed. "Alas, my sun has risen, and the day shines bright."

      My eyes widened. "Uh… good morning."

      Toady placed a hand over his heart. "As a bee loves a flower, so I love thee. Does the fair maiden desire sustenance?"

      Mag laughed. "I believe Toady has a crush on you."

      Elias grinned, shook his head, and looked back down at the book and notebook spread across the table in front of him.

      Toady seemed good-natured and funny. His made-up Shakespearean talk was amusing, but love? I cringed.

      Even if I had been thinking of refusing his offer of food, my stomach growled just then. "Yes, please."

      Toady shuffled over to the stove and began filling a plate with food. I sat down in the same seat as the night before, next to Elias.

      Elias was wearing pants and a tunic in light gray with a red sash. No patrol uniform today. He scribbled notes with his left hand as he scanned the pages of the book on his right.

      "Good morning."

      He looked up, briefly meeting my eyes. "Yes. All is well."

      I hadn't seen their parents or heard anyone else moving about in the house. "Where're your parents?"

      "They're at work." Mag turned around, wiping her hands on a towel. "They don't usually work on Saturdays, but something came up. The council needed Dad's expertise and Mom's our district's council leader, so she had to be there too."

      Toady set down a plate in front of me. On it was a chunk of yellow bread, a thick white mash, and a dried hunk of meat.

      "Thank you, Toady."

      Toady grinned and kissed my hand. It felt like an overloaded pencil pouch pressed against the back of my hand. "Anything you wish. My presence may alarm you now, but I will grow on you in time."

      I repressed a shudder as he waddled out of the kitchen.

      I scooped a bit of the mash onto the wooden spoon. The smooth wood grain in my mouth was an odd texture, but the mash did not taste bad. The flavor was similar to salted potatoes, only gritty and a bit bland.

      Mag placed the remaining food into wood containers on the counter and sat down across from Elias. "I hope you slept well."

      I swallowed the food in my mouth. "Yes, thank you."

      Mag leaned forward. "You mentioned last night that you're from a place called Earth. Is it very different from here?"

      "I'm not sure." I shrugged and tore a bite from the hunk of bread. "I didn't see much of your world yesterday. It seems different in some ways but similar in others." I popped the bread in my mouth. It was dense with a hint of sweetness to it.

      I touched the red sash around my waist. "I noticed everyone wearing these sashes. Why is that?"

      "The sash color represents a person's district—usually where they work." Mag shrugged. "Unless, the person hasn't reached their thirteenth year and gone through the Choosing ceremony. Then the color represent where they live."

      I tilted my head. "So… your sash is red, because you live in the red district and haven't gone through the Choosing ceremony and Elias's is red because he works in the Red District?"

      "Exactly," Mag said.

      "And what's the Choosing ceremony?"

      Mag's brow lifted. "It's very important. When someone reaches their thirteenth year, they choose a specialty and that choice determines their district for life."

      "Why? Is it like choosing where you go to secondary school?" I popped another chunk of bread in my mouth.

      "Because each district has its own specialty." Mag shifted in her seat. "I don't know what secondary school is. We do go to school, but only until the Choosing."

      Was the Choosing like graduating secondary school?

      "How many districts are there?" I asked.

      "Seven." Mag counted with her fingers while she spoke. "Our district, the Red District, focuses on military functions. Orange is technology. Yellow are the caretakers. Green produces and distributes food. Blue is our healers. Violet is bioengineering and medical research. And the Central District is our principal government." She folded her hands on top of the table. "Although, each district has its own leaders as well."

      "We met in the Central District," Elias offered without looking up from the book in front of him.

      "So Elias, you're in the military?"

      "Yes. I'm a member of the Patrol Guard."

      "Elias always wanted to choose the Red District, like Mom." Mag smiled.

      Elias stared intently at the book in front of him, rolling his pencil in his left hand. "Not always."

      Mag glanced at the table and then straightened. "I have two years and three months until my choosing. But I haven't decided between the Yellow District or the Violet District. Toady said he will go with me, either way."

      I wondered what had influenced Elias’s decision to join the military, but I didn't want to pry. "Violet District are engineers and Yellow District are caretakers? What are caretakers?"

      A spark gleamed in Mag's eyes. "Most care for those who don't have family or can't care for themselves. Some serve others."

      "Like the train operator?"

      "Yes."

      Elias wrote something in his notebook. He'd filled half of a page with handwritten notes. If he was no longer in school, then what was Elias working on?

      "Is what you're writing part of your training, Elias?" I asked.

      "No. Research." He swept his right hand over the open book. "This is an old book about Elohi's intergalactic trade and commerce. I'm looking for information about off-worlders, from before Malvine took control."

      "Who's Malvine?"

      Elias stopped writing and raised his head. "Malvine's the warrior who controls the Bog Hunters. We saw him yesterday."
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      Aside from the Bog Hunters and Elias, only one other warrior sprang to mind. The one who'd stared at me with glowing yellow eyes. A shiver crept up my spine. "The tiger-man?"

      Elias cocked his head. "I guess that's one way to think of him." He shrugged. "Malvine's from a planet that altered their human DNA with animal species to create the ultimate fighting force."

      Part of tiger-man was human.

      "And the Bog Hunters, are they also a type of altered human?"

      Mag shook her head. "No. The Bog Hunters are carnivorous plant hybrids with predator instincts and a hive mind."

      The Bog Hunters were carnivorous? That meant they ate meat. Images of the creatures with the green, snake-like heads clouded my mind. Their long fangs and burning red eyes.

      What kind of meat? Human meat? Elias had said anyone out after dark became the Bog Hunters' prey.

      The food in my stomach hardened into stones. I pushed my plate aside.

      Mag continued. "But we don't know how they got here. They arrived before Malvine, and, since they can't even operate a train, we're sure they didn't get here on their own."

      "While we're on the subject." Elias put down his pencil. "You should know that Malvine and the Bog Hunters are a disciplined, efficient, and ruthless fighting force. And he has strict policies about off-worlders. We'll need to be careful who we talk to about your situation."

      Was I putting them in danger? What would happen if they got caught helping me?

      I swallowed. "Maybe it would be better if I search on my own."

      Elias spoke firmly, his gaze unwavering. "You don't know our world. It would be more dangerous for all of us if you did this alone."

      His confidence comforted me almost as much as it unnerved me. New world. New species. New rules. It was all a little too much.

      But what choice did I have if I wanted fix my mistake and set things right? I needed answers. "So, where do we start?"

      "What can you tell us about the shop that brought you here." Elias picked up his pencil.

      "Not much. At least not much that makes sense to me." I folded my hands in my lap. "The shop is filled with snow globes, and each one seems to connect to a different world. There's a workshop and an office in the back of the store." I pulled the necklace out from my tunic. "And the snow globe that connected to Elohi transformed into this necklace when I left the shop. It was the size of my head before that."

      "It's so small." Mag reached out to cradle the snow globe in her fingertips. "Do you know how it works?"

      "No. There was a book in the shop, but it was complicated. Something about other worlds and quantum connections."

      Mag perked up at the mention of a science book. I had a feeling she'd ask about it.

      "Yesterday, you said no one else was in the shop?" Elias rolled his pencil between his thumb and forefinger. "What makes you so sure someone was there or that they might still be around?"

      I exhaled. "Well, there was a half-finished project in the workshop, along with blueprints, and, unlike the file stacks in the office, there wasn't any dust on the surface of the workbench."

      Mag propped an elbow on the table and rested her cheek against her palm. "And the person who was working on the project, that's who you're trying to find?"

      I nodded. "Yes. The shopkeeper."

      "Do you know their name or what they look like?" Elias asked.

      My shoulders slumped. "No."

      Had I really hoped to find a person I'd never met, never seen, and had no idea what their name was?

      Elias angled towards me in his chair. "I've never heard of a shop like that. It's not exactly a common way to travel. But it'll be a good way to narrow any leads we turn up." He paused and tapped his pencil a few times. "Our parents worked alongside the people who had contact with the off-worlders. Maybe they'll know if any off-worlders are still on Elohi."

      I nodded and tried to smile.

      He returned to his notes. "What can you remember about the files you mentioned?"

      "That's where I found the location of Elohi's snow globe." I straightened. "It was written in a file labeled 'Elohi, Milky Way Galaxy, 6th parallel universe.' There was a folder for Earth too, but it was empty."

      "Do you remember the label?" Elias asked.

      "Yes. 'Earth, Milky Way Galaxy, 5th parallel universe.'"

      Mag's face brightened. "So our worlds are in the same galaxy, only in different dimensions. Where is Earth in relation to the sun?"

      Science was not my best subject. Art and literature were. And, of course, every future chef had to be skilled in the culinary arts. Fortunately, the planets were one of the few things I could remember from studying the solar system. "It's the third planet from the sun."

      Mag's grinned. "Elohi is too. Your world is our world, only in a different dimension."

      Somehow, that made me feel closer to home.

      Elias scribbled a few notes before facing me again. "If the shop was filled with snow globes, why do you believe the person who can help you is here and not on one of the other worlds?"

      "Elohi's was the only globe I could locate in the shop that also matched up to one of the notes." I shifted in my seat. "It could be a coincidence, but there was a note that had mine and my father's name in it." My voice cracked. I cleared my throat. "It said, 'Invasive species needs to be relocated. Reach out to Samuel's daughter, Sarah.'" I blinked furiously, fighting tears.

      Mag reached across the table and laid her hand over mine. "We're going to do whatever we can to help you."

      I pressed my lips together and nodded.

      "Is there anything else you can tell us." Elias asked.

      My hands twisted together underneath the table. There was one more thing I hadn't told them. About the photograph on the other side of the note. An image that connected my father to Malvine, and, in a way, me too.

      I hoped they would understand.

      "The note I found—"

      A crashing sound came from the hallway, followed by several loud thumps. We rushed out of the kitchen. The closet's contents littered the floor. Several balls, ranging in size from a ping-pong ball to basketball, were scattered among a large pile of tailored coats, duster jackets, and boots.

      The pile grunted as it moved and knocked the fallen shelf against the door frame. It rose up in the midst of the mess.

      Every muscle in my body tensed. An avalanche of flattened shoes and balls spilled onto the floor as something emerged from the heap.

      I sucked in a breath.

      Toady sprung up holding two sticks with scoops at one end. "Look what I found. It's been a long time since we played a game of stickball. With Sarah here, we have just enough players."

      Mag and I laughed. I hoped one day I would get a chance to tell Mama and my grandparents about the Zogels and Elohi.

      But how would I ever explain Toady?

      If I got back.

      I had to get back.
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      Mag, Toady, and I had spent the rest of the weekend playing games, reading, and acting out Shakespeare's plays. The last was Toady's favorite. Despite the Zogels large collection of old books, Toady refused to read anything but Shakespeare.

      Elias preferred to focus on his military training, but he had spoken with his parents on Saturday. Mr. and Mrs. Zogel had said that Malvine and his partner were the only off-worlders who had been on Elohi since the Bog Hunters had arrived. They also said the Blue District's councilwoman, Irene Willow, had worked closely with those two—before Malvine's partner disappeared.

      We hoped the councilwoman could tell us about Malvine's partner, because asking Malvine about anything was not an option.

      Monday, we boarded the train for the Blue District. As the district came into view, my eyes widened. Gleaming glass surfaces. Sharp lines. Modern sophistication. It was like stepping into the bright light of the future. The buildings in the other two districts were older and shabby by comparison.

      Movement in the sky drew my eyes upward. I pressed my cheek against the window on my left to get a better view. Dozens of small hovercrafts flew overhead. They were shaped like helicopter bodies with airplane wings. Painted blue and white, the hard surface of the hovercraft shone in the sunlight.

      I turned away from the window towards Mag, seated on my right. Elias occupied the aisle seat on the other side of her. "Mag, what does the Blue District do again?"

      "They are our healers."

      "Is that why there are so many hovercrafts here?"

      "Hovercrafts?" She tilted her head, brow furrowed. "Do you mean the blue and white flying transports in the sky?"

      "Yes."

      "Those are heleegeeyas. They're medical transports for people who need to see a healer, but can't make it to the Blue District on their own."

