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Chapter 1

The Book That Whispered
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Rain tapped against the tall windows of Willowbrook School Library as if a hundred tiny fingers were trying to get in.

Lily Harper sat at the far end of a long wooden table, her chin resting in one hand, a pencil balanced behind her ear, and an open notebook in front of her. The notebook was supposed to contain notes for her history project. Instead, it contained three doodles of castles, one dragon with spectacles, and the sentence:

Some people are born for adventures.

She stared at the words for a moment, then added:

Other people just read about them.

The library smelled exactly the way Lily liked best: old paper, polished wood, a little dust, and the faint lemony scent of the cleaner Mrs. Finch used on the tables every Friday. Outside, the schoolyard had turned into a silver blur of rain. Puddles trembled under the downpour. The football field looked like a soggy green sponge.

Most of the students had already gone home. The corridors beyond the library doors were quiet except for the occasional squeak of a distant shoe or the hollow clang of a locker being shut. After school, Willowbrook always felt like a different place. During the day, it was full of shouting, bells, and lunch trays. After the final bell, it became mysterious, as if the building were holding its breath.

Lily liked it better that way.

She liked quiet places. She liked shelves and stories and the feeling of being surrounded by worlds that did not care whether she was the fastest runner in class or the loudest person at lunch or the kind of girl everyone noticed when she walked into a room.

Because Lily was not usually noticed.

She was not unpopular, exactly. She had friends. Well, she had Noah, which counted for at least three ordinary friends because he talked enough for all of them. But Lily often felt as if she were standing just to the side of things. In class, she knew answers but sometimes hesitated too long to raise her hand. In games, she was picked somewhere in the middle. In group projects, people said, “Lily can do the writing,” which was nice, but also meant they expected her to sit quietly and make everything neat.

Books were different.

Books did not mind if she was quiet. Books waited. Books opened doors.

“Lily,” said Noah Bell from somewhere between the science shelves and the beanbags, “I need your expert opinion on something extremely important.”

Lily did not look up. “If this is about whether a volcano can be used as a villain’s secret base, the answer is still yes, but only if the villain has excellent fire insurance.”

Noah appeared around the end of the shelf holding two books against his chest. His dark hair was slightly damp from the rain and stuck up on one side as if he had been attacked by a confused squirrel.

“That is useful information,” he said. “But no. This is more serious.”

He dropped the books onto the table with a thump. One was called Famous Explorers of the Ancient World. The other was called The Complete Guide to Mushrooms.

Lily looked from one book to the other. “You’re doing your history project on mushrooms?”

“No,” Noah said. “But if I can prove that explorers ate mushrooms, I might be able to use both and look twice as prepared.”

“You could also just choose a normal topic.”

Noah pulled out the chair across from her and sat backward on it, folding his arms over the top. “Normal topics are for people who enjoy being bored.”

“You told Mr. Avery your project was on ancient trade routes.”

“I know. But then I realized trade routes involve a lot of maps, and maps involve measuring, and measuring involves numbers, and numbers have personally wronged me.”

Lily smiled despite herself.

Noah grinned. Making Lily smile was one of his special talents, along with solving riddles too quickly, losing his homework in places no homework should fit, and getting crumbs on every book he borrowed.

Mrs. Finch, the librarian, looked up from her desk. She was a small woman with silver glasses on a chain and a sweater covered in embroidered owls. She raised one finger to her lips.

Noah immediately lowered his voice to a stage whisper, which was only slightly quieter than his normal voice. “Sorry, Mrs. Finch.”

Mrs. Finch gave him the sort of look librarians gave children who had committed crimes against silence, then returned to stamping due-date cards.

Lily turned a page in her notebook. “Maybe you should look in the history section instead of mushrooms.”

“I did. The history section is too historical.” Noah leaned forward. “Come help me find something interesting.”

“I’m working.”

“You’re drawing a dragon wearing glasses.”

“It’s a very scholarly dragon.”

“Exactly. You’re clearly in the right mood.”

Lily glanced at the rain streaking down the window. Her mum would not arrive for another twenty minutes. Maybe thirty, if traffic was bad. The library was warm, dim, and golden under the hanging lamps. Somewhere above them, rain pattered harder against the roof.

“All right,” she said, closing her notebook. “But if you make me carry mushroom books, I’m leaving.”

“Agreed. Unless the mushrooms look suspiciously magical.”

They walked between the shelves, their footsteps soft on the faded blue carpet. The school library was not very large, but Lily loved every corner of it. There was the bright picture-book area for younger students, the nonfiction shelves with their neat little labels, the computers that always took too long to load, and the fiction section where Lily spent most of her time.

The oldest part of the library was tucked behind the reference shelves, near a window that never quite closed properly. Few students went there. The books were taller, dustier, and less colorful. Some looked as if they had not been borrowed since before Lily’s parents were born.

Noah stopped at the end of an aisle and squinted at a row of thick books. “Why are old books always brown?”

“Because they’re wise,” Lily said.

“Or because they’re trying to look like toast.”

Lily ran her fingers along the spines. Some titles were stamped in faded gold letters. Some had no titles at all. The shelves here were narrower, and the air felt cooler. Dust floated through a beam of gray light from the rain-streaked window.

Then Lily heard it.

A whisper.

Not a loud whisper. Not even the kind of whisper someone used when they were trying not to be caught talking in class.

This whisper was thinner than thread.

“Lily.”

She froze.

Noah, who had been trying to tug a book called Empire Roads and River Crossings from a very stubborn shelf, glanced at her. “What?”

“Did you say my name?”

“Yes,” Noah said. “Probably. I say many things. It’s one of my gifts.”

