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      The moment Ellen Sugimori snapped awake on Friday the 13th of March, she was already a jumble of nerves. She lay curled in her bed, nestling under the thick blankets she’d piled on against the still-lingering chill, and wallowed.

      The problem wasn’t just that today was Friday the 13th. Ellen wasn’t usually too superstitious, after all, and she could handle a bout of bad luck on most days. No, the problem she’d woken up to was one that she herself had sown the seeds for one month ago exactly.

      Because on Friday the 13th of February—the last school day before Valentine’s Day—she had put her heart on the line and secretly delivered a Valentine’s chocolate to her chemistry lab partner, Krista Martin, the prettiest, smartest girl in Ellen’s fifth-grade class, and one who seemed never to notice Ellen other than to ask her to pass the test tubes or hold the beaker steady. Ellen would give a lot to have Krista smile at her or, dare she hope, sit with her at lunch!

      At the time, Ellen had thought the note she’d included was terribly clever. She didn’t want to make her identity as Krista’s secret admirer too obvious, but hopefully with the right hints, with the cute stickers of characters from Ellen’s favorite manga series, Neko Hime, dancing on both the note and the box of chocolate, and with the careful explanation Ellen had penned of the Japanese holiday White Day—it’s the day when people who get Valentine’s chocolate give return gifts, if they like the person!—someone as whip-smart as Krista was could figure it out by the time White Day came around. Ellen had thought having a month to imagine how she’d react when she discovered Krista’s return gift on White Day would be fun.

      It turned out, the month had given her just enough to time to build her slight worry of but what if she doesn’t figure it out into the deep, sickening dread of what if she doesn’t like me?

      Ellen’s tummy burbled, and she let out a moan of misery and burrowed deeper into her blankets.

      There was no help for it. She couldn’t possibly go to school today. If she had to face her desk and find it completely empty of anything that could be a return gift, empty of even a note, she’d die.

      On the other side of the bedroom, the rustle of clothes and muffled thump of schoolbooks hitting a messy bed signaled that Risako was already up and well on her way to being ready for school. Ellen peeked over the edge of her blankets to confirm this and met Risako’s eye.

      “Hey, lazybones,” said Risako. “It’s not often I get to bother you out of bed. Time to get up! Time for school!”

      Ellen groaned and pulled the blankets over her head. Little Sister wouldn’t understand. Not only was Risako entirely enamored with school and learning, as a first-grader, she couldn’t possibly have anything so grown-up as an unrequited crush on one of her classmates.

      “I’m not going,” Ellen mumbled. “I’m sick.”

      Risako came over to Ellen’s bed and lifted the edge of the blanket. “Really? You don’t look sick. Unless… oh no! Ellen, you’ve caught Dorky-Sister-itis! It’s fatal.”

      Not in the mood for sisterly teasing, Ellen growled and yanked the blanket out of Little Sister’s hand. “My tummy hurts. I might throw up, and I’ll be sure to do it all over your science experiments.”

      She looked pointedly at the table on the other side of the room, which was covered in Risako’s many in-process cardboard machines. Those machines always managed to get both Risako and Ellen in trouble through whatever weird magic—though Risako insisted it was science—they worked on.

      Risako huffed. “Like you don’t mess my experiments up enough already. Fine, I’ll go tell Mom you’re playing sick.”

      “I’m not playing,” Ellen said, but Little Sister was already out the bedroom door. Ellen pulled her blankets tighter around herself. She knew Little Sister wouldn’t actually tattle on her, but the part of her that was already worrying about today’s bad luck wouldn’t let her relax fully.

      Finally, Risako returned with Mom in tow. Mom immediately knelt by Ellen’s bed and placed her cool hand against Ellen’s forehead.

      “You do feel a little warm,” Mom said. “Risako said you thought you might throw up?”

      If Ellen had to face Krista’s rejection in front of their whole class, she definitely would throw up. “Yeah.”

      The concern on Mom’s face made Ellen feel a little guilty, though.

      “Eri-chan, I have to go to work today. Will you be okay here by yourself? I can have Mrs. Thomas next door come check on you.”

      Ellen nodded. She felt awful enough to keep up the pretense for their elderly neighbor.