      The train slowed beside the central building, and the train operator announced our stop. I followed Mag and Elias as we exited.

      The air smelled like fresh linens and jasmine soap. I delighted in the scent as the breeze washed over me. Moisture didn't saturate the air here as it did in the Central and Red District.

      "Are you coming?" Mag smiled. She and Elias were several steps ahead of me.

      When I realized I was blocking the train exit, I laughed nervously and apologized to the man behind me before catching up with Mag and Elias.

      Two Bog Hunters were posted outside the Blue District's central building. I tensed and tugged at the hem of my shirt as we drew near, but the serpentine soldiers ignored us. We entered the building. Our shoes thumped against the polished stone floor, echoing inside the lower level of the elegant, gray chamber.

      Tall ceilings gave way to a round opening that stretched to the glass dome at the top of the seven-story building. Wrought iron railings encircled the edge of each floor. Light poured in from the sky, but it didn't reach the lower level. Only artificial light remained at the bottom. Goosebumps trailed up my arms.

      "Is your mom's office like this?" I asked.

      "No. The Blue District's council building is nicer than all the others. But the district is an important part of our community, and Councilwoman Willow has been on the council longer than anyone. She's done a lot for our healers and our medical advancements. And when the Bog Hunters attacked Elohi, she found a way to bring peace."

      Elias used a kiosk in the lobby to locate the councilwoman's office on the top floor. We rode the elevator up. Her office was at the end of the hall. A photograph of an older woman, with beige skin, silver hair, and piercing blue eyes, hung on the wall next to a set of double doors. I assumed it was the councilwoman.

      A fair-skinned man with blond hair sat typing behind a desk outside of the office. He wore a navy tunic with a yellow sash. The nameplate on the desk read "Brant Druthers."

      "We'd like to see Councilwoman Willow, please," Elias said.

      Brant stopped typing. He glanced at Mag and me before addressing Elias in a nasal voice. "Councilwoman Willow is very busy. She doesn't have time for unscheduled visits."

      Elias held out the folded paper his mother had given him before we left that morning, a proxy meeting request to get us in without an appointment.

      Brant took the paper, unfolded it, scanned the page, and then crumpled it up and threw it in the wastebasket. "She doesn't have time for unscheduled visits," he repeated.

      Hadn't Mag said the Yellow District people were caretakers? Brant didn't seem very kind or caring.

      Elias straightened his shoulders. His voice remained calm, but the lines of his face hardened. "We have important information to discuss with her."

      Brant shrugged and went back to typing. "Tell me, and I'll make sure she gets it."

      "We can only discuss it with her, but it will be worth her time."

      Brant frowned and enunciated each word, "No unscheduled visits."

      "Fine," Elias said. "We want to make an appointment then."

      "You can submit an electronic request in the lobby."

      I groaned inwardly and resisted the urge to roll my eyes.

      My gaze drifted to the sea of handwritten notes and typed pages sprawled across Brant's desk. Part of a sketch peeked out from underneath a folder. Only half of the drawing was visible, but it was unmistakable. It was the same emblem on the door and on the book in the snow globe shop. My pulse spiked, and the words tumbled out of my mouth before I could stop them. "Is she in her office? Can we go in—just for a moment?"

      Brant swiveled his chair around and glared at me. "No. And even if she were, you'd still have to make an appointment."

      Mag touched my shoulder.

      "How soon can we see her?" Elias asked.

      "If your request is approved, then you'll be put on a waiting list to be scheduled as soon as Councilwoman Willow becomes available." Brant swiveled back around and entered something into his computer. He smiled as he read the screen. "Currently, approved appointment wait-time is three months."

      "Three months?" Elias's jaw tightened.

      Brant nodded. "If," he said, emphasizing the word. "your request is approved."

      We'd grow old before we'd get in to see her. I pressed my lips together and glanced at the double doors on the left side of Brant's desk. We were so close. And the drawing on her assistant's desk proved she knew something about the shop.

      "We really need to see her. It's urgent. Is there any other way?" I pleaded.

      "If the matter is urgent, you can note that on your application and request to have it expedited. If you are approved, and your request is deemed urgent, that would prioritize your request over non-urgent approved requests. Let me check the list." Brant turned to his computer again, his fingers flying over the keys. A loud click as he punched the last key. "That would shorten your wait time by a month. You'd still have to wait two months."

      Elias stepped forward. "Are you telling us that is the best you can do? Council leaders regularly meet on short notice without appointments."

      "Are you a council leader?"

      "No."

      "Then you have to submit a request for an appointment."

      Our options didn't look good.
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      The councilwoman was our only lead, but we couldn't get even a moment of her time. At least not without submitting a request and waiting for months. And that was if our request was approved. My shoulders sagged as I followed Elias and Mag back down to the ground floor lobby.

      "The council is supposed to help us." Mag fumed. "But her assistant threw Mom's request away like it didn't matter."

      "Well, we're not getting passed him, at least not today." Elias crossed his arms. "But maybe we don't have to. The councilwoman could be in one of the meeting rooms."

      "What do you think we should do?" I asked.

      "We can check the meeting rooms. We just have to be careful about poking around." Elias looked at me. "You don't know our world. It'll go faster if you wait here for us."

      I opened and closed my mouth. Peeking into meeting rooms was an easy task. I could help. But Elias sounded irritated and I didn't want to push, so I said nothing. They were all I had.

      Elias and Mag disappeared towards the back of the building, in opposite directions.

      I walked around the lobby. Wooden benches lined the walls and a receptionist desk occupied the middle. Scattered in between were long, blue mats with the image of a cross inside a circle outlined in white.

      Lapping the receptionist desk for the second time, I spotted the kiosk Elias had used to locate the councilwoman's office. Since it was the only thing in the lobby that looked like a computer, it must be where requests got submitted.

      If a backup plan was a good idea, then a backup to the backup plan was a great idea. A few months of waiting were better than never.

      I walked over to the kiosk, grateful the universal translator interpreted text. The screen displayed two square icons: directory and requests. I tapped the icon for requests. A three-question form appeared with a checkbox at the bottom to mark the request as urgent. It only took a second to complete.

      Mag returned as I clicked the submit button.

      "What are you doing?" She asked.

      "Submitting a request, just in case," I said. "Did you find the councilwoman?"

      "We don't want to submit a request."

      I shrugged. "I already did."

      Mag stared at me, wide-eyed.

      I gulped. "But maybe we can cancel it." I whirled around to the kiosk. The confirmation screen had already disappeared. I pushed the request icon and searched for an option to cancel the request or go to another menu, but there wasn't one.

      Uh-oh.

      Elias appeared over Mag's shoulder. "Let's go."

      We left the building and headed towards the picnic tables on the far side of the surrounding park. As we passed through the open grassy area of the park, I peered into the sea of faces. So many watchful eyes looking out beneath lowered lids and tight lips.

      Elias strode to an empty picnic table and perched on top of it. Mag stood next to him, waiting for me.

      I trudged to the end of the table. Mag gestured to her brother. "Tell him, Sarah."

      My stomach knotted.

      Elias glanced from Mag to me and then sat up, his posture rigid. "Tell me what?"

      I toed the ground. "I submitted a request."

      His eyes narrowed. "You submitted a request to see the councilwoman?"

      "Yes." I buried my right hand in my pocket, wrapping my hand around the bear carving.

      "Under what name?" He demanded. "You're not a citizen."

      I winced. "Yours."

      Elias's nostrils flared. He scooted off the top of the picnic table.

      "I tried to cancel it, but there wasn't a cancel button." I shifted my feet, waiting for him to say something. But he just stood there, glaring at me. I squeezed the carving in my pocket and cleared my throat. "Is there another way to cancel the request?"

      Mag looked from me to Elias.

      Elias headed towards the train stop.

      Well, I guess not.

      I turned to Mag.

      She waved for me to follow. "Come on, Sarah," she said, her tone gentle. "Our mom might know a way to cancel the request."
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      The three of us rode the train back to the Red District and walked the few blocks to their home in silence. Every second stretched into four, and with each, my muscles stiffened. Elohi's blend of familiar and unfamiliar was confusing. I wanted to understand, but some things made little sense.

      Toady greeted us at the door, falling silent at the look on Elias's face.

      Elias headed straight through to the back door in the kitchen.

      As he passed, Mrs. Zogel stepped out of her office on the right side of the hallway. She glanced towards the kitchen and then to the Mag and I standing in the entryway. "It didn't go well, did it?"

      Mag sighed and closed the door behind us. "No."

      "Have a seat." Mrs. Zogel gestured towards the living room.

      Mag and I sank onto the couch. Mrs. Zogel followed and sat in a wingback chair next to the fireplace.

      "Toady, would you mind making some tea, please?" Mrs. Zogel asked.

      Toady nodded and waddled off.

      Mrs. Zogel folded her hands in her lap. "Tell me what happened."

      As Mag explained, a weight settled on my chest. I stared at the rays of afternoon sun, glowing like embers across the hardwood floor. Particles of dust swirled above the orange glow and every obstacle in the room cast a lurking shadow.

      "Sarah?" Mrs. Zogel asked.

      I swallowed and looked at Mrs. Zogel, her eyes filled with concern. "I'm sorry. I only wanted to help." Tears blurred my vision.

      Mrs. Zogel leaned forward and handed me a tissue from the box on the coffee table. She waited to speak until I had dried my eyes. "Sarah, I understand you thought it was the right thing to do." She straightened. "I'm not angry, but, for all of our safety, I need you to understand the implications."

      I nodded and drew in a shaky breath.

      "As the Red District council leader, I'm involved with the gravitational disturbance investigation. They haven't determined the cause only because they aren't aware an off-worlder is here. Because no one has reported one." She paused. "Do you know the presence of any off-worlder is to be reported?"

      I froze. Reported? Was that why, on the first day, Mrs. Zogel'd asked if he'd spoken to his patrol leader? He was supposed to have reported me. But he didn't.

      "Elias mentioned there were strict policies and we would need to be careful who we talked to." I said. "But I didn't know about the reporting off-worlders part."

      She exhaled. "Well, as a patrol guard, a meeting request from Elias will draw attention, especially with an ongoing investigation. While I believe we can trust the councilwoman, we cannot risk drawing the attention a formal request will bring. With you in our care, we must use extra caution."

      The bottom dropped out of my stomach. I thought of Mr. Menker on the first day I'd arrived. The fear on Mr. Menker's face and the cold, satisfaction on Malvine's. When Malvine discovered an off-worlder was here, he'd be looking for me.

      Mrs. Zogel continued. "Speaking with the councilwoman is now not just a matter of getting information, but also of getting the request removed from the system. Before it's reviewed. And only she can cancel her requests."

      "Can you talk to her and ask her to cancel the request?" I asked.

      "No. Malvine assigned Bog Hunter escorts to all the council leaders and scientists involved in the investigation. Myself and my husband included. Malvine doesn't trust us. So, during the day all our actions are scrutinized and at night… Well, night time meetings are not an option." Mrs. Zogel's brow raised. "Fortunately, the Blue District is not involved in the investigation. But we must still be discreet."

      "I didn't mean to put you all in danger. You've done so much for me." I straightened my shoulders. "I'll do whatever I can to help fix the situation and be on my way."

      Mag's blue eyes misted. "But you still haven't found any answers. Where would you go?"

      I shrugged. "I'll try one of the other worlds."

      Pottery clattered as Toady carried in the tea tray and set it on the coffee table. He waddled to the end of the couch to stand next to me.

      "Tea, Sarah?" Mrs. Zogel offered.

      "No, thank you."

      She poured a cup for Mag and herself. "These other worlds, do you have any reason to believe you'll find answers there? Like the note you found in the shop that pointed you here?"

      I shook my head.

      "So your only lead points here and our knowledge of off-worlders and interdimensional travel can help you." She sipped her tea. "Why leave?"

      She was right. I'd chosen Elohi, because everything I'd found in the shop pointed to Elohi as the place for answers. The drawing on the councilwoman's desk proved Councilwoman Willow knew something. Wasn't that the glowing, red neon sign I'd longed for—pointing to answers that might tell me about my father and how to get home?

