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​Chapter One: The Shivering Loom
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The heat in Willow Creek hadn't surrendered. If anything, it felt heavier than the day before, pressing down on the slate roof and turning the air into thick, warm syrup.

Luena sat on the weathering stone bench , staring unblinkingly at the Great Oak. In her pocket, the heavy iron dragonfly key felt entirely dormant, as cold and lifeless as a dropped penny. Next to her, Tamaia was uncharacteristically still. The six-year-old spark plug wasn't chasing butterflies today ; she was tracing the intricate vine etchings on the silver Whisper Whistle hanging around her neck.

"Is it time?" Tamaia asked, her voice a hushed whisper, as if the chatty starlings hiding in the gutters might overhear their secret.

Luena checked the sun angle. The afternoon shadows were just beginning to stretch across the manicured lawn, reaching the boundary line where the dragon-like roots of the Oak began.

"Almost," Luena said, her heart doing a nervous somersault. "Remember the rules, Tam. If we see the Moss-Troll, we sing . If the sky turns dark, we run. And we hold hands. Tightly."

Tamaia nodded solemnly, her blonde curls bouncing. "I have my whistle if we get lost."

Sunlight hit the trunk of the massive tree. It struck the small, jagged scar shaped vaguely like a star . Instantly, a tremor ran through the massive trunk. A thin line of green light zipped upward, drawing the glowing outline of the door .

Luena didn't hesitate this time. She stepped up to the smooth, satin sheen of the bark and slid the iron tip into the star-shaped hole .

Click.

The low, melodic hum returned, traveling through the wood and into her bones . Luena turned the key to the right.

The wood dissolved into a swirling vortex of emerald light, pulling at their hair with a wind that smelled of violets and wild honey . Taking a deep breath, the sisters clasped hands and stepped through .

The transition was supposed to feel like sliding down a slide made of velvet. But this time, the tube of rushing green light felt violent and jagged. Luena’s ears popped. The temperature plummeted from mid-July heat to a bone-chilling frost in a fraction of a second.

They were thrown forward, landing hard on a surface that was definitely not soft, plush velvet grass . It felt like polished glass covered in a layer of freezing dust.

"Ouch," Tamaia whimpered, her teeth chattering instantly. "Lulu, this isn't the tea party place."

Luena scrambled to her feet, pulling her sister up. The air didn't smell like cinnamon or vanilla. It smelled like static electricity and old, dusty attics.

They were not in the violet woods. They stood on a massive, translucent platform suspended in a sky of swirling, stormy gray clouds. Below them, a torrential waterfall of satin ribbons cascaded downward, twisting into the familiar fluid current of the River of Ribbons .

"We're at the top of the river," Luena breathed, her deep brown eyes scanning for danger.

Before them stood a machine the size of a skyscraper. It was a dizzying construct of massive wooden spools, silver needles, and blindingly fast shuttles weaving millions of threads together. The noise was deafening—a frantic, rhythmic CLACK-CLACK-SWISH that rattled Luena’s teeth.

"STOP! The tension is completely wrong!"

The voice boomed over the clatter of the machine. Darting between the massive wooden spools was a tall, impossibly thin figure. He had four arms, skin the color of twilight, and wore a chaotic robe made entirely of knotted threads.

"Excuse me?" Luena called out, stepping cautiously forward, shielding Tamaia behind her.

The figure spun around, four hands flying to his face in shock. He had eyes like glowing white moons and a beard that seemed to drift and unravel like smoke.

"Humans?" he gasped, his voice a mixture of awe and panic. "Without wings? You shouldn't be here! The Solar Lock connects to the clearing! Not the Loom!"

"Are you the Dream Weaver?" Tamaia asked, peeking out from behind Luena's hip, shivering in her sundress.

"I am!" the Weaver cried, three of his hands pulling at his smoky beard while the fourth pointed frantically at the massive machine. "And you have arrived at a terrible time! The Loom is choking, Keepers! We are drowning in the gray!"

Luena looked where he was pointing. Amidst the flowing crimson, azure, and gold ribbons of happy dreams , thick, dark gray ribbons were multiplying. They were heavy, frayed, and tying themselves into massive knots around the silver needles.

