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ONE

Mary had a little bird,

Its coat was white as snow.

Everywhere that Mary went,

The bird was sure to go.

Wren Matthews was about to lose the Science Olympiad Trivia Challenge. Wren had never lost the challenge, had never come remotely close to losing the challenge, had never even considered the possibility of coming close to losing the challenge before this moment. Now, she sat at the exam table in the corner of the gym, her answer sheet mostly blank, oblivious to the seconds on the timer ticking past. She stared at the rafters, where a huge white bird soared over the tables that displayed students’ science fair entries. As Wren watched, the bird swooped down, talons extended, and grabbed a live mouse from Bobby Felton’s prizewinning project about rodent aggression.

Wren gasped, and her pencil fell to the table with a clatter.

The trivia challenge judge cleared her throat, peering at Wren disapprovingly over her bifocals. “Five minutes remaining, scholars.” She shuffled through her thick stack of answer cards and tapped their edges neatly on the tabletop.

Wren snapped her attention back to her paper, trying to block out the annoying sound of Simon Barker’s scribbling. Next to her, Simon’s red head was bent low over his paper, and his pencil hadn’t stopped moving.

Wren hadn’t been surprised when Simon tied with her during the speed round of the trivia challenge, where being fast was nearly as important as being smart. In past years, other competitors had been fast, too. And she had expected that he would also be able to recite the first thirty-five digits of pi, which sent them through the second round neck and neck. But now they had reached the final written portion, and if Wren’s answer sheet was any indication, things didn’t look promising. There wasn’t much time before the judge would tally their scores and announce the winner.

Wren tightened her grip on her pencil and read the problem she was working on for the third time. She licked her lips and tried to ignore the ominous sound of rustling feathers overhead. Wren wasn’t afraid of birds. After all, being afraid of a harmless animal wasn’t logical. No, she merely had a healthy respect for flying animals. The day-trip to the zoo, where she had been swarmed by the too-eager kookaburras, had taught her that. But Wren’s mouth was dry. Her heart pounded much faster than usual. And no matter how many times she reread the question on the exam in front of her, she couldn’t come up with the answer.

“Three minutes left, scholars.” The judge’s words were nearly blotted out by an unmistakable screech. Wren glanced up, then shrank down into her seat with a strangled scream, barely escaping the white bird as it dive-bombed the table. She could feel the air pressure shift with the thrum of its powerful wings when it swooped off, ruffling her hair in its wake. Wren ran a shaky palm over her bangs, sliding them into place, and glanced uneasily around. No one else seemed to care that a rogue bird had nearly taken her head off. In fact, no one else seemed to be doing much of anything. The judge leaned back in her chair, her index cards frozen midtap. Wren’s parents’ faces were turned in her direction, but their smiles were oddly fixed in place. The rest of the room stood motionless, as though someone had pressed a giant pause button on all the activity. Or almost all of it. Next to Wren, Simon sighed and reached for another piece of scrap paper without looking up from his work.

Wren scanned the ceiling. Could it be possible that no one else saw the bird? Had she imagined it? But there it was. Perched on the basketball backboard like it owned the place. As Wren watched, the white bird launched off its roost, glided over the crowd of frozen homeschoolers, and landed on the outstretched arm of a woman standing a few feet away from the trivia challenge table.

The woman was the only person moving in the sea of people. She fixed her light-yellow-brown gaze on Wren and pointed to the floor. Wren glanced down and swallowed another scream. At first, she thought the white bird had somehow dropped Bobby’s mouse at her feet. But then she saw that it wasn’t an animal at all; instead, the bird had delivered a packet of sooty papers. Wren scooped up the bundle. The bird woman gave her a sharp, distinct nod before disappearing into a puff of shimmering blue-green smoke. The instant she was gone, the rest of the room exploded back into motion. The low rumble of milling homeschoolers. The buzz of the timer. The sound of the judge’s voice.

“Time’s up, scholars.”

Wren leaned out of her chair as though getting a better view could somehow convince her that the woman and her bird hadn’t vanished into thin air. “Um,” Wren managed, shoving the packet of papers into her sweatshirt pocket as the trivia judge reached for the exams. Wren’s voice sounded strange to her own ears, like she hadn’t used it in forever. Should she do something? Tell the judge about the bird? And say what? There was a large bird that you somehow didn’t notice, and it flew to a woman who looked at me and then disappeared? The air where the woman had been standing still flared with little dots of aqua light, so bright they sent matching shooting pains through Wren’s skull. She rubbed her eyes.

