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For Roei. I love you.

And for Claire. I miss you.
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PROLOGUE

The sky is endless. All she can hear is the sway of flowers, the rustle of feathers, the soft, heavy sound of the snow settling a mere footstep away. And then, faintly, a damselfly-wing brush of sound, her name.

No, she thinks. No, please.

“Come back.” The words are like fishing rods, lines arching to catch at her skin. Ready to pull her down, down, down. Already, mud is crawling up the arches of her feet, her toes, her ankles, as if preparing to hold her in place. There’s a sinking sensation in her chest. The taste of leaf dust in her mouth, dry and ash-like.

No, she thinks again, helplessly.

But it’s already too late.




Part One


They took the blossoms of the oak, and the blossoms of the broom, and the blossoms of the meadow-sweet, and produced from them a maiden, the fairest and most graceful that man ever saw.

And they baptized her, and gave her the name of Blodeuwedd.

— THE MABINOGION, translated by Lady Charlotte Guest, 1877






CHAPTER 1

Rory

“Stop following me,” Wynne said, not bothering to turn around.

Rory took another step, his small shadow licking over his sister’s heels.

“Rory, I’m serious. Stop. Following. Me,” she said over her shoulder, stepping into the back garden.

But Rory had nothing to do but follow. It was midday, the early summer heat lying heavy on the meadow, lush and golden. He had already eaten lunch, and the house behind them was silent but for the soft, lonely sounds of the dinner stew simmering on the stove. The afternoon was an infinite stretch, and the forest a cool pool of shade at the edge of the garden, emerald green and pine dark. What could he do but dive in after his sister?

For all eight years of Rory’s life, it had always been Wynne and him. It never mattered before that she was six and a half years older. The two of them crisscrossed the meadow in pursuit of bunnies and crouched over mushrooms in the forest; waded in forest pools after frogs or lay down among the nodding white heads of daisies. For as long as he could remember, between the bunnies, the meadow, and his sister—big and brave and brimming with marvelous ideas—his days were full.

But for months now, Rory had felt a change creeping. Wynne started disappearing for hours at a time, then days. A new generation of bunnies dotted the grass by the heather, but Wynne wasn’t there to give chase. She was in her room, or the back garden, or nowhere at all. Saying “I’m busy,” or “Not right now,” or “Go play somewhere else.” Not always. But enough that Rory could feel the ground shifting under his feet.

He started bringing her offerings. A fistful of dandelions. A cup full of tadpoles. Two white branches with a keen resemblance to swords. But she would only glance down at whatever strange treasure Rory was extending and say, with the new and lofty disdain of her fifteen years, “I’m too old to play with that.” Rory was reduced to slinking behind his sister, following sometimes close by, sometimes at a distance.

His sister was almost to the back gate. Rory crouched to pick a strawberry that was only a little bit eaten, and doggedly followed.

Wynne whirled around in a maelstrom of dark hair and flashing eyes. “What do you want from me?” she demanded. “Why can’t you just leave me alone?” She was formidable when she stretched herself to her full height, as she did now. But Rory refused to cower.

“I want to play.”

“I’m too old to play with you.”

While Rory had heard this plenty over the last months, this time felt different. This, right now, somehow felt like a demarcation. So instead of wheedling or begging or any of the other things Rory had tried lately, he said, simply, “But I have no one else to play with.”

Wynne considered this for a while.

“If I find you someone else to play with, will you stop following me?”

Someone else? Rory’s eyebrows creased. There were no other houses for miles around, only the green of forest and meadow, and the village was endless fields away, a whole afternoon’s worth of walking. So Rory couldn’t fully comprehend the notion of finding “someone else,” but he nodded anyway.

“You promise? If I give you a playmate, you’ll stop begging me to play with you?”

Rory nodded again.

“You triple promise to leave me alone if I get you a companion to play with?”

He hesitated. A triple promise was a capital-lettered Promise. And what if the playmate she procured didn’t like his games, or turned out like his sister and, without warning, stopped wanting to play?

“The . . . companion,” Rory asked hesitantly, stretching the unfamiliar word taut before discarding it for another. “Will the playmate play whatever I want with me?”

His sister tilted her head to the side. “Within reason.” She paused for a moment, then added with an air of immense generosity, “It’ll play whatever game you want for as long as you want to play. Now, do you triple promise to stop bothering me if I make you a playmate?”

So Rory nodded a third time, sealing the bargain.

His sister sat down on the back gate’s stoop, chin in her hand. “Let me think.” Her fingers were stained green, as if she had spent all morning, all summer, weaving flower crowns.

Rory settled down and occupied himself with eating his strawberry—carefully eating around the spoiled part until he was left with the burrowed hole and a soft, pink worm peeking out of it. He got so absorbed in watching the worm wriggle that he was almost surprised when his sister clapped her hands and said, “Yes, okay. Here’s what we’re going to do.”

She went back to the house and brought out a large book, sun-faded spots dappling the green cover like a fawn’s fur. She went around the garden, collecting leaves and flowers from every bush and plant. She got on her tiptoes and plucked oak flowers from the low-hanging boughs and crouched down to pick up fallen branches. She gathered soft, white meadowsweet from the meadow and sweet-smelling broom from the hedges. Picked the last of the ripe-red strawberries and all the violets reclining between the grass blades. And when she had a big enough pile, she sat on her heels and started weaving them together.

