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  Dedication




To Papa God, this idea came from You. 

My very first friend.










  
  “YAHWEH is my best friend and my shepherd. I always have more than enough."

[Psalm 23:1 TPT]








  
  Chapter one
At the Steamworks Library


Today was the day I was getting a family. A whole family. Well, they weren’t actually my family, but it was close enough, and that was fine by me. 
The carriage jostled and rumbled against the cobbled ground. I sat in the covered back with the luggage as I usually did. My black baby doll shoes poked just beyond the blue ruffles of my dress as I sat squished between the stacked trunks. Penelope, my caretaker, rode in the carriage. She said it was proper for a lady to always travel inside the carriage. Wiry children could handle a humble ride with the baggage, particularly if they helped the adults. That was my role. Helper. Being useful.
I peeked out the back open window. Banner City was a sight to behold for any traveler coming through. Many colorful banners donned along the main streets in honor of all the realms that intersected here, gave the city its befitting name. Vibrant awnings of small bookshops and gift shops stretched down the street. A throng of people was coming and going in their various tasks for the day, and vendors called out their wares from their stationed carts. As sad as it was to leave the only home I'd known, I was elated for the adventure lying before me. A whole family of my own. I was getting brothers. And parents!
The clop-clop of the horses’ hooves punctuated the creaky rhythm of the carriage. I squeezed Penelope’s crisp navy bag and my weathered brown bag close to me.
The intertwining scent of grease and steam told me we were close to the realm station.
“Woah,” the driver called out. The carriage jerked to a halt, my cue to gather our things. “We’ve arrived at Steamworks Library.”
A young man with a brown mop of hair poking out from under a news cap clicked the back flap open. He reached for a chestnut trunk with leather straps and brassy clasps, then stepped back, eyebrows scrunched high in surprise.
“Why, it’s a young child,” he said in the common tongue with a slight Hortum accent.
“I’m not a child.” I pressed a hand to my chest. “I am twelve years old.”
“Well, then.” He straightened, pressing his weathered hand on his hip, amusement gleaming in his storm-gray eyes. “What’s a lady doin’ back here?”
“Keeping the luggage company,” I said, scooting forward.
“You’re a funny thing.” He reached for Penelope’s bag.
“No.” I touched his hand, then retracted it. I couldn’t let Penelope see another person handle her things. “That’s my job. I need to carry it.”
“Okay there, love. Don’t worry.” He frowned, then reached for the trunk once again.
Gripping Penelope’s bag and my own, I jumped off the end of the carriage, narrowly missing a small patch of dandelions pressing up through the cobblestone cracks.
“Flora, what’s taking so long?” Penelope snipped, flattening her hands against her cream-colored skirt. She narrowed her hazel eyes at me.
“I’m coming, ma’am.” I hiked the bags up on my hips, catching up to her as she turned toward the steam works entrance.
“Hurry, Flora, we have much to do today,” she insisted, faking a smile.
I hadn’t seen her smile in a long while. Even briefly. Penelope seemed extra flustered and distracted, but with us going to meet her husband and children, I could see why.
Henry was her oldest, Frank her youngest, and her husband was Will. She didn’t talk about them much, but I was determined to remember their names. After all, we were to be a family today. And now we were so close.
Nerves gripped my stomach, pulling tight like string on a fiddle.
“All aboard for Little Hortum,” someone called out the next departure on the platform. Scents of fried meat and yeasty bread from the food stalls mixed with the burning engine oils and the heat of the steam.
This wasn’t the first time I’d gone through a portal, but it was the first one I would remember.
“Don’t dawdle, Flora.” Penelope maintained a firm grip on my wrist as she pulled me down the wooden walkway, and I was certain I’d lose circulation if she didn’t let go.
“Ow,” I whimpered.
“Quit whining,” she scolded, holding her pointed nose in the air. “We don’t want to be late.”
My poor, cold hand. But we were leaving Banner City, and that was enough to distract me from my aching wrist.
Rows of shelving towered above us, and long ladders hooked to rails glided back and forth to reach the books on high. Round staircases wound their way up to the second and third stories above the rail station. I gasped, taking in the vastness of the library train station. During my time in the city, Penelope forbade me to go to the realm doors. She didn’t trust them.
Glass arched over the train station held up by bending iron beams. Metal tubes and tracks stretched on for miles in all directions around us. Over each rail a giant amber clock ticked in unison, glaring down on the patrons below, metal hands pointing efficiently at the time. I liked to think the old clocks were keeping watch over all of us and cheering us on to the march of their beat.
Not everyone had my kind of imagination.
Train whistles split the air. The great steel engines appeared through glowing portal doors, rumbling and roaring down their tracks. Penelope hurried me across the platforms. The heat of steam engines rushed on one side of me, and the scent of greasy food stalls wafted on the other side. Through the hustle and bustle, people squished up against each other. Women grasped their long skirts as they stepped up to the platform. Men checked their timepieces, tucking them back into breast pockets.