“Let’s see what we have here.” The judge flipped through her stack of answer cards, comparing them with Simon’s and Wren’s responses. Her fingers hovered over Wren’s half-finished answer sheet, and Wren studied the pebbled tabletop. She used to purposely miss an answer or two, so she wouldn’t make the older kids feel bad that she was smarter than them, but that was before Simon began coming to the homeschool conference. Now all the questions she didn’t have time to finish would cost her the challenge.

Wren glanced over at her biggest competitor to find that Simon was staring off past her shoulder, his forehead furrowed as though he was still working problems in his head. Wren could see the red ribbon that went with this year’s biology medal peeking out from under his collar. Simon’s entry describing advances in animal husbandry had also won him first place in the living science portion of the competition, and he was up for the 4-H prize and just about everything else to do with science. Except astronomy. That was the one subject Wren would always win.

The judge folded her hands and set them on top of their exams. “It’s been a close competition this year, and now it’s down to you: Simon Barker and Wren Matthews. I couldn’t be more proud.” Her voice was overly cheerful, especially considering the fact that two eleven-year-olds were the top contenders for the upper division trivia challenge. “I’m happy to announce that we have a tie this year. Wren. Simon. Congratulations.” The judge beamed at them as though they had won a trip to Disneyland instead of not winning anything at all. Wren reached for her half-finished exam. How was it possible that her incomplete answers tied with Simon’s annoying nonstop pencil scratching?

Next to her, Simon stood. “Nice job.”

“You, too.” Wren watched him tuck his pencil into his jacket pocket.

Simon was always dressed like he’d been born a hundred years too late. A tailored vest with a matching wool cap. An overcoat in cold weather. Even a pocket watch that he liked to consult whenever a conference session was supposed to end. He sneaked a peek at it, snapping the gold cover open with a click.

“Tied for the win!” Wren’s mom said, coming up behind Wren and giving her and Simon high fives. “How perfect is that?”

Wren’s dad clasped his hands together first over one shoulder, then the other, like a champion would, and Wren let a tiny laugh escape. They wouldn’t care about the tie. Wren’s mom and dad weren’t like some of the parents at the Science Olympiad, all helicopterish and worried about their kids being the best. Wren’s parents were hardcore unschoolers, which meant they pretty much left Wren’s education in her own hands.

Four years earlier, the Homeschool Association had started an astronomy track, and for the first time Wren had begged her parents to go to the Science Olympiad, mainly because of the annual stargazing party. They were dubious at first, pasting on smiles and nodding at all the earnest discussions about core classes and homeschool methods and arguments over How Children Learn Best. Afterward, Wren and her parents chowed down at the Mexican restaurant around the corner and celebrated not doing any of those things.

Then Wren’s dad met Simon’s dad, and now the Mexican dinners were Wren’s parents and Simon’s dad talking a little bit about unschooling but mostly about politics and what books they were reading, and how much they all had in common. It was odd, considering how intelligent Wren’s mom and dad were, that they had failed to notice that Simon and Wren had exactly two things in common: 1. They were both the smartest kids their age. 2. Neither of them could stand being around the other.








TWO

A tisket, a tasket.

Use the dust to mask it.

I wrote a letter to the one,

And on the way I dropped it.

I dropped it. I dropped it.

And on the way I dropped it.

A little girl picked it up

And put it in her pocket.

“How are things going with cross-country?” Wren’s dad asked Simon’s dad around a mouthful of enchilada. “You have any good races scheduled for this year?”

“You bet.” Mr. Barker reached across the table to pass Wren the salsa. “Simon and I are training for a 10K in July.”

Wren scooped a mound of salsa onto her plate. Running a 10K sounded like a kind of punishment. She was glad Simon was at the opposite end of the table, with their parents sandwiched between them. She crunched into a chip and replayed the scene in the gym over in her head for the millionth time. Was there a special breed of bird that, when threatened, produced a defensive cloud of gas that obliterated people? At least a skunk-bird made more sense than people appearing and disappearing into blue smoke. She wished everyone would hurry up and finish eating so she could get somewhere by herself and examine the packet of papers that the bird had dropped.

“Wren, you could join Simon’s cross-country club!” Her mom’s voice interrupted her thoughts. “Wouldn’t that be fun? Jogging together is a great way to get to know people. And maximize your potential.”

