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      For my mom, who wants so badly to clean Aurora’s house.

      And probably mine, too.
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      This book includes scenes that may be distressing to some readers. Please refer to the appendix at the back of this book for a complete list of these sensitive topics. It can also be found on my website: annacackler.com

      

      Take care of yourselves, loves.
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      My father taught me to spin when I was five years old, and I fell in love. 

      “You have to hold the fiber tight, Aurora,” he said in his low, smooth voice, “but not too tight. You must strike the right balance so that the fibers can draft out of the supply and twist together at the same time.”

      “How?” I asked. 

      “That’s not something I can teach you, sweetheart. You have to learn that on your own. It’s something you feel in your hands.”

      I watched in fascination as the yellow-gray flax slipped between his fingers in an endless, delicate stream from distaff to bobbin, each long fiber catching the next so that they could all twist up into thread as fine as cobweb. 

      “Just like every spinner has unique hands, we all find our own balance. Just the right tension and hold. Just the right method for our thread.” 

      “Can I try?” I asked, already reaching for the thread. 

      My father laughed. His feet stilled on the treadles, and the wheel slowed to a heavy stop. I took his place on the padded chair, but my feet couldn’t reach the treadles. He swapped out his chair and gave me a low stool to sit on instead. 

      “You’ll grow into the big chair,” he said. 

      I began pumping the treadles, one for each foot—left right, left right—and the wheel resumed its great circle. The drive band swung around the wheel and looped around the much smaller flier and bobbin, which spun at ten times the rate of the wheel. It whipped through the air, creating the telltale shhhhh!! sound that I had been listening to all my short life. 

      “Feed it more fiber,” my father said. “Before you add too much twist. Like this.” 

      He showed me how to pull a few fibers at a time from the supply on the distaff and direct the twist up the new thread just so. How to allow the wheel to take up the thread once enough twist had been added. 

      The new thread disappeared into the orifice at the end of the flier, fed through the guide hook, and wrapped around the bobbin for storage. The wheel ate up the thread like a hungry thing, always sucking, always pulling the fibers from the distaff like a long noodle. It didn’t care that my thread was fat, lumpy, and full of snarls. It didn’t care that it came with an uneven twist, sometimes loose enough to nearly fall apart, sometimes so tight that it kinked up on itself. 

      The wheel was always greedy, always pulling. 

      Left right, left right. Treadle, treadle. Draft. Twist. Shhh!

      I glowered at the lumpy thread winding onto the bobbin, but my father only laughed again, his beard twitching with mirth. “You’ll find your balance, Aurora. It will take time. You will spin many stricks of flax before you can produce good linen. Just think of it. With us both spinning, we will double our profits. And you’ll have a real future, Aurora. Enough money to do anything we like. We can go to the seaside someday. What do you think of that? They say there’s merfolk living in the water off the southern coast.” 

      I stared up at him in wonder. “Do you think that’s true? About the merfolk?”

      “Believe everything you hear about the Old Kind, Aurora,” he said seriously. “That way, you’ll never be caught unawares.” 

      His words sent chills down my back, but then again, mention of the Old Kind always did. But I’d been hearing about the Old Kind all my life, and no mermaid would scare me away from the salt and the sun and the sand. “When can we go?” I asked. 

      He laughed again and squeezed my shoulder. “One thing at a time. First, learn to spin. And once you’ve spun fifty stricks, then we can start selling your thread.” 

      “But that will take forever!” I cried. 

      He tucked a strand of my light brown hair behind my ear. “Time flies like the wheel, Aurora.” 

      Of all the things my father used to say to me, that was the one that stuck with me the most. Time flies like the wheel. I repeated it to myself any time my life ceased to be one thing and went on to be something else. 

      As flax farmers and spinners, change didn’t come to us often, but we couldn’t hide from time any better than the rest of the world. I eventually learned to spin as well as my father—better even, for I loved it more than he did. 

      I grew up. 

      Time flies like the wheel. 

      Our farm expanded, spilling into two more fields on our eastern border, just like Father had always dreamed about—the first step in his plan to have a better life. We brought in a man called Cael from the workhouse to help my father in the field. 

      Time flies like the wheel. 

      My father got sick. And though I tried to hold onto every moment with him as tightly as possible, they slipped through my fingers like water. 

      Time flies like the wheel. 

      When he died, time stopped for a few seconds. Just a few. For the first time in my life, the wheel stopped turning. I stood over his grave, surrounded on all sides by people I’d known my whole life: people from the village, a smattering of cousins, Mariah from down the laneway, with her white-streaked hair and stern expression. 

      Even Cael had come, silent and distant as always, his eyes heavy on me. He wore his best shirt, undyed linen that I’d spun myself. The pale yellow-gray contrasted sharply with his tawny brown skin. 

      But in those few seconds at my father’s grave, those people didn’t exist. Nothing existed. Not the air or the heat of the sun or our distant daydream of the seaside. The wheel stopped, and the only thing in the world was that hole in the ground and the hole in my heart. 

      Then the wheel resumed its turning, and my heart kept beating. And that afternoon, I went home to an empty house. My father’s spinning wheel sat near the window, the distaff still half full of flax. 

      My wheel sat a little ways off. I’d finished my last skein of thread a few days ago and hadn’t started a new one. I’d been using that wheel for years. I knew it like I knew my own hands. But those few seconds of stopped time in the graveyard had changed everything. 

      That was the wheel of my childhood, and that was over now. 

