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The walls are a hard patchwork of rough stones. In some places, there’s the dark green of moss, birthed by moisture and the breath of fear. In others there’s nothing but black. Soot from torches has gathered so thickly that I could scratch my name into it, if I knew how to write. The floor wears scattered straw for a coat, stinking and old. No natural light comes into this place, there’s not even a window, the aperture bricked up long ago so no one could flee. And it stinks; the waste bucket sits festering in the corner.
I haven’t seen a mirror in weeks, so I conjure my face in my mind: pale skin, green eyes, black hair. Almost against my will, I superimpose the marks of my stay: dirty smudges on the skin, the eyes red-rimmed, the hair a storm cloud of filth. I try to smooth the ghostly suffering away, try to see my eighteen year old face as it was, but it’s no use. I’m forever marked. I close my eyes, tightly.
In my hand, a weight. A matchbox, silver and hard. Inside are four matches with the power to show me the moments when my life turned, when doors opened and closed, and my path changed forever. I open the matchbox and strike the first match.
#
The First Match
My mother died at my birth, cursing aloud the blood-spattered bundle that cost her her life and her man. I never knew my father: he left when he found his lover beginning to grow round. My grandmother, strangely unperturbed by her failure as an abortionist, told how she drew me from my mother’s death and wrapped me in cloth, crooning that she would teach me all I needed to know. She taught me herb-lore and human nature. She showed me how to heal a rash, draw the blackness from a wound, and identify the people who would help or hurt us. We lived in a series of tiny huts, in small villages in need of a wise woman, moving on when something went wrong; when a potion didn’t work, when a child died, when cattle stopped breeding, when a wife caught her husband looking sideways at my tall, handsome grandmother, and later at me. Probably six villages in my life, but they meld together, like wax melting in the flames of a fire.
My grandmother also taught me that we all have a fate. Some of us, she said, are water, but others are fire. Then she laughed. Only problem is, you don’t know which you are until they come for you.
But I knew. I always knew. Children of water are dunked, children of fire become ash. When they came for my grandmother she found that she was water. She screamed as they tried her and tied her and fed her to the drowning pool. She had sent me away, telling me to hide in one of the bigger towns, a city perhaps, somewhere I wouldn’t be noticed.
And it was she who told me about the rule of matches.
#
The Second Match
I stand naked at the window watching the snow fall, white as mother’s milk, white as my skin, white as bones. Clean and pale until it hits the street; then corrupted, greyed, darkened.
‘Of course I love you,’ I say.
I turn to face him, his bulk distending the sheets, a big man, his belly like that of a pregnant woman, his cock at half-mast under the expensive linen. Tonight is a good night, a lucky night. I’m not on the street, in the snow, with my breasts frozen and my hair hard with ice. I’m warm: the holes in my shoes don’t matter, the tears in my dress mean nothing.
I give him a smile – my best and brightest – and move to the four-poster bed. Hands, fingers thin as matchsticks, reach for the sheet and draw it away from him. He blushes a little.
I start at his feet, his toes in my mouth, then my lips trail up his legs, tongue leaving silvery saliva as it passes. Then the cock, the core of him, meets my lips and another match ignites in my mouth.
This is how I keep warm. This is how I stay alive.
No wishes to save me, no good fairies or bright angels to watch over me. Just the Little Match Girl with a cunning mouth and a tinderbox between her legs.
#
The Third Match
‘I need to see you again.’
His words seemed to be my saving, my escape from cold, dirty streets.
A man in need; a man who will protect what he covets. A man I can hold with the firm grip of my lips and my fingers. A man who sought me out and settled me in a little house; small, but pretty, with a tiny handkerchief of a garden, and primrose walls. A man who paid my bills and kept the bed warm when he could escape his wife. A man who wasn’t cautious enough when caught in the grip of the fever I roused in him.
His wife reported me as a witch – I had to be a witch to pry her husband away, didn’t I? A whore was forgivable but a witch was not. A witch was competition a wife could not bear.
They put me on trial. I admitted to nothing but giving my favours unwisely. My lover, my keeper, my protector, crumbled like a poorly-built wall. He wept in the dock, swearing I had bewitched him with my eyes and held him with my lips. Confessed what we’d done, that I’d done what no self-respecting wife would. The eyes of the men in the court turned to me, bright with fear and loathing, warning and want.
The judge was an older man, a serious man, a widower of several years. He was like the others and kept his desires like shame and his wants like sin. He packed them away in darkened rooms where they grew fat and lush as mushrooms, covered with shit. He said he would need to consider his judgment. I was to wait in prison, yearning for my primrose walls and handkerchief garden.
