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Part I


Talia



























Chapter 1







If I hear one more syllable about spindles, I shall surely die!


From my earliest memory, the subject has been worn to death in the castle, nay, in the entire kingdom. It is said that spindle, rather than Mama or Papa, was my first word in infancy, and I have little doubt that this is true, for ’tis the word which lights more frequently than any other upon my most unwilling ears.


“Talia, dearest, you must never touch a spindle,” Mother would say as she tucked me into bed at night.


“I will not, Mother.”


“Vous devez ne jamais toucher un axe,” my tutor would say during French lessons.


“I will not,” I told him in English.


“If ye spy a spindle, ye must leave it alone,” the downstairs maid said as I left the castle, always with my governess, for I was never allowed a moment alone.


Every princeling, princess, or lesser noble who came to the castle to play was told of the restrictions upon spindles—lest they have one secreted about their person somewhere, or lest they mistakenly believe I was normal. Each servant was searched at the door, and thread was purchased from outside the kingdom. Even peasants were forbidden to have spindles. It was quite inconvenient for all concerned.


It should be said that I am not certain I would know a spindle if I saw one. But it seems unlikely that I ever shall.


“Why must I avoid spindles?” I asked my mother, in my earliest memory.


“You simply must,” she replied, so as not to scare me, I suppose.


“But why?” I persisted.


She sighed. “Children should be seen, not heard.”


I asked several times more before she excused herself, claiming a headache. As soon as she departed, I started in on my governess, Lady Brooke.


“Why am I never to touch a spindle?”


Lady Brooke looked aggrieved. It was frowned upon, she knew, to scold royal children. Father was a humane ruler who never resorted to beheading. Still, she had her job to consider, if not her neck.


“It is forbidden,” she said.


Well, I stomped my foot and whined and cried, and when that failed to produce the desired result, I said, “If you do not answer, I will tell Father you slapped me.”


“You wicked, wicked girl! God above will punish you for such deceit!”


“No one punishes princesses.” My voice was calm. I was done with my screaming, now that I had discovered a better currency. “Not even God.”


“God cares not for rank and privilege. If you tell such an awful lie, you will surely be damned.”


“Then you must keep me from such a sin by telling me what I wish to know.” Even at four or five, I was precocious and determined.


Finally, sighing, she told me.


I had been a long-wished-for babe (this I knew, for it had been told to me almost as often as the spindle speech), and when I was born, my parents invited much of the kingdom to my christening, including several women rumored to have magical powers.


“You mean fairies?” I interrupted, knowing she would not speak the word. Lady Brooke was highly religious, which seemed to mean that she believed in witches, who used their magic for evil, but not fairies, who used their powers for good. Still, even at four, I knew about fairies. Everyone did.


“There is no such a thing as fairies,” Lady Brooke said. “But yes, people said they were fairies. Your father welcomed them, for he hoped they would bring you magical gifts. But there was one person your father did not invite: the witch Malvolia.”




Lady Brooke went on to describe, at great length and in exhausting detail, the beauty of the day, the height of the sun in the sky, and the importance of the christening service. I closed my eyes. But when she attempted to carry me into my bedchamber, I woke and demanded, “What of the spindle?”


“Oh! I thought you were asleep.”


I continued to demand to know of the spindle, which led to a lengthy recitation of the gifts I had received from the various guests. I struggled to remain attentive, but I perked up when she began to describe the fairies’ gifts.


“Violet gave the gift of beauty, and Xanthe gave the gift of grace, although surely such qualities cannot be given.”


I did not see why not. People often remarked upon my beauty and grace.


“Leila gave the gift of musical talent…”


I noted, privately, that I was already quite skilled on the harpsichord.


“…while Celia gave the gift of intelligence….”


It went without saying….


Lady Brooke continued. “Flavia was about to step forward to give the gift of obedience—which would have been much welcomed, if I do say so myself.” She winked at me, but the wink had a hint of annoyance which was not—I must say—appreciated.


“The spindle?” I reminded her, yawning.


“Just as Flavia was ready to step forward and offer her much-desired gift of obedience, the door to the grand banquet hall was flung open. The witch Malvolia! The guards tried to stop her, but she brazened her way past them.


“‘I demand to see the child!’ she said.


