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Chapter One: The Leaking Floorboards[image: ]
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The bedroom was suddenly, violently silent.

Just seconds ago, the space between Luena’s closet and her bedroom door had been a roaring, chaotic tear in the fabric of the universe, filled with the terrifying, earthy bellow of the Moss-Troll and the blinding, silver-blue flash of Pip’s Azure Stardust. Now, the wall was nothing more than a flat, boring stretch of painted white drywall.

Luena slumped back against the sturdy wooden frame of her bed, her chest heaving as she dragged ragged breaths of ordinary, conditioned air into her burning lungs. Her deep brown eyes were fixed unblinkingly on the heavy iron dragonfly key still clutched in her trembling right hand. Only moments ago in the Whispering Woods, the metal had been blazing like a miniature sun, humming with the magnificent, cello-like vibration of the Dream Weaver’s Loom. Now, the key was entirely cold, dead, and heavy. The amber gemstone set in the center of the dragonfly's wings was as dull as a river stone.

Beside her, completely tangled in the thick quilts they had dragged onto the floor to break their fall, six-year-old Tamaia let out a long, shaky exhale.

Pip, the stained-glass fairy, fluttered down from the air and landed heavily on Tamaia's knee. The tiny magical creature looked thoroughly exhausted. Her usually brilliant, prismatic wings were dull, their edges slightly chipped and dusted with dark, earthy soot from their frantic escape.

"You forced the lock," Pip breathed, looking up at Luena. The fairy’s bell-like voice was devoid of its usual cheeky spark; instead, it held a mixture of profound shock and deep, undeniable respect. "You broke the oldest rules of the roots, Keeper. When the Moss-Troll charged, you didn't just close the door. You slammed it. You pushed the wild magic back into Floria with pure force."

"Will it stay there?" Luena asked, her voice shaking so badly she had to clear her throat. She looked at the windowsill. The glowing line of silver-blue Stardust she had used to draw the emergency portal was fading fast, but the terrifying, shadowy skeletal fingers that had been pressing against the outside glass were completely gone. Outside the window, the mundane oak tree swayed gently in a regular, earthly summer breeze.

Pip offered a small, deeply tired smile, doing a tiny curtsy on Tamaia’s kneecap. "Magic is a song, Little Wind. And once you know the tune... it's very hard to stop humming. The waking world is still too loud, and Floria remembers you now."

Tamaia finally untangled herself from the blankets. She reached up and touched the silver Whisper Whistle resting against her chest, her small fingers tracing the intricate vine etchings. "We broke your lamp, Lulu," she whispered, pointing a chubby finger at the floor.

Luena looked down. When they had been violently sucked back through the magical tear in the drywall, Luena’s shoulder had clipped her bedside table. Her favorite ceramic reading lamp lay completely shattered on the braided rug, the lightbulb reduced to a dusting of fine, dangerous glass.

"Don't step on it, Tam," Luena warned automatically, the older-sister instinct momentarily grounding her in the mundane world.

Together, moving with careful, exhausted precision, the sisters began to pick up the larger shards of ceramic. Luena threw a heavy sweater over the broken glass to keep Tamaia’s bare feet safe. For a few minutes, the simple, earthly chore of cleaning up a broken lamp made the terrifying magic of Floria feel like a distant, fading fever dream.

But the peace of the mundane world was incredibly fragile.

Before Luena could even suggest they try to climb into bed and sleep, the temperature in the bedroom began to plummet. It wasn't the steady, mechanical cooling of the central air conditioner. It was a sudden, bone-deep, unnatural frost that made the hairs on Luena’s arms stand straight up.

Then, the floorboards beneath her bare feet began to groan.

It wasn't the low, melodic, welcoming hum of a portal opening. It was a strained, sickly sound, like old wood splintering under a massive, crushing weight.

"Lulu?" Tamaia whimpered, dropping a piece of broken ceramic.

Through the microscopic, nearly invisible cracks in the polished hardwood floor, something was seeping into the bedroom. It wasn't the beautiful, shimmering violet grass they had seen in the Whispering Woods. It was a thick, fraying, suffocating gray mist.

As the mist touched the air, it brought a foul, sharp scent with it. It smelled overwhelmingly of static electricity, wet ash, and the suffocating, dusty odor of an attic that hadn't been opened in a hundred years. The gray fog didn't float upward; it clung heavily to the floor, wrapping around Luena’s ankles like cold, damp fingers.

Pip shot straight up into the air, her tiny hands flying to her mouth in absolute horror.

"By the Weaver’s spindles!" Pip shrieked, her voice muffled as if she were speaking through a thick wool blanket. "The lock! The lock was forced too hard!"

"What is it, Pip?" Luena demanded, scrambling backward onto her mattress and pulling Tamaia up with her. "Is it the Moss-Troll? Is it trying to break through the floor?"

"Worse!" Pip cried, darting frantically around the room as the gray mist began to rise higher, swallowing the legs of the bed and the dresser. "When you slammed the door shut, the drywall healed, but the magical boundary didn't! You created a hairline fracture in the foundation of the worlds!"