      But was the possibility of finding answers worth risking a family I cared for?

      "It's not right for me to dump all this on your family and continue to put you in danger." I said.

      Mrs. Zogel tilted her head. "I'm not sure what you mean, but we make our own choices. And abandoning someone we care about is not a solution to any problem. No matter the risk."

      Toady laid his hand on mine. "We need each other most in difficult times."

      "Toady's right." Mag said. "Why would you think we wouldn't want to help you?"

      I pulled my father's carving from my pocket. "I'm a burden to you and you have to do what's best for you." My thumb traced the lines of the bear's face. "It's why my dad left."

      "I'm sorry he left." Mrs. Zogel set her tea cup on the coffee table. "Sometimes, people make choices that hurt us. It doesn't make it our fault. No matter what we do, we can't avoid being hurt. We can only avoid being loved."

      "Caring about someone is a choice." Toady said. "A commitment we make, regardless of how we feel."

      Would they still choose to care if they found out I was connected to Malvine through my father?

      I needed to fix the mess I'd made with the request, and find answers. Fast.
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      We had to get the request removed from the system before anyone noticed it.

      Mrs. Zogel had discovered Councilwoman Willow had a lunch meeting at noon on Thursday. But even as a councilwoman herself, Mrs. Zogel hadn't been able to get Brant to say where or with whom.

      My stomach hardened into knots as Elias, Mag, and I headed to the Blue District that morning. Elias had hardly spoken to me over the previous two days. However, if we met up with the councilwoman today and she canceled the request, he might forgive me. And, I might get closer to going home, assuming home still existed.

      We arrived in the Blue district by mid-morning. A steady stream of people flowed in both directions down the sidewalk. We passed through the crowd to a directory a few meters from the train stop. Elias used the directory to search for nearby restaurants.

      It surprised me how quiet Elohi's cities were compared to Vienna, as if someone had turned the volume down. People strode along, no one stopping to chat or say hello to one another. Even the energy of the smallest child seemed subdued.

      Was it the influence of Malvine's control or had it always been that way?

      Elias found three restaurants listed on the main road surrounding the Blue District's central building. We jogged to the one closest to the district building and waited outside.

      More Bog Hunters were posted around the Blue District park today than there had been on Monday. I looked over at Elias and Mag. Elias seemed to be searching the crowded downtown area. Had he noticed the increase of Bog Hunters?

      "I'll be back. Stay here." Elias sprinted over to a female patrol guard standing at the opposite end of the block. After exchanging a few words, Elias returned, his expression tense. "Malvine's here."

      Malvine's here?

      A chill washed over me.

      Elias glanced at his watch and then back to the throngs of people passing by. "Eleven twenty-five. We have thirty-five minutes until Councilwoman Willow arrives."

      "Why do you think Malvine's here?" I asked.

      Elias answered without diverting his focus. "I don't know. Malvine isn't often seen outside Central City anymore. Bog Hunters patrol the districts and enforce his will. Whatever it is, it must be important for him to be here."

      As the time drew near, I strained my eyes, searching for Councilwoman Willow. Every flash of gray or silver caught my attention. But none of the faces resembled the portrait from her office.

      Elias rechecked his watch. "It's fifteen past. The lunch was scheduled for noon. We must have picked the wrong place."

      I looked at him. "There is still a chance to catch her on the way out. Why don't we try one of the other restaurants?"

      "We still don't know which one," he said.

      Mag pushed away from the brick wall. "If we move fast, we might have enough time to check both."

      "All right." Elias looked at me. "Blend into the crowd as much as you can. We don't want to attract attention."

      Elias and Mag trotted through the crowd, gliding around people and obstacles. I lumbered behind them, struggling to keep up. They were both faster than me.

      Several meters ahead, I saw Elias and Mag check the second restaurant and plunge back into the crowd. I pushed harder to catch up but my shin cramped. I wobbled a little and ended up knocking a few people off balance.

      As I neared the second restaurant, the door opened and two Bog Hunters exited onto the sidewalk. Malvine stepped out behind them. His head turned in my direction.

      My lungs seized. No way did I want to be in his line of sight.

      I dodged into a frosted glass telephone box three meters to my right and closed the door. Shadows of the crowd outside passed all around. My eyes followed the three tallest shadows, presumably Malvine and his Bog Hunters. With the glass frosted, they couldn't see me. But it also meant I couldn't see them.

      A voice echoed from the box's ceiling. "Please face the autodoctor behind you to begin your health assessment."

      I jumped and twisted around. My shoulders bumped the walls.

      A holographic image of a female doctor with glasses flickered above the glowing screen of a kiosk. She signed as she spoke. "All is well! To begin your assessment, please select a doctor from the screen and state your name."

      A list of names were displayed on the console. Her voice sounded loud in my ears. Could people outside hear her? I stood still and didn't answer, hoping she would be quiet or go into sleep mode. Instead, the hologram repeated its instructions louder. "To begin your assessment, please select a doctor from the screen and state your name."

      My pulsed spiked. "No, no-no-no! Please be quiet."

      "Your heart rate is elevated. Do you require medical assistance?"

      I glanced at the tall shadows growing larger. Malvine and the Bog Hunters were getting closer. My breathing became shallow and ragged.

      What do I do?

      They'd see me for sure, if I stepped out now. "Please be quiet. Power down. Turn off. Go to sleep."

      "Labored breathing and an elevated heart rate indicate you may be having a heart attack. I have alerted the nearest heleegeeya for emergency medical transport."

      I shook my fist at the hologram and searched for a cancel button. Like the kiosk yesterday, there wasn't one.

      All the blood drained from my head.

      Why didn't their technology have cancel buttons?

      Overhead I heard a strange alarm. Gusts of wind vibrated the glass.

      The autodoctor chimed. "Your transport is here."

      Blasted contraption.
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      The door to the autodoctor opened. A man and woman in light blue tunics with navy sashes stood in front of me. "What's your medical emergency?" the lady asked.

      Spectators lined a wide path from the transport to the autodoctor. Malvine stood among them, watching intently. I swallowed hard and shifted my gaze back to the medical responders. The male responder narrowed his eyes. "The autodoctor alerted us of a possible heart attack. If this is a game to you—"

      Malvine moved forward in the crowd at the same moment Elias appeared by my side.

      Elias spoke loud and clear. "You found my sister. Thank you. We got separated coming back from the doctor."

      "She requested emergency medical transport for a non-existent heart attack," the male responder said, a hard edge to his gruff voice.

      Elias' tone was even and assured. "I apologize for any trouble. She damaged her vocal chords and can't talk. I'm sure it wasn't intentional."

      Malvine continued watching us. I swear he smirked as he crossed his arms. A cuff on his furry arm flashed in the sunlight. The GSGT emblem was engraved on it.

      Malvine's connection to the shop wasn't a surprise, but what did a cuff have to do with snow globes?

      The male responder cocked an eyebrow, but the female responder spoke up before he said any more, "In the future, remember emergency transports are for real emergencies."

      "Yes, Ma'am."

      We headed for the train. Elias ushered me to the back of the train after swiping his coin. Mag poked her head above the seats. "He found you!" The relief on her face faded into a frown. "We didn't see the councilwoman."

      Which meant the three-day-old request was still in the system. I hoped whoever reviewed the requests had a lot of work to do and ours was at the bottom of the pile. Every day held the possibility they'd notice and call Elias in for an explanation.

      Mag scooted over to the window. I sat next to her and Elias next to me.

      His posture was rigid. "The goal was not to attract attention." He said through gritted teeth.

      "Malvine and the Bog Hunters stepped out of the restaurant. I panicked and tried to hide." I sighed. "I'm sorry. I didn't know that would happen. It looked like a telephone box."

      Elias turned away from me.

      None of us spoke the entire trip home. We plodded through the front door and found Mr. and Mrs. Zogel waiting for us in the wingback chairs. Mr. Zogel stood up. "Have a seat."

      I tensed.

      Elias and I sat at opposite ends of the couch, Mag between us. Mr. Zogel sat back down.

      Mrs. Zogel sighed and leaned forward. "The council met at one this afternoon. Malvine has ordered some changes to be announced at a public safety meeting tomorrow." She exchanged a quick glance with Mr. Zogel before continuing. "We suspect it has to do with the gravitational disturbance investigation. Malvine knows an off-worlder is on Elohi. And not because of anything the investigation has turned up."

      Malvine knows.

      I stared at the floor unmoving.

      If the investigation hadn't found anything, how had he found out? Were Bog Hunters going to drag me from the Zogel's home? Like Mr. Menker.

      Elias walked over to the windows and stood, looking out. Always on guard duty.

      I drew in a shaky breath. "Does Malvine know it's me?"

      Mag squeezed my hand.

      "If he does, he hasn't passed on that information." Mrs. Zogel said. "Is there anything you haven't told us?"

      I toed the floor and nodded. "There's a symbol for the shop. It's etched on the window of the door. I saw the same symbol for the shop at the councilwoman's office and, today, on a cuff Malvine wore around his wrist."

      Mr. Zogel rubbed his chin. "We knew the councilwoman worked the Galactic Snow Globe Travelers. They had sent Malvine and his partner here to deal with the Bog Hunters—before Malvine decided to take over. Anything else?"

      "Yes. One." My stomach knotted. Please don't let them hate me. "The note in the shop… it was on the back of a picture." I pulled the picture out of my pocket and handed it to Elias's mother. "I believe that's my father in the picture."

      Mrs. Zogel leaned back, studying the photograph. After a moment, she handed it to Mr. Zogel. "Why didn't you tell us sooner?" She asked.

      "I started to say something in the kitchen that one day. But then the closet shelf broke… and after that… " I glanced and shrugged. "It got harder to find the words. I was afraid to tell you."

      "Fear is a powerful enemy." Mr. Zogel handed the photograph back to me. "Do you know how Malvine and your father are connected?"

      I shook my head. "No, sir."

      "Well," Mrs. Zogel said. " Councilwoman Willow will be at the public safety meeting in the Central District park tomorrow. Making contact in a crowded place is not ideal, but it's the only option we have at the moment."

      Mr. Zogel folded his hands in front of him. "Sarah, Elias will be on duty at the meeting tomorrow and my wife and I are being watched." He paused, exhaling. "So, you'll need to ask the councilwoman to meet afterwards. Mag will go with you, to help you."

      Mag smiled reassuringly. "We'll do it together."

      Mrs. Zogel's eyes softened. "We need to find a way home for you before Malvine learns you're the off-worlder. But you must guard your words when asking the questions you need answered."

      A knot formed in my chest. I nodded.

      I wish Mama were here.
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      A crowd surrounded the Central District Park. Long lines wrapped around the stone wall in both directions. The buzz of their whispers replaced the usual quiet as patrol guards checked people passing through the gates.

      As we approached the end of the line, Mr. Menker's face flashed in my mind and then Malvine's.

      I stopped several meters away and stared at the gates. People flowed around me.

      Elias and Mag turned back after a few steps.

      Mag tilted her head. "Sarah? Is something wrong?"

      "I was thinking about my first day here and the way Malvine looked at me. And then yesterday in the Blue District." My hands shook. "Do you think he knows it's me he's looking for?" My eyes met Mag's. "That I'm the… "

      Elias and Mag retraced their steps.

      Mag touched my shoulder, concern on her face.

      "Try not to worry about that right now," Elias said. "Take a deep breath and focus on something else.”

      I nodded and inhaled, picturing home. Oma. Opa. Mama.

      And the baby goats that had torn open the feed bags I'd left out. They'd bounced and chased one another through the mess.

      I took another deep breath. I could do this.

      "Okay."

      "What does 'okay' mean?" Mag asked.

      I tried to smile. "It means yes. I agree."

      "I have to get to my post," Elias said. "Let's meet here, outside the gates, afterward.

      Elias strode over to the patrol guard station to the left of the gate. Mag and I joined the line for his station. We entered the park an hour later.

      Inside, Bog Hunters stood on each side of the gate and at two-meter intervals along the wall. The Central District building sat to our right. A round, gray stone building, similar to the one in the Blue district, only a dozen stories taller with bars on the windows.