“Your nurse tried to block her way. But quicker than the bat of an eyelash, the nurse was on the floor and Malvolia was standing over your bassinet.


“‘Ah.’ She seized you and held you up for all to see. ‘The accursed babe.’


“Your mother and father tried to soothe Malvolia with tales of invitations lost, but she repeated the word ‘accursed,’ several times, and then she made good the curse itself.


“‘Before her sixteenth birthday, the princess shall prick her finger on a spindle and die!’ she roared. And then, as quickly as she had arrived, she was gone. But the beautiful day was ruined, and rain fell freely from the sky.”


“And then what?” I asked, far from interested in the weather now that I understood I might die by touching a spindle. Why had no one told me?


“Flavia tried to save the situation with her gift. She said that since Malvolia’s powers were immense, she could not reverse her spell, but she sought to modify it a bit.


“‘The princess shall not die,’ she said. But as everyone was sighing in relief, she added, ‘Rather, the princess shall sleep. All Euphrasian citizens shall sleep also, protected from harm by this spell, and the kingdom shall be obscured from sight by a giant wood, unnoticed by the rest of the world and removed from maps and memory until…’ People were becoming more nervous with each pronouncement. ‘…one day, the kingdom shall be rediscovered. The princess shall be awakened by her true love’s first kiss, and the kingdom shall awake and become visible to the world again.’”


“But that is stupid!” I burst out. “If the entire kingdom is asleep and forgotten, who will be left to kiss me?”


Lady Brooke stopped speaking, and then she actually scratched her head, as persons in stories are said to do when they are trying to work some great puzzle. At the end of it, she said, “I do not know. Someone will. That is what Flavia said.”


But even at my tender age, I knew this was improbable. Euphrasia was small, bounded on three sides by ocean and on the fourth by wilderness. The Belgians, our nearest neighbors, barely knew we existed, and if Euphrasia disappeared from sight and maps, the Belgians would forget us entirely. Other questions leaped to mind. How would we eat if we were all asleep? And wouldn’t we eventually die, like old people did? Indeed, the cure seemed worse than the original punishment.


But to each successive question, Lady Brooke merely said, “That is why you must never touch a spindle.”


And it is nigh upon my sixteenth birthday, and I have never touched one yet.















Chapter 3







Free of the encumbrance that is Lady Brooke, I fairly skip down the stone hallways. I would swing from the chandeliers, could I reach them, but I content myself with jumping up toward them. My life is no less horrible than before, but at least there is no dour Lady Brooke to remark upon its horribleness.


In short time, I have chosen five dresses, none blue, but none special enough for my grand entrance at my birthday ball. Although one is green, it does not match the exact shade of my eyes.


“It will look lovely on you,” says the tailor, who is from England.


Of course he thinks so. I know what he is about. Having his dress worn by a princess on an occasion of such import will increase his renown. For the rest of his life, he might call himself “Tailor to Talia, Princess of Euphrasia.”


But his apprentice says, “Indeed. It may not be the same shade as your remarkable eyes, but it will bring them out.”


The tailor quickly shushes him, lest the boy disgrace them both by speaking so to a princess. But I turn toward him and smile. He is my age, no more, perhaps the tailor’s son. And—I find it difficult not to notice—he is handsome. For a commoner. His eyes are the color of cornflowers.


“Do you think so?”


He looks down, blushing. “I meant no disrespect, Your Highness. But yes. It will look lovely on you, as any dress would.”


I wonder what it would be like to be a common girl, who could flirt with such a handsome tailor’s apprentice with impunity. Or, better yet, to be the apprentice himself, to be a boy, so young, yet traveling far from home. And to learn a trade such as making a dress. In all my life, I have never created anything, never done anything at all other than silly paintings of flowers for my art master, Signor Maratti. Father hung them in his bedchamber, where they would be seen by no one. Is it enough to be a princess, when being a princess means nothing?


I nod and turn reluctantly to the old tailor. “I shall wear it tonight for dinner. Many noblewomen will be in attendance, and if they compliment my gown, I will tell them your name.”


I start for the door. The tailor bows, but the boy does not move. He is staring at me, entranced by my beauty. I get the shiveriest sensation across my arms. Of course he thinks I am beautiful, but I like that he sees me. I wonder if this is what it will be like when I meet my prince. Maybe it will not be so bad.


