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      Jack bowed his head and clasped his hands together as he tried to block out the mass of mourners surrounding him. He was not bothered by the winter chill in the air. Nor did he notice the solemn drone from the pastor who stood at the head of the open grave.

      Numb. He was numb. Void of emotion and entirely accepting that now his grandfather was gone, he was all alone.

      Jack Smith was an only child, orphaned before he could walk and raised by his grandfather, Arthur Smith, who was a scholar and philosopher. Arthur was renowned by the whole of England for having published countless books and left behind a stately home which had an extensive library.

      Jack had been homeschooled and hidden in the shadow of his grandfather’s achievements all of his life. For seventeen years he had lived on the earth and never achieved anything remarkable on his own. And until now, he was just fine with that.

      Jack knew it was time to move forward and figure out who he was, and what type of man he wanted to become.

      But none of that mattered right now. In that moment, all Jack thought about was getting through the next couple of hours.

      He threw a red rose into the grave; it hit the walnut coffin with a thud, and his eyes prickled.

      “Goodbye, Grandfather,” he whispered.

      The people jostled beside him and took their turn to pay their respects. Jack shuffled back a little, stumbling on the uneven grass, and his ice-blue eyes shot up.

      Standing in the distance, looking at another grave, stood a young woman no older than Jack. Her narrow shoulders trembled, and she wore a long ivory gown. Embroidered lace covered her arms, and she had a snowy white veil covering her blonde hair.

      She stuck out in a sea of black. Like a single white rose among a bed of thorns.

      Jack’s gaze lingered on the young woman, wondering why she was alone and whom she was mourning. Then she looked up, and a spark of recognition fired in his brain as their eyes met.

      Even though they were standing at least twenty feet apart, it was as if an invisible cord connected them, and a jolt of electricity shot through Jack.

      He gasped and stepped away, breaking eye contact. As if it had severed the cord, his body returned to a numb state.

      He recovered himself and scanned the cemetery to look at the young woman again. But she was gone.

      “Look. It’s snowing. Bob, how long have we lived here?” An old lady standing far off pointed to the thick, gray clouds. A sea of heads looked up.

      “Good grief. You’re right,” an old man replied. “It hasn’t snowed in Tynhem for over sixty years.”

      Tynhem was a little town just outside of Oxford, and in all of Jack’s life, he had never seen it snow.

      A dusting of white fell like ash from the sky and settled on the ground. Jack watched the flecks of snow fall into the open grave and allowed a slight smile to break his grimace. He knew his grandfather would have something philosophical to say about the moment. But Jack appreciated that, for once, the weather reflected his mood.

      He whipped his head back and forth, searching the faces for the young woman he had seen just moments earlier. But she had vanished.

      Slowly, the mourners walked back to the waiting cars, and Jack followed. Many of these people had known Jack’s grandfather since before Jack was born, and yet no one so much as looked in his direction as they made their way to the manor for the wake.

      Jack was grateful that Mr. Thomas had everything in hand. He took care of all the funeral arrangements, organized the caterers, and even booked a string quartet. It was above and beyond what any family lawyer should do. But he did it anyway. All Jack had to do was put on his suit and turn up.

      The tires crunched over the gravel driveway as the stretch limousine pulled up outside the manor. A door opened and Jack stepped out gloomily. As he walked to the entrance, he stuffed his hands in his pockets and kept his head bowed low. Whispers flew around the courtyard and followed him into the home, but no one addressed him. He could have been invisible for all he knew.

      A large stream of nosey people swarmed in and looked around the manor like they were visiting a museum. Arthur Smith was the grandson of a duke. The manor was the finest example of eighteenth-century architecture in Tynhem, and this was the first opportunity for members of the public to look inside.

      According to the will, Arthur bestowed everything to Jack. But Jack did not like the idea of living in a twelve-bedroom manor and maintaining four acres of gardens alone. He instructed Mr. Thomas to sell it as soon as the funeral was over and let him know as soon as the funds were available.

      What Jack would do next, or where he would go, remained a mystery. But he didn’t care. This was no longer his home, and an unknown future called out to him.