      So I sat down by the window, in the padded chair my father had promised I’d grow into. I dipped my fingers into the little bowl of water and began peddling. 

      Left right, left right. Treadle, treadle. Draft. Twist. Shhh!

      But though the wheel turned, all joy had gone out of it. 
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      “Aurora?”

      I jumped, sucking in a harsh breath of surprise. Morning sun streamed in through the sheer curtains and the open door. I must have fallen asleep in my father’s chair. 

      Cael stood near the front door, his hat in his hands. Our farm hand, the one we’d taken on when we’d expanded into two new fields. He’d always been this distant, beautiful thing on the far side of the yard, a private daydream just for me. I used to watch him from this very window as he bundled up the flax to dry in tidy little towers or stood staring at the sunset. 

      Except now he wasn’t in the field. He was in my house. I hadn’t even heard him come in. He was taller than most, lean and strong from working in the fields his whole life. His dark eyes always hit me first, more than his size or his demeanor. Eyes like coals ready to light at the first spark. 

      I sat up a little straighter on my father’s chair—no, on my chair. I had fallen asleep at the window, my feet on the treadles of the spinning wheel. I pulled my long braid around and began undoing it. I’d never thought much of my hair, mouse brown and boring. But my father had always loved it. “Like dark flax,” he’d say. 

      “Did you sleep at all?” Cael asked. 

      I’d never seen his hands so empty. He usually had a plow or a scythe. A simple wool cap felt so small in his hands. So insignificant. 

      I scrubbed at my eyes and sat up a little straighter, rebraiding my hair. My back groaned in complaint at having slept in an upright chair. “A bit.” 

      “We need to talk about the farm,” Cael said. He shifted his weight from one foot to the other, and the floorboard creaked under his bulk. He was such a big man, arms thick as tree trunks after years of working in the fields.

      My heart clenched at his words. The farm. All I had left. The wheel never stopped, not even for death. I nodded rapidly. “Yes. I suppose so.” 

      “Autumn is nearly gone,” Cael went on, wringing his cap between his hands. “The harvest has been soaked and dried, but it still needs scutching before it gets too cold to work outside. It should only take me a month to get through it all on my own.” 

      I continued nodding as he rattled off the chores. I couldn’t stop staring at the way he manhandled his cap. Twisting, folding, turning, over and over and over again. 

      “What’s wrong?” I asked. 

      His hands froze, and he caught my eye. His eyebrows gathered in a tight bundle on his sun-darkened brow, dirt collected in the creases of his skin. His mouth pulled downward into a tight frown. 

      “What’s bothering you, Cael?” I said again, a bit more strongly this time. My heart picked up its pace, sending adrenaline all through my body. 

      Whatever was on his mind, not now. Not today. Not the day after I buried my father. Please, just say everything’s fine and go start scutching the flax. Come in for lunch like every other day. 

      “Aurora,” he said, his voice low, but he couldn’t continue. 

      I closed my eyes to brace myself. “Just say it.” 

      “I won’t be back for the sowing come spring.” 

      For the second time in two days, the wheel stopped. Everything stopped. His words echoed in my mind again and again. I won’t be back. I won’t be back. 

      “I’ve been saving up these past two years,” he continued, shifting his weight again. “Last week, I bought the field behind my house, and your father gave me a bag of seed to start working it. My own field, Aurora. My own—” His voice broke off, and silence fell between us. Smothering, aching silence. 

      “You can have this farm,” I found myself saying. “You can have these fields. I don’t want them.” 

      He shook his head over my words. “No. This is your farm, Aurora.” 

      “I don’t want it.”

      “Then sell it,” he said. 

      “I’ll sell it to you.”

      “I can’t afford it.” 

      “I don’t want it!” I said again, my voice growing more and more frantic. “I can’t do it alone! I don’t want it!” 

      Cael took three steps forward and pulled me out of the chair. I tripped over my father’s wheel, and he caught me in his strong hands. His arms went around me, and for half a second, I froze. 

      Cael was touching me. He was holding me. At most, I’d only ever brushed his fingers when passing him a plate or a tool. I’d daydreamed of how his chest would feel, the warmth and the solidity of it. Of feeling his heartbeat under my cheek and smelling the sun on his clothes. 

      What a cruel twist of fate that this should be the time it finally happened. That the moment would be rooted in grief and loneliness and pain. 

      “You’re not alone, Aurora,” he said, his voice rumbling through my skin. 

      I nodded vaguely. He was right. I knew that. Cael only lived about twenty minutes away by foot, and Mariah only ten minutes in the opposite direction. I had friends in town, contacts in the auction house, and several dozen acquaintances that would undoubtedly lend a hand if I asked. I’d lived in Barano my entire life. One could never truly be alone in a small farming town. 

      But even so, the ache remained. The emptiness, the loneliness.

      My fingers clutched around wads of his shirt, and the tears came. Great, wracking sobs that sent spasms through my whole body. I had been crying for days, it felt like, but not like this. Not this upturning of the world. 

      “Shh,” he said gently. “You’re not alone.” 

      After a few minutes, when breath came easier and my face relaxed a little, I stepped away. He let his arms fall to his sides, his wool cap held casually in one hand. No more wringing and twisting. 

      “My father didn’t love spinning like I do,” I said with a throaty voice. “Flax was his mother’s trade, and he grew up with it. To him, it was just a job. A way to make money. And with prices rising these past couple of years, he really thought we’d make it big, finally.” 

