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 O N E 

 

ON THE MORNING OF HER thirteenth birthday, Lily kissed her father and knew he would be dead by nightfall. The image of his death dropped into her mind without warning. As her lips touched his she saw behind the thin skin of her closed eyes his face, pale and wet, rising up from the waves surroudned by caressing fingers of sea grass, and she screamed.

Her mother started, and the pitcher of milk she held in her hands crashed to the kitchen floor, where it exploded in a fury of glass and spread over the boards. Her father grabbed Lily and put his arms around her, but she beat her hands against his back, sobbing and trying to push away the lifeless body that slumped on her breast.

“Lily, what’s happened?” he asked.

Lily looked into her father’s anxious face, at the blue eyes clouded over with worry for her. She opened her mouth to speak, and found that she couldn’t. Her voice seemed to have been drained away, and as hard as she tried, she could coax no sound from her empty throat.

“What’s the matter, my darling?” her father pleaded. “Are you all right?”

Lily nodded. She knew that she was in no way all right, that nothing was all right, yet she sensed that to indicate otherwise would somehow throw everything even further out of balance. Her father clutched her to his chest, and again she saw his body hovering in the blue-green water, the eyes wide and staring, the mouth filled with the sea. She struggled to keep from retching, putting her arms around her father’s neck, relieved to find that his shirt was crisp and dry under her fingertips.

“Why don’t you go upstairs and lie down,” her father said, stroking her hair softly. “Then this afternoon we can open your presents.”

Lily nodded and turned away quickly before his skin could once more become wet and his lips swollen. She ran up the stairs to her bedroom and shut the door behind her. Lying on her bed, she put her hands over her face and waited for the vision of her father’s death to come again. When it didn’t, she fell into a troubled sleep and began to dream.

 

THE BRANCHES WERE DEAD, THIN and pale as bird bones and iced with frost. As she made her way through the trees, her bare feet left small hollows in the snow, which the edge of her night dress filled in behind her, leaving no trace of her passing.

She was unaware of the cold that kissed and nipped at her bare skin. She moved across the snowy ground as if it were summer grass, pushing her way through the empty arms of the trees until the forest opened up before her and she was standing in a clearing. The trees formed a perfect circle around her, their branches closely knotted together. Above the circle in the wood the moon hung low in the winter sky.

Sitting in the clearing was a cottage. It looked like many of the cottages in the village, with a pointed roof and small, square windows whose glass glimmered silvery in the moonlight. Tendrils of smoke crept from the top of the stone chimney, and through one of the windows Lily could see the pale yellow light of what she was sure must be a fire. She felt the cold of the snow for the first time. She shivered, and drew her arms around herself. Beneath her bare feet, the cold crunched and bit at her toes.

She walked to the door of the cottage and knocked. When there was no answer, she put her hand on the latch and lifted. The door opened, and she went inside, shutting it behind her. The warmth of a fire greeted her, and she felt the cold slipping from her skin.

Standing near the hearth was an old woman, stirring a cauldron that hung over the fire. Her long hair fell about her face in knotted tangles, and she was humming to herself a song that sounded to Lily both wild and soothing at the same time.

“I’m sorry to intrude, grandmother,” Lily said. “I knocked, but no one came.”

“I heard you,” the woman said, turning her face to Lily. Her eyes were black as the new moon, and her nose so long that it nearly touched her chin. Her mouth held a row of crooked teeth, and around her throat was a necklace of bones. Lily was startled by her appearance, but said nothing.

“You have come to Baba Yaga’s house for something,” the old woman said. “What is it?”

“I — I don’t know,” said Lily. “I found myself here.”

“No one finds herself at Baba’s house.” The old woman tsked. “The path is too well hidden. You come here only when you are ready to be tested. Are you ready, child?”

Baba stopped stirring the pot and came toward Lily. Lily backed away. She did not like the look of the old woman’s gnarled hands, each finger ending in a broken nail.

“Are you ready?” Baba Yaga asked again. This time, her voice was cold.

Lily could only shake her head. She didn’t know what Baba Yaga meant. Ready for what? How had she come to be there?

“This is just a dream.” Lily held up her hands in front of her face.

Baba Yaga laughed, filling the small house with her shrieks. Her voice rattled the window glass. On the hearth the fire died down to a frightened glow. “No one dreams in Baba’s house. Answer me, girl.”