Wren choked down a laugh. Her mother wouldn’t be caught dead running. “Can we not talk about this now?” she asked, hoping that Simon wasn’t paying attention to the conversation. “Besides, the Science Olympiad is social.”

“All the more reason to build off this great foundation, Wren. I just want you to be well-rounded, sweetie.” Wren’s mom was using her I-mean-business voice, and Wren wasn’t ready to find out what voice she’d use if she knew about the bird hallucination or whatever it was. Wren’s mom turned to Simon’s dad. “Last month I twisted Wren’s arm to take a babysitting training class with other girls her age, and this month I’ve made an agreement with her: a one-hour limit on her computer time until she’s found something social to do.” She patted Wren’s hand. “It’s like I always say: No girl is an island. People need one another.”

Wren’s face flamed with heat, and it wasn’t because of the spicy salsa. The babysitting class had been a fail. A whole weekend spent making forced conversation with kids she’d never met before and would never see again. If her mom was hoping for social development, she’d have to aim somewhere else. All Wren walked away with from that class was a hazy understanding of emergency CPR and a sore stomach from where her partner had practiced the Heimlich maneuver.

“Great idea,” Simon’s dad said. “That’s the biggest challenge about unschooling, isn’t it? Finding opportunities to meet other kids? Simon has some trouble with that, too.”

Wren made herself look at Simon, but he was examining his fajitas as though he’d never seen a tortilla before.

“The college has a bunch of clubs.” Wren’s dad wiped his mouth with his napkin. “I could pull some strings and see if they’d let younger students participate.” He leaned back and put one arm around Wren’s mom’s shoulders.

“That’s an interesting idea,” Simon’s dad said. “They could give each other moral support.”

“Sure,” Wren’s mom said. “Simon and Wren could really maximize their potential together.”

Wren poked a fork at the remainder of her burrito. I’d rather go running. Her parents usually weren’t this focused on what she was doing. They were busy with work, and Wren was busy with whatever she was studying, and once in a while they played a board game together. Until a few months ago, when the neighbor who’d lived down the street from Wren her entire life said, “You have a daughter? How come I’ve never seen her before?” And, while Wren’s mom was perfectly content to let her maximize her educational potential on her own, she was now obsessed with Wren’s social development.

Wren wished she could make her mom understand that she was happy being by herself, but it seemed like her mom had seen too many movies in which the smart, quiet girl dreamed about being pretty and popular. Sure, Wren spent a lot of time alone, but she never felt like she was missing out. She could read whatever books she wanted. She could stay up late puttering around her favorite astronomy forum. She could watch old sci-fi reruns on TV. Wren had lots of plans for her time, and none of them included clubs at the community college, cross-country running, or Simon Barker.

Wren’s napkin slipped off her lap, and when she reached down to retrieve it from under the table, she noticed an odd mark on her sweatshirt. One side of her hoodie was covered with black dirt. She brushed at the stain, but instead of getting better, the spot seemed to grow darker, and even worse, little bits of soot transferred onto her fingers. Wren rubbed her hands together, and in the dimness under the table, the dust flared with blue-green light. Exactly like the cloud around the bird woman.

The papers! They seemed to be giving off the same strange dust that the bird had emitted. Dinner or not, she had to look at them now. Wren snatched her napkin off the floor and slid back up into her seat to find that her parents and Simon’s dad had started debating the merits of the new mayoral candidates. She reached a tentative hand into her pocket and discreetly pulled out the bundle, which sparked with little blue lights as she unfolded it.

Keeping it low in her lap so the others wouldn’t notice, Wren began to read the paragraph centered on the first page:

Once I saw a little bird

Come hop, hop, hop.

So I cried, “Little bird,

Will you stop, stop, stop?”

And was going to the window

To say “How do you do?”

But he shook his little tail,

And far away he flew.

There was nothing else. No explanation, no pictures, nothing but the silly rhyming words. The next poem was just as bad:

Away, birds, away!

Take a little and leave a little,

And do not come again;

For if you do, I will shoot you through,

And there will be an end of you.

Was it supposed to be poetry? Literature had never been Wren’s strong suit, but even she could tell these were no good. She skimmed through more rhymes and was halfway done with the packet when she finally stumbled across one she recognized:

Twinkle, twinkle, little star,

How I wonder what you are.