      “Your father loved this farm,” Cael said. 

      “Of course he did,” I replied. “This was his home. These were his fields.”

      “It wasn’t just a job to him,” Cael insisted. 

      “Look,” I said, moving toward the desk on the far wall. I pulled a heavy, leather ledger toward me, the page already open to the latest date. I ran my hands over the neat columns and rows filled with my father’s handwriting. “He obsessed over these books. Every night, he sat for hours going over them, talking about our future, about our profits.”

      “Hours?” Cael asked, but I ignored him. 

      “He hoped to buy two more fields next year. And two more the year after that. To employ not only field hands, but spinners too. And he talked about building a workhouse for weaving. He had such big plans. We wanted to visit the seaside.” But with the last word, the dream of a sunset over water faded to almost nothing. How could I ever go without him? 

      With a bitter frown, I snapped the ledger shut. I wouldn’t have to open it again until Cael finished scutching this year’s harvest. Not until his last day on the farm. 

      “You don’t have to do any of that,” Cael said. “You don’t even have to think about what to do right now. You have a huge harvest, plenty to prep and spin and sell. You can hire someone in the spring. I’ll help you.” He stepped closer and put a hand on my arm. 

      I jumped at his touch. His face swam into focus before me. 

      He squeezed my arm. “Are you all right?” he asked. 

      “Of course she’s not all right, you idiot!” announced a voice in the doorway. 

      I’d know that consternated tone anywhere. Mariah, the doctor that lived down the laneway. She’d been a close family friend since before I was born and had come nearly every day when my father was sick, to help me care for him. I should have expected her to come check on me this morning. 

      Mariah hadn’t changed in all the years I’d known her. She’d always had that same heavy streak of gray through her black hair, the same frown lines, the same twinkling eyes. And despite her years, she still ran about town like a young woman. 

      “That woman has too much energy,” my father liked to say when Mariah strode past our house on some unknown mission into town. 

      Mariah popped the fragile, happy memory like a soap bubble by barreling on as usual. “She’s just lost her father! What did you expect, boy? A parade?” 

      Cael scowled at the older woman and let his hand drop from my arm. “Of course not.” 

      “I’m all right, Mariah,” I said in a low voice. 

      “No, you’re not,” she insisted. She scraped the mud off her boots on the front step before stomping inside like she owned the place. “When was the last time you ate something?” 

      I hesitated, unsure. “I…” 

      “If you have to think that hard about it, it’s been too long,” she said with finality. She plonked a covered milk crate down on the sideboard. “Here. I’ve brought you some cold ham, a crock of beans, and some fresh sourdough. Straight from the oven this morning. The beans are from yesterday, but they’ll go down just the same. And a tin of cake.”

      Mariah began unloading the milk crate, then paused to stare at Cael. “Don’t you have chores to get to?” 

      “Mariah,” I began, but Cael cut me off. 

      “No, it’s fine,” he said. “She’s right. I’d better get to work.” 

      He held my eyes for three full seconds. 

      One. 

      Two.

      Three.

      Then he turned and slipped out of the door with a creak of floorboards and a satisfied sniff from Mariah. 

      A few weeks—just as long as it took for one man to scrape the fibers out of one barn’s worth of dried flax stalks. Then he’d be gone. 

      “Here,” Mariah said, passing me a bowl of cold beans with a bit of bread. 

      I accepted the food and scooped a spoonful into my mouth. Even cold, Mariah’s cooking would outrank anyone else in town. It was something about the way she smoked the pork. Not quite sweet, but almost. 

      Mariah watched me eat, hands on hips. Her expression melted from consternation to worry. “It’s awful shit what happened, love,” she said. “Losing your father like that.”

      Some hideous, half-dead part of me let out a laugh at her phrasing. She always knew how to say the wrong thing in just the right way. But it was too soon. The sadness swallowed up the laugh almost immediately. 

      Mariah’s half-formed smile melted, and she wiped under one eye before her own grief could take hold. She loved my father too. Probably second only to me. They had been best friends since childhood and had been as close to me as family for all my life. 

      Mariah squeezed my shoulder and sniffed again. “I’ll stay a couple days. Help you finish your pickling and whatnot. Get your winter garden going. You still getting eggs?” 

      I swallowed hard and nodded, thinking suddenly of the hens probably desperate to get outside by this time. I had forgotten about them. 

      “Good, good,” Mariah said. “Sounds like we got plenty to keep us busy.” 

      The next few weeks passed in a blur. Mariah pushed me hard, preparing the house for winter. We filled up my larder with jars of beans, jams, and preserves, all lined up in tidy rows on the narrow shelves. We cleared out the old potatoes in the cellar and restocked it with apples, salt, and grain. 

      And when we ran out of things to do in the house, Mariah dragged me out to the barn to help Cael scutch the flax. We took it one step each. Cael beat the dried stalks with paddles to break up the stems, his muscled arms glistening with sweat in the afternoon sun. Mariah combed out the shorter, lower quality tow fibers. I threw the long, desirable line fibers on the hackle—a series of combs that separated out the last of the chaff. 

      It was hard work, but Mariah was right to make me do it. My mind dwelled on the soreness of my arms, the growing calluses in my hands, the pricks on my fingers from the sharp hackle. I rarely thought of my father and the empty house, or the dwindling pile of dried flax that Cael was working through. 