      Mom tucked the blankets more neatly around Ellen’s shoulders, brought the trashcan closer to the bed, and kissed Ellen’s forehead. “You get some rest, then. Come on, Risako. I’ll call your sister in absent, and then I’ll take you to school.”

      Risako followed Mom to the door, but she paused at the threshold and looked back at Ellen with narrowed eyes. “Have fun playing hooky, but don’t touch any more of my experiments.”

      She left, and Ellen was alone with her broken heart and that cryptic remark.

      Ellen stretched out under the blankets. She had no idea what had given Little Sister the idea that Ellen had been touching her things. The last thing Ellen wanted was to deal with the trouble any one of Risako’s strange prototype cardboard machines caused. It was bad enough when Risako lassoed Ellen into poorly piloted flights to Mars or terrifying dives through shark-infested waters. Nothing would make Ellen tempt fate by messing with those machines without Little Sister there forcing her to do it!

      And on Friday the 13th? No way.

      The slam of the door downstairs told Ellen that Mom and Little Sister had left. She held her breath, listening for the rumble of Mom’s car as it pulled out of the driveway, then the rev of its engine as they drove off.

      She released her breath. She was alone, at home. She didn’t have to face rejection of any kind today.

      Instantly, she relaxed. Her anxious fear still thrummed in her heart, but it was dulled now. The danger had been put off for the whole weekend, at least. Suddenly, she felt pretty hungry. Bracing for the billow of chilly morning air, she flung the blankets off and then swung her legs over the side. Her thin pajamas left her shivering, but she giggled and grabbed her bathrobe from where it hung off the bedpost. She didn’t even have to get dressed today, not if she didn’t want to! She could lounge in her pajamas, snuggle up in her robe, and read Neko Hime all day.

      She went down to the kitchen, made herself some rice, and drank a glass of orange juice. But as soon as her stomach was full, she regretted it. The gnawing worry over Krista’s reaction surged to life now that it had food to writhe around, and Ellen was back to curling up and moaning.

      She’d just about worked herself up to letting hot tears spill down her cheeks, imagining all the cruel ways Krista could fling Ellen’s feelings back in her face, when something up in her bedroom thumped.

      Ellen went utterly still. The kitchen chair she sat on pressed painfully against her back and legs, but she didn’t dare shift even a tiny bit. A heavy silence echoed through the house in the wake of that sound.

      Then: a soft shushing sound, like cardboard sliding against a wooden floor.

      Ellen’s already tormented heart leapt into her throat. Someone—or something—was up in her room, and it was touching Little Sister’s experiments. The very same experiments Little Sister had warned Ellen away from, the ones Ellen had a vested interest in not triggering. And the only one home to deal with this intruder was Ellen.

      What should she do? Calling the police came to mind, but then she might get in trouble for pretending to be sick. And besides, they’d laugh if she told them she was afraid that the intruder would trip one of her first-grader sister’s science experiments.

      Maybe, if Ellen could be sneaky and smart like Neko Hime on a mission, she could protect the science experiments and get whoever it was out of their bedroom.

      Still, she snatched up a rolling pin before she crept up the stairs, taking careful steps to avoid making them creak.

      Whatever it was in there was back to thumping. It sounded like heavy boxes full of pots and pans were being hefted onto the floor. A bump, as if someone had knocked against the table Little Sister used for her science work, and then the sliding hiss of the bag of pipe cleaners, construction paper, extra cardboard bits, and glitter Little Sister kept on hand falling open and spilling its contents.

      Something yipped, and an odd snuffling, whimpering sound followed.

      Ellen tightened her grip on the rolling pin.

      Carefully, she leaned around the corner and looked at the intruder.

      In the middle of the bedroom stood a creature on all fours, covered in white fur except for a pair of leathery black wings folded tightly against his back. His feet were scaled and clawed like a bird’s feet, and a cluster of tailfeathers as white as the fur fanned out from his hindquarters. The creature was swinging his two-horned head from side to side over Little Sister’s worktable, knocking cardboard constructions and unfinished pieces of experiments here and there.

      Ellen couldn’t help it. She screamed. But who could be stealthy when there was an actual monster in their bedroom?

