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  Chapter One


The sky had faded into a mix of orange and purple, colors that meant the day was nearly over. The string lights under the pergola swayed in the cool evening breeze, their glow shifting across the table. Allison pulled her sweater tighter and curled her toes inside her fleece-lined slippers, pressing them against the wooden planks. Another gust hit, sharp and cold, and she wished she’d grabbed her jacket. 
Her dad sat across from her, leaning an elbow on the table, a chess piece in his hand. The board between them blurred as Allison stared, struggling to focus on the game. 
“Do you think they’ll come here?” she asked, her voice barely above a whisper.
Her dad’s hazel eyes flicked to her, softening as he set the knight down. He reached across the table, his hand warm against hers. “Hamburg is safe. We’re a long way from the fighting.”
The knot in her stomach didn’t budge. She looked to the south, trying to imagine the Elbe River glowing under the bright lights as the overnight crew continued to work. Her dad said the upgrades to the current locks and dams were supposed to keep tidal flooding from spilling into cities like Hamburg and Dresden and turning streets into rivers. 
It was urgent. Beyond necessary. But with storms getting stronger and the oceans rising every year, she wondered how long any of it would last.
The sudden chime of her dad’s phone broke the stillness. He frowned, unfolding the slim screen and angling it so they could both see. “It’s your mom,” he muttered as he answered the call. “What’s wrong, Rylee? Has something happened?”
Allison got up and moved closer to her dad. Her mom’s face filled the screen, framed by the long black braid trailing over her shoulder. The dark blue of her shirt made her blue eyes seem darker, but there was no hiding her tension.
“The State Department issued a Do Not Travel alert for northern Germany and Poland,” she began, her voice tight. “They’re advising all U.S. citizens to evacuate.” Her eyes darted to Allison. “It’s time to come home.”
Allison’s chest tightened. The news was everywhere, flashing across the smart walls at school, playing on loops in public squares, and popping up in live feeds on social media. Russia had invaded Belarus, and the EU Defense Force was getting involved. She’d hoped it would stop there, but every update sounded worse. Now, the fighting had spread to Latvia and Lithuania.
Her dad rubbed his temple, glancing up at her before answering. “Rylee, the fighting is over 1,200 miles away. We’re not in immediate danger.”
“That’s not the point,” her mom shot back, her voice sharp. “The situation is escalating. Hamburg is a major port, Sam. The work you’re doing will make it a target.”
Her dad leaned back, the lines on his face deepening as he stared at his phone. “The upgrades aren’t finished. If my crew evacuates, the work will not be completed by the time Greenland’s 79 North Glacier fully disintegrates.” He shook his head. “Germany isn’t the only country impacted by this. Even Russia is at risk.”
Allison’s fingers brushed the edge of the chessboard. Her mom wasn’t going to back down. The silence between her parents dragged on, broken only by the rustle of leaves overhead.
“I want you to come with us, but either way, Allison has to come back to Manhattan,” her mom said, her voice quieter now. 
Allison swallowed hard and nodded. She was supposed to stay with her dad for the next year. She didn’t like Manhattan. Too crowded and noisy. She’d hoped that her mom would have moved somewhere quieter in the last two years, or maybe even joined them in Germany. But that didn’t matter anymore.
“I’ve arranged for the corporate jet,” her mom continued. She looked sad. “My flight leaves in about an hour. It’s an eight-hour flight, so I’ll be at the house by . . . ”
“About 7 a.m. Hamburg time,” her dad finished flatly.
Her mom nodded, then looked directly at her. “I know this isn’t what you wanted,” she said, her voice tight. “But it’s not safe for you to stay.” She hesitated, then forced a small smile. “Maybe things will settle down, and you can go back in a few weeks.”
She glanced off to the side. “I need to check on the emergency travel visas. I love you both.”
The screen went dark. Allison blinked, tears slipping down her face. Her dad pulled her into a hug, his flannel shirt soft against her cheek. She pressed her lips together, trying not to make a sound as she cried. His hand rested on the back of her head, steady and warm as he gently rocked her.

Allison woke, the house quiet except for the faint creak of settling wood. Her stomach felt heavy, a mix of nerves and disbelief. Mom was here. Actually here. It didn’t feel real.
She laid still for a moment, staring at the ceiling, before pushing back the blankets and shuffling out of bed. The floor was cool under her feet until she slipped on her fleece-lined slippers.
She tried not to think too much about why her parents’ lives were so different. Dad’s world was blueprints and city planning. It was solid, structured, predictable. Mom’s life was stuffed with endless emails, strategy meetings, and a business that never seemed to stop pulling her in a dozen different directions. Allison was always somewhere in between, never quite fitting into either world.
She padded into the kitchen, her slippers scuffing against the tiles. She flipped on the electric kettle and moved to the fridge. Cool air brushed her face as she pulled out Brötchen rolls, butter, jam, cheese, and cold cuts. 
