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For Every Princess Everywhere





People think my name is Maleficent but that isn't true. And as for crimes, all that I am guilty of is loving my sister. My sister is the dawn, Aurora.
—
Midnight
◆◆◆
 
On the night of my sixteenth birthday, I fell asleep. When morning came, I didn't wake up. It's been a month and I'm still sleeping, but this isn't the story that you think it is.
—Aurora




Part One: The Power of a Dream





Chapter One

Aurora
Screams pierced the air, awaking me.
“Another dream?”
Midnight looked to me, trying to conceal the truth, but could only nod. She was powerless against me, her sister. Already I was beside her, picking up the brush, pulling it through the long strands of Midnight's hair. Her name was really Asteria, for she was born amid the stars, but long ago I had taken to calling her Midnight and it had stuck. That was my privilege as the younger sister, a hold on my sister's heart and fate.
“Tell me about it,” I said, my voice soft like the rain on the castle's roof.
“It was nothing,” Midnight said, shifting in the moonlight that fell across her bed. I paused in my brushing.
“You were screaming,” I said, beginning to brush again and then I added softly, “You can tell me, you know. I'm not a child anymore.”
It was true. My birthday was approaching. My sixteenth, a day of crowning glory. For on that day, a crown would be placed on my head and I'd be fully a princess with all that entailed. No longer would I merely weave a crown of roses from below my window, as I'd been doing since I was a child, and place it on my head. Now, I'd stand with all of them: Midnight, Mother, and Father, before the kingdom. Our father was born as a prince to the people and ruled over them with all the kindness that a dutiful king was wise to hold. The earth hummed through Mother's veins. She knew every sacred heartbeat of the drumming river on the shore, every whisper of the spider in his web. Her people had lived among this land, long before Father's had arrived in their ships. With the passage of centuries, their peoples had merged and their kingdoms as well. Midnight mirrored our mother, in the soft fall of her foot and her raven hair. I shone with the light of dawn, at least that's what everyone said. But I could bring no light to my sister now. The dreams carried a darkness of their own, plaguing her with the weight of the stones of the castle.
Midnight looked at me and nodded.
“I was running through the forest, wolves nipping at my heels, and briars encircling me. A dragon breathed its fire over me and I could not escape. I kept calling to you, but you couldn't hear me.”
She pushed aside the memory of the dream, shaking it from her with a slight shrug of the shoulders. Midnight was the older sister. It was her job to protect; she was not supposed to be the one who needed her younger sister's gentleness. But the dawn is always more uninhibited than the night, uninhibited by the shadows, flowing with a truth that breaks free like a vivid burst of color.
I leaned into her, breathing my love of protection over my sister.
“Don't worry, Midnight. I'm here. I'll always be here.”
◆◆◆
 
Two nights later, Midnight awoke, screaming again.
“It's getting worse, isn't it?” I said, leaning beside my sister. Midnight had no chance of denying it, not as she shook like a leaf in a gale. Besides, there was something else. The dream had left its mark on her. I reached for her hand to comfort her, but Midnight pulled it back, roughly, trying to hide it under the blanket.
“What's happened?” I said.
Thorns, as though they'd been soaked in fire, dragged their ugly claws over her skin.
“Midnight?” My voice quivered in the moonlight, like a candle's flame on the edge of being snuffed out.
“I'm fine.” She said it, but the words held no conviction. There was nothing that she could conceal from me. I said nothing, but I tucked the words inside my heart and made a vow.




Chapter Two

Aurora
I have waited for this day. It thrills through me, like a sunset painting the sky. Mother says I am always drawn to the colors and that it speaks to my name. Maybe there's something in that, that one born at dawn would always seek out the vivid and turn toward awakening.
And today has arrived, my sixteenth birthday. If Midnight has anything to do with it, it will be a memorable occasion.
“Mark my words, Aurora,” (She always says that in her most teasing voice, like she's trying to be stern with me and is utterly unable to be.), “you will remember this day, the kingdom will, the entire world.”
I laughed it off. Perhaps, I shouldn't have.
With the kingdom looking on and my family at my side, the cake glowed before me. The candles sparkled, not just with fire, but with dancing fireworks. Bursts of glittering color flickered from one wax pillar to the next, before the entire sky outside the window burst into a symphony of color.
“Perfect,” Midnight said. By the way that she said it, I knew that she'd arranged it all. This was her gift to me, my sister's special project.
“Midnight, I don't know – ”
“Shh,” she said, “This is your day. Thank me later. Wish now.” Her eyes shone as she said it, as though nightmares never blazed through her eyes. Then, she moved, ever so slightly. Her dress, the one spun in the perfect silver thread that she'd had made for her birthday last year, her sixteenth, moved. It still shimmered and caught the light, casting a chandelier of prism light like rainbow confetti over the room. It lacked the innocence of that day now, as her sleeve pulled away from her wrist and I saw her scarred skin. From the pit of my stomach, a dragon roared at the hurt of Midnight's dreams. Nothing was supposed to harm her. Even as children, I insisted on it. The horse had once threatened to throw her. It was enough for me to swear off horses altogether. But, Midnight said I mustn't hold it against the creature. The stable boy, Philip, had scared the horse as he moved the straw aside. I blamed him, but she didn't. She thought the horse ought to have had more sense, even if she did think I shouldn't mistrust it. It was the only thing we ever disagreed on. And it was strong enough to convince me that my sister needed protecting.
“Make a wish,” her smiling face said.
“Protect your sister,” her scarred arm spoke back.
The music danced through the room, its notes nearly visible on the wind. Mother nodded and I smiled at her. I could see the burst of fireworks behind her, the purple and blue shimmering against her raven hair. Our mother's eyes blaze with the beauty of the north, dark and deep like Midnight's. Long before Father's people sailed across the sea to land on these shores, Mother's people spoke to the earth and gathered its stories.
“The wind is in your blood.” She'd say it to us when we were little and the gales knocked against the glass panes. Singing to us, she'd soothe our fears. I took comfort in that, knowing that something in our blood couldn't hurt it. But now, as I stand before the people, their voices rising in song around me, the love of my family surrounding me and the fireworks exploding in a palette of color behind me, all I can do is hear a little voice inside of me. It starts as a whisper, a bit of the wind, and then it expands, urging me on. If wind is in my blood, perhaps there's a bit of magic too. At least enough to make my birthday wish come true.
I've waited for this moment. Midnight told me, long ago, when sixteen seemed forever away, that we had power on our sixteenth birthday wish. I begged her to tell me what her wish was, but she never did. I suppose it was the only other thing we ever argued about. Only, perhaps, that wasn't quite true. We'd not argued. She'd simply left me out. Never mind, though, it was enough to have the promise of a wish, a wish that could save my sister.
I took a deep breath and then I did it. I wished and as I did, I sealed my fate.




Chapter Three

Midnight
When I woke up, it was light. There was not a trace of clouds left in the sky, not a single shred of night. Dreams, which had plagued me constantly for years, had remained absent. Morning arrived, without any sign of Aurora.
Aurora. I pushed back the curtains from my bed. The fringed tassels, silver silk spun by Rumpelstiltskin, flicked against the carved oak balustrade pillars of the bed. My feet sank into the plush carpet, embroidered with the tiniest of roses. It was Aurora's rug. Mine had stars. Only, the dimensions had been switched. My room was larger, just slightly, and so Aurora's carpet didn't fit in her room. Father had been furious, steaming that the carpet maker be fired, that the rug be cut down to size. Mother, though, in all her wisdom, had taken it as an omen.
“The girls are connected. This is no mistake.”
Mother's word was final and that was set. Now, as I crossed the carpet, the strands interwoven with the miniature roses, I felt the pull. Connected. I'd wanted to tell Aurora of my peaceful night, to share the good news. Now though, I felt the pull of something larger. Though there was lightness in me, an absence of the nightmares, there was Aurora – Aurora in peril! Yes, that was it.
I gathered my nightgown in my hands, causing it to pull away from my skin. My ankles flashed with tiny snakes. They leaped from my skin, harsh marks of red from the tyranny of nightmares. I saw none of it, though I'd noticed the marks that had affixed themselves into my arms. I'd been unable to hide them from Aurora yesterday. I'd nodded at my sister, given her an encouraging smile to get her to make her wish, to take her mind off all that had happened, but still Aurora had seen. Determination, that was what had flashed through Aurora's eyes. Determination bathed in love. Not pity. No, that wasn't Aurora. I loved her all the more for it.
A burst of light, flooding through me, propelled my feet forward now. I knocked on Aurora's door. No answer. A knot tightened in my stomach. Reaching for the doorknob, I pushed it open. No calamity met my eyes. All lay still around me, not eerily, but serenely. As if all of Aurora's room had been suspended from a cloud, I stepped into the peace that had run from my body moments before. Outside her window, a blue bird began to sing. Its melody wrapped the room in a veil of magic. Embroidery danced on the silk curtains, as they blew gently in the breeze, encircled around Aurora's bed. I pushed the curtain aside, its silk sliding over my hand and soothing where the fire breath of dreams had left their mark. I hardly noticed though. All I saw was Aurora. Peaceful. Perfect. Asleep.




Chapter Four

Philip
Princess Aurora has been asleep for twenty hours. Midnight returned to her room three hours after she first checked on her, but nothing happened. Aurora still slept. At noon, their mother came to see why she'd not yet come to the table. Yes, she'd eaten mounds of cake and confection yesterday, but surely she'd be hungry by now. Still, Aurora had not come. At two-o'clock, when all had tried to rouse her and failed, the doctor was called. Phillip was sent for him.
“Philip, fetch the doctor immediately.”
“What's happened?”
“Aurora's ill.”
The words fell over him, with an odd sort of currency, a weightiness that he couldn't quite explain. Aurora hated him. She always had. Or, at least it seemed as if she certainly did. Once, long ago, Midnight slipped on a horse that he was holding for her. Midnight was fine, one of the
best riders in the kingdom, and she'd not held it against Philip. Aurora had though. Inside of her, behind her smile, she kept her grievances.
That made her sound malicious though and she wasn't. Everyone loved Aurora; she was the darling of the kingdom. Well, both girls were, he supposed. Aurora was younger though, lighter, fairer, but more importantly, she held the light. That is to say, she adored the spotlight, standing before the kingdom and being seen. It wasn't vanity; it was vitality. No, she was only cold toward Philip, unwilling to forgive his grievances against her sister. If only Aurora had known that, while the kingdom watched her, Philip watched Midnight. He needed only her scraps of moonlight, her intensity of character to hold his interest. But none of that mattered. Midnight smiled at him and he'd leap at the chance to help her. Her lips pulled tight, there was no familiar curve beckoning to him now. It didn't matter though. Midnight need only say the word and he'd jump into whatever hoop she required. But no, that wasn't even true. She didn't have to say a single word. The absence of her smile was enough to have him mounting a horse to find the most elusive berry or bit of herb to grind into a potion to save Aurora. Whatever it took, he would do it.




Chapter Five

Aurora
I can feel myself falling, not from a building or cliff, but through layers. They billow out around me,
And then it hits me, not the ground, not the imaginary boundary of nothingness, but the truth.
I am asleep. I know it, but I'm frozen. I can't move. I mean, I can move, but not escape. I'm falling, dancing nearly through these wispy colors of silks and charmeuse. Colors that ebb and flow like the tide begin to slow. Their torrents, swirling voraciously like autumn leaves in a gale, now melt into soft downy flakes. Splats of color whisper past. They settle around me, like discarded confetti. Last night, as I stood in the ballroom, the crystal chandeliers winked with dozens of hues. Now the colors sizzle on the floor, like oil frying in the cook's pan. Leaping higher they begin to encircle me, pulling me from the ground. I hover there, near enough the ground to step back and yet floating in a way that I could never do while awake.
I try to open my eyes, prying them apart from the jaws of sleep. Despite my best efforts, though, nothing happens.
Come on, Aurora. Open your eyes. Wake up. Wake up.
I can nearly hear Midnight's voice calling to me and not only my own internal monologue. If I were awake, I would be panicking now, frozen in the inability to have command over the simplest of tasks: opening my eyes. Because I am asleep, though, all is utterly still. I am safe and so no desperation creeps across me.
The colors fall back to the ground, depositing me there softly. They lay discarded at my feet, as if they are creating a floor for me. Not as perfectly ordered or planned as a mosaic, but just as intricately placed, they glow in kaleidoscopic symphonies. The colors lack opaqueness and a light, more brilliant than the sun but less blinding, shines through them, illuminating the expanse around me. Like cathedral stained glass, they disperse a rainbow array of light. Bright beams of color flicker over my white nightgown, painting it in a palette that changes each time I slightly turn. Still, I am unable to open my eyes and yet I can see all here in this colorful expanse. I resign myself to this, knowing that I will soon awake. Morning must be moments away. It feels as if I've been asleep for days, but of course such a thought is ludicrous.




Chapter Six

Midnight
“Hang a dreamcatcher above her bed,” Mother's voice carries down the corridor. Tapestries, woven with fine strands of silver and gold, catch the firelight.
“Your Highness?”
“Aurora's trapped by creatures of the night.”
The courtiers exchange glances behind her back. They are of Father's people, transplants from the east into this land. They do not believe in shadow creatures and dismiss Mother's way as superstition. She is their queen though and so they leave to fetch the dreamcatcher, one of those that hung above our beds when we were children. But then, then the unthinkable had happened and –
“Mother, are you sure?”
She turns, surprised by my presence.
“Of course I am sure,” she says, her voice authoritative but gentle.
“But, I – I mean, what happened, with me, and...” My words trail away, losing their certainty.
“Asteria,” she says.
I blink because she never calls me that. It's a signal, that all has changed. And in that moment, all I want is for everything to be the same as it always is and for my dear sister and truest friend, Aurora, to be calling me Midnight.
“It's the only way,” she continues, “Now, my girl, I have an errand for you. You must go to Rumpelstiltskin.”
◆◆◆
 
Ten years ago, Aurora and I went to sleep as we always did. Our dreamcatchers, spun with gold threads for Aurora and silver for me, kept guard as we slumbered. But that night was not at all like other nights. Winds pounded the glass panes of our room and rattled the shutters. The maid, in her haste to see her beloved, had not secured our windows properly and the gusts unhinged my dreamcatcher from the wall. Before the sunlight had a chance to burn away the bad that had been entangled there, I fell into a deep trance, with no protection. The nightmares spilled out over me, as the threads fell onto my bed. And that is how my sleeping curse began. Nightmares haunted me from that day forward, increasing in intensity as I aged. On my sixteenth birthday, I wished that nothing would befall Aurora as horrible as –
My eyes go wide. I know what's wrong with her. She's wished something terrible. Somehow she's wished to take away my dreams and now she is the one with the sleeping curse.




Chapter Seven

Rumpelstiltskin
Rumpelstiltskin sat with his back pressed against the stone wall, sweat pouring from his brow. Trance-like he stared into the spiderweb of intricate strands.
Gold and silver
Make it shimmer
Weave the magic into thread
Watch it change from blue to red
He hummed the tune, some melodious chant from long ago, as he worked the shuttlecock through the loom.
If there were anything that Rumpelstiltskin was known for, aside from his unruly name, it was his spinning. The entire kingdom spoke, in reverent hushed tones, of the beautiful work of Rumpelstiltskin. Weaving was his secret alone though, a sacred time to sit and contemplate the world, to watch it run its course as it danced through the machine and under his hand.
Hands. That was how all of this had started. Some called it a blessing. Some deemed it a curse. Most things in life were like that. Rumpelstiltskin had learned that much. Of that he was certain, even when he did not know which it was.
Blessing or curse
Silver and gold
This is the way
The story is told
He sang the words, feeling them sift through his hands as the threads did. Silver and gold, yes. Gold. Gold and hands, that was how it had all begun.
Golden threads pass through his fingers. His father was not so lucky. His fingers turned solid, unable to run his hands through his wife's beautiful long silken hair. No longer could he reach for young Rumpelstiltskin and take his hand or throw a ball to his tiny son. No. That is all gone now. Since first he came upon the beautiful fountain, he knew that his life would change. This was not an elixir of life, but of luxury. Solid gold flowed whenever drops of this water were poured out of the finely engraved vase. But, Rumpelstiltskin’s father had made a mistake. Once, in haste, he poured the water too quickly and the gold had run over his hand. Encasing his skin, it wound him in this golden gauntlet.
“Father, what's happened to your hand?” young Rumpelstiltskin had asked in earnest.
“A touch of gold, my boy, that's all.” He'd said the words as though brushing away crumbs under the rug and not the troubles of his young son's heart.
No longer did his father run and play with him. He kept his distance, weary of this touch and its power to unleash an outpouring of gold.
“You want to see something amazing?” Rumpelstiltskin said months later, to his sister. Night after night he'd climbed high up the ladder to spy on their father. She'd shook her head.
“No more spiders. No more toads. They aren't amazing. They're just commonplace.” She said the word with a little question, as though uncertain of its validity. Then, she nodded to herself and smiled.
“Yes, commonplace.”
Rumpelstiltskin shook his head at her.
“It's no toad or frog or spider and it's not commonplace. It's wonderful.” And then he worked his magic. He said those words that he knew were irresistible to his sister.
“Unless you don't like gold, that is.”
“Gold?” Now, she turned to him. Now, she smiled. Now he had her.
“Come on,” he said, in reply, already racing up the ladder. She scampered up behind him.
There, they saw their father running his hands over a stack of straw. As he did, it turned to finely spun gold and it filled the room around them. He wound up the golden threads on the finest of spinning wheels and the children looked on in awe.
“That's amazing,” Rumpelstiltskin's sister said, a happy sigh escaping her lips.
“I told you as much,” he said.
She nodded.
“Our lives, they're forever changed from now on.”
At that she nodded again, solemnly, a little vow sealed between the two of them.
Word spread quickly through the country. All came in search of the priceless treasures and of the king who could turn simple straw into gold, a king who was father to Rumpelstiltskin and who went by the name of Midas.




Chapter Eight

Aurora
From the blurs of color, a figure emerges. Shadowy at the edges, as though I'm looking through a pane, I see it. Only, I don't know what it is.
Breathe Aurora. It's fine. You're asleep.
Still.
I'm still asleep.
I realize it now.
But, shouldn't I be awake? How long has it been? It feels like days. But, of course, that is crazy. No one can fall asleep for days, especially not me. I have never done anything remarkable. Love my sister. Climb trees for the juiciest apples. Count to ten in a dozen languages. Is any of that remarkable? Maybe. If so, then yes, I've done something worth noting. The point, though, is that I'm asleep. Still. And now, now I know I shouldn't be.
Flying at me, with the force of a swarm of eagles, an arrow torpedoes toward my heart. For a moment, I freeze like ice suspended from the eaves of the castle. And then, I reach out, I pluck the arrow from the air, as easily as flowers from the meadow in spring, and I stop it in its tracks. An archer stares at me in shock that I have done such a thing. His surprise is short-lived, though, as he melts under my gaze. His shape, which had always been shadowy, now disappears entirely and only a silent swirl of color, like petals falling from the trees in May, remains.
Something is wrong. I know this now. I'm trapped. And yet, I'm also utterly free. I have never been as free as I am now. I feel as though I could spread my wings and take to flight, soaring over this land of colors and discarded care, floating over the kingdom, absorbing the concerns of all who cannot sleep tonight. I feel a mountain under me now. Strange. There hadn't been one before. I begin to climb, one steady step at a time. Around me the lands splay out in all directions and I have climbed a much greater height than time ought to have allowed. But, this is the land of dreams, a realm where anything is possible. I know that, somehow, even if I do not know why I am still here. As I climb higher, I see both sunrise and sunset, as though they are perpetually in motion and I am far above the earth, in the highest stratosphere, in a place where there is always rising, always setting, always turning of the earth. There is constant rotation and I realize that I too have begun to spin, as if I am a ballerina, with my toes pirouetting over the ends of the earth and the silk of my slippers soaked through with the colors of this netherworld. There is a constancy in the unobtainable of this dreamlike state.
I try to hum now, to calm my fears, a habit that Mother taught me when I was young. I try to hum, but of course, I cannot. I say of course, because I never can when dreaming. I asked Mother why once and she said that my song was not asleep. My spirit was still awake, even as my body slept. My song would not ever sleep, for it was like a flame. It was beautiful, the way she told me that.
And yet, now, I find myself longing for my song, longing for the music to fill my soul. It is lonely without it. Even more than that, though, I miss Midnight. I have never been this long without my sister. And it does feel interminably long now. I long to call to her, to ask her to come into my room, to sing to me, the way that I did when Mother and Father were away when we were young. I needed her then, her state of grace, her constancy of character, the black swish of her hair as she danced with me, twirling me in circles in front of the fireplace. I need her all the more now. For I am lost without my sister. And in this dream world, that takes on monumental proportions. Another archer rises in the distance and draws back his bow. It's a crossbow, the kind that I am an expert at firing. Midnight is the pro with the long bow. She always pointed that out to me, how her bow was quicker. She said it in jest, but still her point was there. I understood her pride. For the only person more proud of Midnight than herself was me.
I wait, watching the archer, prepared to see him unleash his arrows toward me as the earlier archer did. I clench my fists and unclench them, waiting for the archer to fire. My fingers twist, my senses heighten. I strain my eyes not to blink, to miss his firing and be unable to catch the arrow. Perhaps, the last time was a fluke. “Little Rabbit,” That's what Mother called me. She said that though I looked like Father, I was still her daughter, a child of the earth who walked with the wind. It meant that I knew the old ways, the ways of her people. It filled me with more than a little pride. Pride was not what I needed now though. I needed only to watch. I held my breath. Wisps of concentration move through my nose, exchanging air with the momentum of thought. All is still. All stretches interminably long. There is no gravity, no rules of motion or of time. Not here. Not in this land of dreams. My hands fall to my sides now, though, as I realize that there is no reason to remain in this flinched position. The archer has turned away. This time, he hasn't fired. Instead, he is staring into the distance, draws a bow and fires. It catapults through the clouds, which I had not noticed were there previously. Perhaps, they weren't.
I wonder if it might rain and then I know that it will not. It never rains in dreams, at least not in mine. The sun shines, illuminating the gray, peeking through the clouds. That's the way of it. Always. I have no idea why I am asleep or for how long I have been. But, at least there seems to be some sort of rules that I can depend on. Well, perhaps, there are. Maybe. Maybe not. Anything can happen in a dream.




Chapter Nine

Midnight
I am going to Rumpelstiltskin. For years, I have heard the stories of his magical ways. Like a figure of epic proportions from myth, his shadow reigns over the land. Some say that he is to be feared, but he's a recluse. I've always felt sorry for him. No friends. No family. Hidden away. It wasn't always like that. Once, long ago, he too had lived in a palace. His father was King Midas, a mightier ruler than even our parents. But when Midas's touch turned to gold, he was banished from the land. A king had never been divorced from his kingdom. But, that was before. This was different. Everything had changed. A king needed to command with dignity, not with fear. Everyone thought that all traces of Midas's gold had disappeared when he was banished, leaving behind a motherless Rumpelstiltskin. His mother had turned to gold, immortalized under her husband's unfortunate touch. It had so broken Midas that rumors swirled that he would have banished himself, hidden in the hills, even if his kingdom had not forced him to leave. The governors had seen to that, a board of them, in a parliament of sorts. It was a pity really, for Midas had been beloved.
“Let that be a lesson to you,” Father would say when we were young.
“Not to turn to gold?” Aurora would ask, her tiny face afraid, as she looked left to right and saw her blond hair spilling like spun gold over her shoulders.
“No, my little angel drops,” he'd say, planting a kiss on her temple, “to remember that we are royalty, but the kingdom comes first.”
“The kingdom comes first. The kingdom comes first.” I'd awaken in terror at those words for years after. He had meant them kindly, but they tore away at me. It was easy enough to put Aurora first, but an entire kingdom? Its weight bore heavily on me.
Stones littered the path. Rumpelstiltskin loved riddles and it was no surprise that he guarded his home in a meandering maze as well. His tactic unfolded under my feet, in trying to trick those who decided to prey upon him. And how would he greet me? Would he scorn the princess whose father had taken the throne that ought to have belonged to him? Or, as many suspected, had Rumpelstiltskin gone mad, delirious from the fever of gold that had set into his father's hands and burned in his life. Oh well. None of that mattered. Aurora needed golden thread and silver, spun by the only man who could, spun by Rumpelstiltskin. It was the only chance that I had in getting back my sister. That was enough to make me climb the fiercest mountain and face the most brazen man.
Drawing up my strength, I knock on his door now. His home is smaller than I would have imagined. A scent hangs heavy in the air, like spices mixed with exotic perfume. I cannot decide whether it's a concoction that's meant as adornment or to be drunk. Perhaps, the children that whisper that Rumpelstiltskin is a sorcerer are right. It may very well be a spell bubbling away in the fire, some potion that will turn all who enter into a toad. I shake my head and push away such thoughts. It's useless to have an overactive imagination, especially now.
There is silence from his home. I raise my hand to knock again, this time calling to him as I do,
“Rumpelstiltskin!”
Still, nothing.
I try again, knocking louder.
“Rumpelstiltskin! It is Princess Asteria. I am in need of your assistance.”
No man will knowingly turn away a princess, not if he wishes to keep his head.
I hear a gasp, as though the person inside is frightened, alarmed by my declaration and wanting only to hide.
Now, I gentle my voice,
“Please, Rumpelstiltskin, I do not wish to hurt you. My sister needs your help. She is ill.”
Now, he opens the door. Sadness looks at me. That is the only way to describe him. His cavernous eyes echo with abandon. How terrible it must have been for him to be alone all these years!
“Your mother is Peaceful Dove,” he says with confidence, as though he is seeing her now and not me. How many have told me that I look identical to her? It does not surprise me that he should think so, but I am taken aback by him knowing her name, her birth name that is.
“Yes, Peaceful Dove was her name at birth. The kingdom knows her as Marilla.”
He nods, pensive at the word.
“The kingdom shapes us all as they will.”
I search my mind for something to say, anything to say. I could agree with him, but it feels treasonous to do so. At the very least, it feels as though I am agreeing that I am merely a puppet. Yes, I am here for golden and silver thread, but they are not strings; I am no marionette. A nagging grips me at the thought of that though. But if I disagree with him, I know that I will alienate him. Even more, I know now that it is the truth. Yes, it does shape us. I realize that now. I have no reason to answer, though, for he says to me,
“Your sister is ill?”
I nod, my heart nearly stopping as I do,
“Yes, she has been asleep for many days now.”
“A potion? Some curse? Who has done such a thing?”
His sadness is wiped clean now, like a slate at the end of lessons. In its place stands an army of inquiry.
“Nothing of the sort.”
I know what caused it. At least, I have my suspicion. I have voiced this aloud to no one though. How could I? How could I admit that it is all my fault? That Aurora may never wake up, never wake up, because....
He knows that I am holding something back. I can see it on his face. But, how can I possibly say that it's all my fault? Aurora is in danger because of me.




Chapter Ten

Phillip
I have been trailing her for the past hour. My mother would scold me for following a princess, but my father would congratulate me. Or, maybe, if she knew my heart, that'd be the other way around. When I see Midnight, I want only to help her. Either way, I can hardly be blamed for wanting to help a princess.
Philip watched as Midnight scrambled over the rocks. She was sure of her footing, but her mind was wandering. It was hard for others to notice, but then others had not watched her as he had. Always. It was not that he stalked her, not that anything was untoward. He'd just taken it upon himself to be her chief guard, among the many that she had. He supposed it had begun years ago, the night of the accident.
Wind ripped through the castle, sending screeching torrents through the halls. He was young then. Mother still fussed over him and he remembered her face being near ebony in complexion, as though she were the dark side of the chess board. He looked nothing like her, but then Midnight and Aurora looked so unlike each other. There were many shades in this land, many pigments in the earth. Isn't that what Mother had told him, when he'd inquired? On that night, her face had merged with the darkness of the night. He'd wedged his little hand into hers as she walked through the halls. A seamstress for the queen, she knew the old ways like her majesty did. They'd sing together and she'd even call her by her name, Peaceful Dove instead of Marila. On that night, they were chanting, a poem of their people, recalling the old triumphs, the old sorrows, the way that the world was created in a dream by the old turtle with a shell upon his back that turned to earth. It was a lovely story, one that always convinced Philip he was rooted deeply in this place. He would search for turtles, lift them, peek under their shells and fall into a giddy fit of laughter as he imagined the entire world flowing out, like a peddler releasing a sackful of delights to children in the town.
Now, as he had followed Midnight to this tiny hovel, this home of the impish Rumpelstiltskin, he had remembered all about that night. He had felt the luxurious plush carpets sink beneath his young feet, as he scampered over the boulders. He'd heard the wind whistling through the eaves as the waterfalls tumbled over the stones nearby. There was giggling from the girls' rooms. His mother had smiled at that, but her eyes did not smile. Some said that she could see the future. It was not that she was a seer, but she caught glimpses of intuition at times. Perhaps, on that night, she had. Philip hadn't asked her. Maybe he should have. But, he suspected that he already knew the answer and he would not burden her with the knowledge that she might have stopped all that happened.
Maybe, his mind had made more of it than was merited. But, everything seemed to point to that night. Somehow. Maybe he had part of his mother's intuition as well.
Aurora screamed. He remembered that. He stopped now in his tracks, as her scream thrilled through him. How strange it was to think of her lying there now, perfectly still. She'd always been spirited, always run down the halls, giggling, singing, or when she was older, reciting poetry in Latin, doing equations in her head, long calculations. She planned to sail away with Midnight. She was determining how wide their boat should be, how many supplies would be needed and in what way the stars would move above them. Or, something like that. He had only heard snippets. He was Philip, the son of servants, not a prince.
She screamed and Mother had turned. She'd hidden him behind her skirts, but he'd managed to peek above her crinoline. It was odd to see her wear one. He more often thought of her wrapped in the woolen blankets of her kinsmen, a bright array of autumn's foliage colors around her shoulders as she rocked him, singing songs of the past, telling stories of creation and of the future. Flashes of color is what he'd seen then too. Flashes because long twines of silver and gold flickered over the floor. Wooden beams, calloused by time, sparkled with a pool of gemstones on that night. The dreamcatcher had broken. Aurora knelt on the floor. Desperation painted her face. Midnight lay splayed on the floor. And his heart was pierced. Philip's knees sank. He was drawn to her, unable to explain his fascination. It was as if one of those strands had hung above their heads as children, joining their hearts on a string of an unbreakable bond.
He wondered now if Midnight ever felt as he did. It was foolish. Wasn't it foolish? If she felt as he did, then she would have said something to him. She would, except that Aurora hated him. Midnight would not cross her sister, not betray her, no matter how she felt for a man. A man is who Philip saw now, as Rumpelstiltskin drew back the door. Philip stayed his steps, resisting the urge to step forward, to enter the door with Midnight. He wouldn't do such a thing. He couldn't give away his position.
She disappeared inside the house now. He waited. Waiting for her to emerge. Waited to see how the gold of his heart would need his help. If only that dreamcatcher hadn't broken on her all those years ago. If only, if only his intuition had crept in sooner...