Five more rooms, then ten, and still the dress I desire has not been found. It seems a small task, certainly one the best tailors in the world should be able to accomplish. And yet they have not. I sigh. Perhaps I will wear the English tailor’s dress to the ball after all.


I reach the end of the hallway. I have never been in this part of the castle before. Amazing. These rooms have barely been used, but surely a child—a normal child—would explore every room at some time. But I had not been a normal child.


I spy a staircase in the shadows. This is not one of the stairways I am accustomed to using to reach the fourth floor, and when I check Lady Brooke’s map, I see that it was not included. How odd. I am seized with a sudden urge to run up its steps, even slide down the banister. But that is silly, and if I do that, I will be delayed. And then Lady Brooke will come looking for me. I turn back down the hall.


Suddenly, I hear a voice.




It was a lover and his lass,


With a hey, and a ho,


And a hey nonny no…







A lover.




In the spring time, the only pretty ring time…





A woman’s voice, singing. Entranced, almost, I start up the stair.




When birds do sing,


Hey ding a ding, ding!


Sweet lovers love the spring!





At the top of the stairs, there is an open door. I stop. There is no tailor. I knew there would not be. But instead, there is an old woman sitting upon a bench. I see not what she is doing, for she is surrounded by dresses, so many dresses, much more than twenty. But that is not the remarkable thing.


Each and every dress is exactly the same shade of green as my eyes.


“Lovely!” The cry comes from me unbidden. I run into the room.


“Good afternoon, Your Highness.” The old woman attempts to rise from her chair with great effort. She begins to curtsy.


“Oh, please don’t!” I say. She is, after all, very old.


“Ah, but I must. You are a princess, and respect must be accorded certain positions. Those who do not take heed will pay the price.”




She is almost to the floor, and I wonder how long it will take her to right herself. Still, I say, “Very well.” I wish for a second—but only a second—that Lady Brooke were here so that she might see how I follow her directions about not arguing with my elders.


I step back and study the dresses. It seems there is every style and every fabric: satins, velvets, brocades of all designs, and a lighter fabric I have never seen before, which will float behind me like a cloud of butterflies.


Finally, the woman rises. “Do you like anything?”


I had nearly forgotten she was there, so enchanted was I with the gowns.


I sigh. “Yes, I like everything! It is all perfect.”


She laughs. “I am honored that you believe so. For you see, I am from Euphrasia. I have seen you all your life, Your Highness, and have flattered myself that I knew better than any foreigner the designs that would suit my own princess.”


“Indeed.” I try to recall if I have seen her before, perhaps in the crowds at a parade. But why would I have noticed an old woman who looks much like any other? Only her eyes are unusual. They are not glazed over with a film of white, like so many very old people’s are. Instead, they are lively, black and glittering like a crow’s.


“Have you a special favorite?” she asks.


“This one.” I start toward the lightweight dress. “I shall rival the fairies in this!”


“’Tis my favorite, too. Do you mind, Your Highness, if I sit back down? I know it is not the correct way, but I am quite old, and my knees are not what they once were when I was a young woman like yourself, dancing at festivals.”


“Of course.” I am flooded with gratitude toward this stranger who knows what I want, who understands me as Mother and Father and wretched Lady Brooke do not. I approach the dress. The old woman has settled back onto her stool and has begun some sort of needlework. There is a contraption in her hand, something that looks like a top with which children play. It is nearly covered in wool that has been dyed a deep rose.


“What is that?” I ask her.


“Oh, ’tis my sewing. I make my own thread. Do you wish to try?”


Sewing? I step closer. The contraption is a wooden spike weighted at one end with a whorl of darker wood. A hook holds the thread in place, and when the thread is finished, it winds around the stick below the whorl, to be used for sewing. There is a quantity of unfinished wool at the top. “Oh, I should not.”


“Of course not. I misspoke. ’Twould be unfitting for a young lady such as yourself to make dresses. You were born merely to wear them. Humble souls like myself were meant to create.”


I nod, approaching the dresses again.


“Only…”


“What is it?” I am touching the fabric, but I glance back at her.




