


[image: A tall, narrow black-and-white illustration depicts a sharp, jagged mountain peak reaching towards the top of the frame. The mountain's surface is rendered with detailed linework, creating a textured and rocky appearance. A small bird is shown in the sky to the right of the mountain. The illustration is framed by a thin border.]


It was the closest kingdom to the queen’s, as the crow flies, but not even the crows flew it. The high mountain range that served as the border between the two kingdoms discouraged crows as much as it discouraged people, and it was considered unpassable.

More than one enterprising merchant, on each side of the mountains, had commissioned folk to hunt for the mountain pass that would, if it were there, have made a rich man or woman of anyone who controlled it. The silks of Dorimar could have been in Kanselaire in weeks, in months, not years. But there was no such pass to be found, and so, although the two kingdoms shared a common border, nobody crossed from one kingdom to the next.

Even the dwarfs, who were tough, and hardy, and composed of magic as much as of flesh and blood, could not go over the mountain range.

This was not a problem for the dwarfs. They did not go over the mountain range. They went under it.



Three dwarfs, travelling as swiftly as one through the dark paths beneath the mountains:

“Hurry! Hurry!” said the dwarf at the rear. “We have to buy her the finest silken cloth in Dorimar. If we do not hurry, perhaps it will be sold, and we will be forced to buy her the second finest cloth.”

“We know! We know!” said the dwarf at the front. “And we shall buy her a case to carry it back in, so it will remain perfectly clean and untouched by dust.”

The dwarf in the middle said nothing. He was holding his stone tightly, not dropping it or losing it, and was concentrating on nothing else but this. The stone was a ruby, rough-hewn from the rock and the size of a hen’s egg. It was worth a kingdom when cut and set, and would be easily exchanged for the finest silks of Dorimar.

It would not have occurred to the dwarfs to give the young queen anything they had dug themselves from beneath the earth. That would have been too easy, too routine. It’s the distance that makes a gift magical, so the dwarfs believed.

[image: A black-and-white illustration depicts three figures of dwarves and gnomes. They are walking, and each wears a pointed hat that also serves as a candle holder. The figures have exaggerated facial features. Their clothing is detailed and fantastical. The background is a dark, cave setting. A larger, amorphous figure is shown in the cave opening. The style features fine, cross-hatched linework for shading.]


[image: A black-and-white illustration depicts a woman with long, dark hair standing in a room. She is holding a patterned cloth, a blanket, decorated with skulls. In the background, there is a figure in a long dress, a sword, and various hanging objects. The text The queen woke early that morning is shown. The style is detailed and illustrative.]







[image: The queen, a rose pinned in her hair, leans over the sleeping fair-haired girl, her arm across her body. The queen's long tresses are mingling with the fair-haired girl's locks on the bed, and she is kissing her on the lips.]







[image: The old woman stares in horror at a spindle that is dangling from a thread, held up by a hand above her.]


Did it work?” asked a dwarf.

“I do not know,” said the queen. “But I feel for her, poor thing. Sleeping her life away.”

“You slept for a year in the same witch-sleep,” said the dwarf. “You did not starve. You did not rot.”

The figure on the bed stirred, as if she were having a bad dream from which she was fighting to wake herself.

The queen ignored her. She had noticed something on the floor beside the bed. She reached down and picked it up. “Now this,” she said. “This smells of magic.”

“There’s magic all through this,” said the smallest dwarf.

“No, this,” said the queen. She showed him the wooden spindle, the base half wound around with yarn. “This smells of magic.”

“It was here, in this room,” said the old woman, suddenly. “And I was little more than a girl. I had never gone so far before, but I climbed all the steps, and I went up and up and round and round until I came to the topmost room. I saw that bed, the one you see, although there was nobody in it. There was only an old woman, sitting on the stool, spinning wool into yarn with her spindle. I had never seen a spindle before. She asked if I would like a go. She took the wool in her hand and gave me the spindle to hold. She held my thumb and pressed it against the point of the spindle until blood flowed, and she touched the blood to the thread. And then she said –”

Another voice interrupted her. A young voice it was, a girl’s voice, but still sleep-thickened. “I said, now I take your sleep from you, girl, just as I take from you your ability to harm me in my sleep, for someone needs to be awake while I sleep. Your family, your friends, your world will sleep too. And then I lay down on the bed, and I slept, and they slept, and as each of them slept I stole a little of their life, a little of their dreams, and as I slept I took back my youth and my beauty and my power. I slept and I grew strong. I undid the ravages of time and I built myself a world of sleeping slaves.”






[image: A large frame with a motif of briar roses. The top two thirds of this frame have a white background that bleeds into the lower third of the background that is black. There is a skull at the top and at the bottom of the frame. The image itself is of the young fair-haired woman who's kneeling and holding onto a thread from which the spindle is dangling, facing the old woman to her right, who's holding the top of the thread. She's holding the back of the girl's hand, the spindle point just above the girl's palm. Curtains are just visible behind them.]


[image: The fair-haired girl sits upon her bed, with many skulls threaded through with creepers on the wall behind her. Facing her is the queen, with a rose in her hair, who's holding up the spindle in her right hand.]


She was sitting up in the bed. She looked so beautiful, and so very young.

The queen looked at the girl, and saw what she was searching for: the same look that she had seen in her stepmother’s eyes, and she knew what manner of creature this girl was.






[image: A close-up of the fair-haired girl, only the right half of her face and neck and the hem of her dress visible. She has a small gap between her front teeth.]


“We had been led to believe,” said the tallest dwarf, “that when you woke, the rest of the world would wake with you.”