The gray mist began to react to the mundane objects in the room. As it rolled over Tamaia’s collection of stuffed animals in the corner, the shadows cast by the plush toys suddenly twisted and elongated, stretching up the walls into grotesque, terrifying shapes with spindly claws and hollow eyes.

"The Loom of Floria weaves all the dreams of the waking world," Pip explained rapidly, her wings beating frantically against the freezing air. "But not every thread is sweet. When the Weaver encounters a nightmare, or a melody of pure sorrow, he discards the frayed threads into the Marsh of Muffled Chords. It's a graveyard for bad dreams."

Luena stared in horror as the mist thickened, making it hard to breathe. The cold was actively biting at her toes.

"The fracture you made is acting like a vacuum," Pip finished, pointing down at the seeping floorboards. "The Marsh is backing up! The Loom's discarded nightmares are leaking directly through the cracks into your house!"
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Luena knew with terrifying, absolute certainty that they could not stay in the bedroom.

The fraying gray mist was already knee-deep and rising fast. The unnatural frost it carried was biting through their thin cotton pajamas, and the shadows on the walls were writhing with discarded, chaotic anxieties. If they stayed in the room, the raw, unfiltered nightmares of a thousand sleeping minds would completely suffocate them.

"We have to go to the Anchor," Luena decided, her voice trembling but resolute. She gripped the cold iron dragonfly key tightly in her fist. "We have to cross over and plug the leak from the other side."

"But Lulu, it's pitch black outside," Tamaia whispered, her teeth audibly chattering. "Pip said the Great Oak is a Solar Lock. It only opens when the sun hits the star-shaped scar."

Luena glanced at the glowing digital numbers on her alarm clock. It was 2:14 AM. The sun wouldn't rise for hours, and by then, the nightmare mist would have flooded the entire house.

"We don't have a choice," Luena said, sliding off the mattress and gasping as her bare feet plunged into the freezing, static-charged fog. "Hold my hand, Tam. Do not let go."

They crept out of the bedroom, pulling the door tightly shut behind them in a desperate bid to contain the mist. The upstairs hallway was perfectly dark and blessedly normal. The thick, comforting carpet felt warm beneath their freezing toes. From the master bedroom at the end of the hall, the heavy, rhythmic, thoroughly mundane sound of their father snoring drifted through the wood.

The sound made a sharp pang of guilt strike Luena’s chest. Her parents were sleeping soundly, completely unaware that a magical, interdimensional disaster was quietly unfolding just down the hall.

The sisters moved with practiced stealth, creeping down the carpeted stairs and slipping into the kitchen. The linoleum floor was cool, bathed in the pale, silvery light of the moon shining through the patio doors. The kitchen smelled faintly of the spaghetti and meatballs their mother had cooked for dinner hours ago—a stark, almost painful contrast to the smell of wet ash and ozone upstairs.

Luena grabbed the handle of the sliding glass patio door. She pulled it open, wincing at the soft shhh-clack of the metal track.

Stepping out into the backyard was like walking into a warm, damp towel. The heavy, golden heat of the Willow Creek summer night immediately embraced them, chasing away the bone-deep chill of the nightmare mist. The crickets in the overgrown grass were chirping a steady, rhythmic symphony, and the air smelled wonderfully of dry earth and blooming night-jasmine.

They sprinted across the lawn, their bare feet damp with midnight dew, until they reached the massive, towering trunk of the Great Oak at the back boundary line.

In the moonlight, the Anchor looked incredibly intimidating. Its massive, dragon-like roots twisted into the earth, casting long, dark shadows across the fence. Luena stepped up to the rough bark, tracing her fingers over the jagged, star-shaped scar. Yesterday afternoon, the sunlight had hit this exact spot, causing the tree to glow with brilliant green light and opening the door to the Whispering Woods.

Tonight, the bark was just wood. Cold, silent, and entirely dormant.

"It's asleep, Lulu," Tamaia said softly, looking up into the canopy of leaves that blocked out the stars.

"I know," Luena said. She pulled the heavy iron key from her pocket and stared at it. "Pip, how do we open a Solar Lock without the sun?"

Pip, who had been hiding in the pocket of Luena’s pajama top, poked her head out. The fairy looked around the dark, mundane garden nervously. "The sun is just a source of energy, Keeper. A catalyst. The lock responds to the frequency of the light. If you don't have the light... you have to provide the frequency yourself."

"How?" Luena asked, her frustration bleeding into her voice. "I broke the rules to save us. I don't know how to fix this."

"You are the Keeper of the Loom, Luena," Pip said gently, flying up to hover right in front of Luena’s face. "The Dream Weaver told you that no one had sung to the Loom since the Twin Moons were young. But the key chose you. It remembers your song. You don't need the sun if you can harmonize with the roots."

Luena took a deep breath of the humid summer air. She looked down at her little
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