      When that pile was completely finished, he’d leave. Mariah would leave. I’d be alone. 

      No, Aurora. Don’t think of that. 

      I pulled a handful of fibers through the finest hackle, shining and sturdy. These I twisted into a coil—a strick ready for spinning—and added it to the growing pile on my left.  

      I should be spinning. I should be spending my evenings turning these stricks into thread. Or at least, I should be selling this fiber to someone else to spin. I should be doing something. 

      But I wasn’t. I couldn’t bear to even look at the prepped fiber. Just the sight of it brought back the hole in my heart where my father had been. 

      Every night, Cael and I loaded a cart full of prepped flax fibers into burlap bags for storage. These we piled up in a large closet in the back of the house. 

      And every night, I shut that door and turned my back on it. 

      And every night, Cael hesitated by the front door as the sun sank in the west, until Mariah shooed him away home. 

      It was better that way. If he was going to leave me when the scutching was done, then he should just go. 

      Day by day, the pile of dried flax dwindled, until one afternoon, Cael scraped up the very last few stalks off the canvas, broke up the stems, and passed them to me to comb. Then he folded up the canvass and placed it on a shelf on the back wall to be used again next year. 

      I refused to look at him while I dragged the flax through the hackles. Throw, pull. Throw, pull. Until the fibers lay long and straight. I twisted them up into a bundle and placed it with the rest. A golden-brown mound of shining fiber, just waiting to be used. 

      A cart full of stricks like this used to fill me with joy. They were beautiful, all tidy and ready to go. A beginning to a new batch of spinning. Proof that we had worked hard all year and had been successful. 

      But now, all I could see was my father’s life’s work moving on without him.
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      That night, the three of us ate dinner together at my dining table, a ghost of the celebrations we’d have at seasons end in previous years. Cael helped Mariah cook while I loaded the last bags of flax into the closet. They made pork pies with mushrooms, carrots, and peas. And while they baked, we played a round of cards, sipping on a dusty old bottle of wine my father had brought home from the capital in his younger days. 

      We ate in silence. Not even Mariah could think of something sharp to say. 

      Afterward, she wrapped herself up in her heavy shawl and hugged me tight. “Are you sure you’ll be all right alone tonight, love?” she asked. “Now we’re all done, that is.” 

      I gave her my best smile and waved the half-empty bottle of wine at her. “Don’t worry about me. I’ve got company.” 

      She laughed, for a moment sounding like her old self. She patted my arm and opened the door. A blast of cold wind pushed in around her. “Don’t you keep her up too late boy,” she called over her shoulder. “It’s already started snowing. You should get home, too.”

      “I’m coming, Mariah,” Cael said in a patient tone. 

      She cast him one disbelieving look and pulled the door shut behind her. 

      Cael and I stood in the empty house, the silence beating in around us. I twisted my fingers together around the neck of the wine bottle. 

      Finally, I could bear the quiet no longer. “Thank you for all your help this season.” 

      Cael nodded away my thanks. “In the spring, let me know when you’re ready to hire a new field hand. I’ll help you find someone. Show them how things run around here.”

      “Okay. I will.” 

      He nodded again, eyebrows furrowed, just like that day three weeks ago when he’d told me he was leaving. Then he took a step forward, hands up as if to reach for me. “I had a plan, Aurora,” he said in fervent tones. 

      “What?”

      “I had a plan. I have a plan. To make something of myself, to prove to myself that I can stand on my own two feet.” 

      “Okay?” I said, unsure. 

      “When you grow up like I did in the workhouse…” he pressed on, his eyes darting around the floor at my feet. “When you’re beat down and told you’re nothing, day after day, it gets easy to believe it. But your father, he took me in. He gave me work, taught me a trade. I owe it to him—to myself to make something that is my own.” 

      “I know, Cael.” 

      He closed the last of the distance between us, actually taking my hand in his. I stared at our hands in shock. 

      “So, you understand?” he asked. “It breaks my heart to leave you here like this. You weren’t supposed to be here alone. Your father…But I have to do this. I have to go, Aurora.” 

      It took several long seconds for his words to find meaning, but with understanding came the slow burn of hope. 

      “What are you saying?” I asked. 

      “Aurora,” he breathed. 

      I tightened my grip on his hand. “Speak plain, Cael,” I said. “Don’t make me guess or assume. What are you saying to me?”

      He took another step closer, his chest heaving in and out as he searched for words. “I care about you, Aurora,” he said. “I⁠—” 

      But that was all the confirmation I needed. I leaned up on my toes and kissed him. He sucked in a breath of surprise, but after a second’s hesitation, his fingers threaded into my hair, and he kissed me back. 

      I put everything into that kiss. My daydreams as I watched him in the pink glow of a sunset in the flax fields. The happiness I used to have before my father died. My hope for a little light, a little love. 

      And as he wrapped me up in his arms, pressed me close against his body, and kissed me with all he had, I thought for a few seconds that I might get it. That this might be it—the light and happiness that I had lost in the past few weeks. It swelled in my chest like an ember that finally caught the dry tinder and burst into flame. 

      But then Cael stopped the kiss and held me away from him, breathing hard. 

      I stared up at him, confused. “What is it?” I asked. 

      “It’s too soon,” he said. 

      “Too soon?” I said. 

      “Your father just died. You’re not thinking straight.”

      “What does my father have to do with how I feel about you?” I asked. 

      He shook his head. “You’re grieving. You’re lonely.”

