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For Lieke and Hilke—you make every day magic and every journey an adventure, even something as mundane as a trip to the grocery store







-CHAPTER ONE- [image: ] In Which Nell Has a Tremendously Bad Day


Nell Grim, ten summers young, the eldest of triplets, stubborn and serious and quick to anger, is having a tremendously bad day.

There are three reasons for this:


	Her sisters, Hannah and Annet, are sick with typhoid fever. They both have raging fevers that make their heads hurt so much, they cry with it, and they can’t eat or drink anything without vomiting it straight back up again.

	
It’s Nell’s fault her sisters are sick.

	This means she has failed everyone she cares about: her sisters, of course, but also Aunt Lena and their father. He’s a sailor. Whenever he leaves on a journey, he makes Nell promise to keep her sisters safe. She’s the eldest, after all, and that means something, even if she’s the eldest by a few minutes only.



And it isn’t even eleven in the morning yet. Plenty of time for this day to get worse, Nell thinks miserably as she sponges her sisters’ foreheads. Normally, cold water trickling down their temples and into their ears would wake them, but now they don’t even stir.

That’s not good.

Fear makes Nell’s heart stumble painfully in her chest. She almost wishes her sisters would be as active as they were last night, when they screamed and tried to run because their fevers made them hallucinate that there were monsters in the room with them. They believed it so utterly that Nell began to believe it too, though she knows that goblins and trolls and other creatures of magic are very rare nowadays and probably have better things to do than terrorize sick girls. Annet and Hannah didn’t believe her when she tried to tell them that, though. Because they were too weak to run, they crawled under the bed and lay there holding each other and sobbing with fright. It took hours to coax them out.

At least there was no time to think then.

“Stop it,” Nell scolds herself. She’s of no use to her sisters if she’s just going to sit here and let herself get caught up in her own dark thoughts. Better to act.

Nell takes her sisters’ hands in hers; they always hold one another’s hands for comfort, and right now she needs all the comfort she can get.

Annet’s hand feels hot, but then, her hands usually do. Hannah’s bad hand feels cool. Her whole arm does. It’s an odd-looking limb, just as long as the other one, but very thin, the skin discolored. Her fingers are very thin too, and they curl inward, making her hand look a little like a dead spider. Nell makes sure to cut the nails every week; if she doesn’t, they grow into Hannah’s palm, splitting the skin.

Her arm is like that because when the girls were born, Hannah had not turned properly and got stuck. The midwife, panicking, yanked on Hannah with such force, she broke her little arm, damaging it permanently.

Their mother died soon after.

Everyone expected the girls to die as well, everyone except their mother’s older sister, Lena. From the moment they were born, she has been there for them, feeding them, clothing them, teaching them everything she knows. Nell wishes Aunt Lena were here now to tell her what to do, but she has gone to the village to get the doctor, which means Nell is in charge.

She touches Hannah’s good hand, which is as hot as Annet’s.

They’re both still feverish, then.

To bring their temperatures down, she winds wet handkerchiefs around their wrists and places cold cloths on their foreheads. Still her sisters don’t wake up.

They’re too weak to wake, and it’s all my fault.

Before the thought can fester further, there’s a knock at the door. Nell rushes to open it.

“Thank God you’re back, Aunt Lena. I was…” Her sentence trails off. Rather than her aunt and the doctor, a prim older lady is standing on the doorstep. She’s smiling, but it’s a hard smile, not at all friendly. Nell is so tired, she can’t remember the lady’s name. She recognizes her, though; she works for the Company.

When money grows tight—which it always does a few months after Nell’s father has gone to sea—Lena takes in sewing and embroidery. She decorates delicate silk handkerchiefs with flowers or ships or birds, whatever is in fashion. Even though they are sold to rich ladies, it doesn’t pay much. The girls help by sewing shirts for sailors and soldiers.

“Yes?” Nell asks.

“I’ve come for the shirts, dear,” the lady says.

Anxiety makes Nell’s insides twist like rope. “Already? I thought they had to be done by tomorrow.”

“I’m afraid you’ve got your days mixed up, then, girl, because they need to be done today.”

Nell says, “They’re not all done yet, ma’am.”

The smile doesn’t disappear, but the woman’s gray eyes grow cold. “Not all done?” she repeats, and shakes her head a little, as if the concept of things not finished in time is beyond her understanding. “You know the rules, don’t you? If the shirts are not finished by the appointed time, you won’t be paid.”