Chapter Eleven

Aurora
I made a wish. On my sixteenth birthday, which now feels months or even years away, I made a wish and now I'm asleep. I've been asleep for centuries. Maybe. It certainly feels like it. Of course that's silly. No one sleeps for centuries. Certainly not me, Aurora. Despite not knowing how long I have slept or when I will awaken, I do know that my wish is why I'm asleep.
And it provides me with more than a little relief. If I'm asleep in this dreamworld, because of my wish, then it means that Midnight is free.
Wish upon a star
On behalf of sister's part
Free her from despair
Give her dreams of heart
Those were the words that my heart wished. When a heart wishes, there is certain to be more than a little magic. Couple that with my sixteenth birthday and I knew that my wish would have to come true. For, after all, Midnight and I had sprinkled our shoes with the dust of the elves so that our footsteps would be perfect in the myriad of dances and numerous waltzes that we were required to take part in. We've both loved to dance since we were tiny, but our feet seem always to have a mind of their own. We were dancing, our hands clasped around each other's waists and playing boats, standing at the stern, when I tripped all those years ago. I tripped, straight into the window and down crashed Midnight's dreamcatcher.
The beautiful silver and gold threads ripped free of the frame and unleashed all the nightmares that the sun had not yet burnt away. It had been days since it had beamed so bright. Rain had fallen unrelentingly, until I tripped, the dreamcatcher fell and Midnight landed in a heap all at once. All fell over her. Down came the dreams. Down came the gold. Down came the silver. Down came the magic that had transferred from Midas into his son Rumpelstiltskin and its powers to transform. And it had, only not in all the wonderful ways that gold and silver ought to. There was no servant girl wrapped into rags transformed to riches. There was merely the young girl who was scared by what was so powerful that the sun itself was required to destroy it: nightmares.
But then, fear rips through me. I look around me. I am in no nightmare. Perhaps, none of it has worked. Maybe I am stuck here in this world and – well, what if Midnight is as well? What if she is also in some realm, drifting between pain and frozen solidity? That is what this world has become. If only there might be a tree, something to –
I freeze. There, directly in front of me, is a tree. It's reaching high into this dream-scape, pushing up the white barrier of this world. Surely, it was not there before. But it is ludicrous to think that I have somehow summoned it. Isn't it?
Now, I think of a chair, the one that is carved with the high-topped red leather back with the spindle feet and the –
It materializes before me. I fall back in awe. This is magnificent! I smell the scent of cinnamon strongly now and find a platter of delicious cookies laid out on a silver tray before me. A cup of steaming tea accompanies it with a perfectly-painted teapot beside me. It looks very much like the one that my paternal grandmother had, the one that she used to serve tea to me and –
Stop!
A warning as strong as a ship's foghorn pierces the thought. I jam my hands to my ears to block it all out. I cannot think of her, for fear of summoning my sister. I cannot – already, I can see her face sparkle before me. I put my hands in front of me now and push her away. I have no way of knowing if these things are real or figments. I am real, but I am the dreamer. Does that mean all else is merely shadow? I take a sip of tea now. It certainly tastes real, feels real, is piping hot and even scalds my tongue slightly. No. That's settled. No one can be brought here. But, now that I've realized this, it is impossible not to start thinking of her, not to – something to occupy my mind, that's what I need!
I summon the books from the library, the largest in Father's collection. I begin on page one and read. It works for five pages, exactly five pages, until I realize that there is someone else who would love to read this, someone with dark hair and – stop!
This is proving far too dangerous. A mountain. A mountain with goats on top and pine trees dotting the summit. A glacier, reflective of the sky above, shimmers at the top. Right. I'll climb it. I'll have to concentrate. I won't be able to think about it. I won't even be able to remember –
Lightning!
A bright white fizzle streaks the sky. There, just enough to make me focus without causing too much harm. Who knows how real this is? Who knows if I am able to be injured? I certainly do not aim to find out.
I duck low to the ground as the rain begins to fall. I have not thought of rain and am puzzled. Then I realize that dreams are always associations. Whatever I think of will bring with it the associations that it shares. It can rain in dreams after all. A house, looking hauntingly ominous, jumps to life on the horizon. Of course, the storm. I swallow back the rising panic. Now a storm is raging below me as well, as I am carried on a tide of swelling waves. I brace myself against the air, but it is no longer static. It swirls devilishly higher. I am trapped.




Chapter Twelve

Midnight
“Long ago, my dreamcatcher fell on me,” I say to Rumpelstiltskin.
He nods, looking serious.
“Was it day or night?” He asks, though the concern in his eyes alerts me that he already knows the answer, or at least deeply suspects it.
“Night,” I say.
“Dreams have plagued you all your life. They've worsened with age.”
He diagnoses me, as readily as any doctor would have.
I nod.
“And now, your sister, you suspect... what exactly?”
“Her sixteenth birthday was two weeks ago.”
“She knew you suffered from these dreams?” He eyes my arm as he says suffer, seeing there the last traces of the burns and scrapes of thorns from the nightmarish torments.
Again, I nod.
“It's not your fault,” he says it so softly that I barely hear him.
“Pardon?”
“What happened to her. It's not your fault. Loving someone, it doesn't mean you caused what happened to them...” His eyes mist over, as he looks through the past into the young boy whose mother and sister turned to golden statues, whose father was banished, who lost his home and all he knew.
I want to protest, to tell him that I know it is my fault. I am certain that she wished away my fate, that not understanding the power of the wish, she somehow exchanged her freedom for my captivity. It isn't worth it though. I know it isn't. She is now trapped, truly. I could always awaken. There was always a way out. Aurora. She'd promised me, that things would be different. Against my insistence not to worry about me, she'd made a wish on her sixteenth birthday, that most magical of days.
Now she is trapped, trapped and unable to be freed from it. Suppose that – I close my eyes to my worries. At least there has been no sign that nightmares torment her, as they did me. She has remained peaceful. Her skin is flawless. There are no visible indications of the nightmares' power. Perhaps, she is merely trapped in restful slumber. Is she even aware? Does she know that she has slept for weeks? Does she think that it has been merely a moment since she closed her eyes? Is she even thinking at all? Will I ever speak to my sister again?
I stand, to try to escape the whirling tide of tormenting thoughts that pool around me, gathering in deep currents threatening to tow me under. All that I succeed in doing is spilling the tea, deep and golden in appearance, that Rumpelstiltskin has fixed for us over my skirts.
“I have caused you distress. My apologies, Your Highness,” he says, looking as though he has been stricken. His words stick on the word “highness”, as though I am not the only royal that he is thinking of.
“No,” I say a bit too sharply. He cowers. Kidgloves, I remind myself.
“No, thank you, Rumpelstiltskin. It is not you. I miss my sister. I am worried for her. That is all. I need your help in getting her back. I have come for thread. I hope it is not too much to ask.”
I had intended to wait, not to spill my request so suddenly. But, I am struggling just to stand, unable to hold myself together for much longer as my sister lies in unspeakable danger.
“Thread, yes, of course,” he says, his eyes flitting over my words as he adjusts to keep pace with the conversation. Then his eyes flicker with recognition of the truth. Hope kindles there.
“You intend to repair the dreamcatcher. You want to reverse the damage.”
He says it so simply that even I wonder if it's too easy, if such a thing has any possibility of truly working.
I nod and then, ever so softly, barely hearing my own thought, I ask the question that has plagued me since Mother first spoke the plan to me.
“Do you think it will work?”
He studies me intently. Rather than answer me, he simply says,
“You love your sister greatly.”
I nod, trying not to let a tear race down my cheek.
◆◆◆
 
In front of Rumpelstiltskin, I was able to hold in my tears. But now, as I stand next to Aurora’s bed, I cannot contain my tears any longer. I try to wipe them away, not wanting them to fall on my sister’s perfect sleeping face.
“I’m trying, Aurora. Don’t worry. I went to Rumpelstiltskin. I asked him for thread. He’ll bring it to us and everything will be all right again.”
I hope that the words will come true. If Aurora’s wish got her into this, maybe mine can get her out.




Chapter Thirteen

Aurora
The waves are rising around me, but I too am rising as if the land itself is pushing me up. Is there a risk that I could drown if I step off of this wave? Has anyone ever drown in a dream? I hold on to the life-ring that has materialized before me, vowing not to find out. Wait, a dream. Of course, I'm dreaming! I have power, some sort of ability anyway. I think of sun shining, its heat scorching me, a desert of interminably long stretches. But, strangely, nothing happens.
Desperation. I'm too desperate. Nothing can grow when you grasp it too tightly. Isn't that what Mother had said so many times before? I shut my eyes to block her memory out. But my mother's wisdom remains, even as I don't think about her, and I take up the colors of the sea and begin to braid them. If there is no fear and no desperation, then I can divide the terror from the waves. The water flows through my hands, no longer wet, but only vibrant in color now.
The water's wrung free of the waves. I have only a coil of braided rope left in my hand, which winds down to the floor like some multicolored snake.
Draining away from the waves, the water pools in my eyes and then over the pillows. Each drop trickles down, falling like a cascade of jewels. I know that I'm still asleep and I cannot see the waking world, but somehow, deep within me I feel the tears mark my crisp pillow and a slight pressure as though I am not alone and for just a moment, water infuses the waves with color that is not my own. Even though I am asleep and know that I cannot think of Midnight, I sense her in that moment. And for just a second, it is enough. I'm safe from the waves and a spark of something has begun in the mixing of our tears.




Chapter Fourteen

An Errand for Elves
“Gather the peas of the princess.” Those words were spoken in golden shimmer. He could literally see them spill out of the lips and make a magical spell. Enchanted, that's what would happen to these precious pearls.
“I don't understand.” He'd shook his head, unable to comprehend those words.
“The princess sleeps on peas each night to guard them. They're magical. There's enough in those tiny sprouts to unleash whole gardens.”
At that, his eyes had lit. Lenora, his young daughter, had pleaded only last night for another crust of bread. How it had pained him to deny her! He had to, though, or there would be nothing for later in the week. Going to bed with a little hunger was tolerable. But, going for days without food was impossible.
“You want me to steal them?” he said to the elf. He bent low to speak to the man that was half his height. The elf shook his head with a little sparkle of dust falling from behind his hat and over his ears as he did.
“Don't think of it as stealing, my friend. The princess has a good heart. She would want the people to be fed.”
“Then, why does she not...”
Here the man trailed off, then glanced uncertainly over his shoulders. His head pivoted, surveying the land around him lest a guard should sweep in and arrest him for treason.
“She is merely a child, no older than your own daughter.”
At this the man blinked. How did the elf know about Lenora?
“Gather the peas and Lenora will not know hunger again.”
With those magical words, the man nodded and sealed a vow between them.
◆◆◆
 
“Almost there, go on.” The man stumbled forward. Lenora had been restless this evening and she'd begged him for several more songs before he had been able to lay her sleeping body in her bed. Covering her with a woolen blanket, he tucked in her tiny chin and whispered,
“Don't worry, Lenora, tonight I change our fate.”
◆◆◆
 
Now he found himself whirling in a forest of looming dark and ghastly tree figures. They stretched their arms skyward, as though they were pressing against the clouds, intent to break them and unleash the sunlight that lived beyond the cover of darkness. The trees did not awaken though. They remained stoic with their roots entrenched deeply into the coffee-toned dirt. They would not release their secrets to him. Mystified by the darkness and the looming clouds darting through the branches, he found himself lost now.
He sat down heavily on the forest floor, a carpet of leaves ankle-deep around him. Their edges crinkled under him, cacophonous but welcoming in his ears. He shut his eyes, whispered a little prayer, thought of Lenora and opened his eyes. A trail of moonlight stretched from his fingertips and widened as his eyes moved through the trees. At the top of the treeline, he saw it. Perfectly framed by a beautiful lunar spotlight rose a castle. It was grander than any that he had seen. But, that was saying, well nothing, for he had never seen a castle. He'd been close once, when he was a young boy.
“Just around the bend,” his brother had said. But then, a dog, one of the king's hunting pack, had bayed from the distance. They'd run off, before the hound could descend on them.
The castle was bigger than anything that he had imagined that he'd see. It was bright and shining, like alabaster. Certainly, it had not been carved of alabaster, but it looked convincingly as if it had been. He stood there, awestruck, unable to move for a moment. And then, practicality set in. How would he ever breach the walls? There were insurmountable numbers of guards. He could see their helmets gleaming by moonlight, as they stood at every turret. When his heart relaxed, he realized that they were only battlements on the castle. There were no guards standing there. With Lenora fixed firmly in his mind, he scaled the castle wall with a rope and dropped swiftly into the window that the elf had instructed him to find.
He bent at the princess's side, his heart racing uncontrollably. Now he lifted his eyes, to watch her breath. She was notorious for waking from the peas under her mattress. Tonight she seemed to sleep with a stillness that no person, let alone a vegetable, would ever be able to disturb. As the moonlight spread over her face, he caught sight of her for the first time. The elf had said that she was no older than Lenora. This girl, though, she looked to be at least ten years older than the innocent six-year-old that he had tucked into bed, after numerous songs, at home. Perhaps, the elf did not know how old Lenora was. Or, maybe, maybe elves were unable to tell the difference in ages of girls. Elves were far older than mortal men after all. Her hair was golden, like beams of the sun. She lay perfectly still and he was tempted to lift his hand to her neck, to check her pulse, to ensure that the life had not gone out of her. There was a peacefulness that consumed her, though, in a way that assured him that all was well.
And then, he saw it. He had expected to have to reach beneath her piles of mattresses to fetch the magical peas with their legendary growing status. But, here they were, looking luminescent in the moonlight. Like shining balls of crystal clearness, they stood as reflecting pools. He had never seen clear peas, only the deep green earthiness that the garden offered for sustenance. But then, ordinary peas could not grow into entire gardens. Ordinary peas could not guarantee that Lenora would never be hungry again. But, the elf had said that these would. Perhaps, they were supposed to be clear after all.
From the hallway, he heard the scuffle of feet. Mere moments is all that he had left, or he risked being caught, a fate that would land him in the dungeon. And then what would become of Lenora? No. That could not be allowed.
He reached into his pocket and scooped up the tiny gems of crystal food that lay beside the princess on her pillow. Into the silken purse, which the elf had entrusted to his care, he tucked them all for safe-keeping. There. It was finished. Now Lenora's future was safe.
◆◆◆
 
The elves poured the tiny precious pearls from the silken pouch that the man had delivered. A collective gasp pulsed through their halls. Mirrored prisms of brilliant light scattered confetti-like arrays of color. Here was where they had schemed, planning this perfect freedom for the kingdom. No one need ever go hungry again! How many times had they heard the young folks crying themselves to sleep? For everyone knew that elves' ears were the best adept at hearing the longings of the heart. And it was the heart that cried out, even as the stomach rumbled, for the heart had felt lost, abandoned, unable to quench its hunger. It believed that no one loved it. That was the worst kind of sickness, the deepest shade of shame. But, no more. The elves had decided. It would not be tolerated any longer. They were small, but their hearts were mighty. There was no one that could contend with the good intentions of the elves. Besides, they needed to atone for that darkness from long ago, that they never spoke of anymore.
Now, though, they gasped, at the sheer beauty of the perfectly polished clear gem-like peas before them. This is not at all what they had expected. There was nothing that resembled a vegetable here.
From the door, an old elf cleared his throat. Those gathered in the hall turned and looked.
“Where did these come from?”
“From the man in the village, the father of Lenora.”
They had picked him specially, knowing the motivation of a father's heart. It was not so unlike elf-like motivation to soothe the sorrow of the glen.
“And where did he find them?” the older elf said.
“From the castle, of course, where the princess with the peas sleeps.”
“These are not from that castle,” he said. They turned and looked at him, shaking their heads in wonder.
A murmur snaked its way through the halls.
“Then, where are they from?”
The old elf stepped nearer.
“These are precious, even more valuable than your vegetables.” Now, they understood that he had never been curious about any of the questions that he asked. He knew all the answers already.
“What are they?”
“These are diamonds, the jewels of a princess and her tears. They have transformative powers, particularly if any love is imbedded in them.”
The elves blinked. This was not their plan, but, if the old elf could be believed, and assuredly he could be, this was beyond their most treasured dreams. It was amazing, of immense proportions! Who knew what wondrous things could happen?




Part Two: Glass Slippers





Chapter One

Midnight
“The invitations must be sent at once.”
“Invitations?”
“Of course! Haven't you been listening?”
“Invitations for what?”
“Honestly, Midnight, where is your mind today? The invitations for the ball.”
I replayed the words in my mind, remembering the conversation with Aurora. When had it been? A month now? Maybe two? No, it was at least three months ago that I'd spoken to my sister. It was when I'd still been able to conceal the pain from my sister, before it had drug its ugliness over my arms and my dreams. It was before Aurora's sixteenth birthday ball, before she'd made the wish and before she'd fallen asleep. Asleep. Still. A month later. Who could sleep for a month?
The doctors had monitored her carefully, watching her for signs of weakness. How could anyone survive so long without food? Without even a sip of water? Somehow, though, Aurora had.
“She's fine.”
“Of course she isn't fine!” Father had snapped. “My daughter has been asleep for a month. Do you think that's normal? Do you?” He'd roared at them, the lion skin that hung above his throne peering menacingly down. Mother hated the skin. She said it was a sin to take the spirit out of a beast so grand, but Father was not the one who had done it. No, that was work of his ancestors. Of our ancestors. I think more of Mother's family as being my own. That doesn't make much sense, except that it's harder to reconcile that I am of a conquering people as well as one who knows the secrets buried in the land.
Mother's been thoughtful, speaking little. It's her way, one that has always brought me comfort. Only now, without the constant cheerful chirping of Aurora, I long to hear her talk to me, to reassure me, to speak a bit of happiness into the moment.
She does speak now, laying a reassuring hand on Father's arm,
“The doctor did not say that this was normal, only that she is fine.”
“Thank you, Your Majesty,” the doctor says nodding at her.
She nods and her soothing of my father has allowed the doctor to continue in his explanation.
“I know that is unusual for her to be sleeping so long, but there is no damage. It is as if she has been asleep only a matter of hours. Her breathing is steady, her heart beats clear, and her body has not suffered from lack of sustenance.”
“How can you know that there is no damage?”
This time it is my mother, in her calm manner that speaks, not Father with his belligerence.
“Pardon?” The doctor says.
“Her body is not all that there is to her. Can you assure me that her spirit is not disturbed?”
He blinks, looks to my father, briefly at me as I stand staring at him needing to know the answer as strongly as my mother does, and then clears his throat awkwardly. I know what that means. So too does Mother.
She nods slightly, though he has said nothing.
“Midnight, come, there's something we must do.”
◆◆◆
 
My mother has summoned me rarely, very rarely. That she has done so now means one thing: she is growing desperate.
“We must have a ball. Rumpelstiltskin will bring his threads at that appointed hour, but just in case...well, this will provide us with insurance. ”
I stare at her, not at all understanding. A ball? Mother wants to have a ball? Now? How can that possibly –
“Midnight, now is not the time for questions.”
She says it, though I have said nothing aloud. She's clairvoyant sometimes. It's spooky. I fear she already knows that all of this is my fault. As though to prove me wrong now, she says,
“And Midnight, stop blaming yourself. Blame is doing nothing to help Aurora.”
Her voice is sharper than usual, like the cook has dropped too much bitter chocolate into the cake. Mother is sweetness and intelligence, not bitter. She's worried. And perhaps strangest of all, it comforts me. I'm not alone anymore.




Chapter Two

Phillip
“There is to be a ball and you are to go.”
He'd blinked at those words.
Philip, a stable boy, what business did he have at balls? The answer, of course, was that he had quite a good deal of business there. Countless carriages would promenade along the driveway, lined with thousand year oaks, in front of the palace. He'd be expected to unhitch the horses, after they'd dropped off the perfectly-costumed guests, water them, feed them hay and then have them ready for their illustrious owners again. It would be as if none of it had happened, as if it were all by magic. But, naturally, there was no magic to tend to the horses, to grease the wheels of the fine carriages. There was none, unless you called the magic Philip.
And as for Philip, light of hair and even fairer of heart, he was more magical than he had even dared to dream. It was the princesses, the sisters, one whom he adored and the other who thought so poorly of him but now lay frozen in sleep, that were meant for finery and palaces and balls. Such things were not for him. Only now, yes, now they were exactly for him.
For Philip blinked not at the announcement of a ball, but at the words that followed.
“You are to attend.”
“I am to...attend?”
He repeated the words, not at all understanding, as if they'd taken on new meanings in the mere moments since he'd heard them. Philip did not attend balls. He tended to horses. There was a difference, a massive difference and –
“Yes. You are to attend.”
The words were repeated by his father, as if nothing were out of the ordinary. But, Philip knew better, for none of this was at all usual.
“Father, you're hiding something.” It was obvious, most especially to Philip, but to anyone who had bothered to look on this day.
“Now is not the time.”
He didn't even bother trying to deny that he was hiding something. Phillip's brow cinched in thought.
“But, you will tell me?”
He said the words, as though he were trying on new shoes and not quite sure yet if the leather were to his measurements.
His father opened his mouth, as though to say something, shut it quickly again, then nodded and said,
“Yes, I will tell you.”
◆◆◆
 
Philip's hands refused to cooperate as he brushed the coats of the horses. Gleaming, that's the way they were supposed to look. The king was going riding today, not for pleasure for all such things had been banished while Aurora lay ill, but on business of the kingdom. It was secret, the most protected of knowledge, as to what his mission was but the fact that his horses were to be brushed to their finest was no secret. It was no secret, that is, except to Philip's hands. He fumbled with the brushes, dropping them repeatedly. The horse neighed, stamping his foot a little in impatience, as though to ask what was wrong with his groom.
“Yes, I know, I'm sorry,” Philip mumbled. Only, he didn't know. That was the problem. Father was acting strange. Philip was to attend a ball. It was all rather absurd.
He supposed that he ought to have been delighted. How many times had he shyly caught glimpses of Midnight tucked in among the guests, her beauty more radiant by moonlight? He'd be out in the open, not hidden among Aurora's briar roses, thorns intent to prick him and expose his troublesome ways. But that in itself was a problem, Aurora, that is. Not that Aurora was a problem. He fumbled the brush again. To think such things must be treasonous! Just that, Midnight would not be radiant, vivacious or happy at a ball, not when Aurora lay asleep. And just why were they having a ball? Why now, when she –
He wouldn't allow himself to finish the thought. It was too dismal to presume what had happened to Aurora. It inevitably left him winding down a road of thoughts he did not wish to have, ones where Aurora did not wake up, where Midnight was heartbroken, where he was devastated because she was. Was that the meaning of love? Did he love Midnight, for suffering at the thought of her suffering? It didn't seem right. Or, at least, it didn't match the definitions in the stories that his mother had told him as a child. But, maybe, maybe that was love. The parents of the villagers cried when their children went to bed hungry. Oh, not in this kingdom, no. The royals were kind here, benevolent, strong of heart, stout of spirit; they took care of their kingdom and the people within it. Perhaps, that was why he loved Midnight all the more. Yes. He did love her. He truly did. He realized it now. Rather than fumble the brush again, though, it made him grip it all the more tightly and he smiled. Yes. He had his truth. He had his love. And his rhythm had returned. The horse neighed in appreciative understanding.
“I am going to a ball.” He said it this time with the smile still plastered to his face and an inkling of importance quickening in his heart.




Chapter Three

The Elves
The elf named Fedderlin took the crystals, gathered by the man, and poured them carefully from the pouch. There was magic here, intrinsic value. Like waters tumbling over rocky falls, there was pent-up potential in each tiny jewel.
His eyes watered at the thought of it. Here was the ability not just to feed the kingdom, but to feed souls. Hope. That's what this would be. He took the treasure, held it fast and planned what he would do.
◆◆◆
 
The youngest elf took the bag down, opened it and gasped. Here was a beauty more astounding than the lights that gathered in the sky at night, painting it in a thousand colors. Here was something altogether different.
“Toby! Toby!”
Someone was calling. He froze.
“Look at anything you want, but not that bag. No it's far too dangerous.” Those had been Moira's exact words. How then could he not be tempted to look? Just a tiny peek. What could it possibly hurt? Only now, now a great deal of harm had come for Toby, startled, knocked the pouch to the floor. He held his breath, waiting for the explosion that was bound to come. Moira said that it was dangerous. What could be more dangerous that toxic fumes, vapid fire and an onslaught of pain and torture that was bound to befall them all? Only, nothing happened. He breathed, barely, just in case he'd saved it off by holding his breath before. He looked down, hesitantly now, afraid to see any damage that may have escaped his notice before. All looked all right, but oh no –
He froze. The crystal beans were pooling in the bottom of the most highly-prized shoe mold, for the elves were renown shoemakers. A deep stain, of indescribable color, soaked into the wood. Toby's heart seized up. The most highly valued! The most beloved of all!
In haste, he pushed the mold under the table. Hidden, it could do no harm.




Chapter Four

Phillip
“Wait. Stop! Where are you going?” Father said the words to Philip as he prepared to step from the house.
“You told me to practice my dancing, because I am going to a ball,” Philip said slowly, “Or did I dream the whole thing?”
“Of course I told you to prepare for the ball. For the ball, Philip, not for work.”
“I don't understand,” Philip said, shaking his head.
“You need a carriage.”
“A carriage,” Philip repeated.
“Of course you need a carriage. Princes do not walk to balls. And they certainly don't walk from their own kingdoms into this one.”
“I'm supposed to be a prince?” He was glad that he was not drinking anything. Surely, he would have sputtered and it would have landed all over his shirt. He hardly thought that was princely behavior!
His father started to say something, then changed his mind and said instead,
“You'll find all you need for your carriage in the garden.”
“In the garden?”
“Yes, just follow Tilly. She's outside already and she told me that she found the perfect thing for it.”
“Tilly has found something for my – ”
But here Philip trailed off, for his father had already turned and left the room. He had other things on his mind. He seemed preoccupied lately. Philip wondered what the cause might be and tried to convince himself that his father was fine. He was simply not accustomed to going to balls, to being mistaken for a prince, to having to create a carriage in the garden. In short, he was not acquainted with any of that. But now was the time for learning.
“Well, come on then. What took you so long?” Tilly, the chambermaid, said as way of greeting when he stepped from his house and found her there on the path to the garden.
“I had things to attend to, my father – ”
“Things to attend to? We all have things to attend to, Philip. I've got to be getting back to the castle soon enough, but first, I hear you need a carriage.”
He wondered how Tilly could hear that he needed a carriage when he'd only just been informed of it himself.
“You know where I can find a carriage?”
He decided on that question. It seemed safer. Though he questioned whether that was true when she shook her head.
“Of course I don't know where you can find a carriage.”
“But, my father – ”
“Your father told you that I know what you can use for a carriage, because I do know. But you're going to have to make it.”
“Where did you find so much wood?”
Here, she paused, grinning widely and said,
“Who said your carriage would be made of wood?”
◆◆◆
 
“A pumpkin? You want me to ride in a carriage made out of a pumpkin?”
He stared at her, incredulously. Firstly, I'm much too large to fit in a pumpkin.”
“Not this one,” she said, with a nod.
His brow wrinkled as she said this, but his “secondly” was in the process of tumbling out and so it did so before seeking any clarification.
“And secondly, it's a ridiculous idea.”
“Are those your only objections?” she said.
He looked at his friend as though she'd been out in the sun far too long and had quite forgotten how to make any sense at all.
“I should think that those two objections are plenty.”
“Well,” she said, “you're wrong. They're not plenty at all. They're not even any kind of answer.”
“But, how am I going to fit into a pumpkin?”
“Because you've never seen a pumpkin this big before. It's amazing!”
“Tilly, a pumpkin can't possibly be...”
But here he stopped, for they'd rounded the bend and turned into the garden and he saw something amazing. Utterly and completely amazing. It was the only way to say what he saw. Nothing else could begin to compare to it.
“That's a – that's a pumpkin?” he sputtered. It was larger than any that he had seen. And sure enough, it looked just about carriage-size.
“But how did this happen?”
“It grew,” Tilly said, nodding toward the vine.
He looked at the vine and his eyes followed it. Sure enough, the pumpkin was firmly rooted in the garden.
“Yes, I know that it grew, but how? I mean, how is this possible?”
She leaned in, so close that he thought she might kiss him. She didn't though. Instead, she whispered, so no one would hear,
“Elves.”
◆◆◆
 
It was well known that elves are purveyors of good. At least, it is well known in this kingdom. Long ago, the elves were tired of seeing everyone suffer. They determined that they would do something about it and so they did.
“Food. That's the root of it, no pun intended,” one said to another.
There had been a stifled giggle, before the reply,
“What about food? What's your plan?”
“My plan,” the elf had said, “Is to grow the biggest fruits and vegetables that we can. We're bound to be able to so close to the arctic sun.”




Chapter Five

The Creation of Slippers
Deep inside the wooden mold, magic sparked to life. The old elves had been right. There was power in the man's mistake. Where previously only a town would have been fed, now anything might happen. And, with benefit of that most-valued shoe mold, real magic spread across and anything did happen. In fact, something quite remarkable took place!
Those gems, mistaken for seeds, were not made of years of combustion, of hard pressed earth churning minerals into stone. No, they were jewels of love. What the man had gathered from under the pillow was not a vegetable at all, but the tears of Aurora and of Midnight, shed for each other and their separation. In them, was the truest heart, the bond of sisters, but more than that – true friendship. There was a levity in those tears that would bring magic to any situation. Now, they stretched their tiny multi-colored dimensions out over the wood. Perfect clarity shattered into the prism of the rainbow as the surface area filled with the colors pent-up in the potential of those drops of love.
In the hands of anyone else, or rather on the feet, they'd turn to glass. They'd shatter in a moment. But, on the feet of one with the truest heart, oh what wonders! Diamond. That's precisely what they'd become.




Chapter Six

Invitation to the Kingdom
A ball, grander than any that the kingdom had ever known, was to be held. That in itself seemed an impossible feat. For Aurora's birthday ball had fit that order just two months ago. And the year before, Midnight's birthday ball had been called for with the same aplomb. A ball, always better than the last, always grander, more elaborate, with farther reaching effects. Aha! Therein lay the secret. It wasn't ostentatious, even if the servants did whisper it among themselves, to throw a ball at such a time, with the youngest princess still in bed, still asleep.
On the contrary, the king and queen knew precisely what they were doing. In calling for a ball, all matters of people would stream in from the kingdom's farthest reaching corners. There lived the merchants with new medicines and, even more important, there lived the healers. The court physician's utility had been exhausted. There was nothing further that he could do. Indeed, Midnight wondered what at all he had done. She was polite enough not to say it, at least not in his presence.
Now, though, there was a need for something more. Aurora still lay asleep, unmoving. The physicians, more had been called in, assured the king and queen that their daughter was in no immediate danger. As she slept, all was well. But their assertion was only true for now. Seemingly, she could not go on sleeping forever. And even if she were perfectly fine, surrounded by slumber, such a life was not what Aurora deserved – what any of them did. And day-by-day, though Aurora was fine, her family was not. Midnight was taut and drawn, the luminosity dimmed in her eyes.
“Those girls are closer than twins.”
How many times had the queen heard it?
“Are you certain that they are not twins?”
She'd shake her head, with a knowing smile.
“I am certain. Trust me, I was there.”
At this, they would laugh. The queen was witty, when she chose to be.
Now they'd see her wrap her arm protectively around Midnight. There were those who wondered at the queen's reaction. Some even suggested that now she had the daughter she wanted, the one who looked like her, who was as dark as the raven's feathers. They whispered that Aurora had always been trouble, that she was light and fair and not at all what the queen wanted in an heir. She looked too much like her father, the man whose ancestors had trespassed on her land.
But such words were lies, malicious, malevolent, maleficent with no substance to them. For anyone who truly knew the queen understood that she knew the old ways. She did not fear for her daughter, not because she did not love her, but because she loved the land. She understood that though Aurora looked nothing like her, she breathed the same spirit that her ancestors had. There was a connection to her, a rooting that allowed her to exist unhindered by the limitations of the settlers. They would not be able to survive, their bodies and spirits separated for so long. But Aurora had benefit of strength of body and of spirit. Her ancestors had walked the land, looked to the sky and sung to the earth. Aurora had that within her and her mother understood that.
The king, for his part, was concerned but his kingdom was also under threat. To the north, there was a drought. Those people were starving. And he'd sworn that such a fate would not come to his people, that hunger would not cross the border into his land. The queen did not worry. She remembered the old ways. She knew where secret stashes of seeds were, how to speak to the spirits in the forest and find the hidden fruits. The king worried though, for his people came from the starving lands. It was why they had come to this land, to settle. They had known the pangs of hunger. Their bones for years afterward had been smaller. Entire generations had shrunk, shorter in stature than their fathers’ had been. The king had that within his body's memory, just as the queen had the hidden knowledge of the forest in her own. And so, each of them, in their own way, knew that there were threats to both the land and their daughter. They each had ways of dealing with it. Starvation seemed the more pressing need to the king, especially as the physicians assured him again and again that Aurora was fine. Asleep, but fine.
There were stories from the king's ancestors of giants that had fallen asleep for hundreds of years. Aurora was smaller, a giant by no means. But, if a giant could live for thousands of years, throw down handfuls of rocks that built land bridges and then fall asleep for centuries, perhaps Aurora's sleep was less dangerous than it seemed.
If both parents were satisfied in their own way that Aurora was fine, though they missed her, Midnight did not have benefit of years of wisdom to quiet her soul. Moreover, Aurora was hers. Her parents had each other. Midnight's only match was Aurora. That was the way it had always been, the way she presumed would continue until they both were wed. On more than one occasion, Midnight had even turned down a suitor, unwilling to allow Aurora to be alone. She knew that she would be, if Midnight were married. Now, as Aurora became older, Midnight might perhaps have relaxed her strict standards for herself. Aurora would soon be old enough for suitors of her own. Then, Midnight would be able to wed. But not yet. No. Aurora needed her. It was Midnight who felt the ache of her missing sister the strongest.
The queen thus set in motion a ball. Yes, if an answer was to be found, it was the most expedient way. But, also, in the queen's wisdom, she knew that Midnight needed to be a part of this, to feel as if she were doing something to bring back her sister. Especially, that is, because the queen knew Midnight's dark secret: she blamed herself.




