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Heart of Glass

“Once upon a time, in a land far, far away.” The old woman laughed as she drained the last of her Guinness, then set the empty pint on the table. “No, that’s not the right tale, because it wasn’t once upon a time. It was just twenty-seven years ago. The land—not so far away. In fact, it happened here in this little city of Rochester, New York. The year was 1994, and this country, and a state such as New York, still had blind hope for the future. Brad Pitt was the sexiest man alive, well, at least according to People magazine—I still fancy him, although I find him to be a bit daft at some points, but that has nothing to do with the looks, aye. Anyways, what else? Women were more represented in the arts. I still get down to ‘Waterfalls’ by TLC.” The woman paused and looked at the group gathered before her in the bar.  “No idea, well, moving on. Seinfeld? Friends? Do they ring a bell?” She perused the six people gathered before her, all couples. Blank faces answered her. “To hell with it then. Once upon a time in a land far away there fell a tale of hearts wedded in true love that a Snow Queen attempted to rip apart. I shall tell you this tale, but first,” she said, raising her empty pint, “this old lady needs another Guinness.” 
	The bar had grown quiet. It was a little bar on South Avenue, more of a bistro than a bar, set up on a second story that served old timey drinks from the roaring twenties. The old woman who began this tale frequented the bar just searching for the right audience to tell her tale to, and it appeared that tonight, she gained her audience. The audience she had tonight brought a delight to the old woman’s heart. A group of six, and they were all coupled. Her pint was refreshed, and she took a long draught from it. She licked the froth from her top lip and sat back. 
	“Now, I assume, from your blank gazes that you do not know the original tale of the Snow Queen. Her story goes much farther back, but she is a presence still, and a presence who has touched our town, for me, in more recent times, and it is because of that, I find it imperative to tell you this tale. The days are now waning, with the winter months approaching, and the Snow Queen could be fast approaching us all.”
	The group assembled before her, was not just an ordinary motley crew gathered to drown sorrows or just out for a night of debauchery, but rather a small group gathered from a much larger wedding party who happened to stop at this bar and happened upon this peculiar older woman. They found her to be outlandish, and at first, as most young people do, made certain snide comments and jokes about her, until they actually spoke to her and listened to her speak. She had an odd accent that they could not place—to be fair they were closed off from anything other than their own self-centered world in the city of Rochester, New York. A foreign accent such as hers they just assumed to be British, but this elderly woman possessed no lineage to the British Isles. Her clan ran across the Northern Sea, into the heartland of Denmark, but they would not inquire about that, nor would they care. They found her curious, and old, and oddly fascinating. 
“Tell us this story of your Snow Queen,” a young woman chimed in, not just an ordinary woman but the bride-to-be herself.
The old woman smiled and took another sip of her beer. “What was your name again?”
“Rose,” she said. Her friends chuckled. The young woman’s cheeks blushed. “Yes, my name is Rose.”
“An old name for such a young creature—yes, Rose, I now remember when you first introduced yourself, and I promise that I won’t forget your name ever again.” The old woman cleared her throat and unwrapped the scarf from her neck. She was feeling quite warm now with the ale and heat exuding from the patrons of the bar. The lines of age ran heavy on the skin of her neck, making her appear even older, more ancient than before. “So, yes, let us go forward with this tale of my Snow Queen. It is a good tale, after all. Where did I leave off, ah, yes. It happened twenty-five years ago…”
***
There was a young teenage girl named Gertrude who lived with her grandmother. Gertrude always made sure that her grandmother’s gardens were properly tended to. She did this not just for the sake of her grandmother, but also due to the young man living next door. She thought him to be a strange individual with a strange name. Kai. However, Gertrude could not hold his strange name against him as she had an old lady name. One can argue that Kai was not all that strange. He did love the winters and loved to skate on the Irondequoit Bay as much as he could. This went against Gertrude’s lesser nature. I say lesser, because Gertrude hated the winter and all it stood for. 
It wasn’t so much the cold and the snow, but rather the painful memories those little snowflakes brought back to her. You see, Gertrude’s mother died during the winter, after the solstice in a tragic car accident. Some blamed a drunk driver; I personally think she should have been wearing her seat belt. Unfortunately, her mother wasn’t found for days as she was thrust from the car and flung into the lake. A bad storm rolled in, and the lake froze over. Her father kept yelling out in his sleep that it was the Snow Queen. The Snow Queen came for his love. He forbade Gertrude from ever skating on the lake again, not that the little girl would ever want to frolic on an icy surface that had once devoured her mother. She feared the place. Eventually her father passed, some say from heartache, others say from the bottle. But dead nonetheless, and that is how Gertrude came to live with her grandmother. Now, her grandmother knew the tales of this Snow Queen and attempted to banish it from Gertrude’s head.
“Just an old fairy tale. Your father was sick with grief,” she said. “This is a different place and a different land. These waters have nothing to do with the lakes of our homeland.”
Regretfully, Gertrude still feared the water, especially when it was iced over. She feared that the ice would crack and swallow her whole as it had done her mother, and she kept that fear till she was a young woman. Now, I can tell by the look on your faces that you already have some questions. Perhaps, you are wondering what is a Snow Queen? Now we must remember that Gertrude’s father suffered from heartache, and also the drink. Oh, how he cursed the Snow Queen even with his last breath.
The tale of the Snow Queen is a tale of a beautiful woman who never married. She never found one who could match either her wit or intelligence. She became so disillusioned by the outside world that she remained in her bedchamber. She found her clothing to be dull and colorless. She refused company. She stopped reading books. They bored her. In her mind she had read the classics, and anything after that was just, as you, young people say, a remake. It wasn’t long before her skin grew pale and her hair paler still. Word traveled throughout the kingdom until it reached the Goblin King. Yes, you heard me right. A goblin king, and he loved her. How his heart ached to watch his beloved wither away. He crafted a beautiful mirror for the queen who drew his obsessions. A mirror of truth. This king of the goblins made a long journey, out of the caves that had once been his sanctuary, to gift this mirror to the withering queen. He believed that once she looked into the mirror, she would see herself for the beauty that he saw her. However, when the goblin king reached her castle, she outright refused to see him. He pleaded with her maid to at least bring the queen his gift. That plea was refused as well. 
“My mistress will accept no gifts from the likes of you. Not now. Not ever,” the maid said.
This refusal rocked the Goblin King to his core. He took one last look at the stairwell which led to his heart’s desire and cursed her. He cursed the inhabitants of the castle. “May the blossoms wither and die away from this place, may the grass no longer be green. Not a tree will bear fruit to feed you, and all the springs grow solid with ice. Your sanctuary my queen will be as cold as your heart, inhospitable for your court to reside in or for anyone to enter, save yourself.” He then left the castle as storm clouds gathered in the skies above it. He traveled to the highest mountain, lifted the mirror up high and smashed it, sending tiny shards throughout the realm. It was said that should a shard enter the eye, that person would be plagued with seeing the world as the Goblin King saw it, but if it pierced the heart then they would be as cold and bitter as the Snow Queen.