A light sheen of sweat springs up all over Nell’s body. Not being paid means Aunt Lena can’t afford the doctor and his medicines, which Annet and Hannah need to get better because they’re very sick.

And that’s all my fault. The thought is accompanied by dread and guilt and exhaustion; her mind keeps treading the same paths, and it is both miserable and tiresome.

“I’m sorry. Can’t you make an exception just this once? My sisters are very sick. My aunt and I have had to care for them constantly,” Nell tries.

“But surely there’s time to sew even with sickness?” the woman says.

Anger rises inside Nell, burning through her exhaustion. Who is this woman to question them? She snaps, “My sisters have typhoid fever. Have you ever seen typhoid fever before? It makes you have a fever so high, you think there are witches dancing outside your room, and if you’re not hallucinating, you’re coughing, or vomiting, or crying. I’ve done nothing but soothe them, try to get them to drink, and clean up their vomit. So no, there has been no time to sew.”

The woman backs away. “Typhoid fever, you say?” she asks, and now her voice is laced with panic. Nell feels a stab of satisfaction. Suddenly she remembers the woman’s name: Mrs. den Bleeker.

She nods. “Yes. So you see, we really couldn’t finish the shirts in time. But I can fetch the ones we did finish, if you like. You can at least pay us for those.”

Mrs. den Bleeker presses her handkerchief against her mouth and shakes her head. “No. They’re riddled with disease. Best to burn them. Of course, that does mean I need to fine you. The fabric belongs to the Company, after all, and if it is stained or torn or in any other way rendered useless, the damage plus an additional fee shall be subtracted from the seamstress’s wage.”

Nell’s satisfaction disappears as quickly as it came. “But they’re good shirts. Our stitches are very fine,” she sputters.

Mrs. den Bleeker smiles that horrible, hard smile again. “My dear child, surely you can understand that the quality of your stitches doesn’t matter. We can’t very well give shirts contaminated with typhoid to our soldiers and sailors, now can we?”

Nell feels her face blanch. “You can’t do this. One ruined shirt means we have to sew six others to recoup the loss. We have almost twenty shirts in there.” She attempts the sum in her head, then abandons it because to know exactly how much they owe is too horrible.

Mrs. den Bleeker says, “I suggest you get back to sewing, then, girl.”

Nell rubs her eyes hard so she won’t cry. She wishes her father were here. He would never let this woman talk to Nell like that, would make her take the shirts, typhoid or no typhoid.

Why can’t he just take a job close to home and be there for his family when they need him? Anger rises inside Nell like the tide, anger at her father for abandoning them for months at a time and for making her responsible for her sisters, anger at the Company for caring only about money, anger at herself for getting them into this mess.

To Mrs. den Bleeker, she says through gritted teeth, “I can’t get back to sewing. I already told you I need to take care of my sisters. And you said you won’t take any of our shirts, so why would I sew any?”

Mrs. den Bleeker sighs irritably. “Suit yourself. It’s all the same to me. I shall come for the money the day after tomorrow. Unless you’d like to spend some time in debtor’s jail, I suggest you make sure you have it.”

Just as Mrs. den Bleeker turns smartly on her heel to go, Aunt Lena comes down the path. Normally, her face is as smooth and bright as a newly minted coin and dusted with freckles, her eyes large and clear. The only imperfection is a chipped front tooth, which is why Lena hides her mouth behind her hand whenever she smiles. Now her hands and face are covered with dust, erasing her freckles, and her eyes are dull and red and swollen.

When she sees Mrs. den Bleeker, her mouth turns into a hard line; she hates the Company as passionately as Nell does. She gives Mrs. den Bleeker a curt nod and tries to move past her, but the other woman won’t let her.

“Have you heard of the deserving and undeserving poor?” Mrs. den Bleeker asks.

Lena blinks. “Excuse me?” she says.

“The deserving poor are poor because they’re victims of circumstance, making them deserving of our sympathy and help. The undeserving poor are poor because they don’t want to work. They deserve nothing except a sound beating. Your girl just told me your house has been struck by sickness. You’d think that would make you part of the deserving poor, wouldn’t you?”
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“I suppose so?” Lena says, looking bewildered.

“Only I’m not so sure. You see, your girl also told me the shirts aren’t done. Even with sickness, there should be time to sew. It seems to me the lot of you just don’t like to work hard, and that makes you undeserving.”

Lena can’t afford to be openly rude to anyone from the Company, so she plasters on a smile. Nell can see her mouth tremble with the effort. Lena asks, “Is there a point to this story? Because I’ve two very sick girls to look after.” She pauses, then adds, “And apparently, some shirts to sew.”