Chapter Seven

Philip
Philip looked at the stranger in the mirror. His face, which he supposed was normal enough looking, was devoid of the smeared charcoal and soot that so often clung to the edges from sweeping the chimneys. There was more to his work than merely tending to the horses. Taking care of them as a farrier meant learning the arts of the blacksmith. How many times had hot air puffed out at him through the bellows? How often had he wished for some cooling reprieve? Not often. For Philip was content in his work, even if he was largely overlooked. But tonight, tonight there was no denying that anyone would look at him.
“Well, look at you!” his father said, with a ribbing jibe. Or so Philip thought, until he turned and saw his father standing there, looking prouder than – well, Philip couldn't remember a time when his father had looked that proud. It was as if Philip had turned into the prized stallion that had just managed to win all the races.
“I look – ” Philip wanted to say ridiculous, out of place, something... But, the words would not come.
“You look as if you'd been touched by some fairy godmother,” Tilly said, with a wink. Philip tossed her a look that said, “Fairy? Oh, do be reasonable!”
He didn't say it aloud though, partly because Tilly was his friend and partly because he'd kissed her once long ago – or rather she'd kissed him – and it seemed impolite to utter any word against her. They'd been ten then. He'd been dreaming of Midnight, as usual, when Tilly had walked straight up to him and said,
“You ever kiss anyone?”
He'd not known what to say to that. Was he supposed to have by now? He certainly would gladly have melted his lips against Midnight. Such a thought was ludicrous though. She was a princess and he was far from a prince. Tilly, though, standing there, with a mop in one hand and her hair falling out of her mop-hat was much closer to the likes of him.
He shook his head.
“Why, have you?”
“ 'Course I have. I've been kissin' boys since I was five. There's nothin' to it.”
He'd never thought much of Tilly, but in that moment, he'd admired her spunk. There was something so utterly foreign in the way that she conducted herself. Midnight would never say such a thing. She'd not even think to do it.
Tilly still stood there.
“You want me to kiss you?”
He'd not answered. He hadn't had time. She'd assumed that yes, of course, he'd want her to and she'd bent in, pecked him on the lips and then said,
“There. See. Ain’t nothin' to it.”
Now, an older Tilly, one that he'd seen once or twice dressing in the dawn, said to him,
“You look right handsome you do, Philip.”
He wondered if she'd come right up to him then and plunk a kiss down onto his lips. He half-wished she would, to boost his confidence before going into this foreign land of balls. That was all that it was though, for when he'd seen her dressing by dawn once or twice he'd felt nothing other than curiosity. He'd found himself immediately comparing her to Midnight. Did Midnight's back curve in that same way? Did her skin look so pale under her clothes? Did her chest rise when she breathed? Exactly how much? Then, he'd felt like an absolute dunderhead. What kind of guy went around wanting to measure how much a woman's chest moved? He sounded like a blithering idiot. He knew it, knew it with every bit of him and let that thought permeate deep inside of him. He was convinced it was what had caused his face to go scarlet for two whole days. The doctor claimed he had an allergy to a pollen that had appeared in the air.
Philip had chortled to himself. Pollen in the air, sure, it's called stupidity.
Suffice it to say, Philip had only thoughts of friendship for Tilly and only thoughts of everything else for Midnight. No, wait, that sounded bad.
Ugh Philip! Honestly!
That made him sound unscrupulous and if there were one thing that Philip was, it was certainly not unscrupulous. He pressed his thoughts out, trying to untangle them, removing the excess from them the way that the hot irons would steam away the wrinkles of his clothing.
He loved Midnight. He always had. He wanted to be her friend. But, he wanted so much more. Not just for him, but for both of them. He wanted to give her things that no one else could. And yet, he knew that it was utterly ridiculous, because honestly, what could he possibly give her that she couldn't have from someone else, someone better, someone who didn't look like a stranger standing here now in front of the mirror?
Breathe, Philip. For goodness sakes, breathe.
“Tell me again, Father, why am I doing this?”
“Tell you again? I've not told you yet, truthfully. You've been a good lad to follow me blindly this far.”
“I'd follow you anywhere, Father.” Philip said it without thinking. He didn't have to. It was true. There. Two things he knew for sure: he loved Midnight and he'd follow his father anywhere. Did that make him noble? A man on a mission, with a damsel in – There he stopped, for Midnight was anything but a damsel in distress. A princess in peril? No, that didn't suit her either. She was a girl who loved her sister, more than she'd ever love him, if she were even capable of loving him. Ugh! That sounded so defeatist!
“Forget it, Philip.” He told himself, half forgetting that his father was still there and that he'd asked aloud why he was going.
“I will tell you why, Philip and soon, but not yet. Can you trust me just awhile longer?” His father looked at him, beseechingly. It unnerved Philip, how steadily he stared at him now.
“Y—yes, Father. Of course.”
“Good. Now, you have a ball to go to. Oh, and Philip?”
“Yes, Father?”
“Do try to have fun.”




Chapter Eight

Midnight
I dressed in a new gown. I hadn't wanted to. I'd wanted to wear the dress that I'd worn on Aurora's birthday, but Mother had forbid it. It wasn't like her to do so. She was the one who was practical usually, who would see no need to have a new dress made when there was a perfectly good old one. It could hardly even be called old. It was the newest dress hanging in my closest. Correction, second newest. For the newest was the one that I was to wear tonight. It had perfectly-stitched trailing roses down the bodice, fastened of the finest silk. I had insisted on that detail. If Aurora, dear sweet Briar Rose, could not be at the ball tonight, then at least her roses would be. I'd nearly asked if my dress might be gold, but the seamstress long ago had said how perfect Aurora's hair complemented gold and how I should always wear silver. I might have, I supposed. Only not on this night, though. For if I were silver and Aurora were gold and the gold was not there, then the silver would be left looking as though it was lacking. And the truth was that of course it would be that way, regardless of what I wore, for I needed Aurora there at my side. That was the only way to go on living, to know that everything was in place as it was supposed to be. But, Aurora wasn't at my side. Silver and gold were left in the dreamcatcher for tonight. Yes, tonight I would wear blue.
I took the hanger from the closet now. Tilly burst in through the door.
“Oh pardon me, Your Highness, I really ought to have set that out for you already. I ain’t – I mean, I'm not thinking clearly.”
I waved away her worry with the brush of a hand.
“Don't worry, Tilly. You've done nothing wrong.” This relaxed the servant.
“Shall I brush your hair for you?”
“No, I can – ” But here I paused. For yes, I did so desperately want Tillly to brush my hair. How I missed Aurora doing so!
“Thank you, yes, that'd be fine,” I said now instead.
As she brushed, Tillly spoke to me. There was something in the rhythm that erased the lines of worry from my face. I had seen it happen to Aurora so many times herself. A tear caught in the corner of my eye, tumbling down over my cheek.
“Oh! I am sorry. Have I pulled your hair?” Tilly said, taking note and stopping in the brushing.
“No, no, it's not you. I only was thinking of – of something else,” I said quickly.
◆◆◆
 
Tilly nodded. She knew that something else was a someone else and that the someone else was Aurora. Tilly had envied the princesses when young, not for their finery or their status, but for the love they had for each other, for the confidences that they shared. She supposed she had that of sorts with Philip, only not really. She'd not always told him the truth, like that time when they were ten and she'd said she'd kissed lots of boys since she was five and it had all been a lie so that she could kiss him. She knew that he watched Midnight, that he probably was in love with her or thought he was or something too, but still she hoped that the practicalities of life might one day join her to him. For what horse groom could have a princess for a bride?
As she resumed brushing now, she didn't envy Midnight. She never felt a streak of jealousy that Philip fancied the princess instead of her. She concluded that if she were him, she'd probably be in love with Midnight as well.
“There will be many handsome men tonight,” Tilly said now, to cheer the princess. A handsome face certainly always cheered Tilly and perhaps, the two were not so unalike. Even princesses needed to smile.
Now, as she looked at Tilly in the mirror of her bedroom, Midnight did smile. It was not whole-hearted, but she'd made an effort nonetheless. Yes, the princess was remembering that tonight she had a duty, a duty at the ball.




Chapter Nine

Aurora
Spreading his golden feathers, the hawk smiled on the lands below. Like his grandfathers before him, he'd watched over this kingdom. Long before the ancestors of the king had come, he'd guarded the ancestors of the queen. Her people were quieter than his, assured in their standing, blending like the sunset into the land. They whispered along the edges, their pastel hues and gentle hearts defined by the dark outline of their hair and eyes. It was courage that the hawk saw more acutely though. Courage when the deer, injured in the forest, had her leg bound in the sinews of the hunt. Courage when the women sung to the crops to help them grow, despite the harsh rains, the winds blowing away the heaped earthen banks, or the plains swept clear when no waters came. But mostly, the hawk saw the courage of the queen's ancestors when they watched him and his ancestors before him. He watched them as they admired the hawk, as they waited for him to turn his wings in slow, honorable circles. Circles held power, the ability to capture or to release. They were all the more powerful when spun in silver and gold and most powerful of all when that silver and gold came from the spinning wheel of Rumpelstiltskin.
◆◆◆
 
“I know you,” I said to the man before me. His hair shone with the brilliance of the sun, though there was a darker texture to it. It was almost birdlike how he moved, sweeping me into his arms, spreading wide his embrace and holding me to him.
I blinked. None of that had happened. It was only in my mind that he had bridged the distance between us. And my, what a bridge it was! I caught my balance against the rail now, the one that I had not noticed was there before. It sizzled under my skin and I pulled my hand back abruptly.
The man stood looking at me, across the bridge again, as the dream pushed him away. Now he beckoned to me, as though saying, “Come, follow me, I will cool your hand.”
He said it without a word and though I'd not even moved a foot, I found my hand now bathed in the pool of reflected light that he stood beside.
“Who are you?” I said, looking up at him. He was a shadow against the piercing sunlight and I shaded my eyes, darkening his form all the more.
He said nothing. For that was the way of dreams. They could say nothing and everything. They could be nowhere and everywhere. They didn't have to make sense. They didn't have to try. They simply existed.
Now, I found myself looking at him, wondering what his arms would feel like around me, wondering what his lips would feel like...
I shook my head.
“Aurora, this isn't that kind of dream.”
I chuckled at that, for it was not my own voice but Midnight's. Beautiful, beloved Midnight. How I missed her! She danced before my eyes now.
“No, no, back! I can't let you in. I can't let you come to me!”
There was little that I knew in this land of mystery, this place of dreams. But that, that I knew. Midnight was not allowed here.
Ugh! I'd done it again. I'd said her name. Already, I could see her form materializing before me again.
“Do you know how to shoot an arrow?” I called to the man, needing desperately to put my mind on anything other than my sister.
He nodded, drew a beautiful bow from behind his back and pulled a perfect feather-tipped arrow from the quiver. He fired and as he did, I gasped. Light pooled, like the reflected water I had bathed my hand in, along the trajectory of the arrow. It rained down over me in a pristine rainbow, its colors more glorious than any I had seen before. And then something even more magical happened. He turned to me and sang. He sang with such clarity, such heart, such – It was more than that though. He sang with familiarity. Yes, it was the song of Mother's people that he sang with such intimacy that I was certain that it was my own song as well.
“Who are you?” I said it now with such wonder that the words were hardly able to escape my breathless lips.
“I am a friend, a piece of you that you do not yet know.”
I nodded, not at all understanding. He offered no explanation, but gestured to me that I too should fire an arrow. I looked at the quiver that had appeared instantaneously on my back. From the soft buckskin, I pulled an arrow. Taking aim, though there was no clear target other than a pull in my heart, I fired. A golden beam of light shot from the arrow, in a trajectory that far exceeded his own. He smiled at me and said,
“Good. It's begun.”




Chapter Ten

Midnight
I wove the golden strands that Rumpelstiltskin had just delivered into the dreamcatcher's frame. Mother had been right. He had brought his present on the day of the ball. In and out, slow and steady, the delicate threads overlapped and knit together as though I were weaving a tapestry. I was, I supposed. Each thread told a story. Isn't that what Grandmother said? Father's mother, that is. She was the one who was renowned for her stitching, the one that I had looked to with hope in my little girl eyes and a tangled mess of stitches on my sampler. I'd thrust it onto Grandmother’s lap, my silk dress swooshing against Grandmother's own. Grandmother had laughed, not out of malice, but with the kindness and understanding that only a grandmother can share with a granddaughter.
“Well, little one, what have we here?”
“My stitching, Grandmother.”
“Looks more like a tangled mess of cobwebs.”
The lack of confidence, although it was rather accurate, had come from Aurora. She was five. She could be excused. Besides, I knew something of value: Aurora adored spiders. Secretly, it was a compliment.
Grandmother hadn't scolded Aurora. No one ever could, not with her angelic presence and cherub face. Besides, anyone who knew Aurora knew that her heart was bigger than her honesty professed.
“Now then, shall I help you untangle it?”
“Yes, Grandmother,” the adult me said aloud now.
I jumped, not realizing that the words were tumbling out and pulling the gold thread a bit too tightly, as I did.
“Did you say something, Your Highness?” Tilly asked, turning from her dusting. The castle had to sparkle extra, with so many visitors appearing.
“No, nothing. Thank you.”
Tilly nodded, then continued dusting with a little shake of her head that said, I pity the princess and all that she is going through. As to which princess, well, that was a matter of debate. There were those in court that felt terribly for Aurora. Indeed, who didn't? But, those who really knew us believed that I was suffering more. Aurora, presumably, knew nothing of our separation. As for me, well, it was unbearable to be without my sister. Even more so, it was unimaginable. That I should be without Aurora was as unconscionable as declaring that spring should not follow winter. For wasn't Aurora the spring? Wasn't I the winter? Didn't spring always revive that which was frozen? Now, though, no surge of life worked through the palace. I moved through it, as though stuck. Burdened by guilt, others did not know for what, I put my efforts into this dreamcatcher. Always, weaving.
Now, a spark of light shot through my body. It wasn't visible, but I could feel it all the same as I connected the golden thread across the longest loop of the dreamcatcher.
“It's begun,” I said and nodded. It was almost as though the voice were not my own.




Chapter Eleven

Tilly
Tilly watched out the window as he approached in the perfect pumpkin carriage, the one that had been her idea. She watched as he neared the castle, where he would soon dance with Midnight and suddenly, something felt off. Midnight had no interest in Philip, took little note of him. But that was when he was Philip the groom for the horses. Now he was Philip, presumed prince or else some relation or connection to royalty that was higher up than tending to their horses. Her heart suddenly broke a little at the realization. Midnight might be getting her prince, the one that she had always admired and that Midnight hadn't ever noticed. Well, Tilly presumed that she hadn't noticed him. Maybe she had, who knew?
Why was Philip going to the ball? It was all wonderfully secretive. A mystery thrilled through her and she loved the chance to solve it. This time, though, she'd barely given it a thought. She'd been so absorbed in thinking about helping Philip craft the carriage. She'd been so busy trying to get him to notice her that she'd failed to think about just how impressive he was becoming. As for Tilly, she always knew that he was worth paying attention to. She didn't need a carriage made of pumpkin to convince her of that. For the briefest of moments now, she wondered if she too might be spirited away to the ball, if a long dress would unfurl around her, if magic would pierce the air and, in a rain of stars, if she'd be transformed into a princess, the way that Philip had been altered.
But, Tilly was too old to believe in fairy tales. She knew better. And moreover, she'd seen all that had gone into transforming Philip. There had been no quick magic. There'd been hours of carving the pumpkin, of tailoring his clothes, of teaching him how to dance and to bow. She'd witnessed it all. Well, most of it anyway. The pumpkin carriage she had certainly been a part of. But not the ball. No, girls like Tilly did not go to balls. There would be no magic, not tonight.




Chapter Twelve

Philip
The chandelier was the first thing that Philip saw. He loved it, admired it every occasion that he saw it sparkle through the window. This, though, was something altogether different. He stood beneath it, calculating its sheer mass and astonishing proportions. How many men had it taken it hoist it? How many artisans had labored over the sparkling placements of pristine-cut faces of crystal? He was halfway finished in calculating the probable weight of so great an object, when he was confronted with a whole new masterpiece. Smells, more heavenly than his eighteen years had known, flooded over him. Venison, its deep earthiness unleashed in a truffle and mushroom sauce, accosted him. It was the only way to describe the power that it held over him. If Midnight had walked through the room this very moment, he might not have noticed. No, even that was crazy! He'd, of course, have noticed, although it might have taken a few moments for his nose to move from the delectable feast set before him. Is this how they always ate at the palace? He'd have to ask Tilly. He wondered where she was now and if he'd see her tonight.
And then, he froze.
“Hello.” The voice was dark and noble. Philip stared, unable to answer at first. He was being spoken to by him. The king spoke directly to him, Philip the horse groom. Only now, that didn't seem to be true at all. He was more than Philip the horse groom. He was an invited subject to the ball.
“Hello, Your Majesty,” he managed to say.
The king was shorter up close than Philip had imagined him to be. He looked taller from afar. Now, as Philip stood in such proximity, he noticed that he was taller than the king.
“Are you enjoying our kingdom?”
Am I enjoying the kingdom?
Philip felt a flush of power rise from his feet and travel up along his brushed velvet pant leg. The king had no idea who he was. And if the king had no idea, then perhaps Midnight wouldn't either. Miracle of miracles, he was somehow passing for a stranger and as the king spoke with such familiarity to a stranger, Philip recognized that the king must have mistaken him for a noble. Him, a noble! If the king thought that he were a noble then was it possible that Midnight would as well? Ordinarily, he was unable to approach her, not capable of standing near her or –
Before Philip was able to answer, on the stair, he heard a gentle clearing of a throat.
The king looked up and his eyes, which previously had born the sadness of a father in distress at his ill daughter, now lit. And instantly, without even looking, Philip knew who was standing on the stairs. When he found the courage to raise his eyes to her, his heart nearly stopped. If he had thought that Midnight was lovely before, then well, he could find no words now. She outshone herself. It was an easy enough accomplishment to outshine another, but to shine brighter than she herself had ever shone, now that was saying something.
Her eyes flitted over him, not judging, but just noticing him. She had never done that before. It was enough to make him turn to jelly.
She will see through me. She will know that I do not belong here and all will be lost.
“May I introduce my daughter, Asteria,” he said. Midnight nodded at the introduction. Of course. She was known to no one outside of the household as Midnight. That name was reserved for those who loved her, for Aurora, for their mother, for the king when he was not introducing her to others… and to him.
“And you are?”
“Philip,” he said now. It was no use in lying. He'd never remember another name.
“Prince Philip, it is an honor to have you in our palace.”
Prince Philip?
At that his legs, which were barely standing so near to Midnight, now wobbled beneath him.
“Delighted,” she said and she held out her hand to him.
He lifted her hand awkwardly in his own, trying to be graceful.
“Kiss it. Kiss it. Kiss her hand.” Everything inside of him screamed the directions. He wondered if his lips were dry and hoped that they would not scrape her skin. It was the color of moonlight. She looked nothing like how he'd seen her before. That is to say, it wasn't that she looked less like herself, only deeply more so. Silver threads was what he'd seen her in before. Her dark hair had juxtaposed with it perfectly. But there was no life in the silver, in the shadow of the moon. Now, though, her skin glowed as it peeked out from the vibrancy of the blue.
Yes, it was blue that she was wearing. He'd been so enraptured by her that only now did he notice the color. Tiny strands of golden thread whispered against the damask silk of her dress, not precisely placed embroidery, but rather loose strands, as if she'd been caught mid-project and summoned to a ball.
His lips brushed her hand gently and he swore that he'd commit some horrendous fallacy, that he'd sneeze or cough on her or else babble on about how he'd saved her once when they were children and that he'd decided that she was the only girl for him, that he'd go on watching over her forever.
She nodded at him, looking none the worse for the kiss.
“I promise you, princess. I promise to help. Aurora will awaken again. I promise you that, Midnight.”
He said the words inside of his mind to her, inside of his heart and he kept on repeating them, needing her to hear it, though of course he could speak none of it aloud. Somehow, though, maybe it was just a trick of the mind, but she seemed to understand, perhaps to hear him. She nodded ever so slightly and her eyes lingered on him a moment longer than perhaps they should have. And he knew that Midnight was not only looking at a handsome prince (hadn't Tilly called him handsome?) but into the heart of a friend.




Chapter Thirteen

Midnight
When I returned to my room, I saw the box. It was tied with a perfect satin ribbon, the color of crimson.
“Mother, did you leave – ”
“Your mother is not here, Your Highness,” Tilly said, coming into the room again.
“Oh? I thought that she was going to dress with me.”
“She's downstairs, Your Majesty.”
“I see,” I said nodding, “And you don't know if she left this here, Tilly?”
“Begging your pardon, but I don't know. I can inquire if you want.”
“No, thank you, Tilly. That will be fine.”
Tilly left to check on the preparations and I turned my attention more fully to the box on the bed. It was wide, square in shape and it whispered to me. Oh, not literally. I couldn't hear it, but yet when I looked at it, it was as if a message pulsed from inside, one that said,
Pay attention, Midnight, to everything tonight. This night will be the night of dreams, not of nightmares. You will uncover how to help Aurora.
Was it possible? Could paper and ribbon wrapped around a box convey such a message? It was probably just my wish for the night and not a message. Helping Aurora, returning to only dreams and banishing nightmares, certainly was my desire.
I reached tentatively to the box, uncertain if I were supposed to wait to open it. A quick glance at the clock on the mantel persuaded me to open it now. There would be no time to wait. Surely, it was meant for me and for tonight. What else could it possibly be?
My fingers slid under the ribbon and it fell away from the box. Opening it now, I gasped. Thousands of tiny balls of colored light spilled out into the room. From every angle, the light from the chandelier reflected in the most beautiful pair of shoes that I'd ever seen.
Gingerly, I picked them up, amazed at all I saw.
“My goodness! Glass slippers!”
Under the slippers in the box lay a note.
Wear these to know the truth of your heart.
They hold a power to keep your steps straight.
And all the answers will unfold
If only you should do your part.
The answers will unfold! A means to help Aurora! It was all too wonderful to comprehend. I reached under my layers of blue dress, under the silk, under the rustling crinoline and to the silk stockings. Slipping on the shoes, they fit perfectly. It was as if they'd been custom-made, only for me. I'd been to no cobbler though. I stood and it was as if I were walking on air, as though I were gliding as in a dream. The ground melted away and each step was a waltz.
Aurora and I had enchanted our shoes just months before for Auroa's birthday, but this, this was something altogether different. There was an expressiveness in the slippers, as though they carried joy and love within them. And, strange though it was, it seemed as if from the moment I had put them on, Aurora had stepped closer to me.
I stood, faced my reflection in the mirror and nodded.
Yes, Aurora will wake up. I will save her. Tonight will be the night to find the cure. The invitations had been sent to all corners of the kingdom and hundreds, perhaps even thousands, would be in attendance tonight. With the shoes on my feet promising to lead me along the right path, I had no doubt that I would find whatever means was necessary to free my sister from the trap of her birthday wish. Dear, sweet Aurora had tried to banish the nightmares from me, but didn't she realize that being apart was a nightmare all the more fierce?
Confidently, I stepped forward. I had a ball to attend.




Chapter Fourteen

Fedderlin
Fedderlin sat beside the fire, warming his hands, wondering if Toby had been successful in delivering the present. He had penned the note in haste and he hoped that the words would do their part. It was unorthodox to receive a request so last minute. Didn't others realize that elves told time differently? Didn’t they know that elves needed time to prepare, that they needed ten cups of tea to do what humans rushed through in one? Nonetheless, there had been particular insistence that a powerful gift be delivered to the palace tonight, “one that has the power to change destinies”. That had been the exact request. It was a dangerous proposition, playing with fates like that. But, Fedderlin had been one of the elves who had witnessed what had happened long ago, who was still trying to make amends and so, despite being rushed and the caution rising at the base of his spine, he'd sent on the only gift that could have the power. The glass slippers. He'd discovered them under the table. Toby had confessed, apologized profusely and had vowed to make it better. Fedderlin recognized the power that they possessed and so with added haste, he'd wrapped the slippers and entrusted them into Toby's, hopefully now safer, keeping to deliver to the palace. Just before leaving, Toby was handed this note by Fedderlin and told, under strict orders, that it must be delivered alongside the box.
Wear these to know the truth of your heart.
They hold a power to keep your steps straight
And all the answers will unfold
If only you should do your part
He'd sighed a little as he'd finished writing it. Usually, he was a better poet. But then usually he had more time and knew more than just a vague generality of what the matter at hand pertained to. He'd never have agreed to this present, without heaps more details, except for who had placed the request. He could not deny royalty.




Chapter Fifteen

Midnight
“You look beautiful tonight, Midnight. Absolutely perfect,” Mother greeted me with a kiss on each cheek, in the manner of Father's people, as I appeared at the top of the stairs.
I knew what the words meant. I looked perfect to solve this problem. I reached for Mother's hand and squeezed it.
“This will work.”
Mother nodded.
◆◆◆
 
Yes, the dreamcatcher had been finished this afternoon and it hung above Aurora's bed. Three physicians attended her bedside. The order had been given that if anything should happen, immediately word must be sent to us. With joy, true joy now, in my step, I stood ready to face the ball. Aurora's cure was coming and soon. It was bound to be. Any moment now I'd see my sister again!
“Mother, thank you for the slippers, they're absolutely beautiful!”
“Slippers?” Mother said, but before I could ask her anything further, someone appeared at the queen's shoulder and whisked her away.
◆◆◆
 
“Well, you know it's all the sister's fault.”
“The sister's? What's her name again? Asteria or something? It's so ostentatious.”
“You think that's bad! You should hear what her sister calls her!”
“What is it?”
“Something like Mi – Ma –”
“Maleficent?”
“Yes! That's it! I'm pretty sure.”
“Have you ever heard of something so ridiculous? Maleficent?!”
From my place behind the pillar, I clung to my resolve.
How dare they talk about me like that? Here! In my palace! They're guests. They're guests and they say that I...
I trailed off in my thoughts. Yes, they're guests. Only guests. It's not as if what they said mattered. It's not as if –
“I hear she did it on purpose?”
“You mean – ”
Here, their voices became indistinguishable as they turned away from me. Their thick dresses and the even thicker walls of the castle blocked their voices. I held my breath, afraid to breathe lest I should reveal my spot.
The voices reemerged.
“How'd it happen anyway?”
“Pricked her finger on a spindle.”
“A spindle?”
“From a spinning wheel, yes.”
“But how does a spindle put one to sleep?”
“How should I know?”
Then, the visitor thought better of turning her friend away and couldn't resist adding another tasty morsel to tempt the conversation,
“Poison, I'd think.”
“She poisoned her sister? Are you serious?”
I gripped the rail, certain that it would crumble under my hand's tension.
“Would I lie to you?”
They giggled at that, actually giggled. It was a lyrical answer that meant they believed each scrap of lies that the other said. They sounded like school girls, though as they stepped in front of the pillar now and I glimpsed them, I realized they looked at least ten years older than Aurora and me. Shouldn't they know better?
My skin seethed, as though heat had been poured over me through a flaming cauldron. It was the kind of piercing fire that sent me into uncontrollable shaking shivers.
I have to get out of here. I have to leave. I have to escape.
The thoughts bubbled up inside of me, like an incessant incantation.
Kicking the pavement seemed just about perfect tonight, but how could I kick in slippers made of glass? Despite being upset, logic still held me captive. Captive, yes, for if I were not so logical, then I could have escaped long ago from all of this. But, emotion had no place, not for someone so restrained, so methodical.
I balled up my fists, punching at the air. No one was there. Free, outside, in the cooling breeze, my skin began to relax into the night air. There was an ease in life outside the palace. It was as if inside the walls, I held everything in, but outside I could expand. It was like that. My spirit was too knotted up inside, tangled into a mass of responsibilities, regrets and trying to compose myself.
“They think that I would hurt her! That it was on purpose! That my name is Maleficient! Malificent! Did you hear anything so ridiculous?”
I talked to myself when I was upset.
“Who are you talking to?” Aurora had said, when we were young.
“Myself.”
“Why?”
“Because I'm upset,” I had said.
Then Aurora had started talking aloud to herself. She'd described what she'd had for breakfast. Still, I could hear her perfectly,
“Toast and juice, eggs and cream.” She said it over and over, like a little song.
“Toast and juice, eggs and cream.”
“What are you doing?” I had said to her.
“I'm being upset with you. So you don't have to do it alone.”
I had stared at her, touched by my sister's kindness. We were so young. How did Aurora have the capacity to even think to do that?
“Am I doing it right?” Still, I could see her. Her eyes had grown, as though the intentions of her heart had swollen them.
“Yes, Rosie. It's perfect.”
Rosie.
It was an old name, a name that I no longer called her. We were grown-up and she was Princess Aurora. Aurora was a beautiful name. It suited my sister. But in that early memory, my small mouth had not been able to wrap itself around all of the letters of Aurora. And so, I'd called her Rosie. Sometimes, it'd been AuRosie, but I thought that sounded silly.
Pricked her finger on a spindle. Next thing they'll be saying it was the roses'  fault. Briar roses caused her to fall asleep!
Had my words spilled over onto anyone else, I'd have burned them with their causticity.
It was all so frustrating!
“I want – ugh!” I couldn’t finish the sentence.
“Excuse me, Your Highness, are you all right?”
“I'm fine,” I said, quickly, startled by the arrival of the servant, but unwilling to share my sadness with anyone. Aurora could take up that mantle, but no one else – oh dear! That's exactly what she'd done. Beautiful, wonderful Aurora. She'd taken up the sadness for me. The sniveling guests had been right. I might as well have poisoned my sister with a spindle. I really was Maleficent.




Chapter Sixteen

Midnight
“Excuse me, are you – ”
“Look! I told you already, I'm fine,” I said. It was easier to shield myself with the anger than to erupt with the sadness. No one would see me cry. Even Aurora had not been a part of that; at least, I had hidden her from it as often as possible.
“I'm sorry, Princess Asteria, I did not mean to intrude.” There was something in his voice, an unexpected gentleness of a friend that made me look up at him. I didn't think about it. I was just drawn to him, as though a magnet were connecting my eyes to him.
“Pardon,” I said, “I didn't realize. I thought the servants had returned. They can be troublesome.” I said it with a little smile. His eyes blinked, ever so slightly at that, as if surprised to hear that I should say something about servants. Then, he nodded, agreeing, for I believed him to be a prince, a prince who would have countless troublesome servants of his own.
“Yes, of course. Would you prefer to be alone?”
It was an odd question, for had anyone else asked, I would have said yes. Yes, go away. Yes, be gone. Yes, let me be in peace.
Only, I didn't say any of that to him.
“Your name is Philip, is that right?”
He nodded.
“Yes, that's right.”
“Then, Philip, you are welcome to stay.”
From the portico, we could hear the music. It drifted over us, not unpleasantly, like a cooling breeze of summer. The instruments could breathe here. Maybe it was the night or the way that I turned my head, right at the moment, and the moonlight hit me. Whatever it was, Philip stepped forward in bravery.
“May I have this dance?”
I laughed a little at that. But when I saw that he was in earnest and that this was no joke, I nodded, consenting.
He held out his hands to me. He knew that I would lead. He knew it without ever having thought of it and I knew it too as I struck up the dance. He followed as I danced perfectly, a vision in the night. A few steps into the dance, he realized that I was not consciously leading. Instead, I seemed propelled, as if my feet were gliding over the ground of their own accord. He looked down at my feet then, unable to resist the pull they exerted, and saw a cascade of winking colors.
“Most unusual shoes,” he said.
“Hm?” I said, as though waking from a dream. My mind was elsewhere, occupied with matters beyond the ball.
“Your shoes are most unusual.”
I nodded.
“Yes, a present from my mother,” I said.
“Are they made of glass?”
Again I nodded, a smile coaxed from me this time.
“I know they should hurt or be uncomfortable or something, but I don't even notice they're there. It's like I'm floating on air. All I really feel is the connection to my sister. It's as if she's right here, dancing with me and not – ”
I stopped, blinked at Philip as if forgetting he were there and brushed my words aside,
“So, Philip, tell me about yourself.”
“Myself?” he said, stumbling over the words, “There isn't much to tell there.”
I reached into the annals of my intuition. It was kindled deep within me, like a fire, that had been steadily fed over the years. These slippers, made of glass, magnified that now. I continued dancing, hoping to pry whatever information from Philip that I could. Something had happened for no steps were missed. He didn't change the rhythm of the dance or trip over my feet. The note tucked inside the package had said that if the dance were beautiful and free of hindrance, then he would be the way forward, the way to Aurora's cure.
Fear pierced my heart, that he would leave before I was able to obtain the secrets of waking Aurora. I had to keep him talking.
“I live a simple life,” he said.
“You seem anything but,” I said. The dance quickened. I had to know for sure that this was the magic of the shoes, that he really was the only one who could deliver a cure and that he was not simply a wonderful dancer.
He looked uncomfortable, as though I had questioned his genuine motives. Though bashfulness rose in his cheeks, the steps remained perfect.
“You didn't say what was troubling you,” he said as answer. That almost made me miss a step. Almost. But not quite. Was it payback for me embarrassing him? No. As I looked at him, I saw that there was nothing malicious in him, no disenchantment with kindness. I took a deep breath, still dancing, and exhaled through my nose. Philip observed my concentration. I was weighing whether to tell him the truth. That much I could tell he knew and I had to act fast or experience the disturbance of continuing being observed in this state.
“I overheard something,” I said.
He nodded, waiting for me to say more.
“It doesn't matter,” I said now. I'd made up my mind. He was not to hear of my misfortune. Maybe, he had hoped that I would confide in him, for he seemed to want to make this all easier for me. I'd been through so much with Aurora locked away in the chambers of sleep. It was like that, wasn't it? She was a prisoner of another world and I was not allowed to visit her.
And then, call it intuition, or the spark of the starlight above him, he knew exactly what to do.
“Would you like to see my carriage?”
“Your carriage?” I said.
He nodded,
“It's most unusual. I think that you would find it interesting.”
I didn't ask how he knew so much about me, to know what I would take an interest in. But, he was right; I was intrigued. Perhaps, this is where the answer for Aurora lay and so I nodded.
“Yes, thank you. I would love to see it.”




