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For my children:

Jen, the chronicler of adventures.

Mary, whose spirit dances free as magic.

Chris, whose strength lies in compassion.

Josh W, whose ambition would make any realm prosper.

And Josh K, who finds laughter in the shadows.

You are my greatest story.
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Chapter One: The Mirror's Call
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Nadia's fingers trailed the spines of books on her shelf, each title a familiar friend beckoning her to distant lands and epic quests. Through her bedroom window, she could see the lake for which her town, Mirrorlake, was named; its surface so still it perfectly reflected the morning sky. She pulled out a novel, its edges worn from countless adventures within its pages. Sinking into her bed, she lost herself in the world of dragons and heroines, the silence of her room punctuated only by the occasional turn of a page.

The sun climbed higher, casting a warm glow through the window that danced across Nadia's features, highlighting the flecks of gold in her wavy auburn hair. Eventually, her mother's voice drifted up the stairs, gentle but persistent.

"Nadia, honey, let's go to the market. It'll be nice to get some fresh air."

With a sigh, Nadia marked her page and set the book aside. She joined her parents in their weekly ritual at Lakeside Park's farmers market, the social heart of Mirrorlake where the town's 12,000 residents gathered every Saturday. They wove through the bustling market filled with vibrant colors and the rich aroma of spices and fresh produce. Her parents chatted with vendors, picking out ripe fruits and fragrant herbs while Nadia trailed behind, her thoughts lingering on mystical creatures and hidden realms.

At home, Nadia helped prepare lunch, slicing vegetables with practiced ease while her father tended to a sizzling pan. The kitchen was alive with the symphony of cooking; the sizzle of onions in hot oil, the rhythmic chopping of knives against cutting boards, but even amidst this domestic harmony, Nadia's mind wandered to far-off battles and enchanted forests.

The afternoon unfolded with more weekend customs: board games Nadia played half-heartedly as she humored her parents' attempts at bonding; an old science fiction movie they'd watched together, its dated special effects prompting affectionate laughter; a family dinner where conversations meandered from mundane topics to her parents' recollections of their own youthful escapades.

Later that evening, Nadia met Jenny at their favorite hangout spot – an eclectic café adorned with local art and mismatched furniture. The buzz of conversation surrounded them as they settled into a cozy corner with two steaming cups of hot chocolate.

Jenny's eyes sparkled with excitement as she recounted the latest school gossip. "Did you hear about Mark and Lisa? They broke up! Can you believe it?"

Nadia nodded along, offering appropriate reactions when needed. Yet even as she engaged in the banter, she felt a tug at her soul; a yearning for something beyond these teenage dramas.

As night enveloped Mirrorlake in its velvety embrace, Nadia walked Jenny home before making her own way back through quiet streets. She paused outside her house, gazing up at the stars peeking through the urban glow. Each one felt like a gateway to another world where magic was real and adventures awaited those brave enough to seek them out.

Inside her room once more, Nadia stared at her reflection in the mirror. A flicker of movement caught her attention. She spun around to look, but all she saw was the same pile of books waiting to be read on her floor. Turning to look in the mirror once more she thought she saw... something. Shaking her head wearily, she said aloud, “I must be tired. There can’t be something else in here.”

The weekend passed like countless others before it; comfortable yet tinged with an undercurrent of restlessness which no amount of normalcy could quell.

◇ ◈ ◇

Sunlight filtered through the gauzy curtains of Nadia's bedroom, dust motes dancing like tiny fairies in the beams. She stretched beneath her covers, a groan escaping her lips as she reluctantly acknowledged the arrival of morning. The dreams of far-off lands and mystical creatures slowly faded, leaving a dull ache for adventure in their wake.

She rose, her wavy auburn hair a wild tangle around her shoulders. Padding across the room, she caught sight of herself in the mirror. Her bright green eyes stared back, hinting at the restless spirit lying beneath her calm exterior. Something flickered in the reflection, a shadow, a movement, something not quite right, but when she blinked and looked again, everything was normal. "I must not have slept well," Nadia muttered, running her fingers through her tangled hair. "I'm seeing things." With practiced motions, she tamed her hair into a semblance of order and chose her outfit for the day; a comfortable blend of jeans, her favorite dragon t-shirt and a soft hooded zip-up jacket which appeared to echo her desire for both familiarity and escape..