      After several awkward minutes of standing in the entrance hall, picking at the seam of his jacket, he headed upstairs to the bathroom, certain he would not be missed. He glanced at the paintings of his ancestors as he ascended the steps and allowed his hand to drag along the oak rail, rubbed smooth over years of use.

      The floors creaked as he crossed the hall, and a sudden flash of light stopped him in his tracks. It came from his grandfather’s office—a room Jack had been forbidden to ever step inside.

      But unlike most days, the door was cracked open, and a light flashed again. Jack’s curiosity piqued. Just what was so special about Grandfather’s office that I could never go inside? he wondered. With a light shrug, he walked to the door and pushed it open.

      No one was there to stop him this time.

      The hinges squeaked as the door swung open and a flash of brilliant white light momentarily blinded him. Shielding his eyes, he cautiously stepped forward and blinked several times to take in the room. A wide mahogany desk stood proudly in the center with an open leather-bound book laying on top. Jack leaned in to find a quote encircled.

      The best portion of a good man’s life: his little nameless unremembered acts of kindness and love.

      -William Wordsworth

      Jack traced the words with his finger and let out a heavy sigh, but his breath caught in his throat. He tugged at his collar with a grimace and glanced at the small dusty window. He supposed it had never been opened.

      The room was hot and stuffy, and Jack shrugged out of his jacket as he looked around. Many dusty shelves lined the walls, all sporting various antiques and artifacts. His grandfather’s coat hung on a coat stand by the door, and a cane leaned against the desk. In the corner of the room stood an ornate free-standing oval mirror. The brass frame had etchings of words written in a language he did not recognize. Which was a surprise to him, as his grandfather had him study twelve languages, including Greek and Latin.

      He caught his reflection. His muddy brown hair sat wavy around his ears, and despite his moody disposition, his eyes twinkled. He had always been scrawny and small, but the young man looking back at him in the mirror was taller, with a healthy glow. He stood up straight and squared his shoulders, clenching his biceps and setting his jaw. Then a pair of sky-blue eyes blinked at him from behind his shoulder. As quick as a flash, he turned to see who was standing behind him. He recognized those eyes. But no one was there.

      Jack looked back at the mirror and took a step closer, his heart thumping and ears ringing.

      Next to his head, he saw a spray of blonde hair obscuring a woman’s eyes. He took another step and squinted. A delicate hand rose and brushed the strands of hair away from a porcelain face. His eyes lingered on a pretty pair of rosebud lips, and two glittering eyes met his gaze.

      They held eye contact for a moment, then a blast of frosty air shot past Jack from the corner of the room. Startled, he stumbled forward, grasping the frame to find his balance.

      He didn’t dare to break eye contact with the woman in the reflection for fear that she might disappear again if he did.

      Then a stronger blast hit him from behind. It was as if an unseen energy willed him to fall. Jack clutched the frame as his body went hurtling forward.

      He braced for impact with the glass, but to his utter surprise, he fell through as if it was not a mirror at all, but an archway.

      Shards of glass surrounded him and hung in the air, sparkling like glitter. Jack marveled at the sight, then another gust of air scattered them as far as the eye could see.

      He stood on the top of a snowy hilltop, and brilliant white light flooded the sky. To the right, a magnificent white castle sparkled in the distance and a little village of wooden houses with smoking chimneys sat nestled in a valley.

      Jack whipped around on the spot. The brass frame of the mirror lay in pieces at his feet, and his grandfather’s office was nowhere to be seen.

      “What the––?” he said in a breathy voice. Then he realized he was not alone. His brows shot up and his chest squeezed as he watched a young woman walking toward him. Her face looked the same as the woman he had seen in the mirror, but now her hair was brown.

      Despite the winter frost, and the thin material of her cloak, she did not shiver. Nor were her cheeks rosy from the cold. She held out a gloved hand and smiled at Jack like she was an old friend. As if this was not the first time she had witnessed someone stumble through a mirror.