She hesitated over the eggs. Would they eat them? Probably not. She put them back.
The kettle began to boil as she arranged the food on the counter. Carefully, she set up the pour-over coffee drip, watching the water steam as she poured it in slow, steady circles over the grounds. The sharp scent of coffee filled the kitchen as she set the carafe on the warming pad.
She turned back to the small table, laying out plates, knives, and the small jars of jam she’d found in the back of the fridge. Something about the routine made her feel better. If she focused, she wouldn’t have to think about what came next. 
Satisfied, she made her way to Dad’s room. She tapped lightly on the door, hoping not to wake Mom. Dad’s voice, groggy but warm, came through. “Komme.” Coming.
He emerged, rubbing a hand over his face, his hair sticking up at odd angles. “Kaffee?” he asked, already heading for the kitchen. He poured himself a cup and took a sip, hissing at the heat. “Deine Mutter schläft noch. Ihr Flug war verspätet.” Your mom’s still out. Her flight got in late.
Allison slid into a chair, grabbing a Brötchen and spreading it with butter. She hesitated, then blurted out, “Glaubst du, sie könnte bleiben?” Do you think she could stay?
A voice came from the doorway. “English, please?” 
Mom stood there in a soft navy robe, her black hair still tousled from sleep. “My German isn’t as good as yours.” She crossed to the table and smiled gently. “Coffee?”
Dad poured her a cup, and she took it with a quiet thanks. She added cream, took a long sip, and sighed. For a moment, she just held the cup, letting its warmth sink in. “Now, what were you saying, sweetie?”
Allison hesitated, then blurted out what she was thinking. “You could stay in Germany with us. Maybe set up an office in Stuttgart or Munich, and I can change schools. It’s not too far from here. Dad could join us on the weekends.”
Mom smiled faintly, but shook her head. “We have to go back to Manhattan. The EU Defense Force needs to do their job before it’s safe for you to return.”
Her parents looked at each other like they knew something she didn’t.
Dad reached for a Brötchen, tore it in two, and heaped strawberry jam on one piece. “Agreed,” he said in a low, resigned voice. “When do you have to leave?” he asked.
Mom turned to Allison. “Would you like to spend some time with your friends before we go?”
Allison nodded.
“After breakfast, why don’t you see if they’re around?” she asked. “We can meet up for lunch, just the three of us. In the meantime, your dad and I can pack a few suitcases, and anything we forget, we’ll replace when we get home.” Mom smiled. “Including the toothbrush!”
Dad chuckled, biting into his Brötchen. He always lost his toothbrush on family vacations. It was a running joke.
Allison nodded, but saying goodbye felt wrong. She had another year in Hamburg before she was supposed to head back to the States for high school. Leaving Manhattan two years ago had been different—exciting and full of possibility. This just felt like she was losing everything.
She picked at her Brötchen, no longer hungry, and forced a smile. It’ll be fine, she told herself. But it wasn’t.

Allison plucked a blade of grass and twisted it between her fingers until it snapped. Her friends sat close, their voices a blur. The sun warmed her shoulders, but that uneasy feeling in her stomach wouldn’t go away. She dug her heels into the grass, pressing down as if it might somehow keep her here.	
Behind them, the playground was as loud as always. Kids ran around the swings, yelling and laughing. A boy kicked sand near the slide, and one of the moms yelled at him to stop. It looked like any other afternoon. 
“My dad says it’s not coming here,” Greta said, as if she had all the answers. She leaned back on her hands and squinted at the sky. Her long blond braid hung over one shoulder. “The EU Defense Force is going to pound the snot out of them.”
Allison glanced at her friends, unsure of what to say. Did they really believe that?
Lena nudged her with a shoulder. Her dark brown hair was pulled into a messy ponytail, strands escaping around her freckled face. “School’s going to suck without you,” she said. There were tears in her eyes, and she glanced away.
“It’s not forever,” Greta said with a shrug. She picked at the grass, her blue eyes flicking to Allison like she was daring her to argue. “A few weeks, maybe a month, and Russia will be forced to run back to Moscow.”
Mila hugged her knees to her chest, staring at the ground. She chewed her lower lip, like she wasn’t sure if she should say anything. “My parents don’t think so,” she finally murmured. “My dad says Russia’s going to keep trying to take more and more land. They should’ve been stopped years ago.”
“Ukraine was forever ago,” Greta shot back, rolling her eyes. She flopped onto her back in the grass, arms behind her head like they were just talking about an upcoming test, not a war. “It’s not like we’ll never see Allison again. Even if she doesn’t come back until Christmas.”
“Christmas?” Clara’s head snapped up, her eyes wide. Her auburn curls bounced as she faced Allison, her expression suddenly anxious. “You’re coming back for fußball season, right?” She grinned, that kind of hopeful smile that made Allison’s stomach twist. “It’s going to be so intense! I’ll have my mom record our practices so you can watch!”