“No. Just now.”

He shook his head. “I was busy battling this book. It has chosen violence.”

Lily listened.

Rain. A distant pipe knocking in the wall. Mrs. Finch’s stamp pressing down at the desk.

Nothing else.

She let out a small breath. “Never mind.”

Noah finally freed the book and nearly dropped it on his foot. “Aha! Ancient trade routes, prepare to be conquered.”

Lily turned back toward the shelf.

“Lily.”

This time she heard it clearly.

The whisper slipped through the air like a page turning by itself.

Lily’s heart gave a small, startled jump. She looked over her shoulder. The aisle was empty. At the far end, the library lights glowed softly. Mrs. Finch was still at her desk. Noah was flipping through his newly conquered book and frowning at a map.

“Noah,” Lily said quietly.

He looked up. “Yes?”

“You really don’t hear that?”

“Hear what?”

“My name.”

Noah’s expression changed. The joking look faded, replaced by curiosity. He shut the book with a soft thud. “Someone said your name?”

“Someone whispered it.”

“In a spooky way or a teacher way?”

“There are different kinds?”

“Yes. Teacher way means you forgot homework. Spooky way means we should leave immediately and pretend we have dentist appointments.”

Lily did not answer. The whisper had come from above her.

Slowly, she looked up.

The top shelf was just out of reach. Most of the books there were large and dull, their covers cracked with age. But one book was different.

It was narrow and bound in dark brown leather. Not the flat, faded brown of the others, but a deep color like tree bark after rain. It had no title on the spine. No author. No library sticker. Only a tiny golden mark near the bottom.

A dragon.

The symbol was no bigger than Lily’s thumbnail, but it caught the dim light as if it had been polished that morning. The dragon was curled in a circle, its wings wrapped around itself, its tail touching its nose.

Lily stared at it.

The whisper came again.

“Lily Harper.”

Noah made a small squeaking sound. “I heard that.”

Lily turned to him. “You did?”

“I wish I hadn’t, but yes.”

They both looked at the book.

For a moment neither of them moved.

Then Noah said, “Well. That’s definitely not about trade routes.”

Lily’s mouth had gone dry. The sensible thing to do would be to call Mrs. Finch. Or step away. Or pretend the old book had not just whispered her full name from a shelf where it had no business whispering anything.

But Lily had spent her whole life reading about people who found strange doors, secret maps, glowing keys, and letters delivered by impossible birds. In stories, there was always a moment when the ordinary world tilted slightly and something extraordinary peeked through.

She had always wondered what she would do in that moment.

Apparently, she would stand in a dusty library aisle with her heart thumping and her best friend whispering, “Please tell me we are not touching the haunted book.”

“It might not be haunted,” Lily said.

Noah stared at her. “It said your name. Books should not know names. Books should barely know page numbers.”

Lily dragged over the little wooden step stool Mrs. Finch kept nearby for reaching high shelves. One of its legs wobbled as she climbed onto it.

Noah hovered beside her. “Careful.”

“I am being careful.”

“That is what people say right before they discover they are not being careful enough.”

Lily stretched up. Her fingers brushed the spine of the leather book.

It was warm.

She almost pulled her hand back. The other books were cool and dusty, but this one felt as though it had been sitting in sunlight.

The golden dragon symbol glimmered.

Lily gripped the spine and tugged.

The book slid free with a sigh.

Not a creak. Not a scrape.

A sigh.

Noah took three quick steps backward and bumped into the opposite shelf. “It breathed.”

“It did not breathe,” Lily said, though she was not at all sure.

She climbed down from the stool, holding the book carefully in both hands. It was heavier than it looked. The leather cover was soft and worn at the corners. Tiny lines crossed its surface like wrinkles on an old face.

Noah leaned closer but kept his hands firmly behind his back. “Maybe we should give it to Mrs. Finch.”

“And say what? Excuse me, this book whispered my name?”

“Yes. Librarians are trained for this sort of thing.”

Lily looked toward Mrs. Finch’s desk. The librarian was now speaking on the phone, one hand pressed over her other ear to hear above the rain.

The book pulsed gently in Lily’s hands.

Not like a heartbeat exactly.

More like a secret waiting to be told.

She carried it to the nearest table in the old reference corner, far enough from Mrs. Finch that they would not be noticed right away. Noah followed, glancing nervously at the shelves as if expecting them to start whispering too.

Lily placed the book on the table.

The golden dragon on the cover flashed once.

Noah swallowed. “That seems significant.”

Lily brushed her fingers over the cover. There was no title. No clue. Just the dragon.

“What do you think it is?” Noah asked.

“I don’t know.”

“That is not reassuring.”

“You asked.”

Rain rattled against the window. A gust of wind pressed cold air through the crack in the frame, stirring the edge of Lily’s notebook paper.

She opened the book.

The first page was blank.

So was the second.

Lily turned another page, then another. Blank. Blank. Blank.

Noah leaned over her shoulder. “Maybe it’s a notebook.”

“Then why was it whispering?”

“Maybe it wanted someone to write in it. Very pushy notebook.”

Lily turned to the middle. Blank pages fanned beneath her thumb, cream-colored and thick. They smelled faintly of smoke and something sweet, like cinnamon.

Disappointment pricked at her. It was silly, but for a few seconds she had almost believed something was about to happen. Something real. Something that would prove the feeling she carried inside her was not foolish—the feeling that the world was wider and stranger than everyone pretended.

Then, on the page beneath her hand, a dot of golden light appeared.

Lily stopped breathing.

The dot stretched into a line.

Noah grabbed the back of her chair. “Lily.”

“I
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