Descending the stairs to the kitchen, the comforting aroma of coffee and toasted bread enveloped her. Her parents were already there, moving in their well-rehearsed morning dance. Her father stood at the stove, expertly flipping pancakes; his Saturday ritual before heading to his accounting office above The Silver Needle. Her mother set the table, humming a tune from one of their favorite old sci-fi shows, a half-finished dress alteration draped over the nearby sewing machine.

"Morning, starshine," her mother greeted, her smile crinkling the corners of her eyes.

"Morning," Nadia replied, her voice still heavy with sleep as she slid into her usual seat at the table.

Her father turned from the stove, plate in hand. "I hope you're hungry," he said with a wink. "I may have gotten carried away."

The stack of pancakes before Nadia could have fed a small army. She laughed, carving off a portion and drenching it in syrup. "Thanks, Dad. I think I'll need all this energy to get through Mr. Kline's history test."

Her mother poured herself a cup of coffee and sat down opposite Nadia. "You've been studying all week," she said with confidence. "You'll ace it like you always do."

Nadia nodded but felt a twist in her stomach that had little to do with breakfast or impending tests. It was the same sense of longing for something more - something beyond quizzes and classrooms - that always appeared to simmer right beneath the surface.

As they ate, conversation flowed easily about mundane things: errands they needed to run, plans for an upcoming family movie night - comfortable chatter that wrapped around Nadia like a warm blanket. Yet even as she engaged and smiled, part of her mind wandered to distant realms where dragons soared and magic was as common as breathing.

"Earth to Nadia," her father teased as he caught her gaze drifting out the window to where morning light played upon leaves only beginning to hint at autumn's touch.

"Sorry," she said with a sheepish grin. "Just thinking about what book I should read next."

Her mother reached across the table, covering Nadia's hand with her own. "You always have your head in some story or another," she said with a fond smile. "Just make sure you come back to us now and then."

Nadia squeezed her mother's hand in response, grounding herself in the moment once more.

After breakfast was cleared away and goodbyes exchanged at the door, Nadia slung her Carrollton High backpack over one shoulder and stepped out into the crisp morning air. The familiar route to school awaited; another day among peers who never quite saw past the quiet girl who lived more in her head than out loud.

Yet as she walked along tree-lined streets with leaves crunching underfoot, Nadia couldn't shake off the feeling that somewhere beyond reflections and shadows, an adventure was waiting for her - an adventure that would soon turn all these ordinary days on their head.

◇ ◈ ◇

Nadia spotted Jenny at their usual meeting spot, her laughter cutting through the crisp air like a bell. With Jenny, the walls Nadia built around herself melted away. She was the one person besides her parents who could pull Nadia out of her own head.

"Hey, weirdo!" Jenny called out, jogging over. "Ready for another thrilling day of watching paint dry?"

Nadia forced a smile. "As ready as I'll ever be."

Jenny's brows knitted together for a moment, catching the subtle undertone in Nadia's voice. "You okay? You've been kinda out of it lately."

Shrugging, Nadia glanced at the ground where shadows played tag. "Just tired, I guess."

Jenny linked arms with her friend, pulling her along. "Well, let me fill you in on the latest gossip to wake you up."

The duo walked side by side, Jenny chattering about who was dating who and which teacher had a meltdown during fifth period Friday. She paused mid-story to snap a photo of the autumn leaves overhead. "Perfect SnapLife aesthetic. Caption it 'another basic fall post' or 'living my best autumn life'?"

"Definitely the first one," Nadia said with a laugh. "More ironic."

◇ ◈ ◇

At school, they navigated through throngs of students toward their lockers. The clang and bang of metal doors punctuated the air, mixing with snippets of conversation and bursts of laughter.

Jenny twirled the combination lock with practiced ease. "So, there's a party this Friday at Mark's place. You're coming, right?"

Before Nadia could answer, Jenny's phone was out and up. "Smile, bestie!"

"Jenny..." Nadia started to protest, but the camera click cut her off.

