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  Content Warning


The stories that follow play on the most dark and depraved themes of the original Grimm Fairy Tales. 
There is abuse of all types, and some particularly challenging depictions of sexual abuse, graphic descriptions of torture and gore, sexism, racism, homophobia, and hate.
Please proceed with care for yourself.






  
  Foreword

By Cecilia Dart-Thornton
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Welcome to a collection of stories offering tantalising glimpses into arcane worlds. Each tale is like a dark jewel; a glittering gem with smoky depths into whose dizzying, splendid and appalling depths you’ll willingly plummet. 
Prepare to be captivated by weird, enthralling, edgy narratives, often with clever twists. 
Be warned, you’ll confront violence between these pages! As the editors cautioned me from the beginning, “There is sexual assault, a lot of gore, murder, graphic descriptions and abuse.” But you’re here because you like the horror genre, so this is what you’ll be expecting! Besides, the Brothers Grimm were certainly not averse to a little maltreatment, homicide, cannibalism etc. in their original “grim” tales!
Within these pages there’s a recurring motif of hunger, and the dichotomy of eating - how it can be both nourishing and life-giving for the eater, and yet for that which is eaten, it's the opposite.
The tales explore the fine line between a kiss and a bite, between a caress and a blow, or a promise and a betrayal; the perilousness of falling in love. “Be careful who you trust” they seem to say. “Salt and sugar look the same…”  The illusion of love may mask treachery—as so many victims of domestic violence have discovered.
Despite scenes of savagery, a moral thread can be found running through these beautifully told stories; a theme of justice, retribution and reclamation of power. And the prose is simply elegant. 
Erica Ruppert’s “Alba” is a subtle masterpiece, a retelling of the “Snow-White” fairytale, in which the protagonist triumphs over those who would wrong her, using not bladed weapons, but her own ingenuity and initiative.
J.R. Harlow’s evocations of wetlands, ponds and marshy places in “No-One Need Ask” are a masterclass in sensory immersion. Every shadow and ripple hints at mystery lurking beneath the surface.
I was charmed by the touches of humor in Eleanor Cooke’s innovative retelling of “The Crystal Ball” and intrigued by the dexterous plotting of Liv Strom’s delightful “A Wished-for Wife,” a retelling of Cinderella.
And it was a delight to re-read, in all its eerie, surprising, gruesome splendour, “The Princess and Her Future: A Retelling of The Frog Prince” by award-winning fantasy author, Tanith Lee. 
Stunningly original, this collection will keep you hooked from start to finish.







  
  Rampion (The Hungry Girl)

F. Ffrench


Once upon a time, there was a husband and wife. They lived modestly in a little cottage neighboring a great witch and her lovely garden. One fine day, to the delight of husband and wife, they found themselves expecting a child. It would be their first child. They were elated. All the same, they feared for the child’s wellbeing. 
For you see the husband and wife were both quite poor and had little to eat. The pregnant wife needed far more nutrients than that which could be provided. She told her husband each day of all the fresh fruits and vegetables she longed for. As the pregnancy carried on, slowly her cravings consumed her. Her desire for fresh greens became the only occupation of her mind. More than all of them she longed for the taste of rampion.
The husband wished so badly to fulfill the wish of his wife. He paced back and forth late at night after she fell asleep, thinking up schemes of how he might feed her. Most nights either ended with him collapsing in prayer for a miracle, or collapsing in a hopeless slump. The neighbor witch’s garden had such lovely vegetation, no doubt some of which inspired the wife’s fantasies. But the witch was a very powerful being, and the husband feared her. One day, in a state he could not parse between desperate and brave, he approached the witch.
“Oh, witch,” the husband begged, “your garden is so lovely and full, and yet you never take a single bite from it. Please may you spare some greenery to feed my pregnant wife?”
“I will gladly give my crop to you, for a price.”
“What is your price, witch?”
“That firstborn child of yours on the way must become mine on the day of its birth.”
“No. I am sorry but that is not possible. There must be another way.”
“I have given my price. The choice is yours.”
The husband came home defeated, his wife still hungry. She smiled at him and told him it was all right, but he could see the hunger in her eyes. Her appetite became so massive that the husband could no longer gather enough crummy food to keep her from starving.
In his desperation, he put a new plan into motion. In the dead of the night, he rose from his bed and ventured out. He snuck into the old witch’s garden and pillaged her crop. He tried to take a little of every plant in the hopes that his theft would go unnoticed. After all, who would miss just a little parsley and a little squash?