***
“But how could it pierce the heart?” asked Rose. “The eye I get, and also, how is she a queen if she never married?”
“It’s a fairy tale, dear. Go with it,” retorted the storyteller. “Now, back to Gertrude and Kai. I got a bit sidetracked.” 
***
Gertrude tended her grandmother’s gardens. Her favorite flower of all that her grandmother grew was the rose bush in the front yard. It gave her a chance to say hello to the boy next door, whose mother also had a rose bush planted in their front yard. At first Kai merely said hello to her and proceeded with his adventures of rollerblading in the warmer months then ice skating in the winter months. But as the years progressed, he took a liking to the shy Gertrude and decided that he would also tend his mother’s rose bush. He wasn’t good at it, at first. But with Gertrude’s gentle instruction, he was a pro in no time, which thoroughly pleased his mother. Soon the two were inseparable. Gertrude even begged her grandmother for a pair of rollerblades. The girl was unsteady on her feet like a colt who just left her mother’s womb. Yet, Kai was there to reassure her and hold her hand even when it wasn’t needed.  
Eventually, Gertrude became steadier on her skates. The handholding continued. The roses bloomed beautifully, and on one autumn evening when the leaves had changed their colors to the beautiful, red, orange, and yellow hues, the two shared a deep and passionate kiss. But remember, with the fall comes the dark gray clouds, heavy and stifling, blocking out the once brilliant sun of summer. With fall comes the chilly air filled with the bone-chilling rain predicting the coming storms of winter. The last of the roses had bloomed and faded away. The nights grew longer and the daylight shorter. What little bit of daylight the two love birds had was occupied by their schooling. Kai was in a city school, and Gertrude was homeschooled. So even those fleeting daylight hours were spent apart. Kai would sometimes come over after he got out of school, and one particular evening he noticed a sudden mood take over her. They were watching a movie, a fun little film called Labyrinth. It was a favorite of Kai’s and he decided to bring it over. He thought Gertrude would enjoy it but as she watched the film unfold and saw the story of the goblin king, his love grew silent, almost despondent. He could tell that her mind, her thoughts were elsewhere as she stared silently at the television.
“What is it? What’s wrong?”
Gertrude suddenly looked away from the film then at him. “Nothing,” she said.
“I thought you would like the movie. Is it boring? Too cheesy?”
“No, it’s good. Just made me think of something, of someone.” She looked out the window at the rain trailing down in beads that danced on the glass. “Actually, I’m getting tired. Maybe we can finish the movie another time?” She gave him a quick kiss on the cheek and stood up. 
“Sure, I guess,” Kai said. He stood up and looked at her. Gertrude just stared at the floor. He wanted to hug her but felt he ought not to. “I’ll see you tomorrow?”
Gertrude looked at him and offered a wan smile. “Sure,” she said as she walked him to the door. 
When Kai left her house, he felt a stinging against his skin. The rain had become sleet, and the winds had picked up. It stung his cheeks and eyes. He pulled at his flannel as ice pelted his chest. It wasn’t a long walk from her house to his, but the sleet relentlessly jabbed his skin. He immediately went to his room and pulled off his shirt, and when he looked in the mirror, he saw blood trickling from his chest and from his left eye. 
The morning after, Gertrude’s mood remained pensive. Her restless sleep, fraught with night sweats, kept her tossing and turning in weighty sheets and blankets. The feeling of entrapment permeated her subconscious as her hands and feet fought to be free of her bed linens. The night air felt unreasonably cool to her sweaty skin. When she did make herself comfortable, and her eyes closed into a drifting of sleep, she saw her mother’s eyes. Those eyes were no longer a deep brown but a pale gray—dead and lifeless, the skin beneath them puffy and red. The rest of her face came into focus: her high cheekbones, and smooth forehead, white and frozen. Her lips blue and full of water from the lake. Those lips opened, and a guttural voice bellowed, “The Snow Queen!” She saw her mother frozen and blue in the lake, her hands and feet chained with a mercurial cord. “She claimed me. Now she claims your father. Beware the spite of the Snow Queen!”
Gertrude attempted to make her brain forget the nightmares as she dressed for the day. Another day inside. Another day of learning without peers. Another day in her grandmother’s house. Another day of her parents’ pictures surrounding the space she lived in. Another day of her parents’ ghosts breathing the air she attempted to catch in her lungs. She pondered last night. All of this brought on by a silly movie with puppets. It wasn’t just the puppets, she realized, but rather the mention of the Goblin King. The Goblin King and his gift of a mirror, according to the legend of the Snow Queen. To Gertrude, the frozen lake was a mirror, a mirror which swallowed up her mother whole. 
She sat by the front window as was her normal practice and waited for Kai. She heard the door of his house slam. He never slammed the door. She looked out the window and waited for him to approach and kiss the glass, but he did not. He merely walked down the sidewalk without a glance in her direction. She felt a heat collecting in her eyelids as tears welled in her eyes. She wiped them away to see him walk away from his house, away from her house, and away from her. As he walked away, she saw his ice skates attached to his backpack. She wiped at her eyes again and peered more intently on his form. Ice skates? She wondered at that as there was only yet frost on the green grass of that autumn month. 
Gertrude was unable to concentrate on her studies. She argued with her grandmother and finally resigned herself to her bedroom. She didn’t eat. She didn’t read. She didn’t venture outside. She didn’t cut back the rose bush. She didn’t prepare the gardens for the changing of the seasons. She did watch her clock. She did wait for the precise time that Kai should be coming home from school, but Kai did not come home that night. Nor did he come home the next night. Another day went by and another night. Then a second, and then a third. It was on that third night that Gertrude walked over to Kai’s house. 
The autumn leaves scattered themselves across the lawn, as they were on all their lawns, but on her love’s, yard was a hard crust of ice covering the leaves. There was no ice on her grandmother’s yard nor on the yards of the other neighbors. Her sneakers crunched the ice-covered foliage as she approached his door. The air in front of his house was frigid. Her shoulders shook as she felt a coldness rush her spine. She caught a glimpse of her hand as she lifted a fist to rap on the door. The skin of her knuckles was dry and the creases of skin white. His mother answered the door. It was apparent that she had been crying. Her eyes were swollen and red. Her shoulders were bent forward in apparent grief. 