      Four stories up, in a wide central window, Malvine watched over the event. He stood tall with his arms crossed. I swallowed hard and tapped Mag. "Malvine is standing in the window, four stories up," I said, trying not to point.

      Mag glanced upward. "Even when you don't see him, he's lurking somewhere. Follow me."

      We moved deeper into the crowd. A small stage had been setup opposite the central building. patrol guards were spaced around the perimeter. Mag and I found a spot in back. The roped off path for council members to enter and exit was within arm’s reach.

      "We should be able to get the councilwoman's attention as she exits the stage."

      "Is Malvine at all the safety meetings?" I asked.

      "I don't know. This is my first one. Mom and Elias usually go without me." Mag glanced back towards the building for a moment.

      A man in his twenties approached the microphone in the center of the stage. "Thank you all for coming. We have a recent development that requires prompt attention. Principal Leader Jones will relay the details of the situation and discuss our global strategy. After that, each of our district council leaders will discuss plans for implementing that strategy within each district's area of responsibility. Without further ado… "

      The speakers' voices blended into the background. Most people had their eyes on the stage, but I watched its exit. The meter-wide pathway guaranteed we'd get close to Councilwoman Willow, when she left.

      My goal was to talk to the councilwoman and not draw Malvine's attention this time.

      Mag tapped my shoulder. "Get ready. Councilwoman Willow's exiting behind the principal council leader."

      The leader and his assistant passed by. Behind him, Councilwoman Willow's progress had slowed as she paused to speak with someone in the crowd. Brant stood beside her.

      I groaned. Great.

      The councilwoman neared. I tried to remember what to say. We'd planned and practiced, but I couldn't remember.

      My stomach knotted. I had to try.

      "Councilwoman Willow!" I called.

      She stopped and turned towards me, her gaze intense and direct. Then she smiled. "All is well?"

      Heart pounding, my words came out in a rush. "All is well. Please. I need your help. It's important. Is there someplace we can talk? In private."

      She sighed. Her smile tightened. "You may submit a request with my office."

      She turned to go.

      I grabbed her arm without thinking. "Please."

      She looked at my hand, one brow raised.

      I withdrew my hand and glanced around to make sure no one else was listening. "Please. It's about off-worlders."

      Her eyes narrowed, assessing me. "I might have a few minutes. Let's meet in two hours." Councilwoman Willow motioned to Brant. "Brant, see that this young lady." She glanced at me, smiling. "I'm sorry what was your name, dear?"

      "My name is Sarah."

      Councilwoman Willow turned back to Brant. "See that Sarah has directions to my," she cocked an eyebrow at him, "private meeting location. I'll be meeting her there in a couple of hours."

      Brant nodded. "Yes, Councilwoman."

      Councilwoman Willow proceeded down the path. The rest of the exiting council leaders continued their progression.

      "Meet me at the gate in five minutes for directions," Brant instructed us and then turned to exit.

      "I hope we can trust her," Mag said. "Because now she knows we know something, and the smile on her face said she's interested in finding out what it is."
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      Mag and I got the instructions from Brant and then joined Elias outside the Central District's park, where we'd agreed to meet. The three of us followed the directions Brant had given us. As we left the city, the path changed from stone to dirt. A vibrant forest replaced the tall buildings. A stone warehouse bordered by a river came into view. Gray, earthy tones cloaked the building's neglected exterior, but its structure was solid.

      "What is this place?" I asked.

      "It's an old shipping warehouse. See the dock down there?" Mag pointed to the old wood posts sticking up at the edge of the river. "It looks like this place hasn't been used in a while. Strange that she would ask to meet us here. Don't you think, Elias?"

      "That's what worries me." Elias motioned for us to follow him. "Let's look around the building before we go in." We followed him around the open field. He scanned the tree line and the other side of the bank, then led us closer to the building.

      The second-floor windows were higher than most two-story buildings I had seen. Broken, wood shutters clung to the windows. There were two single doors, one facing the dirt road and one facing the forest, on the west side. A block propped open the door on the west side.

      We walked around to the back. Remnants of pallets and stone blocks were pushed up next to the two-story building. Two sets of oversized double doors faced the river. One on the first floor and the other above it, on the second floor. But there was no balcony or landing for the second-floor doors. Had it always been that way?

      Elias gestured towards the door on the west side. "We don't meet for another half hour. I'll check inside."

      "Okay," Mag said. She looked at me and smiled. It was the first time she'd used that word from my world. I smiled back.

      Elias shook his head and turned back towards the open side door. I watched him disappear, thankful he was here.

      Mag and I poked around the stacks of pallets. Years of sun exposure had dried out the wood, now colored in shades of gray. The manufacturing stamp had faded to near invisibility, but it looked like the GSGT emblem. Except the letters were different. NGTA. Was it a misprint?

      "Is there something I can help you two find?"

      Mag and I whipped our heads around at the sound of the councilwoman's voice, scrambling to our feet. I spoke first. "Councilwoman Willow. Hi. I mean all is well." I wiped my hands on my pants.

      Her blue eyes sparkled, and she smiled. "You seem jumpy, Sarah. Were you expecting someone else?"

      "No. I was—"

      "Who's your friend?"

      Mag stepped forward to stand next to me. "My name's Magdalena."

      Councilwoman Willow pursed her lips and eyed Mag before turning back to me. "Is this all of us, then? You invited no one else?"

      I stiffened. "Elias. Mag's brother. He's inside."

      "Why are we meeting here, Councilwoman Willow?" Mag tilted her head.

      "My office gets stuffy." She opened her arms wide. "I like to get out. Enjoy the fresh air. And this place ensures we're far from listening ears. We don't want anyone to overhear us talking about off-worlders." She drew her arms in and clasped her hands. "Don't you agree?"

      "Well, I—"

      "Glad you understand."

      I clenched my jaw. Why did she keep interrupting me?

      "Shall we go inside and find Elias?" The councilwoman held her hand out in invitation.

      My shoulders tensed. I glanced at Mag. Her eyes widened, brows raised.

      Councilwoman Willow rolled her eyes, "Let's not take all day, ladies. I have other business to attend to."

      We walked to the west door and entered the building. The councilwoman followed. It took a moment for our eyes to adjust to the darkness. The councilwoman stepped around us to unbolt and open the double doors. Sunlight flooded the bottom floor of the warehouse. The doors framed a view of the river.

      The sound of boots tapping metal grates alerted us to Elias's presence on the stairs. "Councilwoman Willow, we didn't expect you so soon."

      "Obviously." The councilwoman sauntered back to where Mag and I stood. "But I was able to leave the office early." She eyed Elias down the bridge of her nose as he descended the last step. "You must be Elias."

      What is her deal? If I hadn't met Mrs. Zogel, I'd have wondered if all council members were as rude as she was.

      "I am." Elias joined the three of us standing in the middle of the warehouse.

      The councilwoman turned me with narrowed eyes. "So—Sarah, was it?—you got my attention this afternoon. What do you know about off-worlders."

      Ever since I'd broken my globe, I'd focused on finding someone who could help me fix it. Having the councilwoman's attention, a woman who'd been difficult to reach, should've made me feel relieved.

      But it didn't.

      I fumbled with the dangling ends of my sash. "We know you worked with the Galactic Snow Globe Travelers. Did they ever mention a shop?"

      Councilwoman Willow clasped her hands behind her back. "I'm not saying they did. But what if they did?"

      My shoulders tensed. "We're hoping to find someone who can help us understand how it works."

      With a raised brow, she smirked. "How will knowing more about the shop help you?"

      "Don't answer, Sarah." Elias stepped forward and crossed his arms. He glared at the councilwoman. "Not until she answers a few of your questions."

      The councilwoman shifted to her left foot and put one hand on her hip. "You came to me, remember?"

      "Yes. But you haven't answered any of our questions. What do you know about the snow globe shop?" He pressed.

      "It's how Malvine got here. And it's a way to gain access to any planet in the multiverse." The councilwoman narrowed her eyes. "What is your interest in the shop?"

      "What about his partner?" Mag asked.

      "What partner?" She quipped.

      Mag straightened her shoulders. "We know Malvine had a partner, and that you worked with both of them before Malvine's partner disappeared. Do you know what happened to his partner?"

      "Young lady, be mindful of the questions you ask. You may not like the answer."

      "What do you mean by that?" Elias asked.

      Councilwoman Willow looked at Elias. "Digging around in Malvine's business is dangerous. Why does it matter so much to you, anyway?"

      My temples throbbed. We seemed to be going in circles. The councilwoman asked and deflected more questions than she answered.

      "The shop is how I got here." I blurted out. "If there is someone here who can help me get home, then it's worth the risk to find them."

      Her eyes gleamed. "Do you still have the necklace?"

      I jerked my head back. I hadn't said anything about a necklace. Had the other travelers told her about it? "Yes. Why?"

      A deep, gravelly voice spoke from the open door behind us. "Because that necklace will get you an introduction to my partner."
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      Malvine strolled in through the double doors. He stopped next to Councilwoman Willow, paws on his hips. Half a dozen Bog Hunters filled the large opening behind him, blocking the doorway.

      My stomach knotted. I felt like I was in one those dreams where you're running and running, but never moving. I glanced towards the side door through which we had entered. Outside, two more Bog Hunters waited. The room appeared to wobble for a second. I stepped back.

      Elias's posture was rigid. A myriad of unidentifiable emotions contorted his features. When he finally spoke, there was a hard edge in his voice I'd never heard before. He rapid fired questions. "You've been working with Malvine? For how long? Since the beginning? Why would you do this?"

      Mag paled. She looked at me, wide-eyed.

      Councilwoman Willow shrugged, unaffected by Elias's verbal assault. "Malvine never really wanted to stay on Elohi. He has much bigger plans, and that shop is the key."

      "You're a fool if you think he'll just take it and leave." Elias spat.

      "She'd be a fool not to help me." Malvine laughed. "It wouldn't end well." He dismissed the councilwoman. "You can go now. You've done your part."

      The councilwoman slipped out the double doors.

      She was supposed to have helped us, not hand us over to Malvine.

      Mag and I jumped, backing up as Malvine approached. Elias held his ground briefly before backing up.

      Malvine pinned me with his glowing, golden eyes. I trembled.

      "So you're the traveler they have sent to put an end to all this?" His arms spread wide, gesturing towards the Bog Hunters. "What can you do little girl, that makes you so special?" He scoffed.

      I gulped. "N-nothing. I just came here to find someone."

      Malvine shifted and crossed his arms. "You came here to find someone?"

      I nodded.

      "You expect me to believe the shopkeeper just let you wander in and do as you please?" His nostrils flared, his face a breath away from mine. His eyes dared me to challenge him. "I'm not a fool, little girl."

      A low growl sounded deep in his throat. I leaned back, drawing my shoulders together.

      "T-There was no one in the shop. Honest." I searched for words. Anything to get us out of the situation. "The door was open. I just sort of wandered in."

      "No one can wander into the shop without a key."

      "I didn't have a key, really. It wasn't locked." Words began to tumble out of my mouth in one long stream. "I almost turned back just before but the old man said that was the direction I needed to go so I kept going until I saw the shop." I paused to take a breath. "I'm telling you no one was there. The door was unlocked."

      Malvine's face was so close to mine that I could see the moment a spark of recognition ignited in his eyes. He turned away and strode towards the door.

      His knowledge of the shop wasn't surprising. I had known Malvine was connected to it. But why would me wandering into an unlocked shop without a key be surprising to him? And what had changed his mission to help Elohi into one of taking control? The Zogels had said he and his partner had come to deal with the Bog Hunters-before he took control of Elohi.

      Feeling braver with the space between us, I ventured to pry. "You know where the shopkeeper is, don't you? Or at least how I can find them."

      Malvine stopped at the door, but he didn't respond. So, I tried again. "You came here to help, once. I don't know what happened, but I really need to find the shopkeeper and you might be the only one who can help me."

      He faced me and smiled. "Maybe we can help each other."

      Elias glared at Malvine. "You can't trust him, Sarah."

