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  Content Warning


This story contains the following material that may be upsetting to some readers: 

A scene featuring a character describing a death occurring due to a violent car crash.  

A scene featuring a character voicing suicidal ideation.

If you or someone you care about is thinking about or has expressed suicidal thoughts, please know that there is help available and neither you nor they are alone.  In the United States and Canada, the Suicide and Crisis Lifeline can be reached 24 hours a day by either calling or texting 988.  It can also be reached online at https://988lifeline.org.  If you reside outside of the United States or Canada, you can find information for a suicide prevention crisis line in your home country through the International Association for Suicide Prevention’s website at:
https://www.iasp.info/crisis-centres-helplines/






  
  





















For Sarah, who continually helps me be a better writer, partner, friend, and human being. 







  
  Prologue


I love stories. They are astoundingly wonderful things. Only a story can let you go anywhere, imagine being anyone, and do things only possible in dreams. A good story can change hearts and minds, while a great one can even save a life. Truly, there is no being more extraordinary that a gifted storyteller. 
When I was a boy, I met such a storyteller.  Her stories, along with her friendship, changed how I saw my world, as well as myself.  Her presence was the proverbial pen that allowed me to rewrite the narrative of my life, transforming it into a tale I want to share with the world.    
My name is Rivalo Kristavale, and I would like to tell you a story.