      At her scream, the monster whirled to face her and let out a shrill screech of his own. The sound was a mix between a hawk’s cry and a big dog’s startled baying. The monster thrashed backwards, his huge bat wings flapping, and he crashed into the table. What pieces of cardboard and in-process experiments hadn’t already hit the floor went flying now.

      The monster’s face had a rather puppy-like look to it, with fluffy white fur curling along a—now that Ellen really looked at it—cute snout, with a pair of big, melted-chocolate brown eyes staring at her, wide with fear.

      That was what broke through Ellen’s fear. Now that she saw this intruder’s face, he reminded her too much of Mrs. Thomas’s little white terrier for her to keep being scared of him. Plus, the poor thing was clearly just as frightened of her as she had been of him!

      “Hey, it’s okay, I’m not gonna hurt you,” she said, keeping her voice high just like she would when approaching a dog. Whatever this creature was, he was clearly lost.

      And then he shocked her all over again by opening his mouth and speaking to her!

      “Oh,” he said, his tone mournful and watery. “Oh, no. I didn’t think any of you stayed here during the daytime. I was being so careful, too, keeping out of sight until everyone left every day. Oh, no.”

      “Um,” Ellen said. She would not scream again, there really wasn’t any reason for it. “What are you even doing here?”

      The monster flapped his wings again in agitation. “I didn’t mean to! I just wanted to impress my boyfriend! I didn’t think following the tiny-smooth-girl through her portal would bring me to this strange dimension! Now I’m trapped here, I can’t figure out which of these weird boxes will get home, and even if I do, Thrrryk won’t want to be my boyfriend anymore.”

      The monster wailed, a tearful mix of bird whistle and puppy whine.

      Ellen tried to sort out what he had told her. This strange dimension? Doing tricks to impress a boyfriend? The tiny-smooth-girl? Considering the monster’s furry, feathery exterior, Ellen supposed a human would look pretty smooth. And with the qualifier of tiny…

      Put together, the pieces had Ellen’s heart sinking. “Ugh. Little Sister’s been working on some experiments, all right.” Whatever it was Risako hadn’t wanted her to touch, she’d apparently been testing it on her own, and had apparently brought along a stowaway. Ellen didn’t know if she was angrier that Risako had built some new machine at all, or that Risako had gone testing it without Ellen around to keep an eye on her scientific antics.

      On top of that, now this stowaway was Ellen’s problem to deal with, and on Friday the 13th of all days.

      Just like always, she thought, rolling her eyes.

      Well, first things first, she needed to get her unexpected guest calmed down. It would be pretty awkward if the monster’s loud crying brought Mrs. Thomas over to see what was going on in a house that was supposed to have only one sick girl in it.

      “I’m Ellen,” she said. She approached the monster and patted him on his fluffy white shoulder. “And I’ll help you get home if I can.”

      The monster sniffed, and his wings drooped. At least they weren’t flapping anymore, threatening to knock more things from Little Sister’s table or Ellen’s shelves.

      “I’m Shyylk.” The monster bobbed his head in greeting. “You are not the tiny-smooth-girl, but you live in this room with her, yes? You know which of these boxes will open the shiny door I followed the tiny-smooth-girl through?”

      Ellen glanced at the scattered cardboard boxes. “Not a clue. But I might be able to figure something out if we sort through them together. We’ll need to be careful, though. Some of my sister’s experiments are… unstable.”

      This morning was certainly turning out far differently than Ellen had expected it would! When she’d woken up with her tummy writhing and her heart broken, she’d never have pictured herself kneeling on her bedroom floor beside Shyylk, and she definitely wouldn’t have pictured herself willingly rifling through Little Sister’s experiments! If she let herself think about the fact that she was hoping to find one that would open a portal to Shyylk’s home dimension, she might faint from disbelief.

      “Tell me about your boyfriend, Shyylk,” she said as she inspected and rejected a long, thin box covered in bits of construction paper.

      The monster puffed up in obvious pride. “Oh, Thrrryk is the smartest, handsomest one in our clan. His color is purple, so he is the sky to my clouds! He knows the names of every plant that grows in the Gyrating Forest, and he can catch a Rollybeast without breaking a tailfeather.”