Before long a little girl lay in front of her, with skin the milky color of meadowsweet and slim limbs tapering into branch-thin wrists and ankles; hair the vibrant yellow of broom and a round, ruby-ripe strawberry of a mouth.

Rory didn’t know how this transformation from pile to girl happened. His sister’s hands flashed too fast to follow, weaving over, under, turning and entwining—glimmers of white fingers rising and falling among soft petals and supple branches. She was muttering a steady stream of words, but whenever Rory tried edging close enough to hear, she’d shoo him back, sending him for white flowers from the far edge of the meadow, for a handful of moss and honeysuckle vines from the forest, for an old dress from the attic. All the while, a girl made of flowers was taking shape under her hands.

Finally Wynne sat back on her heels and looked at the creation arrayed in front of her, doll-perfect and Rory-sized. She looked just like a girl, fast asleep in the tall summer grass. Yet somehow the impression of blossoms lingered in the pansy-roundness of her cheeks and in the petal-like suppleness of her skin, and the shadow of ivy seemed to curl in the tendrils of her golden hair, despite her looking nothing like vines or flowers at all.

There was a self-satisfied twist to Wynne’s mouth. Rory’s eyes were round with wonder.

“Wake up,” she told the flower girl.

The flower girl opened her eyes and smiled.




CHAPTER 2

Rory

It was a blissful, endless sort of summer. The flower girl—a Blodeuwedd, Wynne declared ceremoniously, though Rory called her Daye (since he couldn’t quite wrap his mouth around her full name, his tongue tripping halfway through Blo-daye-wedd) and his sister rarely called her anything at all—was the perfect playmate. Her feet were quick and sure. She could run as fast as Rory—faster, though she never outpaced him. She could climb any tree and reach every nest. She had a knack for finding mushrooms and hidden berry bushes. And when she sat still on the grass by the heather, velvet-eared bunnies came to nestle at her knees, allowing her and Rory to hold them to their cheeks and feel their hearts thump-thump-thumping against their palms.

For the first time in his life, Rory got to be in charge. It was strange at first, but Daye leaped to every idea with a spark in her eyes, lips quirked in anticipation, so almost without noticing, he fell into the habit of leading. He invented games and dived into exploration as if he had been doing it all along. Though, Rory pointed out to himself, he never lorded it over Daye the way his sister did to him. He always checked whether she wanted to play the game he suggested (she always did) and always stopped to rest whenever her mouth started parting in strawberry-red yawns.

Daye wasn’t just a playmate, as Wynne promised. She was the perfect playmate. Not merely a placeholder for an absent sister, but a bosom friend, a confidant. Her footfalls in sync with Rory’s, her palm tucked in his.

She wasn’t as good as his sister—she was better.

“Why can’t Daye talk?” Rory asked his sister one July evening. A summer storm sent all three huddling into the living room while the housekeeper, Mrs. Matthews, banged about in the kitchen.

“She just can’t.” Wynne shrugged.

“But why can’t she?”

His sister’s mouth closed mulishly. “Because she can’t. That’s the way flower girls work.”

“But—”

“Rory,” Wynne said warningly, snapping her book shut. “Do you remember your promise to stop bothering me? You’re bothering me now. Stop asking why, or I’ll consider your promise broken and take the Blodeuwedd away.”

Rory beat a hasty retreat upstairs, Daye in tow. He didn’t think she would really take Daye, but it was never a good idea to underestimate his sister. A good dose of caution was always prudent, especially when her mouth arranged itself in that sort of line.

And anyway, though Wynne would never admit it, Rory was pretty sure that she didn’t know why Daye couldn’t speak, either. He knew Daye understood everything he said, though—she would follow intricate instructions in whatever game they played or gasp at the exact right point in the story. And Daye could express herself perfectly well to Rory, pointing or nodding or shaking her head; miming swimming when the day grew hot, or smiling in delight when they discovered a fox’s den. Smiling in delight most of the time, really. Even in her sleep her lips curved up, as if her dreams were filled with thrilling adventures. And while they were strange at first, these one-way, half-silent conversations, soon the strangeness faded into normalcy, half invisible, half forgotten altogether.

“Wynne wasn’t always like this,” Rory whispered to Daye in his room. They were lying facing each other—Rory on his bed, Daye on the makeshift cot Rory had made for her, the gloom of a daytime storm between them.

Daye widened her eyes questioningly, her hands splaying in something that was both an inquiry and a reassurance.

“She used to be . . .” Rory searched for words and came up with fistfuls of silence. Lightning flashed, then thunder. Rory closed his eyes against the glare and kept them closed. It was easier that way. “It’s only that our parents . . . I think she misses them.”

He peeked, eyes still squinted. Daye’s mouth was round with sympathy, her hand pillowing her cheek.

“They used to be here more, when I was little,” Rory continued. “Before they stopped being married. Not only for visits. They’d even take the two of us to the city with them, sometimes. But they haven’t been here for”—he tried to count, but the months got confused in his head—“a long time. I don’t mind,” he insisted, seeing the concerned slope of Daye’s eyebrows. “They send cards every birthday. And they were never around much to begin with. And I always had Wynne.” Or at least, he used to. “And Ms. Lucy, our nanny. Though she’s gone now.” His voice tapered down, something thickening in his throat. He sniffed. “And I have Mrs. Matthews, the housekeeper. And Mr. Benson, our tutor. And you.” He smiled at her.

