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The Millbrook Ledger had run every Wednesday and Saturday since 1926, through two world wars, a flood, and one memorably contentious debate over whether to print the high school football scores above or below the obituaries, and as far as Nora Vance could tell, nothing in that history had prepared her for the specific flavor of dread that came with realizing you might not make payroll in November.

She'd been staring at the same spreadsheet for twenty minutes, willing the numbers in the ad-revenue column to be different than they were, when the growling started.

Five months into running the Ledger, Nora had developed a private ritual for mornings like this one: black coffee, the spreadsheet open first, before the mail, before the phone, before anything could distract her from the fact that circulation had dipped again and the fudge shop man's account was two invoices behind. Her mother used to say that numbers didn't care how you felt about them, which was the kind of thing Diane said often and meant kindly, and which Nora had found, since taking over the paper, to be depressingly accurate. She'd left Detroit with a layoff letter and a U-Haul and the vague, comforting idea that running a small paper in a small town would be simpler than the newsroom politics that had cost her the only job she'd ever really wanted. It had not, so far, been simpler. It had mostly just been smaller math attached to bigger stakes, since there was no larger company to absorb the loss if the Ledger finally went under - only her, and Millie, and a hundred years of masthead nobody in town seemed ready to let go of, even as fewer and fewer of them paid for a subscription to keep it running.

Comma was losing a staring contest with a mirror, and he was taking it personally.

Nora Vance heard it before she saw it - a low, continuous growl coming from the archive room at the back of the Millbrook Ledger, the sort of sound a cat makes when it has found something it considers a personal enemy. She left her coffee on the front desk, already going cold, and went to investigate.

The archive room hadn't changed since she was a kid sneaking back here to read old headlines while her grandmother worked late: rows of gray filing cabinets, a card table sagging under three decades of bound volumes, a single bulb on a pull-chain that buzzed when it got tired. Comma was crouched in the middle of the floor, tail low, ears flat, glaring at an oval mirror that had been leaning against the far cabinet for as long as Nora could remember - some leftover prop from a long-ago feature on the old opera house.

"It's your reflection," she told him. "You've seen it before. You live here."

Comma did not look convinced. He inched forward on his belly, the way he did when he'd cornered something under the porch, and swiped once at the glass. Then he sat back, offended, and looked at Nora as if she were supposed to do something about this.

She crouched down to see what he was so worked up about, and that was when she saw it wasn't the mirror he cared about at all. It was what the mirror was reflecting.

Behind the filing cabinet, wedged into the gap where the metal met the wall, was a torn scrap of paper. On its own, held right side up, it would have meant nothing - a scatter of letters that looked like a child's attempt at cursive, looping the wrong direction, crowding into itself. But in the mirror, flipped clean, it resolved into words.

Nora went still.

the furnace was never the fault they said it was -

That was all the fragment gave her before the paper tore off mid-thought, the rest of it either torn away or never written. She recognized the handwriting immediately, the unmistakable slant of it, the way the capital F curled back on itself like it was trying to hide. She'd spent a childhood watching that handwriting fill notebooks at the kitchen table.

It was her grandmother's.

Which would have been merely eerie - a scrap of Eleanor Vance's old notes, missed for twenty years in a filing cabinet nobody had emptied - except for one detail that turned Nora's stomach cold before her brain caught up with why.

The ink was wet.

She touched the edge of the paper without thinking, the way you'd touch a stove to check if someone had lied about it being off, and came away with a smudge of blue-black on her fingertip. Not dried-out, brittle-with-age wet. Fresh. Today wet. An hour-ago wet.

Eleanor Vance had been dead for twenty years.

Comma had abandoned the mirror entirely now and was sitting on Nora's foot, purring in the self-satisfied way of an animal who believes a job has been well done. Nora looked at the scrap of paper, then at the gap behind the cabinet where it had been wedged - deliberately, not dropped, not blown there by a draft - then at the door to the archive room, which she was almost certain she had locked last night, the way she locked it every night, because that was the kind of thing you did when you inherited a hundred-year-old newspaper and didn't yet trust that nothing could go wrong with it.

She thought about calling her mother, and dismissed it in the same breath - Diane had left Millbrook with the intention of never thinking about the archive room again, and a phone call about wet ink and dead women's handwriting was not going to be the thing that lured her back from Sarasota. She thought about calling the police, and pictured explaining it to Chief Alvarez, who had gone to high school with her mother and would listen very kindly and write nothing down. She thought, finally, about simply putting the paper back where she'd found it, locking the door, and pretending the last five minutes hadn't happened, which was tempting enough that she genuinely reached toward the gap in the cabinet before she stopped herself.

Whoever had left this had done it in a room she locked every night. That meant a key. That meant someone who knew this room, this cabinet, this exact gap - someone who knew the archive well enough to have chosen this exact hiding place instead of any of the hundred other places a folded scrap of paper could disappear to. That was not a detail she was going to be able to un-know by pretending she hadn't seen it.