Baba Yaga appeared right in front of Lily. Lightless eyes stared into Lily’s face. She could smell the old woman’s stale breath, ripe with the scent of mouldering leaves. She trembled, trying to still the racing of her heart.

“Ready for what?” she whispered.

“For the riddles,” Baba Yaga said, turning her head to the side and grinning. “Baba asks, and you answer. If you answer correctly, I give you a gift.”

“What kind of gift?”

“A birthday gift,” answered the old woman. “It is your birthday, is it not?”

Lily nodded. “How did you know?”

Baba Yaga cackled, spinning around in circles until she was twirling so quickly that she became a blur. When she came to a stop, she was near the hearth once more, stirring the cauldron. “Baba knows much,” she said.

“And if I guess wrong?” Lily asked. Now that Baba Yaga was some distance from her, she felt a little more brave.

Baba turned and grinned. One long finger reached into her maw of a mouth and stroked a jagged tooth. ”Then I eat you,” she said.

Lily looked at the necklace of bones around Baba Yaga’s neck. Now she understood their meaning. Her heart turned cold, and her breath swept out of her throat in a gasp. Baba saw her fear, and smiled. She laid aside the long spoon she stirred with and came back to where Lily stood, frozen in terror.

“A fair game, I think,” she said as she waited for Lily to speak. “Now, are you ready, girl?” She reached out one bony hand and took Lily’s fingers in it. As her claws curled around Lily’s soft hand, the girl gasped.

“Are you death or life?” she asked.

Baba Yaga frowned. Her eyes hardened, but she said nothing.

“I see nothing,” Lily said. She looked at Baba Yaga’s hand in her own. “I see no ending for you. Why is that so?”

Baba Yaga dropped Lily’s hand and backed away. “It is Baba who asks the questions,” she said, her voice like grinding millstones.

“Tell me,” Lily pleaded. “Why is it that I see no death for you?”

“Silence!” Baba roared. She grew larger, filling the house until her head was crooked beneath the rafters. Her black eyes blazed with cold starfire, and Lily trembled.

“You are not ready for Baba’s game,” the old woman snarled through teeth the size of axes. “Now leave this house before I decide to eat you anyway.”

“Please,” said Lily. “I need to know what I am. I know you can tell me.”

“I will tell you nothing. Go before I lose my temper.”

Her hand swept through the air, the force of it blowing Lily toward the door, which opened by itself. Lily shielded her eyes from the wind, and felt herself being pushed through the doorway and into the night. She tumbled into the snow and lay there, the cold soaking into her skin.

When she looked up, she saw that the clearing had changed. Now it was surrounded by a fence of pointed sticks. Atop each stick sat an empty skull with pale light shining from its eyes. Lily gazed at them in horror, then looked into the gaping door of Baba Yaga’s cottage, which now stood on two huge chicken feet. Through the blackness she saw one of Baba’s gigantic unblinking eyes watching her.

“Go,” said Baba, her voice pouring from the windows and the chimney. “And do not come back until you are ready. The next time I will not be so kind.”

Lily staggered to her feet and ran. She pushed open the gate in the fence of skulls and fled into the forest. Her hands pushed at the branches, and her feet slipped on the frozen ground. The snow fell fast, grew thick, and the wind whipped it about her in gusts that stung her eyes with cold. There was no path for her to follow back to where she had come from, and she groped wildly in the blizzard for something that would lead her to safety.

She looked up at the moon, and saw to her horror that it was the dark, cold eye of Baba Yaga looking down at her. The winter night broke open in a terrible smile, and the stars sank into the hungry mouth of teeth.

“Are you ready?” came the haunting cry. “Are you ready, girl?”

Lily collapsed into the snow and cried. As the blizzard swept over her shaking body, she wept, and the tears froze on her cheeks.

She awoke with a start, looking up into the white expanse of her bedroom ceiling. The quilt was pulled up around her neck, and the room was filled with an oppressive heat. There was a sharp crack of light, and then came the sound of thunder rolling across the sea. Lily looked to the window and saw that outside the sky had turned the ugly yellow color of fear.

She glanced at the clock and saw that its hands held the time at late afternoon. She had slept all day. She remembered little of her dream, but she recalled clearly her vision from the morning. Her father would be out at sea in his boat. As she realized this, the rain swept in from the swells and began to pound on the roof.

