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    To the dreamers who believe love can transcend time,
To the readers who still see magic in mirrors and moments,
And to anyone daring to write their own story across the pages of life—may you always find wonder, courage, and connection, no matter the century.
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Chapter 1 — The Mirror in the Attic
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The Fenwick Library attic smelled like a thrift store dreaming of being a ship: salt-damp wood, old glue, the faint medicinal sweetness of book paste, and underneath it all the ocean itself, tugging on the windows as if checking their locks. Maya Chen stood in a spill of dusty light, balancing a box on her hip and wondering if community service hours could be counted by splinters.

“Three more boxes and then the map drawer,” Mrs. Ellison called up the narrow stairs, voice winded, jangling a ring of keys that could jail a pirate. “If you find anything with a donor slip, photograph it with the tag. Then label, please. The grant people love labels.”

“On it,” Maya called back, because she was good at sounding on it even when her back complained. She eased the box onto a scarred table and looked around. The attic had been a museum once, a long time ago, before the glass cases became too expensive to dust and the artifacts gathered dust like a new purpose. A diorama of Harborfield’s first lighthouse leaned against a crate. A hand-painted sign read MARITIME RELICS and then, in a different hand, PLEASE DO NOT TOUCH. A carousel horse bared its teeth politely from behind a stack of rolled maps. The sloped ceiling made everything whisper.

She slipped her camera strap over her head, the familiar weight settling against her chest. It was a battered mirrorless with a sticker of a tiny red umbrella on the bottom edge, her own good-luck charm. Her phone would have been easier, sure, but a real camera made her feel like she belonged here—as if the past would behave for her because she came with glass and a lens and complicated intentions.

The first box was full of costume jewelry—the kind of things an aunt bequeaths to a library because she liked the idea of “young people using them for plays.” Maya photographed each brooch against a sheet of folded muslin, the viewfinder cutting the chaos into neat rectangles. Click. Tag. Click. She breathed. The light through the dormer window went a little gold. Harborfield did that in the late afternoon—washed itself in amber like it wanted to be a picture.

She was pacing herself. Her parents’ divorce had taught her the art of patience and lists. She had a list for today—boxes, map drawer, donate form. She had a list for this semester—photo club portfolio, college applications, not crying at unexpected songs. She had a list for this attic that felt secret even from herself: find something that makes staying worth it.

The second box was labeled Fenwick Estate: Parlor Items. Inside lay a nest of packing straw and a bundle of something heavy wrapped in old paper. The label around the bundle read, in neat fountain pen, Looking Glass — Attic Museum — Gift of Alma Fenwick, 1901. Maya set the box down, smoothed the paper with her palm, and peeled back the last layer.

The mirror was oval and unapologetic about it, gilt frame thick with carved leaves and tiny birds bickering in the scrollwork. Time had rubbed the gold to a warm dullness where hands had touched it. The glass itself was not the perfect lake of modern mirrors; it held a faint, silvery grain, like frost caught mid-thaw. Along the bottom of the frame, in letters so small you needed to be the kind of person who notices things, someone had engraved: To see is to cross.

“Okay,” Maya whispered, admiring, then amused at herself for talking to an object. “That’s dramatic.”

She lifted the mirror out and leaned it against a crate. It was heavier than it looked, the kind of weight that suggests it has a job besides reflection. The attic’s thin bulb hummed overhead. Something creaked as the building settled around its spine.

She raised her camera without quite thinking about it, framing the mirror and the dusty rafters and her own silhouette. Focus, half-press, click.

Except the viewfinder hiccuped. For a breath, the screen showed her not herself and not the attic she stood in, but another attic—a deeper, darker room lit by a lamplight that hummed with flame. The stacks of boxes were shadows; a row of books in cloth bindings marched along a wall that, on this side, held only a sad map of Cape Cod. The bulb overhead was gone; in its place a gas sconce flickered with a little blue at the root of the flame.

She blinked hard and pulled the camera away. The mirror showed only her—a high ponytail escaping in weather curls, a smudge of dust on her cheek, the sweatshirt she’d stolen from her cousin that said HARBORFIELD HIGH with the seagull mascot too cheerful for the laws of physics.

“Did you get that?” she whispered to the camera, and felt silly again, and looked back up—into the mirror, because that’s what you do when something misbehaves.

The attic in the glass had not gone away.