“Gerty,” she began. Kai’s mother always called her Gerty. Gertrude didn’t much care for it but had never corrected her. “I have no idea—have you heard anything?” 
“No,” Gertrude responded. “I was hoping, that maybe.”
“Come in,” his mother said. “It’s been so cold lately.”
Gertrude walked into the house, a house she normally didn’t visit. Kyle’s mother worked odd shifts and didn’t allow guests when she wasn’t home, but for the past few days she was always home. She brought Gertrude into the kitchen and sat her down at the table. She reached across the table and grabbed the young girl’s hands. “What happened? I know he was at your house before he took off.”
It was so straightforward. So direct. 
“Nothing. We watched a movie. Labyrinth, I think. I was tired, and we didn’t finish it.” Gertrude attempted to keep her emotions at bay. “I hope it wasn’t anything I did or said.”
“What do you mean? What did you say to him?” Kai’s mother gripped her tightly, so tightly that Gertrude winced. 
“Nothing. I was just tired.”
“Well, you said something.” She pulled her hand closer to him. She looked into her eyes. “I know you did,” she said. When Gertrude looked up, she saw not Kai’s mother but her mother. She saw those dead and frozen gray eyes. She saw the bloated lips. She opened her mouth and water flowed from her lips as she screamed at her, “What did you do to my son!”
Gertrude pulled her arm away from her. She ran to the front of the house. She ran to the front door. She pulled on the doorknob, but it was covered in ice. Her hands slipped from the doorknob. She heard Kai’s mother’s footsteps behind her, falling steadfast on the wooden floors. Yet, the young Gertrude could not leave the house. She felt his mother’s hand on her shoulder as she whipped her around to face her. She saw the decaying frozen and bloated flesh of her mother in front of her. She saw the lake water flow from her lips as she spoke. 
“Anything you can remember, dear. I know this was painful for you to hear, but he was talking to that girl, and planned to skate with her on the lake, which I thought was odd. The lake isn’t even frozen yet, but he left with his skates.”
At that moment Kai’s mother was once again herself. Her lips no longer blue and bloated. Her eyes no longer gray and dead, but the vibrant green they had always been. The foyer was no longer cold, and the doorknob was just that—a regular doorknob. No ice. 
“A girl? And skates?” Gertrude shook her head. “I mean, I don’t know of any girl, but I did see him leave with his skates.”
“Please, if you know anything, if you find anything, just please.”
“I will. I promise,” Gertrude said. Kai’s mother drew her in for an embrace. As she did so, the temperature dipped. Kai’s mother’s face felt cold on her cheeks. She kept her eyes shut. She didn’t want to see the dead eyes again. She didn’t want to see the bloated and blue lips of her mother. It wasn’t real. It. Was. Not. Real.
Gertrude refused to go back to her normal life, to her normal routine. She waited instead for her grandmother to write her grocery list and leave to go to the store. She offered a wan smile as her grandmother readied herself to leave. 
“So sad that Kai hasn’t come home yet. Don’t you worry, dear. Boys will be boys. They all come home eventually.”
Gertrude offered yet another meager smile. She wished she could truly smile, truly feel happy again. Even her time with Kai was tainted with the death of her parents. She knew Kai was aware of her misfortunes, but he never pressed her on the matter. That night, the last night she saw him, was a moment she wanted to open up to him, but she couldn’t. It was not a fear of how he would look at her. It was rather a fear of the weakness she would inevitably feel. The loss of her parents, the pain in her soul reopened. She feared what would come out. She feared that she wouldn’t find a way back to herself. 
And what was this self she was fearing she would not be able to come back to? I’ll tell you. It was a lost girl hiding inside a fortress of despair. You see, Gertrude never truly allowed the grief to take her. She never allowed that despair and longing to fill her soul. She never truly mourned them. And that is what she feared the most—the tears of true loss. And it was because of that one night, watching a silly movie, that her heart felt something truly painful, and now with the disappearance of Kai, that loss stood as a formidable beast in front of her. And oh, how her tears began to form.
As soon as the door was shut, she was upstairs packing her backpack she had used before only for camping. She grabbed all the granola bars and bottles of water she could find from the kitchen. She made a few sandwiches. She didn’t know how long she would be gone, but she knew it would be a while. There was a girl Kai was talking to. She had to find her and find out just where Kai was. She left her house, and she left the rose bushes she tended with Kai. She left the pictures of her mother and of her father. She left the pictures of her as a young girl when they were both alive. The pictures of them all together for her seventh birthday. The pictures of them all together for Christmas. She opened the front door and left it all behind. She would venture out and find this girl Kai spoke to. She would find out why he left, why he was gone. She would find Kai. She would bring him home. She would bring him back to her. 
***
The storyteller paused to finish off her ale. She wiped her aged mouth with her scarf and continued. “Now, as I said, Gertrude packed her backpack with granola bars, and water, and sandwiches. Oh, and it was a big backpack. Forgot to mention that. Silly me. Those backpacks one uses for camping, as Gertrude often did with her cousins.”
“Wait, she went camping with cousins?” asked a young man from the party. “You never mentioned them before.”
Rose elbowed him. “Honey, just let her tell the story.”
“I’m just trying to keep up. She told us about her parents and grandmother. Now she has extended family. Seems convenient.”
“No, he’s right, and quite astute. What is your name, young man?”
“You first.”
The storyteller took in a deep breath. She turned to the bartender. “Another round for me and for them.” She then turned to her listeners. “My apologies at my rudeness. My name is Constance. As I just said, you are a very astute young man. Rose is lucky to have you. I do apologize for my way of telling this tale. Sometimes the details get lost until I remember the necessity of them. Please, accept my apologies.”
Rose glared at him. He cleared his throat. “Ian, my name is Ian. Sorry to interrupt.”
The drinks were handed out. The intensity in the air lifted. “Not at all, it was an important detail,” Constance said. “You caught it. Gertrude did have a life beyond the walls of her grandmother’s house. It wasn’t much, at least not to the teenage girls of those days, but it was something to her. She did go camping with her cousins and her aunt and uncle. The names of those extended family members are not important to this tale, but the skill set is, I gather. Her camping escapades were real camping. Not cabins but tents that she knew how to put up. She knew how to gather wood for the fire and how to start a fire. She also knew how to hunt as well, not with a rifle, but with a crossbow. How should I put this?” Constance took a sip of her beer then clapped her hands together. “Ah! She is your Jennifer Lawrence from The Hunger Games!” Constance saw the looks on the faces of her captive audience. Smiles. How she loved those smiles. She took another sip of her beer, set the glass down then smoothed out her skirt. “I do again apologize for not telling you this earlier. Shoddy character development on my part. So, now you can imagine the pack Gertrude loaded, a camper’s pack. Let us continue.” 
