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Chapter One: The
Carousel House


Most girls are born screaming, blinking, or
smiling. But Miro’s birth was a stroke of artistic genius, a
brushstroke painted onto the sky by a dragon who had forgotten how
to speak, a dragon who, in a moment of profound loneliness, decided
to create a friend.

The dragon had tried to paint a friend once
before. He’d used fire. That didn’t work. He’d tried sculpting with
cloud, then ice, then ash. Still, no one stayed. But this time, he
used color. Not just any color, but all the forgotten ones: blues
no one had named, greens that hadn’t grown in centuries, and
yellows that hummed lullabies.

And when the final line was drawn, a flick of
gold that tickled the air like a whisper of starlight, Miro
blinked.

She didn’t cry. She didn’t ask where she was.
She turned her head toward the wind and smiled as if she’d heard
someone calling her home.

The Carousel House, a mysterious structure,
stood at the far end of Noddledrift. In this place, time was as
unpredictable as the weather. It was not shaped like a house should
be. No roof, no corners, no front or back. It spun slowly on a
track of weathered wood, each room riding along like a carved horse
waiting for a song.

The people of Noddledrift whispered about the
Carousel House. Some said it had only arrived last winter, rolling
in on fog and old lullabies. Others claimed it had always been
there, too stubborn to vanish. But none of them went near it. They
said it made clocks run backward, made letters unreadable, and made
their cats walk on the ceiling.

Inside the Carousel House, Miro lived in a
room with a ceiling made of folded maps. Each morning, she woke to
the sound of her bed yawning, a long, creaky sigh that meant it was
time to rise. Miro’s first task was always the same: to check the
Direction Jar beside her bed.

This jar, filled with a swirling mist that
changed color and direction every day, was her guide in the
ever-shifting Carousel House. If the arrow spun north, she wore her
polka-dot socks. If it pointed east, it meant hot cocoa with
cinnamon. If it pointed up, well, that meant a quiet morning, full
of wonder, and perhaps, a visit from the teacup or the talking
gloves.

She brushed her teeth with bristleberries,
polished her ears with whisper cloth, and selected her mood from a
drawer labeled “Assorted Moods: Please Return by Dusk,” and a bed
that sighed when it was tired. She had no windows, only a glass
door that led to a garden of hourglasses.

She watered them twice a week with melted
silence, a magical substance that nourished the unique plants.
Afterward, she often studied in the Hourglass Garden, a magical
place where her schoolbooks changed topics depending on the time of
day.

Every midnight, the house would spin one full
turn, and Miro always made sure to place her shoes in a different
spot before bed, just in case they ended up on the ceiling. She
kept a map of where her furniture had been each night, updating it
with ink that only appeared under moonlight. The rooms would
rearrange themselves, turning her kitchen into a hallway, her
bathroom into a library. It was a world of constant surprise.

She liked the unpredictability. It meant
things still changed. It meant time hadn’t fallen asleep
completely.

On the evening the stars began disappearing,
an evening that should have been like any other, tucked neatly
between a page of dream math and a spoonful of starlight pudding,
 Miro was tracing patterns onto the wall with her finger. Not
doodles. Not pictures. Just the kind of lines that appear when
you’re thinking hard about nothing.

Then she heard it: a faint creak from the
bottom of the house. Not the usual wood-on-wood groan of turning
gears. No, this sounded more like a sigh, a deep one. Lonely. Full
of the quiet you only hear when something’s been silent for a very
long time.

Miro stood. Her socks made little hush sounds
against the patchwork floorboards. She didn’t light a candle. She
didn’t need to. The walls were glowing faintly, the way they always
did when something unusual was about to happen.

She descended the spiral staircase only after
completing her evening rituals. She tucked her thoughts into a
thimble beside the sink, brushed her teeth with lullaby paste, and
put her curiosities under her pillow in case she dreamed of them.
When the hourglass chimed a soft sigh, she knew it was time. That
was always the signal, the sigh before strangeness, a term she used
to describe the unpredictable and often magical events that
occurred in the Carousel House, events that defied logic and
reason.

It was still.

