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    To my real-life Luena and Tamaia. You are the heart of this story and the light of my life. Keep listening for the song.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "Magic is not a place. It is a song. You might forget the words as you grow tall... but your heart will always remember the tune."


    

By Kamil Domagala



First Edition
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​Chapter One: The Weight of Summer
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The heat in Willow Creek was not simply a temperature; it was a physical weight, a heavy, golden blanket that smothered the world in silence. It pressed down on the slate roof of the Domagala house, turning the shingles into frying pans. It silenced the usually chatty starlings that nested in the eaves, forcing them into the deep shade of the gutters. It turned the air into something thick and viscous, like warm syrup, making every breath feel like a chore.

It was the kind of mid-July afternoon that felt endless, a temporal loop where the ticking of the grandfather clock in the hallway seemed to slow down, stretching each second into a minute, each minute into an hour. The asphalt of the driveway shimmered with mirages, and the garden hose lay coiled on the patio like a sleeping green snake, too hot to touch.

Luena sat on the weathering stone bench in the center of the garden, her legs dangling just inches above the clover. At eight years old, Luena felt the burden of being the "sensible one" more than ever this summer. She had long, dark brown hair that she had tied back in a sensible, no-nonsense ponytail to keep off her damp neck, and deep brown eyes that were constantly scanning for danger.

Danger, however, was rare in Willow Creek. The biggest threat today—and for the last three weeks—was boredom. She held a book in her lap—The Knights of Silver Keep—but she hadn't turned a page in twenty minutes. The words swam in the heat, the ink blurring into gray smudges. She had read this book twice already. She knew the knight would slay the dragon. She knew the princess was actually a sorceress. The certainty of it was comforting, but dull.

Instead, she watched her sister.

Tamaia was six, and she appeared to be biologically immune to the heat. While the rest of the world wilted and panted, Tamaia vibrated. She was a creature of pure kinetic energy, a spark plug in a sundress. Her blonde curls bounced as she zigzagged across the lawn, defying the oppressive atmosphere. She wasn't running; she was flying. She wasn't exploring a suburban backyard; she was conquering a mythical kingdom.

"You can't catch me!" Tamaia shrieked, her voice piercing the heavy afternoon silence like a whistle. She was chasing a blue butterfly, or perhaps she was chasing the wind itself. Her arms were spread wide, imitating the wings she desperately wished she had.

"I’m faster than the sun! I’m faster than time! I’m the Queen of Speed!"

Luena smiled, a small, private curving of her lips. "Careful near the rose bushes, Tam," she called out, her voice calm and practiced. It was her job to be the anchor to Tamaia’s kite. If Tamaia was the wind, wild and unpredictable, Luena was the earth—steady, unmoving, and always there to catch her if she fell. It was a role she had accepted without question, though sometimes, in the quiet moments before sleep, she wondered what it would feel like to just... let go.

"The butterfly is a spy!" Tamaia announced, skidding to a halt near the edge of the property, her sneakers kicking up a cloud of dry dust. Her face was flushed pink, beads of sweat glistening on her forehead, and a smudge of dirt streaked her chin like war paint. "It’s leading me to its secret lair. The Queen requires backup!"

"I think it's just looking for a flower, Tam. Even spies need pollen."

"That’s what it wants you to think," Tamaia whispered dramatically, dropping to her hands and knees and crawling through the grass. "It's reporting back to the Goblin King."

They were at the boundary line. The manicured, safe green lawn of their garden ended abruptly where the roots of the Great Oak began. The Oak was massive, a titan of a tree that had stood there since before the town was built, before the roads were paved, perhaps before people had even named this valley. Its canopy was so dense it created a permanent twilight beneath its branches, a circle of shadow that the summer sun couldn't penetrate. The roots of the Oak didn't just go into the ground; they snaked over it like the backs of sleeping dragons, creating nooks, crannies, and hollows filled with damp, decaying leaves and secrets.

Luena sighed, closing her book with a soft thud. The spell of the afternoon lethargy was broken by her sister's imagination. She stood up, brushing grass clippings from her denim shorts, and walked over to where her sister was crouched. As she stepped under the canopy of the Oak, the temperature dropped instantly. It was like stepping into a cellar. The air here smelled different—richer, darker. It smelled of wet earth, old wood, and ozone.

"What has the spy revealed?" Luena asked, kneeling beside her sister, playing along.

Tamaia didn't answer immediately. She was frozen, her small hand hovering over a pile of wet, brown leaves wedged between two massive, knobby roots. Her playful grin had vanished, replaced by a look of intense concentration.

"Lulu," Tamaia breathed, using her baby name for her sister. "The ground is humming."

"It's probably a cicada," Luena said sensibly, reaching out to pull a twig from Tamaia’s hair. "They burrow underground for seventeen years, you know. They make a lot of noise when they wake up."

"No," Tamaia shook her head vigorously, her curls bouncing. "It's not a bug. It’s... singing."

Luena leaned in, intending to prove her sister wrong, to identify the insect and turn it into a biology lesson. She placed her palm flat against the exposed bark of the root. She expected the rough texture of wood. She didn't expect the vibration. It was a pure, resonant note, low and melodic, traveling through the wood and into her bones.

Hummmmm. It wasn't the mechanical buzz of an insect. It sounded like a cello being played underwater.

And then, she saw the glint.
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