      I grabbed the front of his shirt in both hands. “I’ve wanted this for years,” I said, and I leaned up to kiss him again. 

      But he leaned away, and the fire in my chest fizzled. 

      “I have a plan, Aurora.”

      “What, for your farm?” I asked, even more confused. 

      He put my hands away from him, and the ember went out completely. 

      “I have to make something of myself. I have to do this on my own.” 

      “Do what on your own? Live alone? Why?” The ember turned to ice in my chest, jagged, painful, and cold. 

      “You don’t understand what it was like for me growing up,” he said. “I need this, Aurora. I need to build something for myself. Where I don’t owe anybody anything.”

      “You owe my father,” I spat. 

      “I earned everything your father gave me,” Cael shot back, his voice cold. 

      I shrank away half a step. My heart pounded in my chest with an anger that I didn’t know how to quantify. It vibrated in my fingers, took away my breath, drew up my top lip. It took away all reason, all caution. 

      Cael advanced a little, hands raised in a placating gesture. “Aurora, please. You’re upset. These things you’re feeling for me, they’re not real.” 

      “Don’t you dare tell me what I’m feeling, Cael!” I shouted. “As if you’re some expert!” Mariah’s mostly empty wine glass caught my eye, and I dove for it before I could think. 

      “Aurora…” He ducked as the wine glass hurled through the air at his head. It shattered on the wall behind him, splattering glass shards and deep purple droplets all over him. 

      Cael stared at me, at a loss. “Your father wouldn’t have wanted…”

      “Don’t talk about my father! You don’t know what he would have wanted.” I pointed toward the door with a shaking finger. “You want to leave so badly, then go!” When he still didn’t move toward the door, I jabbed with my finger and screamed again. “Get out, Cael!” 

      This time, he didn’t hesitate. He grabbed his cap and coat off the hook and slammed the door behind him.

      The empty house closed in around me. My anger filled it up. Anger, confusion, grief, rejection. It vibrated through my body and into the house around me. The lamplight glowed too brightly. The fire burned too hot. The buzzing in my ears drowned out the silence. 

      I careened from one corner to the next. To the bed. No, can’t sleep. To the wheel. No, can’t spin. Can’t sit. To the sideboard. No, can’t eat. I raised the half-full bottle of wine to my lips, but the memory of Cael’s wine-soaked breath nauseated me. I shrieked and threw the bottle to the ground, where the contents gurgled out onto the woolen rug. The purple stain spread like blood over the simple striped pattern, and that made me even angrier. 

      My father had left me. Mariah had left me. Cael had left me. The only thing I had was a closet full of flax and that gods damned spinning wheel. 

      I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t think. Couldn’t stand to look at my wheel or my bed or my ruined rug. I crammed my feet into my boots and stumbled out the front door and onto the frigid porch. The cold air brought instant relief. It smacked into my skin and brought back a little clarity. For a second, I could think again. 

      Breathe, Aurora. Just breathe! 

      I glanced back at the warm lamplight spilling out of my front door. My father’s house. The place where Cael had wrapped me up in his arms and kissed me—then pushed me away. 

      I staggered down the front steps, away from the life I should have had, and out into the thickly falling snow. It already dusted the yard and coated the roofs of the various buildings around the house: the main barn, various sheds, and the coop. The fields stretched out to the south, nearly purple in the early twilight. 

      My farm. Mine. My entire world, all visible from where I stood in our front yard. The boundaries of my life came closing in just like the walls of my house. I had to get out, had to get away. 

      My feet began moving to the east toward the dusky tree line on the border of our property, the snow crunching under my boots. I stumbled past the sturdy elms and oaks, past the little creek that fed our irrigation system, and toward the great boulder I used to lie on and daydream when I was a little girl. 

      Maybe it was the gathering snow or my desperation, or the angry tears that blinded me, but the boulder wasn’t where it should have been. I paused, turning this way and that. Maybe I had gone a little too far north. I veered to the right and continued on, but all the landmarks I expected never appeared. 

      The snow fell in heavy swaths through the bare tree limbs, reflecting the last of the twilight so that everything stood out in sharp detail. 

      I stopped again and turned a complete circle. These were the right trees. I was sure of it. Elms, oaks, hickories. Towering sycamores and squat little dogwoods. All naked for the winter. Sleeping, silent. The snow rustled down, encasing everything in peaceful stillness. 

      These were definitely the right trees. And yet… 

      “Why do you cry?” 

      I whirled around with a choking gasp. “Who’s there?” 

      My eyes darted from tree to tree, peering through the snowfall. The last of the evening sun, diffused through the heavy clouds, bounced off of everything, illuminating every branch and twig in the semi-darkness. 

      Nothing. There was no one. 

      “’Tis only I,” said the voice again, smooth and cool as ice.

      Four long fingers appeared around a hickory tree about ten feet away. They wrapped around the rough bark slowly, lying down one at a time with graceful precision. And then, from behind the same tree appeared a face. 

      At first glance, it appeared to be the face of a young woman. Smooth complexion, long delicate nose, pert mouth. Her flowing hair was only a few shades darker than her ice-white skin, pulled back into an efficient braid that would have looked boring on anyone else.

      And yet, something about that face set my heart racing. My palms began to sweat, despite the biting cold. 

      As the figure came fully into view, that unknown uneasiness solidified into fact. She was too tall. Impossibly tall. She towered at least ten feet high, with long, narrow proportions. Her sheer, sleeveless dress showed off her lean figure in every incredible detail. It hung about her in tatters—ripped, torn, and worn through to almost nothing. 