Usually, it hummed. I liked to sing in the
voice of distant bells. But now, it looked like it had swallowed
its own breath.

Then she saw it: on the wall where no door
had ever been, there was now a painting.

Not a framed one. Not a picture hung with
nails or twine. This was a painting directly on the wood, rippling
slightly, like it hadn’t dried yet.

And inside the painting… a dragon.

Not breathing. Not flying. Just lying across
a field of stars, its tail curled around a sun that was slowly
dimming.

Miro pressed her palm to the image. The paint
was warm.

And the dragon whispered, not with a voice,
but with a pull behind her ribs, a tug in her stomach, a shimmer in
her bones:

“Find the Seven.”

Then the floor shifted.

The Carousel House groaned to life. The rooms
began to spin faster than usual, faster than they ever had. Wind
curled through the hallways. Books flew from the shelves. Miro
grabbed the stair rail, and it even felt like it was breathing.

Doors slammed open. A drawer howled. A piano
played a single, sorrowful note.

And when the house stopped spinning, Miro was
in a room she had never seen before.

It was filled with mirrors.

Each mirror showed her at a different age,
some older, some younger. Some with freckles. Some with wings. Some
smiling. Some crying. One mirror showed her vanishing.

And one, just one, showed the dragon,
standing beside her.

The mirror cracked. The sound rang out like a
question Miro hadn’t known she was still asking. That mirror had
always felt like a boundary, not of glass, but of knowing. Its
shatter was a signal: that the past wasn’t sealed, only paused. She
stared, heart knotted, unsure if what she felt was fear or
relief.

From behind it, something fell out: a note,
folded many times over.

It read:

“The dragon painted you to be a friend.

But friendship must be chosen.

Choose the journey.

Or fade.”

There was no signature.

But there were brushstrokes on the paper,
colors Miro knew didn’t exist anymore.

She folded the note. She stepped forward,
leaving behind her drawer of moods, her Direction Jar, and the
lullaby-paste whispers of bedtime. It was not a rebellion. It was
resonance, an answer to a question that had waited quietly within
her routines, humming just beneath the surface. This step wasn’t a
break in her rhythm. It was its echo.

And somewhere, very far away, a carousel
began to spin in the sky.

“Whee,” Gerald the Chandelier snored.

“There you go again, Gerald,” said a new
voice, prim and slightly judgmental.

Miro clung to the railing, if it could still
be called a railing, while twisting through four dimensions, and
peered down. A porcelain teacup wearing pince-nez glasses stood on
a shelf labeled “Preposterous Things.”

“And who are you?” Miro asked.

“Professor Petronella Teacup,” the teacup
said. “Licensed Scholar of Senseless Spinning. Headmistress of the
Academy of Agitated China.”

“She’s very sharp,” Percival the Hat said.
“But slightly cracked.”

“That was one time,” Professor Petronella
Teacup said. “And the saucer started it.”

“Does everything in here talk?” Miro
asked.

“No,” Umbriel the Umbrella said. “Some things
sing. And one thing weeps quietly behind the linen closet.”

“That’s Kevin,” Gerald the Chandelier
muttered. “Don’t ask.”

The gloves, still leading the way with flair,
reached a floating landing and did a triumphant pirouette.

“Show-offs,” Petronella Teacup said.

“At least they’re punctual,” Algernon the
Mirror called. “Unlike the coat rack.”

“Which way now?” Miro asked.

The staircase split in three directions, one
covered in postage stamps, one made entirely of ticking metronomes,
and the third paved with tiny doors, each labeled with a single,
shifting word.

“The doorpath,” Percival the Hat said.
“Always the doorpath.”

“Do they open?” Miro asked.

“Some open to other rooms,” Percival the Hat
said. “Some are open to your memories. Some are open to things best
left shut.”

“Sounds dangerous,” Miro said.

“Sounds fun,” Petronella Teacup said.

“Sounds like a Tuesday,” Gerald the
Chandelier snored again.

Miro stepped forward. The first door read:
Possibility. The second: Echo. The third kept
changing: Yesterday, Never, Peach, Shadow, Home. She
reached for the knob.

