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For the dreamers, the curious, and the brave—this story is yours.

Dedicated to Lara Mircea-Syrda, who inspired the book.

“When ink meets sky and truth meets flame...”
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Meet the Main Characters

Lara Pen – An eleven-year-old girl with a magical pen, a glowing Spiral mark, and one clear goal: find out what really happened to Grandma Stephanie before Drelmort uses her mark to open the Hollow.

Viva Bell – Lara’s closest friend from primary school and the only person Lara fully trusts when the magic starts. When Viva can see a clock, she can make small moments pause, hurry, slow down, or begin again. She jokes when she is scared, and she is determined not to become anyone’s spare courage.

Chloe – A black cat with moon-bright eyes, sharp opinions, and secrets she only shares when she absolutely has to.

Princess – Lara’s loyal dog, fond of toast, naps, and barking at things no one else can see. Princess can sense wrong magic before the others notice it, and she always knows which way home is.

Juno – A precise, map-loving Arclight student who trusts rules more easily than people, mostly because rules cannot walk away.

Rafe – A sharp-tongued student with careful fire magic, a fear of losing control, and a habit of helping while pretending not to.

Drelmort – A shadowy figure who wants Lara’s Spiral mark because it can open the Hollow. He twists fear into doubt, and he may know the truth about Grandma Stephanie’s disappearance.

Prologue: Before the Spiral

The night before the orchard changed, Lara Pen woke to the sound of her parents arguing in whispers.

Whispers were worse than shouting. Shouting told you where the trouble was. Whispers made you imagine it had teeth.

She sat up in bed, Henry the stuffed lion tucked under one arm. Across the room, the old silver pen on her windowsill rolled by itself.

Once.

Twice.

Then it stopped, pointing straight at the dark square of the window.

Outside, the orchard waited beyond the third tree line. Lara knew that was a silly thought. Orchards did not wait. They grew apples, dropped leaves, and made grown-ups say things like not today and stay where I can see you.

This orchard was different.

Downstairs, her mother said, “She’s eleven now.”

Her father answered too quietly for Lara to catch every word, but she heard one name clearly.

Stephanie.

Lara’s fingers tightened around Henry. Grandma Stephanie had disappeared before Lara was old enough to understand the word disappeared. People said it gently, as if a soft word could make an empty chair less empty.

The pen gave a tiny hum.

Lara slid out of bed and crept to the window. In the glass, for half a second, she saw not her own face but a pale apple tree at the top of a hill that had not been there yesterday.

Then the reflection was normal again: red curls, wide eyes, one worried girl trying very hard not to look worried.

A clock ticked in her room.

That was strange because Lara did not have a clock in her room.

The tick came from somewhere else, far away and familiar. Viva Bell’s magic always felt like that: one second pausing with its foot in the air, deciding whether to land.

Lara touched the cool windowpane. “Viva?”

The second held.

Then released.

Princess barked downstairs. Not her squirrel bark. Not her toast-demanding bark. The other one.

The one that meant wrong magic.

Lara grabbed the pen from the windowsill. It was warm, as if someone had been holding it. A line of silver ink appeared along the barrel and vanished before she could read it.

Downstairs, a chair scraped.

“Third tree line only,” her father said, louder now.

Her mother answered, “That won’t be enough anymore.”

Lara looked past her own reflection to the orchard. Between two trees, something dark moved and was gone.

She should have gone back to bed.

Instead, she opened her sketchbook to a clean page and wrote the question she had never been brave enough to ask out loud.

What really happened to Grandma Stephanie?

The ink dried into the shape of a tiny door.

In the morning, Lara would cross the orchard.

And the door would open.
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Chapter One: The Burning Spiral
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That morning, the most serious problem in Lara Pen’s life was toast.
Not destiny. Not hidden doors. Toast.

The morning had started with toast and jam, the kind her mother always cut into triangles. Lara liked triangles better than squares. They tasted braver.
She didn’t know why. But brave tasted better than scared.
She sat at the kitchen table, swinging her legs and doodling spirals in the corner of a napkin. Her stuffed lion, Henry, sat beside her with a bite of toast stuck to his ear.

Beside Lara’s plate lay the postcard Grandma Stephanie had sent the week before she disappeared. On the front was an ordinary seaside pier. On the back, in Stephanie’s slanted handwriting, were three words Lara had read a hundred times: Truth before power.

Her father shuffled in, already wearing his gardening boots. “Third tree line,” he said without looking up, like he said it every morning—because he did.

Lara rolled her eyes. “I know.”

“Promise?”

She crossed her fingers under the table. “Promise.”

Her mother glanced at her sideways, her voice warm but tired. “Don’t chase the wind too far, little fox.”

“I’m not a fox,” Lara replied. “I’m a sunbeam.”

“You’re something,” her dad muttered.

Outside the window, a black cat sat on the garden wall with one paw resting on Lara’s missing red hair ribbon.

The orchard shimmered with dew, like the world had been rolled in stars.

Lara ran.
Not from anything. Not to anything.
Just because.
Her red sneakers thudded softly on the mossy path as she darted between the trees. Dragonflies zipped above her head, buzzing in lazy loops like enchanted kites.