Daye smiled back, luminous.

“So you see? I don’t mind, but Wynne . . . I think she does.” Rory shrugged bravely, but a sniffle escaped—a small one, barely audible at all. He closed his eyes again, shutting off the gloom, the words, the restless pacing of his sister downstairs.

The bed beside him dipped, a small palm resting on his arm, soft and warm.

“I don’t care, really,” Rory said, still not opening his eyes. He didn’t.

Warm weight leaned against his back, and a slim arm encircled his waist as Daye curled around him, her cheek to his shoulder. Like this, with his face hidden from sight, Rory could finally let the tears brimming in his eyes spill.

“Everyone is always leaving,” he said, barely a whisper. “Ms. Lucy, my parents. Wynne, too. She’s never around anymore. But you wouldn’t, right? You’ll stay?”

From behind him, he could feel Daye nodding emphatically, her cheek bumping against his shoulder. Her arm around his waist tightened, and Rory leaned back, sinking deeper into the embrace.

They stayed like this, quiet and still, until the storm blew itself away.

[image: ]
AND SO THE summer passed breathlessly, leaping from one adventure to another. For three months, Rory and Daye crisscrossed the meadow and crawled between fallen trees in the forest, delighted in pocketfuls of mushrooms and waded through shallow rain pools, perfect for splashing, when the heat lay languid on the ground. Each day seemed to stretch, toffee-like, into small eternities, perfect and drowsy with light.

It seemed like an infinite sort of arrangement, age-old and everlasting. The two of them—Rory and Daye—and their kingdom: meadow, forest, house, and everything in between.

There must have been earlier signs, but Rory missed them completely. And if Daye noticed them, she made no mention of it, her smiles as quick and easy as they always had been. It started small: the yellow of Daye’s hair growing faintly duller; her cheeks less vibrantly pink, less pansy-round. Easily explained by a night of little sleep, a trick of the light.

So Rory couldn’t remember the exact point when he looked up and thought, Daye looks different. But he did remember the first time he thought, Something might be wrong.

It was a warm September afternoon, and they were thundering across the meadow solely for the pleasure of thundering, a shower of translucent bugs erupting from under their feet in continuous waves. He looked right, and suddenly Daye wasn’t by his side. She was in the grass behind him, braced on hands and knees. A tremble moved up her arms—a leaf shiver, a horse twitching its coat, there and gone. It lasted a moment, a heartbeat, the length of one bite into a hard apple, and then Daye was on her feet again, running toward him as if it wasn’t the first time Rory had seen her fall.

From then on, the changes grew bolder with each passing day. By the third week of September—how could it have happened so fast, when only two weeks earlier they were flying through the forest in chase of fox kits?—there was no denying that Daye seemed . . . wrong. Drawn in a faded sort of way. Her ripe-red smile dimmer. Her steps less quick, less sure.

So Rory stopped racing. He invented new games: hiding, building a fortress of woven vines and branches to last them the winter. And for a day or two, everything would be okay, and Rory would almost think that he imagined it, whatever it was. That Daye’s hair was always that color, her skin always tinted gray that way. That there was always a fine web of cracks stretching across her lips and up the backs of her hands. And then something would happen—a stumble, a shiver, vines falling from Daye’s fingers mid-weave—and he’d realize, No, this isn’t right.

But it was okay, right? People, even flower girls, got sick sometimes, and you just had to wait it out.

It was a clear early autumn morning—the deceptive kind of fall day, all summer-blue skies and nipping chill. They were walking through the meadow—ostensibly to the apple tree on its western side, but neither of them was in any hurry to get there. Rory was telling Daye about his new idea for the fortress’s walls when a gaggle of geese passed overhead, drowning his words with their honks.

“They’re on the way to the lake,” he said when the last of the stragglers passed from view, but Daye wasn’t by his side. Rory looked around wildly. For a moment he thought, Did Daye use the distraction to hide? and a bubble of excitement flared in him, that everything was all right, that Daye was playing again. But then he spotted her—a silhouette, crumpled beside the heather—and the breath whooshed out of his chest all at once.

He ran to her, dropping to his knees by her side. “Are you okay?” he asked, as he did every time Daye stumbled, anxious and hovering. And every time, Daye would smile and nod and heave herself up. But today she seemed to have run out of smiles. Her eyes were closed, and her chest rose and fell quickly, then slowly, then quickly again. Rory grabbed for her hand. “Daye, Daye, are you all right?”

Daye’s eyes fluttered open, violet-dark. She looked up at Rory with a grimace. Lifted a shoulder. Gave a small, confused shake of her head. No, she wasn’t okay. No, she couldn’t get up right then.

“C’mon, I’ll help you up,” Rory said, bravely, forcing a smile to his face. He braced a hand on the grass and started pulling her up, but almost immediately she flinched, and her face scrunched with pain.

“Daye?” Rory asked.

And then he saw her ankle. It was at an odd kind of angle. Brittle. Wrong. Like the only thing that was holding it in place was the sock over it. Like it wasn’t in its place at all. Rory covered his mouth with his hand. He looked down, searching for something else, some other explanation. Instead, his eyes caught on long strands of Daye’s hair, connected to nothing and broken into straw-like fragments. A bunch was sticking from under his knee, and with horror he realized, I broke Daye’s hair. A gust of wind carried a small chunk away, and Rory swallowed back a sob.