Up above the world so high,

Like a diamond in the sky.

There your bright and tiny spark

Lights the traveler in the dark,

How I wonder what you are,

Twinkle, twinkle, little star.

Wren’s mom had sung this to her when she was a little girl. It used to be her favorite. Wren flipped to the back cover. As if it had been added later, one more poem was written in shimmery ink:

’Twas once upon a time,

When Jenny Wren was young,

How expertly she played and how prettily she sung.

        The Ancient and Honorable Guild of the Fiddlers invites

        Jennifer Wren Matthews

        to join their number.

        You are expected at Pippen Hill tomorrow.

Sapiens dominabitur astris.

Wren rubbed her thumb over the embossed letters. Was this some sort of practical joke? Nursery rhymes and a guild of fiddlers? This day kept getting weirder and weirder. Her thumb was black, as though bits of the poems were sticking to her. Wren folded the papers, sending a shower of blue sparks to the floor, and tucked them back in her pocket. That was when she noticed that Simon Barker was staring at her, his gaze flicking between her face and the smudges on her hand.

“You got the poems, too?” Simon said in a near whisper, glancing at the grown-ups, who were distracted by their political debate. Wren’s surprise at him speaking directly to her was soon overcome by the sight of his left hand, covered with the same clinging, shimmery dust.








THREE

As I was going up Pippen Hill,

Pippen Hill was steep.

And there I found the truth of it,

All the secrets I would keep.

After Wren woke up the next morning, she stayed in bed for a long time. Her sleep had been plagued by strange dreams, ones where the whole world was black and white and a chorus of voices kept chasing after her. Wren pushed the images from her mind and pulled out the bag she kept in her nightstand drawer. The sky map on her bedroom ceiling was nearly finished, tiny glow-in-the-dark stars marking out the patterns of the Northern Hemisphere. The other walls waited to be transformed into snippets of the Equatorial and Southern Hemispheres.

Wren’s dad had gotten her a student pass to the college observatory, and since they lived in the faculty housing on campus, it didn’t take much to sweet-talk him into taking her there on clear nights. Wren liked to mark out the constellations she had actually seen with blue stars. Just last week she had finally gotten a good glimpse of Leo.

But replacing Leo’s old stars with new blue ones didn’t distract her for long. Wren reached under her pillow and pulled out the folded shimmering papers again, as if staring at them would uncover their meaning. Dinner had ended too soon for Wren and Simon to talk more, but they had agreed to meet this morning at a nearby coffee shop.

When Wren arrived in the kitchen, her mom was about to leave for work. “I’m so proud of you, sweetie,” her mom said as she poured her tea into a travel mug. “Getting up this morning and taking initiative.”

Wren didn’t bother to correct her. If her mom thought interrogating Simon about his packet of papers counted as her social interaction, Wren wasn’t going to argue.

The sky was surprisingly clear and sunny for early spring, and after biking to the coffee shop, Wren was hot and thirsty. Simon had beaten her there and was sitting at an outdoor table, two bottles of pop in front of him.

Wren parked her bike and grabbed the packet of papers from the white wicker basket.

“Root beer is the best option here,” Simon said, sliding one of the bottles toward Wren without looking up from the notebook he was flipping through. “No caffeine. Best value for the price. And”—he smiled in Wren’s direction—“it tastes good.”

“Can’t argue with that logic,” Wren said, slipping into the chair across from him. “Did you bring your poems?”

They traded, and Wren sipped her root beer while she read. Simon’s back page had a different rhyme about a canary, but the rest were the same. And so was the shimmering dust.

“There’s no Pippen Hill anywhere in town.” Simon opened a fat folder full of maps he’d printed off the internet. “How can we be expected at Pippen Hill today if there is no such thing?”

Wren stared at the wrinkled edges of one of the maps. Simon must have stayed up all night doing research. “What about similar names?” she said, making it sound as though she’d done more than just think about the poems. “What if there’s a location that used to be called Pippen Hill?”

Simon pulled another file out of his backpack. “Historical maps, all the way back to the town’s founding in 1851. There’s never been a Pippen Hill anywhere around here.” He tossed the stack in front of her. “There are, however, plenty of hills that have had apple orchards on them.”

“Apples?” Wren echoed. “What do apples have to do with anything?”

“Pippins are a type of apple,” Simon said in a lecturing tone. “I’m surprised you didn’t know that, Wren.”