“There’s no point in that right now.”

Lena quirks an eyebrow. “And why would that be?”

“Because we can’t accept shirts infested with typhoid. Ask your girl. She’ll explain it to you,” says Mrs. den Bleeker.

Stricken, Lena looks at Nell. “You told this woman your sisters have typhoid fever?”

“I did. I’m sorry. Please don’t be mad,” Nell says.

Lena begins to pace, angrily wringing the stuff of her skirt between her work-roughened hands. Her face is livid with anger. “Oh, Nell, how could you be so stupid?”

“If I may be so bold—” Mrs. den Bleeker begins.

“No, you may not!” Lena snaps. “Go relish someone else’s misery. I’m sure there are more shirts to collect today.”

Mrs. den Bleeker purses her lips. She takes off, muttering something about the “undeserving poor” under her breath.

Lena turns back to Nell. “You told that awful woman your sisters have typhoid fever,” she repeats.

Nell’s eyes fill with tears. “I didn’t know you had to burn all your clothes if you have it. I’d never have said it otherwise. Please don’t be angry.”

Lena laughs bitterly. “Don’t be angry? I leave you alone for a few hours, and you manage to bankrupt us, but I’m not allowed to be angry? God! You’re creating problems left and right!”

Nell’s heart thumps hard against her sternum. “I’ll make it right again. I’ll do whatever it takes. Once Annet and Hannah are well again, it’ll all be better, you’ll see.” She clears her throat, asks, “So where’s the doctor?”

“He’d been called away. There’s some fancy lady having a baby, and her own physician couldn’t come. I waited for him to get back, but then I got worried about you, so I left a message and came home. Not that it matters anymore.”

A chill swims up Nell’s back like a fish. “What do you mean, it doesn’t matter anymore?”

“Your sisters won’t get better.”

Shocked, Nell looks at her aunt. “You don’t mean that,” she whispers.

Lena has stopped her pacing and is rubbing her swollen eyes furiously. “I do mean it. They’re dying.” She covers her face with her hands, sobs. “They’re dying, and I don’t know what to do.”

For a moment Nell feels nothing. Then her mind erupts into a maelstrom of thoughts and feelings, all of them churning so fast, she feels like she’ll drown.

My sisters are dying I’m useless if Annet and Hannah die I want to die too it’s all my fault I’ve failed everyone they’re dying and it’s all because of me Aunt Lena hates me right now I cause nothing but problems I’d hate me too if I were Aunt Lena my sisters are dying.…

The thought that comes out of this cesspool, though, is none of these things.

It’s a solution.

A terrible and dangerous solution, yes, but a solution nonetheless.

Nell puts her hand on her aunt’s trembling shoulder. “Don’t worry, Aunt Lena. I’ll fix everything, I promise.”

All she needs to do is make a trade.




-CHAPTER TWO- [image: ] In Which One Stubborn Girl Climbs a Cursed Hill


Hagstone Hill, barren and blighted, stands by itself on the heath, holding a creature of evil within. It has stood like that for centuries, and unless the dikes break and water drowns the land, it will continue to stand for centuries more. Though the land around it thrums with life, the hill is both quiet and motionless. Whatever lives there lives alone.

Not tonight, though.

Tonight Nell is climbing Hagstone Hill.

I’m going to be in so much trouble, Nell thinks as she scales the hill, one hand holding up her skirts, the other brushing against the gray soil so she won’t lose her balance. She touches the pale earth with reluctance. The heat of the past few days has baked it into a hard and brittle rind that crumbles under her touch, revealing cold, damp sand underneath.

If Aunt Lena ever finds out that this is what I meant when I told her I’d fix everything, she’ll scream at me so loudly, the beldam will be able to hear it all the way out on the heath.

Because it is a beldam who lives inside Hagstone Hill. She is rumored to be as hungry as she is beautiful, as beautiful as she is evil, and as evil as she is old, which is very old indeed. Some say she existed before the world was born, though Nell has a hard time believing that. Beldams survive by sucking the life out of other creatures, which is why her hill is such a dead, unclean thing that the living avoid it like the plague.

If she had lived before the world existed, then what would she have eaten?

Regardless of how old she is exactly and what she used to eat when she was young, the truth is that she sucks the soul out of anything she can get her hands on. Not straightaway, of course. Beldams like to play with their food.

There has never been a time Nell hasn’t known about the beldam. Her aunt and father must have told her to stay away from this hill from the moment she and her sisters could toddle.