However, he made one exception. He ransacked the entire stock of rampion. This was the crop his wife longed for the most, and he wanted as much as possible. He brought the loot of his heist back home to his wife.
The next morning she ate the most magnificent breakfast she had ever had. She marveled at how he could have possibly acquired such a feast. He told her that the prayer had paid off, and the miracle had arrived. This answer seemed sufficient enough for the wife, although the husband was uneasy for the rest of the day. He shook from the lies he had told to his wife and from the fear of the witch barging in and catching him.
But the witch did not come. And the next day when his wife ate again, the witch did not come. And after enough days without sight of the witch passed, his fear relaxed. He slowly became confident that he had successfully tricked the old wretch. He had fed his wife and protected his firstborn. Soon after this, their baby was finally born. A beautiful, healthy baby girl. Her skin and hair seemed to shine with the blessings of the miracle crops. The husband and the wife were overjoyed. But on the night of the baby’s birth, after the family had fallen asleep, a knock came at the door. The husband awoke and opened the door without hesitation, having forgotten all about the witch. Until there she was.
“I have come to collect my payment.” 
The husband and wife turned cold. The witch rolled in like a fog. The husband could not stop her any more than he could stop a thunderstorm or a river flowing. She was a force beyond his strength. The wife went to hide the baby. But when she ran to the nursery, there was the witch. The baby was already in her hands
 The parents pleaded, “You cannot take our child! We made no deal.”
“I gave you my price, and you chose.” The witch’s voice sounded like a soft yet persistent wind.
“But why? What could you possibly want with our precious girl?” The parents cried.
“The same thing you wanted with my rampion. She is one of my crops now, and I think she will grow to be a fine meal.” The witch cackled and reveled in the horror this news brought the young parents.
The couple made one more attempt to plead with the witch, but she had already disappeared into the night. All that was left was a cradle and a trail of mist.
The witch locked the child up in a high tower with no stairs. She named the child Rampion, because that was what she was. She raised the baby like she was her own. Every day the witch collected food from her magical garden and brought it up to young Rampion to feed from. She grew stronger by the day on these magical meals.
Rampion came to understand the world little by little. As she became aware of her surroundings, she understood that the entire universe consisted of a single room and that there were only two people in it. It was the room she lived in. The top of the tower. And the two people in all the universe were her and the witch. She came to understand the view from her window as a mirage, something visible in the distance but inaccessible. Something that would vanish if she tried to reach for it.
As she grew older and began to wonder beyond the question of what the world was, she constructed a scheme for why the world was. She observed the entire universe, and the two people in it, and deduced logically sound conclusions. 
She determined that the witch created everything. She determined that the food the witch provided Rampion grew from the witch’s very body. Everything grew from her body. The tower came from the witch’s body, her bed, her clothes, the mirage, everything. All of her joys and wonders were the product of the witch. Rampion’s only mother was the mother of the world.
Over time, in her isolation, her hair grew longer and longer. It grew at lengths and speeds completely unnatural for a girl. The witch knew this was the magic food doing its work. The witch let it grow long as a kind of measure of how much had been poured into the girl. Rampion kept it long, because it was long, and she was the only girl, so it must be true that a girl’s hair ought to be that long.
The hair kept Rampion occupied. She spent all day every day maintaining it. This was convenient for the witch. Rampion would never have time to consider escaping if she was so distracted by her hair. However the witch noticed even without this distraction, Rampion seemed content with the reality she came to believe in. She never questioned the world further, even as she aged.
One day, when Rampion was a bit older, without any warning, the witch went out for food and never came back. Rampion waited and waited, but there was no sign of her. Rampion became the only person in the entire universe.
At first, she prayed that the witch was still alive and would someday return. But as the days passed, and her hunger grew, she lost all hope. God was dead. God whose body the world grew from. The creator of everything disappeared into thin air. She knew it was the end of all existence.
She was at the beginning of the slow and painful decay of reality. She saw herself withering away to nothing, the room collapsing, the mirage fading into a black void. With no more magical greens, she grew desperate to survive.
She needed to prolong the inevitable. She ate her clothes, or rather she tried her best to. It made her sick. She tried to stretch her portions out and make them last, but she ran out. She licked the stone walls of the tower. She ate her bedsheets. And then there was nothing left. She watched the contents of the universe disappear around her as she ate it. Until the only thing in the world was her, stomach empty, body empty.
