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“Excuse me, how much does this cost?”

“Is this actually made from rosewood?”

“Does this cuckoo clock work?”

The scent of old wood drenched The Alchemist’s Cove entire. Crooked shelves held chipped vases, crates overflowed with odd objects, low benches bore cracked statues, dry sinks brimmed with canning jars and oak tables groaned under tools and trinkets, while grimy oil lamps crowded another table. In one corner a chest of old ornaments sat beside rotary phones, two bookshelves bulged with books and statuettes, a child's rocking chair had been flooded with old maps, a settee lay scattered with gems, paintings, and antique toys... the entire shop was packed to the brim with items. 

And customers.

Matt did what he could to handle all of them despite his old age. He had learned how to be cordial and patient, perhaps to the point of idiocy, but he was the only one at the shop, and it was getting a little overwhelming. 

“Right!” he said. “So—”

He was interrupted again by three different people, all of them seemed unwilling to listen. They were being obnoxious and Matt considered just dismissing them all, potential sales be damned, when the front door opened, and Amy walked in.

She was a beautiful and slender nineteen-year-old woman with blonde hair pulled into a high, smooth ponytail that swayed when she moved. Her heart-shaped face was soft yet striking with a pair of bright amber eyes, a cute straight nose, and full lips that held a natural smile. She was wearing a sleeveless sports white tank top that clung to the lean curves of her upper body, hinting at toned shoulders and a narrow waist, while her leggings traced the long, sculpted lines of her legs and the gentle flare of her hips.

As soon as she saw the scene, her eyes widened.

“Sorry for the tardiness, Pops—I mean, Mr. Fletcher!” Amy said smiling sweetly as all the customers turned to her. “Ok, who needs help?”

She went over to deal with the customers as Matt sighed in relief and made his way back to behind the counter, a little more relaxed. Amy worked for Matt but they knew each other very well because he had been friends with her grandfather Hugh since high school, and Matt and his late wife, Isabella, had been so tangled in the lives of Hugh, his children, and his grandchildren that he was practically another member of their family.

And Matt loved Amy. She was the sweetest girl. Always charming, always nice, always a contagious cheer that was difficult to ignore. Seeing her blossom into a young woman fresh out of high school and ready to take on the world was almost as amazing as seeing his own non-existent granddaughter doing the same. After all, right now, Amy was focused on two things: running every day, which had always been her healthy obsession, and saving up money for a trip around the world. Since Matt’s previous employee had proven to be too unreliable, he offered her a job and she gladly accepted.

Matt saw her handle the clients, one by one. Two of them left but three of them were so enchanted by the items they found and Amy’s natural charisma that they bought them no questions asked. When they were gone, she smiled widely as he gave her a thumbs up.

“Well done!”

“Did you ever doubt me, Pops?” 

That was how Amy had called Matt since she was a little girl. Since she already had a grandpa in Hugh, the nickname just stuck.

“Of course not,” he said and they both laughed as she made her way through the store, putting things in their place. “But you were late!”

“Yes, yes, I’m sorry!” she said and turned around, showing off her bicep to him. “I was running on the trail and I lost track of time. I had to run all the way here without changing. Sorry!”

Matt nodded but immediately turned away furtively. Amy probably didn’t think any of it because they had known each other her entire life, but he couldn’t deny that she had become a beautiful young woman who probably attracted the attention of every guy she ever met. It was quite awkward for him.

The day went on. Amy handled most of the physical stuff and the customers while Matt did his best to handle all the accounting and orders with the damn computer. He had gotten used to it but it was sometimes so annoying to figure out all the spreadsheets, and programs, and software and he also had to deal with constant aches, strange rumblings across his body, and just generally feeling tired. 

But Matt noticed that Amy was a little more impulsive than usual. She was stumbling around more, looked at her phone every minute or so, and just seemed jittery. It was odd because she was usually such a chill hard worker.

“Is everything okay?” he asked from the chair behind the counter while she was bending over trying to reach something behind a trunk.

“What? Yes, Pops! Why?” she asked, turning around, smiling.

“You... look worried or am I just seeing things due to my old age?” he joked, shifting his position in his seat, and they both laughed. And then, she stood up, crossed her arms, and bit her lip.

“It’s just that... I have a date tomorrow.”

“A date?” Matt asked and smiled mischievously and Amy rolled her eyes. “And who’s the lucky guy?”

“You see? This is why I didn’t want to tell you,” she said, half-joking and half-seriously and lightly. “There’s this guy I met a few months ago. His name is Cole and tomorrow is our first ‘real’ date, I guess, but it’s a formal thing. You know, I have to dress up and everything.”