One flew in a perfect spiral and vanished—no flap, no sound. Just gone.

She twirled the silver pen between her fingers. It was always in her pocket. Not for writing—just because. She liked the weight of it, as if it could help her draw the world into place.

The wind tickled her cheeks. A sunbeam danced in front of her.

“I bet I can catch you!” she laughed, leaping after it.

Behind her, her father’s voice chased the breeze: “Not past the third tree line!”

Princess bounded after her for three trees, then stopped so suddenly her paws skidded in the moss. She whined once at the empty air beyond the third line. Lara looked back and nearly called her, but the dog’s ears were flat and her nose pointed towards the part of the orchard that smelled wrong.

But the orchard didn’t care about lines.

Some days it gave her five minutes.

Some days, an hour.

This morning, it gave her everything.

It started when the wind stopped.

Just—stopped. Mid-breath.

Even the dragonflies vanished.

The apple leaves stopped shaking. Even the loose gate hook stopped tapping.

Lara slowed. Her laughter quieted.

And then she saw it.

A hill that had never been there before.

It rose in the centre of the orchard like the earth had held a secret too long and finally let it rise. At the top stood a single apple tree, bare-limbed and pale.

She’d seen that tree in dreams. Always far. Always glowing.

Now it was real.

She climbed. Slowly.

Each step felt like a question.

At the top, a wide circle opened in the grass. And in the middle—the Spiral.

Not drawn.

Etched. Perfect. Glowing faint silver, five curls spinning outward like breath frozen in time.

Lara crouched beside it.

Her pen stayed in her pocket.

She didn’t need it.

She reached.

The moment her skin touched the Spiral, everything changed.

Light exploded—white and cold and full of purpose.

It lashed around her wrist, circling like a ribbon made of snow and thunder.

She gasped. Not from pain.

From something older.

Something known.

The light didn’t hurt. It hummed. It sang.

Her bones vibrated. Her vision shattered—white, then silver, then silence.

And then—

Grass beneath her. Sky above her. Too blue. Too high.

Her hand trembled.

On her wrist: five silver curls, glowing faintly.

The Spiral’s mark.

She didn’t cry.

She didn’t speak.

It knows my name, she thought. And I don’t know what it wants.

She sat frozen for one more breath. Just one.
In the quiet before her legs obeyed, she thought she heard something—warm, wordless. Like her grandmother humming from another room.
Not a memory. Not a sound. Just... comfort.
A feeling that she wasn’t alone in this moment, even if no one else could see what had changed.
Whatever had happened, it had happened to Lara.
Not to a prophecy. Not to a story. To her.
Then she ran.

The orchard smelled of cold ash, apple skins, and rain that had not fallen.

The gate hook hung frozen. The apple leaves stayed flat. Even Princess had stopped barking.

She burst into the kitchen, breathless.

Her mother dropped a teacup. Her father turned, slowly.

He knelt.

“Let me see it.”

She held out her wrist.

They didn’t speak.

Only looked. Then at each other.

“It’s too soon,” her mother said.

“She’s the right age,” her father replied.

Lara’s voice wobbled. “You knew?”

Her mother knelt. “We hoped for more time.”

“Time for what?”

“To explain. To prepare you.”

“But what is it?”

Her father’s voice was gentle. “A doorway. An invitation. And a warning.”

Lara looked down at the mark. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Because once you know,” her mother said softly, “you start to remember. And remembering is dangerous.”

Her father added, “Magic can’t shape you unless you see the world clearly first.”

Lara sat on the floor. Henry lay beside her.

“I don’t want to be shaped,” she said.

“You already are,” her mother replied, brushing a curl from her face.

The Talk That Came Too Late

For a long moment, nobody moved.

Then Lara did the most ordinary thing in the world.

She picked Henry up by one paw, pressed his soft mane under her chin, and said, “I want pancakes.”

Ren blinked. Kris looked as if someone had asked him to rebuild the moon with a spoon.

“Pancakes?” her father said.

“With blueberries,” Lara said. Her voice wobbled, which made her angry, so she made it firmer. “And the small pan. Not the big one. The big ones look like maps and then I have to eat a country.”

Ren laughed once. It broke halfway.

Kris stood slowly, opened the cupboard, and took down the flour. His hands were not steady. Lara noticed. She wished she had not. Grown-ups were supposed to have steady hands when strange glowing things appeared on children.

The kitchen became noisy on purpose.

Bowls clinked. A spoon tapped. The kettle sighed. Princess scratched at the back door and was let in, then immediately forgot why she had wanted to be let in. Lara sat at the table with her marked wrist hidden under Henry’s belly.

No one said Spiral.

No one said chosen.

No one said danger.

That made all three words feel bigger.

Finally, while the first pancake browned, Lara said, “Am I in trouble?”

Ren turned so fast the tea slopped over the side of her mug. “No, little fox.”

“Then why are you both acting like I broke something?”

Kris laid the spatula down. “Because we should have told you more.”

“You told me about nettles,” Lara said
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