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Dance the Kingdom Down
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based on The Twelve Dancing Princesses

My eleven sisters and I have danced every night, for ten years.

Until tonight.

Today my youngest sister and I met a fairy, a tiny pixie with hair like dandelion fluff. “The witch who cursed you is my old enemy.” Her glowing yellow eyes blaze. “That’s why I’m going to help you escape her.”

She then gave us a cloak of invisibility, woven from magic spider webs. And now I hide in a corner, beneath the cloak, waiting for the right moment. The witch’s lair lies beneath the garden’s, near our castle. Her spell compells us to come here every night, and dance, dance, dance.

A devilish imp whirls one of my exhausted sister past me. The witch stands in the middle of the dance floor, arms outstretched.

"Your father killed my sister. Now you all must pay!"

She repeats it, chants it, sets the beat of the music with the venomous words. 

Every step of the dance weaves her spell.  Her plan is a simple one—with our dancing spell, she will shake the castle down around our father’s ears.

And then the kingdom will be hers. Unless we stop her.

The clock strikes midnight and the moment has come. I dash forward and jerk my sister away from the imp.

Then we dance against the music.

We use the steps the fairy taught us. For every step we take the offbeat, creating our own rhythm against the clockwise pattern of our ten other sisters.

Something shifts. First one sister, then another, breaks away from her partner and takes our hands.

"Stop!" shrieks the witch.

Never!

Soon, the rest of my sisters join us. We hold hands and the energy of the magic cloak flows through us all. We twist, we sway. For the first time since I was a child, I find joy in the rhythm of my feet.

"Reverse!" screams the witch. "Reverse!"

Instead, we close the circle and link arms. Around and around.

The ground shakes.

The witch’s curse falls harmless at her own feet. It cannot breach the cloak.

The glittering walls crack and crumble.

"Hold on!" I pull my sisters to the ground and close my eyes.

The earth stills. Silence. 

I dare to open my eyes. 

Pure moonlight streams into the cavernous hole. Statues from the palace garden loom above us. And on the rise of the hill to our left, the castle still stands, silloutted against the rising sun. 

I look around. The witch’s feet jut from a pile of rubble. Dead.

"Well done!"

The fairy crouches on the edge of the pit. I thank her and return the cloak.

"She destroyed my entire village ," she says simply. “I am at peace now.” Then her translucent body fades into the night until only a glitter remains.

Later that day, Father embraces us fiercely. He looks into my eyes. "You saved us all, Abigail. What can I ever do to thank you?"

"I have but two desires," I say wearily. "To sleep for a month, and never, ever to dance again!"

He throws back his head and laughs heartily. "That, my dear, is easily arranged."

And it was.
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Love Is Not a Diamond
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based on Toads and Diamonds

Peter, the farm-boy, still wants to marry me. Which is why I’ve come to the well of the wish-granting troll. Peter, of course, has come with me. I can’t stir a step without him!

I don't want to be a milkmaid forever. I don't want to marry a farm-boy. I want something—romantic.

“I wish—”

“Lynette, don’t!” Peter begs.

“For wealth, and romance, and a hero in shining armor to sweep me away on his white horse!” Too late.

A hollow cackle booms from the well. “Careful what you wish for, honey-child.” A shaggy blue head pops up from the well. The water troll's purple eyes dance wickedly.

“You're real!” I choke over the words and something falls from my mouth.

Two diamonds.

“Next time, ask permission before drinking.” Green teeth glimmer in a grin. “Ah look, here comes the rest of your wish now.” He plops back into the well with a farewell splash.

“What shall I do?” Four diamonds trail after the words. I clap my hands to my mouth. In answer, Peter points up the hill.

Two knights on white steeds gallop into the valley. They pull up beside the well, laughing loudly. One vaults out of the saddle and approaches me. He looks really cross.

“Oh dear,” I whisper. Two diamonds fall. I could bite my tongue out.

Removing his helmet, the knight falls to his knees before me. "You dropped—" He stops. "The Legend is true!" He springs to his feet. "Maiden, let me save you from your evil captor!”