She remembers one winter morning, when her father took her out for a walk. It had snowed, and everything was draped in white. Everything except for the beldam’s hill. That stood gray and horrible.

Her father sighed deeply as he looked at it.

“Why are you sighing, Papa?” Nell asked.

His hand, all roughened up from the ropes and the salt water of the sea, gave hers a squeeze. “Our world used to be one of wood and wonders, dear Nelly. You’d find a faerie in every pantry and a troll under every bridge. Not anymore. That makes me sad sometimes.”

“Why are there no more faeries?”

“There’s still a few of them,” he corrected her. “I think it’s because we live in a world of steel and steam now. Such a world isn’t very welcoming to magic. It’s draining away into other realms now, taking the creatures with it.” He scowled at the beldam’s hill then. “Yet she remains.”

“But why, Papa?”

Her father shrugged. “Who knows? Maybe, of all the creatures in all the worlds, she likes to eat humans best. At the very least, we are probably the easiest for her to catch. Nothing can tempt an animal to go near her, but us humans? We can be tempted with promises of gold and power, and the beldam has both. They say she can make almost anything come true, if only you are willing to pay the price.”

“What price?”

Her father smiled, exposing two missing teeth in his bottom jaw. The months at sea had done that to him. Fruit and vegetables don’t stay edible for long, and without them, your teeth become loose in your gums and can fall out. “Your life and soul.”

Nell looked at the hill. In the cold winter light it looked evil. She shuddered. “Can she come and eat me and Annet and Hannah in the night?” she asked in a voice that sounded weak from fear.

“No, Nelly dearest. You see, a beldam can eat only what has entered her home. That’s why we all stay far away from that hill.” Her father knelt in front of her then, his dear face, all lined and tanned, at a level with hers. “Promise me you won’t go near the beldam’s hill, Nell, no matter how curious or desperate you might get. She’s not your friend.”

Her father’s words keep playing in Nell’s head like a strand of music. She knows she is being both desperate and stupid right now, and it scares her so badly that her heart practically hums, it’s beating so fast, but she doesn’t turn around to go home.

What is there to go home to?

Debts, an angry aunt, and two dying sisters, that’s what.

And it’s all her fault.

She knuckles her burning eyes, swallows against the sudden pain in her throat.

By the time she reaches the top of the hill, the sun has set, and the sky is purple and black. There’s a touch of cold in the air. Not much longer now until summer is over. Already thin fingers of fog are creeping around the base of the hill, soft and sinuous and sinister.

“Hello? Is anyone there?” she calls out, or tries to, only she’s so terrified and her mouth and throat are still so painful, nothing will come.

She clears her throat, tries again. Her words roll down the hill, are swallowed by the gathering mist. It’s getting quite thick now, eating away the heat of the day.

“Mrs. Beldam? My name is Nell Grim and there’s something I need to ask of you. Will you come out, please?”

The words fall out of her mouth like pebbles. She stands panting after her she has spoken, ears cocked, but she can’t hear anything over the sound of her own breathing and the rumble of her blood. But when her heartbeat slows and the whooshing in her ears subsides, she can hear a sound. It’s this soft, slithering sound that’s almost words but not quite.

The mist has climbed halfway up the hill now. It’s as pale as chalk and moves softly like ripples in a pond.

The mist is making that sound.

Terror grips her. Suddenly all of this seems a spectacularly bad idea. There are better things she could do to help her sisters and aunt than stand on a cursed hill in the dark, calling out to a creature as old as the world itself who is known to torture children for sport. Her father was right. She’s being stupid.

Yet when she turns to flee home, Nell is no longer alone.

The beldam from Hagstone Hill is standing right behind her.






-CHAPTER THREE- [image: ] In Which Nell Makes a Deal with a Beldam


The beldam is as beautiful as people said she’d be. She’s so beautiful, in fact, that it’s almost not beautiful anymore, but awful. Her face is as white and shiny as milk. The eyes are like those of a blind woman, all white and dull, but there’s no doubt in Nell’s mind that the beldam can see her perfectly well. Her hair is white too and moves not in the way hair moves when there’s a wind (there isn’t any), but slowly, as if suspended in water.

The only thing about her that isn’t quite white is her dress. It’s slightly yellow, the way bones and teeth sometimes are, and it moves and ripples just as her hair does.

“Who summons me?” the beldam asks. She draws out every s, which makes her words sound like waves sucking on sand as they retreat. Nell can’t speak. She’s still terrified, yes, now even more so than before, but she’s also mesmerized by that unearthly face.