      Not human. Not human. 

      I backed up a step.

      This was not human, but one of the Old Kind. A creature of magic long gone. I didn’t have to go to the seaside to meet one after all. Here one stood, right in front of me in my own woods.

      “I’ve gone mad,” I breathed, taking another step backward. 

      The creature smiled kindly down at me. “No, child. You are not mad.”

      “What are you?” I asked in a shaking voice. 

      She bowed her head in greeting. “I am called the Weaver. What is your name?”

      I couldn’t take my eyes off her. “Aurora.” 

      She extended one long hand toward me. “Come, Aurora, and tell me why you cry.” 

      Every instinct screamed at me to run. All my life I’d heard warnings about the Old Kind, crones, sibyls, unnatural children, and witches. “Beware, beware!” they all said. “Run!” 

      And yet, my feet stayed planted in the slowly gathering snow. What did I possibly have left to lose? 

      “My father died,” I said. “And the man who I thought…Well, he left me too.”

      The Weaver frowned in compassion. “Poor little thing,” she said. “That is very hard.” 

      I nodded.

      She held out her hand to me again, and this time, I took it. Her skin was pleasantly warm against my fingers. But this time, when my instincts screamed “Run,” the warmth of her hand smothered the fear like a familiar blanket. All pain fled. All sadness. And in its wake came relief. For the first time in more than a month, I felt okay. 

      Blissful emptiness. 

      The Weaver’s hand became an anchor, and all the uncertainties melted away. I let myself revel in the fact that—for right now—I didn’t have to be sad anymore. Deep down, I knew she must be bewitching me, but I didn’t care anymore. 

      “You live on that farm there?” The Weaver pointed with her free hand, and between the trees, my farm materialized, snow-blanketed and familiar. 

      “Yes. We grow flax.” 

      “You’re a spinner,” the Weaver confirmed. 

      “How did you know?”

      “I have been watching you, little Aurora,” the Weaver said. “Your sadness has been calling to me. I wish to help you. And maybe you can help me too.” 

      “How?” 

      The Weaver held out the tattered folds of her dress. Where the layers gathered the thickest, a faint glow could be seen coming from the thin material. 

      “My cloak is very old,” she said. “The time has come to make a new one. But I need thread.” 

      “Can you not spin it yourself?” I asked. 

      She shook her head sadly. “No. Only human hands can spin the thread for my cloak. It is the balance of my magic, that I must rely on the kindness of man. I will pay for your work by granting a wish. Perhaps I can make your man come back to you. The handsome worker.” 

      “No,” I said sharply. “No. Love is given freely. I will not ask you to force him.” 

      She bowed her head. “You are very wise, child.” 

      An image of my father’s ledger books flashed through my mind. All the plans he had for us. The weaving house, the extra fields. Our visit to the sea. Bounty he would never get to see. “Money,” I said. “Riches. I want to be wealthy.” 

      The Weaver smiled, sending a tingle down my spine. She released the folds of her dress and turned her hand over, revealing several ingots of shining gold the size of plum stones in her palm. “Very well,” she said. “I will provide you with my own wheel for one year and one day. And for every fifty yards of thread you spin on it, I will pay you an ingot of pure gold. You may have these now, to seal the bargain. Free and clear.”  

      She extended the fistful of gold toward me, but I hesitated. She still held my hand softly, warmth and safety radiating from her touch. The snow fell on my exposed skin like gentle brushes, no trace of cold at all. 

      Somewhere deep down, where my body remembered I stood in the snow with no cloak, with a magical creature trying to bargain with me, I heard my father’s voice. “Go home, Aurora.”

      And Cael’s voice too. “Go home, Aurora. Go spin your flax, and in the spring, I’ll help you hire someone new.”

      “Time flies like the wheel, Aurora.”

      No. Not this time. Everyone had left me. They didn’t get to tell me what to do anymore. This time, I decided. And it was time for the wheel to stop. Time for me to break away from this crushing sadness. This was my way out. 

      “A year and a day?”

      The Weaver nodded, her smile growing. 

      I extended my hand, and she poured the heavy gold into my palm. Five lumpy ingots. More than I could earn in a year from selling my linen. I stared at them, amazed. 

      “Why your wheel?” I asked, slipping them into my pocket. “Why can’t I use my own?”

      “It is a special wheel. It will help you produce finer thread than any human is capable of. I need the very best to weave my cloak.” The Weaver ran her hand over her tattered dress longingly. A shimmer followed in the wake of her hand, the last traces of an old magic nearly worn out. 

      My eyes followed the shimmer as it rippled through the fabric. It glowed like the moonlight on the snow, like starlight in a cloudless sky. Like the gold in my pocket. 

      “When shall I start?” I asked. 

      But only silence met my words. I looked up at the empty, snowy forest around me. The Weaver had gone, just as swiftly as she had arrived. No footprints marred the snow, and my hand had gone cold once more. I examined the tree she had stood next to and the snow on the ground. Nothing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Four

          

        

      

    

    
      “A dream,” I breathed. “Only a dream.” I was exhausted. Or drunk. Maybe both. Too much wine, too much confusion. 

      I turned to my left, and there stood my farm. Only a few trees stood between me and the south field. I had gotten so turned around. I’d only dreamed of getting lost and meeting one of the Old Kind in the woods. I’d just gone a little ways south. The snow could be so disorienting. 