Weaving between the throng of people and fried foods from the vendors selling meat on skewers, we passed a small group of child beggars with straggly hair and dirt-smudged faces. Solemn expressions glanced at me, averting their eyes. Lost children, like me. Except I was fortunate enough to have been placed in a home with Penelope. She often reminded me that if I didn’t work hard, I could end up just like those poor children. I need to be useful.
Penelope had received an urgent message earlier in the week. Her husband and two children, who were teenagers by now, had been found. I had never met them, but I had seen their likenesses in a sepia photo on the wall in our common room. In the photograph, Penelope had a dainty smile on her porcelain face. The little boy on her lap, Frank, had a raised brow creased with worry as he looked toward the camera. Next to them was a skinny blond man, Will, wearing round spectacles and a brown corduroy jacket. An older boy, Henry, in a checked shirt and tight suspenders, sat on the man’s lap. Both sported giant grins on their faces. The little boy had a missing front tooth.
It was rare to see Penelope smiling, and I was hoping she would get it back. Maybe with her happiness found, I would find some of my own.
I wondered if we’d have a big house instead of a one-room apartment. Would Will be a kind husband? Would her boys play with me? I wondered what it would be like to have siblings. I might have had real siblings before the catastrophe. 
All the excitement was growing in my belly. Maybe I’d finally get my own room instead of a thin mat in front of the fireplace. I was grateful for it, as it was far better for a lost child like me to have a thin mat and a roof over my head than to be out on the street with nothing.
A flicker of hope ignited in my heart—hope I thought I’d lost.
One day. Oh, one day soon I would find my own happiness.
My heart dared to swell with a glimmer of joy as I imagined a house filled with people. People who loved each other. I could hardly wait. I might actually belong to a family.
“Move, child.” Penelope prodded me forward with her fingers. I waited for her reminder that I should be grateful that she hadn’t turned me out on the streets. “Hand me my bag.”
“Yes, ma’am.” 
She snatched her bag from my hand.
Behind the long, polished counter, librarians stood like tellers at a bank, stamping libri cards and port passes. Pageboys fetched books, scrolls, and tomes, and book shafts hissed and zipped, sucking or pushing books and scrolls to their genre destination platforms. Pure ink bottles were secured behind protective glass under lock and key. Women bathed in perfumes of lavender and roses overpowered the heavenly scent of musky, old paper, making my eyes water.
A red-headed woman leaned forward over the counter, pushing her round glasses higher on the bridge of her freckled nose, accentuating her amber eyes. “Where to?” she asked, slouching as she twirled a navy-plumed quill between her fingers.
“Rony Village.” Penelope fiddled with her coin pouch. Two coppers dropped on the counter. She smacked her hand down on top of them to keep them from rolling off the countertop and onto the floor. After digging in her bag, she placed our port passes on the counter.
The librarian lazily typed something on her scribebook. Behind her was a half-wall covered in brass doors with titles above each one marking which realm each door represented. She turned to a small brass shutter marked ‘Garden Realms’ and grabbed an emerald fabric-bound book.
Rony Village. What kind of place was that? Were we meeting her family there? No, she’d said we had some errands first. 
The librarian dipped her quill into the ink-stained jar, then scratched our destination on the parchment in front of her, then placed it into the open book beside her. She shut the book back behind the small brass shutter marked ‘Garden Realms.’ Shoop! The book was sucked up through a maze of tubes and chutes. Thump-thump. The librarian thwacked her rubber stamp on our port passes with a mighty boom and handed Penelope two tickets. 
Penelope pulled me into motion toward our portal station. I stayed as close to her as possible. I didn’t want to be left behind or forgotten. The pedestrian portal walkways were littered with families, businessmen, and messengers. Bowler hats, news caps, or messenger bags indicated what line of work each might have. 
Sunlight filtered through the clouds and shone through the glass arches as pigeons swooped past and dove out of sight.
Penelope blanched, her hand trembling. She gripped my wrist tighter, and I winced. This was the first time we’d both traveled through the portals since the Great Catastrophe. I understood why she was nervous. I, too, had butterflies seizing my stomach.
I was a baby when the broken portals trapped all sorts of people in strange places. I was lost. No siblings. No parents. It was most likely that my mother was carrying me through a portal when the catastrophe happened, and the shadows ripped me from her arms. She went to one realm and I to Banner City.
Penelope was fortunate. She was about to be reunited with her husband and two sons. I could see why she would feel so rushed. I would be in a rush, too, if I knew my family was coming to get me. That would be the only reason anyone sane would willingly enter the labyrinth. Once caught in the portal labyrinth, it was nearly impossible to get out.
We wove our way through the crowd to join the queue.
“Are–are you okay, miss?” I dared to
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