Wren ignored the barb. Why would he think she was some kind of apple expert? “Okay. But maybe the apples are a coincidence.” Wren flipped through the neatly cataloged maps. “What about the town’s historical society—”

“Already called them,” Simon said. “They’ve never heard of a Pippen Hill or any kind of fiddling guild.” He hunched forward, leaning his elbows on his knees. “I bet it’s some kind of a test.”

“A test?” Wren handed the files back to Simon. “For what? To see if we can read nonsense poems?”

“Not a test about the poems.” Simon looked in her direction. “A test for the fiddler people. Maybe they want to see if we’re clever enough to find Pippen Hill by ourselves.”

Wren was used to seeing Simon’s profile while their parents talked to each other, but now she found it odd that he rarely maintained eye contact, even when speaking directly to her, which made him appear a little shifty.

“I’m sure of it,” he continued. “This invitation is a riddle.”

“Why would they—”

“Why would they do anything?” Simon interrupted. “Why invite us with nursery rhymes? Why the shimmering dust? Why use a falcon to deliver the papers?”

“You saw the bird?”

“Falcon,” Simon said, rummaging around in his backpack. “Long wings. Swift flight. And did you see those talons? Birds of prey are fascinating animals.”

“You saw the falcon.” Wren didn’t care what he called it.

“Of course I saw the falcon.” Simon sounded annoyed and started skimming through his notebook again. “Who didn’t see the falcon?”

“Um . . . everyone else? I thought I was the only one, or that I was imagining the whole thing, or that the bird was someone’s science project or—”

“No live animals are allowed to roam free in the main exhibition hall,” he said with a disapproving frown, as though Wren was suggesting they break conference rules.

“Maybe you were too busy scratch-scratch-scratching with your pencil,” Wren said, leaning in so Simon would look at her and actually hear what she was saying, “but no one else saw the bird.” She told him how everything seemed like it had been paused for a moment. And then it hit her. “Except for your pencil. You weren’t on pause either. You did see it!”

“How else do you think you managed to tie me for the win? With all the commotion, I kept losing my place in the trivia questions. I was lucky to finish the first problem before time was up.” He pulled out a pencil and scribbled something in the margin of his notebook. “I must be missing something.”

“I managed to tie with you?” Wren said to the top of his head. “I don’t think so. If it hadn’t been for the stupid bird, I’d have— Wait, how many years have I won the trivia challenge?” Wren put her finger on her chin as though she had to think hard. “That’s right, four. So I’d have a fifth medal. You should thank your lucky stars that bird showed up when it did. I ought to—”

Wren caught her breath as something clicked. “That’s it! The stars!” She grabbed her packet of papers and rustled through it, sending aqua sparks ricocheting around their tabletop, until she found the page with the invitation. “Astris means ‘stars.’” Wren might not have spent the whole night Googling the topography of the town, but she had looked up the Latin phrase. She pointed to it. “Sapiens dominabitur astris: ‘A wise man can rule the stars.’ That’s the clue.”

“Clue to what?”

“Your riddle!” Wren folded the papers back up. “I know where Pippen Hill is.”

Simon had walked to the coffee shop, so Wren wheeled her bike alongside as they made their way across the university campus. “The observatory is surrounded by apple trees,” she said, following the familiar path. “My dad told me the whole campus used to be an orchard.” She mimicked his teacherish tone from earlier. “I’m surprised you didn’t know that, Simon.”

But Wren soon forgot to be snarky with him. As they approached the observatory, she noticed something she had never seen before. Something she was certain had never been there before. Situated in a clump of apple trees some distance from the observatory building was a cottage that looked like it belonged in a fairy tale, complete with misshapen bricks, thatched roof, and a tottering second story dotted with chimneys.

Wren propped her bike against a tree, and they picked their way along the uneven stone pathway that led to the front porch. “How could I have never seen this before?”

“You’ve never seen this house before, and here it is.” Simon took the porch steps two at a time. “No one else saw the falcon, yet both you and I saw it. And no one else saw the dust but you and me. Somehow everything is related.”

“How do you know no one else saw the dust?”

“My dad didn’t.” Simon shrugged. “I accidentally dropped my packet in the living room, and he never said a word, even though the carpet was covered with the stuff.”

Wren thought of how the papers had stained her pocket. If her mom had noticed that half of Wren’s hoodie was covered with ashes, she would have had plenty to say about it.