      Malvine ignored Elias and retraced his path to me. His feline eyes never left mine as he spoke in a soothing tone. "He's right, Sarah. I have done some terrible things seeking justice for my family and for my home world because no one else would. Is it so wrong to want justice? Shouldn't the guilty be punished?"

      "Lies!" Elias yelled. "Don't listen to him. He's trying to manipulate you."

      Mag grasped Elias's arm, anchoring him, as he took a step toward Malvine. But the effort was in vain. One of the Bog Hunters intervened, pointing its arms at Elias and Mag. Dozens of vines shot out from each limb.

      "We have done nothing except defend ourselves against you," Elias said in a rush before he and Mag were bound and gagged by the Bog Hunter's vines.

      Malvine growled at Elias, elongating his torso to his full height. "Not yet. But give it time. You're no different from the others, with your biotech innovations driving beyond the bounds of natural laws." He sneered. "Eventually, your discoveries will become your weapons as your thirst for intellectual dominance surpasses your hunger for compassion."

      I reached towards my friends. "Please don't hurt them. They've done nothing to you."

      Malvine turned back towards me, his indignation fading. "Perhaps."

      "What do you want?" I asked.

      Malvine lifted a furred brow. "Access to the shop. I've been trapped here a long time."

      I wrung my hands. "You just want to leave Elohi?"

      Elias's murmured protests grew louder, his face a deep shade of red.

      "Yes. That's all I want," Malvine purred. "To leave here with my Bog Hunters. The shop is the only way for us to get where we need to go."

      If they left, Elohi would be free. The Zogels would be safe. But what about the place Malvine and the Bog Hunters would go to?

      Malvine must have sensed my hesitation. "Don't you want to go home?" He asked.

      I nodded. "Very much."

      "And you need someone who knows about the shop, right?"

      "Yes."

      "Well, I have those answers, and I'm willing to help. All you have to do is connect the shop to one place for me."

      One connection?

      Elohi would be free, he'd help me get home, and all I had to do was use the shop to connect him and the Bog Hunters to one place. That's it.

      It sounded simple enough.

      I looked at Elias and Mag, their faces red as they strained against the vines. "First, let my friends go."

      Malvine waved his paw at the Bog Hunter. Its vines retracted as it stepped back to join the others. Elias and Mag bent over gasping for air.

      "There. Think of it as an act of good faith. What do you say, Sarah?"

      I took a deep breath.

      It was one connection. Elohi would be free and I would go home. I might even find out how my father was linked to the shop.

      "Okay. I'll help you."

      "Great." He grinned, a disturbing and malicious sight. "Let's step outside, and I'll show you how to use the necklace to get back to the shop."

      Malvine led me by the arm towards the side door. He turned back to the Bog Hunters just before we reached it.

      His friendly demeanor faded.

      "Kill the other two," he ordered.
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      The Bog Hunters descended on Mag and Elias.

      "No!" I screamed.

      "The guilty must be punished, Sarah."

      I twisted and turned, struggling to get my arm free. But his grip was too strong. A clacking sound caught my attention. Something hard had bounced across the stone floor of the warehouse. I stood unmoving, watching as one of the Bog Hunters retrieved it from the floor and brought it to Malvine.

      Malvine took it from the Bog Hunter. "What is this?" He opened his paw to examine a small wooden object, and then held up his other paw, pad out. The converging Bog Hunters halted.

      My stomach lurched. The hooded bear carving had fallen out of my pocket as I fought to get free of Malvine's grasp.

      "And it isn't the only thing you're hiding." He glanced down and snatched the photograph from my pocket.

      "Where did you get these things?"

      "The picture came from the shop. The carving is my father's." I held my breath and extended my left hand, praying he wouldn't refuse. "Please, you can keep the picture, just give me the carving."

      His eyes narrowed. He pointed the carving at me with the inscription on the bottom facing up. "This is your father's?"

      "Yes." I shifted my weight. "It's all I have of him."

      Malvine's nostrils flared, and his voice lowered. A faint growl resonated behind his words. "Why is this all you have of him?"

      I pulled back as far as I could, my limbs shaking. Tears blurred my vision. "Because he left Mama and me."

      Malvine curled the carving into his fist, holding it a few inches from my face. "You lie. Samuel would never leave his family."

      I couldn't bring myself to speak. I shook my head, tears cresting over my cheeks.

      Malvine held up the photograph. "Do you know who these people are? Who I am? Who Samuel is to me?"

      I shook my head again.

      "This," he pointed to the handsome, dark-haired man with eyes like mine. "Is Samuel. This," he emphasized with a raised voice, pointing to the beautiful woman who resembled my father. "is his sister, my mate." His voice boomed as he shouted. "My dead mate."

      I trembled. He said nothing for a moment. Then, his features relaxed and he spoke in a low tone. "That makes you my niece." One corner of Malvine's mouth twisted upward. "Do you think your friends will still help you if they knew the truth?"

      Malvine's laws about off-worlders had made it risky to help me, but the Zogels had done it anyway. They'd been with me every step of the way, searching for answers, even when I made mistakes that put them in more danger.

      The Zogels had risked everything for me, an off-worlder they'd known for a week, because they cared. Because they chose to care.

      My jaw tightened. I glared at him through a haze of tears. "Yes."

      I kicked him in the shin as hard as I could, jerking my arm from his paw in the process. I ran towards my friends, my eyes locked on Elias. He'd checked the building before we came in here. Hopefully, he had a plan for getting out of this.

      The Bog Hunters blocked all the exits, and Malvine strode towards us. Elias pulled a round, dark object from his pocket and threw it.

      He yelled, "Go! Now!"

      We didn't hesitate. Mag and I ran upstairs, trying to put distance between them and us.

      Malvine's laughter echoed. "Run!" He mocked. "By all means, run. You won't escape."

      A fog swept the lower level, shrouding the scene under a dark cloud. The last thing I saw from the top of the stairs was Elias withdraw knives from his sleeves, leveling them at Malvine.

      "Come on," Mag prodded me. "He did it to give us a chance to escape."

      I nodded. There was a set of double doors to the right, at the end, and a hallway before it on the left. The hallway would just lead to more rooms. That side of the building had only windows. It was a dead end.

      I could hear Malvine laughing as he came up the stairs. "There's no way out up there."

      "I have an idea." Mag pulled my arm, dragging me towards the double doors. My body tensed. I knew what lay on the other side of the double doors.

      The river.

      But it was our only option. We pushed the doors open. A gust of wind nearly knocked me off balance. There were no stairs outside, just a meter-wide expanse of cracked concrete one story below.

      Beyond that, the rushing torrent.

      Hundreds of thoughts circled my mind like a swarm of bees. I couldn't focus.

      And then Malvine reached the top of the stairs.

      "Jump!" Mag yelled.

      Our bodies plunged into the icy river, submerging deep. The surface tension of the water gut-punched me, knocking all the air from my lungs. My feet struck the rocks on the bottom. I wrestled with the current as it bound my limbs like a tangled mass of bedsheets.

      I fought my way to the top. But before I could break through, a fresh surge crashed against the back of my knees, pushing me further downstream. Punching, kicking, and grabbing, I fought to break free.

      My muscles hardened, growing weaker. My mind drifted near unconsciousness as I sank.

      If I gave up, if I succumbed, I would never save my family or know why my father left me.

      A voice, maybe my own, echoed in my mind.

      Fight, Sarah. Fight.

      Gathering all my energy, I pushed off the rocks at the bottom and clawed my way to the surface. Finally, breaking through the barrier. I gasped and sucked in gulps of air.

      My eyes began to focus. I saw the Bog Hunters positioned downstream like a grove of trees stretching across the river. Their vines stretched and woven together to form a net.

      Panic jolted me. Another shot of adrenaline coursed through my veins. I started swimming for the bank. But the river was a spiteful, raging beast. In less than a second, it delivered me to the Bog Hunters.

      Mag slammed into me a moment later.

      Our hands tore at the vines as they wrapped around us, but it was useless. They were like boa constrictors. With each movement, they squeezed harder until there wasn't enough room to draw a full breath.

      The Bog Hunters lifted us from the frigid water and carried us to the bank. Excess water poured from our hair and clothing, plastering our bodies in wet layers. I shivered as a breeze seeped in through the vines.

      They took us back to the warehouse and deposited us at Malvine's feet. One of the Bog Hunters had formed a covered basket with its vines. I assumed Elias was inside it.

      "I applaud your courage." Malvine sneered. "That leap into the river was something to see, but it was pointless. You cannot escape me."

      "Why?" I coughed, purging water from my lungs. "Why are you doing this?"

      "The multiverse suffers, fighting the diseased flesh of apathetic worlds who trade compassion for arrogance to pursue power. My family was a casualty of one of those worlds." Malvine snatched the necklace from my throat. "But with this shop, I will destroy them all. Delivering a cure to the multiverse—amputating legs to save lives."

      Vines surrounded me, lifting me up as a Bog Hunter wrapped me in a cocoon. My back pressed against its torso. Silent tears trailed down my cheeks.

      I had failed.

      Malvine had gained the power to destroy countless worlds.
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      I bumped against the Bog Hunter’s torso as it marched. Little light penetrated the slits between the vines, leaving only a view of moving shadows beyond the web of vines.

      I closed my eyes and waited for my other senses to take over. The cocoon's musky root odor filled my nose. Faint whiffs of pine and spring flowers livened the mixture. My ears tuned in to the crunch of leaves and twigs and birds chirping in the distance. But the chatter of all woodland creatures quieted as we passed.

      As the adrenaline drained from my body, other sensations awoke. Pin pricks step-danced across my nerve endings, a contest between plant spines, stiff muscles, and the cold absorbed from my wet clothes. I rubbed any spot on my arms and legs I could reach.

      Where we were going didn't concern me as much as what might happen when we got there. What plans did he have for us? He had the necklace. He could've fed us to the Bog Hunters already. What more was there?

      By the time aching limbs begged to be stretched, whispers, gasps, and shuffling feet joined the chorus of sounds. Honeysuckle perfume spiced with soil seeped in through the vines. It was the familiar scent of the Central District.

      I opened my eyes. Light poured in through the cracks. I pressed my face against the vines in front of me. It was like looking through closed blinds. Flashes of movement. Vague silhouettes. Nothing close enough to see clearly, except the stone passing underneath the Bog Hunter's feet.

      Then, we stopped.

      Hinges groaned and squeaked with the movement of wrought iron bars. My pulsed spiked.

      The Central District Park. The place Mr. Menker had been taken. It seemed I would share his fate, after all.

      What about Elias and Mag? Were they nearby or had they been taken elsewhere?

      Our progression resumed. The stone pathway gave way to stone steps, which then transitioned into a marble floor. The echoing thump of the Bog Hunters footsteps told me we were in the lobby of the Central District's building. But instead of going up, we went down.

      At the bottom, the floor changed again, to a rough stone. Footfalls multiplied in the dim light. My heart thumped to the rhythm of their scuffling. Another door opened and closed, dampening the noise. The Bog Hunter stopped and unwound its vines, bringing our surroundings into view.

      My eyes found Elias and Mag, first. But the relief of seeing them was short-lived. They'd brought the three of us to a dungeon. A dank and dreary dungeon where I imagined prisoners came to rot.

      A few cells lined the walls on both sides. At the end, the width of the room had been divided into two larger cells.

      They tossed us into the end cell on the right and we crashed into the stone wall. Sharp, burning pain radiated from my right shoulder and hip. I struggled to sit up. My stiff muscles protested, hardened further from the chill of wet clothes against cold stone. I shivered.

      The Bog Hunters stepped aside as Malvine approached with a key. He shut and locked our cell door, his golden eyes glowing with satisfaction. "I'll be back for you. We have a lot of work to do, Niece." He said the last word, as though it carried its own prison sentence.

      I glared at him as he sauntered towards the outer door and then shut and locked it too.

      Our cell was roughly three by four meters wide. Elias and Mag stood in opposite corners, away from me.

      "Niece?" Elias stepped toward me, his brow lowered. "So you knew there was more you weren't telling us? Were you saving the best for last?"

      His words slammed into my gut. "No, I didn't know."

      "You know what he's done here," Elias's voice deepened. "And that he plans to destroy other worlds. How do we know this isn't all part of some master plan?"