“Okay...” Matt said trying to be understanding but he had no idea what the problem was. 

“I don’t have a dress for tomorrow!” she exclaimed as if it was the most devastating thing in the world. “I’m trying to get my friend to find me one on her own, but it’s so difficult if I’m not there. I don’t know if I’m gonna have enough time to choose one today and I have to come here early tomorrow so...”

“Okay, okay, I get it now,” Matt said, chuckling. “You can leave early. It’s okay.”

“Really!?”

“Yeah, yeah. Don’t worry about it,” he said and beamed at her and she smiled in that adorable, sweet way only she could. “Find your dress and have fun tomorrow.”

“Thank you, Pops! Thank you! Thank you! Thank you!”

Amy went over behind the counter and hugged Matt and jumped excitedly, pressing her body against his. She didn’t even notice that since he was sitting down, and she was standing, she had placed her breasts right on his face and he definitely felt them jiggle and bounce through the top.

“Come on! It’s no big deal,” he said simply, trying to get over the embarrassment but Amy looked radiant when she pulled away. “You go and have fun!”

“Thank you so much, Pops!” she said, so happy it made her look even more beautiful. 

She left the shop and Matt was left all by himself, which was typical. Ever since his wife Isabella had died ten years ago, his life had been nothing but an emptiness of boring repetitiveness. It had been her idea to open up this antique store so many years ago and somehow, despite all recessions and economic troubles, it had managed to last this long. But he missed her...

They had a very happy life. Even if Matt resented his small-town life or the home they had built above, Isabella had been such a bright, beautiful light in his life that he was happy. Just to see her every day, just to wake up next to her, just to touch her and kiss her whenever he had the chance. Even if they never had children, being able to stay together all the way until old age managing the Alchemist’s Cove made Matt think he had won some sort of lottery prize.

He stared at his own reflection on a silver tray and groaned, as if he needed a reminder of how frail he was. Seventy years old, completely bald and full of patches, wrinkles everywhere, a scraggy beard, hunched and forced to use a cane, and too slow and clumsy to do anything too laborious. The only thing he liked about himself now were his shiny hazel eyes.

It eventually became time to close the store and Matt spent the next few minutes looking over all invoices, checking everything was alright. Everything seemed fine, except for one order...

Deeserei’s Enchanted Mirror. An antique mirror, circa 1880–1890. Frame constructed from what appears to be stained beech...

As Matt read on, he found it strange that he had no memory of receiving it. Yet the name Deeserei stirred something deep in his mind. Then, like a door swinging open in his mind, the image came to him: a truck materializing as if out of thin air in front of his store in the morning, followed by a man clad entirely in black, carrying a mirror veiled in a thick black sheet. The man’s smile was disarmingly friendly and his deep voice sent tingling shivers down Matt’s spine when he said: 

“However the magic of this mirror manifests, it all depends on who decides to gaze upon it. The magic strikes deep and tremulous, but it wants what is best for they who see it for the first time. The fate will be decided on those two eyes reflected.”

How did Matt forget that? 

He went over to check and, indeed, the mirror stood in between the two bookshelves even though Matt could have sworn it wasn’t there an hour ago. How odd. Probably his old brain messing with him again. 

He uncovered it. It was huge and tall enough to reach the ceiling and wide enough to reflect two people completely. Its frame was old wood and its glass was magnificent, reflecting things back so cleanly and clearly, so thick, not a smudge in view despite its antiquity. And there was something else... a bizarre quality that made it impossible for Matt to stop staring. Then, his reflection smiled, even though he was not smiling. He freaked out but when he placed his fingers on his mouth, he realized he was smiling. His damn old brain again.

Matt wrapped the mirror in the sheet again, shut everything off, and made his way upstairs, slowly, limping, using his cane to keep his balance, trying his best to not complain too much. Isabella wouldn’t like him being so miserable but, to be honest, it was almost like he wanted to be miserable. He realized it when he entered his home and found it so empty without her there. This was his life now. Him alone with his thoughts, him missing Isabella, him without any children, him just waiting to die. He had had a great life full of happiness and now all that remained was for him to be plagued by miserable thoughts. 

He lay in bed for hours and hours, thinking of so many things: Hugh, Isabella, his store, the mirror, his youth, Amy, and so much more. He fidgeted uncomfortably in bed for so long until he couldn’t keep his eyes open anymore, and he fell asleep, still thinking, still imagining, still fantasizing...
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