Allison tried to smile back, but it felt wrong. Before she could answer, a ping told her there was an incoming call. Her fingers brushed the AR band perched on top of her head. She slid it down over her eyes, activating its sleek, dark green interface. A light pulse tapped against her temples as the system came online. White windows blinked into existence, hovering just at the edge of her vision. A notification blinked in the corner. It was her dad.
She tapped the air, and his face appeared in front of her, slightly transparent over the playground. His brow was furrowed, but his smile was warm. “Time to come home, Allie,” he said.
“Okay,” Allison said, barely above a whisper. She didn’t want to move, didn’t want to leave her friends, her neighborhood, her home. She wanted to say something—to push back—but what was the point? It wasn’t her choice.
She swiped a finger through the air, shutting off the AR display. The band gave a light pulse as it powered down, and she pushed it back up onto her head. 
One by one, her friends hugged her. Greta lingered just a little longer before they split up for the walk home. Clara walked with her back to the house, talking about workout routines and goals and how she was going to nail passing the ball. 
When they reached the gate, Clara gave her another hug. “You’ll be back,” she said, her voice fierce. “You have to be.”
The walk up the cobblestone driveway felt longer than it should have. The house was three stories tall, with pale brick walls and wide windows that reflected the late morning sun. A neat row of hedges lined the path to the black wrought-iron gate, and packed flower boxes jutted out from the small balconies on the upper floors. 
Allison glanced at the tree-lined street, the houses standing almost shoulder to shoulder. Spielplatz Parkallee, just a few blocks away, had been the center of her world since she moved here. She didn’t want to leave.
Inside, she sank onto the couch, staring at the room without really seeing it. Her parents’ voices carried from down the hall.
“We have to leave by 3,” her mom was saying. “It’s a nine-hour flight, so we’ll be back in New York by early evening with the time change.”
“So soon?” her dad asked. “We should at least get one night together as a family.”
“It’s The Firm’s private jet,” her mom replied. The way she said it, Allison could almost see her fingers hooking around the words. “It took a lot of convincing for me to use it. Commercial flights are booked solid, and the State Department says she has to go home. You know that James only got an agreement for her to be here because of your work. Otherwise, she’d only have been allowed brief visits.”
Allison sat up straighter. James. That was the lawyer they saw every year. He was nice enough, but the conversations he had with her parents were always kind of weird. Sometimes, it felt like he was some kind of counselor or social worker. How was Allison’s school? What kind of vacation did they have planned for the coming year? How were both of her parents’ businesses doing? Most times, she just ignored it.
But now she wondered if the U.S. had rules about kids leaving the country. Maybe that’s why they had to see James. They traveled as a family a couple of times a year. 
“I’m tired of other people deciding how we raise our kid,” her dad said, his voice sharp. “You could’ve incorporated anywhere. Why does she have to be tethered to the U.S. until she’s of age? We should be able to move wherever we want!”
Her mom sighed. “I know, Sam. But this is how it is.”
Tethered?
Allison slipped off the couch and walked to her room. The word stuck in her head. What did her dad mean by that?
The door was open, but neither of her parents noticed her standing in the doorway. Her mom was sorting clothes while her dad folded a thick sweater, pressing it neatly into the suitcase on the bed.
Her stomach clenched. The room felt smaller, like it wasn’t hers anymore. It felt like everything was being packed away, piece by piece, until there’d be nothing left of her here.
Her mom turned when she saw her. “Good, you’re back.” She grabbed a stack of folded clothes and shoved them into the suitcase. “We’re leaving after lunch. Pack what you want to take. I grabbed some things for cooler weather, but you’ll need enough for at least a few weeks.”
Allison nodded and squeezed past her to the dresser. She pulled open the top drawer, her hands moving automatically until she saw what her mom had packed. Thick sweaters. Heavy jeans. Stuff she wouldn’t need. Her mom was packing like she’d be there all winter.
Wasn’t she paying attention? Or was this Mom’s way of saying she wasn’t coming back?
Allison swallowed hard. How long was she going to stay in Manhattan? Would she even be allowed to come back?
Behind her, her mom said, “I need you to look over the SkyHaven purchase, Sam. A few signatures and your ‘approval’ on the funding so that we can take the company private.”
Her dad sighed. “It’s your company, Rylee. I wish people would let you run it.”
“Legally, they can’t stop me,” her mom replied. “But most U.S. companies won’t work with me because I’m a woman. You know, because all women need a strong man to watch over them.” She paused to take a deep breath. “They will, however, let me play COO while you—the CEO—approve everything.”
Her dad’s laugh was bitter. “Tell me where to sign and who to yell at.”
Her mom didn’t reply. Instead, she turned back to Allison. “Are you okay packing by yourself? I can help after lunch if you want.”
Allison glanced at the suitcase on the bed. She’d have to redo everything, anyway. Mom had packed all the wrong clothes. “I’ve got it,” she said quietly.
Her mom nodded and gave her a quick hug. “We’ll be in the kitchen. Once we’re done, we’ll grab lunch at your favorite place, okay?”