“They say ’tis lucky. ’Twas handed down to me by my mother and her mother before her, and all who make thread with it are entitled to one wish.”


“A wish?” I know what Lady Brooke would say on the subject. Her thoughts on wishes are much like her thoughts on magic. Superstition is the opposite of God. Still, I say, “Have you ever wished upon it?”


“Aye.” She nods. “I have indeed, when I was young. I wished for a long life.”


I stare at her. Her face is like crumpled silk, and her hair the color of paper.


“How long ago was that?”


“When I was your age, fifteen. So nigh upon two hundred years.”


I gasp, but the old woman holds my gaze.


“What would you wish for, Your Highness? I know you must have wishes, trapped as you are in this castle, longing to marry if only to get out, not daring to hope for freedom.” Her voice is very nearly hypnotic. “Be not afraid. What do you wish for?”


My freedom. Or love. Or…travel. I wish to travel the world, to be not a princess trapped in a protected existence, but a human girl. Silly thought. I cannot do that.


“I think…” I say, “I will try it.”


She nods and moves aside to make room for me on the bench. Her movement is less labored than before. She pats the space beside her. “Sit, Princess.” She hands me the object, stick first. “This in your right hand. Then take the thread in your left, and spin it clockwise. When the thread has begun to spin, you make your wish.”


I take the stick. I am distracted, thinking of my wish, my freedom, of seeing the world. As I reach for the thread, I feel a stab of pain in my finger. The hook at the end has punctured my left ring finger. When I glance down, I see a drop of crimson upon my skirt. Blood.


It is only then that I realize what the object is.


A spindle. The princess shall prick her finger on a spindle.


I hear the old woman’s laughter as I begin to sink down.


Malvolia!


My last thought as I hit the ground is, I should have listened to Lady Brooke.















 Part II


Jack



































Chapter 1







What they don’t tell you about Europe is how completely lame it is.


I should have guessed, though. It was my parents’ idea. They’re not exactly renowned for their coolness. They sent me on this tour of Europe, supposedly for my education but really to get me out of their hair for a month, while simultaneously being able to brag to their friends that “Jack is on tour in Europe, getting something interesting to write about on college essays.”


Painful admission here: I didn’t totally mind because my girlfriend, Amber, dumped me like last year’s cat litter when some college guy asked her out. At least being here keeps me from seeing her with the new guy, and also forces me to appear like I have some pride and not call her. And who knows? Maybe I’ll meet someone.




I was picturing clubs with Eurotrash nobility, riding on Vespas, lounging in French cafés and Greek tavernas, and, of course, the occasional topless beach (although it is a well-known fact that European women aren’t big on shaving their, um, pitular area—I planned to look elsewhere). I thought at least there’d be some cool gardens, something outdoors. I never imagined the suckitude I was about to experience—one big bus tour to every museum that offers a group rate. In Miami, where I’m from, we have maybe five museums, if you count the zoo. Here in Europe, every podunk town has ten or twenty. The bus pulls up in front of a museum and lets us out. Our tour guide, Mindy, has this little blue-and-white flag with a picture of a bird on it, which makes walking behind her the ultimate in humiliation. She walks backward to whichever great work of art the museum’s famous for. The assembled peasants gawk for a full two minutes. Then it’s off to the gift shop to spend our Euros on stuff we wouldn’t pay two cents for if it was in the Walgreens back home.


It’s not doing a thing to get my mind off Amber.


At least my friend Travis is here. Guess his parents wanted to get rid of him, too. I don’t even know what country we’re in now. One of those lame ones you don’t learn much about in geography, like Belgium, or maybe one of the “L” ones. I don’t pay much attention to Mindy, but yesterday I heard her say the magic word: coast. We’re near the beach. That’s when I started formulating my plan.


I shake Travis awake.




“What the…what time is it?”


“Five thirty, man.”


“In the morning?”


“No, at night. It’s almost time for dinner.”


That gets him up. But when he sees how dark it is, he slumps back on the bed.


“It’s still dark.”


Can’t put anything over on Travis, at least not where food or sleep are concerned.


“Okay, I lied. But I need to get out of this Tour of the Damned and have some fun. That’s not going to happen unless we can beat the seven o’clock meet-up time.”