Daye was breaking. Daye was flaking away.

Daye’s eyes drifted closed. Her chest rose slow and even, like she was taking deep, deep breaths. The calming kind. Her palm spasmed in his, and when he looked down, he saw that her pinkie finger was hanging limply, and two more were bent at an odd angle. The broken kind. Her skin was cracked, deep fissures spiderwebbing across it. But instead of blood, they left a fine layer of leaf dust on Rory’s palm, gray-green against his skin.

Rory dropped her hand in alarm, backing away on his knees. The movement crushed the strands of hair beneath him, reducing them to little more than yellow-gray powder. Her hand remained, palm up, where he had dropped it.

Sobs shuddered in Rory’s chest. “Daye, Daye—please, please tell me what to do. Daye. Blo-daye-wedd. Please!”

But her eyes remained closed. Shivers racked her frame, beginning in her shoulders and moving downward.

Her pinkie fell off.

Rory got up and ran.




CHAPTER 3

Rory

Rory couldn’t remember running back to the house, or climbing up the stairs, or banging on Wynne’s door. One moment he was backing away from Daye, a roar of nononononono in his ears, and the next his sister was shaking his shoulders, calling his name.

“Rory, take a deep breath. Tell me what’s wrong.”

Though Rory could count on one hand the number of times they’d talked that summer, he threw himself into Wynne’s arms and let the hysteria close over his head.

“Rory, I need you to tell me—are you hurt? Did something happen?”

Rory struggled to draw enough breath to speak. It was useless. Every time he tried, he remembered the cracks in Daye’s skin, her finger lying in the grass, and his stomach roiled and fresh tears flooded his tongue and the words were gone. He tried once, twice, then took hold of Wynne’s hand and dragged her down the stairs, out the front gate, round the meadow. His sister protested all along, but never pulled her arm free.

Daye was lying where he had left her, outlined by the purple blaze of the heather. Her left hand was still lying outstretched where he dropped it, though Rory averted his eyes before he could see if any more fingers—

Soft brown shapes huddled around her. Bunnies nestled at the curve of her waist, her knee, her shoulder. A red leaf rested on Daye’s collarbone. It looked like a wound. It wasn’t moving. Rory couldn’t tell if she was moving. All the bunnies’ noses were twitching in unison, their sides rising and falling, and Rory couldn’t see Daye’s chest moving at all.

“Please.” Rory couldn’t look. Instead, he watched Wynne, the rapid-fire change of expressions on her face: hand-to-mouth horror, sliding down to dismay before falling away altogether, leaving behind only a patronizing sort of pity, a dash of guilt.

He might have gotten angry if he wasn’t so busy panicking, and if Wynne wasn’t the only one that could help.

“Rory—”

“Please please please do something,” he begged.

“Oh, Rory.” Wynne seemed torn. “She’s a flower girl. That’s just the way flower girls are.”

“What—What?” Rory asked through salt-numb lips.

“She’s out of her season. See? She’s made out of summer flowers, but it’s almost October already, and summer flowers can’t survive in autumn.”

“Can you fix her?”

Wynne pursed her lips like she was no longer certain that making Daye had been such a great idea. “Sure. But, Rory, are you sure you want me to? She’s not a person, she’s a flower girl. That’s what flower girls do. They’re not meant to last.”

“She is a person.” Rory’s hands balled into fists. “She’s my friend—my best friend. I don’t care if she’s a flower girl, I just care that she’ll be okay again.”

“Rory, maybe this isn’t—”

Rory cut her off. “You promised. You promised that if I stopped bothering you, you’d make Daye for me. Are you going to break your triple promise?”

Wynne sighed her most resigned sigh. “Just don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

“I won’t. Please, please fix her?”

“Fine. I’ll get the heather. You go gather as many fallen leaves as you can. And apples. And any autumn flowers you can find.”

Rory dashed away, bringing back a shirtful of apples, as many velvet-centered wood anemones as he could carry, and leaves—red and brown and yellow and speckled every shade of green. Handfuls of acorns with their jaunty little caps. Late harebells and clusters of yarrow. He kept bringing his sister more and more things, long after Wynne said it was enough.

He didn’t want to watch. Didn’t want to see her untangling parts of Daye, replacing them with others. But no matter how much he tried, he kept catching sight of Wynne’s fingers moving inside Daye’s chest, her arms, her face. Each time he screwed his eyes shut and turned away as fast as he could. It was never fast enough.

He really did try not to cry—Wynne kept telling him to stop, that there was no need and Daye was going to be okay and “Really, Rory, stop with the crying” and “Don’t be such a baby,” but tears kept falling from his eyes.

Finally Wynne called him to her. “Look. She’s fine. Stop crying and look.” She grabbed his hand and pointed.

But it wasn’t Daye lying before her. The girl was Daye-shaped and dressed in Daye’s sweater and pants, but she had red hair, like the dogwood leaves littering the grass around them. Her cheeks were apple red and her lips dusty pink like the heather behind them. She was pretty, but she wasn’t Daye.

“It’s not her.” Rory’s voice hitched.

Wynne heaved a sigh. “Yes, it is.”

“No it isn’t. She doesn’t even look like Daye.”

“It’s her. The exact same flower girl, different season.”