The sound drove her out of bed and sent her stumbling for the door. As the terror of the morning rushed back and filled her mind once more, she was overcome by the need to find her father, to hold him in her arms and feel the life flowing in him again. She fumbled with the latch on her door, struggling to remember what his face looked like. When she couldn’t, her heart jumped crazily.

Her nightgown grabbed at her feet, tripping her up as she raced down the set of twisting stairs to the kitchen. The storm outside rocked the world as she reached the bottom and ran into the kitchen calling out, “Father? Where is father?” Her voice was unfamiliar to her, as though she were calling into the wind and was hearing her words echoed back in tatters.

Once in the kitchen, she stopped. Her mother stood near the stove, her arms wrapped protectively about her chest as she rocked silently against the wall. “Where is he?”

“He’s dead,” her mother said into the silence, the words slipping out cold as well water. She looked up at Lily, and Lily saw that her eyes were empty. Lily didn’t know why, but she understood that anger had settled into her mother’s heart.

“He’s dead,” she said again. “Drowned.”

“Where is he?” Lily demanded, and when no one answered her, she screamed the question again, her voice shredding the quiet. “Where is he?”

“The body is on the beach,” her mother said.

Lily ran to the door. Her mother made no move to stop her, turning her face away. Outside, the wind and rain swarmed about Lily like bees, stinging her skin and blinding her eyes as she made her way through the clouds of sea lavender and down the path to the beach. From the crest of the hill she could see the small crowd gathered at the water’s edge, and she made her way toward it, the sand rough against her bare feet.

Reaching the beach, she pushed through the crowd of onlookers, the women, men, and children of the village who had come as soon as they’d heard that the sea had taken one of their own back into her arms. Lily knew them all, but at that moment she recognized no one as she looked past them to the body lying on the sand. Her father lay there, still, as if for some unexplained reason he had fallen asleep in his clothes, while around him three men stood helplessly.

Seeing Lily, the crowd stepped back as Lily fell to her knees beside her father. They watched as she reached out and ran her hands over his face, the skin mottled in bursts of plum and rose where the sea had kissed the life from his lungs. Lily brushed the seaweed from his dark hair, and her fingers danced over his closed eyes. Her long black hair fell in curls over his chest as she bent her head and wept into her hands.

“It’s time to take him back now, child,” said a kind voice close to her ear. She looked up into the face of Alex Henry. The closest thing the village had to a doctor, Alex Henry knew the ways of life and death not because he’d studied them, but because he’d lived them many times over. He had delivered Lily, and her father before her, and his father before him. There were some who believed he was as old as the land itself, and even the oldest among them could not recall a time when he had not inhabited the small cottage at the very end of the point that stretched furthest into the sea of any piece of land along the coast.

Of all the village, only Lily’s mother had not entered the world cradled in Alex Henry’s hands. She had not been born into their midst, but brought to it by Lily’s father, who fell in love with her during his one venture outside the familiar walls of his life and returned with a thin gold ring around his finger and a woman who feared the sound of waves against the rocks.

Slowly, Lily rose to her feet. Although she hated to leave her father, she knew that Alex Henry and the others would do what was needed. She left her father there with them and returned to the house. Her mother said nothing when she entered the kitchen, and Lily did not speak to her. 

She went upstairs and into the small bath. Its windows opened out over the rolling seas, and because the house was built on a cliff, she could see no land below her. She often shut the door and stood looking out at the endless plain of water. Caught up there between sky and water, she sometimes played that she was a maiden who peered through castle windows day and night, watching for her lover to return from a voyage across the seas, his arms laden with strangely-scented flowers.  

But now things had changed. She was no longer a maiden. She was just a girl, a girl imprisoned in a single thin tower that rose up from the sea like a great needle piercing the world, and from which there was neither entrance nor escape. She was a girl who held death in her hands, gazing out her window onto the lifeless bodies of those who, driven mad with desire, had tried to reach her by throwing themselves into the sea. She saw love bruised on the faces that looked up to her window, and she cried.

 She cried for a long time, thinking of her father and how she had killed him. She looked at her hands, twisted into balls in her lap, and she felt evil in them. She felt it running through her veins, and she hated it. She wanted nothing more than to reach inside her chest and pull out her heart, beating wildly, and throw it into the sea as an offering in exchange for her father’s life. 

 She stepped out of her nightgown, moving to stand in front of the long mirror her father had hung on the wall nearest the sink. Her body was thin, the skin slipping lightly over bones. Her dark hair fell loosely about her shoulders, and she saw for the first time that her breasts were becoming those of a woman, that the small patch of hair between her legs had thickened. She saw reflected in the clear face of the glass the shade of a beautiful girl who was not her.

