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Elias Vale loved looking at things nobody else noticed.

While other boys his age raced bicycles down muddy hills or threw snowballs in the street, Elias spent most afternoons in the attic workshop above his uncle’s old clock shop. He collected beetle wings, bits of colored stone, strange leaves, and broken machine parts from junk piles behind factories.

Then he examined them under his microscope.

Not because anyone told him to.

Because he wanted to know what the world looked like when nobody was paying attention.

His attic workshop smelled like dust, brass gears, oil, and old books. Tall shelves leaned crookedly against the walls, packed with jars full of odd little treasures. Springs and tiny screwdrivers covered the workbench beside stacks of notebooks filled with sketches and ideas.

And in the center of the room stood Elias’s greatest invention.

A giant brass microscope nearly as tall as he was.

“Well,” said Dr. Thomas Mercer, climbing the attic stairs with careful steps, “either you’re building a microscope... or a machine for talking to the moon.”

Elias grinned without looking up.

“Depends whether the moon answers.”

Thomas laughed softly. He was not really Elias’s uncle, though Elias called him that sometimes. Thomas had been his father’s closest friend many years ago, before Elias could remember much about him. Now he helped run the clock shop downstairs and made sure Elias occasionally remembered to eat meals and sleep at reasonable hours.

Neither happened very often.

Thomas ducked beneath a hanging bundle of copper wire and looked around the crowded attic.

“You’ve made an even bigger mess since yesterday.”

“It’s organized.”

“There’s a frog in a teacup.”

“He lives there.”

The frog blinked from inside the teacup beside the window.

Thomas sighed. “Of course he does.”

Snow tapped softly against the attic windows while the wind rattled the roof above them. Outside, the whole town had turned white during the night. Chimneys puffed smoke into the gray sky, and shopkeepers below hurried through the cold streets wrapped in heavy coats.

But Elias barely noticed winter anymore.

Today was important.

Very important. He adjusted one of the giant microscope lenses carefully while Thomas watched from beside the workbench.

“So,” Thomas said, “what exactly are we discovering this time? Hidden treasure? Tiny dragons? A civilization of invisible cheese makers?”

Elias sat back in his chair.

“Maybe.”

Thomas raised an eyebrow. “That wasn’t the answer I expected.”

Elias leaned closer and lowered his voice.

“I think I found something strange.”

Thomas smiled a little. “You always find something strange.”

“No. I mean really strange.”

That got his attention.

Thomas stepped closer to the microscope. “All right. Show me.”

Elias reached carefully into a small velvet box on the table. Inside rested a plain gold ring. It looked ordinary in every possible way except for one tiny scratch along the side.

“My mother’s wedding ring,” Elias said quietly.

Thomas nodded.

He knew Elias kept it safely stored in the attic. Elias rarely spoke about his parents, but he always became more careful whenever the ring was involved.

“What about it?” Thomas asked.

Elias pointed toward the scratch. “At first I thought it was just damage from years ago. But when I looked closer...” He grinned excitedly. “It didn’t look like a scratch anymore.”

Thomas folded his arms. “You’re about to tell me there’s a secret kingdom inside a piece of jewelry, aren’t you?”

Elias froze.

Then slowly pointed at him.

“That’s exactly what I was about to say.”

Thomas laughed. Elias did not.The laughter faded.

“Oh,” Thomas said. “You’re serious.”

“Come look.”

Thomas shook his head as though preparing himself for nonsense and bent toward the giant microscope.

“Move the side lens a little,” Elias instructed.

Thomas adjusted the brass knob carefully.

“Now look through there.”

The attic grew quiet except for the ticking clocks downstairs.

Thomas leaned closer.

At first he saw only blurred gold and shadow.

Then the image sharpened.

The scratch stretched across his view like a dark canyon through glowing stone. Strange silver light shimmered along enormous jagged walls. Tiny crystal-like formations rose from the darkness below.

And far in the distance, something moved.

Thomas pulled back immediately.

“What was that?”

Elias nearly bounced out of his chair.

“You saw it too!”

Thomas looked back into the microscope.

The movement appeared again.

A tiny figure crossing beside a glowing pool of silver light.

A person.

Very, very small.

Thomas straightened slowly.

Neither of them spoke for several seconds.