“Okay,” Allison said, not looking up. As the door clicked shut behind them, she sank onto the bed and started pulling the clothes out of the suitcase. Just a few weeks, she thought. It wasn’t the end of the world. She could do this.

Before she knew it, they were racing across the tarmac. Her mom gripped her hand like she was a little kid. Allison wanted to pull away, but her mom held on tight. Her dad was right behind them.
The private terminal was nothing like the crowded airports Allison was used to. It was too quiet. No endless lines, no voices crackling over the loudspeakers—just the distant roar of a jet and the occasional clank of metal.
A uniformed officer at the customs desk had barely looked up as he stamped their passports and waved them through. No long security lines, no metal detectors. Just a quick check of the emergency visas and passports, like it was routine.
Outside, the heat from the tarmac hit first, radiating up through her thin loafers. The sleek, white jet waited a short distance away, its stairs already lowered. A crew member stood at the base, checking something on a tablet, while another loaded the last of their luggage. The air smelled like fuel mixed with hot pavement.
Her mom walked ahead, her heels clicking against the concrete. Dad’s steady footsteps made her want to turn around, grab his arm, and refuse to let go. 	
Her mom climbed the stairs first, barely pausing as she stepped inside. Allison followed, gripping the metal handrail. The steps felt solid under her feet, but she hesitated at the top, glancing back at the terminal. This was it. No going back.
She took a breath and stepped inside.
Her mom moved down the aisle and placed her purse on a seat. Allison hesitated, glancing back.
Then her dad pulled her into a hug. Tight, like he didn’t want to let her go. She pressed her face against his jacket, the fabric rough against her cheek. His cologne lingered.
“Dad, come with us,” she whispered, gripping his coat. “Please.”
“I can’t, Allie.” His voice was steady but worn. He pulled back just enough to meet her eyes, his hands firm on her shoulders. “The upgrades along the Elbe are at a critical phase. If we stop now, flooding will be worse.”
“But what if—” She swallowed hard. “What if you can’t leave in time?”
He exhaled and leaned in slightly. “Listen to me,” he said firmly. “This is just temporary. If anything changes, I’m on the first plane out of here. This evacuation is just a precaution, Allie.” He squeezed her shoulders. “Trust me on this.”
Allison nodded, but she didn’t believe him. She could hardly breathe.
He gave her a light hug, like he was already letting go.
Before she could say anything else, her mom swooped in, wrapping her arms around both of them. For a second, it felt like everything was okay. Allison squeezed her eyes shut, gripping the back of her dad’s jacket, willing time to stop.
But it didn’t.
Her dad was the first to let go. “I’ll see you soon.”
“Promise?” she asked, blinking fast to hold back the tears.
“I promise,” he said, glancing at her mom. Then, he looked down at her and gestured deeper into the cabin. “Time to get going.”
Her mom’s hands slipped from Allison’s shoulders as her dad guided her forward, his hand brushing lightly against her back. His presence was comforting.
He helped her into a seat on the left side of the plane, adjusting her seat belt after she fumbled with it.
Once she was buckled in, he stepped back, his expression unreadable. “Call me as soon as you land,” he told her mom, his voice steady despite the tension around his eyes.
Her mom nodded. “I will.”
Then, he leaned in and kissed her mom. Allison rolled her eyes, a bit embarrassed. 
She watched as he stepped through the cabin door and onto the stairs. At the top, he paused and glanced back at her. For a second, she thought he might say something, but he just gave her a small nod, then slowly walked down the stairs.
The door hissed shut behind him, sealing them in. The air felt heavier now, as if the plane was already dragging her away. Her ears popped, and she swallowed hard, trying to ignore the strange, weightless feeling settling in her chest.
A flight attendant appeared, her blue uniform crisp. “Welcome, Mrs. Maxwell, Miss Maxwell,” she said with a polite nod. “May I secure your bag?” She gestured to Allison’s backpack.
Her mom nodded silently. Allison watched as the attendant picked up her backpack and placed it in a wall bin toward the rear of the cabin. The leather of the seat felt cold against her fingers as she gripped the armrest, her whole body tense.
The pilot’s voice came over the intercom. “Mrs. Maxwell, we are ready for departure. Estimated flight time to New York is nine hours, twenty-two minutes. Please remain seated as we prepare for takeoff.”
The engines whined, growing louder as the plane rolled forward, heading toward the runway. Allison kept her eyes on her dad, standing on the tarmac with his hands in his pockets, shoulders squared like he was trying to be brave for her.
She lost sight of him as the plane turned; the motion jarring enough that she squeezed her eyes shut, tears slipping down her cheeks.
When the plane lifted into the air, Hamburg began to shrink beneath them, its familiar streets and rooftops blurring into the distance. She sank into her seat, gripping the cold leather armrest as the cabin vibrated around her.