#
The Fourth Match
The judge comes to me. Each visit ends the same way; with hard flesh, and cries, with slick bodies and heated breath. The last time is the worst as he pushes me against the wall, my face scraping against the stones, blood seeping through the skin. This is my judge, my jury. This is my executioner.
As he slows and shrinks, he says once more. Say you confess, say you repent, say you will be a good girl and all will be well. I am silent. When I raise my eyes to his, he sees the dark blood on my face, and perhaps the shimmer of red behind my eyes. He raises his hand, adding a mark to my skin, fluid staining his palm. He backs out, whispering my name with a fear that makes me smile.
If I were a witch, I would strike him down. If I were a witch, I would fly from this place. If I were a witch, none would stand before me. Alas, I am only what I am.
I drop my eyes and see what he has left behind. A matchbox, silver and hard.
Now there’s only one match.
The judge offers salvation if I confess. If I lie. If I beg. I kick the straw into a mound. I pull the filthy covers from my bed and add them to the kindling. I stand on the small mountain of my unmaking, take the last match and strike it. It lights with a spit and a crack and burns up merrily at me as I crouch, touching it gently to the tinder.
I refuse to be saved. I am the Little Match Girl and I will burn.
###
Once upon a time, there was a little girl called Matilda. Her hair was dark, her skin olive, and her eyes as yellow as corn. She lived in a small village with her parents and brothers. Some days she was industrious, working hard to help her mother around the house. Other days she would sit at the window and watch those who passed with the same stare men and dogs use to eye meat and women. No one quite knew what to make of her, but she harmed no one and was loyal and loving to her family, so the villagers tolerated her eccentricity.
Matilda’s maternal grandmother lived in a small cottage in the woods. She had a reputation as a wise woman, a healer, and – if crossed – as an efficient caster of curses. Matilda loved to spend time with her grandmother, who taught her herb-lore and told her tales of women who chose to be something other than their outsides might indicate. Matilda’s mother, Beth, did not like her daughter to spend too much time with the old woman, for her mother scared her and Beth feared that in time her daughter would grow to be like the old witch. Then God only knew what would happen.
A good few years after her bloods started, Matilda was still unmarried in a village that married off its females at a young age. It kept them busy – rearing children and tending a house left little time for questioning. Matilda, though, was different. What had been tolerated as an amusing eccentricity in the child, was seen as a streak of danger in a young woman.
At seventeen, Matilda walked with a swaying gait that mesmerised and bothered those who watched. For a girl as yet unbedded she seemed to know how best to affect the men around her, and even some of the women. Her attraction was effortless, like a scent that floated from her skin and tickled the nostrils of her watchers.
Village boys her own age would have liked to know what waited under her skirts. They had tried to find out; some had worked up the courage to ask her to walk out with them, but when she turned her yellow eyes on them, the would-be suitor’s knees became jelly and his heart lead. Matilda smiled and walked on.
Her mother noticed the gazes that followed her daughter. Best, she thought, to take advantage of them, of the girl’s beauty, of the desire she roused. Beth approached several families with the offer of Matilda as a wife. While no one was so rude as to laugh out loud, no one accepted. As the tone of her offer became desperate, Matilda’s mother sensed pity in the eyes of those she entreated.
Something about Matilda suggested she would not be easily quelled, would not go quietly to a bed not of her own choosing and, perhaps, children gotten on her and left in her care would turn out as different as their mother; a yellow hue of strangeness running in their veins.
#
Each time a boy faded from her daughter’s side Beth’s hopes shrivelled and shrank. They mingled with her fear and tasted of bitter almonds at the back of her throat.
One afternoon, she called her daughter to her. Beth’s voice was harsh with disappointment, with the fear that put a hard edge on her concern for her child. And failure – she could smell the scent of failure on her own skin – in spite of her best efforts the child had turned out too much like her grandmother. When she closed her eyes, Matilda’s mother saw her daughter, living alone and strange in a cottage deep in the woods.
She handed Matilda a basket of food and told her to take it to her grandmother. The old woman was ill, unable to care for herself, and Matilda was to stay with her as long as she was needed. If the old woman died, then Matilda was to come home and the men would go back and bury the old witch.
‘Don’t you care, mother?’
Taken aback, Beth slapped Matilda so hard that blood spurted from the girl’s nose. When the yellow eyes turned on her mother’s furiously pale face, they didn’t even blink.