"And that's going on SnapLife," Jenny announced, already typing. "Day 147 of trying to get this hermit to a party."

Nadia rolled her eyes but couldn't help smiling. "I don't know yet about Friday."

"Come on," Jenny insisted, tucking her phone away. "You can't spend every Friday night with your nose in a book."

"I'll think about it," she conceded, managing a small smile at Jenny's familiar persistence.

Jenny sighed and closed her locker with a definitive snap. "You always say that."

They walked into homeroom together as the bell rang. The room settled into an uneasy quiet as attendance was taken and announcements droned on.

Nadia doodled in the margins of her notebook while Jenny passed notes with another friend across the aisle. Every now and then Jenny would shoot Nadia a sympathetic look or a silly face to make her smile.

As homeroom ended and students shuffled out toward their next class, Nadia lingered behind for a moment longer than necessary. She could feel Jenny's gaze on her back but couldn't muster the energy to explain this restless ache for something beyond these walls.

With a deep breath, she joined the flow of bodies moving through the hallways like currents in an endless sea.

Today was just another day... until it wasn't.

Nadia was there, but not quite present, her gaze adrift in the glow of the morning light. Around her, the symphony of high school life played on: the shuffling of papers, the tapping of pencils on desks, and the distant laughter trickling from the hallways. Nadia's English teacher, Mrs. Bell, droned on about reflections and duality in literature, her voice carrying an unusual intensity when discussing the darkness that lurked beyond the looking glass.

Nadia's pencil moved across her notebook, but not with notes from Mrs. Bell's lecture. Instead, she sketched creatures that leapt from the depths of her imagination onto the page; griffins with piercing eyes and dragons with scales shimmering like stars. Each stroke was an escape, a silent rebellion against the confines of the classroom walls.

A nudge from Jenny brought Nadia back to reality. Jenny arched an eyebrow and motioned towards Mrs. Bell who was now standing right beside Nadia's desk. "Miss Calder," she said, her eyes gleaming with something unreadable, "perhaps you'd like to share your... interpretations of Carroll's alternate world with the class?"

Heat rushed to Nadia's cheeks as she shook her head and mumbled an apology, tucking her hair behind her ear in a nervous gesture.

Mrs. Bell offered a half-smile that didn't quite reach her eyes before returning to her discussion about how Carroll's mirror world reflected the darkest corners of the human psyche. As she turned away, Nadia couldn't help but notice how the shadows appeared to cling to Mrs. Bell a moment longer than they should have.

The rest of English class passed in a blur for Nadia. When the bell finally rang, signaling the end of class, she felt a mixture of relief and frustration—relief she could put some distance between herself and her embarrassment, and frustration that she still felt trapped in this mundane cycle.

The hallways swelled with students as Nadia made her way to history class. She found herself squeezed between athletes boasting about last night's game and clusters of students huddled over smartphones. In history class, Mr. Kline had planned a test on ancient civilizations - a subject Nadia usually found fascinating.

Today, however, as Mr. Kline handed out the test papers, Nadia couldn't help but feel disconnected from it all. She wrote her name at the top of the page and looked down at the first question:

"In what ways did geography impact the development of Mesopotamian civilization?"

Nadia bit her lip and glanced around the room; everyone appeared absorbed in their work - everyone but her. She sighed softly and turned back to her test, willing herself to focus.

She answered each question methodically but without her usual passion for history. The minutes ticked by like hours until finally, Mr. Kline called time.

Nadia handed in her test without looking Mr. Kline in the eye and slipped out of class with a whisper-thin sense of accomplishment - if only because it was over.

Gym class awaited next - a stark contrast to sitting still and filling out scantrons.

The gymnasium smelled like polished wood and echoed with the sound of squeaking sneakers. Coach Martinez had them running laps today. As Nadia's feet found their rhythm on the gleaming floor, her mind began to wander. The circular track became a winding path through an ancient forest, the fluorescent lights above transformed into dappled sunlight filtering through silver leaves.

"Nadia! Keep it up!" Coach Martinez's voice snapped her back to the harsh gym lights and the steady thud of running shoes.

She picked up speed automatically, focusing on the simple rhythm of her feet against the floor. By the time class ended, Nadia was breathless, her daydreams forgotten in the simple exhaustion of physical exercise.