When Nell doesn’t respond, the beldam says, “Has someone torn out your tongue at the root whilst I wasn’t looking, child?”

Nell tries to fight the fear that has gripped her, but it’s hard. To calm herself, she tries to remember an entry from her encyclopedia. Her father brought it home to her. He always brings back gifts, small things that are neither valuable nor useful: a little bear carved from black wood; glass beads he claims he bought from Scandinavian trolls, even though everyone knows that trolls don’t like to visit this world much anymore; an illustration of a mermaid in watery colors that has been handled so much, the folds in the paper threaten to become tears.

Aunt Lena often scolds him for this. “Sebastiaan, you know we shouldn’t spend money on fripperies,” she’ll tell him.

That’s why he brought back the encyclopedia and a book on faeries and other supernatural creatures: he said they were useful things, things his daughters could learn from. The encyclopedia is bound in thick brown leather and has its title embossed in gold lettering. It’s supposed to be part of a set, so it contains entries only on the letter D, but Nell doesn’t mind that. There’s a lot of interesting things that start with a D: like “dropsy” and “dormouse” and “dandelion.” The best thing about it is that Annet and Hannah don’t care for it, which means Nell doesn’t have to share it. It’s all hers, and she can retreat into her own little world when she reads it. This is wonderful because it’s so rare. When you grow up as a triplet, you’re never alone, and you always have to share everything.

Thinking about her encyclopedia doesn’t calm her down, though, and that’s because Nell’s not wanting to share things and wanting time alone is how her sisters got sick. It doesn’t help that only bad entries come to mind, like “demon” and “disease” and “destitution.” And then, horribly, “deal,” the thing she has come for. It’s not smart, to try to make a deal with a creature as old as the world and just as hungry for the life of everything around her, but it’s not as if Nell has much of a choice, now does she?

She’ll trade her soul if that means her sisters get to live. Because it’s all her fault they’re sick in the first place.

For a moment her guilt and shame are stronger than her anger, and that allows her to speak. “No, ma’am. I still have my voice,” she manages to say.

The beldam smiles. It looks odd, though Nell can’t say why. “That’s better,” the beldam says. “Now tell me. Why have you called me forth? Do you not know the stories your kind tells about me? You are on my land now. I could eat you up in one bite.”

Nell shudders. “Please don’t eat me! I came because I need your help. My sisters are very sick. Aunt Lena thinks they’ll die.”

“Sisters die all the time,” the beldam says, “be they babes or children or fully grown.”

A burst of anger sparks in Nell’s gut. “Not my sisters!” She balls her clammy hands into fists. “Not if it’s up to me!”

The beldam cocks her head so far that her neck looks almost broken. “You love them, then?”

“More than life itself!”

“They must be very special for you to love them so.”

“They are! Annet is the sweetest sister you could ever want. She’s kind and she loves to share, and she can sew better than anyone in the world. If you saw her stitches, you’d think them so fine, you would be sure they were made by a faerie’s hand. She’s very good at riddles, too. My sister Hannah can’t think of a single riddle Annet can’t solve.”

Her voice breaks, and she has to swallow before she can continue. “It’s funny Hannah can’t think of a good riddle for Annet, because she’s smarter than the devil himself, and funny, and very good at telling scary stories. Aunt Lena has forbidden her from telling them because the last time Hannah told a scary story, we couldn’t sleep for a week! And even if they couldn’t do any of that and were sullen and mean, I’d still love them to death because they’re my sisters.”

The beldam tilts her head even farther. It makes Nell sick to look at it. “What would you do to keep them?”

“Anything!”

The beldam titters. It’s not a nice sound.

Angrily, Nell rubs at her eyes. They are stinging with unshed tears. “Do you think that’s funny?” she snarls.

“Indeed I do. I’ve had women slink up my hill in the dead of night and sell their very marrow to me to get rid of their sisters, yet you would do anything for yours.”

“Of course I would! I am the eldest! I have to protect them, make sure they’re happy and safe, because we don’t have a mother to do that for us and our father is almost never home.”

Nell’s voice starts to crack. “Only I failed, and that’s why they’re sick. And because they’re sick, they can’t work, and neither can I and Aunt Lena. No work means no money, which means we’ll be locked away in debtor’s jail. That is, if we haven’t starved to death first, so you see, it really isn’t to be wondered at that Aunt Lena hates me right now!”