Chapter Seventeen

Aurora
I picked up the ax and chopped at the tree. Chips of wood tore away from the trunk. They rained down over me, like a cascade of leaves. Holding the branch securely in my hand, I finished cutting it away.
◆◆◆
 
I picked up the knife, whittling the branch. Bark splintered off from the limb.
As each piece of wood chipped away, the music burst from the tree. Each shaving splintered away from the emerging form. As it did, notes replaced them in the new hollows. A harp, that's what this was. Strings, shimmering with gold, I plucked from the air now. I held them in my hand and the song resonated in my palm. Then, I placed the song into the instrument.
The harp shone with its beauty, but it looked empty standing alone and I summoned another instrument to life. A lute. Yes. There were countless songs that a lute could play. I'd be kept busy, busy enough to not even think of...
Stop! Stop!
Already, her shadowy figure was materializing at the margins of my sight. I put up my hand and a curtain appeared that I pulled across to shut out the vision. My hand sank into the velvet layers of it.
Midnight loved velvet. She looked perfect in it. It only made her hair and eyes look that much deeper, her smile that much –
Stop!
A drum. I will create a drum.
I lifted the branch, feeling it form in my hand. I didn't bother to craft a knife first to whittle each intricate detail. No. That would give me far too much time to think. Instead, the drum burst into being and I drowned my thoughts in the melodic rhythm that I strummed against it with my hands and with the sticks. Mother taught me long ago that the rhythm of life coursed through the drums. It had been that way for generations. The rain remembered this, tapping its life song against the walls of the castle.
“I want to find a way to remember how to wake up again.”
I found myself saying the words aloud, though I'd not heard them before. From the moment that I'd arrived in this world, this place of perpetual dreaming, I had pushed my family away, released them all from my thoughts, especially Midnight. But in pushing them away, I was also divorcing myself, for I could not be me without them. I had to wake up. I had to find a way back or else, I would lose all of them. And myself. Forever.




Chapter Eighteen

Philip
“Oh!” Midnight said with utter delight. She had not thought that anything could entice her to such excitement, not on this night, the night when they were searching for a cure for Aurora – other than finding the cure itself. This, though, this was pure magic.
“Why, it's a pumpkin carriage,” she said, her smile more fully filling her face now.
Philip nodded, pleased with himself, mentally noting to thank Tilly later. All of his scraping, all of the clearing away of seeds, all of it had been worth it. For in this moment, Midnight shone. Everything inside of her lit-up, as though she herself were an illuminated pumpkin. It was magic that poured from her, magic in the moment, a beauty in this time.
As the carriage rumbled over the hills, Philip sat beside her, repeating again and again silently.
Tonight is the greatest of my life. This is the night that everything changes. This is when Midnight will finally know everything inside of me.
The carriage hit a log on the road, throwing Midnight closer to him. Without thinking, he put an arm around her to steady her.
“Whoa!” she said with a little laugh at the lurch. He prepared to draw back his arm, afraid that he had trespassed too far, but she smiled and she settled more securely into his embrace.
“Don't want that to happen again, do we?”
Was she flirting? Was Midnight, Princess Asteria, actually flirting with him? He didn't trust himself to speak. The words would tumble over her, ending in some horrific flop and she'd run, flying from the carriage, never able to look at a pumpkin again. And so, he sat there, saying nothing, holding her lightly, feeling the warmth of her back under his arm and praying that his beating heart would not be heard like a ticking clock in a too quiet room.
◆◆◆
 
The carriage tumbled along through the forest, passing the burrows of sleeping rabbits and tired deer. One blinked its eyes and seemed to look straight at the carriage. Had Philip turned and looked, he would have seen that there was no deer, only a girl.




Chapter Nineteen

Midnight
I awoke, for the first time in months, with a smile on my face. Last night had been perfect. It was a large word, one that often was said when not at all true, but not last night. Oh last night really and truly was! I hugged my arms around myself. He'd been the answer. I'd known it since first I'd danced with him. The slippers had told me. Never once had he stumbled on my feet. Never once had I stuttered in my steps. It was as if we had always been dancing together, as if Prince Philip and Princess Asteria were written on the stars. Indeed, the stars had never seemed so bright, as I stood beside his pumpkin carriage before he'd helped me inside of it. I was charmed by his wit. Yes, if any man could awaken my sleeping sister, it was someone unorthodox, who had a carriage from a pumpkin and yet was gentle enough to steady me as the wheels rolled over the knotty roots of the thousand year old oaks. All had gone exactly to plan. All that is except for one tiny detail: I hadn’t intended to fall for him. I was smitten, absolutely, no questions about it, smitten. I only needed him to awaken Aurora, to help me uncover the answer. That's what was supposed to happen. But oh happy circumstances! Now, I could have him awaken Aurora and then live happily with him. I laughed, sounding more like a girl than the young woman I was. I was absolutely giddy!
“Excuse me, Your Highness, are you quite all right?”
It was Tilly's voice.
“Oh yes!” I said, standing quickly from the bed, gathering Tilly into my arms and twirling her around the room.
“Oh!” Tilly said, caught off-guard and now quite convinced that I was anything but all right.
“I had the most marvelous night,” I said, stopping in the dancing now, “I found the perfect man, not just to help with awakening Aurora but for me.”
“Oh!” Tilly said again, not quite sure what to make of my gush of happiness.
“And I wasn't even looking!” I added.
“I told you, Your Highness,” Tilly said now, smiling, “I said that there would be many fine men there last night.”
“You did, Tilly! You did!” I said, becoming more excited. I was talking to her nearly the way that I would have talked to Aurora. Only, Aurora wouldn't have needed so many explanations to understand all the points. But oh happiest of happy days, Aurora would soon be awake! I knew it, knew it with every fiber of my being, thanks to the wonderful prince!




Chapter Twenty

Tilly
“And what lucky young man caught your eye, Your Highness? If you don't mind me asking,” Tilly said now. Midnight smiled at her, seeing that Tilly was on the edge of equal giddiness for the princess and yet having enough decorum to hold back.
“Guess!” Midnight said, making it something of a game for them both.
“Prince Harken, perhaps? He was looking most handsome in his blue velvet with his dark hair last night. Was he not?”
“Yes, I'm sure he was, but that's not him. Guess again!” Midnight said.
Tilly really wanted to just shout,
“Out with it already!” But she could hardly do such a thing to the princess and so she indulged her.
“Prince Sebastian is a fine dancer and made more than one witty quip. Perhaps, it was him?”
Midnight shook her head.
Tilly wracked her mind, trying to remember the names from last night.
“Do you give up?” Midnight said.
Thank goodness!
“Yes! Do tell!” Tilly said, trying not to sound too eager.
“Prince Philip!” Midnight said, loudly, unable to contain herself and then collapsing backwards onto the bed with an enormous smile plastered on her face.
“Prince Philip?” Tilly said, her voice taut, quieter than it had been moments before.
Midnight didn't notice. Instead, she was gushing on,
“Yes, and he had the most lovely carriage. You'll never guess! It was made from a pumpkin! How clever he is to think of such a thing!”
Tilly reached into her pocket, clenched her fist and her fingers brushed the emerald and jade necklace that she'd not realized was still in her pocket from when she'd picked it up to clean from the dressing table.
“You don't say,” she said, trying her best to contain her real feelings. Philip was not clever for having such an idea. It was her idea! Moreover, he was certainly not a prince! And he was the last of all people that Midnight was supposed to be falling for!
“Yes, and he really is the most kind-hearted and so handsome and not at all shy and aw, he really does make my heart sing.”
Tilly couldn't answer. She nodded, mechanically, though Midnight was still reclined on her bed and could see none of it. The tears were rising to the surface of Tilly's eyes. If she didn't exit soon, then she'd be unable to contain herself any longer.
“Sorry, Your Highness, I have something I must attend to.”
“Fine, yes, aw, what a lovely morning!” Midnight said and stretched luxuriously deeper into the covers.




Chapter Twenty-One

Philip
“You have to kiss Aurora.”
Philip blinked.
“I don't understand.”
Everything inside of him whirled up in confusion. He had to kiss Midnight, surely. That was what his heart had told him, what his mind had convinced him of, what saving her all those years ago and then confirming his silent vow to her last night had meant. He had to kiss her mind, her heart, to caress her in gentle perfection, to show her the princess that she really was, the one who could be defeated by none, who needed no protection and yet would always have him at her side.
“You were betrothed as children.”
Philip's skin prickled with ice.
“How is that possible?” He could barely choke out the words. It wasn't possible. It couldn't be. He was merely a horse groom and she was –
“You are a prince.”
“No, I played one last night, for whatever reason you had. I – ”
“Your identity has been concealed for your entire life, Philip. It had to be. To protect you and me and all of us.”
Philip stood from the stool, pushing away this new knowledge, needing to be free of it. He started to laugh, shaking as he did. There was no humor in it, only utter confusion, frustration, shock that was too great to remain inside his body and so his entire body shook. That's what being told he was a prince that was betrothed to Aurora did to him; it rattled his entire world and all that he knew.
“Protect you,” Philip said slowly now, “Surely, Father, you do not mean to imply that you are a king!” Now he laughed all the more, a biting tone of irony creeping in. It was so unlike Philip, this acrimony. But, he was so accustomed to the truth, to dishing it out and to receiving it. Yes, last night he'd lied to the king, lied even to Midnight, but that was – well, that was merely doing his father's bidding. It wasn't – It wasn't –
He couldn't breathe. He sat down in a dizzying fall, landing with a thud against the stool.
“Explain.”
“Long ago, there was an evil man who threatened to kill you on your eighteenth birthday. So we hid you away. But now your eighteenth birthday has passed and the time has come for you to take your rightful throne.”
Philip shook his head.
“If you're king, then be it. What do you need me for?”
“That's not the way it works,” his father said.
“That's how it's worked in every book I've ever read.”
“Well every book you ever read had nothing to do with our kingdom.”
Philip looked at his father. Dressed in the clothes that he'd worn all of Philip's life, he looked anything but regal. Straw clustered around his feet.
“What are we kings of, then, horses? Sheep? Cows? That's about the kind of kings we'd be!”
The laugh had returned.
“No, Philip. We ruled a land larger even than this one. Our palace was greater. Our treasure far exceeded the king's own. And the time has come for us to return. You must kiss Aurora. Betrothed to her, you are the only one that can save her, and then you must marry and return to our kingdom to rule. You are eighteen, of marriageable age and you may begin anew. Once you are king, there can be no threat to you any longer. The oath that was sworn against you was to destroy a prince. You will no longer be one.”
The words fell on Philip now, with such decisiveness that he knew his father couldn't be making this up, that he wasn't delusional and that nothing was as he'd ever thought it had been.
“You're serious?”
He looked at Philip, straight into his eyes.
“I'm serious.”
“Aurora hates me.” It was a flimsy objection, maybe one that didn't even matter, but at this moment it was all that Philip could think to say. The biting sarcasm was gone, so too the laugh. Now he only said it with practicality.
“I hardly think that's true. Besides, what does it matter even if she does?”
“What does it matter?” Now Philip laughed again, “I should think it matters a great deal! Just how do you expect her to agree to marry me?”
“Whatever idea of her hating you that you have is no doubt from when you were children. You've grown up. So has she. Things change. All of that is far behind you. Besides, she will be so grateful that you have awoken her, that she will instantly agree to it.”
Philip eyed his father suspiciously now.
“So grateful that I awoke her? Did you plan this all?”
“What?” his father said, looking as though he'd been struck, “Of course, I didn't plan this!”
“Then who did? Why does she lay asleep?”
His father shook his head.
“I don't know. I honestly don't. I just know that you have to kiss her to wake her up.”
Philip shook his head,
“I really don't think – ”
“Philip. You must. If you don't awaken Aurora, marry her fulfilling your pledge of betrothal that allowed us to stay in this land in safekeeping all these years and become king, now that you are of age, then you are in as much danger as she is, even more. It is your only chance at safety.




Part Three: Beast Seeking Beauty





Chapter One

Aurora
“I know you,” I said now. He stepped closer, as though my words were invitation.
“Do you, princess?” He didn’t know my name. How was it possible that I should know him? How was it possible that he not know me? Everyone knew me. Certainly, everyone from the kingdom knew me. It was possible, of course, that he was not from the kingdom. It was possible, wasn't it? Was it possible?
My head swam in a fog of trying to sort out what was real and right and made any sense. Since waking up, all seemed removed from me, as though I were standing on a shore, looking at it through a haze.
He looked at me, calmly but intent and it was then that I knew.
“Yes, I know you. I was with you, once, in a dream.”
I said it, then turned away, afraid that he would laugh at me. What would a stranger think of such an impossibility? Only, he didn't laugh. No, not at all. He stepped in front of me, so that I was no longer turned away from him and he smiled.
He said,
“Yes, I know.”
I looked at him then, really into him. There, were the edges of the golden-tipped hues of his hair. There was the steady smile and the look of a friend.
“You.”
He nodded.
“May I kiss you, Aurora?”
I blinked.
“You know me.”
“You know me too.”
I nodded.
He leaned in to kiss me, his lips barely brushing mine, as though waiting for me. I put my hand to the back of his head, pulling him to me, kissing him soundly.
“I've been wanting to do that.”
“Oh, have you?” The words fell softly onto my lips, like dew onto a rose. Though how close he was to me blurred his image, I could hear the smile in his voice.
I didn't answer, but only pressed my lips to his again, erasing all space between us.
Now, satisfied, I pulled back slightly to look at him. I kept my hand on his arm, as if there were a magnet pulling me there to him.
“What is your name?”
“My name,” he repeated, as though the concept was foreign. Indeed, it was, for he said to me now,
“I've never had a name. I'm merely a beast, a bird.”
It was then that the light rained down upon me and I recognized him fully for what he was.
“You were the hawk.”
“I am the hawk,” he corrected gently, “but now I wear the clothes of man.”
It sounded so much like something Mother would say, so much like the roots of my family that had been planted in this land so long ago, long before Father's had settled here and built these walls and this palace.
“How?” I said. The word rushed out, though my voice from not talking for so long, had utterly abandoned me by now. I wondered if he'd even hear it. He was a hawk, though. Of course he would hear.
He gave a little shake of his head. It didn't mean he didn't understand. He didn't know. I squeezed his hand. If he had become a man, did that mean he could be turned back into a hawk? Would I lose him?
“We will find out. I will make sure that you remain a man, that you will never be a hawk, that you will never fly – ”
I wanted to say the words, but I didn't. How could I, when I realized their complexity? If he remained a man, then he could never fly again. Perhaps, he'd rather be a hawk.
I looked at him, trying to see through this hawk-man or man-bird or beautiful beast, whatever he was. What did his heart say? I'd heard his song so vividly while still I'd been asleep. If only I could hear his deepest desires so sweetly and perfectly attuned now. I could ask, but I didn't trust myself not to give away the breaking in my heart. What was it that he had said? He was the part of me that I didn't yet realize. It was like that. Though I knew so little of him, I felt the dread of perpetual loss if he should turn and flee. It was that. Perpetual loss. For to lose a part of oneself meant that it would be repeated again and again. It was not a once and for all, finished thing. It was continual, like a circle, like the dreamcatcher and its power. It was that way with Midnight, when we'd been apart. Perpetually, I felt myself ripped from my sister's side, as if we were a single rose being cleaved apart. But, I'd been unable to think on it, lest Midnight should be joined to me, and forever captured in that dream world. Was it like that with the hawk? By drawing him to me would he be torn from his world of safety, from his place of freedom? Would it be eternal banishment into a pit of despair, as it would have been for Midnight, if she had joined my side? Did love sometimes really mean that being apart was better, for the health, for the sake, of the one that was beloved?
I felt the heaviness of heart pounding down on me, as though I'd been buried by a landslide. Perhaps, that was my curse. For nothing can grow and live if it is forever joined only to the dawn and I am Aurora and, well, Aurora is the dawn.




Chapter Two

Edora
The deer awoke, shivering in the cold. She stumbled to her feet, unable to stand. Hunger gnawed at her stomach, as though it had been days since she'd eaten and not merely hours. She shouldn't be so ravenous. Standing shouldn’t be so impossible. And why was she so frightfully cold? Something was wrong, terribly wrong. Looking down, she gasped.
Where four spindly, but strong, legs should have been, she saw only two pale protrusions. She tottered over, landing ungracefully on the chalky earth. Never before had the ground seemed so hard. Never had her bones ached. What had happened? How was she even –
The deer froze. Piercing the forest came the most dreaded sound of all: the hunter's horn. A pack of hounds barked with all the ferocity that a thunderstorm unleashed onto the quivering trees, shaking their dried leaves to the forest floor below. A thunderstorm was not malicious though. It was simply being itself, doing what it had to. Assuring the forest of its presence, that was all that Grandfather Thunder did. But, the hunter, the hunter who came in packs, with his dogs and his seething horses, he made sport of the hunt. He was not like those who used to roam this land, who picked up a bow, drew it back in arching beauty and then unleashed its one perfectly-placed arrow. No suffering accompanied that hunt. It was over, in merely a moment. And as the deer's spirit was unleashed from its tiny body, to dance among its ancestors, to frolic in the changing seasons of its forest home, it would witness the hunter bending low over its body, sometimes singing to it, thanking it for its gift of sacrifice. And then the deer would not mind, the deer would be free to roam and the man would be free to live. This, though, this was different. She darted behind a tree, as best as she could. Only, two legs were so much harder to walk on than four, and she landed in a tangled heap, her chest, which felt oddly out of line as it was no longer parallel with the earth, heaving heavily as she tried to breathe.
A hand reached out to her shoulder now. She'd not heard it. How had she not heard? Her hearing was acute. She trembled beneath the man's hand, waiting for the hunter to inflict his terrible weapon. She closed her eyes and breathed in heaving pants.
“There now, it's all right. I won't hurt you.”
He spoke to her in words that made little sense, but still she understood his tone. Was this part of the game? Did hunters lure their prey before pouncing? Still shivering, part from fright and part from the increasing cold, she felt a heavy hide fall against her shoulders. It was somehow strangely comforting to be covered, to feel the familiar texture of the bits of hair. For yes, it was a deer pelt that he draped her body in. This she had never seen before. Perhaps, he was not a hunter. Maybe, it was not part of the game. Cautiously, she lifted her eyes to him now. He looked at her, not in anger or hate and not as if he wished to harm her, but rather out of concern.
“What's your name?” he said gently. His words felt like the first breeze of spring, welcomed after the turbulent drifts of snow.
She looked at him, blinking slightly; the sun felt brighter than usual and the colors, they were so intense as though she'd fallen into a vat of dye.
She didn't answer. Somehow, she felt as if she could speak, but she had no idea how to form her mouth, to create the letters and to compose the words.
He nodded at her, careful to keep a friendly smile on his face as he did so. She was so skittish, as though she were convinced that at any moment he might turn the dogs on her. Those dogs. Those blasted dogs! They were howling, their teeth gnashing in her direction.
“Morton! Towbart! Get away! Get away there!”
He waved his arms at them and, though his purpose was commanding, he still spoke with a note of affection in his voice. He loved those dogs. The thought struck her, for she could always tell the intentions of a person toward an animal. Still, he was a hunter. Wasn't he? Didn't that count for something?
The dogs reluctantly left, but seemed to lose all interest when the young helper threw them a hunk of meat. The sheer scent of the blood was enough to knock her over. Her stomach turned in revolt at the carnivore's delight. She wobbled on her legs and the hunter jutted out a supportive arm to wrap around her. He smelled like pine, the way that her home had always smelled, like the welcoming boughs and pine needles that she slept on. Coffee, brewed strongly over a campfire, hung on his breath.
“Can you stand?” He tried this question instead, when she'd not answered what her name was. The deer, who was now a girl, nodded. He reached his hand out to her. She blinked at him. He obviously was waiting for her, but for what reason? He folded his fingers around her own and gave a pleasant nod, one of reassurance as though he pitied whatever terrible tragedy had befallen her and caused this creature to shake in fear. She felt the warmth from his hand shoot through her newly formed arm and move through the trunk of her body. It was a curious sensation, this spreading of warmth from a human. She was used to lying beside her sister deer in the glen, but not of a masculine presence at her side. She was still too young for the bucks to take any notice in her. Always, she had remained apart, somehow different. Even special, perhaps? This though, this was too strange to be true.
“Come along, we'll get you to the palace in no time.”




Chapter Three

Auroa
“You're a hawk,” I said, not at all understanding, “But you're here, standing in front of me.” He nodded.
“Yes, that's right.”
He smiled, as if nothing were amiss. Birdbrain came to mind, but he was far too kind and intelligent to be called that. Yes, he was intelligent. I could see it in his eyes, but more than that, I could feel it. Each time he looked at me, there was something in him that called out to me.
“I thought I dreamed you,” I said, trying to understand how he was in front of me now.
“You did,” he said and still he smiled.
“But, if I dreamed you, how are you here now?”
“You were in the dream and you are here,” he said as if it were the most logical thing in the world. And, I supposed, it was. It was logical and also strange. It was almost as if I were –
“I'm still dreaming,” I said now.
He looked at me, nearly through me again,
“Are you?”
I nodded.
“I'm not awake. I'm asleep. I always have been.”
“Not always, Princess,” he said gently.
“Since I've known you, it has been always.”
“Is it such a terrible thing?”
“What?”
“Being asleep. Being here with me.”
“Of course it's not. Only, it is. Because I don't belong here. I belong awake. I'm not part of this world. I'm meant to be – ” Here I cut myself off abruptly and swallowed, for I had nearly said “with Midnight.”
And if I'd said with Midnight, then Midnight would have appeared and had she appeared, well, that would have been disastrous! For having summoned my sister, I'd be unable to send her back. Worse still, what if I were tricked into thinking that we were both awake and so lost all hope or desire to want to send Midnight back?
“With them,” he said.
“Yes,” I said, but added quickly, “Only, but don't say it!” My hand flew over his mouth to stop the fount of words. My hand melted against his mouth, as though my hand were kissing him. That was the thing about dreams. Sometimes one didn't want to wake up.
“You're a curse,” I said, my eyes gone wide, “To keep me here.”
“What do you mean?” he said. The smile faded slightly. Even hawks turned into men couldn't keep a smile plastered on their faces, it would seem, when they had just been called curses.
“I want to wake up. I want to wake up! I want to wake up!” I repeated it to myself, letting my hand rip away from him. As I repeated the words, they strengthened in intensity
But wishing was doing no good. I was trapped. I knew I was asleep, but I had none of the power to hack away at the vines of sleep entangling me. There was no sword that could cut through the bonds of a wish. Perhaps, if I could not escape it from within, at least I could rise above it.
Lifting my bow, I fixed my arrow steadily and then aimed and fired at the moon. A silver rope strung itself from my place in the dream up to the moon's face. Twilight shimmered on the earth. As I climbed higher, ascending the rope, washes of darker blue, like those in a water color painting, came over the scene. Rising through colors, I surveyed the ground below. All was as I had left it. From this height, I could see the colors magnified, their shimmer all the stronger, like glitter, like the potion that we'd put on our –
Stop, Aurora, Stop!
I pushed the thoughts away and clung to the rope, ascending higher, each pull at a time, leaving the danger behind. Now as I neared the moon, though, I held all the more tightly to the rope.
It can't be. I'm seeing things. Just concentrate, Aurora, concentrate.
Already, the palace was looming on the horizon though. Not just any palace, not one made of clouds and dreams, but my actual palace, the one where all of us lived. I couldn't let this happen. How had I? I'd been so careful! My, how I wanted to watch them! To look at it, to see all of them! It was far too tempting. If I just climbed down the other side of the rope, I could be with them. Father would hold me to him.
“My little Briar Rose, how I've missed you!”
Mother would put her arm around me, sing her gentle song of welcoming and all would be well again. It would be as if I'd never left. And as for Midnight, well, there could only be –
“Aurora, Aurora, Aurora.” As though someone were calling me from a long way off, I heard it. It tumbled over me, like the waves on a shore or else as if someone had painted my name on the wind and the clouds were unfurling it as they swirled around me. Painted on the wind. Yes. Painted on the sky. Yes.
Aurora. Aurora. Aurora.
Its song rose more intensely around me, as I realized what was happening to me. I'd climbed into the real Aurora Borealis, into the northern lights, and in them was power. It wasn't a figment of longing and imagination that stretched out before me looking like my home. No, on the contrary, it was really and truly them. I could do them no harm, for this was not my creation. It was my luck, magnified and flying through all the colors and dimensions of the sky!
On the other side of dawn, when dawn rose not in the morning, but at midnight in the painted expansive canvas of the night sky, I found my answer. Midnight's domain was night, the sky. That's where her power was. Mine had always been the dawn. But in this beauteous expanse, where day and night converged, I could meet with my sister.




Chapter Four

Edora
“What's your name?”
“Edora,” she said.
It was a funny thing, because she felt as if she'd not known that was her name until that very moment. The hunter nodded, smiling.
“Edora, how did you come to be in our land?”
This too was funny, for it had always been her land as well. She'd lived here all of her days, only not like this, not as a human, as a deer. And if he'd asked how she came to be in that form, she'd have no idea what to say. So, instead, she simply settled on the easiest answer.
“I have only just arrived.”
“And you traveled alone?”
At this she could only shrug, feeling a little helpless as the coldness of the word sunk into her. Yes, alone. She'd not seen any of the other deer and somehow, she didn't know quite why, but she doubted that any of the rest of them had changed. It was an odd sensation, knowing that somehow she was different. People looked unique, but not deer. Sure, some had marks on their hide or different branching of their antlers but not enough to warrant individuality. At least, Edora had never considered such a thing before. It delighted her, sending a chill through her, in this odd confusion. But, it also terrified her. If she were an individual, it seemed that there was more room to make a mistake, a chance to be in danger. Oddly, she felt comfort for the first time in her life, from a hunter, as he smiled, patted her hand and said,
“Don't worry. You're not alone anymore.”
She was, however, alone only hours later. The hunter was not permitted in the portion of the castle that he'd deposited her in. She rather suspected that humans and deer were not so different after all and that, like the bucks, he had his own dwelling away from the human does. She had seen the king though. He was permitted here and so she'd not quite understood that. She'd not met “the royal family”, whoever they were. It was a grand name. Mr. and Mrs. Royal. Yes. It sounded nice.
“And with Edora here – ”
This she recognized at once! Not having realized that she was not alone, she darted behind the nearest pillar, unable to find a suitable tree indoors.
“Edora? Must she have that blasted name? It's infuriatingly close to Aurora. Aurora, my sister! The one whom all should be focused on now. The one who – ”
Edora stood behind the pillar, breathing in, her eyes flashing rapidly as they were accustomed to doing in the forest when running from the hunter. She'd meant the castle no harm, certainly not Asteria or her sister. Perhaps, her name was all wrong. Maybe she ought to change it. She tried to count, to steady her breathing, but it felt futile to do so. Everything screamed inside her lungs. Panic was not something she welcomed in any body. She squeezed her eyes shut tightly and saw nothing, not even pricks of light. But now her senses came alive, as she heard each tiny flutter of the leaves on the window pane, each beat of the moth's wing against the wooden chest. And then, louder than her beating heart and drowning out all of this, she heard the crash. So loud a sound surely would elicit screams, but none came. When she opened her eyes, tentatively, she expected to see the chandelier shattered on the ground or else, at the very least, one of the magnificent vases knocked to the floor. Instead, she saw only glimmering speckles, from a tiny crack,where Midnight had stood moments before.




Chapter Five

Midnight
“When worn by one with a pure heart, they are diamonds. But on any other, they will turn to glass.”
That message was buried in the tissue paper of the box where my glass slippers had been. I'd not seen that message on the night of the ball, but I saw it this morning and the words of the note replayed through my mind, as I looked at my shoes now. 
I knew that I was being unreasonable and particularly nasty toward Edora. It's not as if the girl had anything to do with Aurora still being asleep. Worse still, she looked scared out of her wits half the time and, if anything, that proved she needed a friend. A friend. Aurora would be perfect for that. Everyone took kindly to Aurora and, perhaps more importantly, Aurora took kindly to everyone else.
It was odd, the color that infused my blood now. It was as if ever so briefly, the world were turned to emerald-tinged vision. I looked down in my hand, saw the necklace I had picked up from the dressing table, after Tilly had cleaned it. Sure enough, an emerald hung from the middle of the delicate silver chain. Jade, carved as tiny hearts and doves, alternated between the links. I turned it over, reliving a host of memories.
Aurora was nine. She got the new dress. I had wanted one. It didn't matter. None of it mattered. Only, my puppy had been lost and Aurora got the new dress.
I turned the necklace over carefully in my hand.
Aurora is by far the loveliest girl in the court.
Grandmother had said the words. I wasn't supposed to hear. They weren't meant for my little ears. I'd not heard that moments after I'd turned away, hurt, balling up my fists with angry tears in my eyes, Grandmother had said, “And our beautiful Midnight absolutely sparkles. She's really more of a little lady now than a girl.” Mother had told me that, years later, after Grandmother was gone.
Would Grandmother still have thought I were a lady if she'd known how I had envied my sister in that moment? It didn't matter. For Grandmother had never known my feelings and I hadn't heard Grandmother's remarks about me, until so recently. All I knew was that in that moment, brief though it had been, I'd hated my sister.
I'd regretted it for days.
“Midnight, you're looking pale. Are you feeling all right, dear?” Father had asked.
“Midnight, are you unwell?” Mother said, as she'd put her arm around me that afternoon.
“I'm fine, Mother. Where's Aurora?”
Mother had looked at me and I feared that she could see the guilt written all over my face. Mother knew when things were amiss. She could sense them in a way that left me with knots in my stomach. There was never any tricking Mother.
“Your sister is in the garden, beside her roses,” Mother had said.
Beside her roses. With that simple word, Mother had explained it all. There were things that were Aurora's and I could share them with her, but not take them from her. They would always be Aurora's roses. Somehow, though, Mother's tone had calmed me. I'd run to Aurora, seen my sister's peaceful face as she looked at each tiny rose and all anger had melted. It was only remorse that I felt, fierce protectiveness.
“Here Aurora, you'll prick your finger on the thorns. Let me help,” I'd said. Aurora had smiled,
“I'm fine, Midnight. Don't worry.”
“I'm fine, Midnight. Don't worry. I'm fine, Midnight.”
Aurora's voice replayed through my mind, drawing me back to the present. My sister had stretched out her charms over me, even now. Setting down the green necklace, my fear and hurt subsided.
“Oh, sorry, I didn't mean to walk in on you. I didn't know you were here,” Tilly said now, entering the room.
“It's fine, Tilly. I was just leaving.”
“Will you be wanting your necklace put away? It's a peculiar shade of green isn't it?”
“Thank you,” I said. I was distracted and hadn't committed one way or the other. As I left the room now, though, Tilly picked it up to put it away. She dropped it in her pocket and all was forgot.