Then one day, a figure approached the tower out from the mirage. A strange creature came to the base of the tower and called out to Rampion
“Oh! Rampion! Rampion! Let down your hair! The witch is slain! I’ve come to rescue you! Rampion! Rampion! Let down your hair!”
From oblivion, this creature came into existence. It was almost like one of the witch’s gifts. Rampion’s stomach groaned loud. Winter is over, she thought to herself.
Rampion let her hair fall down the tower. The tip of her locks floated just above the ground. Almost like it was planned, she thought. The knight climbed her hair up to the top. He climbed through the window and broke the mirage. When he reached the top, he took Rampion and kissed her.
Rampion bit off his mouth.
She started with his face. She ate his mouth, his nose, his ears. She sucked his eyeballs out of his skull with only her mouth and chewed them like grapes. Through his face, she found his insides. She sucked little bits of brain out from his eye sockets. But she wanted more. So she laid his limp body on the ground and smashed through his skull. She ate her way down. She tore his skin to shreds with her teeth. She ate her fill of his meat. And when it was still not enough, she tore open his ribcage and ate from inside out.
She ate him down to the bones. She licked the bones dry.
Rampion was full and healthy again. At that moment, she knew the witch was out there, sending her more food. The world grew again, so it must grow from something. From that day on, now and then, a new morsel would arrive at the tower, just when Rampion’s hunger was beginning to hurt her. She did not let a single bite of these gifts go to waste.
Every knight that came to save her met a gruesome end. She devoured them each alive like an animal, no, like a pack of animals.
She never bathed and lived in layers upon layers of dried blood and bile. She slept on piles of hair ripped from the heads of knights. She created beautiful things from the remains of her meals. She made bone shell monuments to the witch. Her likeness from the ligaments and the skull shrapnel of her meals. She made jewelry that would dazzle royalty. A crown constructed of ribs. Earrings made from teeth. A necklace designed of tiny finger bones. Her home became a gallery, a shrine, and a palace. Every bit of it was human remains.
Just as she destroyed the universe with her consumption, she built it back up the same way. The universe became a thing of Rampion’s creation. Every detail of it was her design. And she was happy.
The more knights that failed to save Rampion, the more knights there were eager to prove their valiance. Although the witch no longer came to her, she could feel her love. With every knight she swallowed, love. The red that now painted her walls was the red of love. 
And the little girl never went hungry again. Happily ever after.
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  Sickly Sweet

Ephiny Gale


One fine day behind the mill, my father chops off my hands. 
He does it with an axe, on a tree stump. He says the devil is coming. That he promised the devil my hands, in exchange for his life.
I do not believe in the devil. My father has been hearing voices for some time.
There is a lot of blood, but no pain. I have heard stories of soldiers, those with their arms sliced off who screamed, not because it hurt but because of the shock of seeing their shoulder and limb separated. The pain is so great that your body snuffs it out. For a little while.
I yell, too. I shriek. I clutch my bloody wrists to my dress and back away, sprinting, stumbling into the forest. My father does not pursue me; the devil can find me anywhere, if I am still wanted.
I curl up at the base of a tree, nesting in its roots. The pain arrives like a delayed traveller. I think I am going to die.
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I do not die. I wake with my wrists attached to my dress, the brown of dried blood mixing with the brown of the fabric. They stick, knitting with the cotton, where I’d pressed them tightly to stem the blood flow.
I shift my torso and feel the dried blood cracking on my stomach.
My wrists are swollen, ballooning, fiery things, far more vicious than the worst burn I have experienced. I am loath to upset them further. With effort, I push myself up the tree trunk by my feet, and the bark scrapes sharp against my back.
I begin to walk.
It is a long walk. Several seasons change. My wrists heal, as much could be expected, turning into knots of scar like the knots on an old tree. I take pleasure in small, animalistic activities; biting into a sun-warmed peach and letting the juice run down my chin, diving to the muddy bottom of a river and propelling myself up with jack-knifed legs.
In spring, blood appears between my legs and again, I think I will die.
I do not die.
Later, it comes again, many times.
I do not die then, either.
In the heart of the second autumn, I stumble through a pile of leaves into a clearing. Low, golden sunshine illuminates the charred ruins of a house. And within the ruins, beneath the powdery ash and grey, brittle wood and occasional brick, something glints, metallic and inviting.