It was this girl, she told herself, who had killed her father. In crossing over the line of her thirteenth year, which brought with it the swelling of her breasts and the unfolding of her body, she had unknowingly awakened some deep magic that needed for its working the sacrifice of love. It had reached out and taken greedily the thing she loved best, feeding itself on his soul.

Lily hated this girl, and as she looked at her image in the mirror, she determined to stop her entrance into the world. She turned to the bath and drew the water. It tumbled hotly into her hands, and she welcomed the heat as it drew itself into her skin and banished the chill that had invaded her bones. She lowered herself into the comforting curve of the tub and let herself sink into the water as it rose to surround her. She closed her eyes, imagining herself floating in the sea. The water rose over her hips, then surged around her breasts, and still she kept her eyes shut. It licked at her throat, and then she felt it close over her mouth and nose.

Only then did she open her eyes, gazing up through the thin skin of water that covered her body. She could see the familiar shapes of the bathroom around her, thrown out of focus by the distortion of the water’s motion. She wondered if this was what it was like to drown, if just before death the drowning person looked up and saw through the waves the shapes of a familiar world stretched into fantastical lines. She wondered what her father saw just before the water filled his lungs and his heart had stopped beating.

The water became deeper, filling up the big tub until she was lying at the bottom with a foot of ever-shifting golden light between her and life. There, caught between the worlds of water and air, she floated, listening. Her ears were filled with the sounds of the storm coming from far away, as though somewhere above her a giant blacksmith was beating his hammer against a forge and the echo was rolling down and around her head, becoming less powerful as it pushed its way through the water until, reaching her, it had become a soothing pulse. 

Without wanting to, she found herself thinking about the ability of water to shut out the harshness of the upper world. She recalled once when she was very small being on the deck of a boat during a sudden and furious storm, and looking down into the black waves. The shrieking of the wind and the startled cries of the other passengers had upset her. Then the boat had shifted violently as a wave lifted it up, and she had been dumped into the ocean. The blackness closed over her head, and as she sank into it, in the moments before someone dove in to bring her back, her one thought had been not how frightened she was, but how quiet and calm it had been under the water.  

It was like that now. Outside the storm raged, while in the tiny bathroom at the top of the house on the cliff, a girl who was not yet a woman was rocked in a warm cocoon. The shifting light threw patterns against the porcelain so delicate that the slightest movement of a finger or toe caused them to fall apart like breaking glass, only to reform moments later in entirely new ways as they played across her skin. She felt as though she was a creature waiting for its time to be born, knowing that while it remained in its shell of light it would be forever protected. 

After a minute had passed, her chest began to ache, as the oxygen she had drawn into her lungs at the last moment before she submerged ran out. Her body cried out for her to leave the water and return to the realm of air. At the same time, she felt a peculiar desire to stay where she was, to let the water drag her even further down into itself, where she would not have to hear the sounds of storms. She wondered how many people, when they drowned, faced an instant when they had to choose to keep reaching for air and life or to simply sink. How many of them, thinking they wanted nothing more than to draw breath once more, stopped only inches away from the surface and, bewitched by the quiet, turned back. She imagined her father trying to push his way up through the blue as the remaining oxygen within him evaporated into his blood. She pictured him frozen, knowing that another pull of his arms would bring him through the barrier between life and death. She wondered if he’d had to choose.

Then came the moment when she herself had to make that decision. She could lift her head and rise up, or she could remain still. Despite the burning of her lungs as they called to her for air, she felt something comforting about the idea of taking the water into herself, of filling up every empty space inside with warmth. She closed her eyes, surrounding herself with the feeling of it. And as she did, she saw again her father’s face, the dead eyes staring into her own, and she chose.

She screamed, the sound emerging as bubbles that rolled out of her mouth and went speeding up to the light. Her body followed, her head rushing up behind the scream until she was through and air was filling her lungs in great gasping sobs.
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 T W O 

 

BABA YAGA NIBBLED the last bit of meat from the finger bone, then sucked on the end, pulling the still-hot marrow into her mouth with a satisfying slurp. She dropped the bone into the bowl on the table, and reached for another. Finding the pan empty, she uttered a curse and pushed the bowl away. She tried to remember if there was another child in the cellar; she didn’t want to kill one of her fine, fat chickens.