  
  Part I  

Sisters, Strangers, and Stories









  
  Chapter 1


This story begins when I was twelve years old. At that age, I had long stopped thinking of myself as a child, but also instinctively knew I was nowhere close to being able to call myself a man. My family lived in a small farm cottage outside of a village called Streamhaven in the nation of Kelta Lior. 
I grew up in that cottage alongside my sister, Franceska, who was a year and a half older than me.  Our father, like most of the physically fit men in the village without their own business, worked at the Mariota Sawmill.  Our mother tended to the cottage and its garden while also raising my sister and me until we were old enough to assist her.
For most of my childhood, I preferred to spend my time in the company of either my sister or, more often, with books.  Some in the village had described me as a quiet and thoughtful child, or as shy.  A few even said I was standoffish.  I wonder if my solitary nature as a child was because I was the only boy my age in our small village.  When I started school, I was the only child to join at that time, and it was over two years before another child joined my class.  There were several children, like my sister, who were only a year or two older than me, but even that age gap seemed like a daunting canyon to cross socially.  Friendships had been cemented before I ever arrived, and I could never shake the feeling of being an intruder if I dared think about inserting myself into them.  So, I simply didn’t intrude, content to keep my own company alongside that of a good story instead.       
My sister ended up being my closest friend, almost by default.  She had her own small circle of friends, of course, but I never felt the need to become part of it, nor did I begrudge her those friendships.  When she was with her friends, I could spend time with an interesting book instead.  That had always been enough. 
That would change, however, when my sister was thirteen, and she contracted an illness known as Sleeping Fever.  For over a week, she did almost nothing but fitfully sleep, tossing and turning while mumbling incoherently as she did. 
Out of fear that I might contract my sister’s illness, my parents banished me from the bedroom I shared with her, and relegated me to sleeping downstairs near our hearth.  It was a reasonable course of action for my parents to take, but nonetheless, I remained annoyed at my sister while I slept on the floor, longing for my own bed.  Even more irritating, due to her illness, my family was forced to miss the spring new year’s festival in the village.  So, instead of enjoying the revelry in the village, I was forced to sit at home.  I had begun to believe that my inconsiderate sister had contracted this annoyingly inconvenient illness just to spite me. 
That undoubtedly sounds callous, but in my defense, I was twelve.  I defy you to show me any adolescent, especially one with siblings, who isn’t at least occasionally petty and immature.  Little did that sometimes petty and immature version of myself know, I was about to encounter circumstances that would force me to grow up a little faster than I expected.  To become a better version of myself. 
And I would not be the only one who would be changed.   
My mother had spent that entire week keeping vigil at my sister’s bedside, giving her the medicine the village doctor had given us, and obsessively watching for any sign of improvement.  She had no time for the usual routines of cooking meals and tending to the cottage.  Therefore, those tasks had fallen on my father and me.  
My father never complained or acted helpless, like some men tend to do, when anything that might be considered domestic was asked of him.  “There’s nothing womanly or manly about taking care of your family.  It’s just something you do,” he would tell me.  As a man of his word, he did his part to keep our household running, even after putting in a full day’s labor at the mill.  I admired my father for many reasons, but his penchant for making his actions match his words was a significant one. 
Eight days after my sister first fell ill, her condition changed.  It was late afternoon and my father and I were preparing some vegetables for a stew that was simmering on the stove.  We heard a loud clatter above us, followed by the sound of hurried footsteps coming down the stairs.  
My mother appeared at the bottom of the stairway, hair disheveled and eyes red.  With a trembling voice, she looked at my father and said, “Franni’s awake!  By Gallar’s Grace, our baby girl is awake!”  Turning her attention to me, she said, “Riv!  Put on a kettle and make some tea.  Bring it up as soon as it’s ready!”
My father’s face was surprisingly stoic at hearing this news. He set down the kitchen knife and followed her as she hustled back up the stairs faster than she had come down.
After dumping the vegetables I’d just finished chopping into the stew, I went about making some tea, giving the faucet above the sink a few pumps, and filling our iron kettle with cold well water.  While waiting for the water to boil, I prepared the dried herbs and mountain flowers that my mother had gathered in the nearby woods.  After the tea had steeped, I added some honey from a chunk of comb we kept in a jar in the cupboard to help ease the somewhat bitter taste of my mother’s herbal blend.  With a dish towel shielding my hands, I carried the glazed clay mug upstairs.
I entered the bedroom I shared with my sister, finally ending my exile from my own bed, or at least so I had hoped.  That was the first time I had seen my sister in a week.  Given that Fran had been ill and bedridden, I expected her to look bedraggled.  The younger brother part of me wanted to joke that she looked like that even after a normal night’s sleep.  My sister was not, as an expression she later taught me went, a “morning person.”  
Sure enough, her long light brown hair was mussed and matted from feverish sweating and constant tossing and turning.  There were dark circles under her eyes and crusted mucus under her nose.  I was glad to be holding the steaming mug of strong-smelling tea, as I was positive she would not smell pleasant after being without a bath for over a week.
What I had not expected, however, was the expression on her face as she looked at us and her surroundings.  At first, I thought she looked confused, but no, this was something more akin to worry, but that was also not right.  I eventually realized what her face was telling me.  
She was afraid.  Terrified, even.  I had no idea why she was afraid, but it was as obvious to me as the mucus-crusted nose on her face.
And yet, my mother seemed oblivious to that fact.  Instead, she draped herself over Fran, pulling my sister close to her chest in a smothering hug, causing Fran’s eye to twitch.  With joyful tears in her eyes, my mother declared, “My baby girl is finally awake!  You had your father and I so worried!”  
It was only then that it truly dawned on me just how much my mother had been suffering through this experience while putting up a brave face for my father and I.  It put into perspective just how childish my annoyance at being forced from my room was.
My father placed a hand on my mother’s shoulder.  His voice betrayed concern despite its jovial tone, as he said, “It won’t do her much good, dear, if you smother the air out of her just as she’s come back to us.”  There was a smile on his lips, but a conflict in his eyes.  There was an eagerness to take action, but an uncertainty as to that action should be.  He turned toward the door to leave, telling my mother, “I’m going into the village to fetch Doctor Rinaldi.  I’ll saddle up Sosa, so I shouldn’t be too long.”  
He departed, gently closing the door behind him.  His heavy footsteps down the stairs and the thump of the front door closing emphasized his departure. 
After watching him leave, my mother wiped away her tears and held my sister at arm’s length.  With a scrutinizing gaze, she said, “Right.  Now, let’s take a good look at you!”  
Within moments, she was doing her best to smooth Fran’s tousled hair and wipe her face clean with the handkerchief she’d produced from under her apron.  Fran seemed to be only able to loll limply as my mother did this, her face a blank stare of confusion.  
Like a pot about to boil over, there was nervous excitement frothing from my mother as she asked, “Are you hungry, Franni?”
As if she had just heard the word for the very first time, Fran slowly asked, “Hungry?”  Her body answered for her when her stomach let out a growling groan.  Sheepishly, she said, “Um… yes.  I think I am.”
Practically leaping up from her seat on the edge of the bed, my mother clapped her hands together and proclaimed, “Then I shall fix you a proper meal to celebrate your return to us!  A bowl of hearty stew is just what you need to regain your strength!  Yes, you’ll be up and about again in no time!”  
It was only when she pivoted toward the door to rush downstairs that she noticed my presence in the room.  Noticing the still-steaming mug of tea in my towel-protected hands, she smiled.  “Perfect!  Stay here with your sister and make sure she drinks all her tea while I finish the stew you and your father were working on.”
She just about pranced past me and through the door, humming to herself down the stairs.  My sister and I watched her leave, listening to her happy murmurings as she went down the stairs before turning our attention to each other.
“Hi, Fran.  Glad you’re awake.  I brought you some tea.”  I passed the mug to her, handle first, so she wouldn’t burn her fingers.
She took it and stared at the liquid inside, as if skeptical that it was actually tea I’d given her.  “Um, thank you, uh…”  Her eyes darted around the room before mumbling something that sounded like, “Uh… Brother dear.” 
I already had my suspicions something was amiss, but after that comment, I was certain. My classmates usually addressed me as “Val,” the most popular diminutive version of Rivalo.  However, as was typical for most siblings, we often had other names for each other.  From time to time, she could be inclined to call me “jerk” or “brat.”  As for myself, if I thought she was acting especially bossy or snobby, I might address her as “m’lady” or “Her Imperial Highness.”  Still, for the most part, I addressed her as “Fran” and she, like my mother and father, called me “Riv.”
Never had we referred to each other as “Brother” or “Sister,” and certainly never with the superfluous “dear.”  My eyebrow involuntarily rose in confusion at her bizarre choice of address.  She appeared to be too focused on the tea to notice. After blowing away the steam, her expression once again changed to a mixture of confusion and alarm as she gazed into her mug in horrified fascination.
Concerned, I asked her, “Is… everything okay?”
The sound of my voice appeared to break her from her trance as her head jerked up.  She laughed nervously, and said, a little too loudly, “Yes!  Yes!  I’m fine!  Thank you for the tea!”  After blowing again, she took a cautious sip.  Her face screwed up into something akin to a grimace of disgust.  That, at least, seemed normal for her.  She had never been fond of my mother’s herbal teas.  Under her breath, she grumbled, “Ugh!  It tastes like someone boiled a bag of cough drops or something.” 
“Eh?”
Panic filled her eyes.  “Nothing!  Nothing!  It’s great!”  Taking another imperceptible sip, she followed it with a forced swallow and an even more forced smile, unconvincingly murmuring, “Mmmmmm!”
I stared at my sister, which only seemed to make her shift restlessly in the bed.  She was clearly trying to avoid making direct eye contact with me, opting to take another prolonged sip of the tea she plainly despised instead.  I turned to leave, declaring, “There’s something wrong with you, Fran.  I’m going to get Mom.”  
In an instant, she snorted, choked, and spewed her tea out in a fine mist.  Between coughs, she managed to gasp, “Wait!  Don’t!  Please!” 
When I heard these panicked pleas, I stopped and turned to face her.  Fear and confusion radiated from her face and I struggled to understand why.  “What is going on with you, Fran?” I asked, surprising myself with how worried I sounded.  Could fear be contagious? 
She eyed me warily.  When I stepped away from the door, she relaxed a little.  However, when I took a step toward her instead, she stiffened again.  As much as she didn’t want me fetching my mother, she also wasn’t completely comfortable with me approaching her, either.  As a compromise, I walked over to the rocking chair near the window and sat down, waiting for her to make the next move.
That seemed to put her a little more at ease, though not completely.  Once more, she looked down at her cooling tea, staring morosely at the liquid inside.  I was now positive something about her reflection in the tea was upsetting her.  Her gaze fell upon me again, her brow wrinkled in contemplation.
It was as if I were living in a suspenseful mystery novel I might check out from the library.  Each turn of the figurative page was bringing me closer to a shocking and dramatic revelation.  Whatever she was about to tell me, I was certain it would be big and important, possibly even life changing.
Her eyes met mine as she licked her lips and swallowed.  At just above a whisper, she confessed, “I– I don’t know where I am.”