  
  Chapter Two


Allison slouched back into the limo’s leather seat, her fingers tracing the edge of the armrest. The interior reminded her of an old-fashioned car from the movies—soft lights, polished wood—but the pod itself felt strange. 
In Hamburg, electric cars looked normal, with wheels and drivers, moving through streets filled with people walking or biking. But this? This was something else.
Instead of a freeway, the pod was sealed in a transparent tube, gliding smoothly above the landscape. She watched the city grow closer through the curved windows, its towering buildings rising in the distance. The pod barely made a sound, no tires skimming pavement, no rush of wind. Only a faint hum of motion, like it was floating.
She pressed her face against the window, staring out at Manhattan. She’d only been gone a few years, but after Hamburg, it felt different. Colder. A bit harsher. The buildings stretched impossibly high, crammed together like they were fighting for space.
Back home, everything felt closer to the ground; row houses with sloped roofs and narrow streets filled with bikes and shopfronts. Hamburg was built for people. Here, it felt like the city had kept growing, stretching taller and taller, until it barely noticed the people at all.
She hadn’t slept much on the flight, just a few restless naps between pockets of turbulence. Now, her whole body ached, her head felt heavy, and her stomach was unsettled from exhaustion.
Mom sat across from her, scrolling through emails on her tablet, her long braid draped over one shoulder. She’d rebraided it before landing, fingers moving fast like she needed to stay busy.
On the plane, the aisle had been between them, but that hadn’t stopped Mom from watching her. Every few minutes, she’d glance up or lean forward just enough to check if Allison was okay. She never said anything, but Allison felt it—the way Mom noticed her picking at breakfast, like skipping a meal was some kind of crisis.
It was annoying. She wasn’t a baby.
Now, in the pod, there was no space between them. Just Mom, too close, pretending to focus on her screen.
“Almost home,” she said. Her voice was calm. Too calm. Her eyes stayed on the tablet, but her fingers gripped it tightly.
Allison shifted, pressing her forehead against the window. She didn’t answer.
Home. That word didn’t fit Manhattan anymore.
Allison looked out the window, her forehead pressed against the cool glass. The city seemed to unfold around her, a maze of elevated streets weaving between gleaming high-rises. Their upper floors glowed against the dark sky, familiar yet distant, like a place she used to know but had somehow outgrown.
She looked down. The water hadn’t been there before. Not like this.
It flowed in the streets below the freeway, creeping up doorways, swallowing sidewalks. It wasn’t deep, but it didn’t have to be. It was everywhere, turning roads into canals, distorting the old neighborhoods she remembered. Small boats floated between buildings, their lights skimming the rippling surface like restless fireflies.
She tried to picture herself here again, walking the streets, riding the subway, slipping back into the life she’d left behind. But all she could see was the water, swallowing up the past, one foot at a time.
Mom sighed. “You should try to sleep tonight. You’ll feel better in the morning.”
Allison didn’t answer. She pressed her hand against the glass, leaving faint smudges as she stared out.
The pod slid out of the enclosed transit tube and onto the elevated streets. Rain spattered against the windows, loud now without the barrier shielding them. City lights streaked across the wet glass, blurring into smears of gold, green, violet and red.
The streets hadn’t always been like this. When she’d left, construction had already started, raising the roads higher, replacing intersections with ramps and automated lanes. But even then, there’d been sidewalks, crosswalks, and places for people to walk around. Now, she only caught glimpses of them, narrow and intermittent, wedged between towering pylons that held the monorails up.
Farther away, floodlights illuminated the skeletal frameworks of new extensions. It was like the city had decided people didn’t belong on the ground anymore. Mass transit ruled now with sealed pods, skybridges, and monorails gliding overhead. The streets below, the ones that hadn’t been lifted yet, looked forgotten, abandoned to the rising water.
The pod slowed as they approached their building, a towering high-rise with its main entrance now several floors above the old street level. When Allison lived here before, construction crews had been reinforcing the foundation and raising the entryway. Now, it was elevated above the flood zone, just in case.
It didn’t feel like the same place.
The pod stopped with a hiss, and the double doors slid open, letting in the steady patter of rain against the bridge that connected the road to the building entrance. Cool, damp air drifted in. The front seats of the pod had swiveled to face forward, ready for a driver if needed.
A security guard stepped out from under the awning, a large black umbrella in hand. He nodded at Mom before moving to cover her as she stepped out. Another guard followed, flipping open a second umbrella just in time to block most of the rain from Allison as she followed. She clutched the straps of her backpack, the damp air brushing her face as she followed her mom toward the tall glass doors.
Everything was so quiet, so automatic. Her luggage had been unloaded at the airport and sent here through some automated system. In Hamburg, someone would have pulled her bags from the car with a quick smile or asked if they needed anything. Here, the guards and doormen barely acknowledged them.
The lobby had been recreated just as she remembered with tall ceilings, stone floors, potted trees and neatly arranged plants with waxy, perfect leaves. A few sleek benches lined one wall, the kind no one actually sat on. The lighting cast a warm glow, elegant but cold.