“But—”

“Trust me, Rory, it’s the same Blodeuwedd.” Wynne sounded impatient now. “It’s only the flowers she’s made of that are different. It’s like changing clothes—you can change what you wear and still be the same person, right?”

Rory mulled it over for a moment. “But,” he said, voice small, “will she remember me?”

“Y-yes. Just, next time, call me before she starts falling apart, will you? It’ll be easier that way. Just come and get me the first week of winter, and I’ll fix her up.”

“But why doesn’t she open her eyes?”

“Oh, yeah. That.” She looked down at Daye. “Wake up, Blodeuwedd.”

And Daye opened her eyes, and smiled.




CHAPTER 4

Daye

They were racing through the forest. Rory was laughing, the sound flung to the air above them, high and sweet; her own laughter an inaudible chorus twining through it. All around them, light pooled in leaves and dripped into the last of the blackberry thickets, before splashing into the ground like spilled honey.

She could almost taste it.

It seemed impossible that summer had ever existed. That the end of summer had ever happened. That there was ever anything but this: the air in her lungs, loam-tinged and cool. The surety of her limbs, autumn pulsing through her like a heartbeat, loud and fresh, making stumbling unthinkable. The thrill of speed, of movement. The joy of it. The autumn forest streaking around her, steeped in rust and gold.

And Rory. His fingers laced with hers. The flash of his smile, blackberry stained and bright, as he tugged her deeper between the trees.




CHAPTER 5

Rory

The December fields stretched around them, dusted uniform white as far as the eye could see. Rory glanced at the stream snaking to their right, then at the horizon again. He was almost sure he was on the right track, despite it being his first time walking to the village by himself.

Well, not really by himself, he amended. He had Daye.

The frisson of excitement at the thought of Daye in the village with him was almost enough to muffle the pang of Wynne’s absence. He wasn’t even surprised that she wasn’t coming this year, but still.

“We should have brought skates,” he mused, looking at the crust already formed on the stream. “Then we could have skated most of the way to the village. But it’ll be worth the trip, you’ll see. Wynne and I go to Ashford every year for Saint Winebald’s Day. Once the sun starts to set, they’ll light candles in the windows, and there’ll be singing and honey cakes . . .” Rory trailed off. “Which I guess you’ll have to take my word on, since you can’t eat them, but they’re really good.”

Daye grinned back, all but skipping with excitement at her very first visit to the village.

All morning, Rory kept catching glimpses of her through the window as she feverishly flitted back and forth in the garden, waiting for his lessons to end. Her palpable excitement kept drumming up his, until he could barely keep still, no matter how many times his tutor, Mr. Benson, reminded him to pay attention, look here, finish reading the lesson. And Wynne, with her endless questions for their tutor, only made it worse.

At least next week would make up for it.

“I almost forgot to tell you.” Rory turned to Daye, excitement once again ratcheting up. “You wouldn’t believe what Mr. Benson said today! He said that he arranged for Wynne to take a late entrance exam to the university next week. That making you proves she’s already advanced enough, even though she’s not sixteen yet. And that since they need to prepare her for it, I might get a full week without classes!” He punctuated this statement with a skip, hurling over a stone half buried in snow.

Daye smiled victoriously back, then made a confused gesture, mimicking Wynne’s usual frown.

“Wynne? Oh, you’re asking about the university?”

Daye nodded.

“It’s a place you learn, like Wynne and I do with Mr. Benson. Only it’s huge, and it’s for people Wynne’s age, and you learn with lots of other people you don’t know.” Rory could still remember his parents pointing it out the last time they took him and Wynne to the city. The enormous doors and the stream of people moving in and out of them, under the watchful eyes of stone owls.

Daye made a show of looking around her, wiggling her palm as if asking for directions.

“Where is it? It’s in the city where my parents live, St. Claire. It’s a few hours away from here. You have to take the train.” The train ride was usually the best part of the visit. He and Wynne got to run up and down the aisle, taking turns feeding coins into the vending construction so they could watch it reach inside its cage of branches and pry out the snack they chose. Ms. Lucy even let them eat all the snacks at once, so that by the time he got to the city, he was always sugar-sated and just a little dreamy, making everything feel not quite real.

He could just barely remember a different kind of trip: his parent’s car, the smell of leather and orange mints, the sloping silhouettes of his parents, twin mountains in the front seats. But that hadn’t happened in years and years. Rory shook himself. “Or at least the university Wynne wants to go to is,” he added. “Mr. Benson said there are more, I think, but I don’t know where those are.”

Finally, the first houses of Ashford appeared in the distance, gabled roofs dusted white and tidy shoveled stoops.

Daye’s eyes were growing round with wonder. She tugged on his sleeve, gesturing as if to encompass the impossibility of so many houses.

Rory laughed. “If you think this is big, wait till you see the city. St. Claire is like . . . ten times—no, a hundred times as big.”

He was busy telling her about the candy one could buy in St. Claire—red and green and pink and utterly wonderful—when five kids came hurtling down the road, stopping before them in a spray of snow and shouted greetings. They were vaguely familiar from years of village visits, though Rory had never learned their names.

Daye tugged at Rory’s arm, looking alarmed.

“Don’t worry.” Rory smiled at her. “They’re just kids from the village.”

If possible, Daye’s eyes grew even rounder, her mouth parting in an O of astonishment.