  
  Chapter 2


As certain as I was that my twelve-year-old imagination had prepared me for whatever my sister might reveal, when Fran announced that she didn’t know where she was, I realized it certainly had not. It took me several moments to absorb this new information. 
My sister stared at me, waiting for me to say something, and that stare only got more intense the longer I deliberated with myself about how to respond.  With no better ideas, I decided to state the obvious.  “Fran, you’re home.”  
Grimacing, she shook her head and hissed, “You don’t understand!  I’ve never seen this place or any of you people before in my life!”
Another revelation my imagination had completely failed to prepare me for.  The longer this conversation continued, the more off-balance I felt.  I shifted my gaze toward the door, internally debating as whether to still fetch our mother.  “You’ve lost your memories?”   
When she saw me looking at the door, she started shaking her head emphatically.  “No!  I have memories!  I have lots of memories!  So many memories!  I can tell you everything about who I am, and I can tell you my name sure as hell–”  She regarded me for a moment before correcting herself, “Er, sorry.  It sure as heck ain’t Francine!”
Still staring blankly at her, the best question I could think to ask was, “So, you’re saying that… you’re not Franceska?”
“So, not Francine then?  Okay, great, that’s one mystery cleared up, at least.”  I was pretty sure she was talking to herself more than to me.  After examining the mug again, she pointed at her face and asked, “Is this Franceska’s face?” 
I blinked a few times as I considered that absurd, but still relevant, question.  “Well, yeah.” 
“Oh boy,” she moaned softly.  She examined her face in the tea, gently touching her cheeks and brushing hair from her eyes.  “God, I look so young!  How old is this Franceska girl?” 
“You’re thirteen, Fran.”
Shaking her head again, she argued, “Franceska might be thirteen, but I just celebrated my twenty-ninth birthday last night!  We all went to Elevator Brewery and everything!  Last thing I remember is taking a ride-share home, and then–”  She fell silent, her face contorting in concentration.  “And then… then…  Wait, what happened after the bar?” 
Not knowing what an “elevator” or “ride-share” was, I could only shrug.  “You– Fran, I guess I mean, have been in bed for the last week with an illness.” 
From the way she frowned and how lost in thought she looked, I was certain that she had not heard me.  Desperately wanting to regain some control of this situation before it spiraled out of control, I stood up from my seat.  “Um, Fran, or, er… I guess if you’re telling me that you’re not really Fran, then… well, who are you exactly?” 
That question seemed to snap her out of her daze, and her attention was once more keenly focused on me.  An uncomfortable silence settled in the room as we gazed at each other until, with a reluctant sigh, she said, “Okay, I’ll tell you, but you got to promise me something first, okay?” 
I eyed her warily.  “What’s the promise?” 
“You can’t tell anyone – ANYONE – else what’s happened to me.  That means your parents, this doctor they’re fetching, no one else.  This has to stay between us.  Will you do that?” 
Though my sister was only a year and half older than me, her tone and demeanor gave her the gravitas of an adult who was asking another adult to do something very adult-like.  Pacing back and forth a few steps, I mulled over her request.  “Why can’t we tell anyone?  This feels like something we should tell an adult about.”  I wanted her to make me understand, or at least help quiet the part of my brain that was nagging me to go get my mother. 
She sighed.  “Look, kid, I’m sure your parents are nice.  I’m sure this doctor is nice.  I’m sure that you’re nice, but here’s the thing: as far as everyone here in– well, wherever the heck here is, they all believe that I’m this Franceska girl.  What do you think will happen if I tell them that I’m really a twenty-nine-year-old kubickle drone from Kohlumbus, and I only look like this thirteen-year-old girl they know?  Best-case scenario?  They think maybe I suffered brain damage.  Worst case, however, they believe me, and they’re very upset that their beloved daughter has been replaced by a stranger.  
“Now, I’m not saying your parents are bad people, but when people are upset, they can do rash things.  I just want to avoid upsetting anyone, at least for a little while.  I’m just asking that you and I keep this between ourselves until I can get my bearings on what’s happened.  Maybe once I figure out what the heck is going on, we can tell them, okay?  Can you do that for me?  Please?” 
Looking back on this moment through the hindsight of years, it was truly a blessing that I was twelve when this happened.  I was old enough to risk making my own choices without always asking my mother and father for permission.  Yet, I was still young enough to believe that supposedly impossible things, like my sister’s body being inhabited by someone else, could be possible.  Though, I also admit that a small, cynical part of me did wonder if my sister was playing a bizarre joke on me, or if she had suffered brain damage from her illness after all. 
She watched me as I considered her request, seemingly holding her breath until I said, “Okay, I can do that.  For now.”
After sighing in relief, she offered me a weak smile, the first honest smile I’d seen her give since she awoke.  I walked over to her bedside, somewhat confident that she would not see it as a threatening gesture, and stuck out my hand toward her.  “Rivalo Kristavale.  A pleasure to meet you.” 
She stared at my hand before snickering and weakly grasping it. “Samantha Robertson.  Despite how incredibly weird today has been, it’s nice to meet you, too, Rivalo.”
“Riv,” I corrected.  “Call me Riv.  You– Fran, I mean, never calls me Rivalo and definitely never calls me ‘brother dear.’  That’s what made me suspect something was wrong.”
“Gotcha.  Riv,” she repeated.  “Well, I guess that for now, you will need to call me ‘Fran’ in front of others, but when it’s just us, you can call me Sam.”
Nodding, I released her hand.  Now that she no longer seemed terrified of my presence, she appeared more like my sister, albeit very bedraggled and tired looking.  Still, if I hadn’t known otherwise, I would have never guessed she was not who she appeared to be.   
After taking another sip of tea and grimacing again, she set the mug down on the bedside table.  “Riv, now that we’ve established this little partnership of ours, I must ask you something else that is very important.  Urgent, even.”
My eyebrows shot up with interest.  What other important things would she ask of me now that I was the secret-keeper to this mysterious stranger inside my sister’s body?  “Please, ask.”
Shifting in bed with a look of discomfort, she shot a few glances around the room.  “Um, where is your bathroom?”