Before, it had felt like something out of a movie. Now, it just felt empty.
She followed her mom toward the private elevator, her footsteps swallowed by the polished floor. Mom’s heels clicked softly, the only sound in the empty lobby.
The elevator doors slid open, revealing a sleek, mirror-lined interior. Their tired faces reflected back at them. Allison stepped inside, adjusting the weight of her backpack as the doors quietly closed.
Mom pressed the button for the penthouse without a word, rolling her shoulders as the elevator began to rise. Allison leaned against the wall, her forehead resting against the cool metal. The elevator was silent except for the faint whir of movement. She glanced at her mom, who had closed her eyes for just a moment. She looked exhausted.
When the doors finally opened, Maria was waiting. Her familiar smile was calm and reassuring, like nothing had changed.
“Welcome back, Miss Allison,” Maria said gently.
Allison managed a small nod, too tired to speak, as she stepped into the apartment behind her mom.
The living room looked different, but not in a way that made it feel more like home.
She could still picture how it used to be. A conference table in place of the coffee table. Gray chairs instead of couches. Monitors where paintings now hung. Back then, it felt like an office. Now, it was supposed to feel cozy.
The warm earth tones and soft lighting tried to make the space inviting, but to Allison, it just felt staged. The overstuffed couches, the carefully arranged throw pillows, the old-fashioned wooden coffee table were all too perfect. It looked like no one actually lived here.
It was nothing like her dad’s place, where books piled up on side tables, jackets were draped over chairs, and nothing was ever quite in its place. His house felt lived in. This felt like a showroom.
“Allison, sweetheart,” Mom said, setting her tablet on the sideboard near the couch as she walked over. She rested a hand on Allison’s shoulder and gave her a small smile. “You didn’t eat much on the plane. Let me have Maria make you something.”
“I’m not hungry.” Her voice was quiet, even to her own ears. She slipped out from under Mom’s hand, dropped her backpack on the floor, and walked to the glass wall overlooking the garden. 
The rain had stopped, leaving the double doors to the garden streaked with faint trails of water. Through the heavy glass, she could see the neatly trimmed greenery outside, still glistening from the rain. Beyond the garden, the city stretched out in glittering lines of light.
Maria cleared her throat softly, drawing Allison’s attention. She stood near the couch, her hands folded neatly in front of her. “Miss Allison, would you like a grilled cheese sandwich? It used to be your favorite,” she offered, her voice warm but tentative, as if she wasn’t sure Allison still liked the sandwich.
“No, thank you, Maria,” she muttered.
Allison turned back to the glass, her reflection barely visible against the city lights. Her pale, tired face blurred into the glittering skyline beyond. Manhattan might have been beautiful once, but now it felt like a city just pretending to be alive. And she was stuck in the middle of it.
Her mom crossed the room, her heels sinking into the plush carpet as she came to stand beside Allison. “Why don’t you get some sleep?” she gently asked. “You’ve had a long couple of days, and we can get a fresh start tomorrow.”
Allison hesitated, then leaned in and gave her a quick hug. Mom’s arms wrapped around her, holding her close for a moment. “Sounds good, Mom,” she whispered. She was too old for bedtime hugs. But tonight, it felt right. She picked up her backpack and headed upstairs to find her old bedroom.
She flopped onto her back, staring at the canopy above her bed. The sheer fabric let the glow-in-the-dark stars shine through.
“Jeeves, what time is it?” she asked the household AI.
“It’s 12:33 a.m.,” the AI answered in his usual British butler voice.
Great. Her body still insisted it was time to get up for school in Hamburg, even though it was the middle of the night here.
She groaned and rolled onto her side, then back again. The bed was too soft, the room too quiet. With a sigh, she sat up and flicked on the lamp beside her bed. The warm light chased away some of the shadows.
The walls were still the same deep blue she’d begged for when she was seven, with pink clouds and sparkly rainbows that had once felt magical, like she was floating in some dream world. Now, it all just felt embarrassing.
From her bed, she could see her desk, its glossy white surface spotless. Maria must have cleaned everything up after she moved to Germany. Everything was perfectly lined up. The rocket-shaped lamp. Her old solar system model. A few notebooks stacked neatly in the corner.
Her shelves were crammed with books, their spines gleaming under the lamp’s glow. In Hamburg, she didn’t had anything like this. Most were limited editions, embossed with her name; gifts from her grandparents and her mom. But squeezed between the fancy hardcovers were her sketchbooks and notebooks, filled with space exploration plans.
She spotted her favorite drone, sitting on a lower shelf. It was painted with glow-in-the-dark swirls and covered in stickers. She used to fly it through the apartment, weaving around furniture, until Mom made her take it outside.
Everything was exactly where she’d left it. And yet, none of it felt the same.
The carpet was soft under her bare feet as she pushed herself up and crossed the room to the shelves. She ran her fingers along the spines of the books before pulling out a sketchbook labeled: Mars Habitat Project. The cover was covered in little rockets she’d drawn years ago.