The tallest of the kids, easily two heads above Rory and at least five years older, took a step forward, eyes squinted in recognition. “Hey, you’re the kid from down by the woods, right? The younger one? I recognize you from last year.” He continued without waiting for Rory’s answer. “I’m Owen. My aunt, Mrs. Matthews, is your housekeeper.”

“Yeah.” Rory nodded cautiously. “I’m Rory. This is my friend Daye.” Rory gestured at her.

Daye waved timidly.

“Where is she from?” another kid, this one with a bright-red corduroy jacket, asked.

“Um, she lives with us.”

“Why? Is she your cousin or something like that?” Corduroy Jacket peered closer at Daye, then back at Rory. “She doesn’t look like your cousin.”

“She isn’t,” Rory said, a hint of frustration in his voice.

“So what is she doing with you?” Corduroy Jacket asked, while another with a blue hat asked, “Where did she come from?” and a third kid, from the back of the huddle, prodded, “For how long is she—”

From the center of the village, bells began to toll, their ringing clang drowning out whatever else the kids might have said. And then, behind the peal of bells, the familiar sound of singing voices rose through the air.

Daye’s lips parted in awe. She looked at him, then toward the center of the village, her hands moving in rapid succession to mimic first a bird, then a flower, before clasping them to her chest as if to express the immensity of her joy.

That was a mistake.

Suddenly the kids were huddling closer, their voices swelling over the carols, shouting, “What is she doing?” “What was that?” “Is she having a fit?”

“No! Of course not,” Rory exclaimed.

The sun was slanting downward, reflecting berry-red from the snow, reducing the kids before them to dark silhouettes, nothing but eyes and hats and teeth. Mrs. Matthews’s nephew’s eyes moved from Rory to Daye, narrowing. “Why doesn’t she speak?” he demanded.

Rory swallowed. “She can’t.”

“What do you mean? Is she mute?” Owen studied Daye, mouth scrunched with distaste in a way that made him look very much like his aunt.

“Yeah,” Rory said, kicking at the snow.

Now the kids were pressing even closer, their eyes sliding over Daye like they were looking for loose threads. Under their gazes Daye shrank back, the awe that had widened her eyes moments ago fast transmuting to the roundness of fear.

“She looks like a doll,” exclaimed the girl with the blue hat. “She’s all perfect, and her hair has so many colors, like she colored it with markers!” She reached out past Rory to touch Daye’s hair.

“She does look like a doll!” another said. “And how come she doesn’t have a coat or gloves?” He gestured at Daye’s dress, a thin hand-me-down from Wynne, his hands unfurling toward her.

Rory tried to step between Daye and the village kids, but they were suddenly everywhere, loud and shadowy and so much bigger than Daye and him.

“Is she even a real girl?” Mrs. Matthews’s nephew demanded, lips pursed in suspicion. “My aunt told me his sister is going to the university. You know what kind of things they’re doing there.” Suddenly Daye’s wrist was in his hand, and he was making a show of examining it from all sides—like he might find a way to unzip her skin—before dropping it again.

“Maybe she is a doll!” another answered from behind Daye, stepping even closer.

Daye shrank back against Rory, her wrist cradled to her chest. Her lips were parted in silent pants, her eyes darting between Rory and the kids surrounding them. There was a sour taste in the back of Rory’s throat. Like spoiled milk. Or shame.

From the center of the village, the carols surged again, drowning for a moment the voices around them.

Rory took a deep breath. “You know what?” he said, turning toward Daye and taking her hand in his. “It’s getting late. We should probably head back home before it gets too dark.”

Daye nodded emphatically, her fingers tightening around his. He squeezed her hand back, trying to look reassuring.

“You’re going now?” Blue Hat asked, looking disappointed. “But the feast’s just starting. You’ll miss the cakes.”

The word cakes rippled through the throng like a plucked string, producing a small shuffling movement, hands opening and closing in indecision.

“I’ll get them next year.” Rory shrugged, trying his best to look unconcerned. “Though you should probably hurry,” he added, just a little too loudly, “or all the good ones will be gone. Last year, by the time I got there, only the burnt ones were left.”

He waited for one beat, two, body tense and quivering, but whispers of cakes spread through the village kids like wildfire, and soon the road was clear, nothing but churned-up snow to indicate they had ever been there.

Rory let out a long breath, his fingers relaxing around Daye’s.

“Come on,” he said quietly. Daye nodded.

They turned and started the long trek back home, hand in hand. The carols spilled behind them, echoing over the fields long after the village disappeared from sight.




CHAPTER 6

Daye

Daye could still taste fear in her mouth. It sat ashy and dry on her tongue, like the smell of a fireplace after the fire burned out. She shuddered.

“We’re almost home,” Rory said. His voice was frayed with exhaustion. “We just need to cross this field, and then we’ll be able to see the meadow.”

Though they could no longer see much of anything. The sun had set a few fields ago, turning the snow into an endless, shin-high puddle to wade through, stretching as far as the eye could see.

“Really.” Rory’s hand squeezed hers once, damp wool clammy-warm and scratchy against her skin. “Just a little bit more.”

‘It’s okay. I’m not tired,’ she signed haltingly, miming laying her head on a pillow, then shaking her head. And she wasn’t, not really, though the shadow of exhaustion seemed to lurk just out of reach. Autumn was all but over, and she could feel it in her branch-bones, the slow, inexorable climb of rot in her veins, a faint spider-like scrabbling. Her skin was turning dry in patches—her left ankle, her inner thigh, the spot under her right shoulder blade. Growing brittle and paper-thin, like the bark of a white birch. Twinging with a strange kind of chill, one that seemed to lie under her skin rather than outside it.