◇ ◈ ◇

Late morning edged toward noon as Nadia moved through hallways lined with lockers reflecting flashes of students passing by like fish in a stream.

The hallway was a blur of activity - posters for upcoming dances, gleaming sports trophies in their cases, clusters of students planning their weekends. Nadia moved through it all like a ghost, distracted by a strange feeling she couldn't shake. Something was different about today, though she couldn't say what.

The final bell rang, signaling the end of fourth period and the start of lunch. Students spilled into the hallways, a cacophony of chatter and the shuffle of feet on linoleum echoing off the lockers. Nadia joined the flow, her thoughts drifting to the odd occurrence earlier that morning.

She caught up with Jenny at their usual meeting spot by the cafeteria entrance. Jenny was animatedly discussing weekend plans with a group that parted as Nadia approached.

"Hey, you spaced out big time in English today," Jenny said, nudging Nadia playfully. "Dreaming about your knight in shining armor or bored out of your mind?"

Nadia managed a smile. "Just tired. But hey - weird thing. This morning my reflection... it like, moved wrong? By itself?"

Jenny's eyes widened for a split second before she laughed. "Girl, you definitely need more sleep. Or maybe less fantasy novels. They're starting to mess with your head!"

They grabbed their trays and found a table by the window. Jenny immediately arranged her lunch with practiced precision.

"Seriously?" Nadia raised an eyebrow. "You're SnapLifing your cafeteria pizza?"

"Content is content," Jenny replied with a solemn look before breaking out into a grin. "Besides, I'm going for a 'school lunch reality check' series."

The lunch period passed with Jenny regaling tales of her cousin's latest escapades, and before they knew it, the bell was ringing again.

When the bell rang again, they dumped their trays and joined the crowd heading back to class. The afternoon started with study hall, where the silence was broken only by the occasional page turn and the soft buzz of Jenny's phone. Nadia glanced over to see her friend scrolling through her SnapLife feed.

"Look," Jenny whispered, tilting her screen. "Someone caught Mr. Peterson dancing in his classroom when he thought everyone had left."

Nadia bit back a laugh as Mrs. Harris, the study hall monitor, shot them a warning look.

The period dragged until finally the bell sent them to science class, where Mr. Parker announced they'd be dissecting frogs.

"Oh my god, no," Jenny said, clutching Nadia's arm. "I can't. I literally can't. It's still looking at me." She shuddered and hid behind Nadia as their specimen lay on the dissection tray.

"It's not looking at anything anymore," Nadia said, trying not to laugh as Jenny peeked over her shoulder. "Here, I'll make the first cut if you'll take notes."

"You're my hero," Jenny declared, placing her hand over her heart with a dramatic flair. "But I'm still not touching it. What if it jumps?"

"Jenny, it's definitely not jumping anywhere."

In homeroom, they sat through schoolwide announcements - upcoming dances, sports events, and reminders about report card dates. Nadia doodled absently in her notebook margins, adding wings to her latest creature sketch while the announcements droned on.

Finally, the last bell echoed through the halls. Books slammed shut, chairs scraped against floors, and students burst forth into the freedom of post-school hours.

Nadia and Jenny walked side by side toward home, their steps in sync from years of taking this same route together. Jenny was still going on about Mark's party.

"You're coming with me this time," Jenny insisted. "No excuses!"

"I already said I'll think about it," Nadia replied with a non-committal shrug.

They reached Nadia's house first. She fished her keys from her backpack as Jenny continued to outline potential outfits for them both.

"See you tomorrow," Nadia said as she unlocked the door.

"Text me later!" Jenny called out as she walked backward down the path, phone already up. "And check your SnapLife - I'm posting the best shot from that disaster of a frog dissection!"

◇ ◈ ◇

Nadia stepped over the threshold into her home's familiar embrace. Silence welcomed her; a stark contrast to the day's constant buzz. She dropped her backpack by the door and exhaled deeply.

This was where she could unravel her thoughts without distraction. This was where another world was eager to whisper its secrets through mundane reflections.