I step gingerly over the rubble and peer at my treasure. Nestled safely and perfectly, impossibly intact: a pair of silver hands.
I drop to my knees.
With infinite care and precision, I wipe each hand along my tired, tattered brown dress until the dirt disappears. The joints in the fingers swing back and forth, more or less like a real hand. There is no rust, no squeaking. When I slip the metal cuffs of the hands onto my wrists, they fit exactly, as if they have been made especially for me.
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I have avoided people, for the most part, since my hands were stolen. Now I feel buoyed, lighter; I jog to the nearest town, contented simply by the burbles of conversation, the currents of humans flowing past each other in the shopping district.
So many man-made shapes and colours make my head spin. I wander past shops selling thick, salty-looking ink in glass flasks; stalls with glazed, salmon-coloured hams suspended from ceilings; doorways with silk jackets, the colour of morning dew and encrusted with dozens of precious stones.
“You!” A booming masculine voice hits me in the ear, not three paces away. I stop, glance around. He is looking directly at me. “Are you going to pay for that?”
My heart hammers in my chest. I look down, and see a large bag of flour, and a slightly smaller bag of brown sugar clutched in a silver hand. Adrenaline pours into my veins. I am a criminal. I am mortified. I feel about to faint.
The other silver hand curls, reaches into my pocket and pulls out three gold coins. I stare. I have never had any money of my own, and this does not feel like mine, either.
The merchant huffs and holds out his own sweaty hand.
“I’m sorry,” I whisper in my rusty voice, dropping the coins down into his palm. He nods like he doesn’t believe me.
I take off along the cobblestones, down the streets into the forest. I make a nest in some tree roots, place down the flour and the sweet, caramel-smelling sugar and examine the silver hands.
They do not feel like my hands anymore. I cannot move the fingers of my own free will, and yet they have moved. They have curled and grasped and extended without my consent.
I shake, pressing one hand between my knees, pulling back my arm to wrench the hand away like an unwanted glove. I grunt. But no matter how hard I press or pull, the hand always stays a part of me. It slips out between my knees like it’s melded to my skin.
I try again with the other hand to no avail.
When my tears fall, I let them fall on the silver, and I wish fervently that it will rust.
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I take the flour and sugar to the clearing, to the ruins of the house. I remember a formation of low bricks, sticking out amongst the wreckage, which gave me the impression of an oven.
I search through the rubble for any other bricks, stacking them together, interlocking them with the remnants of the old oven. The silver hands grab everything easily, nimbly, more skilled at construction than I was ever with my own flesh. They are clever, these hands. They fit the oven together like an expert puzzle.
At the end, the finished oven sits there, red and swollen, and reminds me of my bleeding wrists.
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I am ashamed to say I go back to the town. More than anything—food, love, justice—I feel I am starved of opportunity.
The hands have made me ravenous.
From the stalls they pick jars of cinnamon, towers of sea salt, butter wrapped in golden cloth, cloves and ginger in wooden boxes, eggs in woven baskets, and each time, a silver hand dips into my pocket and fishes out gold coins. I never see the coins fall in, but I learn to recognise the slight weight in my pocket, the almost imperceptible clink as the silver hands pilfer someone else’s pockets or bags.
I return to the clearing laden with parcels.
I sit in the rubble and press the cinnamon and ginger to my nose, inhaling deeply. I rub the exquisite, perfectly smooth egg against my arms, face and neck. I tip a little of the salt onto my tongue and revel in it, my eyes sliding shut.
And then the hands really get to work.


      [image: image-placeholder]Deep in the woods, though not that deep, stands a house made entirely of gingerbread. The walls and roof and floors are gingerbread, as are the chimney and single iced door. If you licked the windows you would know them to be sugar, and if you bit into the windowsills you would know them to be thick, fresh marzipan.
The house does not age, or rot, or melt. Encrusted in the gingerbread are hard candies of every flavour and colour, liquorices which seem to sparkle, candy-covered chocolates in the shapes of hearts and stars and clovers.
Inside the house there lives a woman, though she was only recently a girl. They say idle hands are the devil’s work, but how fervently I wish mine would stop.
The silver hands are always moving, like mechanical spiders desperate to get out of the rain. Sometimes they clean and scrub and tidy. Sometimes they play over my body, prying open my mouth and feeling my tongue, the ridges of my teeth. Sometimes they crawl between my legs and play me like an instrument, running their intelligent fingers inside me and warming with my body heat.