      My shoulders slouched, and I tucked my cold hands into my pockets. But when the fingers of my right hand brushed something warm and hard inside, I jerked my hands back out. Tentatively, I drew out the shining gold ingots. 

      They were real. Right there, in my hands, The Weaver’s gold shone in the moonlight that glowed through the clouds. 

      With a jolt of anticipation, I clutched the gold in one hand and ran toward the house. I threw the door open without bothering to kick the snow off my boots and went straight to my wine-soaked rug. The sweet, acrid smell hit my nostrils, but I no longer cared about the stain or the mess. My eyes fell on the spinning wheel that stood in the center of the room. 

      The Weaver’s wheel was made entirely of glass. The treadle, the wheel, the flier—all of it perfectly clear, beautifully blown glass. Not a bubble or imperfection anywhere. The legs and distaff looked like pristine icicles freshly plucked from the eaves. The wheel, with its delicate spindles, shone in the lamplight, casting shadows and glimmers all around the room. 

      I moved toward it, unsure. The Weaver had said it was special. This must have been what she meant. The wheel was utterly beautiful. Delicate, clear, otherworldly. I touched it with the barest fingertip, expecting it to be cold as ice. Cold enough to bite. 

      But it was cool only. Unremarkable. Slick and perfect. I ran my fingers down the knobs of the distaff, then turned the flier experimentally. It spun easily, dragging the main wheel around a tenth of a turn. The refracted lamplight swung around the room in perfect time with the wheel. 

      My fingers traveled downward over the mother-of-all, to the table. There, stored on delicate spindles, sat four empty bobbins waiting to be filled. All of it, perfect glass. 

      Judging by The Weaver’s tattered dress, I’d have to spin my finest thread. Doing a few quick sums in my head, I judged I could earn at least two of The Weaver’s gold ingots per day. After a year and a day, that would be… 

      By all the gods in heaven. Even if I only spun a few days a week, after this year I’d never have to work again. I could build my father’s fabric empire, or I could do something else. Anything. I could travel, or buy a fancy house in Valheid, or stay here and do nothing at all. I could go south and spend the rest of my life sea bathing and eating crabs with lemon. 

      With shaking hands, I ran to the storage closet at the back of the house and selected a strick of flax from the topmost bag. I spread it out on the worktable in a delicate fan. I gently removed the glass distaff from its socket and dressed it with the prepared flax, tying it all up with a long, blue ribbon with a pattern of roses. 

      Then I lit all the lamps I had, dragged my father’s chair—no, my chair. I dragged my chair over to the glass wheel and inserted the first bobbin into the flier. I tied a new leader onto it, attached my first strands of flax, and began treadling. 

      Treadle, treadle. Draft, twist. Shhh!

      The fiber snaked away from the distaff and toward the wheel, guided by my expert hands. And as it slid past my fingers, it happened. That beautiful glow, the shine of moonlight on snow, infused the fiber. It glowed twenty times brighter than The Weaver’s old cloak. Full of life, joy, and spirit. Fresh, new magic. 

      It slipped around the guide hooks and began wrapping around the bobbin in a glowing filament, finer and smoother than I thought I could produce. Too perfect, too beautiful. The Weaver had been right. This glass wheel did make all the difference. I’d never be able to spin like this on my father’s—on my wheel. 

      I spun for several hours, entranced by how easy it was. Even when the odd snarl came off the distaff, as soon as it passed through my fingers, it smoothed out into a perfect, glistening thread. I didn’t have to stop or adjust, didn’t have to wet my fingers and correct. It just worked. I fell into an easy pattern, eyes on the window as snow fell in steady drifts. 

      But eventually, the fire burned low, and my eyes grew heavy. I’d been spinning into the early hours of the morning after a hard day’s work. Had we only just eaten our end-of-season dinner a few hours ago? 

      Finally, I let the glass wheel slide to a stop, and I got up, stretching, to crawl into bed. I walked right through the wet, wine-soaked rug without pausing and went to sleep. 

      It took me two days to finish the first skein of thread. I spun from dawn till late in the night, stopping only to eat and care for the chickens. I marveled in its glow as I washed the completed yarn in the basin. 

      Usually, I’d boil a skein in wood ash to soften it, but The Weaver’s thread didn’t need it. I ran my hands over it, already soft as the finest silk. 

      Usually, I’d hang thread outside to dry, but not now. This thread would catch the eye of anyone who happened to walk by. Thread wasn’t supposed to glow. So instead, I hung it up over my bath to catch the drips and stood back to admire it. 

      That right there was worth two ingots of gold. A year’s worth of income in just two days. 

      I put my hands on my hips but jerked them away with a hiss of pain. A sharp ache ran up my hands when I bent them too far in the wrong direction. I’d been spinning too long. 

      “Time for a break,” I said with a sigh. 

      And so began my routine. Two days of spinning followed by a day’s worth of housework and rest. And aside from a little aching in my hands toward the end of a round of spinning, everything seemed to fall into place very easily. 

      About two weeks after I began spinning for The Weaver, Mariah came striding up my laneway. I saw her from the window as I sat spinning and instantly went into a panic. Mariah would never approve of a deal with one of the Old Kind. She wouldn’t understand. 