The absence of her parents' presence echoed off the walls, their daily routine pulling them elsewhere. A folded piece of paper, weighted down by the ceramic salt shaker, caught her eye on the kitchen counter. Her mother's cursive looped across the page; a list of chores to complete before dinner.

She skimmed through the tasks: vacuuming the living room, dusting the bookshelves, watering the indoor plants. A sigh escaped her lips. She tossed her backpack onto a chair and grabbed the dust cloth from its drawer.

As she wiped away invisible particles from the polished wood of the bookshelves, Nadia's eyes flicked to the hallway mirror. She paused, leaned closer. Her reflection mimicked her movements with perfect synchrony. For a moment, she searched her own eyes for the odd flicker of movement she thought she'd seen earlier in the day, but nothing appeared amiss. With a shrug, she turned back to her task.

She moved through her chores with efficiency, though not without frequent glances at her reflection in any surface that could give one. The glass door of the microwave revealed a girl with auburn waves tied back into a loose ponytail; the black screen of the television showed her silhouette framed by stacks of DVDs.

Each mirror encounter was like a magnet drawing her in, an invisible thread pulling at her curiosity. The dining room's ornate mirror framed her face as she fluffed cushions on the chairs; nothing unusual there either.

As she watered ferns and philodendrons, Nadia's phone buzzed. Three new SnapLife notifications from Jenny, probably documenting her walk home with her usual running commentary. Nadia ignored them for now, her attention drawn once again to her reflection in the small hand mirror on the windowsill. A beam of sunlight lanced through it, creating rainbows on her skin. She twisted it in her hands, watching colors dance across her face but found no other magic at play.

The chores neared completion; all that remained was her bedroom; the final frontier for today's mundane mission. She climbed the stairs with light steps, still pondering the strange occurrence from earlier

Nadia's room greeted her with its comforting clutter: posters of distant galaxies and mythical landscapes plastered on walls, piles of books teetering on her nightstand. And there it stood in its usual corner; the weathered wooden mirror that appeared to harbor more tales than all her books combined.

◇ ◈ ◇

She approached it slowly, heart thumping with a mix of anticipation and trepidation. Nadia stared into its glassy depths, waiting. Her reflection gazed back with equal intensity - a silent challenge hanging between them.

Nadia's heart thrummed in her chest like a bird desperate to escape its cage. The mirror, with its age-old secrets and intricate carvings, had always been an object of fascination for her, but today it beckon her with an urgency she couldn't explain. Her hand, almost of its own volition, reached out towards the glass that had shimmered with a strange light just moments ago.

With a tentative touch, she expected the cool, hard surface of her reflection. Instead, her fingers met no resistance; they slipped through the mirror as if it were liquid, sending ripples across the glass. A gasp caught in her throat and she recoiled, yanking her hand back as if burned. It emerged unscathed but trembling.

"This isn't possible," she whispered to the empty room.

But the mirror stood silent, its secrets still veiled behind an inviting glow.

The urge to call Jenny was immediate. She fumbled for her phone, fingers still tingling from the encounter with the impossible.

"Jenny, you've got to come over," Nadia blurted out when her friend answered.

"What's up? You sound like you've seen a ghost."

"It's... I can't explain it over the phone. Please, just come."

Skepticism laced Jenny's voice. "Is this about the reflection thing at lunch?"

"Just hurry," Nadia urged.

A click signaled Jenny's reluctant agreement before the line went dead.

Left to her own devices and with curiosity gnawing at her reason, Nadia glanced around her room for something – anything - to test the mirror's limits. Her gaze landed on a paperback fantasy novel splayed open on her bed. She picked it up and approached the mirror once more.

Hesitation shivered down her spine as she held the book towards the glassy surface. With a nudge, she pushed it forward and watched in awe as half of it disappeared into the mirror. Pulling it back revealed no changes; it was as if the book had never breached another realm.

"This is insane," she murmured to herself.

Next came a stuffed animal - a worn bear with one eye missing and fur matted from years of love and adventure. Nadia pressed its paw against the mirror and again it slipped through without resistance.

"Teddy's halfway to another world," she joked weakly to herself.

She tried other items: a pencil that appeared to write invisible letters on an unseen page when half-submerged in the mirror, a hairbrush which appeared to be grooming an invisible doppelganger's hair on the other side, even a flickering candle that didn't extinguish when half of it was engulfed by the glass.