“Why ever would you think that?” asked the golden-haired girl, all childlike and innocent (ah, but her eyes! Her eyes were so old). “I like them asleep. They are more . . . biddable.” She stopped for a moment. Then she grinned. “Even now they come for you. I have called them here.”

“It’s a high tower,” said the queen. “And sleeping people do not move fast. We still have a little time to talk, Your Darkness.”

“Who are you? Why would we talk? Why do you know to address me that way?” The girl climbed off the bed and stretched deliciously, pushing each fingertip out before running her fingertips through her golden hair. She smiled, and it was as if the sun shone into that dim room. “The little people will stop where they are, now. I do not like them. And you, girl. You will sleep too.”

“No,” said the queen.

She hefted the spindle. The yarn wrapped around it was black with age and with time.

The dwarfs stopped where they stood, and they swayed, and closed their eyes.

The queen said, “It’s always the same with your kind. You need youth and you need beauty. You used your own up so long ago, and now you find ever more complex ways of obtaining them. And you always want power.”

They were almost nose to nose, now, and the fair-haired girl seemed so much younger than the queen.

“Why don’t you just go to sleep?” asked the girl, and she smiled guilelessly, just as the queen’s stepmother had smiled when she wanted something. There was a noise on the stairs, far below them.

“I slept for a year in a glass coffin,” said the queen. “And the woman who put me there was much more powerful and dangerous than you will ever be.”

“More powerful than I am?” The girl seemed amused. “I have a million sleepers under my control. With every moment that I slept I grew in power, and the circle of dreams grows faster and faster with every passing day. I have my youth – so much youth! I have my beauty. No weapon can harm me. Nobody alive is more powerful than I am.”

[image: The heads of several people all face to the left, and appear asleep and shrouded in cobwebs. One has a full face mask on their helmet that is filled with tiny holes like a collander. The woman in the centre has her head tilted back and a small beauty spot on her chin Some of them have eyes that are open, completely white and staring.]


[image: The fair-haired girl and the queen face each other against a black background. The girl's hair is long and seems to enwrap the queen. There is a sly look in the girl's eyes while the queen looks less than pleased. The rose that was in her hair has disintegrated, its petals flying away.]


She stopped and stared at the queen.

“You are not of our blood,” she said. “But you have some of the skill.” She smiled, the smile of an innocent girl who has woken on a spring morning. “Ruling the world will not be easy. Nor will maintaining order among those of the Sisterhood who have survived into this degenerate age. I will need someone to be my eyes and ears, to administer justice, to attend to things when I am otherwise engaged. I will stay at the centre of the web. You will not rule with me, but beneath me, but you will still rule, and rule continents, not just a tiny kingdom.” She reached out a hand and stroked the queen’s pale skin, which, in the dim light of that room, seemed almost as white as snow.

The queen said nothing.

“Love me,” said the girl. “All will love me, and you, who woke me, you must love me most of all.”

The queen felt something stirring in her heart. She remembered her stepmother, then. Her stepmother had liked to be adored. Learning how to be strong, to feel her own emotions and not another’s, had been hard; but once you learned the trick of it, you did not forget. And she did not wish to rule continents.

The girl smiled at her with eyes the colour of the morning sky.

The queen did not smile. She reached out her hand. “Here,” she said. “This is not mine.”






[image: A tall, narrow black-and-white illustration features a close-up of an elderly woman's face with wild, swirling hair and a startled expression. She is holding a spindle with a sharp point and a skull design. The background is solid black, emphasizing the figure. The style is characterized by detailed and exaggerated linework.]


She passed the spindle to the old woman beside her. The old woman hefted it, thoughtfully. She began to unwrap the yarn from the spindle with arthritic fingers. “This was my life,” she said. “This thread was my life . . .”

“It was your life. You gave it to me,” said the sleeper, irritably. “And it has gone on much too long.”

The tip of the spindle was still sharp after so many decades.

The old woman, who had once been a princess, held the yarn tightly in her hand, and she thrust the point of the spindle into the golden-haired girl’s breast.






[image: The sharp end of the spindle is pierced into the fair haired girl's breast. To her right the old woman has her head bowed as she plays out a thread that is attached to the spindle.]


[image:  A black-and-white illustration depicts an elderly woman. She has wild, curly hair. She is holding a dark ball of yarn with both hands. She is wearing a ruffled blouse. The style is detailed with fine linework. The entire impression is grotesque and unsettling.]


The girl watched as a trickle of red blood ran down her breast and stained her white dress crimson.

“No weapon can harm me,” she said, and her girlish voice was petulant. “Not any more. Look. It’s only a scratch.”

“It’s not a weapon,” said the queen. “It’s your own magic. And a scratch is all that was needed.”

The girl’s blood soaked into the thread that had once been wrapped about the spindle, the thread that ran from the spindle to the raw wool in the old woman’s hand.

The girl looked down at the blood staining her dress, and at the blood on the thread, and she said only, “It was just a prick of the skin, nothing more.” She seemed confused.

The noise on the stairs was getting louder. A slow, irregular shuffling, as if a hundred sleepwalkers were coming up a stone spiral staircase with their eyes closed.

The room was small, and there was nowhere to hide, and the room’s windows were two narrow slits in the stones.

The old woman, who had not slept in so many decades, said, “You took my dreams. You took my sleep. Now, that’s enough of all that.” She was a very old woman. Her fingers were gnarled, like the roots of a hawthorn bush. Her nose was long, and her eyelids drooped, but there was a look in her eyes in that moment that was the look of someone young.

She
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