      Ellen didn’t know what any of those things were, but they sounded impressive, so she made a good show of being impressed. “He sounds like a wonderful boyfriend.”

      “He is,” Shyylk said with a sigh. “He always makes certain to share his Rollybeast with me at lunch. Or, well, he did. But now I’ve gone and done something stupid, chasing the tiny-smooth-girl. I’m sure he won’t want to eat with someone so unintelligent anymore.”

      His tailfeathers drooped, and the fur that had puffed in pride lay limp against his body.

      Ellen wanted to comfort him and tell him that surely wouldn’t be the case. But how could she do that, when she herself was absolutely certain that Krista would be utterly disgusted by the idea of eating lunch with Ellen?

      “I know how you feel,” she said instead. Her voice came out just as droopy as Shyylk’s tailfeathers. “I told a girl at school that I like her, and now I’m so afraid she’ll reject me that I couldn’t go to school today. That’s why I’m here.”

      Ellen and Shyylk both sighed as one, and silence fell. Ellen thought she’d never seen a more dejected pair than the two of them sitting with slumped shoulders and hanging heads among all of Little Sister’s ridiculous cardboard boxes.

      “Maybe I should just stay here, like you,” Shyylk said. “I don’t know if I can stand seeing Thrrryk’s face when he tells me we’re breaking up.”

      “Oh, no, you can’t stay here. Not forever. You’d miss home too much. Remember the purple sky? And there aren’t any Rollybeasts here. What will you eat?”

      “The food in the cold-box downstairs hasn’t been too bad,” said Shyylk, but he sounded uncertain.

      Ellen shook the mopey feeling off and reached for another cardboard box. “You can’t hide from Thrrryk forever. Might as well see what he says when you get back, right? After all, he might be impressed!”

      “Maybe. And you will probably need to return to school someday, yes? Maybe your girlfriend will like your note. Oh, what’s that box you’ve got there? It looks like what the tiny-smooth-girl had.”

      Shyylk craned his neck to get a look around Ellen’s shoulder, ignoring the way Ellen was spluttering that Krista wasn’t her girlfriend. Eventually, Ellen gave up her denials and focused on the strange scientific device in her hands.

      It was a box that had clearly held shoes at one point. The lid was taped in place, and a large rectangle had been cut from it and replaced with a sheet of plastic wrap revealing the inner workings of tangled pipe cleaners. At the top, the words Dimensional View Screen had been written in pink crayon. To the left of the plastic wrap window was an old milk bottle cap with an arrow drawn on it. At the bottom, Little Sister had affixed a calculator with a mix of tape and glue, which made the whole contraption awkwardly weighted. Beside the calculator was another pink word: Coordinates.

      “Well,” Ellen said, turning the box this way and that. “I never know how any of these crazy things will work, and most of them don’t do what even Little Sister wants them to. But this sure seems like something that could open a portal to another dimension.”

      Now an entirely new source of dread churned at Ellen’s tummy. Forget her fear of Krista’s inevitable rejection. Without Little Sister here to explain this thing to her, how was Ellen supposed to know how to avoid winding up in a dimension full of starving T. rexes?

      Shyylk seemed to pick up on her nerves. “Are we surrrre I can’t stay here? I could live on cold-box food.”

      Ellen gave him her best Big-Sister scowl. “Shyylk, you have to be brave the way you were when you dove after my sister. I’m sure your bravery is one of the reasons Thrrryk became your boyfriend in the first place! Now, come on. We can figure this out together and get you home before Mrs. Thomas comes around.”

      She stood up, her knees shaking a little—she told herself it was from all the kneeling, not from fear—and raised the box she hoped would open a portal to Shyylk’s home dimension.

      To his credit, Shyylk stood up straight and puffed his chest fur up again. “That’s right, I am brave, and Thrrryk knows it, even if it’s only because I’m too stupid to know better.”

      “That’s the spirit, I think,” Ellen said, but she was distracted by the slip of paper that had come fluttering out of the box. Unfolding it revealed a sparse set of notes in Risako’s handwriting.

      “Dimensions I’ve been to,” Ellen read. Five lines of numbers followed that. Under them was “HOME=4368.” Then: “Chance of stowaways: possible???”