Matilda wrapped herself in a red cloak that her grandmother had knitted. The wool was the same shade as the blood trickling from her nose; as she wiped the fluid away it settled into the warp and weft of the fabric as if it belonged there. She plucked the basket from her mother’s hand and turned. Beth’s voice stopped her momentarily.
‘She’s not how she should be. She never was a normal mother, not a normal woman. Nor are you.’
Matilda’s yellow eyes flicked to her once more, amused, fluid, fearless. ‘No. Not like you,’ Matilda said, and with that the last apron string snapped as if severed by sharp, angry teeth. Matilda left, her hips and hair swaying. She did not see the outstretched hand reaching to pull back the words, nor the tears that ran down her mother’s face.
#
The path to her grandmother’s wended through the woods. Stick to the path, was the village wisdom. Don’t leave the path or you might be lost – worse still, you might be changed. Change was worse than loss; change meant you no longer fitted into your place, you couldn’t be recognised by your kin, and that was the greatest danger of all.
A boy followed her. A little younger than her, but almost a man, and desperate to win the admiration of the older boys. The task he had chosen to prove himself was Matilda; his goal was amorphous. ‘Matilda’ encompassed a myriad of things: walking out, kissing, sliding a hand up her skirt, or perhaps something more brutal, something he did not dare name.
He watched as the red cloak disappeared into the woods, flashing in and out of the trees and undergrowth. He hung back until they were far enough from the village that any protests she made would not be heard.
She cast a furtive look behind her and left the path, stepped into the undergrowth and tugged on the tie of her red cloak. The warm wool slipped from her shoulders as she disappeared between two enormous tree trunks.
Swiftly, he moved forward then saw, coming from the other direction, an enormous grey wolf. A male, in its prime, almost five feet tall at the shoulder – unnaturally large – with grey eyes to match its fur. It stopped, sniffed (the boy was grateful he was downwind), then followed Matilda’s scent.
The boy had only a small knife. He didn’t like Matilda enough to risk his life for her; then again, her gratitude might be worth something. Hearing nothing more from where the wolf and Matilda surely must be facing off by now, he moved forward.
The first noise to come to his ears was the growling, low and hard. Next came a whimpering, a moan: deep, but female. He crept through the trees, his boot catching on something soft. Her cloak lay like a spill of blood, still warm from the touch of her skin, intimate against his hand. His eyes found the rest of Matilda’s discarded clothes and then Matilda herself.
She knelt on all fours, naked and brown, her face against that of the great grey wolf as they licked and sniffed at each other. Then she turned and offered herself to the beast, shaking with excitement, whimpering. The wolf covered her and she howled as he entered her.
As the boy watched, hard and panicked, he saw fur sprout over her limbs, saw her teeth lengthen and her jaw distend, saw her yellow eyes slit in lupine desire as the great wolf laboured over her. Unable to stop himself, the boy rose. His movement caught Matilda’s attention. She howled in fury and, with an effort, pulled herself from her mate.
The boy’s eyes widened. He saw sharp teeth in a wet mouth, a white circle set within a red one. Saw the muscles in her forelegs tighten and bunch in the moment before she leapt. There was only sky above for the briefest of moments, then pain and a wet sound, and, finally, nothing more.
When the boy was still and bloody, she gave him one last shake. At this sign, the male, who had waited patiently, joined her and they ate their fill, as though at a bridal feast.
#
Matilda shrugged back into her human skin. She picked up her basket and her cloak and continued on her way. The great grey wolf loped beside her, sometimes pushing his head against her hand.
Behind them, a woodsman stumbled onto the remains of the boy. Kneeling next to puddle of flesh and blood, he flipped aside pieces of torn and chewed fabric, looking for a hint of identity. He recognised the knife lying next to the body - he had given to his son a year earlier. He tracked the wolf’s prints, noticing how they intersected with a set of human ones.
Matilda and her mate arrived at granny’s house. The wolf waited patiently, lying across the doorstep like a large dog, while Matilda entered.
‘Still alive?’ she asked the lump in the bed.
Laughter answered her as she put the kettle on the fire. Settling herself on the edge of the bed, Matilda held the old woman’s hand and peered into her face. Surrounded by hair that had once been black but was now almost white, the face was strange: thin, the angles more lupine than human, the pale eyes tilted toward the sides of the head, yet beautiful as a wild thing. She looked weary but well and Matilda thought she would recover.