Every item returned unaltered after its partial journey into the unknown - a fact that both disappointed and relieved Nadia. It meant there were rules to this magic; it wasn't complete chaos. But what did it mean for living things? She couldn't help but wonder if her hand had come back unchanged...?

Almost as an afterthought, Nadia pulled out her phone. Jenny would never believe this without proof. She snapped a quick SnapLife of her pencil halfway through the mirror's surface, then another of her teddy bear's paw disappearing into the glass. But when she checked the photos, they showed only normal reflections - as if the mirror was merely a mirror after all.

A glance at her clock by the bed told Nadia that Jenny would arrive soon. She took a deep breath and leaned closer to the mirror. Her reflection did too, mirroring each movement with perfect synchrony except for the one moment earlier when....

"Maybe I imagined it," Nadia mused aloud, trying to shake off the eerie feeling clinging to her skin like morning dew.

But deep down, she knew she hadn't imagined any of it. The mystery was real and waiting on the other side of that ordinary-looking glass.

Nadia steeled herself for Jenny's arrival and what might come next because once she shared this secret, everything would change. There was no going back from a truth so fantastical that reality itself would bend in its presence.

Nadia's heart raced as she gazed at the mirror, her reflection an insistent beacon urging her forward. Her hand trembled, hovering over the surface that had swallowed her touch moments before. Jenny's delayed arrival gnawed at her resolve, but the lure of adventure whispered louder than the pull of patience.

◇ ◈ ◇

With a deep breath, she stepped through. The world shifted. Cool air caressed her skin, scented with wildflowers and an undertone of something ancient and indefinable. Nadia blinked against an unexpected brilliance, her eyes adjusting to a landscape that was basically pulled straight from her beloved fantasy novels.

She fumbled for her phone, hands shaking with excitement. Jenny had to see this. But her attempts to capture the silver-leafed trees and violet blooms on SnapLife showed only a black screen. Her texts wouldn't send, and her heart sank as 'No Service' mocked her from the screen. Her thumb hovered uselessly over the keyboard; there was no way to tell Jenny where she was or what she'd found.

The world before her unfurled like a living tapestry. Massive trees stretched toward an opalescent sky, their silver leaves tinkling in a gentle breeze like wind chimes made of starlight. Their melody harmonized with the distant calls of unseen creatures, creating a symphony unlike anything in her world. She stood on a pathway bordered by violet blooms, their petals delicate and otherworldly against the emerald backdrop. Ahead, mountains pierced the sky with obsidian tips, shrouded in mist lending an air of mystery to their grandeur. Below, rivers wove through valleys like threads of quicksilver, pooling into lakes shimmering beneath an ever-shifting sky.

Nadia's eyes roamed across the beautiful vista, wonder eclipsing fear. Each breath felt like drinking from a cup of pure enchantment. Yet as she turned back to ensure her lifeline remained intact, a knot formed in her stomach - the portal was but a mirror hanging in open air, reflecting a slice of her own room.

The sound of a door opening echoed from somewhere beyond the mirror.

Back in Nadia's world, Jenny let herself into the house with the spare key she'd been entrusted for emergencies just like this. "Nadia?" Her voice bounced through the quiet rooms, each echo feeding her growing concern. "This better not be another one of your dramatic reading sessions where you've got your headphones on and can't hear anything!".

The house was undisturbed; a chore list lay half-completed on the kitchen counter, bearing silent testament to Nadia's presence mere moments ago. Jenny ascended the stairs two at a time and pushed open Nadia's bedroom door.

Sunset bled through the windowpane, spilling over the old mirror in the corner. She approached it cautiously; this was where Nadia had sounded most excited and most afraid.

Jenny's reflection stared back at her from within its aged frame - a perfect mimicry save for one chilling detail: it wasn't hers alone. Beyond her shoulder, Jenny could see another figure in the glass – Nadia - her back turned and walking away into an impossible distance filled with colors and light no earthly place could hold.

Jenny reached out to touch Nadia’s vanishing image but met only cold glass; no passage opened for her as it had for her friend. She pressed
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