***
She left the house as soon as her grandmother was well on her way to the grocery store and made her way to a skating park not far from their home. It was pretty empty at that hour. Only the die hards were up to practice. There were three people standing together. Gertrude had been there before, but it had always been with Kai. He did all the talking. He made her feel comfortable with these people. Now he was gone, and she had to muster up the will and the strength not only to approach them but to actually talk to them. Gertrude thought about Kai, thought about his mother, thought about herself and her deep longing for him. Those thoughts led her to her nightmares, and to the cold, dead eyes of her mother—and how her mother took over Kai’s mother somehow. She shook off those fears and her timidity She approached the three teenagers standing in front of her—two girls and one boy. They took one look at her and started laughing. One of the girls approached her. 
“Going on a trip? You look like you’re going on a trip.”
“I’m looking for Kai,” Gertrude said. 
“Well, you missed him. But I gotta say he is not missing you.” She laughed. Her tongue piercing clinked on her teeth. 
“Do you know where he is?” Gertrude asked. 
“Yo, Prissy Bitch.” The young man stood up from the picnic table and approached Gertrude. “Your boy is gone.” He reached out and grabbed her coat pulling her to him. “His loss. He was a shitty skater and from the looks of it, a shitty boyfriend, but I can keep you warm—you know, when the lake freezes over.”
Gertrude pushed him away from her. The same jokes from the same bullies from grammar school, which is why her grandmother started homeschooling her. She pulled a knife from her jacket pocket. The two stepped back. “I just want to know if you’ve seen him.”
“Okay, home school,” said the boy. “Man, screw this freak and screw Kai.” The two walked away, but the third person, she stayed at the picnic table. Gertrude looked at her. The girl looked back. Gertrude put her knife back in her jacket pocket. 
“Have you seen him?” she asked. 
The girl looked into her eyes and gasped. She looked quickly at the ground. “Ya, I saw him,” the girl said.  Gertrude looked harder at her. The girl was shaking. Her lips were trembling. Gertrude approached her. “No. You stay there,” she said. 
“Okay,” Gertrude responded. “I just really need to find him. We are all worried about him.”
“Are you? I mean. I just.” She brought her hands to her face and began to bite her nails.
“What happened to him? Please tell me. I must find him.”
“You don’t remember?” 
“Why would I remember? I’m trying to find him.”
The girl shook her head. She looked at the ground as if she wished it to open and swallow her whole. “It was you. You were here with him. At least she looked like you, exactly like you, but your eyes were different. They were gray and lifeless, almost dead.” The girl shook. “You took him in a car. You were supposed to be going on a big ice-skating trip.”
“I don’t have a car,” Gertrude said. “I don’t even have my permit to drive. And I don’t ice skate. I never have.”
“I know. I remember what happened. To you and your parents. We used to be friends before the accident. You really don’t remember me, do you?”
“No, sorry.” Gertrude felt a deep pang of guilt. Should she know this girl? Had she known her? Had she been so consumed with the loss of her parents that huge chunks of her life were missing? This girl in front of her, who now wouldn’t look at her. 
The girl looked up at her. “You know, I was really excited when Kai brought you here. Like—really excited to see you again. You were always holed up in that house. And your grandmother would never let me see you.” The girl bit harder on her nails. “My mom told me to leave you alone. So, I did. And then you came back, here. I was so excited to see you again, but when Kai introduced us, or rather reintroduced us, you didn’t remember me.”
Gertrude fumbled for the words to say to her. It had been five years since her parents died. She looked at the trembling girl in front of her, but for the life of her couldn’t remember who she was.
“We used to play every day together. After school.” The girl stopped biting her nails and brushed the clippings from her jeans. “Listen, I don’t blame you for not remembering me, well, shit, maybe I do. I dunno. But now you’re here and asking for Kai. He left with a girl,” she laughed. “I’m sorry, but it’s a guy that brings you back here all packed up and bad ass.”
“Again, I’m sorry. I don’t even know what to say to you.”
“Say to who? Do you even know my name?” The girl stood up. “Do you even know my name?”
Gertrude looked at the girl standing in front of her, the girl who wouldn’t look at her. “I, I’m sorry.”
“No of course you don’t.” The girl rushed her and grabbed Gertrude. She wrapped her arms around her. She placed her lips against her ears. “We used to stay up all night talking about boys and that bitch over there. We were best friends. You were with me when I got my period. I was the first one to get it in our class. Remember? We thought I was dying of some disease, until your mother explained it to us. Popcorn and movies, barbies and boys. You were my best friend. I taught you how to ride a bike.” The girl pushed Gertrude away from her and sat back on the picnic table. “Your precious Kai left with a girl who looked just like you. Everything like you except for those eyes.”
“It wasn’t me.”
“I know,” the girl said.
“Do you know where they went—where she was taking him?” Gertrude felt guilty for asking. How much more of her life has she forgotten? Or was this just another cruel prank by kids who had always made fun of her? Yet, there was something genuine about the girl in front of her. 
“Lockport. I heard her talking about underground caves. It’s so messed up. It was your voice, and it was you. It was you except for those eyes.” 
“Lockport. Thank you,” Gertrude said. She turned to leave.
“That’s it huh? Got what you needed, I guess. Just a quick question, how are you going to get there. You don’t drive.”
“Do you?”
“Yes, but I can’t drive you. No offense, I can’t look at you. All I see is her and those dead eyes, not to mention a friend that I lost. But I’ll give you this.” The girl stood up and dug in her pocket. She pulled out a wad of money and threw it on the table. “That should be more than enough for a Greyhound ticket.” 
Gertrude stared at the money on the table. The girl stood up and grabbed the money from the table. She walked up to her and pushed the bills in Gertrude’s coat pocket. She looked into her eyes. Gertrude saw her wince when she looked into her eyes. “Tiffany. My name is Tiffany, and I miss my friend.”
Gertrude’s troubles doubled as she made her way downtown and bought a bus ticket to Lockport. She didn’t need the money Tiffany had thrown at her, but she took it all the same. If she hadn’t taken it, what good would that have done? She questioned everything she ever knew as she made her way to the bus station. Why were her memories so spotty? She remembered certain events regarding her parents and grandmother, but nothing outside of them. Nothing outside of her family. Was Tiffany, right? Were there huge lapses in her memory? Gertrude trudged on and boarded her bus to Lockport. The trip was not long, but she nodded off from the previous sleepless nights. She felt the bus stop at her destination, gathered her backpack and headed inside to the clerk at the desk. 
“What can I do for you?” asked the clerk.
“I’m looking for caves.”
“Caves?”
“Yes, I heard there are underground caves in Lockport,” Gertrude replied.