“Every problem has a logical explanation.” Simon rubbed his forehead vigorously, like he could find the answer by sheer willpower. “If we had more data, we could come up with a better hypothesis.”

“Well, then, what are we waiting for?” Wren straightened her sweatshirt and knocked on the weathered door.

When it opened, Wren knew that they had indeed found Pippen Hill. Standing in front of them was the mysterious woman who had disappeared at the trivia challenge, and perched on her shoulder was her sleek white falcon.

“I’m Mary,” the woman said, giving them a conspiratorial smile. Mary’s dreadlocked hair was twisted into a fat knot on the back of her head, and thick strings of beads were looped around her neck. “You are Wren and Simon, the brand-new Fiddler apprentices”—she pulled a small silver hourglass from her skirt pocket and peered at it—“who are right on time. Come in.”








FOUR

Ride a cock-horse up to the sky

And see a fine lady who won’t tell a lie.

Rings on her fingers and bells on her toes,

She shall have music wherever she goes.

Before Wren knew what was happening, Mary had whisked them through the door into what must have once been the living room of the house. She couldn’t be sure, though, because there were plants everywhere. Green vines snaked up the walls and twisted around an ancient-looking chandelier overhead. Wren ducked under the hanging baskets, whose bright red and gold flowers were drowned out by all the gloomy green. An overstuffed leather armchair and matching couch squatted in the center of the room like unsuspecting prey in the middle of a vast jungle.

The bangles on Mary’s wrist clinked together as she made her way to the one wall that was lined with books instead of plants. Mary’s fingers were covered with rings, but Wren noticed one in particular, a black oval with tiny dots of silver speckling its surface. A ring that looked like the night sky.

“The universe is full of music, isn’t it, Wren?” Mary said, noticing how Wren was staring at her jewelry. “If only we have ears to hear.” She gave Wren an evaluating look. “I suspect you are a keen listener. Have a seat.”

Wren made her way across the room, taking care not to disturb any of the musty knickknacks that crowded every available surface. All of it was coated with a thick layer of dust, as though no one had cleaned the room in years. A silver goblet entwined with ivy rested on a side table, a tarnished hand mirror propped up against it. In one corner, an ancient birdcage hung behind a veil of ferns, and judging by the thick cobwebs on its bars, the falcon that now perched on Mary’s shoulder hadn’t lived there for a long time. Wren sat on the edge of the chair, which was positioned right next to an old hourglass that was twice its size. A few crystals teetered on the interior funnel.

“What’s going on?” Wren said when she realized that no explanation from Mary was forthcoming. “I saw you and your bird at the Olympiad. Why did—”

“Falcon,” Simon interrupted, sitting down on a rickety old rocking chair and crossing his ankle over one knee. “She brought her falcon to the Olympiad.”

Wren shot Simon a death glare, which, of course, he was oblivious to. “Your falcon, then,” she said in a stiff voice. “That delivered the invitation to become part of the fiddling guild. What does that even mean?”

“Excellent creatures, falcons.” Mary reached into her pocket and fed the falcon something that sounded crunchy. The bird shifted on its perch, giving Wren a glimpse of the leather shoulder guard Mary wore. “And further confirmation you belong with the Fiddlers. You saw my falcon, and you saw me play the stardust, which means that you, too, can work the stardust’s magic.” Mary moved over to a cobwebby corner and ran her hand down one shelf. A spiral of blue-green danced in the air, and a low hollow note filled the room. “The magic calls to you, doesn’t it?”

Wren sat frozen in place. Magic?

The dust formed a tiny column of smoke between Mary’s fingers. It soon blossomed into a cloud of shimmering fog that swirled around her, setting her clothes billowing. Mary spoke under her breath, and Wren could only catch a few words—something about secrets and seeing—because the rest was lost in the crooning of an unearthly wind. Mary raised one hand up in the air and swiped it down in front of her in a fluid motion, and the smoke flared with the bright light of a rainbow of colors. The next moment, the room was transformed. The wall behind the bookshelves melted away and revealed a large workroom with a low table centered in front of a crackling fire. Next to it stood racks covered with glass jars and bottles, bunches of herbs and dried flowers hanging between them. In the corners of the room, candlelight flickered from wax-covered sconces, bathing everything in an orange glow.

“What—?” Wren found her voice.