      “Quickly,” she said in a hushed voice, her smile fading as she grabbed his hand. Jack stumbled forward, his legs like jelly as he struggled to keep up. The young   woman broke into a run, her feet flying across the snow with ease, cloak billowing out behind her. Jack’s chest burned and the snow crunched under his feet.

      “Wait. I can’t––” he gasped and came to a halt. The young woman’s eyes flashed as she stopped and looked at him with alarm.

      “We can’t stay here, Jack. We have to go.”

      Surprised at the sound of his name, Jack began moving again, and the two of them hurried down the hilltop towards the castle. All the while, the mystery woman kept her face forward, never so much as glancing back.

      The ground leveled as they entered a woodland. Jack’s lungs burned, and his legs refused to walk any further. He doubled over, gasping for air.

      “We can’t stop,” the young woman urged. Jack looked up and frowned. How was she not out of breath? They had been running at full pelt for several minutes and his heart was about to burst out of his ribcage. Yet she hadn’t broken a sweat.

      “Who are you? How do you know my name?” he asked through gulping breaths. “And where am I?”

      The young woman took a step closer, her warm breath tickling his forehead as she bent down to him. “You have a lot of questions. But for now I only have one answer.” Her voice was soft and musical and her words seemed to soothe his troubled soul. But then her eyes darkened.

      “Trust no one.” She threw her arm back in a swift motion, and struck him on the back of the head. Then everything went black.
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      The clouded winter sky cast a gloomy gray inside the tavern. Aria pulled her hood farther over her face as she sat at a corner table with an unlit candle. She watched the door, willing the pirate to arrive. The sooner she got this deal over with, the sooner she could get away. Guilt tugged at her heart no matter how much she avoided looking at the young man passed out next to her. Jack was his name, but it didn’t matter. Soon enough he would be someone else’s problem, and she would be closer to getting the only thing that mattered to her.

      A group of dwarfs walked into the tavern with their faces downcast. They threw their axes on the floor with loud clunks before plopping down at the bar and ordering the strongest drink on the wall. A melodic sound seeped in through the open door, and Aria cringed. She hated mermaids, but the Chanted Forest was known for their enchanting songs sometimes carried by the wind over the whole kingdom.

      “Brave choice,” the man behind the bar said as he poured over a line of shot glasses. “What’s the occasion?”

      “Despair,” a grumpy dwarf replied, snatching a glass and downing the drink. “Another!” As the man began to pour, the grumpy dwarf grabbed the bottle and slammed it on the counter. “Leave it.”

      “What has the queen done this time?” the man asked, finally realizing the source of their distress. She was, in fact, the source of everyone’s anguish in the Chanted Forest.

      “She set our village ablaze,” another dwarf replied. “We came home to nothing but ashes.”

      “How many more villages will have to burn before this nightmare comes to an end?” A sleepy dwarf laid his head on the bar and stared at the liquid in his glass as if it were only a matter of time before the liquid also turned to ash.

      “When she finally gets what she wants,” the grumpy dwarf replied with an angry growl. “The princess.”

      Aria lowered her head, using the hood to obscure her face. Not that they would have recognized her. Not only had she changed the color of her hair using the chemical of a plant, but the princesses were only displayed to the people on the day of their birth, then again on their eighteenth birthday. Had Aria still been at the palace, this year would’ve been her coronation ball.

      She shook those thoughts out of her mind. That wasn’t her life anymore, and there was no need to dwell on what could’ve been. It only made her heart ache, and she worked too hard in the past year to learn to control her emotions so as to keep her true identity hidden.

      “What if we get her?” A dopey dwarf sat on top of the bar and faced his friends. “If it’ll keep The Queen from burning more villages, then why not?”

      “Because we don’t know what the princess looks like,” a dwarf with small round glasses replied, pushing aside his empty glass. “She could be dead for all we know. It’s not likely a princess would survive alone out there.”

      “She better be dead,” the grumpy dwarf said with his jaw clenched. “Otherwise, she’s nothing but a coward who allows everyone else to suffer at her expense.”

      Aria felt a stab in her chest. If they only knew what The Queen really wanted from her, they would understand that she wasn’t hiding out of cowardice. She was protecting them like her father had taught her to do. And his courageous example was forever carved in her heart.