      "It's not. I wouldn't be in here with you if it were." I stepped toward him, reaching my hand out. "Please—"

      Elias's face hardened. He turned and started pacing along the wall.

      Mag, stared at me, wide-eyed. She shook her head and sank into the corner on the left side of the room.

      I slumped against the wall and slid my hand into my pocket. But it was empty. Malvine had my father's carving. He had taken everything.

      A cascade of thick, dark hair draped around my shoulders as I bowed my head. Elias and Mag didn't believe me, and I didn't blame them. Time after time, they'd helped me and stayed by my side, even though I'd kept things from them and held them at arm's length.

      They couldn't see that I'd finally opened my heart and stopped hiding.

      If only I'd let go sooner and focused on being their friend, instead of trying to be who I thought they wanted me to be.

      But I couldn't go back in time.

      Doing nothing, yields nothing.

      I didn't want things to end with them thinking I didn't care. Whatever happened, I would stand beside them. I would fight for them.

      I lifted my head, pushed my hair behind my ears and over my shoulder, and wiped the tears from my cheeks.

      "I didn't know Malvine was my uncle. And, you're right, I should have told you everything from the beginning. It wasn't right for me to accept your help without telling you those things. I'm sorry. I'm really sorry."

      Elias stopped pacing, but he didn't look at me. He stared at the wall in front of him. Mag's arms loosed and her hands slid down her shins to rest on the top of her boots.

      They were listening.

      "You are all I have. And I don't want to let go." My eyes blurred. "I'm no warrior or super smart scientist, but with every breath I have I will fight for you and never give up on finding a way out of this mess."

      Mag stood up and walked over to me. For a moment she just looked at me, her eyes glossy. I held my breath, hoping. Then with a half-smile, Mag wrapped her arms around me.

      A fresh wave of tears flowed down my cheeks. "I really didn't know."

      "I believe you," Mag whispered.

      She squeezed tight for a moment and then let go. We stood, wiping tears from our cheeks.

      I glanced at Elias on the other side of the room. His eyes met mine and the hard lines of his face softened. One corner of his mouth lifted. Hugs and tears were not his way.

      I smiled, and he nodded towards the cell door. "We need to figure a way out of here."

      "We do. Any ideas?" I asked.

      "Not much of one." He shrugged. "We're no match for Malvine and the Bog Hunters and it seems like the outer door is the only way out of here. But, if we had control of the Bog Hunters, that would change things."

      "Isn't Malvine the only one who can control the Bog Hunters?" I asked.

      "He does now. But he didn't always control them. I remember when he and his partner came to deal with the Bog Hunters—I was five. They must have had a way to take control of them and that has to be what Malvine uses now. If we could somehow gain the control he has, then we could get out here."

      "We don't know how he controls them." Mag said.

      A deep voice came out of the depths of the cell next to ours. "I do."
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      The voice in the shadows was hoarse, like wind blowing over a wooden pipe.

      We weren't alone in the dungeon.

      How much had he heard?

      "Who's there?" My voice trembled. Darkness shrouded most of the cell. Elias and Mag stood on either side of me. The three of us watched for movement.

      Shuffling, a man with dirt-stained, leather skin crawled into the light. Long, hair hung past his shoulders in a tangled mass.

      "I'm… was Malvine's partner." His voice cracked.

      My heart leapt.

      He cleared his throat. "My name is Paul Gaitlin. And you are?"

      "I'm Sarah." I gestured to my friends. "This is Elias and Mag. We've been searching for you."

      Paul studied us. "I'm grateful, but why would you risk your lives to find me?"

      I sighed. "Finding a way home. I traveled from Earth to this world through a strange snow globe shop and I need someone who understands how the shop works to help me get back there."

      Paul slid over to the wall on the left side of his cell and propped up against it. "You risked more than yourselves. With you, Malvine has access to a shop."

      The truth of his words stung.

      "With her?" Mag asked. "Malvine took her globe. Why would he need her?"

      "The shop is encoded to her DNA. Only she can open it."

      So that was what the connection link chapter in the snow globe book was about. And probably why Malvine hadn't fed us to the Bog Hunters. "But you and Malvine were globe travelers, didn't he already have access to a shop?"

      "Malvine was the guardian, a warrior assigned to protect and provide military insight to a traveler. Only I am a traveler." Paul sighed and tilted his head back against the wall. "Chaos ensued shortly after arriving and I made a choice to destroy my globe. Disconnecting us from the shop prevented him from invading more worlds with the Bog Hunters."

      Without a shop, it also kept him from leaving when Malvine banned off-world travel. Paul'd sacrificed his freedom to protect other worlds from suffering as Elohi had suffered over the past decade.

      "You destroyed your only way home." I said.

      Paul nodded and closed his eyes for a moment.

      If the shops could only be accessed by those with traveler DNA, then I would need to have traveler DNA. "For me to be a traveler, that means one of my parents would have to be a traveler?"

      "Most travelers have parents that both carry the gene, but it's possible to have only one traveler parent." Paul turned his head to look at me. "Which would make sense with you being from Earth. I've been here a long time, but, last I knew, we didn't have any traveler families on Earth. We had yet to even make contact with anyone there, beyond a few diplomatic exploratory missions."

      I felt lightheaded for a moment and leaned against the cell door. One of my parents was a traveler—and not from Earth.

      
        
        
        Your Papa was a man of secrets… he struck me as the adventurous sort, as if he'd traveled  the world over.

      

        

      

      More like the universe, Opa.

      "It must be my father." I said. "I found a photograph in the shop. I wasn't sure at first, but then Malvine told me the man in the photo was my father."

      Paul's brow furrowed. "Who's your father?"

      "Samuel Reisende."

      "Ah. That's why Malvine called you his niece. Samuel was his wife's brother."

      I swallowed. "Did you know my father?"

      Paul tilted his head to one side. For a moment, he was silent. "I met him once, briefly. He was the traveler on the first team to Earth, from the planet Dohv in the Whirlpool Galaxy of the fourth parallel universe." He straightened and flattened his back against the wall. "Sam was assigned to this zone. Malvine and I didn't normally do excursions here."

      My pulse quickened. He knew my father.

      Did he know what happened to him?
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      My father was a mystery to me. He was a topic my grandparents and I avoided for Mama's sake. I'd never known why he left, but I'd always wondered.

      I grasped the loose end of my damp sash. "Do you know what happened to my father?"

      Paul shook his head. "No. His team never returned from their last mission to Earth."

      My shoulders sagged.

      Paul continued. "Another team was sent to investigate at the same time Malvine and I were sent to Elohi. But I don't know if they found anything."

      Mama must have met my father when he first arrived on Earth. Did the team who came looking for him, find him?

      I blinked the tears from my eyes and drew in a shaky breath. All this time I had believed he left because of me. But he hadn't. Maybe he never meant to leave at all.

      "Sarah, you said you were looking for me because you needed help getting home. Why didn't you use the shop to go home, the same way you came here?" Paul asked.

      I traced the edges of the lock on the cell door. "I dropped the globe to my world. It shattered and disconnected me from Earth." My eyes met Paul's. "I was hoping you could help me figure out how to fix it and get home. It can be fixed, right?"

      He nodded. "Yes. The globes are connection devices—like Earth's computers."

      I let out a breath and my body sagged.

      Paul frowned. "Was the shopkeeper not there to fix it? They make all the globes."

      I shrugged. "No. The shop was empty."

      Elias shifted his weight. "We really need to come up with a plan before Malvine gets back."

      "We do." Paul agreed. He hoisted himself into a standing position using the cell bars. His legs wobbled a little. He grinned. "I need to get out and exercise a little more."

      Mag and I laughed.

      Mag wrapped her fingers around the bars and rested her hands on the cross bar stretching across the door's midsection. She peered at Paul through the bars. "You said you knew how Malvine controlled the Bog Hunters?"

      "He has a cuff on his arm that allows him to control the Bog Hunters. If you can get it away from him, then he will no longer control them."

      I remembered seeing a cuff on Malvine's arm in the Blue District. The day of the autodoctor incident. "Does it have the same emblem that's etched onto the door of the snow globe shop?"

      "Yes. That's the emblem of the Snow Globe Travelers. The cuff came from the artifact vault in the Mission Control Center."

      Mag perked up. "Sarah saw one on Malvine's arm in the Blue District. Do you know how it works?"

      "In a general sense, yes." Paul tipped his head to the right. "The metal is infused with a chemical compound that bonds with the wearer. Once bonded, the person's pheromones are amplified and translated into directives."

      "What?" I asked, tilting my head.

      "Earth has wireless communication, right?" Paul asked.

      "We have cell phones and wi-fi."

      "Great. Think of this as wi-fi, except using chemicals. It's not exactly the same, but hopefully that makes more sense."

      I nodded.

      "If it was in a vault, then how did Malvine get it?" Elias asked.

      Paul sighed. "We brought it with us, to peacefully relocate the Bog Hunters. We didn't know it was a living device with an addictive and destructive nature. Bonding with it corrupts the person wearing it."

      "How does it corrupt them?" Mag asked.

      "It creates a parasitic bond with them, boosting epinephrine—a chemical released when someone's angry." Paul shifted from one foot to the other. "Imagine being overrun with intense anger for a long time. The rush of power commanding your impulses and crushing your ability to feel anything for those around you. You become a prisoner of whatever evil exists within you."

      "So the cuff amplified Malvine's cruelty?" Elias asked.

      "Malvine wasn't always so cruel. He comes from a long line of warriors committed to preserving peace and defending those who call upon them for help."

      It was hard to reconcile what I had seen of Malvine with what Paul said. "What happened to him?"

      "There was another civilization determined to pillage and destroy other worlds. The Shark Riders. Malvine's people were the only ones to stand against them and prevail." Paul squeezed the bars. His hands tightened into fists. "But the Shark Riders are ruthless and clever. While Malvine and I were on a mission for the GSGT, the Shark Riders discovered the location of his homeworld and wiped it from existence. His mate and their two daughters were among those he lost."

      I pictured Malvine playing with two little girls like the man in Stadtpark.

      
        
        
        Am I a beautiful princess?

        No, Papa. A handsome king.

      

        

      

      Paul's tone softened. "Your father, his best friend and brother, had been missing for over a year, by that time. Malvine's grief consumed him. Made him bitter and angry."

      I closed my eyes. It was a lot to take in. At least I had hope. And the Zogels. What did Malvine have?

      Mag spoke first, after a few moments. "What happens to the Bog Hunters if we can get the cuff from Malvine?"

      "He no longer controls them. The Bog Hunters will be in control of themselves again." Paul cautioned. "It might be hard to imagine, given the current situation, but it would be worse."

      Elias nodded. "They are vicious carnivores. We can't let the Bog Hunters off the leash Malvine has them on. That will put all of Elohi in danger. I remember those days well enough."

      I couldn't imagine a five-year-old Elias in a world overrun with Bog Hunters. All I could see was the warrior he'd become.

      The Bog Hunters had to be under someone's control. Someone other than Malvine. "Can we risk using the cuff long enough to get out of here?" I asked.

      Paul shook his head. "Using the cuff will twist whatever darkness is within you and use it to control you. Sarah, it will deceive you into thinking you are in control when you are not."

      "Is there any other way out of here?" I asked.

      He sighed. "No."

      The door at the end of the hall opened. My mind raced through our half-formed plan. I wasn't sure it would work, but we were out of time and I still had one more choice to make.
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      Malvine entered the room, watching us as he approached our cell. My eyes pinpointed the cuff on his right arm. Its smooth, copper surface was partially hidden by orange and black fur. Two Bog Hunters followed him.

      Stopping a meter away from our cell doors, Malvine glanced between Paul and us, and then fixed his glare on Paul. "Filling their heads with hope and lies, Paul?" He scuffed. "You should know better by now." He turned to me, an unnerving spark in his eyes. "Time to go, Sarah."

      I stepped back from the cell door, watching him insert the black iron key into the lock. My heart skipped with the click of each tumbler.

      Three.

      Two.

      I sucked in a quick breath.

      One.