“Know what would be fun?”


“What, Trav?” I’m hoping maybe he has some ideas, since I know his parents roped him into this tour, same as mine.


“Sleeping.”


“It’s not like they’re going to let you sleep in, anyway. Soon they’ll be banging on the door, telling us to get ready. This way, you can sleep when we hit the beach.”


“Beach?”


Back home in Miami, Travis is a serious sun god. Now he’s the color of marshmallows.


“Sure, the beach. Think of it, Travis. Topless French chicks.”


“We’re not in France.”


“Okay, topless German chicks. Does it make a difference?”




“Will there be food?”


“Sure. There’s a café across the street. We’ll get breakfast and some sandwiches, but first we have to get out of here.”


Finally, I manage to get him out of bed. I’d actually sort of wanted to go look at this National Botanic Garden of Belgium (Belgium! That’s where we are!) we passed yesterday on the way to Museum Number Three. I could see this huge giant sequoia from the road. Of course, we didn’t have time to look at it. But I knew that Travis was way more likely to go along with me to the beach. At least it’s not another dusty art museum, and maybe we can hit the garden on the way back.


I drag Travis to the concierge desk to ask for directions.


“You couldn’t have done that while I was getting ready?” Travis asks.


“You’d have gone back to sleep.”


“You know, sometimes it’s like you work at being a slacker.”


“I prefer to spend my summer not working at anything.”


We have to stand there for a while, while the concierge guy makes time with the desk clerk. If he doesn’t get over here soon, Mindy might catch us.


“Hey, little help here…” I look at his nameplate. “Jacks?”


He ignores us.




“Hey! Don’t want to take time from your busy schedule.”


When he finally figures out that we’re not leaving, he comes over.


“Which way to the beach, Jacks?” I ask.


“It is Jacques.” He gives me that special glare hotel concierges always give you when they figure out you’re American or that you don’t speak the language, like he ate a bad niçoise salad. Like I’m supposed to speak every language in Europe. I took Spanish in school. Of course, we haven’t been to Spain yet. At least, I don’t think we have.


“The beach?” I repeat. “La playa?”


“Le plage,” Travis tries.


“Ah, oui. La plage.” We’ve pushed a magic button, and suddenly the concierge is our best friend and now speaks perfect English. “The autobus leaves at nine thirty.”


“We can’t wait until nine thirty, Jacks.”


Jacques shrugs. “That is when it goes.”


If we have to wait until nine thirty, we’re going to get caught, and I’m going to get stuck in another museum. My girlfriend dumped me, my summer vacation is ruined, and this guy can’t even help me have one decent day? Isn’t it, like, his job to be helpful? “Is there another bus, maybe? Is this, like, the completely lamest country in Europe?”


Travis nudges me. “Jack, you’re gonna get him mad.”


“Who cares? He doesn’t understand me, anyway. Everyone in this country is—”


“Ah, you are correct, monsieur,” Jacques interrupts, “and I am wrong. I have just remembered there is another autobus, a different route. A different beach.”


I give Trav a look like, see?


“Would you write it down for us?” Travis asks. “Please?”


“But of course.”


The concierge hands us a bus schedule with the routes and times circled. “You want to get off here and then walk to the east.” He sketches a map. It looks pretty complicated, but at least the bus leaves in twenty minutes.


“Thanks,” Travis says. “Listen, is there a place to get sandwiches?”


My cell phone rings. I check the caller ID: Mindy, looking for us. I grab Travis’s arm. “We’ve got to go.”


“But I’m hungry.”


“Later.” I drag him away.


“Thanks,” he yells to Jacques. “See you later.”


Jacques waves, and he’s actually smiling. He says something that sounds like “I doubt it” but is probably just some weird French phrase. I pull Travis out the door just as I spot Mindy stepping out of the elevator.


Luckily, she’s already walking backward and doesn’t see us.















Chapter 2







“Good thing we got food first,” Travis says on the bus.


“Yeah, you mentioned that.”


Actually, Travis has mentioned that seven times, once every ten minutes that we’ve been on this bus ride.


“But it is a good thing. Otherwise, we’d be starving. In fact, I’m thinking about breaking out one of the sandwiches now.”