“How did you do that?” Simon asked, his pencil, for once, frozen in his hand.

“Stardust is an element found in all living things, yet it is invisible to most of the world,” Mary said. She looked taller somehow, now that the maelstrom around her had stilled. As she continued, she pulled a basket from the collection on the top shelf. “Those who can see the stardust can manipulate it to their own ends. Here, among ordinary people, I use it to hide my house from those who would ask bothersome questions.” She set the basket down on the table with a thump. When she opened the lid, more of the dust drifted out. “But Fiddlers see things as they really are.”

Wren couldn’t help herself. She drew near the table, one wavering hand reaching for the stardust. Aqua sparkles winked among the ashes. More than anything, Wren wanted to gather it, to run it through her fingers, to toss it up in the air like a smattering of miniature constellations.

“You feel its pull, don’t you?” Mary was watching Wren.

Wren nodded wordlessly.

“Two new apprentices from the wild.” Mary looked at Wren and Simon fondly, as if they were long-lost relatives. “I can hardly believe my good fortune.” Mary reached into the basket and pulled out a bundle of cloth. “You will have many questions, and, when it is right, you will find your answers. All lambs need time. This”—she shook ordinary dust out of a black and gray garment—“is your apprentice uniform. Put it on while I tell you what you need to know.”

Wren glanced at Simon, who had tucked his notebook into his vest pocket and was already wrapping the fabric around his shoulders. The dark folds fell almost to the floor, making it look like Simon belonged on the set of a sci-fi movie. Or in a monastery. He began fastening the long row of buttons that ran up the center of the cloak.

Mary loaded the basket with a collection of bottles and flasks. When she spoke, her voice was so low that the words themselves sounded like secrets. “Since the beginning of time, the world has been full of the unseen. The sun lights the Earth by day, and the moon watches over all like a diamond in the night sky, but it’s in the twilight—the moment when the first new stars are born—that all living things are bathed in stardust. And magic.”

The fire covered half of Mary’s face in shadow. “For a time, we who could work the magic lived in peace with the people around us. They would come to us for small favors: to ease the birth of a baby or enhance a fruitful harvest. Ordinary people called us Fiddlers, because the way we coaxed life from stardust reminded them of the lesser magic of their musicians.” She waved one graceful arm through the air, and Wren thought of the spiral of stardust and how it looked like some otherworldly dance.

“But as time passed, people became less accepting of the Fiddlers and more suspicious of things they could not explain.” Mary’s voice hardened, and she leaned toward Wren. “Their hearts grew cold, and they saw evil in our good gifts. They began to despise and shun the Fiddlers, and soon any record of the good we had done was lost. The world fell into ignorance, and most people forgot there had been any such thing as Fiddler magic.” Mary’s falcon fluttered from her shoulder to a ledge on the wall that must have been crafted especially for it. “Scraps of the Fiddler story are still found in children’s rhymes, and hints of our powers are woven into legends of other lands. What many consider nonsense is really a garbled version of the truth.”

“So the poems you sent us . . . They’re supposed to be about the Fiddlers?” Wren pulled the packet of papers out of her pocket, letting her gaze fall on the topmost one about a hopping little bird. She couldn’t see the connection between the wild tale that Mary was spinning and old Mother Goose rhymes.

“The rhymes have their own kind of magic.” Mary nodded at the papers in Wren’s hand. “The ones you have there are instructions for how to weave the stardust. But there are other rhymes, some that record what happened to Fiddlers long ago, and some that even foretell what may yet come to pass.”

“Instructions for weaving the stardust,” Simon echoed. “How exactly does one go about doing that?”

Mary laughed at his question. “You won’t learn it by taking notes, that’s for sure. That’s why you’re not a student, you’re an apprentice. Apprentices learn by doing. You’ll learn to be a Fiddler by working the stardust’s magic.”

Wren’s mind whirled. Could it be possible? A small part of her thought the whole thing was some enormous joke, but she had seen the magic with her own eyes. Besides, the rest of her felt connected to what Mary was saying, like a string was stretched between them, pulling her near. “So what next?” she asked. “What kind of spells can you—I mean, we—do? I bet you do all sorts of things to help other people and stuff.” Her mouth was working to catch up with her thoughts. “I can’t wait to tell my parents. My dad is always going on about—”

Mary interrupted her. “Wren, you mustn’t. Not yet.” She frowned at both of them. “It is a dangerous thing to be a Fiddler in this world. Ordinary people don’t understand. You cannot breathe a word of this to anyone.” Her gold-flecked eyes seemed to plead with them. “When you are stronger, you may tell whomever you wish and endure the consequences. Until then, you will set your mind to learning everything that I and the others can teach you.”