“What captor?” Two diamonds.

“The evil troll,” his friend says, joining us.

How do they know of him? “But, I’m not—” It’s hard to talk with jewels foaming over my lips.

Both knights plunge at my feet, fighting over the diamonds.

“She's marrying me!”

“No, she's mine!”

Peter grabs my hand. I look at him. One word, one diamond. “Run?” I whisper.

He nods. “Yes.”

Before we take a step, the knights are on us. Peter fights them back with his walking stick. But they’re bigger than him, and they have swords.

They’ll kill him.

There’s only one thing to do. A crazy thing. I climb up on the well and shout, “Let him go or I jump!”

They freeze. 

“No, Lynnette!” Peter cries.

“At least leave the diamonds!” the knights exclaim.

Suddenly the troll appears at my feet. “What’s all this malarkey?” he grumbles. “Can’t a troll get a decent nap around here? Release the boy!”

“But—” A toad jumps from the first knight's mouth. His eyes bulge with horror as he stares at the slimy creature at his feet.

“Drop the diamonds,” the troll says. “All, or it’s more toads for you. Now, begone!”

They don’t have to be told twice.

After they’ve vanished from sight, the trolls looks at me. “Get down off my well.”

I jump down. “Thank you.” 

I gasp. No diamonds!

“Joke’s always more trouble than its worth,” he grumbles. “I need sleep. So go away—and marry the lad." He disappears down the well.

Peter coughs, and smiles at me hopefully. “The troll gives good advice.”

I pretend not to hear, but I take his hand. “Thanks for fighting for me.”

He smiles. Together we walk down the hill.
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A Silence That Stings
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based on The Wild Swans

I weave the stinging Fire Nettles into magic cloaks because my stepmother cursed my three brothers with the shape of swans. If I speak even once, they die. She’s dead now, but her curse lives on.

My reddened hands bleed raw and the juice soaks my hands and clothes. Still I weave.  “One word,” the king begs. “One word and you shall be my queen. But if not—”

He does not finish, but his gaze rests on the fire pit the priests have dug. The kindling of a torch makes him wince.

I shudder inside, stomach twisting and knotting. But, I force my shaking hands to weave the nettles. I must finish this cloak before I die. 

It is hard to breathe. My heartbeat throbs in my temples.

In the distance I hear the trumpeting call of the swans. A flap of wings.

My fingers stumble over each other. They come already and the last cloak is still unfinished!

I whisper a prayer. May I finish in time. It is all I desire.

A hush falls over the crowd as the priest stand before me. “Maiden.” His voice is stern, brow furrowed. “You have been accused of vile sorcery. Renounce your sin and cast this witchery into the fire.”

I shake my head. My fingers fly down another row, nearing the hem. Nearly done.

“Then you die.” He says. “It’s the law for witchcraft.”

He motions the soldiers forward. They take hold of my elbows.

Still I weave.

The king turns away as they lead me to the pit. His face is pale, but he does not stop them.

My one thought is to finish the cloak. My fingers fly.

It is done! I tremble with relief.

The soldiers wrench my hands away and bring out a rope.

“Stop!” The king turns. Face white, he runs forward, throwing himself between me and the edge of the pit. “This cannot happen.”

His foot slips. Backwards he tumbles, into the clutches of the roaring flames.

A silent shriek tears at my throat. I wrench away from the soldiers.

The king is the only one who is kind to me. He cannot die!

I drop the finished cloak and plunge into the pit.

Flames leap around me. Insufferable heat. It licks at my skin but does not burn—the Fire Nettles have made my skin and clothes fire resistant!

The king lies at my feet, unconscious. I uncoil the length of nettle that remains around my shoulder and throw it into the air. A soldier pulls it taunt. I tie one end around the king, beating out the flames. They die instantly at my touch. His wounds close as my hands pass over them.

The soldiers haul us up. Smoking, clothes singed, but unharmed.

I collapse on the ground, panting for breath. The crowd cheers.

“Hero!”

“She saved our king.”

I hear the cry of swans. A gasp ripples through the crowd as they land around
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