Travis brought enough sandwiches and beer (the legal drinking age here is sixteen!) for a family of four for a week. He also ate a four-egg omelet, a stack of pancakes, and ten strips of bacon (the waitress called it the “American breakfast”). Plus, since he got it to go, he actually just finished eating about twenty minutes ago.


“Forget food for a minute. Doesn’t this bus ride seem a little long to you? I mean, this is a small country. I brought my passport, but I wasn’t planning on using it.”


“It’s long,” Travis agrees, eyeing the bag with the sandwiches.


I pick it up and hold it shut so he has to listen to me.


“And isn’t it going—I don’t know—sort of in the opposite direction of the way you’d think the beach would be?”


“The guy said it was a different beach, but maybe he lied.”


“I think that guy messed us up on purpose.”


“You did say his country was lame.”


“It is lame. So you think we’re going the wrong way, too?”


“Maybe.” Trav’s looking at the bag with the sandwiches. “It’s hard to think straight when you’re hungry.”


I’m about to give him a sandwich just so I can think when the bus driver announces that we’ve reached Jacques’s stop.


“Finally. Time to get off.”


“Does that mean I can’t have a sandwich?”


“Think how good it will taste when we’re sitting on the beach.”


 


Twenty minutes later, not only have we not found the beach, we haven’t even found the first street Jacques wrote on his map.


“It says go three blocks, then turn on St. Germain,” Travis says. “But it’s been more than three blocks. It’s been, like, six. Maybe we should turn back.”


I’m about to agree when I see a street called St. Germain. “This must be it.”


But the next street isn’t where it’s supposed to be, either, even when we’ve walked three times as far as the map says. “Maybe you’re right,” I say.


When we turn back, nothing looks the way it did the first time. The first time, there were houses and stores and bicycles. Now there’s nothing but trees and, well…nature everywhere I look. “What happened?” I say.


“To what?” Travis is munching on a sandwich.


“To everything—the town, the people?”


Travis wipes his mouth on his sleeve. “I didn’t notice.”


I see a little dirt road I hadn’t seen before. I turn down it, gesturing to Travis to follow me. “Come on.”


But this isn’t where we were before, either. It’s like everything just disappeared into a fog. Travis isn’t noticing, since he’s in a fog of his own, created by the sandwich. But then we run into something he can’t ignore.


It’s a solid wall of brambles.


“Now what?” I say.


“Go back.”


“Back where? We’re lost. This isn’t where we were before. Besides, look.” I gesture around me. “All this natural stuff. Back in Miami, if you had all this nature around, you’d definitely be near the beach.”


In fact, the hedge looks a lot like bramble bushes in Miami. It has fuchsia flowers a little like the bougainvillea that grows there. The weird thing is that it must be three or four stories high.


“So where’s the beach?” Travis asks.


I shrug. “Not back there.”


“But this road’s a dead end.”


“I know. But listen.” I cup my hand to my ear. “What do you hear?”


“Chewing,” Travis says.


“Well, stop chewing.”


Travis finishes the last bite. “Okay.”


“Now, what do you hear?”


Travis listens real carefully. “I don’t hear anything.”


“Exactly. Which means there must be nothing on the other side of that hedge—no city, no cars, just nothing. The beach.”


“So you’re saying you want to go through the hedge?”


“What have we got to lose?”


“How about blood? Those bushes look prickly.”


It’s true. But I say, “Don’t be a wuss.”


“Can I have another sandwich at least?”


I grab the bag from him. “After the hedge.”


 


Fifteen minutes later, there’s nothing on any side of us except brambles.


“I bet I look like the victim in a slasher movie,” Travis says. “What’s the French word for ‘chain saw’?”


“It’s not that bad. The flowers sort of smell nice.” I inhale.




“Right. You stay and smell the flowers. I’m going back.”


I grab his wrist. “Please, Trav. I want to go to the beach. I can’t handle another day of the tour.”


He pulls away. “What’s the big deal? My parents are going to ask me what I did today.”


“That’s the thing. My parents won’t. They won’t ask me what I did the past week. They don’t care what I’m doing. And I hate going to all those stupid museums. Looking at all that boring art makes my mind wander, and when my mind wanders, all I can think of is Amber kissing that frat boy.”
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