They waded on. Somewhere in the distance, an owl hooted.

“I’m sorry.” Rory’s voice shattered the gloaming quiet, making Daye startle. “We won’t go there again, I promise.” He kept his eyes on the snow before him. “Really, the cake isn’t that good. And you can’t eat it anyway, so it’s not like you’ll be missing anything. We’ll just . . . stay home.”

Daye’s shoulders slumped, helpless relief turning into heavy, loss-tinged guilt, like teeth sinking into a soft plum, only to jar against the stone at its center.

She raised her hands to say . . . something, then dropped them again. The world that only hours before had seemed to unfurl—growing houses that looked nothing like their house, and kids that looked nothing like Rory, and far-off places teeming with people and houses and trains—seemed to shrink around her. She could almost hear it, a faint pop, like the sound of a faraway branch breaking.

The last of the light slipped away between the distant trees. Ahead of them, she could just glimpse the dip and roll of the meadow, its shape as instinctive as breathing. And beyond it, the faint lights of the house.

In the distance an owl hooted again, low and mournful.




CHAPTER 7

Rory

Autumn slipped into winter, bringing with it storms to rattle the windows and bury the last leaves under inches of snow. A few days after Saint Winebald’s Day, Rory helped Wynne collect pine needles and holly berries, winter honeysuckle and tree bark.

But when Wynne ordered Daye to lie down and close her eyes, Rory ran back to the house. For hours he paced back and forth by the back door, desperately needing to know what was happening, desperately wanting not to see any of it. Until Wynne finally came trudging into the kitchen, grumbling about the cold, and Daye drifted in behind her—her hair night-black and a small, hesitant smile on her lips.

Three weeks later, Wynne left for the university. “I’ll be back most weekends,” she told Rory the night before she left, leaning against the doorjamb of his room.

“I don’t care,” Rory said, purposefully not looking at her. “As long as you’ll be back in time to fix Daye.”

“Right,” Wynne said through pinched lips. And then she was gone.

But that was okay. He had Daye.

Daye was different in winter. Restless. The house, with its roaring fireplace and frosted windowpanes, seemed to be itching at her, too hot and stuffy for her winter skin. So they spent as much time as they could outside together, skating on the lake and tracking badgers back to their den.

At night they camped together in the backyard, imagining they were great explorers on a quest. Lying side by side—Rory bundled and mittened, Daye in one of Wynne’s old wool dresses—they built a secret language, one hand gesture at a time: linked fingers for ‘tie,’ a winging motion for ‘bird,’ their frowniest face for ‘Wynne.’ He had tried to teach Daye to write, too, but her fingers—so deft weaving garlands—turned clumsy wrapped around a pen. And though she never complained, her knees kept jiggling up and down, as if she was already galloping through the snow and it was only that the rest of her body didn’t know it yet. So after a while, Rory stopped trying. Their secret language was enough. And in any case, Daye liked it better when Rory read out loud to her, their heads close together as the stars shone through the tent’s fabric.

But soon it became too cold for Rory, even with his coat and boots. So Daye slept out alone between the skeletal rows where strawberries grew in summer, and mint and rosemary in spring.

Still, they spent as much time together as they could during the day, parting only for Rory’s lessons. When spring came, Rory and Daye—newly brown-haired and hazel-eyed—worked on their fortress, adding a stepladder, a new floor, hauling up furniture they scavenged from odd corners of the house. They kept adding to it every spring until the ramshackle structure of their first summer was long gone, replaced by a sturdy house with a roof that leaked only a little and a window that would almost latch shut. It was lodged between the branches of a large beech, in a forest clearing with a small, shallow pond, perfect for frogging.

Two months after Rory’s twelfth birthday, swans came to nest in the pond under their fortress, majestic and loud. They spent weeks that spring and summer sleeping in the fortress, coming to the house only for food and supplies, watching the swanlings learn to swim in a line while Rory read adventure stories out loud and Daye rearranged her collection of shells, golden hair sparkling in the sun.

At night, frogs lulled them to sleep. And in the morning, the breeze brought with it scents of algae and tree bark and the tantalizing promise of berries ripening in the shade. From the landing of the fortress, they surveyed their land: meadow and forest and lake and fields. A kingdom, all of their own.

Wynne’s presence was a fickle, unforeseeable thing. Sometimes she spent every weekend at home. Sometimes she’d be gone for months at a time. In summer, she’d stay for weeks on end, holed up in her room like a menacing dragon. They rarely talked now that they didn’t have lessons together. Mostly, Rory tried to stay out of her way. She was always back in time to fix Daye, though sometimes Rory worried that this was more by accident than by design.

The seasons kept passing, swirling with them a kaleidoscope of Dayes: from fair-haired to red-headed, from night-black locks to a cascade of rich, woody brown. Her lips red, pink, red again. Her eyes swirling from blue to violet to the warmest, lushest hazel. But always the same. Always his Daye.




CHAPTER 8

Rory

It was a long, warm day. The sun was just starting to slant downward, and the fortress was still filled with a day’s worth of drowsy, wood-scented heat. Daye was sprawled on the floor, lost in thoughts or dozing—Rory couldn’t tell from this angle. A gloaming wind ruffled the surface of the pond. It swept through the open window, licking a path of goose bumps across Rory’s forearms, making the new, darker hairs that had arrived that winter, following his fourteenth birthday, stand on end.