‘Still alive, little sweet. What did you bring me? Some of your mother’s broth?’ He eyes greedily picked at the basket lying on the table. ‘Did she send good wishes, too, my daughter?’
‘She fears.’ Matilda dropped her eyes, sadness that she had hidden from her mother showed there.
‘She always has,’ said Granny. ‘Beth fears for you more than she can love you. Because you’re different.’
‘Because I’m like you.’
‘Yes. Like me.’ She opened her mouth to continue but growling and shouting outside the cottage interrupted them.
Matilda put her nose to the windowpane in time to see a woodsman raise his axe and cleave her mate in two. She howled in despair. Her grandmother struggled out of bed.
The woodsman hacked at the body of the wolf, his sobs punctuating the slap of the axe in the wet flesh. The trees rang until the mingled sounds were absorbed into their bark, marking them as surely as age would.
The man stopped only when he heard the grandmother calling to him.
‘Thank you for saving us,’ she croaked. She touched his shoulder and urged him inside. He blinked his eyes to accustom them to the gloom of the cottage. ‘But we didn’t need saving.’
‘You killed my husband,’ said Matilda. She dropped her red cloak to the floor as her real covering made its way from inside to settle on her flesh.
#
In the autumn darkness, Matilda’s mother lay straight and stiff in her bed.
Her husband’s snoring stirred the air with a strange violence and she felt the urge to poke him awake, make him roll over, have him share her sleeplessness. But she had done it before and knew that it would earn her a slap across the ear, a casually bruising blow that would ache in the morning.
She turned on her side, facing the window, seeing the full face of the moon stare down at her. Beth could feel the pull of it in the tides of her blood and tried to studiously ignore it, just as she had her whole life. Denying her mother, denying her blood, denying her difference. Denying her only daughter.
Matilda had not come home. It was three days since anyone had seen her. The boy had been found soon enough. When the party of hunters descended on the old woman’s cottage they found the remains of the woodsman, of granny’s white nightdress and Matilda’s red cloak, smouldering in the last coals of the fire.
A wolf had gotten in.
No, more than one: a pack.
Had to be a pack to slaughter three adults.
Matilda and her grandmother had been dragged away. Their bodies were being kept in some lupine larder.
Beth knew better. Her blood knew better. Somewhere they trod worn forest trails, the soft pads of their paws soundless and strong, eyes bright and all-seeing, coats soft as velvet and warm as wool, tongues long, wet and obscenely red.
A scratching at the door brought her back to the sleepless bed on which she lay. She slid from the sheets, slipped through the few rooms of the cottage silent as a shadow. In the front garden sat a young wolf. Behind it, outside the gate, was another, older, its fur almost white. Two gazes, both intent, both cold, held her. Briefly she regretted opening the door, but it was a dried leaf of a thought, picked up and blown away as soon as it entered her head.
The young wolf rose and made its way down the garden path toward Beth. Matilda’s mother, knees weak, sank down to sit on the stoop. The yellow eyes mesmerised her and the beast stopped in front of her. Beth lifted her hand, rough and red with years of toil, reached out and fastened onto the fur, buried itself deep in the warmth and weft. She closed her eyes.
Surely now, she thought, surely now I am dead.
Then the fur, the warm body, were gone and when she opened her eyes the two beasts were fading into the night, down silent streets until they found the woods. In her lap, Matilda’s mother found a long red skein of wool, damp with saliva and strong with the scent of wolf. She wrapped it around her wrist as tears slid down her face, stinging like nettles.
###
The Devil reclines on the rails of the old bridge, picking at his teeth with a long fingernail.
He’s well dressed, handsome, looks like a feckless youth with nothing better to do. In many ways, it’s the truth. A fallen angel, a disinherited son, he must pass his days as well as he can, taking not-so-subtle revenge on his father. Today, though, things are a little different.
The Devil has it in mind to take a bride. Not just any bride, but one as pure as she is beautiful, kind, gentle and pious. He could have his choice of glorious succubi, but what he wants is the thing he cannot have. He has chosen his playing field, set his pieces, and is waiting on the bridge for the pawn to arrive. He does not have to wait long.
The man is short, stout, balding. He is bowed under the weight of a sack, and leaves a thin golden trail behind him as wheat pours pitifully from a torn corner. The Devil smiles as the man looks up. The old man nods as well as he can to the handsome youth and continues on.
‘Stay a while, good man, I’m in the mood for a chat,’ begins the Devil.
Reluctantly, the man drops his sack and leans against the bridge for support. ‘What would you like to discuss, young sir?’