She was always ravenous when awakened from a deep sleep, and her mood was not improved by the dream she’d had. The girl who had come to her was unlike any she had ever encountered. Filled with wild magic. The question was, how would she use her power? The possibilities were many, and Baba considered them all one by one. Such a girl could be very useful. Or dangerous. Probably both.

Her stomach rumbled, and she got to her feet. She walked down the seven stairs to the cellar door and peered through the tiny window set into the wood.

“Is anyone in there?” she called, rapping on the door with a bony knuckle. It was difficult to see in the dark, and the shadows played tricks on her eyes.

A whimpering sound came from one corner. “Please.” A boy’s voice. “Let me out. I promise I’ll be good.”

Baba Yaga’s spirits brightened. She wouldn’t have to wring a chicken’s neck, or waste time plucking feathers while her stomach grumbled. “Come on, come on,” she said, opening the door. “Make yourself useful.”

The boy scurried out. Standing before her, he trembled. He was small and thin. His face was dirty, and there were bits of straw in his hair. A bit like a chicken himself, Baba Yaga thought. She wished he were bigger, or that there were two of him.

“Are you afraid?” she asked.

The boy nodded his head.

Baba Yaga tried to remember what he had done to land himself in her cellar. Stolen an egg from her henhouse? Taken the wrong path through the forest? Accepted a dare from a friend to knock at her door? Perhaps he’d simply decided to see if the stories were true.

Unfortunately for him, they were.

Grabbing the boy by the wrist, she dragged him behind her as she returned to the kitchen. Her hunger was reaching monstrous proportions, and she considered eating him uncooked. But the taste of the roasted marrow was still on her tongue, and so she opened the door to the huge oven and threw him inside. She hummed loudly to drown out the sounds of his protests, but these lasted only a few moments. Her fire was hot, and soon the cottage was quiet again.

She settled into her chair to wait. Again her thoughts returned to the girl. It was seldom that she found herself intrigued by anyone, particularly a human. But this girl made her curious. Curious enough to leave the forest? she asked herself.

She hadn’t had such a thought in many a year. Now that she did, she considered the question. Was it time for an adventure? What could she gain from it? Perhaps nothing. But it might amuse her to see where this child went and what she did. And it’s not as if you’re doing anything else, she reminded herself.

The smell of roasting meat filled the air. She sniffed, inhaling deeply, and her mouth watered. Yes, perhaps it was indeed time for an adventure. But first, a bit of supper.
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 T H R E E 

 

IN THE WAY OF THE village, they buried Lily’s father that evening, despite the storm that continued to rage around the point where the cemetery had stood since the first inhabitant had died and been laid to rest there, looking out over the sea, her grave swept clean by endless winds. It was there that the people gathered at dusk, the lanterns they held in their hands casting a golden pale over the hole that had been dug as soon as news of the drowning had spread. Beside the hole lay the body, wrapped from head to toe in whitest linen and tied around the chest with a red cord.

as soon as news of the drowning had spread. Beside the hole lay the body, wrapped from head to toe in whitest linen and tied around the chest with a red cord.

The village had no priest, as they followed nothing that would be called a religion by anyone who happened upon them murmuring into the waves before launching their boats or saw them pinning small bags of salt or bunches of mistletoe inside the pockets of their greatcoats before setting out after dark had fallen. Yet they were possessed of rituals as dark and as strong as any performed by the servants of God, and it was Alex Henry who led them through them. He stood now beside the mouth in the earth, looking out at the sea and waiting. When the last of the sun had fallen behind the horizon and the first and brightest star of evening was visible even through the cloud-washed sky, he turned to the assembled villagers.

“It is time,” he said, and nodded to the two men on either side of him. Moving silently, they took the head and feet of the body that lay on the grass and gently lowered it into the ground. Then they stepped back, and all eyes turned to Lily, who stood at the opposite end of the grave from Alex Henry. Her mother had refused to come, locking herself in her bedroom when they came for her, and so she stood alone looking down at her father’s shell.

“It is the child who begins it,” said Alex Henry, and Lily walked to the pile of earth beside the grave and took a handful of dirt. Clutched in her fist, it was cool with rain, and she felt it compress into a ball as she squeezed it tightly. Turning to the open hole, she held her hand over her father’s chest and crumbled the earth in her fingers. It fell in a fine rain over the linen, dusting the body as cinnamon might be sprinkled over freshly-baked bread. When her hand was empty, she turned away.