      Malvine swung the door open and yanked me out. I gasped. Surprised by the speed of his movement. Holding my arm firmly with his left paw, he shut and locked the cell door with his right.

      I glanced back at Mag and Elias. Mag wrapped her hand around her wrist. Elias dipped his head.

      The cuff.

      Any chance of getting out of here depended on me getting the cuff. Before we left the dungeon. But it was on his other arm.

      I spoke gently. "You lost your whole world. Your family. Do you really want to inflict that pain onto someone else?"

      "The guilty must be punished." Malvine said. "I'm merely serving justice and saving others from the pain and destruction I faced." He clenched the key in his paw and tugged on my arm, pulling me towards the door. We trailed behind the Bog Hunters that came in with him.

      "Killing innocent people is not justice. It's murder." I pressed my heels into the stone floor, slowing our progress.

      "They're hardly innocent and it doesn't matter what you call it. In the end, the guilty are punished." He jerked my arm again and my feet skidded across the floor, but I managed to regain my footing without falling.

      Malvine growled, hooked the key onto his scabbard, then grabbed my left arm with his right paw.

      Finally, the cuff was within reach. If I could just get my hands on it.

      My feet scraped the floor as Malvine continued to drag me towards the door. The two Bog Hunters in front of us stepped out into the hall. "Get the first team ready to go," Malvine ordered.

      With Malvine's attention diverted and the threshold looming, I pulled back on his arm, grabbed the cuff and yanked.

      But I wasn't fast enough.

      Malvine's paw clamped onto my hand. "You're playing with fire, little girl."

      I stomped down on the side of his knee. He roared as I twisted away and yanked again, using my weight to gain leverage.

      The cuff slid free, but went flying into the air as his paw slammed into my wrist. Unyielding metal struck hard stone. Clack! It rebounded and bounced across the hallway, each strike punctuated by a clack. Slamming into the opposite wall, it wobbled like a spinning coin. The cuff landed a meter away, underneath the Bog Hunters' feet.

      "No!" Malvine roared.

      No longer compelled to follow orders, the Bog Hunters turned on us.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            25

          

        

      

    

    
      Paul, Elias, and Mag screamed, their voices colliding into one. "Shut the door!"

      Hurdling our bodies against the door, Malvine and I barely managed to close it before the Bog Hunters reached us.

      Malvine bolted the door, then turned to me with clenched fists. "You foolish little girl. What have you done?" He growled. "Now no one is in control of them. And without that control, they're an insatiable hoard of vile creatures. You've doomed us all!"

      "You were going to unleash them on other worlds!" I fired back.

      "Gladly," he sneered. "With precision and control. In the right hands, there is no army more efficient or effective." He flung his paw in the direction of the door. "But with uncontrollable chaos, no one wins!" Malvine swayed as he lunged at me.

      I stepped back, and he bumped into the door.

      "We aren't doomed yet." Paul called out from his cell. He reached over and tapped the lock on the cell door with his index finger.

      I scanned Malvine's hunched form for the key to the cell doors. My hand brushed the fur on his arm in a rush to grab it from his scabbard, but he didn't seem to notice.

      Malvine pushed away from the door and swayed again. He cradled his head in his right paw and placed the other against the wall to steady himself. His words came out a little slurred. "Really, because last I checked, those creatures are unstoppable without the cuff that is now under their feet." Malvine took a deep breath. "Unless, you've had a startling revelation here in the dungeon?"

      I unlocked Paul's cell first.

      Paul approached Malvine, a subtle limp in his left leg. "The effects of the cuff are wearing off faster than I would have thought. You might want to sit, Malvine."

      Malvine held up his right paw, palm out. "I don't need your help."

      The force of Malvine's words surprised me, since he was acting like he had been tranqued.

      "Fine," Paul said. "But, for any of us to survive, we're going to have to work together."

      "Ha." Malvine mocked. "Without control of the Bog Hunters, none of us is getting out of here alive." He pressed his face against the stone and closed his eyes. Instead of improving, he looked sicker—as if he had a really bad case of the flu.

      "Is there another way out of here, a secret passage, anything?" I asked.

      Malvine stretched his right arm out and patted the door behind him. "This is the only way out."

      "Then we better figure out a way to hold the Bog Hunters back long enough to get the cuff," Paul said. He gestured at Malvine's scabbard. "You have two short swords. Do you have any other weapons?"

      Malvine jerked his head up. He wobbled for a moment, steadied himself with his paw against the wall, and then scowled at Paul. "I'm not about to arm any of you."

      Paul glared back. "Like it or not, you're going to have to trust us."

      "That's not going to happen." Malvine said.

      "Then we'll all die." Paul clenched his jaw. "Are you really so blind you can't see that?"

      Malvine pushed away from the wall to stand on his own. He seemed to have regained some of his strength. "What I see is four prisoners who came up with a plan to overtake me and were willing to risk their lives to carry it out. And, now, those same prisoners are asking me to trust them with weapons. No, thanks. I'll take my chances in battle."

      The goats on the farm were malleable compared to Malvine. But we needed him.

      Paul took a step forward. I held up my hand, palm out. I pleaded with my eyes for him not to react. He gave a curt nod. Malvine responded with a smirk.

      How were we going to get through to someone who seemed so determined to win? I sighed. "Attacking you isn't the same as killing you. And it wouldn't help any of us get out of here alive."

      "But you would have to kill me. Because, I'll never give up my pursuit for justice."

      Paul clenched his fists. "Of course you wouldn't. You've lived with a twisted version of the truth for so long—"

      Malvine cut off Paul's words. The incessant banging on the metal door behind him accompanied his raised voice. "A twisted version of the truth? Those blood-thirsty cyberpunk pirates killed my family, destroyed my world. The Galactic Snow Globe Travelers, the ones who should have taken action, did nothing!"

      "You demanded the GSGT take on the role of executioner," Paul shouted. "You know, that is not our place. We're not instruments of judgment."

      "They left you here to rot, and, yet, you still count yourself among them?" Malvine scoffed. "They all deserve to die."

      "By whose hand? Yours?"

      Malvine's nostrils flared. "Yes! If I'm the only one willing to do it."

      Paul narrowed his eyes and pointed at Malvine. "You've become just like the Shark Riders, a murderer and destroyer of worlds. What then do you deserve? Vengeance will not restore what was taken from you. In fact," Paul swept his hand in my direction. "It would take the only family you have left. Or did you forget your niece is from one of the worlds you aim to destroy?"

      A growl rumbled deep in Malvine's chest. His eyes flamed with determined passion. But the expression on his face battled between anguish and anger.

      It was a look similar to the one in the warehouse when he spoke of his wife. And one not so different from a look I'd seen on my mother's face before she finally let go of my father's things.

      When I'd asked my Opa why Mama had looked so angry, he'd said, "In her heart, she refuses to accept that your father is gone. Being angry is a way for her to hold on to him."

      Malvine had lost his whole family. Maybe that was really why he was fighting?

      Except, he hadn't lost his whole family.

      Please let me find the right words.

      I walked toward Malvine and placed my hand on his arm. His gaze met mine. "Please, Uncle Malvine."

      Malvine's breathing slowed. His golden irises grew and the dark pupils receded.

      "My father meant the world to my mama and me." I inhaled, trying to remember what my Opa had said to Mama. "Letting go doesn't mean you let go of the people you love. You just give their memories a happy place to live and leave the door open for others." A lump formed in my throat. I swallowed. "Like me."

      Malvine shook his head and then huffed, a blended sound caught between a sigh and a low growl. He reached into the top of his breastplate and pulled out a small object.

      I gasped. It was my father's carving. The only connection I had to my father.

      Or at least it used to be.

      "I made this for your father." He rolled it around until the inscription on the bottom faced me. "It's the word for courage in his tongue." He grumbled and stretched out his paw, offering it to me.

      My fingers grazed the thick, callused pad of Malvine's paw as my fingers closed around the carving. Wisps of soft fur tickled my wrist. I looked up at him. A warmth in my chest. "Thank you."

      I jumped as the sound of metal thrashing against metal grew louder.

      "If any of us are going to get out of here, we need to act soon." Paul pointed towards the door. The Bog Hunters were attempting to force their vines through the cracks around the door. The door strained against its hinges. "That door won't hold for long."

      We all watched the door. It bowed under the strain again. I held my breath as it heaved two more times before it stilled.

      I exhaled, turned to Malvine, and laid my hand on his arm. "Please, we need your help."

      Malvine grunted. "I do have one other weapon, aside from my short swords." He pulled out a small round disk from a pouch tied at his waist. "It's an explosive. The blast radius is only about a meter and a half."

      A meter and a half.

      About the width of the hallway.

      "If we set off this charge, would it damage the cuff?"

      Malvine tilted his head. "No."

      Elias moved closer to me. "What are you thinking, Sarah?"

      I raised a brow. "What if we use this charge to clear the hallway, at least enough to give us a chance to grab the cuff? We can shut the metal door to shield us from the blast."
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      The door thrashed again. Brown, root-like vines about the width of a pencil poked out from underneath the door.

      Malvine spread his arms wide. "We need to get away from the door. The smaller limbs don't stretch as far, but it won't be long before they wedge enough of them around the door to crumple it like a tin can."

      I tensed.

      The five of us gathered towards the back of the room, as far back as we could go without going into a cell. Paul stood on the left side of the room, across from Elias, Mag, and I. Malvine stood on Paul's right, closest to the door.

      Paul turned to Malvine. "How are we getting out of here?"

      "The door." Malvine crossed his arms.

      Elias glared at Malvine and then turned to Paul. "Malvine has a small charge. Sarah suggested detonating to give us a chance to retrieve the cuff."

      Malvine stared at Elias until their eyes locked.

      A short burst of violent shudders rattled the door as more vines pushed around the edges. The number had doubled from before. My pulse spiked. More Bog Hunters had converged on the door.

      "We all need to be on the same page." I said. "If anyone has any other ideas, now would be the time to speak up." It was strange to hear those words come out of my mouth. I glanced at Malvine. "How much time do you think we'll have before the remaining Bog Hunters will close-in—after setting off the explosive?"

      Malvine exhaled. "Not long. Some will die in the blast. Some won't. But don't expect the survivors to back off. The blast will agitate them and they'll be more determined to close-in."

      "So they'll converge almost as soon as we clear the hallway?" I asked.

      "Yes," Malvine said.

      Elias crossed his arms. "Then, we'll need two people to hold them off from either side of the hallway, while a third goes for the cuff."

      "Elias, you and Malvine are the only ones trained in combat." Mag glanced between them. "It'll be up to the two of you to protect whoever goes for the cuff. You are our best chance." She paused, shifting her weight. "Can you work together?"

      Elias pressed his lips together. He gave Malvine the same look he'd given me after I'd submitted the request.

      Please. We need them both.

      Elias exhaled. "Yes."

      Malvine grunted, but, after a moment, he nodded.

      The tension in my shoulders eased a bit. "Thank you."

      Paul gestured towards the door. "I'll set the charge and go for the cuff."

      "You were never very fast and now you're limping." Malvine shook his head. "Whoever sets the charge and goes in for the cuff needs to be fast."

      "The hallway is barely more than a meter wide. The charge can be set and tossed." Paul leaned forward on his left leg, but immediately shifted back when it trembled under his weight."I don't need to be fast."

      Malvine flung his paw into the air. "To grab the cuff, you do. Every second we're forced to fight the Bog Hunters, our chances of getting out alive diminish."

      "I will do it," Mag said, her voice loud and firm.

      Mag and Elias had done so much for me. They wouldn't be here if it wasn't for me. Plus, Mag would be risking not only her life but the side effects of the cuff.

      I set my jaw. "No. I'll do it."

      Malvine scowled. "You'll only have a little time to set the charge and get out. And you'll be unarmed, completely dependent upon us to keep the Bog Hunters from making you dinner."

      My eyes met his. "I know. But I can't ask others to do what I'm not willing to do myself."

      "Fine." He grunted. "Are you ready to do this?"

      I straightened my shoulders. "Yes."

      "Let's go, then." Malvine glared at Elias. "You too."