Chapter Six

Edora
Edora swallowed, confused. She needed to speak to someone, to ask what was happening to her. But who could possibly know? Her mother had been taken by a hunter, years ago now. Her sisters were scattered, while her brothers and father stalked the mountain alone, the moonlight reflecting off their sturdy antlers.
No one in the palace knew. That much seemed certain. The animals that were her friends at home seemed equally unable to answer such a task.
“Of course!” Her eyes lit and hope kindled in her heart, from deep within this foreign body that was her own. An elf. That's whom she would ask, whom she would consult. An elf had all the answers of the forest and would understand what strange magic had happened to transform her.
“Edora,” the elf said, the moment he saw her. She blinked and deep recognition trembled through her body.
“You know my name,” she said.
The elf smiled and nodded,
“Yes, child, I know your name but I am not familiar with you in this form.”
At this her heart sank.
“I thought, I was – that is – I was hoping that you would be able to help me.”
“Of course, child,” he said. Elves called everyone child, for they were so much older than so many of the creatures of the forest and of the palace. Many said it was why they held the answers; they were the safe keepers of the knowledge of the mountain.
The elf moved through his cottage, adjusting his spectacles on the edge of his nose.
“Now, dear, oh! Where are my manners? You wouldn't be familiar with my name, as you've not had reason to use it before. I'm Fedderlin. Do have a seat and here, some nice carrot broth for you to warm your insides. There's a chill in the air, isn't there?” She gracefully accepted the carrot broth that the elf gave her. Who else would have been kind enough to think to feed her such a comforting reminder of home? Indeed, who else could possibly know?
She nodded and took the bowl. The elf cleared his throat ever so slightly when she drank from the bowl, the way that she lapped water from the creek, instead of using the beautiful silver spoon that he had left beside her. But when he saw how hungrily she lapped at it and how the look of fear had at last abated from her eyes, he changed his mind and waited for her to finish before saying,
“Now, my d—friend,” He cut himself off abruptly here, not wanting to inadvertently cause her more pain by addressing her as that which she no longer was. She seemed not to notice, but sat near the fire, balanced on her chair with her legs folded awkwardly under her, not yet quite getting the feel of how these human limbs worked.
“How long have you – that is to say – when did you notice the change?”
She looked at him, trying to figure it out.
“Two sunsets ago, I think it was two sunsets, the hunter in the forest brought me to the palace.”
“My, that must have been frightening!” Fedderlin said, “how very brave of you!” He noticed how her lip quivered at the word hunter.
She nodded at him. Then a look of peculiarity crossed her face.
“Did I do the right thing?”
“How's that, child?”
“Should I have trusted him?”
“Was he kind to you? He didn't do you harm?”
She nodded and then shook her head. He understood her to be answering that yes, he was kind and no, he'd not harmed her. At least, he hoped that she had answered in the order that he had asked the questions. Because she sat there, without any fear in her eyes, he took solace that the answers must have been that.
“And how long before he found you, did you notice the difference?”
“I — just that sun-up,” she said. Words were awkward in her mouth and she stumbled over them, like roots of the trees in the forest.
The elf nodded.
“Two days, two nights, not long. You are doing very well. You should be very proud,” he said, reaching out to pat her hand. She'd seen the gesture in the palace. The queen had reached out to her husband the king and patted his hand. The king had done the same to her. Then the king had done it to his daughter Midnight and then Midnight had done the same to her sleeping sister, Aurora. Edora had seen that when no one knew that she was there, when she'd wandered the halls of the palace and gotten lost.
Perhaps, it was some custom. She wondered if she ought to be doing it to others.
“And did anything out of the ordinary happen to you right before that?”
“In my sleep?” she said, reaching to pat his hand as she asked the question. She didn't want the elf to think that she was rude, not when he'd been kind enough to serve her the tantalizing carrot broth.
He chuckled when she did it. Elves are renowned for being ticklish. She ought to have remembered that and touched him lighter. As he looked at her, his eyes were dancing too though and she knew that it was not her touch that had brought his smile, but that somehow she had amused him all the same.
Her mind raced backward. It was odd. There was a precipice between when she stood on four legs and when she stood on two. It was as if everything from then was hazy, like the early morning dew.
“Mind the horses, then. We don't want to be stuck here until the morning dew!”
The words bubbled forth in her memory and tumbled out onto the elves' ears now.
“What's that you say? Horses?”
“It's my memory,” she said, “What does it mean?”
“Well now, I'd have to think about that. Can you remember anything else?”
“There was a wolf that cried to the moon. He'd lost his mate. She'd left him for another wolf. I could understand his song.”
He nodded, not seeing how this puzzle fit together, but wanting to encourage her all the same.
“Yes, and anything else?”
“The smells of harvest. Like someone had eaten a squash or else a – ”
“A pumpkin!” Fedderlin said now, snapping his fingers together.
She nodded, her eyes unblinking, unmoving from his face.
He stood, as though his chair could not contain the wealth of excitement that poured through his body now. He walked to his desk, opened the drawer, rummaged around for awhile and then pulled something out.
A piece of paper, white, trimmed in scarlet, unfurled like a tiny scroll.
“Aha! Yes! Just as I thought!”
She wondered if she ought to stand, if she should approach and see whatever it was that the paper said. She'd heard rumors that people, and elves, could read magic from paper. She wondered how it might work, how messages could be conjured.
The elf smiled and looked at her,
“You were transformed the night of the ball.”
“How?”
“There was magic on that night. A gift of glass slippers in particular,” Fedderlin said, remembering his part in them. Had he caused all of this? Or, at least, contributed to it? His skin prickled, washing him in discomfort, something that he was not at all accustomed to. He had to fix this and fast!
“You have until the last roses fade. When the final petal falls from Aurora's briar roses, then the magic of the ball will be over. You will return to being a deer.”
Edora considered what the elf had said carefully. He'd expected that she'd be delighted at this news. He had at least been comforted when he'd realized that his damage to her was not permanent. Rather than relief, though, Edora looked pensive.
“I will not be a human any longer?” She said, wanting to make sure that she had understood him properly.
“Yes, that's right. You will be free to be in the forest again, to feel the warm breeze on your back, to dance through the twirling leaves as they fall. To drink with your sisters from the pond.”
“But, I will miss you,” she said. She'd never talked to a friend, not in the way that Fedderlin had talked to her.
“You can still visit me,” he said with a smile.
“But, it won't be – will it be the same?”
“Well, you might not want to sit in the chair any longer,” he said, “But I can still make you carrot broth.”
“But, what about talking? How will we speak to each other?”
“Ah, is that what has you worried?” he said with a kind smile, “There's no need to worry there, child. Elves can understand the creatures of the forest.”
“You can speak deer?” she said, her eyes and heart gone hopeful.
“I knew your name, didn't I?”
She thought for a moment, then nodded,
“Yes!”
Then, it was settled! All would not be lost. She'd still have her friend, the elf. They would be able to speak together, to eat carrot soup and –
“But will I understand you?” she said quickly.
He nodded.
“You will, if you want to.”
“But why did I not before?”
“You didn't know you could before. The world holds many possibilities. Some that we do not even know are there, until we try.” 
At this she nodded. He was so wise, this elf friend of hers. How had he gained that much wisdom? How had he learned so much? Perhaps, it was from the stacks of books that lined his oak shelves in his parlor. Maybe it was from the magical brew that he called tea, which he drank copiously from the tiny hand-painted china teacups. She felt a little prick of sadness, as though she'd turned and run into a thorn. What if she could learn to read the magical paper? What if she could drink the tea? What if she could learn about the world? Not just the forest, and her home, but the entire kingdom and other kingdoms and lands out there? She'd seen a map in the palace. The hunter had shown her where they were, where his home land was and where he hoped to travel on it. She'd nearly gasped. There was so much out there! So much that she did not know even existed. If she went back to being a deer, she'd be turning away from all of that. It was enough to make her turn a shade paler. The elf noticed.
“Child, are you cold?”
She didn't answer him directly. Instead, she said what had been taunting her, building slowly since he'd explained what would happen to her.
“What if I don't want to go back? What if I want to stay human?”
Fedderlin lifted his eyes, looking into her face. There was something of the deer in her still, but yes, she did make a convincing human. Shy, certainly, but then she'd only walked on two legs for two days. That too would fade away. Awkwardness would subside and gracefulness would emerge. After all, she'd been a deer, not a toad. And yet, wouldn't she be losing something as well? Was it his place to point this out to her? Did he have any right in doing so? But what would make her happier? Isn't that what mattered? What would bring Edora to life, make her eyes sparkle, fill her mind with the beauty of the world?
The beauty of the world, of course. That was the answer.
He spoke now, choosing his words carefully,
“If you want to remain human, child, then I remember hearing long ago that one must seek out acts of beauty in the world. When you find them, then you will know what it is to be human and the magic will last.”
She shook her head.
“Beauty? You mean like sunsets and the river flowing in the meadow and – ”
Her eyes were lighting up and she'd begun to speak faster. He stopped her here, for fear that she would think this all too easy and not consider it with all the caution that it warranted.
“Yes, child, those things are beautiful, but you are thinking only of the natural world, of what it is to be a deer. To see beauty as a human, you must seek out kindness, acts of peace, true love, the bonds of friends. All of these added together go into making a person strong and of good heart. You already have a good heart, my dear – ”
Here, he could not resist saying it, for deer are the creatures with the kindest hearts among the forest animals.
“But you must now strengthen it if you wish to remain human. Please understand though, child. You must consider this very carefully. Although a deer is wonderful, a human heart is larger. If you allow your heart to grow in full humanity, then you will be unable to change back. Ever.”
He let the word sit between them with its finality.
Her eyes widened at it.
Good. It was important that he caught her attention. This was no trivial matter that she was considering, no small task that she had set about on to fulfill.
Now, having let the silence sit between them, to bring forth the right amount of gravity to the situation, he said,
“If you decide this, then it must be accomplished before Princess Aurora's briar roses fade. When the last petal falls, all will return, unless beauty has so filled your heart that you have become fully human. Do you understand?”
She nodded, with all the solemnity that she could muster.
“Yes” and then she added pensively, “thank you.”
And then he smiled,
“Ah, you are learning already.”




Chapter Seven

Midnight
I looked to the night sky. Black. It seemed darker in recent days. The moon was not yet glowing, having erased itself for the present to appear again anew in a few days' time.
The days were shortening as well, which only added to the darker hues of night. As I breathed in the deep shades of black, undulating like rolls of velvet, I searched for splashes of blue. Not even cornflower, but something as strong as navy. There was none of it though. Only darkness stretched its weary arms. And then – then – there! I saw it! Not just blue, but an explosion of dancing green, purple and white. It melted together into a fascinating display of all things brilliant, like fireworks erupting from a sunset.
And then I smiled. Deeply and truthfully, from the depths of my stomach, and I knew that all was going to be just fine. Aurora. The Dawn. There was hope again and it was written across the sky.
From the moment that I interlaced the golden threads into the dreamcatcher, this meeting had been set in motion. All those years ago, when my dreams had turned black, my own silver threads had snapped. Now, since I had woven my thread with Aurora's, a bridge had formed. There was a crossing now. And tonight, with the dawn at midnight, through the Aurora Borealis, our meeting could at last take place.
◆◆◆
 
When I saw my sister, I ran to her. As she melted against me in the embrace, I felt the air fill within my lungs. I hadn't realized that I'd only been half-breathing before, only half-existing. As I wrapped my arms around Aurora, I was whole again.
“How are you here? I haven't summoned you?”
“Are you all right? We've been so worried?”
Our questions flew at each other, both of us more concerned for each other than ourselves. Wasn't that always the way of it with us? Isn't that precisely what had caused this predicament in the first place?
“It's the dawn,” Aurora said now, “the Aurora Borealis. It's the reason why we are here together, why we're able to meet. Oh, Midnight! You don't know how many times I wanted to imagine you here, but I couldn't for fear of you becoming trapped forever.”
“Oh, Aurora, is it really truly you? But dearest sister, you ought never to have done what you did!” I said now.
“What I did? So I did summon you?” Aurora's face went ashen at the thought of it. She'd been so careful! Hadn't she?
“Summon me? No, of course not. I just meant that you shouldn't have wished, not on my account.”
Aurora looked at me, puzzlement crowding her features. She looked like a child to me in her simplicity and innocence and yet it was no childish answer that came from her lips now.
“If I cannot wish for my sister, then what use is a wish?”
At that I could say nothing, but I gathered my sister into my arms and held her, unwilling to let her go. I would, of course, have to let go. The night would not last forever. The northern lights were even more fleeting. And if I ever wanted to be able to see my sister during the day again, outside of dreams, well, we had work to do.
“Mother threw a ball,” I said now, “And I went to Rumpelstiltskin.” It tumbled out, before I considered what I was going to say. It seemed like a logical enough beginning.
“You went to Rumpelstiltskin while Mother threw a ball?”Aurora said, her head spinning as though the waltzing had begun in her mind.
I shook my head. I looked to the sky, studying it, my mind calculating the answer.
“How much time do we have?”
Aurora shook her head, shrugging her shoulders slightly.
“I have no idea. We're in a dream. The Aurora Borealis is in reality, but we're looking at it from a dream and a dream can shift, be transitory, be blurry, or trick us. You know how it was.”
I shivered and, though it had been months since I'd been hounded by the horrid nightmares, I could still feel their clutch. Yes, I knew how deceptive they could be. How real they felt with their gnashing teeth and death spirals erupting around me.
Now Aurora put her arm around me, to comfort me from the torment of the past.
“I have to go,” Aurora said.
“What? Go where? I've only just arrived!” I knew that I sounded foolish, but how could I resist protesting this separation. We'd only just been reunited!
“I don't know if it will work, but there's a book in the library.”
“A book?” I said.
“Mother told me about it. It's a book of poetry, powerful enough to unleash hidden doors between dreams and waking.”
“I don't know about that,” I said, doubt painting my face a shade more cynical.
“Yes, well, bridges aren't supposed to magically appear at midnight either and yet somehow, here we are.”




Chapter Eight

Aurora
She consented as much to that. She could never resist my logic.
“Then let me get the book. Tell me which one,” Midnight said, “Whatever needs to be done, I can do it. You've done enough already.”
She said it, barely able to choke out the final words. She was blaming herself for me being asleep! I should have known that of course she would have, but somehow that had escaped me. Now though I looked at her and I can see the lines of tension. Rather than a freeing gift, my wish had entrapped her in a new kind of horror: a world without her sister, without me. I swallowed to keep the tears from welling into my eyes from where they'd begun to pool in my heart. I was seldom sentimental. Logic held more appeal. But my, how I love my sister! I gave my head a little shake. There was no use in both of us getting tangled up in too much feeling, not while we had so little time.
“I have to do it,” I say now, “In order for it to work. I have to be the one to read it.”
“Aurora, no matter what, don't let me wake up. If I wake up, then I'll follow you and I'll be trapped forever in the dream.”
“At least I'll have some company until I wake up,” I quipped, trying to make Midnight smile.
Midnight shook her head, vehemently.
“No, Aurora. No jokes. I'm serious. I will never wake up. Even if you wake up, I won't be able to. There's no cure for willfully wandering into the world of dreams. Once a dreamer, always a dreamer.”
My eyes went wide.
“I thought that was supposed to be a good thing.”
“Haven't you ever seen Mother's eyes, when others say it? She remembers. If you're always a dreamer, then you're on that side of the dreamcatcher. Your life is lived through a veil of gold and silver threads, never free to exist as you ought to.”
I swallowed, solemnly, trying not to panic.
“I will not wake you,” I said.
Midnight nodded,
“Just try your best.”
“I will not wake you,” I repeated.
The weight of such a promise weighed heavily on me. How much easier it would have been to take aim with my golden arrows and pluck the apples from the trees with one clean shot! That's what I'd done with the strange creature that was both hawk and man.
“Practice,” he'd whispered to me.
“What am I practicing?” I'd said, as my arm deftly bent the bow.
“Concentration. You'll need it if you want to wake up.”
“What will I concentrate on?”
“On the details. On knowing which path to travel down. Some paths in a dream wind irrevocably back toward the past. If one should take such a path, one is forever tapped there. And if one should go forward, well, that is something that requires deliberate intent. Dream, yes. But, you know best of all that dreams can entangle as well without the temperance of reality.”
I slipped from the dream into reality. As I did, the steps below my feet wobbled.
“Careful,” Midnight said.
“You can see me still?” I said, trying to look over my shoulder
“Don't! Don't look back!” Midnight said.
“Right,” I said, shifting my gaze forward, “If I look back, then I'll be pulled back into the dream.”
“Exactly,” Midnight said, “Watch your step. That one's uneven.”
“Midnight, do you really think I –”
“Yes, Aurora. You can do it. I know you can.”
“But, it's – ”
“Aurora. I believe in you. I always have.”
I nodded, wanting to turn and look at my sister, to see her reassuring smile and yet knowing that I could not. If I turned, then our chance was gone.
“One foot in front of the other. Keep going,” I told myself. It felt odd to be walking, after being asleep for so long. It was as if my legs had turned to weights and the ground below me was floating, not allowing me to fully connect to it. Instead, I seemed to be hoovering just above it and yet, there was no whim or ease to it. For the weightiness of my body pulled me down.
“I feel so heavy!” I said, trying to keep my balance.
“It's gravity,” Midnight said now, “You've not been affected by it like this for quite awhile. Lying down is so much easier. Just keep going. Hold onto the rail.”
“What rail?”
I looked to my side, very carefully avoiding any backward glances. No rail was there.
“It's in front of you. Just keep going.”
“You can see in front of me?”
“Can't you?”
“It's just a fog,” I said.
“Oh,” Midnight said, “That explains it.”
“Explains what?” I said.
“Why your balance was off. I didn't want to say anything, but I was worried that you were having such a difficulty.”
“Now you tell me,” I said under my breath.
“Hey, I didn't want to worry you,” Midnight said, “Just keep going. You're doing fine.”
You can hear me?
This I didn't say aloud.
“Yes, I can hear you. And no, I'm not being bossy.”
“Seriously?” I said, “you can hear my thoughts?”
“It's the sky, Aurora. We're linked, stronger than we've ever been in this moment, in these moments, however long they last for.”
“But, why do you seem to know so much more about this than I do?”
“Aside from being older and wiser?” Midnight said with a smile.
It feels good to joke! Good to be able to tease Aurora again! I could hear her thoughts, that she'd done it to convince herself that this was more than just some fleeting opportunity. This was the way back to me, back to reality.
Just act like everything is normal and –
“And then it will be,” I said, finishing her thought.
“You can hear my thoughts too,” Midnight said now. She sounded slightly surprised, but only as if there had been a pop in the other room, not one directly in front of her.
“I'm paying attention now, now that I know to,” I said. Then, I smiled, thinking of my teacher.
“Who is the hawk man?”
Midnight said.
I shook my head, a little smile coming over my features.
“Uh—uh. Some things I don't want to share, even with you.”
◆◆◆
 
Now, Midnight saw Aurora alone in the dream world. She saw her take up an arrow and aim. She saw the man rise, as though sprouted from the ground. And then Midnight saw as he leaned into her sister, as he took her in his arms, as he brushed his lips across her, and as he was there for her when Midnight had not been able to be.
Midnight's heart jumped at that, welling at the thought of her sister, at the love that there was and then pooling with sadness that she had missed so much of her life. Dream worlds stretched longer than reality. The girl who had fallen asleep was no longer there. Now, a young woman stood before Midnight in the thoughts.
Perhaps, it was a silly thing to think, for one who herself was only seventeen. She'd been Aurora's age only last year. But, Aurora was her little sister, the youngest in the castle. Midnight had never equated their ages to being the same level. Midnight was always older, not just chronologically, but at each age. When Midnight was seven, she was older than when Aurora was seven. When Midnight was twelve, she surpassed Aurora's twelve years. It's not that Midnight thought less of her sister. Indeed, perhaps, it was that she thought more of her. She wanted to preserve Aurora's youth, her simple uncomplicated life as long as possible. That was why Aurora was never supposed to best her sister and make her unselfish wish. If she did, then she was growing up, she was slipping away from the ability for Midnight to protect her.
◆◆◆
 
“How long will we hear each others's thoughts?” I said now.
“When you step from the last stair, the bond is broken.”
There was a finality in the words. Was it possible for our bond to be severed? I hesitated. Now, as I neared the end of the staircase, the fog was clearing. I could see the final three steps below. They looked simple to move across. No longer were they jagged. My footsteps were sure, secure in their placing. And yet, I paused. Maybe it was against all the rules. Were there rules for a mission such as this? Maybe. But even if there were, I took the risk anyway. I needed this moment, so that I could follow my heart's rules.
“Midnight, I won't let you down.”
I heard in Midnight's heart the choke in her voice. As if her eyes were welling up now, I reached instinctively for a handkerchief from my pocket.
Midnight, still able to hear my thoughts, shook her head just slightly.
“No, Aurora. Don't let go of the rail. You'll fall.”
I took hold of the rail, stronger. I didn't dare argue with Midnight or contradict her and tell her that there was no longer a fear of loosing my footing. Sometimes, really loving someone, meant letting them believe they could catch you even if there were no danger of falling.
“Midnight, I won't let you down,” I repeated.
“Aurora,” Midnight said, softening her voice so that all the bossiness of being an older sister would not be present in it, “You have never let me down. Be careful. I love you. I will see – ”
Though I had stopped on the stairs, my footing was no longer where I had placed it. In fact, the stairs were no longer there at all. They were dissolving under my feet. Midnight's voice was fading,
“Midnight! Midnight!” I shouted to her, but it was too late. The connection was gone. I was on my own. Moving through the castle felt like I was in a dream. When I'd been asleep and was dreaming, I felt awake. In the land of the waking and now by myself, everything was up to me.




Chapter Nine

Midnight
I wandered through this land of dreams that Aurora had inhabited for months now.
“Aurora, my goodness you – ” I paused in my steps.
“What are you doing back already?” I said. A shadowy haze pooled around Aurora. It was as if I were looking at her through a fog and underwater.
“I thought that I had summoned you.” Aurora's words played through my mind now and I realized the terrible mistake that I'd fallen into.
“How brave you've been!” Aurora's image only appeared more strongly now.
I spoke to myself aloud, to sort my muddled thoughts.
“Right. I can't think about her at all. About any of them. About – Think about something else. What? I'm thinking about dreams. I'm thinking about being asleep. I'm thinking about Au – oranges. I'm thinking about oranges and apples and the garden and roses and Au – I'm thinking about confetti streaming down and balls and birthdays and Au – ARGH! I'm thinking about nothing. I'm thinking about loneliness, about my sis – UGH!”
I fell backwards in a heap, not because I'd lost my balance but simply because I'd exhausted myself. In frustration, I lay there, as if I'd fallen back onto my bed in my room and not onto the billowing layers of the dream world. The moment that Aurora had slipped from this world, it had paled in color. It was as if someone had walked to a chalkboard and wiped across it. Remnants remained, traces and pulls of colors, hints of shapes, but the details had disappeared.
“Clever,” I said aloud now, when I realized what had consumed Aurora for months.
I painted the dream world in every detail I could imagine. Maps, in the minutest detail, sprung into being, as if I'd turned the world into a classroom. Where Aurora had spread her visions outward, expanding with more land, I built vertically, surrounding me in a wall of enshrined images. Here is where I would wait, safely stowed away from any summoning thoughts, until Aurora returned.




Chapter Ten

Aurora
“In the tree of life, your soul is the roots, your spirit is the soil.”
Mother had said those words, long ago, as I had walked with her through the garden.
“I want you to know that you have strength within you. You are more than just a fleeting sunrise. I know that you think that Midnight is strong, that the night lasts longer than the day.”
She'd said it as though looking into my future, into this very moment.
“Thank you, Mother.”
I wanted to go to her, to seek her counsel, to throw my arms around her, to bathe in her warmth and to know her now as a friend, the way that I knew Midnight. Midnight was always the one that I felt closest to, for Midnight was unable to send me to my room, to issue orders, or to be disappointed. That was it, wasn't it? Mother could be disappointed. Father too. Midnight couldn't. Ever. There was a safety in her, a security.
I walked to the room. I'd forgotten what it was to live in shadows, to dart from room to room between the moonlight. There was only light in the world of dreams. I'd never seen a star. I looked to the window now and smiled.
There sat the seven sisters. Midnight had been so proud when first she'd located them in the sky.
“Look Aurora! It's us!” Midnight had said.
“But, I thought it was seven sisters?”
“We're better than seven sisters. Besides, I'm seven and my love for you is bigger.”
I had smiled. Midnight was protecting me. Always, even then. Even now, having traversed into the land of dreams. But now it was my turn. I watched as the Aurora Borealis flickered on the horizon. Was it fading or was it my imagination? I'd have to hurry to finish the caper on time. Now, I saw it. The dreamcatcher looked so small. How could it have caused all of this? I neared it and reached tentatively for the silver threads. I felt the strength of Midnight in them.
My feet had carried me to her room, without even realizing where I was headed. I had promised not to wake her, but one peek wouldn't hurt. I stood before Midnight. How peaceful my sister looked! Never once had I questioned whether I should have used my birthday wish as I did. Now more than ever, I knew that I'd made the right decision. How often had I run to Midnight's side, heard her screams and been powerless to help my sister? How often had I wished that I could do something?
And then, most merciful of all, I had been able to. My birthday, which I had ticked off on the calendar, counted down the days in earnest, had come. It was not the presents or even the beloved ball that I had yearned for. No, it was the wish. Finally, for one brief moment, I would have all the power that I needed. It was what I'd counted on, all that I bargained for. I'd not wanted anything more.
Now, though, I was cheating. I was begging for more power, to walk among the real, without disturbing them, so that I could reset the wish but without any of the prior terrible results remaining.
Had such a thing ever been accomplished before?
The library.
Yes. That was it. I would have to consult the books, the chronicles of the kingdom. There were many secrets in the library, knowledge tucked into the age-shimmered pages of the books. And there was something else as well. Locked behind the regular books, there was a tiny elf door left over from the days when the elves had inhabited the castle. Now, they remained in the forest, long gone from the stone walls. It was a mystery why, something that I had never been told.
I found the book that Mother spoke of, the one of dreams and doors, quicker than expected. How wonderful it was to run my hand across the pages again! I searched through the contents, scanning for anything that might be of use. And then, tucked at the back of the book. I saw it. My poem. The one that Mother had told me was specifically for me, when I had found it when I was little and I knew that it was meant for me to read it.
Northern Lights
Swirling twirling Arctic sky
Colors vibrant in disguise
Vivid smoke in flashes of light
Metallic rainbow soar through the night
High above the snowy fields
where animals bury in snowy shields,
The Aurora Borrealis soars
over the lands, the seas and the shore
Polar coats on bears turn blue
As the northern lights paint them too
Sweep of green, burst of red
Trailing the sky as the clouds below tread
I read it, smiling, remembering my childhood and all the times that I had pictured those polar bears turning the colors of the rainbow. But, somehow, something was missing. I didn't feel a tingle of excitement when I read it. There was no inclination that anything at all had happened to wonderfully transform my world.
Maybe the answer couldn't be found in a book. Maybe this was too big of a problem for me to solve in that way. I started to close the book, but as I did, my eye caught another poem. It flickered from the page, but like a flame too bright, it wasn't time to read it, not yet. It was enough to know it was there. What did spark brightly, though, was this thought,
I have to leave a sign.
The idea had been building in me since I stepped from the dream into reality. I would seemingly remember having wakened when I was asleep again, but how could Midnight be certain that it wasn't all just a dream?
Midnight was the practical one, rooted in the real. I was the dreamer.
I'd have to leave a clue for Midnight, so that she'd remember what needed to be accomplished next. Something that only Midnight would understand, something –
I smiled, first in a whisper and then laughing in glee. I clapped my hand over my mouth to prevent anyone from waking up.
Yes! Perfect!




Chapter Eleven

Midnight
Aurora stepped from the world of the waking, where all were asleep, and crossed back into the world of dreams. As she did, I appeared to her, shadowy at the top of the stairs.
“Stop! No! I'm trying so hard. Picture it, the walls, the turrets. Throw up the spiderwebs and more spiders.”
“Spiders?” Aurora laughed, “Midnight, what are you doing?”
This was different from before. Aurora did not come as a wash of shadows and colors, but as a voice, clear and loud and talking to me. 
“Is it you? Really?” I said.
“It's me,” Aurora said, laughing, “It's me.” Now, as she stepped back into the dream, I hugged her.
“You have no idea how hard it was not to think of you!” I said. Aurora spun in a slow circle, taking in the murals, the leaves, the insects, everything in perfect, minute detail.
“I can see that,” she said, as she turned.
Something settled over me then. I had created more in one night than Aurora had in months. Of course, I was only in a small area. Perhaps, Aurora had ventured out further, beyond the walls of this place, into areas that had remained hidden from me.
“You missed me,” Aurora said.
“It's impossible not to think of you,” I answered. Then, a thought struck me, “Aurora?”
“Yes?”
“How is it – I mean, what helped you to be able to not think – how'd you do it?”
“I thought about you – wanted to anyway – plenty. Don't you question that,” Aurora said, gently, “But, I had to be calm, deliberate. Who knew how long I'd be here? Besides, there was Simeon.”
“Simeon?”
A man, looking more like a hawk, appeared before us now, the man that I had seen in Aurora's memory.
“This is Simeon,” Aurora said with a nod.
I blinked. He was so – so old. Wasn't he? Oh, not in the way that texts in the library were old or elves in the forest. He wasn't even anywhere near Father's age. He was, however, most assuredly a man. That is to say, he wasn't a boy. He was a man. Aurora was introducing me to a man. It sank in heavily now.
Simeon flickered away, seeming to realize that this lapse in the order of night and day was temporary and that Aurora needed every moment with me that she could find. How did he know that? How could he sense so much about her? No one had been able to do that before, except me. It wasn't jealousy that pricked me, though, but curiosity and a deep sense of loss. I was losing my bond to my sister, the longer that she was away from the waking world.
There was no time to think about that, though, for my eyes were drawn to the sky. The dawn seemed to be approaching, but trapped in this dream world, how could we be sure?
“You must go,” I said now.
Aurora shook her head, not at all understanding me.
“Go? Where am I to go, sister?”
It was so long since I'd heard Aurora's voice against me, so soft, so stubborn. In that moment, she was perfectly Aurora: strong, capable and yet wasting time on the details.
“But, how does the horse run faster than the cow? Yes, but why is the sky only blue sometimes and gray others? Yes, but when will we see the first snow? Yes, but I want to understand what makes the mechanics behind the machine work. How does it spin? Why does it work? Where will we go? When can it be? When will you save me, Midnight? Why did you fail me, Midnight? When will I finally get to wake up, Midnight?”
The dream world was a cruel manipulator, spinning what it had with what never was into inescapable binding. Stronger even than Rumpelstiltskin's silver and gold threads, the dream world had the ability to trick and to deceive, to convince one that something had happened or that one did not love.
“You must return to Simeon or wherever else you will remain happy and safe, until we are united again. And now it's my turn, to set all into motion.”