She was still holding her breath, and the smudge of ink was still damp on her thumb, when she heard the front bell over the door jingle, and Millie Okafor's voice carry back through the office, cheerful and entirely too normal for the moment Nora was standing in.

"Morning! I brought the good donuts, the cider ones, so somebody better be grateful-"

Nora looked down at the paper. At the handwriting she hadn't seen in twenty years, curling wet and impossible in her hand. Millie had worked at this paper for forty years. Millie had known Eleanor better than Nora, who'd only had her grandmother for thirteen years before the accident took her, had ever gotten the chance to. If anyone in Millbrook would recognize that handwriting on sight, without needing to be told whose it was, it would be her.

"Millie," she called back, and was startled by how steady her own voice sounded. "Can you come look at something?"

There was a pause from the front of the office - half a beat too long, Nora would think later, once she'd learned to notice things like that - before Millie's footsteps started toward the archive room, and her voice, when it came again, had lost some of its cheer.

"Look at what?"
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Millie Okafor had a face built for delivering bad news gently - forty years of writing obituaries had given her a specific gift for finding the kind thing to say about anyone, including, Nora suspected, people who hadn't deserved it - and that face went through three distinct expressions in the time it took her to cross the archive room floor. Cheerful. Confused. And then something Nora couldn't name, something that closed like a door.

"Where did you find that," Millie said. It wasn't really a question. She was already reaching for it, and then stopped herself, hand hovering an inch above the paper like it might be hot.

"Behind the cabinet. Comma found it - he wouldn't leave the mirror alone." Nora held the scrap out so Millie could see the mirror image without touching it. "It's her handwriting, isn't it. Grandma's."

Millie didn't answer right away. She'd put on her reading glasses, the ones on the beaded chain she wore even though her office was four steps from the archive door, and she was looking at the reflected words with an expression Nora had seen exactly once before, at her grandmother's memorial, on the face of a woman standing at the back who nobody else seemed to know and who had left before the reception.

"It's her writing," Millie said finally. "She used to leave me shopping lists like that. Backward. It was a game she and your grandfather used to play, before he passed - write notes to each other where only the other person would bother holding it up to a mirror to read. She taught it to you, too, didn't she? I remember her telling me you two had a whole secret code going, when you were small."

Nora had, in fact, forgotten this completely until Millie said it - a memory that surfaced all at once, fully formed, the way old memories sometimes do when the right key turns: sitting at her grandmother's kitchen table with a pad of paper, learning to write her own name so it would flip clean in a mirror, feeling like she'd been let in on the best secret in the world. She hadn't thought about it in twenty years. She was surprised by how much it hurt to remember it now, standing in a room with a stranger's version of the same handwriting, still wet.

"The ink's fresh," Nora said. "Millie. It's not old paper. Somebody wrote this today."

That was when Millie's face did the thing that Nora would spend the rest of the week turning over in her mind - not shock, not the wide-eyed alarm Nora had expected from someone hearing that a dead woman's handwriting had just turned up wet in a locked room. Something quieter. Something that looked almost like relief, quickly buried under something else.

"That's - well, that can't be," Millie said, too fast. "You must be imagining it. Old ink can look wet in bad light. This bulb's been due for a change since spring."

"I touched it. It came off on my thumb."

"Then it was left out somewhere damp. The archive gets condensation, you know that, we've had that leak by the window twice this year-"

"Millie."

Millie stopped talking. For a moment the only sound in the room was Comma, who had abandoned the mirror entirely and was now grooming one back leg with the total unconcern of an animal who considered his part of the morning's work complete.

"I don't know what to tell you," Millie said at last, and it had the careful, over-smoothed quality of a sentence chosen instead of a sentence that was simply true. "I've got the archive keys, you've got the archive keys, and unless your mother drove up from Florida in the middle of the night, I don't know who else it could have been. Maybe it's nothing. Maybe it's an old prank somebody's playing, one of the high schoolers who used to come in for the paper route, they'd know where the archive was."

It was, Nora thought, the sort of explanation you offered when you needed the other person to stop asking questions rather than when you really believed it. She filed that away - the reporter in her, the part of her that eight years at the Detroit Beacon hadn't managed to laid off along with her job, noting the gap between what a source said and how they said it - and decided, for now, to let it go.

"Okay," she said. "Probably nothing."

"Probably," Millie agreed, with the relief of someone who has just been let off a hook she didn't expect to survive.

They ate the cider donuts standing up at the front counter, because that was the kind of morning it had turned into, and Millie talked at some length and with suspicious enthusiasm about the anniversary open house - the Ledger would turn one hundred years old on the last Saturday of the month, and the town council had asked for a display of "historic front pages," which meant somebody was going to have to go through the archive and pull the good ones, and wouldn't that be a nice project for Nora, since she knew the recent decades better than the old ones-

"You're deflecting," Nora said, not unkindly.

"I'm delegating," Millie said. "There's a difference. One of them is my job."