“You want to take a bath?  That’s understandable, I guess.  You haven’t bathed in a week, and not to be rude, but you don’t smell particularly pleasant. We don’t have a room for just that, though.  I’m sure that Mom and Father will bring up the tub and some hot water this evening once we’ve eaten, and you should be able to clean up then, so–”
She groaned and interrupted, “No, I don’t want to take a bath.  Well actually, yes, I’d love a hot shower or bath right now because I feel absolutely gross as hel– heck right now, but I mean I need to, well… y’know.”  Blushing, she raised her eyebrows knowingly, as if that would somehow make it clear what she meant.  
As I could not read her or anyone else’s mind, my only option was to give her a confused shrug.  She pinched the bridge of her nose and sighed even harder.  “Kid, I need to relieve myself.  You get it now?  Where is your toilet?” 
After mentally kicking myself for not realizing the obvious, I nodded sheepishly.  “Fran’s chamber pot is under the bed.”
With a flat look and an even flatter tone, she said, “Chamber… pot.” 
“Well, I don’t think Mom would want you going outside to use the privy after you’ve just recovered from your illness.” 
With even less emotion, she muttered, “Privy…”  The color drained from her face and she turned her eyes toward the ceiling.  “Oh god, I’ve been transported to the land of no indoor plumbing.”  Dejected, she looked at the floor by the side of the bed and wrinkled her nose in revulsion.  “I need you to leave the room, please.  Now.”
“Huh?” 
Pointing at the door, she hissed, “Go!”  I nearly fled for the door, only to hear her almost shout, “Wait!  Don’t go downstairs!  Just, like, wait outside and make sure no one else comes in, okay?” 
So, I found myself standing guard outside the door, trying to distract myself by listening to my mother’s happy hums and excited murmurings drifting up the stairway as she finished putting together our dinner downstairs.  A few minutes later, the door opened a tiny bit, and Sam peered at me through the crack.  “Okay, you can come back in.”  
With an air of exhaustion, she shuffled toward her bed in her wrinkled and sweat-stained night dress.  As I walked back into the room, I caught a glimpse of the porcelain chamber pot, now placed in the corner of the room furthest from her bed.  When she saw that I noticed it, she looked annoyed and said in a weary voice, “Look, I know you’re probably used to things like this, and you might want to say something that you think will be helpful, but please don’t.  Just… don’t.  I’m processing a lot of things right now, and the plumbing situation here is just another one I’m compartmentalizing away for a later time.  Hopefully, when I am positive that I haven’t gone insane, I’ll be better equipped to deal with the quote-unquote ‘small things.’  Understood?” 
Regardless if she was a woman named Sam or my sister Fran, her tone and facial expression made it clear that it would be unwise to ignore that particular request.  So, I said nothing, and instead sat in the chair next to her bed, where my mother had kept vigil over my sister.  Sam didn’t protest when I did, and she adjusted the covers and pillows in order to sit more upright.  
When she seemed to be more comfortable, I asked, “Sam, can I ask you some questions?”
“I guess that would be fair.  I’m probably gonna ask you like a million questions myself once I figure out which ones I should ask first.  So, sure, knock yourself out.”
“Why would I want to make myself unconscious?” 
Her lips curled into an amused grin.  “Seriously, kid?  You never hear that expression before?  I just meant for you to go ahead and ask your questions.”
“You said you were from someplace called ‘Klumbus.’  Where is that?  I’ve never heard of it.”
“Kohlumbus,” she corrected.  “Kohlumbus, Ohioh.”
“Ohioh?”
“You’ve never heard of Ohioh?  Jeesuss, just where the heck did I wake up?” 
“Jeesuss?”
She stared at me for several seconds, then shook her head.  “Nope.  Not gonna touch that one right now.  Look, do you have an atlas or a map or a globe or anything like that?  I could show you,” adding under her breath, “I hope.”
“Not here, but the schoolhouse would.  When you are well enough to leave the cottage, I could take you there.”
“School house?  Really?”  Her eyes turned up at the ceiling again.  With a frustrated huff, she said, “I guess I’ll just have to wait until then.”  A moment later, her eyes lit up.  “Then again, perhaps not!  If you can tell me where I am, I might be able to tell where Kohlumbus is in relation to it!”
“That makes sense.” 
“Okay, so where are we?  Like, what is the name of this village your father ran off to?” she asked, a mix of excitement and hope in her voice. 
“Our cottage is just outside the village of Streamhaven.” 
Her brow furrowed.  “Streamhaven?  Doesn’t sound familiar.  What state is it in?”
“State?”
“Province, maybe?” she asked, her face still hopeful, but her tone wary.  When she only got my blank stare in response, she took a slow breath through her nose.  “Okay, let’s try something simpler.  What’s the name of the country we’re in?”
That was an easy one to answer.  “Well, Streamhaven is in the country of Kelta Lior, which is the third nation of the Gallarian Empire.”
The last traces of her hopeful look evaporated and she slumped back in the bed.  “I was holding out hope that I woke up in some weird Ahmish community or something like that.  If worse came to worst, maybe Kanahdah.  The way you’re talking, I might as well be in Shangrilah by way of Atlantiss.”  Glancing at the ceiling, she asked, “Just where on Urth am I?” 
“Urth?” I asked, deciding to focus on the most recent of the many strange words she had just thrown at me during this increasingly confusing conversation.  
She eyed me skeptically.  “Oh, come on!  You’ve got to be kidding me!  You know, Urth!”
As that word meant nothing to me, all I could do was shake my head.
Frustrated, she threw her hands up as she said, “Urth!  The freakin’ planet we all live on!  I might not know every single country on Urth, but I know that everyone is from Urth, at least!” 
Worried that my mother would hear the raised voices and rush upstairs, I stated in a hushed voice, “Our world is called Litia.”
She gaped at me and for several moments.  When she managed to make her voice work again, she asked softly, “Litia?” 
I crossed my arms. “That’s what my parents, teacher, and every book I’ve ever read have always told me.”
Upon hearing that, she seemed to deflate.  Rubbing her palms into her eyes, she groaned.  “Forget Atlantiss and Shangrilah.  Hell, forget even Wonderland or Ozz while we’re at it.  It seems this crazy train I’m riding is a one-way, non-stop direct route to another planet somewhere in the smack dab middle of the goddamned twilight zone!”
My jaw hung open as I stared at her.  It took me over a minute before I could lick my lips and ask in a cracked voice, “You’re– you’re saying you’re from another world?!”
“So it would seem,” she remarked casually, seemingly unaware that her offhand comment was quite conceivably the most world-shattering revelation ever uttered in the entirety of history itself.   