      “Impressive,” a deep voice approached her table, and she instinctively touched the knife she kept hidden under her cloak. “I was expecting less from you. After all, he isn’t just a diamond necklace.”

      “You often underestimate me, Ryke,” she said as he took a seat across from her. His piercing blue eyes suddenly locked on her while his black hair curved just above his brows. But his good looks didn’t have any effect on her. “So, did you bring it?”

      “You’re quite feisty for a lass.” He flashed her a charming smile that certainly could melt many hearts, but not hers. Hers was as cold as ice, and she liked it that way. Ryke then shifted his attention to Jack, who was still passed out on the table. “What did you do to the poor kid?”

      “He’s alive. Now, where’s my payment?” Aria asked, firming her grip around the knife, just in case. “And I will take nothing less than what we agreed on.”

      “There’s no need to be hostile, luv.” Ryke gave an amused look as he lifted his arm to order a drink. “I’m a man of my word. I just need to make sure it’s the correct merchandise.”

      He signaled with his arm again, and a young redhead boy with pointy ears came to sit next to Jack, his eyes glued to him as if he were a treasure chest full of jewels. Aria hated how they treated the young man like a pile of gold rather than a human being, but she forced herself to ignore it. After all, she hadn’t treated him any differently.

      “I didn’t know pirates had dealings with elves.” She noted the pointy ears.

      Ryke took a gulp of his drink. “This pirate has dealings with the highest bidder.”

      She couldn’t care less about his deals. “So…” Aria leaned her elbows on the table. “Do we have a deal or not?”

      Ryke glanced at the elf as he examined Jack’s face for a long moment. The elf looked up with a beaming smile, but Ryke still hesitated.

      “It’s okay,” the elf assured him. “You can give it to her. It’s really him.”

      Ryke then murmured in a different language. The elf responded, keeping his voice low as if that would make any difference. Aria didn’t speak the language, but she did recognize the sound. And since Ryke was a pirate, it made sense they would be speaking the language of the sea. And since elves speak all languages, that wasn’t surprising either.

      Aria focused on what the elf was saying, and all she could make out was something about a “espelho completo.”

      She had no idea what it meant, but Ryke’s eyes widened in surprise. Aria wondered what in the world had the elf said to eliminate Ryke’s reservations. Without any further reluctance, he pulled out a crimson cloth from his jacket—it was the size of his large hand—and placed it on the table. “All right, lass. You’ve got yourself a deal.”

      Aria narrowed her eyes. Something didn’t feel right.

      “May I?” She pointed to the crimson cloth, and he pushed it toward her. She unwrapped the cloth until she spotted a shard of the mirror. But not just any mirror. She angled it where she could see her own reflection. The girl sitting in the tavern had brown hair, but the reflection staring back at her had glistening blonde hair, and that was how she knew the shard belonged to the Mirror of Reason.

      She looked up to meet Ryke’s dark blue eyes.

      “Isn’t that what you wanted, luv?” he asked, and she nodded. “Then we are done here.” He turned around to order another drink while the redhead went through Jack’s pockets.

      Aria felt a sudden urge to stop him, but she clenched her fists and sucked in a deep breath. You got what you wanted. Get up and walk away. She wrapped the shard back in the crimson cloth then placed it carefully inside her bag. When she stood, she couldn’t help stealing one last glance at Jack’s face. He looked just as young as she did. Though his eyes were closed, she remembered its royal blue color so vividly. And as glad as she was to have gotten her hands on yet another shard of the Mirror of Reason, she couldn’t stop the nagging feeling that there was more to this young man than she thought. Especially in the way he gazed at her when he first saw her. It was as if he knew her. But how? He wasn’t even from this realm.

      “Is there anything else we can do for you, luv?” Ryke asked, looking up from his drink. When Aria didn’t respond, he grabbed her wrist and pulled her down to him. “Then I suggest you go before you end up locked in the cage with him.”

      Aria yanked her arm free, and Ryke laughed. As much as she hated backing down from a challenge, she needed to get out of there. She’d drawn too much attention already.