“Careful,” Umbriel the Umbrella warned. “If
the word’s not settled, the world inside won’t be either.”

“I like unsettled,” Miro said.

“Told you she was the one,” Percival the Hat
whispered.

The knob turned with a sigh and a note, B
flat, if anyone was keeping track.

The door opened.

And the world blinked.

It blinked twice, in fact, first in surprise,
then in recognition. Miro stepped through, and the floor beneath
her changed texture with every step: velvet, then cork, then pages
from books no one had ever written.

“This place smells like forgotten birthdays,”
Miro said.

“That’s an improvement,” Percival the Hat
said. “Last time it smelled like boiled riddles.”

They stood inside a long hallway lined with
frames, but no pictures. Each frame was labeled with one of the
shifting words: “Peach,” “Yesterday,” or “Home.” One frame
shimmered briefly with the face of a dragon, then vanished into
static.

“Do you think we’re inside a memory?” Miro
asked.

“Worse,” Umbriel the Umbrella said. “We’re
inside a possibility.”

From behind the fourth frame, a slow clicking
began. Tick… tick… snap.

“Is that a clock?” Miro asked.

“No,” said a dry voice, old and papery.
“That’s my spine.”

A tall grandfather clock shuffled forward on
spindly golden legs. Its glass belly held no gears, just a swirling
cloud of dust and music notes.

“And who are you?” Miro asked.

“I am Tobias Ticktock,” the clock said.
“Archivist of Moments. Keeper of the Never-When. And my ankles are
terrible.”

“You need oil,” Petronella Teacup said. “And
perhaps a sense of humor.”

“I had one,” Tobias Ticktock said. “But I
lent it to a joke that never came back.”

“Do you know what this place is?” Miro
asked.

“I know what it was,” Tobias Ticktock said.
“It was a hallway of choices. Now it’s a hallway of regrets. But it
still offers tea, if you’re polite.”

“We’ll be polite,” Miro said.

A cupboard in the wall opened with a yawn.
Inside sat three steaming cups.

“One will show you who you were,” Tobias
Ticktock said. “One will show you who you might have been. The
third will burn your tongue.”

“No labels?” Miro asked.

“Where’s the fun in that?” Tobias Ticktock
said.

“Choose wisely,” Percival the Hat said.

“Choose quickly,” Umbriel the Umbrella
said.

“Choose recklessly,” Petronella Teacup
said.

Miro reached out, heart steady, hand unsure,
and lifted the cup on the left.

The tea inside was the color of melted
shadows.

Miro hesitated. The surface of the liquid
shimmered, and in it, she saw a version of herself chasing a paper
kite made of clouds.

“Don’t drink too quickly,” Tobias Ticktock
said. “Memories are delicate. They’ll crumble if you rush
them.”

Miro raised the cup slowly, letting the steam
curl around her face like the sigh of an old story being
remembered.

“Here we go,” Percival the Hat said. “Brace
for heartbreak or enlightenment. Or both.”

Miro took a sip.

The hallway vanished.

Miro’s breath caught, not in fear, but in
awe. The vision of her younger self, the whisper of an unanswered
wish, stirred something long dormant within her. She had lived
surrounded by wonders, by maps and moods and mutterings, but this,
this was the moment her longing gained a face. A thread tied
between who she was and who she might still become.

She stood in a wheat field that hummed softly
under a lavender sky. A younger version of herself was standing at
the edge, arms outstretched, speaking to someone who wasn’t
there.

“That’s the echo of your first wish,” Tobias
Ticktock said, his voice now distant and low, like thunder in a
bottle. “You wished the sky would answer back.”

“It never did,” the younger Miro
whispered.

“Not yet,” the older Miro said.

The image faded. The cup was now empty.

Miro looked down. At the bottom of the cup,
instead of tea leaves, lay a single curled ribbon of gold.

“Ah,” Tobias Ticktock said. “That belonged to
the dragon’s paintbrush. You’re carrying fragments of him
already.”

“What do I do with it?” Miro asked.

“Tuck it behind your ear,” Percival the Hat
said
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