  
  Chapter 3


It might have been a bit too much too quickly for me, honestly. I had only just come to terms with the remarkable notion that my sister’s mind had been replaced by a stranger’s. That this stranger was from another world, as well, and the whole situation seemed to border on absurd.  If nothing else, I was now absolutely certain that Fran was not playing a prank on me, because I could not imagine anyone coming up with such a ludicrous scenario.  
My staring seemed to unnerve Sam.  She hugged her arms to her body, somehow managing to look both frightened and annoyed.  “Well, what do we do now?” 
Before I could answer that tremendously weighty question, the door opened, and my mother burst into the room, carrying a wooden serving tray. On it was a steaming bowl of stew along with a large chunk of the bread I had baked that afternoon.  As she all but danced toward the bed, my mother proclaimed, “My baby girl is awake, and I bet she’s starving!”  
I vacated the chair by the bedside and my mother immediately took my place, placing the tray on Sam’s lap.  Sam looked down at the bowl of brown stew, scrutinizing the chunks of meat and root vegetables swimming in the thick gravy.  My mother picked up the metal soup spoon and scooped a large spoonful from the bowl, taking a brief moment to blow on it a couple of times.  Holding it up to my sister’s face, my mother happily demanded, “Eat!  Eat!  You need to get your strength back!” 
Before Sam could protest, her mouth was full of stew.  Her eyes widened and she started taking several rapid breaths through her mouth, desperately trying to cool the searing mass in her mouth.  Once she could chew again, her mouth curled up in a pleasantly surprised smile.  I felt a small bit of pride that my father’s and my efforts in replicating my mother’s recipe had apparently produced satisfactory results. 
When Sam swallowed, my mother was already waiting to shovel more into her mouth.  Holding her hand out like a shield, she gasped, “Lad– er, Mother, please!  I can feed myself!” 
My mother face shifted from overjoyed to concerned as she lowered the spoon.  “Mother?”
Sam’s panicked eyes shifted in my direction.  I did my best to discreetly mouth two syllables to her.  Upon seeing what I mouthed, she at once said, “Mama!  I’m sorry, mama!  I know you’re trying to help, but really, I can feed myself.  I’m not an invalid.”
The concern changed to disappointment, as my mother said, “Oh.  Yes, of course.”  She reluctantly handed the spoon to Sam and, looking unsure about what else to do with her hands, rested them on her lap. 
Sam blew on the stew thoroughly before taking another mouthful.  Next, she tore off a small bit from the chunk of the bread, and used it to sop up some of the rich gravy before stuffing it in her mouth, an ever-widening smile forming on her face. 
The savory smells that wafted from her tray made me realize just how hungry I was myself.  My stomach growled to let everyone else know what it thought of watching her eat while it was empty.  My mother chuckled, and even Sam couldn’t help but glance at my noisy gut. 
“Riv, why don’t you go downstairs to make yourself a bowl of stew and have some supper,” my mother suggested.
Sam looked up at me, her eyes pleading and mouth still full.  It seemed that she’d gone from being scared of my presence there to being scared of my leaving in pretty quick order.  I figured that keeping her reassured was all just part of the duties of being the secret-keeper to a stranger from another world.  With what I hoped was a small, surreptitious nod to Sam, I asked my mother, “Can I bring my dinner up here and eat with Fran?” 
My mother gave me a curious look.  “Eh?”  For the second time in as many minutes, her children had confused her.  After studying us both for a few moments, she shrugged and said, “Well, if all it takes for you to want to spend more time with your sister is her being asleep for an entire week, then I guess I shouldn’t question these small miracles.  Yes, you may.” 
Through the floorboards, we heard the front door open, followed by the heavy, thumping footsteps of my father.  From downstairs, he called out, “Darling, I’m back, and I have Doctor Rinaldi with me!” 
My mother and I both moved to leave the room.  She to greet my father and the doctor, and myself to fill my belly.  As I followed behind my mother, I gave Sam a more obvious look of reassurance.  She stuck another spoonful of stew into her mouth and gave me a hand gesture that consisted of a closed fist with an upturned extended thumb. 
Once downstairs, I hurried past my mother and toward the kitchen, while she greeted my father, who was busy undoing his work boots.  Standing with him at the front entranceway was Doctor Rinaldi, the village doctor, who was taking off his wool jacket. 
Rinaldi was a man of late middle age with gradually thinning hair tied in a neat ponytail.  There was some late-day scruff forming on his normally clean-shaven face.  In his left hand, he carried a brown leather bag about the size of a breadbox that opened at the top.
My mother gave my father a peck on the cheek and took the doctor’s coat, which she hung on a peg by the door.  “Welcome back, dear.  Hello, Doctor.”
The doctor looked calm, yet not entirely at ease.  The apprehension in his eyes stood out to me even from my vantage point at the kitchen stove. 
After ladling myself a hearty portion of the savory-smelling stew, I carved myself a thick slice of the bread.  I lingered a few extra moments in the kitchen, hoping to hear what my parents and the doctor had to say. 
Still full of nervous energy, my mother said, “Franni is upstairs eating her supper.  Why don’t you join us for some stew, Doctor?  I doubt you’ve had a chance to eat yet, and we have plenty to share.”
He seemed surprised by the suggestion and glanced toward the stairway.  “You wouldn’t prefer that I see Franceska right away?” 
My mother’s eyes also shifted to the stairs.  “I mean, if you feel it would be best…  It’s just that she’s awake and alert now.  I know she had that awful illness, but she seems fine for the moment.  Might she have a chance to eat a meal before you start poking and prodding her, asking all your questions?” 
The doctor considered the request, his eyes still focused on the stairway.  At last, he nodded and smiled, a little weakly I thought.  “A nice bowl of hot stew sounds perfect for an early spring evening with the chill still lingering.  Thank you, Cecilia.”
I knew I would not be able to linger in the kitchen much longer.  As my mother took my place at the counter to start ladling bowls of stew for the adults, I was forced to deftly dodge out her way, balancing the dish of steaming stew under the same dish towel I used to bring up Sam’s tea.  
When I returned to Fran’s and my bedroom, Sam startled a little when I opened the door, but relaxed when she saw it was me.  She had almost finished her stew, and was using the last of her bread to swab up the remaining gravy.  Craning her neck, she worriedly peered past me at the door.  When she glanced at me again, I answered the unasked question that I saw in her nervous eyes.  “They decided that since you’re eating, they’d have their dinner first.  The doctor will examine you after everyone’s finished.”  The savory steam from my stew was making my mouth water.  So, with great enthusiasm, I dug in.
She looked thoughtful as chewed her last mouthful of food.  “Well, that at least gives me a couple minutes to mentally prepare, I guess.”  Giving me a side-eyed glance, she muttered, “Seriously though, your sister still calls your mother ‘Mama?’”  
I hurriedly swallowed and answered, “Yes, and Fran always calls Father ‘Papa.’”  
Rolling her eyes, she sighed.  “Of course she does.”  With a shrug, she added, “Could be worse, I guess.  She could be one of those supposedly adult women back home who call their fathers ‘Daddy’ for way longer than is healthy.” 
I frowned and gestured at her with my spoon.  “This Urth place you’re from sounds very strange.”
She chuckled.  “Oh, some days it seems like ‘weird’ is the default setting for Urth.  It figures that just as I started managing to navigate my way through my regular weird reality, I’ve got to learn all about–” she flung her arms outward in an all-encompassing gesture, “well, someplace even weirder.”  Tossing her spoon onto her empty dish with a loud clink, she sighed, “That’s just… unfair, y’know?”
My curiosity was certainly piqued.  How unusual must another world be if even its own natives found it strange?  “I want to learn everything I can about your world,” I told her in my most serious tone.  Pointing at her with my spoon, I added, “I mean, that’s only fair if I’m going to be the one who tells you about Litia, right?  Especially if I’m going to do it without letting anyone else know what I’m doing or why.”  Shoveling another spoonful of stew into my mouth, I awaited her response.
She watched me chew for a moment, then her eyes drifted down to the slice of bread resting on the edge of my plate.  Her lips grew into a sly smile.  “Sure.  Give me half that slice of bread, and it’s a deal.”   
I stopped chewing and stared at her.  “Wait, are you actually haggling with me right now?”
Her response was to bat her eyelashes dramatically as she said, “I’m seriously starving and a girl’s gotta eat, y’know.  Besides, the way I see it, anything you learn from me would be to satisfy your curiosity, while what I need to learn from you is for my survival.”
“Wouldn’t that give me the stronger bargaining position here?”
With blatantly counterfeit coyness, she mused, “I suppose.  That depends, I guess, on what kind of man you are.  Are you the type to take advantage of a lost, confused, and hungry girl just because you can?”
The pangs of guilt caused me to physically wince as they delivered a perfect blow to my conscience.  I might not have known Samantha Robertson well, but I was already learning that she knew how to deliver an attack where it would hurt the most.  By calling me a man instead of a boy, she force me to defend my maturity, while also questioning my sense of chivalry by depicting herself as a helpless girl.  Gallar the Triumphant himself couldn’t have laid out a better strategy.  My only option was to surrender and accept her terms for peace.  
I tore the bread in two and gave her the larger portion.  As she took a triumphant bite, I was amazed to see her wearing my sister’s signature self-satisfied smile, as if she’d just won yet another sibling argument like the prior thousands we had since I learned to talk.