“Oh, you mean the Lockport Caves.” The clerk took a sip of her coffee. “The tours aren’t running right now, but there’s brochures over there that’ll tell you all about it.” 
“Thanks,” Gertrude said. She walked over to the stack of brochures and looked until she found one labeled Lockport Caves. It was late in the season, but they still did tours earlier in the day. She would have to find a place to sleep until they opened. She walked outside and saw the cabs lined up. An elderly woman, smoking a cigarette, stood outside her cab. 
“Where are you headin’?” the woman asked.
“Is there a hotel near the Lockport Caves?” Gertrude asked.
“Oh, sure. Plenty of them,” the woman said. “Hop in. I’ll get you there.”
Gertrude slid into the back seat of the cab setting her backpack beside her. It was much warmer in the cab. Cozy. It smelled really good, which Gertrude did not expect. She breathed in deeply sensing a hint of lavender. The cabby got in and started up the car. 
“Just sit back and relax,” she said.
“Thank you,” Gertrude said. Her eyes felt heavy, and the warm air coming from the vents relaxed her tense muscles. Gertrude took in a deep breath. It was her last breath of being conscious in that cab. 
When Gertrude awoke, she found herself in a bed, tucked in, as her mother once tucked her in. Her eyelids still felt heavy as she attempted to take in her surroundings. The same sweet fragrance that filled the cab was present in this room as well. It was a struggle to open her eyes as she felt her body wanting nothing more than sleep. The door opened and the woman from the cab entered the room.
“Who are you?” Gertrude mumbled. “Where am I?” Her mouth and throat felt dry. Her eyelids again began to close. 
The woman lifted the back of Gertrude’s head and placed a glass of cool water at her lips. “You should drink this,” she said.
Gertrude knew she shouldn’t take anything from this strange woman, but her thirst was too strong. She opened her mouth and let the cold fluid fill her. She never remembered drinking for as long as she did in that moment. Her body started to feel cooler as if the fluid soothed and replenished every fiber of her. However, her eyes felt heavier still, and Gertrude found herself drifting off into a deeper sleep than before. 
When she opened her eyes again Gertrude was in the center of a lavish greenhouse covered in intricate stained glass. The greenhouse was easily the size of her grandmother’s house. It was surprisingly warm, and the sun beamed through the various colors of the glass. The floor of the greenhouse was covered in a soft moss which had tiny, beautiful, blue flowers sprouting from it. There was no sign of the strange woman from the cab and no evidence of her house. Potted flowers filled the greenhouse. Gertrude saw hyacinths and snowdrops, morning glory and lily. She saw ranunculus and narcissus, but not a single rose. The flowers appeared to shiver, shaking slightly as if from a breeze, but there was no breeze in this enclosed greenhouse. She decided to get up to investigate her new-found surroundings. As she passed the hyacinths, she saw them shake more fervently than before. She stopped and stared at the flowers and swore she could literally hear tiny bells chiming. She knelt in front of the pot and listened closely. And there she could hear not only bells but also a soft singing.  
Three beautiful maidens once danced in our gardens, under the sun and the moon. Oh, how our master loved their dancing, but his love brought untimely doom. Now in glass coffins, no dancing to see. The sweetness of death’s bloom filled up your room.
Gertrude drew back and covered her mouth. She backed away from the pot of hyacinths and bumped into a pot of snowbells. Before she could escape it, she heard their song. 
Two girls with bonnets played in a tree swing enjoying the afternoon sun. Their brother blew bubbles in the afternoon sky, all having such fun. Along came a hound rabid and sick, but the swing could hold only little weight. Their brother climbed on, and the swing crashed down. That was the last anyone heard of their fate.
“What a horrible song!” Gertrude stood up and turned to run from the pot. Her hair brushed vines hanging overhead. Purple morning glories were spreading above and became entwined with her hair. They curled around her face and looped around her ears. She pulled at the vines, but they were too strong. 
Be our cherished apple blossom and dance along the wind. Desire drew us to this house, imprisoned us within. A fair maiden who grasps at roses cannot choose her lot. Heed the raven. Leave this place or join us as we rot.
The morning glories released her, and Gertrude fell crashing to her knees. She heard movement beyond the pots. She looked up and saw the strange woman from the cab approach her. She wasn’t wearing her jeans and heavy jacket as before, but rather a yellow sundress and a wide brimmed hat with roses on it. Gertrude looked at the roses and thought of Kai. Tears began to well in her eyes. 
“What is all of this noise, this ruckus?” The woman grabbed a nearby shovel and hit the morning glories above her. The scream that came from them pierced Gertrude’s ears causing the tears to well up even more in her eyes. The woman looked at the narcissus holding the shovel high. The flower kept its head down.
“Nothing, mistress. I am just admiring how pretty you’ve made me,” the narcissus said.
“Of course, you are,” the woman said.  She looked down at Gertrude and offered her a hand. Gertrude scooted away from her. “I am sorry if my children have upset you. Please, don’t fear me.” She came closer to Gertrude. “You should come back to bed and have more tea.”
“Your grandmother misses her little rose!” the ranunculus screamed. The woman took her shovel and beat the flowers. As she did so a raven flew from the bottom of the flowers and pecked at the woman’s face. She screamed and fought off the bird. He flew to the ceiling to avoid her shovel that barreled down smashing a hole in the glass. Gertrude got to her feet and ran to the damaged glass. She took her elbow and rammed it into the damaged window creating a hole big enough for her to escape. She could hear the woman scream as she ran away from the greenhouse, but she kept running, down a gravel driveway, her bare feet getting caught on the stones. Blood oozed from the bottom of her feet as she finally made her way to the street. The raven flew above her guiding her away from the treacherous woman. The bird cawed as Gertrude ran into the street. She heard a loud horn and the squeal of tires. She collapsed in the road as the car came to a stop. Gertrude shook in the cold air, having only a pair of pajamas on. She had no idea where she was. She had no idea where her clothing went or her backpack. She was utterly alone in this strange land. She was completely terrified. 
Gertrude saw beautiful red shoes, the prettiest red shoes. It was almost an electric red, those shoes. “Babe, you’re going to ruin them,” a man said.
“Screw the shoes, Jon. This girl is hurt.”
Gertrude heard another car door open then shut as a man ran to the woman standing over her.
“Are you okay?” the woman asked as she brushed Gertrude’s hair out of her face. The woman was pretty and had a warm look to her. Gertrude again began to cry. “Kai, I need to get to Kai,” she said.
“What are you doing out here in your pjs?”
“They’re not mine. I don’t know how I got here. That woman took me.”
“Let’s call the cops,” Jon said.
“No,” the woman said. “Pick her up. We’re taking her home.”
“Another stray, Sylvie?”