Chapter Twelve

Edora
Edora wound her way through the cavernous castle. The rooms were immense, with the ceilings stretching ever higher. She felt as though she were traipsing through some long abandoned cavern. But Edora the deer had never ventured into such a cave. The bears lurked there, intent to prey upon the unsuspecting deer. It had been one of her mother's most fervent lessons: Stay away from caves, my little doe. There is too much trouble there. Remain in the open, where you are free, where you can see, where you can quickly take refuge by darting behind a tree.
As she moved deeper into the stone walls of the castle, plush carpets pressed back against her feet as readily as the spring grasses would have at home. Silk thread tapestries lined the walls and oak floors shone with blinding brilliance, as they'd been highly-polished by the maids. As she looked at the tapestries, Edora studied each tiny face. They were alive, though they were only woven. She reached out, so needing to touch everything now that she had this new ability. A castle rose in majestic beauty from the craggy mountaintop of the scene. It was pale, reflecting the light of the omniscient moon, which stood guard from above. She traced its outline, holding her breath, afraid that if she pressed too hard the castle would disintegrate beneath her touch. Now her hands danced across the tapestry, earnest in their search for clues. For clues? But for what? Not knowing, but pressing onward, Edora's fingers scrambled. There was something here. Something was begging for her to open her eyes and just see it – whatever it might be.
And then her hands flickered over the trees and the logs and the floor of the forest and she did see it. There. Crouching behind the logs, looking at the moon, was a deer. No, she realized, leaning closer and inspecting the tapestry more closely, there were two deer. Edora's breath, which she'd been holding, whooshed out and then back in again quickly. For these were no ordinary deer. No, she was looking through a window into the past, but not just any past. No, she was looking into her past. As if confronted by a mirror now, she looked into the face of her mother. How long it'd been seen she'd seen her! Already, the haze of the transformation pushed against her and threatened to believe her heart's assertion that yes, this was her mother. How could it be Edora? How could a deer be your mother? And how could this deer be your mother? Look how frightened she looks. Look how timid. Your mother had a strong and brave heart. Your mother was not this helpless creature.
The words struck her with such acrimony that she was unable to stand without feeling the floor shift beneath her feet. Instinctively, as if she'd been doing so her whole life and not only for a matter of days, she reached out and grabbed the rail along the wall.
“You are troubled, Edora, deranged, weak. Nothing is as it seems. This is all a dream. That was all a dream. You have always been human. You are only a deer. Your heart is weak. You are confused. Give up. Give up now.”
Taunted by the words, she stumbled along in the hallway, needing to break free of the grasp of the tapestry. Unable to trust even herself, Edora struggled to break free of the confabulations.
The lights flickered against the walls. Tallow from the candles clung to her nose, threatening to overturn her stomach again. Death. That is what this castle smelled of. Everywhere she was confronted by the work of the hunters: on the platters, in the candles, mounted in the terrible room they called the Trophy Hall. That had been worse of all. Still, she had nightmares of the horns and mounted head that she'd seen. How proud the hunter had been!
“Look Edora, look at my prize!” He'd wanted her to fawn all over him. She could tell by the way that he looked at her, expectation glowing in his eyes. But, how could one who had indeed frolicked as a fawn ever be pleased with such a display?
A prize. He'd called the loss of life a prize. She wondered what they would have thought if they'd seen heads of their own countrymen displayed in some secret burrow of the forest. But, of course, such a thing would not happen. Even the bears, fierce as they were, did not present their prey. They took what they needed to eat. That was all. Isn't that what the queen's ancestors had done as well?
“And if you ask me, the queen is behaving far too – ”
Edora ducked behind a candelabra, pulling the thick velvet curtain around her body. It was the hunter's voice. Though he'd been welcoming to her, still she could not shake the discomfort that his presence brought. Perhaps, the deer was not absent at all. When the voice had died away, she pulled back the curtain.
“Oh!”
She nearly tumbled into a man that stood before her, but the exclamation of surprise had not slipped from her own lips but from his.
“I – I didn't mean – ” she said, trying to summon the correct words that would converge into an appropriate apology.
“No, it's my fault, do excuse me, Lady Edora,” he said. Her name sounded fragile in his voice, like he treasured it.
“You know who I am,” she said, “But I am sorry, I do not know who you are.”
He smiled as she said it, as if amused by her. A little laugh escaped his lips.
“Know who I am? No, you wouldn't know who I am. But you, Lady Edora, of course I would know you. The entire kingdom has spoken of the beautiful, mysterious lady in our midst.”
The color rose in his cheeks as he realized what he'd said.
“I mean, they said you were beautiful. I didn't, but – ”
Now his words broke off awkwardly. She was trying to keep up with him, not quite at all understanding.
“I mean, not that you aren't. I do apologize for my offense. I would humbly ask that you not tell of my grievous misdoings.”
She understood only half of what he said. He spoke with words that she did not know, but she recognized the poetry of his voice. It was like music played on elf harps or the sunlight sparkling across the river in the morning and so she smiled. Her smile was so genuine, so pure of heart, that as he looked at her now, he seemed to be put at ease.
“I am forgiven?” he said.
Edora did not quite understand what forgiveness was, for no deer wronged another. There were not hurt feelings or arguments. Forgiveness had no place in a world that did not understand what a mistake was.
She didn't know what to say, but went on smiling with a little nod.
“Oh thank you!” he said, breathing out with a happy sigh.
Still she nodded, smiling, for it seemed to work its charm on him and no longer was he frightened. Inside of her, she felt something fuse within her heart. It was as if she'd stumbled across a lesson in humanity, somehow mastered it, without knowing what she was doing. It was subtle, but unmistakable. Edora was living the acts of beauty that the elf had instructed her that she must follow through with.
“Please, Lady Edora, you must allow me to repay you,” he said now, as she had turned to walk away.
“Repay?” she said, with a little shake of her head. There was no money involved. No financial transaction had taken place. To what was he referring?
He thought for a moment, as though rifling through pages in a file. His eyebrows scrunched together, as his eyes reread whatever information he had stored within his mind.
“Books,” he said now, with such speed that she took a step back. The word had seemingly erupted from him, as though he were spewing the knowledge onto the castle corridor.
“Books,” she repeated.
Books? She was intrigued! For isn't this precisely what she'd imagined doing? Hadn't she looked at the elf, beholding him in a marveling wonder at his ability to conjure meaning from scratchings? And if Edora had learned anything, it was that books were the magical place where these scratchings, these magical means, rested.
“Do you like books? Have you seen our library? I can show you!” he said now. His face buzzed with animation, as if everything inside of him had gone into higher speed, a stronger gear of being.
Edora tried to keep up with his questions. Humans asked so many at once at times! How was she supposed to know which to answer? She supposed that all of them were expected to be answered. After all, he had asked them all and humans seemed always to have reasons for doing things. At least, it was the way of the forest. No act was taken without deliberate thought. That is, even a tree knew that it had to shed its leaves in order to survive the winter with minimal energy and the plants and animals below had benefit of downy leaf falling over them.
She nodded, then shook her head and then smiled. There. That seemed to answer it.
“Yes, you like books. No, you've not seen the library and yes, you'd like to?” he said to clarify.
At this she simply smiled and nodded.
“Wonderful!” They continued walking.
“By the way, I'm Adam,” he said.
“I'm Edora,” she said, holding out her hand. She'd seen the hunters shake hands in the forest. Though no one had shaken her hand, she assumed that it was because she'd been in such a helpless state when first they'd met her. Already, her confidence was blooming. Already, she was emerging from her cocoon of former life.
“Yes, I know, Lady Edora,” he said, smiling at her. She felt rather foolish. Of course he knew. He'd addressed her by her name. Whatever foolishness she felt faded now, though as he took her hand. He didn't shake it though. Rather, he raised it – rather shyly – to his lips and let them brush across her skin. Her eyebrows darted up in surprise. She could feel them. How strange it was to have eyebrows! She hadn't quite figured out what they were for – other than registering surprise, it seemed.
Thankfully, Adam had not seen her reaction. The poor man would have jumped from his skin, ashamed at his reaction to so fine a lady. Instead, Edora's eyebrows managed to push themselves back down into their proper places. As he looked up, he saw only this mysterious beauty, the one who shone from inside and who had forgiven a fumbling librarian. As she looked at him, she saw questions. It was all that she had seen since crossing into this mythical realm of humanity. But, inside of Adam, the questions were wrapped in kindness. A smile punctuated each sentence. That, she could understand and that, she could be grateful for.
◆◆◆
 
Edora gasped as she took in so many books. It was the weirdest sensation. All of the air rushed out of her lungs and in to her mouth, exaggerating its expansion. Such curious creatures and reactions that their bodies made, these humans!
But, she had little time to marvel over this strange new experience. For her eyes were struggling to see each segment of the room. It was simply impossible. Shelves, miles high, well – perhaps, not that high — but they certainly seemed that high!— stretched ever skyward. And on each delicately carved shelf, bearing the signature monogram of the kingdom, the shield with the dove inside, Edora's eyes scrambled over mountains of books. In every color imaginable, as though gathered from the pigments of the rainbow by elves, their bindings spoke of untold fortunes.
Never had Edora seen anything like this before. The sunsets had dazzled her. On the scarce occasions when she had been awake at night, she'd seen the moon stretch across the water in dazzling beauty. But, for a girl who had been a deer just days before and had never been inside of anywhere before, it was simply astounding. Each time she turned around in the castle, a whole world opened before her. Though the paintings had been beautiful and the carpets luxuriously plush, this place of books was surely best of all.
“It's – it's wonderful!” she said, trying to summon words to adequately express the weight of the feeling in her. Is this what it meant to be human? Being dazzled, amazed, and then having to try to capture the perfect words to portray that, the way that a painter would take the right pigment to paint a scene from a palette?
“I'm glad you like it,” Adam said. He leaned back, surveying the landscape of books, the mountainous expanses of pages, of ink and paper.
“How wonderful,” Edora said again, “To own so many books. You are wonderfully lucky.”
She knew that she was overusing the word wonderful, but it was the grandest word that Edora knew, the one that most closely conveyed the tonnage of all that she felt.
Now Adam laughed. No doubt, he found her simple. She ought to learn more, to be able to communicate with others. She hadn't thought that Adam would laugh at her. He seemed immune to cruelty, but then he was just a person after all. Inside of her, her commitment to leaving life behind as a deer began to fade.
“They do not belong to me. They're the castle's, the royal family's. I am just the librarian.”
At this, her heart shifted. Perhaps, she'd been wrong. Maybe, he was not cruel after all. Perhaps, she was just the skittish deer still, unable to trust humans. Or, maybe, she'd been too hasty to judge another and she was becoming more human than she realized.
“What is a librarian?” she said, when her nerves had settled enough to be able to brave being human again.
“A librarian,” Adam said, “Do you not have them in your land?”
She shook her head. Then, feeling especially brave, Edora said,
“We do not even have books.”
“You have no books?” He looked at her with pity then, as if she'd said that she'd not had food or shelter or that some terrible calamity were befalling her. And then he said those magical words which changed everything.
“Then allow me to introduce you. Books, this charming lady is Edora. Edora, these are the books.”




Chapter Thirteen

Philip
Philip walked out of the castle as though he were on fire. He was. Everything inside of him seared in uncontrollable pain, in agony of recognizing truth and yet needing to be free of it.
I cannot marry Aurora. I cannot marry Aurora.
It was not that she was a terrible person. On the contrary, she was everything that one would hope to find in a wife. She had only two flaws: hating Philip for one. And the other of course was not being Midnight.
The conversation with his father replayed in his mind, as he trudged deeper into the forest. The leaves crunched under his feet. Surprisingly, they did not ignite with his fury and erupt into a blaze. In case they suddenly should, though, the rabbits scurried away from the path, quick to desert the would-be-danger zone.
“You have to leave Midnight at the ball. Yes, it was wonderful, but she's not your destiny.”
“Who decides fate? Shouldn't it be our hearts?”
“Philip, be reasonable.”
Philip had looked at his father, as though he'd turned to stone or sprouted the head of a dragon. Either of which might have been more palatable for Philip's present mood.
“Be reasonable? Telling you that I want to decide whom I marry is not being reasonable? Being a little disturbed that my entire life to this point has been a lie is just something that you will have to pardon.”
“Philip, please. You have to put this childishness behind you.”
If Philip's father's sternness had not yet turned him to stone, he surely would have as Philip looked at him then. His father's voice dissolved into a dissipated cloud, as Philip left the house.
Childish?
Was it childish to want some control over his life?
Was it childish to want to follow his heart?
Maybe his problem was that he had always gone along with his life, without any concern for his own plans. He'd let himself be led. Maybe that was the problem. He'd gone along with life. Somehow, just doing what he'd been told was so much easier when he was a stable boy, a groom for the horses and not a prince. A prince seemed to have a terrifying list of responsibilities.
Gold and silver spun from straw
Hang your hopes upon a star
Spinning straw into gold
Here's the tale of new and old
Rumpelstiltskin. He knew the source of the song. It had danced through his childhood, spinning notes through the background of his life. All rhymes and tunes led back to a time when everything seemed easier.
◆◆◆
 
“Philip! Wait!” Midnight called to him, “My! You'll never know how I've been searching for you! I'm so glad that you've not returned to your kingdom yet.”
He should have been more surprised that she said returned to your kingdom or that she'd still not realized that he was the stable boy, the horses' groom who had lived beside her largely unnoticed all of his life. Instead, she was blinded by – dare he believe it – Love? – or at least interest?
“Searching for me?” he said, swallowing the lump in his throat. It wasn't right. It was too cruel. He'd dreamed of her, some would even say pined for her, for years. And now, she felt for him what he felt for her and he couldn't indulge her. He couldn’t run to her, take her up in his arms, ravish her in a thousand kisses, profess that he'd loved her since first he knew what love was, hold her to him, feel her body rush with pleasure at his touch, smile at her as she lay beside him in the stillness of the morning, kiss her back where he had held her in the carriage, grow more in love with her every day. He could do none of it. For, he was betrothed already. To her sister. He cared nothing for silly traditions, for matrimony that was arranged long before children were old enough to know what marriage was. But, he was no fool and Father had cautioned him – well, it was more than caution – it was warning to the extreme – that he had to follow through with this or they were doomed, all of them. Even beautiful, beloved Midnight. If he did not marry Aurora, then Midnight would be destroyed, for the powerful overseer would allow nothing to stand in the way of his plans for Prince Philip. And Philip had made a vow, one far more important long ago, to let no harm come to Midnight.
“Yes,” she said, continuing now, “I was hoping to see you again. There's so much that I wanted to show you, so much that we could talk about!”
Philip swallowed hard, suppressing the anger, the frustration and the guilt. How he wanted to run to her! It'd be wonderful to forget all that Father had told him. But, if he went to Midnight now there would be no chance to awaken Aurora, no opportunity to do what was right. That was something that he knew he couldn't live with. Midnight, and even Aurora, didn't need a hero to save them, but Midnight deserved to be with someone with a heroic heart. If he went to her now, without telling her what his father had said, without first trying to speak to Rumpelstiltskin to find out what he could and why Midnight's efforts had not worked yet, then he'd be presenting a traitorous heart to her. And, if there were one thing that Philip did know in all of this confusion, it was that Midnight deserved to be with a man who had a heroic heart.
“I'm sorry, but I have to go.” He said the words quickly, lest he should lose his courage.
◆◆◆
 
Rumpelstiltskin. That's whom I am going to find.
The idea was fixed firmly in Philip's mind.
With a knapsack thrown over his shoulder, he was at least certain to have lunch, even if all else was sketchy. Rumpelstiltskin was notorious for disappearing, especially exactly when someone needed him.
“Rumpelstiltskin?” he said into the void of the forest.
“Rumpelstiltskin? Is that why you're out here?” The voice was not at all what he wanted to hear, what he'd hoped to hear and it was also far from new to him.
“Tilly? What are you doing here?”
“Keeping you out of trouble, what else?” she said.
“I'm never going to find Rumpelstiltskin if you're making all that racket,” he said. For someone nearly half his size, she could be monstrously loud.
Philip was certain that Shakespeare had Tilly in mind, when he penned,
“Though she be but little, she is fierce.”
She pushed her way through the undergrowth, hacking absentmindedly at it, with a stick. From time to time, she lifted a sword that she'd brought along to cut away the more persistent pieces of the limbs.
“Hey now, that's my home,” a muffled voice said, but it was far too quiet for Philip to hear and Tilly had no hope of hearing it for all of her bustle.
“What can he do?” Tilly had said, in answer to Philip's question and not the elf's indignation, “The dreamcatcher didn't work. They already tried.”
“What are you talking about?” he said to Tilly, not really meaning that he wanted her to answer. He had no time for Tilly, not today. No, his words meant that she didn't know what he was talking about, that he was pushing her away, like leaves treading under his feet. That, of course, was harsh to say and Philip would never have meant it that way, but it was how Tilly felt. As she reached into her pocket now, she couldn't help but say,
“Just give up. The queen already has. I heard her say so this morning.”
At this, he spun on his heels.
“You heard the queen give up? I'm sure that you're mistaken! What a traitorous thing to say.”
He pushed on, moving branches aside. She hurried after him on the path, barely dodging the twigs as they flew back on her when he'd passed through them.
“So, I'm a traitor then, am I? Fine thing for you to say to your best friend.”
“My best friend?” he said, the words breaking over the forest with more skepticism than he'd intended. As if he'd shot an arrow, it'd pierced Tilly's heart.
She balled up her hands, trying to hold in the tears that edged on the border of her eyes, just waiting to spill. Philip didn't deserve her tears though. He realized his mistake immediately. When Tilly didn't retort, something terrible happened. She wouldn't miss a chance to explode. She was like a firecracker or a spark from flint. He could count on that always. But, he'd taken her for granted. How many times? Dozens, he was ashamed to admit.
“Tilly, wait!” he said, calling after her.
But it was too late; the forest had swallowed her already. There was a softness to the forest at this time of the evening. The sun shone brightest, filtering through the limbs, just before it sank below the horizon. At any moment, it would happen now. A mist rising from the river wrapped its fingers around Philip, holding him in its whim.
“Tilly, I didn't mean to. I'm sorry!” Philip said.
“Not to contradict you, but you did mean it.” The voice was small, coming from somewhere near his feet. He moved the grasses aside, like parting waves in the sea. There, at his feet, rested an elf.
“Hello, Prince Philip.”
“Who told you that? How did you – ” he said, the alarm racing across his face like embers of a fire.
“Elves know all sorts of things,” he said, as if that explained it all.
“I want only to find my friend,” Philip said, as means of excusing himself.
“That's not quite true either, is it?” the elf said.
Frustrated, Philip stared at the elf.
“What do you want?”
He was normally far more polite. But then, usually, he hadn't just insulted his friend, been desperate to find a reclusive man who was his only hope at breaking the curse, or been in love with the sister of the woman he was betrothed to.
“You're in a hurry,” the elf said. He said it slowly, as if daring Philip to slow his pace.
“Yes,” Philip said, “I have a lot to do. Now if you'll just excuse me, I'll be on my way.”
“That's the first true thing you've said since I met you,” the elf said now.
“I am not a liar.”
“I didn't say you were a liar. Only, perhaps, you'd be wise to remember that when on a quest, you can't be too rushed to tell the truth. To others. Most especially, to you though.”
Philip looked down at the elf, struck by his words. This elf was quite possibly the wisest creature he'd ever met. He knew that now. Perhaps, this was a friend that was worth taking his time on.
“I didn't mean to hurt her. She just gets so – so – ” He trailed off, not knowing what to say.
“She can't help whom she loves,” the elf said.
“Whom she l—loves?” Philip sputtered.
The elf nodded. Oh, the elf seemed wise all right, but perhaps Philip had been too hasty in thinking him the wisest creature ever. About this, he clearly had no idea what he was talking about.
“Tilly does not love me,” he said emphatically, “Nothing she does remotely resembles love. She shows up when not announced. She tags along like a duck. She helps me even when I don't ask for it.”
To all of these points, the elf nodded.
“Precisely, as I said, she loves you.”
“Idiot!” Philip said. The elf took no offense, for he knew that the word was not aimed at him or even at Tilly. He knew precisely that Philip was about to say –
“I am such a blundering idiot. How can I be a prince? Aren't they supposed to know something?”
“A prince is like any other man,” the elf said now, “only he wears a crown and he takes on responsibility because it's expected of him. Hm, doesn't sound like anyone you know of, by chance, does it?”
Philip's breath blew out heavily.
For, of course, it sounded exactly like him and moreover the elf knew it.




Chapter Fourteen

Edora
Edora fell into a deep sleep and did not awake until the morning. On suggestion of Fedderlin, she went for long walks in the forest. It was important that she have time to walk, to think, to be submerged in the forest, in all that had been familiar. It was necessary that she not only be blinded by all that was enticing and lay ahead, but that she remember all that she loved about her home before, her life before, so that she could carefully determine which path was right for her.
The sun warmed her back, as she walked. How she'd missed her fur, when first she'd shivered on that morning without it! Now, with a shawl around her shoulders, she was becoming accustomed to warmth of a different variety. As she walked the path, she took in the scent of blackberries. Though she could still smell them, her nose was not attuned to their sweetness as it once had been. She reached out to pluck a berry from the vine, feeling the thorn sink into her pink human flesh of her finger as she did. She drew it back quickly. Was this what it meant to be human? Was it fragile and delicate? That hardly seemed right! For wasn't part of the appeal in leaving her prior life as a deer that she no longer had to feel vulnerable, under threat from the hunter or the men of the forest? Did it then in turn mean that she no longer had to fear people, but she had to fear the forest itself, her home?
The elf was wise then to tell her to consider all. Perhaps, it was better to be a deer, to not have to worry. She absentmindedly plucked the berry into her mouth now and an explosion of sweetness met her palate. What flavor! What vibrancy! What color! How spectacular! Never had she tasted something so alive. She'd noticed that the carrot broth from Fedderlin held more body and flavor than she was accustomed to, but perhaps that was only because he was an elf and elves, she'd always heard, were remarkable cooks. This plant though, which she'd grazed from many times, had been transformed. It was a million times more alive than ever she had imagined. Such sweetness, such texture, such amazing flavor, was reason enough to rethink being human. In the palace, she'd eaten little. The food had been so foreign to her, unlike anything else that she'd had before and so she'd been unable to compare it to anything. But berries, berries were what she'd eaten since a tiny fawn. These she knew. Or, at least, she thought she had! Now, she began to doubt. Had she ever really known the flavors of the world before? And if taste could be something so vividly different, then what of the rest?
So entrenched was she in these extraordinary new senses that she didn't realize until it was much too late that she was lost. Utterly and completely. Edora had never been alone, not really anyway. Now the tone of the hunter came rushing over her as she recalled him saying that she was alone. It would have been frightening enough to be alone as a deer, but being alone as a human was all the more terrible. She was barely managing to walk, to speak, when surrounded by others. Now she had to somehow navigate her way back to the palace, a place that she'd been in less than a day. Perhaps, it was too much trouble to be human. Maybe, she ought to just sit down here and plant herself like a vine, entwined with the tree, waiting for the last of Aurora's roses to fade. How long did it take roses to fade?
Edora's stomach rumbled. She grabbed it in fear. What was this terrible ache? It took her the better part of ten minutes, trying not to panic, before she realized that maybe she was hungry. Being a human was so much more dangerous than being a deer!
“A prince is just like...” The words bored through the forest, not overpowering or booming in volume but as though it were meant exactly for her ears.
Fedderlin.
Yes. It was Fedderlin's voice that she heard! And he was speaking to a prince! A prince certainly would know how to find his way back to the palace.
“Fedderlin! It's wonderful to hear you. I'm so lost!”
“Who's there?” the voice that called to her was not Fedderlin's. She froze, fearing that she'd made a mistake. They seemed so easy to make in this human form. And then she recognized him and relaxed,
“Your name is Philip, isn't that right?” Edora said. She'd seen him in the yard with the horses. She'd also, she was nearly sure, seen him in a carriage made of pumpkin. When was that? She tried to remember. There was no human memory of it. No, it was when she'd been an animal still, when she was a deer, the night before her change. She puzzled over such alchemy, vegetables to carriages and deer to ladies.
“Yes, that's right.”
“I thought I heard someone else,” she said.
“I'm afraid it's just me here.”
He said it like he couldn't quite decide whether he really was sorry about it or rather relieved.
“Oh,” Edora said. She didn't know what else to say. She was so unaccustomed to asking others for help, but she was lost, dreadfully so. She hated the idea of Philip suddenly disappearing, as quickly as Fedderlin seemingly had.
“You said you were lost. Do you need help?” Philip said now. They were words spoken in magic. At least, they might have been, for they had that effect on Edora.
“Yes, thank you. If it's not too much trouble. If you are not already busy. If it's all right.”
She hoped that she was saying the right things. Speaking like a human was so much more difficult than communicating as a deer. How did they manage to do this? How did they not trip over their words? How did they know what words fit what occasions?
“Where are you going?” he said.
She wondered if this were some kind of a test. Perhaps, the palace was too far away and it would be better to say somewhere nearer. At least if she got near enough, then... No, that would never work, not least because Edora had nowhere else to say to go. She knew of no place. She supposed that she could have said Fedderlin's house, but then if Fedderlin had wanted to take her back to the palace he would have offered in the first place. Wouldn't he have? And she'd heard his voice. He seemed to be out, somewhere. Elves had all sorts of mysterious errands. She didn't know everything about elves, but she did know that.
“To the palace,” she said, sounding unsure.
His face shifted, only momentarily, as if he were judging a decision, as if his plans were being interrupted.
“Do you know where that is?”
“Of course,” he said, tacking on a cheerful smile to his response, “Come on, we're not so far. It's getting colder and darker by the moment though, no time to waste.”
He spoke little to her on the way back. Edora didn't think ill of him for this. She didn't realize that not talking much was a sign of things on one's mind. She was always used to walking through the forest without the accompaniment of words. Just before they reached the palace, she did hear him mumble,
“Oh well. Rumpelstiltskin probably couldn't do anything anyway.”
◆◆◆
 
When Edora returned to the castle, his words came to her, before she even saw him.
“You shouldn't have wandered off! I was worried about you! Where were you all night?” The woodsman spoke to her, his voice clipped, his face tense.
“I— I got lost,” she said, trying to find the right words to erase the upset from his face.
He started to say something, but changed his mind, hurrying off instead as he was called away. As he departed, she heard him say,
“Well, at least you are back now and everything is back on track.”
The deer had never been scolded. She felt the flush of shame cover her cheeks now, a feeling so unfamiliar that a lump grew in the pit of her stomach. She'd merely gone for a walk, back to the forest. Were such things not allowed as humans? It would seem as if deciding whether she wanted to remain human was a moot point, if no kindness were shown to her. How could she absorb all that was beautiful about being human if she only caused this scorn?




Chapter Fifteen

A Sign from Aurora
“Cake crumbs.”
“There's only one person who would have eaten that.”
Her eyes went wide.
“Aurora!”
Flying from the room, she raced down the hall.
“What do you mean Aurora? Where are you going?” Tilly called after her.
“She was here! I know she was here!”
Racing into the room, she called to her now,
“Aurora! Aurora!”
“What's happening?” the queen said, stepping from the room.
“I'm sorry Your Majesty, but I must see Aurora.”
“You know that isn't possible,” the queen said, “My daughter lies sleeping, where she has been for months.”
“But, Your Majesty. I'm certain that she was awake.”
“Midnight?”
Midnight stepped from her room now.
“Yes, Mother.”
“What do you know about the crumbs in the kitchen?”
“Crumbs in the kitchen, Mother?”
“The cake, it was eaten!” the maid said, excitedly now.
“I did not eat the cake,” Midnight said.
“Of course, you didn't. It was Aurora!” The maid said.
“Aurora is awake?” Midnight's face bore all the surprise, all the hope and all the panic that one could only hold when one was Midnight.
“No, my dear,” the queen said now.
“But, you called for me, Mother?”
“Yes,” the queen said now, “Because Aurora sleeps, but if something happened, then you would know.”
“I would know?” Midnight said.
Mother nodded and Midnight felt the answer within her.
“Yes, Mother. I would know. But, I know of no such thing, except...”
Now, it came to her. She began to remember. Her mind was flowing backward, to last night. Something had happened. Midnight knew it. She could feel it and yet it was just far enough removed that she couldn't quite...
“I was dreaming.”
“Go on, dear,” Mother said. She looked at Midnight, into her heart and she knew.
“Aurora and I were together. I thought that it was just a dream. It had to be. Didn't it?”
“Maybe,” Mother said, “Perhaps, not.”




Chapter Sixteen

Edora
Edora stood, transfixed, as she watched each jewel debut in the night sky. In awe, she watched the twinkling of the stars. Woodsmoke, not at all frightening like forest fires but warm and comforting like Fedderlin's home, fumed through her nose. She breathed it in, then sputtered a little and laughed. It was such a delight, to be able to make such music when pleased! Never before had she laughed. She found the curve of her lips intoxicating when she smiled and raised her fingers to her lips now, to trace this new sensation.
“What are you admiring?” Tilly said, poking her head out onto the balcony. Edora jumped.
“Oh, beggin' your pardon. I didn't mean to frighten' you, only her highness asked me to look in on you to make sure you's was all right and you look so delighted, my words of curiosity jumped ahead of me.”
“That's all right. I do not mind curios—curiosity,” she said. Edora didn't know whether she minded curiosity or not, whatever that was, but she knew that Tilly had looked the way that the hunter had made her feel earlier and she wanted to erase that horrible feeling of shame from Tilly's face.
Tilly smiled and stepped onto the balcony.
“You don't mind if I join you?”
“Of course not, the elf says that I should make friends,” she said, then wondered if perhaps she ought not to have said it. Did humans talk with elves? Did they even know that they existed?
Tilly seemed not to have heard her, as she leaned against the rail, staring off into the sky.
“There's Pleiades and look, there's Cygnus!”
“Pleiades? Cygnus? What are they?” Edora didn't want to seem ignorant, but she had no idea what Tilly meant as she cocked her head to the heavens.
“Pleiades, the horse, Cygnus, the swan, the constellations. The princesses are crazy about them, always giggling under their blankets, looking through the telescope. I suppose I was a bit envious of that, spied on them a time or two.”
Tilly's hand flew over her mouth.
“Oh! I don't know what's become of me! I should never have said such a thing! Please, don't tell on me. I'd be much obliged!”
Again Edora didn't quite understand, but she nodded her head all the same. Tilly stood tensely now, taking in another breath of air, as though afraid to talk for fear of her mouth betraying her again. Perhaps, this mysterious Edora was a witch. Hadn't she said that an elf had told her something?
“Now, Tilly, you're far too old to be believing in witches!” Isn't that what her mother had told her when she was only five? What would Mother think now when she was over a decade older? All fear that Tilly had erased now, though, and her shoulders relaxed as well as Edora said,
“Tilly, what's a constellation?”
“A constellation?” she repeated, “A constellation is a picture in the sky, you know of stars. What do you call them in your land?”
Tilly had thought that anyone as grand as Edora was bound to know more about everything than Tilly herself knew. This girl seemed young though. Though she looked as old as Midnight, Aurora or herself, she spoke much younger, almost like Lenora, the young daughter of the woodsman from Tilly's kinsfolk's kingdom.
“Light,” Edora said, with a little smile. She'd seen stars briefly when she'd awakened and wondered why the night sky was so full of morning. Mother had always made sure they were tucked in safely when night came.
“Night is no place for so young of a deer,” Mother had said, “There are too many dangers that we cannot see. It's better to be tucked safely inside. Now sweet dreams, my little doe. Dream of carrots and elf songs.”
She could feel the words of her mother in her now and Mother's voice had taken on a human quality, as though Edora's memories themselves were morphing into humanity. Even now she saw Mother begin to stand on two legs in her mind. Her eyes blinked wide at that. The elf had only said that her life would be forever transformed. But, Edora realized now, forever didn't just run forward. It ran backward as well.
“How long has the forest been here, Mother?”
“Forever.”
That was the answer. It meant that things had always been that way. So if Edora changed into a human, fully and permanently changed, then she supposed that must mean that her memories would be human as well. For no fully-human person could have memories of being a deer.
“Lights,” Tilly said, with a little giggle, bringing Edora back to the present, “Please don't take offense, Miss, but referring to the stars as purely light is like saying a kiss is leaning of the lips. It takes all the mystery, all the beauty out of it.”
Here Edora's ears pricked up. Or, at least they would have, if they were still shaped as a deer's. Beauty in something was what she was supposed to find. She rewound Tilly's words, trying to remember what she had said. A kiss. That seemed important.
“Tilly, what's a kiss?”
Tilly laughed and playfully batted at Edora's arm, forgetting her station in the moment of frivolity. When Edora did not join in though, Tilly sobered.
“Wait. Are you serious? You're not joking?”
Edora shook her head no, now feeling as though she must have done something terrible to wipe the look of sheer joy from Tilly's face. Tilly looked at her, once again, as though judging Edora's honesty, to really make sure that there was no joke at her expense. Satisfied, Tilly leaned back and, with a happy sigh, said,
“A kiss is when the person you love wraps his arms around you, leans in close and your lips come together. That I suppose is what a dictionary would say.”
When Edora's face clouded in confusion, Tilly tacked on,
“A dictionary, book of words.”
Edora nodded, mentally making a note to consult such a source. That's where the magic of writing must rest: inside the dictionary.
Tilly continued now,
“But, you asked me what a kiss is and I would say that a kiss is when you breathe as one person, when your dreams get all tangled up together and anything seems possible. Well, at least when it's a good kiss. And then it's just about the most beautiful thing, a whole world of new possibilities.”
“Tilly! Tilly, you're needed in the – ”
The words trailed off, as Tilly bolted from the rail and with a quick,
“Bye!” she was gone.
“The most beautiful thing, a whole world of new possibilities.”
The words replayed in Edora's mind. Right. That settled it. In order to be a human, she had to find a kiss. Oh yes, Tilly had said it had to be a good one. A good kiss. That's what she needed.
For a long time, she stood there, waiting for a kiss. And then, a spark of magic fused through the air. Edora turned and there, beside her, stood the woodsman.
“You are enjoying life in the palace?”
She nodded. He stood close to her, nearly leaning in. She held her breath, preparing to breathe as one. She ought to have asked Tilly for more details. How exactly was this supposed to work? Well, it mustn't be too hard. But, if it were the most beautiful thing, then maybe it was. Maybe, it was frightfully complicated and that's why there could be both good and bad kisses. Maybe, it was like making tea. Why, just this morning the queen had shook her head.
“You would think that tea would always turn out,” she had said, as she took a sip from the cup, “It always used to, when I was a girl. But then things weren't rushed. They were slower. Tea was tea, because people wanted tea. Now people want waking-up, a jolt, something like that and so their mind is not on the tea and the tea turns sour, because their thoughts are.”
Edora had tried to keep track of the conversation. Nothing was said about beauty in the conversation, though there had been some suggestion that slower was better. Maybe that was true for kissing as well.
“What do you think, Edora?”
“Yes, I agree,” she said to the woodsman.
“You do?” he said, his eyes wide, his face breaking into a smile. She wondered at this sudden elation over agreeing about the tea, but then she realized that she'd been replaying the queen's words and had agreed to them. She'd not heard a word that the huntsman had said. This memory while also living in the present was not at all something that she was used to.
“So we'll go then, tomorrow morning, at five.”
“Go?” she said, suddenly confused and trying to keep up with the conversation.
He nodded.
“On the hunt.”
A dread more fierce than any she had ever known seized her stomach now, tearing into her. All the color drained away from her face and she felt the world slide out from under her. Falling, she noticed as the stars turned off one by one.