      [image: ]We had already finished eating by the time my parents along with Doctor Rinaldi came upstairs.  When Rinaldi saw Sam and me, he looked surprised, as if the last thing he had expected to see was two adolescents conversing over dirty plates.  It only took a moment for him to regain his professional composure as he walked up to the bed, and sat down in the seat I had vacated for him.
When I returned from taking our dirty dishes to the kitchen, I found the doctor already busy with his examination.  He’d placed a pair of delicate, round spectacles on his nose and held Sam’s wrist to check her pulse.  That was followed by taking her temperature by first feeling her head, then by placing a glass thermometer in her mouth. 
Throughout the exam, Sam eyed the doctor with apprehension.  Later, in a private moment, she confided to me, with a sheepish laugh, that she had been worried about what Rinaldi would do during that initial examination.  She honestly feared that he would start placing blood-sucking slugs on her face, or possibly even pull out a hand drill to start boring holes in her skull in order to release malevolent spirits.  I laughed with her, but truth be told, if I had known what she was thinking at the time, I likely would have offended by her initial expectations of our world.  Of course, Sam had several preconceived notions about our world she would need to be disabused of, as I would soon learn.
While Sam’s worried expression was hard to ignore, more interesting was Rinaldi’s face.  As he examined her, he looked as if he were trying to solve an especially frustrating puzzle.  The rest of the examination consisted of Doctor Rinaldi asking Sam simple questions about how she was feeling and any lingering symptoms.  She was succinct, if not terse, in her responses, telling him that she wasn’t in any pain, but still felt tired and weak.  
After nodding to himself, the doctor reassuringly patted Sam’s hand and began to put away his instruments.  When he turned to my look at my parents, any doubt on his face was replaced with a confident smile, and with the practiced tone of a professional, he told them, “I think she’s through the worst of it.  I prescribe a few more days of bed rest, then four or five days of fresh air along with light to moderate exercise before returning to normal activity.  If, in a week’s time, she still feels tired or weak, please bring her to my home office or call upon me, and I’ll give her a more thorough examination.”
My mother breathed a sigh of relief, and even my father’s usual stoic expression melted into a grateful smile.  As he and my parents left the room to see him off, the doctor gave one last lingering, perplexed look at Sam. 
After spending a few moments listening to the footsteps descending the stairs, I drew a curious and worried look from Sam when I left the room to follow them.  Creeping to the top of the stairs, I held my breath and strained my ears to listen to the three adults’ muffled conversation about Fran’s, or rather Sam’s, condition.
“Thank you for coming, Doctor,” my mother said, her exhaustion leaking through in her voice.
“No trouble,” Rinaldi said, still sounding distracted.  “Thank you for the wonderful stew.  I do believe you might make the best lamb stew in all of Streamhaven, but please don’t tell my husband that I said that.” 
My father chuckled, but did not correct his misconception that it had been my mother and not he and I who had done most of the dinner preparations.  My mother’s recipe, true, but still, shouldn’t the chef also matter?  I resisted the strong temptation to come down the stairs and set the record straight myself. 
My father asked, “Would you like me to give you a ride back to the village, Doctor?  I can have the wagon hitched up in a few minutes.  A lot more comfortable than sharing a saddle like the ride here.”
“Thank you, Ronaldo, but no need.  It’s a bright enough evening, and not that far.  I’ll be fine.  I could do with a brisk walk,” Rinaldi answered.
With hesitation in her voice, my mother said, “Doctor…” 
“Hmmm?”
“Well, about Franni…  Are you sure everything is fine with her?”
Concerned, my father asked, “Dear?”
His tone serious, but also eager, Rinaldi asked, “What’s on your mind, Cecilia?  Have you noticed something about Franceska I hadn’t?”
“It’s just… she did have Sleeping Fever, no?  I mean, when you told us that after she first fell ill, we were trying to prepare ourselves for the worst, and now suddenly she’s…?”  
That phrase, “prepare ourselves for the worst,” caught me by surprise.  Why would my parents have to prepare for the worst because of some simple illness?  That was my first realization that my parents may have kept some important information from me.  It was an unfamiliar sensation, but one that I needed to set it aside until later.  I had bigger priorities to focus on.  
“It is unusual, to say the least,” Rinaldi said cautiously.  “I’ve seen more than my fair share of Sleeping Fever.  During my time as a doctor, I’ve had four cases, and four deaths came of it, including the poor Botticello boy some fifteen years ago.  Then again, he already suffered from consumption, and the other three were elderly men and women.  In all the cases of Sleeping Fever I’ve treated, none of them were as young and as healthy as Franceska.  Perhaps that’s what helped her come through this seemingly unscathed, unlike so many others,” Rinaldi proposed.
“Yes… seemingly,” my mother muttered.
“Eh?” both my father and the doctor chorused.  
I could hear my mother hem and haw for a moment.  “It’s just that Franni– well, something just seems off about her.  The way she looks at us.  She even called me ‘Mother’ instead of ‘Mama,’ which I don’t recall her ever doing before.”  
I held my breath even harder, and glanced back at the open doorway to my room, where Sam was still watching me from her bed.  
Rinaldi responded, “Hmmm.  Well, it’s not uncommon for someone emerging from a long illness to seem out of sorts to their loved ones.  Understand, she’s most likely experienced bouts of intense fever dreams while her body struggled to fight something wrong with it.  Barely able to eat and delirious when she was conscious, she’s scarcely had a chance to regain her bearings.
“It’s sort of like how you might read accounts of ancient soldiers returning home from especially brutal battles.  Their loved ones would swear those soldiers were completely different men from the ones who left.  Franceska has just been through a very personal battle, I suspect.”
My father cut in.  “Is there anything we can do?”
“Honestly, what I think will do Franceska the most good is time and care.  You’ve been doing a wonderful job of the latter, Cecilia.  Let her finish resting and healing.  Soon enough she’ll be as she was.  If, after she has completed her recovery, you’re still worried about her mental state, come see me and I’ll reexamine her at my office.” 
My mother’s voice quavered with a hint of doubt.  “Yes, Doctor.  Thank you.”
I slowly released my breath, and tiptoed back into my room, leaving my parents’ muffled goodbyes to the doctor behind.  Sam regarded me suspiciously as I came back into the room.  “What were you doing out there?”
“I wanted to listen to their conversation to check if any of them suspect that you’re not really Fran.”  
She blinked a few times before shifting her eyes downward. “Oh.” There was a pregnant pause before she asked, “Well?  Do they?” 
I began to shake my head, but paused.  “Well, at least not with certainty.  My mom thinks that something might be different about you, but the doctor told them that any changes in your personality are most likely due to having just awoken from an apparently dangerous illness.  He told them that you would likely be back to your old self as soon as you finished recovering. That seems to have put her more at ease regarding that.” 