Sometimes I don’t mind.
Mostly, they like to cook. They like sugar. They like ever more elaborate desserts, which never seem to go off and pile in towers, gathering on most surfaces of the house and in ever-expanding nooks and crannies. They cook shelves and cupboards for more cooked treats.
They cook another room for the house.
Often, at night, I suffocate the hands beneath my mattress and feel them struggle, twisting, beneath my body weight. After a little while they give up. Alone, unmoving, quiet washes over me. Bliss.
There are usually scars from this ritual when the hands break free; long scratch marks across my torso, legs or back, one or two or five in a row, but they’re always worth it.
And then, one day, a gap in my wall appears, and on the other side a chewing child.
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They freeze when I open the door; a boy with his mouth stuffed with gingerbread, and a girl with her lips wrapped around my windowsill. They are short, sickly pale and bony, their wide blue eyes protruding too far out of their skulls. I suspect they’re not much younger than I am. 
The boy swallows hastily, the girl detaches her lips.
“You must be very hungry,” I say.
The girl smiles and digs her fingernails into her other arm. “We’ve walked for three days,” she says, “with very little food, and are lost in these woods, and our parents can’t feed us anymore.”
A dozen competing emotions swim inside me like a school of fish.
Eventually, I say, “If you believe you shall starve if you don’t come in… you may.”
The children’s faces relax with joy. A silver hand pushes the door fully open, and with barely restrained hunger, they dart inside.
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I feed the children like they’ve never eaten in their lives.
I bring them: sticky date puddings drenched in hot fudge; towered chocolate cakes with sparkling shards of sugary caramel; raspberry and mint strewn in three layers; macaroons in twelve different flavours; cupcakes containing huge chunks of cookie dough; scones with jams and the fluffiest creams and melted chocolates.
When they’ve eaten their fill, groaning with pleasure on my wooden benches, I make them a bed of marshmallows in the corner of my living room. They curl up on the soft, rubbery pillows and are asleep within minutes.
I clean for some time to delay my own sleep. The hands have been delighted all evening, practically dancing off my wrists, and the guilt eats me up like acid. I should send the children on their way after breakfast tomorrow.
Later, under my blankets, the hands do not want me to rest. They want to play.
I decide I won’t put them under the mattress tonight, won’t make them angry with the children in the house.
I will send the children away tomorrow.
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I am still half asleep when a third hand appears on my shoulder. I pay it no more attention than my own breathing.
“Are you alright?” asks a female voice.
My eyes snap open. The girl’s blonde hair, inches away, is almost iridescent white in such early dawn. Unaccustomed to either company or shame, I throw my arms to either side of me.
“You were making noises.”
I try to control my breathing, try to restrict the bile rising up my throat. “Noises?” I whisper.
“Murmurs, mutterings in your sleep… you were having a nightmare?”
I consider the girl’s open face. A small glob of melted marshmallow is stuck to the side of her forehead.
“Always,” I say.
We pad through the front door and around to my back garden; little more than two fruit trees and a small hill of seeded soil. The girl stares at every fruit and every leaf, cataloguing and greedy.
I hold out my arms. “You’re very welcome.”
She falls to her knees before a dozen strawberries, shovelling them into her mouth with dazzling efficiency. I sit nearby, my hands drawing meaningless patterns in the damp dirt. In the end she leaves three on their stems, wiping the crimson juice from her lips. Her hunger seems to still.
I suspect it’s rude to ask, but the children will be gone in a matter of mouthfuls. I ask, “Do you despise your parents for letting you down?”
The girl’s eyes widen. “Why would I despise them? They did their best.”
“They almost killed you.”
“They sent us away because they couldn’t bear to see us starve before their eyes. I can’t hate them for that.” She picks a fat lemon from the tree and peels the skin with a combination of fingernails and teeth. “We aren’t starving anymore, thanks to you.”
She comes and sits next to me, too close; my hands may damage her. I scoot back. In the dull light I’m uncertain, but I think her face falls.
“It’s not personal,” I say. “I lost my hands a long time ago.”
She studies the patterns on the ground. “They seem to work well enough.”
“They’re not…” I’m afraid, suddenly, that the hands can hear me. “They’re not really mine.” The last word morphs into a gasp as a sharp silver finger digs into the flesh of my side. A tiny darker patch appears on my brown dress.
Perhaps the hands can hear; perhaps they simply sense intention.
