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PROLOGUE — The Whispers Remember


[image: ]




Some stories don’t begin with words.

They begin with whispers — the rustle of old paper, the breath of wind through forgotten shelves, or the quiet way a tree sighs in its sleep when no one is listening.

Mine began with a letter.

I was tired then—not the kind of tired that sleep can fix, but the deeper kind that settles into your bones. I had stopped dreaming, or perhaps the dreams had stopped waiting for me. And then Sybil’s library found its way back into my life, as if it had been holding its breath all those years.

Greystone Bay hadn’t changed much. I had. I arrived with a suitcase and a brass key, expecting dust and silence. What I found instead was a library that remembered. Shelves hummed softly. Books held people’s forgotten dreams like pressed flowers between their pages.

Marta’s paper stars were the first to return. Then Jonah’s violin, Mr. Clarke’s skies, Everett’s constellations. One by one, the town began to remember itself through the dreams it had left behind. The library became a mirror, reflecting all the lost fragments back to those who had abandoned them. And in the process, it reflected me too.

Somewhere beneath the floorboards, behind crooked shelves and whispering drawers, I discovered the dreamtree—ancient, vast, and alive in ways words can only circle but never capture. Doors were carved into its bark, each one tied to a dream, a story, a heartbeat waiting to be heard.

I thought I was merely the caretaker of a forgotten place. But the tree had been waiting for me.

It began with seven doors: Feather. Violin. Kite. Star. Spiral. Key. Eye. Each one was a path, a mystery, a promise. Through them, I encountered echoes of those who had crossed before—Thomas Gale, the boy who vanished into the wind; Ines Varin, the painter who saw backward; Mae, who once sang and then forgot how; and Jonah, whose melodies linger in the library’s wood like warm breath on glass.

For a while, it felt like magic awakening gently. But whispers have a way of becoming calls.

When Isla Chen’s article traveled beyond the bay, strangers began to arrive, following threads they didn’t understand. The world outside started to stir at the edges of our secret. And then Thalia Rowen came—wrapped in green silk and half-truths, with eyes that had seen too much and dreams she no longer possessed.

She opened the Book of Broken Futures. She signed it, too. And the eighth door shimmered for the first time.

The boy appeared not long after. No past. No name. Just a dreambook that showed my own life decades before I’d lived it. He speaks sometimes in an ancient tongue, sometimes not at all. But he knows the tree in ways even I don’t—perhaps because he was part of it once, or because he remembers something I’ve forgotten.

We discovered the forgotten shelf then, lined with books written in a language I almost recognize. As if a part of me once spoke it, long ago, before memory turned to mist.

And Mae... Mae lost her voice beneath London’s lights. Her song, once wild and bright, shattered like glass. I don’t know if the tree can give it back. But I know she is bound to what comes next.

Because the whispers have changed.

The tree is no longer simply remembering—it’s calling. The eighth door is stirring.

And somewhere beyond it, a boy has already stepped through.

Tonight, the wind carries the scent of rain and old paper. The shelves creak like old friends shifting in their sleep. And the tree... the tree listens.

Whatever story awaits beyond that door began long before me.

But now, it’s mine too.
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CHAPTER I — The Door and the Storm
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I couldn’t sleep.



The rain had started just after midnight, soft at first, like fingertips drumming on the roof. Then it grew restless, gathering strength as if the wind had found a language of its own and was eager to speak it. By two o’clock, the entire library had begun to creak in rhythm with the storm.

I wrapped Sybil’s old shawl around my shoulders and went downstairs barefoot. The wooden floor was cool against my skin. The shelves murmured faintly as I passed — not words, exactly, but that familiar sound, like pages turning somewhere just out of sight.

The door to the garden groaned when I opened it. A gust of cold air swept in, smelling of wet earth, ink, and salt from the bay. I hesitated at the threshold. Nights like this always felt like thresholds themselves — thin places, where the boundary between waking and dreaming frayed a little.

And then I saw it.

The eighth door was glimmering again.