      I scampered to the table and snatched up three skeins of glowing linen thread and threw them into the cupboard. Then I ran to the bed and hastily draped a sheet over the glass wheel, careful to remove the fragile distaff and lay it on the ground first. The dense linen completely obscured the glowing thread on the bobbin just as the heavy thunk thunk! of Mariah’s snow-covered boots against the lintel rang through the house. 

      “Hello, my dear,” Mariah said as she strode inside. “I just wanted to check on you, see how things were doing.”

      “Hello, Mariah,” I said, still breathing hard. “How are you?”

      She stared at me, eyes narrowed at my lost breath. Then her eyes darted to the lumpy object hidden under my sheet by the window where my father’s wheel usually sat. “What are you doing? What’s that?” 

      She strode forward, one hand extended to uncover the wheel, but I stepped in front of her, causing her to stop short. 

      “It’s just a project I’m working on,” I said. 

      “May I see?”

      “No.” 

      She glanced over at my father’s wheel, which now stood by the back wall. She had no way of knowing that the flax on it was nearly two months old now. I hadn’t touched it since the day we’d buried him. 

      “Have you been working?” she asked. 

      “Yes,” I answered truthfully. “Probably too much.” I shook out my hands, trying to ease the low ache that never quite went away anymore. 

      “You shouldn’t be alone like this,” Mariah said. “Not every day. Have you considered taking a boarder? Maybe Cael could…”

      “No!” I said sharply. 

      Mariah cut her eyes at me, then finished her sentence with grim judgment. “...could help you fix up your father’s room to make it ready to rent.” 

      I shifted my weight, unable to meet her eye. Why wouldn’t she just leave? The glass wheel called to me, the flax ready to go. I needed to get her out of here. 

      “What is going on with you two, by the way?” Mariah asked. “I noticed plenty of sideways glances when we were doing the scutching. It was rather hot in the barn as the two of you beat the ever-loving shit out of that flax to release the fibers. And I'm not talking about the weather."

      “Mariah!” I barked, my face coloring.

      She ignored me and powered on. “You’re welcome for that, by the way. I’m not a farmer, you know. I’m a doctor.” 

      “Everyone’s a farmer here,” I said. “You just don’t sell your crops.” 

      “No, I eat them!” she said stoutly. “And sometimes, I bring them to you. And sometimes, I help you scutch your flax. What is wrong with you, Aurora? Is it your father?”

      I sniffed heavily. I hadn’t thought of my father once in the last two weeks. All I could think of was the glass wheel. I should be spinning right now. I shook out my hands again, stretching them forward, backward, bending my wrists as far as they would go to ease the soreness. 

      “What’s wrong with your hands?” she asked. 

      “Nothing,” I said, relaxing my arms. “Like I said, I’ve been spinning too much.”

      “You need to take care of yourself, girl,” she said. “I’ll bring you some tinctures to help with the pain tomorrow.” 

      “I just need time, Mariah,” I said. I took her by the arm in as comforting a way as I could. “I’m fine. You don’t need to worry about me.” 

      She let me guide her to the door. Her usually sharp expression softened to worry and compassion. Her mouth turned down at the corners. “Aurora…”

      “I’m fine, Mariah. I promise. Thank you for stopping by.” 

      And I shut the door in her face. A pang of guilt made my heart skip. I’d just sent Mariah away, my father’s oldest friend. My oldest friend. I’d just kicked her out of my house. 

      But as the knock of her boots moved away from the door and down the steps, followed by the crunch of snow, I felt only relief. I moved to the cupboard and pulled out the three shining skeins of linen. These I laid out gently on the table so that I could see them from my chair. 

      And then I carefully uncovered the glass wheel and replaced the distaff in its socket. Then I sat down and resumed spinning. 

      Mariah came back every week after that. I’d see her coming from my window, and I’d run to hide away the evidence of what I was doing. Then I’d get rid of her as fast as I could before she could comment on the state of my house, which grew steadily worse as the project wore on. 

      My resting days shrunk to nothing. At first, I’d spend half the day on the housework and take the rest of the time to rest. Then, after about a month, I’d stop resting and simply resume spinning after the housework was done. Then, a few weeks after that, I started doing only the bare minimum around the house so I could get back to the wheel as quickly as possible. I cleaned just enough dishes so that I could eat again and ignored the growing clutter completely. 

      Every moment I spent spinning meant more gold. More success. This would be the only opportunity I’d ever get in my entire life to make money like this. I couldn’t waste even a single minute. 

      And if ever I started to doubt my logic, I’d simply get out the five gold nuggets The Weaver had given me. I laid them out on the windowsill in an orderly row and let their shine fill me with renewed purpose. 

      Mariah eyed the towers of dishes, the haphazard piles of clothes and tools and rubbish. But I’d always shoo her out again like an angry goose before she could start in on me. After a while, tired of hearing her scolding and worrying about the state of me and my house, I stopped answering the door when she knocked. And after that, she stopped knocking altogether. She simply came, dropped off a milk crate of fresh bread and smoked pork, then turned around and left again. 

      Weeks turned to months, and I barely noticed. All I could think about was the glass wheel and the steadily growing pile of glowing linen thread. I emptied the contents of my wardrobe out into the corner and instead used the shelves to store the thread in orderly rows. I twisted them into tidy hanks to prevent tangling and laid them side by side. 

      I liked to stare at the thread. Something about it eased the ache in my arms. It brought a little light back into the darkness that crowded in at the corners. They were beautiful, glowing with life and vitality. 

      The Weaver would be pleased. Her new cloak would be glorious.
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