The girl is up on her feet. She hesitates for a moment, rocking back on her heels and then kicks the offending hand away from my side. With her right knee, she pushes my shoulder to the ground and pins the hand with her left boot. It convulses like a dying spider.
My other hand is blessedly still.
The wind has been knocked out of me. I lie with my head in the dewy grass, staring up at the frightened girl. Her shin is warm along the side of my torso. I can’t remember the last time I touched someone.
“Do you need bandages?” she asks. “Something else?”
I shake my head against the grass. “I don’t think it’s deep. It will heal like the others.”
“Others?”
The hand stops its convulsions after one last spasm, but the girl doesn’t move away.
“There’s a town to the east of here,” I say. “A bit less than half a day’s walk away. You should head there. Take as much food as you want, I insist.”
She doesn’t respond. Instead, she looks over her shoulder at an empty wire cage. “Is that for meat?”
“Chickens,” I confirm. “But years ago.” I’m hit with old memories of the hands snapping their necks.
She nods. “Are we safe to go to breakfast?”
I take several moments considering the frozen hands. They are playacting, surely, but I suspect they’ll behave until their next calculated moment of rebellion. “If we behave,” I say. “Though they shan’t like you leaving.”
“I’m not planning to leave,” says the girl.
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Breakfast passes in relative silence. At one point the boy reaches over and scratches the marshmallow off the girl’s forehead. She smiles at him and crinkles her nose, and I feel a stab of jealousy for that kind of easy companionship. This morning, the hands have refused me any liquid but melted chocolate in a mug. I take tiny sips; sickly sweet.
With a couple of short, insistent gestures the girl directs the boy to my back garden. She follows, announcing she’ll be back in a minute, and either I believe her or the silver hands do, because they make no move to cease scratching patterns into the wooden sides of my mug.
The girl does return shortly, without her brother but with a strange sort of smile. She tosses a second lemon in the air between alternating palms. “We should do it,” she says. “What you were talking about in your sleep.”
I feel instantly naked.
“We should eat the boy,” she says. “Cook him.”
The only sound is the lemon thumping in her hands.
She presses on: “I mean, not even chicken for years. You must be starved for meat. I’ve locked him in the cage.” She points needlessly to the garden. “Go and see.”
I hear the blood beating in my ears. I step outside; the cage has not moved. The boy is curled against the far corner, one blue eye open and fixed warily on me.
I take another step, and he cries out. I am speechless.
“Not any closer!” he yells. “I know what those hands can do!”
I hold them up, clear in front of me. The silver fingers wriggle.
“You put them away!” 
The venom in his voice makes my throat constrict. I tuck my hands tight behind my back, which is the best I can do. I venture another step.
Like a well-practiced magic trick, he reveals a rusty key—the key to the cage—and winks. It disappears again.
I take out the silver hands.
“Are you going to eat me?” 
I realise with relief that the hands can’t reach him while he’s caged.
“Not now,” I say, to buy some time. “I have to fatten you up first. You’re so thin; it would hardly be worth cooking you now.”
His tears come right on cue, and when I return inside to his sister, she’s sitting cross-legged on my dining table and squeezing lemon juice onto her tongue.
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“Do you have an axe?”
My hands pause in the middle of kneading lemon-scented cookie dough. “No,” I tell her, and the hands start up again.
“How do you chop firewood, then?”
“No firewood.” I push a lock of hair out of my face with my shoulder. “I use oil.”
The girl’s mouth cracks open.
 “It never seems to run out,” I confess, and find I can’t meet her eyes any longer.
Her footsteps retreat towards the front door. “It’s just—I’ve been looking at your knives. We’ll need something hardier to chop up a boy. A cleaver? I’ll go to the town you talked about. Be back just after nightfall if I leave now.”
I nod, not entirely sure what I’m agreeing to. “There’s some money in the cupboard to your left, the one with…”
The silver hands have raced across the table and are climbing up my torso, digging painfully into my flesh as they crawl. I try and wrench them away, but my arm muscles are weak from this angle and the fingers sink into my stomach and breasts too deep.
Within two seconds the cold metal is wrapped around my neck, still covered in traces of cookie dough.
The thumbs are pressed tight into my oesophagus. My lips open in a continuous gasp. I struggle, bashing the hands against the edge of the table, but they hold fast. My vision blurs.
The last thing I see is the girl, her arms prying at my wrists. She calls my name like she means it.
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When I wake, it is surreal. Under any other circumstances I would freeze completely. At this very moment I am too wrung out to care.