Nora let her have it, though she noticed, watching Millie busy herself refilling the coffee maker for the second time in twenty minutes, that her hands weren't quite as steady as her voice. It was a small thing. Nora tucked it away with everything else she was noticing this week, a habit she hadn't fully realized she'd carried over from the newsroom until she caught herself doing it - the reporter's instinct to keep a running list of small inconsistencies long before she had any idea what they added up to.

The rest of the morning passed in the ordinary rhythms of a small paper limping toward deadline: a call from the school board about Thursday's meeting, a photo submission from a parent whose kid had won a ribbon at the county fair, a testy voicemail from a subscriber convinced her paper had been left in a puddle on purpose. Nora handled all of it on autopilot, her mind circling back, again and again, to the shape of the letters on that scrap of paper, the certain curl of the capital F, the ink that had come away wet on her thumb. But she kept the scrap of paper, the fragment about the furnace and a fault that wasn't anyone's, folded now into a blank envelope and tucked into the inside pocket of her jacket, where she could feel the shape of it against her ribs for the rest of the day like a stone she'd picked up and couldn't remember why.

She thought about her grandmother's handwriting on the drive home that night - five minutes, since home was the apartment above the office, but she took the long way around the block anyway, past the gazebo where somebody had already started stringing up bunting for the open house. Twenty years dead, and the woman was still finding ways to leave her messages.

Comma rode home on the passenger seat, which he was technically not allowed to do, and stared out the window the entire way with the alert, unblinking focus of a cat who suspected the evening wasn't over yet.

He turned out to be right.
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Looking Glass Salvage sat at the end of Mill Street where the sidewalk gave up trying to be a sidewalk and became gravel, half a block from the old glassworks building the town had spent a decade calling "the eyesore" before somebody with money decided to call it "historic" instead. Nora had driven past the shop a dozen times since moving back in May and never once gone in. She wasn't sure why tonight was different, except that Comma had started scratching at the front door of the apartment the second she'd carried the takeout containers up the stairs, and hadn't stopped until she'd put her shoes back on.

She'd noticed the shop before, of course - everyone in town seemed to have an opinion about the quiet man who fixed mirrors, most of it vague and secondhand, the sort of mild small-town curiosity that never quite tipped into real conversation. She hadn't thought much about him beyond that, until tonight, walking toward a lit window at the end of a gravel road with a cat clawing at her sweater like the whole evening depended on it.

"This is insane," she told him, holding him against her hip like an oversized, disapproving loaf of bread as she walked the four blocks down Mill Street in the dark. "You're a cat. You don't get opinions about my evening plans."

Comma, who had opinions about everything, dug his claws very gently into her sweater and did not apologize.

The shop's front window was a wall of mirrors - dozens of them, propped at angles, ranging from ornate gilt-framed things that looked like they'd been pulled out of a Victorian parlor to a plain shaving mirror still wearing its price tag. A hand-lettered sign in the corner read WE BUY, SELL, AND FIX WHAT'S BROKEN, MOST OF THE TIME. A light was on in the back.

She almost turned around. Showing up at a stranger's shop after closing because her cat had gotten agitated was, she was fairly sure, not a sentence that made sense in any professional context, and she was still working out how to explain herself when the door opened before she'd finished deciding whether to knock.

"You're going to want to put him down before he takes your sweater with him," said the man in the doorway, nodding at Comma, who had begun trying to climb Nora's shoulder with the single-minded determination of an animal on a mission. "That's a bad grip. He's not playing."

"He's never like this." Nora set Comma down, more out of self-preservation than agreement, and he shot past both of them into the shop like he'd been fired from something. "I'm sorry - I don't have a reason for being here, which I realize is a strange thing to say to someone at eight at night."

"Jonah Pierce." He held out a hand, and when she shook it she registered, distantly, that it was the sort of handshake that came from working with your hands for a living - steady, a little rough, no attempt to prove anything with it. "You're Diane's daughter. Eleanor's granddaughter. You look like her, a little, around the eyes."

"Everyone in this town seems to know exactly who I am before I introduce myself."

"Small town. Big mirror collection." He said it dry enough that it took her a second to register the joke, and by the time she'd caught up he'd already turned to follow the sound of Comma, who had planted himself in front of a large standing mirror near the back wall and begun the exact same low, insistent growl he'd used on the archive room mirror that morning.

Nora felt the hair go up on her arms before her brain caught up with why.

"He did this exact thing this morning," she said. "At the office. There was a - I found a note, wedged behind a filing cabinet, written backward, in my grandmother's handwriting, with ink that was still wet. I know how that sounds."

Jonah didn't laugh, which she appreciated more than she expected to. He crouched down next to Comma instead, studying the mirror the cat had chosen, and after a moment he reached out and wiped a thumb along the bottom edge of the glass, where a thin film of condensation had gathered from the shop's old radiator heat meeting the cold front window.

"There's something written here," he said. "In the fog on the glass. Somebody did it with a
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