She flipped it open and stopped on a detailed drawing of a residential habitat. Each module was labeled: Sleeping Quarters, Hydroponic Gardens, Communal Spaces, Storage. She’d spent hours designing it, making sure people could actually live on Mars, not just survive. She’d even added tiny plants and furniture, imagining what it would feel like when it was built.
Her mom had encouraged her to submit the design to a SpaceX contest. She never did, but she used to daydream about it. The engineers would study her sketches. They’d pause, nod, and realize her design might actually work.
She set the sketchbook down and turned to the holographic globe on the shelf. It flickered faintly, the Earth’s rotation glitching like an old game. She tapped it. The glow brightened, the continents sharpened—but the movement was still jerky. She frowned and hit it again. Nothing.
“Broken,” she muttered as she turned it off.
Her eyes drifted to the photos on the wall and all the places they’d traveled as a family. Venice. Argentina. Hong Kong. South Africa. These were the same pictures she had in her room in Hamburg, but here they looked different. Brighter. Sharper. 
She stopped at the one from Venice. Her dad’s arm was slung over her shoulders, pointing at the old buildings by the water. Her mom stood next to him, grinning, sunglasses in hand. She could almost hear her dad explaining how the city was sinking and her mom rolling her eyes, telling him to stop being such a downer.
In another photo, she was laughing on the back of her dad’s scooter in Argentina, her arms wrapped tightly around his waist as they zipped through the streets. Next to it was the picture from Hong Kong. Her mom was showing her how to hold chopsticks properly while her dad made faces at her. 
She swallowed hard and looked away. Vacations were really the only time she’d felt they were a family.
She wandered back to her desk. What had she been thinking when she begged for that rocket-shaped lamp? Its sleek, modern design had seemed so cool back then. Now, it just looked like something meant for a little kid. She sighed and shook her head.
She pulled open a random drawer, and the sharp, familiar smell of dried paint hit her. Inside were crusty brushes, cracked paint tubes, and notebooks filled with half-finished doodles and forgotten projects. One by one, she tossed them into the white wicker trash can next to her desk. Each thud felt weirdly satisfying, like she was clearing out more than just junk.
When the drawer was empty, she flopped onto the bed and grabbed her tablet. Opening her notes app, she typed: sketchpads, her art pack, the tech kit. Stuff she’d left behind in Hamburg that her dad could send. She stared at the list for a long moment before adding one more thing: my life.
Her chest tightened. She deleted that last piece and set the tablet aside, pulling the quilt up to her chin. The fabric was soft but unfamiliar, like everything else in this place.
Her eyes drifted back to the photos on the wall. Venice. Argentina. Hong Kong. Hamburg. The places where she felt like herself. She tried to hold on to those memories, to the feeling of who she was, but it all seemed to slip further away.
She reached over and switched off the light. Darkness swallowed the room, and she closed her eyes, too tired to think anymore. 
She lay there, her mind drifting between memories and the emptiness of the room around her. But eventually, exhaustion won.
Allison groaned and rolled onto her side, wincing as the sharp morning light stabbed through her eyelids. She yanked the quilt over her face, but light still seeped around the edges, relentless and unyielding. With a frustrated sigh, she grabbed her pillow and buried her face in it.
It didn’t help. The sun had already won.
With another sigh, this one more dramatic, she pulled the pillow away. Sunlight hit her like a spotlight. She squinted, shielding her eyes with one hand. The windows faced east. Of course, it did. Mornings here were always like this. Bright, blinding, and way too early.
“Jeeves, dim the windows to fifty percent,” she mumbled.
“At once, Miss Allison,” the AI replied crisply, his British accent making him sound far too awake. The windows darkened to a more bearable glow. Finally, she could open her eyes without feeling like a vampire.
She sat up slowly, rubbing her face, then flopped back against the pillows.
“Jeeves, what time is it?” she finally asked.
“The time is 8:22 a.m.,” Jeeves announced. “Would you care for an update on today’s weather?”
Allison groaned.
“Today is Tuesday, September 16th. The current temperature is—”
“Hör auf!” she growled. “Stop. Be quiet. That’s enough.”
Jeeves fell silent.
Allison stretched her arms as far as they could go, her shoulders still stiff from the plane trip. The bed was soft, but it didn’t help. Her head felt fuzzy. Jet lag was the worst.  
Lying there wasn’t going to fix anything.
Before she forgot, Allison reached for her nightstand, fumbling past the lamp until she found her tablet. She blinked at the screen, her brain still foggy, and typed quickly: Hi Dad, can you send my sketchbooks, art supplies, and maybe my tech kit? Thanks.
She hit send and let the tablet drop onto the bed. Only then did she rub her eyes, trying to shake off the last bits of sleep. With a groan, she pushed herself up, kicking off the tangled blankets.