I am lying on top of the bed, the woollen blanket scratching against my naked back.  My arms are wrenched to either side of the mattress. The silver hands are out of sight, and tugging confirms that they are both tied securely under the bed.
The girl has removed my dress and is straddling my hips, wiping my cuts with a rag soaked in green liquid. The rag stings like being sliced up all over again.
Absinthe, then.
There are perhaps two dozen cuts staggered over my torso. The girl attends to one just next to my nipple and my chest shudders. She glances up, registers I’m awake and immediately averts her gaze.
“Apologies. There was…”
“You don’t have to apologise.” My voice comes out hoarse and scratchy, followed by a minor coughing fit.
The girl leaves to fetch a glass of water. As she goes, her thigh brushes over my hip. My mind feels ill and unanchored, like I’ve come down with a fever, but I don’t think I have. Thoughts arrive as if through a fog.
Sipping is awkward, with her hand behind my head and the cup at my lips. I take tiny, restricted swallows and trails of water run down the sides of my mouth. She wipes them aside with her thumb.
“What did you tie them up with?”
“I found rope in a kitchen cupboard,” she says.
“It won’t hold them for much longer. An hour or two, maybe. They’ll slice through it. They’ve hollowed out chunks of my mattress.”
Her face falls, her hand holding the cup shakes. A couple of drops escape, falling onto my skin and running down the cleft between my breasts. She turns away to gather her composure.
Three long, fresh scabs run down her forearm.
Eventually she says, “Well, what else will hold them? Anything here?”
“Chains would,” I say. “I have none. The mattress might for another hour, longer if they thought that wasn’t going to be permanent.”
She plays with her fingernails while she considers this. Glances under the bed, then climbs on and reclaims her position over my hips. “I was going to…” She leans forward, biting her lip and touches my elbows, making a sawing motion with her fingers. “But there’s no time.”
I nod. The axe. The cleaver. “How did you tie them up at all?”
“Oh. I wasn’t planning to. But once you passed out, they went limp for a while. I don’t think they want you dead.” Her blue eyes bore into mine. “Really dead.”
When she doesn’t get a response, the girl picks up the rag and the absinthe again. “I know it seems a bit redundant. But may I?”
My mouth feels too dry. “Alright.”
Her wipes with the rag are gentle and precise. She rests her other hand on my arm, my shoulder, my ribs for balance. Her skin feels twice as soft and warm as my own. Sometimes, she traces my many scars with an absent fingertip.
Despite myself, my tears start to fall.
She kisses them from the sides of my face, her lips like velvet. The light fabric of her dress grazes my stomach, my breasts, my nipples. My skin breaks out in goosebumps. My breath comes out in tiny sighs and shudders.
She kisses my forehead, my cheeks, my lips. I feel like I’m floating up out of my body, and the stinging fades to background noise. There is no mattress, no rope, no silver hands.
Then her own tears fall onto my collarbone.
“Is there anything we can do for you?” she whispers. “Anything at all?”
When the words finally come, my voice is cold and composed. Not quite my own.
“We have to cook the boy,” I say.
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Inside the oven, the fire blazes. Flames of a million different yellows and oranges lick at the bricks. The boy has been fed and watered. The girl has prepared the lemon-scented cookie dough for baking.
The hands are largely behaving themselves, almost humming in anticipation.
I will my pulse to slow and turn to the girl. “It’s time.”
She looks me straight in the eyes, so blatantly that I’m worried a silver finger will impale me. “Are you sure?”
“Yes. Check that the oven is hot enough, will you?”
She tugs open the oven door. The heat is noticeable even from here. The girl peers inside, the flames playing over her lovely face. “I don’t know how to,” she lies.
I blurt out the first curse I can think of. “Let me, then.” I shuffle over and take her place, my heart inside my mouth.
I stick my head clear inside the oven. Farther than necessary. So close that the fire sparks in my hair, and I can feel my face beginning to burn.
“It’s ready,” I call.
And she shoves me inside, where the world is white hot.
My last thoughts are a series of cluttered imaginings: that the girl and her brother run home, their arms full of candies and treasures and coins.
That they leave the remains of the gingerbread house behind them; a smoking pile of powdery ash.
That they arrive, safe, to loving parents.
And that somewhere, the devil appears to a father who bargains a daughter he forgets could be behind his mill.
It’s a small comfort. To know I’m not the only one.
And the silver hands don’t burn at all.
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