Maya’s heartbeat did an awkward kick. She stepped closer until she could see, really see: the space beyond the silver looked like the attic and didn’t. The roofline matched. The window was there, but its glass was wavier, its light the color of honey. Shadows held longer than they should. Dust floated the way flakes in a snow globe float, slow and stubborn. And there was someone else in that light.

A boy stood a few feet back from the mirror, sleeves rolled to the elbow, a vest buttoned over a shirt that had known starch once and had since made peace with sweat. He had a printer’s apron tied crookedly around his waist, ink staining the side of one hand. He was turned away from the glass, head bent, peering at a tray of small metal pieces. As she watched, he looked up—not in the mirror, but in that room—and frowned, as if the atmosphere had changed. He took two cautious steps forward and then, with the abandoned boldness of someone who cannot stand not-knowing, came right up to the frame.

Maya forgot to breathe, then remembered in a rush. Fog bloomed against her side of the silver in a soft cloud and then—impossibly—fog bloomed on his side too, the glass taking their breath and making it borderless. His eyes met hers through a thumbprint-clear oval.

He was... not movie-star beautiful. He was the kind of handsome people remember a decade later with fondness when they pass the print shop on their way to buy bread: the slope of his cheek where laughter would like to live; a mouth that looked used to trying; eyes the color of the harbor on a day when the sun is out but the wind can’t help itself—gray, then blue, then almost-green. He had a smudge of ink at the edge of his eyebrow as if he’d wiped his face with the back of his hand and missed.

He blinked. She blinked. The whole attic held its breath.

“Hi,” she said, because there are worse first words in the face of whatever this was.

His lips moved. Hello. She didn’t hear a sound—only saw the word shape itself perfectly. It didn’t matter. Someone had once told Maya that language is mostly courage.

She did the thing children do to foggy windows in winter and teenagers do to car mirrors when they’re trying to amuse themselves while waiting in parking lots: she lifted a finger and drew a small heart in the condensation. It carved to silver and hung there, silly and sincere. She immediately felt stupid for the heart—the cliché of it—and then relieved, because his mouth did a small astonished smile that made the ink at his eyebrow look like a deliberate decoration.

He exhaled, fog rose, and he wrote with one careful finger on his side, his letters backward to him but legible to her: Eli.

“Maya,” she wrote, the loop of the y elongated by nerves. Her finger left a trail on the cold, and her skin prickled as if the glass remembered older winters than hers.

They looked at the names, at each other, back at the names, as if naming belonged to a liturgy neither of them had been taught and yet recognized. Somewhere below, Mrs. Ellison coughed and a door banged. The world continued making sounds that insisted on normalcy.

Maya leaned in close so the fog would last. “Can you hear me?” she asked, enunciating. He shook his head once, then tilted it, listening for something that wasn’t sound. He pointed at his ear, then at his eyes, then at the little letters they’d made. Her laugh bubbled out—quiet, contained by the attic and the absurdity. She nodded. Eyes, names, writing. Okay. Rules arrive whether you write them down or not.

Dusk pooled in the high corners, the kind of blue that makes streetlights wink awake. In the attic beyond the glass, the sconce burned a notch brighter. The light made his hair look like it had borrowed a little warmth from the flame.

He lifted both hands and pressed them against the glass. Not flat-palmed—just fingertips, as if he knew pressure mattered. Maya matched him, finger to finger, and the silver rippled between them, a coin dropped into deep water. The cold on her skin turned strangely bright, like mint. Not pain. Not quite. A reminder. A limit. She let her hands rest there anyway, and the fog around their fingers kept them human.

He looked at her camera, the strap cutting a familiar diagonal across her chest, and his brows went up. He mimed raising a box to his face, the universal posture that doesn’t require time travel. She nodded, heart giving its own little ripple, and raised her camera again. She focused on his eyes through the glass and pressed the shutter.

The screen stuttered. For one second the image was a mess of static, old-TV snow—then it snapped into clarity not like a reflection but like a scene: gaslight flare, the precise grain of the cloth of his vest, the shapes of letters on small metal blocks at the edge of the frame. She swallowed a sound and took another shot because sometimes you need two to trust anything.

He reached under the worktable and brought out a small slate the size of a book, chalk already white on his fingers. He wrote slowly, letters blocky, and held it up. Libr—ri?

“Library,” she mouthed, and his mouth followed the syllables obediently, like a reader learning a new language and liking the taste of it. He nodded then and turned, gesturing at the shadowed room around him. He wrote printing and then tapped the tray of metal type, then pointed across time at her camera again with the smug delight of someone who has found a cousin.

