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    To the brave hearts who step into the unknown,
to the friends who hold your hand when the path gets dark,
and to those who dare to remember their own name—
this labyrinth of a story is for you.
May you always find courage in the shadows,
light in the cracks,
and a thread that leads you forward,
even when the way back is gone.
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Chapter 1 — The Map That Wasn’t There
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The first thing Iris Calder learned about Whitethorn was the sound it made when fog touched glass: a softened hiss, like someone shushing a secret. The whole town seemed built from windows and memory—rowhouses with salt-scratched panes, storefronts whose letters had long since peeled away, an old mill with a clock face more crack than clock. Every surface blurred at the edges as if the fog had hands.

Her mother drove slow with the wipers squeaking, both wrists tight on the wheel. “We’ll be fine,” she said, though Iris hadn’t asked. “They got the funding for the restoration, finally. A real timetable. I’ll be on-site every day, but I’ll be home for dinner. It’ll be like a long, misty vacation.”

“I love vacations where we live in a closed museum,” Iris said. She traced a circle in the condensation on the passenger window and added a tiny lightning bolt. She was good at small rebellions that vanished.

Mom smiled anyway. The smile had new forces holding it up. “You’re going to like it here. Coastal air, interesting history. There’s even a library with a stained-glass dome. You used to love domes.”

“When I was seven.”

“You still do.”

Iris didn’t argue. The wipers squealed again. They turned onto a narrow lane edged by frosted hedges and chain-link fencing, passed a sign that read WHITETHORN GLASSWORKS MUSEUM in brass letters two shades of tarnish. The museum itself crouched ahead, a block of redbrick stitched with black mortar, its windows boarded in places as if the building had blinked and stuck that way. It had been shuttered for five years, Mom had said, after funding dried up and a piece of ceiling plaster fell in a side gallery. She’d taken a contract to oversee the restoration: stabilize the kiln room, pack the collection, repair a leak in the basement that kept blooming back like a rumor.

They parked behind the museum near a lopsided greenhouse. The greenhouse connected to the arboretum—a glittering ribcage on clear days, a black lung when it rained. Today it was a smudge. The door to the museum’s service entrance groaned when Mom shouldered it open.

Inside, the air smelled like old heat and vinegar-cleaned floors. The lobby lights were off but enough gray filtered in to sketch outlines: a ticket desk with a glass bell, posters of past exhibits—“Lenses of America,” “Sand to Fire: The Story of Glass.” Iris set her backpack down and listened to the building settle around her. Museums were loud when nobody was talking. She liked that.

Mom pocketed the keys. “Basement first. I need to check the humidity levels.”

“Because of the leak?”

“Mostly. There’s a drain installed, but it backs up when the rain’s like this.” She hesitated. “And don’t take this personally, but please don’t touch anything unless I tell you to. The insurance paperwork is... prickly.”

“Not even a little museum bell?” Iris tapped the bell gently and it made a small, satisfying ting. Mom’s face did that thing where she wanted to smile and couldn’t. Iris let it go. “Basement it is. I’m suited for adventure.” She held up her chapped hands. “See? These are basement hands.”

The stairs down were narrower than they should have been, the risers uneven, old paint layered like tree rings. A motion sensor failed to sense them, so Mom found a switch. Fluorescents popped awake in a stutter, revealing a corridor with concrete walls puckered with patches. On the right, a door labeled COLLECTION STORAGE: ACCESS BY PERMISSION ONLY. On the left, ARCHIVE—PHOTOGRAPHIC/PRINT. Farther along, PUMP ROOM. Somewhere a fan hummed, a single note pinned to the air.

Mom walked toward the pump room with the brisk gait of a person who could persuade a whole building to behave if it would just listen. “I need ten minutes,” she said. “You can look in the archive. Slowly.”

“Slowly is my brand.” Iris pushed open the archive door.