One by one, the villagers filed past the grave, each one taking up a handful of earth and passing it over the body of Lily’s father. This much of the death ritual they shared with those outside their world; even the children understood the importance of covering the body with earth from their hands. Lily watched as fathers led to the grave little ones barely able to walk and helped them cast their offerings into the darkness.

When they had all passed, Alex Henry nodded once more to the two men beside him, and they began to fill the remainder of the hole, their shovels working like clockwork arms as one lifted a spoonful of dirt, turned it into the hole, and then swept away as his companion echoed the sequence. Lily knew that they would be done quickly, as tradition demanded, and that before the moon rose to its highest point her father would be wrapped in earth.

The villagers began the walk back to the small group of houses, and as the last person passed by her, Lily fell into step with the others. Moments later, the song of death began, the first high keening note sung by the woman with the most beautiful voice. The others joined in after her, and soon the night air was filled with the sounds of many voices. Lily sang too, taking comfort in the words of light and love and renewal. Her heart was sore, and she knew that she would cry more tears in the days to come, but as she watched the procession of gentle light wind its way down the sloping path and into the welcoming arms of the village, she sang with joy.

They came to the doors of the Great Hall, and went inside. As they did at each death, they would spend the night together, eating and drinking around the fire. The youngest would be told stories of the creatures that came out with the moon and of things that danced beneath the sea. They would hear of the fair folk and the selkies, of the White Ladies and the kobold. They would be told of Foolish Sarah, who followed a man with the feet of a goat into the forest and returned seven years later, her mind half gone, and of the young man who listened too closely to the promises of a vodyanoy and was drowned for want of a kiss.

Like the funeral, this was the way of the village. Lily could remember with great clarity the first time she’d sat in the hall, on a winter’s night when the sea wind hurled snow sharp as knives and they gathered to celebrate the death of old Elsbeth Applegrim, almost two hundred years old when she’d turned from her baking and crumbled into dust on the kitchen floor. Lily had sat, eyes wide with terror and excited wonder, as Alex Henry had told the children why the villagers wrapped their dead about with red cord.

“The soul,” he said in a voice like whiskey seeping from its cask, “is tied to the body like a lover to a lover. When one dies, the other wanders alone and afraid. We bind the soul to the body so that it remains at sleep. If we did not, the world would be crowded with souls looking for their missing selves.”

Lily had seen ghosts. Everyone had. They appeared at moonfall and in the hours afterwards, pale forms that walked the fields and peered in windows. In general they were stupid creatures and not to be feared, but Lily knew that sometimes they gathered someone who looked like their missing selves into their arms and carried them into the next world. They did it for love, that was understood, but still their touch could bring death.

Sitting by the fire and looking into the dancing flames, she thought about the red cord wrapped tightly about her father’s chest. She imagined digging through the earth and cutting it, freeing his soul so that she could see once more what he looked like in motion. But she knew also that it would bring pain. Years ago, a young man had done exactly that, sneaking away from the safety of the Great Hall to the cemetery and unearthing the body of the girl he’d loved. Her spirit had risen, and he’d reached out to her, only to feel the life taken from him as she reached cold hands into his chest to warm them.

The flames blew hot breath over Lily’s skin, and the voices of the people talking around her provided a soothing murmur upon which she let her tired body rest. She thought about her mother, locked in the bedroom of the empty house. She pictured her huddled against the wall of the bedroom, staring at the bolted door and fearing any knock that might come against it. She wondered if her mother would open the door should her father’s wraith come calling for her, or if she would put a pillow over her head and scream until morning drove him away. Her mother did not believe in such things, she knew, but she also knew that belief had little to do with whether a thing was true or not.

She was woken from her half-sleep by the touch of Alex Henry’s hand on her shoulder. “I have something for you,” he said, handing her two packages wrapped in paper and tied with string.

Lily looked at the bundles, turning them over in her hands. “What are they?” she asked.

“Your father’s birthday gifts to you,” he said. “I brought them from the house.”

Alex Henry walked away and rejoined the children waiting for him to tell them another story about Black Hannah or the silver-eyed foxes that darted beneath the fir trees on Midsummer Eve carrying messages between the worlds. The other villagers were busy about the Hall, tending the roasting meats, sewing, and remembering other nights like this one.

Lily picked up the larger of the two packages. It was surprisingly heavy. As her fingers worked at the knotted string, she imagined her father
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