He was ostensibly reading, but his eyes kept skipping from the page to examine the trees through the window. A yellow leaf was taunting him from the next tree over. It kept rustling with the wind, catching his eye with flickers of gold.

It was not yet the end of August, but it was a strange, temperate summer, full of cool rains and unexpectedly chilly evenings, so the season turning early wasn’t out of the question. There was nothing to panic about, Rory reminded himself. He’d know long before it happened, and there were still three full weeks of summer. Daye was usually fine until the very last week.

Well, mostly fine.

Another flicker of yellow at the corner of his eye. It was impossible to tell from here if it was a summery, sun-bleached sort of yellow or an early autumn kind, and getting up to check was as good as admitting that he was obsessing over it. Again. It was probably nothing. That leaf probably wasn’t even all that yellow. It was only a trick of the light or something.

But—

But. But did Daye’s hair look duller today, or was it only the pond water from swimming earlier?

Disgusted, Rory slammed the book shut.

It was probably a strange way to mark the seasons—this ratcheting up of tension, the constant minute inspection of foliage status and daylight hours, the color of Daye’s hair and the sureness of her step—but Rory could no longer imagine it any other way.

A gust of wind blew through the fortress, sending a shiver up his spine. Through the window, he saw the yellow leaf drifting downward, revealing brown sun-scalded spots as it spiraled to the ground. On the floor, Daye stretched and yawned, pink tongue flashing between red lips.

Not yet, Rory thought. Not yet.
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BY THE SECOND week of September, it was clear that whatever happened to Daye at the turn of each season was happening now. Fast.

“We’ll go to Wynne first thing when she gets back,” he told Daye when she stumbled for the second time that day. “In the meanwhile, let’s go inside where it’s less cold, okay?”

Daye nodded and followed him. Her fingers kept worrying the ends of her hair, sliding again and again against the coarse texture.

“I’m sure she’ll be home any day now,” he assured Daye when a week had come and gone, and there was still no sign of his sister. Twenty now, Wynne was rarely home for more than a handful of days at a time. For the last two years she had taken to wearing long, dangly sleeves and her hair even longer. Usually Rory had no idea what to say to her. He vaguely knew she was still at the university, studying for some advanced degree, but their conversations always dissolved into petty squabbles and long, strained silences before he could figure out what exactly it was she was studying.

But three more days passed, and there was still no sign of Wynne. Rory racked his brain, trying to remember when he’d seen her last. He was sure he’d seen her in June, because that was when she fixed Daye for summer. And he was sure she’d stayed at least a week then, because he and Daye kept bumping into her in the back garden whenever they went to the fortress. They had that nasty argument when she kept referring to Daye as it. Or was that the spring before? No, Rory was pretty sure it was this summer. And when he came to think about it, he was pretty sure he hadn’t seen her since.

It couldn’t be on purpose, could it?

No, he was sure it wasn’t. She was just . . . doing her thing for longer than usual. Which meant she was bound to come home any day now. Any minute.

But it might be better to give her a call, just in case.

The note with Wynne’s number was still hanging where she’d left it, years ago. It was yellowed and faded now, the numbers only just legible. Rory couldn’t help the slight sense of transgression as he carried it to the phone and dialed.

Wynne never picked up.

No matter how many times Rory tried calling, there was never an answer, only the faint crackle of the line, the endless ringing—the honk of a train, growing closer; a pulse, so much steadier than his own.

Was it even Wynne’s phone number? There was no way to tell. He had never tried calling her before. She could have moved, or changed it. Could have made a mistake while writing it, all those years ago. Or, a small part of Rory whispered, she might have given him the wrong one on purpose.

She wouldn’t, he told himself.

Right?

Rory spent the next afternoon digging through Wynne’s room, looking for an address book, a different number to try, anything. It was the first time he had entered the room in years now. It smelled very faintly of Wynne’s perfume, like a ghost of a scent, and it made him feel even more like an intruder and even more alone. Between Wynne’s records he found a crumpled letter, full of gossip about people he didn’t know from places he’d never heard of, with Wynne’s name and an address somewhere in St. Claire scrawled across the front. Was that where she lived when she was away? Would she be there now? Rory had no idea, but he didn’t have any choice but to hope. He copied out the address carefully, and the next morning he walked to the village post office through the slowly ripening fields to send Wynne a letter begging her to please, please come.

Then he had nothing to do but wait.
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THE FIRST WEEK of autumn came and went. Rory had never felt so helpless. They had never let it get so far, not since that first summer. They usually went to his sister at the first sign of brittleness, the moment Daye stumbled for the first time.

They were so far past that point now that Rory felt like he couldn’t draw a full breath.

Days passed. Daye’s steps turned hesitant. Her golden skin faded into a sallow grayness, spiderwebbed with gossamer-thin cracks. Rory started to wonder if the question wasn’t so much whether Wynne would come back in time as whether she’d come back at all. During the day he banished this thought forcefully, diligently. But when he woke up at night, gasping, from nightmares of finger-strewn grass spreading endlessly into the horizon, he couldn’t help but imagine what his life would be like if Wynne just didn’t come back. No sister. No Daye. Alone in this house
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