The room was lined with metal shelves and flat files, labeled by decade. A worktable held a light box and a dusting brush. The light box was the kind of thing she’d seen in movies with detectives—the place where clues became less coy. A handwritten note on a clipboard read, in tiny neat script: ONGOING PROJECT—GLASS PLATE NEGATIVES, 1888–1901. DO NOT MOVE UNTIL CATALOG COMPLETE. —H. Hart.

“Mrs. Hart,” Iris said aloud. The name curled in the air. “H. Hart. Alliterative authority.”

On a lower shelf sat three gray archival boxes, the kind that made her fingers itch to flip. She looked toward the door, heard Mom’s voice in the pump room counting degrees and decimals of humidity like a prayer, and told herself she wasn’t *moving* anything if she only opened it and looked. The latch hissed softly when she lifted it. Inside: sleeves of glass plates nested in tissue, each sleeve annotated in pencil. Her father would’ve called this a treasure hunt. He liked the way objects held time. He’d taught her to look for the thing nobody else saw. He’d taught her a lot of things before leaving them for a different life in a different place, and she’d learned the trick of not thinking about that too much.

She slipped one glass plate out by its edges—learned from Mom—set it on the light box, and reached for the switch.

The room brightened the way a thought does when it becomes words. The plate showed an aerial view: the town of Whitethorn from a hill, or maybe from the memory of one. Street lines traced themselves in silver. Roofs gleamed like fish scales. The water that hugged the town looked like melted tin. But there was something else, too—fine lines beneath the streets, not quite aligned with them, faint as veins below skin.

She leaned in, breath fogging the surface. The faint lines made shapes: curves hidden under right angles, circles under squares. She frowned and turned the plate a fraction. The lines shifted with it, an illusion of her angle.

“Hey,” said a voice, and Iris flinched so hard the plate nearly slid. A lanky boy stood in the doorway with a rain jacket dripping on the threshold, a coil of orange masonry line looped around his wrist like a bracelet. A second kid peered under his arm, curly hair damp, glasses fogged.

“Door was open,” the lanky one said. “We’re not burglars. Are you the new crew? I mean, you’re obviously a person, but—”

“We don’t mean to interrupt,” the curly-haired kid added. “He means that.”

“I’m Iris,” she said, still hovering a hand near the glass. “My mom’s the restoration manager.” She nodded toward the hum down the hall. “She’s negotiating with a pump.”

“Cool,” said the lanky one, relief loosening his shoulders. “I’m Milo. This is Theo. We thought the museum was still closed. I mean, it is closed, but we’re doing... a community service thing. Which sounds like we got caught shoplifting, but we didn’t. We are pure as these archival boxes.”

Theo rolled his eyes. “We’re cataloging the arboretum plant tags for the historical society,” he said to Iris. “Our supervisor vanished after telling us to ‘start where the ground buckles,’ which is not great leadership. We were hoping someone here had, I don’t know, a map.”

“A map would be orderly,” Iris agreed. “Order is aspirational.” She glanced at the plate. “This might be one, sort of.”

Theo stepped closer, interest sharpening him. “Can I...?” He caught himself. “Sorry. May I?”

“Just look. No touching unless Mrs. Hart blesses you.”

“Mortal fear of Mrs. Hart,” Milo said. “Correct.”

Theo leaned in. His glasses cleared. “Huh. That’s... an odd double exposure? No, the second set of lines is too precise. Beneath the streets—what is that?”

Iris felt it before she heard it: a low, bright vibration through her fingertips where they hovered above the plate. Like a sound too high to be sound. “Do you hear that?”

Milo frowned. “Hear what?”

“A hum,” Iris said, half embarrassed now. “Forget it. It’s probably the lights. Or the pump. Or my brain.”

She switched off the light box to show she could, then immediately switched it back on because the faint lines were too strange to let vanish. “These under-streets,” she said, tapping the air above the pattern. “Do you think they’re... foundations? Like an old plan?”

Theo’s mouth tilted. She realized he was handsome the way a map was: more compelling the longer you looked, small details revealing themselves. “Possible,” he said. “Whitethorn started as a planned community around the mill. But this looks... curved. Our grid is strict. Even the alleys are stern.”