She drew a quick rectangle in the fog and then a circle in the corner for the lens; she wrote camera and placed her hand over her chest. He grinned. It knocked something off its axis inside her but not in the scary way—more like finding out a hallway turned into a room where you might want to sit a while.

Below, the clock in the stairwell chimed, five slow bells that brought the attic back into itself. The light changed that particular way late light changes in old buildings—softer, and also thicker, as if it wants to be touched. In the glass, the lamplight trembled and steadied. Eli glanced toward the edge of the frame, as if someone called his name where she couldn’t hear. He raised his hand apologetically and drew a small line on the silver: a horizon with a short curve under it—sunset? Evening? Then he pointed to his eyes, then to the glass, then made a little window with his fingers and closed it. Dusk is their window, he was saying. After that, the world shuts.

“Dusk,” she mouthed. “Yes.” She would have said of course if sound could cross.

She glanced over her shoulder at the door at the top of the stairs. The bare bulb hummed. No footsteps yet. She turned back to the mirror; the fog had faded to beads. She huffed another breath, and another, writing quickly: You okay? He wrote okay with a sideways smile and then sister with a tiny heart near it. He mimed small—someone this high—and then lifted his hand to his ear, as if hitching a small child up. Maya’s chest ached the way it did when she thought about her own cousin, the one who moved three states away last summer. She drew a stick figure with pigtails and a giant grin and wrote Rosie? with a question mark, because every small sister in her head was always Rosie.

He laughed soundlessly again and nodded. Rosie. He pointed at his chest, then wrote Eli smaller above his own earlier name as if to bow to the fact of it.

She wanted to write ten things—Where are you? and What year is this? and Do you read Whitman? and Are you real?—but the air had a different tug now. The mirror’s surface looked both closer and farther away, like heat over a road. She knew, the way you know a storm is about to break without seeing the sky, that the window was closing. She pressed her palm to the silver one more time and felt the strange brightness flare like a very polite warning. He matched her, fingertip to fingertip, and for a second the ripples steadied into a clear seam. She could have sworn—if swearing mattered to anything—that she felt warmth where their fingers aligned.

“Maya?” Mrs. Ellison’s voice floated up, closer now, accompanied by the clatter of keys. “If you’re burying treasure up there, I want a cut!”

“I’m coming!” Maya sang down, too high, her teeth knocking once in the sudden return to the ordinary. She looked back quickly. Eli had already stepped back a little. He pointed to the top of the mirror frame and mimed writing. Then he pantomimed breathing on glass and scribbling.

“Breath,” she mouthed. He nodded. A rule, then: write with breath and finger; meet at dusk; don’t push the glass past polite. She picked up the mirror gently, intending to slide it back toward the crate so Mrs. Ellison wouldn’t walk into a cosmic situation. The engraving flashed in the changing light. To see is to cross.

“Okay.” She propped the mirror against the crate again and, on impulse that made the bottom of her foot tingle like a warning, leaned in to press a quick kiss to her own finger and then pressed that finger against the glass. She lifted her hand. No transfer of lipstick, no magical stamp, just a tiny oval of fog the size of a coin and the knowledge of her own ridiculous heart doing somersaults. She laughed, half a breath.

Downstairs, keys clanked. A door thudded. The world was coming up the stairs with practical shoes.

She glanced at the silver again to make sure her face wasn’t doing anything too obvious. In the mirror, Eli lifted his chalkboard and wrote in quick strokes, eyes on the stairwell in his own world—because his world had doors and bosses and mothers too, probably, all with great opinions about wandering sons.

Tomorrow? he wrote.

She drew a checkmark. She was not someone who made promises with strangers in attics. She also was absolutely someone who would be at the mirror tomorrow at dusk, even if she had to sprint across town in the rain.

“Maya?” Mrs. Ellison again, right at the top step now, the timbre of authority disguised as affection. “I’ve got to lock up. Found anything exciting?”

“A mirror,” Maya said, because it was true and not true at the same time. “It’s... pretty.”

“Careful with the glass,” Mrs. Ellison said, appearing in the doorway like an exclamation point. “If the historical society hears we broke the Fenwick, we’ll both be banished to the book sale table forever.”

“Wouldn’t dare,” Maya said, stepping forward to stand in front of the mirror, looking like a person who had just
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