Finally he said, “Elias... that’s impossible.”

Elias grinned wider.

“That’s the best kind of discovery.”


	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2 – The Girl by the Silver Pool[image: ]

[image: ]


Thomas looked into the microscope again, but the tiny figure had vanished.


He turned the focusing knob gently, then not so gently, then stopped before Elias could scold him for jostling the lens.

“She was there,” Thomas said.

Elias nodded quickly. “I know.”

“You’ve seen her before?”

“Three times.”

Thomas stepped back from the machine. “Three times?”

“Four, if we count today.”

“You were not planning to mention this?”

“I was waiting until I was sure.”

Thomas stared at him.

Elias lifted both hands. “Mostly sure.”

The frog in the teacup gave a small croak, as if offering an opinion.

Thomas pointed at the microscope. “You found a girl living inside your mother’s ring.”

“I found a world inside my mother’s ring,” Elias corrected. “The girl is only the first person I’ve seen there.”

Thomas sat down on the nearest stool. Unfortunately, the nearest stool already had a stack of notebooks on it. The notebooks slid to the floor with a loud thump.

Elias winced. “Those were in order.”

“They are lucky I am sitting at all.”

Elias hurried to the workbench and opened one of his sketchbooks. Page after page showed the same strange place: a deep glowing cavern, jagged golden walls, a silver pool, and a tiny figure with long dark hair.

Thomas took the sketchbook carefully.

“These are very good.”

“I draw what I see.”

“She looks about your age.”

“I think so.”

Thomas studied the drawing more closely. “Does she know you can see her?”

Elias hesitated.

That was the question he had been avoiding.

“I don’t think so.”

“You don’t think so?”

“Well, yesterday she looked up.”

Thomas went still. “At you?”

“Not exactly at me. More like... toward me.”

Outside, the snow tapped harder against the glass.

Elias returned to the microscope and adjusted the focus again. The ring waited beneath the lens, glowing warmly under the lamp. Through the viewer, the scratch became a canyon once more. The cavern opened below, full of soft silver light.

“There,” Elias whispered.

Thomas leaned close beside him.

The girl had returned.

She sat beside the silver pool with her bare feet near the glowing water. Her dark hair was braided over one shoulder, and her clothes shimmered faintly like cloth woven from moonlight. She trailed one hand through the pool, making ripples that spread slowly across the surface.

Elias forgot to breathe.

The girl looked peaceful, but not bored. She seemed to be waiting for something, or listening to something far away.

Then she stood.

Elias and Thomas both leaned closer.

The girl turned toward the cavern wall where the golden stone climbed upward into darkness. She tilted her head.

“She heard something,” Elias whispered.

“Can you hear anything?”

“No.”

The girl stepped away from the pool. For a moment, silver light shone across her face.

Then she looked up.

Straight up.

Elias froze.

This time there was no mistake.

She was looking toward them.

Not seeing them clearly perhaps, but sensing something.

Thomas whispered, “Elias...”The girl took one slow step backward.

Then the microscope made a sharp cracking sound.

Elias grabbed the side of the machine. “No, no, no—”

The main lens flashed bright white.

Thomas pulled Elias away just as the brass frame shook violently. A burst of light filled the attic, followed by the sound of glass cracking.

Then everything went dark.

For a few seconds, neither of them moved.

The attic smelled like hot metal.

Downstairs, every clock in the shop began chiming at once.

Thomas groaned from the floor. “I am going to ask a calm question.”

Elias sat up quickly. “The ring!”

“That was not my question.”

Elias scrambled to the workbench.

The microscope lens had cracked down the center. Several small pieces of glass had fallen onto the table. But the gold ring lay exactly where he had placed it.

Untouched.

Elias picked it up with trembling fingers and turned it beneath the lamp.

The tiny scratch was still there. Thomas came to stand beside him, brushing dust from his sleeve.

“Can you still see inside?”

Elias looked at the broken microscope.

His stomach sank.

“No.”

The attic suddenly felt much colder. Thomas rested a hand gently on his shoulder. “I’m sorry.”

Elias closed his fingers around the ring.

He thought of the girl by the silver pool. He thought of the way she had looked up.

“She saw something,” he said.

Thomas frowned. “What?”

Elias looked at him.

“Us.”
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