‘What would you like best in life?’ The Devil is charming when he chooses. It’s easier, then, for him to get his own way.
‘I’d like to not be carrying sacks about the place.’ He wipes the sweat from his face. ‘I’d like to be rich, that’s for sure – rich and able to employ a boy to do my carting for me.’
‘Then so it shall be if you agree to a trade.’ Lucifer smiles winningly. ‘Let me have whatever is sitting in your backyard when you return home.’
The Miller thinks of the apple tree and its reaching limbs, of the discarded barrels lying in the grass, of the fat grey mouser stalking its prey, and he laughs. ‘Surely, young man, you shall have your way. It’s a deal.’
He knows the lad is either touched or having a joke at his expense. The sack is not so heavy when he picks it up, as if the joke has lightened his burdens.
‘Excellent, good fellow! I shall call by tomorrow morning to collect my prize.’ The Devil leans back on the struts, well pleased, and watches the Miller, who is convinced he will never see the youth again, stagger away beneath his load.
Miller is still chuckling when he rounds the corner of his house.
His heart contracts to something small and cold. Beneath the arms of the apple tree his daughter, her hair glinting in the sun, breaks into an impromptu jig. She smiles: Jephtha’s daughter dancing for her father’s return.
#
The girl watches herself in the mirror.
Her hair is platinum and her eyes silver as the moon, set in a face with the slightest blush of pink in her cheeks. On her wrists are two bracelets, plaited bands of gold and silver that appeared there not half an hour before her father returned home. These are her bride-gifts; they have grown on her like something organic but malevolent.
Mädchen slips the straps of her shift from her shoulders. It pools at her feet as her eyes move across what will soon belong to someone else. Pouting breasts, firm curving hips, pink lips at the apex of her long thighs. She is a prize by any standard.
Her parents have been yelling for almost an hour. Hildë, fearful of the chests that overflow with treasure, demanded to know what her husband had done. When he told his story, she shrieked and beat him about the head. He defended himself as well as he could until she said, do you not know who that was? A name slipped from her lips in a whisper and took the fight from him. He dropped his hands to let her do her worst. Mädchen went to her room.
The Devil watches her from the other side of the mirror. He traces her shape with his sharp nails, an artist etching her into mercury, a silver princess to be caught forever. The planes of her face, the curves of her body, the hints of her secret places, all are recorded by his tracing talon. His tongue protrudes as he performs his art, in anticipation of the taste of her flesh. He leans forward…
Mädchen, sensing someone watching, throws a shawl over the reflective surface, tucking it tightly around so that whatever watches her from the dark side of the mirror cannot climb out.
No matter to the Devil; he will have her soon enough.
#
Mädchen stands beneath the apple tree, in the centre of a chalk circle. Every inch of her skin has been scrubbed until it glows pink.
Hildë, desperate in her maternal rage, scoured her mind for knowledge to protect her only child. All she could come up with was the chalk circle and the cleaner-than-clean skin. She knows her daughter’s heart is pure and there is no more she can do to protect the girl. She prays it will be enough.
The Devil ambles into the yard at the appointed time. He could appear in a flash of fire but does not want to seem ostentatious to his bride. As he approaches, however, Lucifer, the shining one, finds that she hurts his eyes. He stalks toward her and stops short of the chalk circle. He hisses at Mädchen; she draws back – his breath smells like brimstone.
‘Come out of that circle at once!’
‘I will not, sir.’
‘Come out! I demand it!’
‘Again, sir, I will not. No bride for you today,’ Mädchen sings sweetly.
Hildë watches her daughter. ‘Stay right there, my dove. He cannot harm you.’
Lucifer swings around. He sees a mother’s love, a mother’s will, and smoke rises from his skin. Hildë wishes that she had thought of a circle for herself and her foolish husband.
‘She will be mine, woman.’ Lucifer turns his gaze on the Miller. ‘Give her no water with which to wash. I will claim her when she is dirty.’
‘But, sir…’
‘And as for you, interfering woman.’ The Devil points a long finger at Hildë. She gasps and falls, lying horribly still in the dirt.
Mädchen moves to leave the circle.
‘No! Stay there, daughter. I will see to your mother.’ Miller sobs as he lifts Hildë’s dead weight. ‘Your mother would want you safe.’
The Devil smiles and disappears.
#
The night passes with dark thoughts, and wonders, and dust storms.