"Worry ribbons," Luena remembered Pip's warning.

"Too many of them!" the Dream Weaver wailed. "The waking world is too loud, too scary! If the Loom jams, the River of Ribbons dries up. And if the River dries up... your world stops dreaming entirely."
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​Chapter Two: The Gray Knots
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The deafening CLACK-CLACK-SWISH of the Loom made the ice-cold platform vibrate under Luena’s sneakers. She had to shout just to be heard over the noise of the massive wooden spools.

"How do we stop it?" Luena yelled, gripping Tamaia's hand so tightly her knuckles ached.

"You don't stop the Loom!" The Dream Weaver cried, three of his four hands tugging frantically at his smoky beard while the fourth adjusted a silver needle the size of a telephone pole. "If the Loom stops, the Sea of Sleep dries up! The waking world will go mad without dreams!"

"Then how do we fix the gray ones?" Tamaia asked. She wasn't hiding behind Luena anymore; instead, she was marching right up to the edge of the platform, staring down at the thick, frayed gray ribbons that were snagging on the gears . "They look like the worry ribbon we saw in the river. The one about the dark under the bed."

"They are exactly that, Little Wind!" The Weaver swooped down, his twilight-colored skin paling as a particularly thick gray thread sparked violently against a gold one. "Fears! Anxieties! Math tests! Bills! They are too thick! They don't weave smoothly with the happy silks!"

Luena stepped forward, shivering in her denim shorts. She reached out to grab a sluggish gray ribbon that was knotting itself around a spool, but the Weaver swatted her hand away with a gentle, smoky palm.

"Don't touch it bare-handed, Keeper!" the Weaver warned. "A pure nightmare will freeze your fingers solid!"

"But we have to untangle it," Luena argued, her practical mind racing. "If we can't touch it, what do we do?"

"We cut them!" The Weaver manifested a pair of glowing shears in his upper right hand, but his expression was miserable. "But if I cut a dream, the dreamer wakes up terrified. I hate doing it. It ruins the whole tapestry!"

Tamaia looked down at her chest, where the silver Whisper Whistle hung on its velvet cord . Then she looked up at Luena.

"Lulu," Tamaia said, her voice cutting clearly through the clatter of the machine. "Remember the Moss-Troll? He hated noise, but he went to sleep when we sang to him."

"He was made of rocks, Tam," Luena said, her teeth chattering. "These are nightmares."

"But Pip said magic isn't a place, it's a song!" Tamaia insisted, stomping her foot on the glassy platform. "If the flowers sing , and the key sings , maybe the nightmares just forgot their tune!"

The Dream Weaver paused, all four of his hands freezing in mid-air. He looked at the six-year-old girl with wide, glowing white eyes.

"A song?" the Weaver whispered. "No one has sung to the Loom since the Twin Moons were young. It is a very old magic."

"Can you do it?" Luena asked him.

"Me? Oh, heavens no," the Weaver scoffed, his beard drifting around his face. "I am a mechanic of silk, not a musician! But you... you are the Keepers. You hold the iron dragonfly."

Luena shoved her freezing hand into her pocket. Her fingers closed around the heavy iron key . As soon as her skin made contact, it wasn't cold anymore. It flared with a sudden, localized heat, like a stone pulled straight from a campfire .

"Take it out," Tamaia urged, her brown eyes wide and trusting.

Luena pulled the key from her pocket. The amber gemstone in the center of the dragonfly's body, which had been dark and dormant in Willow Creek, suddenly flared to life. It pulsed with a rhythmic, golden light. Thump-thump. Thump-thump.

A low, pure, resonant note sliced right through the mechanical clatter of the Loom . HUMMMMMM. "By the Sisters," the Dream Weaver gasped, stepping back. "It remembers."

"What do we sing?" Luena asked, looking down at the pulsing key in her palm. The golden light was already pushing back the freezing gray mist of the platform.

"Something brave," Tamaia said firmly. She grabbed her silver whistle and lifted it to her lips. "I'll play the backup."
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