“Yeah, except I have no idea who my so-called ‘old self’ is.”  She ran her hands through her matted hair, and sighed loudly.  “I’m so screwed.” 
I folded my arms and tutted in mock disappointment.  “Yeah, it’s a shame that there’s no one here who’s shared a room with Fran their entire life, and can help you convince them that you’re their daughter and not a woman from another world.” 
With a look that could best be described as a mixture of impressed and annoyed, she asked, “You’re really still gonna help me?” 
“Of course.  I promised that I would keep your secret and help you, didn’t I?  Even if you’re not my sister, you’re still someone who needs help, and Father told me that helping those in need is the right thing to do, regardless who they are.” 
She regarded me thoughtfully before cracking a sad smile.  “Well, if that doesn’t just beat all.  I’m stuck on some weird Ahmish planet, and my only hope is a plucky ten-year-old with an overdeveloped moral compass.”
With mild indignation, I said, “I’m twelve, Sam.  You’ll need to learn and remember things like that if you hope to keep your true identity a secret.” 
She bowed her head apologetically. “Twelve, got it.  Sorry.”  
An awkward silence fell between us.  I could still hear a few bits of muted conversation downstairs through the floorboards, which meant we still had a few minutes before my parents returned.  
Fidgeting, she asked, “So, what else should I know, like, right this moment?” 
That seemed like a very relevant question, considering the circumstances.  Hastily gathering my thoughts, I answered, “My parents will likely return here once they finish seeing the doctor off.  My mom will want to give you a bath and have you change into some fresh clothes along with changing the bed linens.  No offense, but frankly, you and the bed both smell pretty bad.  Just do your best to go along with whatever she wants to do, please.  She’s been worried sick about Fran, and that means she’s going to smother you a little until you’re recovered. You’ll just have to put up with it.” 
She tugged at the front of her night dress, and took a cautious whiff.  After cringing and swallowing a gag, she managed to croak, “Yeah, guess I got to, don’t I?” 
“Yes.  Honestly, your best hope right now is to just act tired, say as little as possible, and make sure to refer to them as Fran would.  If we manage to make it through this evening, I’ll do my best to start helping you learn how to be Fran.  Okay?” 
“Got it.  Mama, Papa, act tired.”  Putting on a nervous smile, she gave me that upturned thumb hand gesture again.  I assumed it meant something akin to agreement on her world, but I made a mental note to confirm that with her later.  
A minute later, my parents reappeared at the doorway.  As I had predicted, my father had brought up the wooden bathing tub, and he asked me to help bring up water to fill it.  As I filled buckets with cold water pumped from the sink, he brought up a large pot that had been hung in the hearth to boil.  As he carefully poured the hot water into tub already half-filled with cold water, a thin veil of steam filled the room as the two waters combined.  After checking the tub’s temperature and finding it satisfactory, my mother shooed my father and I out of the room so she could help Sam bathe.  
We retreated downstairs to the kitchen where we went to work washing the dishes, him diligently scrubbing the soup plates and utensils, before handing them over to me to dry.  As I returned the dishes and utensils to their respective cupboards and drawers, my father inspected the stew pot and its contents.  He transferred the remaining stew to a smaller ceramic crock with a fitted lid and handed it to me so I could put it in the cast-iron ice box in the corner of our kitchen while he began to wash the stew pot.
“Riv,” he said, breaking the comfortable silence that had settled in as we worked. 
“Yes, Father?” I replied, readying my drying towel in anticipation of him handing me the wet pot.
“Your mother is still very worried about your sister.  She– she was scared your sister was going to…”  He closed his eyes and inhaled deeply through his nose before finishing, “Well, that Fran might die.”
Hearing him say it aloud finally made what I had begun to suspect suddenly seem much more real.  In a low voice, I asked, “Fran could have died?” 
He nodded somberly, handing me the wet stew pot.  “We didn’t tell you earlier because…”  For a moment, he seemed to struggle with what he wanted to say next.  “We didn’t want you to panic.  We wanted to hope– we believed that your sister would recover.  Gallar, Malorae, Kelta, and the Spirits have given us their blessing in that regard.”  
As I worked my towel over and inside the pot, I cautiously asked, “Why are you telling me now?”
He hesitated again, even though it seemed as if he had expected that question.  “Because even if we didn’t want to worry you about something that might not happen, we both believe you deserved to know it could have.  You may still be a boy, my son, but that time is coming to an end sooner than either your mother or I might like to admit.  That, in its own way, is a little scary for your mother, too.”     
“Is there something I should do?  Anything you need me to do, Father?” I asked, handing the dry pot back to him so he could apply oil before storing it. 
He gave me a long thoughtful gaze before smiling.  “For now, she’ll need us to keep doing our best to help her here while Fran finishes recovering.” 
“I know, Father, and I will!” I responded in my most serious voice, striving to maintain my own neutral expression despite my mind now confronting my father’s admission that my sister could have died and they had kept that secret from me.  That joined the already loud internal dialogue I was having with myself about the fact I was keeping my own secret from them in the form of the mysterious Sam, who was now upstairs where Fran should be.  
As he rubbed olive oil onto the pot’s black surface, he added, “Your sister is probably scared, too.  I suspect she has had no less of a difficult time of this ordeal, despite appearing asleep to us.” 
My eyes glanced at the ceiling above us and I nervously swallowed.  “I’ll do my best to help her, too,” I told him while thinking, You have no idea, Father.
He set the freshly oiled pot down on the counter, and dipped his hands once more into the water to wash them.  Once he finished and pulled the drain plug, he playfully tousled my hair with his still wet and soapy hand.  With a proud look, he said, “You’re growing into quite the young man, my son.”
Caught off guard, I involuntarily squirmed and giggled as warm rivulets of water ran down my neck.  Taking a step away from his grasp, I dried my damp scalp with the dish towel.  “Thank you, Father,” I said between stifled giggles.  Laughing himself, he slapped me on the back.
Now that the dishes were finished, we congregated in the family area by the hearth.  This would normally be when I would delve into whichever book I was reading at the moment, but I was too distracted that evening by everything happening around me to focus on books.  Instead, I closely watched the flames of the fire while my father sat back in his favorite carved chair and lit his pipe.  Above us we heard the thumps of my mother’s footsteps and her muffled voice as she bathed my sister, still unaware that she was bathing a stranger from another world.  