Chapter Seventeen

Edora
“Edora, Edora,” Midnight was calling her name. She knew it before she opened her eyes, for Midnight's voice was higher than the other women in the castle. Hearing, attuned perfectly from being a deer, she had retained even as all else had begun to slip away. Her vision was blurry as she tried to open her eyes. The light hit her with a harshness, which she'd not expected. Life in the forest was gradual. The sun stretched itself across the horizon and she awoke slowly. Here life thundered with an abruptness.
“Edora? Are you all right?” She took in a face, shimmering with silver sprinkled across it, as though the stars had descended onto her and were clustered in her eyes. Midnight and she bore a striking resemblance.
The queen! Goodness! They hadn't called her in, had they?
“Yes, yes, I think so,” Edora said, trying to make sense of it all. Edora tried to sit up now, to put herself back onto her feet. In the forest, scrambling upright had never been a problem. Now though, her head spun.
“Easy, easy,” the queen said, her voice sounding like a song. As she spoke, Edora found a familiarity in her. It was as if her own mother had come to life as a human and was queen of a palace now. The queen put her arm gently around Edora and Edora sank against her warmth, bathing in it, like an animal basking in the sun.
Midnight stood, a look of discomfort crossing her face as she did.
“I'll have Tilly get some tea,” Midnight said, her words tumbling out unevenly.
Edora didn't quite know what to make of her. One moment Midnight seemed cordial and warm. The next, Edora felt like a burden.
The huntsman looked at her, worry creasing his forehead.
“Oh Edora, I was so worried for you. I've become so very fond of you.”
He had? He'd seemed cross that she'd left, that she'd gone into the forest. Was it possible that was a sign of concern? That he really did care and wanted to protect her? It seemed odd that a woodsman should want to protect her, especially when all her life she had run from them, but this wasn't all her life anymore. It was her new life. He swept her into his arms then, he leaned in, and he pressed his lips to hers. He did it without thinking, out of relief, without abandon.
“My kiss! My kiss!” Everything inside of her screamed. It was over all too soon, though. His lips pulled away, after seemingly barely landing on her own. There was no simultaneous breathing, no time for dreams to entangle. All that remained was slight pressure on her lips from where he'd pressed against her and a scratchiness from his bristles that had prickled against her lips as intently as the blackberry's thorns. She decided in that moment that the blackberries were better, for they had unleashed their sweetness to her. He had only left her feeling deflated. So much had been riding on that kiss; the most beautiful thing of all Tilly had called it. If a kiss had failed, then what hope did she have of remaining human? And, more so now than just for the protection that it warranted from the hunter, she wanted to be a person because there was so much that she wanted to learn!
“Edora needs her rest,” Midnight said, seeing her lay back, looking utterly forlorn. She fussed over her, the way that a sister would have. Apparently, all anger at her name's close proximity to Aurora's own had faded. In its place stood only genuine affection and concern for this lost girl.
“Thank you,” Edora said, when the woodsman had left.
“He's a bit abrupt, isn't he?” Midnight said, shaking her head.
Edora didn't know what to say, so she said nothing as Midnight went on,
“Not that I can blame him. He was clearly relieved. I know that if – if my sister were to awake now, I would be equally jubilant.”
Edora felt something in her heart at the words.
No, you wouldn’t. You'd be a thousand times happier. For she's your sister. He barely knows me.
She didn't say the words aloud, but she felt them move within her. She knew their truth as assuredly as if someone had spoken them to her. Even more so, she knew something else: Midnight had shown her a true kindness, by not belittling the huntsman’s feelings and by elevating his to that of her own. Edora knew that she must repay Midnight somehow, but what could she say?
“I hope your sister wakes up soon.”
There, it was simple, but heartfelt. Isn't that how she was supposed to become more human? By living, by feeling with her heart, one step at a time.
Midnight nodded.
“Yes, so do I.”
And then, Edora did something that she felt to be right. She reached out for Midnight's hand and patted it in her own. Midnight startled at the gesture and then she smiled.
“I'm glad you're here, Edora.”
And these words Edora knew that Midnight meant, more than any jealousy that had ever flared about her name before.




Chapter Eighteen

Aurora
“You miss her,” the hawkman said now to me.
“Shh,” I said, placing my finger over his lips, “Mustn't speak about such things. Only here exists.”
He nodded and kissed my finger before I let it trail away from him.
“What's it like?” I said now.
“What's what like, sunshine of my heart?”
I smiled. I liked how he called me that. If anyone in the waking world had said it, it would have sounded corny. But, there was a delicacy here that could never exist there. Being the sunshine of his heart was only something true.
“Flying,” I said, leaning back into his embrace. There was a comfort in him. My thoughts blurred in his warmth. It was easier not to constantly think of the waking world when I was with him. And the closer I was to him, the hazier my other thoughts were. Building a world, detailed and all encompassing was fascinating, but also exhausting. With him, I could pause and rest. One did not sleep in the dreaming world. Ordinarily, one was there for such a short time that this did not matter. It was the waking world that required sleep and a break away from it. But the world of dreams did not harbor this necessity. I had tried. I remembered having had dreams where I was dreaming and imagined that it would be possible. Indeed, as days slipped to weeks, I reasoned that it was not only possible but also very necessary. But, dreams within the dreams did not come. For I was asleep, yes, but this was a special kind of dreaming.
“Why don't you find out?” Simeon said.
“Find out how to fly? I don't have wings,” I said, looking down at my arms. Even as I said it, though, I felt myself rising.
“You can fly,” he said.
“I'll fall!” I said, laughing, as I rose higher. He swooped up, took hold of my hand and said,
“Trust yourself.”
I felt the wind surge under me. I had worried that I would fall, that I'd be pulled under, dangling in suspension. But now I felt as if I were upheld, supported by everything that I'd ever felt or known.
“Have you always lived here?” I said now to him.
“Here, in the world of the sleeping, the world of dreams, you mean? Or here in your own?”
I felt his hand surrounding mine as we flew over the expanses of wild meadows below.
“Both, I suppose,” I said.
“You did not conjure me. I exist independent of your creation.”
I smiled at that, gladdened to know that he was more than whim and fantasy.
“And as for the first part, I have not always lived here, but I have been here for a long while now. I used to roam the world freely, but that was before – ”
He trailed off, conscious that he must not remind me of my family and so he changed what he was going to say about Father's people and my mother's, to something farther removed, something that could not bring harm.
“Long ago I soared with your ancestors. Now I live almost entirely in their dreams. Their ways are fading, but I see that they are alive in you. I heard it in the song of your drum. It's a comfort, to know that we are not forgotten, to know that life is alive and beautiful.”
“But it is only a dream,” I said and I began to sink in the flight as my faith wavered.
“No, sunshine of my heart, it is real, it is truth. You are asleep, yes, but we are no less alive.” I felt his lips on my cheek then and felt the ground return gently under my feet. No longer flying, Simeon inclined his head toward me, slowly, allowing me enough time to move away if I did not wish for this to happen. When I stepped forward, not back, he took my cheeks in his soft hands and his lips pressed against mine. And then I soared.




Chapter Nineteen

Edora
The leaves of the forest crunched beneath her feet. It was an odd sensation, feeling the soles of her shoes between her skin and the land. This time she was not running from the palace, but she was seeking answers. The kiss had not worked. Tilly said it was the most beautiful thing. If it had not worked, then she needed another solution and fast. For already, she was feeling the pull of life within the castle. There was the acceptance of Midnight, the warmth of the queen and the wonder of the library.
Fedderlin was not at home when she reached his little cottage behind the brook. As she approached the trees, she looked in wonder at what she saw. Tiny doors dotted the gnarled bark, as though they had sprouted there as assuredly as the mushrooms and ferns that clustered around them.
Vines snaked their way over the trees, as the leaves crunched under her feet. The forest was alive. Every cricket she heard pressing its wings together. Every beam of light, filtered through the branching trees, she saw fall to the forest floor below her. Berries saturated in her nose and she was tempted to reach for each one. She didn't though. No, there'd been enough thorns to convince her that some things were better enjoyed from a distance.
Some things, though, like these tiny doors beckoned to her and she was unable to ignore them. She inched forward, afraid that her new form would make the loud noises of the hunters that she'd run from all her life. If she looked like them, would she sound like them as well? Did the other humans realize that a tiny step in the forest sent a cascade of sounds to the animals? Elves, perhaps, were most privy of all to hearing such things. Situated between the animals and the people, they were guardians of this land. Once, the elves had lived in the palace and before that, long ago, the queen's people had lived among them, talking with the spirits of the forest, the Great Father Sky, the strong Mother Earth. Now only the elves remembered and could hear the magic of the trees.
The people prayed to their Great Sky God in the kingdom still, but so many of them did not know about the land they believed he had created. And those who said that the sky god was a turtle who dreamed the world into creation were long forgotten. Long-forgotten by most that was. Not by the elves. For here Edora saw it, as she leaned forward and then quickly stuck out her arms at the curious sensation of losing her balance, were tiny painted turtles on one of the doors embedded in the tree. Their shells swirled with a parade of colors. She reached out, her fingertips trailing over the shells, to feel what was there. Touching. She had the uncanny need to touch all. Never had she been so dexterous. Never had she felt with such ability. Yes, the feeling of the forest was gone from her feet, isolated by the soft soles of her shoes. But her fingers made up for it.
“Oh! Hello!”
An elf poked her head out of the door.
Edora nodded to her, tried to anyway and mumbled,
“I didn't mean to frighten you.”
The elf laughed.
“You didn't frighten me, child. Come in! Would you like some tea? Well, of course you'd like some tea! Here, I'll put on the kettle.”
Edora stood at the door still, though the elf had already busied herself, turning and twirling through the kitchen. She poked at the fire, frowned once, poked it again and smiled as it roared in voluminous hunger. When she looked up and saw Edora still standing there in the door, she said, in her most welcoming voice,
“Please do come in! I'm Moira. There's a chill in the air, isn't there?”
Edora didn't know whether to agree or not. It certainly seemed like the question was poised at her. Truthfully, though, Edora had no idea if there were a chill in the air or not. Everything felt different in human flesh.
Edora didn't have time to worry about whether she was supposed to reply to the elf or not, for in the next instant the elf had already rattled on,
“We'll get you some nice scones to have with that tea. Blueberry or cranberry?”
Edora didn't have the slightest idea which she liked more, but the elf apparently was not talking to her anyway.
“Blueberry, yes.”
Swept inside by the elf, as though she were wind sliding under the door, Edora found herself cocooned in the warmth of the small house. Thankfully, the door allowed Edora to enter and she was not required to squeeze into the miniscule measurements of the doors that covered the tree trunks.
The tree stood, rooted into the ink-black earth. Its branches jutted out from its sides, as though it stood with its hands on its hips. Of course, a tree had no hips. Rose-hips did populate the vines that swirled around the bark though. The elves plucked them from the branches for their tea.
“Sifted through a melody, they made the finest brew. That's the official recipe.”
“Sifted through a melody? What do you mean?”
“The story, like many good ones, is an ancient one, child,” the elf said. Edora had thought that she would have to content herself with that as the only explanation, for the elf fell silent after these words. Then standing, the elf bustled around the kitchen, plucking two more warm scones from the oven and depositing them on the china plate in front of Edora. After she'd ensured that Edora's tea cup was full, brimming to the top and steaming lazily toward the ceiling, she resumed her tale. It was then that Edora was reminded that elves tell time differently than most creatures. Elves have all the time in the world. They can be slower, more deliberate in their stories. Tea, scones, and carrot soup though, or making sure that one is warmed beside the fire, these things are not to be waited upon. These must be accomplished without delay, with the promise of haste. Stories though ripened the longer one sat beside the fire. There was no need to rush them. For they were beautiful no matter when they began.
“An elf harp is a highly treasured possession. Have you seen one?”
Edora shook her head.
The elf nodded.
“I will show you one sometime. Remind me. It's a lovely thing, singing with notes that always tell the truth.”
At this, Edora smiled, her eyebrows crinkling in puzzlement.
“That means,” the elf elaborated, “That no note is ever out of tune. My people like to build beautiful words around our explanations, child. We do not mean to leave the other creatures out or to seem mysterious. It is merely our way.” Edora nodded, to show that she understood.
The elf took a sip of tea and gestured that Edora should do the same. She picked up the teacup tentatively. Still, it felt awkward to hold something in her hands and to sip slowly, so that she would not burn herself, and not to lap at the pool's edge.
“The perfection of the notes come from the construction of the harp itself. The strings are made of silver and gold, always spun on Rumpelstiltskin's spinning wheel.”
“Who is Rump— Rumpy— Rumpel—elstiltskin?” Edora said, tripping over the massive name as though it were a pair of boots left in the middle of the room.
“Who is Rumpelstiltskin?” the elf said, laughing with glee, “Why, he's the man who spins straw to gold and hay to silver!”
“And silver and gold are used to make elves' harps?” Edora said, trying to keep up.
“Aye, that they are,” the elf said, “And so my deer” – she said it for she did not know who Edora was – or rather had been – and that she should not say it any longer – “you see why we say the tea is strained with a melody. The leaves always filter through the leftover silver and gold strands from a harp.”
When they had finished their tea, Moira reached into her pocket.
“For you, child,” the elf said, pressing the tiny ball of silver and gold threads into Edora's hands, “A present, so that you will always ring true.”
Edora placed her hand protectively around the silver and gold threads, as she walked away from the forest. The sun was dipping low in the sky, like a diver into a pool of water and she needed to return to the palace. As she felt Moira's gift in her pocket, her heart pulsed with beauty.




Chapter Twenty

Philip
Philip didn't want to do it. His life was his own. That's what he had determined. Yet, here he was, walking step-by-step toward the tower where Aurora had been placed. He'd gone through numerous scenarios in his mind, trying to make some sense of it. Was there anything that he could do to save them all, by not doing this?
The shadows crisscrossed over the stairs, running circles around him. Philip's feet lumbered up the planks. Something prickled in the pit of Philip's stomach, as though he were being stung by poison ivy or nettles. It wasn't just about his love for Midnight. It was bigger than even that. Something had happened; it wasn't right. But, there was nothing logical that he could think of to convince himself why he had his gnawing doubt. Worse, he had no hope of believing his intuition, not now. For his intuition had never told him that he was a prince, that he was anything other than a groom for a horse.
Aurora had been placed in the tower, against Midnight's protestations.
“It's for the best,” their mother had said, “It will allow her spirit to be nearer the sky, so that she can see her way back to us.” Midnight couldn't argue with that.
Philip didn't know whether he took much stake in that. The way he saw it, Aurora could find her way back easier if she weren't at the top of a tower of winding stairs. He moved a cobweb aside as he mounted the steps. His boots slipped. He looked up at the ceiling spiraling above him. A steady drip leaked from the half-timbered roof.
He'd have to fix that later. It was second nature to mentally assemble the hammer, the nails and the ladder that he would need to fix the room. But waking a princess, because he was a prince? This was nothing that he was used to.
His breathing caught in his throat, not from the steps, from the heaviness of this duty.
“Come on, Philip. This is bigger than you.”
Those words were enough to propel him forward. He put his hand to the door and pushed it open. A guard stood here. Philip blinked when he saw him, having forgot that he would be here.
“I – ” he began, not at all sure what to say. How did one explain that he was here to kiss the princess awake because it was his destiny?
“We were told to expect you.”
“Who's we?”
“The other guards. You were longer than expected.”
Philip nodded, suddenly ashamed that he'd shirked this duty. It wasn't like him. He'd never run from mucking out the stalls. He'd never questioned having less luxury in his life. But this was so utterly foreign.
“I'm sorry,” Philip said, trying to apologize, stumbling over the words.
“Doesn't matter to me,” the guard said, “I'm simply here to do my duty.” He turned at that and left the room. The words stung Philip. Did the guard have any idea just what Philip's duty was, as he taunted him with it? For that matter, did he even realize that he was taunting him?
The room was empty and the footsteps of the guard died down, as he descended the staircase. All was quiet, eerily so. And then Philip turned.
She lay there, still, asleep and unable to move, free of judgment. Philip looked at her and whatever anger that he felt slipped away. How could he be mad at her? It wasn't her fault. She hadn't arranged their futures. How could he harbor ill feelings toward one who lay there so fragile? Yes, fragile. It was an odd word, one he never would have attached to the fierce Aurora who yelled at him for not catching Midnight from her horse. Though she was the younger sister, she was the protector— the protector. Yes, perhaps, Aurora and Philip were not so unalike after all. They both loved Midnight and would do anything to protect her. Was that reason enough for them to agree to marry, to follow through on the commitment made on their behalf and to protect all of them?
The ticking of the clock was the only sound in the room. He counted the ticks, biding his time, wondering if he could slip from this place. It'd be so easy. Turn and leave. That's all he had to do.
“Psst!”
Philip ignored the sound, convinced that it was only wind. Nothing shook the window panes.
“Psst! Over here,” a voice broke into the stillness of the room.
Philip lifted his eyes to locate the source of the words. Nearly hidden by the grain of the wood, Philip saw a woodland elf step from the shadows.
“You're real,” Philip said.
“You certainly don't sound surprised,” the elf answered, nodding with a smile, as though he knew that Philip would not be.
“I thought I dreamed you, but – ”
“Yes?” the elf said, encouraging him to continue.
“They told me you weren't real. I mean, Father told me, although he told me quite a lot that I no longer know to be truth. Anyway – all of that aside – I always felt –”
“Yes?” the elf said again. He never could understand this human habit of curiously breaking off sentences in the middle. With an elf standing before him, there was no need for Philip's hesitation. If anything, this ought to have convinced Philip to speak up all the more, especially because of this particular elf's identity.
“I thought that you were real. I felt it somehow or something, if that makes any sense.”
“Of course it makes sense,” the elf said, smiling, “You saw me in the forest.”
“I did?” Philip said.
The elf nodded.
“When your friend was following you.”
“But, you were so much... taller than... your coloring was all different.”
Fedderlin shrugged.
“Elves are like trees. We change with the seasons and with the surroundings. Not everyone recognizes us when they see us again.”
Philip nodded.
“I see,” he said, trying to make sense of it all, though really he didn't see at all.
“Besides, it makes sense that you would believe in me. I am after all Fedderlin.”
“Fedderlin?” Philip said.
“Yes, Philip?”
He blinked at that. The elf noticed.
“Ah, I see that I know you but you don't know me.”
Philip nodded, pretty sure that he knew what he'd agreed to and not yet entirely convinced.
“Fedderlin, at your service,” the elf said now, as means of proper introduction. He extended his hand. Being polite, Philip struck out his own hand. It dwarfed Fedderlin's. Philip didn't know quite how to shake an elf's hand, but Fedderlin took over all of that. He shook Philip's hand, with the slightest of touches so that Philip half-wondered if only air had tickled his hand and not the handshake of a new acquaintance.
“I am the one who brought you here,” Fedderlin said now.
“Here? To the castle?”
“To this moment.”
Philip shook his head.
“I don't understand.”
Fedderlin didn't answer. Instead, he walked to Aurora's bedside, showed no surprise that she was asleep and bent nearer to her. He listened to her breathing. The stillness of her breath was near impossible for human ears to detect, but Fedderlin's elf ears seemed able to hear it with ease. He drew a pocket watch from his checked waistcoat and took her hand in his own. Philip was deserted, with all of his thoughts turned toward Aurora as he took her pulse.
Fedderlin stepped back, a frown on his face.
“What's wrong? Is something the matter?” Philip jumped forward, leaping whatever boundary had psychologically separated him from Aurora. He needed her to be OK. Yes. He didn't just want her to be all right. He needed it, as assuredly as he needed to take his next breath.
“Not wrong,” Fedderlin said, glancing up at Philip and then returning his attention to Aurora.
“You look worried,” Philip said.
“Do I?” Fedderlin said, not bothering to shift his gaze from Aurora this time. He wasn't bewitched by her or captivated by her beauty. Rather, he was like a physician, attending to her.
“What's happening to me?” Philip said, eying Fedderlin suspiciously now. Elves were notorious for tricks.
“Whatever do you mean? Are you quite all right?” Fedderlin said.
“No. I am not all right. I – ”
But, he knew he could not finish the sentence. How could he admit that he knew something was wrong because he now cared for another? Genuine concern ought not to have elicited alarm. But, it had. The realization shamed his cheeks, as though with the pigment of Aurora's briar roses. Fedderlin did not notice the creeping color over Philip's cheeks and he was accustomed to that curious human habit of lopping off sentences and so he remained, bent over Aurora, without turning or prodding for him to go on.
“Here,” Fedderlin said, reaching into his pocket and then tossing something at Philip. He did so without turning. Philip stretched to catch a vial that fell into his hands.
“What's this?”
“What you need to revive you of whatever ails you.”
So, he had heard.
“Really, I'm fine. I – ”
“Drink it, Prince Philip. You'll feel better.”
Philip staggered backward, as though the words were metal rods prodding him into place and not mere combinations of letters.
“Yes, Philip. I know that you are a prince. I know that you are in love with another woman. And I know that it's your duty to wake the princess.” He clicked his pocket watch shut and turned as he spoke. Now as he finished his speech, he stood fully facing Philip.
“You? How do you know that?”
“Because, Philip – ” This time he dropped the Prince, his point having stuck, “As I said, I am the one that brought you here, to this moment.”
“You are behind all of this? You are the evil power?” Philip said. His voice shook slightly as he said it, not in fear, but as if he did not trust that he was actually asking this question.
“Philip, listen to me. This is important. I am not your enemy. I never have been. If you want out of this, you have to trust me. Now, hurry, we haven’t much time.”
“So, something is wrong then,” Philip said, annoyed that Fedderlin was toying with him, but even more so, concerned for Aurora's well-being.
“Not wrong,” Fedderlin said, “simply ahead of schedule. We have lost time to make up for. Now, come along, quickly. No more dawdling.”




Chapter Twenty-One

Edora
Edora sank into the book. That was the only way to describe it. As if the pages had arms that reached up, enveloping her, she fell through the words. The ink, dried for centuries from the hands of the monks and scribes or later from the printing presses, sang to her. It was the most intense music that she'd heard, the greatest melody to exist and Moira's gift in her pocket seemed to buzz in agreement. Breathless, she devoured them.
“More,” she'd say, as she lay aside a book and picked up the next. Adam would laugh at her, not out of cruelty, but in admiration, in sheer delight. He'd cock his head to the side, not so unlike the birds of the forest,
“You are charming,” he'd say and he meant it.
“I thought the princes were the ones meant to be charming,” she said, looking up just briefly from the book. It was important that she learn all of this.
“Ah, so it's fairytales you're reading,” he said with a smile.
“Fairytales? Are they like elf stories?”
He chuckled at that. She was amusing. Edora knew that he found her to be, even if she were not sure why, even if she didn't understand that it was the angle of the light falling over the wave in her hair and the touch of her hand that sent his pulse racing. These were the things that delighted him, which he found insatiable as she consumed the books.
She'd thought that she would have to learn to read. When he'd plucked a book, carefully chosen, from the shelf and deposited it in her hand, she'd been thrilled and she'd also been terrified. For she couldn't open the book. If she did, that would mean reading it. And she couldn’t read it. She'd never learned. How could a deer have learned such a thing? But, she was an adult human, not a child, and just as she had known how to walk, how to eat, how to speak, reading too was something that her new form acquired naturally.
“Where is it?” an elf burst through the door that had long been concealed in the library.
“Fedderlin?” Edora said.
She recognized him instantly and just behind him was Philip.
“Edora? Is that you? Gracious, child, you look – ” Here, he employed a habit of the humans and cut himself off abruptly. She looked more human and less like a deer than when he'd seen her last. He looked from her to Adam and then to the book in her lap. Perhaps, there was a good reason that she looked so different and so human.
“You look lovely,” he continued, “How have you been?”
“Good,” she said, catching his eye to confirm that she meant it. Yes, he knew that she'd transformed and yes, she really was all right. The bond sealed between them, he turned his attention to Adam.
“You must be the new librarian,” Fedderlin said, turning to Adam.
“Not exactly new,” he said, not wanting to argue but wanting to be exact, “I have been here five years.”
“Yes, how lovely to be a part of a new job!” Fedderlin said, every inch the elf.
Philip shrugged.
Fedderlin, though an elf, was in no mood for dallying.
“We need a book,” he said, turning to Adam. Trying to make a joke, to coax one of those smiles that he was so fond of from Edora, he said,
“Well, you certainly came to the right place. A specific book perhaps?”
“Poetry,” Fedderlin said.
“You want a book of poetry?”
“The poems have elf magic woven into them. They will tell me all that I need to know.”
Philip nodded, suddenly wishing that he'd cared about poetry in his lessons a bit more than he had. Okay, a lot more than he had. Luckily, Fedderlin had said that there was elf magic in the poems and so long as Philip did not have to do all of this alone, then all was fine.
He smiled. He'd thought of escaping, wanted to, but had been pulled back by genuine concern for Aurora. That had been alarming enough. But then the elf had jumped out, introduced himself and suddenly things got a lot more complicated. Or did they? Maybe, everything got easier. Philip was no longer alone. Aurora would be helped, but it wasn't all up to him. Not anymore.
“Go on, read it,” Fedderlin prompted, handing Philip the book in front of Aurora, when they'd returned to the tower.
“I just read it and then, she wakes up, right?” Philip said. It seemed too good to be true. If Aurora awoke, then he'd be the hero that Midnight deserved. Having already overcome Aurora's sleeping disaster, he could outwit some old curse that aimed to separate him from Midnight and bind him to Aurora. Fedderlin would help him. He was a useful sidekick to have along. Well, perhaps, sidekick wasn't doing him justice. He was more of a guide. It was precisely at this time that Philip realized that his guide had not yet answered his question. Philip took the book from Fedderlin, but he looked at him, instead of at the page.
“Right?” Philip prompted Fedderlin to agree with him.
“If all goes as we believe, then yes.”
“Why wouldn't it work?”
Fedderlin didn't answer that question. Instead, he said,
“Just read.”
I've a pocketful of promises
That I have from you
Some have been fulfilled
Some are waiting to come true
At night you come to sing to me
In the shadow of the moon
And as I drift in slumber
You whisper, “Soon, my love, soon”
Philip grimaced. Fedderlin nodded, prompting him to go on.
We've yet to dream this dream
Though it resonates within
We've yet to dance this dance
Though you beg, “play it again!”
With the clarity of a brilliant night sky
Dressed in black velvet
I caught your eye
Somehow we knew
That somewhere out there
We would come true
And as I drift in a dream spun by day
You whisper, “soon, my love, soon”
Philip held his breath. He stared at Aurora, waiting for the magic to happen, waiting for the words to do their part. He'd done his. Then she'd wake up and all would be right again. Philip waited. He looked to Fedderlin. Fedderlin stared at Aurora. He looked up at Philip, but said nothing. Nothing. Nothing happened.




Chapter Twenty-Two

Philip
“Father, we need to speak. It didn't work,” Philip said. There was no use prolonging this. If Father had made a mistake and he was not fated to be with Aurora after all, then it was better to know sooner than later, while he still had a chance with Midnight. Even more though, if he wasn't the key to waking Aurora, then it was time to find out what was.
“What exactly didn't work?”
“The poem. Fedderlin said it would wake her.”
“Fedderlin? You've been speaking with Fedderlin? Then did he also tell you of the shoes?”
“The shoes?” Philip said, shaking his head.
“I procured them from Fedderlin. I told him that I needed something so that Princess Asteria would know that you were the key to helping Aurora.”
“You monster! Why would you do such a thing?”
The words ripped from Philip's lips, before he had time to consider what he was saying.
“I'm not a monster, Philip. I'm your father and the king.”
“So that gives you license to throw aside the lives of other princesses?”
“Of course not. I believed that you would save Aurora. I wanted Asteria to know that you were the one to do it. I knew that whatever she asked you to do, you would. You wouldn't kiss Aurora of your own volition, much less marry her. And so yes, I know that you love Asteria and yes, I know that it's hopeless, but not because she's a princess and you're not a prince. Simply because she's the wrong princess.”
Philip's head whirled with too many thoughts.
“You know this. Then, why did you not send me to her months ago? Why make her suffer?”
“I know of no such evidence that she is suffering,” Philip's father said now.
“Just because the doctors say she's fine, it doesn't mean that we know for sure. Besides, what of her sister? What of her family? What of the kingdom?”
“Many people were employed in the creation of the ball. I'm sure they would say that they were helped,” his father said.
“Yes, but – ”
“Would you rather that they were starving?”
“That's not fair. It's too complicated!” Philip said, trying to make sense of it all.
“No, son. That's life. It's full of complexity. You know that. That's not what's bothering you though, is it?”
Philip drew up his whole height.
“No,” he said, looking his father in the eye, “It's not.”
“Then what is?”
“That you would hide this from me, lie to me for all these years, that you wouldn’t tell me sooner.”
“It wouldn't work until you turned eighteen,” Philip's father said.
“That's the rule?”
“That's the rule.”
Philip had only turned eighteen days before.
“Then we couldn't have helped her sooner?”
He shook his head.
Philip's shoulders slumped. He breathed easier, even as his stomach tangled. Regret eased away from him, with the burden of responsibility as well. But now the bonds of his fate felt pulled all the more tightly.
“Why did the poem not work?” Philip said now.
“I do not know what Fedderlin told you about a poem. I know of only one way to wake a princess: with a fated kiss.”
“But you said he's somehow connected to the slippers.”
“I went to him for them.”
“But how did he get them?”
“They were forged in his father's workshop. When I thanked him, he said that I should thank his brother Tobby. He didn't tell me more than that, but I got the impression that he was trying to cover up for him, get rid of them quick.”
“And you gave them to Midnight – to Princess Asteria?” He quickly corrected himself.
His father smiled slightly, as though illustrating that he knew Philip's love could be played upon.
“I did.”
“She said they were from her mother.”
“A reasonable assumption,” he said, shrugging.
Philip picked up a piece of straw, twirling it absentmindedly.
“You look like Rumpelstiltskin,” his father said.
“You know him?” Philip said, his twirling stopping abruptly.
“He is a fine fellow, braver than many give him credit for. His father visited our kingdom long ago. It was in a time when we still ruled.”
“How did we lose our power?”
“Greed.”
“Ours?”
“The elves.”