      By the time she left the tavern, the sky had grown dark and the smell of liquor filled the air. On her way down a dark alley, she spotted a group of drunk sailors speaking the same language she’d heard Ryke and the elf talking earlier.

      “Hey!” she called out, and they all turned to look at her. “The language you’re speaking… is it the language of the sea?”

      One of the sailors stepped forward with a drunken grin. “I’ll tell you only if you ask nicely.”

      Aria pushed the sailor against the wall then dug the tip of her knife into his throat. “How’s this for nice?”

      His eyes widened like two fried eggs, and when he gulped, she traced the tip of her blade over his Adam’s apple. “Now… what does espelho completo mean?”

      He gulped against her blade. “Complete mirror.”

      Aria gasped as she pulled back, and the group of drunken men scattered, leaving her alone in the alley. She put her knife away, then leaned against the wall. Now it made sense why they gave her the shard. Whoever Jack was, he had access to the completed mirror. Or at least, that was what it sounded like.

      Whatever the case, she needed to get Jack back. And in order to do so, she was going to need her bow and arrow... and her horse.
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      Jack stirred, blinking against the throbbing pain behind his eyes and rubbed the back of his head, remembering the strangest dream.

      A beautiful woman knocked him over the head and carried him to a bar. Some sort of exchange was made and he was dragged into a carriage. What followed was a wildly uncomfortable ride where his captors rambled on in Portuguese about a mirror. The rest of the details were hazy, but he was pretty sure someone forced a cloth over his mouth as he wrestled to break free, and then everything grew dark again.

      He sat up and frowned at the uncomfortable bench he had been sleeping on. It was certainly a far cry from the orthopedic mattress he had in his own room.

      The logical side of his brain concocted a story that he had consumed too much alcohol at the wake––the devastation of loss all-consuming––and collapsed in one of the dining rooms at the manor.

      Jack was not one to drink. But it would definitely explain the crazy dreams and his headache.

      He shuffled off the bench, and his shoes landed on a hardwood floor. He wrinkled his nose at the moldy aroma of his surroundings and squinted into the darkness. He cleared his throat and the sound echoed. His heart sank.

      Perhaps it was not a dream after all.

      As his eyes adjusted to the darkness, a faint outline of his surroundings came into view. He was still in the carriage. Flecks of snow flurried through a pair of iron bars and landed at his feet. Jack coughed against the thickness in the air and tried to make sense of his predicament.

      If he was truly awake, then, Jack fell through the mirror in his grandfather’s office and landed… somewhere very cold. But where, exactly?

      He staggered over to the bars and grasped the cold iron with shaking hands. The roughness of the surface grazed his palms, but Jack welcomed the sensation. It reminded him that he was alive. At least for now. He peered through the bars to catch a glimpse of a dark forest.

      Did his grandfather know about the magical mirror? Had he ever used it as a portal to another world? He cast his mind back and remembered it was not unusual for his grandfather to barricade himself in his study for days––weeks even.

      Why didn’t he tell Jack about it? And now that the mirror was broken––he did see billions of glass fragments scatter, after all––how would he return home?

      Then he remembered the beautiful woman’s face. Her porcelain skin, almond-shaped eyes, and flowing hair. But in a flash, her ice-blue eyes darkened and her expression soured.

      “Trust no one.”

      It had been almost a growl, a stark contrast to her warm and musical voice. It had caught Jack by surprise. Before he had known what was happening, he was being sold. All for what? He hadn’t seen. He had thought it best to keep his eyes shut and pretend to be unconscious. Who was this woman and what did she want so badly that had driven her to kidnap him?

      He inwardly reprimanded himself for falling so easily for the girl’s charm. Had he not known better than to blindly follow a woman to his doom after venturing into the beyond? He slammed a fist against the bars and then winced as the deafening twang rang in his ears at full volume.

      The squeal of a rusty hinge drew his attention, and the steady thud of boots hitting the cobbled path had him on edge.

      “Where does the master want us to take him?”

      “For now, to the ship.”

      He stepped back as the stench of stale sweat and liquor wafted his way. What did these men want with him? And who was their master?
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