      We approached the door. The sound of hissing and rustling echoed on the other side, like a den of snakes fighting in the underbrush. Vine tips filled the space under the door and poked around the door frame. The door rattled.

      "If we open that door, they're going to get a foothold." Elias said.

      Malvine drew the short sword fastened to his left side and thrust it towards Elias by the hilt. "Take this, grunt.”

      Elias scowled, but took the sword and slid it into his empty scabbard.

      "Right before we open the door, run the blade around the edges." Malvine traced an invisible outline of the door, mid-air. "Cut as many vine tips as you can. It might stun them enough to back off for a moment." He pointed at Elias. "But don't underestimate them. They're smart. I doubt it'll work more than once."

      Elias crossed his arms and shifted his weight.

      Malvine watched Elias's movement and eyed him from head-to-toe. "That goes for fighting maneuvers too. I hope you know what you're doing."

      Elias clenched his jaw. "I do."

      I cleared my throat. They both turned towards me.

      "What do I do?" I asked.

      Malvine handed me the dark green disk. "When I open the door, click this button right here," he pointed to a flat, red button centered on top. "Once you press that button, you'll have a few seconds to throw it. Aim for their feet and toss it gently, so it won't roll too far. Then step back and get behind Elias. I'll close the door and when the blast clears, we'll go out in that order. Get the cuff, get back through the door, and then call for us as loud as you can. Got it?"

      "Yes." I said.

      "Good." Malvine pointed to Paul and Mag. "You two stand guard over the door, don't let any of them cross the threshold, even if you have to close the door. Do you understand?"

      "Yes."

      Malvine turned to Elias. "Elias, we'll charge in with Sarah behind us. Our goal is to create a barrier so she can retrieve the cuff."

      Elias gave a curt nod.

      "Ready?" Malvine asked.

      "Ready," Elias and I answered.
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      I stood next to the door. My heart pounded in my chest. Malvine gripped the handle. His eyes met mine, and I nodded.

      In one swift motion, he pulled the door open. I armed the charge and tossed it in the midst of the Bog Hunters' feet. Malvine slammed the door as I dodged behind Elias. The three of us leaned against the door to hold it in place. We huddled together, Malvine's arm curling around my head and shoulders. The force of the blast slammed the door against our bodies.

      As we pulled back from the door, it fell to the floor. There was no time to wait for the dust to settle. We rushed into the hallway, advancing on the Bog Hunters while they were momentarily dazed.

      Malvine went left. Elias went right. And I focused on my objective—retrieving the cuff.

      As Malvine and Elias fought to hold back the Bog Hunters, I scanned the area and located the cuff. It was wedged under the door across the hallway. With limbs and vines quickly closing the gap, I dropped to my knees and lunged for it.

      I stretched to grasp the cuff, my fingertips brushing its edge. A vine wrapped around my leg and pulled me backward. I kicked and jerked, regaining ground. But it wasn't enough. The cuff was still out of reach. I had to break free of the Bog Hunter's hold.

      I rolled over just in time to see Malvine chop the vine. "Grab it." He ordered as the creature sank its teeth into his neck. I grabbed the cuff and slipped it onto my wrist, desperate to stop the chaos.

      A cocktail of chemicals coursed through my body, mixing with adrenaline. My heart seized. My lungs constricted. It felt as if my chest expanded and my body absorbed all the energy in the room.

      Tiny vibrations tingled up my limbs. New nerve endings sprouted, channeling waves of sensory information. And as I adjusted to each wave, a larger one crashed behind it.

      The last one jolted my system.

      The scene in front of me paused. A silent image. All sound and movement ceased. Then, the blast of information pounded my brain like a fire hose. Where before it would've been overwhelming, now my mind stretched and expanded. I drank in the information, relishing the feeling of being connected to everything around me.

      The bond with the cuff was complete.

      I could feel the Bog Hunters as an extension of my will. Dozens upon dozens of them crammed into the long hallway. In my mind, I willed the Bog Hunters to stop fighting. They all stopped at once. Standing utterly still.

      I laughed, my eyes wide. The urge to command and control grew.

      "Sarah." Malvine slumped to the floor, the wall at his back. Paul stumbled to his side, helping Malvine remove his armor to get to his wound.

      Fear and helplessness punched me in the gut, but the sensation subsided almost as soon as it hit me.

      That wasn't right.

      In my mind I knew what I should be feeling, but the intensity of my softer emotions had been dampened. The Bog Hunters' instincts to attack surged within me, reigned in only by my desire to control.

      Malvine beckoned me. "Sarah." His paw pressed to his neck, blood flowing out between his fingers. His eyelids drooped.

      Careful not to jostle his wounded body, I slipped into the empty space next to him, across from Paul. My hands reached for him. One covered his paw, pressing against the wound on his neck. The other rested on his chest. I felt the fluttering of his heart slow. His face blurred in a rush of tears.

      Malvine's voice rasped. "Don't cry, kitten. To die in battle, sacrificing for another, is a great honor." He reached into his breastplate with his right paw and pulled out the photograph from the shop. "She was always my heart." His breathing shuddered for a moment and then his eyes returned to mine. "You reminded me of her from the first time I saw you. Don't stop looking for your father."

      Malvine looked at Paul without shifting his head. "Finish what we started."

      Paul patted a fist against his chest. "I will."

      Malvine gasped. Underneath my fingertips, I felt his heart shudder three times before it stopped beating.

      Paul closed Malvine's eyes. "Goodbye, old friend."
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      "I hear Councilwoman Willow and Brant are adjusting to their new duties." Toady snickered. The council had transferred the councilwoman and her assistant to a special janitorial program in the Yellow District to learn the value of honesty and humility.

      Elias rolled his eyes. "Toady, as soon as the council lifts the trade ban, you should get new material."

      Elias had made a joke. For a moment, Mag and I stared at him wide-eyed with our mouths open. Even Toady looked stunned. But we recovered quickly and busted out laughing.

      There might be hope for Mr. Interrogator’s sense of humor after all.

      Mag turned to me. "Did Dad have any more news about the sensory changes?"

      "No. Just that the cuff’s alterations to my nervous system appear to be permanent and changing." Elohi's healers and scientists had run plenty of tests, but they hadn’t been able to tell me much about the lasting side effects from using the cuff.

      "Changing how?" Mag asked.

      I shrugged. "They said they don’t have enough information to be certain. But Paul says we should be able to find out more at the Galactic Snow Globe Travelers station." The GSGT station was the central hub of all the shops and an epicenter of science and technology from around the multiverse. "If anyone has answers, they will."

      "They should be able to help you find out more about your dad too." Elias said.

      I smiled. "I hope so."

      The shop door opened behind me. Paul laid his hand on my shoulder. "We need to be going."

      I nodded and Paul hobbled back into the shop.

      Three weeks had passed since we’d faced the Bog Hunters in the dungeon and said goodbye to Malvine. We'd returned the Bog Hunters to their homeworld, and the Zogels had been helping Principal Leader Jones re-establish order.

      With no more reasons to delay, it was time for us to leave.

      Mag wrapped her arms around me tight. "I won't say goodbye, because we're going to come visit." She smiled as she pulled away. "We'll see you soon."

      My voice caught in my throat. I nodded, wiping away fresh tears, and smiled back. "Yes, soon."

      I took a deep breath and faced Elias.

      He extended his hand. "Goodbye, Sarah."

      I looked down at his hand for a moment, but then brushed it aside and hugged him. Handshakes were for strangers and adults. We were neither. "Bye, Elias."

      A small hand tugged at the hem of my yellow tunic, accompanied by a throat clearing. "Don't forget about me. Our story has yet to run its course."

      I released Elias, chuckling, and looked at Toady. "How could I ever forget you and your charming homage to Shakespeare?" I placed my hand on his shoulder. "You will always be a dear friend to me."

      Toady blushed. "A dear friend is the seed of true love. One day, fair Sarah." He held out a heart-shaped carving with a wooden edge and a center woven with red and white strings. A red beaded tassel was tied in the center. "I started making this the day you arrived, so you could take my heart with you wherever you go."

      Another wave of tears welled up in my eyes. I leaned over and hugged him. "I'll treasure it always. Thank you, Toady."

      I smiled at the three of them one last time before going into the shop.

      Paul hobbled out of the back of the shop.

      "Which of the globes connects to the Traveler's station?" I asked.

      "If they're arranged the way I remember, it should be on the table over there." Paul pointed to the table farthest from the door.

      A blur of orange fur brushed passed Paul's leg and headed for the table as I approached it. "Where did you come from?" I turned to Paul and pointed at the orange tabby sitting next to the table. "It's the cat from the park! If it wasn't for it and the old man, I wouldn't have found the shop."

      Paul smiled. "Take another look."

      The feline's body bulged as if dozens of balloons were expanding under its skin. I watched it grow, changing form and color. My mouth dropped open. Had I not seen it, I would've sworn it wasn't possible. The orange tabby became the old man from the alley.

      I glanced from the old man to Paul and back again several times before Paul spoke.

      "Sarah, I'd like you to meet your shopkeeper, Mr. John. He’s the one who takes care of this shop and crafts the globes within it.” Paul said. "He and I have been discussing the situation—"

      "He's a shapeshifter?" I pointed at Mr. John, then turned to face him. "You’re a shapeshifter?"

      Mr. John nodded. “I reached out to you—"

      "Lured. You lured me in here. All the way from the park. Why?"

      "Fine. Lured." Mr. John stared at me and then exhaled. "My instructions were to take your carving and lead you here. Vasimory indicated that you’re the key to ending the uprising and bringing peace."

      "Who's Vasimory? Why me?" I asked and then turned to Paul. "Is that the situation you two have been discussing?"

      "Yes." Paul said. "Mr. John has been filling me in on what he knows."

      "Things have changed for the GSGT in the past decade. The group intent on overthrowing the GSGT has grown, and they are using what happened here on Elohi to further divide the multiverse. Many saw Malvine’s move as an act of defiance to show everyone the power of the GSGT."

      "Vasimory is harder to explain. You’ll understand more after spending time at the station." Paul gestured to himself and Mr. John. "We’ll help you."

      "But, why me?"

      "I don’t know why." Mr. John said. "Vasimory reveals in his own time and in his own way. However, even though Vasimory has indicated you are the key to bringing peace, you are still free to choose not to join us."

      Paul nodded. "We’ll still do whatever we can to help you search for your father and you get home, no matter your choice. But we can’t send you home as long as the New Galactic Travelers Alliance controls the supply of travelers rubidium."

      "I don't understand." My mind whirled with all this information. I felt like a tiny fish in a massive ocean. Earth didn't seem so big now. Just another village in a multiverse of worlds.

      "There's only one place to get the rubidium I need to create a new snow globe for Earth and that's Tzedeq, the fairy world, and the NGTA has taken control over it. They have locked everyone out." Mr. John said.

      Dread washed over me. The first snow globe I'd tried had been a locked fairy world. It had been Tzedeq. And, until the GSGT regained access, I couldn't go home.

      And it seemed, I was the key to ending the uprising that had taken away their access to it.

      "I know it seems like you don’t have a choice, but you do." Mr. John picked up a snow globe from the table next to him. Inside, a rotating ball of electricity floated in the middle. "Breaking the connection to Earth didn’t harm it. It’s doubtful anyone noticed the disconnect." With his thumb, he stroked the glass dome just above the base. "And Earth's not the only place you belong."

      I could choose not to help, but I'd also be choosing not to go home.

      I slid my hand into my pocket to grasp my father's carving, remembering what Malvine, my uncle, had said about the inscription.

      It's the word for courage in your father's tongue.

      What if Elias hadn’t insisted on helping me that first day? He had known then I was an off-worlder and helping me came with a risk. Yet, he hadn’t hesitated.

      None of the Zogels had.

      They'd chosen to care instead.

      I looked at Paul and Mr. John. "What’s the plan?"
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      Venture deeper into the world of the Snow Globe Travelers. Learn about the wonders of Vienna, snow globe traveling, and Elohi through puzzles, hands-on projects, fun facts, coloring pages, and more. An activity book companion for "Snow Globe Travelers: Samuel's Legacy."
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      Take the Playbuzz quiz to discover which Elohi District best suits you.
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