Not fully, not like a door flung open, but like a breath on glass: faint, pulsing, alive. Raindrops gathered on its carved edges, running down in silver streaks that made the symbols shimmer. The other seven doors were still, asleep in the rain. Only this one was stirring.

“Why tonight?” I whispered, though no one could hear me over the storm.

The tree didn’t answer, but something shifted — a low, tremulous sound that resonated through its trunk like a faraway cello note.

I stepped closer, rain soaking through my nightdress, shawl clinging to my arms. My fingers hovered inches from the bark. The last time the door had awakened like this was the night the boy stepped through. That image still burned in me: his small silhouette dissolving into light, the door closing behind him with a silence that felt too final.

And now, here it was again. Calling.

Behind me, a floorboard creaked. I turned sharply.

The boy stood in the doorway of the library, half-asleep, eyes wide open but unfocused. His hair clung wetly to his forehead, though he hadn’t stepped outside yet. He was sleepwalking, just like that other night. And he was whispering.

The language was old, older than memory — rolling, melodic, almost like Jonah’s violin translated into speech. I’d heard fragments of it before, echoing through dreams I couldn’t fully remember.

“Stop,” I said softly, though part of me didn’t want him to.

He ignored me, moving toward the tree with a strange, measured grace. The rain didn’t seem to touch him. For a heartbeat, it looked as though the tree itself was leaning closer, like a parent straining to catch a child’s first words.

The eighth door pulsed once. Twice.

I reached for him, but just before my fingers brushed his shoulder, he stopped on his own and turned to look at me. His eyes were wide and lucid now — and for the first time, I saw something in them that made my breath catch. Recognition.

As if he knew me. Not as Clara, librarian, guardian, accidental dream keeper.

But as someone from before.

The storm cracked overhead, splitting the night with a jagged flash of light. The door’s shimmer flared brighter, reflecting in his eyes like a world unfolding.

He whispered one last word — a name, perhaps, or a key — and the eighth door responded with a long, shuddering sigh.

Then, as suddenly as it had awakened, the light dimmed. The symbols faded. The tree fell silent again, save for the steady beat of rain against its roots.

The boy blinked slowly, as if waking from a trance. “Clara?” he said, confused, shivering now.

“Yes,” I whispered, pulling him into my arms. His skin was cold. His heart was pounding like mine.

The eighth door had not opened tonight. But it had remembered.

And so had he.
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CHAPTER II — A Language the Rain Remembers
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By morning the storm had gentled into a steady, thoughtful rain, the kind that makes the town move slower and listen more carefully. The library smelled of wet wool and tea, of paper waking up. The boy slept on the reading sofa with Sybil’s shawl tucked under his chin, one hand curled around the edge like a child holding the corner of a map.

I made porridge because it seemed like the sort of morning that wanted porridge. He woke to the sound of the spoon against the pot, blinked at me as if I were a memory trying to resolve itself, and sat up without letting go of the shawl.

“Do you remember anything from last night?” I asked.

He frowned at the window, at the silver ropes of rain, at some inner landscape I could not see. “I dreamed I was standing inside a bell,” he said, voice rough with sleep. “When I spoke, it rang.”

“What did you say?”

He tilted his head. “I think I was saying your name. But not the way you say it.”

I set a bowl in front of him and watched the steam rise between us. “How did I say it?”

He considered. Then he tried a sound that was not quite a word: a shape of breath and resonance, as if the syllables had been carved rather than spoken. It made the tiny hairs on my arms lift.

The shelves answered with a very soft shiver, as if a draught had found the right page.

We ate in a hush, spoon to mouth, rain to window, heart to heart. When he finished, he set the spoon down with a care that felt older than his hands.

“Will it open?” he asked.

“The door?” I said. I tried to sound unafraid. “Maybe. When it remembers how.”

He nodded once, small and solemn, and looked as if he might fall asleep again sitting up. I brought him a blanket. He didn’t protest.

By ten, the bell over the door chimed. Jonah arrived with a lopsided grin, smelling of sawdust and rain. His hair curled when it was damp—he used to hate that, once upon a summer.

“You were up,” he said. “The lamp was on late. I almost came by.”
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