“Just get her in the car. It wasn’t long ago you were my stray.” 
Jon barely made his way over their threshold when Gertrude awoke. She swung at him landing a punch on his left cheek. He pushed through the doorway as she clawed at his face and grabbed at his hair.
“This one proves to be more feral than the lot of us,” Jon said. “Don’t think my poems will soothe her at all,” he said dropping her on a chaise lounge. 
Gertrude sat there her fists close to her face looking around the room, then focusing on the two of them. “Where am I? Who are you?” she asked as spittle flowed down her lips. 
“We found you,” Sylvie said. “We almost hit you with our car. You wandered into the highway.” She dropped to her knees and grabbed Gertrude’s hands. “We mean you no harm. What happened to you?” Sylvie watched Gertrude. She saw how she shivered. “John, grab a blanket for her.”
Jon rushed out of the room. “Please understand, we just wanted you to be safe,” Sylvie continued. “The lady you were running from, well, we have dealt with her before. This is a safe place.”
“Safe place.” Gertrude began to laugh. “There are no safe places from her.”
“From whom, sweetie? That crazy lady? We’ve heard about her. Her daughter disappeared years ago, and she never got over it.  Jon and I think she’s been taking girls over the years. Cops seem to look the other way. So glad you got out.”
“No, not her. The Snow Queen.”
“Snow Queen?” Sylvie took the blanket Jon brought her and covered Gertrude. “Well, I can tell you this, there is no Snow Queen here.” She covered Gertrude with the blanket and kissed her cheek. “There’s no Snow Queen here, my love. Just sleep now.  You’re safe now.” 
“Kai,” Gertrude mumbled through exhausted breath. “I have to find Kai.”
“We’ll help you. I promise.”
Jon was in the kitchen, drinking sparkling water with a slice of lemon. Sylvie acknowledged him then laughed. “Sobriety doesn’t suit you,” she said.
“The Snow Queen!” Jon slammed his glass down. “We have to get rid of her. Now!”
“Stop being so dramatic. It wasn’t so long ago that you rambled about her.”
“And she almost killed me!” 
Sylvie took the glass from Jon and poured the contents in the sink. “You are already drunk. No amount of sparkling water is going to help you now. And she has no claim to you. I won you fair and square.”
“And I am forever in your debt,” he replied.
“You have always been free to go, to leave, and do as you please. Need I remind you that you have chosen to stay here at my side enjoying the benefits of my friendship.” Sylvie walked away from him. She grabbed a bottle of liquor from underneath the kitchen sink. Wray & Nephew overproof white rum. She opened the bottle and drank heavily.
“So, you’re getting drunk now? With this thing back?”
“Fire water from Jamaica, the opposite of your nightmare. But you go ahead and keep drinking your water.”
Gertrude wondered how many times she would wake up in another weird place. However, here she was, in yet another strange place. At least her current dwelling was warm and appeared to be real. No talking flowers proclaiming oncoming doom, no dead eyes, no bloated and blue lips. She for the first time felt real. She could feel her skin and her skin felt her surroundings—felt the new pajamas her host gave her, felt the warmth of the blankets. She could also feel the air around her. She drew in a deep breath. Real air. Real air filled her lungs. She could also feel her tears, those damn tears that would not cease. She missed him so much, her love, Kai. How she hated herself for being here, for losing her pack, for enjoying the air she breathed, for not knowing where Kai was. She had to pull herself together. She had to figure out where she was and how to get to him. But she had lost everything. Her clothes, her pack, her money. Everything gone. And she had been gone for so long. Her grandmother. It hit her then suddenly hard. Her grandmother must be worried sick about her. Gertrude began to cry again thinking of her and those beautiful rose bushes, the bushes she never trimmed back. How she lied to her and pretended to be asleep. How she snuck out without even a note. Kai was different. His mannerisms, his character, but did that excuse her in following him? The guilt encroached on her mind as the tears welled up again. She grabbed the pillow from behind her and placed it in front of her face. She took in a deep breath and screamed into the pillow. As she screamed, she saw Kai. She saw her dead mother with the gray eyes and bloated blue lips. She saw her father sprawled out on the floor, neck twisted, legs askew. His drunken fall down the stairs. She saw the spit hurled at her face. She heard the teases and the chants. She saw the closed windows of her grandmother’s house. She saw the schoolbooks on the kitchen table. She felt her grandmother hug her, and Gertrude’s breath drew short. She tried to take a breath in, but there was no air for her lungs to cling to. She stretched out her toes, but there was nothing underneath her feet. Empty air. Nothing to cling to, nothing to grasp. Her breath became rapid. As much as she tried to grasp at the air around her, it evaded her. She dug her nails into her palms and tried to breathe again. Her lungs couldn’t capture the air. She fell to the floor, her mouth opening like a fish banked on a shore. Her eyes were wide. Her fingers grasping at nothing, for there was nothing in front of her. 
Sylvie entered the room and scooped her up. She kissed Gertrude’s cold lips. Sylvie felt Gertrude’s lips tremble. She felt the icy coldness pass in her breath, from Gertrude’s body into her own. Sylvie just laughed, still feeling the remnants of the Jamaican rum. She grabbed the back of Gertrude’s neck and peered into her eyes. “You will have to do better, ice bitch.” Sylvie looked into Gertrude’s eyes, eyes that were not her own, dead and gray. “You didn’t get my Jon, and you will not get her Kai. Show yourself to me,” she said as she kissed Gertrude’s lips again. She leaned over Gertrude and peered into her eyes. She looked at her face and waited. She saw her new stray change. The jaw became chiseled, cheekbones higher. Gertrude’s hair once dark became a frosty white. Even her eyebrows and lashes changed to a crystalline white. Her skin a frigid, cold. Yet, Sylvie held fast. “Show yourself to me,” she said again. “Speak to me, Snow Queen.”
Sylvie felt a shift in the air around her. Gertrude’s body convulsed then settled. She heard a slight laughter coming from the girl. “He is already mine,” a whisper emanated from Gertrude. 
“And what is it you truly want? You already have her friend, Kai,” Sylvie said as she held Gertrude’s head. 
“The mirror.” Gertrude’s mouth produced the sound. “I want the mirror.”
Sylvie sat back. “We won’t let you have that,” she said. She drew in a deep breath. John entered the room. He gripped the side of the couch. He shook his head. He was too terrified to speak. He didn’t want the Snow Queen to hear him, yet he couldn’t stay away from the woman who recued him from her. 
Again, Gertrude’s mouth moved. Her eyes, not her own but dead and gray looked around the room until they landed on John. “I want the mirror, always, the mirror, but look there is one who left my realm. Jonathan.”
“Kill her,” Jon said.