One step at a time, she thought. Dad told her that often enough! Her lips twitched into a faint smile. Breakfast could at least fix one thing.
She headed to the closet. Maria had hung everything up last night. She grabbed a fresh pair of jeans and her favorite T-shirt, then reached for her security card on the nightstand. 
Without it, she couldn’t go anywhere. The elevator, the front entrance, even the small movie theater required a scan. She hated how locked-down everything was. Back in Hamburg, she just needed a key to get into the house and she could walk anywhere.
On her way to the door, she paused, glancing up at the canopy over her bed. The sheer fabric was tied neatly to the bed frame at the corners and was easy enough to take down. Maybe getting rid of it would make the room feel less like it belonged to her seven-year-old self.
Her stomach growled, reminding her she hadn’t eaten last night. Time to get breakfast and find out what her mom was up to.
Allison opened her bedroom door slowly, her hand still on the handle as her mom’s voice floated down the hallway. “Lithuania’s military . . . ” Her mom sounded tense. “ . . . repelling the Russian invasion.”
She froze. Another voice. Softer, harder to make out. Dad.
She let go of the door and stepped into the hallway. As she got close to the library, she could make out what her dad was saying. “The headmaster at Kaiserhof was very firm. No virtual attendance is permitted.”
“That’s ridiculous,” her mom snapped. “There’s a war going on. Are you sure that they won’t allow an exception?”
Allison edged closer, her fingers brushing the smooth wall as she crept closer to the open door.
“Kaiserhof only allows ten days of absence within the school year,” her dad replied, his voice calm, like he was trying to smooth things over. “Some students have transferred temporarily, but Kaiserhof requires that they stay on track and meet academic requirements.”
Allison bit her lip and leaned against the wall. Inside, she could hear her mom pacing, her movements quick and restless.
“I’ll find a school here,” her mom said, her voice quieter now. “Someplace that will work with us until she can move back.”
Allison edged closer, just enough to see around the door. Her dad was on the video screen, scrubbing a hand through his hair, leaving it even more of a mess.
“She deserves some stability,” he said, his voice low. 
Stability? That wasn’t what this was about. This was about the stupid war. The State Department had forced her to leave, and now her parents were acting as if it had been a choice.
She’d been happy in Hamburg. She had her school, her friends, her life. Now she was stuck here, trapped in Manhattan, because of a war that she had nothing to do with.
Allison swallowed hard and backed away, her hands balled into fists. She didn’t want to hear anymore. She turned and hurried down the stairs, gripping the banister to steady herself.
The faint smell of coffee and something sweet hit Allison as she headed to the dining room. Her stomach growled, and she scowled. Really? She’d just found out she probably wasn’t going home anytime soon, and her body still wanted food?
Maria appeared almost instantly, her apron crisp, her warm smile steady and familiar.
“Good morning, Miss Allison,” she said, setting a small carafe of orange juice and a glass on the table. “What can I make you for breakfast?”
Allison hesitated, trying to remember what she used to eat here. “Pancakes,” she mumbled. “And bacon. Maybe yogurt? And some fruit, too.”
Maria nodded, unfazed by her flat tone. “Of course,” she said, pouring the juice with practiced ease. “It’s good to see you hungry.”
Allison sat down, dragging her fingers along the table’s edge. She poked at the fruit salad that Maria had brought out first, wincing at the sharp sweetness of the pineapple chunks. She stabbed a strawberry with her fork, chewing without really tasting it.
Her mom walked in, moving with the same effortless grace she always had. Her heels tapped against the tile, each step precise. Maria didn’t miss a beat, handing her a latte before she even sat down.
“Thank you, Maria,” her mom said, taking a sip. “This tastes amazing.”
“The pancakes and bacon will be ready soon,” Maria said, before disappearing into the kitchen.
Allison kept her eyes down, pushing a piece of melon around her bowl. She didn’t really want to eat it. She could feel her mom watching her.
“We need to talk, sweetie,” her mom said, her voice gentler than it had been upstairs. “Kaiserhof won’t allow virtual attendance.”
Allison kept her gaze on her bowl, gripping her fork tighter. She already knew this, but hearing it from her mom made it feel more real.
Her fork scraped against the bowl as she forced herself to speak. “So . . . what am I supposed to do now?” she asked.
Her mom folded her hands on the table, her expression softer now. “I’ll find a local school for you. Just temporarily. You’ll be able to transfer back once it’s safe to return.”
Allison swallowed hard. “A new school?” she asked quietly. She hated how small her voice sounded.
“It’ll only be for a little while,” her mom said, offering a faint smile. “I promise.”
Allison nodded. She poked at her fruit salad, no longer hungry.
Maria reappeared with a plate of pancakes and bacon, smoothly swapping it for the bowl of fruit. “Here you are, Miss Allison.” Then, she brought Mom a small vegetable omelet.
Her mom took another sip of her latte. “Why don’t you explore the building while I work on it?” she said, her tone lighter. “It’s changed a lot since you were here. If
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