Chapter Twenty-Three

Edora
“How could she fall in love with him, with him! Did she not know that he was mine? He was in the library yesterday and she was there with him! It was enough to make my blood boil, to undo me. She's ruined everything! Destroyed the entire castle!” Edora heard the words and her heart sank.
Edora felt herself pale. She clutched the balcony's rail. Slowly, she backed away. When she was certain that her scrambling feet would no longer be able to be heard, she turned and ran. The colors blurred past her, as though she were in a dream. Maybe, she was. Maybe Edora never had any business in being human and someone had simply dreamed her into being. She'd never tried to run on two legs, but it came easily to her. Matter could not be created or destroyed. It was only transformed. Hadn't she read that in a book in the library? It was thick, dark, black, with something on the spine that said – Physics. Yes, that was it. The energy of the deer running was thus not absent but only transformed into the frantic running of feet. Had anyone stopped her, to ask where she was going, she wouldn't have been able to answer. She'd not considered anything nor made a plan. But then that was Edora's way, the way of the deer.
She knocked hard on Fedderlin's door, needing his comfort, his wisdom, anything.
“You tried to warn me. It's all my fault,” Edora said. Her words, though intelligible to the elf, were slipping away from human comprehension. No longer human, but not quite yet fully deer again, Edora hung there in this semblance of reality. If only she were dreaming, like Aurora! She could awaken and all would be fine. She'd have the lovely memory of the dream world to hold her over, the knowledge of the books remembered – at least for a time – for dreams could be fleeting. She'd known the truth of a friend, in Adam, in Midnight. But Edora was not dreaming. She was intensely real and all alone, hanging between two worlds.
“It's not your fault. You're not alone,” the elf said, wrapping a woolen blanket over Edora.
“I should have been more careful,” the elf said now, “I didn't tell you enough. It's the way of the elves not to interfere, to be guardians but not to coerce other creatures. You looked at me with such a trust, such a clarity, that I could not let you think it was impossible. You had to be free to try.”
Edora felt the warmth of the blanket, rested in the softness of the elf and dozed. Weak, but warmed, she awoke after what felt like hours later.
“How long was I asleep?”
“Just a moment,” the elf said. The sun had already risen high in the sky now, though and Edora knew that it was elf time that was being referred to. As though reading her mind, Fedderlin said,
“I suppose you know it's longer than that to you, as a human or as a deer. You see, we elves are somewhat in-between creatures ourselves. We live among the creatures of the forest, but we remember how it was, before,when we lived among the humans.”
Edora's eyes grew.
“You lived among humans?”
“We lived in the castle,” the elf said, “in a secret chamber inside of a room they call the library, where I saw you last.”
Edora nodded.
At the mention of the library, her heart filled. She felt her body strengthen, feeling more human, less deer. The change did not go unnoticed by the elf.
“I see that it indeed did have an impact on you.”
She nodded.
The elf was too polite to ask and Edora was thankful. For how could she explain what the library had meant to her? How could she begin to describe the feeling that rose within her as she approached the books on the first day that Adam had led her there? How could she explain what it was to feel his arms around her, when she'd awoken in the middle of the night, after they'd fallen asleep when reading? Or, how she'd felt no shame as she'd tucked herself in closer beside him, though she knew that the Lady Edora ought to have risen, left, and gone to her bed chamber?
“It was long ago and yet it wasn't,” the elf said returning to the explanation.
Edora nodded, encouraging him to go on.
“That is to say, it was long in human years. It was generations ago, hundreds of years even for flowers, but for us elves, it feels too fresh to let slip from memory. Elves don't trust humans. We remember too painfully what happened.”
He shuddered as he said it, but there was something in the way that it happened that convinced Edora that he did not even realize that he had done so.
“You don't have to – ” Edora began, to let him know that she didn't need to know. If it were too painful, there was no reason for him to go on. She hated the thought of causing him harm. Again, she felt a surge of strength, this time in her heart.
“Edora, you'd make a fine human,” the elf said. It was impossible to hide the effects from him. He understood what it was, to be half here and half there. He understood what it was to have his heart fill in a way that others find unfathomable and he knew, truly knew, what it was to be hanging in the balance, not quite here and not quite there, torn between two worlds.
“I don't know. I think I was wrong. It doesn't seem like something that I should have wanted. Perhaps, it was a mistake, to dream to be something other than I am.”
“Edora, I want you to listen carefully to me,” the elf said, sounding more serious than she'd heard him before, “No matter if you are human or deer, you have something within you that is special. Never feel that you should hide wanting to be more than you are. This is the mark of the strongest and the best. You must always strive to follow your heart, to do what you know to be right, even if it is not the easiest or quickest route. Live from your heart, no matter what form you are in.”
“I should continue to dream?” she said, trying to make some sense of her thoughts, of all that had happened, of her life.
“Always, child. Always.”
Edora sank into the woolen blanket and dozed. There was more of the elf's story to come, but for now all that mattered was that someone still believed in her and in her dreams, even when she no longer remembered how.
Edora stirred.
“I don't mean to keep falling asleep,” she said.
The elf turned at her words,
“It's all right, child,” he said, “such transformations are demanding. Especially, when your heart is so involved. Yours clearly is.”
She looked down and her eyes blinked rapidly.
“I'm – I'm – glowing!”
“Your heart is trying to keep up with the amount of love that's flooding through it.”
“But, I loved before,” Edora said, “My sisters, my mother, the sunlight and trees.”
“Of course you did, child. All of that was real love. But when you walked among the humans, you developed the ability to love with your mind as well. You could think and reason and determine what choices to make. You could be deliberate. You could love on purpose.”
Fedderlin turned back to the fire and stirred the stew. It bubbled happily, flooding her nose with rosemary, thyme and the deep earthiness of root vegetables.
“What's going to happen?”
“That's up to you.”
Soft candles flickered from the walls, throwing shadows on the wallpaper. Edora's eyes were drawn to it. She blinked.
“It's moving.”
The elf looked from her to the wall and smiled.
“So it is. You are indeed powerful, Edora. I've not seen that move in at least a hundred years. Not since the last time someone underwent this change.”
“It's happened before?” Edora said. She felt the heavy tug of sleep on her and feared that it would pull her under again. Struggling to stay awake, she propped herself up and turned fully toward the elf.
The elf nodded.
“I think it's time to tell you what happened.”
Once, long ago, the elves lived inside of the castle. The library was their lair and the books were their treasure. That, at least, is what the elves believed. But, the people were the true keepers of the kingdom. It was theirs and on this, they were intent. The elves decided to have a bet. If they could read more books than the humans in a set time, then the elves would leave. If they lost, then the humans would hold the castle.
The elves could easily have won the bet. They'd be living in the castle now, but those elves, I am sorry to say, had forgotten the way of the woods, the way of greatness. Their greed drove them to King Midas, to beg him to change their books into bars of gold. When they arrived in his kingdom, they discovered that he was gone, fled out of fear for the uncontrollable touch of his hands. His son, the young Rumpelstiltskin, was missing as well. Some say he'd run into the forest, ashamed that his father had turned the kingdom from a land of prosperity to a land of cold metal. What good was gold when there was no longer food for the people? The kingdom had seeds, larger than any ordinary seed, which gave rise to beautifully large vegetables, able to feed hundreds with a single plant. When the elves found that Rumpelstiltskin was gone and the kingdom abandoned, they gathered the seeds. If they could not have gold, at least they had seeds that could be traded.
But, the elves had been too hasty. They'd not realized that King Midas had an ally in a nearby kingdom. When they approached his lands, offering the seeds in exchange for exorbitant sums, the king recognized these thieves for what they were. He locked them into the dungeon, but the elves were industrious and tunneled out. Being away from the forest, away from the sun and away from goodness and light for so long had depleted their magic. They used the last remaining remnants of their elf magic to plant a seed. Inside of the seed they planted a wish to banish the king and his young son. Even elves have limits in magic, though, and their spell would last as long as the plant continued to grow. All would have been fine there. It would have been the end of it, but a strike of lightning splintered the plant as it grew, knocking down the elves surrounding it.
And then, what happened you ask? Well, that's where it gets interesting. A human approached. He took pity on the badly injured creatures and rather than turn them in to the king, he let them go. It was only then, that they realized the terrible mistake that they had made: the man who confined them was not the king. The spell they had put into the ground for him and his son could not be undone. Worse still, there was now no way to break it because the plant was hindered in its growth and yet the spark of lightning had ignited the magic, so that it was stuck in a precarious state. The man who had condemned the elves was the constable for the king, quick of anger, slow for forgiveness and eager to avenge anyone who dared to cross his friend King Midas. So blinded was the constable by his anger, that he no longer even served the king. He believed that he had not done enough to protect King Midas. While the king was away, the constable usurped his throne and swore an oath to kill the young prince, so that he could not retake his father's kingdom. The king could have rallied to return the throne to its rightful owner, but now the elves had locked him out of his kingdom's castle.
Now there was no freedom and no time limit on the spell, because of the lightning in the plant and so the king had no way of retrieving his throne. Shown great kindness by the king, they hastily fused together a caveat. Love could undo this and the lands would be returned to the king. In order to ensure that this would be completed, though, the king had to act quickly. Taking pity on the king who had helped them, the elves fashioned a disguise and sent him with a horse to the wilds of the forest. On the other side of the silver lake, stood a palace. Inside were two princesses, one just born and the other barely a year old. They would make a fine match for the young hidden prince. All the king had to do was bind his son to one of them and then wait until the prince and the princess grew up and were married. Then all would be returned to how it was before. But, and the elves were clear on this, if love were not served and this union was severed, the kingdom would forever fall and the prince's life would be in danger. They had done this, not out of hostility, but because they had learned the folly of their way and they knew what it meant for greed to overtake action. In this manner, the king would never be able to marry his son off advantageously to another and risk breaking the bond of true love that was within the elves' devised contract. If he did, his son would die.
And so you see, the elves do not trust the humans because the elves themselves have not yet forgiven themselves for their terrible action. It is why we now hide within the forest. We banished ourselves from the kingdom.




Chapter Twenty-Four

Philip
“I'm sorry. I tried to read the poem. It was supposed to work to wake your sister. But it didn't.”
“What poem?”
“Just some stupid words, I've a pocketful of promises that I have from you. Some have been fulfilled. Some are waiting to come true...”
“I thought you said it didn't work,” Midnight said, her voice barely above a whisper.
He stopped mid-phrase and looked at her. She was glowing, not internally, but as though a confetti of light had poured over her head. Philip stared at her, blinded by the beauty of the moment.
“It's like magic,” she said, as he continued to stare.
“Not like magic,” he said gently, “it is magic. Elf magic.”
He looked at her, held captive by the light, by the illumination of the truth and he didn't dare hope that it could mean what he thought it did.
“This will only work on the people that it's meant for.”
“How will we know if it works?”
“You'll know.”
The words of the elf danced through his head, tumbling through his heart.
“What's happening?”
Philip spoke softly, hesitantly, “Do you trust me?”
She nodded, as the light continued to flow between them.
“Fedderlin, the elf, said that this would only work if it were meant to, if the people were drawn together. He told me that it was my job to wake Aurora, but it didn't work when I read it to her. Nothing happened until now.”
“We're supposed to be together, then? Is that what this means?” Midnight said.
Philip nodded, the flurry of his heart drowning out her words.
She was elated and yet sadness tore at her heart.
“But, what about Aurora? This was meant to save her, meant to wake her.”
Philip blinked, thinking, and then nodded slowly.
“Yes. I thought that I was going to lose you in order to free her. But if this was meant for us and never for her...”
His words trailed off. He looked at Midnight's face now. Even as the light continued to swirl around her, the joviality of its translucence had drained from her face.
“How will we ever wake my sister?”




Chapter Twenty-Five

Edora
She insisted on making things right. If Fedderlin's story had taught Edora anything, it was that she mustn't give up, that she had to make amends. Wrapping herself in her cloak, she turned back toward the castle.
As she walked, the snow burned under her feet. The drifts caught her eyes in a blinding white display. Flakes began to fall on her. She'd brought no cloak, not having stopped for one in her dash from the palace.
As she darted through the forest, her image flickered. Behind the pine, she was Edora the girl. Now behind the oak, she morphed into Edora the deer. There was no explanation, other than time. The snow was falling, the last of Aurora's roses were being buried under the weight of winter. Edora didn't think of any of this, though. She ran. She ran without stopping, because she had caused a terrible misfortune to overcome the castle. A deer was not supposed to become a person, to be in a library, to fall in love and to undo the stability of the palace. None of this was what was supposed to happen. And yet, this is exactly what happened.
It was her fault, all of it.
She heard the arrow, before she saw it. A swish ripped through the air, grazing the space between her hair and ear. The surprise knocked her to the ground. Splayed on the snow, pools of red spread from her. She'd been hit! The freezing temperatures had numbed the pain. Edora had been oblivious to it all, but not to this.
Through the thicket of trees, she saw the figure approach. Darting from tree to tree, she saw the shadow of the hunter. Not since the morning after her transformation, had she feared this figure. He stalked the woods, his nostrils flared toward her and she was certain that she'd seen him before.
Half-slouching, half-creeping, she saw an animal, wild and intent to follow her. Edora had never been tracked before, not like this. Yes, she'd run from the hunter before, but running had been the shorter part of fleeing. She'd hidden. That was all that Edora had done. There was safety in hiding, in remaining out of the way, where one couldn't be harmed and where one could cause no trouble.
A flash of arrows erupted over her, like a comet's tail. They punctured the snow around her and an ooze of mud spewed from the wounds of the earth. Flattened against the snow, Edora stretched her hand toward an arrow. If she could only free it from the ground's icy grip, then there was a sliver of hope. She had no bow to fling her arrow forward with, but at least she was armed if she were approached. So much hinged on that possibility. There was, of course, the likelihood that this spew of arrows would splay around her.
The second arrow pierced her skin, just above her shin. It was exposed from her crouched position as she reached for the arrow.
“Stop!” she cried out, “I'm unarmed. Please, help me.”
Young Edora the deer would never have been bold enough to say such a thing, assuming she had the ability to speak. Her flickering identity solidified slightly as she said it.
Bravery. A sign of beauty. Perhaps, it wasn't too late. A girl would not be hunted down. A girl could harm, but was not harmed. That was her experience with life. It seemed to make sense. But was it worth the sacrifice? Was it worth betraying the good of others for her own? Again, she felt her structure solidify.
She held her head up and tried to stand. Pushing her way up from the snow, it burned against her hands. She shivered as she stood there.
Half-man, half-lion, he stalked her. His eyes glowed yellow, like the harvest moon.
“Please, I only wanted to do what was right. I only wanted to do what was good. Why do you hunt me?”
“Because I am the hunter and you are the prey.”
His voice was raspy, coming at her with the tongue of a viper, though he was no snake.
“I do not understand.”
“You tricked me,” he said, stepping nearer.
“What are you talking about?”
She knew that she had made many mistakes, but she hadn't expected this. What had she ever done to this man or this mountain lion, this creature?
“I thought you were fully human and I needed your heart to make my transformation perfect,” he said, stepping nearer.
“You,” she said. She was not fully surprised, for the hunter had always been her enemy as the deer. What did confuse her, frighten her even though, was that she realized that she had run from him in many forms. She remembered seeing his slinking body, traipsing through the forest. His humanity was peeling away from her, as he leaped at her now. He tumbled over her, more cat than man. As though she were only a mouse, he took her in his giant paws. He leaned into her, his breath hot on her body, sizzling against her skin. She remembered when he had kissed her, fully human, how empty that kiss had been. As he bent to her now, she felt the aliveness of his body. He wrapped her in his cloak, which was turning to fur, and she felt the iciness ease away from her skin.
“Why do you want to hurt me?” she said again.
“I don't want to hurt you. You were supposed to save me. If you loved me, a human with a full heart, then I would be fully human, no longer half beast.”
She shook her head and a wave of pain went through her. He caught sight of her wound now and looked at his paw in horror as the red of her blood emanated out.
“I didn't mean to hit you. I only wanted to stop you.”
He said it with such gentleness that she was certain all that she had thought was no longer true.
An arrow pierced the air. In that moment, the man who had been the hunter, dissipated in the background. In his place stood only the animal, ravenous, wild, and in that precise second, injured. Yes! He'd been hit. Rather than relief, though, she felt only pity. No longer did she see the predator. She saw only a wounded animal. She approached him, the blood still seeping from her own body. Edora ripped a long strand of material free from her skirt. Pain seared through her at the exertion. She reached for the wounded animal, seeing the last shreds of his humanity flicker away as he tried to bite the hand that sought to help him. No fear coursed through her, only concern. It was not for herself, though, for no longer was she the scared deer. Though there was no one there to help her, she pressed the fabric to the animal, hoping to ease his pain, risking his snarling teeth. She collapsed.
Edora lay there, cold and shivering on the snow. If only she were a deer, she might be able to glide away effortlessly. Leaping through the snow, past the trees. But Edora could do no such thing. She was a human, full of knowledge, full of hours spent reading in the library and yet utterly powerless against the ferocity of the forest. Never did she think that the natural world itself would turn on her. She'd always assumed that so long as she remained free of the hunters, all would be fine. That had been her mistake. She was certain of it. She'd not stayed clear of them. She'd placed her hand into the hunter's glove and stood with him. She'd been whisked away to the kingdom, puzzled but not fighting it. Her curiosity had only grown as she walked through the halls, only mounted as she passed from one door to the next. The tapestry had been a warning. She understood that now. But she'd ignored it. Fedderlin had tried to tell her how she could change back, but that too had gone unheeded by her. What a fool she'd been! She'd asked how to remain a human. She'd practically begged to learn the secrets of transformation, to know what would allow her to remain in this form and not to change. And now, for being foolish, for having not thought about any of the consequences and for running headlong into it all, she was being punished. If there were any solace, it was this: soon it would all be over. She would be with her mother again, frolicking somewhere high in the clouds, in the land of the Sky Spirit, where he guarded the deer from the harm of the hunters.
Then, for a long while, there was nothing.
And then, from far off, as if it were emerging from a dream, she heard a voice calling to her and she knew at once that it was Midnight.
“Please! I didn't mean it. I didn't mean to ruin the castle, to steal your love, to – ”
She felt Midnight at her side, but she was only warmth. There was no condemnation in her presence.
“What's happened, Edora? You're injured!”
She sounded concerned, holding Edora in her words and in her embrace the way that she would hold a sister.
“I'm sorry. I didn't mean to. Forgive me. Please, forgive me. Say that you will. I know that I have no business in asking, but please.”
“Edora, come, we must get you home.” She said home, as though it were encompassing, not a place meant of exclusion, a place that Edora had wrecked, but a place where she belonged.




Chapter Twenty-Six

Tilly
Tilly approached Midnight.
“I'm sorry, Your Highness, so deeply regretful of the terrible thing that I have done.”
“What have you done, Tilly?” Midnight looked at her with a directness. Tilly would not stop looking from Midnight to Edora, as though there was some link between them. Perhaps, there was something that Tilly had done.
“I have resented your feelings toward Philip. I spoke ill and I'm – oh, Miss,” she said, collapsing into a sob. Midnight reached for a handkerchief, but Tilly stopped her.
“It's all right, I have one here.” As she dug into her apron pocket, something tumbled out alongside of the handkerchief.
Midnight bent to pick it up, feeling the weight of her jade and emerald necklace in her hand. Tilly had been distraught about much, apologizing for a lot, but this she had neglected.
“What do you know about this?” Midnight said, holding out her hand.
Tilly blinked.
“Nothing, Miss. I promise. I didn't know that was there. I must have picked it up, when I was helping you get ready for the ball or tidying up.”
“Tilly,” Midnight said, “have you been feeling things you don't usually?”
Tilly nodded,
“Yes, Miss. I've been terribly wicked.”
“You're not wicked, Tilly. You're simply under the influence of the necklace.”
“Miss?”
Edora sat stiffly in the chair, her limbs bitten by frost, her heart misunderstanding the ferocity of the beast, the truth of humanity.
“You were not speaking about me? That is to say, you were speaking and it was not about me?” Edora said now to Tilly.
Tilly shook her head.
“You did nothing wrong, Edora.”




Chapter Twenty-Seven

Philip
“Philip, we can't be together. I know, there's magic. But you're meant to save my sister. You admitted as much. I knew it from the moment that we first danced together.”
“The moment we danced together?”
“The slippers, the ones made of glass, the accompanying note said that the answer for Aurora rested with the one who danced perfectly.”
“It was a test?” His face clouded, as though everyone had manipulated him, even her.
“I'm sorry. It's the only thing that I knew to do.”
“No,” he said, taking her hand in his, “I understand. I was just disappointed because I thought that was us. I mean, I have no illusions of being a great dancer, but you made me feel that I could soar.”
She swallowed.
She knew that there was magic between them; she'd seen it. But, she also knew that he was meant to save Aurora and that if the poem had worked on them and not her, that she would be trapped in sleep forever.
“I have to go. My sister needs me.” She let her hands fall away from him, pained, but resigned. If it came between Aurora and Philip, the sentence couldn't even be finished. Aurora always came first. Maybe another sister would have resented that, but Midnight didn't. Aurora didn't expect to be put first. She only wanted Midnight to be happy. She held onto the thought of Aurora's smile, trying to understand what she could possibly do to save Aurora.
“Midnight, wait.”
Something rippled through her.
Midnight. He'd called her Midnight. She wracked her mind, trying to remember if she'd let it slip, trying to figure out if he'd overheard anyone say it. No one had. Only someone from inside the castle could possibly know that. But there were none, none inside the castle that were of his age, his build, except for –
She leaned in, looking closer at him now,
“Philip,” Midnight spoke his name with familiarity and yet surprise.
“It was you, all along? How did I not realize?”
“Midnight, there's more,” he said. He balled his hands up.
“Look, I don't know how to say it. I don't really understand it. So I'm just going to say it.”
She looked at him, nodding,
“Of course, Philip. Please, go on.”
“My father told me to go to the ball. I didn't understand why. Maybe if I had, I wouldn't have. Maybe that makes me a coward, running from my family obligation, or maybe it just means I want to live my own life. I don't really know. But what I do know is that I love you and not her.”
Midnight stared at him, confusion swirling around her. Then, the end of his sentence hit her.
“You love me?”
He swallowed back the lump in his throat. She looked so angelic standing before him, as if every star in the night sky had highlighted her features and silver starlight burst over her. The heroic thing would be to deny it. To accept that he was fated to be with Aurora, even if the poem hadn't worked. There had to be some way to save her. But, if there were one thing that Philip couldn't do, it was to lie to Midnight.
“Yes,” he nodded, “I do. I always have. Even when I was just Philip with the horses. I know Aurora blamed me for your fall, but I did everything I could to stop it. I've always watched out for you. I've always admired you. I assumed that you'd never notice me. I was no prince, after all, only, now I... well, I am.”
Midnight blinked, trying to keep up with all of that.
“What does that mean?”
“When I came home from the ball, my father told me why he'd sent me. I'm a prince and I'm supposed to marry Aurora. He found out that the ball was to find a reason to wake Aurora.”
“You're supposed to marry my sister?”
“My father says we're fated, that if we don't marry then we're in danger, not just us, but our kingdom. We've been in hiding, all these years, and part of the deal was that I marry Aurora.”
Midnight tried to process all that he had said. None of it made sense. Then, she piled up all the courage that she could into her heart, looked at Philip directly, and said those terrible words,
“Then you must.”




Chapter Twenty-Eight

Edora
Edora opened the book, resting and feeling better since returning to the palace.
“There were three sisters,” she read, her eyes racing over the page.
“Three? There have only ever been two,” Adam said, looking at her. He slid in beside her, his arm draping casually over her. She felt the pleasant warmth emanating from him, without realizing that anything was amiss. It was as if she were sitting in the embrace of the fire's warmth at home.
Home. Yes, this place was home. She realized that now. It felt foreign and yet it made sense to her.
“Hm?” she said, pulling herself from her thoughts, “I was reading the story and it says three sisters.”
“Ah, yes,” he said, nodding now, “A story from the queen's people.”
“The queen's daughters, you mean?”
Adam smiled at her, that funny little smile that said he found her question adorable and wondered what strange land she had come from to ask such a thing.
“Her ancestors,” he said. Edora didn't quite understand him. A deer thought little of the hundreds of deer that had lived before it. She could barely even remember her mother. Her father was a shadow, a speck in time that she had never encountered.
She nodded, not inquiring further into just what an ancestor was. Her eyes returned to the page and she continued reading,
“The first sister was maize, her hair was silken like the blonde tassels hidden within the ears. The second sister was beans, rooted deep in the earth, hard at first but tender inside. The third sister was squash, filled with a vibrancy that bore a fresh vision of the world.”
From behind the books, a loud scuttling sound drew Edora's attention. From a half-hidden door, out popped a friendly face.
“I heard you in the library reading about the three sisters,” Fedderlin said now, “Follow me.”
“What?” Edora said, blinking.
“Follow me. You're needed. You're the third sister. You're the only one who can wake her up.”
Edora's head swirled.
“What do you mean? I am not their sister.”
“Sisters are more than just blood. They're those that share a connection, who are bound by the magic of the earth, the spirit of the sky,” Fedderlin said.
When still he saw that she hesitated, he looked her in the eyes and said,
“You know who I am. Do you trust me to know who you are?”
She swallowed whatever doubt she had and nodded.
“Yes. I trust you.”
“You have to read this poem. Not until each poem is read can the wish be broken.”
“I don't understand,” Edora said, shaking her head.
“In order to ensure that the prince only married for true love, magic was interwoven into the poems. This is the poem that you must read, the poem of transformation and dreams.
“Bring me your troubles,”
you said to me
“I'll help you remember
how to be free”
Wrap me up in the warmth of your love
“I'll hold you close my angel dove”
Walden Pond had nothing
On the peace you bring to me
Shakespeare’s Tempest
Could have drowned at sea
But I know you're here for keeps
And out of your eyes, the smile seeps
Look at me with your eyes full of laughter
Hold me in your heart forever after
They say that no one's perfect
But our pieces fit in tandem
There are no coincidences
In a world that seems so random
Hold me close my truest love
“Hold me close my angel dove”
You never try to change me
You just let me be
You're forever here
You bend and whisper in my ear
“I'm here for you, my love
Through everything, my angel dove.”
Edora's heart smiled at the words, but something struck here. Not trying to change another, it didn't settle right with her. Wasn't she doing exactly that? She was transforming into something that she was not. Daily, she was leaving the deer behind, becoming increasingly human. Was it dishonest? Deceitful? Or, the thought struck here now, was she being true to herself for the first time in her life? Had her spirit been far too big for the body of a deer?
But, maybe, maybe it would be all right. She had no time to worry about that now. Fedderlin was nodding at her, smiling. As Edora looked up, she saw the streams of colored confetti, like ribbons of light, flowing from the book and into the room at the top of the tower where Aurora slept.
“Please, you have to wake up. I don't know you, but your sister loves you. I made terrible mistakes. I didn't understand what it meant to really be human. It's not about running into the shadows and hiding under the books. It's about living out the knowledge that we gain, about dancing through the beauty.”
It was an eloquent speech, especially for a deer to make. Edora took Aurora's hand in her own.
“Please, princess, wake up. Your family misses you. You can come back now. It's safe.”
Edora waited, clutching the string of hope in her heart, blinking at the blinding light of the silver and gold threads spinning in the window through the dreamcatcher.




Chapter Twenty-Nine

Aurora
I have seen you wander among my dreams
Where conversations rest that are yet to be
There you stand awaiting me
Where the river runs into the sea
You appear before me in the night
You come between shadows and light
Every line of you is there
From your smile to your hair
Singing your smile came to my heart
Carried by moonlight o're the distance apart
Light as a feather, soft as a bird
The kiss on my head as the smile song heard
I awoke with a smile painted on my lips
From the ruby red kisses that you had sent
My heart filled with laughter when the dawn came
“It's morning,” your heart song seemed to exclaim
Love resplendent, love divine
True love burning, love of thine
Simeon spoke the poem to me, as though he were reading the words from the page, but there was no book that he read it from. Instead, the words seemed woven into him, as though they were his feathers. I recognized the poem immediately. It was the one on the facing page of the book that I read in the library, when I had crossed into the waking world, during the Aurora Borealis. What was it that he had said? He was a part of me that I did not yet know.
I was warmed by these words, and then I knew, I knew that it was time to leave the world of dreams. But, somehow, I also knew that I would see Simeon again, on the other side of dreams, in the waking world because one who came to you in a dream was your true love. Isn't that what mother had said long ago, that she'd seen father before he'd ever met her in real life? Now, as though it were a beautiful song or chant, the words coursed through me.
Arise. Awake. The time of dreams is over. The time of being is come. Life is not meant to be dreamed away, but to be lived.
“I have to go,” I said. I knew it, even though it made such little sense. No one had crossed into the land of dreams since Midnight had on the night of the northern lights.
Simeon, did not plead with me to stay, for dreams make no demands. They do not cling to others, the way that flesh and blood does, demanding that one remain. Instead, he looked at me, his face shifting now into all the faces of my loved ones. There was Father, then Mother, Midnight flickered strongly, even Philip the stable boy passed before my vision. A flicker of an elf, something that I had read about often as a child but had not met in waking life before, appeared. Then Simeon's face transformed into a deer, with such simplicity and eagerness in his eyes, that I was certain I'd met the animal before. The deer's eyes intensified until they took on all the humanity of a person. Yes, it was a girl's face that looked back at me.
“Aurora. Wake up. Please, Princess. We need you. Your family needs you.” Her words were shadowy, draped in the dreams, and lacking the clarity of morning. Instead, they winked at me, like the twinkling stars of night.
On the winds of love, tinged in magic, the spell broke.
“Aurora, it's time to wake up.” The voice is far-off and difficult to place. It sounds something like Mother's voice, but younger. It sounds a bit like Midnight's voice, but deeper. It even has the slight accent of Simeon and I know then for certain that he was right, he exists beyond the dream and I will see him again.
And then, then, the longed for moment came. I opened my eyes.




Chapter Thirty

Edora
“How did it work?” Edora said turning to Fedderlin.
“Aurora needed to be brought back from the place of lingering between two worlds. It's a place that you know well.”
Edora nodded.
“But, this wish of hers...”
“That was never supposed to trap her,” Fedderlin said, “A wish is meant to expand life, not curtail it. No, that was the mischief of the elves that mixed all of that up.” He said the words with regret, as though atoning for some long ago sin. Edora didn't quite understand what he meant, but it was enough to know that it was working.
“The wish was an act of beauty. She thought only of her sister and of her love for her. You have sought out beauty. You risked your life to help the injured hunter, knowing that he wanted only to prey upon you. In that instance, you gained your humanity. You stopped running as the frightened deer and stood up to help an animal in pain. Don't you see, Edora? You have the power to break the bond.”
“But, why me? Why not Midnight? Or Philip? They acted out of love, out of courage, theirs were acts of true beauty, weren't they?”
“That's true,” Fedderlin said, nodding his head, “But the difference is the elves' curse was not human-made. It required a non-human to break it, but not an elf. No elf could undo something so terrible. No animal knew of it, until — ”
“Until me,” she said, nodding.
“It was the mingled tears of Midnight and Aurora in the magic of the glass slippers that you saw that had the power to transform you. You had to be the one to complete the bond to reunite the sisters. You had the seed of transformation,” Fedderlin said.
Then, a thought struck her. She had seen the way that Midnight looked at Philip, the way that Philip looked back at her and she had heard that Aurora was to be wed to Philip. It seemed out of place, but there was much that she did not yet understand about being human. Perhaps, she was missing something.
“Will Prince Philip marry Princess Aurora?”
Fedderlin smiled. How perceptive Edora had become!
“The threat to Philip and his kingdom was the fault of the elves. At least, the elves allowed for the threat to grow through their misdoing. Now, Philip is free. All of that has been broken, when you helped set it right. You see, Edora, you did more than wake a princess. You helped to save a kingdom, two kingdoms.”
Her eyes grew at that, surprise washing over her like sunrise over the hills. Fedderlin wondered if the fear of the enormity of that was not making her second-guess this new form of hers.
“May I ask, Edora, are you glad that this happened?”
“That I'm human you mean?”
Fedderlin nodded.
She thought about it, thinking of all the trouble that she thought she had caused, the pain she had endured, the feeling of the snow burning against her skin and the cruel turn of fate when the hunter who had befriended her had returned to being a beast. And then, Fedderlin watched as her face changed. She was illuminated from the inside, glowing with some special answer and he knew, even before she said it, that her answer was yes.
“Yes,” she said.
He smiled, glad that he had not led her astray from a life that she was clearly suited for, for humanity glowed from her. Yes, Fedderlin nodded to himself, it suited Edora to be human.
“I have learned so much,” she continued now, “more than I could have ever imagined not knowing. It's like a hunger. Do you know what I mean, Fedderlin?”
He nodded, for of course, yes, an elf knew what it was to treasure knowledge, to value learning.
“I do,” he said, “And, if I might ask, Edora, what would you say has been the most valuable thing that you've learned?”
Her mind quickened at that, racing through the memories, as her feet had pounded through the forest. She wasn't escaping, though, not anymore. No. Now she was embracing and it was truth that glowed warmly in Edora, as she said,
“Tilly told me that the most beautiful thing in the world is a kiss. Maybe, for some that's true and if so, I hope that she will find hers, so that she can know beauty as I have. But, I've learned that sometimes it's not about the kiss. It's about knowing that someone is there to hold you at the darkest time. Your friendship did that for me, Fedderlin. You were one of the candles in the darkness. Thank you.”




Chapter Thirty-One

Midnight
I have always loved Aurora. Since we were children and she was my Rosie, until now, she's been my closest friend. I have never loved her quite as much as I did in that moment, though, when she opened her eyes and smiled at me.
“Midnight, I knew we could do it.”
I wanted to say “It's about time you woke up” or chide her for being the lazy one. But, I couldn't. The words wouldn't rise within me. They were the words of childhood sisters and when Aurora had made that wish and then fallen asleep, we'd grown up. Both of us. All I could do was wrap my arms around her and say,
“I missed you.”
Somehow, it was enough.
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