Prickles crawled over Wren’s skin. She imagined telling her parents about all of this—from the flying bird to the children’s rhymes to the Fiddlers—and wondered what they would say. If they couldn’t see the stardust for themselves, would they believe her anyway?

“What others?” Wren swung the cloak around her shoulders and began fastening the buttons. In that moment, she knew that it didn’t matter if no one else in the world believed her. It didn’t matter if she had to keep the secret forever. If there was magic in the world, she wanted to play it.
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Wash the dishes, wipe the dishes,

Ring the bell for tea.

Three good apprentices,

I will give to thee.

Mary led them through the workroom to an alcove nestled in the back. There was a circular green door in the center, and Mary knocked on it.

When the door opened, a delicious smell wafted out. It promised pies and cookies and every delicious thing Wren had ever seen in a bakery window. The man standing beyond it looked older than Wren’s father. His dark hair was shot through with silver, and the crinkles around his eyes hinted that he often smiled. As if to confirm Wren’s suspicion, his face broke into a wide grin.

“Mary,” he said in a booming voice as he pecked the air near her cheeks. “You’re just in time for supper. Liza will be pleased.”

“Liza’s back? Where is she? Did she bring the potions I asked for?” Mary brushed past him into the room beyond, which glowed orange from the fire blazing in the stone hearth. Worn-looking furniture sat next to tables crowded with books. Shelves full of glass jars and bottles covered the walls, so that the space felt like a strange blend of an old-fashioned sitting room and an herbalist’s shop.

“Allow me to introduce myself,” the man in front of her said with a formal bow. “I’m Baxter, and I’d wager you must be the apprentices Mary told us about. Outstanding. I never thought I’d see the day. Two new apprentices from the wild.”

“Mary told you about us?” Simon asked, reaching for the pencil behind his ear. What he found noteworthy in that statement, Wren couldn’t imagine, but he rifled through the pages of his notebook and began to write.

“I’m Wren,” she said. “And this is Simon.”

Simon grunted and continued to scribble, talking without looking up. “This stardust,” he said. “How does it change the appearance of things?” He frowned down at the page in front of him. “Is there a material alteration? Or more of an optical illusion? Perhaps it might be both, because there’s no way the cottage we saw outside was as big as this place—”

“Do you like cake?” Baxter asked, bypassing Simon’s interrogation.

Wren opened her mouth, hunting for the thread of the conversation. Was this some secret code for stardust? Was Baxter talking about magic? Then Baxter laughed. “Why am I even asking? Who doesn’t like cake?”

He ushered them past the musty furniture and into a kitchen nearly the size of the first floor of Wren’s house. An iron chandelier filled with flickering candles hung from the ceiling. Two large stone countertops flanked the room, with all manner of cookware spotting their surfaces. Large bowls piled high with red and purple berries crowded next to one another, and a huge butcher block squatted in the center of it all, covered with flour. In one corner of the room, a black falcon perched next to another feathered in deep purple.

Baxter examined a row of tarts that were set out next to a flat circle of dough. “Beautiful!” he exclaimed, kissing his fingertips.

“Those look good,” Wren said. “You must like to cook.”

Baxter narrowed his eyes at her. “Like to cook? Oh, child,” he said, “you have much to learn.” He wiped his hands on the long white apron that hung from his waist and reached for the huge oven door. “One doesn’t just like to cook. One is born to cook.” He slid out a round chocolate cake, inhaling deeply as he set it down on the counter. “Or, as the case may be, to bake. Here, you take care of the whipped cream.”

While Wren scooped the perfect white peaks from a mixing bowl into a smaller serving dish, she looked around the kitchen. There was a pot of something steaming on the stove, and Simon had been put to work arranging fruit and cheese on a wide platter. Baxter hoisted a tray of frosted glasses and beckoned Wren to follow. They walked into a dining room where the walls were all windows that looked out on to a tangled green forest.

“Where are we?” Wren stared at the trees. This didn’t look like the college campus at all.

“Right where you belong, darling Wren,” a throaty female voice said. A woman with dark hair curving around her tanned face came up to Wren
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