Mädchen, alone in the yard in her circle of chalk, wonders that her mother had to die when her father caused all the trouble. The dust storms pound her with dirt and filth, clings to her skin as tightly as the bracelets on her wrists. When dawn raises her head, Miller comes out, and Lucifer appears, this time in full flame.
‘My mother?’ Mädchen asks.
Miller sobs. ‘Gone. Hildë is gone.’
The Devil approaches in a leisurely fashion. He notes the smut adhering to his bride and smiles. Mädchen begins to cry. She weeps so much that the tears wash the dirt from her hands. Lucifer screams his frustration.
‘Miller! In the house!’
Miller follows the fallen angel. Mädchen knows without a doubt that she cannot bear to lose both parents, not even her fatally flawed father.
The Devil stalks into the tiny parlour where Hildë lies quiet and cold. He does not give her a second glance. Miller stands in the heat of Lucifer’s gaze, head bowed, fearing his own death more than the loss of his child.
‘Miller, you will cut her hands off. I cannot take her while any part of her is clean.’
‘No! I will not harm my child further.’
‘You will or I will take you in her place,’ says the Devil quite reasonably.
‘I cannot…’
‘Father, you must.’ Mädchen has left the chalk circle; her gleaming hands hurt Lucifer’s eyes. He cannot look directly at her, she is too terrible, too clean, too pure. He wants her punished, maimed for slighting a prince of heaven. ‘Father, do as he says. I will not lose you, too.’
There is much weeping and protesting but at last Miller gives in to the combined urgings of his daughter and the Devil. Beneath the apple tree, Mädchen places her shining arms on the chopping block, urging her father to strike just above her bridal bracelets, just above the gleaming flesh.
His axe is sharp and he hits the mark once, twice! Mädchen screams and the Devil laughs for glee. The girl begins to cry again and her tears wash the bloody stumps until they cease to bleed. Miraculously they heal and the Devil curses, knowing himself defeated once more.
‘Sacrifice! Stinking self-sacrifice, you bitch!’ He screams and throws a bolt of lightning that splits the apple tree’s great trunk. Leaning in to Mädchen’s face, he whispers with all his venom. ‘I cannot take you now and you think you’ve escaped me, little maiden, little Mädchen, but know this: I will dog your steps. I will put chasms beneath your feet. I will raise mountains in your path. You could have ruled at my side, but you chose this.’
He disappears in a puff of smoke, leaving his unwilling bride and her father to clear up the remains of her limbs.
#
‘Stay with me, Mädchen,’ sobs Miller. ‘I can look after you – ’
‘With the Devil’s wealth, Father?’ She shakes her head and clumsily pushes open the door with her stumps. ‘I will not stay here. I cannot stay knowing that you’ve caused my mother’s death and my maiming.’
Miller weeps. ‘I beg you…’
‘A waste of time, a waste of breath. I will go into the world. Strangers cannot treat me any worse than my own father has.’
Mädchen takes neither food nor drink. Random kindness, she thinks, will be her only hope. Her life is not under her control; she has learned this harshly, but having learned the lesson, she will live by it.
#
Lucifer watches her progress. His room is limitless, all the mirrors in the world back onto it like windows to the world above. He calls this space his crucible, where he ferments all ill – for the Devil lives behind mirrors. In the centre of the room is a great pool of molten fire in which he watches the world at large – the mirrors he uses to peer into lives and hearts, but the pool is his main informant.
He grows bored with the repetition of her days. She walks, she starves. She grows thinner, the flesh melting back until she is bone with a canvas of skin stretched across her frame. She is still beautiful, shining like a saint in the grip of martyrdom. It makes him angrier and angrier but he cannot put his mind to revenge quite yet for he simply does not know what to do to her. After all, he has taken her mother, her hands, her father, all of her illusions. As far as the Devil can see, she is as low as she can get without death.
When and if she rises again (and he has no real doubt that she will, for there is something about this girl that says indomitable), he will raise his hand against her once more.
For the moment he leaves his mirrors and turns his attention elsewhere. Perhaps for a few months, perhaps years – time moves differently for him. He turns away, catching sight of the silvered portrait he made of her; his eyes rake the surface until the mercury bubbles and slides from the back of the mirror. The silvered princess is no more, her place in eternity gone.
#
A pear tree, illuminated by the full moon, catches her eye. She has been two weeks without food and it seems as though her belly has crept back to stick to her spine. The pears are perfect, just on the turn from green to gold, and she knows they will be firm to the bite, then yielding and sweet, white flesh filled with juice. Her stomach growls loudly in the darkness.
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