“It’s not her. She’s just using her as she used me once.”
“And now, that ice bitch has found us, found me. Kill her.”
Sylvie sat there looking not at Gertrude but at the Snow Queen. A queen who already had a new mate, but longed and greedily desired the mate who escaped her. Sylvie didn’t even know if these men she fed off were truly mates, maybe just playthings. She rescued John. But how many came before? How many would come after? And now this girl in front of her reminded her of what happened to her. 
“Kill her.” John looked around. The windows began to rattle. “For God’s sake kill her! She can see me!”
Sylvie heard a tap at the window. She looked over and saw a raven pecking at the glass. “It appears that an old friend has returned,” she said. “Jon, be a doll and let him in.”
Jon looked at the window and let out a high-pitched scream. “That thing is back too? I knew we should’ve left her on the side of the road and called 911, but no, you just needed another stray!” 
“You’re so dramatic, and that thing saved both of us.” Sylvie set Gertrude on the floor. The girl’s eyes fluttered shut. “Let in our friend. We haven’t much time.”
Jon walked to the windows. His hands shook as he unlocked the window and opened it. The raven flew in, circled around the ceiling, then landed softly on Gertrude’s chest. The raven opened its beak. There was something velvety and red hanging from its mouth. Sylvie smiled and pulled a single rose petal from the raven’s mouth. 
“So, this is what the young lady needs,” Sylvie said.
Jon ran his nervous hands though his hair. “A rose petal? He couldn’t bring something more useful, like a gun?”
“A gun won’t work on the queen. You know that” Sylvie said. “This raven brings what is needed. This is her story, and this story requires a rose petal. That is what will bring her back to us.” She placed the petal on Gertrude’s forehead and smiled at the raven. “Thank you, old friend.”  
It did not take long, just a few seconds, before the Gertrude’s eyes opened. She reached up at her forehead and grabbed the rose petal. She sat up quickly. “The roses. We didn’t tend to the roses,” Gertrude said. 
“There will be time enough for that,” Sylvie said. “First we have to find Kai.” The raven flew in circles around the ceiling then landed on the arm of the couch. “I believe our friend will lead the way.” 
“I’ve seen that bird before.” Gertrude looked at her surroundings, at Sylvie and Jon. “Wait, who are you? How did I get here?” Gertrude asked.
“You see, she doesn’t even remember us. She’s not fit for any of this!” Jon slammed the window shut.
“Not at all. She has merely returned to her true self, and again with the drama. I think life has been a bit too easy for both of us lately,” Sylvie turned her attention to Gertrude. “We found you, and I will explain it all to you, but first we need to get you into some warmer clothes and find Kai.”
The three of them piled back into the car with the raven, who took pleasure in sitting on Jon’s lap. Jon decided not to protest this time. Sylvie drove taking directions based on the squawking of the raven. Gertrude should have felt that she had landed herself in a very strange place, which it was, however, considering all the young lady had been through, it all felt perfectly normal. It was during the drive that Sylvie once again told Gertrude how their paths had crossed. She also divulged her and Jon’s sordid encounter with the Snow Queen. 
Sylvie brought the car to a stop. “This is it,” she said. “This is where she is hiding him.”
“Is this where she hid Jon?” Gertrude asked.
Jon looked out the window. He was visibly shaken. 
“No,” Sylvie said. She appears to each man differently, offering each what they desire. Jon doesn’t skate. 
“It was a party, okay,” Jon said. “A party with only one other person, but it felt like a party to me. Winter themed with all the decorations. I felt like I was dancing in the snow. I was inside, and it was so cold. Tired, I remember being tired, but I couldn’t stop dancing. She wouldn’t let me. I still can’t listen to music, at least the music I loved.”
“He listens to classical, mainly Spanish guitar,” Sylvie piped in.
“She would only release me if I gave her a word. A name, maybe,”
“What was it?” Gertrude asked. 
“I don’t know,” Jon said. 
“Then how did you get away from her?” Gertrude was puzzled by all of this. 
Jon looked at Sylvie. He reached towards her and held her face in his hands. He kissed her cheeks. “My best friend saved me. She’s a bit of a hellion.”
“I play dirty,” Sylvie said. “Besides, the raven told me that the word was not something that we were to utter. It was saved for someone else. So, basically, we fought our way out. Now it’s your turn.”
Gertrude opened the car door then looked at them. “By myself?”
“Yes, love,” Sylvie said. “This is your fight, your story.”  
As Gertrude left the car and began her walk to the caves, Jon opened his door and rushed to her side. He grabbed her by the shoulders and hugged her tightly. His mouth touched her ear as he whispered, “He won’t see what you see. What he sees will be amazing and beautiful, different from reality.” Jon kissed her quickly on her cheek and ran back to the car.
The mouth of the cave was dark and dismal, not at all what she expected would entice her love to run away. Although she now knew that Kai was deep in a cave, she at first imagined him skating on a beautiful frozen pond with this Snow Queen.  She had glamorized it so much in her mind and now when faced with this cave, her heart panged in despair of what her love must have been enduring all this time. The pathway into the cave was a steady descent, no diverging paths that would force her to choose a direction. A straight walk down until Gertrude was faced with a frozen pool of water. By all accounts, the water was too warm to transform into ice, yet there it was, and so was Kai lying in the center of it.  
Gertrude sat at the edge of the frozen pool of water. The raven hung back behind her. She once again looked at his crumpled body in the center of it all. Only three hundred feet in front of her. He was there. His body there. His arm outstretched toward her. But he was on that—ice. Gertrude rocked back and forth. She looked at Kai, her mind immediately remembering her mother’s pale eyes and blue lips.  She took in three deep breaths and resigned herself into crossing the ice to him. She had no skates, and even if she did, she wouldn’t know how to use them efficiently enough to get to him. Gertrude began to crawl on the ice. She went to Kai as a babe would crawl to her mother, on hands and knees. What felt like hours, was mere minutes. The frigid ice made her legs and hands numb. As cold as she was Kai was colder still. She felt his glacial flesh against her own when she was finally able to embrace him. The ice moaned beneath them. Gertrude looked into Kai’s eyes. He was not present but appeared to be dreaming with his eyes wide open. His mouth was moving as if he was saying something, but when Gertrude tipped her ear to his lips, she heard nothing. 
“Kai, wake up.” She shook him to no avail. He kept staring at nothing and talking to someone in words she could not hear. She slapped his face leaving a red mark on his cold cheek. “Wake up, now!” There was no change in his response. It was then that Gertrude heard a sinister laughter, a woman’s laughter. The ice began to moan and creak beneath their weight. Gertrude felt the heat of her tears as they welled up in her eyes. She pulled Kai close to her chest. She looked before her and saw the ice begin to crack. Her tears rolled down her face and landed on Kai’s face. His skin began to warm. She felt the heat emanate from his pores. The more heat she felt, the more she cried. The more she cried, the more her tears landed on him. Salty tears landed on his forehead and cheeks. They landed in his eyes. They landed on his chest. 