She bursts into tears; she can’t help it. She’s exhausted and stressed and frightened. The tears come hot and fast, dripping tracks in the dust that sticks to her cheeks.

Nell rubs them away angrily. There’s no time to cry. Instead she takes a deep gulp and says, “That’s why I came to you. My father told me many stories about your power.”

“What stories?” the beldam asks hungrily.

Lena always says that you catch more flies with honey than vinegar. Fawning and flattering don’t come naturally to Nell, but she can try. “Stories about how you can grant any wish if it so pleases you, no matter how grand. They say you can pull down the moon and set it in a ring, that you can spin a cloak out of the darkness of the night so thick that it will hide you from plain sight, that you can raise the dead and make them dance to music made by mice and crickets and spiders.”

The beldam looks so pleased, she’s almost purring. “Yes,” she says, “yes indeed. All those things lie within my power, and many other things besides.”

“That’s why I came to you. I thought perhaps you could help me. I thought perhaps we could make a deal. I know you love deals.”

The beldam smiles that odd smile again. Smiling usually makes people look nice even if they’re not pretty, but with the beldam, it’s the opposite. “What sort of deal, little girl?”

Nell tries not to bristle at the word “little.” She’s almost eleven, even if she’s small for her age. “If you cure my sisters, I’ll give you something precious to me.”

The beldam cocks her head again. Her neck is quite long, Nell sees now, long and very pale.

“Your sick sisters are only one of your many problems, aren’t they? Why not ask me for a pocket full of coins, a pantry full of food, an aunt who’s all smiles and love? Why not ask for your mother to live and your father never to leave? All of that is in my power to give you, and much more besides.”

Nell shakes her head. She’s desperate, yes, but not greedy, and she isn’t stupid, either, at least not utterly. The more she asks for, the bigger the price will be. “Like I said, I only want my sisters to be well. I’d give you something precious if you do this for me.”

“Precious how?”

“Something very dear to me that I wouldn’t want to lose. Not my soul or life, mind. I don’t want to become your next meal. It has to be something you can touch.”

She thinks of her encyclopedia. Losing it will hurt, but it’s probably for the best. If Nell didn’t love reading it so much, her sisters wouldn’t have gotten sick, because she wouldn’t have stayed home to read it while they went to the village, and then they wouldn’t have drunk contaminated water, and…

Focus, she tells herself sharply.

Nell can give the beldam the encyclopedia, which would give her something to do. It must be lonely and boring in her black, dead hill. If the beldam doesn’t want it, Nell can part with her thick blond braid, which she loves and is proud of. It’ll take years to grow back. The thought alone brings more tears to her eyes, but she blinks hard to get rid of them.

The beldam taps her teeth with a long nail as she considers the offer. “And do I get to choose this precious thing?” she asks.

Nell hesitates, then nods and holds out her right hand. Little beads of water from the mist have gotten caught in the hairs that grow on her arm.

“Do we have a deal?” she asks. She sounds much braver than she feels.

“Yes,” the beldam hisses.

Her smile widens. Suddenly Nell knows what makes her so uncomfortable about the beldam. It’s not the smile, though there’s definitely something wrong with it and it makes Nell feel as if there are spiders crawling all over her.

No, it’s the face itself. It doesn’t seem quite real. It looks like one of those waxen masks the Romans used to make of people’s faces when they had died; she has read all about those in her encyclopedia under the entry “death mask.”

I’ve made a mistake, she thinks wildly, even though she doesn’t know where she went wrong, exactly. But before she can change her mind, the beldam clasps her hand, not the right one, which she has offered, but the left.

The beldam’s fingers are very long and thin. It’s easy to imagine them crawling down your throat, looking for your soul. The hand itself is bony and damp and shockingly cold. Nell has never held a dead woman’s hand, but she’s suddenly sure this is what it would feel like. She tries to pull back, but the beldam’s grip is too strong.

Panic claws at Nell’s throat. “You’re hurting me!” she squeaks, but the beldam doesn’t care. Worse, she begins to pull Nell’s hand toward her mouth. The mouth is smiling, and it’s awful to look at. It looks as if her face has been ripped open. Her teeth are yellow and small and very sharp, and there’s entirely too many of them.

Nell is rooted to the spot with fright. She can’t even scream when the beldam takes her little finger into her mouth, her tongue thin and cold like a worm.

When the beldam bites down, Nell doesn’t feel anything for a moment. She can still hear, though. There’s the sickening crunch of her little bone being bitten through, then the gulp the beldam makes as she swallows Nell’s finger whole.
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