Milo pulled the orange line off his wrist and let it drop. It uncoiled on the floor in a messy oval. “You ever notice,” he said, “that the arboretum paths feel like they want to be something else? Like they were built over... I don’t know. Old footprints.”

Iris blinked. “How do footprints change a path?”

Milo shrugged. “You step where something wasn’t, and then the next person steps there again because of the faintness of the first step, and after a while the faintness is a groove. You know?”

Theo huffed a laugh. “Poetry from the boy who thinks ‘caution tape’ is a fashion statement.”

“Function is fashion,” Milo said solemnly. “Anyway, weird things are happening near the arboretum. Sinkholes. Last night one opened behind the greenhouse. They put a barrier up, but the barrier fell into a smaller sinkhole, so now there’s a caution tape void, which is—what do you call it—ironic.”

“Coincidental,” Theo said.

“Haunting,” Milo countered.

Iris looked back at the plate. These faint lines. The way they curved where the streets were straight. The way the humming rose when she tilted the plate until the corner pointed toward the door, toward the greenhouse. She turned it that way and her fingertips buzzed.

“Okay,” she said, mostly to herself. “Let’s see.”

“See what?” Theo asked.

“If this is a map,” Iris said, “maybe it does more than show. Maybe it—” She stopped. That sounded like the kind of sentence you didn’t finish if you wanted your life to remain reasonable. But her life hadn’t been reasonable for a long time, not since her father’s chair at their small kitchen table had become a fixed absence and her mother had learned how to talk around any subject that hurt. Reasonable was dull. Or cowardly. She pressed her lips together. “We should bring this upstairs.”

Theo glanced toward the hall. “Should you... ask permission?”

“I will,” Iris said. “I’m excellent at asking for forgiveness in very polite tones.”

She lifted the plate carefully. It was heavier than it looked. The hum pulsed through the glass into her palms, brightening the skin there. She imagined, for no good reason, that the town in the photograph had ears and it was listening.

They carried it up like a procession, Milo walking ahead with the orange line, Theo behind as a brake in case Iris slipped. On the lobby level, the fog-glow made the boarded windows into movie screens without movies. Mom stepped out of the stairwell smelling like damp metal and triumph. “The drain’s holding,” she said. “For now. Did you find—oh!” She saw the plate and went still. Then: “You’re holding that correctly. Good. Where did you—”

“In the archive,” Iris said. “Mrs. Hart’s project. We’re not moving it, only illuminating it with my boundless curiosity.”

Mom’s mouth tilted into something like a surrender. She cleared a space on the ticket desk. Iris set the plate there and gestured toward the lobby windows.

“Light?” she asked Mom.

“For the box,” Mom said automatically, then realized. “Oh. We don’t have the light box up here.”

“We have a giant light box outside,” Milo said, waving at the fog. “God’s softbox.”

Mom raised an eyebrow but said nothing. Iris slid the plate closer to the window, and the daylight took it up. The town emerged again in silver: the mill, the river, the square, the rigid grid. Beneath it, the faint lines brightened too, as if the fog itself preferred to show them.

Theo leaned in like a worshiper. “What are you?”

Mom braced her hands on the desk and bent until her face was nearly level with the plate. She had the expression she got around tiny, difficult mechanisms. “This looks like... not a double exposure,” she murmured, “but an underlay? Did Whitethorn ever have an older street plan?”

“I can check the town records,” Theo said reflexively, then looked a little abashed at how eager he sounded.

“This is cool,” Milo declared. He had that impatient energy that made adults nervous and other kids follow him down dead-end alleys for the story of it. He tugged the orange line. It shivered on the floor like a tame snake.

Iris touched the plate gently with the back of one finger. The hum leaped like a spark. It wasn’t painful. It was recognition. The faint lines under the streets were not random—they formed arcs that met and split, that looped back, that curled into something
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