Kai reached up and touched her hair. “Gertrude,” he said his voice hoarse and pained. “It hurts. It hurts so much.” Now Kai was crying. As he cried a small sliver of glass fell from his face and landed on the ice. That small shard echoed in the cave. 
“We have to go now, Kai,” Gertrude said. “Can you walk?”
“I don’t know. I can try,” Kai replied. Gertrude stood up. The ice shook and sent her to her knees again. 
“We have to crawl!” she shouted as the ice cracked more and the sound echoed louder in the cave. Gertrude crawled back to the bank of iced water, with Kai following behind her. He felt her tears warming his skin as they trickled down his face. He felt his shirt warm as well from those tears. He felt a pulling at his chest, a painful tug yet he moved on. They made it to the bank and Kai fell over. Gertrude stared in horror at the blood which soaked his t-shirt. She ripped it open and saw the kin over his heart pulsate. Again, tears welled up and fell from his eyes this time landing on his chest. It was then that the unthinkable happened. A piece of glass poked through his skin and fell from his body. The glass chimed as it landed on the cave floor. Then all went silent. The ice no longer cracked, and the mysterious laughter ceased. 
“Gertrude?” Kai reached up to her again. “Is it really you?”
“Yes, it’s me,” Gertrude said. She bent over and kissed Kai. There was no longer a cave. There was no longer ice. There was only Kai and this moment. 
The raven squawked and flew over their heads. Gertrude froze at the sight of the bird making his presence known. She looked at the bird and saw a hand lift, a blinding white light emanating form it. The hand grabbed the bird and broke his neck. It was the Snow Queen. She was in the center of the icy pool. She knelt and picked up a tiny piece of glass. She walked across the ice towards them. Gertrude shut her eyes and placed her cheek against Kai’s. 
“I am so sorry,” she said. “I tried.”
“Tried and succeeded,” the Snow Queen said. “You are the first to have found what I desperately searched for. She stopped when she approached Gertrude and Kai. She knelt once again and picked up the second shard of glass that came from Kai’s heart. “I have been searching for these for a very long time. I am thankful to you both.”
“So thankful that you killed the raven? And what will you do with us now?”
“That raven was a nuisance. Such a gossiper those types. No, you both may leave. You have given me what I wanted. The glass from my mirror purified in love. That is all I needed.” The Snow Queen looked lovingly at the shards of glass in her hands. She then looked at Gertrude and Kai. “I wouldn’t dally. I may change my mind.” 
 
***
“Last call! Last Call for alcohol!”
“Oh, such a pity, guess it’s the end for tonight,” the storyteller said.
The group before her moaned. The storyteller smiled. “Don’t you all worry, they made it out all right.  And the Snow Queen—”
“Last call!”
“Well, it is the last call. You heard the man. Guess we should get out now, right?”
“I really wanted to know the ending,” Rose said.
The storyteller grabbed and kissed her hands. “Oh, you will know soon enough.” Rose’s fiancé came to her.
“Amazing story. Just wished we could have heard the end,” he said.
“Thank you. And you are far too generous.” She finished her ale. “I’m sure we can finish this tale later.”
The storyteller paid her tab and left the bar. As soon as she opened the door it began to snow. She opened her coat and smiled. She danced and spun in a circle. No one dared to enter the circle, except one. A very short man. Hunched over in a brown worn coat. No one saw him save her. 
“It’s time to come home, don’t you think?”
“But I’m having too much fun,” she said.
“Another man,” he gruffed. “It’s all so tiresome.”
“No,” she said as she danced. As she danced, large snowflakes began to fall. “Rose.”
“Melding with the times, how progressive of you.”
“Oh, you silly man. It has always been about the women for me.”
They walked down the street, the two of them side by side, an old woman and a hunched-back old man. “How so?” He stopped. “How has it always been about the women?” he asked.  
“Well, the women are creatures of the heart. Come on now, you should know that already. And when they love, it is fierce and undying. A part of me wanted that for myself. It was your mirror that didn’t allow that for me. All they see is an old woman.”
“Not all of them,” he said. “You have many tricks up your sleeve. “Regardless, it’s time for you to come home. All this talk of love and fighting, the fierceness of women, need I remind you of all the hearts you have devoured?”
“I was merely finding myself,” she said.
He began to laugh. “Finding yourself by destroying lovers and their lives? Some not even lovers but great friends. You, my dear, are an envious queen. You always have been, and that is why the world sees you as an old, drunken woman, spinning her tales, and weaving her webs, waiting on your prey to catch.”
“I let them go,” she said.
“A mere handful, and you killed my raven.”
“Your spy,” she said. “One would think, that the Goblin King could recruit better personnel.”
He laughed. “How modernized you are. But really, it’s time to come home. Enough of these games. As modern as you think you are, you are outdated, my dear. No more feeding on hearts.”
“That was only a couple of times,” the Snow Queen said.
“And Gertrude’s parents? That was just savage murder. You didn’t devour either of them.”
“Long game. She had to suffer,” she said.
“But why?” he asked.
The Snow Queen turned and held up her hand. She had been holding onto those two shards of glass that came from Kai’s body. She had ground them down into a powder. She had waited for this day. She blew the powder into his face. The man screamed and rubbed at his eyes. The Snow Queen laughed. 
“In your image, in your sight. You made me what I was. In your sight. You caused these shards to turn a heart cold. As cold as mine, as your curse said. You made me old, unless I appeared to them in a dream. My heart was cold, and it will remain so. My lover dead all these years ago. But you couldn’t let me mourn. The tale turned in your favor.”
“My love,” he said. “You deserved so much more.”
“Silence,” she spat. “You? I was mourning my love. And you took that mourning away from me. You turned our tale into your tale. You turned me into this thing that I have become, to what end? To become your bride. I have searched this world to find the last remnants of your treacherous glass. I have searched lovers to purify what you have done. And now, now this glass, your mirror is mine. So, look at me Goblin King? Am I old? Am I defective?”
The Goblin King looked upon her. She was no longer an aged storyteller, but a young woman. She was fierce and commanding. He took in a deep breath. “You are beautiful,” he said. “More beautiful than the first day I laid my eyes upon you.”
The Snow Queen screamed. She threw him to the pavement. She clawed at his eyes until she gouged them out. She kissed his face and then she said, “You will never, ever lay eyes on me again, Goblin King.” 



 

 


  