      “I’d say: definite,” said Shyylk.

      Ellen scanned the list of numbers again, but she couldn’t figure out if any one in particular linked to Shyylk’s home. She supposed she’d have to just pick one and find out. Making a decision, she punched some numbers into the calculator. “Now, uh, stand back.”

      She meant to twist the knob of the milk bottle cap, but before she could, the plastic wrap screen flared to life with an incredibly realistic image.

      Strange trees like Ellen had never seen danced and twisted around each other on a field of yellow grass. Among the trunks, small round animals tumbled and rolled as if they were playing at being gymnasts. Over everything hung a wide expanse of purple sky.

      “Home!” Shyylk trumpeted, sounding very like a parrot imitating a chihuahua. “That looks just like home.”

      “Wow, first try even,” Ellen said. Usually these machines took a few attempts to hit the right coordinates. Now she turned the knob, and as she’d guessed, the machine truly engaged.

      Where Little Sister’s worktable and the pile of non-dimension-hopping cardboard used to be, a glowing, sparky portal now yawned, filling the bedroom with orange and blue light. Within the circle of the portal was the same image they’d seen on the screen, now accompanied by a smell like cinnamon and marshmallows.

      “Home!” Shyylk repeated. His fur bristled, and he danced in place, his bird claws clicking on the floor. Then, before Ellen could make a single suggestion, he stepped through the portal.

      Ellen sighed. She’d hoped to be able to take a moment to change into something besides her pajamas and bathrobe, but this was a Little Sister misadventure, even without Little Sister here. Comfort was not the priority.

      She shoved the portal machine into the bathrobe’s big pocket, gathered the robe around herself, and followed Shyylk through the portal.

      At once, she knew something was wrong.

      The moving trees and rolling creatures that had looked so vibrant and lifelike through the screen and the portal suddenly took on a flat quality. It made Ellen feel strangely like she was about to lose her balance, and when she tried to wave her arms to steady herself, she found she couldn’t quite do it. She glanced over at one arm and nearly gasped when she saw that it was as flat as a piece of paper!

      The only reason she didn’t gasp, she realized half a second later, was because her lungs were as flat as paper, too, as well as the rest of her.

      “This…isn’t…right,” Shyylk wheezed beside her. He was looking like a stuffed animal that had lost its stuffing, flat and flappy. Somehow, he’d managed to wriggle over to where Ellen was about to topple over.

      “It’s…two…dimensional!” Ellen managed to gasp out. “Got…to…go…back.”

      Being entirely two-dimensional made fumbling the portal machine out from her pocket difficult. Her flat fingers kept missing the edges. Her lungs burned from lack of air.

      Finally, she managed to get something of a grip on the machine. Carefully angling her fingers and ignoring her now very painful, very empty lungs, she typed in the number for HOME from Little Sister’s list.

      The portal opened, showing a view of the bedroom, and Ellen and Shyylk both waved and flapped their way slowly over the orange and blue glowing threshold.

      When they both made it across, they lay on the floor gasping like fish.

      “My home is definitely not two-dimensional,” said Shyylk once he’d gotten enough breath to puff his chest out again. “We’re far too civilized to have fewer than four dimensions in our, uh, dimension.”

      “I believe you,” Ellen said, rubbing her tummy. All that gasping had her feeling sick again.

      “But after facing that, I think I feel more ready to deal with seeing Thrrryk again. He will definitely see how brave I am when I tell him how I survived being two-dimensional for a few minutes! Let’s try another number.”

      Ellen got back to her feet, enjoyed the sensation of being perfectly stable on her two properly wide feet, and punched the next number into the calculator. Shyylk was right. Whatever came next, it couldn’t be as bad as a place where she couldn’t breathe.

      The image on the screen didn’t give them much to go on. The only detail it showed was a swath of purple. Perhaps it was rippling slightly?

      “It is the sky!” Shyylk said. He gave a delighted whistle and turned in a circle, chasing his tail feathers. “The beautiful, beckoning purple sky of my home! Not this silly blue thing your dimension calls a sky.”

      “If it’s the sky, I’ll fall as soon as we go through. I haven’t got any wings,” Ellen said.
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