Much like the flames inside the hearth, my thoughts danced about in my head.  For the most part, though, my thoughts were of Sam.  About everything I would need to teach her.  What Fran was like and our family.  Our village and the world it was a part of.  Conversely, I wondered what strange things she might tell me in return.  The mere notion of someone from another world whetted my appetite to learn everything I could about it.   
Then there were the thoughts concerning Fran.  My father’s admission that she could have died from her illness only highlighted the fact that she was not inhabiting her own body.  What had happened to her?  If she wasn’t in her own body, then where was she? 
My mother returned downstairs, eventually, and she joined us by the hearth.  Her sleeves were rolled up, and her apron as well as the front of her long skirt were damp.  With a weary smile om her face, she slumped into her usual seat by my father.  “She’s clean and resting again.  I changed out her linens and laid out fresh night clothes for her.  Hopefully, she’ll have a restful sleep tonight.” 
My father patted her hand sympathetically as he listened.  “You should get some sleep yourself, darling.  You haven’t slept in your own bed in over a week.” 
“Aye, I think I will tonight.  The doctor did say she’s made it through the worst of it, right?  I guess my hovering over her like a hawk won’t make her better faster.”  The tired smile turned into a frown and she sniffled.  “She grew up so fast, dear.  I thought I was going to lose my little girl and as I was washing her hair, I realized that I already did.  She’s a young woman now and soon enough she won’t need us anymore.  Won’t need me.” 
He gave her hand a reassuring squeeze.  “That’s our job, darling.  We’re supposed to help our children grow into people who live out in the world, not hide them from it.  And Fran will always need her family, especially you, dear.  Even if it’s just to tell her that she is loved.”
As she considered my father’s words, her eyes looked as if they would start to water.  That was until she noticed that I was watching them and she pointed an almost accusatory finger at me.  “Don’t you be getting no ideas, Riv.  You’re not allowed to grow up.  Ever.”
My parents both shared a laugh at that while I rolled my eyes and excused myself, announcing I was heading to bed.  Wishing them both a good night, I kissed my mother on the cheek.  They both kissed me on the top of my head and sent me off.  
Before going up the steps, I stole one final glance at my parents for the evening.  My mother leaned over to kiss my father’s bearded right cheek while she gently rubbed his left.  As she rested her head against him, he placed his muscular arm around her.  I hurried upstairs, as this seemed like a moment between them that did not need my witness.
Upon my return to my and Fran’s room, I found Sam sitting up in bed.  She was wearing a fresh night dress, a soft pastel green one to replace the dingy goldenrod one she had worn for over a week.  Her light brown hair, the same shade as mine and my father’s, looked washed and still slightly damp.  It had been braided into a single long pigtail.  The linens looked fresh, save the quilt my maternal grandmother made that lay on top.
When she saw me, she looked simultaneously exhausted, sad, and embarrassed.  “I haven’t been bathed like that since I was like four or five,” she said softly.
“Most parents stop helping their children bathe about that age.  Unless, of course, something like what happened to you, er, Fran happens.” 
That elicited a sad chuckle.  “I guessed as much.  Your mother – Franceska’s mother – she was so gentle when she washed my back and hair.  She truly loves your sister and just wanted to, y’know, make me feel that love for her in what she was doing for me.”
“Isn’t that how most mothers are?” 
She let out a bitter laugh.  “You’d be surprised.”   That was followed by her shaking her head and saying, “Sorry.  Not implying anything about your mother by that.  It’s just that– well, me and my own mother don’t have what anyone would consider the healthiest of relationships.  Pretty sure if it was Mom washing my back tonight, the only thing I’d get from her would be disappointment.” 
“Oh.  Um… I see.”  Unsure how else to respond to that rather personal confession, I decided it was simplest to transition away from it as quickly as possible.  “So, do you want to go to sleep now, or talk some more?”
“I know I’m supposed to pretend I’m exhausted with your parents,” she yawned, “but honestly, I really am exhausted.  I feel like I just did a five-kay, wrote a term paper, crammed for my finals, and pulled a double shift at em-vee-arrs without the benefit of my college-age metabolism or a dark roast triple shot.”
I nodded, despite barely comprehending anything she had just said, and began unbuttoning my shirt to change for bed.  Her cheeks reddened and she was quick to look away.  It took a moment for it to sink in as to why she’d done so.  “Oh, right!  Sorry!”  I hurriedly gathered my sleeping clothes and went behind Fran’s changing screen next to the wardrobe.  It had been set up when Fran had gotten old enough to be embarrassed about dressing and undressing in the same room as someone else, even if that someone else was her younger brother.  While I didn’t share Fran’s concerns for modesty yet, I could understand why a complete stranger would not wish to see me change.
After changing into my flannel nightshirt, I walked over to the pair of oil lamps on the dressers and extinguished them.  That left only the lamps on the tables next to our beds still lit.  I crawled into my bed, and leaned over to blow out my lamp.  A moment later, Sam did likewise and the room went dark. 
In the darkness, I heard the rustle of blankets and sheets, the telltale sounds of someone tossing and turning in bed.  Soon after, she let out a quiet sigh.  
“Riv?” 
“Yes, Sam?”  Receiving silence in response, I waited several seconds before worriedly asking, “Sam?”
“What if I’m stuck here?  What if I have to spend the rest of my life trapped in this body and in this place?  What if I never find out what happened to me?  What if people find out who I am and they’re mad that Franceska is missing?  What if they blame me?  How am I going to survive here?  I’m from a world of smart-fones and public transit and social media and freakin’ robots!  The most advanced things I’ve seen here are wooden tubs and oil lamps.  What am I going to do?”
Before I could even consider answers to her questions, she went on, “And what about your sister?  If I’m here, does that mean she’s on Urth in my body?  I’m a grown-ass adult and I’m freaking out.  How is an actual thirteen-year-old from a world of oil lamps, wooden bath tubs, and chamber pots gonna cope?  At least I woke up and found someone here willing to help me.  I live alone on my world.  If your sister is in my body, then she’s all alone.”  
There was a long pause followed by a few sniffles.  Her voice quivered as she said, “I’m scared.  For both of us.”
Unsure how to respond to such weighty concerns, I told her, “I know.”  A moment later, I realized that response was not exactly sage or particularly helpful, so I hurriedly added, “And that’s okay.  It’s okay to be scared, Sam. You’re in a scary situation.  At least it sounds scary to me, being lost in a strange, unfamiliar place.  I honestly don’t know what’s going to happen or what you will do, but here’s what I do know: right now, at this moment, you’re safe.  This is a safe place, and I give you my word that no matter what happens, I’ll do my best to keep it so.”
“What about your sister?”
“My sister might be thirteen, but she’s not stupid.  If she
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